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Sociolinguistic functions of the secret 

language of Gurage females

Etaferahu Hailu Tessema
Jigjiga University

�is paper is concerned with the sociolinguistic functions of the secret language 

spoken by a minority group within the Gurage,1 namely the Fedwet. �is is the 

name of the speakers and the linguistic variety, mainly used by women who 

were followers of a former local religious tradition in Gurage found in south-

ern Ethiopia. �e qualitative approach of data gathering and analysis was used. 

Primary data were gathered by elicitation of words, recording of free texts and 

interviews. A total of 20 consultants participated in the interview, 12 of them 

also participating in the elicitation of words and the performance of texts. �e 

interview responses were quanti�ed for a descriptive statistical analysis. It was 

found that the sociolinguistic functions of Fedwet include the establishment of a 

secret communication among young girls to form a speci�c identity, and for var-

ious religious purposes. �e motive for using it is related to the social position of 

women and the traditional belief system of Gurage.

Keywords: sociolinguistic function, gender, secret language

1. Introduction

�e discussion of sociolinguistic function begins with some attempt to de�ne ‘so-

ciolinguistic’ and ‘function’. According to Wardhaugh (2006: 13), sociolinguistics is 

concerned with the investigation of the relationships between language and society 

with the goal of a better understanding of the structure of language and of how 

languages function in communication. �e Fedwet group selectively use a secret 

language instead of their basic language, Chaha, on di�erent occasions or when they 

need to hide their information from outsiders. It is important to �nd the function 

and the motive for using this secret language.

1. The term Gurage has been used to designate Semitic-speaking groups surrounded by 

Cushitic-speaking people
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�is study focuses on the sociolinguistic functions of the secret language used 

by the group called Fedwet (a social variety mainly used by females following for-

mer local religious tradition) of the Gurage society in the area of Chaha found in 

Southern Ethiopia. �e name Fedwet refers to females who were followers of the 

Damamwit ‘female cult’ traditional belief. �eir secret language took its name, 

Fedwet, from the Fedwet girls who use it, although the Fedwet are part of Gurage 

society and speak one of the ‘regular’ Gurage languages, in this case, the Chaha lan-

guage. Several studies exist on the Chaha language. In the Fedwet secret language, 

little research is available apart from Leslau (1964) and Sentalem (2005), which only 

focus on the description of the ‘language’ and cultural practices, not analyzing its 

sociolinguistic functions.

As Christianity and Islam replace the local religious systems, spoken Fedwet is 

becoming lost. �e goal of this study is to investigate the sociolinguistic functions 

of the Fedwet who live in the Chaha area, Chaha being their natural language. 

Speci�cally, to identify the functions for which it is used and the motivation for 

using Fedwet, a cultural trait unique to the Gurage, before it totally vanishes.

To facilitate this analysis, the research is divided into the following sections: 

Section 2 presents the practice of Gurage religion and the Damamwit cult, in 

which Fedwet is related to the traditional belief system; Section 3 discusses re-

lated literature and the conceptual framework and Section 4 presents methodology. 

Subsequently, Section 5 presents the motive for using a di�erent language, and 

Section 6 addresses the functions of Fedwet, which is analyzed in subsequent ex-

amples and also considers interview responses.

2. Religion and the Damamwit cult

The Gurage people are followers of Muslim and Christian religions, such as 

Orthodox, Protestant and Catholic, as well as traditional religious beliefs. Shack 

(1966: 173–176) stated that there is no discrimination in terms of religion; the 

people live together peacefully. Both Christianity and Islam are outside religions 

imposed on the Gurage by invasion. Many people also participate in traditional 

religious practices alongside their systematized religion,2 such as o�erings to a 

divinity called Damamwit ‘the female cult.’ All the followers of this traditional 

belief are females, except their leader, who is a male called damwam. According to 

Shack (1966: 187–190), this cult was hierarchically structured, the central position 

being occupied by a female deity nobody has ever seen. �e Gurage believed that 

2. Systematized religion is governed by institution and is recognized by government as being 

di�erent to traditional belief system.
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Damamwit understood the multiple expressions of her supernatural power to in-

�ict harm.

�is group’s traditional belief system is di�erent from other cultural and tradi-

tional belief practices of the Gurage. All group members who are followers of the 

Damamit cult are called Moyet. In addition, this term is also the name of the spirit 

of Damamwit. Within the group, however, there is a special sub-group who speak 

a di�erent ‘language’ through training, called Fedwet (Leslau 1964: 14–17), in order 

not to be understood by outsiders.

According to Shack and Habte-Mariam (1974: 38), Gurage women have, in the 

past, had a special style of chant sung in praise of Damamwit, the chants presented 

by women and girls, Damamwit is the female’s protector of the traditional belief of 

Gurage, associated with health well-being for the community, fertility of the females 

and punishing irrational men.

Gebreyesus (1991: 140–143) states that the Damamwit was driven out from 

the Muhar area and arrived in the land of Chaha, communicated through a spirit. 

Shack (1966: 177–185) states that, of the many ritual ceremonies in the Gurage 

calendar, the Damamwit in particular is exclusive to Gurage females. Females who 

attend the rituals expect to receive bene�ts such as being cured of illness. During the 

festival, each of the chiefs of Moyet leads his group of females in the Fedwet songs 

and dancing for the honor of Damamwit. On that day, the chief has the privilege 

hitting with his stick anyone who misbehaves in an unacceptable way. During the 

festival, if the chief happens to kill someone, no punishment is imposed because it 

is accepted that it is an act of Damamwit and that the spirit empowered him. �is 

exemption is only observed during the festival, and does not function other days.

3. Related literature and conceptual framework

�ere are very few studies available on secret language in the Ethiopian context; 

however, there are some articles that have covered these areas. Leslau (1952: 102) 

works on Ethiopian minstrels’ ‘azmari’ argot. He states that the main character-

istic of this argot is distortion of the root of their basic language, Amharic, using 

metathesis, augmentation, reduplication, substitution of a radical and shortening 

procedures.

Anbessa (1987) writes about ‘women’s speech among the Sidama’. He states 

that, in traditional Sidama culture, a woman is not allowed to mention the names 

of her in-laws, her husband, the sub-clan of her husband or words that have the 

same initial syllable as any of these three. To avoid these taboo words, the women 

use di�erent methods, such as circumlocutions, synonyms and initial syllable sub-

stitutions. �ese women’s speech systematically varied from the speech of men.
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Outside Ethiopia, Manfredi (2008), describes Rendók, a secret youth language 

of Sudan, which is an Arabic-based secret language. He argues that the secrecy of 

Rendók is performed through morphological manipulation of the Sudanese Arabic 

lexicon. Linguistically, it represents approaches of phono-morphological manipula-

tion like metathesis, phonotactic adaptations, ungrammatical a�xation and word 

truncation. �e sociolinguistic function of this argot is used for expressing urban 

youth culture.

Wolfer (2011: 44) has researched ‘Arabic secret languages’ and states that secret 

languages re�ect rich tradition and culture, as well as ethnic and religious diversity.

�e conceptual framework applied here is based on the sociolinguistic func-

tions of the secret language of Fedwet, thus, concepts that are related to this study 

are raised and discussed. Mainly, language has two key functions, which are inter-

active, and symbolic (Evans & Green 2006: 1). Edwards (2009: 55) also classi�ed 

language into symbolic and communicative functions. �e distinction between 

the communicative and symbolic functions lies in the di�erentiation between lan-

guage in its usually understood sense as an instrumental tool and language as a 

sign or symbol.

�e function of language goes beyond being a communicative instrument in 

multilingual communities in which, with its language, a group distinguishes it-

self. �erefore, language has social meaning, social connotation and is linked with 

identities. When we look at Fedwet, it is used more for communication, to transmit 

hidden information and to disclose identity. Group members used their language 

to categorize themselves, so that a girl who speaks the Fedwet ‘language’ identi�es 

as part of the Fedwet group, using it for group membership and identity formation 

in addition to communication.

Lewis and Simons (2016: 16–17) de�ne shared identity by stating that it is a 

community referring to any group that is uni�ed by a sense of shared character. 

�ey also discuss how language and identity link strongly, and assert that language 

variety is associated with a group’s identity. Also, language is so tightly bound to 

identity that a group may be identi�ed by the name of their language and, their 

language may be identi�ed by the name of the group or the location in which they 

live. �e Fedwet are identi�ed by the name of their ‘language’, ‘Fedwet’, and their 

language also identi�ed by the name of the group; they use the same word for both. 

�us, we can understand that language has a stronger connection with identity, in 

addition to other issues.

Generally, in this research, sociolinguistic functions are considered in related 

to culture, social change and the real situation of society.
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4. Method of data collection and analysis

In this study, the qualitative and quantitative approaches of data gathering and 

analysis were used. �e targeted population were women who identi�ed as group 

members of Fedwet, both when they were young and now that they were older; 

with no upper age limit. In another work, Leslau (1964: 2) states that, previously, 

girls join the group and learn Fedwet secret language when they are young, usually 

joining the group when they are 13 and above.

�e culture of Moyet was practiced widely for a long time in the Gurage area; 

however, today most of the society rejects Fedwet in relation to its traditional be-

lief. As a result, Fedwet is only known by adults who were Fedwet girls when they 

were young and who can recall it. Today, it is not used by the younger generation.

�is study focused on primary data collection. �e instruments used were 

sociolinguistic interviews and elicitation, both of which were recorded.

4.1 �e sociolinguistic interview

I used the technique of sociolinguistic interview to elicit information about why 

subjects preferred to use Fedwet alongside their ordinary language, for which func-

tions they are used, and why Fedwet is endangered.

Labov (1981: 8) states that sociolinguistic interview is governed by a number 

of goals, including its use to obtain the full range of demographic data necessary 

for the analysis of sociolinguistic patterns (age, residential, school, group mem-

bers), to obtain comparable responses to questions that de�ne contrasting attitudes 

and experiences among various sub-cultures, to trace patterns of communication 

among members of the neighborhood and to establish the position of the speaker 

in the community.

Sociolinguistic interview is used for linguistic data in di�erent speech contexts. 

It comprises an informal part consisting of free conversation for eliciting language 

or local use, and a formal part. However, it has some limitations. According to 

Wolfson (1976), interview has the following limitations: it is time-consuming, small 

scale, has the potential for subconscious bias and potential inconsistencies. In addi-

tion, the naturalness and certainly the informality of recorded speech can be called 

into question, thus the interviewer needs to make the speaker feel comfortable with 

the situation.

Regarding the sampling method, Ilker et al. (2016: 2) stated that purposive 

sampling is a non-random sampling technique, it is the deliberate seeking out of 

participants due to the qualities of the participants. It pairs with nominated sam-

pling, in which participants are found by asking Chaha speakers to identify those 
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who speak Fedwet. Speakers of Fedwet do not have the con�dence to say ‘I can 

speak Fedwet’ because they are fearful of the attitude of society towards their sys-

tematized religion.

4.2 Elicitation

In spite of the problems pointed out in the literature, I found elicitation very useful 

for this study because it helped to collect linguistic data examples and sociolin-

guistic function. It was applied by sitting down with one consultant at a time and 

asking them to say Chaha equivalent words with their language. In addition to that, 

I asked consultants to say texts and songs in their secret language, while they tried 

to recall the texts (see Section 6).

�e consultants included for elicited texts were 12 women who were part of the 

culture and speak Fedwet. In addition to these 12 consultants, eight other consult-

ants were included who were Fedwet but who had forgotten the language. �us, a 

total of 20 consultants participated in the interview to address the sociolinguistic 

functions, and a sample of 12 consultants participated in the elicitation of words 

and texts. �e speakers were from the ages of 38 to 70, and above. �e other eight 

consultants who were added for interview were women elders above the age of 70. 

Finding a signi�cant number of consultants who could speak Fedwet was di�cult. 

In order to minimize this problem, I tried to use di�erent methods to help get better 

data. �e �rst method established contact people who were accepted in the society 

and tried to get the data through discussion and by using relatives (researcher’s 

relatives) who live in the area to reassure the consultants that they could have con-

�dence in the researcher. Di�erent works of literature, like Leslau (1964) and my 

elder consultants, argued that Yəbit’arə is the birthplace of Moyet practice.

�e researcher tried to visit most Chaha districts and villages to gather data, 

however, it was di�cult to �nd the data because of its endangerment. However, the 

researcher got better data at Yəbit’arə and Mokjərər Chaha villages, where people 

have tried to remember Fedwet because they see themselves as its cultural own-

ers. �us, the researcher obtained most of the linguistic data in these two villages 

a�er several trips in di�cult situations. In addition, the age of the consultants and 

restricted use also a�ect the linguistic data, and it is collected by elicitation, i.e. no 

actual communication situation is recorded because the practice becomes devas-

tated throughout the year. �e researcher speaks Chaha as an L2 advanced speaker, 

and communicating with the consultants was not di�cult.

To check the data, three key consultants were identi�ed who spoke Fedwet 

better than the others and the researcher talked with them on the recorded data. 

My key consultants are Almaz (46, born in Mokyerer. Chaha is her mother tongue 
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and she is a housewife) Berko (62, born in Yəbit’arə village. Chaha is her natural 

language and she is a housewife) and Dulat Bireda (52, born in Yabit’ are, but now 

lives in Amorameda village, Chaha district. She is participating with the culture and 

tourist o�ce). She was supportive and had good know-how on the Fedwet secret 

language, as well as the culture. I selected these women as main consultants because 

of my assistant’s advice, and also because they were Fedwet when they were young. 

�ey are also active members of the community, and I was asking them to identify 

others who speak Fedwet. �ey were cooperative and supportive during my data 

collection. I also used consultants who were speakers of the social variety, who 

attempted to remember when I asked them, and were also cooperative in giving 

the required information. However, I was not able to get as many consultants who 

could speak the social variety of Fedwet as I had hoped.

Regarding the analysis of the interview questions, the consultants were asked 

to list the purposes for using Fedwet and then their responses are counted and 

marked according to the frequency of the answer. Finally, the collected texts were 

transcribed and analyzed with frequent examples.

5. �e motive for using a di�erent language

According to Lewis and Simons (2016: 126), the motive for using a di�erent lan-

guage is derived from the use of language for its associated functions. Community 

members must perceive that there are bene�ts that accrue when speaking the lan-

guage in appropriate places to talk about appropriate topics with appropriate people. 

In addition, sociopolitical issues, economic status and language contact are factors 

that have contribution to language alteration. Newmeyer (2003: 20) writes about the 

roles of formal and functional factors for language change. Formal principles play 

a central role by governing the organization of grammar. A functional explanation 

refers to properties of language users, speci�cally their interest in producing and 

comprehending language properly. However, most linguists argue that both formal 

and functional factors have a great role in language change.

�e Fedwet group choose to use their secret ‘language’ instead of Chaha on 

di�erent occasions or when they need to hide their information from outsiders. It 

is important to discover the motive for using this secret language. To identify and 

categorize the reasons, the collected data was analyzed and the real situations of 

Fedwet were considered. �ere are di�erent reasons that females have initiated to 

use a di�erent variety instead of their basic language Chaha. �e social position 

of females given by society has a great role in leading them to follow traditional 

belief and using a di�erent ‘language’ in di�erent instances. Religion also governs 
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the society in all aspects, including language. �us, the social position of Gurage 

females and religious practices in Gurage may answer the question of why the 

Gurage females use a di�erent ‘language’.

5.1 Social position of Gurage females

�e socio-cultural situation and attitude of a society are important in understand-

ing women’s social position in any society in general and in Gurage for this study 

in particular. A lot has been said regarding Ethiopian male-dominated social struc-

ture, and the position of females in Ethiopia also follows this line. Accordingly, the 

question for this research is why the Gurage females use a di�erent ‘language’. �e 

answer might be multifarious, but the researcher hypothesizes that it is related to 

power. �e social hierarchy in the country is male dominant, which has a prede-

termined unwritten rule that labels women as ‘odd’ when they are believed to be 

deviating from it.

In Gurage culture, when families think that a girl has reached marriageable age, 

they select a husband for her. �ey do not allow her to choose her partner. Previously, 

girls were not even allowed to go to school. Even today, they do not have the same 

right to education as boys, as high schools (9–12) are far from home, and girls are 

compelled to drop out from school at grade eight. Even if girls want to continue, 

families do not allow it because of distance, and also because of di�erent perceived 

fears, so most Gurage female students do not have the opportunity to complete their 

high school education, let alone to attend institutions of higher learning.

In addition, women are excluded from decision-making processes. According 

to Bahru (2002), the Gurage have social institutions that are based on traditional 

rules and regulations that play signi�cant role. Minor and major disagreements are 

solved in the context of Gurage traditional low by clan elders, who come together 

to agree on the fundamental rules governing their community. Traditional govern-

ance is dominated by males, as the Gurage is a male- dominated community in all 

regards. �ere are no women representatives in the assemblies, and they are rarely 

allowed to present their own cases themselves.

When it comes to property ownership and sharing of family inheritance, female 

members of Gurage society still do not have equal rights to land share and owner-

ship. If a girl has brothers, property is shared among them, excluding her. Girls are 

expected to acquire home skills like fetching water, gathering wood, cooking food, 

etc. When a female is married, she carries out the work of childbearing, breast-

feeding and caring for and handling family responsibilities con�ned to household 

management, but she is excluded from any other concrete family decisions. �ese 

situations of low societal position prompt Gurage women to become involved in 

di�erent traditional belief systems, including their systematized religion.
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My �eldwork interview response shows that the culture of Moyet allowed fe-

males the opportunity to enjoy the ceremony of Damamwit celebration days with 

their friends. On those days, a husband does not have power over his wife, and the 

woman has the right to come back home in the middle of the night. �us, this study 

tried to �nd out why Gurage women use Fedwet in di�erent situations, instead of 

their natural language, and has identi�ed several explanatory reasons for it.

As we have discussed above, the low social status of females in society is the 

�rst and the most compelling reason to lead them to use a di�erent ‘language’ that 

is not understood by the dominant group male, so that they used Fedwet in di�erent 

circumstances when they want to hide their communication.

Texts and poems that are used by the Fedwet and in the practice of Moyet 

culture show the position of females and their role in society. In ‘Gurage’ society, 

talking about private issues openly is restricted, especially for females. Accordingly, 

they do not have the chance to talk openly with their family and friends, making it 

a good option for them to communicate secretly with group members.

5.2 Religious practices of Gurage females

�e traditional belief of Damamwit has a large role in Gurage society. Gurage women 

use their secret language for worship and for delivering their prayers to Damamwit. 

Gebreyesus (1991: 141) states that previously, many of the Gurage people believed 

that Damamwit was one of the three children of God the father. Damamwit is cel-

ebrated twice a year, in June and November, and only women and girls attend the 

ceremony. During these celebrations, tremendous amounts of donations are made. 

�e group members of Moyet followed a local religious cult, whose former adher-

ents have now become Christians or Muslims. Although they are part of the Gurage 

society and speak one of the ‘regular’ Gurage languages, they have also acquired a 

group-speci�c variety (Fedwet), which is not understood by outsiders.

�e culture, in addition to the use of Fedwet, has become endangered because 

of the expansion of the systematized religious education (Islam and Christian) and 

modernization.

�e low societal position of Gurage females compels them to observe di�erent 

traditional beliefs in addition to their systematized religion. Religion also governs 

society in all aspects, including language. Group members also use their ‘language’ 

for the purpose of worshiping Damamwit. �us, the social position of Gurage 

women and religious practices in Gurage answered for which speci�c purposes 

they use a di�erent ‘language.’ If these are the cases that forced the Fedwet to use a 

di�erent ‘language’, it is important to identify the usages of Fedwet. We will look at 

these by analyzing messages of the data that are collected through elicitation and 

the result of the interview.
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6. �e sociolinguistic functions of Fedwet

Gurage secret society uses Fedwet to communicate the private life of young girls. 

Trudgill (2000: 66) argued that taboo is one of the explanatory factors that separate 

language. Taboo has a powerful in�uence on the growth of separate sex vocabular-

ies. If women are not permitted to use the original language term, then new words 

or paraphrases are used. In Gurage, using taboo words is strictly forbidden, espe-

cially for females. To address this restriction and be able to have a mechanism to 

express their feelings without exposing themselves to judgment by others, especially 

men, women are obliged to use di�erent words or change phonological shapes to 

hide their speech from outsiders.

Fedwet is not a language on its own, rather it is fabricated from their �rst 

language Chaha through di�erent modi�cations. �e main areas of divergence are 

deformation of morphophonological patterns, divergence of lexical and manipu-

lation of semantic areas (Etaferahu 2019). �e Fedwet text examples below tell us 

that, in Gurage, males are the dominant group, which indicates that females are 

less in�uential. �erefore, women express this issue of discrimination and disem-

powerment by using Fedwet, through which they criticise others or talk to groups 

and friends freely.

(1) Fedwet gus-we əxud-m nɨ-gɨrafa-xj jɨ-bɨrər-e

    man-Def conj 1s-relationship:Jus-2sf 3sm-say:impv-1so

  Chaha mɨswe əxuwam əxuwam nɨfɨraxj jɨbɨre

    ‘The man frequently asked me unwanted relationship now and again’

In Example (1), for instance, the text is produced to speak about private issues 

rather than discussing them openly in society. �us, the Fedwet group expressed 

these types of issues by using a di�erent ‘language’. �e meanings of the words are 

not put (not on the actual words) as stated by the Fedwet, because they are taboo 

words.

(2) Fedwet j-ʃɨrer-jə-xuta gurangur j-ɨʒaʒ-e  

    3sm-be.pleasant:impv-Def:3sm boy 3sm-see:impv-1so  

    jɨ-ʃɨr-xuta ərʧ jaӡe  

    ‘The handsome boy looks at me’

In Example (2), a discourse in which a girl is talking about di�erent feelings with 

her mates when they are at the age of puberty is illustrated. �e girl expresses this 

feeling openly to her female friends to get advice or simply to express her feelings.

In Example (3), the text shows that Gurage females have a special trust in the 

cult, believing that the Damamwit can do anything they ask her, and that the Gurage 

male is also afraid of her punishment.
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(3) Fedwet nərwət tatʃ’ɨnafaxə gɨnafɨre jət’babət’o atbɨrəre

    nərwət ta-tʃ’ɨnafa-xə gɨnaf-r-e jət’abət’o

    Sprit-3fs 3sf-kill-3sm leave me-3ms-1s touch-acc.-ipfv.

at-bɨr-ə-re

neg:2sm-say:impv-1so

  Chaha Dəmamwit tɨk’t’ɨrxǝ gɨfɨre at’ɨbt’e.

    ‘It is a kind of cursing: Do not touch me Damamwit kills you’

�e other function is to exclude an unintended audience. Trudgill (2000: 81) 

discusses language and context and asserts that the reason speakers use di�erent 

language are not only social class, ethnic group and gender but also social context, 

which in�uences speakers to use an alternative language to pass their message to 

their intended speci�c group member. It is in this manner that speakers use Fedwet 

in the context of unintended audience presented.

�e following text illustrates this reality:

(4) Fedwet ɨʒəʒi əʃ jəgnafa eʃɨrer zədata fɨrwə k’ɨraru

    ɨʒəʒ-i əʃ jə-gnafa

    look.at:ipfv:2sfs-3smo 3sm-leave (intr):jus

e-ʃɨrer zəd-əta fɨrwə k’ɨrar-u

neg:3sm-be.attractive:impv self-3sm ugly-aDj:3sm thing-cop:3sm

    ǝӡi jədǝfa gəgata eʃɨr k’aru.

  Gloss ‘Look at him, leave aside, he is ugly, he is not attractive.’

In Example (4), the speaker talked in the context of unintended participant pre-

sented, and she talked to friend(s) about her feelings about the boy, that he may 

ask her for a relationship, and she is stating that she is not interested. She wants to 

express her feeling, because he is not handsome to her. She considers him ugly and 

has decided to reject him.

(5) Fedwet xədɨwəʃ zewət nɨrwawət’ɨnə gurmasɨjə jɨmrak’ate

    xədɨwə-ʃ zewət nɨ-rwawət’-nə gurmas-jə

    Interjection-3sf you:sf:voc 1pl-run:jus-1pl adolescent:m-Def

jɨ-mrak’a-te

3sm-come:impv-fut

  Chaha xədəʃ gərə nɨt’anə wədəja jɨʧənte

    ‘Please let us move; an adolescent boy will come.’

(6) Fedwet zewət, gurmasjə gwərjəta nafɨnakaxʲ burərem ɨʤaʤəgo burərem

    zewət, gurmasjə gwərjə-ta na-fɨnaka-xʲ burər-e-m

    You-3fs, boy-3sm house-3sm.Poss 3sm-go-2sm

ɨʤaʤəgo burərem

say-1s-pas pull-3sm-pas

  Chaha gərǝ, wǝdǝja betəta nafɨkaxj /nɨsdɨxj barem

    ‘You, he asked and pulled me to go with him to his home.’
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In Examples (5 & 6), consecutive texts, observed that girls talk openly to each other 

about powerful boys. �e law status of females in society is a burden to them; they 

shoulder this and discuss how to overcome this problem by counseling each other. 

�e boys invade the girls’ privacy without their permission and the girls share their 

feeling with each other, trying to hide themselves from the boys who attack them. 

�e following is the continuation of the above conversation by the two girls.

(7) Fedwet jəfɨr adɨrargi bɨnanə bǝʤɨʤaxʲ

    jəfɨr a-dɨrarg-i bɨnanə bǝ-ʤɨʤ-axʲ

    why neg-2sf-hit:ipvf-3smo be:cop:pfv:3sgm ins-hand-poss:2sf

  Chaha jəmɨr atdərgi banə bǝʤaxʲ

  Gloss ‘Why not you hit him by using your hand’

In Examples (6 & 7), when the girl spoke to her friend about the boy, she said, ‘he 

tried to push her to go to his house without her permission’. Her friend also de-

fended her, saying why not you hit him. �is shows that even if males are dominant 

in society, some females attempt to oppose this culture, by criticizing each other.

In Examples (8, 9 & 10), the texts con�rm the imbalance of power between 

males and females. �e girls replay and discuss with each other the issue that was 

raised in Examples (5, 6 & 7) above.

(8) Fedwet bɨnaj bɨrerəm əʒɨnanəfo bɨrerəm gwərjət nafɨnakaxʲ burə-r-em

    bɨnaj bɨrer-ə-m əʒɨnanəfobɨrer-ə-m

    no say:pfv-3sms-pas 1s-force:ipfv say:pfv-3sms-pas

gwərɨjə-ta                                         na-fnaka-xʲ burərem

house-poss:3sm 1s-go:jus-2sfo  say:pfv-3sms-1so-pas

  Chaha be barəm əʃɨnanǝfem betǝta nafɨkaxʲ barem.

    ‘He used force to make me enter into his house.’

(9) Fedwet əʒararəfo tibrerxʲ bɨnaj bureri bɨnaj atbureri bɨnanə

    ə-ʒararəfo ti-brer-xʲ bɨnaj burer-i

    1s-force:ipfv sub-3sm-say:ipvf-2sfo iDeo:no say:impv:2sfs-3smo

bɨnaj at-bureri bɨnanə

iDeo:no neg-2sf-say:ipfv be.cop:pas

  Chaha tijaʃɨnanfɨxj be bǝji be atbi banə

    Gloss ‘Say no, why you did not refuse him when he pulled you?’

(10) Fedwet fɨrwə jək’ɨrarəmo jɨwrǝre anxurərə

    fɨrwə jək’jrarəmo jɨ-wrer-e an-xurər-ə

    how 3sgm-win:ipvf 3sgm-say:ipfv-1sgo neg-be.pfv-3sgm:q

  Chaha məmɨr jɨk’jəme anxərə

  Gloss ‘How? He has more power than me.’
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In Examples (11 & 12), the girls are not only imposed on by the boys, but also 

society recognizes that males are more powerful than females, as illustrated in the 

examples. If a girl informs her parents that she has been abused by the boy(s), her 

family will punish her by forbidding her to play outside the home. �e girl does 

not want to talk to her family about this issue, but rather prefers to go and play 

with her friends in this challenging situation. �e following texts tell us this reality:

(11) Fedwet gwərjaxʲ gɨrabɨjǝm jəməɲaxʲ ɨrwawədo burer-i-ja

    gwərj-axʲ gɨraβ-jə-m jǝ-ɨməɲ-axʲ

    house-poss:2sf enter:ipfv:2sf-conv gen-mother-poss:2sf

ɨrwawədo burer-i-ja

1s-tell:ipfv say:ipfv-12sf-3sfo

    betaxʲ gɨbɨjǝm jadotaxʲ oʤja

    ‘go your home and tell your mother.’

(12) Fedwet zewət ɨtfɨk’ijak’əre ɨwret’e tɨxurəre anrɨwawd

    zewət ɨ-�’ak’ər-e ɨ-wret’-e tɨ-xurər-e

    you:2sf:voc 1s-play:ipvf-1s 1s-go.out:ipvf-1s 2sf-forbid:ipvf-1so

a-n-ɨrwawd

neg-1s-tell:ipfv

  Chaha gǝrǝ ɨtfək’jəre ɨwǝt’e tɨxəre anud

    ‘I do not tell; she will not allow me to go out and play.’

We have seen in the above examples that girls use Fedwet to discuss their issues with 

friends in order to overcome the problem when unintended audiences are present.

Fedwet is also used within the group for the purpose of opposing the culture of 

early and unwanted marriage. Girls express their feelings of discomfort and forced 

entrance into marriage by using Fedwet with their age mates. �is has the intention 

of discouraging the act of the girl by insulting her and her husband through song.

Speakers of Fedwet not only use speech to express emotions, they also use song. 

�e following is an example:

(13) Fedwet Gloss

  abǝja fedo ‘friend’

  abǝja fedo ‘friend’

  girardo girardo ‘alas’ (kind of interjections)

  bəxəde guʃra jɨbɨnado ‘they are taking bride there’

  fəfəfə jɨwrerjə ‘say ‘fə’ (kind of insulting)

  guranʧ’im ʧ’amburerjə ‘slaughtering meat’

  gurʤɨf jagɨrabaxʲ ‘old person get married you

  bəzafzafujə taboo

  fə bə�naxʲ ‘in your body part’

  ʧafər jagunafʷi ‘tuck soil’
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In Example (13), the song tells us, the intention of girls in opposing early and 

unwanted marriage. In the Gurage area, most girls do not have the right to select 

their husband. Previously, families were even able to force girls to marry old men. 

Families mostly focused on the clan and wealth of the husband, and not the interest 

of their girl. Females were not in�uential, and so they have tried to express their 

feelings through chant with their friends, including criticizing and opposing the 

girl who married the old person, even though she did not have the power to refuse 

the unwanted/early marriage. �e song is produced both to criticise a girl who 

married an old person and to criticize her husband too; in the belief that the girl 

addresses their message to her husband. In the above song, friends try to protest a 

girl’s marriage because her husband is not of the same age.

Group members also used Fedwet as a means of expressing emotion towards 

the Damamwit cult.

(14) xəde bifɨnakwi ejawo when we go there

  ʧ ’amɨburj əabɨnak’wi ejawo we do not get meat

  jəʧ ’ək’wəsne ejawo we beg it

  jəʧ ’k’uwak’əsne eejawo we beg it

  jəfʷanərbɨni ejawo where we put it

  xəʤwəʃ kote ataβɨnk’ebi please take care of me from bad things

In Example (14), the song shows what happens in the ceremony of Damamwit, 

especially in the months of the true cross, they were begging for meat by moving 

door to door in the act of collection. Sometimes, if they did not get as much meat 

as they wished, group members would use Fedwet to express their sorrow for not 

achieving particular goals and also express their feeling to the cult through Fedwet.

�e Gurage females also used their ‘language’ for religious purposes, such as 

worshiping Damamwit, praying, blessing and cursing, etc. In the Example (15), the 

Fedwet tried to worship their cult Damamwit through beautiful song. As we have 

said earlier, they believed that the female cult has the power to help them and pro-

tect them from various bad things. �ey express their admiration by saying ɨrkɨ’ja 

guʃto meaning ‘great woman’, ɨməɲto ‘our mother’ and express their feeling to her 

by saying ‘please come here; ‘on our village’ a�ni jəmʷokijərər ʧafər.

(15) əxo xo xo  

  mwəwəjəto mwəwəjətoəxo xo xo ‘spirit of Moyet’

  mwəwəjəto ɨrk’ja guʃto ‘great woman’

  mwəwəjəto ɨməɲto ‘Our mother’

  jəmʷokijərər ʧafər eeəxo xo xo ‘mokjərər land’

  a�ni mɨjəto eeəxo xo xo ‘Moyet rest’

  mwəwəjəto mwəwəjəto Moyet

  bɨʃəʃa jədɨmamədə eeəxo xo xo ‘converge with red ‘

  o o o ejeeje  
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In Example (15), they express their admiration by saying ɨrk’ɨja guʃto ‘great woman’, 

ɨməɲto ‘our mom’ and express their feeling to her by saying ‘come here to our village’ 

a�ni jəmʷokijərər ʧafər.

In addition to the interpretation of examples discussed above, this study also 

uses interview in order to incorporate the functions of the Fedwet and triangulate 

the data obtained using the elicitation presented in the previous section. As dis-

cussed in the methodology section, consultants were asked to list functions for 

which they used Fedwet. Here is the result of the interview.

Table 1. Use of the Fedwet

Function Number of times

To communicate private issues 18

To exclude unintended audience 16

To express feelings of emotion 12

To form identity 10

To insult others  3

To worship the female cult  7

To criticise the culture of early marriage  8

�ere were 20 total participants in the interview presented in the table above. 

Amongst them, most of the consultants responded that they used Fedwet for the 

purpose of communicating secret issues, which coincides with expressions obtained 

from the text data sources. However, in addition to the �rst function, it is also used 

to exclude unintended audience, as reported by several consultants. �ey also used 

it to express feelings and for identity formation. �e service of Fedwet as a means 

to discourage young girls and also to express the undesirability of union with older 

men as an insult were also among the responses obtained from the interview data. 

In addition to the aforementioned functions, they also used Fedwet to worship 

their cult.

7. Conclusion

�e �nding of this study shows that, although Fedwet had symbolic and commu-

nication functions before, it does not have any function in the current situation. 

It is threatened and endangered because it has lost its functional stability in rela-

tion to the loss of the culture. �e Fedwet used their secret language for a special 

in-group ‘language’ to express their feelings. �ese tactics helped them to escape 

the complex reality that they consider as a societal burden that they face because 

of their gender. �e sociolinguistic functions of Fedwet in history were to hide the 

communication of females, to exclude unintended audience, to oppose unwanted 
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activities in the culture such as early marriage, to express feeling/emotions and for 

religious purposes. �e motive for using Fedwet secret language was more related 

to the social position of females and pertained to the traditional belief system in 

the society. �e implication of the sociolinguistic pro�le of the speakers tells us that 

Fedwet is not used by youths. Hence, the younger generation has no information 

neither about the culture and traditional belief of Moyet nor of the Fedwet. �us, 

this study is used as a document for future research and gives information for the 

next generation.
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List of abbreviations

1 First person fut Future o Object

2 Second person ins Instrumental p Plural

3 �ird person ipfv Imperfective pas Past

adj Adjective jus Jussive pfv Perfective

conj Conjuncton loc Locative poss possessive

cop Copula m Masculine s Singular

def De�niteness neg Negative voc Vocative

f Feminine
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