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Language Contact between Hebrew and Amharic
Melanie Shaul

ymontn@hotmail.com

The people of Israel were divided into twelve tgb&hese tribes stated that they were
descendants of Jacob. Each son of Jacob becamatiargh of a particular tribe that was
named after himlt is believed that Ethiopian Jews are descendaintise lost tribe of Dan.
Israel’s Law of Return grants Jews and their spotise right to migrate and gain citizenship
in Israel. As a result of this, Ethiopian Jews wabte to begin immigration to Israel in the
1980’s. Amharic and Hebrew have crossed paths auleetimmigration of Ethiopian Jews.
This paper will show how both languages influen@ehe other through the language
community.

Linguistic genetics can be seen in the developrokAimharic and Hebrew. Both languages
derived from the same source, West Semitic. Frarethmharic diverged into Ethiopian and
then into the Southern language family before fneecoming Amharic (Amberer, 2003).
Hebrew split from West Semitic into Central Semiticom there, Hebrew developed into
Northwest Semitic and finally it went from Canaanitto Hebrew.

Lexical borrowing occurs when a speaker in one dagg “incidentally” uses items from
another (Appel & Schoonen, 2005: 87). In time, npovated items may become integrated
into the language. Elements of one speech commuarity taken from another thereby
becoming a permanent part of the speakers’ sysBarowing can result from language
status or social prestige, this phenomenon is ooguin Israel in both Hebrew and Amharic.
Language influence is symmetrical and not necdgsit in both languages. Influence is
usually from the prestigious language towards #ss Iprominent one (Appel & Schoonen,
2005). Concerning lIsrael, the prestigious languagélebrew and the less prestigious is
Ambharic. Language prestige is used as a form of Ipeeship to a group and ideological
affiliations (Cooper & Fishman, 1973). People clets use specific language elements in
order to add coherency to their group. Teenagersaasocial group who constantly try to
separate themselves from others. One way of séparean be language. Teenagers have
begun to borrow or “copy” many words or expressifsom other languages that are used in
the multilingual speech community they reside ipgal & Schoonen, 2005).

The impact of Amharic and Hebrew can be seen ih diszourse when either Hebrew or
Ambharic is the matrix language. Code-switching rete “the alternative use by bilinguals of
two or more languages in the same conversatiordn@,i 2006: 143). This phenomenon
occurs under a few conditions. First, the particulard in the matrix language may not exist,
so the appropriate word is used in the embeddeglage. Next, the word may exist in the



matrix language but the speaker prefers to useethbedded language for convenience.
Finally, a new word may be created by crossing dagg boundaries through fusing and
blending words together from Hebrew and Amharic.isltinteresting to note that the
manipulation of both languages is different acaogdio the age group of the Amharic
speaker.

Code-switching occurs when a speaker switches leetwisvo languages during oral
discourse. There is a “rational” design in intei@ctbecause talk as a form of dialogue is
“systematically organized, deeply ordered and ndittiqUstunel & Seedhouse, 2005: 309).
With time the code-switching becomes “involuntandgpart of the habitual language use”
(Leyew, 1998: 214). Many older Ethiopians will inde Hebrew while they are speaking
Ambharic. They might use words likechemin Hebrew instead oflaboin Amharic which
means breadsilk has been replaced bglephone however many Amharic speakers si&
when referring to a cellular phon®litzvot (‘good deeds’) are used in Hebrew instead of
masootin Amharic. Various words regarding governmentadtitutions have also entered
Ambharic speech. Speakers will useat zehut'identity card’) oleh hadast{'new immigrant’)
andarnonah(‘city tax’). Various words which regard to workvhaalso seeped into Amharic.
All versions of day and night work shifts are saidHebrew,mishmeret boker, tsaharayim
and erev ('morning, afternoon and evening work shifts'). Gimnmon example of code
mixing which occurs with older Ethiopians is withet wordlabas. For instance, when the
question is asked, “Where are your clothes?”. Thedwfor clothes in Hebrevinegadim will

not be used in the question. Instdatdas('to dress’) in Amharic is used

Adolescents’ language can be used as a way togiissh themselves from others. As the
Ethiopian teens are bilingual, they have Amharid &ebrew at their disposal; thusly they
can incorporate Amharic into Hebrew into their disse. “Code switching allows people to
represent themselves in discourse as individuateraty to or dissociating from specific
groups, values and practices” (Curco, 2005: 37keAn listener can hear the inclusion of
monya('stupid’) anddankaro(‘deaf’) in many sentences. While speaking Hebteens will
laughingly say to a friendMa ata dankar8” (‘Are you a dankaro?'Dr when a friend is
mad he may say, “Atanonya tahe basheket!” ("You arenaonya, be qui#&}. Also the word
chachakahas become popular in the last few ye@tsachakais used in a derogatory nature
to stress someone who constantly gossips. A tegnsing ‘At mamash chachakd (‘You
are a realchachak#). One example of semantic shift resulting iniedent definition of a
lexical item is the Amharic worthrang which is popular today among tEghiopian teens

In the13' centuryfarang referred to Ethiopian Jews that had convertedHodsGanity. In the
pastfarangwas used in a derogatory manner between Ethiogias.Jrodayfarangis used

to make fun of white people behind their back. TWwizrd has become rooted in Hebrew

because suffixes have been added to show gramirfaticain Hebrew; for exampldarang



is singular,farengimshows the masculine plural form afatengiotexpresses the feminine
plural.

Inclusion of the parent and grandparent generatibome language, there needs to be...
“language choices and the restructuring of comnativie practices which are shown to
intersect in vital ways with architectural choicesd the restructuring of the built
environments” (Snow, 2007: 166). Ethiopian teengehbegun to make various language
choices when speaking with their elders. These Ainlspeakers have begun to restructure
their oral discourse in order to make themselvedetsiood when they speak Hebrew to an
elder. Language choice “allows speakers to maketiigeclaims in the corpus of the family
domain” (Curco, 2005: 27).

Many words in Hebrew have taken on suffixes fromhamc to make the word sound more
like their home language which is used betweenesteints and the older Amharic speaking
community. The suffixoonis added on to many nouns to show intended dinedtiat the
person is planning to go. For example, a child well an elder that he is going twet
seferhoon (school). Another example is when a teen goehédostore to buy groceries, he
will say that he is going to thehanuthoor('store).

Teenagers, not part of the Ethiopian community, wheak Hebrew, have only recently
begun to use various words from Amharic. Prior aesle suggests that phrasal and sentential
switching by monolinguals is usually done for furdasaid incorrectly (Leyew, 1998). In the
two examples given, monolingual Hebrew speakerghesphrases in every day conversation
without errors in pronunciation. Two expressionat thre often used aeesaywhich can be
translated into Hebrewmagia lach('you deserve it"). The other examplaia (‘wow'). Such
inclusion of specific elements from one languade another are considered a form of slang
since they are used only by a specific group (Zurolea, 2003).

After over twenty years of Ethiopians living in tbeuntry the general population has begun
to use words in Amharic. These foreignisms have@dbthemselves into the native system.
In the 1990’s the new immigrants were referreds@abashmora.The irony of this word use
is that the Ethiopians that immigrated to Israeten@ fact notfalashmora.The meaning of
falashmorain Amharic is Jews that have converted to ChrigiijarAnother word that has
become part of Hebrew is the nutritious grfiwhich is only grown in Ethiopia. In the past
teff could be bought in local markets in Israel.

As a result of language contact both Amharic antirele have begun to influence each
another. The influence of Amharic on Hebrew is sginmetrical; therefore it is not felt
widely throughout the language community. This mmanon will not stay the same. It is
only a matter of time before Hebrew speakers witorporate various words from Amharic

into their oral discourse on a regular basis.



Personal Note

The basis for my analysis comes from conversatibas | have had between my bilingual
high school students of Ethiopian background whazsents had originally immigrated from
Ethiopia. | have become interested in the langudgmge that has occurred in both spoken
Amharic and Hebrew. Despite no formal educatiorthieir home language, Amharic has
begun to go through a metamorphous. When | firsisalted my Ethiopian students about
possible changes that are happening in Amharicaenase of both Hebrew and Amharic
together; they unanimously told me that Amharic haschanged and that they do not code
switch at all. Their opinions did not change urdilnon Amharic student entered the
conversation and gave examples of how they usedevetind Amharic together in the same
conversation. Only after the non Amharic speakemtiored various words, did the Ethiopian
students begin to understand and consequently offery examples of how Hebrew and
Ambharic influenced each other. Once | had gathatedhy data, | then collaborated with a
colleague who speaks Amharic. It is interestingdte that many of the examples which were
given by my students, my colleague was unawaréeht | would even go so far as to say

that my co-worker was even embarrassed by the deampy students had given me.
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