Why 3 Ha's (/4 /1), 2 Sa’s (A/w), 2 A’s (x/0) and 2 Tse's (2/0)?
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Why Ethiopic has 3 Ha's (U/d/*1), 2 Sa’s (0/w), 2 A’s (h/0) and 2 Tse’s (2/8)?
This is one of the most frequent questions we receive. It will be addressed briefly below.

Although, they are not properly used today, and some renowned Ethiopians (including
the late Ato Haddis Alemayehu — Author of “Fiqir iske meqabir”) went as far as
suggesting to abolish the two Ha's, the one Sa, the one A, and the one Tsa, most
Ethiopian language experts and authorities (like Aleka/Prof./ Kidane Wold Kifle, Aleka
Desta Teklewold, Blata Mersaehazen Woldekirkos, Prof. Amsalu Aklilu, etc.) strongly
disagree with the notion that these alphabets are “repeats” and they should be
abolished. The latter contend that not only in shape, there are also differences in sound
(and meaning to the word that particular syllabic alphabet is used) between the three
Ha's, the two Sa's, the two A's and the two Tse's. You will find examples to the bottom

of the page.

Because of that, we use different variants from each group for different words
depending on the syllablic sound the word has. The details might be long. But to make
the story short, some of the variants arise from the fact that Amharic inherited lots of
words from Geez that are voiced completely different from how we voice them today. %
in %27 (Eye) is a very good example - it is a throat sound than the glotis. It is still used

in throat sound in Tigrigna.

The other reason is that Amharic and most other languages that use the same alphabet
stress (for emphasis) in syllabic alphabets depending on the word meaning and as a
result the alphabet variant that is being used becomes different. Very good examples
are  in »ga (‘Hail' — power/energy): 2@n-evaht (‘Haile-Melekot- Power of the
Divine): 2m.ht (‘Hatyat’ — Sin)? 144t (‘Hafret’ — Shame/Shyness) and » in 71+
(‘Nigus’ — King), w¢-®t (‘Serawit’ — Army): +2¢- (‘Sira’ — Work) etc.). If you really give
a close attention to these words, you will absolutely understand why the language (s)
give emphasis to these words, and as a result the other variant (which is -1 and ) is
used instead of v(s) and .



Sometimes, if you use the wrong alphabet for that particular word, not only the word
sound, but also the meaning of the word completely changes. Here is a good example.
w/+ (meaning to emanate, as in the dawn of light) can totally change its meaning if it
becomes N4 (meaning ‘he steals’). Instead of #” if you write ‘0?1/°C%+, the meaning of
the word totally changes as 7 (meaning, Tooth), #°C%t (literally means, Order). There
is no such word in Ambharic to say the ‘order of tooth’. Likewise #°v-C (‘Mihur’):-
educated, expert; 9°4C:- one who has been forgiven; #»aat+ (‘Mesasat’):- to err, make
mistake; @®*#1+:- to get thinner or handle something with extra caution; @»ht
(‘Me’at’):- many/multitude; @»%t:- catastrophe; AA (‘Saala’):- he coughs; “iA:- he
draws; we¢-®Rt (‘Sarawit’):- army; 0&-®t:- big divisions, colons; aIC (‘Hibir’):- color;
40C:- collaborating, associated, organized; A0& (‘Abay’):- he/she who lies; %0£:- big,
Nile river; QhA (‘Baal’):- idol of the Jews; N%A:- special day, commemoration day;
hovt (‘Amat’):- servant; 9evt:- year; hét (‘Arat’):- number 4; 0ét:- sleep; Tk

(‘Tin’sae’):- to forbid; 47"lk:- to rise. The list continues.

Today you may not find many people writing following the rules, and may be not
many readers recognize the differences. A very good reference we recommend to look
into the correct usage of syllabic alphabets in words is the Amharic Bible published in
1962 during the reign of Emporor Haile Selassie. https://bible.org/foreign/amharic/

The important message is that, there is good reason that all the alphabets are
maintained and it is good to teach and learn all the 34 alphabet families. But you may
not need to bother much to learn the different sounds now until you progress in your

lessons and you come to the point where you feel it is time to focus on these details.

However, it may be a good idea to give close attention which words take which
particular alphabet in writing and sometimes to practice for yourself. This way the
number of words you write correctly will grow by the day and you will be an expert in

no time.

Following are the sound variations and some of the word examples for each of the

variant syllabic alphabet from each group.
U (uAF@- V) — Sounds like HA

7°a0 - UNT: UMb UPE PR


https://bible.org/foreign/amharic/

h (ha?4- 4) — Sounds like HHA (2m01PA)

9°a0 - hC? hovC: h¥bT: hPCE

1 (H--1* 1) — Sounds like XA

7°A0 - LA @31 PLAANFT SmATE IS4AT 0
0 (a9k ) — Sounds like SA

a0 - A% NIFT A0 ARGt

w (71 w) — Sounds like SZA (&PNPA)

AU - THT P26 PPCYTE AT D

h (AA4@- h)- Sounds like A. It's Glottal (P14.2 £9°6)
a0 - A& T APCT ATCT R704

% (2%%* %) — Sounds like A. But it’s Pharyngeal (?7C¢ £9°0)
a0 - 4277 9Vl GA7]

2 - Sounds like TSA

AN - ATCE AhetE ATF IR

6 - Sounds like TZA (&mN.2A)

a0 - 0heT 870 (010°T)F 00°T
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