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The study of the Oromo language, historically referred to in Western academic circles as Galla, represents a 

critical intersection of African linguistics, colonial philology, and modern cultural preservation. Central to this study 

are the historical lexicons, most notably the Galla-English English-Galla Dictionarypublished by E.C. Foot in

1913. As one of the most widely spoken Cushitic languages in the Horn of Africa, Oromo serves as a primary

vehicle for communication for tens of millions of people. Understanding the technical architecture of early

dictionaries provides a roadmap for how linguistic documentation has evolved from basic word lists to complex

digital corpora.

The Historical Context of Oromo Lexicography

Lexicography is the art and science of compiling dictionaries. For the Oromo language, this process began in 

earnest during the 19th and early 20th centuries as European explorers and missionaries sought to document the 

languages of Eastern Africa. The term 'Galla' was the predominant designation used by external scholars during 

this period. However, modern linguistic standards and the Oromo people themselves have transitioned to the 

endonym Oromo, reflecting a shift toward cultural autonomy and linguistic accuracy.

The 1913 E.C. Foot Dictionary

The Galla-English English-Galla Dictionaryby E.C. Foot remains a seminal text in the field of African studies.

Published by the Cambridge University Press, it was designed to bridge the communication gap between English

speakers and the Oromo-speaking populations in Ethiopia and Kenya. The technical merit of Foot’s work lies in its

systematic approach to a language that was, at the time, largely unwritten in the Latin script. Foot utilized a

phonetic approximation to capture the unique glottalized and implosive sounds of the Oromo language, providing a

foundation for later orthographic developments.

The Contribution of Lawrence Tutschek

Even earlier than Foot, Lawrence Tutschek  published his 'Dictionary of the Galla Language' in the 1840s. 

Tutschek’s methodology was pioneering because he worked closely with native speakers in Europe, attempting to 

map the complex grammatical structures of the language long before modern linguistic tools were available. His 

work focused on the Cushitic branchof the Afroasiatic language family, highlighting the morphological complexity

of Oromo verbs and nouns.

Technical Framework of the Oromo Language

To understand the depth of these dictionaries, one must analyze the structural mechanics of the Oromo language 

itself. Oromo is an agglutinative language, meaning that words are formed by joining various morphemes (units of

meaning) together. This presents a significant challenge for lexicographers, as a single root can produce hundreds

of variations.

1. Phonology and Orthography

The Oromo language utilizes a rich phonemic inventory. Modern Oromo uses the Qubeealphabet (a Latin-based



script), but early dictionaries had to rely on custom phonetic notations. Key features include:

•  Ejectives: Consonants produced with an accompanying glottal closure (e.g., /p'/, /t'/, /k'/).

•  Implosives: Specifically the voiced alveolar implosive /d%ròà

•  Vowel Length: Oromo distinguishes between short and long vowels, where a change in length results in a 

change in meaning (e.g., hara 'lake' vs. haaraa 'new').

•  Gemination: Consonant doubling is phonemic, meaning badu 'to be lost' is distinct from badduu 'bad/evil'.

2. Nominal Morphology

Oromo nouns are marked for gender, number, and case. In early dictionaries like Foot's, these nuances were often

simplified. However, a technical analysis reveals a complex case system:



Case Name Function Common Suffix/Marker

Nominative Subject of a verb -ni, -ti, -u

Genitive Possession/Relationship Vowel lengthening or -tii

Dative Indirect object ("to", "for") -f, -dhaaf

Accusative Direct object (Base Form) No marker (citation form)

Instrumental Means or tool ("with") -n, -niin

Locative Location ("at", "in") -tti

Methodological Comparison: Historical vs. Modern Lexicography

The evolution from the 1913 Galla-English Dictionary to modern digital databases involves a radical shift in data 

organization and semantic mapping. Historical dictionaries were primarily bilingual glossaries, whereas modern 

versions are encyclopedic and descriptive.

Comparative Evaluation Matrix



Feature Foot (1913) / Tutschek (1844) Modern Oromo Dictionaries 
(Post-1991)

Script Latin (Phonetic Approximation) Qubee (Standardized Latin)

Entry Structure Linear word-to-word translation Hierarchical with usage examples

Grammar Coverage Minimal/Implicit Explicit morphological tagging

Dialectical Scope Regional (Central/Eastern) Cross-dialectical (Boran, Orma, 
Waata)

Medium Print (Hardcover/Paperback) Digital, Mobile Apps, SQL Databases

The Agglutinative Challenge in Dictionary Design

A primary technical difficulty in Oromo lexicography is lemmatization—the process of grouping together the 

inflected forms of a word so they can be analyzed as a single item, identified by the word's lemma, or dictionary 

form. In Oromo, a verb root like deem-(to go) can take dozens of suffixes for person, number, gender, tense,

aspect, and mood.

Mathematical Representation of Verb Inflection

The complexity of an Oromo verb entry can be modeled as follows:

V_total = R × A × T × P

Where:V_total: Total number of possible inflected forms.R: The Verb Root.A: Aspect/Voice markers (Passive, 

Causative, Autobenefactive).T: Tense/Mood (Present, Past, Subjunctive).P:Person/Number/Gender agreement

suffixes.

Early dictionaries usually only listed the Infinitive (e.g., deemu) or the 3rd Person Masculine Singular Past. This

required the user to have significant prior knowledge of the grammar to deconstruct words found in text back to

their dictionary forms.

Lexicographical Workflows for Historical Data Digitization

The transition of the Galla-English Dictionaryfrom a 1913 physical book to a searchable digital asset (as seen in

WorldCat or Amazon listings) involves several technical steps. For scholars and developers, this workflow is

essential for preserving linguistic heritage.

Step-by-Step Digital Transformation

1.  Optical Character Recognition (OCR): Scanning the 134-page physical text. Due to the age of the paper and 

the non-standard fonts used in 1913, high-resolution grayscale scanning (600 DPI) is required.

2.  Text Cleaning and Normalization: Removing artifacts from the OCR process. This involves identifying the 

distinct characters used for implosives and ensuring they are mapped to Unicode equivalents.

3.  Parsing Semantic Fields: Using Regular Expressions (Regex) to separate the Headword, Part of Speech, 

and Definition. For example, a line in the Foot dictionary might be structured as: "Goda, s., a tent." The parser must 

identify 'Goda' as the key, 's.' as noun (substantive), and 'a tent' as the value.

4.  Database Schema Integration: Storing the parsed data in a relational database (like PostgreSQL) or a 



NoSQL document store (like MongoDB) to allow for complex queries.

Case Study: The Morphological Shift from 'Galla' to 'Oromo'

The transition in terminology is not merely political; it is a linguistic necessity. The word 'Oromo' itself has complex 

etymological roots and follows the standard pluralization and gender rules of the language. In early dictionaries, 

entries related to the people and the land were often categorized under 'G'. In modern technical databases, these 

are moved to 'O' with extensive cross-referencing. This shift impacts the Indexing and Hashingalgorithms used in

search engines, where 'Galla' is now treated as a deprecated synonym (alias) for 'Oromo'.

Analysis of Failure Modes in Early Lexicons

While the work of Foot and others was monumental, technical inaccuracies were common due to the lack of audio 

recording technology. Common errors included:Tonal Misidentification: Oromo is a pitch-accent language. Early 

dictionaries almost entirely ignored tone, leading to semantic ambiguity.Dialect Confusion: Mixing the Borana 

dialect with the Mecha or Tulama dialects without notation.Loanword Over-Reliance:Mistaking Amharic or Arabic

loanwords for indigenous Oromo roots.

Linguistic Mapping and Global Standards

Modern Oromo dictionaries must adhere to international standards such as ISO 639-3 (orm). The technical 

infrastructure supporting these dictionaries now includes Linguistic Linked Data (LLD), which allows the Oromo 

lexicon to be interconnected with other Cushitic languages like Somali or Afar. This facilitates comparative research 

and the development of Machine Translation (MT)  models.

The Role of Metadata in Linguistic Archives

When we look at the metadata provided in the JSON data (e.g., Publisher: Nabu Press, Publication Date: 2011), we 

are seeing the Reprint Economy. Nabu Press and similar entities utilize Public Domain texts to keep historical 

data accessible. The metadata serves a crucial role for SEO (Search Engine Optimization) and Academic 

Citation, ensuring that researchers can find the 1913 Foot dictionary amidst millions of other publications.

Practical Implementation for Language Learners

For individuals utilizing these dictionaries today, a technical approach to study is recommended. Because the 1913 

dictionary uses a dated orthography, learners should use a Comparative Phonetic Chartto map Foot's notation

to modern Qubee.

Qubee Mapping Table



Foot's Notation (Approx.) Modern Qubee Phonetic Description

ch' c Palatal Ejective

gn ny Palatal Nasal

dh dh Alveolar Implosive

sh sh Voiceless Postalveolar Fricative

k' q Velar Ejective

Summary of Broader Implications

The Galla-English English-Galla Dictionary is more than a historical artifact; it is a technical milestone in African 

linguistics. It represents the first attempt to formalize Oromo vocabulary into a structure compatible with Western 

academic standards. While the term "Galla" has been superseded by "Oromo," the core data collected by Foot and 

his contemporaries continues to inform modern lexicography. Today, the focus has shifted toward building Natural 

Language Processing (NLP) tools for Oromo, which requires the high-quality, structured data found in these 

foundational texts. As we move further into the digital age, the integration of historical lexicons into Large 

Language Models (LLMs) and Neural Machine Translationsystems ensures that the Oromo language remains

a vibrant and documented part of the global linguistic landscape. The transition from 134-page print dictionaries to

massive digital ontologies highlights the enduring importance of technical writing and documentation in the

preservation of human culture.
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