The Oromo Language (Oromic) Word Boundary
Abstract

Oromic speakers constitute the third largest number of speakers of the Afro-asiatic language group after
Arabic and Hausa (Gragg, 1982), comprising about 35% of the more than 110 million population of
Ethiopia alone (CIA World Fact book, 2021). Oromic speakers make up the largest national group in
Ethiopia.

The language has been using Latin script based orthography since 1991. The pioneers who promulgated
the orthography put down only the basic rules. With widespread use of the language for different
purposes in the country, the need to update some rules has been felt. One of these rules is the demarcation
of word boundaries indicated by spaces between the morphemes. The lack of these rules perpetuates some
ambiguities.

Oromic has long words due to successive affixation morphology, both for inflection and derivation, as
observed by Tutschek (1845). Yet, many of the morphemes that are affixed could be written disjunctively
without causing any problems. These morphemes are mainly clitics that in many cases cause ambiguity
when written conjoined with the host word. This is because some of the host morphemes have peripheral
integral syllables homophonous with these clitics, making it difficult to tell whether they are part of the
word or not. Besides, some of these unnecessary affixations include prefixing some clitics. Prefixes have
been observed to be a burden when it comes to word recognition in the reading process (Lojenga, 2014a).

In this paper, morphemes that are indiscriminately affixed are listed and the ambiguities posed by writing
these morphemes conjunctively also explained using the syntactic, phonological, and semantic criteria
proposed by Lojenga (2012a).

Proponents of writing the morphemes conjoined argue that the basic rule of the orthography says we have
to write as we speak, and we articulate these morphemes without any pause between them. Therefore,
there is no need to separate them in writing either. As for the ambiguity mentioned above, they insist that
native speakers can overcome most of these ambiguities via prosody or context. They further argue that
these morphemes cannot stand alone because they will not make sense.

However, it does not seem that speakers pause at every word but mainly at phrase level, nor do we write
all the morphemes we utter with one breath as a single word. Neither can we use prosody as the
orthography has no provision for tone marking. Besides, with economic development more non-native
people may be interested in learning the language. Additionally, there is a need to teach the language as a
heritage language to children born to Oromo diaspora. Furthermore, digital machines need to be
programmed for use, all of which require detailed rules to understand the meaning of the morpheme
rather than depending on the context.

In conclusion, the Oromic orthography, being relatively new, will only benefit from continuous
development of the rules. Word boundary rules help check the limitless length of the words and minimize,
if not eliminate, ambiguities of arbitrary conjoining of morphemes. In this paper, the ambiguities
associated with the lack of these rules, the morphemes implicated with them and the criteria to determine
the word boundaries are addressed.
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