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Somali  

among the languages of the world 
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1. The Somali speaking area  

Somali is spoken in the Horn of Africa within an area encompassing the 

whole of Somalia with Puntland and Somaliland, the south-eastern part 

of Djibouti, the eastern part of Ethiopia and the easterna part of Kenya.  

 
Source: Wikimedia Commons 

The whole Somali speaking area is approxiamately as big as France,  

Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and Switzerland together, about 

1.100.000 km2. However, the size of the Somali population in that area is 

only one eighth of the population in those European countries. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Somali_map.jpg
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In addition to the coherent area in the Horn, Somali is also spoken by a 

large number of Somalis living outside that area, mainly in Ethiopia’s 

capital Addis Ababa, Kenya’s capital Nairobi, in the United States, 

Canada, Great Britain, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, South Africa, 

Yemen, Tanzania, but also in many other countries of the world. 

It is difficult establish exactly how many people speak Somali, but based 

on statistics from different national agencies in the countries where Somali 

is spoken, as well as some qualified assumptions, the number is likely to 

be approximately 26 million. Adding up the most trustworthy figures 

leads to a total of somewhere between 24–28 million speakers.  

The calculation looks as follows: 

Somalia1      13.5 – 15.5 

Djibouti2        0.5 –   0.6  

Ethiopia3       6.5 –   7 

 Kenya4        2.5 –   3 

Rest of the world      1   –   2  

Total       24  – 28.1 

With about 26 million speakers, Somali is approximately the 70th largest 

among the ca. 7,000 languages of the world, meaning that 99% of all 

 

1 According to <data.un.org> (2019), UN estimates the number of people in Somalia to 

15.4 million. The large span 13.5–15.5 million mainly depends on whether Maay is 

considered a separate language or a dialect of Somali, as well as on the number of 

Maay speakers. There is reason to assume that different varieties of Maay may be 

spoken by as many as 2 million people. 

2 According to CIA (2017), 60% of the population in Djibouti are Somalis. According to 

<data.un.org> (2019), the total population is 974,000. 

3 According to the Ethiopian census of 2007, 6,2% of the Ethiopian population were 

Somalis. According to <data.un.org> (2019), the total population is 112 million. 

4 According to the Kenyan census of 2009, 6,2% of the population were Somalis. 

According to the 2019 census, the total population is 47.5 million. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
5 

languages are smaller than Somali. Among the approxaimately 2,000 

languages spoken in Africa, Somali is most probably the 9th largest. 

The list of the largest languages in Africa looks as follows. 

1. Arabic (over 300 mill.) 

2. Swahili (around 100 mill.) 

3. Hausa (around 50 mill.) 

4. Yoruba (around 40 mill.) 

5. Oromo (around 35 mill.) 

6. Igbo (around 30 mill.) 

6. Fula (around 30 mill.) 

6. Amharic (around 30 mill.) 

9. Somali (ca. 26 mill.) 

9. Malagasy (ca. 26 mill.) 
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Somali outside the Horn of Africa 

In Sweden Somali is spoken by at least 100,000 people. That corresponds 

to 1% of the Swedish population. The figure is based on the number of 

persons born in Somalia together with the number of persons having one 

or two parents who were born in Somalia. Even if some of these do not 

speak Somali, there must be many other speakers of Somali that were not 

born in Somalia, but in some other part of the Horn or the world. 

Table 1. Persons born abroad + persons born in Sweden with one or both parents born abroad. 

NB: the figures don’t say anything about the language spoken, just the country of birth. 

 
Source: Statistics Sweden (SCB), spring 2019 

According to statistics collected in March 2017 from sister agencies in the 

other Nordic countries, the corresponding figure for Norway is at least 

42,000, for Finland at least 20,000 and for Denmark at least 20,000. That 

corresponds to 0.8% of the Norwegian populatin, and 0.4% of the Finnish 

and Danish population. 
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In the Swedish primary education system (9 years) at least 21,000 pupils 

speak Somali, which corresponds to 2% of all school children in Sweden. 

That makes Somali the third most common mother tongue among 

Swedish children, after Swedish and Arabic. The Somali speaking 

children are also the group with the highest degree of participation in 

mother tongue classes at a rate of 76% of the children. 

Table 2. Pupils according to mother tongue and participation in classes, school year 2018/19. 

 
Source: Statistics Sweden (SCB), spring 2019 
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Somali and its relationship to other languages 

At some distance, Somali is related to languages such as Arabic, Hebrew, 

Amharic, Tigrinya, Hausa and different Berber languages. They all belong 

to the Afro-Asiatic language family with about 300 different languages. 

 

Source: Wikipedia 

Many languages that are quite well known by Somalis, are not at all 

related to Somali, but belong to the Indo-European language family, e.g. 

English, Swedish, German, Italian, French, Spanish, Russian, Persian, 
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Kurdish, Pashto, Urdu and Hindi. The Indo-European languages are 

spoken by almost half of the world’s population, i.e. some 3 billion poeple. 

Also Turkish and Finnish are unrelated to Somali. Finnish, together with 

Sami, Estonian and Hungarian belong to the Uralic language famliy, 

whereas Turkish belongs to the Turkic language family together with e.g. 

Azerbaijani and Turkmen. 

African languages 

The number of languages on the African continent is estimated to over 

2,000. The vast majority of these languages belong to the following four 

families: 

• Niger-Congo languages, e.g. Swahili, Zulu, Yoruba, Igbo, Fula, 

Shona, Sesotho, Akan etc. 

• Afro-Asiatic languages, e.g. Arabic, Amharic, Tigrinya, Oromo, 

Somali, Hausa, Berber languages etc. 

• Nilo-Saharan languages, e.g. Luo, Nubian, Dinka, Maasai etc. 

• Khoisan languages, e.g. Nama. 

The two largest of these four language families are the Niger-Congo 

languages and the Afro-Asiatic languages, each spoken by around half a 

billion people.  

The Niger-Congo languages are sub-divided into several subgroups, from 

the Atlantic languages in the west to the Bantu languages in the south and 

east. From a Somali perspective, the most well known Niger-Congo 

language is one of the Bantu languages, namely Swahili, which is one of 

the directly neighbouring languages with Somali. It is spoken directly to 

the south of Somali, mainly in Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and eastern 

Congo. Swahili isn’t at all genetically related to Somali, and the 

grammatical structure  of Swahili is very different from Somali. Swahili is 

also a much larger language, used by some 100 million people. It is 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
10 

however not the mother tongue of more than a smaller part of all the 

speakers, but it is their language of daily communication, e.g. for work or 

study. 

All the other languages in the direct proximity of the Somali speaking 

area, except for Swahili, are Afro-Asiatic languages, just like Somali. 

 
Source: Wikimedia Commoms. 

The Nilo-Saharan languages are spoken by some 40 million people 

around the river of Nile, mainly in Libya, Chad, Sudan, Uganda and 

Kenya. The largest language in this family is Luo or Dholuo, which is 

spoken by some 5 million people, mainly in western Kenya. This language 

is actually the third largest language in Kenya. 

The Khoisan languages are spoken in the western part of southern Africa, 

mainly in Namibia and Botswana. The number of languages is around 30 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Niger-Congo_map.png
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and the total number of speakers just around 200,000. The largest 

language in this family is Nama with some 100.000 speakers in Namibia, 

Botswana and South Africa. Several of the languages in this family are 

very small and threatened with extinction. 

Finally, on the island of Madagascar a language is spoken that does not 

belong to any of the already mentioned families. The name of the 

languages is Malagasy. It is spoken by some 26 million inhabitants of the 

island, and it belongs to the Austronesian language family together with 

languages such as Tagalog (the Philippines), Javanese, Malay, Maori 

(New Zealand) och Hawaiian. It is actually possible to notice surprising 

similarities between some basic vocabulary, such as the numbers.  

Malagasy:  iray,  roa,   telo,  efatra,  dimy,  enina  

Malay:   satu, dua,  tiga,  empat,  lima, enam 

Tagalog:   isa,  dawala, tatlo, apat,  lima,  anim 

Maori:    tahi,  rua,   toru,  whā,  rima,  ono  

Hawaiian:  kahi,  lua,   kolu,  hā,   lima,  ono 

    one,   two,   three,  four,  five,   six 
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Afro-Asiatic languages 

Somali belongs to the Afro-Asiatic language family that encompasses 

northern and north-eastern Africa, the Arabic peninsula and parts of the 

Middle East. There are about 300 Afro-Asiatic languages, and they are 

spoken by close to 500 million people. 

At some distance, Somali is related to languages like Arabic, Hebrew, 

Amharic, Tigrinya, Hausa and different Berber languages, but these 

languages belong to different sub-groups within the Afro-Asiatic 

language family. 

 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

  

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Afroasiatic-en.png


 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
13 

The different sub-groups within the Afro-Asiatic language family are: 

• Semitic languages, which constitute the largest group with 

languages such as Arabic (over 300 mill.), Amharic (over 30 mill.), 

Hebrew (some 10 mill.), Tigrinya (some 10 mill.); 

• Cushitc languages, such as Oromo (over 35 mill.), Somali (ca. 26 

mill.), Sidamo (ca. 3 mill.); 

• Omotic languages, a number of rather small languages spoken 

mainly in the south-west of Ethiopia. Wolaytta with about 2 mill. 

speakers in Ethiopia is most probably the largest Omotic language. 

• Berber languages, which are spoken by over 15 million people, 

mainly in Morocco, Algeria, Mali and Niger. Shilha (in Arabic) or 

Tashelhit (in the language) with possibly up to 8 million speakers, 

mainly in Morocco, is the largest Berber language.   

• Chadic languages, where the largest one is Hausa, spoken by more 

than 50 million people, mainly in Niger and Nigeria; 

• the Egyptian language, extinct since some 400 years ago, is the 

language that was used in the inscriptions made with hieroglyphs 

in the Egyptian pyramids. The last spoken form of this language is 

called Coptic. This language is still used to a certain extent as the 

ceremonial language of the Christian orthodox church in Egypt. 

 

 Somali Wolaytta Amharic Arabic Hausa Tamazight 

 Cushitic Omotic South 

Semitic 

Central 

Semitic 

Chadic Berber 

one kow 'istá and waaxid ɗaya yan 

two laba naa''á hulätt iṯnaan biyu sin 

three saddex heezzá sost ṯalaaṯa uku kṛaḍ 

four afar 'oiddá aratt arbaca huɗu kkuz 

five shan 'iccashá amməst khamsa biyar smmus 

six lix 'usúppuna səddəst sitta shida ṣḍiṣ 

seven toddoba lááppuna säbatt sabca bakwai sa 

eight siddeed hóspuna səmmənt ṯamaaniya takwas tam 

nine sagaal 'uddúpuna zäṭäɲɲ tisca tara tẓa 

ten toban 'isíínó assər cashra goma mraw 

head madax húúpʼ     

hair timo      

eye il      
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Ear dheg haitt     

mouth af doon     

tongue carrab      

teeth ilko      

lung sambab      

kidney kelli      

Bone laf mekʼétt     

arm gacan      

leg lug ged (tóh)     

foot cag tóh (ged)     

knee jilib      

blood dhiig súútt     

water biyo haatt     

Stone dhagax ʃúʧʧ     

Wolaytta according to Wakasa (2008),   
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Cushitic languages 

The most closely related languages to Somali are found in the Cushitic 

group, where the four largest languages are Oromo (over 35 mill.), Somali 

(ca. 26 mill.), Sidamo (ca. 3 mill.) and Afar (ca. 2.5 mill.).  

The Cushitic languages are further divided into the following sub-groups: 

• North Cushitic, consisting of only one  language, Beja, with some 2 

million speakers in Sudan, Eritrea och Egypt; 

• Central Cushitic languages, among others Awngi, spoken by 

almost half a million people south-west of Lake Tana in Ethiopia; 

• East Cushitic languages, which constitute the largest sub-group, 

with languages such as Oromo and Somali; 

• South Cushitic languages, with languages such as Iraqw, spoken 

by about half a million people in Tanzania. 

 

 Somali Iraqw Beja  

 East South North Central 

one kow, hal wák gaal  

two laba tsár mali, mhali  

three saddex tám mhay  

four afar tsiyáhh fadhig  

five shan koo’án ’ay  

six lix lahhóo’ asagwir  

seven toddoba fáanqw asarama  

eight siddeed dakáat assimhay  

nine sagaal gwaléel ashshadhig  

ten toban mibangw tamin/tamun  

head madax  girma  

leg lug  lagad  

mouth af  yaf  

tooth ilko (pl.)  kwiri  

blood dhiig  booy  

bone laf  miitaat  

kidney kelli  kwil’a  

knee jilib  gwimba  

lung sambab  shambuut  
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tongue carrab  miidaab/ 

miidalaab 

 

big weyn  win  

big (pl.) waaweyn  wawin  

small yar  dis  

small (pl.) yaryar  dadis  

Sources: 

Beja: https://corporan.huma-num.fr/Lexiques/indexM.php  

East Cushitic languages 

Within the East Cushitic group there is a further division between 

languages that are spoken in the 

• Highlands, mainly Sidamo with some 3 million speakers, Hadiyya 

with well over 1 million speakers, Gedeo with around 1 million 

speakers and Kambaata with some 750.000 speakers. All of them are 

spoken in fairly small areas a couple of hundred kilometers south of 

Addis Ababa in Ethiopia; 

• Lowlands, where most Cushitic languages are found, among others 

Afar, Arbore, Baiso, Dabarre, Garre, Jiiddu, Konso, Maay, Oromo, 

Rendille, Saho, Somali, Tunni. 

 

 Somali Sidamo Kambaata Gede’o Hadiyya 

 Lowland Highland Highland Highland Highland 

one kow, mid mitte  mitte máto 

two laba lame  lame lámo 

three saddex sase  sase sáso 

four afar shoole  shole soóro 

five shan onte  onde ‘ónto 

six lix lee  jane lóho 

seven toddoba lamala  torbane lamára 

eight siddeed sette  saddeeta sadeénto 

nine sagaal honse  sallane hónso 

ten toban tonne  tomme tómmo 

head madax umo  umo horoóre 

leg lug lekka   lokko 

https://corporan.huma-num.fr/Lexiques/indexM.php
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mouth af afo  afo’o suume 

tooth ilig hinko  isso ‘ínk’e 

blood dhiig mundee  munde t’iíga 

bone laf mikk’a   m’íke 

kidney kelli    múro 

knee jilib gulubba   gurúbbo 

lung sambab    k’adafara 

tongue carrab arrawo  arrabo ‘allábo 

 

Lowland East Cushitic languages 

The two largest Cushitic languages Oromo (över 35 mill.) and Somali (ca. 

26 mill.) are rahter closely related. They are both Lowland East Cushitic 

languages, but still they are probably more different from each other than 

English is different from German, Dutch or Scandinavian languages. 
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Source: Mansuur (2009: 191) 

Even if Oromo is larger than Somali in number of speakers, Somali is still 

a more widely used and more stable language than Oromo. Somali has 

been quite well described and is relatively well standardised. For Oromo 

this process started some 30 years later, and has not reach as far as it has 

for Somali, as the language has not been used in writing and in mass 

media as much as Somali has. However, comprehensive work has been 

conducted in the last 20 years in order to develop Oromo, and in today’s 

Ethiopia there are many more books printed in Oromo than in Somali. 
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Lowland East Cushitic languages may be further subdivided into 

• Saho-Afar:  

• Oromoid: Oromo 

• Omo-Tana: Somali 

• Peripheral: Yaaku, Dullay 

 

Comparison of some basic vocabulary in different Lowland East Cushitic 

languages: 

 Somali Oromo Afar  

 Omo-Tana Oromoid Saho-Afar Peripheral 

one kow tokko iníki  

two laba lama nammáya  

three saddex sadii sidóxu  

four afar afur faréyi  

five shan shan konóyu5  

six lix jaha laxéyi  

seven toddoba torba malxíini  

eight siddeed saddeet baxaará  

nine sagaal sagal sagaalá  

ten toban kudhan tabaná  

head madax mataa amó  

leg lug luka   

mouth af afaan af  

teeth ilko ilkaan boddiná  

blood dhiig dhiiga   

bone laf lafee   

kidney kelli kalee   

knee jilib jilba gulub  

lung sambab somba   

tongue carrab arraba   

 

5 Cf. Somali konton ’fifty’. The Somali /sh/ is most probably the result from a change 

from /k/ to /sh/, cf. also, e.g., Danish and Swedish pronunciation of Copenhagen. 
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But the words for almost all other body parts are quite different in Somali 

and Oromo. 

  Somali Maay Baiso Rendille Oromo Afar Saho/Konso 

eye  il        ija 

leg  lug      lux foot luka 

mouth af      af  afaan 

teeth  ilko      ilko  ilkaan 

face  fool        fuula 

blood dhiig      dig  dhiiga 

bone  laf      laf  lafee 

lung  sambab       somba 

kidney kelli        kalee 

knee  jilib    gilib  jilib  jilba 

tongue carrab     harrab arraba 

bird  shimbir   kimbiri čimbir shimpirre 

water biyo    beke  biče’  bišani 

louse  injir    igiri  injir  injiran 

exist  jiraa    growa   jira 

 

Omo-Tana languages 

Western: Dhaasanac, Arbore, Elmolo 

Central: Bayso 

Eastern: Rendille, Boni/Aweera, Karre/Garre, Jiiddu, Tunni, Dabarre, 

Ashraaf, Digil, Maay, Benadir, Somali… 

Eastern Omo-Tana languages 

 Somali Maay Rendille Bayso 

one kow, mid   ko 

two laba lamy  lama 

three saddex   seed 
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four afar   afar, apar 

five shan   ken 

six lix   lee 

seven toddoba   todoba 

eight siddeed   siddeet 

nine sagaal   saagaal 

ten toban    

head madax mady  mete 

leg lug   luk 

mouth af   mangaagaa 

teeth ilko   ilko 

blood dhiig    

bone laf   lef 

kidney kelli   kalaalli 

knee jilib   gilib 

lung sambab   somboob 

tongue carrab anrab   

heart wadne widny  wodana 

 

  Somali Maay Baiso Rendille Oromo Afar Saho/Konso 

eyes  indho     indo 

ear  dheg      dogo 

fire  dab      dab 

leg  lug      lux foot luka 

mouth af      af  afaan 

nose  san      san 

teeth  ilko      ilko  ilkaan 

hair  tin      tim 

blood dhiig      dig  dhiiga 

bone  laf      laf  lafee 

knee  jilib    gilib  jilib  jilba 

tongue carrab     harrab arraba 

bird  shimbir   kimbiri čimbir shimpirre 

water biyo    beke  biče’  bišani 

milk  caano     hannu 

knife  mindi     mindil 

stone  dhagax     dagax 

tree  geed      gey 
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yesterday shaley   kele  čele 

louse  injir    igiri  injir  injiran 

exist  jiraa    growa   jira 

I  ani    ani  ani 

you  adi    ati  ati 

he  uu    usu  usu 

she  ay    ese  ish 
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The language situation in the area 

A very important difference between the language situation in Somalia 

and Somaliland, and the situation in almost every other country south of 

Sahara is that Somalia and Somaliland have very small linguistic 

minorities. The fact that almost all citizens of Somalia and Somaliland can 

communicate with each other in their own language is something quite 

unique in an African perspective. It gives a unique possibility to use 

Somali as the official language of the country in all domains of political, 

educational and social life, without the risk of running into any major 

problems. 

Most other non Arabic countries in Africa encompass areas inhabited by 

speakers of several different larger and smaller languages. In all those 

countries it is difficult to find a common language for education and 

administration, since no single local language will function for 

communication with the whole population.  

In several other African countries the choice has therefore been to continue 

using a European language in order not to favourise any of the local 

languages at the cost of others, but in some countries one of the larger 

languages of the country has been chosen. 

Languages in Ethiopia 

The linguistic situation in Ethiopia is totally different than the situation in 

Somalia. In Ethiopia alone, over 80 different languages are spoken, but 

Amharic was the only language with an offical status until the end of the 

20th century, and it was the only language used in education and 

administration.  

Today’s Ethiopia is a federation of nine ethnically defined regional states 

that coincide with some of the larger linguistic and ethnic groups in the 
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country, and today each region can decide about its own language policy. 

In higher education and research, English is nowadays playing a quite 

important role as the common lingua franca. 

 

Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

Until recently, only Amharic was used in Ethiopia as the country’s official 

language, even though that language actually was only the second largest, 

after Oromo, but the choice of Amharic is of course linked to the fact that 

the Amhara people had the major political power in the country. Today 

the choice of Amharic is questioned, above all by the Oromo speakers, 

who demand both languages to have an equal status at the national level.  

Since the middle of the 1990’s, the lingustic situation in Ethiopia has 

developed into a much larger regional independence regarding the choice 

language for administration and schooling. In the Somali Regional State 

of Ethiopia, Somali is today used in schools until the 8th grade, and also 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ethiopia_zone_region.jpg
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to a large extent in the admininstration of the region. There are now plans 

to introduce Somali up to grade 12.  

According to Zatolokina (2022: 176), Afar, Oromo, Somali and Tigrinya 

were recognized in February 2020 as having equal status, together with 

Amharic, as the five official working languages of the central Ethiopian 

government, not only the regional governments and administration. 

The modern liguistic development in Ethiopia towards a larger linguistic 

diversity has also strengthened the role of English, especially in higher 

education. Since students have different linguistic background, and many 

don’t know Amharic very well, English has become the predominating 

“lingua franca”. 

 

Unit 1. Study Questions 

1. Out of the ten largest langauges in Africa:   

a) Which one(s) are genetically quite closely related to Somali?  

b) Whcih one(s) are genetically more distantly related to Somali?  

c) Which one(s) are genetically not at all related to Somali? 

3. How many languages are there in the world today according to 

generally accepted estimations? 

4. Is Somali a large or a small language? Why? 

5. Howmany speakers of Somali are there?  

6. How many speakers are there in Somalia and Somaliland?  

7. How many speakers of Somali are there in Djibouti? 

8. How many speakers of Somali are there in Ethiopia?  

9. How many speakers of Somali are there in Kenya? 
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10. How many speakers of Somali are there in the rest of the world? 

11. Approximately how many languages have more speakers than 

Somali? 

12. How many speakers of Swedish are there in the world today? 

13. Roughly how many languages have more speakers than Swedish? 

14. To which large language famliy does Swedish belong? 

15. Which are the two largest languages in that family? 

16. To which subgroup within that family does Swedish belong? 

17. Which are the two largest languages within that subgroup? 

18. To which large language famliy does Somali belong? 

19. Which are the five largest langauges within that family? 

20. To which subgroup within that family does Somali belong? 

21. Which are the three largest languages within that subgroup? 

22. What other subgroups are there within the language family that Somali 

belongs to? 

23. Which is the largest language within each of those subgroups? 

24. Which is the largets subgroup? 

25. Which are the four largest languages within that subgroup?  

26. Which are the five largest languages in Africa? 

27. To which language family and to which subgroup do the following 

languages belong? English, Italian, Arabic, Amharic, Swahili, Kurdish, 

Oromo, Finnish, Persian, Afar, Turkish, Hindi. 

28. Which quite large language, slightly larger than Somali, is genetalically 

very closely related to Somali?  
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29. How big is that language compared to Somali? 

30. Give the names of two Semitic languages that have more speakers than 

Somali. 

31. Both the Cushitic and the Semitic languages belong to the same 

language family. What is it called? 

32. Swedish and English belong to the same large language family and to 

the same subgroup. What is the famliy called and what is the subgroup 

called? 

33. Italian, French, Spanish and Protuguese belong to the same language 

famliy as Swedish and English, but to another subgroup. What is the 

subgroup called? 

34. Which very large language in the close vicinity to Somalia is not at all 

genetically related to Somali? To which language family and subgroup 

does that language belong?  

35. Which two language families completely dominate in Africa? 

36. What other four language families are also present in Africa, but to a 

lesser extent? 

Unit 1. Suggested Solutions 

1. a) Somali is closely related to Oromo; b) Somali is distantly related to 

Arabic, Hausa and Amharic; c) Somali is not related to Swahili, Yoruba, 

Igbo, Fula, or Malagasy. 

3. It is estimated that there are around 7000 languages in the world. 

4. Somali is a large language since there are only 70 languages with a larger 

number of speakers while there are almost 7000 languages with fewer 

speakers. 
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5. Somali is spoken by aproximately 26 million people.  

6. In Somalia with Puntland and Somaliland, Somali is spoken by some 14 

to 16 million people, depending on whether Maay is considered a dialect 

of Somali or an independent language (and how many speakers there are 

of Maay).  

7. In Djibouti Somali is spoken by over 600.000. 

8. In Ethiopia Somali is spoken by some 7 million people.  

9. In Kenya Somali is spoken by about 3 million people. 

10. In the rest of the world Somali is probably spoken by more than 1.5 

million people. It is extremely difficult to establish any more precise 

figure. 

11. Only about 70 languages have a larger number of speakers than 

Somali. 

12. Swedish is spoken by slightly more than 10 million people. 

13. About 100 language have more speakers than Swedish. 

14. Swedish belongs to the Indoeuropean language family. 

15. The two biggest indoeuropean language are English and Spanish. 

16. Swedish belongs to the Germanic subgroup (or branch) of the Indo-

european language family. 

17. The two largest languages in the Germanic group are English and 

German. 

18. Somali belongs to the Afroasiatic language family. 

19. The five largest languages in the Afroasiatic language family are 

Arabic, Hausa, Oromo, Amharic och Somali. 
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20. Somali belongs to the Cushitic subgroup within the Afroasiatic 

language family. 

21. The three largest languages within the Cushitic subgroup are Oromo, 

Somali and Sidama. 

22. Among the Afroasiatic languages there are also Semitic languages, 

Chadic languages, Berber languages, Omotic languages and extinct 

Egyptian languages. 

23. The largest Semitic language is Arabic and the largest Chadic language 

is Hausa. Among Berber languages and Omotic languages there are no 

widely known languages, but Shilha (or Tachelhit, Tashelhiyt, Taclḥiyt) 

with about 6 million speakers in Morocco is probably the largest Berber 

language while Wolaytta with about 2 million speakers in Ethiopia is the 

largest Omotic language. There is today no living Egyptian language, but 

Coptic is still used by the Coptic orthodix church as their liturgical 

language. 

24. The Semitic languages constitute the largest group. 

25. The four largest Semitic languages are Arabic, Amharic, Hebrew and 

Tigrinya.  

26. The five largest laguages in Africa are Arabic, Swahili, Hausa, Oromo, 

and Yoruba. 

27. a) English, Indoeuropean family, Germanic subgroup. 

b) Italian, Indoeuropean family, Romance subgroup.  

c) Arabic, Afroasiatic family, Semitic subgroup.  

d) Amharic, Afroasiatic family, Semitic subgroup. 

e) Swahili, Niger-Congo family, Bantu subgroup. 

f) Kurdish, Indoeuropean family, Iranian subgroup. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
30 

g) Oromo, Afroasiatic family, Cushitic subgroup. 

h) Finnish, Uralic famliy, Finno-Ugric subgroup. 

i) Persian, Indoeuropean family, Iranian subgroup. 

j) Afar, Afroasiatic family, Cushitic subgroup. 

k) Turkish, Turkic family. 

l) Hindi, Indoeuropean family, Indian subgroup. 

28. One of Somali’s closest relatives is of course Maay, if one chooses to 

regard it as an individual language. Other very close relatives are e.g. 

Rendille, Boni, Bayso, Elmolo, Dhaasanac and Arbore. Oromo is a slightly 

more distant, but still a rather close relative. 

29. Oromo is a somewhat larger language than Somali, probably spoken 

by close to 40 million people. Rendille, Boni, Bayso, Elmolo, Dhaasanac 

and Arbore, on the other hand, are all very small languages, only spoken 

by a few thousand people. Maay is estimated to be spoken by about two 

million people. 

30. The two Semitic languages Arabic (more than 300 million speakers) and 

Amharic (about 30 millio speakers) both have more speakers than Somali. 

31. The Cushitic and the Semitic languages all belong to the Afroasiatic 

language family.  

32. Swedish and English both belong to the Germanic subgroup of the 

Indoeuropean language family. 

33. Italian, French, spanish and Portugueses all belong to the Romance 

subgroup of the Indoeuropean language family. 

34. Swahili is not at all genetically related to Somali. Instead Swahili belongs 

to the Bantu subgroup of the Niger-Congo language family.  
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35. In Africa two language families dominate, the Afroasiatic family and 

the Niger-Congo family. These two families are of approximately the same 

size with around 500 million speakers each. 

36. Furthermore, there is a smaller number of languages in Africa that 

belong to the Nilotic family and the Khoisan family. These two families only 

exist in Africa. Finally there are languages in Africa that belong to the 

Austronesian family and the Indoeuropean family. The only Austronesian 

language is Malagasy which is spoken in Madagascar. It has almost the same 

number of speakers as Somali. Among the Indoeuropean languages 

Afrikaans is only spoken in Africa (South Africa), but many other 

Indoeuropean languages are used in many different places, e.g. English, 

French, Portuguese… 

Suggested Readings 

Degeneh Bijiga, Teferi (2015) The Development of Oromo Writing System. 

PhD thesis, University of Kent. https://kar.kent.ac.uk/52387 

Jansson, Tore & Jan Retsö (2008) Afrikas språk. Göteborgs universitet. 

https://canvas.gu.se/files/5093659/download?download_frd=1  

  

https://kar.kent.ac.uk/52387
https://canvas.gu.se/files/5093659/download?download_frd=1
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2. The older history of Somali 

Ever since the middle ages Arabic has been the language primarily used 

to write texts in the lands where Somali is spoken. As the language of 

Islam, Arabic early became the natural choice for those who were to learn 

how to read and write. It was therefore natural to write all kinds of 

documents in Arabic. For several hundred years Arabic remained rather 

unchallenged as the written language of the area. 

Not until in the 1700’s and 1800’s an interest for local languages began to 

emerge in East Africa. The reason was then that there was hope that 

Islam’s message would reach people more effectively through the use of 

local languages. Early on Swahili began to be written with the Arabic 

script for this purpose. One can assume that this also inspired the use of 

Arabic script to write in Somali. One of the first to do so was probably Haji 

Ali Majerten who in the early 1800’s lived in Nugal, but later on moved to 

the Mogadishu area (Idaajaa n.d., note 2). The best known attempts to 

write Somali in Arabic script were made towards the end of the 1800’s by 

Sheikh Awees Mahamed from Barawe who wrote a considerable amout 

of poetry (Banti 1988: 21). 

During the late 1800’s European missionaries and linguists made various 

attempts to adapt the Latin script to the Somali language. For a long time 

these attempts were very little known among the Somalis, and when it 

finally became more generally know that attempts were conducted to 

write Somali with Latin script this was met with partially negative 

reactions, mainly for religious reasons (Idaajaa n.d.: 2). 
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Illustration 1. The first page of Abbaay sittidey by Sheikh Awees Mahamed  

with corresponding Latin transcription. Source: Banti (1988). 
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The first real reference grammar of Somali was written in English by Fred 

Hunter. It consists of 181 pages and was printed in Bombay, India, in 1880. 

The author is not an trained linguist, but a military officer working in the 

Horn of Africa. 

 

Illustration 2. The first Somali reference grammar.  

The whole book (181 pages) can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/57923 

  

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/57923
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The next Somali reference grammar was written in French by Gabriel 

Ferrand. It is considerably smaller, consisting of just 28 pages.It was 

printed in Alger in 1886. 

 

 

Illustration 3. Somali reference grammar in French from 1886. 

The whole book (28 pages) can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

https://gupea.ub.gu.se/handle/2077/57977 

  

https://gupea.ub.gu.se/handle/2077/57977
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Already in 1892 another referece grammar followed, this time in German, 

written by A. W. Schleicher, who was a PhD student in Berlin and Vienna. 

It comprises 159 pages and is printed in Berlin. 

 

 

Illustration 4. Somali reference grammar in German from 1892. 

The whole book (159 pages) can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30609 

 

  

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30609
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In 1897 the first real dictionary of the Somali language was published. It 

was a Somali-English dictionary (with a shorter English-Somali appendix) 

written by Evangelist de Larajasse. The book contains 301 pages and was 

printed in London. 

 

Illustration 5. The first Somali dictionary. 

The whole book (301 pages) can be accessed digitally at Arcadia: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2307/5177 

 

http://hdl.handle.net/2307/5177
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In the same year also a Somali reference grammar written in English was 

published by the same author in cooperation his colleague Cyprien de 

Sampont. This book contains 265 pages and was also printed in London. 

 

 

Illustration 6. The second Somali reference grammar in English. 

The whole book (265 pages) can be accessed digitally at Arcadia: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2307/5366 

  

http://hdl.handle.net/2307/5366
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In 1900, a collection of Somali texts was published in Vienna. In contains 

287 pages and was edited by Leo Reinisch, 1832‒1919, considered the 

founder of Cushitic studies, professor of Egyptology 1868-1900, and Vice 

Chancellor of the University of Vienna in the 1890s (Pugach 2006). 

Reinisch partially builds on his student Schleicher’s work, since Schleicher 

died before he was able to publish the matierals that he had collected. 

 

Illustration 7. An anthology of Somali texts from 1900. 

The whole book (287 pages) can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30613  

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30613
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Illustration 8. An example of a text from  

Leo Reinisch: Die Somali-Sprache. Wien 1900. 

The whole book (287 pages) can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30613  

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30613
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In 1902, Prof. Leo Reinisch also published the second comprehensive 

dictionary of Somali. It was a Somali-German dictionary (with a shorter 

German-Somali appendix) containing 540 pages. 

 

 

Illustration 9. Somali-German dictionary from 1902. 

Part of the book can be accessed digitally at Arcadia: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2307/1705 

 

  

http://hdl.handle.net/2307/1705
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The following year Prof. Reinisch aslo published a reference grammar 

with 126 pages. 

 

 

Illustration 10. Somali reference grammar in German from 1903. 

The whole book (126 pages) can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30610 

 

 

  

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30610
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In 1908 and 1909 two Somali readers were printed in Sweden by the priest 

Per Olsson who was running a missionary station in Jubbaland 1899‒1926 

together with several other Swedes (Tyrberg 2015). The books were 

intended for the schools that were run by the missionaries in Kismaayo, 

Goob Weyn and Yoontoy (situated in Jubbaland, today’s Jubbada Hoose 

or Lower Jubba Region). He also printed a book of biblical stories and the 

Gospel of Mark.  

  

Illustration 11. Two Somali readers printed in Sweden in 1908 and 1909. 

Both books can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30595 ; http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30598 

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30595
http://hdl.handle.net/2077/30598
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Illustration 12. A short story found in one of Per Olsson’s readers. 

  

Illustration 13. The Biblical Stories, printed in Sweden in 1908,  

and the Gospel of Mark, printed in Britain in 1915. 

Both books can be accessed digitally at Gupea: 

https://hdl.handle.net/2077/73304 ; https://hdl.handle.net/2077/73308  

 

https://hdl.handle.net/2077/73304
https://hdl.handle.net/2077/73308
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Both Latin and Arabic systems had been developed for writing Somali, 

but there were several different systems and quite some variation between 

the individual authors and their texts. Regardless of the type of script 

chosen, the same challenges had to be faced: it was necessary to find good 

symbols to represent all the sounds that occur in Somali. Neither the 

Arabic script, nor the Latin alphabet had ideal letters for all the Somali 

sounds. At the same time, the inventory of Somali sounds still hadn’t been 

investigated systematically enough, hence there wasn’t a good enough 

scientific basis to build on in order to develop the ideal alphabet and 

spelling system. All the early efforts were therefore to a certain degree 

characterised by the authors’ personal preferences. 

Some of the most typical Somali consonants were written in the following 

ways in some of the early publications: 

Today’s spelling c dh j kh q sh x y 

Hunter 1880  ḋ j k ̇ ġ sh h y 

Ferrand 1886 
c d/dh dj  kh ch h’ i 

Bricchetti-R. 1889  dh gi  g sci h j 

Schleicher 1892 
ɔ ḍ j  ɣ š h ̇ y 

Larajasse 1897 
c ḋ   ḫ sh ḥ y 

Reinisch 1900 
c ḍ j  q š ḥ y 

Schleicher 1900 
ɔ/c ḍ j  ġ š ḥ y 

Kirk 1905 
c ḋ j  kh sh hh i 

Jahn 1906 
c ḍ j  q š ḥ y 

Olsson 1909 _ dh j kh gh sh h y 

Moreno 1955 
c ḍ ğ  q š ḥ y 
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Long vowels were also written in a variety of ways.  

In order to avoid the choice between Arabic and Latin script, but also to 

strengthen the uniqueness of the Somali language, the idea of creating a 

unique Somali script was born. Between 1920–1922, the first serious 

attempt was made to create a unique script for Somali. The creator was 

Osman Yusuf Kenadid, a scholar in Islam and the Arabic language. He 

descended from the family ruling the Sultanate of Hobyo at the southern 

coast of Somalia between 1884 and 1925. He claimed that his script was 

inspired neither by the Latin nor by the Arabic alphabet. Despite his 

claims, though, one can quite easily see similarities between the shape of 

these new letters and certain letters in different existing alphabets. Also, 

Osman’s new script was written from left to right, like the Latin script. 

Initially this new script, under the name Osmania, enjoyed some interest 

in the part of Somalia that was then ruled by Italy. 

 

Illustration 14. The Osmania alphabet. 

When the first Somali political party, the Somali Youth League, was 

founded in 1943, a decision was taken to use Osmania to write in Somali 

and the party decided to work for the introduction of this script as the 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d4/Ciismaniya.jpg


 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 

48 

official script for Somali. The party also took the initiative to start teaching 

the script and to some extent the Osmania script also spread to schools 

outside the Italian colony, e.g. to Addis Ababa and Yemen. However, after 

some time, there was considerable disagreement about the Osmania script 

as it began to be considered too closely related to the family and clan 

whose name was used for it. 

Some years later, the Somali Youth League (SYL) had a new leadership, 

and the chairman Haji Mohamed Hussein was strongly opposed to the 

Somali language. Instead, he wanted to introduce Arabic as the official 

language of Somalia. On the 20 April 1950, a referendum was organised. 

The result was in favour of Arabic. Already on the 22 April, the presidum 

of SYL wrote a request to the Italian authorities asking for the inroduction 

of Arabic as the country’s official language (Maino 1957: 17), arguing that 

there is no unified form of Somali that could be taken as the point of 

departure for standardised Somali. The vocabulary was also claimed to be 

limited, making it impossible to express oneself well enough in Somali. 

Arabic, however, as a great language with a rich culture, a language of 

international communication and a LINGUA FRANCA6, was already 

functioning well in Somalia. The majority of the Somali population was 

claimed to already know Arabic. Haji Mohamed probably tried to gain 

political power by gaining support from religious leaders and leading 

businessmen. The answer from the Italian authorities on the 17 May was 

that Arabic can already in the present situation be studied alongside with 

Italian in the Somali schools. On the 2 February 1951, the territorial council 

furthermore approved a resolution confirming that Somali is always to be 

 

6 A LINGUA FRANCA is a foreign language which is used for communicaiton between 

persons who don’t know each other’s mother tongue. In today’s world English is a 

very common lingua franca, but in some parts of the world other languages clearly 

dominate in this function. 
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used in oral communication and that a solution needs to be found as soon 

as possible in order to be able to write in Somali (Maino 1957: 18). 

At this point, the crucial question wasn’t any longer which script to choose 

for Somali, but which language should be the official language of the new 

Somali Republic: Somali, Arabic, Italian or English?  

The population was divided by their different opinions. On the one hand, 

there was serious opposition angainst Somali among those who wanted 

to introduce Arabic as the country’s official language, on the other hand 

there was also a strong oppositions againt the Latin script among those in 

favour of Somali, wanting to write Somali with the Arabic script, mainly 

for religious reasons. 

In this complicated situation, the authorities of the new republic decided 

in 1962 to make English the new common language of tuition in the Somali 

primary and secondary schools (Hared 1992: 33). At university level, 

however, Italian remained the major language of instruction, and it did so 

even in the 70’s and 80’s, when Somali was introduced in primary and 

secondary schools. 
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Unique Somali scripts 

In addition to the Latin and the Arabic script, a number of unique scripts 

have also been suggested for Somali during the 1900’s. The three most 

widely known are presented below. In addition to these three there were 

another eight less known suggestions that were all evaluated by a Somali 

language commission in 1960-1961.  

The oldest and most well known is Osmania, created in the beginning of 

the 1920’s. 

 

Section from: Keenadiid (1966) Sheekada yaabka le oo dadka. 
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The Osmania Alphabet 

𐒀 = ’  

𐒁 = b  

𐒂 = t  

𐒃 = j 

𐒄 = x  

𐒅 = kh  

𐒆 = d  

𐒇 = r  

𐒈 = s  

𐒉 = sh  

𐒊 = dh  

𐒋 = c  

𐒌 = g  

𐒍 = f  

𐒎 = q  

𐒏 = k 

𐒐 = l  

𐒑 = m  

𐒒 = n  

𐒓 = w  

𐒔 = h  

𐒕 = y 

 

 

𐒖 = a  

𐒛 = aa  

𐒗 = e  

𐒜 = ee  

𐒘 = i  

𐒕 = ii  

𐒙 = o  

𐒝 = oo  

𐒚 = u  

𐒓 = uu 

𐒠 = 0  

𐒡 = 1  

𐒢 = 2  

𐒣 = 3  

𐒤 = 4 

𐒥 = 5  

𐒦 = 6  

𐒧 = 7  

𐒨 = 8  

𐒩 = 9 
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Try reading the rest of this short text… 
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The Borama or Gadabuursi script (1933): 

 

 

Short specimen: 

 

Source: http://www.omniglot.com/writing/somali.htm  

http://www.omniglot.com/writing/somali.htm
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The Kaddare script (1952): 

 

 

 

 

Text specimen: 

 

Source: http://www.skyknowledge.com/kaddare.htm 

  

http://www.skyknowledge.com/kaddare.htm
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Unit 2. Study Questions 

1. When were texts first written in Somali (not only individual words)? 

2. Which script was initially used by Somali poets? 

3. Which script was initially used by linguists? 

4. When was the first large Somali dictionary published? Inwhich 

langauge were the translations? What was the name of the author? 

5. When was the first grammar of Somali published? In which language? 

What was the name of the author? 

6. What is a lingua franca? 

7. What was the name of the first uniquely Somali alphabet? When and by 

whom was it vreated?  

8. Which script was advocated by SYL (the Somali Youth League)? 

9. Later on that party change its preferences for a script. How? 

10. When was it decided in Mogadishu for the first time that the 

authorities should start using Somali as the spoken medium of 

communication and find a solution to start using it also in written 

communication as soon as possible?  

Unit 2. Suggested Solutions 

1. Substantial texts in Somali first occur during the second half of the 

1800s. The oldest preserved texts are from the end of the 19th century. 

2. Somali poets use the Arabic script. 

3. Linguists use Latin script. 
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4. The first large dictionary was published in London in 1897. It was a 

Somali-English dictionary prepared by Evangelist de Larajasse. 

5. The first Somali grammar was published in 1880 in Bombay. It was 

written in English by Fredrick M. Hunter. 

6. A lingua franca is a language that is used by people who have different 

mother tongues as a medium of communication in cases when neither of 

their two mother tongues can be used because the don’t speak each other’s 

languages. In Africa it is common that English, Arabic, French or 

Portuguese serve as a lingua franca. 

7. The first uniquely Somali alphabet was Osmania, created in the early 

1920’s by Osman Yusuf Kenadid. 

8. In the 1940’s SYL advocated the Osmania script and wanted to make 

Somali the official language using Osmania for writing it. 

9. Around 1950 SYL instead decided that they wanted  Arabic to be the 

official language of the country. 

10. The first decision that the authorities should use Somali for oral 

communication was taken in Mogadishu in 1951. As soon as possible it 

should also be used in writing. 
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Suggested Readings 

Giorgio Banti. 1988. Scrittura. I boken Aspetti dell’espressione artistica in 

Somalia, redaktör Annarita Puglielli, s. 21–29. 

Mauro Tosco. 2010. Somali writings. I webbtidskriften Afrikanistik-

Aegyptologie online. 
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1 What is a standard language?
Simply stated, a standard language is a form of a langauge that is relatively
stable and used in different public settings, such as education, politics and
mass media. The purpose is usually to facilitate communication between the
inhabitants of a lingustic area or country. A standard language is first of all
a written language, but also the spoken language in public settings is often
aiming towards that very same standard, even though variation in spoken
language is usually considerably larger than it is in the written standard.

To a large extent a standard language evloves on its own over a long
period of time, but it is also common that this process is influenced to a
smaller or larger degree by different groups of the society. It normally the
language of influential persons or groups that constitute the foundation for
the standard language. Such influential persons or groups may be of different
kinds, e.g., politicians, wealthy traders and businessmen, religious leaders och
writers or poets enjoying high esteem by the public. Standard Russian is said
to have emerged from the language of Alexander Pushkin, and Italian from
the language of Dante Alighieri. For the Somali standard the language of
the traditional oral poetry was an early source of inspiration.

Such influential people’s language can sometimes function as a foundation
for politically goverened language planning. The authorities may then take
initialives for language reforms which are carried through in the educational
system and the administrative bodies of a whole country. This is something
that happened in Somalia in the 1970’s and 1980’s. How mass media react
and to what extent they adopt the imposed standard, and what kind of power
the politicians have over the mass media are of course important factors in
this development. In Somalia the military dictatorship had total control over
all mass media and publishers from 1969 until the end of the 1980’s.

Most standard languages are described in different handbooks, mainly
dictionaries and reference grammars. The production fo such handbooks
is referred to as the codification of the language. Such handbooks are
sometimes produced after a political decision, as was the case with the first
monolingual Somali dictionary from 1976 and the first reference grammar
from 1971 (2nd edition 1973), but many codificational handbook are pro-
duced by indivduals or by private publishing houses, and gain their status
based on the good reputation of the author or the publisher. This is typically
the situation for English. Somali of today has a quite weak codification, as
no author or publisher enjoys exceptional prestige, hence the codification can
only be derived from “the sum” of all the major handbooks available.
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2 The first steps towards a Somali standard
In 1941 radio transmissions started for the first time from Hargeisa and in
1951 also from Mogadishu (Hassan & Ahmed 2011: 12, 44). Both stations
were transmitting in several languages, also in Somali. Already from the
very beginning the editorial staff had to make decisions about what “kind”
of Somali to use for broadcasting. Of course, the choice fell on a variety of
Somali that enjoyed high esteem and was considered prestigeous. Soon the
langauge used by the radio became more and more unified and stable, which
is exactly what is typical for standardisation.

Above all there was a need to develop new vocabulary in order to be able
to speak about different abstract notions. In other words, Somali terminol-
ogy was needed. Some of the most urgent areas were politics and economy,
as these areas are very common subjects in news reports. To develop and
enrich a language’s vocabulary and strive towards a situation where all the
speakers of a langauge use the same word for the same notion, so that misun-
derstandigs are avoided, is also a very important part of the standarisation
process.

The next important step in the standardisation process was the estab-
lishment of a number of theatres in different towns and cities during the
1950’s as they began to perform in Somali. Here the language was used in
new settings, and another part of the language and its vocabulary was slowly
adjusted to a common standard norm. Within artistic areas, such as theatre,
poetry and fiction, there is pof course a larger freedom to use the language
in more personal ways, but at the same time it is completely natural that
the public and the artistic forms of language influence each other mutually
so that both forms slowly converge and the standard language over a period
of time becomes more and more unified.

But at this time, Somali was practically only used in its oral form. The
discussions about the written language were completely focused on which
alphabet to adopt. As long as that issue wasn’t resolved, it was difficult to
start using written Somali to any larger extent, even if certain individuals of
course did write in Somali to some extent as far back as the late 1800’s. The
problem was that there were different groups advocating different solutions:
Arabic script, Latin script or a unique Somali script. In addition to that
there were also groups in favour of discharging Somali as a written language
altogheter, and make Arabic the official language of Somalia.
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3 Yassin and Shire
Two persons played a very important role for the standardisation of Somali,
Yassin Osman Kenadid and Shire Jama Ahmed. They were both very knowl-
edgeable about languages.

Shire Jama Ahmed was born in 1936 in Wardheer in the Somali part
of Ethiopia. Early in life, he studied Arabic in Mogadishu. Between 1945
and 1951 he attended a British school in the north and then returned to his
Arabic studies. In 1955 he received a scholarship to study at the university
of Cairo. It seems probable that he devoted the years in Egypt to the study
of languages and linguistics. In 1957 he returned, 21 years old, to Somalia
and immediated joined the on-going language debate.

There was large resistance against the Latin script. Osmania was consid-
ered suitable on nationalistic grounds, whereas the Arabic script was consid-
ered suitable on religious grounds. The Latin script was almost completely
associated with the exercise of colonial power, and the few persons who openly
advocated the Latin script had to endure harsh criticism from the general
public.

Yassin, Shire and many, many others were convinced that there was no
reason to choose another official language than Somali, since Somalia – as
one of very few countries in Africa – had a linguistically almost homoge-
nous population. They pointed out that other very large muslim countries,
like Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, had chosen a local language as the official
language, not Arabic. Not to ba able to use one’s mother tongue as the of-
ficial language poses large obstacles for the majority of the population, and
it would largely hinder the future development of Somalia. They claimed
that it was absolutely necessary to choose Somali as the official language if
one was serious about working for the introduction of public schools for the
whole population and erase illiteracy.

Even though Yassin and Shire had a common goal in making Somali the
official language of the country, there was still serious disagreement between
them. Yassin was an advocate of the Osmania script developed by his father,
whereas Shire advocated the Latin script, mainly for technical and econom-
ical reasons. The existing printing presses and typewriters in Somalia could
handle the Latin script since they were used to write the languages of the
colonial posers, English and Italian.
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Illustration 1: The first page in Somali in a daily newspaper, 2 March 1957

4 The first public text in Somali
The first Somali Prime Minister (1949-1961) Abdullahi Issa Mohamud was an
advocate of the Latin script and in the Italophone daily newspaper Corriere
della Somalia a page in Somali writeten with the Latin script was introduced
as early as 2 March 1957 under the title Wargeys-ka Somaliyed. (See illus-
tration 1.) However, due to serious protests this page disappeared just as
suddently as it had been introduced.

This intermezzo caused Shire to work even more intensely for the intro-
duction of the Latin script. He compared the Latin script to things like
electricity, pointing out that both electricity and the Latin script had been
introduced in Somalia by the colonial powers, but nobody wanted to get
rid of electricity. He also pointed out that other large languages in mulsim
countries, for example Turkish, hade introduced the Latin script successfully.
By and large, Shire had developed his own proposal for a Latin alphabet for
Somali already by 1960, and he had designed it in almost the same way as
the alphabet that tiday constitutes the official standard Somali orthography.

5 The first language commission
When the independent republic of Somalia was formed on 1 July 1960, the
language issue was not solved. Instead Italian and English, togheter with
Arabic, continued to be used as administrative languages. People now came
to realise how difficult it is to have a foreign language as the official lan-
guage of the country. The need to introduce Somali as the official language
became more and more evident for large parts of the population. Already
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Illustration 2: An article in Wargeys-ka Somaliyed, 2 March 1957
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on the 8 December 1960 the government of the new republic appointed a
commission with nine members, led by Musa Ismail Galaal, to recommend
the most suitable script for Somali from a purely technical perspective. The
commission however pointed out itself in the report that was delivered on the
15 May 1961 about a suitable prthography for Somali, that the commission
had also taken into consideration the economical situation in the country
and the developemnt of society in general.

The commission gave the public 15 days to submit proposal for a Somali
orthography in order to then evaluate these proposals with respect to 17
criteria that the commission already on beforehad hade forumlated. Some of
the most important criteria were that the script should be phonetic, simple
(without accents or other support signs), economically defendable (possible
to write and print with the equipment that already existed in the country),
possible to use for telegraphing, easy to learn, possible to use for all dialects,
as well as being unique for Somali (not directly imported from any other
language). Questions regarding religion and culture were not included in the
criteria, totally in accordance with the instructions given to the commission.

The whole commission first engaged in studies of orthography from a
general lingusitic perspective, telegraphy, as well as Somali phonetics and
grammar.

18 different proposals for a Somali orthography were submitted, and they
were all scrutinised according to the 17 criteria that had been established by
the commission. Eleven of the proposals wanted to introduce a completely
new and unique alphabet for Somali, four suggested different adaptations of
the Arabic script and three were adaptations of the Latin script.

The commission emphasises in its report that there is no connection be-
tween an alphabet used for a language and the religious beliefs of its speakers.
It is especially emphasised that such was the unanimous opinion of all the
members in this muslim commission. The commission also declares that
it was following its conscience by choosing the script that best serves the
developemnt of the Somali society.

In their report the commission emphasises that all proposals for new
and unique Somali scripts were written from left to right, like the Latin
script, and this is interpreted as an indication that subconsciously the Somali
populations has a positive attitude towards the basic principles of the Latin
script. Furthermore, the shape of the letters in the unique Somali alphabets
had more in common with the Latin letters than with the Arabic ones, and
about one fourth of the signs in the unique Somali proposal heavily resemble
individual Latin characters. All the unique Somali proposals are however
economically impossible to defend since all typewriters and printing presses
would have to be replaced.
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Also when it comes to the Arabic proposals, the commission argues that
the number of typewriters and amount of printing equipment is small and
that the cost for acquiring a sufficient amount of such equipemt would be
too high. It is also pointed out that the readability and the learning of
the Arabic script is impaired by the use of small diacritic signs and that
the Arabic vowel system with its three short and three long vowel signs is
too restricted for Somali. Some signs are also used for both a vowel and a
consonant, and the short vowels are written with signs that are generally not
applied in the Arabic orthography. It woudl however be absolutely vital to
write those signs for Somali. It was also emphasised that earlier attempts
to write Somai with the Arabic alphabet, conducted among others by Sayid
Mohamed Abdillahi Hassan, Mohamed Abdillah Mayal (Berbera), Osman
Yusuf Kenadid, Sheikh Abdulrahman Kadi (Borama) and the Englishman
J. S. King had not led to any well functioning result. Mohamed Abdillah
Mayal had produced schoolbooks written with the Arabic script, but they
had not been welcomed with enthusiasm by the public. Sayid Mohamed
Abdillahi Hassan had abandoned his idea to write down his texts due to the
difficulties to handle the Somali vowels with the restricted inventory of Arabic
signs. Osman Yusuf Kenadid had in the 1920’s finally chosen to create his
own alphabet, which ment an important step forward for investigation fo the
Somali sound system, and led to the creation of a sitable number of vowel
symbols.

From the perspective of the commission the Latin script had many more
advantages than the uniquely Somali scripts and the Arabic script. How-
ever, within the commission Yassin Osman Kenadid was a strong advocate
of his father’s Osmania script and Ibrahim Hashi Mohamud a dedicated sup-
porter of the Arabic script. Both realised that their viewpoint had very small
chances based on the 17 criteria decided upon by the commission, and to-
wards the end of the process Ibrahim Hashi Mohamud och Mohamud Jama
Afballad left the commission as a protest, while Yassin Osman submitted at
written request for a leave.

Therefore, in the end only six of the commission’s members recommended
Shire Jama Ahmed’s proposal in a slightly adjusted version. Of course, Shire
himself was part of the commission and therefore also in these adjustments.
According to the commission’s final report, Shire had developed his script in
1960 and it consisted at the time when it was submitted of the set of symbols
rendered by illustration 3 (Galaal 1961: 57).

The only difference when compared to today’s orthography is that Shire
suggested to write the long vowels with an accent and that he used ”ch” for
today’s ”x”, while ”x” was used for today’s ”kh”.

When the commission had made its choice, the recommendation was to
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Illustration 3: Shire Jama Ahmed’s proposal for a Somali orthography

Illustration 4: The Language Commission’s proposal för a Somali orthogra-
phy

use Shire’s proposed alphabet with slight modifications as shown by illustra-
tion 4 (Galaal 1961: 70).

Notice that the only remaining difference compared to today’s orthogra-
phy is that ”ch” is still suggested instead of today’s ”x”. The combiations
”ny” and ”jy” are only added to render specific sounds in certain southern
dialects. The accents are added as a means to represent tone or stess if
necessary.

6 The politicians hesitate to take action
The recommendations of the commission were left without action by the
politicians for a number of years. Instead it was decided that English would
be the language of instruction in Somali schools, whereas the university in
Mogadishu continued to use Italian.

In 1966 the politicians asked a new commission for a new recommen-
dation, this time through UNESCO. Professor B. W. Andrzejewski at the
university of London was appointed together with two other linguists. Seven
different proposals for a Somali orthography were submitted this time: three
with Latin script, two with Arabic script and two unique Somali scripts.
The commission chose not make any direct to recommendation, but instead

66



Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024

Illustration 5: From Shire’s Gabayo, maahmaah iyo sheekooyin yaryar, 1965

to discuss different advantages and disadvantages of the different proposed
scripts. Among the Latin alphabets proposed, the advantages of Shire Jama
Ahmed’s proposal was clearly stated, especially for technical and economical
reasons. Once again the politicians were worried about the public opinion
and once again they left this commission’s recommendations without action.

Throughout the 1960’s Shire devoted a lot of efforts to systematic collec-
tion of a large amount of oral poetry and stories that he wrote down with his
own Latin orthography. In1965 he published a book with the title Gabayo,
maahmaah iyo sheekooyin yaryar. A short passage from the book can be
found in illustration 5.

The following year he started to publish his texts in his own journal called
Iftiinka Aqoonta. It appeared with sic issues from November 1966 until July
1967. Thanks to this journal Shire’s alphabet slowly gained more supporters.
In the journal he had made the last small changes in his orthographic system.
He had introduced the letter ’x’ and the sign ’ for the glottal stop called
hamsa. In all major respects, the spelling in the journal is the same at
today’s standard Somali spelling. The most important difference that still
remains is that more consonants than today’s seven may be doubled, e.g.,
affar, Xassan. A short passage from the last issue of the journal is shown in
illustration 6.

7 Somali becomes the official language
In 1969 the military seized power in Somalia and declared that Somali would
be introduced as the official written langauge as soon as possible. Therefore,
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Illustration 6: From Shire’s Iftiinka Aqoonta no 6, 1967

in January 1971 a commission consisting of 11 men was appointed with the
task to prepare schoolbooks, a reference grammar and a dictionary, as well
as to develop modern technical terminology (Laitin 1977: 115).

The commission was however not supposed to take a stance about which
script to apply. Hence, the books were prepared without knowing fore sure
which script would be used and the instructions for the commission stated
that each member was free to write in the way he himself preferred, but of
course there were only typewriters with Latin script available (Laitin 1977:
117). The orthoraphy would then be corrected afterwards according to com-
ing decisions by the government.

On 21 October 1972 it was decided that Somali was going to be written
with the Latin script that had already been used by Shire Jama Ahmed.
All state employees were given three months to learn to write in Somali and
Somali was introduced as the official language of the republic on 1 January
1973. It was immediately applied throughout the administration, and later
that same year it was introduced as the language of instruction in the lower
grades of the Somail school system. Within just a few months Somali also
replaced the previous langauges in the daily press.

Despite the fact that Shire’s orthography was introduced with absolutely
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Illustration 7: From Abwan Urursan Af Soomaali iyo Rusha, 1969

minimal modifications, this remains a surprisingly unknow fact among the
general public. A number of books and journals had already been published
with the Latin script during the 15 years that had passed since the first page
in Corriere della Somalia in March 1957. Besides Shire’s Iftiinka Aqoonta
there is also, among a handful of other titles, the first Somali-Russian and
Russian-Somali dictionary from 1969 as well as the language commission’s
first reference grammar in Somali from 1971. Short samples from these books
are reproduced in illustration 7 and 8.

Just like most other standard languages today’s written Somali has evolved
and found its present shape through a dymnamic process, even if certain in-
dividuals have influenced that development to a quite large extent. Hence,
the legislation from 1972 mainly means a legal formalisation of the language
norm that already to a large extent had been established on its own. The
important effect of the political decision was not that “Somali was given a
script”, it already had one since a number of years, but that the de facto
already functioning written language finally, supported by the new law, was
introduced as the country’s official language in administration and ed-
ucation, replacing English, Arabic and Italian.

After 1972 the language commission became part of Somalia’s Academy of
Culture and Shire Jama became its chairman. He was also one of the authors
af the first reference grammar of the Somali standard language Aasaaska
Naxwaha Af Soomaaliga (1st ed. Mogadishu 1971, 46 p.; 2nd ed. Mogadishu
1973, 40 p.). At the same time he also published his own Somali reference
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Illustration 8: From Aasaaska Naxwaha Af Soomaaliga, 1971

grammar called Naxwaha Af Soomaaliga (1st impression, Mogadishu 1973,
156 p.; 2nd impression 1976). Later on Shire became the cultural attache at
the Somali Embassy in Stockholm. He remained in Stockholm for the rest of
his life.

8 The Literacy Campaign
BBC: Somalia’s Rural Literacy Campaign
YouTube: Somalia Literacy Campaign Ololaha Horumarinta Reer Miyiga
1974

9 Standard Somali
How stable is the Somali standard language? It is of course a difficult question
to answer, but if one compares Somali to most other languages in the world,
it is quite well standardised. The fact that there are people who oppose to
the norms of the present standard is nothing strange. Those things happen
in most languages, especially younger ones. An interesting comparison might
be the lively debates about standard language in Norway.

Some factors that are often mentioned as typical for a standard language
are that the standard form of a language – in contrast to its dialectal forms
– is:

• prestige: symbolises status and high prestige;

• functions: used in politics, admininstration, education, mass media;
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• codification: documented in dictionaries and reference grammars, lead-
ing to uniformness and stability;

• official status: sanctioned by political decisions as the common lan-
guage of a specific geographic area.

To a large extent the Somali language of today exhibits many of these
characteristics of a standard language. Maybe it did so to an even larger
extent in the 1980’s, when only Somali was used in education (except un-
viersity), in political life and administration.

Today, there are political decision about the status of the Somali lan-
gauge in additional states and regions. Somali is also systematicall used in
mass media. There is a number of new dictionaries and reference gram-
mars documenting the language and for the most part these works exhibit
a very homogenous decription, even though there is also a smaller degree
of varaition, which isn’t surprising due to the fact that the Somali standard
language is relatively young and is used over a very large geographic area
encopmassing several different countries.

10 Somali language planning and support
For Somali there are no stable organisations with a long-standing tradition of
planning and supporting the development of the standard language like there
are in many coutries that have an academy, a prominent publishing house or
a university department with certain special responsibilities for the national
langauge or languages. Finland has its Institute for the languages of Finland,
Sweden has The Swedish Academy and the Langauge Bank etc. There is no
such long-standing and stable organisation whose main aim would be to
support the development of standard Somali. Hsitorically, however, several
organisations have contributed to this development and some of them have
had this work as one of their objectives.

• Radio Hargeysa and Radio Mogadishu,

• the first langauge commission 1960-61,

• the third langauge commission “Guddiga Af Soomaaliga” 1971-73,

• The Somali National Academy of Culture,

• universities and institutes where researchers work on Somali, especially
Centre d’Etudes et de Recherche de Djibouti and the universities of
Mogadishu, Hargeisa, Djibouti, Jigjiga och Dire Dawa,
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• the authorities for education in Mogadishu, Garoowe, Hargeisa and
Jigjiga that produce textbooks for their respective schooling systems,

• The Somali Langauge Academy, Akadeemiye-Goboleedka AfSoomaaliga
(AGA), founded in 2013, today based in Mogadishu.

11 Documentation and codification of Stan-
dard Somali

Compared to langauges such as Swedish or English, many of the factors
characteristic for a standard langauge are of course not fulfilled to a similar
degree, but compared to most other languages of the world, the degree of
standardisation is still high and many efforts have been done in order to give
the language a unified form. In a global perspective there is a large number
of publications describing Somali, but no single handbook hasn’t yet gained
the status of “codificational codex”. However, many respected publications
agree to a very high degree on most facts:

• Stepanjenko. 1969. Abwan urursan af Soomaali iyo Rusha. PDF

• Schoolbooks written during the 1970’s and 1980’s. PDF

• Guddiga Afka Soomaalida. 1971. Aasaaska naxwaha af Soomaaliga.
PDF

• Guddiga Af Soomaaliga. 1973. Aasaaska naxwaha af Soomaaliga. PDF

• Shire J. Ahmed. 1973, 1976. Naxwaha Af Soomaaliga. PDF

• Yaasiin C. Keenadiid. 1976. Qaamuuska Af-Soomaaliga. PDF

• 1985. Dizionario somalo-italiano. PDF

• Zorc m.fl. 1993. Somali-English dictionary.

• Mansur & Puglielli. 1999, 201x. Barashada naxwaha af-Soomaaliga.
PDF

• New schoolbooks in Somalia, Somaliland and Ethiopia in the 2000’s
and 2010’s.

• 2008. Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga. Nairobi.

• 2012. Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga. Roma. PDF
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• 2013. Qaamuus Afsoomaali. Jabbuuti.

• Modern mass media and fiction applying a quite homogenous norm.

This all means that there are many different actors of quite different types
that together work for the strengthening, stabilisation and development of
the Somali standard language.

As long as individuals and institutions are willing to conduct work based
on the existing tradition and the foundation already laid down, then ev-
ery effort is generally very valuable, without regard to whether the work is
backed up by a governmental institution or not. Different kinds of publica-
tions that reinforce the prevailing, established norms contribute to further
strengthening of that norm and the development of an even stronger and
clearer standard.

When previous handbooks do not give any clear answers to certain ques-
tions and problems, the safest way for authors of new publications is to try
and find out how the majority of the speakers and writers of the language
actually use their language. Today that it much easier to do than in the past,
with help from computers, corpora and the internet.

It is however more problematic when individuals and in some instances
also institutions propose far reaching changes in the existing norms and prin-
ciples that are already very well established, e.g., to change the spelling of
complex pronoun and preposition clusters, and to write u gu instead of the
very well established ugu, or to double other consonants than the well es-
tablished seven (b, d, g, l, m, n, r), e.g., affaf instead of the established
afaf. With such new ideas there is a high risk of causing large confusion.
In well established standard languages that kind of “planned” changes are
very uncommon. Such proposals are also usually met with consideralbe op-
position from the public. One example could be the introduction in 1996 of
three identical consonants in a row in German compound words, e.g., Schiff
‘ship’+ Fahrt ‘traffic’ > Schifffahrt ‘shipping’ instead of the traditional Schif-
fahrt, something that arouse strong feelings and still hasn’t been accepted
by many people.

Similar cases of far reaching changes in the Somali orthography can be
found in the dictionary Qaamuus Ereykoobe that was published in Djibouti
in 2004. This dictionary is therefore not very useful for the public, but it is
of course interesting for linguists and others who can see through the odd
spellings.

For Somali there are actually very many really stable norms and principles
for both spelling, grammar and vocabular. These norms and principles have
however not always been fomulated into “rules” that are generally taught,
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learnt and followed. But it is evident that many linguistically conscious
writers and editors apply the same generaly accepted rules since the way of
writing differes quite little between different experienced writers.

E.g., there is total agreement on the set of letters and how the should be
used to denote Somali sounds, which letters may be doubled, i.e., a, o, u,
e, i; b, d, g, l, m, n, r and no other. In the same way there is a very high
degree of agreement on the shape of almost all the inflectional forms.

On the other hand there are certain details for which there are no gener-
ally accepted rules, e.g., whether one should write ay or ey, whether to use
dh or r after a vowel in cetain words, or whether the focus particle should be
written waxa or waxaa. In these instances there is basicaly a totally free
choice for each and everyone between the two possibilites, and both ways are
equally correct, even though they might not be equally common.

12 Study Questions
1. When and where was written Somali used for the first time for official

communication with the public?

2. When was the first language commission by the authorities?

3. How many members did it have? What kind of people were in the
commission?

4. What was the mission of the commission?

5. At what result did the commission arrive?

6. When was the second commission appointed?

7. How many members did it have? What kind of people did it consist
of?

8. At what result did the second commission arrive?

9. When was the third commission appointed?

10. How many members did it have?

11. What kind of work did the third commission carry out?

12. When was it decided that Somali should become the official language
of Somalia? Who took this decision?
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13. When did it become obligatory for authorities to start using Somali as
the country’s official language?

14. Somali hade already been used for some time in the form that later
became the offical form of Somali. When was it first used in that
form?

15. What persons gave Somali the orthography (the spelling system) that
is still used today?

16. What strong arguments were there in favour of the Latin script?

17. What was the name of the first Somali dictionary written with today’s
spelling? When was it published?

18. What is the name of the first Somali dictionary in which the meaning
of the words is explained in Somali? What was the name of the main
author? When was it published?

19. In the 1970s two reference grammars of Somali were published describ-
ing the recently established standard language. What were the names
of those publications? When and where were they published? Who
were the authors?

20. What is the meaning of the notion ”standard language”?

21. Which one among today’s Somali letters was the last one to become
established?

22. What is the name of the very fist publication using the same orthog-
raphy as today? When was it published? By whom?

23. In the 2000s three monolingual dictionaries that spply the standard
orthography have been published. What are their names? When and
where were they published?

24. In the 2000s there was also a monolingual dictionary published which
uses a modified orthography that differs substantially from the gener-
ally accepted standard. What’s the name of that dictionary? When
and where was it published?

25. What’s the name of the most important, largest and most scientific
monolingual grammar? When and where was it published? Who are
the authors?
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13 Suggested solutions
1. Written Somali was used for the first time in communication with the

general public on the 2 March 1957 in the newspaper Corriere della
Somalia / Wargeys-ka Somaliyed.

2. The first language commission was appointed by the authorities on 8
December 1960.

3. It consisted of 9 persons who in different ways were engaged in the
debate about written Somali.

4. The task of this commission was to recommend the most suitable script
for Somali for a purely technical perspective.

5. The commission arrived at the conclusion that for technical and eco-
nomical reasons they had to recommend the Latin script. They recom-
mended an alphabet that was very close to what Shire had proposed.

6. The second commission was appointed in 1966.

7. It consisted of three foreign professors.

8. The second commission arrived at the same conclusion as the first
commission.

9. The third commission was appointed in 1971.

10. It consisted of 11 persons.

11. The task of this commission was to write and translate textbooks for
the schools and prepare a grammar book and a dictionary.

12. On the 21 October 1972 Siyad Barre announced that the government
had decided to introduce Somali as the country’s official language.

13. The actual introduction of Somali as the official language of Somalia
took place a little more than two months later, on 1 January 1973.

14. During the second half of the 1960s, written Somali had already started
to be used in the form that later became the official. It was used already
in 1966 in the journal Iftiinka Aqoonta, and later a number of other
publications, among other also in a dictionary named Abwan urursan
af Soomaali iyo Rusha [Somali and Russian dictionary] (1969) and
the grammar book Aasaaska naxwaha af Soomaaliga [Basics of Somali
grammar] (1971).
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15. Shire Jama Ahmed is probably the indivual that has played the most
important part for today’s Somali spelling system or orthography. He
was one of the most active advocates of the Latin script. In 1960 he
submitted his proposal for a Somali alphabet to the scientific commis-
sion whose task it was to choose how Somali should be written. He
was also a member of the commission that finally recommended his
alphabet with a few minor modifications. Even though the alphabet
was not officially anctioned by the authorities, it was used in the 1960s,
among other things in Shire’s journal that promoted the Somali lan-
guage and literature, which led to a gradual raise in popularity for his
alphabet, and other writers to follow him in the use of it. Finally, the
authorities announced that Somali would be the offical language of the
country, written according to Shire’s alphabet that was by then used
by a number of other authors.

16. The strong arguments in favour of the Latin script were, among others,
that
- all typewrites and printing presses in Somalia had the necessary ec-
quipment for Latin script in order to print in English and Italian. Ec-
quipment for another script would be very expensive to purchase.
- the Latin spcript was easier to adapt to the Somali vowel system,
than was the Arabic script. Among the Somalis, the literacy rate in
Latin script was supposedly already higher than for Arabic script. The
unique Somali scripts that were suggested were also more similar to
the Latin script than to the Arabic script.
- for those who could not read and write, it would supposedly be easier
and quicker to learn the Latin script than the Arabic script. The letters
as such as well as the differences between the letter are supposedly
larger and more noticeable in the Latin script than in the Arabic script,
where many letters only differ by the number of dots or other small
details.

17. The first Somali dictionary written with today’s spelling was Abwan
urursan af Soomaali iyo Rusha, Rush iyo af Soomaaliya by D. I. Stepan-
jenko and Mohamed Haji Osman, printed in Moscow in 1969.

18. The first Somali dictionary with all explanations in Somali was Qaa-
muuska Af-Soomaaliga by Yaasiin Cismaan Keenadiid, published in
Mogadishu (but printed in Florence, Italy) in 1976.
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19. The two earliest grammar books that describe the newly established
standard Somali language are Aasaaska naxwaha af Soomaaliga [The
basics of Somali grammar] by Guddiga afka Soomaalida (The Somali
Language Commission), published in Mogadishu in 1971 with a second
revised edition in 1973, and Naxwaha Af Soomaaliga [The grammar of
Somali] by Shire Jama Ahmed, published in Mogadishu in 1973 and
reprinted in 1976.

20. A ”standard language” is the form or variety of a language that is per-
ceived as stabil, neutral, prestigeous and common to all speakers of
that language. This form of the language is above all used by authori-
ties, schools and mass media. It is also documented in dictionaries and
grammar books.
For some languages there is a political decision that determines what is
the correct form of the standard langauge. It is then common practice
to choose a specific dictionary and/or grammar book as the source
for information about correct usage. For many languages there is also
a certain insitution that has a resposibility to foster and develop a
recommended form of the standard language.

21. The Somali letter that got into use last of all was “x” which was intro-
duced in 1966 instead of earlier “ch” or “hh”.

22. The very first printed publication with the same orthography as today
was most probably Iftiinka Aqoonta [The light of knowledge] by Shire
Jama Ahmed, published in Mogadishu on 10 November 1966).

23. The three monolingual Somali dictionaries that have been published in
the 21st century and use the standard orthography are:
- Qaamuuska af Soomaaliga, Koobaha Af Soomaaliga by Khaalid Cali-
Guul-Warsame, published in Dragør (Denmark) in 2008, but printed
in Nairobi,
- Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga, edited by Annarita Puglielli and Cabdalla
Cumar Mansuur, published in Rome in 2012, and
- Qaamuus Afsoomaali, edited by Aadan Xasan Aadan and published
in Djibouti in 2013.
- In 2022 and shortened version of the 2012 dictionary by Cabdalla
Cumar Mansuur and Annarita Puglielli was published in Rome un-
der the title Qaamuus dugsiyeedka af Soomaaliga (iyo naxwaha af
Soomaaliga oo kooban).
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24. The monolingual dictionary Qaamuus Ereykoobe [A thesaurus dictio-
nary] that was published in Djibouti in 2004 uses a modified orthogra-
phy that differs from the traditional, generally accepted orthography
in substantial ways.

25. Today’s most important, largest and most scientific Somali grammar
written in Somali is most likely Barashada naxwaha af Soomaaliga
[The study of Somali grammar] by Cabdalla C. Mansuur and Annarita
Puglielli, published in London in 1999).
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1 Sociolinguistics
Just like any other language, Somali exhibits asome variation between dif-
ferent speakers, different places and different situations.

In different languages this kind of variation may look in many different
ways and depend on many different factors. How languages vary is the ob-
ject of study in the field of sociolinguistics, or sometimes also language
sociology. The different forms of a language are usually called varieties of
the language in question.

A language can vary due to many different factors, e.g. geografic areas.
Varieties that are spoken within more restricted areas and differ quite a bit
from the standard variety are often referred to as traditional dialect,
whereas varieties that are spoken over larger areas and generally do not differ
as much from the standard variety are often referred to as regional varieties
or regional dialects.

2 Regional varition within the standard
When the differences between varieties in different regions are very small,
they may be perceived as parallel forms of the standard language. This situ-
ation commonly arises when there is more than one strong central adminis-
trative city or capital where the same language is spoken. Typical examples
of such languages with parallel regional standards is English and Spanish,
which are spoken in several different countries around the world, but also
Swedish (in Sweden and Finland), German (in Germany, Austria, Switzer-
land and Luxemburg), French (in France, Switzerland, Belgium, Canada and
many more countries), Russian (in Russia, Belarus and several other coun-
tries), Greek (in Greece and Cyprus), Persian (in Iran and Afghanistan)...

A similar situation can today be observed also for standard Somali in the
different regions where it is spoken. There are three strong regions with the
administrative central cities Mogadishu, Hargeisa and Jigjiga. These three
regional administrations use slightly different varieties that all constitute
forms of a common standard Somali language.

Among other things, these differences can easily be traced in administra-
tive documents, such as laws, but also in the different series of schoolbooks
produced in each of the three regions.

In all the mentioned languages there is a general consensus that there is
one common standard language that is being used in slightly different forms
in different regions.

Until the beginning of the 1990s, also Serbo-Croatian was generally re-
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garded as one language exhibiting slightly differing regional varieties within
one standard. Since then the situation has changed dramatically, mainly for
political reasons. The prevailing situation of today is that the same varieties
are generally regarded as four different standard languages in four different
states – Bosian, Croatian, Montenegrinian and Serbian – even though the
differences between these four languages are not larger than between the
regional varieties of many other standard languages over the world.

3 Regional variation in Swedish and English
The fact that a standard language may exhibit variation within the standard
between different regions is very common and very natural. For example, in
Swedish there are two phonemes that exhibit a large regional (or even indi-
vidual) variation: /r/ and /ʃ/. Also the realisation of the tonal accent varies
a lot depending on region. And of course there are differences in the vocab-
ulary, for example such a technical term as ‘motorway intersection’ which
the authorities call mot (related to English ‘meet’) in the south west and
trafikplats in the rest of the country. There are also grammatical differences,
e.g. adjectives have a special masculine form that is mainly used in the south
west: den gamle mannen ‘the old man’ versus den gamla kvinnan ‘the old
woman’, whereas in the rest of the country the form gamla is gender neutral.
There are also noticeable differences between the standard in Sweden and in
Finland.

Regional variation in the vocabulary is common in practically all lan-
gauges. As an illustration some examples of differences between the United
States and Britain:
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Britain U.S.
tarmac blacktop
mobile phone cell phone
overall coveralls
nappy diaper
lift elevator
rubber eraser
rubbish garbage
pneumatic drill jackhammer
timber lumber
bedside table nightstand
pavement sidewalk
post code ZIP code
cleg horse fly
crisps chips
chips french fries
electric fire space heater
gear box transmission
hoover vacuum cleaner
landslip landslide

France Belgium
déjeuner lunch breakfast

4 Regional variation within Standard Somali
When it comes to Standard Somali the largest regional differences can be
found in the vocabulary, also in very basic vocabulary. The differences in
pronunciation and grammar are much smaller, but there are certain very
typical and frequent differences, such as

• the pronunciation of /j/ as voiced [ʤ] or voiceless [ʧ].

• the use of /dh/ or /r/ in the middle or at the end of words, e.g. tidhi
or tiri you/she said

• the use of /kh/ or /q/, e.g. waqti or wakhti time

• the presence or absence of /n/ before a consonant, e.g. daanyeer or
daayeer monkey
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• the use of /o/ or /a/ at the end of names and a few other words, t.ex.
Sahra or Sahro, laba or labo two,

• the inflectional ending -saa or -daa after -i-, e.g. akhrisaa or akhri-
daa you/she writes

• the use of subject pronouns in questions and negated clauses, e.g.
Muu arki karo or Ma arki karo He can’t see it.
Miyuu arki karaa? or Ma arki karaa? Can he see it?

• Word order with the negation aan in subordinate clauses, e.g.
Waxaan rabaa in uusan tegin or Waxaan rabaa in aanu tegin
I don’t want him to go (aanu < aan + uu; uusan < uu + aan).

• Vocabulary:
kalluun, mallaay fisk (se illustration 1)
beed, ukun ägg (se illustration 2)
kubbad, banooni boll (se illustration 3)
ayskiriin, jalaato, qaboojiso glass
xaggee, halkee, meeshee, meelma var?
sannad, sano, jir år
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Mogadishu Bosaso Hargeisa
banooni kubbad kubbad ‘ball’
moos muus, moos muus ‘banana’
baaquli baaquli, madiibad madiibad ‘bowl’
wiil wiil inan, will ‘boy’
xaaqin xaaqin mafiiq ‘broom’
walaal, aboowe walaal, boowe walaal ‘brother’
baabuur, gaari gaari, baabuur gaadhi ‘car’
yaanyuur, mukulaal bisad, dummad bisad ‘cat’
dooro digaag, dooro digaag ‘chicken’
albaab, irrid albaab albaab ‘door’
ukun ukun beed ‘eggs’
mallaay kalluun, mallaay kalluun ‘fish’
bur bur, daqiiq daqiiq ‘flour’
dawaco dawaco dacawo ‘fox’
gabar gabar inan, gabadh ‘girl’
awoowe, abkow awoowe awoowe, awoow ‘grandpa’
ayeeyo, abooto ayeeyo ayeeyo, ayeey ‘granny’
cagaar cagaar akhtar ‘green’
nus, haaf, bar bar, haaf badh ‘half’
halkaan, inta, meeshan halkan halkan ‘here’
meeqa, meeqo immisa, meeqa immisa ‘how much’
baahi gaajo gaajo ‘hunger’
waraabe, dhurwaa dhurwaa waraabe ‘hyena’
jirran, xanuunsan xanuunsan, jirran xanuunsan ‘ill’
jalmad, kirli kildhi, kirli kildhi ‘kettle’
jiko, kushiin jiko madbakh ‘kitchen’
mindi, middi mindi, middi middi, mindi ‘knife’
fiiri fiiri, eeg eeg ‘look’
daanyeer daanyeer, daayeer daanyeer, daayeer ‘monkey’
doolli jiir jiir ‘mouse’
saxan saxan saxan, bileydh ‘plate’
mushaari, boorash boorash, mushaari boorash ‘porridge’
guduudan, gaduudan guduudan, cas cas ‘red’
xarig xarig xadhig ‘rope’
cusbo cusbo, milix milix ‘salt’
iskool, iskuul iskuul, iskool iskuul ‘school’
shaati, shaar shaati shaadh ‘shirt’
toddobo toddoba, toddobo toddoba ‘seven’
abaayo walaal, baayo walaal ‘sister’
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Mogadishu Bosaso Hargeisa
fariiso, fadhiiso fariiso, fadhiiso fadhiiso ‘sit down’
oon harraad harraad ‘thirst’
Talaado Talaado, Salaasa Salaasa ‘Tuesday’
labaatan iyo shan shan iyo labaatan, shan iyo labaatan ‘25’

labaatan iyo shan
labo labo, laba laba ‘two’
qare qare xabxab ‘watermelon’
Arbaco Arbaco, Arbaca Arbaca ‘Wednesday’
dariishad daaqad, dariishad daaqad ‘window’
naag naag gabadh, naag ‘woman’
jaalle jaalle huruud ‘yellow’

5 Somali dialects
Talking about dialects in an everyday context, people tend to think about
varieties of a langauge that diverge noticeably from the standard language
and are spoken by people who have been living in a certain area for a long
time.

Within the Somali speaking area the variation between dialects is sur-
prisingly small taken into account the size of the area. The geographic area
where Somali is spoken is almost as big as France, Germany, Switzerland,
Belgium and the Netherlands together. The most likely explanation is that
the area is rather flat and that the Somali speakers have been and to a large
extent still are nomads who move back and forth over enormous distances.
This has had a neutralising impact on the dialectal differentiation.

For Somali there is a dominating group of very similar dialects that are
spoken in the major part of the Somali speaking area. In European languages
this dialect group is often referred to as Northern Somali. This lable
is unfortunately somewhat misleading as the dialects in the far south also
belong to this group.

Actually, it is only in the coastal areas approxiamtely 200 km to the north
and 200 km to the south of Mogadishu and the areas around and between
the two large rivers Shabeelle and Jubba that exhibit dialects that diverge
more severely from the rest, i.e. rom Northern Somali. Best known are the
two dialect groups called Banaadir and Maay. See illustration 4 (from
Lamberti 1986: 29) and illustration 5 (Lamberti’s map in an adapted version
by Kzl55 (Wikimedia).

The reason for the lable Northern Somali, comprising dialects in
Kenya, Ethiopia and Djibouti, northern Somalia (Somaliland and Puntland)
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Illustration 1: The distribution of the words kalluun / mallaay fish based
on crowd-sourcing in Oct. 2019
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Illustration 2: The distribution of the words ukun / beed eggs based on
crowd-sourcing in Oct. 2019
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Illustration 3: The distribution of the words kubbad / banooni ball based
on crowd-sourcing in Oct. 2019

89



Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024

Illustration 4: The Somali dialect groups (Lamberti 1986: 29)
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Illustration 5: The Somali dialect groups (Wikipedia, user: Kzl55, adaptated
from Lamberti 1986: 29)
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the western parts of middle Somalia as well as its southern parts, is due
to the assumption that the people speaking these dialects are supposed to
have migrated from the north to the south so that the historical origins of
this dialect group is to be found in the north. In Somali this large group
of dialects is instead generally referred to as maxaatiri, with the difference
that it is common practice to include in maxaatiri also the Banaadir dialects.
Maxaatiri is usually contrasted with Maay. In the Constitution (2012: art.
5) of the Federal Republic of Somalia it is stated that its official language “is
Somali (Maay and Maxaa-tiri), and Arabic is the second language.”

The group of Northern Somali dialects is usuaaly divided into three sub-
groups that are characterised by certain smaller differences:

• a dialect group in the Northwest,

• a dialect group in the East and West,

• a dialect group in the South.

This division is shown by illustration 6 (from Lamberti 1986: 33) and
illustration 7, (Lamberti’s map adapted by Kzl55 (Wikimedia).

The Somali dialect situation can be summarised as follows:

• The Maxaatiri dialects do not differ very much from each other.
They are spoken by the majority of the Somali population. They are
divided into two main subgroups:

– Northern Somali dialects that are spoken over the major part
of the territory, i.e. the northern, central, western and southern
parts of the Somali speaking area. The Northern Somali dialects
are subdivided into:

∗ a northwestern type spoken approximately in Somaliland,
Djibouti and the northern parts of the Somali Region of
Ethiopia,

∗ an eastern and western type that is spoken approxi-
mately in Puntland, the rest of the Somali Region of Ethiopia
and northeastern Kenya,

∗ a southern type spoken approximately in Somalia to the
west and south of the large rivers and in southeastern Kenya,

– Banaadir dialects spoken in an area reaching approximately 200
km to the north and 300 km to the northeast of Mogadishu.
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Illustration 6: The Somali dialect groups (Lamberti 1986: 33)
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Illustration 7: The Somali dialect groups (Wikimedia: Klz55, adapted from
Lamberti 1986: 33)
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• Maay dialects spoken in an area around and between the two large
rivers, reaching approximately 200 km to the northwest, west and
southwest of Mogadishu.

• the Ashraaf dialect spoken in parts of Mogadishu and Marka.

• the Digil dialects spoken in smaller parts within the Maay area.

6 Typical traits in different dialects
According to Lamberti (1984) a characteristic trait for the maxaatiri dialects
in the northwest, approximately spokeni in Somaliland, Djibouti and the
northern parts of the Somali Region of Ethiopia, is that the sound /dh/
can occur in all positions in a word. In the remaining parts of the Somali
linguistic area /dh/ may only occur word initially and after a consonant in the
middle of a word. After a vowel it has been replaced /r/ with the exception
of just a few words where the /dh/ was originally long. Båda spellings and
pronounciations have equal status in today’s Standard Somali.

Northwest yidhi sa gabadh girl
All other yiri gabar

In the dialects in the East and the West it is characteristic to ponounce
the phoneme /j/ as a voiceless [ʧ], while other dialects pronounce a voiced
[ʤ]. Hence, Jubba is pronouned as Choubba in the East and the West,
whereas it is elsewhere rather pronounced as Djoubba. A modern trend
however seems to be that the voiceless pronunciation is spreading towards
the Northwest.

East-West Jubba [ʧuba] voiceless /j/
All other Jubba [ʤuba] voiced /j/

In the north a more systematic difference is made between /q/ and /kh/,
whereas these sound occur in free variation furhter south, especially in the
Banaadir dialects.

The Norhwestern dialects are also characterised by the consistent distinc-
tion between inclusive innaga we (including the person(s) spoken to) and
exclusive annaga we (excluding the person(s) spoken to). This distinction
is rarely maintained in other parts of the Somali speaking area.

When it comes to lexical differences, it is for example worth noticing
that naag woman is used differently in the Northwest compared to the rest
of the territorium. In the Northwest it is only used by a man about his
wife. It is not used referring to other women, and if used it has a negative
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connotations. Instead dumar or haween are used. Further south, however,
naag is a neutralt word, just like dumar and haween.

So far these dialectal differences coincide with traits that are generaly
perceived as regional variation within the standard language. But of course
this reagional variation within the standard has its roots in the traditional
dialects which in these ways have left some traces in teh standard language.

Many other dialectal traits have however developed being perceived as
departing from the standard language. Some examples of common non-
standard dialectal traits are hte following:

A striking difference is that the diphthong /ey/ is monophthongised in
many areas of the south, giving e.g. ween and aheed instead of Standard
Somali weyn big and ahayd you were, she was.

In most areas of the south the subject of a clause is not marked with the
ending –u, –i, –aa.

For the Banaadir dialects as well as the dialects of the South, it is typical
after negation to use the ending –i in the 1st person singular instead of –o.

Standard ma cuno I don’t eat
South/Banaadir ma cuni

Also, the Banaadir dialects as well as the dialects of the South, it is
typical to use the subjunctive instead of the reduced forms of verbs whenthe
subject is focused.

Standard anigaa keena det var jag som hade med mig det
South/Banaadir anigaa keeno

The Banaadir dialects contract the progressive forms, giving -aa, -ee.
The main difference between the aspects therefore lies in the position of the
high tone. Also, subject pronouns are less frequent.

Standard waan keénayaa waad keénaysaa
Banaadir waa keénaa waa keénee

In Banaadir, therefore, the main difference between the aspects lies in
the position of the high tone.

Standard wáan keenaa waan keénayaa
Banaadir wáa keenaa waa keénaa

If the verb stem ends in a vowel the progressive endings are preceded by
an -h- instead of an -n- in the Banaadir dialects.

Standard jebinayaa imaanayaa
Banaadir jebihaa imaahaa

The Banaadir dialects also exhibit a variety of differing plural endings,
such as (-yaal, -oshing, -oying, -nyo…).
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Standard san nose pl. sanan
Banaadir san pl. sanyaal

The subject pronoun in the masculine 3rd person singular in the Banaadir
dialects occurs in forms like aas, aaw, oow han.

Standard biyaha ayaa uu dhamey he finished the water
Banaadir biyahaas dhamey

The 2nd person plural object pronoun is ni er in the Banaadir dialects.
Standard waan idin arkey I saw you
Banaadir waa ni arkey

In Banaadir dialects, verb with a stem ending in a vowel do not add any
ending in the infinitive.

Standard jebin, imaan
Banaadir jebi, imaa

Some typical traits of the Ashraaf dialect are the following:
– /l/+/t/ does not become /sh/
Standard walaashay my sister
Ashraaf walaaltay

– the plural of nouns is form with the ending -aay.
Standard naago women
Ashraaf naagaay

– all plural nouns take the definite article -ta, irrespective of gender.
Standard naagaha the women
Ashraaf naagaayta

– there are 3rd person objekt pronouns, su him, sa her.
Standard dil
Ashraaf sa/su dil kill her/him

– there are no focus particles and hence no reduced verb forms with
focused subjekts.

Finally just a few examples of the even larger differences between Max-
aatiri and Maay. The question is whether Maay should be regarded a dialect
of Somali or a separate language.
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Maxaatiri Maay
gaal icke-muslim gaal kamel
wan bagge wang mjölk
1 kow kow
2 laba lama
3 saddex siddә
4 afar afar
5 shan shang
6 lix li
7 toddoba todobә
8 siddeed siyeed
9 sagaal sagaal
10 toban tomu
11 kow iyo toban tomi iyә kow

For those interested, you can find much more information about the So-
mali dialects in my other course material Cilmiga lahjadaha afka Soomaaliga.
You will also find many reference to other works in that text.
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7 Study questions
1. What is meant by ‘traditional dialect’?

2. What is meant by ‘regional dialect’ or ‘regiolect’?

3. What is the name of the group of Somali dialects that are very similar
to each other and are spoken over the larger part of the Somali linguistic
area?

4. In which geographical area do we find the Somali dialects that differ
the most from the standard variety of Somali?

5. In which larger dialect groups is the Somali linguistic area usually di-
vided?

6. In which regions is each of the two pronunciations [yidhi] and [yiri]
dominating?

7. Is this primarily a dialect difference or an instance ofregional variation
within standard Somali? Why do you think so?

8. Try to read this story in Maay from Somali Stories 8 (2010) and try
to ’translate’ it into standard Somali.
Gepertoo ii sedy meghel
Gee iyaa wey jarreey sedy meghel. Koo suurutha lahaayi, kang lamaad
wey haayey lang walgorod eh oo karty bathing, kang sedehaad hooly
bathing iyaa lahaayi.
Maduung sediithii lang wey is ly fatheenaa gepertoo eed ing suurud
bathing oo le erraayi Iishow.
Iishow wey oghaatey inii sedy meghel iyee guur ky fathaayang. Madu-
ung shuruudii iyee ky shal biyi lahaayti iyaa dejhiithi. Sediithii lang ku
kasty mathalaa goony ing ky hirti. Sediithii lang marby mithaa Iishow
ing looyey, reed guur ky ly haasowi.
Madii kowaad, kii suurudy lahaayi iyaa ing kooyi Iishow. Wey erreey
”Ariirey surudey dey. Ariiycoghey aathiyo naghetoo fathee? Hooby
athy i guursety wey dhalaasee owlaad hanuung suurud bathing.”
Langkii lamaad iyaa ky higheey, usuuny wey erreey ”Alingtii aathey,
moorathey arag, nolol aduuyey illy wathaagto fathee? Hooby any i
guursety athii ariicyooghaa nolol fayllee ku noolathaasang.”
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Langkii sedehaad oo ing ky dambooyi iyaa kooyey, wey erreey ”Oorathey
naghetoo fathee? Any lang suurud bathing ii hooly bathing le my ihi.
Laakiing wey aha lang qalqaaly bathing oo walgorod eh. Lang eed ing
karty bathing iyaa aha qalqaalathey ii kartithey dey.”
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8 Suggested solutions
1. ‘Traditional dialect’ refers to a variety of a language that evidently

differs from the standard vareity of that language and is used within a
smaller geographical area. Many dialects can be somewhat difficult to
understand for persons from other parts of the greater linguistic area
of the same language.

2. ‘Regiolect’ refers to a variety of a language that does not differ as
much from the standard variety of that language as the traditional
dialects usually do. A regiolect is used by many speakers over a larger
geographical area than a traditional dialect. A regiolekt is quite easy
to understand for speakers from other parts of the linguistic area of the
same language.

3. The majority of the Somali dialects don’t differ very much from each
other. Those dialects are usually referred to as Maxaatiri. Using an
English terminology, it is common to refer to them as Northern So-
mali (in Swedish nordsomaliska). The Banaadir-dialects are usually
included in Maxaatiri, but not in Northern Somali.

4. The Somali dialects that differ the most from the standard variety are
spoken within an area that streches approximately from Mogadishu to
Kismayo, around and between the two large rivers Shabeelle and Jubba.
Also Banaadir, which is spoken in an area streching from Mogadishu
and about 200 km to the north, differs a bit more from the standard
variety the the other varieties within the Maxaatiri group.

5. Somali is mainly divided into Maxaatiri, Ashraaf, Maay and Digil.
Maxaatiri is the subdiveded into Northern Somali and Banaadir.
Northern Somali is further sub-dividedinto Northwestern dialects, East-
West dialects och Southern dialects.

6. Traditionally, the pronunciation [yidhi] is used in the Northwestern
dialects, mainly in Somaliland, Djibouti and the northern parts of the
Somali Regional State in Ethiopia, while [yiri] is used in the remaining
parts of the Somali linguistic area.
However, in todays society this division doesn’t seem to be as definite
as it used to be. In modern time, people have moved in larger numbers
and under different circumstances than before, and some groups may
have brought their pronunciation to new places and kept it even if it
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differs from the pronunciation in the local, traditional variety in the
place that they have come to live in.

7. The difference in pronunciation between [dh] and [r] is rather a regional
than a dialectal issue, since both ways of pronouncing have equal status
in the standard langauge and both spellings are considered correct in
standard written Somali.

8. Original text in Maay and translation into standard Somali (will be
added shortly).
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Unit 5. Orthography 
The orthography are the pinciples and rules that regulate the use of letters 

and other signs in a language, e.g. how double letters should be used, 

when upper case letters should be used, what combinations should be 

written together as one word, and what should be witten separately as 

two words, when to use a hyphen, a full stop, a comma, a question mark 

or other signs of interpunction. 

All the redommendations and rules in the unit on orthography are based 

on the principles presented in the dominating part of the existing hand-

books and dicitonaries for Somali as well as the actual use that is applied 

in those handbooks, bt also the use applied in other carefully written texts 

of various kinds. Of special importance are the many textbooks that have 

been prepared and published by different authorities for use in Somali 

schools since the beginning of the 1970s up until recent years. 

Spelling based on pronunciation 
The Somali orthography is closer to the sound system and pronunciation 

than in most other languages. The correlation between a letter and a sound 

is almost perfect. Basically each letter represents only one specific sound 

and each sound is only written with one specific letter. The only 

exceptions are the three sounds that are written with two letters: sh, dh, 

kh. With a linguistic term, this kind of combinations are called DIGRAPHS. 

This means that the word waa contains two sounds or phonemes, while 

shan five contains three phonemes and dhalo bottle, jar contains four. 

The Somali alphabet  
Notice the order of the letters in the traditional Somali alphabet. It 

coincides with the order in the Arabic alphabet.  
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’    B    T    J    X    KH    D    R    S    SH    DH 

C    G    F    Q    K    L    M    N    W    H    Y 

A          E          I          O          U 

This is considered to be the official order of the letters in the Somali 

alphabet. However, this order is not systematically applied. It is almost 

only used when reciting the alphabet and when numbering a list of items 

with letters. Dictionaries and other kinds of sorted lists and indexes are 

normally sorted according to the same order as in English and other 

languages that use the Latin script. 

Double vowels 
Double vowels are used in order to express a pronunciation that lasts for 

a longer time than a single vowel. There are often two different words 

with different meaning that only differ with respect to the vowel length. 

u  to      uu  he  

  bur flour     buur mountain  

  inan boy, girl    inaan that I  

  san  nose     saan  hide, skin  

  i  me      ii  to me, for me  

  afka  the language   afkaa, afkaas  that language 

In most cases it is not very difficult to hear if a vowel should be written as 

double or single. The only difficulties arise in instances where there are 

regional or dialectal differences in the pronunciation and only one spelling 

has been established for the written standard language.  

In a few words there exist two generally accepted spellings based on 

different pronunciations, e.g. ey / eey dog, halkan / halkaan here. Both 

spellings are common, but the one with a short vowel is more often 

recommended in the handbooks.  

Double consonants 
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According to the standard spelling rules, only seven consonants may be 

doubled in writing: bb, dd, gg, ll, mm, nn, rr. Double consonants express 

a pronunciation with a little more energy, hence both slightly stronger and 

longer. 

 Carab  Arabs    carrab  tongue 

 waran  spear    warran  tell, give a report 

 keli  single    kelli  kidney 

Between vowels –bb–, –dd– and –gg– sound more energetic since the air 

flow is completely stopped for a brief moment, while single  –b–, –d– and 

–g– between vowels are lighter. Usually the airflow is only hindered and 

almost stopped, but not completely. 

buugaag  books   buuggaas  that book  

 laba  two     labbis  clothes   

       kubbad  ball 

 lugo  leg     deggan  living 

 badan  much, a lot   baddan  this sea 

Depending on the double consonants we often get different gramatical 

forms of simliar words, but with completely different meanings, e.g. 

boqorro  kings   boqorad  queen   

boqorrada  the kings  boqoradda  the queens 

Even if some people are able to hear other long or strong consonants, 

souch sounds are never spelled with double letters, e.g. dhdh, ff, ss, yy, 

qq etc. Regardless of the pronunciation one should always write dh, e.g. 

in the form gabadha the girl, even though is is made up of the stem 

gabadh followed by the definite article -dha. 

Also certain individual words have a traditional spelling with a single 

consonant even though most speakers agree that a long or strong b, d, g, 

l, m, n, r can be heard, e.g. Jabuuti (snarare än Jabbuuti). 
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Between two vowels, you can never write more than two consonants, so 

even if some speaker might think that the can hear something like 

[cabbtaa], [cambbe], it must be spelled cabtaa drinks, cambe mango. 

It is also the case that consonants are usually not doubled after the 

diphthongs ay/ey, aw/ow, oy, even if the linguistic handbook very often 

recommend double consonants i certain such words, e.g. weydiin is far 

more common than weyddiin, also in very carefully written texts. In this 

particular instance the traditional usage evidently diverges from the 

traditional recommendations, and both spellings need to be considered 

correct, with weyddiin as a more old-fashion spelling. 

Diphthongs 
In Somali there are three diphthongs: ay/ey, aw/ow och oy. There are no 

clear rules for when to write ay or ey and aw or ow, respectively. The only 

advice that can be given is that it looks better with a consequent spelling 

of words than with variation between two spellings of the same word in 

the same text. 

In general ay is more common than ey. It has always been more common, 

even though ey was somewhat more common in the 1970s than it is today.  

In a small numeber of specific words, however, ey is more common than 

ay, e.g. weyn, weydiin. 

In a few words there is also a rather systematic difference between two 

meanings, most importantly between ay she and ey dog. 

In the traditional standard spelling it is also not common practice to write 

diphthongs with long vowels (aay, eey, aaw, oow, ooy). Only in a few 

words that kind of spelling is common enough to be a equal option 

alongside the spelling with a short vowel, e.g. ey/eey dog.  
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However, when w or y are followed by a vowel, they are no longer 

considered part of a diphthong. Then the preceding vowel may very well 

be long.  

diphthong + consonant   long vowel + y + vowel  

 samayn / sameyn  

 samaysaa / sameysaa    sameeyaa 

  samaynayaa / sameynayaa   sameeyay / sameeyey 

For kowaad / koowaad both spellings are almost equally common, with a 

slight overweight for the latter in the corpora.  

Lexically double consonants 
Often a double consonant is part of the words stem. In order to spell the 

word correctly, one simply needs to know the word quite well. It is usually 

possible to hear whether consonants are strong if you listen carefully and 

have a pronunciation that sorresponds to the standard. It might 

sometimes be a good idea to check the spelling in the available 

monolingual dictionaries, except the one from Djibouti 2004. That 

dictionary doesn’t follow the traditional standard, since it recommends 

doubling of other consonants than the traditional seven. 

Grammatical doubling 
With respect to the doubling of consonants and vowels, there are also a 

number of important grammatical principles that govern the spelling. For 

those cases it might be a good idea to learn a few rules that will make it 

easier to feel more confident about the spelling of double letters, even if 

these instances also can be recognised by carefully listening to the 

pronunciation. If you know the grammatical rules, however, your spelling 

will become more automatic. 
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The definite article 

The articles –ga and –da will always result in a double consonant if the 

stem of the word ends in –g or –d, but never after ofte words. 

 guri + ga  guriga   buug + ga buugga   

  cunto + da cuntada   bisad + da bisadda 

Other determiner endings 

The different determiner endings that can be added to the definite article 

have a certain specific shape. 

–kii / –tii:   haddii, sidii   always long ii 

–kan (–kaan)1 halkan (halkaan)  short a is nere neutral 

–kaas   halkaas    always long aa 

Verb endings 

The same principle as for the definite article can also be applied to the verb 

endings. Endings that contain a –d– (–t–) reault in a double –dd– in verbs 

whose stem end in –d, e.g. 

 waan –aa  aadaa  dhacaa  cunaa 

 waad –daa aaddaa  dhacdaa  cuntaa 

 wuu –aa  aadaa  dhacaa  cunaa 

 way  –daa aaddaa  dhacdaa  cuntaa 

 waan –naa aadnaa  dhacnaa  cunnaa 

 waad –daan aaddaan  dhacdaan cuntaan 

 way  –aan aadaan  dhacaan  cunaan 

 

1 Stavningen –an är vanligast i praktiken, men –aan brukar som regel anses vara en 

likvärdig variant i standardspråket. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
110 

If the stem of the verb ends in two consonants, the will also be an 

additional vowel inserted into the stem in order to avoid three consonants 

in a row, something that never occurs in Somali. 

 waan or_d + aa ordaa  

  waad or_d + daa oroddaa  

  wuu or_d + aa ordaa 

 way  or_d + daa oroddaa  

  waan or_d + naa orodnaa  

  waad or_d + daan oroddaan  

  way  or_d + aan ordaan 

In the 1 person plural there is a quite different rule. You always write 

double –nn– between two vowels, e.g. 

   Group 1 aad!   waannu  aad + naa  aadnaa 

   cun!   waannu  cun + naa  cunnaa 

but: wuu   cun + aa   cunaa 

   Group 2 samee!  waannu   samey + naa  sameynaa 

   kari!  waannu  kari + naa  karinnaa 

   Group 3 qaado!  waannu  qaada + naa  qaadannaa 

    guurso!  waannu  guursa + naa  guursannaa 

Double –nn– is not used after a diphthong, e.g. cunaynaa, aadaynaa, 

guursanaynaa, sameynaa. 

Personal and possessive pronouns 

Among the pronouns the 1 person plural deserves special attention. 

Double –nn– is always written bewteen vokals, both in the personal and 

in the possessive pronouns and in the possessive endings. Spelling with a 

single –n– is used in completely different meanings. 

annaga  we (excluding you)  

innaga  we (including you)  inaga  from us < *ina+ka   

aannu  we     aanu  not he  
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–keenna      keena  brings, bringing  

–teenna 

kuweenna  our, ours  

Notice once again that single  –n– dominates after a diphthong, hence 

aynu we, but in this very word the variation between  –n– and –nn– seems 

to be growing in recent years. 

Double –nn– is also written in the possessive pronouns and endings in the 

2nd person plural. Again, spelling with a single –n– is used in a complete-

ly different meaning. 

kiinna, –kiinna  your, yours –kiina  and that < kii+na  

tiinna, –tiinna  your, yours  –tiina  and that < tii+na  

kuwiinna  your, yours   kuwiina  and those < kuwii+na  

The plural of masculine nouns 

Masculine nouns with a plural form that ends in –o (but not –yo) with at 

least two syllables in the stem will have a double consonant (bb, dd, ll, 

mm, nn, rr, but not gg) before the ending –o, e.g. 

aqallo, aqallada, baabuurro, baabuurrada, boqorro, boqorrada, 

qalimmo, qalimmada, saaxiibbo, saaxiibbada, xayawaanno, 

xayawaannada 

After –g and other consonants, –yo is used instead. 

Masculine nouns with reduplication don’t get a double consonant before 

the ending, e.g. buugaag, lidad 

Long or short vowel in the present tense endings 

In the present tense that are two different types of endings, wither with a 

long –aa or with a short –a. The long vowel is used for the predicate verb 

when the subject of that verb is not the focused sentence constituent. 
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 Cali waa uu bukaa. 

The short vowel is used when the subject is focused, e.g. 

Cali ayaa buka.   

Waxaa buka Cali. 

The short vowel also occurs in relative clauses. 

Dhakhtarku daawo haddii uu u qoro qofka < buka >, lacag la'aan 

baa lagu siiyaa. 

There is however an exception: When the verb is the last word in a relative 

clauses that says something about the non-focused subject of the main 

clause, then the long –aa is used in order to mark the end of the subject 

phrase.  

 Wiilka gurigayga joogaa waa macallin. 

When a definite noun is the last word of the subject phrase, the subject 

ending –u is used instead. 

 Wiilka jooga gurigaygu waa macallin. 

Progressive form 

The progressive forms contain the suffix –ay– which is always written 

with a short vowel, e.g. 

waan cunayaa, waan karinayaa 

 

Hamsa – a forgotten consonant 
Somali has 22 consonants and one of them is HAMSA. In Somali this is a 

LETTER, not a sign like, e.g., a ful stop or a comma.  

Hamsa is written in the same way as the English apostroph. On a Swedish 

keyboard you will find it to the right of the letter ä. It is important to write 
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hamsa so that it is situated along the top of the other letter, e.g. lo’da or 

lo'da or lo’da. The hamsa can have three differen shapes, either a slanted 

line ( ’ ), a small vertical line ( ' ) or something that looks like a smaller 

version of the digit 9 ( ’ ). 

It is a serious mistake to use a comma instead of a hamsa, e.g. lo,da, since 

the comma is situated much lower, and the comma sign is used in a totally 

different function. It is also incorrect to use an accent that i situated above 

the vowel, e.g. lóda or lòda. 

In careful writing certain words should end with a hamsa, e.g. gu’, ri’, go’, 

but in some other words it has completely fallen out of use. E.g., in old 

texts you might sometimes see si’, but today that spelling would be very 

old-fashioned. Today everyone writes si. 

In certain words the hamsa disappears when an ending is added, but in 

other words it remains, e.g. ri’ - rida, riyo; gu’ – guga but go’ - go’a.  

Hamsa is of course most commonly used in the middle of words between 

vowels, e.g. go’aan, lo’aad, su’aal, le’eg. 

It is just as important to be precise in the use of hamsa as in the use of all 

the other letters of hte alphabet. 

Consonant alternations 
The consonants k, t, m and j can only occur right before a vowel in 

genuinely Somali words. They don’t occur at the end of Somali words or 

before a consonant inside a word. I those positions k, t, m are replaced by 

g, d, n. This rule plays a very important tole in the inflection of many 

Somali words, e.g. 

 before vowel   end of word before consonant 

 ilko, ilkaha    ilig    iligga 

 bukaa, bukaan      bugtaa, bugnaa, bugtaan 
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 dukaammo    dukaan  dukaanka, dukaanle 

 fahmaa, fahmaan     fahantaa, fahannaa, fahantaan, 

A small number of expections occur in foerign borrowings, e.g. 

 Islaam, Muslim, kariim, ixtiraam, Ibraahim, atam. 

But most borrowed words tend to adjust to the Somali rules, e.g. 

buskud   < En. biscuit 

Atlaantig  < Atlantic 

macallin  < Ar. mucallim 

qalin   < Ar. qalam 

filin   < film 

Aadan   < Aadam 

An important and very systematic exception exists in presnt day Somali 

spelling standard, in full correspondence with the pronunciation. I the 

vast majority of words, –mb– is written rather than –nb–, e.g. 

sambab, dambe. 

Most of these words may also be written with –nb–, but today that 

wpelling is less common. At the end of the 1960s and the beginnig of the 

1970s the spelling with –nb– was dominating, maybe because Arabic 

spelling rules require –nb–, not –mb–. 

Today spelling with –nb– is only dominating in a small number of words, 

e.g.  

baranbaro, balanbaalis. 

Also in contractions of two words –nb– should be used, just like in the 

independent word. That makes it easier to recognise the words. It would 

have been much better to write kortaanba in this citation from a textbook:  
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Marka aad kortaamba waxa aad jidhkiinna ku arki doontaan 

isbeddel ku dhacaya iyo dareen hor leh. (Af-Soomaali, Fasalka 6aad, 

2001)  

Vowel alternations 
Also among the vowels there are some important regular alternations in 

different forms of the same word. 

One important principle is that a long vowel is not used in diphthong that 

is in turn followed by a consonant. But a long vowel may be followed by 

–y– or –w– if there is a vowel after the –y– or –w–. 

wuu sameeyaa  

way sameysaa / samaysaa 

waan sameynaa / samaynaa 

Many words end in –o/–e. When an ending is added, these vowes are 

replace by an –a–. 

bare  baraha barayaal    hooyo hooyada 

  fure  furaha furayaal        

The same kind of alternation may also occur when the first part of a 

compound ends in –o/–e, but in this kind of context, it is equally common 

to leave the original vowel. 

 biyadhac  biyodhac 

If the determiner ending begins with –h–, then the vowels –u– and –i– are 

copied from the ending to the vowel before the –h– if the form without the 

suffix ended in –e or –o.  

biyo biyaha biyuhu biyihii  

The vowels –o– and –e–, however, don’t normally copy onto the vowel 

before the –h–. 
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biyahooda biyaheeda 

The same copying of the vowel inthe ending may sometimes occurs in 

certain maskuline nouns that end in –h, –x, –c if the stem contains a short 

–a–, e.g. wax, wixii, wuxuu, and sometimes even sac, sicii… 

The same principle is at work in the infinitive of some verb that take the 

ending –i, t.ex. baxaa, bixi karaa… 

Contractions 
Somali exhibits a lot of written contractions of different words, mainly 

small grammatical words. Some contractions are obligatory while others 

are optional. 

Obligatory contractions 

Before the verb, the following words should be written together as one 

unit: 

1) subject pronoun  la, 

2) object pronoun   is, i, ku, na, ina, idin,  

3) prepositions   u, ku, ka, la,  

4) negator    ma. 

For example: 

kulama, ila, iska, kama, isula 

   the alternation k > g occurs after a vowel 

  lagu, laga, lagama, ugu, 

   a + u > oo 

  loo (<*la+u), noo (<*na+u), inoo (<*ina+u) 

  i + u > ii 

  ii (<*i+u), idiin (<*idin+u) 

  the alternation i > y occurs after a vowel  

  layska 
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I today’s Somali the last alternation is usually avoided, and it has become 

more common to write la i and la iska than lay and layska. 

The combination la ii is basically impossible to write together while 

keeping the vowel length. 

The adverbial particles soo, sii, wada, kala are never written together with 

other other words in the above list in front of a verb.  

Si dhaqso ah ayey bisad u soo gashay guriga. 

The short words in the above list should never be written together with 

the verb. 

 I sii! 

Other subject pronouns (aan, aad, uu, ay, aannu, aynu, aydin) may 

instead be written together with a preceding sentence particle  

These subject pronouns should however always be written together with 

the negative particle aan. The order of the two part varies, but the second 

part always has a shortened vowel. 

 aan + negator  → aanan     

 aad + negator  → aadan / aanad 

 uu + negator  → uusan / aanu 

 ay + negator  → aysan / aanay 

Contractions with conjunctions and particles  

The two conjunctions –na and –se are pronounced and written together 

with another preceding word. This is also true for the particle –ba. 

Wax yar ka dib waxa u yimi nin socoto ah, wuxuuna weydiiyey 

sabata ka oohisay. 

Sawir madaxa Xasan, kuna muuji dheg, af, san, timo iyo il. 
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Adjectives with sound alternations 

When a sound change occurs in an adjective, the adjective must be written 

together with the following verb, e.g. 

cusub > cusb-:  

Haa saaxiib laakin aniga fasalka waan ku cusbahay mana wada 

garananyo ardayda! (Soomaali 2’18 Mu) 

jecel > jecl-, jecesh-:  

waxaad jeceshahay…, waxaan jeclahay… 

Adjectives i plural 

Adjectives with reduplication in the plural should be written as one word. 

yaryar (not yar yar, yar-yar),  

waaweyn (not waa weyn). 

One should however write waa weyn as two words if waa is a sentence 

particle, e.g. Maroodigu waa weyn yahay. 

Optional contractions 

Besides the obligatory contractions discussed above, there are also a large 

number of optional contractions. A written text with many such optional 

contractions may make a colloquial or everyday impression, so avoiding 

to make optional contractions is one way of making a text look more 

literary. 

Sentence particles may always be written together with the subject 

pronouns (except la), e.g.  

 waa aan / waan    waa aad / waad 

  waxa uu / wuxuu    waxa ay / waxay 

The same is true for the subordinator word in. 
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 in aad / inaad    in aanan / inaanan 

The conjunction oo may be written together with a preceding pronoun, 

e.g. 

 iyada oo / iyadoo 

In certain expressions it is quite common to write oo together with other 

words as well, especially in expressions that tie together two clause into a 

longer sentence, t.ex. 

 in kasta oo / inkastoo   

  sababta oo ah / sababtoo ah  

Important instances of separate writing 
The particles soo, sii, wada, kala are never written together with other 

words in front of a verb. 

Sheeg da'da ilkaha caano nuug uga dhacaan caruurta iyo da'da 

ilkaha oo idil ku soo wada baxaan. 

The short verb form ah should be written as a full word, not as a final –a 

attached to the preceding word. 

ka mid ah (inte ka mida) 

There is however, one important exception where –a is used instead of ah.  

keliya (keli ah) bara, endast. 

One should however write keli ah when it means singular, e.g. 

  magac keli ah a noun in the singular 

  magac keliya only a noun 

Compound words 
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When it comes to the writing of compounds, there is very little systematic 

discussion of the topic in the language handbooks. It is therefore difficult 

to give any simple recommendations. 

Compounds may be written in three ways: as one word, as two words or 

with a hyphen, e.g.  

libaax badeed,  libaax-badeed,  libaaxbadeed; 

hor u marin,   hor-u-marin,   horumarin; 

marti qaadaa,  marti-qaadaa,  martiqaadaa. 

Generally speaking, the solution with a hyphen is the least common, 

except for a small number of words that will be mentioned below. 

Therefore it is not recommendable to use the hyphen in the majority of 

compounds. 

In today’s written Somali it seems that for the majority of compounds, 

separate writing is more comman than joint writing, but the differences 

are not big enough or systematic enough to motivate any clear 

resommentaions of one or the other principle.  

The only good advice that can be given is to be systematic and try to follow 

one principle as much as possible, and at least not write the same words 

in different ways in the same text. 

More complicated instances 

In combination with the use of upper case initial letters, the spelling of 

compounds as one or two words may render a lot of different possibilities, 

t.ex.  

Afsoomaali, af Soomaali, af-Soomaali, Af-Soomaali… 

Since this is a compound, but the upper case letter is required by the 

second element, it can be a good idea to use the hyphen here af-Soomaali, 
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but separate spelling as af Soomaali is equally common in today’s written 

texts. 

Also in compounds whre the first part ends in –o or –e, there are several 

possibilities to choose between, e.g. 

biyo dhac, biyo-dhac, biya-dhac, biyodhac, biyadhac 

When writing a compound as one word, there is also a possibility to write 

the initial consonant of the second element with a double letter if the first 

element ends with a vowel and the second element starts with a consonant 

that may be doubled, e.g. 

ka dib, kadib, kaddib 

To write a double consonant in this kind of compound words was 

common in the 1970s, but today it is not very common any longer.  

When several variables are combined, a lot of variation is possible.  

 jare barid jare-barid  jarebarid  jarebbarid      

     jara-barid  jarabarid  jarabbarid 

Also here, it is very difficult to give good advice, other than the general 

’be systematic’. 

If the second element starts with a vowel, there is also a possibility to insert 

a hamsa, but this is actually quite uncommon, e.g. 

 magac u yaal, magac-u-yaal, magacuyaal, magac’uyaal 

The most common spelling is magacuyaal. 

Upper case initials 
With respect to the use of capital letters at the beginning of words, there 

are a few clear principles for Somali. An upper case letter should be used 

at the beginnig of  
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• sentences, 

• names of people, places, days, months, langauges, nationalities, 

goods, books, films, etc. 

Notice that in Somali the names of the days of the week and the names of 

the months are always written with a upper case initial letter. The same is 

true for nouns and adejctives that denote languages and nationalities. 

 Oktoobar     oktober    October 

 Sabti      lördag    Saturday 

 Soomaali     somalier    Somali 

 af Soomaali / af-Soomaali  somaliska (språket)  Somali

 Soomaaliyeed    somalisk    Somali 

The ruels for the use of upper case initials are basically the same in Somali 

as in English. It is also quite common to write the names of the seasons 

and the cardinal directions with a capital intial letter in Somali, e.g. Jiilaal, 

Bari, but it is equally common to use lower case, e.g. jiilaal, bari, and both 

need to be considered equally correct. Again, the important thing is to be 

systematic throughout a text.  

In Somali there are three digraphs (two letters that together represent one 

sound) dh, kh, sh. When they occur at the beginning of a name or a 

sentence, only the first of the two letters should be upper case, e.g. Shire. 

Like in many other languages, upp case may also be used in titles in order 

to express respect, t.ex. Marwo Xaawo. 

In healines and headings, it is common to use a capital letter at the 

beginning of every word, e.g. 

Wasiir Jamaal Maxamed Xasan Oo Noqday Xildhibaan Ka Tirsan 

Golaha Shacabka 
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Hyphenisation 
Words should never be divided between two letters that together 

represent one sound, i.e. dh, kh, sh, aa, oo, uu, ii, ee, t.ex. 

inappropriate      recommended 

  faa’i-        faa’ii-   

idooyin        dooyin 

 dhaqd-        dhaq- 

haqaaq        dhaqaaq 

Words are usually divided between syllables. If there are two consonants, 

then the most appropriate division is between the two consonants.  

   bisad- 

 dayda 

If there is only one consonant, one should divide before that consonant 

and let the consonant go with the following vowel. 

   bi- 

 saddayda 

It is however also possible to divide words between morphemes, which is 

often the preferred way to divide compound words. 

bewteen syllabels     between morphemes 

less appropriate     recommended 

   ho-          hor-   

  rumarin       umarin 

 

Numbers 
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When numbers are written as digits, it is often more natural to leave out 

the conjunction oo, but when reading it must of course be pronounced, 

e.g.  

 7.000 litir  or  7.000 oo litir   toddoba kun oo litir 

When digits are followed by an abbreviation there is no need to write oo. 

Abbreciations are used in order to save space, and adding the oo would 

have the opposite effect.  

 7.000 km  toddoba kun oo kiilomitir 

Ordinal numbers are normally written with the digit immediately 

followed by the ending –aad, without any space ord hyphen in between, 

e.g.  

 2aad, 3aad  labaad, saddexaad 

Years, dates, hours and similar phrases are normally written with the digit 

immediately followed by one of the suffixes ka, ta, kii, tii etc., without any 

space or hypen in between, e.g.  

 1972kii, maalinta Khamiista 3da Julay, 5ta galabnimo 

Punctuation marks 
There is normally a space after most punctuation marks, but not before 

them: 

abc.  abc,  abc?  abc!  abc; abc: abc, abc, abc. 

The opposite is true for the first of the two marks that enclose parenthetical 

text and cited text. The first parenthesis mark and the first citation mark 

are preceded by a space, but they are not followed by a space, e.g. 

abcde (eray) bedese cermag ”eray” bidimar 

Comma 
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There are no clearly defined principles for the use of the comma in Somali. 

The use varies between authors. 

One good principle is to use the comma in order to facilitate for the reader 

to understand the structure of long sentences. You can do that by dividing 

long sentences into smaller units. It is often helpful to divide the sentence 

into the clauses that it consits of, or to put a comma in places where it is 

suitable to make a short pause when reading the sentence. To mark pauses 

is basically the main principle for the use of commas in Swedish. 

Enumeration 

One specific case where there is practically no disagreement at all about 

the use of the comma is in enumerations or listings, t.ex. 

Sawir dheg, af, san, timo iyo il. 

In Somali, you normally put commas between all the words, but not 

immediately before the conjunction iyo. 

–na 

When clauses are connected into sentences with the conjunction –na it 

may often be helpful for the reader to have a comma before the beginning 

of the second clause.  

Wax yar ka dib waxa u yimi nin socoto ah, wuxuuna weydiiyey 

sabata ka oohisay. 

Sawir madaxa Xasan, kuna muuji dheg, af, san, timo iyo il. 

But if the whole sentence is short it is not really necessary. 

Direct speech report 
Speech reports consist of two parts: the reporting clause and the reported 

clause. The reporting clause includes a verb such as say, tell, ask, reply, 

shout, and the reported clause includes what the original speaker said. 
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With speech dash 

Each person’s direct speech starts on a new line, introduced by a long 

dash. The same punctuation is used as in any ordinary text. The end of the 

direct speech is not marked in any specific way. 

Waa hooyo. 

– Haloow hooyo! 

– Waar hooyo xaggeed tagtay? 

– Waan soo tukanayaa hooyo, maxaa dhacayaa? 

– Hoo adeerkaa la hadal, adeerkaa ayaa ku doonayee. 

Ma isaga la ii soo diray?     (Ismaaciil C. Ubax 2015: 98) 

If there is a reporting clause before the reported direct speech, that 

reporting clause ends with a colon. The direct speech starts on the 

following line. 

– Saaxiibkayga koowaad ayaad tahay. 

Si ay u fahamto ayaan ka daba geeyey: 

– Rag iyo dumarba, u my best friend. (Ismaaciil C. Ubax 2015: 95) 

If the reporting clause follows after the direct speech, there should be a 

comma instead of the full stop after the direct speech, and the reporting 

clause after the comma should start with a lower case letter. 

– Waar ka kac meesha waxba ku ma filnide, ayuu igu salaamay.  

         (Ismaaciil C. Ubax 2015: 19) 

When a question mark or an exclamation mark is used at the end of the 

direct speech, a reporting clause that follows after it will also begin with a 

lower case letter. 

– Waar xaggeed ku ordaysaa? ayaan weydiiyey.  

         (Ismaaciil C. Ubax 2015: 91) 
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With speech marks (citation marks) 

The same citation marks are generally used in Somali as in English. Notice 

that the initial citation mark is placed up-side-down compared to the final 

citation mark.  

“Waar bal adigu iska warran oo wax ma kuu hagaageen iminka?” 

“Aabbo waan wacanahay, Talyaanigii ayaan joogaa laakiin wiigga soo 

socda waan ka baxayaa oo Iswiidhan ayaan haddana ku noqonyaa.”  

       (Khadar C. Cabdillaahi: Gurrac, 2015) 

In older texts it is common to find citation marks of the type «xxx».  

Nimankii waxay yiraahdeen «Waa run». 

          (Iftiinka Aqoonta 2, 1966) 

If there is a reporting clause before the direct speech, some authors add a 

colon at the end of the reporting clause. 

Ninkii inta qoslay buu ku yiri: «Waxaad dhimanaysaa goorta uu 

dameerkaagu uu aad u qayliyo, dabadana uu kor u taago».  

          (Af Soomaali 5, 1976: 30) 

But it is also common not to have any punctuation mark at all at the end 

of the reporting clause before the direct speech. 

Waxa ay ku tidhi "Malyuun (Dabeeco) waxa ay rabto lama yaqaan, 

adiga oo cuntadii kariyey ayaa laga yaabaa in ay ku tidhaahdo mid kale 

ii kari." Waxa kale oo ay ku tidhi "Sagal iyo Sooyaal iyagu ma dhib 

badna, waxa aad siisona way iska cunaan."   

        (Faarax Maxamuud: 2014) 

Some writers use a comma. 

Guhaad wuxuu yiri, «Xaggee, Shiikh Muxsin?».  

        (Shire Jaamac Axmed: Rooxaan,1973) 
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Efterföljande anföringssats 

It the reporting clause follows after the direct speech there should not be 

a full stop at the end of the direct speech. The reporting clause starts with 

a lower case letter. 

«Waad iga heli doontaa» buu si qabow u yiri    

        (Maxamed D. Afrax 1993: 264) 

“Wuu soo miiraabay. Diktoor waa ka indhaha kala qaaday” ayuu wiil 

dhallinyaro ahi diktoorka barbar taagan ku yidhi.   

        (Khadar C. Cabdillaahi: Gurrac) 

It is also possible to put a comma right before or after the final citation 

mark.  

"Naa maxaad sidaas u leedahay, reerkaaga oo dhan iyadaa ka qurux 

badane," saaxiibaddeed Xamdi Gaabo ayaa ku tidhi Cadar Duwane. 

         (Faarax Maxamuud 2014: 102) 

«Waa runtaa,» Ciisaa ku raacay.    

        (Maxamed D. Afrax 1993: 267) 

«Alla ubaxu qurux badanaa», ayey balanbaalistii tiri. 

         (Af Soomaali 2, 1976) 

If there is a question mark och exclamation mark at the end of the direct 

speech, then a comma is unnecessary. 

«Abboowe maxaa kugu dhacay?» bay tiri iyadoo madaxdiisii laanta 

saarnaa soo toosinaysa.     (Maxamed D. Afrax 1993: 308) 

 

There are quite many different ways of marking direct speech in different 

languages. No single method can be claimed to be typically Somali. It 

seems that the English system has influenced Somali writers quite a lot. 

The most important recommendation is to use one system consistently. 
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5. Exercises 
1. What is orthography? 

2. When and how did Somali get its present orthography? 

3. What person is hte most important creator of today’s Somali orthography? 

4. Where can we find rules for Somali orthography? 

5. Find the most evident mistakes based on traditional standard spelling. 

Don’t comment on the choice of words or the word-order. Only comment the 

orthography. 

5.1

 

5.2

 

5.3

 

5.4

 

5.5

 

5.6
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5.7

 

5.8

 

5.9

 

5.10

 

5.11

 

5.12

 

5.13
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5.14

 

5.15

 

5.16

 

5.17

 

5.18

 

6.1

 

6.2
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6.3

 

6.4

 

6.5

 

6.6 

 

6.7 

 

6.8 
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6.9

 

6.10

 

6.11

 

6.12

 

6.13
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6.14

 

6.15

 

6.16

 

6.17

 

6.18
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6.19

 

6.20

 

6.21

 

6.22

 

O vning 5.2b 
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1. Asal ahaan waxa aan ahay Soomaali waxaan se haystaa 

dhalashada Sweden. 

2. Waxaan kunoolahay magaaladaan tan iyo markii aan ka imi 

Soomaaliya 

3. Waxa aan ku dhashay kuna soo barbaaray magaalada Muqdishu 

ee wadanka Soomaaliya. 

4. Waxa aan ka shaqaynayey shaqaddan aan hadda ka shaqeeyo 

muddo afar sano ah. 

5. Waxan ku dhashay Soomaaliya, gaar ahaan meel Hargaysa 

duleedkeeda ah una jirtay 10 km dhanka waqooyi-galbeed. Hadda 

waa xaafadaha Hargaysa qayb ka mida. 

6. … waxay rabtay in uu noqdo mid bluug ah laakiin marada bluuga 

aheed kuma filnayn, … 

7. Wadankan intaannan imman, waxaan wax ku soo bartay 

wadankii hooyo ee Soomaaliya. 

8. Neefta kaarboon laba ogsaydhku waxay ka timaadaa unugyada 

jidhkeena, waxayna ku soo ururtaa sanbabada, …  

(Saynis 5, Itoobiya 2014) 

From various schoolbooks: 

9. 

 

10. 
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11. 

 

12. 

 

13. 

 

14. 

 

15. 

 

O vning 5.3 
Från: Cilmiga bulshada 2, Muqdisho 2018 

1. 
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2. 

 

3. 

 

4. 

 

5. 
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6. 

 

7. 

 

8. 

 

9. 

 

10. 
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11. 

 

12. 

 

13. 

 

14. 

 

15. 

 

16. 

 

17. 
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18. 

 

19. 

 

20 

 

21. 

 

22. 

 

O vning 5.4 
Från: Cilmiga bulshada 2, Hargeysa 2016 

1. 

 

2. 
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3. 

 

4. 

 

5. 

 

6. 

 

7. 

 

8. 

 

9. 

 

10. 
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11. 

 

12. 

 

O vning 5.5 
Från: Cilmi Deegaan 2, Jigjiga 2014 

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

 

4. 

5. 

 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
144 

6. 

 

7. 

 

8. 

 

9. 

 

10. 

 

 

5. Suggested solutions 
1. Orthography are the principles and rules for spelling and the use of 

punctuational marks 

2. The foundation for today’s standard Somali orthography was laid down 

during the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. This was accomplished 

trough systematic work on the journal Iftiinka Aqoonta, the Somali-Russian 

dictionary, schoolbooks in Somali for Somali schools, the first monolingual 

dictionary from 1976 and the first grammar description from 1971 and 1973. 

3. In the journal Iftiinka Aqoonta, which was published by Shire Jaamac 

Axmed, the foundation was laid for the orthography that since then has been 
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used in an almost unchanged form which was then applied by the language 

commission in the early 1970s. 

4. It is difficut to find a comprehensive collection of spelling rules and rules 

for punctuation. The rules are spread over many different schoolbooks and 

monoligual dictionaries and grammars. 

5.1

 

dheh –> Dheh  

Beginning of sentence --> upper case.  

5.2

 

duur-  jooga –> duur-joog ah  

No space after a hyphen. 

The verb ah is a separate word connecting the two nouns:  

xayawaan duur-joog ah.  

5.3

 

si fiicanisbar-bar dhig –> si fiican isbarbardhig 

The word isbarbardhig is a compound noun. 

5.4

 

xaguu –> xagguu 

xag + definite article -ga + pronoun uu  
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labisanayaa –> labbisanayaa 

The word labbis needs a double ”b”. 

cali, xaawo –> Cali, Xaawo 

Names need an uper case initial letter. 

5.5

 

ka mida –> ka mid ah 

The verb ah is a separate word. 

5.6

 

wuxu –> wuxuu 

The pronoun uu has a long vowel, also when joining the particle waxa. 

5.7

 

kubadda –> kubbadda 

The word kubbad needs a double ”b”. 

5.8

 

xaawo, cali, sabtida –> Xaawo, Cali, Sabtida 

Names need an upper case initial letter.  

In Somali and English the days of the weeks are considered to be namnes. 

5.9

 

ragii –> raggii 

There is one ”g” in the word rag and one more in the determiner ”gii” 
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5.10

 

yar yar –> yaryar 

The plural form of the adjective yar is one word, not two, just like  

dheer, dhaadheer. 

5.11

 

yar-yar –> yaryar 

waa  weyn – > waaweyn 

Plural forms of adjectives. Hyphen is less suitable as this is not a compound. 

5.12

 

badana –> badanna 

The adjektive ”badan” is followed by the conjunctionen ”na”.  

It might also be helpful to add a comma  

waa uu soo rogmadaa, biyo badanna waa laga helaa. 

5.13

 

iy –> iyo 

dukaamo –> dukaammo 

Masculine nouns duoble ”bb, dd, ll, mm, nn, rr” before the plural -o. 

dukaamo waan –> dukaammo. Waan 
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These are two sentences since there is a sentence particle in each sentence: 

Waxa and waa(n). The first sentence needs to end with a full stop and the 

second sentence has to start with a capital letter. 

5.14

 

Maxaan aan –> Maxaan or Maxaa aan 

The pronoun aan can be contracted with maxaa or be written separately, 

but not both at the same time. 

bisadu –> bisado 

haysanaa –> haysannaa 

Verb forms in the 1st person plural (annaga, innaga) should always be 

written with a double ”nn” after a vowel. 

bisadiinna –> bisaddiinna 

The word bisad ends with a ”d”. The possessive ending begins with a ”t” 

which changes to ”d”: bisad + tiinna –> bisad-diinna. 

5.15

 

aynnu –> aynu 

In the 1960s and early 1970s the spelling aynnu was used by some writers, 

but it later disappeared almost completely. During almost 40 years the form 

in use has been the one with a single ”n”. As a general rule today, 

consonants are not doubled after ”y”. But shoolbooks from Hargeysa (2010, 

2016) seem to consciously have re-introduced the from ”aynnu”, but not 

consistently. Both aynu and aynnu are used in those books. 

helaa –> helnaa 

This form may be pronounced hellaa with a strong ”ll”, which is also found 

sometimes in writing, mainly in poetry. The best strategy is however to 

always write –naa in the 1st person plural. 
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5.16

 

dhisanaa –> dhisannaa 

The ending –naa in the 1st person plural (we) should always be written 

with a double ”nn” after a vowel. 

5.17

 

wax –> Wax 

This is the beginning of a new sentence. 

5.18

 

u –> uu 

This is the pronoun uu he, not the preposition u to, for. 

6.1  

weer taan --> weertaan/weertan   

jeer --> jeer. 

weertaan is one word. The demonstrative -tan/-taan is an ending that 

shoudl always be written together with the preceding noun. The ending 

with a short vowel is more common and therefore more neutral.  

A full stop is needed at the end of the sentence. 
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6.2  

aragtay, geri --> aragtay geri  

ah, waxaa --> ah. Waxaa  

boodboodaaya --> boodboodaya 

There is no need for a comma after the verb aragtay: it is not part of the 

enumeration or listing. 

There sould be a full stop after ah, not a comma, since Waxaa kale (W is 

upper case!) starts a new sentence. 

The progressive ending -ay- should be written with a short vowel, even if 

it is pronounced with a long vowel in certain regions. 

6.3  

Shim9biruhu --> Shimbiruhu 

badana --> badanna  < badan + -na 

6.4  

midabo --> midabbo 

Masculine nouns always double ”b, d, r, l, m, n” before the plural -o 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
151 

6.5  

looyaqaan --> loo yaqaan   

” Buul” --> ”buul” 

Pronoun + preposition (la + u > loo) should never be written together with 

a following verb (yaqaan). 

*** The rest will be translated shortly 

 Inget mellanslag mellan citattecken och ordet som de markerar. Inte stor 

bokstav till et vanligt substantiv. Meningen behöver avslutas med punkt, 

dvs. ”buul”.  

6.6  

slarvfel: xayawaannada 

6.7  

Ma duusho är två ord. Negationen ma får inte skrivas ihop med verbet. 

Ordet haad + bestämd artikel -da blir haadda. 

Qoor dheer behöver inget bindestreck. Det är ju ett substantiv och ett 

adjektiv. 

6.8  

Subax med stor bokstav efter kolon i början av den direkta anföringen. 
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Kommatecken mellan hälsningarna och tilltalsordet, inte ett streck:  

Subax wanaagsan, walaal. 

6.9  

Waxqabadka 

bannaan 

Det hade blivit lite tydligare med kommatecken före den andra satsen, 

dvs. …(b), dabadeedna… Enklast kan man ta för vana att i de allra flesta 

fall sätta ett kommatecken när man använder konjunktionen -na. 

6.10  

Imperativ med lång vokal: samee. 

6.11  

far qurxoon är två ord, ett substantiv och ett adjektiv. 

6.12  

Det fokuserade frågeordet ska ha formen maxaa när det inte är 

sammandraget med uu, men maxaa + uu > muxuu. 
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6.13  

Dubbelt -nn- i verb i första person plural (innaga/annaga) om ändelsen 

följer direkt efter en vokal, dvs. dareenno, harsannaa. I just det här fallet 

är det dessutom så att det finns ett -m- i verbets stam dareemaa, och detta 

-m- övergår till -n- före ändelsens -n-, dvs. dareem-no > dareenno. 

6.14  

far qurxoon är två ord. Det saknas punkt efter meningen. 

6.15  

Prepositioner får inte skrivas ihop med verb, dvs. ka dambeeya. 

6.16  

Antingen sammanskrivet asagoo eller särskrivet asaga oo. Verbet yaallay 

brukar vanligtvis ha dubbelt -ll-. 

6.17  

Troligen togga. Mycket ovanligt att skriva ay = hund, hellre eygii 

Pronomenet ay skrivs inte med lång vokal. 

6.18  

Infinitiv slutar med -n, dvs. samayn. Verbet lahaa böjs lahayd (laheyd), 

samma som ahayd (aheyd). 
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6.19  

Ordet består av erado + tan > erayadan, bara ett d (från tan) eftersom själva 

substantivet i plural inte slutar med -d. 

6.20  

Ninkii iyo libaaxii med lång vokal -ii efter båda orden eftersom båda 

orden står i samma bestämda form. Xasan med ett -s- eftersom den 

konsonanten inte hör till de sju (b, d, g, l, m, n, r) som man kan 

dubbelteckna.  

6.21  

Geeddi 

Punkt efter meningen. 

ina keen är två ord, ett pronomen (ina) och ett verb (keen). Man skriver 

aldrig ihop pronomen och verb. 

Det finns ingen anledning att använda stor bokstav i macallimiinta. 

6.22  

Geeddi 
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Helst kommatecken efter tilltalsordet, dvs. Ciise, aan ku… 

Det finns ingen anledning att ha stor bokstav i isaga iyo iyada, dessutom 

borde väl subjekt anges med formen iyadu. 

Uppgift 2.  

Vilka grova avvikelser mot vedertaget språkbruk kan man hitta i de här 

exemplen? 

nödvändiga ändringar 

andra rekommenderade ändringar 

1. Asal ahaan waxa aan ahay Soomaali waxaan se haystaa 

dhalashada Sweden. 

1. Asal ahaan waxa aan ahay Soomaali, waxaanse haystaa 

dhalashada Iswiidhan. 

2. Waxaan kunoolahay magaaladaan tan iyo markii aan ka imi 

Soomaaliya 

2. Waxaan ku noolahay magaaladan, tan iyo markii aan ka imid 

Soomaaliya. 

3. Waxa aan ku dhashay kuna soo barbaaray magaalada Muqdishu 

ee wadanka Soomaaliya. 

3. Waxa aan ku dhashay, kuna soo barbaaray magaalada Muqdisho 

ee waddanka Soomaaliya. 

4. Waxa aan ka shaqaynayey shaqaddan aan hadda ka shaqeeyo 

muddo afar sano ah. 

4. Waxa aan ka shaqaynayey shaqadan aan hadda ka shaqeeyo 

muddo afar sano ah. 
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5. Waxan ku dhashay Soomaaliya, gaar ahaan meel Hargaysa 

duleedkeeda ah una jirtay 10 km dhanka waqooyi-galbeed. Hadda 

waa xaafadaha Hargaysa qayb ka mida. 

5. Waxaan ku dhashay Soomaaliya, gaar ahaan meel Hargeysa 

duleedkeeda ah una jirtay 10 km dhanka waqooyi-galbeed. Hadda 

waa xaafadaha Hargeysa qayb ka mid ah. 

6. … waxay rabtay in uu noqdo mid bluug ah laakiin marada bluuga 

aheed kuma filnayn, … 

6. … waxay rabtay in uu noqdo mid buluug ah laakiin marada 

buluuga ahayd kuma filnayn, … 

7. Wadankan intaannan imman, waxaan wax ku soo bartay 

wadankii hooyo ee Soomaaliya. 

7. Waddankan intaanan iman, waxaan wax ku soo bartay 

waddankii hooyo ee Soomaaliya. 

8. Neefta kaarboon laba ogsaydhku waxay ka timaadaa unugyada 

jidhkeena, waxayna ku soo ururtaa sanbabada, …  

(Saynis 5, Itoobiya 2014) 

8. Neefta kaarboon laba ogsaydhku waxay ka timaaddaa unugyada 

jidhkeenna, waxayna ku soo ururtaa sambabada, …  

(Saynis 5, Itoobiya 2014) 

Från olika skolböcker: 

9.      

Bör skrivas: Af Sawaaxili 

10. 
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Bör skrivas: ma laga       saddex 

Frågepartikeln ma skrivs inte ihop med pronomenet la och 

prepositionerna. 

11. 

 

Bör skrivas: digaagadood. Waxa              Jaamac 

Här finns två huvudsatser. Varje sats har en satspartikel waxa 

och då bör man avsluta varje sats med punkt. 

12. 

 

Bör skrivas: dumar, immisa 

Detta är en mening med en villkorsbisats och en huvudsats. Man 

sätter inte punkt efter en bisats, men man kan sätta komma. 

13. 

 

Bör skrivas: Koox koox 
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14. 

 

Bör skrivas: macaan. Tufaaxa               Carabta  iyo Afrika 

15. 

 

Bör skrivas: carruurtiisa      saddex      qaybiyey 

O vning 5.3 

 

tirada 

 

aan ku 

Cabdi qoyskoodu 
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eeddaday är vanligare i korpusarna 

Waa 

 

qoyskeennu 

 

Isagu waa 

 

Wax kale 

Stor bokstav är onödig i listor. Det är vanligt på engelska, men används 

inte på svenska. 
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Faa’iidada shaqada 

Kaalinta 

 

ixtiraamaan 

waalidkeenna 

 

walaalaheenna waaweyn 

 

walaalaheenna yaryar 

 

doonnaa (verb i vi-form, alltid -nn- mellan vokaler) 

qodobbada (maskulint substantiv i plural) 

 

Muhiimmadda 

 

Soomaali 

 

Gidaarrada (maskulint substantiv i plural) 
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dhigannaa (verb i vi-form, alltid -nn- mellan vokaler) 

 

qabanno (verb i vi-form, alltid -nn- mellan vokaler) 

 

3aad: Daryeelka (mellanslag efter skiljetecken) 

 

yaryar 

qoyskeenna 

deriskeennu 

 

dhismayaal (enligt alla grammatikböcker ska pluralformen sluta på -

ayaal) 

 

xafiis. Qolka (mellanslag efter skiljetecken) 

macallimiintu 

macallimiinta 
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aynu är mycket vanligare 

aynu är vanligare i ordböckerna, men aynnu finns också, även i många 

skolböcker  

HaBiT: aynu 33.906 / aynnu 765 

 

3aad: (att höja upp bokstäverna är antagligen påverkat av engelskans 3rd 

och italienskans 3o, men i soamliskan är vanliga bokstäver mycket, mycket 

vanligare) 

ku ciyaarno. 

O vning 5.4 

 

ku yaal (preposition + verb skrivs aldrig ihop) 

 

Magacow är mycket vanligare 

tagto 

sharraxayso är vanligare (Habit 28 jämfört med 8) 

 

baxdaa Bari, galab kastana 
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cadceeddu cadceed+da 

galbeed. 

Bari & Galbeed ELLER bari & galbeed  (väderstrecken kan skrivas med 

stor eller liten bokstav) 

 

ina är den etablerade stavningen i alla grammatikböcker  

Geeddi 

waddada. Waxa 

taxaddirayaan ELLER taxaddarayaan 

Ordb. Nairobi 2008, Roma 2012: taxaddar, Djibouti 2004, Djibouti 2013: 

taxadder 

Alla nya skolböcker från Hargeysa: taxaddir 

 

Macallinkiinna 

 

guddida 

macallimiinta 

 

dugsigiinna 
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Guddida (guddi+da) 

 

ina 

 

macallinkiinna 

Carabiga. (detta är inte någon fråga) 

 

inagu (ina+ku) 

aynu är vanligare 

noolaanno iyo (inte punkt före denna konjunktion) 

ilaashanno (-nn- mellan vokaler i vi-form av verb) 

dugsigeenna 

 

ina 

macallimiinteenna 

innagana (innaga+na) 

O vning 5.5 
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Xanuunka AIDS-ku waa (inget kommatecken efter subjektet i satsen) 

manqasyada, vanligare: maqasyada, även arabiska: miqaṣṣ(un), men 

många ordböcker rekommenderar faktiskt manqas. 

I.W.M > i.w.m. ama iwm. 

Däremot är alla ordböcker och skolböcker överens om att xanuun är den 

etablerade stavningen. 

 

wuxuu / waxa uu 

dhakhtar är mycket vanligare, men dhaqtar förekommer också i flera 

ordböcker. 

 

shil ku dhaco (substantiv + preposition + verb) 

ha la gelin 

 

Markaa cutubkan (inget kommatecken efter tidsadverbial, det är bara 

typiskt för engelskan) 

wuxuu / waxa uu 

ka hadlayaa 
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saa > sidaa 

 

xeeran. Waa cutub aad u balladhan oo qiimo gaar ah u leh ardayda 

heerkan ah, sababta oo ah wuxuu wax weyn ka tusayaa degaankooda ay 

ku nool yihiin iyo waxyaabaha laga helo. 

 

raacin karaa 

astaamahooda 

 

- Waxaad 

soo baratay 

astaamahooda 

ah. (Inte frågetecken, utan punkt. Detta är ingen fråga. Inget mellanslag 

före ett frågetecken.) 
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Maadaama xayawaanku   

(inget kommatecken behövs efter en konjunktion) 

xannaaneeyo 

 

cudurrada 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit 6 
 

Vocabulary and semantics 
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Unit 6. Vocabulary and semantics 
The vocabularyof a language can be studied from many different 

perspectives. A general term for the study of the vocabulary is 

LEXICOLOGY. Within lexicology there are many different subfields that 

study e.g. the meaning of words (semantics), the formation of words 

(word formation), the inflectionof words (morphology), the science of 

dictionary making (lexicography), the sudy of the origin of words 

(etymology), the sudy of word combinations (phraseology), etc. 

To start with, it is important to give some though to the basic question 

What is a word? A word can refer to something that is part of the reality, 

but it can also be a tool for thinking or talking about something in general. 

Without really making refernce to a specific object in the ral world. 

The linguistic form of a word consist of two parts or components. There is 

a symbol that consists of a few sounds when we speak or a few letters 

when we write, but there is also a mental image of the notion, an abstract 

image in our brains. Our mental image does not always correspond to the 

real life occurences in all details. For example, we usually image a cat as 

an animal with a fur, but all cats in the real world avtually don’t have a 

fur. 
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Cilmimacneedka – Semantics 
Semantics is the science that deals with the meaning that is expressed 

through language, and above all the meaning of words. A few basic notion 

from the field of semantics are good to know. 

The words of a language are usually divided into content words and 

function words. CONTENT WORDS have a more tangible meaning, and to 

this category contains verbs, nouns, adjectives (including numerals) and 

interjections. A few examples of typical content words in Somali are guri 

house, gaari car, afar four, weyn big och cunayaa eats.  

FUNCTION WORDS often don’t have an equally tangible meaning. Instead 

they are used in order to refer back to other content words or to establish 

a relation between two content words. The word class pronouns has 

exactly this referring function, while prepositions and conjunctions are 

used to establish a realtion between content words. Yet other function 

words may be used in order to express certain specific nuances that are 

added to the basic meaning of a word. Particles are of this third type. 

Somali function words are found in the word class pronouns, e.g. the 

unstressed aan I, we, aad you, uu he, ay she, they. Among the particles there 

is e.g. waa, waxa, baa and ayaa that mark the focus on a specific word or 

phrase, while ma not expresses that the clause is either a question or a 

negative clasue. Which meaning is intended depends on the form of the 

verb that the particle combines with. To the owrd class prepositions, 

usuallyonly the four words u to, ku in, on, ka from, la with are counted. 

Among the conjunctions we find e.g the very common oo and ee which 

can be used in many different ways with different possible translations, 

e.g. and, that, when, further examples are iyo and, laakiin but, mise or, in 

that. 
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Sammi – Synonyms               

When it comes to describing the relationships between words in a 

language, there are a couple of important terms. The term SYNONYMS is 

used about words that mean more or less the same thing. Usually they 

don’t mean exactly the same thing, since there is almost always a tiny 

difference between synonyms in the very fine nuances: they might evoke 

different associations or mental images, or they might be used in 

deifferent context or in diffrent geographical areas (i.e. regional variation 

in the vocabulary). Examples of Swedish synonyms are e.g. the adjectives 

vacker, snygg, fin, stilig, the nouns hus, kåk, villa, byggnad or the verbs äter, 

käkar, inmundigar, förtär.  

It is often the case that one synonym is more colloquial or used in more 

every-day contexts. Other synonyms may be more old-fashioned. Some 

might be felt to be more cultivated or elegant, whereas yet others may 

have a negative feel to them, and yet others are maybe only used within a 

certain geographical area.  

Some examples of Somali synonyms are  

casaan, guduud; 

eeg, fiiri;  

haraad, oon, aqso, loof;  

gaajo, baahi, caq, hamuun, macaluul, mamac, qadoodi, qarraac;  

buuran, baruur, cayil, shilis; 

quruxsan, qurxoon, toolmoon, bilicsan, jalaqsan, fiican, wanaagsan; 

bisad, mukulaal, yaanyuur, yanyuuro, dinnad, dummad, basho; 

wadne, qalbi; 

gabar, inan, hablo. 
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Lidad  – Antonyms 

Antonyms are words with opposite meanings. 

yar   –  weyn   yimid  – tagay 

dheer – gaaban   macallin  – arday 

bad  – berri    macallin – macallimad 

buur  – dooxo 

kulayl – qabow   hooyo  –  aabbe 

jecel  – neceb   hooyo  – gabar 

u  – ka    dhakhtar – bukaan 

 

Hyperonyms and hyponyms 

Hyperonyms (from Greek hyper ’above’ and nym ’name’) and hyponyms 

(from Greek hypo ’under’ and nym ’name’) are two terms that are 

immediately related to each other. 

Hyperonyms are superordinate notions that denote groups of objects. 

Hyponyms are subordinate notions that denote individual categorier of 

objects within the superordinate group, e.g. 

hyperonym:  xayawaan 

hyponyms:  bisad, libaax, sac, dibi, daanyeer, ey, dameer… 

 

The relation between form and meaning 
Most words in a language have a quite random form. This is referred to in 

linguistics as the ARBITRARY form of words. There is nothing in the form 

of the word san nose, neither in Somali nor in English, that would make 

that specific comibnation of sounds more suitable for referring to that part 

of the face than any other combination of sounds. 
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However, languages also have a small group of words where there 

actually is a natural relation between the form of the word and what it 

denotes. For example, this is true for some words denoting objects and 

animals that produce specific sounds. Such words are referred to as 

ONOMATOPOEIC words, i.e. words that imitate, resemble or suggest a 

sound. 

If the word imitates the sound, it is often a word that belongs to the word 

class of interjections. One example is waaq croak which is the sound 

produced by frogs (and certain birds). There is also e.g. bash crash, like 

when something breaks, especially glass or ceramics, batalaq splash, jug 

boom, bang… 

It can also be a noun that denotes an object that emits a certain sound, and 

sometimes the interjections may also be used as nouns, e.g. qaaq, def. 

qaaqa (the) cry, jug -ta (the) boom, thud, guuguule owl, maybe also gugac 

thunder and possibly also dhugdhugley motorbike, but this word also exists 

in other languages, so it might be a borrowing. 

There are of course also verbs that imitate sounds, e.g. qaaqleeyaa cries, 

yells and maybe ooyaa cries, weeps.  

Many other words are much more uncertain, but it is of course not 

impossible that they are also onomatopoeic, e.g. yaanyuur cat. The 

question is whether this word sounds like something a cat would ”say”, 

or whether it has rather a different origin. And maybe buufin balloon?  

Homonyms 

The term HOMONYM is used for two words that mean totally different 

things, but have the exact same form. Both in Swedish and in Somali there 

are a number of homonyms. Swedish vad corresponds to maxay; kub 

(qaybta dambe ee lugta); sharad. Swedish får corresponds to lax; helaya; 

waa in...; karaa; oggolaansho u haysta in... And the Somali word gal can 

be a noun with the meaning envelope, duvet cover, pillow case or a verb in 
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the imperative meaning enter. Kab can mean shoe or mend. Guur can mean 

marriage or move. It is quite common that a Somali root has two closely 

related meaning of which one is a noun and the other is a verb. A few 

other examples are Magan (male first name) or magan shelter, aroor dawn; 

back, spine; lead cattle to drink water, feero ribs; iron; tuberculosis; comb, joog 

height; bucket, jar; stand, be present, stay. 

To be precise, two homonyms are two different words that are written and 

pronounced in exactly the same way. 

na and (conjunction)  na us (pronoun)     

In Somali there isn’t a lot of full homonyms since the word are often just 

written in the same way, but pronounced differently. But in Swedish 

there is a lot of full homonyms, e.g. fil, vad, såg, led… 

Homographs 

Homographs (from Greek homo ‘same’ and graf ‘writing’) is a term that 

denotes words that are written in the same way, but pronounced 

differently.  

inán girl        ínan boy 

béer liver    beér garden, field, plantation 

tiri said     tíri count 

cunto eats     cúnto food 

lá with (preposition)     la one (indefinite subject pronomen) 

kú in (preposition)   ku you (object pronoun) 

Homophones 

Homophones are pronounced in the exact same way, but written in 

different ways. The term is from Greek homo ‘same’ and fon ‘sound’. This 

is very common in Swedish, but not in Somali. 

 kål;  kol  gjort; hjort värd; värld hann; han tjärna; kärna 

  jul; hjul  jäst; gäst  män; men  so; zoo  kar; karl 
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Taariikh-ereyeedka – Etymology 
Etymology is the study of the historical background of words, their 

creationa and origin, i.e. from where we have gotten all the words that we 

have today. Etymology can reveal how words have been borrowed from 

other languages or whether new words have developed through changes 

in words that are old to the language. 

With respect to their origin, words are usually divided into three types: 

inherited words, borrowings and foreign words. 

INHERITED WORDS have supposedly existed in the languase already ‘from 

start’ – or at least for a very long period of time. Therefore, this kind of 

words usually exist in several different closely related languages.  

Of course, to a large extent the Somali vocabulary consists of words that 

have been inherited from older stages of the language spoken in the area, 

and therefore largely belongs to the common lexicon of the Cushitic 

languages, i.e. typical inherited vocabulary, that can also be found and 

recognised in neighbouring languages, since for a very long time they 

have been part of the development into today’s languages. 

Very basic words used in everyday life are usually inherited, e.g. hooyo 

mother, aabbe father, cunaa eats, cabbaa drinks. The origin of such words is 

therefore often quite uncertain. Other inherited Somali words are quite 

probably other basic words such as the numerals kow one, laba two, 

saddex three, etc., the pronouns aniga I, adiga you, etc., the adjectives 

cad white, bright, madow black, dark, or the nouns geel camels, ari goats and 

sheep, lo’ diary cattle. 

Based on the inherited words ther is of course a possibility to create lots 

of new words. One example is sadjibeke rectangular block which quite 

evidently is derived from saddexjibbaarane cube with the addition of the 

adjective eg simlar and the suffix -e.  
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LOANWORDS have been borrowed from other languages since hundreds 

of years, but it is often still possible to see the similarities with the words 

in the source languages. At the same time many words have been so well 

established in the borrowing lnaaguage that they are already felt to be a 

natural part of the language. Pronunciation, spelling and inflection have 

usually been adapted to the principles of the borrowing language and 

people are usually not bothered by such well established borrowings. 

Most loanwords are today felt to be a very natural part of the Somali 

lexicon. Many borrowings from Arabic belong to this group of words, but 

also many words from other places, such as Africa (mostly Swahili and 

Amharic), Europe (mostly English and Italian), Persian (Persian), or India 

(Urdu, Hindi etc.). 

It is especially from Arabic that we find large amounts of bowrrowings in 

Somali, e.g. beed egg (Ar. bayḍ), dacwad, dacwo accusation, lawsuit (Ar. 

dacwa), dastuur constitution (Ar. dastuur), dukaan shop (Ar. dukaan), 

faras horse (Ar. faras), laakiin but (Ar. laakin),  maxkamad court of justice 

(Ar. maxkama), saacad clock, hour (Ar. saaca), sawir, masawir, taswiir 

picutre, akhriyaa reads, askari soldier, jawaab answer (Ar. jawaab), kursi 

chair, moos/muus banana (Ar. mawz), sariir bed (Ar. sariir), su’aal question 

(Ar. su’aal), surwaal trousers, quraarad bottle, tahniyad congratulation, … 

From English there is, e.g., buug book, kabadh cupboard, xafiis office, 

baaskiil bicycle, bas bus), buskud biscuit, laydh light (or electricity), bareeg 

break/brake … 

From Italian, e.g., armaajo cupboard (It. armadio [armaadyo]), jallaato ice-

cream (It. gelato [jelaato]), bumbeelmo grapefruit (It. pompelmo), 

samefalle semaphore, traffic light … 

From Swahili, e.g., yaambo hoe (Sw. jambo), moxog cassava (Sw. muhogo), 

beeso money (Sw. pesa; It. peso)… 
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From Amharic, e.g., bun coffee (Am. buna), baabuur car, vehicle (Am. babur 

train from Ar. baabuur steam engine, (steam) ship, locomotive from French 

vapeur steam)… 

From Persian, e.g., baraf ice, snow (Pe. barf snow), bakhshiish tip (Pe. 

bakhshesh gift), doorbin binoculars (Pe. durbin), neyruus new year 

celebration (Pe. noruz new year), ranji colour (Pe. rang colour, adj. rangi) 

From languages of India, e.g., rooti/roodhi bread, gaadhi/gaari car, cart, …  

Of course ther is also a small number of borrowings from other languages, 

e.g. biririf break, paus from Russian (pereryv [piriryf]). 

Some words have similar forms in many languages, and it can therefore 

be difficult to define one particular source language, e.g., dekreeto decree, 

mooto motorbike, moped, rikoodh/rikoor record, grammophone, tape recorder, 

cd-player, baasaboor passport, bangi bank, raadiyo / raadiyow radio, … but 

most of these are probably borrowed from English or (and) Italian.  

Sometimes there are competing borrowings from different languages for 

the same notion, and sometimes there is even a competing purely Soamli 

word with the same meaning alongside the borrowing(s):  

digaag (Ar. dijaaj, regionally [digaag]) = dooro (Amharic ዶሮ [doro]) 

‘chicken’ 

tuwaal (En. towel) = shukumaan (It. asciugamano) = gacantir (Somali) 

wiig (En. week) = usbuuc/asbuuc/isbuuc (Ar. usbuuc) = sitimaan (It. 

settimana) = toddobaad (Somali)  

gidaar (Ar.) = derbi (Somali) ‘wall’ 

FOREIGN WORDS are words that have been borrowed lately and still felt to 

be foreign elements in the language. Often the spelling, pronunciation and 

inflection may vary between speakers and groups, and it is often the case 

that foreign words are questioned and discussed. There are quite often 

suggestions put forward to replace foreign words with words the have 

been created based on the inherited Somali vocabulary. But despite the 
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opposition, really many of the foreign words make their way into the 

borrowing language and in the long run they become generally accepted 

loanwords, the reason being that in everyday life many of the new foreing 

words are very practical and diffiult to do without. To replace a foreign 

word which is already in use with a newly coined Somali word is rather 

difficult, and that kind of suggestions are usually not very successful. 

There are often different alternative forms of foerign words in Somali, 

since the words have not had enough time to stabilise. There might also 

be competing Somali words with the same meaning, or competing 

borrowings from other languages. To this group of words belongs, e.g., 

ambalaans ambulance. It is difficult to determine from which language the 

word has been borrowed. The word has also received slightly Somalised 

version, ambalaas, where -n- has been dropped since Somali words in 

principle cannot end in more than one consonant. The word is also 

interesting since all spekars don’t agree in the gender of it. The definite 

form occurs as both ambalaa(n)ska and ambalaa(n)sta. Furthermore, 

there are other alternative words for the same notion, the Somali 

bukaanqaad (bukaan ‘patient’ and qaad ‘take, transport’) or dhooli and the 

partially Arabic gaadiidka caafimaadka. (So. gaadiid ‘vehicle’ and Ar. 

caafimaad ‘health’). Such variation is typical for words that are still 

partially felt to be a foreign element in the language. 

Proper nouns become common nouns 

In many langugaes there are some common nouns whose origin can be 

found in various proper nouns such as personal names or product brands. 

A Swedish example is the word friggebod that denotes a small building 

of max. 15 m2 that does not require a construction permit. This law was 

introduced when Birgit Friggebo was the responsible minister, and her 

name is the surce for coining this new word in Swedish. 

There is a type of screw drivers and screws that in English are called 

Phillips after the person who started mass production of this tool. Pampers 
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is used in many languages as a word for diapers. Jeep was originally a car 

brand, but today it is often used for a certain type of car without respect 

to the name of the manufacturer.  

In Somali there is, e.g., taydh and oomo that have become common nouns 

meaning washing powder and huufer as a common noun denoting a 

vacuum cleaner. These words originate from the brands Tide, Omo and  

Hoover. 
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Exercises 

6.1 

1A. Give synonyms to the words: 

wiil, ukun, rooti, naag 

1B. Give antonyms to the words: 

haween, xeeb, fiican, madow 

1C. Write two different sentences where these homonyms are 

used in two completely different meanings. 

tiri, baad, afartan, ayaan 

1D. Divide these words into their constituent parts 

(morphemes). 

cimilogooreed, gabayaa, dhallinyaro, dhakhtarnimo 

1E. How many other words can you think of that are based on 

the word ’boqor’? Divide the words into their constituents 

parts (morphemes). 

6.2 

1. What is the scientific term for the science dealing the vocabulary? 

2. What is the scientific term for the science dealing with dictionaries? 

3. What is the scientific term for the science dealing with the meaning of 

words? 

4. What is the scientific term for the science dealing with the origin of words? 
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5. Among the words under 6, find a pari of words that are   

a. synonyms  

b. antonyms  

c. homographs  

d. homonyms  

e. hyperonym and hyponym to each other 

6. Which of the following are content words? 

aad du, aad mycket, aqal, bad, beer lever, beer trädgård, berri, bisad, 

carruur, culus, ey, fiican, fudud, gabadh, guri, hooyo, inan pojke, inan 

flicka, kalluun, ma frågeord, ma inte, mallay, maroodi, mukulaal, 

suubban, u, wanaagsan, weyn, wiil, xayawaan, yar. 

7. Which of the words in the above list are function words (or grammatical 

words)? 

8. What is meant by inherited words, loanwords and foreign words? 

9. Divide the following words into groups containg inherited words, 

loanwords and foreign words. 

ambalaans, aniga, afar, atam, aydiyaalism, baraf, bare, buug, faras, haa, 

heliyam, hooyo, jiko, Julay, kumbuyuutar, kursi, ma, miis, macallin, oo, 

ordaa, raadiyow, rooti, sariir, telefoon, wiig, wiil, yaambo. 

10. What is meant by saying that the form of most wordsa is arbitrary? 

11. What is meant by onomatopoeic words? 

12. From what language are the following words probably borrowed? 

baraf, yaambo, armaajo, gaadhi, dukaan 
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6.3 

In the following text, find the required word. All words must occur in the 

text! 

A pair of synonyms.  

A pair of antonyms.  

Two hyponyms that have a common hyperonym. (The hyperonym does 

not have to occur in the text,) 

A homonym or homograf (It doesn’t have to occur in the text in both 

meanings, only in one of the meanings.) 

Typical inherited words. 

Typical loanwords. Try to find words from as many different languages 

as possible. 

Typical content words. 

Typical funtion words. 

 

Caqli Badane 

Xasan waxa uu ahaa wiil aad u jecel mooska. Subax kasta waxa uu 

iskoolka u qaadan jiray moos. Maalin maalmaha ka mid ah isaga oo u 

socda iskoolka, oo moos gacanta ku sita ayaa daanyeer ka hor yimid. 

Daanyeerkii waxa uu damcay in uu mooska ka qaato Xasan. Markaas 

ayuu gadaal ka soo maray. Xasan waxa uu dareemay waxa gadaashiisa 

socda, waxa uuna fiiriyey gadaal. Daanyeerkii ayaa ku soo boodey oo 

Xasan ka dafay mooskii. Xasan aad ayuu uga xumaaday. 

Maalintii labaad Xasan mooskii waxa uu gashaday boorsada, si uu 

mooska uga qariyo daanyeerka, hase ahaatee daanyeerkii waxa uu arkay 

mooskii oo ku jira boorsada, wuuna ku soo booday, waana ka dafay. 
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Xasan maalintii ku xigtay waxa uu ku fekerey sidii mooska uu uga 

ceshan lahaa daanyeerkii. 

Maalintii saddexaad Xasan mooskii ayuu soo cunay, inta aanan guriga ka 

soo bixin, waxa uuna gancata ku soo qaatay qobkii mooska, waxa uuna 

ku fekerey in uu xal u helo dhibaatada haysata. 

Daanyeerkii waxa uu ka dafay Xasan qobkii mooska, wuuna cunay. Xasan 

aad ayuu u xanaaqay markii uu arkay daanyeerkii oo cunaya qobkii 

mooska. 

Maalintii afraad Xasan aad ayuu u fekerey, si uu u gaaro xal kama 

dambays ah. Subixii dambe Xasan inta uusan guriga ka soo bixin ayuu 

mooskii soo mariyey basbaas, wuuna soo qaatay. Daanyeerkii ayaa dafay 

mooskii basbaaska lahaa, wuuna ku gubtay. Xasan aad ayuu ugu qoslay 

markii uu arkay daanyeerkii oo carabkiisu baannaanka yaallo oo 

boodboodaya, kana cararay mooskii. 

Subaxii dambe Xasan waxa uu ku soo qaatay gacanta moos, waxa uuna 

soo ag maray daanyeerkii. 

Daanyeerkii kama uu dafin Xasan mooskii maalin dambe. 

 

Weydiimo 

1. Xasan maxaa uu aad u jeclaa? 

2. Markii uu iskoolka u socdey ee daanyeerku ka daba yimid maxaa uu 

gacanta ku haystey? 

3. Xasan maxaa laga dafay? 

4. Maalintii labaad xaggee ayuu mooska ku qarsaday? 

5. Xasan maxaa uu daanyeerka ku sameeyey ugu dambayntii? 

6. Maxaa ay tahay dulucda sheekadu? 
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Suggested solutions 

6.1 

1A. synonyms  

wiil - inan, kuray, igaar, gaban, barbaar 

ukun - beed, ugxan (ugax) (sg.) / ugxammo, ugxaan (pl.), naalo, 

mayay 

rooti/roodhi - furan/furin/furun,  

naag - afo, bilcaan, gabadh, marwo, haweeney, xaawaley, islaan, 

bilis, oori, xaas 

1B. antonyms  

haween - rag 

xeeb - dhul, berri, bad, badweyn,  

fiican - xun 

madow - cad, caddaan 

1C. homonyms  

tiri     Tiri!             Waxay tiri, in …. 

baad   (noun)          baa+aad       

afartan           ’these four’ or ’fyrtio’ 

ayaan         Ayaan (name), ayaan (common noun), ayaa+aan      

1D. morphemes 
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cimilo-goor-eed             rot+rot+suffix/ändelse  

gabay-aa  rot+ändelse 

dhall-in-yar-o (rot+ändelse)+rot+ändelse 

dhakhtar-nimo rot+ändelse  

1E. word formation 

root+ending 

boqor-ad   

boqor-tooyo  

boqor-nimo  

boqor-tinnimo m 

boqor-le  

sifooyin:  

boqor-eed  

boqor-aad  

boqr-an   

falal: 

boqor-ayaa  

boqr-ayaa  

boqr-adaa  

magac gaar: 
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Boqor-re   

root+root 

ina-boqor 

wakiil-boqor 

dhaxal-boqor 

root+root+ending 

boqor-tiir-she  

6.2 

1. LEXIKOLOGY. 

2. LEXIKOGRAPHY. 

3. SEMANTICS. 

4. ETYMOLOGY. 

5. a. Synonyms: aqal + guri, bisad + mukulaal, fiican + suubban, 

wanaagsan, gabadh + inan, inan + wiil, kalluun + mallay.  

b. Antonyms: bad – berri, fudud – culus, gabadh –wiil, hooyo – gabadh, 

hooyo – inan,  weyn – yar.  

c. Homographs: aad du + aad mycket, beer lever + beer trädgård, inan pojke 

+ inan flicka.  

d. Homonyms: ma frågeord + ma inte  

e. Hyperonym: carruur and hyponyms: gabadh, inan, wiil.   

Hyperonym: xayawaan and hyponyms: bisad, ey, kalluun, mallay, 

maroodi, mukulaal. 

aad du, aad mycket, aqal, bad, beer lever, beer trädgård, berri, bisad, 

carruur, culus, ey, fiican, fudud, gabadh, guri, hooyo, inan pojke, inan 
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flicka, kalluun, ma frågeord, ma inte, mallay, maroodi, mukulaal, 

suubban, u, wanaagsan, weyn, wiil, xayawaan, yar. 

6. Content words aad a lot, aqal, bad, beer, beer, berri, bisad, carruur, 

culus, ey, fiican, fudud, gabadh, guri, hooyo, inan, inan, kalluun, 

mallay, maroodi, mukulaal, suubban, wanaagsan, weyn, wiil, 

xayawaan, yar. 

7. Funktion words: aad you, ma question word, ma not, u. 

8. Inherited words have been part of the language for hundreds of years 

and are usually shared with neighbouring, genetically closely related 

languages.  

Loanwords have been borrowed into the language quite a long time ago 

and are not felt to be foreign any longer, spelling, pronunciation and 

inflection has adjusted to Somali. 

Foreign words have not fully adjusted to the Somali system, and there is 

often quite some variation in spelling, pronunciation and infelction, and 

therefore the words are still felt to be foreign elements in the language. 

9. Inherited words: aniga, afar, bare, haa, hooyo, ma, oo, ordaa, wiil. 

Loanwords: baraf, buug, faras, jiko, kursi, miis, macallin, rooti, sariir, 

wiig, yaambo, since most speakers don’t think much about their origin..

  

Foreign words:  ambalaans, atam, aydiyaalism, heliyam, Julay, 

kumbuyuutar, raadiyow, telefoon since some of the depart from the 

principles of Somali, e.g., word final -m, as well as variation in spelling, 

pronunciation and inflection. 

10. The form of most words has no logical explanation, it is rather a result 

of coincidences, and the form of most words doesn’t give us any clues at 

all about the meaning of the words.  
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2. Onomatopoeic words are quite few. They actually have a form that is 

somehow connected to the meaning. They are often similar to a sound that 

can be associate with the object that the word denotes. 

3. baraf - Persian, yaambo - Swahili, armaajo - Italian, gaadhi - Hindi, 

dukaan - Arabic. 

6.3 (2020) 

synonyms 

vacker, snygg 

fiiriyey, arkay 

dafay qaatay 

qariyo, ishan 

damcay fekeray 

 

antonyms 

lid, lidad     stor, liten 

hor     gadaal 

qoslay     xanaaqay 

socdaa  ?  yimid 

dhibbato, xal 

 

hyponyms 

subax, maalin (olika tider på dygnet) 

moos, basbaas (olika typer av mat) 
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saddexaad, afraad (olika platser i en ordning) 

hor, gadaal (olika postioner) 

carrab, gacan (olika kroppsdelar) 

socdaa, cararaa, boodaa, boodboodaa (olika sätt att förflytta sig/röra på 

sig) 

 

homonyms / homographs 

somaliska: beer (= lever / trädgård) 

dambeys (< dambe, < dambas) 

aad (gå!, du, mycket) 

moos (banan, dämma undan vatten) 

 

Several homographs are due to pronunciation with heavy or light vowels 

shaqal culus     shaqal fudud   

xäl = lösning    xal = diska  

düülaa attacks   duulaa flies  

dül (nostril)    dul (surface) 

noun     verb 

cunto (food)      Sahra ma cunto kalluun  

maro (cloth)    maro (passes by) 

 

Homography due to careles spelling  

qaaddo (sked)     qaado (ta!)  

carrab (tongue)  Carab (Arabs) 
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Inherited words . 

afar, gacan, madax, il, dhiig, bood 

Hindi: rooti 

daanyeer 

loanwords 

arabiska: moos, muus (< mawz), xal, fikir, subax, caqli, duluc 

italienska: boorso, iskool 

engelska: iskuul 

content words 

skola, hoppar, sover, liten, kärlek 

guri, subax, maalin, iskool, jecel, moos, wiil, qaadan, gadaal, maalmaha 

Funktion words 

att, hon, jag 

jiray, kasta, uu, oo, soo, sii, ka, la+ga, isaga, waxa, ayaa, baa  

 

ordi doonaa 

ordi karaa 

ordi jiray 

ordi waayey 

ordi kari waayey 
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6.3 (2021) 

cilmi-macn-eed-ka = semantik 

root + root + ending + ending 

synonyms 

wiil, inan, kuray, gaban 

subax, aroor, waaberi 

iskool/iskuul, dugsi 

damcay, doonayay, rabay 

antonymer 

gadaal / daba - hor 

subax - galab / fiid 

maalin - habeen 

wiil - gabadh 

hyponyms 

xayawaan  

 

     xoolo                                        kalluun 

  

daanyeer   geel, adhi,  lo’    bisad  libaaxbadeed 

       sac 

homonyms / homographs 

wiil - pojke, pupill 

moos - banan, däm! 

ku - i/på (preposition), dig (pronomen) 
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Rather just polysemy (one word with many interrelated meanings) 

gal - pöl, damm, fodral, gå in 

Polysemi -  

xumaadaa - blir ledsen, ruttnar 

gubtay - bränner sig 

qori - trä/pinne, gevär 

inherited words 

wiil, jecel, wax, aad, u, kasta, daanyeer, mid, uu, ka, ah, isaga, oo 

loanwords  

Arabiska: xal, subax, moos/muus, damcaa, caqli, fekeraa/fikiraa, Xasan 

Engelska: iskuul (school) 

Italienska: iskool (scuola), boorso 

Content words   

Xasan, muus, wiil, subax, jecel 

Funktion words / grammatical words 

waxa, uu, ahaa, (aad), u 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit 7 
 

Word Formation 
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Tema 7 – Erayabuuridda 

The study of the principles for how morphemes are put together to words 

is called word formation is usually divided into two parts:  

  – inflection: the study of the grammacital forms of words  

  – word formation: the study of how more complex words are created 

     from simpler ones. 

 There are also two main types of word formation: 

Derivation: when a suffix or prefix is added to an already existing base. 

In Somali mostly suffixes are used. 

macallin +  -ad  –> macallimad 

  bar   +  -e  –> bare 

  dukaan +  -le  –> dukaanle 

  la-  +  taliye –> lataliye 

Compounding: when two roots are put together into one word. Often, 

there is also a suffix added, e.g.  

  ballan + qaad   –> ballanqaad (-ka)  

 libaax + bad   +   -eed –> libaaxbadeed (-ka)  

 marti + qaad   +   -ay –> martiqaaday 

Exactly what is a compound and what is not a compound is not always 

easy to know in Somali, since compounds are often written separately, as 

two words. Just like in English there is quite a bit of variation between 

spelling as one word or as two words or with a hyphen, e.g. 

Afsoomaali  af  Soomaali  af-Soomaali 

libaaxbadeed  libaax  badeed  libaax-badeed 

martiqaadaa  marti  qaadaa  marti-qaadaa 

xooladhaqato   xoolo  dhaqato   xoola-dhaqato / xoolo-dhaqato  

xoolamadax  xoolo  madax  xoola-madax / xoolo-madax  

There are a couple of tests that work quite well in order to decide what is 

a compound and what is not. 
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Test for nouns: Where do we put the difinte article? 

2 words  bad  weyn  badda weyn ’the bid sea’ 

compound badweyn  badweynta ’the ocean’ 

Test for nouns: Where do we put the plural ending? 

2 words  bad  weyn  bado weyn ’big seas’ 

compound badweyn  badweyno ’oceans’ 

Test for verbs: Where do we put subject ’la’, object pronouns and prepositions?  

If we have a noun + a verb, the small words (subject ’la’, object pronouns and 

prepositions) go between the noun and the verb, e.g. 

  Booliska Somaliland oo tababar ku qaatay dalka Ireland… 

If we have a noun root and a verb root that constitute a compound verb, then the small 

words go before the whole compound, e.g.  

  Dabadeedna waxa uu nagu marti-qaadi doonaa gurigiisa…  

Therefore martiqaadi must be one word, more precisely a compound verb in the 

infinitive, since the object pronoun na and the preposition ku must immediately 

precede the verb in the predicate. You are not allowed to put a noun between a 

preposition and a verb. Therefore the root marti (which llok like a noun) must be part 

of a compound verb. 

On the other hand, the expression tababar qaatay must be two words since the 

preposition ku goes between the two words. 

 

Derivation with suffixes 
In Somali most derived words are formed using suffixes. Prefixes are much less 

common in Somali than in English. 

Formation of nouns 

ROOT NOUNS 

These nouns are not formed with any ending. The same root functions as both a noun 

and a verb in the imperative. 

 qosol laugh! (verb, imperative) 

 qosol laughter (noun, singular) 
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VERBAL NOUNS   

– correspond to English forms ending in -ing. 

-is/-id if the imperative ends in a consonant 

qor   write!   

qoris, -ta  writing   

qorid, -da  writing  and also: qoraal, -ka 

-n / -s if the imperative ends in -i 

 bixi   pay! 

 bixin  paying, payment 

 kari   cook! 

 karin, -ta  cooking   

  karis , -ka  cooking 

akhri  read!     

akhrin, -ta  reading   

akhris, -ka reading 

 samee  do, make  

 sameyn, -ta doing, making  

-asho if the imperative ends in -o 

 qaado  take!  

 qaadasho  taking 

Suffixes that are only used with certain verbs: 

-ad may be added to many verbs show infinitive ends in -o 

 guurso  get married! 

 guursad  marriage 

-itaan 

 furaa  opens  

 furitaan  opening (e.g. of an exhibition) 

 baadhaa / baaraa  investigates, researches  

  baadhitaan / baaritaan investigation, research 

-niin 

 digaa  warns  

 digniin  warning 

 furaa  opens 

 furniin  divorce 
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AGENT NOUNS 

Denote a person who carries out the action expressed by the verb. 

-e 

 baraa  teaches 

 bare   teacher 

 bixiyaa  pays 

 bixiye  payer 

but also certain instruments and tools 

 furaa  opens 

 fure   key 

and some names 

Warsame 

Kuti Yare  

-haye contians the suffix –e and denotes a person who has or takes care of something.  

 goolhaye  goal keeper  

 afhaye  spokesperson  also: afhayeen 

-le denotes a person who has something or works with something 

 dukaan shop   dukaanle shopkeeper 

  hilib  meat   hilible butcher, meat monger 

  kalluun fish   kalluunle fish monger 

  tagsi  taxi   tagsiile  taxi driver 

  dambi crime   dambiile  criminal 

but also a person who has a problem with something 

 indho eyes   indhoole  blind person 

  lugo  legs   lugoole  person without leg(s) 

-ley denotes a group of people that have something or work with something 

beeraley –da farmers 

but it is also used to form certain other nouns that denote something that contains or 

consists of something. 

 buur  mountain 

 buuraley mountain area, mountain ridge 
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-aal denotes a person who works with something 

 tumaa  hammers, bangs 

 tumaal  blacksmith 

FEMININE persons 

-ad 

 boqor  king 

 boqorad  queen 

 saaxiib  male friend  

 saaxiibad  female friend  also: saaxiib(-ta) 

–to when the corresponding maculine word ends in –e, e.g. 

horjooge    horjoogto 

The same ending is used to denote a group of persons. 

ganacsade   ganacsato  businessmen 

  kalluumayste  kalluumaysato fishermen 

–so when the corresponding maculine word ends in –ye, e.g. 

 kariye    kariso  cook 

 kalkaaliye   kalkaaliso nurse 

OTHER DERIVED NOUNS 

-aal different kinds of concrete and abstract nouns  

 qor, qoraa  qoraal  text 

 socod, socdaa socdaal  travel, journey 

-aan abstract nouns, usually derived from adjectives and corresponding to English  

  abstract nouns in -ness. 

 cas    red   casaan  redness, red colour 

 oomaa   becomes thirsty verb 

 oomman   thirsty  adjective/participle 

 oommanaan  thirst   noun 

-la’-aan formed with the adjective la’ lacking + the above suffix 

 shaqo   work 

 shaqola’aan  unemployment 
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-aad  various meanings 

 hanjabaa  threatens 

 hanjabaad threat 

-darro synonymous with -la’aan 

 edeb   good manners 

 edebdarro  bad manners, lack of good manners 

 awood  ability, strength 

 awooddarro inability, lack of strangth 

 dhiig  blood 

  dhiigdarro anemia 

-i   abstract concepts 

firfircoon   activ 

firfircooni  activity 

-mo (-me) denotes the result of an action (derived from verb in -maa) 

xirmaa    becomes united, connected 

  xirmo    pack, bunch 

  dhisaa    builds 

 dhismo / dhisme  building, construction 

  dhugtaa    looks, watches 

 dhugmo    look, attention, intelligence 

-(n)nimo / -tin-nimo often corresponding to English nouns in -ship 

 saaxiib    friend 

 saaxiib(tin)nimo   friendship  

-to 

 qaad take    qaaddo  spoon 

-tooyo 

 Boqor king   boqortooyo kingdom 

 gacal  close, loved person gacaltooyo affection, love 
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Compound nouns 

 noun + adjective (root) 

  badweyn, afweyn 

 noun + adjective + -eed (-aad, -ood) 

  libaaxbadeed 

 noun + noun (head + modifier) 

  afguri, birdanab 

 noun + noun (modifier + head) 

  beeraqoon, beeryaqaan 

 noun + verb (modifier + head) 

  adhijir, badmar 

 noun + verb (subject + predicate) 

  biyadhac 

 root + root + root 

  warxungee 

 root + root + suffix  

  codweyneeye 

Formation of adjectives 

-an is added to many verbs and some nouns 

 guduud  red (brown) colour guduudan  red / brun  

  cagaar  greenery, green grass cagaaran  green 

 När sådana adjektiv bildas av verb brukar de kallas PARTICIP: 

  laabaa  folds   laaban   folded  

 bararaa  swells  bararan   swollen  

  engegaa  dries   engegan   dry, dried 

-san is added to many verbs and some nouns 

 qurux  beauty  quruxsan  beautiful 
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When such adjectives are formed from verbs they are often called PARTICIPLES: 

 kariyaa  cooks, boils  karsan  cooked, boiled  

  nadiifiyaa  cleans  nadiifsan  cleaned  

  sameeyaa  makes  sameysan  made  

 afeeyaa  sharpens  safeysan  sharpened 

-eed  is added to certain nouns 

 Soomaali  Somali (noun)  

 Soomaaliyeed Somali (adjective) 

-aad  

 boqor  king 

 boqoraad  royal 

-oon  

 qurux  beauty  qurxoon  beautiful 

 nabad  peace, quietness nabdoon  peaceful, secure 

-e  

kale 

hore 

hoose 

sare 

dhexe 

Many Swedish adjectives correspond to Somali mulit-word expressions consisting of 

a noun followed by the reduced relative verb form ah which is or any of the adjectival 

words leh with, which has, la’ without, which lacks, daran without, which lacks or badan 

many. 

 buluug  blue colour 

 buluug ah  blue (lit. which is a blue thing) 

 hadh   shadow 

 hadh leh  shady (lit. which has shadow) 

 af   sharp edge 

 af leh  sharp 

 af la’   dull (knife) 

 qurux  beauty 

 qurux badan beautiful  
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Formation of verbs 

Many basic verbs and nouns consist of the same root. 

 verb   beddel, beddel-aa  change!, changes  

 subst. beddel, beddel-ka  change, the change 

 verb  farax, farx-aa, farax-daa be happy!, is happy (m.), is happy (f.)  

subst.  farax, farax-a   happiness, the happiness 

It is then difficult to say that the basic root would be a noun or a verb. It is 

common to say that such roots are verb roots and noun roots at the same 

time. 

Many verbs are formed with other words as their base. Most commonly 

they are form from a noun base, but sometimes also from an adjective 

base. Quite seldom are they formed from other kinds of words. 

Sometimes there are more than one verb formed in different ways from 

the same noun or adjective base, e.g. 

calal rag, piece of used cloth 

   -i-:  calaliyaa  chews 

   -sad-: calalsadaa  chews (for one’s own benefit) 

   -ee-:  calaleeyaa  wears out (clothes) 

   -oob-: calaloobaa (clothes) get worn out 

Derivation of transitive / causative verbs 

In languages in general it is common to make a division between two kinds of verbs 

– TRANSITIVE verbs that are accompanied by an object,  

– INTRANSITIVE verbs that are not accompanied by any object. 

The suffix –i– is added to an INTRANSITIVE verb (that doesn’t take an object) in order to 

create a TRANSITIVE verb (that is accompanied by an object). At hte same time the suffix 

–i– usually has a CAUSATIVE meaning, which means that the subject of the new verb is 

affecting the object so that the object carries out the action denoted by the original verb 

without –i–. 

 imperative present tense 
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 jab   jabaa  sometihing breaks (intransitive) 

 jebi   jebiyaa  someone beraks something (transitive), 

         someone makes something break 

 kar   karaa  something boils (intransitive)  

 kari   kariyaa  someone boils something (transitive) , 

         someone makes something boil 

 toos   toosaa  someone wakes up (intransitive) 

 toosi   toosiyaa  someone wakes somebody up (transitive) , 

         someone makes somebody wake up 

duul    duulaa  something flies (intransitive) 

 duuli  duuliyaa  someone flies something (transitive), 

         someone makes something fly 

If the stem ends in -g, -q, -l that consonant changes into -j-, e.g.  

joog   joogaa  something is standing (intransitive) 

jooji   joojiyaa  someone stops something (transitive), 

        someone makes something stand still 

daaq   daaqaa  (animals) graze (intransitive) 

daaji   daajiyaa  someone pastures animals (transitive), 

         someone makes animals graze 

(ka) muuqdaa  something shows, is visible (intransitive) 

   muujiyaa   someone shows something (transitive),  

       someone makes something visible 

  qallalaa   something dries (intransitive) 

   qallajiyaa  someone dries something (transitive) 

Derivation of causative verbs with –siiyaa  

By adding –siiyaa to a simpler verb or to a noun, a causative verb is formed. It 

expresses that a person helps, encourages or causes another person to carry out the 

action, e.g. 

 cun-aa eats   cun-siiyaa someone gives food to somebody, makes sb eat 

 dabaal swimming  dabaal-siiyaa someone makes/teaches somebody (to) swim 

 qaad-aa takes   qaad-siiyaa someone makes sb take or get or hold sth 
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Derivation of autobenefactive verbs 

The suffixes –t– and –st– express a so called AUTOBENEFACTIVE action, i.e. an action 

that is carried out so that it brings some benefit to the person carrying out the action.  

The suffix often also takes the forms –d–, –sat– or –sad–.  

In the imperative these verbs end in –o, –so and in the infinitive in –an, –san. 

 beer !  beeraa  plants, grows  

beero!  beertaa  plants, grows (for oneself) 

 fur!   furaa  opens 

furo!   furtaa  opens (for oneself) 

 iibi!   iibiyaa  trades (usually sells, but sometimes buys) 

iibso!  iibsadaa  trades for oneself (usually buys, sometimes sells) 

qaad!  qaadaa  he takes 

    qaaddaa  she takes 

qaado!  qaataa  he takes (for himself) 

    qaadataa  she takes (for herself) 

With a few verbs, the same suffix –t– or –st– expresses a reflexive actions, which means 

that the same person is both the subject and the object of the actions. Sometimes the 

actions is to the advantage of the person, but sometimes it is actually to the person’s 

disadvantage, and sometimes there is neither a positive nor a negative effect. 

gub!  gubaa   someone burns something   

  gubo! gubtaa   someone burns him/herself   

Again with a few verbs, the same suffix –t– or –st– produces a verb with intransitive 

meaning, which means that the object of the basic verb becomes the subject of the 

longer, derived verb, and it is as if the change that occurs to the object happens by 

itself, without anyone causing it. 

waal!  waalaa  someone makes somebody else crazy   

  waalo!  waashaa  he becomes crazy (obs: l+t > sh)   

     waalataa  she becomes crazy 

Derivation of anticausative verbs 

The suffix –m– gives verbs with an anticausative meaning, which means that the action 

is not caused by any person, but it occurs as if by itself. 

In the feminine, the –m– changes to –n– and a vowel is inserted in order to avoid a 

group of three consonants. 
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dhaawac-aa injures dhaawac-m-aa he is/becomes injured  

      dhaawac-an-taa she is/becomes injured  

 fur-aa opens  fur-m-aa it is opened, it opens  

      fur-an-taa 

Groups of verbs 

Sometimes there are groups of three verbs: one intransitive, one transitive and one 

autobenefactive, e.g. 

buux!  buuxaa   something is full   

  buux-i!  buux-i-yaa  somebody fills something   

  buux-so!  buux-sad-aa  somebody fills something (for oneself)  

In other groups there is one intransitivte, one transitive and one reflexive verb, e.g. 

joog!   joogaa   someone stands, dwells, is   

  jooj-i!  jooj-i-yaa   someone stops somebody   

  joog-so!  joog-sad-aa  someone stops (oneself), stands still  

Derivation of verbs from adjectives and nouns 

Adding the suffix –ee– to an adjective gives a new TRANSITIVE verbs. The verb is 

followed by an object and it expresses that someone does something so that the object 

gains that quality. 

kulul warm kululeeyaa someone warms something  

  fudud light, easy fududeeyaa someone makes someting easy, facilitates something 

Adding the suffix –aad– to an adjective gives a new INTRANSITIVE verb. The verb 

expresses that the subject gains that quality. 

kulul warm kululaadaa becomes warm  

  xun bad  xumaadaa becomes bad   

Adding the suffix –oob– to a noun gives a new INTRANSITIVE verb. The verb expresses 

that the subject gains that quality. 

 biyo water  biyoobaa something melts (to water)  

  baraf ice, snow barafoobaa something freezes (to ice) 

Adding the suffix –ood– to a noun gives a new INTRANSITIVE verb. The verb expresses 

that the subject experiences that sensation. 

 gaajo hunger gaajoodaa är, blir hungrig  

  riyo dröm  riyoodaa drömmer, har en dröm 
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Compound verbs 

A noun that was once the object of the verb has become part of the verb itself. The new 

verb may be intransitive, e.g. 

 cagajiidaa  drag one’s feet 

or transitive, e.g. 

 afduubaa kidnap somebody 

In some compound verbs the original subject has become part of the new verb, e.g. 

 neefguraa flämtar 

 ruuxbaxaa dör 

 

Derivation with prefixes 
Somali has rather few prefixes. It is mostly the prepositionerna u to, ku in, ka from, la 

with, the reflexive pronoun is oneself , the negator ma not and the particles kala apart, 

wada together, sii away, soo here that frequently occur as prefixes. 

 la (together) with    taliye leader, commander 

     lataliye advisor, mentor, councellor 

 is oneself     dil killing 

      isdil suicide 

It may sometimes be somewhat difficult to establish whether a morpheme functions 

as a prefix or not, since prefixes are quite often written separately from the following 

root morpheme, but there are two tests available: 

Where do we hear a high tone?  

Independent prepositions always have a high tone, but used as prefixes they don’t. 

Can any other word intervene?  

Independet used particles, pronouns and negator may be separated from the following 

word by another particle or pronoun, but used as a prefix they may not. 
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7.1 General questions 
1. Förklara vad som menas med termen ”rot”.  

2. Förklara vad som menas med termen ”prefix”.  

3. Förklara vad som menas med termen ”sammansatt substantiv”.  

4. Förklara vad som menas med termen”ordbildning”? 

5. Förklara vad som menas med termen”avledning”? 

6. Förklara vad som menas med termen”sammansättning”?  

7. Översätt de ovan nämnda termerna till somaliska. 

8. Hur kan man argumentera för att ”libaaxbadeed” är ett sammansatt 

ord? 

7.2 Analysera ord  
1. Dela upp följande sammansättningar i de ingående morfemen? Vilka 

två rot-morfem ingår i sammansättningen? Finns även något 

avledningssuffix? Finns det kanske också något böjningssuffix? 

Sammansatt ord Rot 1 Rot 2 (avledn. 

suffix) 

(böjnings 

suffix) 

waxbarashada wax bar asho da 

dabjoogta     

lafdhabarleyda     

sannaddugsiyeed     

dembidhaafaa     

madaxweynaha     

libaaxbadeedyo     
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afmaalnimada     

xeerilaaliye     

dareensiiyaa     

naasnuujiyaa     

dameer-dibadeedka     

dayaxgacmeedka     

dhiigyaraan     

wargeys     

2. Dela upp följande avledda ord i de ingående morfemen. 

Enkelt ord 

                    ordklass 

Rot Avlednings- 

suffix 

Böjnings- 

suffix 

Avlett ord 

                        ordklass 

kow(da)  (m.) kow aad  kowaad  (s.) 

gal(aa)  (f.)  

gal(ka)  (m.) 

gal i yaa geliyaa  (f.) 

    hore 

    bixiyaa 

    wanaagsan 

    nafley 

    horreeyaa 

    fure  

    furitaanka   

    macallimadda   

    carruureed   
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    tumaal   

    dembiile   

    buuxiyaa  

    guuldarro  

    qorista  

    ciyaartoy  

3. Dela upp följande avledda ord i de ingående morfemen. 

Enkelt ord 

                         

ordklass 

Prefix Rot Avlednings 

suffix 

Avlett ord 

                            

ordklass 

nool  (s.) ma nool e manoole  (m.) 

    isbeddelka 

    lahaye 

    soojeedka 

    kuxige 

    layeele 
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Läs denna korta text ur Saynis, Fasalka 5aad (1996: 97). 

 

4. Vilka ord i texten är sammansättningar? Vilka två rot-morfem ingår i 

sammansättningen? Finns även något avledningssuffix? 

Sammansatt ord Rot 1 Rot 2 (avledn. 

suffix) 

(böjnings 

suffix) 
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5. Vilka ord i texten är avledningar av andra enklare ord? 

Enkelt ord 

                   

ordklass 

Rot Avlednings 

suffix 

Avlett ord 

                        ordklass 

    

    

    

    

    

    

7.3 Analysera ord (mml) 
Fyll de tomma fälten i tabellerna. 

Magacyo ka samaysan magac kale 

Magac saleed dibkabe Magac cusub 

dukaan -le dukaanle 

indho -le indhoole 

 -le  

 -le  

 -le  

arday -ad ardayad 

 -ad  

 -ad  

buuro -ley buuraley 
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 -ley  

daabac -aad daabacaad 

 -aad  

dhiig -darro dhiigdarro 

 -darro  

boqor -tooyo boqortooyo 

 -tooyo  

xir -mo xirmo 

 -mo  

duq -nimo duqnimo 

 -nimo  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

Magacyo ka samaysan fal 

Fal saleed dibkabe Magac cusub 

qor -is qoris -ta 

 -is  

fur -itaan furitaan -ka 

 -itaan  

fur -e fure -ha 

 -e  

qor -aa qoraa -ga 
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 -aa  

qor -aal qoraal -ka 

 -aal  

adeeg -to adeegto -da 

kalkaali -to kalkaaliso -da 

qaad -to qaaddo -da 

 -to  

dig -niin digniin -ta 

 -niin  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

Magacyo ka samaysan sifo 

Sifo saleed dibkabe Magac cusub 

cas -aan casaan -ka 

 -aan  

nool -e noole -ha 

 -e  

firfircoon -i firfircooni -da 

 -i  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 
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Magacyo lammaane ah 

Eray saleed 1 Eray saleed 2 dibkabe Magac cusub 

madax weyn -e madaxweyne -ha 

afar gees --- afargees -ka 

    

    

    

    

    

    

Sifooyin ka samaysan magac 

Magac saleed dibkabe Sifo cusub 

Soomaali -eed Soomaaliyeed 

 -eed  

lo’ -aad lo’aad 

 -aad  

dugsi -oon dugsoon 

 -oon  

cagaar -an cagaaran 

 -an  

qurux -san quruxsan 

 -san  
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Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

Sifooyin ka samaysan fal 

Fal saleed dibkabe Sifo cusub 

samee -san samaysan 

 -san  

daabac -an daabacan 

 -an  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

Falal ka samaysan magac 

Magac saleed dibkabe Fal cusub 

biyo -oob biyoobaa 

 -oob  

riyo -ood riyoodaa 

 -ood  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 
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Falal ka samaysan sifo 

Sifo saleed dibkabe Fal cusub 

kulul -ee kululeeyaa 

 -ee  

kulul -aad kululaadaa 

 -aad  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

Falal ka samaysan fal kale 

Fal saleed dibkabe Fal cusub 

kar, karaa -i kari, kariyaa 

joog, joogaa -i jooji, joojiyaa 

 -i  

 -i  

iib -sad iibsadaa 

 -sad  

fur -m furmaa 

 -m  

cun -sii cunsiiyaa 

 -sii  
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Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

Falal lammaane ah 

Eray saleed 1 Fal saleed Fal cusub 

marti qaadaa martiqaadaa 

   

   

Erayo horkabe leh 

Eray saleed horkabe Eray cusub 

noole ma- manoole 

 ma-  

taliye la- lataliye 

 la-  

dil is- isdil 

 is-  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra prefix… 

7.4 Sammansa ttningar och avledningar 
1. Hitta alla sammansatta ord i följande text. Dela upp orden i morfem. 

2. Hitta alla avledda ord i följande text. Dela upp orden i morfem. 
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Från: Cilmiga Bulshada, Fasalka 5aad, Muqdisho 2003 

2. Hitta helt andra exempel än de som finns i texten ovan. 

2.1. Hitta 5 substantiv som är bildade genom avledning från andra, 

enklare ord. Ange det avledda ordet, det enklare ordet och 

avledningsändelsen, t.ex. 

magac: dhisme  <  fal: dhis(-aa) + dibkabe: -me 

2.2. Hitta 5 verb som är bildade genom avledning från andra, enklare ord. 

Ange det avledda ordet, det enklare ordet och avledningsändelsen. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
220 

2.3. Hitta 5 adjektiv som är bildade genom avledning från andra, enklare 

ord. Ange det avledda ordet, det enklare ordet och avledningsändelsen. 
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Tema 7. Ordbildning  
7.1 Allma nna fra gor 
1. Förklara vad som menas med termen ”rot”.  

En rot är ett morfem som har en inneboende ”lexikal” betydelse till 

skillnad från morfem som uttrycker en funktion. En rot fungerar som 

bas för ett eller flera ord, medan andra morfem läggs till roten för att 

på något sätt uttrycka vilken funktion ordet fyller. 

2. Förklara vad som menas med termen ”prefix”.  

Ett prefix är ett morfem som läggs till före en rot. Ett prefix har normalt 

en grammatisk eller en ordbildande funktion. 

3. Förklara vad som menas med termen ”suffix”.  

Ett suffix är ett morfem som läggs till efter en rot. Ett suffix, precis som 

ett prefix, har normalt en grammatisk eller en ordbildande funktion. 

4. Förklara vad som menas med termen”ordbildning”? 

Ordbildning innebär att man bildar nya mera komplexa ord genom att 

lägga till olika morfem till ett redan existerande, enklare ord.  

5. Förklara vad som menas med termen”avledning”? 

Avledning avser ordbildning som sker med hjälp av suffix och/eller 

prefix. 

6. Förklara vad som menas med termen”sammansättning”?  

Med sammansättning menas ord som är bildade genom att man har 

satt ihop två eller flera rot-morfem till ett nytt ord. 

7. Översätt de ovan nämnda termerna till somaliska. 

rot      sal 

suffix     dibkabe (dibgale) 

prefix     horkabe (horgale) 
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sammansatt substantiv magac lammaanan 

ordbildning    erayabuurid 

avledning    farac / farcamid 

sammansättning   lammaane (iskudhaf) 

8. Hur kan man argumentera för att ”libaaxbadeed” är ett sammansatt ord? 

Man kan lägga till den bestämda artikeln. Den bestämda artikeln 

placeras i slutet av hela det ord som utgör ett substantiv. 

libaaxbadeedka = artikelns placering visar att detta är ett enda ord, 

ett substantiv, eftersom man lägger bestämd artikel till substantiv. 

Om det hade varit två ord (ett substantiv + ett adjektiv) så skulle den 

bestämda formen bli libaaxa badeed eftersom man alltid lägger 

bestämd artikel till substantiv, aldrig till adjektiv. 

Man kan också göra samma test med hjälp av pluraländelsen, t.ex. 

qurubweereedyo = detta är ett enda ord, ett substantiv, 

qurubyo weereed = detta är två ord, ett substantiv + ett adjektiv. 

I det här fallet lär båda varianterna förekomma. Olika personer har 

olika preferenser. 

7.2 Analysera ord 
1. Dela upp följande sammansättningar i de ingående morfemen? Vilka 

två rot-morfem ingår i sammansättningen? Finns även något 

avledningssuffix? Finns det kanske också något böjningssuffix? 

Sammansatt ord Rot 1 Rot 2 (avledn. 

suffix) 

(böjnings 

suffix) 

waxbarashada wax bar asho da 

dabjoogta dab joog  ta 

lafdhabarleyda laf dhabar ley da 

sannaddugsiyeed sannad dugsi eed  

dembidhaafaa dembi dhaaf  aa 
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madaxweynaha madax weyn e  ha 

libaaxbadeedyo libaax bad eed yo 

afmaalnimada af maal nimo da 

xeerilaaliye xeer ilaal i  +  e  

dareensiiyaa dareen sii  aa 

naasnuujiyaa naas nuug i aa 

dameer-dibadeedka dameer dibad eed ka 

dayaxgacmeedka dayax gacm eed ka 

dhiigyaraan dhiig yar aan  

wargeys war gee s  

2. Dela upp följande avledda ord i de ingående morfemen.  

f. = fal, m. = magac, s. = sifo 

Enkelt ord 

                  ordklass 

Rot Avlednings- 

suffix 

Böjnings- 

suffix 

Avlett ord 

                      ordklass 

kow(da)  (m.) kow aad  kowaad  (s.) 

gal(aa)  (f.)  

gal(ka)  (m.) 

gal i aa geliyaa  (f.) 

hor(ta)  (m.) hor e  hore  (s.) 

bax(aa)  (f.) bax i aa bixiyaa  (f.) 

wanaag(ga)  (m.) wanaag san  wanaagsan  (f.) 

naf(ta)  (m.) naf ley  nafley  (m.) 

hor(ta)  (m.) hor ee aa horreeyaa  (f.) 

fur(aa)  (f.) fur e  fure  (m.) 

fur(aa)  (f.) fur itaan ka furitaanka  (m.) 

macallin  (m.) macallim ad da macallimadda  (m.) 

caarruur  (m.) carruur eed  carruureed  (s.) 

tum(aa)  (f.) tum aal  tumaal  (m.) 

dembi  (m.) dembi le  dembiile  (m.) 

buux(a)  (m.)  

buux(aa)  (f.) 

buux i aa buuxiyaa  (f.) 

guul(sha)  (m.)  

guul(aa)  (f.) 

guul darro  guuldarro  (m.) 

qor(aa)  (f.) qor is ta qorista  (m.) 
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ciyaar(ta) (m.)  

ciyaar(aa)  (f.) 

ciyaar toy  ciyaartoy  (m.) 

3. Dela upp följande avledda ord i de ingående morfemen. 

Enkelt ord                

(ordklass) 

Prefix Rot Avlednings 

suffix 

Avlett ord                        

(ordklass) 

nool  (s.) ma nool e manoole  (m.) 

beddel(aa)  (f.) is beddel  isbeddelka  (m.) 

hay(aa)  (f.) la hay e lahaye  (m.) 

jeed(aa)  (f.) soo jeed  soojeedka  (m.) 

xig(aa)  (f.) ku xig e kuxige  (m.) 

yeel(aa)  (f.)  

yeel(ka)  (m.) 

la yeel e layeele  (m.) 

4. Vilka ord i texten är sammansättningar? Vilka två rot-morfem ingår i 

sammansättningen? Finns även något avledningssuffix? 

Sammansatt ord Rot 1 Rot 2 (avledn. 

suffix) 

(böjnings 

suffix) 

dhexmartay dhex mar  tay 

dheg-gudeedka dheg gud eed ka 

dareen-wadayaalka dareen wad e yaal-ka 

5. Vilka ord i texten är avledningar av andra enklare ord? 

Enkelt ord 

(ordklass) 

Rot Avlednings 

suffix 

Avlett ord 

                        (ordklass) 

urur(ka)   (m.) 

urur(aa)  (f.) 

urur i ururiyaa (f.) 

gariir(ka)  (m.) 

gariir(aa)  (f.) 

gariir i gariiriyaa (f.) 

dhex(da)  (m.) dhex e dhexe (s.) 

hor(ta)  (m.) hor e hore (s.) 

gudb(aa) (f.) gudb i gudbiyaa (f.) 
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7.3 Analysera ord 
1. Välj en sekreterare i varje grupp.  

2. Sekreteraren delar sin skärm så att alla ser dokumentet. 

3. Diskutera tabellerna. Fyll de tomma fälten. Sekreteraren antecknar 

för hela gruppen. 

 

Magacyo ka samaysan magac kale 

Magac saleed dibkabe Magac cusub 

dukaan -le dukaanle 

indho -le indhoole 

Dhago -le Dhagoole 

Cago -le Cagoole 

Been -le Beenale 

arday -ad ardayad 

Fariid -ad Fariidad 

Macalim -ad Macalimad 

buuro -ley buuraley 

Beero -ley Beeraleey 
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daabac -aad daabacaad 

Koow -aad Koowaad 

dhiig -darro dhiigdarro 

Nafaqo -darro Nafaqodarro 

boqor -tooyo boqortooyo 

Madax -tooyo Madaxtooyo 

xir -mo xirmo 

Dad -mo Dadnimo 

duq -nimo duqnimo 

Dhalinyaro -nimo Dhalinyaranimo 

Hodan -nimo Hodantinimo 

Gaari -nimo Gaarinimo 

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Magacyo ka samaysan fal 

Fal saleed dibkabe Magac cusub 
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qor -is qoris -ta 

Tol -is Tolis-ta 

fur -itaan furitaan -ka 

Xir -itaan Xiritaan-ka 

fur -e fure -ha 

Qor -e Qora-ha 

qor -aa qoraa -ga 

Jil -aa Jilaa-ga 

qor -aal qoraal -ka 

Soco -aal Socdaal-ka 

adeeg -to adeegto -da 

kalkaali -to kalkaaliso -da 

qaad -to qaaddo -da 

 -to  

dig -niin digniin -ta 

Fanan -niin Fanaaniin-ta 
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Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Magacyo ka samaysan sifo 

Sifo saleed dibkabe Magac cusub 

cas -aan casaan -ka 

Cad -aan Caddaan-ka 

nool -e noole -ha 

Maqan -e Maqane-ha 

firfircoon -i firfircooni -da 

 -i  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Magacyo lammaane ah 
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Eray saleed 1 Eray saleed 2 dibkabe Magac cusub 

madax weyn -e madaxweyne -ha 

afar gees --- afargees -ka 

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

Sifooyin ka samaysan magac 

Magac saleed dibkabe Sifo cusub 

Soomaali -eed Soomaaliyeed 

 -eed  

lo’ -aad lo’aad 

 -aad  
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dugsi -oon dugsoon 

 -oon  

cagaar -an cagaaran 

 -an  

qurux -san quruxsan 

 -san  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Sifooyin ka samaysan fal 

Fal saleed dibkabe Sifo cusub 

samee -san samaysan 

 -san  

daabac -an daabacan 

 -an  
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Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Falal ka samaysan magac 

Magac saleed dibkabe Fal cusub 

biyo -oob biyoobaa 

 -oob  

riyo -ood riyoodaa 

 -ood  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Falal ka samaysan sifo 

Sifo saleed dibkabe Fal cusub 
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kulul -ee kululeeyaa 

 -ee  

kulul -aad kululaadaa 

 -aad  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Falal ka samaysan fal kale 

Fal saleed dibkabe Fal cusub 

kar, karaa -i kari, kariyaa 

joog, joogaa -i jooji, joojiyaa 

 -i  

 -i  

iib -sad iibsadaa 

 -sad  
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fur -m furmaa 

 -m  

cun -sii cunsiiyaa 

 -sii  

   

   

Använd gärna också helt andra suffix… 

 

Falal lammaane ah 

Eray saleed 1 Fal saleed Fal cusub 

marti qaadaa martiqaadaa 

   

   

 

Erayo horkabe leh 

Eray saleed horkabe Eray cusub 
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noole ma- manoole 

 ma-  

taliye la- lataliye 

 la-  

dil is- isdil 

 is-  

   

   

7.4 
Sammansatta ord  

Sammansatta ord ihåller två rötter, uttalas tillsammans som ett ord 

Bestämd artikel kommer efter hela det sammansatta substantivet. 

Prepositioner kommer direkt före hela det sammansatta verbet. 

dhul-beereed-ka 

nolol-maalmeed-ka 

beer-falasha-da 

u iib-geeyaan 

caaro-nafaqeeya-ha 

Avledda ord  

Rot + ordbildningsändelse + grammatisk böjningsändelse 

dhul-beer-eed 
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beer-a-ley-da 

muhiim-san 

Soomaali-y-eed 

nool-aad-aa-n 

gal-ley-da 

dalag-yo-da 

cadd-aan-ka 

iib-sad-aan 

lacag-eed 

nafaq-ee-y-e       

caafi-m-aad-ka 

2.1 substantiv som är bildade genom avledning  

caafi-m-aad, duul-i-m-aad 

qor-e  < verbet qor-aa 

toddob-aad  < substantivet toddob-o 

toddob-aad-le < substantivet toddob-aad 

ganac-sad-e  < verbet  ganac-sad-aa 

Sammansättning: 

fal-kaab, orod-yahan 

Sammansättning & Avledning: 

hor-gal-e 

dhall-in-yar-o 
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2.2. verb som är bildade genom avledning  

guur-sad-aa  <  guur-aa 

guur-i-y-aa  < guur-aa 

weyn-ee-y-aa  < weyn 

weyn-aad-aa  < weyn 

2.3. Adjektiv som är bildade genom avledning. 

qor-an,  

farax-san, qurux-san,  

qurx-oon,  

hoos-e, dhex-e, sar-e,  

Soomaali-y-eed,  

shan-aad, lo’-aad, kiimik-aad 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit 8 
 

Lexical Aids 

  



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
238 

Unit 8. Lexical aids 
With respect to a language’s vocabulary, there are many different kinds of 

handbooks and other aids. For Somali printed handbooks are still 

dominating. On the one hand, there are MONOLINGUAL dictionaries that 

explain the meaning of words in the same language, but there are also 

BILINGUAL dictionaries that translate words into other languages.  

For Somali there are presently six different monolingual dictionaries. Two 

of them are available as pdf files in the database Arcadia in Rome: 

Yaasiin C. Keenadiid (ed.). 1976. Qaamuuska Af-Soomaaliga. Muqdisho: 

Madbacadda Qaranka. Wasaaradda Hiddaha iyo Tacliinta Sare, 

Akademiyaha Dhaqanka, Guddiga Af-Soomaaliga. 498 pp.  

https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/handle/2307/2021  

Saalax X. Carab (ed.). 2004.  Qaamuus. Ereykoobe.  Jabbuuti: Machadka 

Affafka ee Xarunta Cilmibbaadhista. 576 pp. 

Khaalid  Cali-Guul-Warsame. 2008.  Qaamuuska Af Soomaaliga. 

Koobaha Af Soomaaliga.  Nairobi & Dragør. 541 pp. 

Annarita Puglielli & Cabdalla C. Mansuur (eds.). 2012.  Qaamuuska Af-

Soomaaliga.  Roma: RomaTrE-Press. 947 pp. [2:a upplagan, 2017, 

Leicester, UK: Looh Press].  

https://romatrepress.uniroma3.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/qaam-cama.pdf  

Aadan X. Aadan (ed.). 2013. Qaamuus Afsoomaali. Jabuuti: Soo Maal. 

1575 pp. 

Cabdalla Cumar Mansuur & Annarita Puglielli (eds.). 2022. 

Qaamuus dugsiyeedka af Soomaaliga (iyo naxwaha af Soomaaliga oo 

kooban). Roma: Edizioni Efesto. 552 pp. 

With respect to larger biligual dictionaries, there are many more. Some of 

the larest are: 

https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/handle/2307/2021
https://romatrepress.uniroma3.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/qaam-cama.pdf


 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
239 

Badil & Hassan. 2010. Lexin. Svensk-somaliskt lexikon. Uppsala: Institutet för 

språk och folkminnen. 

Zorc & Osman. 1993. Somali–English dictionary with English index. 3rd 

edition. Kensington: Dunwoody Press. 612 s. 

Hashi. 1998. Fiqi's Somali-English dictionary. Jigjiga: Fiqi Educational 

Materials Publishers and Distributers. 

Agostini & Puglielli & Siyaad (red.). 1985. Dizionario somalo-italiano. Roma: 

Gangemi. 

Cabdulqani G. Faarax. 1999.  Dictionnaire somali-français. Qaamuus Af 

Soomaali-Faransiis.  Paris: L'Harmattan. 

Barre (Shiine). 2015. Qaamuus Soomaali-Carabi:  صومالي  ـ  عربي  قاموس . 

Stockholm: Scansom Publishers. 

Alejnikov. 2012. Eraykoobka Soomaali-Ruush Ah. Moskva.  

http://book.iimes.su/wp-content/uploads/main/som2011a.pdf  

Besides the traditional PRINTED dictionaries, there are also some bilingual 

ELECTRONIC dictionaries: 

Lexin: Svensk-somaliskt lexikon. Uppsala: Institutet för språk och 

folkminnen. 

http://lexin.nada.kth.se/lexin/#searchinfo=both,swe_som,  

Lexin på nett: Bokmål-somali-bokmål. Oslo: Utdanningsdirektoratet.  

http://lexin.udir.no/?mode=main-page&sub-mode=search&dict=nbo-som-maxi&ui-lang=nbo  

Lexin på nett: Nynorsk-somali-nynorsk. Oslo: Utdanningsdirektoratet. 

http://lexin.udir.no/?mode=main-page&sub-mode=search&dict=nny-som-maxi&ui-lang=nbo  

Suomi-somali-sanakirja. Helsinki: Kotimaisten kielten keskus.  

http://kaino.kotus.fi/somali/  

To a large extent, dictionaries are probably used intuitively. You find the 

word that you are interested in and read the information about that word. 

http://book.iimes.su/wp-content/uploads/main/som2011a.pdf
http://lexin.nada.kth.se/lexin/#searchinfo=both,swe_som,
http://lexin.udir.no/?mode=main-page&sub-mode=search&dict=nbo-som-maxi&ui-lang=nbo
http://lexin.udir.no/?mode=main-page&sub-mode=search&dict=nny-som-maxi&ui-lang=nbo
http://kaino.kotus.fi/somali/
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Some abbreviations and symbols may be difficult to interpret, but 

unfortunately it seems that people quite seldom read the preface and the 

instructions for how to use the dictionary and how to interpret all the 

infromation that it contains. That’s a pity, because the introduction to a 

dictionary usually gives quite a lot of useful information about the 

dictionary and how it it organised. 

Different kinds of dictionaries 
Besides the already mentioned divisions into MONOLINGUAL och 

BILINGUAL dictionaries as well as PRINTED and ELECTRONIC dictionaries, 

there are many other common distinctions that are made in order to assign 

a dictionary to a certain catogory. Below a few of the most common and 

most interesting types will be presented. 

Besides ordinary dictionaries intended for adults, many languages also 

have special CHILDREN’S DICTIONARIES or SCHOOL DICTIONARIES. Such 

dictionaries are inteded for younger users and they usually have a more 

restricted size. Children’s dictionaries usually contain many illustrations, 

while school dictionaries contain the kind of words that frequently occur 

in the different school subjects. School dictionaries usually also have a 

spelling and inflrection of the words. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
241 

 
Sample from Arora’s Children Picture Dictionary, English-Hindi. 

 
Sample from a school dictionary: Allén. 2006. Libers lilla ordlista. 
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Dictionaries may also be divided into DESCRIPTIVE and NORMATIVE ones. 

The descriptive dictionaries try, as far as possible, to simply describe all 

words of the language and the ways in which they really are used. The 

normative dictionaries, on the ther hand, have an evaluative perspective 

on language. Their aim is to promote a GOOD and CORRECT use. Some 

words are therefore not included, since they are considered to be too 

colloquial or even offensive. Recommendations about spelling and 

grammar are not necessarily based on the actual use in society, but instead 

on linguistic, political, religious, etc. assumptions about what should be 

considered to be good and correct use. 

Many dictionaries are quite normative, especially the monolingual ones, 

and above all the school dictionaries. On the other hand, most bilingual 

dictionaries are not very precise about their normative or descriptive 

perspective, but in the end most dictionaries have a normative effect, since 

the users have a considerable amount of respect for what the dictionaries 

say. 

Besides the GENERAL dictionaries, there are also many different 

SPECIALISED dictionaries. In general dictionaries all commonly used words 

are included. In specialised dictionaries, on the other hand, limits have 

been defined for the scope of the dictionary, so that only a certain kind of 

words are included, or information of a certain type.  

Some common types of sepecialised dictionaries, containing only a certain 

kind of information, are the following categories.  

A THESAURUS (dictionary of synonyms) does usually not give any 

explanations of the meaning of words or any information about grammar, 

such as inflection. The information that is given about a certain word is 

limited to a list of other words with more or less the same meaning. There 

are several electronic thesauruses for English 

https://www.thesaurus.com/ 

https://www.thesaurus.com/
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https://dictionary.cambridge.org/thesaurus/ 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english-thesaurus 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/thesaurus  

For Swedish, there is e.g.  

https://www.synonymer.se/  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/thesaurus/
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english-thesaurus
https://www.merriam-webster.com/thesaurus
https://www.synonymer.se/
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A sample from the Cambrige English Thesaurus  
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DICTIONARIES OF ABBREVIATIONS give information about how to spell out 

most common abbreviations. For Swedish there is, e.g., Norstedts 

förkortningsordbok by Ralf Svenblad (2003). 

 

A sample from the abbreviation word list Försvarets telenät (1986). 

ETYMOLOGICAL DICTIONARIES give information about the historical 

background and origin of words, how the were formed, for how long they 

have existed in the language, and whether they are borrowings from 

another language. For Swedish there is an electronic edition of Svensk 

etymologisk ordbok by Elof Hellquist (1922). 

 
A sample from Hellquist (1922), Svensk etymologisk ordbok. 

http://runeberg.org/svetym/
http://runeberg.org/svetym/
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For Somali there is still no etymological dictionary or wordlist, but an 

entry in a Somali etymological dictionary might give this kind of 

information (but of course in Somali): 

Baabuur ’car, vehicle’, possibly through Amharic ባቡር [babur] ’train’, 

from Arabic baabuur ’steamship, locomotive, steam engine’ which in 

turn was borrowed from French vapeur [vapör] ’steam’. 

In Zorc & Osman’s (1993) Somali–English dictionary, borrowings are 

quite systematically indicated with the language of origin, e.g. 

 
Sample from Zorc & Osman (1993), Somali–English dictionary. 

ORTHOGRAPHIC dictionaries mostly just contain a list of words, almost 

completely without and other type of information. The purpose is only to 

list the ”correct” or generally established spelling of the words in the 

language. One such dictionary for Swedish is Svenska akademiens ordlista 

which is available both as a printed and as an electronic dictionary. Also 

all the previous editions are available. Also one of the main purposes of 

school dicitionaries is to serve as orthographic dictionaries, but at the same 

time the also give a certain amount of other types of information. 

https://svenska.se/saol/
http://spraakdata.gu.se/saolhist/
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A sample from the orthographic dictionary Svenska akademiens ordlista (2006). 

 

FREQUENCY DICTIONARIES contain information about how common a 

certain word is in the language. There are also lists with the most frequent 

words in a certain language. This kind of dictionary is nowadays quite 

rare in print. Instead it is common to have frequency lists connected to and 

based on electronic langauge corpora. Such frequency lists exist for Somali 

at the following web addresses: 

Korp, March 2018, based on 5 million tokens: 

http://demo.spraakdata.gu.se/martin/somali2018.txt  

Korp, June 2019, based on 19 million tokens: 

http://demo.spraakdata.gu.se/martin/somali-190528.txt 

Somali WaC, February 2017, based on 79 million tokens: 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/wordlist_form?corpname=sowac16 

Click on Make word list. 

An Crúbadán, based on 24 million words: 

http://crubadan.org/files/so.zip 

http://demo.spraakdata.gu.se/martin/somali2018.txt
http://demo.spraakdata.gu.se/martin/somali-190528.txt
https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/wordlist_form?corpname=sowac16
http://crubadan.org/files/so.zip
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Exempels of frequency lists: the 20 most common Somali words. 

Numbers indicate occurrences per one million tokens. 

Korp 2019:  Somali WaC:       An Crúbadán:             

oo 26311  oo  26964 

ka 20678  ka  22890 

ku 17613  ay  18609 

iyo 16176  ku  18300 

ay 15616  iyo  15799 

u 13735  ee  15326 

ee 13461  ah  13445 

ah 12613  u  13182 

soo 10145  in  13132 

la 10115  ayaa  12468 

uu 10061  uu  12037 

in    9855  soo  10061 

waxa    6551  la    9119 

ayaa    5644  lagu    5035 

waa    4702  ugu    4622 

aan    4601  waxa    4519 

kale    4104  kale    3851 

lagu    4089  aan    3684 

mid    3952  waxaa   3487 

ugu    3900  mid    3476 

 

A few common types of specialised dictionaries that only contain words 

of a certain kind are: 

NAME DICTIONARIES usually give information about the origin of different 

names, their meaning and use. These dictionaries usually only contain 

personal names or geographical names. For Somali there are a few diffrent 

dictionaries of personal names: 

Mohammed Sh. Hassan. 2001. Qaamuuska magacyada Soomaaliyeed: A 

dictionary of Somali names. Stockholm: Scansom Publishers. 171 pp. 

Jamila [Jamiilo] A. Hashi. 2006. Xulashada magacyada carruurta: Baby names. 

Toronto: Bd Printers. 102 pp. 
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C. C. Faarax ‘Barwaaqo’. 2008. Magac bilaash uma baxo: Ujeeddooyinka 

magacyada iyo naanaysaha Soomaaliyeed. Calgary: Hal-Aqoon 

Publishers. 205 pp. 

 

 
A sample from Barwaaqo (2008). 

 

DIALECT DICTIONARIES contain words that don’t occur in the standard 

language or have a different meaning in dialects than in the standard 

language. 

English Dialect Dictionary Online, originally published 1898-1905 by 

Joseph Wright, has a sophisticated interface that offers access to the rich 

contents of the most comprehensive English dialect dictionary ever 

published. It covers the main English-speaking countries worldwide 

from 1700 to 1903. https://eddonline4-proj.uibk.ac.at/edd/  

 

SLANG DICTIONARIES contain words that are not considered part of the 

general standard language, but are mostly used in everyday situations by 

parts of the population, e.g., by young people. 

The Online Slang Dictionary  

http://onlineslangdictionary.com/  

A Dictionary of English Slang & Colloquialisms  

http://www.peevish.co.uk/slang/  

https://eddonline4-proj.uibk.ac.at/edd/
http://onlineslangdictionary.com/
http://www.peevish.co.uk/slang/
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FACKORDBÖCKER eller TERMINOLOGISKA ORDBÖCKER (TERMORDBÖCKER) 

innehåller ord som inte tillhör det allmänna ordförråd som används av 

hela befolkningen. Ordens användning är i stället i huvudsak begränsad 

till personer som arbetar inom olika yrkesområden eller vetenskaper eller 

elever och studenter som studerar dessa ämnen. 

När det gäller somaliskan finns en hel rad kortare ordlistor och en större 

samling av desamma. Många av de äldre ordlistorna finns tillgängliga 

som pdf-filer. 

Barbaarinta Jirka Qaamuuska Ereybixinta. Muqdisho 1984. 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Juqraafi. Muqdisho 1987. 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Kimistari. Muqdisho 1987. 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Fisikis. Muqdisho 1987. 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Xisaab. Muqdisho 1987. 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Bayoolaji. Muqdisho 1987. 

Siyaad. Eraybixinta cilmi afeedka Soomaaliga. Muqdisho. 

Nilsson. Svensk-somalisk och somalisk-svensk ordlista över grammatisk 

terminologi. Göteborgs universitet 2015. 

Cabdalla C. Mansuur (red.). 2014. Diiwaanka Ererybixinta Af-

Soomaaliga. Roma. 687 s. Qaybta 1aad, Qaybta 2aad, Qaybta 3aad. 

Anwar M. Diiriye. 2011. Medical Dictionary English- Somali and 

Somali-English. 270 s. 

Alisaid A. Hirsi & Ali A. Nuh. 2017. Tubraac. Buugga Erey Bixinta 

Aqoonta Maaddada Xisaabta. English Somali. Diyaarintii 2aad. 201 s. 

http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/781/1/Barbaarinta%20Jirka%20Qaamuuska%20Ereybixinta.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/785/1/Qaamuuska%20eray-bixinta%20ee%20Juqraafi.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/787/1/Qaamuuska%20eray-bixinta%20ee%20Kimistari.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/788/1/Qaamuuska%20eray-bixinta%20ee%20Fisikis.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/803/1/Qaamuuska%20eray-bixinta%20ee%20Xisaab.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/868/1/Qaamuuska%20eray%20bixinta%20ee%20Bayoolaji_1987_42pag_lavorato.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/2410/1/Eraybixinta%20cilmi%20afeedka%20soomaaliga.pdf
http://gul.gu.se/public/courseId/43424/coursePath/38423/ecp/lang-sv/publicPage.do?item=33098972
http://gul.gu.se/public/courseId/43424/coursePath/38423/ecp/lang-sv/publicPage.do?item=33098972
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/4175/3/Diiwaanka%20Ereybixinta%20Af-Soomaaliga_Qaybta%201aad.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/4175/2/Diiwaanka%20Ereybixinta%20Af-Soomaaliga_Qaybta%202aad.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/4175/1/Diiwaanka%20Ereybixinta%20Af-Soomaaliga_Qaybta%203aad.pdf
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Maxamed Xaashi. 2017. Eraybixinta Caafimaadka Af Iswiidhish - Af 

Soomaali, Af Soomaali - Af Iswiishish. 213 s. 

Suldaan N.X. Aadan. 2008. Qaamuuska Ganacsiga. Muqdisho: Nayrus 

Publishers. 155 s. 

[Add Skolterminologi SO-NO-EN and others…] 

[Add HAAN Publications: Companion…] 

[Add illustration from one of the dictionaries] 

Further English online dictionaries can be found at  

https://guides.library.cornell.edu/onlinedictionaries  

The structure of dictionaries 
Most dictionaries are constructed according to rather generally 

acknowledged principles so that the text about each entry contains a 

certain amount of information according to a specific model that is applied 

throughout the whole dictionary. The most common constituent parts that 

are found in the text for each entry are:  

THE ENTRY HEADWORD is the word that will be explained in the entry. The 

headword is given in the word’s basic form. What is regarded as the basic 

form may differ between languages and even between dictionaries of the 

same language. Most Swedish dictionaries list verbs in the infinitive form, 

but e.g. Lexin lists verbs in their present tense form. Somali dictionaries 

usually list verbs in their imperative form, but some dictionaries list them 

in the progressive present tense (Philibert 1976) or as verbal nouns 

(Keenadiid 1976).  

At the beginning of the entry there are often different kinds of LABELS OR 

MARKERS, very often as abbreviations. Most dictionaries indicate which 

word class the word belongs to. In Somali dictionaries it is also common 

to indicate which gender a noun belongs to. Sometimes other types of 

markers also occur, e.g. what stylistic value the word has (e.g. old-

https://guides.library.cornell.edu/onlinedictionaries
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/2049/1/Petit%20lexique%20somali-fran%c3%a7ais.pdf
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/2021/1/Dizionario%20Yaasiin%20C.%20Keenadiid.pdf
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fashioned, every-day, regional, dialectal, derogative or professional 

/scientific terminology). 

For some headwords no information is given. Instead, there is a 

HÄNVISNING, meaning that the information can be found under another 

headword in the dictionary. In order not to repeat the same information 

in two or more places in a dictionary, the reader has to find the 

information in another place. This is often the case when there exist 

different spelling variants of the same word. The information is then 

(hopefully) given under the more frequent spelling variant, and there are 

references to that most common variant under the other spelling variants, 

e.g. kambuyuutar –> kombiyuutar, which means that the information 

about this word can be found under the headword kombiyuutar. 

For many languages it is important that dictionaries give information 

about PRONUNCIATION and STRESS. That is the case in English dictionaries. 

In Swedish dictionaries that need is smaller, but some words have 

partially unpredictable pronunciation and stress. In Somali, both 

pronunciation and stress is almost completely predictable. It is mainly the 

exact nuance of the vowels that cannot be derived from the spelling. 

Therefore a couple of dictionaries indicate words that are pronounced 

with so called heavy vowels (culus). In Keenadiid (1976) a small circle (°) 

is used, e.g. durduro°, and in Puglielli & Mansuur (2012) a small ‘tail’ is 

used under the first vowel of the word, e.g. dųrduro. Compare the tow 

meanings duulid and duul in the following illustrations. 

Keenadiid (1976)      Puglielli & Mansuur (2012) 

 

There is no modern Somali dictionary that indicates the stress (high tone). 
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With respect to information about the GRAMMATICAL CHARACTERISTICS of 

the words, most of all their inflectional forms and their syntactic 

construction patterns (which may be expressed in the form of examples or 

codes for syntactic constituents). it is practically just Qaamuuska af 

Soomaaliga (2012) by Puglielli and Mansuur that contains that kind of 

information. Among other things, that dictionary gives precise 

information about the plural forms of nouns and the inflection of verbs. 

There is also some information about what preposition to use with 

different verbs. In the example below, we can see that the verb goo is 

inflected gooyay, gooysay, and that there are 11 different meanings of that 

verb. Meaning number 1, 2, and 3 are used without a preposition, whereas 

meaning number 4, 5, 6, and 7 occur with the preposition ka, number 8 

and 9 occur with ku, and number 10 with la and finally number 11 with 

u. Furthermore, we can see that the noun gommod in its meaning number 

2, which is a feminine nouns (m.dh = magac dheddig) has two possible 

plural forma: gommodo and gondo. 

 
Sample from Puglielli & Mansuur (2012). 

With respect to the entry’s MEANING or SEMANTICS there are different 

ways in which that can be desribed. In monolingual dictionaries, the most 

common way is to give a definition or an explanation, to give one or more 
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synonyms, or to express the same meaning through a different phrase. In 

the following example there is first, for meaning 1, an explanation or 

definition, and then, for meaning 2, a synonym. 

 
Sample from Puglielli & Mansuur (2012). 

In monolingual dictionaries it is also quite common to have illustrations. 

All the monolingual Somali dictionaries, except Puglielli & Mansur (2012) 

contain quite a few illustrations. 

In bilingual dictionaries, on the other hand, the most common strategy is 

to give EQUIVALENTS in the other langauge. Only when the author cannot 

find a suitable equvalent, explanations are given instead, e.g. 

 
Sample form Lexin (2010). 

For both monolingual and bilingual dictionaries it is rather uncommon to 

give detailed factual information, but sometimes it is necessary, e.g. 

 
 Sample from Lexin (2010). 

In slightly larger dictionaries EXAMPLES are often offered in order to show 

how the entry head word may be used in a context. Such examples are 

usually chosen so that they show the syntactic characteristics of the head 
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word, e.g. what preposition is used with a certain verb, but they are also 

chosen so that they help clarify the meaning of the word. 

 
Sample from Hashi (1998) Fiqi’s Somali-English Dictionary. 

Besides individual head words, slightly larger dictionaries often contain 

MWUs (multi word expressions) or COLLOCATIONS, which are 

combinations of words that are well established in the langauge and 

convey a specific meaning, e.g. 

 
Sample from Hashi (1998) Fiqi’s Somali-English Dictionary. 

Some dictionaries also list SYNONYMS of the entry head word, e.g. 

 
Sample from Zorc, Osman & Luling (1991) Somali-English Dictionary. 

Quite few dictionaries offer ANTONYMS or word with a meaning that is the 

opposite of the entry head word.  
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A few dictionaries also offer ETYMOLOGICAL (HISTORICAL) INFORMATION, 

such as {Arb} in the above example, which means that the word is a 

borrowing from Arabic. 
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8. Exercises 

8.1 General questions 

1. How many monolingual distionaries are there for Somali? 

2a. How many monolingual Somali dictionaries are there on the web as 

pdf files? 

2b. What are the titles of those dictionaries? 

2c. When were they published? 

2d. Who are the authors? 

3a. Which one is the largest Somali-Engelish dictionary?  

3b. Who are the authors?  

3c. When was it published? 

4. Which one of the monolingual dictionaries is most similar to a school 

dictionary? 

5a. What is a descriptive dictionary? 

5b. What is a normative dictionary? 

5c. Which of the two Somali dictionaries available as pdf files is the more 

descriptive one? Why? 

5d. Which of the two Somali dictionaries available as pdf files is the more 

normative one? Why? 

6. For Somali there is still no thesaurus (dictionary of synonyms), but one 

of the two dictionaries available as pdf files gives quite a few synonyms. 

Which one? 
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7. For Somali there still is no etymological dictionary, but one of the 

bilingual dictionaries marks loanwords quite systematically. Which one? 

8. For Somali there is no frequency dictionary. What do we have instead? 

9. Look closely at the sample below from Keenadiid’s (1976) dictionary. 

 

9a. What does the little ring mean? 

9b. What does the little star mean? Look it up in the dictionary’s list of 

symbols and abbreviations. 

10. Look closely at the sample below from Puglielli & Mansuur’s (2012) 

dictionary. Find the dicitonary’s list of abbreviations and symbols. 

 

10a. What do the following abbreviations mean? m.l, f.mg4, f.g2, m.dh, 

siyaa., ld, jool. 
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10b. What does the symbol ų mean in the word sųg? 

10c. What does (-nno) mean after the head word suldaan? 

11a. Which one is the only monolingual dictionary that systematically 

gives grammatical information about all nouns and verbs? 

11b. What grammatical information is given about nouns? 

11c. What grammatical information is given about verbs? 

12. What does it mean that a dictionary contains collocations? 

13. What is the purpose of a school dictionary? 

14. What is the purpose of an orthographical dictionary? 

15. What is the purpose of a thesaurus? 

16. What is the purpose of an etymological dictionary? 

17. What is the most common word in Somali? 
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8.2 Find information in dicitonaries 

Find the following information.  

Compare all the dictionaries that you have access to. 

How many / What meanings are given for the word af?  

What is the spelling of the word aynu / aynnu? 

What synonyms are given for the word bisad? 

What is the spelling of the word degaan / deegaan? 

What is the spelling of the word deggan / deggen? 

What plural form is given for the word dhagax? 

What meanings are given for the word dhalo? 

What information is given about the pronunciation of 

the word dul? 

What gender is indicated for the word guddi? 

What is the spelling of the word kayaga / kaayaga? 

What form serves as the head word for the verb 

keenaa? 

What collocations are listed with the word kubbad? 

What gender is indicated for the word maalin?  

What plural form is given for the word nooc? 

What plural form is given for the word sac? 

What word class is indicated for the word weyn? 
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Vilken infinitivform anges för baxaa? 

What meanings are given for the word beer? 

8.3 Work with dictionaries 

Find the requested information in the following three dictionaries: 

Puglielli & Mansuur. 2012. Qaamuuska af Soomaaliga. Roma.  

https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/bitstream/2307/720/1/QAAMUUSKA%20AF-SOOMAALIGA%5b1%5d.pdf  

Keenadiid. 1976. Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga. Muqdisho. 

https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/bitstream/2307/2021/1/Dizionario%20Yaasiin%20C.%20Keenadiid.pdf  

Aleynikof. 2012. Eraykoobka soomaali-ruush ah. Mosko. 

http://book.iimes.su/wp-content/uploads/main/som2011a.pdf  

Also check other dictionaries that you might have access to. 

What spelling is recommended for: 

aqri, or something else? 

biya-dhac, or something else? 

danbe, or something else? 

diyaarad, or something else? 

taqtar, or something else? 

taxaddir, or something else? 

waydiin, or something else? 

What definite article do the dictionaries recommend for the words 

arrin 

guddi 

roodhi 

shimbir 

What indefinite and what definite plural form do the dictionaries 

recommen for the nouns 

aabbe 

abti 

https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/bitstream/2307/720/1/QAAMUUSKA%20AF-SOOMAALIGA%5b1%5d.pdf
https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/bitstream/2307/2021/1/Dizionario%20Yaasiin%20C.%20Keenadiid.pdf
http://book.iimes.su/wp-content/uploads/main/som2011a.pdf
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dhagax 

nooc 

tuug 

wax 

What plural form do the dictionaries recomment for the adjectives 

dheer 

wanaagsan  

What feminine verb form (Waa ay…) do the dictionaries recommend for 

the verbs 

akhri 

bax 

What infinitive form (Wuu … doonaa) do the dictionaries recommend for 

the verbs 

akhri 

arag 

bax 

What synonyms do the dictionaries suggest for the words  

albaab 

ugax 

nacas 

What different meanings do the dicitonaries list for the words 

  gacan 

  il 

  dheg 

Give a few examples of words which are marked as typical for a certain 

subject or scientific domain. 
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8. Suggested solutions 

8.1 

1. There are today six monolingual Somali dictionaries, but two of them 

are very similar, since both are edited by Mansuur & Puglielli (2012, 2022). 

2a. There are two monolingual Somali dictionaries (1976, 2012) available 

on the internet as pdf files. The 2022 dictionary is also shared on 

request, but not publicly availabel to download. 

2b. Both are called Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga. 

2c. 1976 and 2012 

2d. Yaasiin C. Keenadiid (1976); Annarita Puglielli & Cabdalla C. Mansuur 

(2012). 

3a. Somali–English dictionary with English index.  

3b. R. David Zorc & Madina M.Osman.   

3c. The 3rd and latest edition was published in 1993. 

4. Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga (1976). 

5a. A descriptive dictionary describes the language as a whole as it is 

actually used. Words and expressions that are in use must be included. 

They cannot be excluded due to correctness considerations or because 

they might be offensive.  

5b. The purpose of a normative dictionary is to guide the user towards the 

use of a neutral vocabulary suitable for a cultivated style with correct 

spelling and inflection. 

5c. The 2012 dictionary is more descriptive than the rest, mostly because 

it often gives alternative spellings of the same word. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
264 

5d. The 1976 dictionary is the most normative, mostly because it only 

contains one spelling of each word. 

6. The 2012 dictionary gives quite a few synonyms to the head word. 

7. Zorc & Osman’s (1993) Somali–English dictionary with English index. 

8. On the internet there are three different Somali corpora that offer 

frequency lists of the words in those corpora. 

9a. The small ring means that in this sense the word is pronounced with 

heavy vowels. 

9b. The samll star means that in 1976 the word was still very new in 

Somali, and the dictionary therefore considers it a foreign word, still not a 

generally accepted loanword. 

10a. m.l = magac lab, f.mg4 = fal magudbe, isrogrogga 4aad, f.g2 = fal gudbe, 

isrogrogga 2aad, m.dh = magac dheddig, siyaa. = siyaasad, ld = la-mid, jool. = 

jooloji 

10b. The symbol under the first vowel of a word means that the word is 

pronounced with heavy vowels. This symbol corresponds to the small 

ring in Keenadiid’s (1976) dictionary. 

10c. This type of information in parentheses indicates the plural form of 

nouns. One or two letters from the end of the head word are also included 

in the parentheses. (-nno) after the head word suldaan indicates that the 

plural form should be suldaanno. 

11a. The only monolingual Somali dictionary with systematic 

grammatical information about nouns and verbs is Puglielli & Mansuur 

(2012). 

11b. For nouns the gender and the plural form is indicated.. 

11c. For verbs the imperative from is used as head word of the entry. Then 

it is indicated whether the verb is transitive (f.g = fal gudbe) or intransitive 
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(f.mg = fal magudbe) as well as the conjugation to which it belongs. 

(Notice that all adjectives are marked as f.mg4, i.e. fal magudbe, 

isrogrogga 4aad.) Finally, the forms in the masculine and the feminine 3rd 

person singular, past tense are given. 

12. It means that the dictionary also contains combinations of two or more 

words that together constitute an expression with a specific meaning. 

13. The purpose of a school dictionary is to give younger children a 

simpler dictionary that focuses on spelling, important grammatical forms 

and a very accessible explanation of the meaning of words. It is also 

restricted to a smaller amount of more common words. 

14. The purpose of an orthographic dictionary is to offer information about 

correct spelling. It therefore contains just a list of words, almost 

completely without explanantions. Difficult imflectional forms are often 

included. That should be enough for writers who just feel insecure about 

the spelling.  

15. The purpose of a thesaurus is to gather words with similar meanings. 

The synonyms make up groups of words in the dictionary. People who 

want to avoid repeating the same words too often may find a lot of 

inspiration in a thesaurus when pondering about a good word that as 

precisely as possible would express some though. 

16. The purpose of an etymological dictionary is to give the historical 

background to and development of words, both how some words were 

formed and how they developed over the years and from what languages 

other words were borrowed. An etymological dictionary is highly 

interesting for everyone who wants to know more about the historical 

backround and older stages of a language. 

17. The most common Somali word is oo. It is the most common word in 

all three available frequency lists. 
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8.2 

af 

1976:  

 

2004: 
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2008: 

 

2012: 
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2013: 

 

aynu / aynnu 

1976: 

 

2004: ordet saknas 

2008: ordet sakans 

2012: 
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2013: 

 

Agostini: 

 

Zorc & Osman: 

 

Hashi: 

 

Aleynikof: 

 

bisad 

1976: 

 

2004: ordet saknas 

2008: 
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2012: 

 

2013: 

 

degaan / deegaan 

1976: 

 

2004: 

 

 

2008: 
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2012: 

 

 

2013: 

 

 

deggan / deggen 

1976: 

 

2004: 
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2008: 

 

2012: 

 

2013: 

 

Plural of dhagax 

1976: 

 

2004: 
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2008: 

 

2012: 

 

2013: 

 

dhalo 

1976: 

 

2004: 
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2008: 

 

2012: 

 

2013: 

 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
275 

Pronunciation of dul 

1976: 

 

 

2012: 

 

 

Gender of guddi 

1976: 

 

2004: 

 

2008: 
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2012: 

 

2013: 

 

kayaga / kaayaga 

1976: 

 

2004: 

 

2008: 

 

2012: 
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2013: ordet saknas 

Head word for keenaa 

1976: verbalsubstantiv / magac faleed 

 

2004: imperativ / amar 

 

2008: 

 

2012: 
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2013: 

 

 

Collocations with kubbad 

1976: 

 

2004: 
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2008: 

 

2012: 

 

2013: 

 

Aleynikof: 
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Zorc & Osman: 

 

 

Hashi: 

 

Gender for maalin 

1976: 

 

2004: 
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2008: 

 

2012: 

 

2013: 

 

Plural of nooc 

2012: noocac, noocaca / noocyo, noocyada 

 

Plural of sac 

2012: saco, sacaha 

 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
282 

Word class for weyn 

1976: ingen 

 

2004: tilmaame 

 

2008: tilmaame 

 

2012: fal 

 

2013: tilmaame 

 

Infinitive of baxaa 

2012: bixi 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
283 

 

Meanings of beer 

1976: 2 magac lab, 1 magac dheddig 

 

2004: 1 fal, 3 m.lab, 1 m.dheddig 

 

 

2008: 1 fal, 2 m.lab, 1 m. dheddig 
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2012: 2 m.lab., 1 m.dheddig, 2 fal 

 

2013: 2 fal, 3 m.lab, 1 m.dheddig 
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8.3 

aqri 

Ingen av de tre ordböckerna innehåller stavningen aqri. man 

måste själv veta att man ska söka på akhri.  

Det hade varit bra med en hänvisning, t.ex. aqri, eeg akhri. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

biya-dhac 

Stavningen biyadhac dominerar. Puglielli och Mansuur anger 

två olika stavningar med olika betydelser. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
286 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

Hashi, Jigjiga 1998: 

 

 

Aadan, Djibouti 2013:  

 

Zorc, Osman 1993: 

 

danbe 

Den äldsta ordboken har bara danbe, de nyare har främst 

dambe. Den ryska hänvisar från danbe till dambe. 

Keenadiid 1976: 
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Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: (CM. = eeg) 

 

   

 Aadan, Djibouti 2013: 

   

 

diyaarad 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

 

  Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 
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Aleynikof 2012: 

 

 

taqtar 

Ordböckerna verkar ge mera stöd åt takhtar och mindre åt 

dhakhtar, men båda formerna finns med i alla tre ordböckerna. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

   

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 
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Aleynikof 2012: 

 

 

taxaddir 

Stavningen taxaddir finns inte i någon av ordböckerna. Den 

stavning som får mest stöd är taxaddar. I Djibouti 2013 finns 

taxadder som enda form. 

Keenadiid 1976. 

  No such entry. 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

    

 Aadan, Djibouti 2013: 
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waydiin 

Alla tre ordböckerna skriver -ey-, bara den ryska skriver -d-. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

arrin 

Alla tre ordböckerna anger både maskulinum och femininum. 

Alla sätter maskulinum först. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 
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guddi 

Alla tre ordböckerna anger båda genusen. Keenadiid sätter 

femininum först, de andra två sätter maskulinum först. Djibouti 

2013 anger bara femininium. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

Aadan, Djibouti 2013:  

 

roodhi 

I de flesta ordböcker finns bara formen rooti -ga.  

I Djibouti 2013 är huvudformen roodhi -ga.  

Ingen ordbok anger artikeln -da. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 
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Aleynikof 2012: 

 

Aadan, Jibouti 2013: 

 

 

shimbir 

De flesta ordböcker anger bara -ta.  

Den ryska anger både -ta och -ka. 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

Aadan, Djibouti 2013:  
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aabbe 

Bara Puglielli & Mansuur 2012 anger böjningsformer: 

aabbe, aabbayaal, aabbayaalka/aabbayaasha 

 

abti 

Bara Puglielli & Mansuur 2012 anger böjningsformer: 

abti, abtiyo, abtiyada; abtiyaal, abtiyaalka/abtiyaasha 

 

dhagax 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

dhagaxyo, dhagaxyada // dhagxaan, dhagxaanta 

 

 

nooc 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

noocac, noocaca // noocyo, noocyada 
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tuug 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

tuug, tuugta 

 

wax 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

waxyaalo, waxyaalaha // waxyaabo, waxyaabaha 

 

dheer 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

wanaagsan 

Ingen information ges. 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 
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akhri 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

akhriday / akhrisay 

 

bax 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

akhri 

akhriyid-da   = akhriyi karaa   

akhrin-ta   = akhrin karaa 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

arag 

Keenadiid 1976: 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

Aleynikof 2012: 
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bax 

Keenadiid 1976: 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

Aleynikof 2012: 

albaab 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

Aadan, Djibouti 2013: 

 

Hashi, Jigjiga 1998: 

 

Zorc, Osman 1993: 

 

ugax 

Keenadiid 1976: 
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Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aadan, Djibouti 2013: 

 

nacas 

Keenadiid 1976: 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

Aleynikof 2012: 

gacan 

Keenadiid 1976: 
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Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aleynikof 2012: 

 

 

Hashi, Jigjiga 1998: 
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Aadan, Djibouti 2013: 

 

Zorc, Osman 1993: 

 

il 

Keenadiid 1976: 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

Aleynikof 2012: 
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dheg 

Keenadiid 1976: 

 

 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: 

 

Aadan, Djibouti 2013: 

 

Hashi, Jigjiga 1998: 
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Unit 9 
 

Modernisation of the vocabulary 
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Unit 9. Modernisation of the vocabulary 
The development and expansion of the Somali vocabulary with words 

within new domains started in a more serious manner with the 

introduction of radio stations in Hargeysa in 1943 (1941?) and in 

Mogadishu in 1951 (references). Especially the news production needed 

to decide about what words to used when reporting about, e.g., politics, 

economy, technology and medicine. In the radio stations it was above all 

the terminology that started to be developed and standardised, but of 

course also all other sides of Somali became more uniform at the radio 

stations in a general sense. There is a whole book in English that tells the 

story of the emerging Somali radio stations. 

The next step in the development and standardisation of the vocabulary 

was taken when different theatre groups were established and started to 

perform plays in Somali in the 1940s and 1950s. Here it was rather the 

general vocabulary that was developed, stabilised and unified. There is 

also a whole book in Somali about the early Somali theatres. 

Furthermore, there are two doctoral dissertations that investigate the 

modern development of the Somali vocabulary. Modernization and 

standardization in Somali press writing (Hared 1992) is more general and it 

investigates different sides of the language, also grammar and spelling, 

while The modernisation of Somali vocabulary (Caney 1984) focuses 

completely on the development of the vocabulary. 

Thanks to the Somali radio, a relatively large vocabulary developed 

already before written Somali was introduced as the country’s official 

language in January 1973. When Somali was made the official language of 

Somalia, a large part of the vocabulary developed by the radio speakers 

could be used also in writing. 

Hence, the development of a standardised and modernised Somali 

vocabulary started already when Somali radio broadcasting was 

http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/p15799coll3/id/266559
http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/p15799coll3/id/266559
http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/941/5/The%20modernisation.pdf


 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
303 

introduced in 1943 (Hared 1992: 112). Before the readio era, Somali hadn’t 

had a developed vocabulary for, e.g., politics and economy. There was no 

clear language planning drawn up for the radio stations. The speakers and 

journalists simply made their own decisions and they simply did the best 

they could. They also cooperated closely with poets who were also hired 

by the radio stations to broadcast traditional Somali oral poetry. 

Already early on, the language strategy at Radio Mogadishu and Radio 

Hargeysa was to avoid loanwords and instead create purely Somali words 

and expressions. This was done to make it easier for the listeners to follow. 

It was believed that a large number of loanwords would make it harder 

for listeners who had no schooling. At the same time, there was a sense of 

national pride and aspirations for national independence, which also 

strengthened the patriotic pride in the Somali language. 

As the vocabulary continued to develop after the official introduction of 

the written language in 1972, the patterns already established by radio 

journalists was followed when creating new words. 

The language used by authorities after 1972 
Mohamed (1976) reports that employees at Somali authorities generally 

had no difficulties starting to write in Somali. Initially, they often 

formulated themselves through direct translation from English or Italian, 

but after just a few months, they had developed a new independent 

Somali language usage within the administration. 

The number of letters from the public to the authorities increased 

noticeably after Somali was introduced as the official language. Initially, 

the letters were clumsily written, but after just a couple of years, it could 

be noticed how the public began to adopt the style in letters from the 

authorities in their own writing. 

In oral communication, it can be advantageous to repeat oneself and 

express the same content in several different ways to ensure that the 
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message is conveyed and understood correctly. In writing, however, it is 

important to express oneself concisely and clearly. However, it requires 

quite a bit of practice in writing to use a compressed sentence structure. It 

also requires an established vocabulary that makes it possible to express 

abstract ideas concisely. Traditionally, it had been necessary to use longer, 

more descriptive phrases, but with new words, the texts could become 

shorter. 

For example, with the new word lataliye the sentence 

Wasiirku wuxuu la kulmay ninka siyaasadda kala taliya 

madaxweynaha Masar.  

could be condensed to the more refined 

Wasiirku wuxuu la kulmay lataliyaha siyaasadda  

madaxweynaha Masar. 

Standardisation of orthography and vocabulary 
According to Hared (1992: 158), it was a deliberate choice by the political 

leadership to avoid overly directing the standardisation of the language. 

They hoped to gain greater acceptance for the language by allowing some 

freedom in the spelling and use of words that were perceived as rooted in 

regional usage. At the same time, they hoped that the language would 

spontaneously standardise through actual use. Unfortunately, the 

variation in vocabulary and spelling remained quite significant in some 

areas. It was not until the late 1980s that the Somali Academy of Culture 

decided to initiate standardisation work regarding terminology. 

Unfortunately, this decision came so late that it was never implemented 

before the collapse of the state. 

In retrospect, however, Hared (1992: 159) argues that one can conclude 

that the spontaneous standardisation of Somali was quite extensive. The 

variation was (and is) particularly noticeable in the spelling of the 

following sounds: 
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• r/dh: Already in the early 1970s, <r> was used somewhat more often 

than <dh>, but <r> became even more common over time. 

• aw/ow: Here, <aw> was most common in the early 1970s, but <ow> 

became dominating in the late 1980s, e.g., dhow (dhaw). 

• ay/ey: In the early 1970s, <ey> was much more common than today, 

but over time, <ay> has become clearly the most common in most 

words, e.g. 

qayb (qeyb), samayn (sameyn).  

– q/kh: e.g.  

qamri/khamri, akhri/aqri… 

– i/e/a in certain words, t.ex.  

diyaarad/dayaarad, dibed/debed, tegay/tagay, webi/wabi, 

weji/waji, dhag/dheg 

– OPEN, SOLID or HYPHENATED writing of compounds, e.g.  

biyo dhac, biyodhac, biyo-dhac,  

biya dhac, biyadhac, biya-dhac. 

Hared (1992: page) reports that solid compounds were dominant in the 

early 1970s, but that open compounds written as separate words became 

increasingly common during the 1970s and 1980s. In particular, 

prepositions in various types of compounds are often written separately. 

Additionally, contractions of subject pronouns with the preceding word, 

such as wuxuu, became gradually less common in written texts during the 

1970s and 1980s, and separately written words, like waxa uu, became 

increasingly common instead. 
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The four strategies 
To create the necessary vocabulary, four main strategies were applied [cf. 

Josephsson: Språkpolitik]: 

1. Uncommon words (archaic, dialectal) were given a new meaning. 

2. Common words were given a more specific meaning. 

3. Words were borrowed from other languages. 

4. Completely new words and expressions, neologisms, were created. 

1. Uncommon words with a new meaning 
Less common, older, or dialectal words were introduced with a new 

meaning, for example,  

agaasime the one who takes care of livestock > director, manager,  

  agaasime guud director general,   

dhaqaale management of livestock and property > economy, economics 

isir ancestors, origin > factor (mathematics)  

dhidib supporting pillar > axis (mathematics, physics) 

2. Words with a new, more specific meaning 
Common words with everyday meanings began to be used in a new and 

much more specific sense. Many times, these new words thereby 

developed into terms.  

ilaaliye  

warbixin  

xagal back of the knee > angle (geometry)  

kormeere controller > inspector (in police, military or finances) 

3. Foreign borrowings 
Sources: Zaborski 1967 (ar.), Mioni 1988 (eng., it.) 
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Words were borrowed from other languages. For historical reasons, there 

are particularly many Arabic words in Somali, but also quite a few English 

and some Italian words. 

arji ansökan från arabiskans rajaa,   

wasiir minister från arabiskans waziir,   

xafiis kontor från engelskans office,   

makiinad maskin från italienskans macchina.  

There are many types of borrowings. The following types are based on an 

article by Petzell (2005) with the title Expanding the Swahili vocabulary. 

A. Loanwords. 

i) Loanwords that have not been fully adapted to the structure of Somali. 

Often called foreign words. 

atam, Islaam: Somali words do not normally end in /m/. 

ii) Different degrees of adjustment to the Somali sound system. 

A Somali syllable can only begin and end with a maximum of one 

consonant. Within words, this means that a maximum of two consonants 

can occur between two vowels. Borrowing words that violate these 

principles almost always leads to an adaptation by adding a vowel. 

Sometimes a consonant may be omitted instead. 

ambalaas ambulance: /n/ is omitted because Somali does not allow 

two consonants at the end of a word. 

filin film: insertion of /i/ to avoid two final consonants, change to /n/ 

since /m/ is not allowed at the end of words. 

wiig week: phonetic spelling with <ii> and Somali spelling with <g> 

at the end of the word instead of <k>. 

isbeerbaadh spare part, baarashuud parachute, jeeg check, Iswiidhan 

Sweden, kombiyuutar computer. 
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Words in foreign languages that begin or end with more than one 

consonant thus pose a pronunciation challenge for Somali speakers. 

Somali does not have a /p/ or /v/. In loanwords, /b/ and /f/ are usually used 

instead, e.g. 

boolis police, fayras virus. 

B. Loan-blends 

A Somali morpheme and a borrowed morpheme are combined into one 

word. 

Derivation: borrowed root + Somali affix 

tagsiile taxi driver 

nidaamdarro, nidaamla’aan chaos, disorder 

Compounding: a Somali root is combined with a borrowed root 

  gacangarnaydh hand grenade  

C. Extension 

The meaning of an already eisting Somali word is changed so that the 

word gets a wider meaning under the influence of a corresponding word 

in another language. 

 dheef nutrition, nourishment > financial profit, interest  

 tartame competitor in a game > professional, business competitor  

D. Calques or translation loans 

A Somali word or expression is formed with Somali morphemes based on 

a model found in another language, e.g. 

beeraqoon agronomy, beeryaqaan agronomist,  lacag adag hard 

currency, midnimo unity, gumeysi cusub new colonialism 
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4. Neologisms 
Completely new words were created from existing Somali words, either 

trough derivation with affixes, or through compounding, or through 

combining two or more wors into a phrase.  

DERIVATIONS 

Derivations with suffixes. 

ganacsi ’handel, affärer’ < ganac ’något som är till salu’ 

gujis submarine  

(därför att man trodde att den gör hål i fartyg underifrån) 

IMPORTANT TYPES OF DERIVATION WITH SUFFIXES 

Abstract nouns   

Many words for abstract notions were created by adding different 

suffixes to root morphemes, e.g.  

Noun root with the suffix –nimo 

midnimo, gobannimo, madaxnimo 

Noun root with the suffix –tooyo 

madaxtooyo 

Verb root with the suffix –aan 

go'aan, kacaan,  

Verb root with the suffix –ti 

karti, aragti,  

Verb root with the suffix –aal 

qoraal,  

Verb root with the suffix –is 
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talis, cadaadis 

Verb root with the suffix –mo/me 

degmo, dhismo 

Adjective root with the infix –ay– 

bisayl, adayg, jacayl,  

Adjective root with the suffix –aan 

adkaan, sinnaan, deggannaan, dhisnaan,  

Adjective root with the suffix –i 

adki 

Verbal nouns (magac-faleedyo)  

These nouns denote the action itself. They are created by adding 

suffixes such as  

–ad  xoogsad, hantigoosad,  

–id  dhisid, kicid,  

–is  baaris, qoris,  

–n  xoojin, kicin, ilaalin, adkeyn, midayn,  

–sho waxbarasho, booqasho,  

–iin  qorriin, qalliin,  

–aad fisiraad, cabiraad,  

–itaan furitaan, baaritaan 

Agent nouns 

These nouns denote persons who carry out a certain action or have a 

certain function. 
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The suffixes –e, –le, –low, –yahan are used to denote and individual 

person that carries out an activity. The suffix –e  can be added to 

simple root morphemes as well as compounds. Collective groups of 

agents are denoted throught the use of the suffixes –to/–so, -ley, but 

the very same suffixes may also denote a individual female agent. 

Masculine agent nouns: 

–e bare, duuliye, maamule, ganacsade, kalkaaliye, 

adeege, jaalle, madaxweyne, xeeldheere 

–le  xiddigle, beenaale,  

–low beenlow,  

–yahan aqoonyahan, dagaalyahan,  

Feminine agent nouns: 

 –ad  macallimad, dhakhtarad 

 –ley  dawaarley 

–to/–so kalkaaliso, gargaarto, adeegto 

Collective agent nouns 

–to/–so ganacsato, xoogsato, kalluumaysato,  

–ley  beeraley 

Derivations with prefixes 

The Somali prefixes used for word formation mostly coincide with small 

grammatical word like prepositions and pronouns. 

 iskujir ‘mix, mixture’ 
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COMPOUNDS  

A new word is formed by combining two (or more) root morphemes, 

mainly noun, adjective or verb roots.  

 dayax-gacmeed ‘satellite’ 

 biyo-xidh ‘dam’ 

 sarrif-dhac ‘devalvation’ 

 maal-gelin ‘investment’ 

 dheelli-tir ‘balance, equilibrium’ 

 ban-dhig ‘exhibiton’ 

barasho-deeq stipend from barasho learning and deeq support,   

cudur-sheeg diagnosis from cudur illness and sheeg tell,   

xoghaye secreterary from xog secret and haye holder. 

halbeeg isle'eg, wadajir, ujeeddo, kalasarrayn, iskaashijacayl, 

hirgelin, horusocodnimo, dhexdhexaadnimo, wasiirkuxigeen, 

dhiigmiirad, kaqaybgalid, isafgarad, kahortegid, halkudheg, 

midabkalasooc, waxsoosaar, sicirbarar, maalgelin, midabtakoor, 

nabadsugid, gobannimodoon, aqoondarro, magaalamadaxnimo 

PHRASES or MULTI WORD EXPRESSIONS  

New concepts may also quite often be expressed through a combination 

of two independent words. 

 cilmiga dhalashada ‘obstetrics’ 

 ciidanka badda ‘fleet’ 

Special cases 
Sometimes new expressions in Somali are based on similar expressions 

in other langauges that have been translated of ”borrowed”. This kind of 

new concepts are called calques or loan translations, e.g. 

  kubbadda cagta football 
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Ibland blandas somaliska och lånade element i samma nybildade ord eller 

begrepp. Man brukar kalla denna typ av nybildningar för hybrid-

bildningar, t.ex.  

arabisk och somaliska:  

   wasiirkuxigeen 

   cilmiga dhalashada  

Several words for the same concept 
The development of new words has often led to two different competing 

words for the same concept. In some cases, there is a loanword and one or 

more purely Somali words. Hared (1992: 110ff.) discusses how the lack of 

clear language planning for Somali often led to the emergence of new 

purely Somali words even though there were already borrowed or native 

terms. During the 1970s and 1980s, many loanwords were replaced with 

native Somali words without this really being a clear goal and without any 

political direction. 

warside/wargeys/jariidad,  

kacaan/tawri/tawrad,  

raasamaali/hantigoosato/hantigoosad/hantigoosi, 

baayacmushtar/ganacsi, 

khabiir/aqoonyahan, 

cadaalad/qarsoor 

Sometimes there were also two different competing Somali compounds, 

e.g. 

iskaashi/waxwadaqabsi 

wadajir/iskuduubnaan 

koruqaadis/sareuqaadis 

aqoonla'aan/aqoondarro 

mahadnaq/mahadcelin 

horumar/horukac 
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Furthermore, formations with competing roots or competing suffixes also 

occurred, e.g. 

xornimo/gobannimo/madaxbannaani 

waxqabsi/waxqabad/waxqbasho 

hanuunid/hanuunis/hanuunin 

sugid/sugis/sugitaan 

baarid/baaris/baaritaan 

The fate of loanwords 
A particular problem was the question of international words. Should 

they be borrowed into Somali or should corresponding words be created 

based on the native Somali vocabulary? According to Hared (1992: page), 

during the 1970s and 1980s, there was a clear tendency to abandon 

loanwords in favor of newly created Somali words. The following table 

from the same source shows the frequency of different words in a small 

newspaper corpus. 
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9. Exercises 

9.1 General questions 

1. What four strategies were particularly common in the 1970s for 

establishing new Somali words needed in modern society? 

2. Why were new words created rather than using loanwords in the 1970s 

and 1980s? 

3. Where did the tradition of creating new words instead of using loanwords 

come from? 

4. Mohamed Hared argues that the authorities in the 1970s deliberately 

avoided formulating clear rules for some elements in spelling. Why did they 

do this? 

5. For which sounds in particular was the spelling not regulated? 

6. From which three languages do most loanwords in Somali come? 

7. What is the most common source language for loanwords in Somali? 

8. What is meant by a calque (translation loan)? 

9.2 New words in Somali 

Try to find words in the following lists that are: 

- loanwords that are not adapted to the Somali sound system, 

- loanwords that are adapted to the Somali sound system, 

- calques (translation loans), 

- new Somali words formed with a suffix, 

- new Somali words that are compounds, 

- new Somali concepts consisting of multiple words (MWE), 

- old Somali words that have acquired a new meaning. 
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Barbaarinta Jirka. Qaamuuska Ereybixinta. Muqdisho1984. 
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Dizionario italo-somalo-inglese di termini tecnico-scientifici.  

Padova e Mogadiscio 1987. 
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Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Bayoolaji. Muqdisho 1987. 
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Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Fisikis. Muqdisho 1987. 
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Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Juqraafi. Muqdisho 1987. 
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Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Xisaab. Muqdisho 1987. 
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Study Companion, Sayniska, London 1992 
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Study Comapnion, Xisaabiya, 1992 
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Suldaan N. X. Aadan. Qaamuuska ganacsiga, 2008 
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Maxamed Xaashi. Eraybixinta caafimaadka, 2017. 
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Alisaid A. Hirsi & Ali A. Nuh. Buugga erey bixinta aqoonta maaddada 

xisaabta, 2017 
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9. Suggested solutions 

9.1 General questions 

1. The four strategies were:  

a. Reviving older Somali words that had fallen out of use, giving them 

new meanings.  

b. Giving common words a new and narrower meaning.  

c. Borrowing words from other languages.  

d. Creating entirely new words based on existing Somali roots, both by 

derivation and compounding. 

2. New words were preferred over borrowed words to make it easier for the 

population to understand the meanings of new words and concepts. There 

was also a desire to preserve and strengthen the Somali linguistic and 

cultural identity. 

3. This tradition comes from the first radio stations that opened in Hargeysa 

as early as the 1940s, and in Mogadishu in the 1950s. 

4. Hared argues that the authorities in the 1970s deliberately avoided 

formulating clear rules for certain parts of the spelling to avoid creating 

conflicts over details in the spelling that could be perceived as favoring one 

part of the population over another. Instead, the authorities were hoping for 

the natural development of the language towards a spontaneous 

standardisation. 

5. This mainly applies to the spelling of sounds that could be represented in 

multiple ways, such as certain consonants and vowels, above all r/dh, 

aw/ow, ay/ey. 

6. Most loanwords come from Arabic, followed by English, and in third place, 

Italian. There are also a few loans from Persian, Swahili and languages of 

India. 

7. A calque (translation loan) means taking a word in a foreign language as a 

model. Instead of borrowing the word, it is translated part by part (or 
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morpheme by morpheme), e.g., pre-posi-tion -> Somali hor-yaal-e, or 

skyscraper -> Swedish skyskrapa. 

9.2 New words in Somali 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Bayoolaji. Muqdisho 1987. 

habdhis deegaan - MWE (compound + derivation), purely Somali 

qubridasho, xuubdhacsi (compounds), purely Somali 

balaasma-dul-eed   (loan-blend) compounding+derivation 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Fisikis. Muqdisho 1987. 

kiimiko -> kiimik-aad, loanword with Somali derivation 

tamarkiimikaadka (loan-blend) 

saldanab (compound) 

xeerka Jaarlas  (adapted to Somali phonology) 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Juqraafi. Muqdisho 1987. 

carrojiif (compound) 

khariidad (loan from Arabic) 

brojakshaneyn (partially adapted borrowing with Somali derivation) 

bustaan (loanword, Persian: bu – ’smell’, stan – ’place’) 

Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee Xisaab. Muqdisho 1987. 

Many loans that have been adapted to Somali phonology 

atam, not adapted, final /m/  

Study Companion, Sayniska, London 1992 

maskax-da yar (MWE: noun + adjective) 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
329 

maskaxyar-ta (compound) 

xordanluqumeed-ka (compound) 

cagaariye 

dheg dhexaad – middle ear / eardrum? 

reeme – small drum > eardrum (old word used in a new way) 

 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
330 
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Unit 10. Terminology 
In various professional fields and sciences, there are many words that are 

especially important for discussing that particular subject area and 

ensuring that everyone understands each other without problems, so that 

no errors or misunderstandings arise. Such words that are particularly 

important within a certain subject area are usually called TERMS. The 

study of such words is called TERMINOLOGY. 

So, what is the difference between an ordinary word and a term? 

An ordinary word in the language is thought to consist of the following 

components. 

 

In reality, there are many objects that can look a bit different but are still 

considered a “cat.” All these objects are called REFERENTS.  
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At the same time, there is an image in our minds of what a “normal” 

occurrence of such an object should look like. This image is usually 

referred to as a CONCEPT.  

Finally, there is the word itself as it is pronounced and written in a certain 

language. This is usually called the word’s REPRESENTATION. 

If we take the ordinary word chair, different people may have different 

opinions about which referents (real-life objects) can actually be called a 

chair. What do you think about the following referents? Are they all chairs? 

 

The fact that not everyone agrees on what exactly constitutes a chair is 

because words in everyday language do not have EXACT definitions. 

Naturally, we have a quite good idea of the meanings of words, but 

sometimes one can be uncertain about what a particular object should be 

called. 

When it comes to TERMS, it is different. The most important characteristic 

of a term is that it always has an EXACT DEFINITION. This definition is 

established in a specific context, by a certain group of people working 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
333 

together in a particular field where it is important that everyone knows 

exactly what is meant by a certain term. 

 

When working with language and grammar, it is important to agree on, 

for example, what a VERB is. A good definition is that a verb is “a word 

that is conjugated in different tenses.” With this definition, one never 

needs to hesitate about what constitutes a verb. For example, the word 

waa cannot be a verb in Somali because it cannot be conjugated in the past, 

present, and future tenses. 

Sometimes, the same word can be both a common, general word in 

everyday language and a term in professional or scientific language. In 

such cases, it is actually a matter of two different words that are 

homonyms of each other. They are pronounced and written the same way, 

but they mean different things. 

This is the case with the Somali word magac. As a general language word, 

it corresponds to the Swedish namn and the English name, but as a 

linguistic term, magac must be translated into Swedish as substantiv and 

into English as noun. 
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magac 1 (common word)   Sw. namn  En. name  

 magac 2 (linguistic term)  Sw. substantiv En. noun  

 magac gaar ah (linguistic term) Sw. egennamn  En. proper noun 

The word name is not a term at all in English; instead, the term proper noun 

is used, while the corresponding term in Swedish is egennamn. 

As shown in the table above, a term can consist of one or more words. All 

the Swedish terms in the table consist of only one word, while one of the 

Somali and one of the English terms consists of multiple words. 

If you do not know the definition, it can often be very difficult to 

understand what a term actually means. This is likely the case for most 

people with the linguistic term magac. If you do not know what it denotes, 

you are likely to be misled by the meaning you know from the word 

magac in everyday communication. The Swedish term substantiv is not 

tricky in the same way, as it really sounds like a term and has no other 

meaning. If you do not know what substantiv means, you most probably 

realize that you need to find out. 

Another example comes from healthcare administration, where statistics 

are kept on the number of patient visits. In that context, the word visit 

becomes a term that must be given an exact definition so that all staff count 

the number of visits in exactly the same way. 

Ordinary people, on the other hand, probably very rarely think about the 

exact meaning of the word visit. 

In conclusion, one can say that all terms are words, but only certain words 

are terms, namely only those words that have an exact definition within a 

specific subject area. 

Terminology & Language Policy 
Creating a unified terminology for a language is no easy task. Often, there 

are different professionals or researchers within the same field who prefer 
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different terms for the same concept. Additionally, it can happen that the 

same term is used for different concepts. It is not uncommon for the same 

term to have slightly different meanings in different subject areas. 

To create order among the terms in a language, a thorough mapping is 

first needed, followed by some guidance through a language policy 

organization that recommends the terms with the best potential, for 

example, because they are the most common, shortest, clearest, etc. 

Existing Somali terms from the 1970s have often been forgotten and 

replaced by loanwords. An inventory of all terms would be an important 

task for developing Somali terminology in various fields. When there is a 

large amount of material from a comprehensive inventory, language 

policy makers and subject matter experts can together create a database 

and/or dictionary where they recommend the terms they consider to work 

best. It is also desirable to provide arguments for the choices made. 

The need for an organization that works with language policy in the field 

of terminology is therefore great. Such work is very important for general 

societal development and for the systematic use of terms in education. 

Glossaries or, even better, an online database with definitions of terms and 

translations into other languages would be of great use. 

For Swedish, such work has been done at the Technical Nomenclature 

Center (Tekniska nomenklaturcentralen, 1941-2000) and the Terminology 

Center (Terminologicentrum, 2000-2018). Since 2019, the responsibility 

has been transferred to the non-profit association Terminologifrämjandet. 

Their work is documented in the database Rikstermbanken. 

For Somali, there is no extensive inventory of the terminology in the texts 

that exist in various specialized fields. However, such an inventory would 

be necessary in order to compile terminology glossaries of the terms that 

are actually in use. 

https://terminologiframjandet.se/
https://www.rikstermbanken.se/
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There are, however, some smaller terminology glossaries in a number of 

scientific fields, but the question is how reliable these glossaries are, 

whether they really reflect the terminology used today, the terminology 

used in Somali textbooks, or whether the lists are based on the 

terminology that the glossary authors themselves wanted to establish. 

Below is a list of some glossaries, some of which are available in Arcadia 

at Università Roma Tre: 

• Guddiga Af Soomaaliga. 1972. Ereybixinta Ganacsiga.  

• Guddiga Af Somaliga. 1972. Eraybixinta af Somaliga ee hawlaha 

wasaradaha. PDF 

• 1984. Barbaarinta jirka: Qaamuuska ereybixinta. PDF 

• 1987. Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee fisikis. PDF 

• 1987. Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee bayoolaji. PDF 

• 1987. Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee juqraafi. PDF 

• 1987. Qaamuuska eray-bixinta ee kimistari. PDF 

• 1987. Qaamuuska eray bixinta ee xisaab. PDF 

• Barkhadle. 1990. Flora of Somalia: Somali plant names dictionary. 

Qaamuuska magacyada dhirta soomaaliyeed. PDF 

• 1992. Study companion word list: Geography. Taxanaha erayadda: 

Juqraafi. English-Somali/Soomaali-Ingriis. 

• 1992. Study companion word list: Mathematics. Taxanaha erayadda: 

Xisaab. English-Somali/Soomaali-Ingriis. 

• 1992. Study companion word list: Science. Eraybixinta: Saynis. English-

Somali/Soomaali-Ingriis. 

• 1992. Study companion word list: Social studies. Taxanaha erayadda: 

Cilmilga bulshada. English-Somali/Soomaali-Ingriis. 

• 1992. Study companion word list: Technology. Taxanaha erayadda: 

Teknooloji. English-Somali/Soomaali-Ingriis. 

• Sooyaan. 1993. Buugga erayada caafimaadka, Sjukvårdsterminologi, 

Iswiidhish-Soomaali, Soomaali-Iswiidhish, Soomaali-Ingiriis, svensk-

somalisk, somalisk-svensk, somalisk-engelsk.  

• Hassan. 2005. Qaamuuska caafimaadka. Soomaali-Ingiriisi.  

• O’Hirsi. 2005. The Somali court interpreter.  

http://dspace-roma3.caspur.it/bitstream/2307/770/1/Eraybixinta%20af%20somaliga%20ee%20hawlaha%20wasaradaha.pdf
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/781
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/788
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/868
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/785
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/787
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/803
http://hdl.handle.net/2307/2053
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• Aadan. 2008. Qaamuuska ganacsiga: Dictionary of business.  

• Diriye. 2011. Qaamuus caafimaad. Concise Somali medical dictionary.  

[Add further term glossaries.] 

Development of terminology in Somali 
Caney (1984: 266ff.) provides a brief background on the rapid expansion 

of Somali terminology that occurred in the 1970s. He argues that, as far as 

possible, the goal was to create terms from native Somali words by 

derivation (e.g., gujis submarine), compounding (e.g., waxsoosaarid 

production), or phrases (e.g., mushaar saafi ah net salary), or give old words 

a completely new meaning or a more precise and narrower meaning (cf. 

Josephson 2018). The choice to prioritise native Somali words was partly 

due to the desire to strengthen the population’s confidence in their own 

language as the country’s new official language by showing that Somali is 

fully sufficient to provide words for all modern phenomena. Borrowing 

from Arabic, English, and Italian would not be necessary. 

They also endeavored to make the new concepts as transparent and easy 

to understand as possible. The idea was that people should be able to 

figure out the meaning of the words themselves when they heard them 

used in a suitable context. 

A considerable number of loanwords still entered the language, especially 

in medicine and chemistry. However, in physics and mathematics, 

significantly fewer loanwords occur. Other areas that were quite open to 

loanwords include trade, economy, military, and technology, but many 

times translation loans were chosen instead, i.e., a Somali concept was 

created according to the same pattern as the corresponding concept in the 

foreign language. 

In areas related to the new Somali society, such as education, language, 

politics, and the labour market, there was a preference for native terms.  
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Agriculture and law did not have as great a need for new, expanded 

terminology and managed to a much greater extent with the existing 

vocabulary. 

Somali has clearly shown that it is fully possible to expand a language's 

vocabulary and terminology very quickly through clear language policy 

and language planning. 

10. Exercises 

10.1 General questions 

1. What is meant by the concept “term”? 

2. Why are terms needed in language? 

3. How is the word magac translated into Swedish as a general word? 

4. How is the word magac translated into Swedish as a term? 

5. Find the word that constitutes the most typical example of a term in each 

of the following sections from different textbooks. 
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10.2  

Look for typical terms in the three texts. Try to find at least three terms in 

each subject. Also try to determine how the term is formed: 

Loanword with sound adaptation 

Loanword without sound adaptation 

Translation loan 

Old word with new meaning 

Root + root 

Root + suffix 

Root + root + suffix 

Two words as a phrase 
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Source: Xisaab, Fasalka 4aad, Muqdisho 1985 
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Source: Saynis, Fasalka 4aad, Hargeysa 2001 
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Source: Qaamuuska Af-Soomaaliga, Roma 2012 

10.3 Terminology in schoolbooks 

Läs de följande innehållsförteckningarna och försök avgöra vilka ord 

som kan anses vara termer. 
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Saynis, Fasalka 4aad, Hargeysa 2001 
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Saynis 5, Itoobiya 2014 
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Cilmiga Bulshada, Muqdisho 2011 
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Xisaab, Fasalka 4, Muqdisho 2001 
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10. Suggested solutions  

10.1 General questions  

1. A term is a word or expression used within a specific subject area or field 

of activity and within that area it has a clearly defined meaning, usually 

through an exact definition of the term's meaning. Terms are common in 

various sciences and professional fields but also in different areas of 

interest, such as various sports. 

2. Terms are needed to ensure that people mean the same thing and 

understand each other correctly when dealing with important matters. 

Terms help create precision and clarity in communication, especially in 

scientific and technical fields. The purpose of terms is to avoid 

misunderstandings due to different uses of words. (In everyday life, it is 

not uncommon for misunderstandings to occur because different people 

interpret the same word differently.) 

3. As a general word, the word magac corresponds to English name. 

4. As a term, the word magac corresponds to English noun. 

5. The word that constitutes the most typical example of a term is 

1. horgale 

2. borotiinka 

3. jamhuuriyadda (dimoqraaddiga) 

4. Jeermigu 

5. waafyaha (kalluun, biyo) 

6. isirka      

The most typical terms hardly appear as general words in the language 

where they would have an "approximate" meaning.  
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The words in parentheses can also be terms, but these words are often 

used in everyday language in a more "approximate" sense. Therefore, they 

are not as clear terms, but they can of course be terms if used in a scientific 

way based on an exact definition. Therefore, those words are also good 

answers. 

10.2 

 

10.3 Terminology in schoolbooks 

Saynis, Fasalka 4aad, Hargeysa 2001 

adke, hoor, neef, wejiyada, uumi-bax, biyow, dhalaal, borootiinnada, 

karboonhaydrayd, dux, fiitamiinno, macdan, huyuumas, xarriiq toosan, 

ilays-noqodka, kulgudbiye, kulmagudbiye 

Saynis 5, Itoobiya 2014 

neefaha, habka neefmareenka, cayayaanka, kalluunka, berri-biyoodka, 

xamaaratada, hab-qorraxeedka, dayax-gacmeedyada 

Cilmiga Bulshada, Muqdisho 2011 

guddoomiyaha degmada, maxkamadda degmada,  

Xisaab, Fasalka 4, Muqdisho 2001 

Tiro, qiimo rugeed, isugeyn, kalagoyn, iskudhufasho, isuqaybin, jajabyo, 

dherer, mitir, sentiimitir, wareeg, bed, waqti, tirooyinka fidsan, 

dhufsaneyaal, isiro, milimitir, kiiloomitir, saddexxagallo, labajibbaarane, 

laydi, joometari, xagal, xagal qumman, xagal fiiqan, xagal furan, khasaare, 

faa’iido 

 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
354 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit 11 
 

Language Technology 
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11. Language Technology 
By LANGUAGE TECHNOLOGY, we mean all the different ways of using 

computers and electronic equipment to handle language, both in written 

and spoken form. This can include everything from electronic dictionaries 

to voice recognition and synthetic speech for reading written texts aloud, 

such as on the web. 

A very common and important type of language technology is LINGUISTIC 

CORPORA. They are used in linguistics to investigate how language is 

actually used in practice. With the help of corpora, one can examine 

questions such as: 

• What does a word mean? 

• How is a word used? 

• How common is a word? 

• How is a word spelled? 

• How is a word inflected? 

What is a corpus? 

A linguistic corpus is a collection of texts that have been selected and 

organized in a certain way for a specific purpose. Today, in most cases, it 

refers to a very LARGE collection of texts stored in ELECTRONIC format in a 

database to enable quick searches using software that often has a user-

friendly interface. 

Corpora that are available to the public usually have a website that makes 

it particularly easy to perform basic searches. Many countries and 

languages today have a “national corpus” managed by a specific institute 

or a university. Such corpora usually consist of hundreds of millions of 

words or even billions of words. An example of a very large corpus is the 

Swedish national corpus KORP at Språkbanken in Gothenburg. It contains 

Swedish texts with a scope of over 16 billion words. 
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https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/ 

What does a corpus consist of? 

Most corpora have a general purpose and therefore aim to include texts of 

as many different types as possible, including texts from: 

• different time periods (contemporary, modern, historical), 

• different geographical regions, 

• factual texts and fiction, 

• different subject areas, 

• written language and spoken language, 

• etc. 

It is important to try to achieve a good balance in the corpus so that it 

becomes as representative as possible of all aspects of the language. 

How is a corpus designed? 

A corpus does not just consist of a bunch of texts. It usually also contains 

a lot of information about the texts and the words in the texts. Above all, 

there are usually clearly indicated references for each text. Often there are 

clickable links directly to the texts if they are available on the web. 

Furthermore, information such as the title of the texts, author, publisher, 

place, year, etc., is provided. 

The texts are often also divided into different categories, such as news, 

politics, fiction, school books, internet texts, etc., so that searches can be 

made in a certain type of text if needed. 

Each word in the texts can also be marked with different types of 

grammatical information, such as part of speech, inflectional form, base 

form, clause element, etc. Misspelled words can also have additional 

information about the correct spelling so that misspelled words are also 

found when searching for the correct spelling. 

https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/
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Corpora change over time 

Most larger corpora are constantly evolving. New texts are constantly 

being added. Therefore, it can often happen that you get different results 

if you search the corpus on two different occasions. The reason is usually 

that the corpus has grown, but it can also be because the search is not done 

in exactly the same way. Most corpora allow a range of more or less 

complex choices for different parameters, and if these choices are not 

exactly the same, the search will not be the same. This usually leads to 

different results. Another possible source of different search results is that 

you have chosen to limit the search to different parts of the corpus 

(different sub-corpora). 

What is a word? 

“Word” is a rather everyday concept and not a scientific term. Therefore, 

it can vary quite a bit what different people mean when they refer to 

“words”. 

For this reason, one should not refer to “words” when discussing words! 

Instead, one should use the terms 

• token - each inidvidual occurrence in a text, 

• type - words that differ in their form, 

• lemma - all inflectional forms of a word. 

Token versus Type 

How many words are there in the following sentence? 

Arbeta två och två och lös den här uppgiften. 

If you only count the words without considering their forms, there are 9 

words. These are then 9 TOKENS. If you instead look at the words and 
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compare them to each other so that you don’t count repetitions of the same 

form, then there are only 7 words. These are then 7 TYPES. 

When indicating the size of a corpus, the number of tokens is given. In 

most corpora, also punctuation marks are usually counted as tokens. If we 

count the period at the end of the sentence above, there are 10 tokens and 

8 types. 

Type versus Lemma 

Are the words in the following list the same word or different words?  

car, cars, car’s, cars' 

Both answers are possible. In the same way as before, this is a matter of 4 

tokens and 4 types. All forms are different. But the words are also related 

to each other because they have a common meaning. They are all 

grammatical forms representing the same concept. All these forms 

together constitute ONE LEMMA. So, we are dealing with 4 types, but only 

one lemma. 

Somali Corpora 

Currently, there are at least four Somali corpora with between 3 and 79 

million tokens. Three are open to the public. One is not available to the 

public. 

Bangiga Af Soomaaliga / Somali Korp 

The Language Bank at University of Gothenburg hosts the Swedish 

national corpus Korp. It contains more than 16 billion tokens of Swedish, 

but also some smaller collections of texts in other languages. 

Since 28 October 2015, there is a section with Somali texts in Korp. 

Currently, the Somali collections amount to about 22 million tokens. 

 https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali 

https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali
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The content of Somali Korp is mostly news texts, but schoolbooks from 

Mogadishu, Hargeysa, and Jigjiga as well as some fiction also constitute 

important parts. 

Kaydka Af Soomaaliga / Somali Corpus 

At the University of Naples (Napoli in Italian), Jama Muse Jama has 

developed the Somali Corpus in cooperation with Professor Giorgio Banti. 

The corpus, which was launched on the web in June 2016, contains about 

3 million words and is located at the Redsea Cultural Foundation in 

Hargeysa: http://www.somalicorpus.com/ 

Somali Corpus contains quite a lot of fiction and poetry, but also some 

news as well as political and other society texts. 

HaBiT / Somali Web Corpus 2016 

The universities of Oslo (Norway), Brno (Czech Republic), and Addis 

Ababa (Ethiopia) have created large corpora for four Ethiopian languages. 

The corpora exclusively contain texts from the internet: Amharic (30 

million tokens), Oromo (5 million tokens), Tigrinya (2.5 million tokens), 

but their largest corpus is the Somali one, which comprises about 79 

million tokens: 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align= 

The texts have been collected automatically by a computer programmed 

to search for texts where a small number of the most common Somali 

words all appear in the text.  

About HaBiT: https://www.sketchengine.eu/sowac-somali-corpus/  

An Crúbadán 

The An Crúbadán project at Saint Louis University (USA) has also created 

a Somali corpus of about 25 million tokens based on texts from the 

internet. However, their corpus is not available to the public. Only a 

frequency list can be downloaded from their website: 

http://www.somalicorpus.com/
https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align
https://www.sketchengine.eu/sowac-somali-corpus/
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http://crubadan.org/languages/so 

 

Comparison of the sizes of the different corpora 

Swedish Korp      16 110 000 000 tokens   Gothenburg 

HaBiT Somali WaC   79 741 231 tokens    Brno, Czech Republic 

An Crúbadán   24 648 653 words    Saint Louis, USA 

Somali Korp         22 240 000 tokens    Gothenburg 

Somali Corpus             3 002 198 words    Hargeisa  

 

Internet 

Compared to all the Somali texts available in all Somali books, news-

papers, and on the entire internet, all of these corpora are of course very 

small. Many important words do not appear in the corpora at all. To find 

examples of how less common words are used, one often has to search the 

internet using a search engine. 

Different search engines work in very different ways. They do not actually 

search the internet directly; instead, they have access to preciously 

collected pages from the internet, which have then processed and indexed 

on huge computers. The number of pages indexed in this way varies 

between the search engines, and therefore the number and kind of hits 

you get with different search engines also varies significantly. 

Google probably has the largest number of indexed pages and therefore 

provides the most hits. 

https://www.google.com/ 

There are many other search engines, such as Bing and Yahoo. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_search_engines  

http://crubadan.org/languages/so
http://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/
https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align=
https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align=
https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align=
http://crubadan.org/languages/so
http://crubadan.org/languages/so
https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali
http://www.somalicorpus.com/
https://www.google.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_search_engines
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Ö vning 5.2 
Use the corpora 

https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align=  

and different dictionaries that you might have access to, e.g. 

Puglielli & Mansuur. 2012. Qaamuuska af Soomaaliga. Roma.  

Keenadiid. 1976. Qaamuuska af-Soomaaliga. Muqdisho.  

Badil & Hassan. 2010. Lexin. Svensk-somaliskt lexikon. Uppsala. 

Agostini & Puglielli & Siyaad (eds.). 1985. Dizionario somalo-italiano. Roma. 

Lexin på nett: Bokmål-somali-bokmål. Oslo. 

Suomi-somali-sanakirja. Helsinki. 

Алейников С. В. 2012. Сомалийско-русский словарь. Eraykoobka soomaali-ruush 

ah. Москва. 

Which spelling is the most common?   

Which ones can be considered standard Somali spelling?   

Why? 

ey    eey 

halkan   halkaan 

kubada   kubbada   kubadda   kubbadda 

boqorada  boqorrada  boqoradda 

weydiin   weyddiin 

dambe   danbe 

sabti   Sabti 

madax weyne madaxweyne 

https://spraakbanken.gu.se/korp/?mode=somali
https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first_form?corpname=sowac16;align
http://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/bitstream/2307/720/1/QAAMUUSKA%20AF-SOOMAALIGA%5b1%5d.pdf
http://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/bitstream/2307/2021/1/Dizionario%20Yaasiin%20C.%20Keenadiid.pdf
http://lexin.nada.kth.se/lexin/#searchinfo=both,swe_som,;
https://arcadia.sba.uniroma3.it/handle/2307/5397
http://lexin.udir.no/?mode=main-page&sub-mode=search&dict=nbo-som-maxi&ui-lang=nbo
http://kaino.kotus.fi/somali/
http://book.iimes.su/wp-content/uploads/main/som2011a.pdf
http://book.iimes.su/wp-content/uploads/main/som2011a.pdf
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libaax badeed libaaxbadeed 

la iska   layska 

in uu   inuu 

waxa uu   waxuu   wuxuu 

Ö vning 5.2 
      ey    eey  hund 

Korp:   1036     455 

Habit:   4338   3345  

Korp school:      30       36  

Both spellings, ey and eey, are alomst equally common in the sense 

‘dog’. Both are found in several dictionaries.  

The spelling ay chould not be used for ’dog’, only for ‘she’. PRactically 

all dictionaries agree on this. 

  halkan   halkaan 

Korp:      5157 (96%)    195 

Habit:   29348 (81%)  6730 

Korp school:      135 (96%)        6 

Many grammar books give both forms of this ending, -an and -aan, 

hence both should be considered correct, alternative forms in standard 

Somali. However, statistically -an is more common and therefore most 

likely the form that most speakers consider more unmarked or neutral. 

kubada  kubbada  kubadda  kubbadda 

K:    437     104      2296   388 (12%) 

H:  8097   1727    13089   659   (4%) 

Ks:      10       31          16   228 (80%) 

Somali grammar rules say that b, d, g, l, m, n, r should be doubled when 

the pronunciation is more energetic. All handbooks agree on this. 
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Therefore the form kubbadda is the only correct form in written standard 

Somali, even though it is not the most common form in the corpora. 

However, if we only look at the Korp sub-corpus containing schoolbooks, 

it is actually the most common spelling! 

     boqorro+da  boqorad+da 

  boqorada  boqorrada  boqoradda 

K:   142    157      59  

H:   618    185    204 

Ks:     16        9        3 

For these form the spelling reflects an important grammatical difference 

in the structure and meaning of the words. Depending on the doubled 

consonant, it means ’the kings’ or ’the queen’. Unfortunately, it seems 

that not even the schoolbooks manage to keep these two meanings apart. 

weydiin   weyddiin        

K:    645 (96%)  26  

H:  1824 (97%)  51 

Ks:      52 (95%)    3 

Practically all dictionaries contain this word with double -dd-. Only 

Alejnikov writes it with a single -d-. However, in practice, it is almost 

always written with a single -d-, also in the schoolbooks. Therefore the 

spellning with a single -d- must be considered an alternative correct 

spelling in standard Somali. The usage has change, but the dictionaries 

have not registered this quite evident development. 

dambe   danbe   

K:    7680 (84%)    1516 (16%)     

H:  22861 (66%)  11679 (34%) 

Ks:      308 (93%)        24 (7%) 
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The spelling with -mb- is the most common in both corpora, and especially 

in the schoolbooks. However, in the dictionaries there is no really clear 

favourite.  

Keenadiid 1976: danbe 

Saalax X. Carab 2004: dambe / danbe  

Warsame 2008: danbe 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: dambe 

Alejnikov 2012: dambe 

Aadan X. Aadan 2013: dambe / danbe 

There seems to be a change in progress. Earlier -nb- was more common. 

Today -mb- is becoming more common. Spelling with -mb- corresponds 

to the pronunciation. Spelling with -nb- might be influenced by Arabic 

where -nb- is used, not -mb-. 

Sammanfattningsvis bör nog båda formerna ses som standardspråkliga, 

men dambe bör ses som den moderna stavningen och danbe som 

betydligt mera konservativ, kan till och med något ålderdomlig. 

sabti   Sabti 

K:    74 (34%)  148 (66%) 

H:  377 (24%)  1168 (76%) 

Ks:      9 (11%)  75 (89%) 

Puglielli & Mansuur 2012: sabti 

nästan alla andra ordbäcker: Sabti 

Praktiskt taget alla handböcker är överens om att veckodagar och 

månader skrivs med stor bokstav. Detta är något som ofta påpekas och 

övas i skolböckerna. 

madax weyne madaxweyne 

K:    38    15811 

H:  104    18965 

Ks:      0          11 
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Ordböckerna anger bara den sammanskrivna formen.  

Den sammanskrivna formen dominerar starkt i alla källor. 

Sammanskrivning förespråkas allmänt i handböckerna. Den kan därmed 

ses som den enda korrekta formen. 

libaax badeed libaaxbadeed libaax-badeed 

K:   10    2 

H:     8    2 

Ks:     6    0 

Antalet träffar i korpusarna är väldig litet. Variationen är stor och 

särskrivning verkar äverväga. Även skrivning med bindestreck 

förekommer, men är svår att söka på i korpusarna. Inga klara regler 

finns i handböckerna, även om sammanskrivning förespråkas allmänt. 

Alla tre stavningarna måste accepteras som standardspråkliga. Samtidigt 

är det viktigt för den som skriver att vara konsekvent och välja ett sätt att 

skriva denna typ av ord. 

la iska   layska 

K:    978 (69%)  430 (31%) 

H:  3564 (76%)  1108 (24%) 

Ks:      41 (77%)  12 (23%) 

Handböckerna anger formen layska, men i praktiken är särskrivning 

vanligare. Särskirvning gör att de båda delarnas stavning inte förändras, 

vilket sannolikt underlättar läsningen. Då den tidigare rekommenderade 

formen layska är ovanligare än särskivning, även i skolböckerna, bör 

båda skrivsätten anses standardspråkliga. Antagligen kan la iska 

betraktas som en moderna stavning och layska som mera konservativ 

(jfr. dambe/danbe). 

in uu   inuu   

K:  13059 (24%)    40863 (76%) 
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H:  78373 (33%)  157518 (67%) 

Ks:    1298 (73%)        757 (27%) 

Här är fördelningen ganska jämn. Skolböckerna har övervägande 

särskrivning, medan andra texter har övervägande sammanskrivning. 

Båda skrivsätten måste anses likvärdiga. Även i t.ex. svenskan finns 

många sådana fall, bl.a. idag / i dag. 

waxa uu   waxuu   wuxuu 

K:    36977 (45%)    832 (1%)  45007 (54%) 

H:  112161 (49%)  7003  (3%)  109240 (48%) 

Ks:      4683 (74%)      68 (1%)  1543 (25%) 

Skrivsätten waxa uu och wuxuu är ungefär lika vanliga. Handböckerna 

medger båda. Skolböckerna använder ävervägande särskrivning, vilket 

skulle kunna anses mera skriftspråkligt. Båda formerna bör anses 

standardspråkliga, men med stilistisk skillnad. Formen waxuu är mycket 

ovanlig och bör inte användas i neutralt standardspråk. 
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Unit 12. Working with corpora 

If you use Google to search for an unusual spelling, the program is helpful 

and also suggests hits with the more common spelling. You can partially 

take control over the searches by putting the search word between 

quotation marks, but you also need to click on Verktyg / Tools… 

 

…and change the option under “Alla resultat” to  “Ordagrant”. 

 

Then you will (primarily) get hits for the exact spelling that you have 

specified in the search box using citation marks. Try, for example: 

• "kubada" 

• "kubbada" 

• "kubadda" 

• "kubbadda" 

The number of hits is then shown to the right. 
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In December 2024, Google gave the following amounts of hits. 

"kubada"  1.750.000 hits 

"kubbada"    334.000 hits 

"kubadda" 1.640.000 hits 

"kubbadda"    452.000 hits 

Sometimes it happens that the same word exists in other languages, and 

in that case, the number of hits can be very misleading. To only get hits on 

Somali pages, you can add a couple of the most common Somali words 

after the search word. Then all the specified words must be on the same 

page.  

De vanliga småorden som man lägger till för att hitta rätt språk brukar 

kallas för ANKARORD. Några vanliga, användbara somaliska ord är iyo, 

soo, waa, ayaa, aan, waxa… 

In December 2024, Google gave the following amounts of hits. 

“kubbad”   134.000 hits 

“kubad”    372.000 hits 

”kubbad” waa iyo    69.100 hits 

“kubad” waa iyo  356.000 hits 

”kubbad” soo iyo    85.900 hits 

“kubad” soo iyo  347.000hits 

In order to get even more precise hits, click on Avancerad sökning. 

 

Put the anchor words on the first line and the word you are searching for 

on the second line with citation marks. Then click the button at the bottom 
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of the page. Then you need to click on Tools / Verktyg again in order to 

see the number of hits. 

 

In December 2024, this search gave  

waa iyo ayaa “kubbad” 54.800 hits  

  waa iyo ayaa “kubad” 314.000 hits 

Search options in corpora 

When you want to make a search in a corpus, the online corpus tool has a 

search engine of its own that lets you make far more precise choices in 

order to find exactly what you are interested in finding. 

Words with different endings 

If you want to find all words that start the same way, you can just enter 

the beginning of these words in the search box. In Korp, you then check 

the small box labelled “initial part” (of the words you want to find). 

If you then enter gacan in the search field you will also get hits like 

gacanta, gacantii, gacantiisa, gacanka, gacanku, etc. 



 Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024 

 
371 

 

If you also check the box labelled “Show statistics” before you make the 

search, you will find a list of all different forms and their frequencies 

under the “Statistics” tab. 

 

If you click on one of the forms, you will get a full list with all the hits for 

that form. 
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To do the same kind of search in HaBiT, you need to click on Query types, 

Then choose word and write the common beginning of the words you are 

interested in followed by .* (period+asterisk). 

 

 

If instead you want to find all words that end in the same way, you need 

to check the box labelled “final part”. 

In HaBiT you just write .* at the beginning of the search string, for 

example,  .*imid in order to find the forms imid, yimid, timid, nimid, etc. 

Uppercase or lowercase letters 

Another important choice is whether you want hits written in both 

uppercase and lowercase letters, or hits only for exactly what you have 

written. If you search for Muqdisho and have checked the case-insensitive 

box, you will also get hits like muqdisho and MUQDISHO. This is the 

default setting in Korp. If you only want hits that match Muqdisho, you 

need to uncheck the box labelled “case-insensitive”. 
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To make an exact search in HaBiT in the same way, you need to click on 

Query types, then choose word, and finally check the box labelled match 

case. 

 

These are just two of the many options available in most corpus tools 

today. 

Statistics  

If you have made a more complex search that leads to hits with different 

spellings, e.g., uppercase and lowercase letters, or the same word with 

several different endings, you can easily see how many hits there are for 

each individual form by choosing to view statistics about the search hits. 

In Korp, you must check the Show statistics box before you carry out the 

search 

 

When the search has finished, you click on the Statistics tab. There you 

will find a list of all the different forms and spellings that appear in the 

results of your search.  
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The numbers in the Total column are of two types. The first number 

indicates the RELATIVE frequency per million words (pmw), while the second 

number indicates the ABSOLUTE frequency in the corpus. In this case, 

different forms that all start with kubbad occur 703 times in the entire 

corpus. Since the corpus contains 18.87 million tokens, the relative 

frequency is 703 / 18.87 = 37.2 pmw. This number is useful if you want to 

compare results in Korp with results from other corpora.  

To get comparable numbers in HaBiT, you must enter the search string 

kubbad.* where the characters .* indicate that any letters or no letters at 

all can occur.  

If you go to https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first?corpname=sowac16 

and enter the search string kubbad.* in the search field, you get 3,852 

hits or 48.31 pmw (per million words). This number is calculated by 

taking the number of hits divided by the size of the corpus (79.74 

million). 

3,852 / 79.74 = 48.31 pmw 

https://corpora.fi.muni.cz/habit/run.cgi/first?corpname=sowac16
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Now you can compare 37.2 pmw in Korp with 48.3 pmw in HaBiT and 

conclude that different forms of kubbad are quite a bit more common in 

HaBiT than in Korp. This is likely due to the type of content found in the 

texts in the two corpora. In HaBiT, there may be many pages about sports 

from the internet.  

 

If you then want to see the frequency for each form of kubbad.* in HaBiT, 

you click on “Node Forms” in the left menu.  
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Information about the hits 

The result of a search is primarily presented as the total number of hits in 

the corpus and a long list of text examples from all the places in the corpus 

where the searched word occurs. The word is usually presented with a 

context that is at most one sentence long. In addition, it is indicated 

through various headings in which sub-corpus each example occurs.  

If you click on one of the examples in Korp, you get more information 

about that example on the right hand side. You usually get to know the 

name of the sub-corpus, the title of the text, the name of the author, the 

publication year, and sometimes even which page the example is from. If 

the text is available on the internet, there is a clickable link to the text. Since 

links sometimes change, some links may have stopped working, but in 

that case, you can usually find the text by googling a few words in the 

example line.  

In HaBiT, the website where the example is taken from is always indicated 

to the left of each example. If you click on a line, the example opens in a 

new window with a little more context, which can can often help you 

better understand the example.  

12. Exercises 

12.1  Korp 

How big is the sub-corpus containing schoolbooks? 

From what period of time are the schoolbooks? 

What is the largest sub-corpus in Korp? 

From what period of time are those texts? 
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12.2  The most frequent words  

Compare the 15 most common words in Korp, HaBiT and An 

Crúbadán. What similarities and differences are there? 

Korp    HaBiT        An Crúbadán 

                       

 

12.3  Meaning 

kuuli 

In Korp: check the box labelled “initial part” 

In HaBiT: write kuuli.* 

12.4  Inflection 

Whatis the most common plural form of 

abti oday maroodi 

In Korp: check the boxes labelled “inital part” and “show 

statistics” and search for abti oday maroodi      

Then click on “Statistics”. 
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In HaBiT: Choose “Word” and search for   abti.* oday.*  

maroodi.* 

Then click on “Node forms”. 

12.5  Uppercase or lowercase? 

jimce, abriil, jiilaal, soomaali  

12. Suggested solutions (2023) 

12.1 Korp 

Size of schoolbooks: 1.255.488 tokens 

Time period for schoolbooks: 1971-2018. 

Largest sub-corpus in Korp: Warar. 

Time period of those texts: 2001-2017 

12.2  The most frequent words 

It’s almost the same list for all three corpora. All the words are 

grammatical function words. There is no noun or adjective on the 

list, and only one verb: ah. 

12.3  Meaning 

 

12.4  Inflection 

In Korp: abtiyaal, odayaal, maroodiyo 

In HaBiT: abtiyaal, odayaal, maroodiyaal 
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12.5  Uppercase or lowercase? 

Jimce, Abriil, jiilaal, Soomaali  

 

 



Morgan Nilsson, University of Gothenburg, 2024

More will follow 

This textbook will be updated with new chapters on a weekly basis during 

the autumn term 2024.  

https://morgannilsson.se/AFewThingsAboutSomali.2022.pdf
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