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The purpose of the present article is the classification of the Oromo dialect continuum. Firstly, the previ-
ous attempts are discussed. As a method the so-called ‘recalibrated glottochronology’ developed by Ser-
gei Starostin was applied. The results confirm the mutual relation of the ‘mainstream’ dialects, Maca, 
Qottu and Borana. In the case of more peripheral dialects the differences are bigger in comparison with 
the ‘impressionistic’ model sketched in Ethnologue16 (Bender compared only those three dialects). The 
reason probably consists in the chosen method: although it is not explicitly said in Ethnologue16, the 
classification used combines the qualitative and geographical approaches, contrary to the present model 
based on strictly quantitative principles.

Václav Blažek, Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic, blazek@phil.muni.cz

1. INTRODUCTION

The aim of the present study is to apply the so-called ‘recalibrated glottochronology’ 
to the Oromo dialect continuum. In number of speakers, Oromo represents surprisingly the 
second biggest Afroasiatic language with c. 30.000.000 speakers (Ethnologue, 16th ed.; 
according to census from 2007 there are 25.488.344 ethnic Oromos in Ethiopia – see Wiki-
pedia). It is only one tenth of the people speaking the first Afroasiatic language in this order, 
Arabic. With regard to the relatively high number of speakers (abstracting from Arabic) and 
to the vast territory, where various Oromo dialects are spoken, it is natural to expect a rela-
tively deep divergence between the geographically most distant dialects.

2. PREVIOUS CLASSIFICATIONS OF OROMO DIALECTS

2.1. In comparison with Somali (e.g. Ehret & Ali 1984), the classification of the Oromo 
dialects is only in the beginning. In Ethnologue16, an outline of the Oromo dialect classifica-
tion is only described. It may be transformed in the following tree-diagram:
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Maca / Wellega
Raya

West-Central Wello
Tulama

Common Oromo Harar
East Qottu

Southeast Guji
South Arsi

Borana
Scheme 1

2.2. The first attempt to apply the lexicostatistic method to measure the mutual distance 
of Oromo dialects, namely Maca, Qottu and Borana, was realized by Bender (1971: 174; 
wordlists: 246–247). His results were Borana vs. Qottu 88%, Maca vs. Qottu 81%, Borana 
vs. Maca 79%. It can be depicted in the following tree-diagram:

Maca

80% Qottu
88%

Borana
Scheme 2

3. APPLICATION OF ‘RECALIBRATED GLOTTOCHRONOLOGY’  
TO CLASSIFICATION OF THE OROMO DIALECTS

3.1. In the present study the lexical data of 8 Oromo dialects recorded in the recent time 
of the last 4 decades were collected and arranged in agreement with etymological corre-
spondences. Five of them appear in Scheme 1, Maca and Wellega are presented separately 
here. Orma and Waata are included in the Oromo classification for the first time. For Raya, 
Wello, Tulama and Arsi the relevant lexical material is not at our disposal.

3.2. The results of the mutual comparisons between Oromo dialects in the standard 
100-word-list were summarized in Table 1.

T a b l e  1

Harar Maca Guji Qottu Borana Orma Waata
Wellega 89/96 = .927 97/98 = .990 89/98 = .908 84/89 = .944 94/100 = .94 87/100 = .87 86/100 = .86
Harar 91/95 = .958 82/94 = .872 80/88 = .909 90/96 = .938 82/96 = .854 81/96 = .844
Maca 89/98 = .908 83/88 = .943 93/98 = .949 90/98 = .918 88/98 = .898
Guji 81/88 = .920 91/97 = .938 86/97 = .887 84/97 = .867
Qottu 85/89 = .955 80/89 = .899 76/89 = .854
Borana 94/100 = .94 92/100 = .92
Orma 95/100 = .95
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3.3. These figures may be transformed in the following tree-diagram, including its glot-
tochronological interpretation

88% 90% 92% 94% 96% 98%
Guji

Harar
.909
940 Wellega

.933 .990
1100 1630 Maca

.944
.884 1160 Qottu
810 .955

1260 Borana

Orma
.950
1220 Waata

Scheme  3

4. DISCUSSION OF THE PRESENT RESULTS

The present results do not confirm the topology of the diagram in Scheme 1. There is 
only a partial agreement in the closer relation between Qottu and Borana in comparison of 
both with Maca / Wellega in Schemes 1 & 2. The most important new information is the 
separated position of Orma and Waata, but not Borana which belongs to the mainstream of 
the Oromo dialects. The internal diversity in the Oromo dialect continuum is comparable 
with the Dullay cluster, if Tsamay is taken aside, or outside of Africa, with the Balto-Fennic 
languages.

5. POSITION OF THE OROMO DIALECT CLUSTER WITHIN EAST CUSHITIC

The East Cushitic branch of the Cushitic language family has been divided into the fol-
lowing groups: Afar-Saho, Somaloid, Galaboid, Oromoid, Dullay, Highland East Cus-
hitic = Burji-Sidamo, plus the isolated language Yaaku. Their internal relations, calculated 
according to the recalibrated glottochronology developed by Sergei Starostin (cf. Blažek 
1997, 2006; Blažek & Záhořík 2008[09]), are depicted in the tree-diagrams in the left side. 
In the right side above there is the tree-diagram depicting the arrangement of these groups 
in the higher hierarchy. This model modifies the idea of the unit called ‘Omo-Tana’, for-
mulated by Bernd Heine (1976: 179), who defined three subbranches: Western = Galaboid, 
Northern = Bayso, Eastern = ‘Sam’ = Somali+Boni+Rendille+Jiddu. For comparison, the 
tree-diagrams expressing the internal relations of the Central Cushitic = Agaw and South 
Cushitic (minus Ma’a and Dahalo) are added.

The figures indicate the estimation of the year of disintegration (- = BC) / percentage of 
the common cognates from the standard 100-word-list. 
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