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Abstract 

This silldy (,.lploills 110(/1 lile gmlllllior of Western dialecl of IIfall OrolllO (WOIIO 

l,emUler) 1I1f1111/esls gellder bios ideology in Ihe liglll of Ihe sacia-cullllml slmlifiUllion of 

Ihe speJlkers of I/,e language. 

IIfan D rama fol/OlPS a cullllrni Iliemrchy Ihal favors men aud demeans 11'01"111'11. n,is 

Ir//"lgII oge funchons on binllry gellder sys lelll. Nouns are enlegorized under one of IIII' /WO 

gellder CIIlegories nanlely, lIIasCl/lille and fe lllinine based on sell/onlic crileria. NOllns 

(I' i lh /legatiue allribllies ore mlegorized IIl1der fe lllinille gender 1I'llile 1//051' (/l ilh 

relrl liuely posilh 'e allrillllles are <"IIlegorized IInder Illasclliine gender. n,is polart zed 

lillgllislic property rejlec ls I/,e socio-cu l/ll rnl p laces of IIII'll andlPomell in Ihe langllogl' 

co 1111 II U II i I y. 

III IIlilll ()ro ll iO gellder IliJls i5 Iilso 1I1lllliresied IIlrGugll Jld'llillislrnlh 'e alld 1'1"0/('5:;1011 

lities. /\5 Ihi5 511111.'1 11"11'5 10 nplJlIII . 1IIIIIIIIIisll'll ilOll 111111 prn/i>ssioll litie:; ill Ili/krelli 

Illsher soclO-poliliuil posillOlIS. III JllldlliIJlI tilis 511111 1/ 11150 SIIO(I '5 tilllllli 5pill' 0/ tiw./il(/ 

III 1111' I,rl'selll sOllie OrolllO (POlllell IlII ('e 11[(1'55 10 poliliUlI WId 50cial affJl irs. 1\ lIri tillS is 

IIlIesled 1'.'/ ti,e IlIck orti.'lIlillillerOrtIlS o(Jldlllllll slrnliolllulIll'ro/esslOllllllities. 

lis til is sillily Iries 10 5110(1', SOliII' 1I 1I1'f.;; ill ' te rtll S i ll W/J/\D olso dispf,lI/ S"IIII('/' 1III(s 

idl'ology. n,ese irlllejill ill' IIOUIIS lin' IIll1snililic lentls tillli do lIollJlree /e lll illlllejiJrllls. lis 

IIIl' slll (lt/ 511071'5, til<'SI' I III1SCII Ii II I' ill/l" Jillile lerlll s n:/7ecl Ihe IJIISI soc'in -clIlluml Irees or 

llie fOllgllllge CO l/flll/llllf y ill (('lIiell ({ 'OIII('11 h{/(IC Iwell IJ/fl fgiJ1 (J/ized. /11 I/(fdillOll IIlesc 

,ude/illll,' lenll s illl)ll y til<' hllbil or IlIkillg Ihe IIIOSCillill1' gellrier /IS 1I0mlllli ('t' ill IIII' 

jJrcselll li'(lcs of tile I(/Il'!.lfn~l' (()/ II/ IIIlIlI/ I/. . l' _ 

'Ihis sllidy II/su 511011'5 111111 W[)II() nllii lils gellder bios ideology timJJJgiJ Ilisiorimlly losl 

)i'lIIillill l' fOrtJlS of dil!erelll lertll s. lis lI,is silidy orgill's III is 1'1'1'111 lIIigM 11111'1' riij/prell l 

II I 



sociolinguistic justificalions but it IPould still be geuder bias 115 illlllly clia l/enge 'lpOlllen's 

self esleelll, 

III (liidil ioll, lliis sludy IIrgllcs lliat 'I'erbs '((Iliicil express SOllie socio-cllllllmi oe/h,ilies like 

Illarrioge, cliild rearillg, IIl1d flllllily IIdlllillislrnlion in tlie IlIlIgllage COlIlIl lI.lIIil,y exliibil 

gellder I,ins, Tlie grllllll'lln'r of WOAO employs collventions of '((lord collocnlion based on 

tlte SOCiO-Cll llllrill gender roles of 1'111'11 nnd wOlllen in 01'01110 society, Tllis activity reflects 

tlie socinl places of lIIen and 7(101'IIen in Ihe society, 

i'lIrlllemlOre, litis stlldy also argues lliol proper 1I01lies ill Afan OrolllO exliibil gCllder 

billS, III Aftlll 0 1'01110 proper names slio'((l gender billS in t'{PO '{Pays, rile firsl is Ihe 

sellllllilie collnololiolls of lIle 1I(l/lleS, SOllie Jelllole IWllies lillve lIegllliue COllilOtatiol1s llial 

IIl1ly clilllle llge 11'011 11'11 '5 self esteelll '{Pllile sOllie male names 110'1'1' posiliI'1' COllllolalioliS 

11101 illil iwte IIII' liiglier social place gi-I'/!II 10 Illell ill tlie society, ,{hc secolld IS IIII' absellce 

of I'llm/lel felllale lIalll,'S fo r SOli/(' 1111111' 1Il1l1les, III spill' of IIII' /il(/ lila I IIII' gUIIIIlIlIII,' of IIII' 

IlIlIgllllge 11110 IPS IIII' jonllolioll O/.fr' lIl1lle 1I11111CS pllmllel IPill1 III1i1e 1I11111es II'e /i lld gaps 

1",, '111151' or 1111111' dOlllill/lllee ill IiiI' socie ly, 

/'IllS ,'Illdy (1150 Iries 10511011' 11/(/1 IIw(igllm li'l 'e liS,' 0(11011115 re/,'rl'lllg 10 lilli/" IIll1lfelllllle 

III A/illl (Jro lllO ,lis!,lay gellda billS, NOIIIIS re(errillg 10 l;' l1l/ ile li re j ig II I'll I i'/'c1y IIser! 10 

npress lIego lme socilll 1'lIl l1es, Oil IIIl' oilier lilll/{i, 11011115 re/~ rl'lllg 10 111111,' 111'1' II sed 10 

e,\press collcepl s 1I111111/TI'e I'osili-I 'e IIl1d 1lO/'IIl/lli7'e socllil 'I'OIIl/,S, 

IV 



1.1. Background 

1.1.1 The people 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The Oromo belong to' the Cush itie stock o f people. They live in so uth ern 

Ethiopia a nd northern Ke nya. (Gragg 1982, Clamons 1992 and Gre iferow­

Mewis 200 1) In Ethiopia the Oromo a re estimated to be 26, 553,000 in 

n u mber, 13,249,999 male and 13,303,00 1 female:. (Centra l S tatistics Agency 

of Ethiopia 2 005) Accord ing to Tesem a Ta'a (2006), they a re the la rgest ethnic 

group in the horn of Africa. 

The E th iopian Oromo occupy an a rea stretching from the Western e nd of the 

cou nt ry to th e I':aste rn e nd and form Southern end to up in the Northern part. 

(era o" 1982 Baye Yimam 1986) Dependin o on their oeo"I'a lJhica l location the hI:':> , b Db , 

Ommo arc engaged in different economic ac tivitics like pastoralism, crop 

cul ti vati on and animal husbandl'Y. (C la m ons 1992) In thc past the Oromo 

rnain ly followed a c ultural belief of their own. However, today they may 1'011011' 

a synCl'elic cu lture of Christian, Muslim and Oromo belicl's. (ibid) 

The Oromo arc patriarchal and patrclineal people . (i\smarom 1973, Negaso 

2000, and Moha mmed 1990) Accord in g to Wondwesen (2000), gender bias 

ideology in Oromo society starts a t the b irth of a chi ld. The 'ululation' sound 

for the hera ld of the child's birth is only three times for a female c hild whil e it 

may exten d up to c leven times for a male child . The society al so shows the 

icieology of gender b ia s through proverbs and folksongs . 1;0 1' instance , they ----
utter- proverbs like, [cfala :t u cfala: argataJ 'one wh o begets female is female'. 

(ibid) [ta :u> rra durba cfa ltfu wayyaJ. 'Beller beget female than sit idle '. 

Cender bias a lso preva ils in the process of rearing male and fema le ch ild ren. 

Depending on t h e ir sex, ch ildren rece ive unequal respect, responsibilities and 



d uties . Fe m a le children arc assign ed to und er take heavy wo rkload until a few 

days before thei r marriage while male children tra in to be leade rs . in the ir 

soc ie ty . (N egaso 2 000) 

The c ul tura l gender bias ideology a lso mani fe sts through the process of 

marnage . A wom a n ' IS not a llowed to c hoose h e r marnage partner. 

(Wendwesen 2000) It is th e pa rents of the man o r himse lf t hat chooses a 

wom a n for m a rria ge. In form a l c ultural marriage , the man or his pa rents se nd 

Id3a: rsoli:1 'e lde rly men' as mediators to the woman's pa rents to ask for their 

per m issio n to let the m a n take th e woman in marriage . The wom a n's parents 
/ 

ask the m an o r hi s pa ren ts to pay marnage prIce in exchange of thei r 

dau ghte r. Accord ing to Negaso (2 000), if th e m a n cannot a fford the marriage 

price, he is asked to work for the woman's parents o r p romi se that the ir fu lLI rc 

children wou ld be given to them (to rep lace the physical labor the woman 

cove rs at he l- parents' h ome). 

Wondwesen (2000) argues that th e act or aski ng bride-\Vealth III exc hange or CI 

woman given in marriage in Oromo society is a patriarcha l practi ce lhal 

degrades and devalues woman . Moreover, clcco rdin g to Ncgaso (2000), in the 

past the husband had the I-ight to even lake away the lives o f h is wife and 

children if h e thought that thcy deserved this pun ishmen t. 

Anothe r c ultured practice that may be ad ded to the un favora b le soeio-eultUl'al 

sta tu s of the ()romo woman is the practice of kidnaPfing women for malTiagc. 

Si nce n ot many could afford the bride -wealth g iven to the woman's parcnts, 

some men used to k idn apl\>ing women for marriagr: (now this practice is being 

left out because of modern law en forceme nt). 

In Oromo soc iety wo m en arc not allowed to inherit the ir parents' or their 

husba nd 's property. (Wondwesen 2000) In the past Property ownership had 

been the exclu s ive right of men. Women had no righ t to own any valuable 

prope rty. (Negaso 2000) 
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Cenerally, the Oramo tradition ally had given higher social value to male and 

undermined the female. In addition to undermining women by the ir social 

practices, the male in traditional Oramo society showed their dominant social 

position by wearing [ka ll atfa] 'phallus' on their forehead. (Negaso 2000: 128) 

In formal cultural marriage, women are fed only with [aka: i:] 'roasted grain' for 

five consecutive days until their wedding days. On the contrary, men are fed 

with nutritious food like chicken and soup for fifteen consecutive days until 

their wedding days. This practice is to weaken women so that they cannot 

defend themselves from the possible physical struggle during sexual 

intercourse on the day of their marriage. 

The Oromo women arc not allowed to have pre marital sex. (ibid) In fact they 

arc expected to be virgins. If a woman is not a virgin when she gets married, 

the man has the 'I-ight' to beat and send her back to her parents (in which 

case it would be considered as shame for the woman and her piJl'Cnts). 

The Ommo women arc economically depcndent. Their dependence has 

emanated from the soeio-cultural lives of the society . Women arc engaged in 

service gIV in g \\forks , \vhite men arc engaged III v\forks lhal gcncralc 

posseSSlOns. (ibid) 

In the tradi tional Oromo admin istration system (the Cad a administration 

system) women were not allowed to take part in socio-political ac ti vit ies. I<:vcn 

today , in spite of the availability of these possibilities , we do not sec many 

women on adm inistrative posts because of the fact that many ' arc not 

cd uca teel . 
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1.1.2 The language 

Afan Oromo belongs to the E:a st Cushitic branch of Afroasiatic lan guage 

family. (Bender 1976, Gragg 1982, Clamon s 1992, and Gricfenow-Mewis 

2 00 I) r~egard ing t h e pos ition of Afan Oromo within Afroa s iatie language 

family, CI~mon1i (1992 :8) propos es the following. 

Afro siatic 

Beja southern 

~ wr'"/K 
Omotic Cus hiti c Chadic Scme tic Berber An c ient Egyptia n 

Ce ntral (Agaw) South !':as t 

LO\·,la n d 

\ 
Afat-jSah o Owmo I~endill e Boni Soma li Sidama 13u rj i 

In n :la ti on to th e othe r Eth iopian languages, Afan Oromo is a fairh st.l.Iclicci 

la ngu age. However, the number of its dialects is not ye t estab lished. Many 

schol a rs , who studied the la n guage, roughly classify Afan Oromo in to diffe rent 

grou ps of dialects . [<or instan ce, Ce rulli (1922) spots three g roups, Macca 

(Limmu, Goma , Lieqa and Jimma), Tula ma (dialec ts of Shoal and Eas tern 
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dialects . Bryan (1948) rccognizes fo • .!,!.f. groups of dia lects, th c Western (M acca) 

the Central (Tulama), thc Northern (Wollo and Raya ), the Eastern (Arsi, Guji 

and [3orana ). Hcine (1981) di s tin guishes as far as s ix groups of dialects, the 
~ 

No rthcrn dialec ts (Macca, Tula m a, Raya, Wollo) the Eastern (No le, Babillc , 

1,)l a rso , Ala, l ttu, Odorra, Anniya, a nd K~rayyu), and ... IArsi/ ... , Guj i, Borana, 

and Ga bra. And Gragg (1982) distinguis h es five groups of dialec ts , the 

Western (consis ting Wallaga and North lluba bor and Kaffa), the Eastern 

(H a rarge), the south ern (cons is ting Bora n a, Ba le a nd perhaps with Oromo of 

North Kenya), t he Centra l (co mpri s ing o f la rge part of Shewa and possibly will 

extend to ... IArsil ... ). 

Afan Oromo is spoken as m other ton gue and as second la n gu agc mainly 111 

Ethi opia and the horn of Afri ca. Cla mons (1992:2) puts th is fact as follows, 

.. . as m Olher long uc il is spoken in southcrn Elhiopia, in 

wes lern highlands belween Blue Nil e and Gojeb rivers, 

throughoul much of Shoa , as far caSl as !-larar a nd soulh in lO 

Kcnya and also in communilies in Wollo, Northern Elhiopia 

.Oromo is a lso spoken as a mOlhcr tonguc in northern Kenya 

in com muni lies lhal eXlend soulh lhroughoul the TOlna river 

valley LO th e coaSl of Indian ocean a nd in co mmunilies along 

lh c eoa sl as far so u th as I<i I i fi . 

Il is a lso spoke n wid ely as a second lan gu age in neighboring a reas in the horn 

of Afr ica, especially in rural areas. (ibid) 

Acco l"ding LO Mohammed Hasscll and Hayward (I Sl80) Bender (1 976) a nd 

Mohammed Hassen ( 1990), ci ted in CIa mons (199 2 :5), "lhe Oromo peopl e .. 

lexpandcdl .. LOward the ee nlral highlands and adjaeen l a reas in soulhern 

Ethiopia lo occupy lhc arca lhey in habited now. Du rin g the time o f thei r 

expansion , other Cushilie, Semetic and Omotic people we re abso rbed into lhe 

Oromo society. Oromo became th e mosl esse nti a l lin gua franca in th e whole 
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area and continued to be the most important language for common 

commun ication in southe rn Ethiopia and neighboring areas in the horn of 

Africa. (Hod so n c ited in Clamons 1992) According to He ine (1 980), Afa n 

Oromo is replacing Burji, a Cushitic language spoke n II1 the h ighland area of 

n orthern Kenya. 

Today, in Ethiopia Afan Oromo is the offic ia l language of Oromia Rigion. lt is 

used as a med ium of in struction in sc h ools (grade 1-8) and in the region's 

Teach ers Training Colleges. In addi tion, from grade 9-12 it is taught as a 

s u bject and it is given in Ethi opian School Leaving Exam. It is taugh t as major 

and minor courses II1 di ffe rent Ethiopi a n Universities . In Addis Ababa 

Univers ity it is taught as a m ajo r and minor cou rse a t BA and as major course 

at M/\ level. At ,Jimma and Hara maya Universities it is offered as a minor and 

major co urse at B/\ levcl. At Mekelle University it is o ffered as a minor eour'se 

at 13/\ leve I. 

There arc three newspape rs printed in Afan Oromo. Th cy are I3ariisclCI 'da wn ' 

f(allClcrw 'fore head ' and Oromiyaa. Thcre arc also serviccs in I\l'a n Ot'Omo on 

I~adio ~thiopia and I~ a d i o 17 ana and I<: thio pian Television. (Wonc!wcscn 

2000:2) 

1.2 Statement of the problem 

Th e grammar 01' Afan Oromo opcrates on two gcndcr systems (masculine and 

fem inine). Objec ts and conccpts arc categorized under feminine or masculinc 

gende r depending on their' natural sex , their positivc and negative attributcs , 

thei r' social valucs and their relat ionships with the language communilY. 

The categorizalion of objects and concepts under feminine or masculinc 

gender depcnding on thc physica l nature of the objects and the altitude of the 

speakers on the references seem metaphorical conceptualization cmanaling 

from the gcnder bias ideology of the language communi lY. According lO thc 

6 



grammar of Afan Oromo most objects and concepts with positive aLtributes, 

desirable social values, and at good relationship with the language community 

a re categorized und er masculine gender. On th e other hand, mos t objects and 

concepts with nega tive attributes, undesirable social values a nd those that 

havc ncga tive relat io nships with the la nguage community are groupcd undc r 

feminine gender. 

I n addition to gender categorization, the language manifests the ideology of 

gender bias through its morphological and sem a ntic system. I"urthermore, 

some lexical items of the language and th eir exclusive u sage with women or 

men show th e gender bias of the communi ty as practiced in their socia l and 

cultu ral li ves. The fac t that the Oromo socio-culturally favors males and 

disfavors female s might be a reason for the language to reOect gende r bias 

ideology. In the past this ideology had been potted only verbally while today it 

a lso m a nifests in text books and different writLen materials . 

In 1992, when teachin g materials were prepa red in Afa n Oromo, it seems that 

no t mu ch attcntion had been given to the gender' irrrbalanees, possibly for the 

absence of significant number of females in the planning team or the presence 

of other problems whi c h engaged the attention of the team. In addition , no 

lin guist or social scientist has given much weight to this problem ye t. 

1.3 Objectives of the study 

This study seeks to achieve one gene ra l and one specific goal. Generally . the 

study intends to serutin i ~e how soc io-e ultural ge nder bias manifests throu gh 

language structure and explain the rela tion between the twei. Specifically, the 

s tudy intends to investigaLe a nd analyze a reas of !\fan ' Oromo grammar that 

exhibit gender bias ideology. To c~ply with th is objective the morphology, 

syntax and semantic systetll of the language are scrutinized. The usc of the -
feminine gende r to express negative concepts like inferiority and undes irability 
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and masculine gender to cxplain conccpts like superiority and strength are 

analyzed in light of the Oromo culture a nd social stratification. 

1.4 Hypothesis of the study 

Based on the s oe io-eultura l status of male and fema le in Oromo society and 

the grammatica l structure of Afan Oromo, I pres uppose the following 

hypothesis. 

1) The grammar of Afan Oromo maintains a hierarchy that physio logically 

favors men and challenges the self esteem of women. 

2) The grammar of Afan Oromo reflects the social status of mcn and women 

in the language co mmunity . 

3) The grammar of Afan Oromo functions as a haul~r of ge nd er bias id eology 

(male dominance and fem ale subordin a tion ) in thc soc icty. 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

Thi s study is believed to be a glimmer to show the magnitude of gender bias 

ideology in I\fan Oromo to concerned sch olars and language planne rs and call 

their attention to do some language planning work in this direction. IL may 

a lso con lri butc a drople t of informa tion to language and gende r study, which 

is universa lly hot research topi c today. In add ition, thc study is bclieved to 

evoke much sc holarly debate on the re lations hip between socia l gender bias 

and language structu re . 

1.6 Research Design 

Under this section the types of linguistic data collected for the s tudy and the 

methodologies used to collect them would be discussed . Furthermore, the 

methodologie s used for the analysis of the data would also be expounded. 
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1.6.1 Area of the study 

This study focuses on the Wollega d ialect of Afan Oromo (on c of the Wes tcrn 

dialec ts of Man Oromo according to G ragg 1982). Thi s dia lect is ehoscn for thc 

rcaso n that , (from my personal observation) Afan Oromo text books for grade 

one through twelve exhibit the dominance of this dialect which contains a lot 

of gender bias idcology. 

1.6.2 Methods of data collection and data analysis 

The study is based on quantitative and qualita tivc data. These data havc becn 

collcctcd from diffe re nt sourccs u s m g vario u s data collection tcchnique s . 

Secondary sources such a s Afan Oromo text books, grammar books, a nd one 

s pecific Oromo-Engli sh di c tiona ry have been used to co ll ect nouns, verbs, and 

d iffere nt cxpress ions. In add it ion, primary so urces havc also been used to 

co llect proper nouns and difTerent expressions. 

1830 common noun s have been collectcd from Tilahun Gamta's (I (89) 

(homo- English dict ionary . The n these have bee n exa mined for the i,' gend e r 

ass ignm ents in different contexts. Then the nouns have been grouped under 

mascul in e or femi nine gmmmatieal ge nder . 

With the help of three lite rate fie ld assistants, 10 12 proper names have 

ran domly been collected from residents of Dembi Dollo 0 3 kebele. Th en 937 of 

the names have been filte"ed out from th e crude data . Then these have been 

ana ly%ed I'or their sema ntic co nnotatio n s and th ei r morphological s tru ct ure. 

In a ddition , adminis trat ive and profession titles , generic form s of nouns, and 

\-C"\)s thaI express soc io-cu ltural pra c Uces h ave also bee n co llected from 

scco nda,-y so urces like tcxt books, grammar books and books written on thc 

history and culture of th e Western Oromo (specifically Wollega). 
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The a nalyses of these d ata h ave taken place in various ways. Par in s tance, the 

administrative a nd the profession titles have been a n a lyzed in the li ght of th e 

pasl a nd lhc present social, cu ltu ra l, and poli l ica l lives of th e lan guage 

commun ilY. This h as involved comparison of ge nder roles in the pas t a nd lhe 

presenl a nd how they man ifesl in the la n gu age . And the a na lys is of verbs that 

express socio-c ultural practices has taken place in the lighl of the socia l 

ge nder ro les of men a nd women in the la nguage communily. 

1\ s igni fi eanl li bra ry resea rc h has also been done lo eollecl dala on h ow lhe 

g ra mmars of the othe r dia lecls o f the la nguage di s tingu is h ge nder. Then the 

findings have bee n com pared with th e Wollega dialec t. 

Parl ie ipatory observalio n has a lso been used to collect d iffere nt figurative 

exp ressions lhat engaged noun s that refer to man a n d wom a n . Th en lhe 

expressions ha ve bcen exa min ed for lhe ir pragmalic connotations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

2. 1 . Conceptual framework 

This section tries to discuss con cep ts s u ch as gende r , ge nder identity, ge n der 

id eology, t he role o f langu age in the socia -cu ltu ra l lives o f a s oc iety, a nd the 

relation s h ip betwee n gen der and la n gu age . 

In common usage ge nd er is th e diffe ren ce be tween m en a n d wom e n . It is a lso 

co mmon to hear peo p le u se the te r m 'gender ' in te rc h angeably with 'sex'. 

(J ~ncyc l oped i a Britannica 2007) Ye t, in the fie ld o f socia l sc ien ces ge n de r 

refe rs to social rather th a n biological di ffe rences betwee n me n an d wom en. 

I·'o r ins tance, a cco rding to Money (1994: 163) "In popularized a nd sc ienti fica lly 

debased usage, s ex is what you a rc bio logica lly; and gende r is what you 

1l, ·con1l' soci ally ; gender identity is yo ur own sense or conv iction of malencss 

I)! fC lll<Jlc ll l.'s s ." 

I·:, en if scil o larsJ tke Mon cy (ibid) define ge nder ici cntitv as one 's convict ion of 

!I1Cl IcII': SS Clnd fema leness, for some s chola rs li ke E:cken and McCo nnell -Ginet 

12(00) gen d n iden tity is wha t diffe re n t cu ltu res define as mascu lin e o r 

f"c ln in ine based on d ifferent s tereotypes 0\" gender roles. Th is idea enta ils th a t 

1l 11,· docs not pick whateve r gender he/sh e wants s in·ee it is one's cu ltu re that 

IJrC scl"ibcs male ness or femaleness. 

,'·I Hl n SLans to be formed before one's binh a nd contin u es to develop in 

" I\('·S life Li me. Regard in g this E:cken and MeConnell -Ginet (2000: 15) write as 

Th e ma king of a ma n o r a woman is a neve r - en di n g p roces s 

that begins befo re b ir th - from th e momen t someone begins to 

II 
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wonder if the pend ing c hild wi ll be a boy or a girl. And th e 

ritu a l a nnouncement at birth that it is in fact one o r the other 

insta ntly transforms an "it" in to a "h e" or a "s h e" standard ly 

assigni n g it to a lifet ime as a male o r a fe m a le. 

Gende r identity construction starts by pa rents a nd later every child takes up 

the responsibi lity of transformin g iL. Male a nd fema le tran sform gender in 

their everyd ay lives based on the ge nder ro les or cultural stereotypes that 

define ma leness a nd fem ale ness. Regardin g th is Eckert an d MeConnell -Ginet 

(2000:30) write the fo llowi n g. 

Gender continues to -be transfo rmed as we ITl.~)ve in to the , 
marke t p lace , as we learn to }act li ke sec retaries, lawyers, 

manage rs , janito rs. And it con tinues to be transformed as our 

fam ily s tatus chan ges as "we learn to be wives and husba nds , 

mothers, fa th ers, aunts and uncle, s isters a nd brothers , 

gra ndmo the rs and g ran C)SP'lhers. As we age we con t inue to 

lea rn new ways of be in g men a nd wo men ; what IS expecled 

from the teenaged g irl is rather different from expectation s It)r , 
a woma n in he r m id forties and lhose expeclations differ from -

those for a woman app roaching e ighty. 

As the above a rgumen t tries lO state , one learn s a nd perform s to be male 0 1-

fem ale. According to Bonvil li an (2000: 174) one lea rn s an d accepts gend c l-

ro les th rough a process cal led "socialization". 

According to Eckert a n d McConncll -Ci net (2000) differe nt soe ict ics ru le 

people's membershi ps In gencie r order through scts of thought cal led gender 

ideology . And th ey usc ge nder ideology to explain and con firm people's 

m embe rship in the soc ie ty. 
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Gender ideology is bui lt as sets of principles among a society . Thesc principles 

cxplain the socia-cultural roles of men and women in the society. Men and 

women are also judged based on these principles. For in s tance, according to 

Amadi~me (1987:93-4) in 19bo socicty of Nigeria women arc judged as bad or 

good based on their performance of the roles expected of them. 

a good d aughter, wife , and mother ... Iooked after her 

husband, never refused him food and made su re that things 

worked out well in the household. She looked after her 

chi ldren , fed them, kept them clean and gave them good home 

training. She usually h elped hcr husband financially through 

her own efforts. If her husband was unable to provide money , 
for food, she was a ble to s upport her household through 

farming, markcting and trading. She was not quarrelsome and 

proteetcd her children aga inst any form of d anger. If 

necessary she would even protect them from their father. A 

woman's self denial in relation to her child ren was expressed 

ill the belief that mothers starved before their c hildren. She did 

not cat before her chi ldren had done so. 

On the contra ry , according to Amadiume (1978) a bad woman in Igbo society 

is a woman who docs not conform to the a bove principles. As (ibid) argues the 

Igbo society docs not judge men as bad or good except st ress ing thei r duties. 

A society is a n organized group of people functionin g in the background of 

diffe rent customs, re ligious beliefs, taste, preferences, social institutions, etc. 

All of these influence the behaviors of individuals 111 the society. 

(Sankarana rayanan 200 1: 1) And according to Webb and Kembo-Sure (2000), 

as a product of social reality, language reflects the socio-cultural behavior of a 

community who speaks it. In other words, language reflects the thoughts, 

opinions , altitudes, a nd cu lture of its users. 

/ 
./ 
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According to Eckert a nd McConnell-Ginet (2000), gender is rooted in language 

as a syste m of symbols, or as mixture of form and meaning in communicative 

practice in a variety of ways . Gender can be the actu a l cont!,!nt of a lingui stic 

sign. For example English thi rd-person s ingula r pronouns distinguish 

between inanimate 'it ' and male a nd female a nimate 'she/her, he/ him/his '. 

Th e suffix '-55' transforms a male or generic noun into a female one as in the 

case of 'heir; he iress '. (ibid:30) 

Gender id eology inOuences linguistic conventions. It co uld set rules for choice 

of o rders . For in s tance according to Eckert and McConnel l-Ginet (2000: 34) 

Th e fa c t that we say, "M r. a nd Mrs . ,Jones" not "Mrs. a nd Mr. 

,Jon es " a nd "husband and wife" not- "wife and husba nd" is a 

maHer of convention. This IS a point where linguistic 

convention is · determined by gender ideology and in turn, 

supports the id eology at least implicitly. 

Language helps its speakers to communicate their culture an d customs to 

their up co min g gcnerations. Regarding this, Mill er (19 73: I 76) argues as 

follo ws . 

... in the way diffe rent languages represent peoples experience 

is close ly tied to the variations in the socia l customs a nd world 

views in the different societies. Since language is learn ed early 

in li fe a nd certainly provides one means by which they 

commu nicate their world views to their c hildren, it seemed a 

possible fac tor in m a inta ining a society 's particular world view. 

The world views Miller s tates above in cludes gender ideology of different 

societies. Hence, language a lso serves as a tool that facilitates the 

construction and sustainabi lity of gend er. This sym biotic re lationship between 

language a nd gender sometimes directs us to the moments of historical 

changes of a society's custom a nd phi losophy. In these his torical cha nges, 
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language conventions tend to change a long. For in stance, the absence of title 

[Dr woman without s h owing her marital status like Mr. for man in English 

language in the past and its invention today may show this fact. (Bonviilia n 

2000: 185) 

In add ition, accordi n g to Eckert and McConnel-Ginet (2000) language 

constrains its speakers' thoughts through its patterned conventions, which 

wcn: once sha p ed by the culture and politics of the society. When a society 

passes its soc ia l custom s a nd world views to a new generation language 

funct.ions as a preserver (through its convection s) . This con s trains the new 

gencra tion by leavin g them no choice o[ order but the one inherited from the 

older generation. 

Even if it may be difficult to tell the share of e ither the m ascu line or the 

fcmi nine in inf1uencing the change of linguistic conventions, it would not be 

h ard lO find out lo whose advantage those conventions work. For instance , lhe 

absence of title equivalenl to sir for a female manager in Engli s h as argued by 

~ckert and McConnel -Ginet may m ean that. women h ave been excluded from 

business in th e past.. 

2.2 Theoretical framework 

Unde r th is section, I would discuss d ifferent theoretical frames so far used by 

d ifferent sch olars for the investiga tion of gender bias in language. In add ition, 

I would also indicate which theoretical framework I use for this s tudy . 

So far researches that h ave been done on gender bias in language mainly h ave 

focused on the difference between women's and men's language use in 

different socie t ies. These researches are divided into two broad categories 

depending on the angles from wh ich they give explanations to the di fferences. 

The two angles of a rguments a re taken as theories of la n guage and gender. 
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One of the th eories is called the difference theory and thc other is the 

dominance theory. 

The difference theory tries to argue that the difference between female 's and 

male's language usc has come about as a result of linguistic cultu ral 

difference between female and male members of a linguistic commu ni ty. 

Deborah Tannen's (1990) You just don't understand! Women and Men in 

conversation is an example for this theory . As she argues, Boys and girls grow 

up in what are essentially different cultures, so ta lk betwecn women and mcn 

is c ross-cultural communication. According to thi s theory, men and women in 

a cer tain linguistic community belong to di fferent lingu istic cultures and th is 

has brough t about the differcnce bctwcen their language uscs. 

However , according to Cameron in Su n derla nd (2006: 122) many of thc early 

researches on la n guage and gender have focused on gender differences in 

language use and the very idea of focusing on th is dimension of study seems 

that their objectives arc to provide a ground for the already ex isting gender 

bias ideology. 

The dominance theory considers that both men and women in a certain 

linguistic community belong to the same lingu istic culture and argues that 

the d ifference between men 's and women's language usc comes about from 

men's power dominance in the language community. According to th is theory 

m e n and women members of a linguistic community arc unequal in statu s 

a n d power. Robin La koff's (1975) Language and Women's place and Dale 

Spender's (1980) Man made language arc some of th e earliest researches that 

used th e dominance app roach. Wondwcsen Tes faye's (2000) The Effect of 

Laguu in the ammo Society a lso has been done from thi s a ngle an d it is one of 

its kinds for Ethiopian languages. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how Afan Oromo la langue or th e 

underlying socia lly established system of linguistic units and ru les of the 

i(i 



language covertly ascribes positive a nd normative qualities t.o male and 

negative or secondary ones to fem a le. 

Thus, this study investigates gender bias m A[an Oromo with the 

consideration o[ the dominance theory and Bonvillian's (2000) definition of 

gender bias in language , la langue. According to Bonvillian (ibid: 176), gender 

bias is "the reproduction and reinforceme nt of negative gender stereotypes 

which becomes internali%ed a s negati ve symbols [or both genders. " And 

language (la langue) persistently a nd covenly a sc ribes "positive a nd normative 

qualities to males and negative or secondary ones to females. This property of 

language becomes internali%ed through contemporary language (la parole) ." 

(ibid:205) Bearing this argument in mind, the grammar of Afan Oromo is 

critically analyzed in the light of different socia-cultural and historical 

contexts of the language community . 

2.3 Review of related literature 

This section presents diffe re nt IT ICVclr1t lite rHt u re on the stucl\' or ~encl,.,. bia s 

in language. 

As S u nde rla nd (2006 :2) ,1I·gLWS. til(> Ilk" n l' gender <tnd I,," g ll" .~'· w," there 

before its study wa s con s idered. This idea had bee n ma n ifesteci ill two \C'avs ' 
o ' 

i. e. the prescripti ve ideas or ho\C' Inell and women should speak "'ld t1w'[o ll< ­

linguistics ' wh ic h d ea lt wi th hoC\' bO lh men «nei \C'omen rio speak. 

Both manifesta tions of t he ea r ly idea or ge n de r an d langwlgc s ho\C' lh, ' 

demeaning effect of male dominat cd soc ielY on women. T he p l'ese rip li vC' id ea 

shows that women had no right of c hoosing how to speak, for in s tan ce . they 

were expected to keep their voices low. And the 'folk-linguisti cs ' shows the 

exaggerated fact about how women spea k and th a t thi s idea was u sed to 

lcgitimi%e their in equality with m en. Icor instance, the following pmvel'bs of 

different cultures from Coate ( 1993: 16) s how this . 
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In addition to lexicons, La koff also discusses th e sy ntac tic peculiarity of 

wo men's speec he s in ~nglish. S he wr ites that wom en's speeches are 

dominated by tag q uestions. As she a rgues this h a s emanated from lack of 

confidence which resulted from m a lc domi nation in the society. However, 

Holmes (1983) resca rch o n Tags questions in ~nglish language, challengcs 

Lakoff's exp lanation on the origin of the domination of women's speeches by 

tag questions. 

After observ ing li nguistic imbalances betwcen male a nd fem a le in ~nglish 

la nguage Lakoff argued that th ese issues arc worth studying because they 

show rea l world imba lances a nd inequali ties. She a lso argues that some of the 

gende r im balances re Oected In the structure of language ca uses a 

psyc hologica l damage to women's pe rson a lity. 

Wondwescn Tesfaye's (2000) The Effect of Laguu on Women in Oromo society 

investiga tes how Oromo wo men's speech varie s from that of the men. 

According to Wondwesen, In Oromo society a wife s hould no t mention the 

names of her father-in-law, h er elder b rother-i n -law, the best m en, her 

h usband a nd her husband 's clan. She is a lso not allowed to mention words 

that have the same initial sou nds and /or sy llables as in the name of any of 

these categories. As a result of which she uses different techniques such as 

circumlocution, synonyms, and s pecia l terms used to avoid taboo, and 

syllable a nd pho neme substitution Of ad dition. And this practice challenges 

women to communicatc the ir idea effectively because at every point in th e ir 

speeches they have to stop a n d think of thc words they h a ve to ch oose to 

esca pe the taboo. (ibid) 

In the past many scholars be lieved that grammatica l gender did not have any 

co nn ection with soc ial gender. Howevcr , rccently researchers have started to 

come up with facts th a t rcveal that grammatica l gender systems a re linked to 

social gender In a numbe r of ways. For in sta nce Boroditsky (2001) sh owed 

that speake rs whose dominant language I S German assign ma le 
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charact.cristics to masculine noun del' lisch, 'table'; whe reas French speakers 

assign I"cmale characteristics to th e same object, la table 'table' which is 

feminine noun in French. E:ckert a nd MeConnel -Ginet (2000) a lso argue that 

grammatical ge nd e r provides a convcnient link to social gender for thinking 

and t.alking about things. 

The gramma rs of different languages manifest gender bias ideology by their 

conventions. These convention s arc set a nd taught as rules to be followed in 

language acqu isition. For in stance, as Bonvillian (2000) argues, the grammar 

of I~nglish languagc encodes distinction in lexical classes (nouns, verbs, and 

adjectives). And its syntacti c structure also manifests gender bias by placing 

the important segments earlier than they appear in unmarked sentences, as 

in placement of male before female. The comparison of simila r construction 

denoti;1g age and status hierarchies may show this. (ibid) 

Funhcr more, the usc of feminine marking morphemes, -ette or -et and -yor 

-ie fo r diminu tive function, some male / female sets of paired words such as 

bachelor/spinster, the very meanings of woman' and man and, lexical items 

derived from them may refl ect the inequality between genders . The lexical 

items derived from the wo rd man a rc seen used posiLively as having good trait 

admired by society and representing humanity while words derived from 

woman like womanish for instance, su ggest traits not socially approved when 

used with man. (Bonvillian 2000: 198-205) 

SomeLimes the usc of fe minine suffixes with some words show the past social 

gender bias in the language commun ity . For insLance according to E:ckert and 

MeConnel -Ginet (2003) the usc of the feminine su ffix -ess in actress shows 

the fact that acting is gendered and that male a nd female ac tors generally 

poru-ay different kinds of characters, arc expected to have different kinds of 

skill s, and Some hundred years ago E:nglish actors were all males. 
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I\ccording to (ibid), in English language the feminine suffix -ess shows more 

ge nder bias. I\s a convention this feminine suffix is used to drive feminine 

nouns from masculine noun s . The nou n to which -ess is added implies, but 

docs n ot specify, male gendcr. I\n actor a nd a waiter are still generally 

conside red to be male but a driver or a murderer can readily be male or 

fem a le. 

Lexica l items may also show the relation between a linguistic sign and social 

gender. F'or example according to E:ckert and MeConnel-Ginet (2000:60) the 

adjectives pretty and handsome havc background meanings corresponding to 

cultural ideals of good looks for fema les and males respectively , and are 

generally used gender specifically or to invoke social characters associated 

with male or female. Thus, the description a pretty boy in E:nglish is usually 

used with a sarcastic scorn. 

In add ition , lexicai items also show th e social gender inequality through their 

mean 111 gs. For instance according to Eckert and McConnel-Ginet (2000), we 

find o ld masculine-feminine pairs of words 111 the lexicon that have 

asymmetric meanings. The inequality in meaning between the pairs is related 

to the asymmetric social positions of men and women in society, such as 

master and mistress, governor and govenless. 

Socio -cultural gender bias may a lso manifest through the conventions of 

naming. Socio-cultural gender bias creates gaps between possible malc­

fem ale parallel names. For instance, acco rding to Zelcalem Leyew (2003), 

some male names in Amharic do not have parallel female names; despite the 

fact that the language allows the possibility. Consider the fo llowing examples 

from 7,clealem Leyew (2003: \9 5) 

[mangist - ul 

[malT-at 

'his govc rnrncnt' 

'he lcd' 
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CHAPTER THREE 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter disc u sses how gcndcr bias manifests through the grammatical 

str uc ture of AO. Th e c haptcr bcgins wi th introduction to grammatical gender 

in flO. Thc n it discu sses h ow gender bias manifests through gender 

categoriza tion of nouns, administra tion and profession titles , gendered term s 

that definc male gen der as normative, absence of feminine forms of some 

terms, verbs, proper names, and figura tive uses of nouns referring to m en a nd 

women. 

3.1 Gender in Afan Oromo 

Thi s section is an introdu ction to AO grammatical gender. It expounds the 

pic turc of grammatical gender in AO. And it is required for the understanding 

of thc late r discuss ion of the data analy sis. Even if this section particularly 

discusses gramma tical gender as it appcars in the Wollega dialect of AO I 

would stick to referring to thc languagc a s AO for s implicity. 

In flO m os t nouns a rc n o t ovc rtly marked for gendcr. According to Nordfe ldt 

(19 47 ), Clamons (199 2), and G ricfen ow-Mewis (200 1), a sm a ll closed set of 

nouns arc markcd overtly as fcminine or masculine, with feminin e gender 

marker [- t i:/ tti :] and masculinc gender marker [- sa / ssa] or [- u:] as in example 

(1) below, and with the masculinc [- itftfa] and fcmin inc [- itti:] as in example 

(2) below. In add ition , proper names may also be d istinguis h ed by m orphemes 

[- a: ] for m ale and [-e: ] for female as in [du :l- a:] and [du :l-e:] respectively . 

Morph emcs [-a] a nd [- itu: ] a lso d istinguish male and fema lc names as in [ibs -

a :] a nd [ibs - itu:] rcspcetively. 
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( I) 

a) [d:3a: r- t i / sa] 

o ld woman/old man 

b) lobbolc:-ui:jssal 

s isle r / brother 

c) [age: - tt i:/ ssa] 

expert (female) / experl (male) 

Defi ni t.e marker may a lso be s uffixed to some animate nouns, and to some 

adjective SLe ms to indicate that a specific individual is being referred to 

disLine liy for ma le and female. (G riefenow-Mewis 200 1) Consider the following 

cases. 

(2) 

a) [h a 1- i tftf a / itt i ] 

'the sheep/ (male) the sheep (female)' 

h) [Ie nc ' c' - itftf a / itti] 

'the lion / the lioness ' 

Accord ing to Griefenow-Mewis (2001:23), in AO "som e names of a nimals can 

be di fferentiated with respect to their gender by a dding the words [ka rm a]. 

'male' and Icfa lt u :]. 'fema le '." Par example as in [Ie: nc'c'a ko rm a] 'lion' [I e: nc 'c' a 

cfa ltu:J. 'l ioness '. 

In add it ion to su ffixing different gender markers to some nouns, gender is also 

assigned eoverliy for some nouns, with th e usc of agreem ent m a rkers on 

modifiers, anaphors , and on the verb, not on the noun itse lf. (Clamons 1992) 

Consider th e fo llowing examples. 
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(3) 

a) 

b) 

[ I " . e: nc c - I bi ne: n - ssa c ' im - a: 

lion NOM beasl 3M strong 3 M 

'Lio n is a slrong beast.' 

- cfa] 

COP 

[ I " . e :ncC- 1 inni a ti argite sun gudd - a: - cfa ~ ] 

lion NOM 3M you saw which big 3m COP 

'The lion that you saw is b ig.' 

In the above genera l expressions [Ie: nc' c ' - i],'lion generic' is assigned 

mascu line gender cover tly by the usc of agreemen t marker [- a:] on the 

adjectives [c' im - a:] 's trong 3M' in (3a) and [gudd - a:] 'big 3M' . 

. -1u.\t... 
In AO, person al pronouns arc d istingui s h ed by gender in the third person 

singular forms. (Clamon s 1992, Greiferow-Mewis 2001) Observe the following 

li st. 

(4) 

Topic subject Non-topic subject 

[ise: n / is he :n] 3 F [ise / ishe:] 3 F 

[inni] 3M lisa] 3 M 

Absolute 

[ise: / is he:] 3F 

[ isa] 3M 

Possessive 

[se: / s he :] 3F 

lisa:] 3M 

Mos t adjectives arc marked morphologically as feminine or masculine in 

agreement with the nouns they m odify . Gricfenow-Mcwis (2001:28), classifies 

O romo adjee li ves into four groups based on the gender markers they take. The 

firs l group d istinguis h mascul ine by [-a:[ and feminine by [-0:1 as in example 

below . 
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(5 ) 

a) [l'inn - a :/ o :} 's ma ll MI l'" 

b) [cfip' p ' - a : / 0 :) 'na r row M I r ' 

c) [furd - a: / o:} 'fa l Ml r ' 

d) [gudd -a / o) 'big M I I'" 

e) [k'a ll- a / o:} 'thin MI l'" 

The sccond group of adjectives identifies masculine by I-a:) and feminin e by 

[- tu :) as in the fo llowing example. 

(6) 

a) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

0 

g) 

[bad - a: / tu :) 

[ba re :d -a: / tu:) 

[gaba:b - a: / lu:) 

[d'kb - a / l u } 

[d3i:cf-a f lu :) 

[Ia:f- a f lu) 

[ulfa: t - a: / tu :) 

'bad MIl", wicked M/F' 

'beautiful M/F, handsome M/F" 

'short MI l'" 

's lron g M / 1'" 

'wel MI l'" 

'soft MI l'" 

'respected, honored, pregnant' 

Th e third group of adjectives is marked by [-ssa) a nd [- tti :) or by [- !f!fa) and 

[- tti :) to distinguish masculine and feminine respectively. Consider th e 

followin g exa mple. 

(7) 

a ) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

[hijj e - ssa / tt i: [ 

[d ure: - ssa / tt i ) 

[g urra - !f!fa / tli ) 

[dulla - !f!fa / tti ) 

'poor MI l'" 

'powe rful MI l" , rich Ml r' 

'b lack MI l'" 

'old MI l'" 
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Acco rding to Clamon s (1 992), this class is produc tive. The adjectives in thi s 

c lass can be used as nouns, so tha t [hijje :- ssa] ca n stand alone as a referring 

expression for a poor male and Ihjj e - tti :] for a poor female . 

Th e fourth gro up of adject ives is non gender distinctive. Adjectives in this 

group a rc used wi th both masculine and feminin e with out a ny morphologica l 

modificat ions un like the ones undet- group 1-3 above. According to Griefenow-

Me wis (2 001), thi s group of adjectives te rmina te with [- e:] o r [i:] or [- a]. 

Observe th e following. 

(8) 

a ) [adi :] 'whi te' 

b) [maga :la] (bro\vn J 

c) [fago :] 'd istant, far away' 

d) [ga: ri:] 'good' 

e) [bajje] 'many, much' 

According 1.0 Clamon s (1992) a small group of a djec tives is also marked for 

gender with [- a:] and l-o:ftu: 1 , as in [mi'a :7- a:] 'sweet 3 M' and [mi'7- o:ftu:], 

'sweet 3F'. 

Exce pt for the group o f a dj ectives under example (8) above, the other 

adjcc ti vcs in AO a re marked for agreeme nt. For insta nce , in (9 a) bellow, 19 ura­

tftf- il, 'blac k 3 M' agrees with ma sculine noun [aaga :l,'stone' a nd in (9c) 

Idu lla- tftf- i] 'old 3 M'agrecs wi th ma sculine [sa nga:l, 'ox '. 

In contrast , Ig urra: - tti:] 'blac k 3 F' agrees with fcminine [h inda:k'k'o:l, 'hen' in 

(9b) and Idu lla - tti :] 'old 3F' agrees with feminine [s a:ww- il, 'cow ' in (9d). 

27 



(9) 

a) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

[ciaga gurra - tftf - I c' im -a: - cia] 

SLone black 3M NOM sLrong 3M COP 

'Black SLone is sLrong.' 

[hinda:k' k 'o: gurra: - t ti : - n 

hen black 31" NOM 

'A black hen fl ew.' 

[sanga: du Iia - tftf - I 

ox old 3M NOM 

"('he old ox d ied.' 

[saww - i dulla - tti - n 

7in - barrf - tel -x 
FOC flew 31" 

7in - du - 7e ] 

FOC died 3M 

7in - bad - tel 

cow NOM old 31" NOM FOC disappeared 3F 

"('h e old cow disappeared ' 

According to Clamons (1992), when a third pcrson s ingular subject is 

femin ine and also a LOpie, iLs ve rb is marked with [- t - ] which follows the stem, 

preeedcs tensc and ncgative markers, and agrees with the subject. Consider 

the following examples. 

(10) 

a) 

b) 

Idubart i : - n (' im - tu: - n sun 7in - du: - tel 

woman NOM strong 31" NOM that FOC d ied 31" 

'Tha t stro ng woman died.' 

[gu rba: - n c' im -a: - n sun 7i n- du:e] 

boy NOM strong 3M 

That strong boy died.' 

NOM that FOC died 
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e) 

d) 

[hinta ll - i cIe:r - tu : - n 7in- bad - tel 

gir l NOM tall 3M NOM POC d isappea red 3F 

The tall girl disappeared. ' 

[gurba: - n ka le:ssa: 7in -

boy NO M yesterday FOC 

bade] 

disappeared 

The boy who ca me yesterday disappeared.' 

In (lOa) a nd (IOc) above, the reminine subjects Idubarti: - n], 'woman' and 

[hinta ll - i] 'thc girl ' both arc top ics or th e vc rbs a nd agree with them in number 

and gc nder and arc rormed as Idu:-te] 'died F' and Ibad- te ] 'disappeared F'. In 

(lOb) and (IOd), the subjects Ig urba :], 'boy' is masculine a n d topic, a nd agrees 

with the ve rb s, Idu7e] 'died' and IcIufe] 'came '. 

In /\0, plural verbal inOections do not s how gender distinction. (Cia mons 1992) 

The form is the same rega rdless or the gender or the subject nomina ls, or the ir 

order in coord in ate constructions. Consider the rollowing example. 

(I I) 

a ) Idubrt - ot - I lama:- n ka l:ssa cIuf- an ( ' im -0: -cIa] 

Women 3 P NOM two NOM yeste rd ay came 3P s trong 3P CO P 

"rhe two women wh o came yesterday were strong.' 

b) Idh - o t - I lama: - n kal:ssa cIuf - an ( ' im - 0: - cIa] 

men 3 P NOM two NO M yes terday came 3P strong 3 P COP 

"rhe two men who ca me yesterday we re strong.' 

c) Igurba: f i hinta ll - i kal: ssa cIuf -an ('i m - 0: - cIa] 

boy a nd girl NOM yeste rd ay came 3 10 strong 3 10 COP 

The man a n d the woman who ca me yes terday were strong.' 



Th e third pe rso n plural verb forrn is Icfuf- a n] 'ca me' in both (1 1a ) a nd (lib) , in 

agreeme lll with bo th Id u brt - o:t - i] 'lVomen ' and Icfi:r- ot - i] 'men'. In (1Ic) too 

Icfuf- a n] 'came' is in agrccmcnL with Igurba: fi h inta lH] 'the boy a n d th e girl.' 

I-laving d iscussed the picture of grammatical gende r in AO in section (3.1 ) 

above, I would pass on to thc d iscussion of how gendcr bias manifests in AO 

in sec tions (3.2 -3.8) below. 

3.2 Gender categorization of nouns based on attri~l;ltes of 

the referents 

Under ·thi s section, I would d iscuss how th e grammar of AO manifest gen der 

bias via eategori%ation of nouns undcr differcnt grammatical genders based on 

semantic critc ri a. In AO d iffercnL nouns a rc assign cd fem inine or masculine 

gen dcr on the ba s es of the aLLributes of the referents they denote. 

In th e past some scholars bel ieved that grammatical gend er do not have 

serna nLic function. I'or exam ple Ibrahim (1973) in Clamons (1992:130) writes 

th at "th e ge nder a ssigned to a particular noun ne ither adds nor subtracts 

from the meaning of that noun ... this is because, semantically gender is an 

empty category." Yel, for some scho la rs like Caste ll ino (1975) who carried ou t 

resea rch on nominal cla ssification in Cus hitic languages, grammatical gender 

is sema ntically not empty . 

In Cushitic la nguages, gender reveals a multifaceted reality, which passes 

through la nguage in association of different categories a r ranged in sets of 

opposi tions. (ibid) This in fa ct is not restricted to the Cush itie languages . It is 

th e characteristic s of other Afroasiatic languages too. For example a cco rding 

to Di a konoff (1988:58 -59) "fcmales , di minuti ves and objects that p laya 

passi ve role in society are ch a racte risti cs of femin ine nouns in Afroasiatic 

languages. " Accord in g to Baye Yimam (persona l communica tion), in Amh aric --
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(a Semetic language), any noun can be categorized as feminine or masculine 

in speec h based on pragmatics. 

In Tigrinya another Semetic language, except a small group of nouns th at 

have pel"manenL ge nd er, for most nouns gender is assigned based on semantic 

cri teria. (Huang 1990 c ited in Clamons 1992) 

Accord ing to Sasses (1984), the opposition of gender categorization in Cushitic 

languages gives less va lue to natural sex as categorization is primarily 

semantic. By the same token, in AO too the question of whether or not n ouns 

should be catcgorized under one of the two gend ers is based on Semantic 

criteria. 

Acco rding to Clamon s (1992) in Wallaga dialect of AO gend er categorization is 

basco on pragmatic knowledge. This linguistic property follows a cultural 

hierarchy that devalues women and favors men. In the following sections 

3.2. 1 ~3 . 2.4 be low, I would discuss how gender bias ideology m a nifests 

through categorization of nouns under differen t gramm a tical genders 

dependin g on attr ibutes of the referents. These aLlribu te s a re size, power, and 

social values . Each of these is discussed below . 

3.2.1 Gender categorization of nouns based on the size 

of the referents 

This section discusses how the gram mar of AO manifests ge nder b ias throu gh 

catego rization of nouns under mascul ine or feminine ge n de r on th e bases of 

thc s ize of Lhc referellLs they denote. 

S ize is the measurements or amount of something, degree of la rgeness or 

smal ln ess. In AO entities that arc relatively small in s ize are referred to as 

feminine, while the ones that are relatively large a re referred to as m ascu line. 

Cons ider t.he following examples. 
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( 12) 

a) f eminine noun 

[k'urtt'ummi :] 

[k' u ba mo gge:] 

[bu rk ' itu :] 

[bok'k'o ll o : ora me: ] 

[adud de] 

[he le ko: fta ri:] 

b) masculine nOlln 

[a rba] 

[ro:b i ] 

[a bbu :ddu :] 

[ha nk 'a: k' u :] 

[bo k' k 'oll o: tfa :in a:] 

[g al a : na] 

[ajjari :] j[t'ijja :ra] 

gloss 

'nil' 

'fish' 

'Ii ttle fi nger ' 

'smal l stream' 

'indigenous mai2e of the Oromo' 

'motorbike' 

'helicopter' 

gloss 

'elephant' 

'hippopotamus' 

'thumb' 

'egg' 

'Chinese mai2e' 

'sea' 

'ai r pla ne' 

Th e a bovc nouns under examples (12a) and (12b) arc refe rred to as feminine 

and masculine respectively depending on the si2e of their referents in relation 

to other refe rents in their respective classes or re la tive to re feren ts in oth er 

elasses . 1' 01' example Ik ' uba mo gg - e:L 'l ittle ringer' is smaller than [abbu :ddu :l, 

'thumb', he nce , their ca tegori2ation as femin ine and masculine is based on 

the ir intra c la ss s i2e comparison. On the o ther hand, [ind3d3id3d3i:]' ·'nit ' a nd 

[arba] 'elephant' arc refe rred to a s fem inine and masculine respective ly, 



depend in g on their inler c lass size compa ri son .] In AO some nouns are not 

overLly marked for gender. For th ese nouns, ca tegorization u nder masculine or 

feminine gram mati ca l ge nde r lakes place by covertly marking the adjectives, 

and the ve rbs they a ppear with in diffe rent exprcssions. Cons ider the following 

examp les. 

(J) ) 

a) 

il) 

c) 

ti) 

~) 

[ind 3d 3id 3d 3i - n rife: nsa -tt i s i matt'an 

nit NOM hair POST you sticks 

'Nit sticks to you r hair .' 

[k ' urt ummi :- n biJa: n ke:ssa d3i ra: t - ti l 

fish NOM water III lives 3 1" 

'Pish lives in water.' 

[k' u b - ] mogg - e: ga ba: b - tu : - cia] 

finger NOM end 31" s hort 31' COP 

The litLic fin ge r is s hort.' 

[b u rk ' - itu: - n kun gaga d3ir - t i 

stream 31' NOM this drying being 31' 

This st ream is drying.' 

[ba k' k'a lla : - n a ram - e: d 3i7a sadi : - tti 

- til 

31" 

biltfat - til 

maize NOM Oromo 31' month three POST n pe 31' 

T h e indigen ous maize of Oromo ripen s in three mon th .' 

I. Some of the nouns listed under femi ni ne or masculine gender under section 3 .2.1-3.2.4 refer to 
sexed referents . For these nouns it is their unmarked forms that are categorized as feminine or 
masculine on the bases of the referents ' attribu tes. Ot herwise, in specific expressions these nouns 
would be marked for gender on the bases of the referents biological sex . Consider the foll owing 

exarnpl c.larb-i dal tu: -n ilmo: ise: c:g-l il 'The female elephant protects her child .' In this expression 

the subject NI' larb-iJ is marked for gender by the term Icfaltu :l . 



I) 

g) 

ladudde: - n bajje fig - til 

mOlorbike NOM much run s 3F 

MOLOrbikc run s very much.' 

[heleko:fatr i: - n bala:mbal l - e: I('ab - til 

helicopler NOM Propeller 

'Helicopler has propeller.' 

3F has 3F 

In the above sentences feminine nouns s u ch as [k'uba mogg - e:] 'the little 

fin ge r ', [bok' k'ollo: orom - e:] 'indigenous mai;.:e of (homo', [bu rk' - itu:l, 'stream' 

and [adudd-e:l, 'moto rbike' a re overtly marked with feminine marking 

morphemes, I-e ] and [- itu :] While [i nd3d3id3d3i :l, 'nit', [k'urt't'umm i:] 'fish' and 

[heleko:ftari:l, 'helicopter' are referred to as feminine covertly by the 

agreement marking elemenL [-til suffixed to the verbs [d3ira: - til, 'lives' and 

II('ab - til, 'has'. On the co ntrary, the following sentences show how entities 

lhal are relatively larger in si;.:e are referred to as masculine. 

(14 ) 

a) 

b) 

c) 

la rb - I binen - sa g udd -a - da] 

clcphanl NOM beasl 3M big 3M COP 

'Elephan l is a big beasl.' 

I ro:b i: - n bifan - itti ga l - a] 

hippopotamus NOM waler POST lives 3M 

'Hippopotamus lives in water.' 

labb u:ddu - n k'uba gudd -a: -da] 

thumb NOM Finger big 3M COP 

1'humb is a big finger.' 
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eI) [hank' a:k 'u : - n sa lp ' p'a: -tti c ' ab - a] 

egg NOM easy POST breaks 3M 

'I'.:gg breaks easily .'. 

c) [gala:n - ni waa - n ba:jje: of- ke: ssa : k'ab -a] 

sea NOM thing NOM many REF 111 has 3M 

"l'he sea contain s many things in itse lf. ' 

I) [ajjari: - n wa:k'a ke:ssa de:m - a] 

a irplanc NOM sky 111 travels 3M 

'Airplane trave ls in the sky.' 

The sLibjects o r the above sentences a rc referred to as masculine by the 

agreement marking morphemes on the a djectives and verbs in the sentences. 

In exa mples (14a), (14c) and (14c) the adjective [gudd - a:], 'big' is marked with 

a masculinc gc ndc r marker [-a] . In cxample (14a) the noun [bi ne: n-sal, ' beast' 

is ma rked with a masculine marking [- sa] . In examples (14b), (14d), (14e), 

( 14 n, and (14g) the ve rbs. Jgal - a], 'lives', [c' ab- a], 'breaks', [godat-a] 'makes', 

[kab - a], 'contains' and [de: m - a] 'travels ' arc marked by masculine gender 

marking [-a]. 

The catego rization or nouns under dirrerent grammatical genders in AO 

depend ing on th e size or the rererents renec ts the unequal social status of 
..-. 

m alc and remale in the la ngu age community . In Oromo socie ty remale and 

malc a re socio-eu ltura lly placed on inrerior and supenor position s 

res pec tive ly . (Negaso 2 000 and Wondwcscn 2000) Thcrcrore, concepts, like 

smallness a nd largeness h ave been psychologically a ssociated respectively 

with remin inity a nd mascul ini ty. This gcn der bias ideology which is reflected 

in th e gra mma r or thc language is expressed by th e proverbs in the language 

as rol lows. 
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Iduba rti : -- n furd - 0: ma le gudd - 0: 7in - k'ab - t -ul 

woman NOM fal 3 1' PAr~T big 31' NEG has 31' NEG 

There is only woman of fat kind a nd never of respectable one_' 

The above proverb shows how women are viewed in the language community. 

In this proverb th c usc of the adjective [gudd - o:], 'big 3J<' to express social 

Value may show the existence of the men 's psychological association of the 

physiCa l world with the conceptual world. Thereforc, it would be self 

contradiction if the conceptual world renects someth ing positive a nd the 

langUage reflects the opposite of thal. In other words, the concept of 

measurcment in thc grammar of AO is a mirror Image of the socially 

constructed gcndcr ideology of thc langUage community. 

Other sim ilar linguistic act ivities that provc gender biaS in AO are the usc of 

femi!line gc nder markers to demean the referent's status and the use of 

masculine gender markers to augment the status of the referent. This IS 

discussed in the following section. 

3 .2.2 Diminutive and Augmentative cases 
\ "'-"-"- 'j1,.: ~ 

This secLion discusses how AO grammar renec ts gender bias ideology through 

diminutive a nd augmentative cases . In AO demeaning takes place by using 

feminine morphemes wh ile augmenting takes place by using masculine 

morphemes. When masculine nouns are referred to in demeaning way they 

take, the feminine morpheme [- tti :] and the adjectives that modify the nouns 

and the verbs that express their actions arc also marked with feminine 

agreement markers. Consider the followin g examples. 

( I 5) 

a ) rg urba - tt i : - n I<u n adagg - e - dal 

boy 31' NOM this vagabond 31' COP 

"J'his boy is vagabond .' 
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b) 

c) 

d) 

[arba - tti : t'inn - a: kana ila:1 - i] 

e lephant. 31" s mall 3F this look 28 

'Look a t this small elephant. ' 

[ib idda - tti: - n ja:m bad - te :] 

fire 31" NOM when disappeared 3F 

The fire is extinguishing. ' 

[na m - itftfa - tti - n b ifan bit - at - tel 

person 3M 3F NOM water bought AUT 3F 

The man bought water.' 

d [g urba: ise: kam ka n SI rukut -tel 

boy she which that you hit 3F 

'Which boy is it that hit you'?' 

In the above se ntence s under example (15), the subjects [g urba:l, 'boy' 

[arbal, 'cle phanl,' [ibidda],-lir', and [nama] 'man ' a re marked with the feminine 

agreement m a rker [- tti :] or wilh th e u se of the a naphor rise:] 'sh e' a s in 

exa mple (15c). The a djec tives and the verbs used in the sen tences alsa are 

marked with feminine agreement markers. In example (lSa) the adjective 

[addagg-e :] 'vaga bond' is m a rked with the feminine agreement marker [-e: ]. In 

example (I Sb) the a djcetive [tin n- a:] 'small ' is marked with another fem in ine 

agreement marker [- a:] while the verbs [bad - tel, 'died out' in (I Sc) [bit-at- te] 

'bought for himsel f' in (15d) and [rukut-tel, 'hit' in (lSe), are marked with the 

feminine agreement marker [- te ], 

Th e process of marking th e masc uline adjec tive s a nd the masculine nouns 

with fe mi nine morphemes in the above cxamples is to demean either the 

soc ial s latus or the size of the referen ts . In examples (1 5a) (J5d) and (ISe) the 
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usc of feminine agreement m a rker [-tti:] is to demean the social status or[g ur 

bal ' boy' or [na m - itfa] 'the man' . And in examples (1 5 b) and (15e) feminin e 

agrcc ment. marker [- tt i:] is u sed with the nouns [a rba] 'elephant' and [ib idda] 

'fire' to demean the s ize of the referents. 

On th e contrary, in AO augme ntation takes place by suffixing masculin e 

gend n ma rkers to nouns or the adjectives that mod ify them and the verbs 

that express the ir ac tion s in d iffe rent expressions . Look at the following 

examples. 

( 16) 

a) [tafki : g udd - a: ka na ila :1 - i] 

flea big 3M this look 2S 

'Look at this big fl ea.' 

b) [da rabi: cfe :r - a: ka na il a:1 - i] 

d a rb i long 3 M this look 2S 

'Look a t this long darabi.' 

c) [a kkam gudd - a: -cfa hantu :t - I kun ] 

how big 3 M COP mouse NO M this' 

'What a b ig mouse.' 

eI ) [k' urt't' u mm i - tftfa a n ka le:ssa bit- e ag ar - te :] 

fish 3M I yesterday bought saw 28 

'D id you sec the fish I bought yesterday?' 

In the above sentences the noun s [tafk i:l, 'flea' in (16a), [da ra bi :l, in (16b) 

[ha ntu :ta], 'm ouse' in (16c) , arc coverLly refe r red to as masculine by m arkin g 

th e adjcetivc and the verbs used with th em . The adjec tives [gudd -a: l, 'big' in 

(16a) a nd (16c) [cfe: r- a :] 'long' in (16b) are m a rked with the masculine marker 
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[- a] and the feminine noun (k'urt't'ummiJ. 'fish' is marked with the masculine 

definite marker (- itftfa]. This is done to argument the size of the refe rents. 

Otherwise as we h ave a lready seen under section 3.2.1, these nouns are 

categorized under feminine grammatical gende r. 

As have been d iscussed under this section , the grammar of AO uses feminine 

agreement marker in dim inutive case and masculine agreement marker in 

augmentative case. T h is is once aga in a polarized properly of the grammar of 

the language. Bonvil lian (2000) argues that the u sc of feminine gender 

ma rkers for diminutive purpose challenges women's self esteem . 

3.2.3 Gender categorization of nouns based on the 

relative power of the referents 

Under this sec tion , I would discuss how gender bias ideology manifest 

through categorization of different nouns under masculine or feminine gender 

based on the relative power of the refe rents lhey s ignify. 

In AO some nouns are categorized under masculine or feminine gender 

categories based on the power associated with the referents. Powerful entities 

are categorized under masc uline gender while the powerless or the relatively 

weaker ones are categorized under feminin e gender. Consider the following 

lists of nouns under examples (17a) a nd (J 7b) below. 

(17) 

a) masculine noun 

[wak'ajjo] 

[ib idda] 

(a bb a:s im bo:] 

[Ie:c'c'a] 

gloss 

'God' 

'fire ' 

'a lype of mouse' 

'l ion' 



[marrata:l 

[dimitfo:ri:l 

[ma:kudafur i:l 

[bo:mb i:l 

[so nsal 

[wara:na:l 

b) feminine noun 

[darabil 

[hantu :tal 

[Iubbul 

[kurup'p' e:l 

[fulube: ri :l 

'Python ' 

'a type of gun' 

'a lype of gun called M14' 

'bomb' 

'wasp' 

'gad Oy ' 

gloss 

'a snake like round worm' 

'mouse' 

'soul' 

'a ntelope' 

'a ty pe of gun' 

The above nouns under example s (17a) and (17b) are not overtly marked for 

gender . Hence, lheir gender is implied from covert agreement markings on 

adjectives a nd verbs they appear with. Consider example (1 8) and (19) bellow 

for more clarity. 

(18) 

a) [wa:k'ajjo be:k - a: - dal 

b) 

God know 3M COP 

'God is wise.' 

[ibidd - i nama gub - al 

fire NOM person burns 3M 

'Fire burns one.' 
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c) 

d) 

, 

e) 

g) 

h) 

i) 

j) 

[abba: - n simbo: adurre ?in - sodaat - u] 

falher NOM grace ca L NEG afra id 3M NEG 

'Abba simbo is n ot afraid of cat. ' 

[le:nc'c' - I ?in - baro :d - a] 

lion NOM FOC roar 3M 

'Lio n roa rs . ' 

[marrata: - n nama hidd -a] 

pyLhon NOM person st ing 3 M 

'Pylhon bites.' 

[dimtfo :ri: - n 

DMT4 NOM 

fago: - tti ha le: l - a] 

far PO ST hi l 3M 

'OMT4 hits a la rgeL a L a far dista n ce. ' 

[ma:kucfafuri: - n me:Ja: c' im - a: - cfa] 

M14 NOM weapon strong 3M COP 

'M 14 is a powerful gun.' 

[bo: mbi - n ?in - cfo? - a] 

bomb NOM FOe explode 3M 

'Bomb explodes.' 

[so:ns - I nama hidd - a] 

wasp NOM person s ling 3M 

'Wasp stings one.' 

[wa ra:na - n harre : cfi :g - s -a] 

gadfly NOM donkey blood CAUS 3M 

'Gadfly causes donkeys bleed.' 
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In (19a) above, the adjective [be:k-a:J 'wise 3 M' and (ISg) [c'im- a:l, 'strong 3M' 

take the mascu line agreemen t marker [- aJ. And the verbs [gub-a], 'bu rn s 3M' 

(19a ) and [baro :d - a], 'roa rs 3M' (J8d), [hidd - al, 'stings 3M' (ISe) and (lSi), 

[ha le:l - al, 'hits 3M' (180 , [cf07- a], 'explods 3M' (ISh), and [cfi :g-s- al, 'causes 

to bleed 3M', (l Sj) a rc a ll markcd with masculine agrcement maker [-aJ 

because of their masculine s ubj ects. 

The nouns under example (17b) are eategori;oed under feminine gender. Like 

the ones under (17a) they occur with adjectives and verbs that are marked for 

feminin c gender. The foll owing sentences illustrate this fact. 

( 19) 

a) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

[darabi: - n nama 7in - ml: - t - uJ 

Da rabi NOM person NEG hurt 3 F' NEG 

'Darabi docs not hurt one.' 

[hantu:t - i bo:l la - tti ga l - t iJ 

mouse NOM pit 

'Mouse lives in pi t.' 

POST get in 3F' 

[Iubbu -n jero : du: - tu si ke:ssa: ba : - tiJ 

soul NOM when die lS you III 

'Soul departs from you when you die.' 

get out 3F' 

[k urup'p'e : - n marga na :t - tiJ 

a n te lope NOM grass cat 3 F' 

'Antelope feed s on grasses.' 

[fulub e:r i: - n fago: - tti waa 7in- rukut -t - uJ 

fulubcri NOM far I~()ST th in g NEG hit 3 F' NEG 

'F'u lu bc ri does not hi t something at a far d ista nce.' 
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The subjects of the above sentences arc marked for feminine as signaled by 

the agrcement marking elemcnts [- t il. which is affixed to the verbs [7 in - mi: ­

tul 'docs not hun 31" and [7in - rukut- t - ul 'does not h it 31", [gal- til 'lives' [ba:­

til 'departs 3J<" [iia:t-til 'fecds' rcspectively. 

The categori%ation of the subjects of the sentences under example (18) under 

masculine gender is based on the relative power of the referen ts. The referents 

are considered to be powerful in relation to the other entities in their classes 

or entities in the other classes. 

If we compare the subjects of the se ntences in example (18) with th e subjects 

of the 'sentences in example (19) above we might sec that those of example (18) 

are relatively powerful or belicved to be so. For instance the subject of (1 8a) 

[wa:k'ajjol, 'Cod' is believed to be powerful relative to (19c) [Iubbu: l 'soul'. 

[abba:simbo:l is a kind of mouse that the language community, specifically in 

Dembi 00110 a rea believe: to have come from Europe or North America with 

the sacks of wheat which wcrc once sent to the area as an aid during famine. 

lL is destructive mouse compared to [hantu :tal, , the local mouse '. Regarding 

how powerful [abba:s imbo:l, 'the new type of mouse' is th e name given to it 

may show. Litera lly, [abba:s imb o:l means owner/father of grace or graceful. 

This name was given to it as a kind of respect for the mouse. This is donc 

commonly with o ther powerful an imals too; because the society believes that 

avoiding the names of powerful entities may prevent the destruction that they 

may cause. Hence, [abba:simbo:l 'graceful' is referred to as masculine and it is 

not eategori%ed with [hantu:tal 'the local mouse' which has less power. 
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[marrata :], 'python' in (18e) is a poisonous snake while [darabi :], in (19a) is a 

snake like worm that has no poison and docs not hurt one. And the former is 

referred to as masculine while the later is referred to as feminine . 

Like in many other societies, the Oromo also perceive [wa: k'ajjo], 'God', (18a) 

[ibid a] 'fire' (18b) and [Ie:nc'c'a], 'lion ' (generic) in (18d), as powerful entities, 

and they refer to them as masculine. On the other hand, [Iubbu :], 'soul' (1 9c) 

and [kurup ' p' e:], 'antelope' (19d) are perceived as powerless entities, relative to 

rwa: k'ajj o], 'God' and [Ie inc 'c'a], 'l ion'. 

The subjects of the sentences under examples (I 8f-h), [dimi t fo :ri:] ' DMT4', 

[ma:kucfafari:] ·M 14', an d [bo: mbi :J. 'bomb' are powerful weapons and they a re 

referred to as masculine while the subject of the sentence (1ge), [fulube ri:] is a 

type of gun that is ·less powerful relative lO [d imtfo :ri :] ' DMT4' and 

[ma:kucfafuri:] 'M 14' and it is referred lO as feminine. 

As have been d iscussed so far, in AO some nouns are assigned grammatical 

gender on the bases of the relative power of the refe rents they represent. 

Nouns that represent referents which are re latively powerful are assigned 

mascu lin e gende r wh ile those that represent relatively powerless referents are 

assigned feminine gender. This linguistic activity is polarized jus t like gender 

categorization of nouns based on the relative s ize of th e referent (under 

section 3.2. 1). 

In Oromo society women are considered as physically weak individuals 

compared to men. This ideology co mmonly manifests through different 

expressions that involve comparisons of man's strength with that of woman . 

For instance, they say, [nam- itftfa kana d u ba rti:n ille : 7in - re: b- ti] 'Even a 
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woman can beat this m a n. ' This expressIOn shows that the society perceives 

women as physically weaker lhan men. 

Hence, one may assume that the practice of gender catego rization of nouns on 

the bases of relative power of the referenls in AO might have been s h a ped by 

lhe socielY's prejudiced pcrccPlion of men's and women's physical strength. 

3.2.4 Gender categorization of nouns based on the social 

values of the referents 

Under this section I wou ld discuss how some nouns a rc categorized under 

feminine gender on th e bases of the social values of the referents they signify; 

and how gende r bias ideology manifests through this linguistic ac tivity. 

[n AO some nouns a rc calegorized under feminine gender based on the 

negative socia l va lues of the referents. Nouns that denote human referents 

thal have undesirable· social characters a rc categorized under feminine 

gender. These nouns are eilher overtly marked with fem inine gender markers 

l - t - ] a nd [-e] or they are cove rtly m a rked with agreement markers that occur 

with adjeelives in differenl expressions thal involve lhem. Observe the 

following examples. 

(20) 

feminine noun gloss 

[bud a:] 'evil eye' 

[hat - tu :] 'th ief' 

[kacfat - tu:] 'beggar 

[fu :-tu:] 'sorcerer' 

[sa : m - tu:] 'robber' 

[add agg-e] 'va gabond' 
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[sob - tu :l 

[ma ra:t u:l 

[ra :tu :l 

'liar' 

'crazy) 

(moron' 

[n d ifferent expressions the adjeetives and the verbs that a re used with the 

above nouns take feminine agreement markers. These nouns represent both 

women and men as both can have the social characters that the nouns 

express. Yet, Lhey are calegori%cd under feminine nouns. Obscrve how these 

noun s are marked for gender in the following expressions eovertly as III 

examples (21a), (2 1h), and (21i) and covertly in the rest of the examples. 

(21 ) 

a) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

[buda : - n id 30: ll e: na :t - til 

ev il eye NOM infants bewitches 3 F 

'Evil eye bewitehes infants.' 

[hat - tu :-n k'abe: nna ke: hat - til 

Lhief 3 F NOM property your I S steals 3F 

'A thie f steals one's property. ' 

[Kadat - tu : - n homa: 7i n- k'ab - t - ul 

beggar 3F NOM nothing NEG has 3F NEG 

'A beggar has nothing.' 

[fu - tu : - n si hijj o:m -s - itil 

sorce rer 3F NOM you poor CAUS 3F 

'A sorce rer makcs one poor. ' 

[sa:m - tu: - n humna: - n k'a be: nna ke: fucfat - til 

robber 3F NOM force NOM property your 1 Stake 3F 

'A robber takes one's propcrLy by force.' 
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g) 

h) 

i) 

[addagg -e: - n nama 7in- kabad3 - t - ul 

vagabond 3 1" NOM person NEG respected 31" NEG 

'A vagabo nd docs not respec t one.' 

[Sob - tu : - n 7in - kabad3am - t - ul 

hypocrite 31" NOM NEG respected 31" NEG 

'A hypocrite is not respected .' 

[ma ra :t u: - n waa - n hod3e t - tu 7in - be :k - t - ul 

crazy NOM thing NOM docs 31" NEG know 31" NEG 

'A crazy person docs not know what she does.' 

[ra:t -u: - n homa : 7in- be:k - t - ul 

moron 31" NOM noth ing NEG know 31" NEG 

'A moron docs not know anything.' 

In the above examples the subjects of (21 a), [buda:l. (2 1h), [ma ra :tul. and 

(2 1 i), [ra:tu :l a re covertly marked for gender by m arking the verbs, [na: t - til 

'bewitches 31'" in (21 a), and [7in - be:k- t - ul 'does not know 3 1'" in both (21h) 

and (21i) with the agreement marker [- tu l . [n addition to the overt gender 

markings on the su bjects, thc verbs in the re st of the sentences under 

example (21) are a lso marked with fem in ine agrecm ent markers . For instance, 

[hat - t il 'steals 31"', [7 in - k'ab - t ul 'docs not have 3 1"', [h ijjo:m - s- it il 'makes you 

poor 3F" [fudat- til 'takes 31''' a rc ma rked with femininc agreement markers 

[- ti l. [- tul. and [- it il. 

Th e nou n s [K adat - tu :l. 'beggar' and [Sob - tu:l. 'hypocrite' can be marked for 

gender in spec ifi c expressions as [I<adat- tu : / - a:l. 'fem a le beggar/male beggar' 
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and [Sob - tu :/ a :l, 'female hypocrite /male hypocrite'. However, their genen c 

forms are the femin ine ones as in [I< acfat - tu :- n homa: 7in-k'ab-tul, 'A beggar 

docs not have anything.' and [Sob - tu :- n mo :tumma: wa:k'a: 7in- cfa:ltu] 'A 

hypocrite does no t inherit the kingdom of God'. In these general expressions 

the subjects [Kacfat - tu: ] 'beggar' and [Sob-t u :] 'hypoc rite' are the feminine 

form s. The gene ric forms of these two nouns a re the feminine forms. 

The lexica l items in example (20) above can a lso be used as adjectives. When 

they a rc used as adjectives in specific exp ressions which involve either 

masculine or feminin e su bjects, they retain the feminine gender markers . 

Consider the following examples. 

(22) 

a) 

b) 

[inni / ise:-n hat - tu : cfa] 

he/she N.OM thief 31' COP 

'He/ she is a th ief.' 

[inni / is e:-n fu :t - u: cfa] 

he / she NOM sorcerer 31' COP 

'He/she is a sorcerer.' 

c) [inni / ise: - n sa:m -tu: cfa] 

he/she NOM robber 31' COP 

'He / s he is a robber .' 

d) [inni / ise:- n addagg -e: cfa] 

he/she NOM vagabond 31' COP 

'He/she is a vagabond.' 

c) [i nni / ise:-n mara :t - u: cfa] 

he /she NOM crazy 3 F COP 

'He/she is crazy.' 
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[in ni / ise: - n ra :t -u: cfa] 

hc/shc NOM moron 3F COP 

'He / she is a moron.' 

Thc exprcssions under the above cxamples show that regardless of the gender 

of the subjects they appear with, adject ives, Ihat-tu:] 'thief 3F' [fu :t- u:] 

'sorcerer 31'" [sa: m - tu:] 'robber 3F' [addagg-e:] 'vagabond 3F' [mara:t-u:]' 

'erazy 31'" [ra:t - u:] 'moron 31'" retain their feminine gender markers . This 

shows that in AO nouns or adjectives that denote or describe referents with 

negativc social values arc sclectivcly markcd for gender agreement with 

femininc gcndcr markers. 

To sum up, section 3.2 has discussed how gender bias ideology is manifested 

through noun categorization based on diffcrent attributes of the referents. As 

th is section sh ows in 1'.0 nouns arc categorized under feminine gender when 

the referents they represent a rc small in size, have less or no power, and are 

socially undesirable. On thc contrary, some nouns are categorized under 

masculine gcnder when the objects thcy represent are la rger in size, relatively 

powerful, and socially desirablc. 

In the past it was widely believed that grammatical gender has nothing in 

common with social gcnder. Howevc r, rccently some researches have proved 

that grammatica l gcnder has a link with social gender. For instance, 

Boroditsky (2001) has found out that spcakers whose mother tongue IS 

German assign male charactcristics to objects such as table (which IS 

represented by masculine noun der tisch in German) . On the other hand, 

other speakers whose mother tongue is Frcnch assign female characteristics 

to the same objcet which is reprcsented by fcminine noun la table (in French). 

Based on this psychological association betwecn grammatical gender and 

social gender one may presume that the polarized gender categorization in AO 
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might havc originated from the socia l gender stercoty pes m the language 

com muni ty. 

In Oromo society womcn are perceived as mentally and physically weak 

individuals. For instance in the proverbs of the language we find [dubart i:n 

be:ka: dalti ma le: be:ktu: 7in k'abddul, 'woman is not wise; she only gives birth 

to wisc man'. According to this provcrb in Oromo society women are perceived 

as people with weak mental capacity . In another instance we find [kan 

dande:ssu da:ni d3enna:n gowwa:n gale: ni :ti : da:nel, 'to ld to attack somebody 

he cou ld ; a fool man went home and attacked h is wifc'. According to this 

proverb, the Oramo believe that women a re physically weaker than men. 

The pe rception of the society on women expressed above, correlate with the 

habit.s in noun categorization discussed under 3.2. Hence, possibly concepts 

likc size, power, and social value arc psychologically associated with the 

gender stcreotypcs of the society . 

According to Spender (1980) c ited in Sunderland (2006: 15), "It is the 

dominant group (the male) that produced" this kind of gender biased language 

convention and "its justification for the ir own benefits". Hence, the gender 

polarization m AO have emanated from the a lready established male 

dominance in the socie ty. 

3.3 Gendered administration and profession titles 

Under this topic I would discuss the origins and historical evolution of 

gendered administration and professional titles in AO. In AO nouns referring 

to administration posts and professions are mostly masculine, and feminine 

nouns which cou ld have become parallel to those masculine nouns a re 

missing in most cases. To show the significance of this problem I have divided 

the discussion into two parts. Thus, section (3.3.1) deals with nouns obtained 
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from tradit ional Oromo adm inistra tion syste m called Gada system (hereafter, 

GAS). And sec tion (3 .3 .2) dcals with administration and profession titles a fter 

the decline of GAS includin g the present. 

3.3.1 Administration titles during the Gada system 

According to Negaso (2000), until 1880s the Western Oromo peop1c used to 

be admini s tra ted by a traditional socia-political system called Gada. This· 

adm ini stration system was democra tic for men. However, women had been 

m a rginalized in GAS. (ibid) In addition to historical literature different 

a dmini s tra tion titles during GAS a lso s how the male domination in the socio­

political arena. Observe the following administration titles during GAS from 

GricfCl1 ow- Mewis (2001:26 ). 

(23) 

administration titles during GAS 

[abba: gada :] 

father "ada b 

[abba: du :la:J 

father wa r 

[abba: dubbi:] 

father speech 

[abba: c'affe:] 

rather legisla tive a s sembly 

gloss 

'leade r of the Gada council' 

'war lead er in Gada administration' 

'chief speaker of th e Gada council' 

'chairman of the legislative assembly ' 

The a bove administration titles renect male domination in the Gada system. 

Women were not allowed to be leaders. Therefore, they did not have parallel 

feminine adm inistration titles. In fact one cannot judge the past with the 

present m en ta lity since every period in huma n cultural evolution has its own 

philosophical dimension. However , sometim.cs thc past mentali ty is reflected in 

the prescnt life s tyle of a society . As Bonvillian (2 000) a rgues, language 
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co nve n tion is the carrier of this mentality . This argument IS true to AO. 

Consider thc fo llowi ng section for detail. 

3 .3.2 Administration and profession titles from the 

decline of Gada administration to the present 

According to Negaso (2 000) the westcrn Oromo started to abandon (partly) the 

GAS in 1880s. Yet th is t ransformation did not bring womcn to leade rship. The 

thcn tiLles also attes t to this fact. Consider the following exa mple . 

(24) 

[mo :t i:] 'king 

[go: fta :] / [go :fti :] 'lord' 

The above masculine nouns do not have parallel feminine n ouns. This shows 

that thcre was power imbalance between male and female of the language 

community. The last noun [go: fta :] / [go:fti :], 'lord' seem to have [g i:fti:] 'lady' as 

its parallel. However, s ince the 'lord' a nd 'lady' a re not equal in statu s the 

tiLles are a lso not symmetric. In Oromo society , someone who u sed to be 

add ressed by the title [go:fta:] / [g o: fti :], 'lord' was a male leader. Yet, [gi :fti:], 

'lady' was only the t itle of a lord's wife and woman addressed with this title 

did not have the power of leadership. 

Later in arou nd 1885 the western Oromo lost the war with Minilik II , th e first 

Ethiopian king. Becau se of thi s they were forced to tota lly abandon the GAS 

a nd a dopted the feudal a dministration system. (Negaso 2000) The feudal 

system by its nature was not good regarding gender ba lance in administration 

elsewhere. Hence, it encouraged the con tinui ty of male domination in 

administrat ion a re na . Nouns referring to admini stra tion posts of the time also 

verify thi s fact. Observe the following examples. 



r 

(25) 

[abba: lafa :] 

fa ther la nd 

[abba: k'oro :] 

father a pOrLion of land 

'la nd lord' 

'land owner' 

Th is gender bias was transferred to the present (21 st century) through the ' 

favorable ground la id for it by the past political systems . Even if it has not 

totally changed, the present seems to be relatively better for women in Oromo 

society. Now a few women arc seen on ad ministra tion posts, yet as the 

gramma r of the language shows, the past masculine dominance in political 

and socia l arena s till manifests through nouns referring to administration 

posts and som e profess ion titles. Consider thc followin g examples. 

(26) 

[dura ta :7-a: ] 

front s it 3M 

[abba: ganda:] 

father village 

[bu Itf - a:] 

ad minis tra tor 3M 

[abba: se: ra: ] 

father law 

'chai rman ' 

'chairma n of a village' 

'admin istrator' 

judge' 

The a bove masculine nouns refer to administration a nd profession posts in 

the presen t lives of the language community . These masculine nouns do not 

have feminin e forms , in spite of thc fac t that today women a re a llowed to hold 

the posts a nd the gramma r of the language a llows the formation of parallel 

feminine titles by a lternating feminine morphemes wi th masculine ones. For 

instance, labba:] 'fa the r' can be substituted with [ha:cfa] 'mother ' to form 
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rha:cfa ganda:] 'chairpcrson of a village 3F' or [ha:cfa se:ra:] Judge 3F'. In 

addition, feminine ge nder markers [-e:ssu:J and [- itu:] can be altered with the 

masculine gendc r marker [- a:J to form feminine titles [d u ra t-e:ssu:] 

'cha irperson 3F' and [bultf-itu:J 'admini stralO r 3F' for female referents. 

The a bse nce of parallel feminine form s for the titles under the above examples. 

show thc fact that the posts had been held executively by male in the past. 

And this shows how old practices (experienccs) shape language conventions. 

According to Eckert and McConnel-Ginet (2003), language conventions 

constrain our thoughts and practices. Hence, the faet that the above 

administration titles in AO do not have parallel feminine forms may inf1uence 

the younger generation to think that lcadership is cxclusively the duty of 

male. Hence, the above titles in AO may need consideration. 

3.4 Gendered terms which define the male gender as 

normative 

This section discusses how some terms in AO define the male gender as 

normative (generic) in light of thc socio-historical lives of the language 

speakers. According to Alpher (1987), in different societies it is the dominant 

gender that becomes thc normative (generic) form. In other words, if a society 

is patriarchal, generic forms of different terms would be the masculine forms . 

According to Asmarom (1973) , and Moha mmed (1990), Clamons (1992) 

Wondwesen (2000), and Negaso (2000) Oromo is a patriarchal society. 

In the traditional Oromo society, [abba:] 'the patriarch' was the head of his 

family. He was in command of political, social and economic lives of his family 

in particular and the socicty at large . Today, this image of the ma le in the 

traditional Oromo socicty ref1ects through some indefini te terms formed from 

the word [abba:J 'father' in AO. Observe the following examples . 
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(27) 

a) [a bba:] 

'father / owner/ oneself' 

b) [abba fed - e] 

father wish 3M 

'anybody /whoever' 

e) [abba: tokk -0] 

father one 3M 

'someone) 

In the above examples, the term [abba:], 'owner/oneself' stands as genene 

term representing both genders. The use of this term as generic form has 

resulted from women's exclusion from leadership and ownership of property . 

In the traditional Oroma fami ly the patriareh was in command of every 

important properly. Womcn had no valuable properly. Regarding this Negaso 

(2000: 130- I) writes as follows. 

Female had no right to own land and cattle . They only used 

under the charge of male owners. In the family the most 

important equipment was the private property of th e father. The 

father owned the utensils and the house. In case she divorced 

the woman departs empty handed. The patriarch was the only 

person who had the right to buy and sell property . 

Hence, it may be logica l to argue that one of the senses of the word [abba:], 

'owner' has originated from the past exclusive property ownership of the 

patriarch in the language community. 
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The other se nse of [abba:], 'o neself' a s ge neric form might have originated from 

the fact that in the traditional Oromo society the male represented his family 

at home o r in public . According to Negaso (2000), in the traditional Oromo 

fa mily it was only the pa triarch or the eldest son in the fa mily that used to 

represent the family in a ny domestic and public affairs. Therefore, the generic 

usc of the masc uline word [abba:], as 'onese lf' might have originated from the 

pas t tradition of representation in the Oromo fami ly by male. 

The te rm s under example (27) above a rc masculine nouns but they are used 

as generic form s. In common expressions they a re marked by th e masculine 

agree ment markers a s in example (2 8) below. 

(28) 

a) [abba : 

father 

- n fecf -e wa:-n 

NOM wishcs 3M thing NOM 

ba rba:d - e ha- d3cfe- uJ 

wants 3M PAR Say 3M 

'Let any body /whoeve r wishes say anyth in g he wants.' 

b) [abba - n lafa ka na: e nnu : Inni ' 

father NOM la nd this who he 

'Who is he that owns this land?' 

c) [abba: - tu of- be:k - aJ 

father FOe self knows 3M 

'I t is the self who know about himself.' 

In th e above examples, the verbs are ma rked by ma sculine agreement 

marke rs to agree with th ei r subjects (which a rc generic m ascu line nouns) for 

the gramma ticality of the sentences. Accordingly, [ha - d3e- cfuJ 'let him say' in 

(28a) a nd [of- be:k-a], 'knows himself' in (28c), are marked with masculine 

agrcemen l marke rs [- ul. and [aJ respectively . 
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The masc uline nouns under example (27) may also be marked by feminine 

agreement makers by suffixing the agreement makers on the verbs they 

appear with, but then the sentences will have extra semantic feature in 

addition to indefiniteness. Conside r the following example. 

(29) 

a) [abba: - n fe: - te wa: - n barbad - te ha- d3et -tul 

father NOM wishs 3 F thing NOM want 3F PAR say 3F 

'Let anybody say whatever she wants.' 

b) [abba: - n lafa kan a: e :ililu ise: - nl 

father NOM land thi s who she NOM 

Who is she that owns this land?' 

In sen tence (29a) above the masculine indefinite noun [abba: fedel 'anybody' 

has been marked with' the feminine agreemen t marker [- tel to form [abba: 

fe:-tel 'any body ' (diminutive). And in sentence (2gb) the masculine indefinite 

noun [abba:], 'owner' has covertly been assigned feminine gender by using the 

anaphor lise:], 'she' with it. Speakers who utter them do it filled with 

disrespect for the referents. As it has already been discussed under section 

(3 .2 .2), in AO marking a masculine noun with feminine gender markers is to 

demean the s ta tus of the referents. Therefore the above indefinite [abba: fe: -

tel 'anybody' and [abba:], 'owncr' are marked for gender with feminine 

agrcement markcrs to demean the referents' social status. 

To sum u p, under th is section we have seen how some masculine indefinite 

terms formed from the word [abba:], 'father' in AO define the masculine gender 

as normativc. According to some schola rs, this usage may cause two 

problems. First, a s Schneider a nd Hacker (1973) have found out, the usage of 
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masculine te rms as gene ric I-orms may con fuse people as to whether one is 

refcrri ng to male alone or both male and female. Second , some sch olars like 

Harrison (1975), Marty na (1 978) have found out that this practice causes 

females to understand th a t they a re unreprcsented in expressions that involve 

mascu line terms as generic. 

3.5 The absence of some feminine terms from the WDAO 

This section deals with how the Westcrn dia lect of Afan Oromo (hereafter 

WOAO) manifests gender bias by rcducin g fcmi nine forms of firs t and second 

person s ingular possessivc pronouns, the interrogative 'which' the relative 

pro noun 'that', some a naphoric forms, a nd th e fe minine form of 'person'. 

According to Clamons (1992) and Griefen ow-Mewis (2001) in the Southern, 

and Eastern dialects of AD (hereafte r, SOAO and EOAO respectively) first a nd 

second person singu lar and first person plural possessive pronouns, the 

in terrogative 'which' the· relative pronoun 'that ', and some anaphoric forms are 

distinc tly marked for gender by an ini tial [t - ] for feminine a nd [k-] in S01\O 

and [x - ] in EOAO for mascu line. I have a lso found out th at th e centra l 

(Shawa) d ialect of AO has distinct forms of the terms under discussion . In the 

Central dialect of AO the masculine forms arc distinguished by [k- ] while th e 

feminine fo rms arc di s tingui shed by [t - ]. Nevertheless, in the WOAO at the 

prcscnL, there is only th e masculin c form [k- ] which is used with both male 

a nd fe malc . Observe thc followin g exam ple s from WOAO (Wollega dialect) and 

SOAO (Bale dialec t). 
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(30) 

WDAO 

a) [abba: k- 0:] 

fa Lher M my 

'my father' 

b) [abba: k- e:nna] 

faLher M our 

'our father' 

e) [ha:da k- 0:] 

mother F' our 

'my mother' 

d) [ha:da k-e: ] 

mother M you r IS 

'yo ur mOLher' 

e) [hada k-e:nna] 

mother M our 

'our mOLher' 

D [ha:da k-e:ssan] 

mOLher M you r 2P 

'your mother ' 

SDAO 

a) [abba: k- ijja] 

fath e r M my 

'my fa Lher' 

b) [abba: k- e:nna] 

fa Lher M ou r 

'our father' 

e) [ha :da t - ijja] 

mOLher F' our 

'my mOLher' 

d) [ha:da t - e:] 

mother F your IS 

'your mother' 

e) [ha:da t - e:nna] 

mother Four 

'our mother ' 

D [ha:da t-e :ssan] 

mother F your 2P 

'your mother' 

Exa mple (30) above shows thaL in WDAO Lhe feminine forms of first person 

singular and plural and seeond person singular and seeond person possessive 

pronouns , [t - ijja] 'my F", [t - e: nna] 'our F" , [t- e:] 'your 2FS' and [t- e :ss'an] 

'your 2FP' as in example (30b), (30e), (30d) and (30e) under SDAO above are 

replaeed by the maseuline form s [k- o:] 'my M' and [k-e: nna] 'our M' to refer to 

female. 
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In WDAO the feminine form of the interrogative [t-am] 'which F' also has been 

replace by the masculine form [k-am] 'which M'. Consider example (31a) and 

(31 b) below. 

(31 ) 

WDAO SDAO 

a) [gurba: k- am] a) [gu rb a: k- am] 

boy M which boy M which 

'which boy?' 'which boy?' 

b) [inta la k- am] b) [intala t- a m] 

girl M which girl F which 

'which girl?' 'which girl?' 

In addition, in WDAO the relative pronoun 'that' and some anaphoric forms 

have only the masculine form s which are marked by [k-] for both masculine 

and feminin e references while the SOAO and the EDAO have distinct form[t-] 

for feminine. Observe examples (32a) and (32b) from SDAO, and (32c) and 

(32d) from WOAO. 

(32) 

a) [gu rba : - n k-an kale:ssa agar-re 7in - du -e] 

boy NOM M that yesterday saw 1 P FOC died 3M 

The boy that we saw yes terday died.' 

b) [dubart iti : -n t - an kale:ssa agar-re 7in - du: - tel 

woman NOM F that yesterday saw lP FOC died 3F 

"fhe woman thaL we saw yesterday died.' 

c) [gurba: - n k- an ka le :ssa aga r- re sun 7in - d u -e] 

boy NOM M thaL yesterday saw 1 P that FOC died 3M 

The boy that we saw yesterday died.' 
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d) [duba rti - ti: - n k- an ka le :ssa agar- re s un 7in :'" du: - tel 

wo ma n DEI" NO M M that yesterday saw 1 P that roc died 3F 

The woma n that we sa w yeste rday died .' 

As the a bove exa mples s how in SDAO the relative pronoun 'that' is 

di s tinguished for masculin e and feminin e referents with the morphemes [k-] 

and [t- ] respectively . Yet, thi s la ter case has been reduced from the WOAO. 

[n SDAO the near demonstrative 'this ' is a lso distinguished for masculine and 

feminine referents with [k- ] and [t- ] respectively . Nevertheless, in WOAO the 

fem inine form is missing and the masculine form is used with referents of 

both gend ers . Consider the exa mples from SOAO and WOAO, 

(33) 

WOAO SOAO 

a) [g urba: k- ana] a ) [gurba: k-ana] 

boy M this boy M this 

'this boy' 'this boy' 

b) [in ta la k- a na] b) [intala t-ana] 

girl F this girl F this 

'this girl' 'th is girl' 

In addition , in WOAO we do not find the feminine form of [nama] 'person' 

whic h is d is tinguished for gender in the SOAO by suffixing [- itftfa] for male 

referen t and [- itti:] for feminine referent as in [nam- itftfa] 'the person 3M' and 

[nam - itti: ] 'the pe rson 3 1"'. Howeve r , in WDAO [nama] 'person ' either s tands as 

gene ric representing both men a nd wo men as in [nam - ni tokko- Ile: 7in-d3iru] 

There is nobody'. Or it only re presents m a n when m arked with a ny of the 
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gende r ma rkers as in [nam - itftfa] 'the person 3 M' or Inam- itti: ] 'the person 3M 

diminutive'. 

The loss of the feminine forms of th e terms discussed so far from the WOAO 

may be expla ined in term s of socio-historical se tllement of the Western 

Oromo. According to Mohamed (1990) the Western Oromo assimilated the 

early settlers of the area through the customs of adoption of individuals and 

groups ca lled mogasa a nd gudifacha. Among the language communities that 

were ass imilated by the Oromo a re Omotic and Semetic la n gu age s peakers . 

One of the Seme tic groups is the Amha ra who speak Amharic language . Even 

if both Afan Oromo and Amharic co me under Afroasiatic language families 

they have tremendous differences. One of these differences for insta nce is 

gender distinction of the term 'pe rson ' for ma le and female referents. As have 

been discussed a bove, the S DAO (specifically Bale dialect the a rea where 

Oromo is said to have expanded from) distinguishes gender for the term 

'person' based on the sexes of the referen ts. Yet, Amharic does not do this . 

The Amharic term for 'person' is [sawu] this term is eith er used as genene 

representing both male and female or with ma le referents only (even wh en it is 

marked with feminine gender marker) as in [sawuja-wu ] 'the person 3M' or 

[sawuja-wa] 'the person 3M diminutive' . The use of the term [nama] 'person' in 

WOAO is simila r to the Amharic [sawu] 'person '. Hence , one may assume that 

the lose of the feminine form of this term in WOAO might ha ve resu lted from 

the assim ilation of the Amha ric s pea kers in to the Oromo. 

Accordi ng to Alpher (1987) this kind of linguistic practice may be attributed to 

the lingui stic practice of patria rch a l society where the male grammatical forms 

a rc used as generic . According to As marom (1963), Baxter (1978), Wondwesen , 
(2000), and Negaso (2000), the c)romo a re patriarchal and patrelineal people. 
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So, it cou ld also be argued that this process of reducing the feminine forms of 

different terms has s tarted as using the male forms as gene ric. 

Be it with the socio-historica l event of assimilation or other not yet 

investigated linguistic changes in the WDAO itself, the lose of th e feminine 

form of [nama] 'person' and the other feminine forms of different terms 

explained above can stili be considered as gender bias because this practice 

may challenge the self eSleem of women as the use of the masculine .forms of 

the Lerms discussed above wilh female referents do not represent them. 

3.6 Verbs hauling socio-cultural gender bias 

This section discusses how gender bias ideology manifests 111 AO through 

mandaLory and exclusive grammatical collocation of some verbs that express 

socia-cu ltural practices with nouns referring to woman or man. 

In AO, some verbs are grammatically obliged to take exclusively certain 

nominal arguments referring to either female or male human. The 

grammalical obl igation of the verbs to collocate only with noun s that refer to 

man or woman referent has resulted from the socia-cultural practices that the 

verbs express . Por instance, consider the following verbs that express 

marriage issLles, husband-wife relationship and lhc roles of husband and wife 

in family life in the following example. 

(34) 

a) [hint a ll - i he: rum -tel 

girl NOM sold 31" 

Ijt: 'The girl go t sold .' 

The girl got married .' 

b) [h inta ll - i kun mana - tti haf - te ] 

gi rl NOM this house POST remained 31" 

Lit: 'This girl is left over.' 

This girl is not chosen for marriage.' 
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c) ldubart i: - n kun abba: mana : isee - f id 30: ll e: ba:jje: hot - tel 

woman NOM this ra th er house her POST ch ildren many bread 3F 

Li t: 'This woman h as reared many children to the rather of the house.' 

'This Woman h a s given birth to many children.' 

d) [ise:-n abba: mana d3a1a bulu: 7in - dand e:ss -ul 

she NOM fath er house under be ad ministered NEG able 3F NEG 

Li t: 'She cannot be admini strated under hus band.' 

'S he cannot be obedient to he r husband .' 

The infinitive rorms or the verbs used in the a bove sentences such as 

[h e: rumu :l 'to be given in marriage/to be sold ' (35a), [haftu: ta7u:l 'to be left 

unmarried ' (35b), [id 30:l le: isa: f ho ru:l 'to rea r children for him' (35c), [d3ala 

bulu:], 'to be a dministered by one' (35d) can only ta ke nouns or pronoun 

referring to rem ale human such as , [h in ta la], 'girl', [d ubarti :], 'woman ', lis e :], 

'she' etc as their a rguments. 

This grammatica l rule or word collocation has been set by the socia-cultural 

practices among the la nguage community which the verbs 111 the above 

examples express. According to Wondwesen (2000) and Nega so (2000), in 

Oromo socielY women gel married in a way which is equivalent to 'getting 

sold '. When women get married, her parents a re compensated with bride 

pnce. This is done to replace the phys ical labor that the woman u sed to 

render al her parents ' home. The verb [he: rumu :l which h as a litera l m eaning 

'to be sold' expresses this cultural prac tice . Regarding th e gender bia s in the 

cultural marriage practice or the Oromo socie ty, Wondwesen (2000:53) 

comments as follows. 

An ()ramo girl is cons idered as a useful commodity because 

shc is a source or income to her parents lhrough paym ent of 
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the bride-wealth. According to the culture a man pays bride­

wealth to the family of a woman he marries. Once she is sold 

like any other commodity she becomes the properly of her 

husband. Thus the submissive behavior is expected from a 

wife toward her husband. Not on ly this the generally 

recogni%ed right of the husband to beat his wife is observed. 

The verb [he:rumu:] takes only feminine nouns as its argument. The parallel 

verb for male, [fu:cfu:] 'to take woman for marriage' can only take masculine 

nouns as its argument. In addition, the verb [fu :cfu :] a lso expresses the power 

relation between man and woman in Oromo society. This verb takes on ly 

masculine nouns as its argument as in [gurba: - n hintala fu :cfe] 'The boy took 

the girl for marriage'. If it takes feminine noun as in [hin ta ll -i gurba: fu:te] 

The girl took the boy for marriage.' , it would be interpreted as 'The .&.~l is 

physica lly or economically more powerful than the boy and she agitates the 

boy.' In Oromo society, it is the man that is supposed to be more powerful 

and lead the woman in the way he fancies. Therefore, the utterance [hinta ll-i 

g urba: fu:te] 'The girl took the boy for marriage' is augmenting the social 

stat.us of the girl while at the same time it demeans the social status of the 

boy. 

The verb [haftu : ta7u :] 'to be left un -chosen for marriage' shows the socio-

cultural bias in the language community. In Oromo society women get 

married only when chosen by male. If they are not chosen for marriage they 

would be denoted as [haftu :] 'leftover'. This noun has a negative socia l ':, 'bov" 
:.;,[) tAo 

meaning and the absence of a parallel word that could denote a male that iSC.;5 ( .~ 
left unmarried by any chance, may a lso show lingu istic bias. In Oromo 

society, the male has the right to marry as many women as possible if his 

economy allows him. (Wondwcsen 2000) In addition , the male has the right to 
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marry any gir l he wants any time (even in his old age) if he could afford the 

bride price. However, a female has no such rights. She could be left unmarried 

for instance because it is suspected tha t she cannot be obedient to her 

husband. Because of this she would be denoted as [haftu:] 'leftover'. 

The phrase [id30: lle: abba: mana:-f horu :l. 'to rear children to the father of th e 

house' shows one of the social roles of women . According to Negaso (2000), · 

one of the duties of women in Oromo society is rearing as many children as 

possible because chi ldren provide the husband with manual power. 

Accordingly, the phrase [id 30:l le : abba: man a:-f horu :l. 'to give children to the 

fa ther of the house' a lso shows the power imbalance between the husband 

and the wife which is reOected by the giver-taker position assumed in the 

phrase. In this particular case s he is at the serving position and he is at the 

position of getting served. 

The last verb, [d3a1a bulu:] to be administered by one' shows the bias in the 

social positioll of female and male in the society. The male is at the superior 

position (he is administrator and she is a dministered). Regarding the socio­

cultural positions of male a nd fem a le in Oromo society, Negaso (2000: 126) 

writes as follows, 

In the traditional Oromo society the patriarch was responsible 

for defense and secu rity of the family and its property ... In 

accordance with the traditional laws he was responsible for 

order, discipline and the mora l standards of his family and his 

dependents. He had the ri ght LO reprimand and punish 

members of the family who violated moral norms and any law 

enacted by the soc iety. He had full right to decide on the life 

and death of the member of the family. 
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The Phrase I abba: mana: d3a la bu lu:], 'to be obedient to the husband' show 

this. The verbs explained above so far take only nouns referring to women as 

subjects. I f nouns referring to man are used as subjects of these verbs the 

sentencc will have differcnt socia l interpretations, as in the following 

examples. 

(35) 

· a) [na m - itftf - i ise: -tti he: rum -e] 

b) 

man 3M NOM her POST sold 3M 

Lit: 'The man got sold to her for marriage.' 

'The man is less powerful than his wife.' 

[i nn - i ha:cfa mana d3a la b u l 

h e NOM mother house under administered 

Lit: 'He is administered under his wife'. 

'He is obcdient to his wife.' 

-a] 

3M 

The usc of [nam-itftf i], 'the man' (35a) as the subject of the verb [heru m u: ], 'to 

be sold for marriage' shows that more money than him' or that 'she is more 

powerful than him. In the example (35b) too, the collocation of the subject 

[i n ni], 'he' with the phrasal verb [d3ala bula] 'to be administrated u nder' has a 

connotation, 'he is less powcrful than her'. According to Negaso (2000), in 

traditional Oromo society the patriarch is the member of the family with the 

highest socio-cultural hiera rch y. He con trols and exploits his wife and 

c hildren. He is a lways expected to be the leader in his family and the wife is at 

the s ubordinate position. She is considered as his properly. Consider example 

(36) below which shows this socio-eultura l picture of man's and woman 's 

position in Oromo socie ty. 
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(36) 

a) [na m - itftf- i ha: cfa mana: isa: adab - at -e] 

man 3M NOM mother house his punished AUT 3M 

Lit: The man punished his wire ror himselL' 

'The man punished his wire.' 

b) Ig urba: - n hinta la ila: 11 - a t -e] 

. c) 

d) 

boy NOM girl looked AUT 3M 

Lit: The boy chose a girl ror himselL' 

~rhe boy chose a girl ror marriage' 

[na m - itftf - i hi ntala - tt i e rg -at -e ] 

man 3M NOM girl POST sent AUT 3M 

Lit: The man sent mediators to the gi rl 's parents for himselL' 

The man sent mediators to the girl's parents; to al low him to marry her) 

[a b ba: ma na: - t u ise: ir ra: d u7 - e] 

rath er h ouse FOe her top d ied 3M 

Lit: 'Her husba nd died rrom the top of her.' 

'She is widowed.' 

e) [i -n ni ise: fu :cf - e] 

he her took 3M 

Lit: 'He took her ror marriage' 

'He married her.' 

In the above sentences the subject positions are taken by nouns referring to 

male human such as [n a mitftfa] 'the man' (36a) and (36c), [g urba:] ' boy', (36b), 

[a bba: ma na:], husband' (36d), and' [inni J, 'he' (36e) while th e object position 

is taken by nouns referring to female human such as, [h a :cfa mana:], 'wife' 
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(36a), [hinta la], 'girl ' (36b) and (36c) rise:], 'her' (36d) and (36e). It would be 

socially ungrammati cal to usc nouns referring to female human as subjects in 

the above sentences . Because the verbs [adab - atfu:], 'to punish for one self', 

[i la :ll - atf- u :] , to choose one for oneself, for marriage' [itt i-e rgg-atfu:] 'to send 

mediators to the girls parents for marriagc', [irra: du 7u :] 'to die from the top of 

someone', and [fu :d - u :] 'to take a woman for marriage' require a masculine 

subj ects and feminine objects . 

To sum up, in AO verbs tha t express marnage related activities a nd gender 

roles of husband and wife show how th e Oroma society places man on 

superior position a nd woman on subordin a te position. 

3.7 Proper names in Afan Oromo 

This section d eals with the ideology of gender bias manifes ta tion that appears 

in AO female and male names. Names in AO manifest gender bias ideology 

through the ir semantic con nota tion s that show the higher value given to male 

and through the absence of pa rallel female na m es with male names that have 

semantic connotations associated with socio- political state of affairs . 

In the past proper n a mes were believed to be arbitrarily given only to denote 

their bearers . However, today many researches reveal th at they a lso h ave 

sema n t ic con tents that s how the "soc ia-economic and political situations" of 

different socie tie s . (Zelealem Leyew 2 003: 183) For instance look at the 

following Amharic names from (i bid). 

(37 ) 

a ) [tammi ru ] 'the mi racle' 

b) [g izewe rkJ 'time-gold' 

c) [geta neh] 'you a re God / rich' 
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Accordin g to Zclealem jib idj the above names show the SOClO-eco nomle and 

political realities associated to t.hc people during or prior to the birth of their 

holders. 

In AO too proper names may reveal connotations related to the social, cultural 

economic and political situations of the society, especially during the birth of 

thc bcarcrs or semantic connotations related to the sexes of the bearers in 

accordance with their socio-cultural positions. For instance in example (38a) 

below, [di rrib- a / e] 'double M' /'double F', has socio-economie connotation 

associated to the time the bearers of the names were born. For example one of 

the bearers of the name [di rrib-a] 'double M' tells that one of his family's cows 

had given birth to a calf cxaetly at the time he was born. As a result of this his 

parents named him [dirrib -a:] 'double M' to show that they got double 

happiness. One of their happiness is the birth of the child and the second is 

the economic advantage they got by the birth of the calf. For tbe name 

[ga mmatfu:] 'happiness M' under example (38b) two of its bearers report 

different connotations . One of them says that he was born on the day his 

father was released from six month imprisonment as a result of which his , 
parents were happy and n a med him with this name for commemoration of the 

event. The other bearers of the name tale s that he was given the name 

[gammatfu:] 'happiness M' becausc his parents were happy to get a male child 

(him). 

(38) 

a ) [d irr ib- a: / e:] 'double M'/'doublc P' 

b) [gammatf u:] 'happiness M' 

AO Proper names manifest gender bias ideology in two ways. The first is the 

semantic connotation of male and female names associated to gender 
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preference. And the second is the absence of parallel femlll ine names that 

have socio-political connotations associated with the gender ideology of the 

society (in spi te of the faet that the grammar of the language allows the 

formation of feminine names by using gender districting morphemes) . These 

circ umstances occur from the fact that the Oromo are patrelineal and 

patriarchal society. 

The Oromo society glves more values to male children. The ma le lead their 

own families a nd the society. According to Negaso Gidada (2000), in Oromo 

society almost all social and political leadership is controlled by the male. In 

addition, male children are expected to expand their fathers' and forefathers' 

bloodlines by forming their own families. Because of this belief the society 

craves to rear male children. When women get pregnant the parents wish that 

the child would be male. When their expectation fails (the chi ld turns out to 

be female) they would name the female child with names that connote their 

unsucccssful expectation as in (39a) [hata:tu:] 'let her be', below. This name 

has a sense of compliant. It means 'it is agai nst our wi ll but since we cannot 

change the occurrence of the female child we accept it as it is'. The other 

example under example (39b) Uo:fete:] 'okay', also has similar connotation . 

[t means 'she is female but okay because we cannot change this occasion'. 

The connotations of these names show that the Oromo society would have 

changed the sexes of female to male (at least when they expect to have male) 

had the case that they had the opportun ity. 

(39) 

a) [hata:tu:] 'let her be'1 

b) Uo:fete:] 'let her be (even female) if she wants' 

I. It may be possib le to find parallel masculine name Ihata7u:] in AO but its semantic connotation 

is not the same with that of [hata:tu:J. One of the bearers of the name [hata7u:] reports that he was 
given thi s name in commemoration of his parents' economic disaster. 
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In addition, thc Oromo socicty show thci r gender preference by glvmg male 

children names that have semantic connotations associatcd to preference of 

male child. [<'or instance, thc namc [galata:] 'thanks', a nd [wa:k'ga :ri:'] 'God is 

good' under examples (40a )and (40b) below, may be given because the pa rents 

think that God has fulfilled the desirc of thc parents a nd in return they are 

praising God. And the name [tole:ra:] 'it has turncd out well' and [ta7e: ra] ' It 

has happened as expected' under (40c) and (40d) respectively, are given to 

male with the inten tion of s howing their satisfaction with the fu lfillment of 

their desirc i.e. the birth of malc child. 

(40) 

a) [ga lata:] 'than ks' 

b) [wa:k'ga: ri :] 'God is good' 

e) [to le:ra :] 'i t has turncd out well' 

d) [ta7e:ra] 'It h as happened ' 

If parents dcsire to have a male child but fail to have at once or beget after 

two, three or more female child ren. Then the male child may be named with 

th e names that connote this event. For example th e name [tokk itftfa] 'the one' 

under (41 a ) below, has semantic connotation that is interpreted as 'the ch ild 

is the on ly child in th e fa mily' (in spite of thc presence of female children in 

the fam ily). On the other ha nd , the only fem a le child in a family is not seen as 

a specia l event and commonly not named with a name implying the event. 

Thc male names, [k'oritftfa] 'm edicine' and [fajj isa:l, 'savior ' under (41 b) and 

(4 1 c) below, arc names that s how the fact that thc Oromo is a patrilinea l 

society . Both of these names havc seman tic sensc 'curer' to mean .that the 

bearers 'have cured or saved es pecially their fa th ers. The notions of curing 

and saving have come from the fact that" the society counts its blood lines 
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though male. So the semantic connotation here is that the births of the 

bearers of the names have 'saved' their rath ers' and their forefa thers' blood 

line rrom d iscontinuin g. 

The names [abba: cfibbal, 'hundred note', [cfibb isaa] 'thousand maker', and 

[ku marral, 'better than thousand' under examples (4lf-h) have also semantic 

connotations related to the patrelineality or the Oromo society . For instance, . 

[abba: cfibba:l, 'hundred note' , and [cfibbisaa] 'thousand maker', have the 

sense 'the bea rer males are going to expand the blood lines of their fathers. 

While the name [kumarral, 'bette r than thousand' has the sense of valuing the 

bearer. And the re is no female with this name , in spite of the fact this name 

could be used with both sexes. 

(41 ) 

a) [to kkitftfa :] 'the one' e) [c'arra:] 'luck' 

b) [k'oritftfa:] 'medicine' f) [abba: cfibba:] 'hundred note' 

c) [fajjisa:] 'savior ' g) [cfibbisa:] 'thousand m aker' 

d) [cfarra:] 'the desired' h) [ku mara:] 'better than thousand' 

In addition to the semantic connotations or male a nd female names explained 

above, na mes in AO show gender bias ideology by the absenee of parallel 

femal e names with some m a le names . In difrerent societies some male names 

do not parallels ror female because of m a le dominance in the societies . For 

example a mong the Amh aric speaking societies some male names with socio­

political semantic connota tions do not have pa rallels for females. (Zelealem 

2003) Accord ing to (ibid), in spite of the fac t that the Amharic grammar rule 

permits the production of remale names parallel with the male names like 
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[mangistuJ 'his government' and imarrai 'he led' we do not find parallel female 

names because of the male dominance in the Amharic speaking society. 

S imilarly in Afan Oromo too , in spit of the fact that the morphological rule of 

the language permits the formation of some female names pa rallel with male 

names related with socio-politieal affa irs, we miss them because of male 

dominance in the Oromo society. Observe the following examples. 

(42) 

a) [bu ltftf- a:J 'leader 3M' 

b) iabbo:m-a:J 'commander 3M' 

The above names could be produced for fema le in Afan Oromo by only 

exchanging the masculine marking morpheme [-a:J with feminine marking 

morpheme [- itu: / tuJ Consider the following. 

(43) 

a) [bultftf-itu:J 'leader 3r" 

b) iabbo:m-tu:J 

Howeve r , the above female names do not exist because of the fact that the 

Oromo arc patriarchal society. Regarding the socio-political places of male and 

female in the Oromo society Negaso (2000: 130-1) puts as fo llows. 

Male ch ildren, especially the eldest son received particular care 

and respect from childhood onwards ... from the very beginning 

he was trained for his later functi on as patriarch of the family 

and administrator of its properly. In the absence of the father, 

the first born son (after having reached a mature age a nd 

social status of course) was the priest who tasted the food and 

slaughtered the animals for profa ne as well as for social and 
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religious occasion s. He had the privilege of representing the 

patriarch In publi c meetings a nd a ffa irs. .. .daughters 

participated in a ll dom estic and extra domestic tasks . They 

a ided in rea ring th eir yo unge r brothers and s isters. They 

served food a nd was hed th e feet, of their younger brothers and 

sisters .... particularly the eldest daughter ass is ted h er mother 

in preparation of the ritual food for the [pries t[ of the family. In 

short the daughters served the fami ly until a few days befOFe 

their ma rriage . 

As Negaso t ried to put, the duties a nd responsibilities of men a nd women in 

the tr<J,ditional Oromo society were unequal. Men were at the leading position 

while women were at the serving pos ition. In fact even today in ma ny 

uneducatcd Oromo fami ly, o nc may find sim ila r condition except political 

leade rsh ip wh ich h as cha nged its face . Women a re still serving. Both as 

daughters and wives females serve the men. 

To s u m up, as we ha ve seen under this section, prope r names in AO display 

the gender b ias ideology of the language s peake r in two ways . The first is 

through its semantic connotation s. And the second is through th e gap created 

between some male names and female n ames as a result of male dominance 

a mong th e la nguage s peakers . 

3.8 Figurative use of nouns referring to female and male 

Thi s section deals with the manifes tation of gender bias ideology in AO nouns 

refe rring to male and female . In AO some nouns that refer to female a re 

figura tively u sed to express di fferent concept that h ave nega tive socia l values. 

On the co n trary some nouns that refer to m ale are figuratively used to express 

concept tha t have positive social values . Consider the following examples. 
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(44) 

l 

a) [gurba: - n kun dubarti: - da] 

b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

boy NOM this woman CO P 

Lit: 'This boy is a woman.' 

'This boy is cowardly' 

[nam - itftf - I kun akka dubarti: go la -tti fi:g -a] 

person 3M NOM this like woman kitchen POST runs 3M 

Lit: 'This m a n run s to the kitchen like woman.' 

'This m a n is a coward.' 

[gurba: - n kun akka dalti: nama bak'at - a] 

boy NOM this like female person retrea ts 3M 

Lit: 'This boy retrea ts like a fe ma le .' 

'Thi s boy is a eoward.' 

[nam - itftf - I kun akka d u barti: od u: fun a:n -a] 

person 3M NOM th is like women rumor collects 3M 

Lit: ' fhis m a n collects rumor like woman.' 

'This m an is a rumormonger.' 

[nam - itftf - i kun akka da ltu : nama hamat -a 

person 3M NOM this like fem a le person gossips 3M 

Lit: 'This man gossips like female .' 

'This m a n is a gossiper.' 

[g urba: - n sun a kka dubarti: miri:t'am - a] 

boy NOM that like woman fidgets 

Lit: 'That boy fi dgets like woman' 

'That boy is restless.' 
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b) 

c) 

[nam - ni ga :ffi kana de :bisu dhal 

person NOM question this answers male 

Lit: 'Any body who could answer this question is male.' 

'Any body who cou ld answer this question is so clever.' 

[nam - ni daga : kana 01 ka:su cfi:ral 

person NOM stone this up lifts male 

Lit: 'Any body that could lift up this stone is male' 

'Any body that could lift up this stone is so strong.' 

d) [d ubart i: - n sun gara kut - e:tti: akka cfi:ra: - ti 1 

Woman NOM that s tomach cut 3F like male COP 

Lit: 'That woman is as determined as a m a le .' 

'Tha t woman is so determined. 

In the above sentences, the noun [cfi: ral ; 'male' is metaphorically used to 

express concepts such as heroism cleverness, and strength . In addition, simile 

is used in example (4Sd) to compare the degree of woman's 'heart' with that of 

man. The ge nder bia s ideology reOected in AO through figura tive use of female 

a nd male noun s m ay be considered as lingui s tic sexis m. Linguis tic sexism is a 

social behavior that manifests through la nguage . It augments one gender and 

demeans the other. Accord in g to Spender (1 980) cited in Sunderland 

(2006: 15) the avai la bility of sexist la ngu age in one's culture may force one to 

view reality in a biased way . 

According to Boroditsky (2001) language may influence or encourage thought. 

Therefore, the fact that linguistic sexism exists in AO m ay force the language 

community to take for granted the gende r biased id eology expressed through 

la parole. In other words, the usc of sexist la nguage in AO may influence the 

la ngu age communi ty's thought negatively and encourage them to look down 

on women. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

4.1 Summary and conclusion 

AO manifests gende r bias ideology via catego rization of nouns under .different 

grammatica l genders . In AO nouns that a re categorized under masculine . 

gender arc those th a t refer to entitics that have positive a ttributes such as, 

la rge size, more power, and bcttcr social valu e. On the contrary, n ouns that 

refer to entities that have nega tive attributes such as small s ize , less power, 

and negative social va luc arc categor ized under feminine grammatica l gender. 

In addition, in AO dem eaning takcs place by using fem in ine morphemes while 

augmen ting takes place by using masculine morphemes . These polarized 

actions in th e grammar of AO seem to asser t their source to the males. This is 

cithcr to enable them maintain their statu s or it is a contemptuous action 

whi ch might have sprung from their actions that demean women. In other 

words, these language practices may be mirror images of the socio-cultura l 

practices of Oromo society. 

The practice of polarized categorization seems to h ave been structured by 

male s in ce the categoriza tion selectively places most of the nouns that refer to 

things wh ich have positive values under masculine gender. Spender (1980) 

argues that this sort of la nguage practice is some men's product in which they 

try to defend thei r own in te rest. In addition the practice may have a negative 

psychological impact on the la nguage community's wom en's minds. 

In AO nouns rc ferrin g to adminis tra tive posts in different historical periods 

reflcct male 's dominance in administration a rena . In addition, th e study 

s hows tha t male 's ego is t ic prac tice of the past has been transferred to the 

prcsent socio-political a::tivities of the Oromo society. At the presen t , at least 

we could see a fcw women partic ipating in adminis trative professions. 
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Nevertheless, because of the past men dominance mentality we do not see 

some masculine tiLics representing women as well. 

In AO some masculine words are used as generic forms. In some cases the 

feminine forms of the words arc missing. This practice tries to define the male 

gender as a normative and challenges the identity of the female. As some 

scholars like, Schneider and Hacker (1 973) argue this practice may confuse 

people .as to whether one is referring to a male or both male and female. 

Harrison (1975) and Martyna (1978) have a lso found out in their researches 

that the practice of taking the male gender as generic may cause women to 

understand that they arc unrepresented and that these generic forms refer 

only to men. 

In AO some verbs tha t express socia-cultural practices of the Society show 

gender bias in the grammar of the language. The verbs discussed under this 

section can only collocate with only one of the grammatical genders .. This is 

because of the fact that the practices that the verbs express are already 

gender biased. For example, if we take cultural marriage practice in the 

language community ; it legitimizes men supremacy and women 

subordination. Hence, the separate verbs for men and women express this 

situation. And the grammar of the language takes up this as a convention and 

restricts the collocation of the two separate verbs with both genders 

interchangeably. In addition, the semantic asymmetries between these types 

of verbs also show the gender bias in the grammar of AO. 

In addition, some personal names in AO reflect gender bias ideology. Personal 

names show that the language community places men on higher social status 

and women on a re la tively lower social status. This practice just like the 

categorization process may be in an attempt to maintain the polarized social 

positions given to men and women. 
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Furtherm ore, In AO some nouns that refer to female a re figuratively used to 

express different co ncept.s that have nega tive socia l meanings. On the 

contrary some noun s that refcr to male are figuratively used to ' express 

concepts that havc positive social meanings. 

Genera lly, the gender bias manifested in AO la langue or th e underlying, 

socially established system of lingui stic u nits and rules h as been created 

socio~cultura lly and is per petuatin g by the help of la parole or every day 

speech. 

As the life style of the language community continues to ch a n ge through time 

the creation of new linguistic elements may becomes necessary. Since this 

process has to follow the alrea dy existing language conventions, the already 

laid down gcndcr bias idcology in the language convention may influence the 

language speakers to continue categorizing n ew words under different genders 

based on pola rized sem.antic crite ria . As Bonvillia n (2000:98) a rgues, gender 

bia s in la ngu age becomes a "habitus" which is the process of internalizing "the 

ac tive prcscnce of the wholc past of which it is the product." This 

internalization process of th e past is fa cilitated by th e interdependent nature 

of la langue and la parole. 

Today many psycholin guistic researches a rc revealing fac ts, which suggest 

that habits in langu age encourage habits in th ought. For instan ce, Boroditsky 

(2001), a rgue that la n guage practice may shape human thought. Therefore, 

the gender bias in the gra mmar of AO, especially in the area of gender 

categorization of noun s, diminutive and a ugmentative cases, and figura tive 

use of noun s referring to men a nd women may influence its speakers' 

thoughts on gender equa li ty . In other words, the fact that AO grammatically 

place me n a nd women on positive a n d negative poles of socia l places 

respectively, may force the language community to think and act in th e same 

way. Therefore, to deal with these biases in' la n gua ge, a pplied linguis ts need to 

consider a joint study of the language conven t ions and th e every day 
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language. Based on the nature of the gender bias in the grammar ,of AO, I 

would also recommend different linguistic and non linguistic solutions for the 

reduction or if possible the elimination of the bias in the following section. 

4.2 Recommendations 

As have bcen discussed so far, in AO some of the gender biases manifest in la 

parole <lnd some others manifest in la langue. Hence, the possible solutions I 

recommend V<lry like their sources. 

In AO, thc gender biases that manifest through la parole a rc the ones that 

indirectly originate from socio-cultural gender ideology . These biases need 

non-linguistic solutions. For instance, noun categorization based on semantic 

features of references and figurative use of nouns referring to women and men 

manifest mostly in speeches. And these practices trace their roots back to the 

uncqual values givcn to men and women in the language community and they 

manifest at the level of thought. As Lakoff (1975) argues these kinds of 

language biascs are clues, which show thaL some external situations need 

changin g. Therefore, to stop or reduce these biases it may be mandatory to 

deal first with the gender inequa lity in the socio-cultural lives of the Oromo 

pcople. 

For Lhe gcnder bias, which manifest at the level of langu age conventions, 

would recommend some possible lin guistic solution s. For instance , masculine 

administrative and profession t itles that do not have parallel feminin e forms 

need the introduction of gender-neutral terms. Therefore, I would recommend 

the following lingui stic solution based on thc morphology and semantic 

systems of AO. 

The gender bias in AO administra tive and profession titles may be done away 

with by substituting gender neural terms in placc of masculine terms. One 

may also suggcst that the use of the feminine forms of those masculine 
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administrative and profession titles for female referents m ay solve the 

problem. However, this suggestion cannot solve the problem completely . Thi s 

is because of the fac t that in languages like AO tha t function on binary gender 

system, spea ke rs wou ld be forced to use one of the two form s (masculine or 

feminine) as gene ric in general exp ressions . As have been discussed under 

section (3.4), thi s by itself wou ld be considered as gender bias . For example if 

wc suggcst that th e title [d ura ta :?-a :] 'chairperson 3 M', can be subs tituted by 

its possible fem inine form [du ra te: -ss u:] 'chairperson 3F' for female referent, 

then we arc leaving the language speakers with no option of avoiding the 

gendcr bias that occurs as a resu lt of using one of these forms as gen eric . 

Thcrefore, I s uggest that possible gender neutral terms be introduced to 

replace the gendercd administration and profession titles in AO. For insta nce, 

by rcplacing thc masculine gcndcr m a rking morpheme [-a:] with third 

person agreement marker [- 0:] which is gender neutral we can avoid the 

gendcr bias as in examples (a) and (b) below. And [or terms which do n ot 

follow this pattern we may co in new gcnder neutral terms as in examples (c) 

a nd (d) bellow. 

Old masculine administrative 

and profession titles 

a) [dura ta:? - a:] 

fron t s itter 3M 

'chairman ' 

b) [bu Itf - a:] 

administr 3M 

'administrator 3M' 

83 

Possible gender 

neutral titles 

[dura ta :? -0: ] 

lead sitte r 3 P 

'leader ' 

[bu Itf - 0:] 

administe r 3P 

'administrator' 



c) [abba: se: ra :] [nam a se: ra:] 

father law pcrson law 

Judgc 3M' Judge' 

d) [abba: ga nda:] [d u rs - 0: ganda:] 

father village leader 3 P village 

'chair man of a village' 'leader of a village' 

Using the neutra l te rms suggested above or a ny other possible neutral 

terms I think we can reduce the gender bias in the la nguage. ,However, 

ch anging only the gender biased linguistic clements in AO may not be 

enough to deal with the gender imbalances in the Oromo society. One needs 

to investigate and change the biased gender ideology in the language 

commun ity to solve the problems. Lakoff (1 975) in Sunderland (2006 :97) 

metaphorically states what to do with gender bias in la n gu age as follows . "A 

competent doctor tries to el iminate the germs that cause m easles rather 

than bleach th e red out with peroxide." Therefore, the gender ideology in the 

language community, wh ich is the source for th e language bias should be 

examined and altered to bring meaningful gender impa rtia li ty among the 

Oromo society. 
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