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Chapter 4  
 

The macrostructure 
 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of this chapter is firstly to critically evaluate and analyse the macrostructure 

of existing Setswana dictionaries with a focus on the compilation of and the 

deficiencies in the lemma lists. Typical macrostructural inconsistencies existing in 

Setswana dictionaries will be highlighted. The extent of the inconsistencies will 

generally show how the respective Setswana dictionaries succeed or fail to treat the 

most commonly used words. The focus will mainly be on the following 

macrostructural aspects: inconsistencies regarding the lemmatization of nouns and 

verbal derivations, imbalances regarding the alphabetical stretches, lemmatization 

approaches, lemmatization strategies, lemmatization traditions and grammatical 

aspects regarding the lemmatization problems of the noun prefixes of classes 5 and 

11; the absence of noun inflections and the inconsistencies regarding the 

lemmatization of homonyms and the absence of tonal indication. 

 

Secondly, the chapter will demonstrate how corpus query tools can be used to 

generate alphabetical word lists and frequency lists reflecting the overall counts or 

specific words or words in context. Thereafter follows the plotting of data to indicate 

the relationship between rank and the frequency of tokens. Thirdly, the chapter will 

demonstrate how the Setswana dictionaries handle the treatment of dialectical words. 

Finally, each section dealing with the inconsistencies will conclude with suggestions 

for the improvement of the respective Setswana dictionaries by means of a corpus-

based macrostructure. 
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According to Prinsloo and Gouws (1996:103), the lexicographer for African languages 

must find lemmatization strategies that result in a user-friendly end product. It is 

important for the lexicographer to find a sound balance in terms of the selection of 

lemmata for words likely to be looked up by the target users. Martin et al. (1983:81-82, 

87) state that: 

 

“The decision what to include in the dictionary still has to be made by 

the lexicographer himself, however, and this depends in turn upon the 

nature and size of the dictionary and its intended users. In this respect 

lemmatized frequency-lists can be a further help… We have reached a 

stage where co-operation between man and machine is useful and 

perhaps indispensable in making better dictionaries” 

 

When examining the macrostructure of the existing Setswana dictionaries in 

comparison to word lists culled from a Setswana corpus, one can easily determine the 

typical macrostructural inconsistencies that need to be rectified through the electronic 

corpora. Gouws (1990:55) states: 

 

 “Lexicographical activities on the various indigenous African 

Languages […have] resulted in a wide range of dictionaries. 

Unfortunately, the majority of the dictionaries are the products of limited 

efforts not reflecting a high standard of lexicographical achievement.” 

 

4.2 Typical macrostructural inconsistencies existing in Setswana 

dictionaries 

 

There is no dictionary that can be comprehensive enough to give a balanced account 

of a representative selection of a lexicon. However selection of lexical items to be 

included as lemmas cannot be done in an arbitrary way, but have to comply with the 

lexicographical standards rooted in a sound theory (cf. Prinsloo and Gouws 1995:1). 

The analysis of dictionaries in randomly selected alphabetical stretches or sections of 
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alphabetical stretches in Table 15 reveals the importance of the utilization of corpora 

during the creation of a dictionary’s lemma-sign list. 

 

Table 15: Comparison of the macrostructure between the fixed points rabbit and rally 

in various dictionaries 

 
S.A. Oxford School 

dictionary. 

 

 

(Oxford university 

Press 2004:352-357) 

Major 

Dictionary. 

 

 

(Eksteen, 

1997:1238-1241) 

Setswana-

English 

Dictionary 

 

(Brown, 

1964:512-513) 

Dikišinari ya 

Setswana. 

 

 

(Snyman et. al, 

1990:313) 

Setswana-English-

Setswana 

dictionary. 

 

(Matumo, 

1993:590) 

English- Sepedi  

 

 

 

Kriel 1976 

rabbit 

race 

racialism 

racism 

racist 

rack 

radial 

radiate 

radiator 

radical 

radio 

radiographer 

 radiology 

 radish 

radius 

raffle 

rag 

raid 

rail 

rain 

raise 

rake 

rally 

rabbit 

race 

_____ 

_____ 

racist 

rack 

radial 

radiate 

radiator 

radical 

radio 

radiographer 

____ 

radish 

radius 

raffle 

rag 

raid 

rail 

rain 

  raise 

  rake 

  rally 

rabbit 

race 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

radiate 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

radish 

____ 

____ 

   rag 

raid 

   rail 

rain 

raise 

rake 

____ 

rabbit 

race 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

radiate 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

 

radius 

rag 

____ 

   rail 

rain 

raise 

____ 

____ 

rabbit 

race 

____ 

____ 

____ 

rack 

____ 

radiate  

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

____ 

   rag 

raid 

rail 

rain 

raise 

rake 

   rally 

rabbit 

race 

____ 

racism 

_____ 

rack 

_____ 

radiate 

_____ 

_____ 

radio 

____ 

radiology 

radish 

radius 

____ 

rag 

raid 

rail 

rain 

raise 

rake 

   rally 
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In Table 15, six dictionaries are compared and viewed over 23 items in the 

alphabetical stretch rabbit to rally. The two English dictionaries Oxford University 

Press (2004) and Eksteen (1997) are used as a base to indicate the macrostructural 

inconsistencies existing in Setswana dictionaries. Brown (1964) treats 10 items, 

Snyman et al (1990) treat 8 items, Matumo (1993) treats 11 and Kriel (1976) treats 16 

items. It is important to note that words most likely to be consulted by the target users 

have been left out in most of the Setswana dictionaries as reflected in Table 15. The 

number of the lexical items and the absence of the treatment of most commonly used 

words like racial, racist, radial, radiator, radical, radiology, radius etc. in Setswana 

dictionaries, prove the urgent need of corpus utilization of word frequency counts to 

compile a lemmatized frequency list. 

 

For the revision of existing Setswana dictionaries, frequency lists can play a vital 

role in ascertaining that frequently used words are not accidentally omitted, and, on 

the other hand, that dictionary space is not occupied by articles of lemmas unlikely 

to be looked for by the target users. 

 

Consider the second example where inconsistency regarding the entering of 

derivations is evident in Setswana monolingual dictionaries. 

 

Example 3: Reka (buy) (672) 

 

rekegela (36), rekela (125), rekelana (0), rekelane (0), rekelwa (8), reketswe (15), 

rekile (150), rekileng (26), rekilwe (34), rekisa (280), rekisang (32), rekiseditswe 

(2), rekisetsa (40), rekisitswe (14), rekisiwa (43), rekiwa (5), rekolola (35), rekwa 

(69), reketse (35), rekang (37), reke (79), rekegela (36), rekegele (35), rekele (20), 

rekise (30), rekileng (26),  rekisang (32), rekisitse (21), rekwe

From this example, the inconsistency regarding the entering of derivations in 

THAN is evident. It is difficult to justify the inclusion and the exclusion of the 

derivations of the verb reka (buy). Frequencies are given between brackets in 

example 3. Highly used underlined derivations such as 

 (19). 

 

reke (79), reketse (35), 

 
 
 



 118 

rekang (37), rekise (30), rekisang

 

 

                                                                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                   

 

 

                                                    

 

 (32) etc. have been omitted while less 

frequently used derivations (bolded) such as rekelana (0), rekelane (0), rekelwa 

(8), rekiseditswe (2), rekiwa (5) etc. are entered. 

 

Consider the third example of inconsistency in the THAN where highly 

frequently used derivatives of the verb dira are omitted or not lemmatised while 

less frequently used ones are lemmatized: 

 

Example 4: THAN 

Highly frequently used derivatives such as dire (2,201), dirise (224), diragetse 

(221), dirwe (181), direng (104), diragale (76), dirafetse (29), dirafalela (22) are 

omitted while less frequently used words such as direlang (1), dirisitswe (2), 
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dirisantse (1), dirileng (1), to mention but few, have been lemmatized. Consider 

Table 16 below:                                                                

 

Table 16: Overall frequency counts for the derivatives of the verb dira (7053) in 

WordSmith Tools 

 

Rank Word Frequency   Rank Word Frequency 
21286 dire 2,201   21454 dirisetswa 77 

21426 dirisa 1,974   21167 diragale 76 

21245 dirang 1,337   21136 dirafatsa 72 
21401 dirile 1,098   21171 diragalelang 72 

21322 direla 955   21170 diragalela 69 

21473 dirisiwa 705   21302 diregile 58 

21473 dirisiwa 705   21375 diretswe 52 

21617 dirwa 654   21455 dirisetswang 51 

21162 diragala 537   21479 dirisiwe 46 

21163 diragalang 305   21300 direge 42 

21476 dirisiwang 255   21334 direleng 33 

21625 dirwang 253   21466 dirisitseng 33 

21413 dirilwe 250   21376 diretsweng 30 

21328 direle 229   21338 direlwe 29 

21441 dirise 224   21303 diregileng 26 

21193 diragetse 211   21157 diragadiwa 25 

21414 dirilweng 185   21337 direlwang 23 

21626 dirwe 181   21499 diriwang 23 

21433 dirisang 174   21125 dirafalela 22 

21190 diragatsa 164   21145 dirafetse 17 

21297 direga 156   21173 diragalela 9 

21470 dirisitswe 154   21182 diragaletseng 5 

21371 diretse 146   21443 diriseditsweng 2 

21464 dirisitse 143   21402 dirileng 1 

21372 diretseng 107   21322 direlang 1 

21472 dirisitsweng 105   21435  dirisantse 1 

21340 direng 104      

21336 direlwa 101      

21119 dirafala 81      

 

 

It is noticed from the above examples that Kgasa and Tsonope (1995) apparently 

lemmatized these derivations without considering frequency of use offered by a 

large corpus, although they indicate that a corpus was consulted. For this reason, 
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the dictionary does not address the needs of the users since derivations likely to 

be looked up by users are left out. Ideally one needs the overall frequencies as 

well as information on the spreading of these words across the different sources 

for the compilation of the lemmalist. 

 

4.2.1 Physical limitation on the volume 

 

According to Prinsloo (1994:94), limitations mostly on the number of pages or 

amount of entries that can be accommodated in a specific dictionary or sub-dictionary, 

has a far greater impact on the lemmatization of African languages than one would 

expect. Busane (1990:30) states that: 

 

“One of the basic problems of lexicography is to decide what to put 

in the dictionary and what to exclude” 

“…the problem remains as to whether all the lexical units that are 

likely to be derived from the main entry or the stem should be 

entered in the dictionary” 

 

This implies that the need to select what to include or exclude in a dictionary proved 

to be a major concern for the compilers of the Setswana dictionaries. 

 

Taking into consideration the limitations on the volume of Setswana dictionaries, the 

THAN contains 330 pages with approximately 16500 entries. This dictionary contains 

a huge number of derived forms presented as lemmas with elaborate comments on the 

form or morphological information without semantic information as reflected in 

example 4 above. This can lead to frustration and uncertainty about the exact meaning 

of the derivations and it is time consuming to try to find their meanings by artificially 

adding on the meaning of each derivation. (See dikgakollišano in Table 23 below). 
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4.2.2 Imbalances regarding the alphabetical stretches 

 

The second macrostructural problem apart from inclusion versus omission is the 

balancing out of the entire alphabetical categories of the Setswana dictionaries as a 

whole. This simply means that dictionary compilers often starts off treating the first 

few alphabetic categories exhaustively, but then grow tired towards the end of the 

alphabet. Compare (Prinsloo 2000a and Prinsloo 2000b) in reference to Kriel’s 

dictionary. Landau 2001:398 states: 

 

“Nothing is more difficult to predict or control than a dictionary 

begun from scratch” 

  

This remark is equally applicable to dictionaries that were compiled without the 

availability of a corpus. (See De Schryver and Prinsloo (2000) and Prinsloo and De 

Schryver (2003) for numerous examples of inconsistencies regarding over and under 

treatment in terms of alphabetical categories). Consider the following example below: 
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Example 5 

PUKU1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is clear from example 5 that the first alphabetical words like aka – akga have been 

exhaustively treated while words towards the end of the alphabet like tsirikana – 

tširoša have received less attention. 
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A multi-dimensional Setswana Ruler will now be introduced to study imbalances in 

Setswana dictionaries and to suggest a norm. 

4.2.3 Building and applying a multi-dimensional Lexicographic Ruler 

 

Prinsloo (2004) defines a Ruler as a practical instrument for measurement of the 

relative length of alphabetical stretches in alphabetically ordered dictionaries. Rulers 

are designed according to the generally accepted principle that alphabetical categories 

in any given language do not contain an equal number of words. Rulers are based 

upon the percentages of types per alphabetical category in corpora.  

According to Prinsloo (2004:9) the real value of the Ruler lies in the fact that it 

focuses the attention of the compiler on potential ill-balanced areas, therefore the 

aim of the multi-dimensional Lexicographic Ruler for Setswana should be to 

eliminate the imbalances as reflected in Table 17 and Table 18 below. 

Consider the Ruler for Setswana in Figure 23, based on the average of the 

percentage breakdown of types in a Setswana corpus.  

 

                                                                                               (Prinsloo, 2004:8) 

Figure 24: A Ruler for Setswana 

 

 

This ruler can also be expressed in terms of a percentage breakdown, i.e. divided into 

100 blocks as a so-called block system. 
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Table 17: A block system for Setswana 

 

1.  ALAF  21.  FELE  41.  KOUS  61.  MOTL  81.  SELE 

2.  AROG  22.  FOLO  42.  LAEL  62.  MPHE  82.  SERA 

3.  BADI  23.  GAGW  43.  LEBO  63.  NATE  83.  SETO 

4.  BANN  24.  GATS  44.  LEKI  64.  NGWA  84.  SIMO 

5.  BATW  25.  GOLO  45.  LERI  65.  NKUK  85.  SUAS 

6.  BIRO  26.  GWET  46.  LETS  66.  NTEM  86.  TALE 

7.  BOGA  27.  HUBE  47.  LOKO  67.  NTSH  87.  THAA 

8.  BOLA  28.  IJES  48.  MAAD  68.  NYOR  88.  THIB 

9.  BONK  29.  IKGO  49.  MAHA  69.  OOMA  89.  THWE 

10.  BORU  30.  INOL  50.  MALE  70.  PANT  90.  TLAM 

11.  BOUT  31.  IPUS  51.  MARA  71.  PHAK  91.  TLHA 

12.  DAAM  32.  ITIS  52.  MATL  72.  PHIM  92.  TLHO 

13.  DIFA  33.  ITSH  53.  MEFA  73.  PITL  93.  TLWA 

14.  DIKG  34.  JOKO  54.  MESU  74.  PUDU  94.  TSAP 

15.  DINK  35.  KANY  55.  MMAL  75.  RAMO  95.  TSHE 

16.  DIRA  36.  KERO  56.  MMOL  76.  RENG  96.  TSHW 

17.  DITH  37.  KGAR  57.  MOFI  77.  ROKG  97.  TSUN 

18.  DITU  38.  KGOM  58.  MOKG  78.  RURU  98.  UBAU 

19.  EGEP  39.  KHAN  59.  MONG  79.  SEBA  99.  WABO 

20.  ETLH  40.  KODU  60.  MORW  80.  SEHI  100.  ZIMB 

 

According to Prinsloo (2004:8), the Block System opens the door to a number of very 

practical applications. It gives a clear guidance in terms of page allocation, average 

length of articles, progress in terms of time and even remuneration intervals for part-

time compilers. 

From the above given statistics, it means that for a dictionary like THAN which 

contains 330 pages. 3,3 pages should roughly correlate with each block/percentage 

block. Consider now a comparison between MSED and the Ruler in terms of lemma 

percentage and page percentage. 
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Table 18: MSED versus the Ruler in terms of page allocation and the number of 

lemmas 

 

  MSED:  MSED: Setswan
a 

MSED 
lemmas 

MSE
D 
Page 
%  

Lemmas 
% 

Pages % Ruler vs. the 
Ruler 

vs. 
Ruler 

A 1.2 1.3 2.6 -1.4 -1.3 
B 4.7 4.6 9 -4.3 -4.4 
C 0 0 0.6 -0.6 -0.6 
D 6 6.4 6.6 -0.6 -0.2 
E 1.2 1.3 1.4 -0.2 -0.1 
F 3.7 3.3 2.4 1.3 0.9 
G 5.2 5.3 3.4 1.8 1.9 
H 0.9 0.9 1.5 -0.6 -0.6 
I 5.3 4.9 5.9 -0.6 -1 
J 0.7 0.7 0.8 -0.1 -0.1 
K 12.2 11.9 7.7 4.5 4.2 
L 6.7 6.8 6.1 0.6 0.7 
M 12.5 13.7 14.6 -2.1 -0.9 
N 4 4 5.5 -1.5 -1.5 
O 1.3 1.3 1.6 -0.3 -0.3 
P 5.9 6 4.6 1.3 1.4 
Q 0 0.2 0.2 -0.2 0 
R 3.9 3.5 3.9 0 -0.4 
S 8.5 8.6 7.5 1 1.1 
T 15.4 14.1 12.2 3.2 1.9 
U 0.5 0.4 0.6 -0.1 -0.2 
V 0 0 0.3 -0.3 -0.3 
W 0.1 0.2 0.4 -0.3 -0.2 
X 0 0.2 0.1 -0.1 0.1 
Y 0.1 0 0.3 -0.2 -0.3 
Z 0 0 0.2 -0.2 -0.2 
    99.8 100   -0.2 

 

                                                                                     

The two Setswana dictionaries, i.e. THAN and THAND will now be compared in 

terms of pages utilized per alphabetical stretch and the number of the lemmas 

respectively. 
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Table 19: Comparison of the alphabetical stretch in THAN and THAND 

 

 

(THAN) Tsonope (330 pages) 

 

(THAND) Kgasa and Tsonope (126 pages) 

Category Number of 

pages 

Percentage Category Number of 

pages 

Percentage 

A 8 2,4 A 2 1,6 

B 25 7,58 B 13 10,32 

C 1 0,30 C - - 

D 4 1,21 D 1 0,79 

E 2 0,61 E 1 0,79 

F 7 2,12 F 1 0,79 

G 10 3,0 G 5 3,97 

H 1 0,30 H 1 0,79 

I 14 4,24 I 1 0,79 

J 1 0,30 J 1 0,79 

K 29 8,79 K 10 7,94 

L 31 9,39 L 10 7,94 

M 43 13,03 M 19 19,09 

N 13 3,94 N 4 4,8 

O 3 0,91 O 1 0,79 

P 19 5,8 P 7 5,56 

Q 1 00,30 Q - - 

R 9 2,73 R 4 3,8 

S 31 9,38 S 14 11,11 

T 56 16,97 T 19 15,07 

U 1 0,30 U 1 0,79 

V -  V 1 0,79 

W 1 0,30 W 1 0,79 

X 1 0,30 X - 0,79 

Y 1 0,30 Y 1 0,79 

Z -  Z - - 
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Table 19 indicates that most Setswana dictionaries have an alphabetical stretch of 

many pages for the lemmas B, K, L, M, P, S, and T.  For a dictionary like the THAN, 

the stretches M and T fill a high number of pages 13, 03% and 16, 97% respectively. 

The same situation prevails for THAND with M and T at 19, 09% and 15, 07% 

respectively. 

 

The difference in size for the alphabetical stretch M between these two dictionaries 

namely THAN and THAND could have been caused by the lexicographer’s addition 

of new words and the ignorance of frequency counts, thus not taking a holistic 

approach. The alphabetical stretches for B, K, L, M, S and T in THAN occupy 65, 

15% of the total number of 330 pages, and 67, 4% of the 126 number of pages for 

THAND.  

 

Table 19 will now be graphically represented as indicated in Figures 25 and 26. The 

vertical axis indicates number of pages, the horizontal axis indicates category of the 

alphabetical stretches. 

 

4.2.4 Graphical representation of the macrostructure of the two monolingual 

Setswana dictionaries 
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Figure 25: Graphical representation of THAND  
It is clear from figure 25 that the alphabetical stretches for B, M, S, and T are 

relatively big and in particular contains large numbers of lemmas. The alphabetical 

stretches B, M and S contain the plural class prefix ba-, me- and ma- and the singular 

class prefix se- while the alphabetical stretches for T contains the majority of the 

Setswana verbs and few nouns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 26: Graphical representation of THAN  

 

Figure 26 contains the alphabetical stretches for M and T which are relatively big. The 

alphabetical stretch M and T contain the singular class prefixes mo-, and the plural 

class prefixes ma- and me- while the alphabetical stretches for T contains the majority 

of the Setswana verbs and nouns. 

 

 It is clear from both dictionaries that both the pages and the number for the lemma 

signs B, K, L, M, S and T occupy a huge number of pages and deserves exhausted 
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treatment and E, H, J, Q, W, X and Y occupy a smaller number of pages while V and 

Z in THAN and C, Q and Z in THAND are empty, because the Setswana language 

does not contain words which start with V and Z.                                            

4.3 Lemmatisation approaches, strategies and traditions 

 

According to Prinsloo and  Gouws  (2005:85), it is  important  for the   lexicographer 

when  dealing  with lemmatization in African languages  to negotiate  a  complex 

interplay  and overlap between (a)  lemmatization approaches, (b) lemmatization  

strategies, (c)  lexicographic traditions, (d)  nominal and  verbal  structures  and   (e) 

conjunctiveness versus disjunctiveness. Compare the most relevant relations 

categorically in terms of columns A-E and   rows 1-5. 

  

 

Table 20: Lemmatization approaches, strategies, traditions, etc. 
 

 A B C D E 

 Lemmatizatio

n approaches 

Lemmatizatio

n strategies 

Lexicographi

c traditions 

Nominal 

and 

verbal 

structures 

Conjuctivenes

s  versus 

disjuctiveness  

1 Traditional Stem Word Verbal 

prefixes 

Conjunctive 

orthography 

2 Paradigms Singular  and  

plural 

stem Verbal  

suffixes 

Disjunctive 

orthography 

3 Rule orientated Singular  only    

4 frequency Left-expanded    

5  First or third  

letter 
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In terms of Table 20 a complex set of 1-1 relations as given in Table 21 exists and has 

to be negotiated in any discussion of the lemmatization of nouns and verbs in African 

languages. 

 

 

Table 21: Complex set of 1-1 relations in the Lemmatization’s of nouns and verbs in 

African languages 

 
A1:B1 

; 

A1:C1 

; 

A1:D1 

; 

A1:E1 

; 

A1:B2 

; 

A1:C2 

; 

A1:D2 

; 

A1:E2 

; 

A1:B3 

; 

A1:D3 

; 

A2:B1 

; 

A2:C1

; 

A2:D1 

; 

A2:E1 

; 

A2:B2 

; 

A2:C2 

; 

A2:D2 

; 

A2:E2 

; 

A2:B3 

; 

A2:D3 

; 

A3:B1 

; 

A3:C1 

; 

A3:D1 

; 

A3:E1 

; 

A3:B2 

; 

A3:C2 

; 

A3:D2 

; 

A3:E2 

; 

A3:B3 

; 

A3:D3 

; 

A4:B1 

; 

A4:C1 

; 

A4:D1 

; 

A4:E1 

; 

A4:B2 

; 

A4:C2 

; 

A4:D2 

; 

A4:E2 

; 

A4:B3 

; 

A4:D3 

; 

B1:C1 

; 

B1:D1 

; 

B1:E1 

; 

B1:C2 

; 

B1:D2 

; 

B1:E2 

; 

B1:D3 

; 

B2:C1 

;  

B2:D1 

; 

B2:E1 

; 

B2:C2 

; 

B2:D2 

; 

B2:E2 

; 

B2:D3 

; 

B3:C1 

; 

B3:D1 

; 

B3:E1 

; 

B3:C2 

; 

B3:D2 

; 

B3:E2 

; 

B3:D3 

; 

B4:C1 

; 

B4:D1 

; 

B4:E1 

; 

B4:C2 

; 

B4:D2 

; 

B4:E2 

; 

B4:D3 

; 

B5:C1 

; 

B5:D1 

; 

B5:E1 

; 

B5:C2 

; 

B5:D2 

; 

B5:E2 

; 

B5:D3 

; 

C1:D1 

; 

C1:E1 

; 

C1:D2 

; 

C1:E2 

; 

C1:D3 

; 

C2:D1 

; 

C2:E1 

; 

C2:D2 

; 

C2:E2 

; 

C2:D3 

; 

D1:E1 

; 

D1:E2 

; 

D2:E1 

; 

D2:E2 

; 

D3:E1 

; 

D3:E2 

; 

        

 

 

A brief overview of verbs will now be given to serve as a basis of the interpretation of 

the different lemmatisation strategies, approaches and traditions, as given in Table 21. 

 

In the case of verbs numerous derivations of a single verb stem exist, consisting of the 

root plus one or more prefix(es) and or suffix(es) as is clearly indicated in Table 22 for 

the verb stem reka ‘buy’ which is structurally analysed in terms of 18 numbers. 
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Table 22: Derivative of reka (buy) 
 

01 Root +  standard 

modifications 

VR reka 

  VRPre rekile 

  VRPas rekwa 

  VRPerPas rekilwe 

02  ANA Root + reciprocal + 

standard modifications 

VRRec rekana 

  VRRecPer rekane 

  VRRecPas rekangwa 

  VRRecPas rekangwe 

03 ANTSHA  Root  + reciprocal +  

causative + standard 

modifications 

VRRecCau rekantsha 

  VRRecCauPer rekantshitse 

  VRRecCauPas rekantshwa 

  VRRecCauPerPas rekantshitswe 

04 ANYA root + alt. causative + 

standard modifications 

VRAlt-Cau rekanya 

  VRAlt-CauPer rekantsha 

  VRAlt-CauPas rekangwa 

  VRAlt-CauPerPas rekangwe 

05 EGA Root + neutron passive + 

standard modifications 

VRNeu-Pas rekega 

  VRNeu-PasPer rekegile 

  VRPas  

  VRPerPas  

06 ELA Root + applicative + 

standard modifications 

VRApp rekela 

  VRAppPer  
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  VRAppPas  

  VRAppPerPas reketswe 

 

07 ELANA 

 

Root + applicative + 

reciprocal + standard 

modifications 

 

VRAppRec 

 

rekelana 

  VRAppRecPer rekelane 

  VRAppRecPas rekelangwa 

  VRAppRecPerPas rekelangwe 

08 ISA Root + causative + 

standard modifications 

VRCau rekisa 

  VRCauPer rekisitse 

  VRCauPas rekisiwa 

  VRCauPerPas rekisitswe 

09 ISANA Root + causative + 

reciprocal +standard 

modifications 

VRCauRec rekisana 

  VRCauRecPer rekisane 

  VRCauRecPas rekisangwa 

  VRCauRecPerPas rekisangwe 

10 ISEGA Root + causative + 

neutron passive + 

standard modifications 

VRCauNpas rekisega 

  VRCauNpasPer rekisegile 

11 ISETSA Root + causative + 

applicative + standard 

modifications 

VRCappu rekisetsa 

  VRCauAppPer rekiseditse 

  VRCauAppPas rekisetswa 

  VRCauAppPerPas rekiseditswe 

12 ISETSANA Root  + causative + 

applicative + reciprocal + 

standard modifications 

VRCauAppRec rekisetsana 

  VRCauAppRecPer rekisetsane 

  VRCauAppRecPas rekisetsanwa 

  VRCauAppRecPer

Pas 

rekisetsanwe 
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13 OLOLA Root + reversive 

transitive + reciprocal +  

standard modification 

VRRevt rekolola 

  VRRevtPer rekolotse 

  VRRevtPas rekololwa 

  VRRevtPerPas rekolotswe 

14 OLOLANA Root + reversive 

transitive + reciprocal + 

standard modifications 

VRRevtApp rekololana 

  VRRevtRecPer rekololane 

  VRRevtRecPas rekololanwa 

  VRRevtRecPerPas rekololanwe 

15 OLOLELA Root + reversive 

transitive + applicative + 

standard modifications 

VRRevtApp rekololela 

  VRRevtAppPer rekololetse 

  VRRevtAppPas rekololelwa 

  VRRetAppPerPas rekololetswe 

16 

OLOLELANA 

Root + reversive 

transitive + applicative + 

reciprocal + standard 

modifications 

VRRevtApp rekololelana 

  VRRevtAppPer rekololelane 

  VRRevtAppPas rekololelanwa 

  VRRevtAppPerPas rekololelanwe 

17 OLODISA Root + reversive 

transitive + causative + 

standard modifications 

VRRevtCau rekolodisa 

  VRRevtCauPer rekolodisitse 

  VRRevtCauPerPas rekolodiswa 

18 

OLODISANA 

Root + reversive  

transitive + causative + 

reciprocal + standard 

modifications 

 

VRRevtCauRec 

 

rekolodisana 

  VRRevtCauRecPer rekolodisane 

  VRRevtCauRecPas rekolodisangw

a 
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  VRRevtCauRecPas rekolodisangw

e 

 

 

From Table 22, it is clear that the lexicographer has to consider a huge number of 

derivations per verb.  

 

4.3.1 Lemmatization approaches 

4.3.1.1 Traditional approach 

 

This approach highlights a scenario whereby dictionary compilers seem to be unaware 

of the need to reduce the number of entries for a specific verb. Prinsloo (2004) defines 

the traditional approach as the worst situation where dictionary compilers fail to 

employ relevant or appropriate selection strategies and are even unaware of the 

problem of what to include in and what to omit from the dictionary.  In case of nouns 

and verbs the compilers would e.g. conveniently ignore the need to reduce the number 

of derivations, which resulted in the compiler randomly adding words to the 

dictionary until the publication deadline.  

 

In the preface to the SEAD, the compilers honestly admit: 

 

“The dictionary team is aware of the fact that common and even 

essential words may easily be omitted during the compilation of a 

dictionary. This can take place simply because the lexicographer had 

not encountered such words.” 

 

The traditional approach emphasizes the problem of essential words being 

accidentally excluded and a lot of rare words which are unlikely to be looked up by 

the target users are included. A typical example of this kind of an approach was 

discussed in Example 3 and Example 4 of this chapter where the imbalances arise 

from the traditional approach of the different derivations of verbs as highlighted. The 

issue whether frequency of use should be a determining factor for the inclusion versus 
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omission of lemmas in dictionaries is often debated. It is relatively easy to define 

frequency as a guideline for inclusion/omission for bilingual dictionaries in the South 

African  language lexicography context. Publishers normally limit the compiler to 

5,000 lemmas in each side of the dictionary where target users include learners of the 

language. Given these requirements most of the 5,000 lemmas have to be selected on 

frequency of use. The situation becomes more problematic in monolingual 

dictionaries. If the monolingual dictionary is intended for mother-tongue speakers one 

could perhaps argue that they will not be looking for common frequently used words. 

Firstly, it is accepted that a mother-tongue speaker might not be inclined to look up 

the words such as table and chair for their meaning but for other purposes e.g. 

idiomatic use. Secondly monolingual dictionaries for Setswana include non-mother-

tongue learners as target users who are likely to mainly look up frequently used 

words. Compilers of monolingual dictionaries are encouraged to compile rather 

comprehensive dictionaries, even as the first attempts for the language to include 

frequently used words but also a substantial number of infrequent words to solve the 

problem. 

4.3.1.2 Completing paradigms 

 

Prinsloo (1994:97) also calls this an ‘enter-them-all’ approach.  In the THAN attempts 

were made to enter all nominal and verbal derivations to such an extent that mother-

tongue speakers doubt whether many of these derivations are actually and actively 

used. Compare a section of the article of aga (build) in THAN in this regard: 
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Example 6: THAN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is clear from the above given example that users have to struggle through numerous 

columns of fine print to find the meaning of words such as ageletsweng, agetsweng, 

agisanyang etc. as illustrated above. The problem is clearly illustrated by Gouws and 

Prinsloo (2005:73). Consider the following example in terms of accessibility and 

unambiguous retrieval of the information from the perspective of an inexperienced 

learner of Sesotho sa Leboa. The user wants to look up the word dikagollišano. (S)he 

firstly has to strip the suffixes in order to find the verb stem and then to ‘add’ the 
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semantic connotations in a cumulative way in order to find the meaning – thus up to 

12 steps in total as given in Table 23 below. 

 

Table 23: Accessibility and information retrieval process for dikagollišano in NSDN 
 

1.  dikagollišano ↓ plural deverbative consisting of root + reversive 

transitive + causative + reciprocal + ending 

2.  kagollišano ↓ singular deverbative consisting of root + reversive 

transitive + causative + reciprocal + ending 

3.  agollišana ↓ verb root + reversive transitive + causative + 

reciprocal + ending 

4.  agolliša ↓ verb root + reversive transitive + causative + ending 

5.  agolla ↓ verb root + reversive transitive + ending 

6.  aga ↓ verb (stem) 

7.  build ↓ meaning of the verb 

8.  break down ↓ reverse or opposite meaning ‘un-build’ 

9.  cause to break down ↓ add causative sense of ‘let/force’ 

10.  cause each other to break down ↓ add reciprocal sense of ‘each other’ 

11.  the process of causing each other 

to break down 

↓ change ‘the process of …’ to the plural 

12.  the process of causing each 

other to break down 

  

                                                                                         (Gouws and Prinsloo 2005:40) 

4.3.1.3 Rule-orientated approach 

 

According to Prinsloo (1994:98), this approach presents a scenario where dictionary 

compilers still in principle, strive to complete paradigms and still attempt to make  

Provision for ‘all’ verbs and nouns and their derivatives. The compiler does not ‘enter 

them all’, but makes use of certain rules or guidelines which should be followed, if a 

word cannot be directly looked up in the dictionary. The target user is expected to 

interpret or reverse regularly derived derivations by means of a set of rules given in 

the non-alphabetical section of the dictionary as well as within the dictionary itself. In 

this regard the emphasis is on limiting the number of lemmas or sub lemmas in a 

dictionary.  For example, (a) lemmatizing only the singular forms of nouns and only 
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the basic verbal stems and (b) giving sets of rules in the user’s guide for the user to 

strip suffixes and add meaning components.  In principle, it still reflects the urge to 

‘enter-all’ although it is quite economical in terms of dictionary space and it is also 

user-unfriendly.The strategy of lemmatizing singular forms of nouns as described in 

terms of THAND in 4.3.2 does however imply plural-to-singular guidance rules. A 

typical example is Pukuntšu (1989).  

 

Example 7 

PUKU 2 (Kriel and Van Wyk 1989: Preface) 

 

Perfecta 

-dile: -la, e.g.  badile  under bala 

-ditše: -tša, e.g. biditše  under bitša 

-etše: -ela, e.g. rapetše  under rapela 

 -ala, e.g. robeštše under robala 

-tše: -as, e.g. bešite  under beša 

 -tšha, e.g. bontšhitše under bontšha 

 -sa, e.g. lesitše  under lesa 

 -tswa, e.g. hlatswitše under hlatšwa e.t.c 

 

Applicative: 

 

-etša: -ša, e.g. bešetsa  under tloša 

 -tšha, e.g.  tlhakantšhetša under ntšhetša 

 -ša, e.g. lesetša  under leša 

 -tšwa, e.g. hlatswetša   under hlatšwa 

 -nya, e.g. bofanya  under bofa 

-letša: -tša, e.g. biletša  under bitša 

 

According to Prinsloo (2004:94), this approach on the other hand runs into serious 

difficulty with regard to practicality and user friendliness. Busane (1990:28) states its 

underlying disadvantages as follows: 
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“---- many introductory pages are usually allocated to grammatical 

sketches of the language concerned without the knowledge of which 

is deemed hazardous to use the dictionary successfully. We believe, 

however, that these sections and introductory explanations are not 

sufficient provisions for a user friendly product. Dictionary users are 

known to allocate little time to the study of these prefatory matters.” 

 

In this regard the compiler of a dictionary based on frequency of use can easily 

capitalise on the virtues of the rule-orientated approach.  

4.3.1.4 Frequency-based approach 

 

One could summarize the discussion thus far by stating that the corpus era for African 

languages introduced by Prinsloo (1991), opened new doors for the lemmatization of 

nouns and verbs namely lemmatization based on the frequency of use.  According to 

Prinsloo (2004:93), using corpus data, the lexicographer can ensure that frequently 

used words are not accidentally omitted and, on the other hand, that precious 

dictionary space is not taken up by articles of lemmas which are unlikely to be looked 

up by the target users.  Following this approach, the lexicographer can sensibly and 

drastically reduce the number of lemmas for a specific verb such as rema (chop) on 

frequency of use. The best point of departure is a frequency list of actual occurrences 

of the verb taken from a Setswana corpus. 

 

Example 8 

 

rema (34), remegang (5), reme (2), remege (1), remiremi (1), remile (35), remileng 

(77), remisa (1), remisang (100), remise (3), remiseditseng (2), remisetsa (1), 

remisetswe (1), remiseditsweng (4), remiso (1), remiswa (3), remiswang (4), remiswe 

(5). 
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The lexicographer can now lemmatize and reduce this list on the basis of the 

frequency of occurrence in the corpus. The lexicographer can for example decide not 

to lemmatize derivations containing the relative suffixes -ng and not to include 

infrequent derivations thus reducing the list to rema, remile, remisa, remisitse, 

remetswe, remiswa. 

 

4.3.2 Lemmatization strategies 

4.3.2.1 Lemmatization of nouns 

  

According to Prinsloo (2004:95) lemmatization approaches are illustrated in a number 

of specific strategies such as lemmatizing: (a) both singular and plural, (b) only 

singular forms (c) noun stems, (d) on first or third letter and (e) using left expanded 

article structures.  

 

 

Table 24: Noun classes and examples of Setswana 
 

Class Prefix Example Translation 

1 

2 

mo- 

ba- 

monna 

banna 

man 

men 

1a 

2a 

Ø 

bo+ 

rrangwane 

borrangwane 

uncle 

uncles 

3 

4 

mo- 

me- 

monwana 

menwana 

finger 

fingers 

5 

6 

le- 

ma- 

lesogana 

masogana 

young man 

young men 

7 

8 

se- 

di- 

selepe 

dilepe 

axe 

axes 

9 

10 

N-/Ø 

di+ 

nku 

dinku 

sheep 

sheep 
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11 

12 

lo- 

di- 

lobota 

dipota 

wall 

walls 

13 

14 

bo- 

ma- 

bogobe 

magobe 

porridge 

different kinds of  

porridge 

15 go go bona to  see 

16 fa- fase below 

17 go- godimo above 

18 mo- morago behind 

 

 

(a)  Lemmatizing both singular and plural noun forms 

 

Prinsloo (2004:95) highlights that lemmatizing both singular and plural nouns is an 

extremely user-friendly strategy and very popular among inexperienced users and 

learners of a language. The user does not necessarily require previous knowledge. 

Unfortunately, the redundancy factor in terms of dictionary space is almost 80% high 

and has to be weighed up against the advantages in terms of the approach’s user-

friendliness and practicality. The compiler for MSED opted for lemmatising both 

singular and plural forms of nouns as suggested by Prinsloo and De Schryver (1999) 

and Gouws and Prinsloo (2005a:84-85). Compare example 9 in this regard. 

 

Example 9: MSED 

 

a b 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note that in (9a and b) it is suggested that the treatment be given for the most frequent 

member of the singular form/plural pair. In the case of morutwa and merara full 

morara  N. CL.3 mo-, SING. OF merara, ivy.  
                
morutwa  N. CL.1 mo-, SING. OF barutwa, DER. F 
              rutwa, same as murutiwa and morutwi, a  
              Learner; disciple. 

merara  N. CL.4 me-, PL. OF morara, creeping 
plants; climbers, including Gymnema sylvestre and 
Secamone parvifolio; when used as a REl. s, it 
signifies branching in all directions. 
                
barutwa  N. CL.2 BA-, PL. OF morutwa, students;  
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treatment is given while only basic information in morara and barutwa is given. This 

approach is in line with the more radical approach suggested by Gouws and Prinsloo 

(2005a), giving the treatment at the more frequently used member of the pair. For 

example, for morara and morutwa versus merara and barutwa in example 9, 

treatment is given to the singular form morutwa and the plural form merara.  Consider 

example 10 where compilers of the SED opted to lemmatise both singular forms and 

plural forms giving equal treatment to both singular forms and plural forms.  

 

 

Example 10: SED 

a b 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               

It is important to note in (10) that treatment is given to both members of the singular 

form/plural pair. Redundancy is increased to a great extend, although very user-

friendly.  

 

         

(b) Lemmatizing only singular noun forms 

 

In terms of Prinsloo (2004:96), lemmatizing only singular noun forms, is a sound 

lexicographic strategy. It is not expecting too much from e.g. an advanced learner to 

know the regular productive rules of the language governing the formation of singular 

and plural forms, as illustrated in Table 25 which is an adaptation of the Sepedi rules 

for Setswana. 

 

 

Table 25: Rules for looking up plural forms in Setswana 

 
Barutwa, N. CL.2 BA- PL. OF morutwa, students; 
scholars. 
 
Merara, n., pl. of morara, creeping plants; adj., 
Branching out in aal directions. Ditshika tse di 
merara. These veins spread or branch in all 
directions. 

 
Morutwa, N. CL.1 mo-, SING OF barutwa, DER. F. 
rutwa, same as morutiwa and morutwi, a learner; 
disciple. 
 
Morara, n., A species of tree- climbing plant ; a 
wild vine. 
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Rule Examples 
word starts with look word up under  word start with look word up under 

ba- mo- 

ngw- 

basadi 

bana 

mosadi 

ngwana 

bab- mm- babetli mmetli 

bo- (the stem) bomalome malome 

di- 

 

se- 

n- 

dilepe 

dinku 

selepe 

nku 

(the stem) 

lo- 

dikgomo 

dinthe 

kgomo 

lore 

ma- le- maleme leleme 

bo- magobe bogobe 

maj ma- majang bojang 

me- mo- 

me 

megoma 

metsi 

mogoma 

metsi 

meb- mm- mebutla mmutla 

mengw- ngw- mengwaga ngwaga 

 

A typical example of this kind of approach is found in THAN where the 

lemmatization strategy of singular nouns is followed. However inconsistencies 

regarding a number of words on the typical plural forms of the nouns ba- , di- and me- 

are noticed.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

 

Although the editorial policy of dictionaries such as THAN is to lemmatize the 

singular forms only, plurals such as badimo (gods), barwa (sons), baša (youths) and 

Bararo (the three) are lemmatized. It is unfortunate that it is not always easy for users 

to look up plural forms under their singular forms because in most cases, from a user’s 

point of view, there is no straightforward one to one correlation between some of the 

singular/plural class pairs first, di– (class 8 and class 10) has a one to two correlation. 

For example, the user who does not know the meaning of the word dinku (sheep) has 

to look it up under senku or nku). Secondly, a one to three correlation also exists in the 

case of ma- (class 6) and a one to four correlation in the case of me– (class 4). For 

example if the user is confronted with the word metsi (water). The rule in Table 25 
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states that me- should be looked up under mo- in class 4 and according to Table 25 it 

should be looked up under *motsi, which is ungrammatical and the user has been 

misled in this regard. There are also irregular nouns that change their roots when 

taking the plural forms, e.g. singular lore (wood), plural dinthe (woods) and singular 

lorako (wall), plural dithako (walls) in class 10. Again the user who is not familiar 

with the language may get lost by simply adding the prefix (di-) * to the root -rako * 

dirako instead of (dithako) and dinthe.   

 

(c) Lemmatizing nouns on the first or the third letter 

 

Lemmatizing nouns on the first or the third letter is a method used by Snyman et al 

(1990) in their SEAD. Consider the following example: 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 11: SEAD 
 

First letter    Third letter 

 

kwáno (here)    kwalo, le- ma-   (handwriting, orthography) 

kwatla (a cut of meat from the back kwapa, bo- le- ma- (flat scale) 

of a pig)          

kwena (become strong and sturdy) kwé (kwê), le- (Vaal river) 

Laboraro (Wednesday)  lapa, le- ma- (traditional courtyard, home) 

   

                                                                                                                                                                                                  

This approach has certain advantages for the inexperienced learner of Setswana, but 

can be frustrating to the user, because there are always two options to choose from 

when looking for the nouns. Redundancy is avoided by not having separate articles for 

lemmas such as lekwalo (letter) and makwalo (letters), etc.  
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(d) Lemmatizing noun stems 

 

Lemmatizing nouns on their stems is a choice between the two conflicting 

lexicographic traditions namely, word versus stem followed in the lemmatization of 

African languages. This kind of an approach is not found in Setswana dictionaries. 

Consider the following examples of stem lemmatization taken from the CNSD and the 

SZD: 

 

 

 

Example 12: CNSD 
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xample 13: SZD 
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In (12) the Sepedi nouns lebopa and mabopa are lemmatized on their nominal stem 

form –bopa. The same holds true for this isiZulu nouns ibhendi and amabhendi 

lemmatised under -bhendi. 

 

Lemmatising nouns stems is not user-friendly especially for inexperienced users and 

learners of the language and it introduces unnecessary problems in respect of stem 

identification. Central to these traditions stands the issue of conjunctivism versus 

disjunctivism. Consider an example where Setswana (disjuntivism) is compared with 

isiZulu (conjuctivism). 

 

4.3.3 Conjunctiveness versus disjunctiveness 
 

Table 26: Conjunctivism versus disjunctivism 
 

Setswana isiZulu 

Re a leboga (We are thankful) Siyabonga (We are thankful) 

Ke ne ke opela (I was singing) Bengicula (I was singing) 

A re kopaneng (Let us meet) Masihlangane (Let us meet) 

 

 

For words in case of ‘We are thankful’, ‘I was singing’ in Setswana are written as four 

separate words while in isiZulu are written as a single word. Van Wyk (1995) 

describes conjunctivism versus disjunctivism as purely a matter of orthographical 

convention. The stem tradition has mostly been followed for dictionaries for the 

conjunctively written languages namely isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele and Siswati 

(Nguni languages) and the word tradition for the disjunctively written ones, Sesotho 

sa Leboa, Setswana, Sesotho, Tshivenda and Xitsonga. 
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4.3.4 Lexicographic Traditions 

 
4.3.4.1 Stem versus word tradition in respect of verbs 

 

Van Wyk (1995) states that it is important to note the difference between nouns and 

verbs when it comes to affixes (prefixes and suffixes). According to Prinsloo (2009:6), 

lemmatising stems of verbs in particular makes sense for the conjunctively written 

languages. A huge number of prefixes, up to more than 4000 per verb, combine freely 

and productively with verbs, such as subject concords, object concords, negative 

morphemes, the progressive, the potential, future, etc. Lexicographers of 

conjunctively as well as disjunctively written languages agree that stem lemmatisation 

is the best option. It would also be totally redundant to lemmatise each verb stem plus 

prefixes separately. For example, ngiyabonga (I am thankful) and masihlangane (let 

us meet) etc. in isiZulu are all lemmatised under their stem -bonga (thankful) and 

hlangane (meet). According to Prinsloo (2009:9), in case of verbal suffixes in 

particular, verb stems plus suffixes should be lemmatised separately to avoid very 

long articles where treatment of the numerous derivations is attempted under a single 

stem form, for example, as in the Popular Northern Sotho Dictionary (POP) in 

contrast to the above.  

 

Example 14: POP 

 

badiša cause to read/count 

bala read; count, reckon: include 

balêga be counted 

balêgê go se ~ innumerable 

balêla read/count for… 

balola recount… 

balwa be read, counted, ~ le included 
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4.4 Problems regarding the lemmatization of nouns with prefixes 

le- and lo- in Setswana dictionaries 

 

In Setswana, particularly the South African written variant, use is made of the 

singular class prefixes lo-/le- with their accompanying plural forms di-/ma- 

respectively. It has to be clarified that even in dictionary entries, lo-, le-, di- and 

ma- should be captured differently to avoid a situation where one excludes 

another. For example, in Setswana sometimes we speak of lofuka (wing) whose 

plural form is diphuka (wings), lofofa (wing) whose plural form is diphofa 

(wings) while in other instances we will use lefofa (wing) with the plural mafofa 

(wings). While the two versions are intelligible in all instances, diphofa includes 

references to big feathers and a multiplicity of feathers while mafofa simply refers 

to plurality. It has to be borne in mind that, while class prefixes lo- and le- can be 

used interchangeably in some instances, their usage becomes absolute in others. 

For example, there are instances where lo- cannot be replaced by le- as in lore 

(wood) whose plural is dinthe (woods), and similarly, le- cannot be substituted for 

lo- as in lesepa (mess) whose plural form is masepa (mess). Also in terms of 

concordial forms, lo- and le- used variably after lona as in ‘lona lo bona lo le 

batho’ (you think you are people) and ‘lena le bona le le batho’. (you think you 

are people). Lo- in this regard serves as a variant of le- although the two are used 

interchangeably. It is recommended that the written variant be used consistently 

when chosen, that is, if lo- is used, it has to be used in the whole text. The same 

applies to le-. Be that as it may, lo- is used consistently in some editions of the 

Bible and it has acquired a sense of religiosity and respect and accords these 

qualities to the addresses. 

 

A number of nouns of class 5 le- are normally used in the plural only. The lo- 

class prefix belongs to the noun class 11 and takes the plural prefix diN- and it is 

typically found in the central and southern dialects of Setswana. 

 

According to Cole (1975:91), this class has been partially or completely absorbed 

into class 5 le-. The singular form of class 6 has the singular prefix le-, but retains 
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the plural prefix diN-, though frequently replaced by the prefix ma-. It is 

indicated that class 11 lo- is gradually becoming obsolete in Setswana. 

 

From the above given examples, it is clear that there is no fixed law or principles 

of dealing with the lemmatization of the noun prefixes le- and lo-.  Consider the 

following examples 15, 16, and 17 below: 

 

Example 15: MSED  

 

(a)                Singular  le- Plural 

Lerapo 

 

Marapo 

 

 

 

Leratla Maratla 

 

 

Lerako Marako 

 

 

(b)                Singular  lo- Plural 

Lorapo Marapo 

 

 

 

Loratla Maratla 

 

 

Lorako Dithako 
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The compilers of the MSED opted to lemmatise both the singular and the plural 

forms of the nouns of class prefixes le- and lo- separately and give treatment to 

both pairs. However, redundancy becomes a factor in dictionaries that offer 

treatment of both the singular and plural forms as indicated in example 16 above. 

 

Consider another example where compilers opted to lemmatise only the most 

frequent forms of both the singular and the plural forms of the prefixes le- and lo.  

 

Example 16: THAND 

Le- Lo- 
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This approach reduces redundancy, but is heavily dependent on previous knowledge of 

the language. 

 

Consider the third example taken from the THAN where the class prefixes le- and 

lo- are both lemmatised, and instead of treating them, they supplied a cross-

reference to the prefix le-. Consider for example, nouns such as lonao, longana, 

loologa, lookwane, looto, to mention but few. 

 

Example 17: THAN 

Lebati Lobati 

  

 

 

 

Lebodu Lobodu 
  

 

 

 

Lebone Lobone 
  

 

 

 

Lebota Lobota 

  

 

 

 

 

 

This strategy increases redundancy to a great extent and a number of cross-

references cause a great deal of page turning which is time consuming. A further 
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complication arises from the fact that the relations between singular and plural are 

not always regular and not satisfactorily treated in dictionaries such as MSED and 

THAND. Consider the following example in this regard:  

 

Example 18 

  

Singular  Plural 

Letsatsi (sun / day) 

[Matsatsi] 
> Malatsi 

Letsogo; Lebogo (hand) 

[Mabogo] 
> Matsogo 

Letsele; Lebele (breast) 

[Matsele] 
> Mabele 

 

 

From the above example it is clear that preference is given to malatsi, matsogo 

and mabele that are irregular forms. The latter is further supported by an example 

of a proverb mabogo dinku a a thebana (it is important to assist one another).  

 

The above mentioned nouns, i.e. matsatsi and malatsi; matsogo and mabogo etc. 

should be treated as variants and lemmatized as single entries. An example should 

also be given to help identify subtle differences between similar words as 

indicated in brackets [malatsi], [matsogo] and [matsele] which are preferred to 

matsatsi, mabogo and mabele. 

 

Furthermore, both the THAN and the THAND lemmatize singular nouns only 

and give the plural prefix as part of the treatment. This can be confusing to the 

user. Suppose a foreign user is confronted with the word malatsi. (S)he will look 

for the word under *lelatsi. In this instance the user will get lost since the plural 

form has undergone a morphological change. It is recommended that both 

singular and plural forms of nouns be lemmatized to render a user-friendly 
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product. This approach should also be based on a frequency count as outlined 

previously in this chapter. 

 

4.5 The absence of nominal derivations 

 

Dictionary information on nominal derivations such as diminutives are not provided 

by Setswana lexicographers. It is unfortunate that the majority of Setswana 

dictionaries provide inadequate treatment of these lexical items. It is interesting to 

note that diminutives can have different meanings (senses) when nouns referring to 

various body organs or human beings are used. Diminutives associated with body 

organs express behavioural patterns, i.e. gossip and idling around. 

 

Example 19 

 

(a) Diminitives associated with body organs 

 

O tota o le loleme      > (You really have a tongue) ‘you talk too much’ 

O tota o le lolengwana    > (You really have little tongue) ‘you gossip too much’ 

O lenao         > (You are a foot)      ‘you are loitering’ 

O lenaonyana                  > (You are a little foot)‘you are idling or gallivanting’ 

 

 

The suffixes -ngwana and -nyana in lolengwana and lenaonyana justify treatment 

in their own right. 

 

(b) Human beings 

     

i. Bona mosadinyana yoo. (Look at that little woman). 

ii. Ao mosadinyana wa me.  (Oh my little woman) Oh my adorable woman. 

 

In the above given example in b(i), the sentence can refer to the following:  
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 Look at that adorable woman  

 Look at that little woman 

 Look at that little woman showing disrespect but may also indicate an 

expression of love or passion 

 

Example b (ii) indicates an expression of love or passion. 
 

The above-mentioned assertion underlines the need to be included and treated in 

the dictionary. The absence of the oral corpus and the exclusion of the diminutive 

can deprive the user of certain information, especially if there is a high frequency 

of usage. 
 

Consider example 20 below where diminutives have undergone morphological 

change: 

 

 Example 20 

Word   Diminutive - form 

Tsebe (ear) > Tsejwana     (small ear) 

Moriri (hair) > Moritshana  (small hair) 

Legodu (thief) > Legotswana  (small thief) 

Kgomo (cow) > Kgongwana   (calf) 

Ngwana (child) > Ngwanyana  (little baby) 

 

 

From the above given examples it can be seen that the diminutives have 

undergone morphological change. The user who is not familiar with the language 

may easily be confused and will be unable to look them up under their non-

derived forms. 

 

 
 
 



 156 

Although the THAN is directed at the native speakers of Setswana who have a strong 

command and knowledge of their language, users are also expected to have sufficient 

knowledge of morphology when it comes to nouns suffixes. This is often not the case. 

It is disappointing that noun inflections such as diminutives are omitted. Once again 

the question can be asked, on which grounds the items were selected.  

 

4.6 Inconsistency regarding the lemmatization of homonyms 
 

Homonyms are described as two or more unrelated meanings associated with the 

same form, for example, bank (of a river) and bank (financial entity). The treatment 

of homonyms in Setswana dictionaries also reveals some shortcomings. The 

question pertaining to the selection of entries is when to consider two occurrences of 

a word as having related or unrelated meanings. Compare the following examples 21 

and 22 from (THAN and SEAD) and (THAN and THAND) respectively. 
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Example 21: tshela 

THAN SEAD 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From example 21 above, THAN provides treatment of homonyms tshela as tshela 

(used to), tshêla (pour), tshela (cross) and tshela (to live) while SEAD provides only 
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three homonyms i.e. tshela (to live), tshela (to cross) and tshêla (pour). Consider also 

the second example of thari taken from the THAN and the THAND: 

 

Example 22: thari 

 

THAN THAND 
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From example 22 above, both the THAN and the THAND managed to provide only 

one sense of the homonym thari as (skin used to carry a baby) while other senses are 

excluded. 

 

From examples 21 and 22 for tshela and thari, it is clear that frequency counts and 

user-friendliness were not taken into consideration. These are words which are 

frequently used. The problem with frequency counts by corpus query programs such 

as WordSmith Tools is that a single total count is given for the orthographic form 

shared by both homonyms. The lexicographer has to determine the frequencies 

manually. It is important to emphasize that the distinction between the homonyms 

be determined on the basis of frequency counts and that the structural markers be 

employed to indicate the different contexts in which the lemma signs tshela and 

thari can occur. The above mentioned statement is supported by Hausman and 

Wiegand (1989:356) where they emphasize the use of the structural markers to 

demonstrate the different meanings of homonyms and maintain that these should not 

be presented haphazardly but according to a predetermined set of criteria accounted 

for in the front matter text. Consider the following example in this regard: 

 

 

Example 23 

 

Tshêla (to put in) 1 

Tshéla (to cross) 2 

Tshéla (to live) 3 
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Compare also the following examples where Afrikaans and English dictionaries 

are consistently managing to lemmatize the homonyms: 

 

 

 

Example 24: Verklarende Afrikaanse WoordeBoek (VAW) 

 

 

Graaf¹, (s), grawe. 1. Adellike titel. 2. Iem. Met so ‘n titel. 

 

Graaf², (s), grawe. 1. Spitwerking. 2. Lengte van ‘n      graafblad. 3. 

Hoeveelheid wat op ‘n keer met ‘n graaf geskep kan word; ~ 

steel.  

                                                           

 

 

Example 25: TSAOSD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

lag1 verb  (lagged, lagging) go too slowly and fail to keep up  with 

others. 

 

lag2 noun lagging; a delay. 

 

lag3 verb  (lagged, lagging) wrap pipes or boilers etc. in insulating 

material to keep them warm. 
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4.7  The absence of tonal indication 

 

Tonal indication is of crucial importance in Setswana for it is used to make both 

semantic and grammatical distinction. As far as tonal indication is concerned, it is 

important to note that dictionaries employ different conventions. Some dictionaries 

indicate high as well as low tones while others indicate only high tones. For example, 

Ziervogel enters head words or sub-head words in capital letters with indication of 

high tone e.g. RÉKA. The word is repeated in brackets with the circumflexes indicated 

on e or o: rêka. For such entries he uses lower case: lerêko, ma- rêko. A second option 

is to indicate the tonal pattern separately by means of the upper case character L for 

low tone and H for high tone. For example, Van Wyk in Pukuntšu enters head words 

with the circumflexes indicated, as follows: boikêtsiso and indicates the tonal pattern 

further down in the article as, for example, LLHHL. 

 

As far as the Setswana dictionaries are concerned, it is unfortunate to state that only 

SEAD succeeded in showing tonal indication. In this dictionary, a distinction is made 

between a high, a low and a falling tone which are indicated by means of two tonal 

diacritics i.e. ( ′ ) high tone, ( ˉ ) a falling tone while the low tone is left unmarked. In 

the dictionary the mid-low vowels [ε] and [Ф] are marked with a circumflex, for 

example ê in êma and ô in ôma. One gets the impression that compilers of the SEAD 

regarded tonal information of equal importance to lexical information. It is 

disappoinding that other Setswana dictionaries such as THAN, THAND, MSED and 

SED excluded tonal distinction. The example below will now be used to demonstrate 

the importance of tonal indication in Setswana dictionaries. 

 

 

Example 26 

 

Item 240 in the Setswana lemmatized frequency list is tshela. Without tonal 

indication, this form could mean any of the three possibilities listed below:  
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1. tshéla1

2. tshêla

   [verb]   ‘to jump’ 
2

3. tshéla

   [verb]   ‘to pour’ 
3

 

 

   [verb]   ‘to cross’ 

It is suggested that tonal indication be included in the forthcoming Setswana 

dictionaries to render a more user-friendly Setswana dictionary. Compare now an 

example extracted from SEAD where compilers consistently strive to make use of 

tonal indication. 
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Example 27: SEAD 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In example 27 different meanings of kete are clearly distinguished on the basis of 

tonal indication. If such distinctions were not given the user would find it difficult to 

retrieve the correct information. 

 

4.8 Dialect words as lemmas in the dictionary are evaluated against 

the existing Setswana dictionaries 
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The Setswana language has eight dialects. Dictionaries such as THAN, THAND, 

MSED and SED do not cover these regional varieties. They are only limited to one 

dialect i.e. the Serolong dialect which is considered as the standard language. 

 

Wikipedia (2007) defines a dialect as a variety of a language used by people from a 

particular geographical area. Anthropological linguists on the other hand define a 

dialect as a specific form of a language used by a speech community. For example, in 

Setswana the sound represented by f is unknown to the Batlhaping tribe but very 

common among the Barolong tribe. The h in the word lehatshe (earth) is pronounced 

as f in Serolong as lefatshe.  The glottal sound g of the southern Batswana tribe loses 

its glottal sound among the more northern tribes and becomes softened into the sound 

h and the sound sh becomes a pure s. Compare the following examples in this regard: 

 

Example 28 

 

Alternates f, g and h 

English Setlhaping  Serolong Standard Setswana 

Earth  lehatshe  lefatshe lefatshe 

Cow  khomo   kgomo  kgomo 

Fat  mahura  mahura mafura 

Scares  tlhokahala  tlhokagala tlhokafala 

Rich  fuma/huma  guma  huma 

Found  fumane   fitlhela  bone 

 

 

Compare other examples below where the vowel o in lo- is frequently replaced by e in 

le- with a possessive la.  

 

 

Example 29 

 

 Leriba la noka  Loriba lwa noka   (bank of the river) 
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Lesilo la mosimane  Losilo lwa mosimane  (a stupid boy) 

Lesogodi la ditsie  Losogodi lwa ditsie  (a swarm of locusts) 

 

 

Consider other examples taken from a Botswana Television conversation: 

 

Example 30 

 

 English Botswana T.V. Sekgatla Sekwena Standard  

beat  betsa   itaya/šapa otla  betsa 

school  sekwele  sekolo  sekolo  sekolo 

week  biki   beke  beke  beke 

huge  setona   setona/segolo segolo  segolo 

 

 

 

If one compares the Botswana Television conversation with the standard language, 

one realises that we do not speak of dialects but alternates patterns since the dialectical 

boundries are broken up by the population shifts, urbanized, political re-organisation 

and technology. 

 

Consider another example of alternates below: 

 

Example 31 

 

Alternates tš, ts, tšh and tšhwa 

 

English Serolong Sekgatla          Sekwena  Standard 

dog  ntsha       mpša  ntšwa/ntšha  ntšhwa 

ostrich  mpshe  mpše  ntšhe  ntšhwe 

youths  batšha  bašwa  baša  baswa   
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The lexicographer will have to justify the alternants in deciding whether to include or 

exclude in the macrostructure of the dictionary. Consider cojuctions as other examples 

of alternants: 

 

Example 32 

 

Conjuctions 

 

English  Serolong Sengwaketse Setlhaping Standard 

though   fela  gela  hela  fela 

if   fa  ge  ha  fa 

 

 

It is important to note that (f) is pronounced as (g) in Sengwaketse and as (h) in 

Setlhaping. Consider the following example sentences: 

 

Ke tla bua fela fa o ka ntetla (I will speak only if you allow me) 

Ke tla bua gela ge o ka ntetla (I will speak only if you allow me) 

Ke tla bua hela ha o ka ntetla. (I will speak only if you allow me)     

 

According to the research, the f in Setswana is favoured more than the h. Singled it 

can be justifiable. The h is a matter of Southern Sotho influence which is also affected 

by the geographical regions. Consider other examples taken from the Sekwena dialect:  

 

Example 33 

 

English  Sekwena Standard 

I don’t know  kgitse  ga ke itse 

I have been  kgebolo ga ke bolo 

I don’t want  kgebatle ga ke battle 

Here   kweno  kwano   
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If one compares the Sekwena dialects with the standard language from example 33, it 

is important to note that the negative morpheme ga ke (I don’t) has been coined to the 

verb stem itse, bolo and battle. Consder the following: 

 

 Kg + itse > kgitse 

 Kg + bolo > kgebolo 

 Kg + battle > kgebatle 

 

 

Consider other examples taken from selected forms of the Setswana drama books and 

novels: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 34 

 

Selected passages from dramas and novels 

 

Motimedi: D.P. Moloto 
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From the above example, it is clear that the author used different dialects and 

languages as alternates. For example, the use of ‘ha’ instead of ‘ga’ which is the direct 

influence from the Setlhaping dialect; the use of ‘otla’ (beat) instead of betsa or itaya 

which is the direct influence from the Sekwena dialect and the use of the word lekoto 

(leg) which derives from the Sepedi language. 

 

Moratho o montsho: S.S. Tshetlho 

 

Ka ikutlwa ke otlwa ke letswalo. Ke tsamaiwa ke 

phefo e e maruru mo mokwatleng ke le mosadi. Ya re 

a laela, modumo wa tlhatloga le go feta. 
 

From the above given example, the author makes use of the word ‘otlwa’ (beaten) 

instead of betswa or itawa which is the direct influence from the Sekwena dialect.  

 

Consider another example below: 
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In this example the author makes use of the word ‘nkgolo’ (grandfather) instead of 

rremogolo which derives from the Southern Sotho language and  uses the sound ‘h’ 

instead of  ‘g’ which is the direct influence from the Serolong dialect. 

 

From the above given examples, one notices the inconsistencies of the contemporary 

author’s orthography i.e. authors do not spell the words in the same way which 

indicate that there is no standard writing in the field.  

 

It is important to note that lexicographers should look at a dialect as a bundle of 

characteristics peculiar to a language in a specific social environment. The 

lexicographer should keep in mind that a dictionary should be fully descriptive. It 

should record objectively various dialects and different styles. However this is not the 

case with the Setswana dictionaries. It is important to state that future Setswana 

dictionaries should pay more attention to dialectical forms. Although the whole issue 

regarding Setswana dialects is complicated, at least frequently used dialectical forms 

should be given and appropriately labelled. 

 

4.9 Conclusion  

 

In this chapter the extent to which the respective Setswana dictionaries succeeded or 

failed to treat the most commonly used words was indicated. We have critically 

analysed and evaluated the typical macrostructural inconsistencies existing in 

Setswana dictionaries. Macrostructural aspects relating to the inclusion versus the 

omission of individual lemmata was dealt with. In addition it was also stressed how 

corpora can be put to good use in revising and improving the macrostructure of the 

existing Setswana dictionaries. The unequal treatment of derived forms of verbs which 

results from a lemmatisation approach where lexicographers simply add words as they 

come across them was also illustrated. Key components of the revision strategy 
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including the design and the use of a multi-dimensional Ruler and Block System for 

the measurement and balancing of the alphabetical stretches in terms of number of 

pages per alphabetical category was also highlighted. In addition, the importance of 

the relationship existing between frequencies and dictionaries was also emphasized. It 

is also important to state why the focus is on the high frequencies and not on the low 

frequencies. For example, for bilinguals, given the restriction on the number of pages 

top frequencies can hardly be covered and that our tests have proven that the top 10, 

000 frequencies cover more than 95% of Setswana texts. As for monolingual we try to 

include lower frequencies of special relevance such as cultural terms but given the 

users from small children to adults we cannot dare to omit the top frequencies. In this 

chapter, we have also provided a perspective on how the South African Bantu 

language lexicography reflects a complex interplay of lemmatisation traditions, 

lemmatisation strategies and lemmatisation approaches.  

 

 

The importance of tonal indication in Setswana where tones are used to make both 

semantic and grammatical distinctions was illustrated by means of suitable examples 

taken from the two monolingual Setswana dictionaries i.e. THAN and THAND. 

Problems regarding the lemmatization of the noun prefixes le- and lo-, the absence of 

nominal derivations and the absence of the treatment of homonyms in the Setswana 

dictionaries were highlighted and critically analysed. The evaluation of dialect words 

as lemmas in Setswana dictionaries was demonstrated and critically analysed to 

determine whether the Setswana is standardised or not. 

 

It is also important to note that the dictionary situation in Setswana is such that we do 

not have the luxury of compiling dictionaries for narrowly defined target users, 

separate dictionaries for productive and receptive use or dictionaries for the different 

dialects. To date the Setswana lexicographer was forced to compile general 

dictionaries for use by everyone and to include the most relevant dialectical forms. On 

the question, do Setswana dictionaries need a descriptive dictionary or a normative 

one, one could say in principle descriptive but also normative aspects since the 

language is not fully standardized. 
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