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Abstract: This article presents a panoramic and critical overview of isiXhosa lexicography and 
its impact on the intellectualisation of this indigenous South African language. The history of isi-
Xhosa lexicography dates back more than two centuries. However, there still exists a need for dic-
tionaries that serve the language-speaking community as practical tools for addressing diverse 
communication and learning-oriented needs in the current language policy dispensation. The Isi-
Xhosa National Lexicography Unit (XNLU) is currently working on dictionary projects that 
attempt to address this situation while at the same time not losing sight of the mandate that the Pan 
South African National Language Board (PanSALB) placed on all the National Lexicography Units 
(NLUs). For this to happen, the article argues that the NLU needs to put lexicographic practice into 
its historical perspective, i.e. conceiving dictionary projects in the light of existing dictionaries and 
lexicographic traditions in the language. Over and above that, there is a need to take into account 
the recent developments in lexicographic research, adopt co-operative lexicographic practice and 
develop a dictionary culture among the isiXhosa-speaking community.
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Opsomming: IsiXhosaleksikografie: Verlede, hede en toekoms. Hierdie artikel 
bied 'n panoramiese en kritiese oorsig van die isiXhosaleksikografie en die invloed daarvan op die 
intellektualisering van hierdie inheemse Suid-Afrikaanse taal. Die geskiedenis van die isiXhosa-
leksikografie strek vir meer as twee eeue terug. Daar bestaan egter steeds 'n behoefte aan woorde-
boeke wat die taalsprekende gemeenskap dien as praktiese gereedskap om te voorsien in uiteen-
lopende kommunikasie- en leer-georiënteerde behoeftes in die huidige taalbeleidsbedeling. Die isi-
Xhosa- Nasionale Leksikografie-eenheid (XNLE) werk tans aan projekte wat probeer om hierdie 
                                                          
* This article is a reworked version of a paper that was presented by the authors at the Eight-

eenth International Association of African Lexicography (AFRILEX) Conference held at the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, Port Elizabeth, South Africa, 2–5 July 2013.

http://lexikos.journals.ac.za



IsiXhosa Lexicography: Past, Present and Future 349

situasie aan te spreek, maar terselfdertyd nie die mandaat uit die oog te verloor wat die Pan- Suid-
Afrikaanse Taalraad (PanSAT) op al die Nasionale Leksikografie-eenhede (NLE's) geplaas het nie. 
Om dit te bewerkstellig, voer die artikel aan dat die NLE's hierdie leksikografiese praktyk in histo-
riese perspektief moet plaas, d.w.s. deur woordeboekprojekte in die lig van bestaande woorde-
boeke en leksikografiese tradisies in die taal te beplan. Bo en behalwe dit is dit nodig om die 
onlangse ontwikkelinge in leksikografiese navorsing in ag te neem, koöperatiewe leksikografiese 
praktyk te aanvaar en 'n woordeboekkultuur onder die isiXhosasprekende gemeenskap te ont-
wikkel.

Sleutelwoorde: ISIXHOSALEKSIKOGRAFIE, ISIXHOSAWOORDEBOEKE, XHOSAWOOR-
DEBOEKPROJEK, NASIONALE LEKSIKOGRAFIE-EENHEDE, ISIXHOSA- NASIONALE LEKSI-
KOGRAFIE-EENHEID, NASIONALE WOORDEBOEK, SUID-AFRIKAANSE LEKSIKOGRAFIE,
NAVORSINGSGEBASEERDE LEKSIKOGRAFIE, WOORDEBOEKKULTUUR

1. Introduction

This article presents a panoramic overview of isiXhosa lexicography up to the 
present. It offers a critical commentary of the major isiXhosa dictionaries and 
current dictionary products in the view of the line function of the National 
Lexicography Units (NLUs), of which the IsiXhosa National Lexicography Unit 
(XNLU) is part, in respect to isiXhosa as one of the official languages of South 
Africa. The main focus is on the impact of lexicography on this indigenous 
South African language and the lexicographic needs of the language-speaking 
community.

The history of isiXhosa lexicography, as briefly outlined in Section 2, dates 
back more than two centuries. The language currently boasts of a monumental 
three-volume dictionary, The Greater Dictionary of isiXhosa (GDX). This is in addi-
tion to the Kafir–English Dictionary (KED), the Oxford English–Xhosa Dictionary 
(OEXD), and a medium-sized monolingual dictionary, Isichazi-magama SesiXhosa
(ISX), and many other dictionaries that are enumerated without detailed dis-
cussion in this article (cf. Table 1).

This article considers the strengths and limitations of the existing isiXhosa 
dictionaries. In the studied dictionaries, particular attention is paid to, among 
other aspects:

— Purpose of each dictionary (as enumerated in the blurb, preface and intro-
ductory text);

— Scope and size of the dictionary;

— Data categories included in relation to the purpose of the dictionary;

— User-friendliness of the dictionary.

Extending a similar approach to the current dictionary projects, this undertak-
ing offers an up-to-date and futuristic view of isiXhosa lexicography, more 
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than two decades after Peter Mtuze conducted his own survey (cf. Mtuze 1992). 
Since then, a number of significant developments have taken place. Firstly, the 
Xhosa Dictionary Project (XDP), at the University of Fort Hare, has been recon-
stituted into the XNLU, thereby reconfiguring both the primary and secondary 
lexicographic processes which culminate in the production of isiXhosa diction-
aries. Secondly, Volume 2 and Volume 1 of the GDX and the ISX have since 
been published, thereby rendering the inventory of isiXhosa lexicography 
richer than what it was in 1992. Finally, the currently on-going projects within 
the XNLU are being undertaken in a different context of language develop-
ment, when isiXhosa is now one of South Africa's eleven official languages. 
This places big responsibilities on the lexicographers.

The survey of isiXhosa lexicography conducted in this article, therefore, is 
not undertaken for its own sake. It is a stock-taking exercise that is meant to 
inform the future activities of the XNLU. 

The number and size of some of the available dictionaries in isiXhosa pro-
ject a good image of the language, particularly when compared to the other 
African languages in general. However, a closer and critical analysis of the dic-
tionaries themselves necessitates a distinction between dictionaries for the lan-
guage on the one hand and dictionaries for the language users and language 
learners on the other. The line function of the NLUs which requires them to 
focus on a particular type of dictionary, if not adopted strategically, is likely to 
add to a long list of dictionaries that cannot be used by the majority of the lan-
guage speakers who need them. A strategic approach is required that does not 
consider the line function of the NLUs as diametrically opposed to periodic 
and regular publication of other types of dictionaries which address some 
immediate lexicographic needs in the linguistic community, while ultimately 
contributing to the intellectualisation of a particular language in the long term. 
For this to happen, practical lexicography needs to catch up with recent theo-
retical developments in lexicography in order to address some challenges that 
are faced in the actual compilation of the dictionaries, thereby ultimately 
addressing the needs of isiXhosa speakers and learners in a user-friendly way.

2. A Brief History of isiXhosa Lexicography

The history of isiXhosa lexicography can be traced back to the 18th century (cf. 
Pahl 1989 and Mtuze 1992) and since then, the inventory of isiXhosa has grown 
as partly shown in Table 1 below. According to Pahl (1989) and Mtuze (1992), 
the pioneer of isiXhosa lexicography is Sparrman, a natural scientist who visited 
the Cape coast between 1772 and 1777 and is credited with compiling a short 
"list of Xhosa numerals, nouns, adjectives and verbs", differing little in form 
from the words as used today (Pahl 1989: xxxvii). The list was appended to his 
book entitled A Voyage to the Cape of Good Hope Towards the Antarctic Polar Circle 
and Round the World but Chiefly into the Country of the Hottentots and Caffres from 
the Year 1772 to 1776, indicated as Appendix to Sparrman (1776) in Table 1.
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Dictionary Title DEditor(s). V Year of Publication.
Appendix to Sparrman (1776) Andrew Sparrman 1776
Specimen of the Caffra Language Dr. J.T. van der Kemp 1803
A Systematic Vocabulary of the Kaf-
frarian Language 

Rev. John Bennie 1826

A Vocabulary of the Kafir Language John Aylif 1846
A Zulu–Kafir Dictionary Etymologically 
Explained

Jacob L. Döhne 1857

A Dictionary of the Kaffir Language:
Including the Xosa and Zulu Dialects

Rev. Wm. J. Davis 1872

A Kafir–English Dictionary Rev. Robert Godfrey/ 
Dr. Albert Kropf

1899/1915

A Concise Kafir–English Dictionary James McLaren 1915
A Concise English–Kafir Dictionary James McLaren 1923
The Concise Trilingual Dictionary in 
English, Xhosa, Afrikaans/Die Kort Drie-
talige Woordeboek in Afrikaans, Xhosa, 
English

Lionel E. Jennings 1961

Xhosa Dictionary: English–Xhosa–Afri-
kaans, Xhosa–English–Afrikaans 

H. Nabe, Pw. Dreyer
and G.L. Kakana

1976 

Oxford English–Xhosa Dictionary Arnold Fischer et al. 1985 
The Greater Dictionary of Xhosa H.W. Pahl et al. 1989–2006
Isichazi-magama SesiXhosa Tshabe et al. 2008 

Table 1: A partial inventory of isiXhosa dictionaries, their editors and dates of 
publication

With the exception of the two volumes of the GDX, Volume 1 and Volume 2, as 
well as the ISX, all the other listed dictionaries were published before the estab-
lishment of the XNLU. The establishment of the Unit with a specific line func-
tion, therefore, follows a very long history of lexicographic practice in isiXhosa.

However, despite a relatively long list of lexicographic works for an Afri-
can language, there is a dearth of literature and research on isiXhosa lexicogra-
phy. As Google search shows, only three hits for both isiXhosa lexicography and 
Xhosa dictionaries are academic works that specifically deal with isiXhosa dic-
tionaries. The remainder of the hits only serve to confirm the existence of the 
dictionaries. Of the previous twenty-two volumes of Lexikos, the journal of 
AFRILEX, which has served to disseminate information about African lexicog-
raphy, only five make reference to isiXhosa lexicography. Of easily accessible 
works on isiXhosa lexicography, Pahl (1989) and Mtuze (1992) offer the most 
comprehensive accounts. In Section 6 of the introduction of the third volume of 
the GDX, Pahl (1989: xxxvi-xxxix) offers a historical account of isiXhosa lexicog-
raphy in order to provide the GDX with the necessary context. He benefits 
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largely from Rev. Robert Godfrey who, in the first edition of the KED, devoted 
some space to credit his predecessors and review their works. Mtuze (1992) 
adopts a similar approach in his survey of isiXhosa lexicography between 1972 
and 1989, when the third volume of the GDX was published. Another publica-
tion worthy of mention because of its specific focus on isiXhosa lexicography is 
Moropa and Kruger (2000), which deals with the mistranslation of cultural 
terms in the KED.

The history of lexicography in general, or the historical perspective of dic-
tionary research, in terms of Hartmann (2001), cannot be overemphasised. 
According to Wiegand (1984), it is important to study the history of lexicogra-
phy in order to understand and learn from previous experiences and avoid 
repeating earlier mistakes. This point is also expressed by Hartmann (1983), 
who observes that every dictionary has a forerunner, as well as Landau (1984), 
who argues that dictionary making is a judicious act of piracy whereby lexicog-
raphers heavily rely on their predecessors. By revisiting the history of isiXhosa 
lexicography, the authors hope to chart the way forward for future works in 
this and other South African languages. This is particularly important at a time 
when both the NLUs and the Pan South African Language Board (PanSALB) 
are in need of a turn-around strategy for South African lexicography, more 
than ten years since the NLUs were established.

That isiXhosa lexicography is under-researched is unfitting, given such a 
long history of dictionary making. Not only lexicographers in the indigenous 
South African languages can learn from this history, but also lexicographers 
from other languages across the continent. However, for this to be possible, 
research on isiXhosa lexicography is still a long way behind. A student or 
researcher of isiXhosa lexicography still has to rely on primary sources such as 
the dictionaries themselves and some relevant documents which are in the pos-
session of the XNLU, PanSALB and dictionary publishers. Furthermore, the 
researcher of isiXhosa lexicography still has to benefit from research on the 
lexicography of the other languages in streamlining research topics. To really 
make progress, the researcher may have to start from very general surveys 
before venturing into specific and detailed engagements with certain lexico-
graphic issues. What this article hopes to achieve is to open up isiXhosa lexi-
cography for metalexicographic scrutiny by identifying, albeit in less detail, 
some key areas for research.

2.1 A Kafir–English Dictionary

The KED was first published under the editorship of Rev. Albert Kropf in 1899 
before its second, and so far, the latest edition, edited by Rev. Robert Godfrey, 
in 1915. According to its original editor (Kropf 1899: iii), it was first proposed as 
"a memorial of the Kafir language which would soon be supplanted by Eng-
lish". In terms of typology, the KED is a mono-directional bilingual dictionary 
which describes isiXhosa using English. Beyond the fact that the language 
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lacked the relevant metalanguage for lexicographic description, the use of Eng-
lish as descriptive language is consistent with the view harboured by some 
missionaries when the dictionary project was first proposed. The language was 
being archived for the benefit of non-speakers of isiXhosa who had to study the 
language in order to understand the mother-tongue speakers (cf. Gallardo 1980).

Contrary to the original view among some missionaries, the KED had an 
unintended outcome. It has become an important element of the lexicographic 
inventory of the language, a real milestone in the intellectualisation of isiXhosa. 
Pahl (1989: xxxviii) regards Albert Kropf, as "the first lexicographer to have 
fathomed and thoroughly mastered the intricacies of Xhosa phonology ... so 
thorough and accurate that little fault can be found with it". He further sug-
gests that "all future lexicographical work in isiXhosa must be based upon it". 
The usefulness of this dictionary has transcended the isiXhosa-speaking com-
munity of South Africa and is one of the South African dictionaries, the others 
being in Zulu, that have been used in Zimbabwe by Ndebele speakers and 
scholars (cf. Hadebe 2006). It has also transcended the period during which it 
was produced, with Pahl (1989: xxxviii) rightly observing that it "has stood the 
test of more than three quarters of a century". A number of isiXhosa academics 
and language practitioners continue to use it as an invaluable reference for dif-
ferent purposes, such as translation. Because of its enduring importance, the 
KED has been converted into a PDF document, thereby turning it into an elec-
tronic resource to increase its accessibility, portability and durability many 
years after it went out of print.

The article below is an example of the fairly comprehensive treatment of 
lemmata in the KED. As can be seen from this article, type of speech data, 
meaning, both literal and figurative, as well as usage examples are provided for 
the verb ukutwala (to carry).

Example of a Dictionary Article from the KED
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The KED also has thirty-two pages of front-matter texts in which, among other 
issues, it describes the grammatical features of isiXhosa and enumerates their 
treatment in the dictionary. The dictionary, therefore, fits in with the earliest 
grammars of isiXhosa, but there would be need to improve or revise some of its 
grammatical representations.

Perhaps its major impediment in post-apartheid South Africa is the K 
word in its title, the main feature of many other isiXhosa and isiZulu diction-
aries published during the colonial and apartheid periods (cf. Table 1). This 
word is offensive, its presence in the title remains a major put-off to some 
potential users of the dictionary today. Besides the title, the dictionary has also 
been criticised for the mistranslation of certain culture-specific terms (cf. 
Moropa and Kruger 2000). Associating a traditional marriage practice with 
abduction in the above KED article is a good example. In modern times, abduc-
tion would be associated with a criminal activity and this limits the dictionary 
in terms of its communicative and cognitive functions. Finally, with its second 
edition having been published in 1915, the old orthography becomes another 
impediment of the dictionary. This can be illustrated by the KED article where 
uku-twala (to carry) is entered instead of ukuthwala and other entries such as 
tabatani (take) instead of thabathani in the same article. Thus, notwithstanding 
its usefulness, modern lexicographers and language users will need to pay 
attention to such shortcomings of this otherwise timeless work of isiXhosa lexi-
cography.

2.2 The Oxford English–Xhosa Dictionary

Based on the Oxford Learner's Dictionary, the OEXD is a mono-directional bilin-
gual dictionary with as its primary purpose, the learning of isiXhosa as an 
additional language. In its preface, Fischer (1985) states "the idea of this Eng-
lish–Xhosa Dictionary was conceived during many years of studying and teach-
ing Xhosa, and being confronted with the lack of an appropriate English–Xhosa 
Dictionary". The users are expected to know and use English as the point of 
departure when learning isiXhosa. Thus, English is the lemmatising language 
for which data categories meant to support mainly text production in isiXhosa 
are provided. The following is a typical article from this dictionary:

arm, n. ingalo (in- iin-); (sleeve) umkhono; (large branch) isebe
elikhulu (ili- ama-); ~.ful, n. ubuninzi; ~-band, n. isacholo (isi- izi-); 
~.chair, n. isitulo esinezixhaso-ngalo; ~-hole, n. umgxuma 
womkhono; ~.let, n. isacholo; ~.pit, n. ikhwapha (ili- ama-); the ~ 
of the law (fig.): umthetho; baby/child/ infant in ~.s : usana (ulu-
iintsana); at ~'s length (fig.: avoid becoming familiar with some-
body): -gcina kude with open ~.s (warmly, with enthusiasm): 
ngobubele; walk ~-in- ~ : -xhakana.

Example of a Dictionary Article from the OEXD
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However, Fischer (1985) reports that the discussion of the original idea of this 
dictionary with teachers indicated "a long-felt need amongst Xhosa-speaking 
students as well", particularly when "confronted with essays and literature in 
the English curriculum". This resulted in the inclusion of literary English words 
which are explained in isiXhosa. Pahl (1989: xxxix) describes this dictionary as 
"a godsend to students of Xhosa" as it was produced in the then new orthogra-
phy, compared for instance to the KED. Furthermore, the enriched dictionary 
articles also facilitate the comprehension of lemmata using isiXhosa, meaning 
that the dictionary also provides limited English-comprehension support to 
isiXhosa mother-tongue speakers. Finally, its size also makes the dictionary 
handy for Xhosa–English or English–Xhosa translators, interpreters and editors.

With the latest reprint of 2011 being the 21st impression of the OEXD, this 
dictionary is without doubt the most well-known and successful isiXhosa dic-
tionary on the market. For example, in both 2012 and 2013, an annual pre-
learning questionnaire survey that is conducted at the beginning of the under-
graduate lexicography course at Rhodes University indicates that isiXhosa dic-
tionary is synonymous with the OEXD. This knowledge is based on the stu-
dents' previous but limited use of the dictionary at high school and its recom-
mendation as an important reference work for isiXhosa students at the univer-
sity, especially for translation studies. Despite this success, a close study of this 
dictionary is recommended to determine whether or not future reprinting should
be accompanied by revision of certain areas. From a cognitive perspective, the 
dictionary is limited, like many other dictionaries in isiXhosa, as it displays cul-
tural prejudices where the verb abduct is explained as forcefully dragging a girl 
into a marriage (cf. OEXD: 1). Yet abduct generally means much more than this.

2.3 The Greater Dictionary of IsiXhosa

The Greater Dictionary of isiXhosa (GDX) is a three-volume trilingual isiXhosa 
dictionary in which English and Afrikaans are the other featured languages. Its 
volumes were published separately and, curiously, in reverse order, i.e. Vol-
ume 3 (Q–Z), Volume 2 (K–P) and Volume 1 (A–J) in 1989, 2003 and 2006 
respectively. Although the GDX was completed in the NLUs dispensation, it is 
a product of the Xhosa Dictionary Project (XDP) which started in 1968. Having 
co-opted the XDP initiative into the NLU initiative which had a particular line 
function, the XNLU was allowed to complete this monumental lexicographic 
endeavour. The project was conceived on the backdrop of an acute need for "a 
modern, scientific standard Xhosa dictionary" (Pahl 1989: xxxix), the revision of 
isiXhosa orthography and a period of more than a century since the KED was 
out of print. Following the initiative of the rector of the University of Fort Hare 
and the endorsement by its Council, the project was to be housed at the Uni-
versity of Fort Hare.

According to Pahl (1989: xxxix), "the Fort Hare University Council had 
decided that the Xhosa entries were to be defined in English and Afrikaans, but 
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at a meeting of the Xhosa Dictionary Committee in 1968 it was decided that the 
definitions be given in Xhosa as well, thus making the dictionary fully trilin-
gual". As a result, the GDX would appear as illustrated below: 

Example of a Dictionary Article from the GDX

IsiXhosa is the lemmatising language but all three languages are used to pro-
vide explanations and other forms of lexicographic description. Because the 
dictionary also uses isiXhosa to provide information, it caters for the needs of 
both mother-tongue and non-mother-tongue speakers of isiXhosa. This was a 
major break from the tradition whereby all information about the language was 
hitherto given through another language, implying that those who did not 
know such a language, i.e. English or Afrikaans, could not benefit.

Besides the main text, the dictionary provides encyclopaedic information 
about isiXhosa and some culturally significant aspects of the language and its 
speakers. For example, between pages 685 and 754 of the third volume, the 
dictionary contains back matter texts which provide information on isiXhosa 
grammar and aspects of folklore in isiXhosa, e.g. tikoloshe, mamlambo, ichanti, 
impundulu, etc. as well as cultural practices such as circumcision, ukuthwalwa 
kwentombi, etc. As a container of knowledge (McArthur 1986), this dictionary 
provides information that non-mother-tongue speakers of isiXhosa and the 
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younger generation of isiXhosa speakers may find very valuable. Thus the dic-
tionary is rich in both linguistic and extra-linguistic (encyclopaedic) informa-
tion.

However, despite its stature and richness, this dictionary has probably 
made more impact on the language itself than on the speakers of the language. 
Hence the distinction made between dictionaries for the languages and dic-
tionaries for the language speakers and learners. In other words, it has not 
proved to be a popular reference work, especially for students at both univer-
sity and school levels. This has less to do with the quality of the dictionary, but 
more probably with its voluminous nature. Because of the amount of resources 
that were required to produce it, the dictionary is being sold at R425 per vol-
ume, which adds up to R1 275 for the three volumes. In addition to its price, 
the three-volume dictionary is not a portable reference work. As a result, over 
4 300 of the 4 500 copies (1 500 per volume) are still with the publisher instead 
of dictionary users, which indicates that the dictionary has not sold very well.
It represents archival material for isiXhosa, but is not a utility product as a dic-
tionary should be.

2.4 Isichazi-magama sesiXhosa

Isichazi-magama sesiXhosa (ISX), published in 2008, is a medium-sized mono-
lingual general-purpose dictionary. It is the first monolingual dictionary in 
isiXhosa, coming after a long tradition of the production of bi- and multilingual 
dictionaries. This dictionary was conceived and compiled within the NLU's 
dispensation, but it had to await the completion of the GDX. Its Editor-in-Chief 
confirms this in the acknowledgement section when he (Tshabe 2008: iv) 
writes:

Okokuqala mandiwenze umbulelo kuPanSALB ngenkxaso athe wasinika yona 
sileli Ziko lesiXhosa leSizwe loChazo-magama kuyo yonke le minyaka. Ndi-
bamba ngazibini ngembono yakhe yokuba kuqalwe ngokuqulunqwa izichazi-
magama ezilulwimi olunye. Usivumele ke thina kweli Ziko ngengcebiso 
yeBhodi yabaLawuli beli Ziko okokuba sigqibezele umsebenzi owawusele 
uqaliwe kwangoo-1968 woqulunqo lwesichazimagama esiluwimi-ntathu esi-
bizwa ngokuba yi The Greater Dictionary of IsiXhosa.

Firstly let me acknowledge PanSALB for supporting us as the IsiXhosa National 
Lexicography Unit for all these years. I appreciate the view that we should start 
to compile monolingual dictionaries. Yet PanSALB allowed our Unit, with the 
advice of the Board of Directors, to first complete the project of compiling the 
trilingual dictionary, namely The Greater Dictionary of IsiXhosa, which began in 1968.

This dictionary, therefore, may be regarded as a major step towards the accom-
plishment of the line function of the NLUs, i.e. to compile national dictionaries 
for the official languages (cf. Section 3). As a standard dictionary, the main 
components of the articles in the ISX are the lemma, word-class data, noun
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classes for noun lemmata, explanations of meaning and illustrative examples, 
as can be seen from the example below. The dictionary also provides some data 
types characteristic of national dictionaries as linguistic and cultural reservoirs. 
For example, limited etymological data is given in the form of the source lan-
guages of borrowed words treated as lemmata, with abbreviations such as Afr
(Afrikaans), Eng (English), Jap (Japanese) and SAE (South African English). Isi-
hlonipho (euphemistic language of women), described in the front-matter, is 
also a key element of the cultural data that is included in the dictionary, but it 
is clear that its provision and treatment is even less comprehensive and less 
satisfactory compared to the GDX. Thus, there is still some way to go to accom-
plish the line function of the NLUs, for the national dictionary will have to be 
more comprehensive (cf. Section 3).

Example of a Dictionary Article from the ISX

Nevertheless, the landmark that this dictionary constitutes for isiXhosa has to 
be appreciated, in as much as it is a clear contribution towards the national dic-
tionary. It is the first and so far the only dictionary that provides information 
on isiXhosa using the language itself. In an elated foreword, the XNLU Chair-
person of the Board of Directors, Jadezweni (2008: ii), writes:

Baqondile ukuba mabakhe bahlukane nokuxhobisa ezinye izizwe ngolwimi 
lwabo — kaloku isiXhosa esi seside ngathi yinto emayifundwe zezinye izizwe 
ukuze zizazi iingqondwana "zala maXhosa". Kungoko le ncwadi yesigama 
ichaziweyo iza kunika isidima abanini-ntetho kuba ulwimi lwabo nalo lunakho 
ukwenza zonke eziya zinto zenziwa zezinye iilwimi zehlabathi. Okunene nasi 
isigama setekhnoloji sesichazwa ngesiXhosa njengoko nesiNgesi sisichaza.

(They (Xhosa speakers) are correct to stop developing other 'nations' using their 
language — it has been long since isiXhosa was treated as something that had to 
be learnt by other 'nations' in order to understand the mindset of "these Xhosas". 
As a result, this book that is being discussed will give dignity and confidence to 
the speakers of the language, that their language can also serve functions that 
have been served by other languages of the world. Surely, even the terminology 
of technology is also being defined using isiXhosa in the same way as English.)
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Clearly, there is resonance to the sentiments expressed by Béjoint (2000) that 
monolingual general-purpose dictionaries are national emblems and expres-
sions just like national flags and national anthems, a view that informed Samuel
Johnson's approach to the mission of compiling The Dictionary of the English 
Language (cf. Johnson 1747). It is clear, therefore, that the future of the language 
and its ability to fulfil the ideals that saw isiXhosa being accorded its status as 
one of the country's official languages is felt in the dictionary. The mandate that 
PanSALB placed on the NLUs, therefore, is conceived in such a nationalistic 
spirit. However, it is critical to consider this mandate in the light of language 
planning in South Africa, of which lexicography is part, and the lexicographic 
needs of the speakers and learners of the respective languages.

3. Towards the National Dictionary: Current Dictionary Projects in isi-
Xhosa

After this brief review of isiXhosa dictionaries, the future of isiXhosa lexicogra-
phy is now considered in the light of current dictionary projects. Perhaps the 
most crucial question is whether the XNLU is on course to accomplish its line 
function of producing a national dictionary for isiXhosa. Again, it would be 
important to discuss the reason for the current state and possible direction for 
isiXhosa lexicography.

As noted in the previous section, lexicographic practice in isiXhosa pre-
dates the establishment of the NLUs in South Africa by over two centuries. 
Through the XDP, an organised structure for lexicographic work already 
existed in the language. This structure was considered ideal to be co-opted into 
the new lexicographic dispensation. Yet it was equally vital that the line func-
tion of the NLUs had to be co-opted into an established tradition for the lan-
guage to develop and for both its speakers and learners to obtain dependable 
reference tools. 

A closer look at the dictionaries produced and some current projects by a 
number of NLUs suggests that there is no consensus with regard to the line 
function of the NLUs and how this function could be accomplished. Conse-
quently, the optimism that accompanied the establishment of the NLUs has 
turned into frustration as their mandate seems to be difficult to execute. Where-
as different NLUs are engaged in projects which seem to be distanced from 
their line function, the NLUs do not find it difficult to justify their projects in 
view of the lexicographic needs of the linguistic communities they seek to serve 
and the developmental stages of the respective languages. The XNLU is no 
exception.

The terms of reference for the establishment of the NLUs were first out-
lined in the National Lexicography Units Bill (B 103-96), which is discussed in 
detail by Kumalo (1999), and further encapsulated in the Articles of Association 
of the NLUs. According to the Bill, the objectives of the NLUs "shall be to initi-
ate, maintain, continue, complete and from time to time improve the compila-
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tion of the dictionary and other products" (B 103-96: 4). The definite article the 
underlines the line function of the NLUs as focusing on a particular type of dic-
tionary. The definitions section of the Bill describes this dictionary as "the 
definitive product, on the general vocabulary of an official South African lan-
guage, as produced by the unit for the language concerned" (B 103-96: 3). This 
dictionary is the national monolingual general dictionary (Alberts 2011), or, 
simply put, the national dictionary. The national dictionary is defined in Hart-
mann and James (1998: 98) as "[a] cultural or historical dictionary of signifi-
cance to the language of a country, often financed by central government or an 
academy and compiled by a team of lexicographers". To the best of our knowl-
edge, none of the NLUs for the nine indigenous South African languages are 
currently working on such a dictionary. Instead they are busy with various 
types of dictionaries which, in terms of the Bill would be accounted for as the 
"other products" (B 103-96: 4). It is perhaps due to the failure of the NLUs to 
make the anticipated progress concerning their line function, and the uncer-
tainty that they can realistically achieve this feat in the foreseeable future, that 
Alberts (2011: 51) argues:

The NLUs need to be given the resources that are necessary to revert to the 
original idea of producing properly researched, definitive, monolingual diction-
aries for each of the official languages instead of compiling all kinds of diction-
ary products to generate funds (dictionaries that commercial publishers are able 
to compile much better, and that they are already publishing successfully).

The XNLU is currently working on three projects, namely, the Mathematics 
and Science Pedagogic Dictionary, the Concise Trilingual Dictionary and the 
IsiXhosa Monolingual Dictionary. A brief discussion of these projects poses a 
number of questions in relation to the progress of isiXhosa lexicography and 
the line function of the NLUs.

The product of the first project is a specialised dictionary intended for 
teachers and learners in the intermediate and senior phase of primary school-
ing. It represents the Unit's endeavour to promote mother-tongue education 
through a dictionary that facilitates access to, and communication in, mathe-
matical and scientific content by learners and teachers in isiXhosa. The project, 
therefore, addresses communication and cognitive problems in the respective 
subject fields of Mathematics and Science by describing specialised concepts,
documenting, explaining and illustrating the use of the relevant terminology 
using isiXhosa which is one of the main languages of the Eastern and Western 
Cape Provinces. The first draft of this dictionary has been reviewed for publi-
cation and the Unit is currently incorporating the suggestions of the reviewers 
who included subject specialists (Mathematics and Science), a mother-tongue 
isiXhosa linguist and a lexicographer. 

The second project is the Concise Trilingual Dictionary Project. Its main 
intention is to abridge the bulky GDX into a concise, portable and user-friendly 
dictionary that can be sold at an affordable price and be easily used by school 
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and university students, both mother-tongue isiXhosa speakers and non-
mother tongue speakers whose mother tongue is either Afrikaans or English. 
The GDX is, thus, the dictionary basis for the current project. The Unit con-
tracted a Cape Town-based company to convert the hard copy of the GDX into 
an electronic rich text format (RTF) document. GDX entries were then copied 
into a Word document which can be edited, with editing focusing on abridging 
the GDX by eliminating certain types of entries while adding others, e.g. cur-
riculum words collected from the Department of Education. The Unit intends 
to make use of TshwaneLex when the actual dictionary writing stage com-
mences after the establishment of the dictionary basis and dictionary files.

The last of the current projects, i.e. the IsiXhosa Monolingual Dictionary 
Project, also emanates from the GDX. Its rationale is based on the size of the 
GDX, but unlike the concise trilingual dictionary project, it eliminates all the 
Afrikaans and English entries to result in a monolingual dictionary. Again, not 
only eliminating the entries in the other languages is the main focus, but the 
intended dictionary will also be updated by adding baseline curriculum terms 
from the Eastern and Western Cape Departments of Education and other new 
words. The target users of the dictionary are school and university mother 
tongue students of isiXhosa. The envisaged dictionary should be an updated 
and a more comprehensive version of the ISX.

Although only brief insights have been provided with regard to the cur-
rent XNLU projects, it is clear that the Unit does not currently have the national 
monolingual general isiXhosa dictionary as one of its projects. Looking back-
wards and forwards, the following questions may therefore be posed concern-
ing the current dictionary projects:

— How different is the mathematical section of the Mathematics and Science 
Pedagogic Dictionary from Isichazi-magama Sezibalo published by Cam-
bridge University Press in 2010?

— How different is the scientific section of the Mathematics and Science 
Pedagogic Dictionary from Isichazi-magama sezeNzululwazi neTeknoloji, a 
Science and Technology Dictionary published by New Africa Books?  

— Is size the only real problem with the GDX such that the Concise Trilin-
gual Dictionary Project will result in a user-friendly dictionary?

— Will one concise version of the GDX be suitable for use by school (taking 
into account the different school levels) and university students?

— Will the IsiXhosa Monolingual Dictionary Project produce a dictionary 
that would be fundamentally different from the ISX that was published in 
2008?

— Overall, how do the current dictionary projects advance isiXhosa lexicog-
raphy cognisant of the line function of the XNLU?

These questions remain crucial for the XNLU to produce new dictionaries that 
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will not only be snippets and combos of previous dictionaries, but tools that 
will contribute towards the intellectualisation of isiXhosa. No concerted attempt 
will be made to address each of the questions here, for equally elaborate dis-
cussions pertaining to the individual dictionary projects would be required to 
address these questions. Such discussions will constitute the research-based 
lexicographic practice that the XNLU aspires to adopt as it moves forward. 
Here it will suffice to focus on the last two questions in as much as they reso-
nate with the argument of Alberts (2011) cited above. 

There is no disputing that isiXhosa, like all the other indigenous African 
languages, needs a comprehensive monolingual general dictionary in the mould 
of the Woordeboek van die Afrikaanse Taal in Afrikaans and other such diction-
aries in more developed languages. Obviously, the NLUs will need more resources 
to conduct thorough research towards such dictionaries. The current budget for 
the NLUs, which is not even enough for the salaries of the staff, is a clear 
under-investment in this area. However, channelling all the available resources 
towards such a dictionary may not be ideal for the indigenous African lan-
guages in which other small dictionaries are needed to assert the official func-
tions that the democratic constitution bestowed on these languages (cf. Mini 
1996). Expecting commercial publishers to fill this big void by producing such 
dictionaries may also be asking for too much in the current situation where the 
implementation of the multilingual policy has been half-hearted. The success 
with which the commercial publishers have been producing other dictionaries 
for all the indigenous languages remains limited and questionable but under-
standable. Since commercial publishers are profit-driven, they will always be 
reluctant to produce books in African languages, unless the government com-
mits funds to subsidise their costs. Strategies are needed that will, for instance, 
enable the NLUs to focus on the national monolingual general dictionary pro-
jects while producing lexicographic spin-offs in the form of other dictionaries 
that can make an immediate impact in the education sector, for instance. In any 
case, the material that is being used for current projects may also be employed 
for the comprehensive national monolingual dictionary and the XNLU may be 
considered to be on the right track, especially with the current IsiXhosa Mono-
lingual Dictionary Project.

4. Other Issues for IsiXhosa Lexicography Moving into the Future

There are other crucial issues that should be considered for isiXhosa lexicogra-
phy to move forward into the future. Some of these are discussed in the sub-
sections that follow below.

4.1 Research-Based Lexicography

The establishment of the NLUs emerged as a response to the democratic lan-
guage policy that sought to elevate South Africa's indigenous languages 
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(Gouws 2003) and their successful establishment may be attributable to this 
enabling environment. However, the major role played by lexicographic research
should never be underestimated. It was crucial for the lexicographically 
informed to make research-based submissions and presentations to the policy-
makers, and lexicographers such as Professors Danie Prinsloo and Rufus Gouws,
as well as Dr Mariëtta Alberts, deserve special mention. It was also these lexi-
cographers who organised and ran workshops on various lexicographic issues 
before and after the establishment of the NLUs, thereby ensuring that diction-
ary work would not be conducted by unskilled people (cf. Gouws 2001).

During the early years of the NLUs, the lexicographers working on differ-
ent languages would also present papers at AFRILEX and other conferences on 
the challenges encountered in their work and the procedures they adopted to 
address such challenges. This provided an opportunity where lexicographic 
practice and theory would interact and enrich each other. Such enthusiasm 
later diminished. However, the Dictionary Roundtable session at the Eight-
eenth International AFRILEX Conference, held at the Nelson Mandela Metro-
politan University, brought a revival of interest as the NLUs presented status 
and progress reports on their projects, in addition to showcasing some of their 
products. It became clear that despite some concerns with their achievements, 
they were, however, striving to contribute towards the development of their 
respective official languages, albeit under difficult circumstances.

Moving forward, the XNLU intends to engage in research-based lexicog-
raphy for a number of reasons. Firstly, with the user-perspective having gained 
prominence in modern-day lexicography (Hartmann and James 1998), the Unit 
needs to be fully aware of the user needs and reference skills. In this way, the 
lexicographers will be able to conceive dictionary projects that will be of func-
tional value. Secondly, the XNLU should open itself for metalexicographic 
research. This may entail publicising its products and projects in order to gen-
erate feedback and ideas from dictionary users and metalexicographers that 
may improve their products. In this way, they may also learn from the experi-
ence of their counterparts working on other languages locally and abroad. 
Finally, the concept of research-based lexicography will involve the lexicogra-
phers from the Unit in investigating language-specific issues, using linguistic, 
educational and lexicographic theories to arrive at well-informed decisions 
regarding their practices. Research-based lexicographic practice will not only 
improve the quality of isiXhosa dictionaries, it will also contribute to the avail-
able body of knowledge about South African lexicography, which is currently 
lacking when it comes to certain languages. It will contribute towards devel-
oping and entrenching a beneficial dictionary culture and an informed dictionary 
criticism.

4.2 Developing a Dictionary Culture

The practical work of compiling dictionaries at the XNLU needs to be accom-
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panied by the development of a dictionary culture among the potential diction-
ary users. Whereas lexicographic practice on its own will contribute towards 
the development of the language, developing a dictionary culture will go a 
long way in empowering the isiXhosa speech community through the products 
of that lexicographic practice. As Gouws (1996: 97) argues, dictionary-making 
is a cultural practice that should lead to another cultural practice, i.e. dictionary 
use. If the NLUs continue to produce dictionaries that nobody uses, then it 
would be difficult for them to get feedback that will improve their practice. 
Above all, they would have laboured in vain. The little resources that are allo-
cated to the NLUs would turn out to be a waste. Yet in the South African con-
text, it was mainly the need to develop the languages so that they could be 
used for expanded social spaces, that placed emphasis on the dictionaries 
(Gouws 2003) and other corpus development outputs. Language users and lan-
guage learners should venture into those spaces that were previously reserved 
for English with, among other resources, dictionaries as their communication 
and learning instruments. Not only do they need dictionaries, they also need 
the reference skills that will enable them to gain optimally from using diction-
aries. At the moment, isiXhosa dictionaries are generally not well-known. Dic-
tionaries are still less used at schools and students proceed to university with 
little or no knowledge of the available dictionaries especially in the African lan-
guages. The XNLU has a part to play in eradicating this problem. They need to 
go to schools to promote their dictionaries and demonstrate their importance in 
the real situations of the potential users. A project is in the pipeline in this 
regard (cf. Section 4.5).

4.3 Lemmatisation in isiXhosa Dictionaries

As in Bantu languages in general (Gouws and Prinsloo 2005a; 2005b), lemmati-
sation remains another critical issue that should be given attention by both 
practising and theoretical lexicographers in isiXhosa. This pertains to the choice 
between stem-based and word-based lemmatisation approaches in entering 
and ordering lemmata. The last time that the issue seems to have been given 
serious thought was when, in the second edition of A Kafir–English Dictionary, 
Godfrey (1915: ix) stated:

The nature of the structure of the prefix-using Kafir language, differing abso-
lutely from that of the suffix-using English, renders the construction of a Kafir 
dictionary on English lines an impracticability. ... Were we to follow the alpha-
betical order of Kafir words, as we do in English, we should find the great bulk 
of the dictionary entered under the vowels i and u and we should have very little 
use for any other letter. For this reason Kafir scholars have practically agreed 
that a Kafir dictionary should follow the alphabetical order of stems rather than 
words. Kropf's dictionary was constructed on this plan.

Since then, all dictionaries in which isiXhosa is the lemmatising language have 
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followed suit. The advantages of both approaches have been discussed before 
(cf. Gouws and Prinsloo 2005a, 2005b). On the stem-based approach, Godfrey 
(1915: ix) cautiously concluded:

Although the greatest care has been exercised to discover the stems and to place 
under them only such words as are actually derivatives, further study of the lan-
guage will demand a certain amount of re-arrangement.

It is such a further study that is advised in this article to determine whether the 
stem-based approach should continue to be adopted for all dictionaries in 
which isiXhosa is the lemmatising language, especially at a time when a shift 
has started in its sister languages such as isiZulu. Gouws and Prinsloo (2005b) 
observe that if applied wisely in the form of left-expanded article structures, 
the approach offers the best of both approaches. However, apart from further 
research that can ascertain user competences when it comes to dissecting 
words into prefixes and stems, this article also advises that in dictionaries tar-
geted at young users and those dealing with specialised languages, where pro-
viding information regarding the structure of the language is not important, a 
word-based approach should be adopted.

4.4 Electronic Lexicography

Computer assistance was identified as a potentially important element in the 
formulation of the general theory of lexicography (Wiegand 1984). There are 
several ways in which computer technology has since transformed and 
improved practical lexicography (cf. De Schryver 2003, Sinclair 1987). This 
includes the use of electronic corpora for a variety of lexicographic tasks and 
dictionary writing systems which permit simultaneous participation of differ-
ent lexicographers in one project even from different workstations. The XNLU 
and other NLUs need to exploit the opportunities of electronic lexicography in 
their practice. The national monolingual dictionary projects would benefit 
much from the use of corpora which would store large masses of linguistic data 
and display the various linguistic nuances that such dictionaries should cap-
ture. Electronic databases may also enable the lexicographers to enter all the 
data that will eventually be included in the national monolingual dictionary 
project but suppress it for the purposes of deriving smaller dictionaries from 
time to time. Even more, some dictionaries, including the national monolingual 
ones, may be published as electronic dictionaries to avoid publishing costs and 
render the dictionaries organic in the sense of being continuously updateable 
without devaluing previous publications.

The lexicographers working for the NLUs need to be equipped with the 
skills that will ensure that their computers are not nice-to-have gadgets or mere 
versions of type-writers but tools that will enable them to store data, process it 
and address language-specific issues such as lemmatising and defining in 
Bantu languages.
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4.5 Co-operative Lexicography

Given that the NLUs constitute the core of South African lexicography and 
serve as a testimony of the government's commitment towards lexicography, it 
should always be borne in mind that they are a vital part of the official lan-
guage planning efforts in the country. The concept of co-operative lexicography 
was proposed from the outset of the establishment of the NLUs (Kumalo 1999: 
214) and came up again in their recent review (Alberts 2011: 35-37). Co-opera-
tive lexicography should be part of strategic operations which can maximise 
the limited resources that the NLUs have to work with while at the same time 
maximising on positive impacts of lexicographic projects and products on the 
development, learning and use of all official South African languages. A few 
cases of co-operative lexicography are under way or in the pipeline for isiXhosa 
lexicography undertaken at the XNLU. 

Firstly, co-operative lexicography is essential in the XNLU's bi- or 
multilingual dictionary projects, given that its main focus and linguistic exper-
tise is mainly in one language. The Unit would have to collaborate with its 
peers working on the respective languages covered in particular projects. So 
far, the Dictionary Unit for South African English (DSAE) has supplied the 
XNLU with its English wordlist that it compiled for its own projects and this 
will consolidate the dimension of the latter's projects covering English. The 
Bureau of the WAT may, for instance, also have to be consulted for assistance 
with the Afrikaans section in the Trilingual Concise Dictionary Project. In this 
way, it may be possible to optimise the assistance that different sets of lan-
guage speakers and learners may obtain from one dictionary.

Secondly, the XNLU needs to strengthen collaboration with other stake-
holders such as the Department of Education, schools and universities whose 
key activities constitute dictionary user situations and determine lexicographic 
needs. Such stakeholders need to be involved as advisors and participants in 
some lexicographic projects, and most crucially as potential users, future com-
pilers and critics of prospective products. In this way, the Unit will be able to 
create public awareness of its activities, develop a dictionary culture among the 
potential dictionary users and generate constructive feedback on its products. 
That the University of Fort Hare library did not have copies of the GDX until 
2011 is an illustration of how weak collaboration has been between the NLU 
and its host institution, a case of a poor tenant and landlord relationship. Cur-
rently the Unit, working with the African Language Studies Section of Rhodes 
University's School of Languages, have put together a joint-community engage-
ment plan through which dictionary skills workshops will be conducted in 
Eastern Cape schools.

Lastly, the XNLU and all the NLUs need to find ways of working closely 
with commercial publishers. There is much that can be gained by co-operating 
rather than competing with commercial publishers who have much experience 
and resources required for successful lexicography. The DSAE and WAT col-
laboration with publishers such as Longman and Pharos have proved to be 
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effective in facilitating the production of dictionaries that fall outside the line 
function of the NLUs but serve important immediate functions, especially in 
education. Hall et al. (2013) utilised the publishers slot in the Dictionary Round-
table at the Eighteenth International AFRILEX Conference to highlight some 
key considerations for the NLUs seeking publication deals with commercial 
publishers. In order for the NLUs to find some common grounds with publish-
ers, the importance of a business plan would be reiterated, whereby consulta-
tions are made at the dictionary conceptualisation stage instead of a situation 
whereby the NLUs offer finished dictionary projects to different publishers. 
Finding themselves stranded with their completed projects and resorting to 
less well-known and less strategic publishers has not helped some NLUs. The 
main reason, in our view, why the GDX and ISX are not available in bookshops 
and less well-known among the isiXhosa-speaking community is working with 
a publisher outside the isiXhosa-speaking provinces, thereby making the market-
ing of the dictionaries quite difficult. If the GDX had been published by OUP, 
for instance, it is unthinkable that it would be difficult to acquire it in book-
shops.

4.6 A Review of the Current Structures of South African Lexicography

While there has been a concern that the NLUs have not lived up to their 
expectations (Alberts 2011), the PanSALB Session at the Eighteenth Interna-
tional AFRILEX Conference confirmed that the current structures of South 
African lexicography, the core of which is PanSALB and the NLUs, have strug-
gled to function. Resource constraints, which have implications on the staffing 
of the NLUs and the scope of lexicographic work that the NLUs could realisti-
cally undertake, emerged as a major issue. The PanSALB presentation also fell 
short in that, having provided the now well-known background to the estab-
lishment of both PanSALB and the NLUs, it had a blank slide when it came to 
the Board's vision for the NLUs. That the NLUs have collectively made a sub-
mission of revisions of the Articles of Association demonstrate the strain that 
the lexicographers have taken not only to produce dictionaries but also to sur-
vive under the current situation. The XNLU, like the other NLUs, faces an 
uncertain future and since it has been the main role player in isiXhosa lexicog-
raphy, it is also the future of isiXhosa lexicography that is at stake. However, 
one has to be optimistic that, rather than judging South African lexicography to 
have failed, the challenges faced by NLUs compel the stakeholders to go back 
to the drawing board and find new solutions that will ensure that South Africa 
maintains its place on the global lexicographic map.

5. Conclusion

This article dealt with the past, present and future of isiXhosa lexicography. 
However, some issues discussed are reflective of the lexicography of African 
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languages and South Africa in general. The article established that isiXhosa has 
a long and rich history of lexicographic practice. However, it noted that 
although there is much that can be learnt from that history, the existing dic-
tionaries need to be either updated or supplemented by new dictionaries in 
order to meet current lexicographic needs among the isiXhosa-speaking com-
munity. Perhaps this explains the current projects being undertaken by the 
XNLU.

This article does not proclaim to be a closed case. More definite conclu-
sions could only be made with regard to the past and the present. We can only 
plan, but not always predict successfully what will happen in the future. 
Accordingly, the article only sought to initiate discussions about South African 
lexicography more than a decade since the establishment of the NLUs, which 
came after more than a century of lexicographic practice in African languages. 
Some potentially productive proposals have been made in this article. The arti-
cle therefore hopes to have opened up possibilities for research in and debate 
on isiXhosa lexicography, with the major objective being to contribute to lexi-
cographic practice and dictionary use. At the same time, it highlighted that South 
African lexicography is at a cross-roads, e.g. the choice between a national dic-
tionary and other projects. As such, there is an urgent need to plan anew to 
ensure that the optimism of the past decade does not vanish into a false promise.
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