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ABSTRACT 

It has been recognized that spelling reforms 

are inevitable so even languages with a long 

history of writing have had to modify or 

change their spelling system to enhance 

literacy. The problem of how to write 

Khoekhoegowab has been an ongoing 

concern for decades. Using key informant 

interviews, and document analysis that 

included a Grade 9 school textbook, a 

Facebook social media page called Naman 

ǁkhoab, a Social Security Commission 

booklet, a Ministry of Health booklet, and 

Google Maps, the paper examines the 

challenges faced by Khoekhoegowab writers 

using the current spelling writing system. 

The document analysis showed that some 

 

symbols were not available or were hard to 

access on the keyboards. This resulted in 

people using random symbols or none to 

depict specific sounds with negative implica-

tions for meaning-making and literacy 

practices in Khoekhoegowab. These results 

were confirmed by interviews with partici-

pants who among other things indicated dif-

ficulties writing click consonants and the 

marking on vowels to indicate nasalization. 

The article concludes with a discussion of 

possible solutions to these challenges. 

Keywords: Khoekhoegowab, social media, 

modern technology, orthography  
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1. Introduction 

For non-speakers of Khoekhoegowab, the language poses two levels of complexity or 

difficulty: the first is the unfamiliar system which includes nasalized vowels and click 

consonant sounds; the second is how to represent the sounds in writing. Although unfamiliar 

symbols render distinctiveness to the language, the disadvantage is that it defamiliarizes the 

language as these are symbols not readily seen other than in technical books.  

We need to point out from the onset that the official orthography is based on theories and 

information from research in the 1940s and before, some of which were flawed  despite the 

best efforts of the researchers concerned. The purpose of this paper is to propose the appraisal 

of the Khoekhoegowab writing system based on graphemes that are easily accessible to 

speakers of the language.  

Orthography reforms have been a significant phenomenon across various languages 

worldwide, reflecting efforts to standardize and modernize writing systems. For instance, the 

French language underwent a major orthographic reform in 1990 aimed at simplifying spelling 

and promoting consistency in usage (Humphries 2019; Collins & Meunier, 2019). Similarly, 

German orthography saw revisions in 1996 and 2006 to streamline rules and accommodate 

phonetic changes (Eichhoff-Cyrus, 2017). In 2010, Brazil implemented reforms to Portuguese 

spelling, impacting over 1,300 words to align with other Portuguese-speaking countries 

(Schweigert, 2015). Turkish orthography reforms in 1928 and subsequent updates aimed to 

transition from Arabic to Latin script, enhancing literacy and cultural unity (Dilaçar, 1982). 

Additionally, simplified Chinese characters in China and Singapore have evolved since the 

1950s to improve literacy rates and simplify complex characters (Hannas, 1997). These reforms 

illustrate ongoing efforts to adapt writing systems to linguistic, educational, and cultural needs. 

Khoekhoegowab, or the Nama language, has undergone significant orthographic reform over 

time, particularly evident in its representation of click consonants. Originally described by 

Tindall in 1857, the four clicks of the language were denoted using Latin characters: 'c' for 

dental, 'v' for palatal, 'q' for alveolar, and 'x' for lateral clicks. However, by the orthography 

standard of 2003, these clicks are represented using modified Lepsius symbols ([ǀ], [ǂ], [ǃ], [ǁ]), 

which align with the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). This shift reflects a departure from 

Tindall's approach and demonstrates a move towards more standardized and internationally 

recognized symbols for phonetic transcription. Despite the initial use of Latin letters for clicks, 

subsequent revisions adopted symbols requiring specialized keyboards or software, 

highlighting ongoing efforts to refine and standardize the representation of Khoekhoegowab's 

unique phonetic features. 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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Orthographic reforms are often misunderstood, and stakeholders often believe material would 

be discarded. The implementation of orthographic reform does not necessitate the discarding 

and replacement of existing printed texts, as these materials will continue to serve as valuable 

references (Banda, 2016; Humphries, 2019). Bunčić (2017) has noted that not only are spelling 

reforms common; but over the centuries of literacy, even languages with extremely long 

uninterrupted written histories frequently underwent script changes. Evaluating the quality of 

a reform proposal is typically the main focus of discussions on draughting reforms; if a reform 

failed, it was frequently ascribed to its inadequacy. However, according to Coulmas (2003), 

“practical criteria of efficiency have never been the sole determining factor of the success or 

failure of writing reforms." This is because it took centuries for some of the best reforms to be 

recognised as the right course of action, and some of the best reforms failed. 

 Therefore, it is worth noting that resistance to orthographic reforms is common. One of the 

reasons for this is the link some people make between a ‘standard’ language and a particular 

way of spelling. Humphries (2019) has indicated that linguistic interventions trigger reactions 

beyond public perceptions about language. For some social actors, the spelling reform 

symbolizes a contamination of the standard language. It is also seen as a shifting of standards, 

a simplification that results in a reduction of social capital for individuals who have already 

mastered the difficulties or intricacies of the orthography and the written language system 

(Humphries, 2019).  

Humphries (2019) further identifies the standard language ideology and the preservation of 

language purity as two of the motivating forces against orthographic reforms. Humphries 

(2019) contends that the standard language ideology, which is influenced and promoted by 

state and cultural organisations, views deviations from the standard language as errors and 

cultural aberrations that must be avoided and remedied. Likewise, maintaining the purity of a 

language is a component of what Coulmas (2017: 49) calls the "prescriptivist agenda." 

According to Walsh (2016: 1), purism is the conviction that a particular set of speakers' 

language is in danger of being altered by internal elements or external borrowings and that the 

language needs to be protected from these unwanted changes. Many similar beliefs, such as 

those that link standard language to identity, nationhood, education, and upward social 

mobility, can be derived from both ideologies (Humphries, 2019; Lodge, 1993). 

Thomas (1991) and Humphries (2019) contend that criticisms of orthographic reforms often 

stem from non-rational factors, such as notions of nationhood and identity, which prioritise the 

language itself rather than its speakers. Furthermore, these critiques highlight the expenses that 

would be involved in printing materials using a revised orthography, while neglecting the 

advantages of adopting a more effective writing system for enhancing users' literacy 

development. The problem is that the common thread in the criticisms is the focus on the 

language, that is, what will happen to the language rather than on the speakers, that is the need 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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for an accessible spelling system designed to foster literacy and not hinder or limit it. It is 

within these parameters that the proposals to recalibrate aspects of the Khoekhoegowab 

orthography for a more learner and user-friendly experience are made. The purpose of this 

paper is not to propose a complete overhaul of the existing Khoekhoegowab orthography, but 

rather to suggest adjustments to make the writing system more intuitive and accessible, 

ultimately supporting a smoother and more effective learning journey, as well as a user-friendly 

writing and reading experience for the speakers. 

As it is, the conventions established by the Rhenish Mission remained the de facto standard for 

written Khoekhoe until the Nama/Damara Language Committee of the Department of Bantu 

Education under which Nama/Damara introduced the first official orthography in 1970 

(Haacke 1989, 2005). Today orthographic conventions are laid out in a revised version of the 

orthography (Khoekhoegowab, 2003) and used in both educational material and a large 

Khoekhoe-English dictionary (Haacke & Eiseb, 2002). There is thus a need to take a critical 

look at the orthography with a view to revising those aspects that have proved problematic 

regarding reading and writing, considering new technologies including keyboards for data and 

content input, and ease of literacy practices and development generally. 

The rest of the paper is divided into five main sections. The first section outlines the 

methodology, followed by the Khoekhoegowab vowel system; thereafter we outline the 

consonant system and highlight inconsistencies in its written representations and the writing 

resulting from them. This is followed by proposals on a more user-friendly writing system 

informed by developments in writing technologies and keyboards. 

2. Methodology  

The study employed a qualitative research design with an ethnographic orientation, as it sought 

to examine linguistic variation and usage within real-life contexts. Ethnography, as described 

by Heath and Street (2008), involves detailed systematic observation, recording, and analysis 

of human behaviour in natural settings. It is not merely a method of data collection but also a 

theoretical perspective on human behaviour (Blommaert, 2001). This approach was 

particularly appropriate for the present study, as it allowed for the exploration of meaning, 

language use, and variation among speakers of Khoekhoegowab in different regions. In 

addition, qualitative research focuses on understanding the complex dynamics underlying a 

phenomenon and emphasizes in-depth insight rather than numerical representation (Bryman, 

1988). It also allows the researcher to consider multiple interacting variables within real-life 

contexts, as noted by Strauss and Corbin (1990). 

The study was conducted in three regions of Namibia, namely ǁKharas, Hardap, and Kunene, 

specifically in locations such as Gibeon, Grünau, Aroab, and Khorixas. These areas were 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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selected because they represent communities where Central Nama and Central Damara dialects 

are spoken, allowing for a comparative linguistic analysis. Data collection involved a 

combination of primary and secondary sources, including interviews, focus group discussions, 

document analysis, and field observations. Ethnographic principles guided the process, 

whereby the researcher engaged with participants in their natural environments over a period 

of time, collecting data through observation, listening, and interaction (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1995). 

The selection of informants was guided by theoretical sampling, snowball sampling, and 

opportunistic sampling techniques. Theoretical sampling was used to purposively select 

participants based on emerging analytical needs, with particular attention to age, gender, and 

educational background, as these factors were considered relevant to linguistic knowledge 

(Kane, 2000:133). Snowball sampling was also employed, whereby initial participants referred 

the researcher to other knowledgeable individuals within their communities (Patton, 1990; 

Schutt & Engel, 2005). Opportunistic sampling allowed the researcher to include additional 

participants encountered during fieldwork, enabling flexibility and responsiveness to emerging 

opportunities (Patton, 1990). In addition, five key informants who are Khoekhoegowab 

language specialists were purposively selected to provide expert insights into reading and 

writing practices in the language. 

The study used both individual interviews and focus group discussions as primary data 

collection methods. Individual interviews were conducted with key informants to obtain 

detailed insights into their experiences and knowledge. Interviews are considered an effective 

means of accessing what individuals know and think (Cohen, 2000), and they provide 

flexibility for the researcher to adapt questions during the interaction (Frankfort-Nachmias & 

Nachmias, 1996). Focus group discussions were also conducted in three groups, each 

representing one dialect area: Central Nama, Bontelswarts Nama, and Central Damara. These 

group discussions allowed participants to interact, share perspectives, and collectively discuss 

issues that they might not typically address in individual settings (Macnaghten and Myers, 

2004). 

The interviews were conducted face-to-face by the researchers in natural community settings 

within the study regions. The researcher facilitated both individual and group sessions, guiding 

discussions while allowing participants to express themselves freely. The interview process 

followed an open-ended format, where questions were used as guiding themes rather than rigid 

instruments. As noted by Lofland and Lofland (1984), interviews typically involve a list of 

topics that help structure the interaction while maintaining flexibility. This approach enabled 

the researcher to probe emerging themes during the interviews and adjust the line of 

questioning where necessary (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The core issues explored included 

participants’ experiences with reading and writing Khoekhoegowab, spelling practices of 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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vowels and consonants, dialectal variation between Nama and Damara, language use in written 

and digital contexts, and perceptions of standardisation. 

In addition to interviews, document analysis formed an important component of the data 

collection process. Secondary sources such as a Grade 9 school textbook, a Social Security 

Commission booklet, and a Ministry of Health booklet were examined to assess spelling 

practices of vowels and consonants in written Khoekhoegowab. Online sources, including a 

Facebook page called Naman ǁKhoab and Google Maps, were also reviewed to analyse how 

Khoekhoegowab is represented in digital spaces. Furthermore, photographic evidence of street 

signage from the Hardap, ǁKharas, and Kunene regions was collected to illustrate real-world 

usage of the language in public signage. Document analysis allowed the researcher to interpret 

written material within its context of production, which aligns with ethnographic approaches 

that emphasize contextual understanding of texts (Blommaert, 2001). 

During the fieldwork, the researcher also maintained field notes to capture observations and 

contextual information that complemented the recorded data. These notes contributed to a more 

comprehensive understanding of participant interactions and the research environment. All 

interviews and focus group discussions were audio recorded using a digital voice recorder and 

subsequently transcribed by the researcher. The transcriptions were then translated into English 

to facilitate analysis. The use of recordings and transcripts enhances the reliability of qualitative 

research by allowing repeated examination of the data and enabling verification of 

interpretations (Silverman, 2000). 

Ethical considerations were observed throughout the study in accordance with established 

principles of social research. As noted by Neumann (2000), ethical research involves avoiding 

harm to participants, including physical, psychological, legal, and social harm. In this study, 

participants were fully informed about the purpose of the research and their rights prior to 

participation. Participation was entirely voluntary, and respondents were free to withdraw at 

any time without any consequences. Measures were taken to ensure anonymity and 

confidentiality, with participants identified using pseudonyms unless they explicitly consented 

to being named. In addition, care was taken to avoid coercion, and informed consent was 

obtained from all participants before interviews and focus group discussions commenced. 

These ethical practices ensured that the dignity, privacy, and rights of participants were 

respected throughout the research process. 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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3. Vowel system 

Short vowels 

Literature such as Tindall (1856) and Haacke and Eiseb (2002), have described Khoisan 

languages as having short and long vowels, nasalised vowels and diphthongs. The five short 

vowels have been given as i, e, a, o, and u. It should be noted that there were no challenges 

recorded for the short vowels and the diphthongs. 

In terms of height, the five vowels can be said to be distinguishable by whether they are high, 

mid and low (Brugman, 2009). The high vowels in Khoekhoegowab are /u:/ and /i:/. As these 

vowels are being produced, there is little space between the tongue and the roof of the mouth. 

/e/ and /o/ constitute the mid vowels in Khoekhoegowab. These sounds are produced when the 

tongue is in between high and low. /a/ is a low vowel, articulated with a relatively large space 

between the tongue and the roof of the mouth; this open configuration contributes to its 

characteristic low, open, and sonorous acoustic quality.  

Long vowels 

Vowel length is one of the contested issues in Khoekhoegowab. Researchers such as Tindall 

(1856) and Haacke (1989) including the current Khoekhoegowab orthography (2003) maintain 

that Khoekhoegowab has short and long vowels. The question of how to represent them in 

writing is still a matter of debate which the present paper wishes to address. Tindall (1985) 

represented short vowels as ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘o’, ‘u’, ‘I'; while long vowels were represented as ‘ā’, ‘ē’, 

‘ō’, ‘ū’, and ‘ī’ respectively. The Khoekhoegowab orthography (2003) prescribes the same 

representation by Tindall to mark long vowels with a macron. Some scholars such as Namaseb 

et al (2008), Chebanne (2000), and Banda (2002) on orthographic designs in African languages, 

have suggested doubling vowels could be a more accessible and better option than the use of 

diacritics. It would be much easier for learners to double the vowel than to place differently 

shaped marks on precise positions at the top or bottom of a vowel. They have also argued that 

it is more convenient, especially for initial literacy teaching and learning. Diacritics are not 

readily found on keyboards unless on specialized keyboards or software for a particular 

language. It has been argued that some European languages such as French have their own 

keyboards with built-in diacritics. The problem however is that African countries cannot afford 

to devise their own keyboard with factory-fitted symbols for a specific language such as 

Khoekhoegowab, as is the case with the French. Interestingly, the French embarked on spelling 

reforms which centred on removing the circumflex, among other symbols and ‘anomalies’ in 

the writing system, suggesting that even factory-fitted diacritics still threaten reading and 

writing efficiency. 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt


Fredericks and Banda  8 of 24 

 

 

Journal for Language Teaching  |  Ijenali Yekufundzisa Lulwimi  |  Tydskrif vir Taalonderrig 

ISSN: 0259-9570 | eISSN: 2958-9320 

  https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt 

Below we give examples of how diacritics' proliferation may lead to individuals not knowing 

which diacritic to use. Example 1 shows different sources such as Google Maps, Street signs, 

a Ministry of Health booklet, the Bible, a Facebook page, a Grade 9 textbook and a Social 

Security Commission booklet indicating vowel length with varying graphemic representations. 

We  first consider the long low central unrounded vowel sound /a:/. It was differently written 

as shown below: 

Example 1 

Source Word 

Khoekhoegowab orthography (2003) ā [a:] ‘drink’ 

Grade 9 textbook Hāb  [ha:b] ‘Horse’ 

Social Security Commission booklet ǂgãhe  [gǂa:he] ‘to put in’ 

From the examples above it is clear that two different conventions were used to represent the 

lengthened vowel /a:/, which is /ā/ and /ã/ respectively. It could be argued that the second 

convention of ‘ã’ is the one normally used for nasalization as will be seen later when we discuss 

nasalization. This was not the case though because the Social Security Commission booklet 

used it to represent length (judging by the context) when they wrote the word ‘ǂgãhe’ (to put 

in). 

The mid-front unrounded vowel sound /e/ is also written in several ways in different sources. 

In the example of a street sign below it is represented as /ё/. 

 

Figure 1: lengthened vowel /e:/ 

In this street name the surname ‘ǁGaroёb’ the long vowel /e:/ is written as ‘ё’ instead of ‘ē’ as 

used in the Khoekhoegowab orthography (2003).  

Consider Example 2: 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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Example 2 

Source Word 

Khoekhoegowab orthography nē [ŋǂe:]  ‘freeze’ 

Bible ǁêiё [ǁˀî-e:] ‘These’ 

Grade 9 textbook bē [be:] ‘gone’ 

The /i:/ (the long close front unrounded vowel) is sometimes represented in three different 

ways: ī, ï and í. For example, the Grade 9 textbook uses (ī) |khī, the bible uses (ï) Oï and the 

Facebook page uses (í) #nísase. It is not clear why there are different representations, but this 

could be related to restrictions imposed by the keyboard. The Bible on the other hand used two 

forms, the proposed standard convention also used ī and ï to represent the lengthy ī [i:] sound 

in schools. The Facebook page used the convention mainly used for tonal marking by 

researchers like Brugman (2009), and Haacke and Eiseb (2002). The mid-back rounded vowel 

/o/ was also written in several ways: The excerpt below, taken from a Facebook post, shows 

the word ǂo (‘salt’) written as #ö, reflecting its representation in social media contexts. 

The long close back rounded sound /u:/ has two variations in graphemic representation as can 

be seen in the following examples from the different sources. 

Example 3 

Source Word 

Khoekhoegowab Orthography (2003) xū [xu:] ‘leave’ 

Grade 9 textbook |gū [g|u:] ‘Near’ 

Facebook page khaxatsüs [khaxatsu:s], Xú[xu:] ‘leave’ 

From the data used for illustration, four different forms emerged which were used to represent 

the lengthening mark demonstrated with the vowel /a:/ represented as ā,ã,á,ä, but it also 

emerged in other vowels as shown with the long vowel /e:/. The two most prominent 

representations that appear to be used more often are the ‘ā’ and the ‘ä’. However, the 

representation ‘á’ is not that prominent but seems to appear more regularly lately. The ‘ã’ was 

only observed in one instance in the Social Security Commission booklet. With these being 

official documents, one would expect they would lead by example and show uniformity in their 

spelling practices. Thus, even official sources have not mastered the use of these diacritics. 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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Representing nasalized vowels 

According to Vossen (1997), modern-day Khoekhoegowab, apart from oral vowels and 

diphthongs also has three nasal vowels, /î/, /â/ and /û/ respectively. In the earlier work by 

Tindall (1856), nasalization of vowels was also established where it was marked by a 

circumflex on top of the vowel and if it is a diphthong, over the first vowel, as, -qkâi, qôa. The 

convention in the Namibian Khoekhoe orthography (2003) follows Tindall (1856) by 

representing nasalized vowels using the circumflex i.e., /â/. While working with 

Khoekhoegowab, Ju/’hoansi, !Kung and Khwedam, Davids (2010) noted that in the case of 

nasalization and its representation, there are differences in the Khoesan languages. Some 

languages use the circumflex (^) to indicate nasalization, whereas others use the consonant ‘n’ 

following the vowel.  Davids (2010) opted for circumflex as shown by his examples below. 

Example 4 

ǂgâ [ǂgâ] ‘to enter’, ǂgî [ǂgî] ‘to strike’, ǂû [ǂˀû] ‘to eat’ 

In some cases, for the lack of graphemic representation, the nasal vowels are not marked at all. 

This may result in words in written form not being meaningful to speakers.  Indeed, when we 

asked one informant about a place name which was spelled ‘Gabis' without the nasalized 

vowels marked, the response was as follows: 

“Gabis ti ǀhonâ ǃa-e ta ge a ǀu, ǂgâbes tits ga mî om ge nî ǁnâugu” (I do not know a place called 

Gabis,if you said ǂGâbes we would understand each other) 

It could be argued that for someone unfamiliar with writing conventions, the spelling is a non-

issue. However, the problem here is not that the omission of the marking makes the word 

meaningless to the speaker, but that there are variations in the manner the same sound is written.  

We propose that nasalised diphthongs should follow the same principle as the nasalized vowels 

by representing nasalization with an ‘n.’. For example: 

ǁnâu (to hear) will become ǁnaung 

ǂâi (Think) will become ǂaing 

4. Consonants 

Non-click consonants 

Non-click consonants did not show many differences in writing except for the voiceless velar 

fricative sound [x] which is used in some of the sources. 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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The data shows two different representations of this sound. Google Maps had two variations, 

/x/ as in khoexas and /ch/ as in hoachanas. The t-shirt image below comes from a random image 

taken by the researchers in Gibeon village Namibia. 

 

Figure 2: T-shirt print  

According to Pohamba, “financial resources for housing have been allocated to implement 

projects in Hoachanas,  Klein Aub, Gibeon, Stampriet, kalkrand, Mariental, Gochas, Aranos 

and Rehoboth’s Block B, with special emphasis on the abolition of the unsanitary bucket-

system, as well as the Build-Together projects.” [Source: which newspaper?] 

Our observation is the spelling /ch/ is more prominent in documents like the newspaper. It also 

appears to be used prominently in place names, suggesting areas where speakers of 

Khoekhoegowab who have undergone formal education do not have direct influence. The t-

shirt print is a good example illustrating the point. 

Click consonants 

According to Brugman (2009), linguistic descriptions of Khoekhoe clicks since the mid-1800’s 

have relied almost exclusively on the Lepsuis symbols. The most notable exception according 

to her is Beach (1938). Though Beach continued with the use of the Lepsius symbols in 

orthography, his linguistic description relied on what were then the IPA symbols for the clicks. 

The IPA symbols had been developed by Daniel Jones during World War 1 (Breckwoldt 1972). 

However, Tindall’s (1857) representation was different as he used letters to represent click 

sounds. We return to this later in the paper. 

Vossen (1997, p. 3) surmised that there are four basic click consonants found in Khoekhoe-

gowab: the dental, palatal-alveolar, post-alveolar and lateral alveolar. These are represented as 

follows: 

Dental Palatal-alveolar Post-alveolar Lateral alveolar 

Basic ǀ Basic ǀ ǃ ǁ 

https://www.journals.ac.za/jlt
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These representations by IPA symbols i.e. [ǀ] for the dental click, and [ǂ] for the palatal-alveolar 

click have been adopted by the Khoekhoegowab orthography (2003). However, in the earlier 

work by Tindall (1857) the four clicks found in Namaqua (modern-day Khoekhoegowab) were 

denoted by the characters: ‘c’ for the dental click, ‘v’ for the palatal click, ‘q’ for the alveolar 

click, and ‘x’ for the lateral click. As seen below, the click sounds are represented differently 

in fairly recent publications. 

Table 1: Representations of Khoekhoegowab basic clicks 

Orthography (2003) Tindall (1857) Hagman (1977) Namaseb et al. (2008) 

ǀg ǁg ǃg ǂg c v q x ǀ ǁ ǃǂ ǀ’ ǁ’ ǃ’ ǂ’ 

What is clear from the above is the inconsistent representation of the basic click sounds in the 

recent past. It is evident that other than Tindall (1857), the clicks are not represented by readily 

available letters but by other characters and IPA symbols that require specialist keyboards or 

software for access.  According to Haacke (2005) the present-day click representation was 

accepted at the Rhenish mission conference in 1856 which led to the modified Lepsius symbols 

(ǀ, ǁ, ǃ, ǂ) as now used in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). It is not clear how this was 

the case considering that Tindall’s (1856) publications use letters, not the Lepsius symbols.  

It is clear that Khoekhoegowab uses the IPA in writing which is the same as used to 

phonetically transcribe other languages using IPA symbols. This is particularly advantageous 

for phoneticians and specialist linguists but proves to be a disadvantage for learners and writers 

of the language with no specialist knowledge to access IPA symbols. The IPA symbols are not 

used for writing in other languages and yet in Khoekhoegowab this is the case. Naro spoken in 

Botswana and Ju|hoansi (spoken in both Botswana and Namibia) are the only Khoe and San 

languages that represent clicks with Roman letters in publications aimed at mother tongue 

speakers. It seems that other Khoe and San languages use the Lepsius symbols, primarily 

because most of them are written only by linguists for linguists. The IPA symbols are useful in 

specialist writing such as dictionaries and phonetic transcription documents, for example.  

However, it presents challenges to ordinary speakers of the language. 

The IPA symbols were incorporated into the Khoekhoegowab writing system, which had 

already established a framework that accommodates both lowercase and uppercase letters. 

When new symbols are introduced to this system (such as a slash [ǀ] and double-barred vertical 

bar [ǂ]), it is essential to either provide capital symbols for click sounds or develop a method 

for positioning capital letters appropriately within words. The current solution, used in the IPA-

based orthographies, of capitalizing the letters that follow the click symbol, is not satisfactory. 

The reasoning behind this is that it devalues the clicks which,h according to the present 
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researchers, should be treated as any other consonant. Even though capitalisation is not a 

problem it becomes a challenge if one wants to capitalize something or show emphasis. For 

example, currently, if a person’s name starts with a click for example ‘ǀAsab’ it is the ‘A’ that 

is capitalized. With the proposed writing it will be easy to capitalise the clicks. This would help 

ease the burden of reading and writing, especially for initial literacy development and novice 

readers and writers, as this provides a more accessible visual representation of when one 

sentence starts and another begins. This would also mean that learners do not have to learn two 

rules relating to sentence writing: one regarding sentences that start with a click sound, and 

another for sentences that do not start with a click sound. Additionally, clicks would not be 

treated like a special  or exotic feature that is different from other alphabet letters.  

5. Variations in representations in other sources 

Research on orthographic reforms has indicated that the recommendations stemming from 

these reforms have focused on simplifying spelling and enhancing consistency in usage 

(Humphries 2019; Collins & Meunier, 2019; Bunčic, 2017). The changes have been intended 

to foster a more effective reading experience, improve literacy practices, and facilitate the 

production and interpretation of meaning and messages. In this section, the researchers analyze 

variations in click presentation in the consulted sources and explore how they undermine the 

effectiveness of literacy practices and the processes of meaning-making. The sources show that 

it is not uncommon for the same click to be written in three different ways and in some 

instances, the click is not included at all. Consider the voiceless dental click sound in the 

following presentation. 

Source Example 

Khoekhoegowab orthography (2003) ǀa [I’a] (sharp)   

Grade 9 textbook ǀasa [ǀˀasa] (new) 

Social Security Commission booklet /asa [ǀˀasa] (new) 

Ministry of Health booklet /ae-omdi [ǀˀae-omdi] (clinics) 

Google Maps (2024)   Asab instead of lAsab  

The data above shows that the dental click is represented in three different ways [ǀ], [/]  and 

without a click. 

Similarly, there is inconsistent use of symbols in the representation of the lateral click which 

is represented as [ǀ] in the standard orthography by the curriculum committee for 

Khoekhoegowab (2003). The Grade 9 textbook and the Old Bible represent the sound as [ǀ]; 

the social security commission booklet and ministry of health booklet as [//], while on 
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Facebook it is represented as both [//] and [ǀǀ]. Google maps does not use the click sound. There 

were no variation noted  for the alveolar click written as [ǃ]. This could be because the character 

used for this particular sound is freely available on computers as it is used as an exclamation 

mark for other languages as well. 

There are many variations in the palatal click below. These included the usage of [ǂ] in the 

Grade 9 textbook, the Ministry of Health booklet, the Facebook page and [‡] in the bible and 

Social Security Commission booklet, and # used in the Ministry of Health booklet, ¥ by the 

Facebook page. The Facebook extract below has used # consistently to represent the palatal 

click, and this could be because it is hard to find the character [ǂ] easily on computers.  

 

The data indicates that the characters used for clicks in Khoekhoegowab pose significant 

challenges, as seen from considerable discrepancies noted for each click, except the alveolar 

click, which we argue is easily accessible on computers. For the other clicks, users tend to 

select characters that closely resemble the standard convention to represent the actual sounds. 

We argue that in Khoekhoegowab like other languages that have click sounds, clicks must be 

represented in a user-friendly way, as they are integral to the consonant system that constitutes 

the language.  Otherwise, speakers are forced to adopt individualized graphemes which work 

against the official complicated writing system. This is the case with the French writing system, 

which Humphries (2019) describes as so complicated that those that have mastered French 

dictation are celebrated on national television as champions of “orthographic prowess” (p. 

306). Humphries (2019) references a study by Dargent (2015) which found that 73% of French 

people consider the French language difficult, and 47% admit to regularly disregarding spelling 

rules. This suggests they would use forms they considered easy and accessible to use. 

One would expect that Google Maps would use standardized spelling which captures the 

manner local speakers pronounce the names of streets, buildings, monuments, etc., if written 

in a local language. However, if we consider the place name “Aroab” as listed on Google Maps 

(2024), we will realize two things. Firstly, it seems the click is treated as an optional character; 

secondly, it changes the meaning or takes away the meaning. The place name has, for example, 

been written on Google Maps (2024) as *Aroab without accounting for clicks sounds, while it 

is supposed to be ǂAroǃab. The spelling without a click sound can be confusing. It also means 

a vital part of the language can be lost over time, as the apparent ‘mispronunciation’ may 

become the ‘norm’. During our field visit to this place, we asked one of the two key informants 

what the place name meant. Their answer was: 

ǂAroǃab (A river with certain types of trees called ǂaros) 
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Clearly, this is a well-informed speaker who has not only put the clicks back into the word but 

also gives an additional description, which might be lost to the young and others not familiar 

with the etymology of the word. For creators of Google Maps, these particular Khoekhoegowab 

clicks are represented as negotiable or optional and these are the things that can hamper the 

development of Khoekhoegowab. There are three issues when you decide to omit the click: 

you run the risk of changing the semantic meaning, removing the meaning completely and 

making the word nonsensical.  

Next, show from some official signage how one word is written differently on two different 

images taken from a place called Khorixas in Namibia. In the first image, the surname is written 

without the click as “King Justus Garoeb”, while in the image on the right-hand side, it is 

written with the click. 

 

Figure 3: Inconsistent spelling 

The inconsistent usage demonstrates how the Khoekhoegowab language rules are being 

violated by dropping its click consonants. Interestingly, the characters being dropped are the 

ones not readily available on the keyboards.  

Clicks, as with any other letters, are crucial to distinguishing specific words; leaving them out 

creates ambiguity or unnecessary uncertainty in the reader who speaks the language. Omitting 

the click, as in the examples below, may create uncertainty and take away the meaning. The 

following place names were extracted from Google Maps (2024). 

Google Maps Name used by speakers 

Asab (no meaning) ǀAsab (New) 

Eidsamub Aidtsam!ub 

Gochas  !Goxas(having many trees called !gos) 

Hoachanas !Hoaxa!nas (Having many turns) 
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The other impact of clicks being taken away is that the meaning could change drastically. 

Consider the name of the place called Gross Aub on Google Map (2012) in the following 

extract. 

 

Figure 4: Shifting word meaning 

Only the second part of the word (Gross Aub) which represents Khoekhoegowab “Aub” 

interests the current researchers for discussion. The word Aub means ‘bitter’ (Haacke & Eiseb, 

2002), and the place is widely called ‘ǀAub’ by the Khoekhoe speakers living in the area, 

meaning ‘fountain’. Khoekhoegowab, like other languages, is complex as removing one sound 

from a word results in a different word. In the following section, we use the same word ‘Aub’ 

adding all the click variations found in Khoekhoegowab to the beginning of this word to show 

the complexity when dealing with Khoekhoegowab and the importance of click representation. 

Khoekhoegowab English translation 

!aub Scream 

ǂaub Being slow 

ǀǀaub The thick one/or fish 

The argument is that clicks should be inserted where they are supposed to be to avoid issues 

like the above-mentioned cases. Thus ‘aub’ shown on Google Maps could mean ‘ǀaub’, ‘ǃaub’, 

‘ǂaub’ or even ‘ǀǀaub’. One will be lost unless you approach a speaker living in that area to find 

out the exact meaning carried by that word.  

In the next section, we assess the experiences of key informants regarding their encounters with 

writing Khoekhoegowab, along with their recommendations for enhancing the spelling system. 

The aim is to triangulate the insights derived from the analysis of writing challenges and 

anomalies in the spelling system, as outlined above, with the experiences of social actors using 

modern word-processing devices. 
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6. Reponses from key informants 

The key informants largely agreed with the observed writing challenges and anomalies in the 

spelling system. The following themes and suggestions emerged from the interviews: 

a. Challenges with typing on social media and email  

Informants confirmed that there were serious challenges with typing Khoekhoegowab. This 

extended to everyday writing on social media platforms such as WhatsApp and Facebook. 

They also indicated that writing Khoekhoegowab in email was particularly frustrating. 

These challenges stem from compatibility issues not just with different keyboards and fonts 

across devices. Difficulties writing on iPhones were noted as specific keyboards or software 

needed to be purchased. 

b. Specialized characters and symbols 

Interviewees also highlighted challenge posed by the use of specialised characters and 

symbols rather than readily available ones. They noted the difficulty in typing specialized 

characters, especially click sounds, which are crucial in accurately representing 

Khoekhoegowab phonetics. This challenge is reflected in the response by an interviewee: 

Current special font being used by NIED and some individuals has the challenges of 

a) too many characters are typed before one KKG character is given and, b) if it's 

not installed in recipient's computer, it reflects characters alien to KKG.  

It was also indicated that on social media the current workaround or default is to use 

random symbols such as the hashtag symbol "#". This was deemed inadequate, and one 

interviewee was, as a result, discouraged from writing in Khoekhoegowab: 

… specialized characters are the challenge. (Especially the ingressive sounds. We 

used "#" sign instead. I do not like that and therefore avoid writing 

Khoekhoegowab ... 

c. Dependency on specific fonts 

The reliance on specific fonts like Namibian Times New Roman and Namibian Souvenir 

for typing on computers exacerbates the problem, particularly when submitting 

assignments on platforms like Moodle or preparing student notes in PowerPoint. As a 

support for literacy practices and development, these fonts tend to be unstable and 

unreliable. The requirement to save documents as PDFs to preserve formatting indicates 

the limitations imposed by font compatibility.  

7. Recommendations for improvement 

Participants recommended that Khoekhoegowab find and use fonts that are available on any 

computer or smartphone without compatibility issues. This would facilitate easier typing and 
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sharing of Khoekhoegowab texts across different platforms, eliminating the current reliance on 

specific fonts and workarounds. Among the language practitioners consulted, one expressed 

concern about the need to discard existing materials, while another viewed the proposal 

positively and worthy of consideration. 

8. Summary and conclusion: Towards a more accessible and 

technologically friendly Khoekhoegowab orthography 

Modern keyboards have symbols such as [m, b, p, t, g, etc] readily available, and thus there is 

no problem with these. However, considering the secondary data and interviews, there is a clear 

argument to be made that there are other symbols that are not readily available. This is one of 

the issues that was mentioned for the French and German spelling reforms (Humphries, 2019; 

Eichhoff-Cyrus, 2017). While it is the case that speakers can easily learn to associate readily 

available symbols with specific sounds, the same cannot be said about the non-available 

symbols. As the findings of this study also confirm, the problem is not that the click consonants 

are different; rather the non-available symbols make it difficult for speakers to practice writing 

the symbols and this does not support the consistent association between a symbol and a 

particular sound in writing.  

The challenges that the non-available symbols cause are manifested in different ways. The 

palatal click [ǂ], for example, was represented as [ǂ] in the Grade 9 textbook, the Bible and 

Social Security Commission booklet, as [#] in the Ministry of Health booklet, and as [¥] in the 

Facebook page. Similarly, there is inconsistent use of symbols in the representation of the 

lateral click sound, which is represented as ǁ in the standard orthography by the curriculum 

committee for Khoekhoegowab. The Grade 9 textbook and the Bible represent the sound as ǁ; 

the Social Security Commission booklet and Ministry of Health booklet as //, while on 

Facebook it is represented as both // and ǁ. Google Maps does not use the click sound. There 

was no variations noted for the alveolar click written as ǃ. This could be because this sound is 

freely available on computers as it is used as an exclamation mark for other languages. 

However, if one starts a sentence with the alveolar click and ends with an exclamation this 

might create confusion, particularly for initial literacy acquisition as the same symbol has two 

different functions. 

The results suggest that when Khoekhoegowab writers do not find the symbol representing a 

particular sound, they look for a symbol which may or may not have the characters of the 

symbol they are trying to represent. In terms of language practice, people end up creating 

symbols they cannot find on the keyboard. In addition to the inconvenience and frustration for 

writers and readers, there is a risk of a proliferation of individualized writing symbols that are 

not decipherable by others without difficulties. The data shows that characters used for clicks 
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in Khoekhoegowab appear to be problematic because there are too many differences noted for 

each click except for the alveolar click ǃ which we argue is easily accessible on computers.  

The use of Roman letters to represent clicks is threefold. Firstly, the letters are easily available 

on modern electronic keyboards, secondly as was seen in the literature reviewed, Tindall (1856) 

also used the Roman letters, and thirdly having Roman letters will mean clicks can be written 

as small letters or capital letters. The solution (not limited) for this problem could be to use 

those Roman letters which are currently not being used in Khoekhoegowab like the c, q, v etc. 

to represent clicks. This will also facilitate writing Khoekhoegowab on cell phones, computers 

etc. as those letters are easily available and less confusing. According to Simango (2002) a 

good orthography should be characterized by a suitable representation of the language. It must 

be economical in the use of symbols representing sound. Given the above, we propose the 

following graphemes for writing Khoekhoegowab. 

ǀ dental click as c 

ǀǀ lateral click as v 

ǃ alveolar click as q   

ǂ palatal click as y 

Considering that Khoekhoegowab does not use the letters suggested above, this could be the 

way forward. Also, you can have capital and small letters. There would not be unnecessary 

confusion between the slash ‘/’ or letter ‘l’ or dental click ‘ǀ’. If the Roman letters suggested 

above were used, the letter could have small and big caps such as ‘C’ and ‘c’, and with that the 

advantage of expanding meaning-making enjoyed by other consonants that have such 

differentiations.  

Basic vowels did not pose any challenges in writing, but long vowels did. Thus, for long vowels 

we propose vowel doubling e.g. aa, oo instead of the macron on top of the vowel. Because 

Khoekhoegowab does not have a sound represented with /ŋ/, the symbol /ng/ could be used to 

represent a nasal vowel. For example, ǂgâxa (meaning ‘to enter’) could be written as ǂgangxa, 

the /ng/ indicating that the preceding vowel is nasalized. Given all this, the following should 

be the basic vowels for Khoekhoegowab with provision made for nasalization which will be 

written as ang, eng, ung etc. Following Namaseb et al (2008), instead of representing 

nasalization with the circumflex â,î,û, we propose they be written as ‘ang’, ‘ing’, ‘ung’.  

The present proposal will enrich Khoekhoegowab as all suggested symbols are readily 

available on writing devices. It is envisaged that these suggestions will also assist literacy and 

writing in Khoekhoegowab in a number of ways: readily available letters will be used, and this 

will negate confusion between exclamation and the clicks, slashes and clicks. This will also 
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allow clicks to be capitalized when needed instead of the letter following the click to be 

capitalized. Clicks will not be omitted as seen from the discussion as the suggested letters are 

available on modern keyboards and electronic devices 

Lastly, we are mindful that some social groups often resist spelling or writing reforms even of 

a minimal nature based on  reasoning that does not consider the initial literacy learners’ need 

for an economical, easily digestible and accessible writing system.  Undoubtedly, there will be 

social groups that will not want the Khoekhoegowab orthography reformed even if it is to 

reduce superfluous letters. As noted by Humphries (2019), for individuals who have mastered 

the intricate spelling system and those aspiring to the social status tied to the ‘correct’ usage of 

the standard language (Lodge, 1993: 12), the ‘correct’ spelling (Paveau & Rosier, 2008) is of 

paramount importance. In the context of the French spelling reform, Humphries (2019) 

suggests the detractors’ concern was that it would lower the language's standard and its status.  

On the other hand, in the context of the German spelling reform, Johnson (2005) highlighted 

that the concern among commentators lay not in lowering the standard itself, but in the 

diminished value associated with it. In Africa, the assumed cost of the writing reform regarding 

writing materials in new ways has been the main reason made by those resisting reforms (Banda 

2016). The fact that old materials are republished every year together with new ones so that the 

cost of publishing is not significantly affected does not seem to matter to such social actors. 

Moreover, old materials can still be used alongside those published in a reformed orthography.  

Thus, for Khoekhoegowab orthography reforms lessons can be learnt from the 1996 German 

Orthography reforms which show that despite initial resistance parts of the reform persisted, 

and thus provided alternative ways of writing. Similarly, France's 1990, and 2016 reforms 

introduced options for simplified spellings, including the revised use of the circumflex. These 

reforms faced opposition from some social media users and some groups in France, but 

educators accepted them (Humphries 2019). The changes were gradually incorporated into 

dictionaries and educational resources, which signalled a slow shift in the manner French was 

to be written (Le Hanaff 2016; Humphries 2019). Interestingly, according to Reyes, (2013) and 

Humphries (2019), the French spelling reforms were readily accepted and adopted in 

Francophone-speaking countries including Belgium and Switzerland. 
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