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Abstract: This paper investigates spelling variation in A Dictionary of Setswana Personal Names 

(Otlogetswe and Ramaeba 2024), addressing a gap in existing research which has previously focused 

on general-purpose monolingual Setswana dictionaries (Otlogetswe 2015) but not specialized dic-

tionaries such as the one on personal names. The study draws on orthographic guidelines outlined 

in the Standard Orthography of 1981 (Ministry of Education 1981) and Mokwalo o o Lolameng wa Setswana 

(Chebanne et al. 2008), while also tracing the historical development of Setswana orthography to 

early works by Lichtenstein (1928–1930; 1973) and Livingstone (1875). Using textual analysis, the 

paper critically examines dictionary headwords to identify and categorize spelling variants. The 

findings reveal numerous inconsistencies in the spelling of Setswana personal names, influenced 

by factors such as the coexistence of older and newer orthographic standards, dialectal variation 

across Setswana-speaking regions, and underlying morphological and phonological processes. 
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Opsomming: Spellingvariasie in A Dictionary of Setswana Personal Names.
In hierdie artikel word die spellingvariasie in A Dictionary of Setswana Personal Names (Otlogetswe en 

Ramaeba 2024) ondersoek, om sodoende 'n gaping te vul in die bestaande navorsing wat voorheen 

gefokus het op algemene Setswana-woordeboeke (Otlogetswe 2015), maar nie op gespesialiseerde 

woordeboeke soos die een oor persoonsname nie. Die studie steun op ortografiese riglyne, soos uit-

eengesit in die Standard Orthography of 1981 (Ministerie van Onderwys 1981) en Mokwalo o o Lolameng 

wa Setswana (Chebanne et al. 2008), terwyl die historiese ontwikkeling van Setswana-ortografie na 

vroeë werke deur Lichtenstein (1928–1930; 1973) en Livingstone (1875) teruggespoor word. Met behulp 

van tekstuele analise ondersoek die artikel woordeboektrefwoorde krities om spellingvariante te 

identifiseer en te kategoriseer. Die bevindings toon talle inkonsekwenthede in die spelling van 

Setswana-persoonsname wat beïnvloed word deur faktore soos die gelyktydige voorkoms van ouer 

en nuwer ortografiese standaarde, dialektiese variasie in Setswana-sprekende streke, en onderlig-

gende morfologiese en fonologiese prosesse. 

Sleutelwoorde: SPELLINGVARIASIE, A DICTIONARY OF SETSWANA PERSONAL NAMES,
SETSWANA, ORTOGRAFIE 

1. Introduction and background

Spelling variations are ubiquitous in natural languages, and they have become 
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an essential element of any dictionary since they capture regional nuances, his-
torical contexts, and the dynamic nature of language. In a globalised world, 
people encounter texts from various regions characterised by multiple variations. 
Capturing spelling variations can, therefore, go a long way to help readers under-
stand and recognise different spellings, as such reducing confusion in text recep-
tion. For instance, English is spoken and used in many countries with different 
spelling conventions. Knowing that "color" and "colour" are the same word but 
used in different regions can prevent misunderstandings and minimize confu-
sion. For language learners, encountering different spellings can be challenging. 
Dictionaries that include variations provide a comprehensive learning tool, helping 
learners become familiar with regional differences and enhancing their overall 
language proficiency.  

Similarly, Africa is home to a multitude of languages and dialects, each 
with its own unique spelling conventions. The Centre for Advanced Studies of 
African Society (CASAS) leads the work to harmonize and standardize language 
orthographies in Africa to minimise the existence of competing orthographies 
of the same language (Chebanne et al. 2008, Prah 1998). A typical case study on 
how to handle spelling variations in an African language dictionary has been 
discussed by Otlogetswe (2015) looking at variation in the Setswana monolin-
gual dictionary Tlhalosi ya Medi ya Setswana (Otlogetswe 2012). Setswana has bor-
rowed many words from English and Afrikaans, and these words are often spelled 
in different ways because they are borrowed as they are heard. For example, 
the word "computer" has been borrowed as khompiutara, khomphiutara, khomputara, 
komputara, khomputa, or khompiuta. Since there is no language board that Setswana 
spellings of borrowed words in Botswana, variants remain in the language. 
Otlogetswe argues that spelling variants should be included in general mono-
lingual dictionaries and that the way they are handled should be informed by 
frequency information from corpus data.  

Dictionaries like the African Pidgin Dictionary (see www.pegeen.com) list 
spelling variations to ensure users from different regions can find the relevant 
spelling. For instance, a word might have different spellings in Nigerian, Gha-
naian, and Cameroonian pidgin. By including these variations, dictionaries cap-
ture and document the rich linguistic diversity of a language. This is particu-
larly important for preserving regional dialects and cultural identities. To help 
users understand the appropriate context for each spelling variant, African 
dictionaries can use usage labels and contextual notes (Otlogetswe 2014). These 
labels might indicate whether a spelling is specific to a particular country or 
region. For example, the South African National Lexicography Units (SANLU) 
provide detailed notes on the usage of words in different South African lan-
guages, helping users navigate the regional differences. This approach ensures 
that users can select the correct spelling based on their specific needs and con-
texts. 

Additionally, language evolves over time, and spelling variations often reflect 
historical changes (Murray 1996). Including archaic or historical spellings in 
dictionaries helps users understand and trace the development of the language 
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and provides context for older texts. For example, knowing that "jail" was once 
spelled "gaol" can be useful for reading and understanding historical docu-
ments. Some African dictionaries include historical or archaic spellings to pro-
vide a comprehensive view of a word's evolution. This is particularly important 
for languages with rich oral traditions and historical texts. By including these 
spellings, dictionaries help users understand the historical context and devel-
opment of the language. For instance, older spellings of Setswana words might 
be included to aid in the study and appreciation of historical documents. 

Spelling variations also support accurate and contextual usage (Motzafi-
Haller et al. 2006). Some words have different spellings depending on their con-
text. For example, "dialog" is often used in computing contexts, while "dialogue" 
is preferred for conversations between people. Dictionaries that include these 
variations help users choose the correct spelling for their specific context. Lexi-
cographers make editorial decisions about which variants to include in a dic-
tionary based on the word's usage frequency and relevance. For example, if a 
particular spelling is commonly used in contemporary literature or media, it 
might be prioritised in the dictionary. This ensures that the dictionary remains 
relevant and useful for modern users. For instance, the inclusion of both "dough-
nut" and "donut" in dictionaries reflects their usage in different contexts. The 
"donut" spelling has been widely used in the USA from the mid-20th century, 
while the "doughnut" spelling has been used consistently elsewhere. 

The inclusion of spelling variations in a dictionary can also go a long way 
in preserving the cultural heritage of a linguistic group (Scontras et al. 2015). 
Including spelling variations for indigenous and local terms helps preserve cul-
tural heritage and ensures that these terms are recognised and respected. This 
is especially important in African dictionaries, where capturing the diversity of 
languages and dialects is crucial. Proper nouns and brand names often have 
unique spellings. Including these in dictionaries helps users understand that while 
these spellings are correct for specific entities, they are not generalisable to other 
contexts. This distinction is important for accurate communication and brand 
recognition.  

The inclusion of spelling variation also has practical applications. In the digital 
age spellcheckers and autocorrect tools rely on comprehensive dictionaries 
(Mulingi 2023). Including spelling variations ensures that these tools can recognise 
and correct different spellings, enhancing their effectiveness and user experience. 
As English continues to be a global lingua franca, understanding and recognis-
ing spelling variations is essential for effective communication across different 
regions. Dictionaries that include these variations support global communication 
by providing a common reference point (https://blog.spellquiz.com/spelling-
variants/). 

The treatment of spelling variants in Setswana dictionaries provides a useful 
case study. The dictionaries Thanodi ya Setswana (Kgasa and Tsonope 1995), Thanodi 
ya Setswana (Mareme 2007), and Tlhalosi ya Medi ya Setswana (Otlogetswe 2012) 
have all dealt with spelling variation in different ways. These dictionaries reflect 
the influence of regional dialects and the evolution of the language over time. 
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As previously indicated, the African Pidgin Dictionary is another example of 
how spelling variations are handled. This dictionary includes words from various 
Pidgin English dialects spoken across Africa, such as Nigerian Pidgin and 
Ghanaian Pidgin (https://peegeen.com/). It lists multiple spellings for words 
and provides contextual notes to help users understand their regional differ-
ences. This approach ensures that the dictionary is a comprehensive resource 
for speakers of different Pidgin English dialects. The Shona monolingual dic-
tionary developed by the African Languages Research Institute (ALRI) at the 
University of Zimbabwe grapples with dialectal diversity in Shona (Chabata 2003). 
It addresses tone marking, sense ordering, and synonym treatment to reflect 
dialectal nuances. However, representativeness remains a challenge, as some 
dialects are underrepresented. 

In practical lexicography, cross-references are commonly used to guide users 
from one spelling variant to another (Prinsloo and Van Graan 2021). If a user 
looks up a word in one spelling, the dictionary might direct them to another 
variant with a note explaining the regional or contextual differences. This method 
ensures that users find the information they need, regardless of the spelling 
they initially searched for. For example, a dictionary might list "catalogue" and 
direct users to "catalog" with a note on regional preferences. 

African dictionaries, however, face unique challenges due to the continent's 
linguistic diversity and the dynamic nature of its languages. One challenge is 
the standardisation of spelling in languages that have multiple dialects and 
regional variations (Baugh 2009). To address this, lexicographers often collabo-
rate with local language experts and communities to ensure that the dictionary 
accurately reflects current usage and captures variations as synonyms in dic-
tionaries (Chabata 2003). Innovations in technology have also played a signifi-
cant role in developing African dictionaries. Digital platforms allow for more 
frequent updates and the inclusion of multimedia elements such as audio pro-
nunciations and video clips. These features enhance the usability of the dic-
tionary and provide a richer linguistic resource for users. African dictionaries 
handle spelling variations by including regional variants, using usage labels 
and contextual notes, providing cross-references, including historical spellings, 
making editorial decisions based on usage, and addressing proper nouns and 
indigenous terms. These strategies help users navigate the complexities of Afri-
can languages, ensuring they can find and use the correct spelling for any 
given context. By reflecting the linguistic diversity and cultural richness of the 
continent, African dictionaries play a vital role in education and language preser-
vation. 

2. Methodology 

This paper analyses spelling variations found in names that are headwords in 
A Dictionary of Setswana Personal Names. The names are analysed based on Standard 
Orthography of 1981 (Ministry of Education 1981) and Mokwalo o o lolameng wa 
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Setswana (Chebanne et al. 2008). While the historical roots of Setswana orthog-
raphy may be traced to Lichtenstein (1928) and Livingstone (1875), the Ministry 
of Education (1981) and Chebanne et al. (2008) present recent rules to Setswana 
spelling in Botswana. The study uses a textual analysis method to critically assess 
the dictionary headwords for spelling variants. The results show that there are 
numerous inconsistencies in the spelling of Setswana personal names. The spell-
ings are motivated by how speakers pronounce the names and not necessarily 
how they ought to be spelt, according to the standard Setswana orthography. 
The variations may be clustered into four categories of: (a) vowel variations, 
(b) consonantal variations, and (c) dialect influenced variations. The final section 
of the paper deals with names that use discontinued consonants.  

Results and discussion 

Spelling variations in African personal names are a widespread and multifaceted 
issue, shaped by linguistic diversity, colonial legacies, orthographic inconsisten-
cies, and sociocultural dynamics. They are a consequence of variation at conso-
nantal and vowel levels as demonstrated in the following sections. 

3. Vowel variations in Setswana names 

Setswana has seven vowels. These are i, e, ɛ, ʊ, ɔ, u, a (DALL 1999: 17). The seven 
vowels may be represented as in Table 1: 

Height Localisation 

  Front Back 

Close i U 

Half-close e ʊ 

Half-Open ɛ ɔ 

Open         A 

Table 1: Setswana vowels 

Orthographically, Setswana does not mark a distinction between /ɛ/ and /e/. 
They are both represented by [e] in normal written texts, except in the Botswana 
lower primary school syllabus where /ɛ/ is represented by [e] with a circum-
flex as [ê]. Equally, Setswana orthography does not mark a distinction between 
/ʊ/ and /ɔ/ except in the same syllabus where the /ɔ/ is represented by [o] with 
a circumflex as [ô]. From the Botswana upper primary syllabus and beyond, 
written Setswana does not mark a distinction between /ʊ/ and /ɔ/ and between 
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/ɛ/ and /e/ (Sebina and Otlogetswe 2023a and b). Since Setswana does not mark 
the /ɛ, e/ and /ʊ, ɔ/ distinction orthographically, there are no names that are 
spelt with [ê] or [ô]. Just as in common writing, Setswana names use the five 
orthographic vowels, a, e, i, o, u. This discussion of vowels is relevant to the 
vowel variations that follow below since several names do not follow standard 
orthography where vowels are concerned.  

3.1 Names that use [i] instead of [e] 

Name spelling variation in Setswana is found in names which in their articula-
tion speakers use the half-close front vowel /e/, instead of the close front 
vowel /i/. This practice is then reflected in the spelling of the same name with 
one spelt with an /e/ while the same name is also spelt with /i/. Some speak-
ers therefore spell their names as Baaitsi instead of Baaitse, Matshidiso instead of 
Matshediso, Balibi instead of Balebi, Kelitile instead of Keletile, Baipidi instead of 
Baipedi, Baoliki instead of Baoleki, Bafiti instead of Bafeti and Goitsimodimo in-
stead of Goitsemodimo. This may be explained in terms of close vowel harmony 
where the preceding vowel harmonises in height with the following one. The 
/e/ is therefore pronounced as an /i/. The correct spelling of the name is trace-
able to the verb from which the name is derived. Baaitse is from itse "know", 
Matshediso from tshela "live", Balebi from leba "look", Keletile from leta "wait", 
Baipedi from ipela "celebrate", Baoleki from leka "try/test", Bafeti from feta "pass" 
and Goitsemodimo from itse "know". 

The extracts from the dictionary in Table 2 illustrate how the dictionary 
treats both the wrong and the correct spellings. 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Balibi (the correct spelling is Balebi from 

the verb leba "look") M or F those who look.  

Balebi M onlookers; those who are looking. 

Baliki (the correct spelling is Baleki from 

the verb leka "try; attempt") M those who 

try; those who test someone or something.  

Baleki F the trying ones. 

Balisi (the correct spelling is Balesi from 

the verb lesa "leave; let go") M those who 

leave something.  

Balesi M those who leave something. 

Goitsimodimo (the correct spelling is 

Goitsemodimo) M it is God who knows. 

Goitsemodimo M it is God who knows. 

Table 2: Names that incorrectly use [i] instead of [e] 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry though 
the correct spelling entry is not cross-referenced to the wrong spelling. The cor-
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rect spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong spelling 
entry to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following manner: 

Balebi M on lookers; those who are looking  
(usually misspelt as Balibi). 

3.2 Names that use [e] instead of [i] 

Other spelling variations are introduced in a reversal of the situation discussed 
in 3.1, where name givers use the half-close front vowel and write /e/ where 
the close front vowel /i/ should be used, thereby violating the agentive rule 
that derives -i verbs. Cole (1955: 113) has demonstrated that one way of form-
ing Setswana nouns is from verb stems, by prefixing the class prefixes, while 
the final vowel of the stem is changed to the agentive marker -i (e.g. mo- + dira 
+ -i = modiri). They, therefore, spell their names as Gabaiphewe instead of 
Gabaiphiwe, Molapise instead of Molapisi, Baitshenyetse instead of Baitshenyetsi, 
Molebatse instead of Molebatsi, Kebaitsele instead of Kebaitsile, and Modiege instead 
of Modiegi. This is possibly because the name givers gave the name by ear as in 
hypothesised in 3.2 and in their hearing, the /i/ sounded like an /e/. Table 3 
further illustrates this: 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Molapise (the correct spelling is Molapisi) 

M one that tires others.  

Molapisi (see Molapise) M one that tires 

others. 

Molebatse (the correct spelling is Molebatsi) 

M one that makes you forget.  

Molebatsi M one that makes you forget.  

Modiege (the correct spelling is Modiegi) 

F one that delays.  

Modiegi F one that delays.  

Baitshenyetse (the correct spelling is 

Baitshenyetsi) M those that spoil things for 

themselves. 

Baitshenyetsi F those that spoil things 

for themselves. 

Table 3: Names that incorrectly use [e] instead of [i] 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry to direct 
the users to the correct-spelt entry. The correct spelling entry is not cross-refer-
enced to the wrong spelling entry. As in 3.1 above, the correct spelling entry could 
be improved by cross-referencing the wrong spelling entry to make the user 
aware of the misspelt version in the dictionary like this: 

Molapisi (see Molapise) M one that tires others  
(usually misspelt as Molapise). 
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3.3 Names that use double [o] instead of [eo] 

There are names that use [oo] where the standard orthography [eo] should be 
used. Such names are prevalent in the central and southern regions of Botswana. 
This spelling variation is typical of the pronunciation of central and southern 
Setswana dialects amongst the Ngwaketse, Rolong and Hurutshe. This spelling 
change mirrors vowel assimilation in Setswana speech where one vowel influ-
ences another — typically across syllable boundaries — so that they become more 
similar in quality. Vowel assimilation maintains phonotactic harmony and ease 
of articulation in speech. While this is true in speech, spelling rules should not 
be violated as they have been in some of the names. Vowel assimilation has 
therefore influenced the spelling of certain names such that we have Kooagile 
instead of Keoagile, Koobake instead of Keobake, Koobokile, instead of Keobokile, Koolebile 
instead of Keolebile, Koorapetse instead of Keorapetse and Koobame instead of Keobame. 
The sound change from [eo] to [oo] is a consequence of total regressive assimi-
lation where a preceding sound becomes the same as the following one. For 
example, 

Ke + obame = Koobame 

This process helps maintain phonotactic harmony and ease of articulation in 
speech. In this instance, the [e] of [Ke] becomes like [o] of [obame] to result in 
Koobame. Those who spell the names with [oo] instead of [eo], therefore, write 
as they speak, and do not adhere to the Setswana standard orthography. A Dic-
tionary of Setswana Personal Names has captured both these spelling variations as 
demonstrated in Table 4: 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Kooagile (the correct spelling is Keoagile) 

M I have built it.  

Keoagile M I have built it. 

Koobake (the correct spelling is Keobake) 

M that I should praise Him (God).  

Keobake 1. M I should praise Him (God) 

2. should I praise Him (God)? 3. (short for 

Gakeobake) I am not praising Him (God). 

Koobame (the correct spelling is Keobame) 

M I have worshipped; I am bent.  

Keobame 1. F I am bending forward 2. I 

worshipped. 

Koobokile (the correct spelling is Keobokile) 

M or F I have praised Him (God).  

Keobokile M I praised Him (God). 

Table 4: Names that incorrectly use [oo] instead of [eo] 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry though 
the correct spelling is not cross-referenced to the wrong spelling entry. The correct 
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spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong spelling entry 
to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following manner: 

Keobame 1. F I am bending forward 2. I worshipped  
(usually misspelt as Koobame). 

3.4 Names that delete the vowel [e] in the context of the lateral approxi-
mant /l/ 

There is evidence of names where the vowel [e] gets deleted when it occurs 
between two lateral approximants /l/ as in the word molelo "fire", which is then 
spelt as mollo, after deleting the vowel [e], and retaining the second vowel [o]. 
This then results in the first /l/ becoming a tone-bearing syllabic consonant. 
This gives rise to names such as Mollowakgosi instead of Molelowakgosi and 
Mollowakgotla instead of Molelowakgotla. While the [e] is elided in speech, such 
an elision violates standard Setswana orthography (Chebanne et al. 2008: 64) 
that states that "... tlogelo ya tumanosi fa gare ga bo[l] ga e letlelelwe …" (an 
elision of a vowel in between a sequence of the lateral /l/ is not permitted.) 
Table 5 further illustrates this: 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Mollowakgosi (the correct spelling is 

Molelowakgosi) M the chief's fire. 

Molelowakgosi M the chief's fire. 

Mollowakgotla (the correct spelling is 

Molelowakgotla) M the fire at the traditional court. 

Molelowakgotla M the fire at the 

traditional court 

Table 5: [e] elision between laterals 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry though 
the correct spelling is not cross-referenced to the wrong spelling entry. The cor-
rect spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong spelling 
entry to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following manner: 

Molelowakgotla M the fire at the traditional court  
(usually misspelt as Mollowakgotla). 

4. Consonant variations in Setswana personal names 

Some name variations are a result of a difference in consonantal use for the same 
part of a name. Before we delve deeper into consonantal differences, first we 
present the Setswana consonantal inventory. Setswana has 29 phonemic conso-
nants (Batibo 2013 and DALL 1999: 12) as illustrated in Table 6. 
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  Labial Alveolar Post 
alveolar 

Palatal Velar Uvular Glottal 

Central Lateral         

NASAL /m/ /n/     /ɲ/ /ŋ/     

PLOSIVE Unaspirated /p/ /b/ /t/ /d/        /k/     

Aspirated /ph/ /th/       /kh/ /qh/   

AFFRICATE Unaspirated   /ts/ /tɬ/ /ʧ/ /ʤ/         

Aspirated   /tsh/ /tɬh/ /ʧh/          

FRICATIVE /f/ /s/   /ʃ/     /χ/ /h/ 

Trill   /r/             

Approximant /w/   /l/   /j/       

Table 6: Setswana consonants 

Four of these (ph, th, kh and qh) are aspirated voiceless plosives, three are non-
aspirated voiceless plosives (p, t and k), one voiced plosive /b/, three aspirated 
voiceless affricates (ʧh, tɬh, tsh), three non-aspirated voiceless affricates (ts, tɬ, 
and ʧ), one voiced affricate (ʤ), five voiceless fricatives (f, s, ʃ, χ, and h), four 
nasals (m, n, ɲ, and ŋ), and four sonorants (r, l, j and w). 

The voiced plosive /d/ is an allophone of /l/ where /d/ is usually followed 
by close vowel /u/ and /i/ as in dika (surround) and huduga (relocate) while /l/ 
is followed by open vowels such as /a/ and /o/ as in lala (spend the night) and 
lole (fought) (see Cole 1955: 28). The exception to this rule is borrowed words 
such as lithara (liter) and dolara (dollar). 

The Setswana consonantal phonemes are represented orthographically 
with their equivalent forms as demonstrated in Table 7. 

 

Phonetic Orthography 

/m/ m 

/p/ p 

/ph/ ph 

/b/ b 

/f/ f 

w/ w 

/n/ n 

/t/  t 

/d/ d 

/th/ th 

/ts/ Ts 

/tsh/ Tsh 

/s/ S 

/r/ R 

/tɬ/ Tl 

/tɬh/ Tlh 

/l/ L 

/ʧ/  Tš 

/ʤ/ J 

/ʧh/ Tšh 

/ʃ/ Š 

/ɲ/ ny 

/j/ y 

/ŋ/ ng 

/k/ k 

/kh/ kh 

/qh/ kg 

/χ/ g 

/h/ h 

Total 29 

Table 7: Phonetic consonants and their orthographic forms 
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A discussion of Setswana consonantal inventory will prove relevant to sections 
4.1–4.3 where consonantal variation in names is discussed. 

The use of /h/ instead of /f/ 

Some name spelling variations in Setswana are because the same name is spelt 
either with a voiceless, labio-dental fricative [f] in some cases, while in other 
cases it is spelt with the glottal fricative [h]. Using the sound [h] instead of [f] is 
a common feature of Setswana speech and there is much confusion in written 
Setswana about where [h] and [f] should be used (Cole 1955: 26). There is, how-
ever, a Setswana morphological rule which illustrates that [h] verbs result with 
[kh] deverbative nouns and [f] verbs result with [ph] deverbative nouns in 
strengthening (Cole 1955: 40). For instance, the verb hupela generates the noun 
khupelo while the verb fenya generates the noun phenyo. The [h] and [f] spelling 
confusion are pervasive in personal names. This results in names such as Bahedile 
instead of Bafedile, Bahemedi instead of Bafemedi, Gaehole instead of Gaefole, Hetolang 
instead of Fetolang and Hetanang instead of Fetanang. One way of determining 
the correct spelling for each name is therefore to trace it to its original verb. 
Table 8 further illustrates how these are captured in the dictionary: 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Bahedile (the correct spelling is Bafedile from 

the verb fela "end; finish") M they are finished.  

Bafedile M they are finished. 

Bahemedi (the correct spelling is Bafemedi 

from the verb fema "defend") M the defenders.  

Bafemedi M the defenders.  

Bahentse (the correct spelling is Bafentse from 

the verb fenya "win; conquer") F they have con-

quered.  

Bafentse M they have conquered, 

won. 

Bahenyi (the correct spelling is Bafenyi from 

the verb fenya "win; conquer") M winners, 

victors, conquerors.  

Bafenyi M winners; victors. 

Henyang (the correct spelling is Fenyang from 

the verb fenya "win; conquer") 1. M win 2. Defeat.  

Fenyang 1. M win 2. Defeat.  

Hetanang (the correct spelling is Fetanang from 

the verb feta "pass; exceed") M pass each other.  

Fetanang M pass each other.  

Hetang (the correct spelling is Fetang from the 

verb feta "pass") M move on, pass. 

Fetang M move on, pass. 

Hetolang (the correct spelling is Fetolang from 

the verb fetola "change") 1. M reply, respond 

2. Change, transform.  

Fetolang 1. M reply, respond 

2. Change, transform. 

Table 8: Names that incorrectly use [h] instead of [f] 
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The dictionary entry indicates that the wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced 
to the correct spelling entry though the correct spelling is not cross-referenced 
to the incorrect spelling entry. The correct spelling entry could be improved by 
cross-referencing the wrong spelling entry to make the user aware of the mis-
spelt version in the following manner: 

Fetolang 1. M reply, respond 2. Change, transform.  
(usually misspelt as Hetolang). 

In many old Setswana names, instead of choosing either [h] or [f], name givers 
have used both consonants spelt [fh]. There are therefore many names which 
use [fh] instead of [f], such as Gadifhele instead of Gadifele, Kefhilwe instead of 
Kefilwe, Molefhe instead of Molefe, Molefhi instead of Molefi, Nonofho instead of 
Nonofo, Baikalafhi instead of Baikalafi, and Merafhe instead of Merafe. Table 9 further 
illustrates this: 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Gadilefhe (the correct spelling is Gadilefe 

from the verb lefa "pay a charge") M they 

do not pay a fine or a charge. 

Gadilefe M they do not pay a fine or a 

charge. 

Merafhe (the correct spelling is Merafe) 

1. M tribes, ethnic groups 2. Communi-

ties 3. Nations. 

Merafe 1. M tribes, ethnic groups 2. Com-

munities 3. Nations. 

Nonofho (the correct spelling is Nonofo) 

M strength. 

Nonofo M strength. 

Molefhi (the correct spelling is Molefi) 

M one that pays damages. 

Molefi M one that pays damages. 

Kehilwe (the correct spelling is Kefilwe) 

F I have been given a gift 

Kefilwe F I have been given a gift. 

Table 9: Names that use [fh] instead of [f] 

Standard Setswana orthography does not have /fh/. The table indicates that the 
wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry although 
the correct spelling is not cross referenced to the wrong spelling entry. The cor-
rect spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong spelling 
entry to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following manner: 

Merafe 1. M tribes, ethnic groups 2. Communities 3. Nations.  
(usually misspelt as Merafhe). 
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4.1 The use of the [ny] and [n] variants 

There is confusion amongst Setswana speakers between words that end with 
the causative [ny-] and the reciprocal [an-]. For instance, in daily speech there is 
an enduring confusion between puisano and puisanyo where puisano means a 
discussion or dialogue and puisanyo strictly speaking is an act of making each 
other talk. This confusion is reflected in many names which should end in [-n-] 
but end in [-ny-]. There is therefore Kedibonye instead of Kedibone, Golekanye in-
stead of Golekane, Kebabonye instead of Kebabone, Kemmonye, instead of Kemmone, 
Gareitsanye instead of Gareitsane, Kelekanye instead of Kelekane and Lesanyang 
instead of Lesanang. The dictionary captures both spelling variants in its macro-
structure as shown in the sampled entries in Table 10. 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Kedibonye (the correct spelling is Kedibone) 

F I saw them, or I have seen them; I have 

been a victim of circumstances. 

Kedibone F I saw them, or I have seen them; 

I have been a victim of circumstances. 

Kemmonye (the correct spelling is 

Kemmone) 1. F I have seen him or her  

2. I have found him or her. 

Kemmone F 1. I have seen him or her  

2. I have found him or her. 

Golekanye (the correct spelling is Golekane) 

F it is enough; it is sufficient. 

Golekane F it is enough; it is sufficient. 

Gareitsanye (the correct spelling is Gareitsane) 

M we do not know each other. 

Gareitsane M we do not know each other. 

Table 10: Names that incorrectly use [ny-] instead of [n-] 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry even 
though the correct spelling is not cross referenced to the wrong spelling entry. 
The correct spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong 
spelling entry to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following 
manner: 

Kedibone F I saw them, or I have seen them; I have been a victim of cir-
cumstances (usually misspelt as Kedibonye). 

4.2 Names which should have a double [n], or double [m] but lack this feature 

In Setswana orthography, the long nasal sound is represented orthographically 
by doubling the concerned nasal consonant, whether it is /n/ or /m/, while a 
short nasal is written as a single nasal consonant. Doubling the long nasal in 
orthography is supported by the fact that one of the nasal consonants is a tone 
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bearing syllabic nasal. Spelling variation is, however, introduced when there is 
an inconsistency in the writing of a long nasal. Some Setswana names that are 
pronounced with a long nasal are spelt with a single letter as if they use a short 
nasal which is represented by a single character. This has caused variation in 
the spelling of names, with some spelt with a double nasal while others have a 
single nasal character. The dictionary therefore has Gaofengwe /χáʊ́fɪ́ŋwɪ́/ as well as 
the correctly spelt Gaofenngwe /χáʊ́fɪ́ŋŋwɪ́/, and Mamosadinyana /mámʊ́sádiɲáná/ 
as well as the correctly spelt Mmamosadinyana /mmámʊ́sádiɲáná/ as shown in 
Table 11. 

Wrong spelling entry Correct spelling entry 

Gaseikangwe (the correct spelling is 
Gaseikanngwe) F it is not trusted or relied 
on.  

Gaseikanngwe F it is not trusted or relied 
on. 

Molotsi (the correct spelling is Mmolotsi) 
M one who takes animals from the kraal. 

Mmolotsi M one who takes animals from 
the kraal. 

Mamosadinyana F (the correct spelling 
is Mmamosadinyana) queen or Queen of 
England.  

Mmamosadinyana F the queen of Eng-
land. 

Table 11: Names that incorrectly miss a pre-nasal nasal consonant 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry 
though the correct spelling is not cross-referenced to the wrong spelling entry. 
The correct spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong 
spelling entry to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following 
manner: 

Mmolotsi M one who takes animals from the kraal. (usually misspelt as 
Molotsi). 

5. The impact of Northern Setswana on name spellings 

Some spelling variations in the dictionary were brought about by the influence 
of Northern Setswana. Northern Setswana is a cluster of dialects spoken by 
Bangwato, Batawana, and Bakhurutshe, amongst other groups who are found 
in the central, northern and parts of north-eastern Botswana (Cole 1955). Northern 
Setswana is sometimes referred to as Sengwato in the literature (Tlale 2005, 
Boyer and Zsiga 2013). 

5.1 The loss of /tl/ and /tlh/ 

Historically, Northern Setswana uses the voiceless alveolar plosive /t/ where the 
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standard language uses the voiceless unaspirated affricate /tl/ and usually replaces 
the voiceless aspirated affricate /tlh/ consonantal sound (Batibo 1999) with the 
voiceless aspirated explosive /th/. This is reflected in many words in the Setswana 
vocabulary as in Table 12 that illustrates the different orthographic representa-
tions of some words between Northern Setswana and other Setswana dialects. 

Standard Setswana orthography Northern Setswana English 

tlhaga Thaga Grass 

otlhaya othaya Discipline 

setlha Setha Bladder 

tlhaba Thaba stab, pierce 

tla Ta Come 

Table 12: Standard Setswana vs Northern Setswana dialect 

This evolution has had a lasting influence on how speakers of the Northern 
Setswana dialect spell personal names. The spelling of the personal names, there-
fore, follows their pronunciation and not the Setswana standard orthography. 
The dictionary has included spellings of standard Setswana and that of Northern 
Setswana leading to a variation of names in which the same name is spelt with 
/tlh/ and /th/. For instance, Tlhalefang and Thalefang, Atlholang and Atholang, 
Baikatlhodi and Baikathodi, Baiphetlhi and Baiphethi, Batlang and Batang, Batlhaetse 
and Bathaetse, and Batlhalefi and Bathalefi. The Northern Setswana name spellings 
are captured in the dictionary as they are so spelt by their owners. This is in 
line with the recommendations of Setswana Standard Orthography of 1981 which 
notes that, "As a general rule, proper names of people should be spelled as used 
by the persons themselves" (p.19). The dictionary, however, cross references 
the standard spelling entry at each Northern Setswana spelling entry, for the 
benefit of the user. This is demonstrated in Table 13. 

Northern Setswana spelling entry Standard Setswana spelling entry 

Atholang (Northern Setswana version of 

Atlholang) M pass/give judgement (pl.).  

Atlholang M pass/give judgement (pl.). 

Baikathodi (Northern Setswana version 

of Baikatlhodi) M those who judge them-

selves; those who find themselves guilty.  

Baikatlhodi M those who judge them-

selves; those who find themselves guilty. 

Molothanyi (Northern Setswana version 

of Molotlhanyi) M one who causes conflicts 

between others 

Molotlhanyi M one who causes conflicts 

between others. 
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Mothagodi (Northern Setswana version 

of Motlhagodi) M one who cultivates; one 

who clears grass. 

Motlhagodi M one who cultivates; one who 

clears grass. 

Table 13: Northern Setswana names 

5.2 Conflation of prefix le- and lo- 

Northern Setswana also does not make a distinction between the noun class 
prefix /lo-/ of class 11 and the noun class prefix /le-/ of class 5. The distinc-
tions have been collapsed into singular prefix [le-] of class 5. This difference has 
been discussed by Cole (1955). All the words which in other Setswana dialects 
belong to class 11 noun class, in Northern Setswana they are found in class 5. 
According to general Setswana books (e.g. Mogapi 1984; Cole 1955) and Setswana 
Standard Orthography, the determination of whether a word takes a [le-] or [lo-] 
prefix is based on the plural prefix that the word takes (Chebanne et al. 2008). 
When class 11 nouns are pluralised, they take class 8 prefix [di-] and when 
class 5 nouns are pluralised, they take the class 6 prefix [ma-] (Cole 1955; 
Chebanne et al. 2008). This may be summarised as follows:  

Singular noun class prefix → Plural noun class prefix  
noun class 5 [le-] → noun class 6 [ma-]  
noun class 11 [lo-]  → noun class 8 [di-] 

Other Setswana dialects Northern Setswana English 

logong Legong Wood 

logopo Legopo Rib 

loleme Leleme tongue 

lobadi Lebadi scar 

lofuka Lehuka feather 

Table 14: [lo-] and [le-] noun variation 

These /le-/ and /lo-/ variations have been extended to personal names, and as 
result we have the same name with different orthographic representations, for 
example, Leungo/Loungo, Lerato/Lorato, Losika/Lesika, Lonyatso/Lenyatso, Logong/ 
Legong and Loapi/Lewapi. If we are to apply the pluralisation rule to determine 
the correct spellings of the names, then the variations of Lotshwao, Loeto, Loungo 
and Legong will be incorrect. This is because their pluralisation would flout the 
standard pluralisation rule. The first three names would take the noun class 8 
prefix [di-] to become ditshwao, dieto and diungo, while the last word will take 
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the noun class 6 prefix [ma-] and become magong, all of which are linguistically 
non-existent in Setswana vocabulary. Table 15 further illustrates this as cap-
tured in the dictionary: 

Correct spelling entry Wrong spelling entry 

Lebopo (also Lobopo) M the universe; 

creation. 

Lobopo (also Lebopo) M creation; the uni-

verse. 

Letshwao 1. M a sign 2. a symbol 3. a 

brand. 

Lotshwao (the correct spelling is Letshwao) 

M a mark or sign. 

Leungo F a fruit Loungo (the correct spelling is Leungo) F 

a fruit 

Leeto 1. M a visit 2. a journey. Loeto (the correct spelling is Leeto) M a 

visit; a journey. 

Logong M a piece of wood.  Legong (the correct spelling is Logong) M 

a piece of wood. 

Table 15: [le] and [lo-] Setswana names 

As previously stated, the Northern Setswana name spellings are captured in the 
dictionary as they are spelt by their owners, as recommended by the Standard 
Setswana Orthography of 1981, however, both names would be captured twice, 
one being the correct version. 

The wrong spelling entry is cross-referenced to the correct spelling entry 
though the correct spelling is not cross-referenced to the wrong spelling entry. 
The correct spelling entry could be improved by cross-referencing the wrong 
spelling entry to make the user aware of the misspelt version in the following 
manner: 

Leeto 1. M a visit 2. a journey. (usually misspelt as Loeto). 

6. Discontinued consonants in Setswana names 

An orthographic decision was taken to discontinue the use of certain conso-
nants in the orthography of Setswana. A conference held in Johannesburg, South 
Africa on April 25, 1937 attended by representatives of the Education Depart-
ments of Bechuanaland Protectorate, the Cape, the Orange Free State, and the 
Transvaal, together with the Inter-University Committee for African Studies, 
resolved to change how it spelt two consonants: the voiceless postalveolar 
affricate [ʧh] and the voiceless postalveolar fricative /ʃ/. The conference resolved 
that [ʧh] which was then spelt as [ch], should henceforth be spelt as [tšh], while 
/ʃ/ which was then spelt as [sh] was to be spelt as [š]. It was noted that: 
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The symbol š, with its movable diacritic, was chosen by the Committee to repre-
sent the voiceless hushing fricative in preference of the I.P.A. symbol on the princi-
ple of avoiding new types, and to the symbol sh on account of the latter's ambig-
uousness and the difficulties it creates in connection with the representation of 
the hissing and hushing fricative combinations. It was felt that the symbol š pos-
sessed all the advantages of the I.P.A. symbol, without its disadvantages as a 
new type, and with the added advantage that its movable diacritic indicates, with-
out exaggerating, the dialectal differences between various Tšwana dialects among 
themselves and between Tšwana and Transvaal Sotho and Basutoland Sotho in 
general. (Lestrade 1937: 8-9)  

While this decision was taken over 80 years ago and has been adopted in much 
of Setswana writing patterns, it has had no impact on the spelling of Setswana 
personal names. Batswana still use [ch] and [sh] in the spelling of their names. 
No name in the Setswana database that informed the writing of A Dictionary of 
Setswana Personal Names used [tšh] or [š]. This may be because most Batswana 
are bilingual in Setswana and English which uses the [ch] and [sh] characters 
and therefore associate the [ʧh] and /ʃ/ sounds with the English [ch] and [sh] 
representations. The other reason may be related to advances in technology — 
that [š] is a more challenging character to write on a typewriter or computer. 
Consequently, [ch] and [sh] have endured in Setswana names. Names that use 
[ch] or [sh] are therefore entered in the dictionary as they are spelt by their 
owners. They are not spelt using the agreed post 1937 orthography. However, 
there is a note in the microstructure of the dictionary on the correct spelling as 
demonstrated in the examples below:  

Chaba M (an old spelling of Tšhaba); nation. 
Chabadiile M (an old spelling of Tšhabadiile) nations have gone. 
Chabaesele M (an old spelling of Tšhabaesele) a different nation. 
Chabaditsile M (an old spelling of Tšhabaditsile) nations have arrived. 
Chabaefe M (an old spelling of Tšhabaefe) which nation? 
Cheleketo M (old spelling of Tšheleketlo); a struggle; suffering. 

Examples from the dictionary of names that use the discontinued [sh] instead 
of the standard orthography character [š] are shown as follows:  

Bashapi (an old spelling of Bašapi) 1. M swimmers 2. those who beat. 
Bashi (an old spelling of Baši) M short for Basimane; boys. A pet name for 
a boy from Bashimane. 
Ramasheleng (the correct spelling is Ramašeleng) 1. M the father of shil-
lings 2. the man of shillings 
Boshafatso (an old spelling of Bošafatso) M renewal. 
Boshula (an old spelling of Bošula — the standard spelling of this word 
is Bosula) 1. M bad taste 2. evil 
Shianyana (the correct spelling is Šianyana) M small boy. 
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This note on the correct spelling must not be misconstrued as a cross-reference. 
It does not point to another entry elsewhere in the dictionary. It merely states how 
an entry would be written in Setswana standard orthography. Entries with dis-
continued characters [sh] and [ch] are therefore entered in the dictionary exactly 
the way the owners of the names spell them. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper has examined spelling variations in A Dictionary of Setswana Personal 
Names, highlighting the phonological and morphological patterns that underlie 
these differences. It has shown that many of these variations stem from the in-
fluence of distinct Setswana dialects — particularly the northern and southern 
varieties — on the orthographic representation of personal names. While gen-
eral dictionaries tend to be normative, adhering to standardized orthographies, 
this study reveals that formal spelling rules are sometimes bypassed in favor of 
forms that more closely reflect speakers' individual pronunciations. 

Despite the introduction of the phoneme /š/ into Setswana orthography 
over eighty years ago, this study found no personal names utilizing this sym-
bol. Instead, speakers continue to use [ch] and [sh], which are considered out-
dated under current orthographic standards. A Dictionary of Setswana Personal 
Names documents these spelling variants as provided by name givers or bear-
ers, aligning with the 1981 Standard Setswana Orthography's recommendation 
that personal names be recorded as they are used by individuals. 

Ultimately, this paper underscores the ubiquity of variation in natural lan-
guages and emphasizes the need for lexicographic strategies that enhance user 
accessibility. One such strategy proposed here is the documentation of personal 
names in their authentic forms, supplemented by cross-referencing and informa-
tional annotations to guide users through variant spellings. 
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