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1. Introduction
1.1. Taa language

Taa ("ǃXóõ")
• last vital member of the Tuu language family
• 2500 – 4000 speakers, E Namibia – SW Botswana

Tuu languages, historical distribution
(Güldemann 2005:13) Settlements with Taa speakers (DoBeS/EuroBABEL, 2004-2011)

Data presented here (red), others (grey)

NAMIBIA BOTSWANA

SOUTH
AFRICA
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1.1. Taa language

Previous research
1. Dorothea Bleek 1913, 1928, 1929 (comparative-lexical)
2. L.F. Maingard 1958 (paper, 15 p.)
3. E.O.J. Westphal 1962, 1966, 1971 (comparative papers)
4. Hans-Joachim Heinz 1962 ... 1986 (anthropological)
5. Anthony Traill 1973 ... 2007 (phonological, lexical)
6. DoBeS, EuroBABEL 2004 ... (linguistic, anthropological)
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1.1. Taa language

Large phoneme inventory

Note on tonality:
High tone < ́> vs. low tone < ̀>; this presentation: optionally marked
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1.1. Taa language

Large phoneme inventory
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1.1. Taa language

Large phoneme inventory
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1.1. Taa language

Gender system
• transitive verbs and other dependent forms are marked by concordial

vowels (+ nasals) governed by the agreement class of the head noun

Example West ǃXoon:
ńń sí nǀà-í xáḿ ǂ''u-`ì 'I see one lion.'
1S IPFV see-1 lion.S1 one-1

ńń sí nǀà-án xání ká ǁárí kààn 'I see many lions.'
1S IPFV see-2ii lion.P2ii I.REL:2ii b.many F.REL:2ii

transitive verbs, N adjectives, particles, etc.
prepositionals
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1.1. Taa language

Gender system
• singular - plural class pairings yield genders with prototypical semantics
• e.g., the pair 3i – 4 (singular – plural; concordial vowels e – u) as a

gender for human animates

Example West ǃXoon
agreement class pairings
and thematic vowels
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1.2. Classification of Taa dialects

A) Anthony Traill (1974:30, 1985:3,10)
• distinction western vs. eastern dialects 'on the basis of lexical,

morphological and phonological criteria' (1985:3)
• more explicitely: agreement class of ǀʰũ: "whiteman" in diagnostic

sentences (1974:30)
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1.2. Classification of Taa dialects

A) Anthony Traill (1974:30, 1985:3,10)

WESTERN
DIALECTS

EASTERN
DIALECTS
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1.2. Classification of Taa dialects

B) Suggestion
• primary distinction

West Taa vs. East
Taa; various
subgroups

• based on isogloss
bundles of mainly
morphosyntactic
features with a non-
diffuse distribution

• but:
– elicited data

(ideally 350
sentences)

– low number of
consultants

– work in progress!
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1.2. Classification of Taa dialects

B) Suggestion

ǃAma

(EAST, Eastern)

WEST
TAA

EAST TAA

Tshaasi

East
ǃXoon

(EAST, Eastern,
South)

ǂHuan

West
ǃXoon
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2. Features and isoglosses
2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
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2. Features and isoglosses
2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa

F1. Agreement class 4: restricted to human plural (West Taa) vs.
extended to non-human plural (East Taa)

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
túù ńń, ńń sí nǀà-ù ǂhàrè ńń, ńń sí nǀà-àn
people.4 ID 1S IPFV see-<4 dog.P2ii ID 1S IPFV see-<2ii
"It's people, I see them." "It's dogs, I see them."

(b) ǃAma, Ngwatle
tùù ́ ńnà, ň mà nǀú-ú ǂhàbà-tê ́ń, n ̌ mà nǀú-ú
people.4 ID 1S IPFV see-4 dog.P4-P ID 1S IPFV see-4
"It's people, I see them." "It's dogs, I see them."

(c) Tshaasi, Khokhotsha
laa-aqa ka ǁu-u ǀxaba-le, e ka ka ǁo-a(n) gǀhu'msa
man.S2ii IPFV trap-4 string.P4-P 3ii IPFV? ? trap-2 ostrich.P2
"The man is making a trap (strings, snares) for (he wants to trap) ostriches."
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2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
F2. Agreement class 4: (cataphoric) agreement suffix –i (but:

anaphoric -u) vs. invariant agreement suffix -u

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
ńń sí nǀà-í túù kú ǁárí kùù
1S IPFV see-4> people.4 I.REL:4 b.many F.REL:4
"I see many people."

(b) ǃAma, Ukwi
ń mà nǀú-ú tùù kú ǁálí kù
people.4 IPFV see-4 people.4 I.REL:4 b.many F.REL:4
"I see many people."

(c) ǂHuan, Khokhotsha
ná nǀá-ú tùù ku ǁárí kù
1S(ːx?) see-4 people.4 I.REL:4 b.many F.REL:4
"I see many people."
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2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
F3. Agreement vs. anaphoric suffixes on verbs: Presence (across

all agreement classes) vs. absence of tonal polarity

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
ńń sí nǀà-í ǂhàì ǂ''ù-ì ǂhàì ńń, ńń sí nǀà-ì
1S IPFV see-1> dog.S1 one-1 dog.S1 ID 1S IPFV see-<1
"I see one dog." "It's a dog, I see it."

(b) ǃAma, Ncaang
ń mà nǀá-í ǂhàì ǂ''ù-ì ǂhàì tá'ì, ń mà nǀá-í
1S IPFV see-1 dog.S1 one-1 dog.S1 DEM:1 1S IPFV see-1
"I see one dog." "This dog, I see it."
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2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
F4. Nouns of the shape [C(C)Vi], plural formation: [C(C)Vre]

vs. [C(C)Vba-PL]

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
ǂhàì - ǂhàrè ǀxàì - ǀxàrè nǁ''ai - nǁ''are
"dog – dogs" "string – strings" "bat-eared fox – ~-es"

(b) East ǃXoon, Lone Tree (Traill 1994)
ǂ(q)hài - ǂ(q)hàba-tê ǀxāi - ǀxa ̄ba-te ǁ'ài - ǁ'àba-tê
"dog – dogs" "string – strings" "bat-eared fox – ~-es"

(c) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
ǂhàì - ǂhàbà-lu ǁ''àì - ǁ''àbà-lê ǂàì - ǂàbàlê
"dog – dogs" "bat-eared fox – ~-es" "steenbok – ~-s"
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2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
F5. Future particle: ka ̌ vs. ba((h)nn) ~ ma((h)nn ~ mang)

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
ʘáí ńń, ńń kǎ á-ì
meat.S1 ID 1S FUT eat-<1
"It's meat, I will eat it."

(b) ǃAma, Ngwatle
ʘàyè ́ ńnà, (ń) máǹn á-í
meat.S1 ID 1S FUT(:?) eat-1
"It's meat, I will eat it."

(c) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
ʘo(y)e qa, n máǹg á-nǵ
meat.3ii ID 1s FUT eat-5
"It's meat, I will eat it."
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2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
F6. Comitative ('with, and'): ǀ''(a)M vs. ǂ''(a)M

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
ń ǀób-è àqà ǀ''è qáé
1S know-3ii father.S3i COM:3ii mother.S3i
"I know his father and his mother."

(b) East ǃXoon, Bere
ń gǀob-e àqà ǂ''(a)e qáé
1S know-3ii father.S3i COM:3ii mother.S3i
" I know his father and his mother."

(c) Tshaasi, Kang
n ga ǀob-e qáé ǂ''(a)e àqà
1S DISTR? know-3ii mother.S3i COM:3ii father.S3i
"I know his mother and his father."
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2.1. Features West Taa vs. East Taa
F10. Singular of 'man' / 'woman': Basic lexeme vs. compound

('male/female person')

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
sí-ǀàqnn – sí-ǀàqàn, sí-ǁxáè – sí-ǁxààn
PREF-woman.S3i PREF-women.P2ii PREF-man.S3i PREF-men.P2ii
"woman – women, man – men"

(b) ǃAma, Corridor 18 ('Nǀoha)
táà-qáé - si ̂-ǀàqàn, táà-àqà - si ̂-ǁxààn
(person-mother).S2ii PREF-women.P2ii (person-father).P2ii PREF-men.P2ii
"woman – women, man – men"

(c) cf. Lower Nossob, ǀHaasi (Story 1999:30)
ǀĩ - ka ǀã
woman PREF women
"woman – women"
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2.2. Features ǃAma vs. Eastern East Taa
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2.2. Features ǃAma vs. Eastern East Taa
F18. Gender of mass nouns (water, milk, meat, blood) 1(-1) vs.

3ii (-3ii)

(a) ǃAma, Corridor 18 ('Nǀoha)
n ma qx'a ̌-i ǃqhàà kí ka ǁa'un kì
1S IPFV drink-1 water.1 I.REL:1 COP:2 coldnesss.2 F.REL:1
"I drink cold water."

(b) East ǃXoon, Hunhukwe
(n) ma qx'a ̌-e ǃqhàà té a ǁa'un kè
1S IPFV drink-3ii water.3ii I.REL:3ii COP:2 coldnesss.2 F.REL:3ii
"I drink cold water."

(c) Tshaasi, Khokhotsha
n ǀáá qx'àh-é ǃqhàà ké ka ǁa'un kè
1S IPFV drink-3ii water.3ii I.REL:3ii COP:2 coldnesss.2 F.REL:3ii
"I drink cold water."
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2.2. Features ǃAma vs. Eastern East Taa
F19. Absence vs. presence of a question marker (Y-N questions,

content questions)
(a) ǃAma, Ncaang

e-ee a taa tae?
3ii.EMPH PST say what
"What did he say?"

(b) East ǃXoon, Bere
ǀee ba ahl-e eh?
QUEST-3ii IPFV make-3ii what.3ii
"What are you saying?"

(c) Tshaasi, Inalegolo
ǀaa ǀa nǀá-é xai?
QUEST-2s IPFV see-3ii what.3ii
"What do you see?"

(c) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
ǀa a tam taa hang?
QUEST-2s PST say:5 what.5
"What did you say?"
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2.2.a. Features for Southwestern varieties of East Taa?
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2.2.a. Features for Southwestern varieties of East Taa?
F16. Demonstrative base khM(')M as a feature of 'Nǀoha – Ukwi –

Ngwatle – Zutshwa subgroup of ǃAma ?

(a) ǃAma, Ukwi
isi i n gǀom-a si-ǀaqan kha(')an ya ka
1P:EXCL:EMPH 1P DECL? know-2ii PREF-women.P2ii DEM.DIS:2ii
"We know those women."

(b) ǃAma, Zutshwa
isi n gǀom-a si-ǀaqan kha(')an ya ka
1P:EXCL DECL? know-2ii PREF-women.P2ii DEM.DIS:2ii
"We know those women."

(c) ǃAma, Ranyane
n gǀom-a taa-qae ta'an ya ka
1S know-2ii person-mother.S2ii DEM.DIS:2ii
"I know that woman."
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2.3. Features for Southeastern East Taa
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2.3. Features for Southeastern East Taa
F22. Default plural suffix –le vs. –te (sound change t > l in

grammatical morphemes, to various degrees)

(a) East ǃXoon, Bere
ǂhaba-te ku n tu'u, n ba nǀá-ú
dog.P4-P COP:4 DECL? DEM.PROX:4 1S IPFV see-4
"These are dogs, I see them."

(b) Tshaasi, Kang
ǂhaba-le la, n ma nǀú-ú
dog.P4-P ID 1S IPFV see-4
"It's dogs, I see them."

(c) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
ǂhaba-le qa, na ká nǀá-ú
dog.P4-P ID 1S(:x?) IPFV see-4
"It's dogs, I see them."
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2.3. Features for Southeastern East Taa
F23. Stative? particle preceding ǀobM "to know" (East Taa

innovation > fusion to gǀobM in other East Taa varieties ?)

(a) East ǃXoon, Hunhukwe
isi gǀom-a ǀaqan ta'an ya ka
1P:EXCL know-2ii women.P2ii DEM.DIS:2ii
"We know that woman."

(b) Tshaasi, Kang
n ga ǀom-a laa-qae 'naan ya ga
1S STAT? know-2ii woman.S2ii DEM.DIS:2ii
"I know that woman."

(c) ǂHuan, Khokhotsha
na ka ǀob-a laa-qae ta'a c(a) ka
1S(:x?) STAT? know-2ii woman.S2ii DEM.DIS:2ii
" I know that woman."
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2.4. Features for Tshaasi vs. ǂHuan
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2.4. Features for Tshaasi vs. ǂHuan
F26. Progressive ǀai ba ~ ǀa(a) ba ~ ǀa(a) (Tshaasi) >

imperfective ká (ǂHuan)

(a) East ǃXoon, Bere
u(u) n ǁoe ba nǁae
4 DECL? still IPFV sing
"They are still singing."

(b) Tshaasi, Kang
u(u) ǀai ba tana túù ǀáá gǀáàn
4 stay IPFV talk people.4 PROGR work
"They are talking." "They are working."

(c) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
wo? ǁoe ka nǁae
4 still IPFV sing
"They are still singing."
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2.4. Features for Tshaasi vs. ǂHuan
F25/30. Nominalisation suffix –ya (vs. –ca / –sa) (Tshaasi) and

palatalisation s > c (ǂHuan)

(a) East ǃXoon, Bere
e a n xali ka a-an-sà
3ii PST DECL? finish MPO:2ii eat-SUF-NOM.2ii
"She has finished to eat."

(b) Tshaasi, Inalegolo
e a xali ka a-an-yà
3ii PST finish MPO:2ii eat-SUF-NOM.2ii
"She has finished to eat."

(c) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
e 'nǂahnn ka a-an-ca la
3ii finish MPO:2ii eat-SUF-NOM.2ii FOC
"She has finished to eat."
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2.5. Features centre vs. periphery
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2.5. Features centre vs. periphery (example)
F31. Prefix si- in animal names, plant names, and other nouns:

Loss in central varieties

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor 18
síǀhúú 'bird', síǁúì 'lepard', sínǂóqè 'mouse', (sí)dzhòhè 'aardvark',
síǃqhàǹn 'moon'

(b) ǂHuan, Inalegolo
tigǀhuu 'bird', tiǁui 'leopard', tinǂoqe "mouse", ǀq(x)'ae 'aardvark'

(c) East ǃXoon, Kacgae/Lone Tree (Traill 1994)
gǀu ̄h'u 'bird', ǁùi 'leopard', nǂu ̂qye 'mouse', ǀqx'âye 'antbear [aardvark]',
ǃqhànn 'moon'

(d) cf. Lower Nossob, ǀHaasi (Story 1999:21-2)
si ̱ǀgɔ: 'bird', ǁɔ 'leopard', si ʔai 'antbear [aardvark]'
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2.6. Diffusely distributed features
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2.6. Diffusely distributed features (example)
F35. Causative prefix si- ~ ki- ~ ti- etc. vs. paraphrastic

constructions

(a) West ǃXoon, Corridor Pos 18
èé sí sí-gǀáàn kí túù
3ii IPFV CAUS-work MPO:4> people.P4
"He makes the people work."

(b) East ǃXoon, Bere
e n ba ahl-u tuu ba gǀaan
3ii DECL? IPFV make-4 people.P4 IPFV work
"He makes the people work."

(c) Tshaasi, Inalegolo
e ǀaa kí-gǀaa(n) ku tuu
3ii PROGR CAUS-work MPO:4 people.P4
"He makes the people work."



37

3. Conclusions
• most distinctive features for West Taa

vs. East Taa
• Traill's 'Western vs. Eastern dialects'

confirmed (but weaker)
• several features for 'Tshaasi' and

'ǂHuan' dialect groups
• possible subgroup of South-western

varieties within 'ǃAma'
• sound changes do not seem to

constitute good diagnostics for
genealogical classification

• central varieties (excluding West Taa
and ǂHuan) appear to form a secon-
dary convergence area → matching
sociolinguistic situation (distinct self-
identities for speakers of West ǃXoon
and ǂHuan; not for central groups)

• resulting genealogical tree would
match a spread of Taa from west to
east

ǃAma

(EAST, Eastern)

WEST
TAA

EAST TAA

Tshaasi

East
ǃXoon

(EAST,
Eastern,
South)

ǂHuan

West
ǃXoon
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