THE GEVETTC/HISTORICAL RUTATICNSHIP OF FIVE BANTU
LAVGUAGES OF WAST AFRICAT

Casnir 1. Rubaguhya

- Introductlon

The aim of thJS rege;rc? paper is-to work out
the genetlc/hlstorlcal relationship of the following
Bantu languages: ¥inyarwanda, Kihangaza, Kihaya,
Kikerewe, and Kichagga (Kimachéme)1 ",

‘8o fﬁrs ssveral llngulsﬁs have tried. to 013551fy
African languages in geperal. Others have. nald
particular attention tb'Baﬁtu languages. In this
paper, ouf interest is in the five languages mentioned
above, which are spoken in East Africa. (For the
purposes of this paper, Rwanda will be considered as.-: v

part of [ast Africa)

Guthrie is one of the linguists who have done a
hot 6f work-on-Santu languages. In one of his works
(Guthrie, 1948) the five languages that we are

considering are.classified thus:

zone D Zione §

D.6l Kinyarwanda T, 22 Xihaya
D. 65 Kihangaza ~ e - - B, 24  EKikerewe
%. 62 Kichagga

The implication of this classification is that Kihaya and
rikerewe are closer to Kichagga (i;e,'more related to

it) than thev are to Klnyarwaﬂda and. Kihangaza. In

my opinion, Guthrie's classification of these languages
is misleading. I must hasten to add that 1 am aware that
Guthrie's classification was geographically oriented.

All the same, it gives the impression that Chagga/
Haya-Kerewe are close genetically. It is this
misleading impression that this paper sets out

to correct.
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By hie own admission, Guthrie points out; "Zone D
(in his CL3551£10a+10n) is of little linguistic ;
51gn1f¢cancu,...p Apart 'from group 60, our knowledge of
langhages of this zone is so fragmentary that even the
grouping is in most casesg Very tentative". (Guthrie,
1948:40) ., Rl oo dig .

Here there 1is 1o dlsnute about the close .

relationship betwzen 1ﬁyarﬁ“muA and thangaﬁa, as
I intend to 'show later. What is disputed is when
Guthrie says: "fhere are reasons for not placing any

of thesé groups (of Zone D);iﬁ“the neighbouring zones,"

{Guthrie l%@&:ﬁ;)-gnrortuﬂa;§133 Le does not tell
us these teasonse What, one deders, are the reasons
for wot placing group 60 of zone D \w”lch includes
Kinyarwvanda and thangaza) in zone_u (groups 10 and
20)2 |

My  whow 1S that Tinyafﬁanda and Kihangaza as a
group are c¢luser to Kihsya and Fikerewe (as another
group) linguigtically than Fichagga is to any of
the twe crooups. In other words, I am arguing that
guthrie shculd have placed Rinyarwanda, Kihangaza,
Kihaya and %ikereows in the same zone, and Kichagga
in a differven® zone. '

2. Historical fividence

There ds historical evidence (1tself being partly
bdsed on linguistic evidence) Lo give weight to this
view. ‘Paradoxically, this evidence is based on
Guthrie's theory! Although the question of the origin
and the general direction of Bantu migrations is still
a controversial one, several historians agree that it
is very probable that the wvantu 'Bucleus' was in.:
Kuatanga region. Basing his argument on Gubthrie's
theory of ‘common RBantu roots", Oliver (1966)
reconstructs a map of likely stages of Bantu expansion
(see Appendir). o 2
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Tn his discussion of the migrations of the Fastern

Bantu: speaking peoples, Kimambo (1974:196) srgues:

In the case of Bastgrn Bantu speaking
peoples, a south-noth direction of
expansion 1is demonstrated by the
available linguisticsdocumentary and
archaeological evidence... When all
this evidence is put together, it
logically indicates the possibility
of Rantu speaking people expanding
quickly not only along the coast but
alsc along the highland areas Y @
immediately bordering the dry plain.
These two pieces of evidence taken together give
us a fairly clear picture of the relationship of

the languages under disoussion.5 Several observations

can be made:

(a) It can be deduced from the evidence of the two
historians that Kichagga is remotely related to
the four other languages. They broke from each
other during the second stage of migration, bub
Kichagga took a longer time to evolve as a

language (4th stage).

(b) Kirundi, according to Guthrie, has 44% of the
common Rantu roots and evolved during the third
stage of dispersion. Trom my own intuition as
a native speaker of Kinyarwanda, I would suggest
that Kinyarwanda and Tihangaza share a common
development with Kirundi because they are very
similar in terms of lexical items and syntax.

In fact some people would go as far as suggesting
that these three are dialects of the same language.

{c) From Oliver's map, it seems that Xihaya/Kikerewe
evolved from the sawe parent language as

Kinygrwanda/Kihangaza/Kirundi, but at a later date.

That is to say, while during the second stage of

migration Kichagga had already broken away from
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the other languages, the two'other'subgroups
(Kinyarwanda/Kihangaza; Kihaya/Kikerewe) did
not break from each other until the 3rd or 4th
stage., ' '

Commenting on Guthrie's classification, Nurse
(1980) say: "Guthrie'separates'ﬂéstérﬂ Highlahd
(i.e. Kinyarwanda, Kihangaza, etc.) from Ruééra e -
Kikerewe, Kihaya, etc.) - thus implicitly rejecting the
notion of a lacustrine group inoﬁhing them -~ and pubs
them with other languages mainly spoken in z8ire. e
cannot deny or support this idea, for we did not
deal with data frem these languages". (p.40) But,
as pointed out earlier, Guthrie has not given us'any'
Teason why Western Highlands should be separated
from Rutara. In fact, by his own theory of Bantu
migrations, we have seen that these two sets of
languages are most likely related to one another.

3, Methodology. i
A wopd-list (100 words of 'core' vocabulary adapted

Jfrom:Swadesh: see Lehman 197%:108) was drawn up.
Nativé épeakers of the laﬂguages-under consideration
were approached and asked to give (orally) the
equivalent of the English gloss in their ocwn language.
To minimise error, at least two informants were
consulted for each language, and their responses
were cross-checked. Except for Kichagga where one
dialeet ' (Kimachame) was chosen, I did not take. into
consideration the question of dialeets. Tor Kichagga,
T had to choose one dialect beecsuse it is said that
Kichagga dialects are very different from one anofther,
sometimes to the point  of mutual incoprehensibility.
There was no criterion for choosing Kimachame instead of
any other dialect; it was randomly picked because
linguistioally no dialect is superior to others or
more representative of "the language”.
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In this research, the method of lexicostatistics
has been used. Nurse (1976:1) defines this method thus:

The method of lexical comparison,
known as lexicostatistics, is only
interested in items which look alike . - o
because they are genetically connected
and can therefore be derived from a
single item in a hypothetical (or real)
roto~language. When comparing two
anguages, the'linguist takes a
meaning and elicits the word of the
meaning in the two languages. After
eliciting enough information, he is
then able to work out regular sound
correspondences between the two
languages.

Nurse hae used a five-point scale to determine
sound correspondence. Given the limited scope of -
this paper, I have Jjudged Nurse's scale too
complicated and time~-consuming. Instead, a simpler
scale has been used, where two lexical items
are either in regular correspondence or similar
(1 point), or they are not in regular correspondence
{o points). DBelow are some examples: o

i Kinyarwanda Kichagga (Machame )
ear ugutwi ya wi
head unutwe mrwe
heart unutina m“ima
five . ~taluy Tanuy

From the example above, /t/ in ¥inyarwanda corresponds
to /Y/ in ¥imachame. These pairs of items are therefore
given I point each in the analysis of the data.

(i1) "

Kinyarwanda Kihangaza
person ununhu umunhu
bird inyoni inyoni
child umwana umwana

The above pairs ofitems are similar (i.e. identical

in sound and meaning)., They are also given 1 point each. .
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(iii)
Kikerewe Kimachame
bird enoni ndeye
dog ) embwa kite
Elyi ) ensohela nghi

The above pairs of items' are not in regular
correspondence in any way, nor are they similar in
sound. They are therefore given o points each in the
analysis.

Since we have a 100 word-list, the points of each
set of two languages are added to find out the
percentage of relationship between those two languages.
These percentages are then set in a table. Following
Murse's method, the two languages which share the
highest percentage are collapsed into one column and
this column is compared with each of the other languages.
This "collapsing" continues each time taking the next
highest percentage' until we have the language which is
the least similar to others being compared to them
as a group. From these figures we can draw a
geneological tree, which will in turn allow us to
suggest a classification of the languages under
consideration,

4. Pindings and Discussion.

Findings from the data are presented below, in a
table showing the percentages of relationship of
languages studied.

(i) Nyarwanda
89 —~——- Hangaza
Bl e 56 = Haye
49 e 48 e B2 —m—e Kirewe

35 33 ~mm= 35 ~mm= 3@ === Chaggn
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The next step, as explained in the methodology, ¢
is to collapse two languasges with the highest percentage
and compare tﬁeﬁ-with the other languages. Iq#this
case then, we will collapse Kinyarwanda and Kihangaza
and tabulate their relationship to other languages
thus:

(ii) Ny./Han.
55 ==—=-Haya

48,5 =m=== 82 =—--—— Kerowe
Bl e 55 e 30 ---- Chagga

The next highest percentage is between
Kihaya and Kikerewe. So, again we bollapse them i &
into one column and compare them with Kinyarwanda/
rihangaza on the one hand, and with Kichagga on the 9

other. The table below emerges from the operation:

(iii) Ny./Han
51.75 ===~ Haya/Ker
A e B2 5 e Chagga
This stage of our findings is verv crucial to the
agsumption of this paper. e have argued right from
the beginning that Guthrie's classification was
misleading because it gives the impression that
Kichagga is closer linguistically to Haya/Kerewe o
than Wyarwanda/Hangaza are. WNOw, from (iii) above,
we can see that the degree of relationship between -
Chagga and Haya/Eerewe is 38.5%. On the othér hand,
the depree of relationship between Haya/Kerewe and
Nyarwanda/Hangaza 1is 51.75%. This supports our
hypothesis that Nyarwanda/Hangaza and Haya/Kerewe
should be classified together as a distinct group
from Chagga. .

The next step is to collapse Iyarwanda/Hangaza
and Haya/Kerews into one column and compare them with
Chagga.

(iv) Ny./Han./Hay./Ker.
33.25 --—- Chagpa



2. Wyarwanda/Hangaza ¢
(i) Nyarwanda
(ii) Hangaza

5. Conclusion.

This has been a very modest attempt to look .ancw
at Guthrie's classification of Bantu languages.
Needless to say, the research has several limitations.
The first limitation is the very nature and scope of
this paper. It took Guthrie yecars of field research
- I suppose - to arrive at his conclusions. It would
be very pretentious of me to claim that I am in a
better position to arrive at 'correct' conclusions,
given time constraints within which research leading to
this paper was done. : "

That apart, there are also limitations of
methodology. Again, because of the restricted
scope of the study, a 100 wordlist has been used.
But as Batibo (1980:2) rightly argues, "a 100
word-list, however carefully compiled does not give
out reliable results where historical interéctions are
so deeply and intricately embedded, and where factors
like semantic change, ideophOnic use, taboo words
inhibition and chance elements are apt to distort
the results", '

which o

The problem ofdetermining / word are cognates
must also be pointed out. Because I have used only
a two-point scale, some kind of arbitrariness was
(in a few cases) inevitable in deciding whether to
give a point or no point to the lexical items.

Despite these limitations, I think that this study
has all the same gchieved something. By using
linguistic and historical evidence, it has arrived
at a classification of five Bantu languages, and '

has tried to show why +this classification is considered
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to have correccted the wrong impression given by
Guthrie's classification.

There is so much disagrcecement in the field of
African languages classification even among prominent
linguisté. As such factors like experience and time
taken to do research do not necessarily rule out error.
In this respebt, I would suggest that I have the
advantage of being a native speaker of one of
the languages I have investigated. (Guthrie did
not have- that advantage. Note, for instance, a
basic factual error he makes; he says Kinyakisaka is
a dialect of Kihaya, when in fact it is a dialect of
Kinyarwanda. (See Guthrie 1948:42).

One area which, in my opinion, needs immediate
attention is the study of languages spoken in Zaire
(especially eastern Zaire). Doth Guthrie and Nurse
indicate that they know very little about these
languages; that is why they hesitate when it comes to
classifying the 'Western Highlands' group (ile.e.
Kinyarwanda, Kihangaza, etc). Should this group be
classified with languages spoken in eastern Zaire as
Guthrie has sug ested, or should it be included 1n the
interlacustrine group of languages as Nurse suggests
(and as I think it should)? :This question can be
gettled if the languages in eastern Zaire are studied in
more details.

Another pertinent guestion concerns the notion of
'language' as opposed to 'dialect'. Are Kinyarwanda and
Kihangaza different languages, or dialects of the same
language? Is there such a thing as Kichagga language, or

do we have different languages (i.e. Kivunjo, Kimachane,
ete )?

These are some of the areas which I feel need to
be looked into by those interested in Bantu linguistics.
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Notes
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‘the historical evidence presented would seem o

This peper was originallv presented in 1982 as an
undergraduate regearch paper (for LL 300). The
present version _g been revised and up-dated.

The Tervuren school (linguistsclike Meeussen, Coupez,
ete.) classify ¥inyarwanda, Firundi, Ze-ehasse,
Kikerewe and Kihaya under the same group, Jdy and -
Kichagga under a separate group, m. (See udstlm,
1975). This would seem to the author of this paper
a8 more plausible classification than Guthrie's.
Guthrie's classification is rather arbvitrary, and

it is only suitable as a referential classification
rather than a genétic or typological one.

The discussion of Bantu migration as part of this
study may seem f@8r-~fetched as the results of
lexicostatistical studies show typologlcal rather
than gunetlc relationships.  The linguistilc
closeness is net necesgarily s reflectlon of -genetic
relationship, except where closeness is very

high (Batibo, personal communication). However,

reinforce: the linguistic evidence in showing the

‘relationships of the languages under discussion.

D
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