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THE BANTU ANCESTORS' VISIQQN OF THE WORLD

H.M. Batibo (University of Dar—es—ualaam)

1. Introduction

The discussion presented in this paper is as old as
the notion of "Bantu" itself. 1In fact, the question of the
Bantu ancestors' vision of the world started to . .s
preoccupy the Bantu comparative and historical linguists
since the noun class system was first described by Bleek
(1862). This question has not been the sole monopoly of
linguists, since philosophers (especially missionaries),
etﬁnographers, historians, archaeologists, oral
traditionalists and even sociologists have been very much
concerned about the relationship between the noun
class markers as found in the contemporary Bantu languages
and the way the Bantu ancestors perceived or categorized
the world around them.

2. Origins of Noun Classes in the Ancestral Bantu
; Language 1
In considering the origin of noun class prefixes ip

the ancestral Bantu language, one is inevitably confronted

by the Guthrie-Greenberg controvesy of whether to regard

Bantu as a separate entity or as part of a large linguistic

family, the Niger-~Congo. Even if we took the latter

position, we would still be confronted by two hypotheses _

about the origins of the noun class system in Niger-congof/”

According to the Welmers' Double Affixation hypothesis ‘

(Welmers, 1973), the noun classes started in Niger-Congo by

double affixation, one unit functioning as a definite :

article, the other as a class marker. The second

hypothesis which will be referred to here as the Greenberg

Demonstrative Hypothesis (Greenberg, 1977) states that

the currently known affixes in Niger-Congo languages were

first demonstrative qualifiers which later changed to definite
- articles before being reduced to affixes. As a justificeation

to this hypothesis, the case of the latin demonstrative -

ille = which changed to the French definite article le

is mentioned. - :




Although both hypotheseé'attempt to throw 1ight-on
- _the origins of the noun class. systems, they do not help -
'us very much in describing the relatlonshlp between the
formal markers (the affixes) and the categorlzatlon of
the universe.

ancestral Bantu stages.

The assumption through-out thls paper is
that the formal categorization of the universe ‘was
productlve not only.in Niger-Congo but also during the =9

‘One evidence for this claim is

the close relationship between the form and the content of
the noun classes - a relationship which has been

blurred or deformed,
semantic shifts.

in many instances, by formal and ' /

3. Semantic Repartition of Noun Classes in Bantu. -~

Up to 2% Noun Class -

refixes have been recognized

in Bantu 1anguages (Kadlma, 1969)
(1) below:

(1) el 1 mu~-
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2 ba-

3 mu-
4 mi-

5 di-

6 ma-

7 ki~

8:bia .
9 Wy

10 W,
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g

Cle

cl,

cl..
cls
T
cls:
cl.-
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cl.
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These are shown in

12 ka-

13 tu-
14 bu=
15 ku=-
16 pa=-
17 ku-

18 ]‘Ill.i— .'.

19 pi=

20 gu=

22 ga-

23 e~

Bleek (1862) and Krapf (1850), many attempts have been

made to identify the semantic content of the noun classes as

a basis for discovering the Bantu ancestors' vision of
the world and how they classified the different abstract and o
concrete phenomena of the unlverse.

have tended to take either a phllosophlcal or a purely
semantlc 1nterpretat10n.

These studies

The philosophical

interpretation was pioneered by Krapf (1850) who remarked
that "the deep recesses of the South~African mind, which in
its contemplation of the world, assigns a different

position to every noun esseees.. The mind of the Louthafrican
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,Soﬁthafricanidivid955-as ‘it were, the whole creation
into two halves, of which the one is governed by the .
principle of spontaneity of movement, and of 5reative;
act1v1ty, whilst the other follows the principle of
passiveness and necessity". (p.29-30) Er&pﬁéswphllosophlcal
remarks were followed by those of another missionary,
Wagner (192?), who observed that "the Ntu trend of
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‘mind is’ ‘given to think - in categories, just as also was

that of the Sumerians. This led to the so-called
Nﬁﬁ“‘élasSes' " (p.9). This phjlospphical approach
was followed up by other scholars, mainly missionaries

. and theologians, like Mbiti (1972), Fourche (1973), ' lazo

Mulago (1973) and Kagame (1976), who, generally,
regarded the Bantu categorization of the world as a
manifestation of!a much deeper "Ntu" philosophy aimed

~at comprehending life, destiny, society, nature,
~ death and” the Universe at large. :The noun class system .
*?_. was expected to reflect this conceptlon. A more

" objective and popular approach has been to attempt

a semantic interpretation of the noun classes. Such
studies have been undertaken, among others, by Leakey
(1959), Whiteley (1961), Polomé (1967), Richardson
(1967), Kadima (1969), Givon (1971), Guthrie (1971)

~ Bennett (1970), Creider (1975), Denny and Creider

(1976), Batibo (1976/1985), Obenga (1985), Spitulnik

(1986). Many of these interpretations were based on

individual languages. A comparison of three semantic
‘based interpretations is found in (2) below:

| — "
Paired | Leakey Whlteley ‘| Batibo
(2)] Classes | (1959) - (1961) (1976/85)
#l S1/3 Eﬁ;ﬁﬁ?&ly | Buman veings | Fuman beings
| Mostly large | Trees, wooden Trees, plants
trees and objects, some parts of the
3/1 plants | foods, natural body, wooden
_ objects and some | ObJjects natupral
animals objects, foods,
i utensils.
‘Objects or Persons, animals,|Natural objects,
being with * | birds, fruits, arts of the =~
Supernatural | natural features.|body, plants, -
so- o4 L Significance | Alsg. large-slged fruits, small
=/5 obgects. animals,
i ' : : artlflclal
} obaects, ik
PESCH 4 -nv_.____..__ o T " llquds and
masses 4



Paired |

- 2lace words

Leakey Whiteley Batibo
Classes| (1959) (1961) (1775/85
=
Primarily “Animals, birds, Artifical objects,
inanimate objects, persons| tools, utencils
objectss with marked parts of the body,

R ot S e ‘| characteristies, | natural phenomena,

7/8 natural phenomeng higher figures,
some diseases,
some abstract
nouns, persns
with marked
: es characteristics.
Mostly living| Animals, fruits, | Animals, birds,
thiings not | natural pheno- snakes, fish,
included in '|mena, objects insects, fruits,
3/4 natural
9/10 phenomena, parts
of the body,
tools, social
terms, some
diseases, some .
; abstract names.
Undulated . {Long, thin," Natural phenomena,
= objects, insects,| parts of the body,
o |objects fruits some long objects,
'11/10 o abstract insects, grains,
qualities. some abstract
: ' names, some
= social terms.
Diminutives |Diminutives. Mainly
12/13 Also some diminutives
: animals and
common .objects. .
Objects, insects,|abstracts, grains,
animals, fruits, ornaments,

: collectives collective objects,
14/6 various abstract |natural phenomena,
S qualities fruits, small

- insects, some

; diseases,

855 artificial objects

e ~|Nomino-Verbals  |Nominoverbals

=155 - e Also some parts of

At ‘- the body
- SO o » ixelusively |Exclusively
16/18 ‘Iplace words or

derivations
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.4' Prdﬁiéﬁs?iﬁ:Bantu-class¢8ystem Studies. .

iThe:traditioﬁaifé%ﬁéﬁﬁﬁé ﬁqadgtérminé'the_sémahﬁiéf
bases. of the Bantu noun classes has often been frustrated by
the following problems as manifested in table (2) above:

(i) There is often lack of_coﬁsistency in that one concept

can be found in more than one'class._ For example, the

R o RATRLN ORI, eSS phenonona end

/ found 1nvup_t0;%fgrammatlcal genders (i.e. paired classes
involving singular and plural forms)q. It is therefore

“difficult to tell which ofbtheSG'préfixes represents the
original form for the concépﬁn- assuming that there was

only one original form for each concept.

¢ s

"(ii) It is also common that onc grammitical gender
contiins many concepts. A typical example is.the gender
constituting classes 7 and 8 which, according to Batibo
(1976) has 9 concepts. These concepts include
*artificial objects", "tools", "utensils", "parts of the
body“,."natural phenomena", "higher figures", "some
diseases", "some abstract nouns" and "persons with
marked characteristics." It becomes again difficult to
decide which of these concepts was the original or
inherent concept for that gender. :

(iii) Another related problem has been the existence of
many prefixes for the same stem in the various Bantu
languages. Thus, for the stem -gudu leg" and -1 "stick"
there are divergent préfixes according to individual
languages, This is shown in (3) below:

(3) _w_e "legh
‘okuguru cl.15 (Ganda)
kugulu c¢l.15 (Sukuma)
mguu cls 3 (Sﬁahili)
likulu cl. 5 (Iuhya)
" kigulu cl. 7 (Sagala)
lokolo cl, 11 (Mongo)
: "E}. . "StiCk" W
eti cl.5 (Ndonga) |
ekitiHCIJ?H?Nﬁbfﬁjhu'*“L i
“T“ﬁthi'clfﬂﬂtﬁﬁulu) oF
okati cl.12 (Kwanyama)

TN
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(iv) Yet another problem is the overlap of some of the

‘semantic den otations. Eor“examﬁle,Jthe "diminutive >
concept" is often expressed in noun classes 7/8. 12/13 and
19/13, While the Maugmentative concept"=1e expressed in
noun classes 5/6, 20; 21 and 22. 'The question is whether
all these grammafidal‘genders“expressed.the same concepts
in ancestral Bantu. Did all the forms exist in

ancestral Bantu in the flrst instance?

Y

(v) Also there have been overlaps of certaln prefixes

_ which are formally similar. This is the case of
 prefixes like di-/gi- and bu-/du-. As a result of this

_ overlap, it is not easy, 1n many cases, to tell where they
' originally belonged. p

oty

5. Bantu Noun Oiassee Revisited

In order to arrive at a more objective and reallstlc
1nterpretatlon of the repartition of the Bantu nouns it
is important to begin by the following observations:

(i) The ancestral Bantu speakers, like any cultural group,
visualized and interpreted the world phenomena according
to their own experiences and beliefs. Some of their
interpretations may not necessarily correspond to the
contemporary knowledge and attitudes about the

world phenomena.

(ii) There is a gross misinterpretetion in the contemporary

Bantu languages with regard to the prefixes, derivational .
processes and semantic denotation. This is because the
formation of themany Bantu languageseWas accompanied by

both prefix and semantic*ehifts. Thus, ee!ﬁﬁiteley

(1965) remarked, even in fwo very closely related dialects
of the same language, there may exlet two different
prefixes for the same noun stem (e g._the noun for "legs"
is mi-guu (cl.4) in Zan21bar Swahlll, but ma—sgu (cl.6)

in Mombasa Swahili).
S

(iii) There have also been false productlvlty in some of
the contemporary languages._ T@leels probably the result of
reinterpretation of the semantiC"meﬁkers or iqegg;epriate

marking of new vocabulary. For example, in Kiswahili,



nouns denoting animals belong to the m-/wa- classes.

(1/2}.{ On the other hand, many nouns denoting human

beings like mabibi "ladies", mabwana "gentlemen" and - = -

agreements are in the wa- class (cl.2). As a result,
debates have often arisen where many alternative forms
exist, Steas the Kiswahili noun, mauti "corpse", whose
class apperfenance has shifted from cls. 9/10 to

cls. 5/6 and then recently to cls. 1/27.

- In this study I would like to eliminegeriﬁerabove

problems by working on the following assumptions.

(i) The prefixes of the typical Bantu words reveal

the ancestral Bantu VlSlOﬂ of the world.

(ii) Where all or the maaorlty of ‘the Bantu languages
have kept only one class (or grammar;cal gender) for a
giyen noun stem, the noun class should represent the

one which existed in anéestral'Bantu.

(iii). The Bantu nouhs were repartitioned acrordiné to
the conspicuous features or notlons as 1nterpreted by

the ancestral Bantu speakers.

~~In my documentary research, I identified about
250 nOun'stemsfamong'Guthrie\é:starred forms. These
stems were picked on tWO’conditiens: (a) that they

were typically ancestral Bantu by the fact"that_they
covered the entire Bantu Zone, and (b) ‘that they had -
‘only one - predomlnant gender (at least 80% of the
entrles'ln'the;eomperatlve seqiesiehpuld belong to only
one genden);uthuwas;thererpre_esegmedzthat_the_

predominant’gender was the original one. Thiauis.-m

1 "pilgrims" belong to class 6, but the concordial

]
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ev1denced by the fact tbat most (1f not all) the-f-:r

contemporary 1anguages have 1nher1ted that gender. s

Casee where many leergent genders ex1sted in

contemporary languages for the same noun etem were " not

con31dered.

"The study demonstrated that the Bantu nouns could
be divided according to five categories. These are as

follows:

(i) Time, Space and Force
The Bantu ancestral speakers may-have visualized

their universe in terms of time, space and force.

An object was considered with respect to its
location in space or time either outside, on or above
somethlng elee, i.e. pa= (cl.16), or 1nelde something

else,.l e. mu~ (cl. 18)5

: Moreover, an object was also considered in terms
of its move?ent, foroe oﬁ ability to initiate a
process or to enter into a state. Thus, the force
concerned all actions like go, run, eat which would have
the prefix ku- (cl.15) as well as the limbs which
initiate action or movement like leg (kugudu) , hand
(ku-bdko) ‘and ear (eu=taldy, Aiss e ku- prefix (cl.17)
was used fo indicate direction of movement or action,

€48 una _to the house"6.

(11) Human Nature

The anceetral Bantu epeakers may heve olasslfled
human belngs as a spec1al category. Hence the olasses
mu—/ba— (ols. 1/2) were reserved for dlfferent

oategorles of human belngs as exempllfled in



(4) below:

(4) stranger (mugeni) . Eefson {mu~ntu)
thief (mu—y{bi) : woman (mﬁ—kéﬁi)
dead person.(mu—kﬁ) e medicineﬁam (mu-~k{mu)
child (mu—yéna)' - young girl (mu—ygdi)

(iii) Shape, Position and Association

Objects were also perceived according to their
shape, position and the way they associated with other

objects. Such objects were classified as follows:

(a) dﬁ*(ol;il);'Elongéted or stretched :

Concrete objects which were elongated and
therefore extended or wide-spréad belonged to the du-
class (c¢l.1ll)., Examples of elongﬁ%éd (usually thin and

long) objecﬁg'are listed in (5) below:

(5)="éi§::(dq#baau) - ~ spider's web (du-bubl)
pgfgz hair (@u.-bﬁf). umbilical cord (du;dida)
: tongﬁéw“(du—d{mi) - Séing, thread (du«ii£
.a finger (@ﬁgjdﬁé)" | firewood-(du—kﬁi)
| rivér-(du—y{gi) . . feather (du-yoyé)

The mass and abstract nouns which are considered as

325810383t9d" or "wide-spread" are shown in (&) below: .

(6) wind (duppépo) b dust (du—kungﬁ)"
_ dew (du-me) o fame (du~kumu)
Qourneideﬁ—gendo)_: death (dufkﬁ)}

song (du—y{mbo)h_

-t



The only apparent exceptions to this interpretation

are listed in (7) below:

(7) hill (du— 1’L) slap (du-pi)
daytime (du-tlku) door (du-yigi)

Possible explanations to these exceptions would be
that a hilly place was often a chiain of hills and
therefore looked like an."elongated“ or "chained block.
While a slap was made by the palm of the hand which
is “elongated“ in shape. On the other hand, a daztlme
was seen as a long stretch of "moments" frem mernlng
till evening. Lastly, the door was made up of long and
thin bundles of reeds or stické.- It usuall& had an

"elongated" form which correponded to the frame of the
doorway (-diango).

(b) mu—/mi?i(éi'B/#)4?Planted in gpace or time

Ancestral Bantu speakers had a speclal c&%egary ot

concrete nouns whlch -Were planted" in space. Example

(8) comprises names of objects "planted" on human O - -

animal body.

(8):head.(mu—tﬁé) forearm (mu—kgno)
tail (mu—k{da) : lip (mu—domo)
back-bone (mu-gongo) : flnger (mu-nue)

vein, tendon (mu—klpa) tusk (mu-banga) R

animal hair (mu—c1nga) 135 (mu—yendo) : v

The examples in (9) indicate the nemes of objects
which are considered to be "planted" or "plantable" on

the ground.



(9) grain of seed (mu-canga)

baobab.(mu—démba)

hamboo. (mu—dangl)

doorway (mu—dlango)

: Y%}lageigmutgi%;-éi)

fish—traﬁ"(mu—gono)

sugar-cane (mu—guba)_

garden (mu-gunda)

fig-tree (mu—kﬁy&)

flre (mu-dido/muryéto)

root (mu—dl/mu—yldl
Qagpﬁ(mu-tego)

. The apparent exceptions are listed in (10) below:

' ebony tree (mu-pingo)

tree (muwt{)

£
spirit. (mu~-dimu)

river {mu-donga)

(10) b ody (mu-bidi)
penalty (mu-dandu)

work (mu-dimo) stream (mu-geda)

; ¢
load (mu~digo) taboo (mu~-gido)

;
handle (mu—p{ni) : heart (mutémﬁitima)

year (mu—yaké).m moon mu-yédi)

life (mu-yoyo)

These apparent exceptions could be explained as
follows:

- Nbuns'déhﬁting objects or phenomena_agsociated
with humen belngs are conceived as “planted" 0T

example, “the Eenaltz is "planted" on the wrongdoer, the

taboo and the spirit-are "planted" on an individual,
family or whole clan for given reasons. The life and
the heart are "planted" into a human being to make
him-livg. Also the Eggz.of a 1iviné ﬁersénlis "planted"

on the ground as he is upright._:

- Certain natural objects like. rivers and

streams are seen as '"planted" horizontally on the ground.

-“_While the handle ‘is regarded-as "planted! into the tool

(hoe, axe Or:«8AZe ) w P Niuinasysy,
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' - The moon wds perceived as "planted" in the -
sky; whiié ﬁhe'tenmS'Eear and work (dimo from -dim-
"to cultivate") were associated with cultivation or

"planting" activities..

- The load'was“Canidered as "planted" on the,human

body (head or shoulder), when one was carrying it.

(¢) N-/8. Displacing in Space or Time

The nouns' in this category denote objects”bf'phendmena
which can displace or move in time and space or which
have resulted from detachment. The displaceableibbjects
(normally animals, insects, birds, snakes and giéh) are

listed in (11) below:

(11) rat (m-beba) louse (n-d4)

goat (m-budi) _ locust (n-gige) -
monitor lizard (ﬁybﬁdﬁ) warthog (n-gidi)
Jjackal (m-bédé) ~ leopard (n-go)
python (n-céto)  crocodile (n-guena)

- elephant (n—jéku)
hippotamus (n—gubﬁ)

cow (n-gombe)

pig (n-gudube)

: 1
guinea-fowl (n-kanga)

chicken (n-kdké) .

snake (n-yoka)

¥
. byena (m-piti)

fish (n-tuf)

While examples in' (12) illustrate nouns which are

conceived as associated with some forms of "detachment".

= (lZ)fgathICH-jida) — "diaﬁiaces“.as you walk along.

seed (m-bégu) '~ "detached" from its skin of cover.

adze (m-bejo)'—-"detaches“.woo&e£WSBjects.

. / : - ==
open space (m-buga)- "detached" from any plantation,

rain (m-bude) "detached" from the sky.

_______

LR

q
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calabasse bottle (n-cipa) - a gourd which is "det&shed"
' from its seeds.

skin (n-gobo/gobi) - "detached" from the body.

drum (n-goma) - "displaced" as message is communicated

through drumming.

famine (n-jada) "displaces" from one locality to another,

round hut (n—jﬁ/n—ja) "displaééableﬂ(temporary) dwelling

place.

\ai'di— (cls5) Usually existing in pairs or identical forms
Many nouns in this category denote objéctsmﬁﬁich

exist in pairs. This is exemplified in (13) below:

(13) wing (di-baba) twin (du-pacd)
breast (di-béde) horn (di-pémbe)

_shoulder (di-bega)  buttock (di-tako)

arm (di-boko) cheek (di-tdma)
" -
knee (di-dui) _eye (di-yico)

- - - ‘
nostrils (di-judu) —

The other nouns in this category denoting objects
which may exist' in many ﬁﬁmbers, but in "identical®

shapes or sizes are shown in (14) below:

(14) tooth (di-yino/-gino) stome (di-bue)

# &
boil (di-pute) © cloud (di-bingd)
L L e
bone (di-kupa) \ egg (di-gi/di-ge)
spot (di-béda) molartooth (di—gigo)
charcoal (di-kada) hoe (di-gembe) "

tree trunk (éi;t{na)




The apparent exceptions are explained in (15) below:

(15) fireaﬁlace (di—g{ke)'—-"identical" fire-places in
| different bomee.
sky , E (dl—gudu) - "1dent10a1" sky each day.
-EEE (di-juba) - "1dentleal" sun daily and many
videntical faundt during the day.
ten (di—kﬁmi) ~ a number of counted rhjscts, usually
| identical or similar,
hundred (di-gana) - a nuEber of -counted objects,
| usually identical or similar"
.EEEE (di—g{na/di—y{naj -~ names "identical"™ with

«clan or family names.

'(iv) Ekisting=in Collective or Large Quantities

Ancestral Bantu speekers also recognized three types
of objects existing in ceiiective or large quantities.
These are:

(a) bu- (Cl.l4) Usually Collective

The nouns in thls category denote objects or
phenomena which are ueually concelved 1n their collectlve
state. Examples of such nouns and their respective
explanations are given in (16) below.

(16) pggg'(bu—céhge) - a collective form of beads strung
g . _together,

village (bupda) - a, collectlen of huts or houses.

bedstead (bu-dldl) - a eollectlon of sticks spread on

| ; ~ a bed frame. _

birdlime (bu—dlmbe) - a collectlen of speclal ebleky

: llquld from trees. :

witchecraft (bu—dogo/buwdegl) - a collectlon of

supernatural forces.

a4

]
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illness (bu—dua{de) = a collegtion of bodily sufferings.

bitterness (burdﬁdu) - a conmenfratiﬁnfof:hitte:thSte"

medicine (bu-ganga) - a concentratlon of forces found in
e spe01a1 herbs and roots.
gggg_ (bu—yangu) ~i‘a ‘concentration of haste. .
canoe (bu~yato) - & collection of floatlnglwqué.:
£§§£_(bu—y5ba/buwy6gé)--”a dbncentrat;on of emotions

which make one éfraids

The apparent exceptlons to this 1nterpretat10n are f
bow. (buyta) and Hiﬁ__ (bu—tlku) The bow might have been
conceived as“boncentratlon of power" in war (bl—ta,
cl.8). 1In fact -many Bantu cultures still give speclal
51gn1flcance to the bow. While night was seen as a "
"collectlon of llfe" in sleep as opposed to the elongated

or stretched. daz—tlme (du—tlku, cl 11).

Moreover, thls category wads also associated with
abstract terms because abstratlon was probably conceived
as a collection of life experlence put together in a
a géﬁéralised or abstract form. For example.(bu;dﬁa{dg)
wéé.éﬁpceived as, a co%}ectioﬁ?%odily.sufferings according

to generalized life experience..

(b) ma- (ci 6)~ UsuéI1y amassed”

Nbuns in this category denote obaects which are
usually amassed together so that they are concelvad as
one entity. Most of such ebaects belong to nﬁn count nouns,
especially liquids, Examples are glven in (l?) below.__
(17) milk (ma-bédde) ~ blood (ma—gida) _

clay (ma—bumba)\ :f7 A oAX (ma-gutaﬂkuta)

ashes (ma—bu) nasal macus (ma-mida)




tears:(ma—jieédi) LR Wisdom'(maégano)“

/
waﬁar_(ma—d{ba/maeyigi)

The word wistm (mé?géno).in the above example,;could
be explained as "amassed experience." Moreover all the
nouns in cl 5 (dl-) had their plural in cl 6 (ma—) because
such palrs or "1dentlcal" obgects were regarded, in

thelr quantltatzve aspect a8 -amassed together. e

3 | S e
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(¢) ¥- /@ - (c1.10): Bundled or-asseﬁiﬁié&f

Any “elongated“ obgects were con81dered as. bundled
together when in ‘plural form and any "displaceable"
ObJeCtS were con51dered as “assembled together" Exampled

are’ ‘given in (18) below

-----

(18) ribs (m—badu) feathers (n—yoya)
. strings (nhdl)_ B cattle (n—gombe)
-firewood“(nnkﬁij' ' ' 1ocusts (n~glge)

gggég'(ﬁnbﬁﬁi) 2 chicken (n-koko)
“huts (n-j&/n-jﬁ) ' hyenas (mfp{ti) -

(v) Deviated from the Norm

Any objects or phenomena which dev1ated from the ‘norm
in size or characterlstlcs were placed in special classes.
Tbese classas served also as derlvatlves, in which case
they would replace or precede the inherent classes in,

Spelelc conditions.

(&) ka—/tu— (els 12/13): Diminutives

Nouns which. belonged to classes 12/13% were normally
- diminutives, that is nouns whlch denoted small or despised

objects. The only inherent nouns from Guthrie's data are:

O
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excreta (ka-bi)- probably because it is "reject" from the
body. - .
sleep (tu-lo, gl 15)—:a* aoubtful case. "
Many nouns in thls cl&ss are derlvatlvesr _Examples are

given in (19) belows:

(19) baby (ka—ana) stream (ka—geda)
pebble (ka~bue) stlck ( ka—tl) 'f:_
dwarf (ka-ntu) { young goat (ka-budi) :

(B gl ~ (cl.20) or gu -~ (cl., 21) Augmentatlves

Kouns whlch belonged to these classes were normally
augmentatlves, that is nouns whlch denoted large or «
colossal objects. There are no 1nherent nouns from Gu%ﬁrie‘s
data. However, the augmentative prefixes weré used as
\derlvatlves, in which case they replaced/preceded the

inherent noun prefixes. Examples are given in (20) below-

(20) giant (gi-ntu) _ e big river (gl—gedag
rock (gi-bue) large hyena (gl-pltl)

" large elephant (gi-30ku) blg chlld (gi-dna)

(c¢) ki-/bi- (ols 7/8) : Having Marked characﬁéristicé

Nouns which belonged to: Noun classes 7 @nd 8 normally
“Ldenotea obae&ts -‘with marked or special characterlstlcs.
| Such characterlstlcs could be deformity, artlflGlallty,
?eventfulness or speclality : Example are llsted Ln (21)

below:

(21) —Deformltg (lack of somethlng)

i
!
:

lame.person-(kl—Qema) " “-%Qbedstead (klutanda)
wound, sore (ki—&onda) “ﬁstool (klatebe)
J._-artlflclal Z (%?nfmade) basket (kl—tunga)

'cloth (kldamba)

Bortar (ki-nl) o
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1
well, pool (ki- timé) paddle (kl-dapo)
-evenfulness (SpeClal event or perlod)
dry season kluclpo) war Cbl-te, gl.13) _
* oath taking (kl—dape) ?'

(obaects of 8pec1a1 significance)
iron, ho® (kl gega) : ;

taboo (ki-g GRY b

_Qeclal obaecﬁ (kl—ntu)

special measurement_(kl-pimo)

one type of“frog (ki-yuda)

-5 eelal't

The two apparent exceptions to this 1nterpretatlon are
waist (kl-bunu or kl-bdno) and chest (kl—kﬁba) The former
could be said to be a epeclal part of the body which has ' S
spec1al 31gn1fzcance, eepeclally for women. The 1atter

\.,\.
o

S S ES

6. Some Observations TR L

1"--

The above 1nterpretetlon of the noun classHsystem as
- used by the ancestral Bantu speakers enables ug to
make the following observetlone.

(i) It is possible to limit the eemeqﬁfE“feeturee to
only one per class or per gender.. This had not heen
possible in the earlier attempts. 'Henee'we can
;euemarlze these features és shown in (22) below-

(22) _ 2
1. cls 1/2'-“human" 9¢ ¢l.11 = "stretched" %
2, cls 5/4 = "planted" 10, ¢1,12/13 = "dlmlnutlve"
% 018 "1tematlzed _ 11, cl.l4 "collective™ -
4., c1.5 = "ameeeed“ﬂﬁm,.wA«' i22 cl.15 = "dynamlc"'-'
5. ¢l 7/8 - "marked"--w';g 15, €1416 = "exterior"
6. c1.9 = "displaceable" 14, cl.17 = "directional >
Pe 61410 (1)=( n aeg?mg%ed“ 1 15, 6’71?;'1‘_‘8“'_;_:_ "interior" :
Bs el " n

2@ S ( bur_lg%e%l) =

A

SR
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(a) The above pattern enables us to posit thatmthere-were
four types of noun classes in ancestral Bantu, each of
which had its specific function in-thé'language. These
types are! : :
¥
(a) Classes which Repartitioned the Universe

The first type of noun classes is that which
Irepartltloned the unlverse as the Bantu speakers
visualised it. The universe was appaTEHtly lelded in
eight categories, '

~"Human" Woild (humaﬁ“beings e.tic, cl.l = mu-)_

~"Moving" World (animals, insects, snakes §1rds, flsh
etec. cl.9 = ¥

~-"Planted" World (trees, plants, limbs etc. el 5=mu—) ‘
~-"Itematized" (non living, body crgans etc. ¢l.5 = di-)
~"marked" World (special or,man—madehqbaects etc. ¢l.7=ki-)
~"amasged" World (maasea, liquids, uncountables cl.6 =ma§)
-"stretched" World (str1n§s r0pes, threads, chalns etc

- "collective" world ( collectlve objects or phenomena,
qualities, states etc. cl.l4=bu-)

~-"dynamic" world (limbs, actions, processes).

(b) Number Classes
The second type of classes 1s that which pluralized
the classes in (a) above, These are:
-"humans" = cl.2 (ba-)
- "moving" bodies = cl.lO'(§¥)_
~-"planted” objects = cl.4 (mi-)

-"itematized" objects including limbs = ol. 6. (ma=).
mhe clags of amassed obaects is used.

-"marked" objects = cl.8 (bi-)

-"stretched" objects = cl.1l0 (¥). Overlapplng with the
~plural of "moving odles.

(¢) Classes which Derived other Notions

Some classes acquired sécohdary functions by extending -
their content, Thus cls 5/6 (di-/me-) also functioned as
augmentatiﬁes;'clsﬁ7/8 (ki-/bi=-) functioned-as_
depreciatories. Morecover a new gender (cls.l2/13 = ka=/tu-)
was introduced to denote diminutiveness;"Also;ﬁhe locatives

(pa= ku~-, mu-) appeared in order to indicate the positions of
objects.




(d) Intensified Derivative classes

Other derivative classes were introduced as emphatic
forms of the original derivatives. These are: The
Emphatic Diminutive Class 19 (pi-) and The Augmentative
Classes 20, 21 and 22 (gu-, gi- and ga- Tespectively)
and The EmphatiQ_LQcative Class'25 (i-/e=)

(iii):There:seems to have been a significant overlap in
both form and meaning in the contemporary Bantu languages.
The prefixes which have easily merged are:5/21, 6/22,
11/14, 9/10 and 10(1) (plural of 9)/10(2) (plural of 11).
Other prefixes which have eqﬁally merged in some

languages include 1/3, 2/6, 4/8, 5/8, 7/8, 5/11 and 8/21.
Moreover, the similarity of some of the meanings @ade it
easy for some of the classes to merge. This iS"Ehe case
of the "aszenbled" (cl. 10( )) and "bundled" (C1.10,5y)

or "small—31zed"’(cls. ka-/tu-) and "marked" (cls. ki/bi).

(iv) The predomlnance of some semantlc features over the
original or inherent forms may have caused the old
preflxes bemg replaced bv new onm. For example, ‘the
stem - gudu (1eg) was’ 1n cl.15 (ku—) ‘because of the:
:dznanlsm of the leg, However, some languages. must have
.considered the other features dike pairing, attached
_(plardted). to the body, marked and. elongated as more
~ prominent, thus placlng those clasges as exempllfled 1n
(23) below- ' -

(23) okuguru/amaguru (Ganda) cls. 15/6
kugulu/magulu (Sukuma) cls. 15/6
llkulu/makulu.(Luhya) cls. 5/6
meuu/migun (Swahili) cls. 3/4
kigulu/vigulu (Sagala) cls. 7/8
lokolo/nkolo (Mongo) cls. 11/10

(v) Where new prefixes Wére to be addﬁtéd'for newly
created nouns, each Bantu language selected the relevant

class(es) according to the most Sonsplcuous characterlstles

of the object. This resulted in haV1ng dlfferent praflxes
for the same item as exempllfled in (24) below'

s

L
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(24) -ti (stick) derived from *muti "tree"
mote "stick" (Kamba),ﬁcl.a (conceived as originating
I from something "planted®)
eti "stick" ‘Ndonga), cl.5 (conceived as one of
‘ "identical® sticks.
ekiti "stick" (N&oro), 51.7.(conceived as "man-made")
uthi "stick" (Zulu), cl.1l (conceived as “elongatéd")

Okati "stick" (kwaﬂydﬁé) cl.12, (conceived as
"small-sized")

(vi) Some of the contemporary languages hgve:modifieﬁ"sdﬁe >

of the semantic features by expanding, reducfﬁélbr shifting
them. A good example is Swahili which has expanded the
semantic feature humsn in ¢1.1/2 to animate... Hence

mnyama (animal) and wanyama (animals) belong now to

classes 1 and 2. Moreover, many classes have acquired
secondary meanings. For example, the traditionally "marked™
classes have acquired qthQr.cohnotationS”éﬁch as -pejorative,

‘derogatory, diminutive, augmentative or honorific meanings.

7 Cbnclusion

The foregoing was yet another contribution to the
description of the noun class system in Bantu and how the
ancestral Bantu speakers may have perceived and
categorized thé world around them. The study has shown
that by using the typically Bantu noun stems which are
assumed to represent the earlier Bantu nouns, it is possible
to arrive at common semantic features for each class or
grammatical gender. Some of the interpretations required
considerable understanding of the Bantu "inner" mind and
the way they visualized the universe, It has been
demonstrated that the noun class systems in the contemporary
languages have lost the original regularity due to both
formal and semantic shifts. :
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l. According to the Bantu traditions, a "graﬁmatical gender" is
any pair of classes involving 51ngular and plural forms.

b et

2. For practlcal reasons,  in'this paper, Guthrie's vowel

Q? dlstlnctlons }/1 and‘}/u have not been followed.
e B
3 Accordlng to Guthrle (1967-71) some noun prefixes such as

pl- entered mich later in Proto-Bantu.

4. The caseé of mauti "corpse" was extensively debated in the
Tanzania Radio Programme "Mbinu za Kiswahili" where it
was noted that the woml Dbelonged morphologically to
cl.6, etymologically to cls 9/10, but semantically to
cls 1/2. It was the last factor which was“taken as
predominant.

5. According to Gﬁthrie (1967-71) the locative classes were
extra-dependent in that they were normally juxtra-posed
on the inherent prefixes. I

6.;The identity of classes 15/17 was also stated by J.ohnston
{1933 e

7. The discussion presented here was inspiréd, in part,
by the studies of Homburger (1941), Meeussen. (1967) and
Kadlma (1969).
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