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MODULE OVERVIEW
1Welcome to the module AFL2601 (Communication dynamics in African languages). 
All languages have a system of sounds, words and sentences that can be used to 
adequately communicate the content of a culture.

2In this module we begin by introducing you to the sociohistorical context of African 
languages. We consider the assumed place of origin of these languages, the geographical 
movement of the speakers of these languages and attempts that have been made at 
categorising these languages into meaningful groups (for example according to zones 
or linguistically determined criteria).

3To discover these relationships, you have to know the structure of these languages (such 
as knowledge of sounds, words and sentence formation). Accordingly, we introduce you to 
words as “linguistic tools”, which are useful if you intend to pursue a career as a language 
practitioner or are interested in the development of machine-based communication. 
You will learn the basics of effective communication by looking at various strategies of 
sentence and discourse construction as well as semantic relations. You will also learn the 
various aspects of verbal and nonverbal communication processes in cultural settings. 
Finally, we will guide you to investigate African languages in their global perspective, 
speculate on their future existence, and look at the importance of multilingualism and 
language planning in South Africa.

4This module is useful to students who wish to

 y develop their communicative competence, skills and knowledge in African languages 
(especially as language practitioners in the field of communication sciences)

 y broaden their knowledge on the origins of African languages
 y gain insight into the nature of African languages, which will be of practical value to them 

in the fields of language development, lexicography, human language technologies, 
effective communication, verbal and nonverbal interaction, multilingualism and 
language contact

5We encourage you to keep a learning journal (an exercise book or an electronic file) in 
which you can record your thoughts and feelings as you progress with your studies. It is 
important that you complete the activities and revision exercises in the study guide as 
part of your examination preparation. The feedback on the activities in the study guide 
does not necessarily provide direct answers to questions, but is aimed at broadening 
your knowledge of the relevant topics and encouraging you to do further research on 
your own (especially by consulting books and the internet).

6This module caters for a number of African languages, but you should choose the language 
that you would like to specialise in. Apart from this study guide, you should have received 
a CD-ROM. Open the CD-ROM on a computer and choose one of the African languages. 
Consult Tutorial Letter 101 for additional sources in your language of choice (for example 
grammar books). We encourage you to navigate through the study units of this module 
with as much enthusiasm as possible.

7We wish you success in your studies!
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1 USE OF ICONS
8The icons that will be used in this study guide are listed below, together with an explanation 
of what each means.

Learning outcomes. The learning outcomes icon indicates which 
aspects of the particular topic or study units you have to master. 
You will need to demonstrate that you have mastered these aspects.  

Activity. The activity icon refers to activities that you must com-
plete in order to develop a deeper understanding of the study 
material.

Feedback. The feedback icon indicates that you will receive feed-
back on your answers to the self-assessment activities.
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Study unit 1
Sociohistorical introduction to African languages

 PM Kotzé

1.1 INTRODUCTION
10Most of us want to know about our ancestors, our origins and the connections we may 
have with other people. These are not always easy to determine, especially in today’s 
world where men, women and children of different nationalities, cultures and languages 
interact as extensively – and intensively – as they do. Such intercultural dialogue, while 
enriching each group, creates a common denominator of shared humanity.

11Ever-increasing competition for the earth’s scarce resources creates rivalry and a sense 
of insecurity, perhaps causing people to find balance in meaningful cultural heritage. 
In a world that seems to have lost its existential bearings and direction, the search for 
identity becomes more pronounced. For example, Zulu people are proud to belong to 
the House of Malandela (note the spelling). Many history books state that Malandela was 
the founder of the royal Zulu line.

12In this study unit we will help you to discover where your chosen African language fits 
into the larger configuration of the language family to which it belongs.

Learning outcomes

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 − discuss the sociohistorical context of African languages
 − explain the different phases of the sociohistorical development of African languages
 − describe the interrelatedness between and characteristic features of members of the 

African language family
 − identify examples of language classification and subdivisions
 − produce reasons why a phonetic orthography is useful in the study of language
 − illustrate the difference between a speech sound (phone) and a functional speech 

sound (phoneme) with suitable examples

1.2 ORIGIN OF THE BANTU LANGUAGES
13The indigenous African languages which are official languages in South Africa belong to 
a language family that is known as the Bantu languages. The term “African languages” 
refers to all the languages which are indigenous to the continent of Africa. Werner 
(1930:13) distinguishes three families of languages that are indigenous to Africa (excluding 
that of the Bushmen), namely Sudanic, Bantu and Hamitic. More recently, four African 
language families have been distinguished, namely Niger-Congo, Nilo-Saharan, Afro-
Asiatic and Khoisan (Nurse & Philippson 2003:1). The Bantu language family forms part of 
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the Niger-Congo phylum (family tree) and is found south of an imaginary line extending 
from Nigeria across the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Uganda and Kenya to southern Somalia in the east. The word “Bantu” (adopted by Bleek 
around 1857 to denote the languages of south and central Africa) in all its various forms 
(abantu, batho, ovandu, antu, watu, etc) means people and is common to all the languages 
of the Bantu language family.

14Although the word “Bantu” acquired a negative connotation locally, it is the internationally 
recognised term for this language family. For the purposes of this module, we use the 
term “Bantu languages”.

15The Bantu languages are spoken by an estimated 240 million speakers in 27 African 
countries. They form one of the most important language groups in Africa in terms of 
geographical and demographic spread. The group includes languages such as Swahili, 
isiZulu, Setswana, Sesotho, Luganda and Bemba, with a large number of speakers and 
official status in one or even more than one African country. Most of the approximately 
450 Bantu languages have a more restricted distribution and some are endangered. We 
discuss this in more detail in study unit 6.

16Africa is a huge continent which boasts a fairly homogeneous family of languages covering 
almost two-thirds of its territory, in other words some 9 000 million square kilometres with 
some 240 million speakers. The languages spoken by these people can be classified into 
various language families that are obviously related. These facts prompt us to ask questions 
like the following: What is the origin of these languages? How are they related? What were 
the characteristics of the original language from which all the modern languages stem?

17Unfortunately no written records of the original family of people and their language, 
from which the contemporary family of languages derives, have as yet been found. 
The reason for this could be because very few language speakers developed an early 
tradition of writing or even had the need for writing. The earliest records for the northern 
languages date back to the 10th century Arabic writings on Swahili, which is primarily 
a Bantu language with some Arabic elements. Further south the earliest records are 
those by Portuguese sailors and missionaries, for example, but they date back only to 
the 16th century. Without any written records, how can we determine the origin of the 
Bantu languages? We have to resort to a synchronic study, which is a study of the Bantu 
languages as they are spoken today. A synchronic comparison is a method whereby the 
relatedness of languages can be discovered if they display regular sound changes. The 
regularity of sound changes refers to the fact that if a given language element changes 
in a certain way under a given circumstance, it will almost always change in the same way 
under similar circumstances. The following examples illustrate this principle:

18Zulu  Northern Sotho English

19thuma roma send
20thatu raro three
21thenga reka buy

22By looking at the initial consonants of these words, one can observe that th in the Zulu 
words corresponds regularly with r in the Northern Sotho words. It is postulated that both 
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sounds developed from /t/ as the original phoneme, whereby Zulu acquired aspiration 
(ie /th,/) and Northern Sotho changed the sound into a continuant /r/. Although changes 
take place in a regular way under given circumstances, the possibility of exceptions must 
be borne in mind.

23The principle of regular sound changes and the fairly homogeneous grammar are a clear 
indication that these languages developed from the same origin. Knowledge of general 
phonetics (the study of speech sounds), phonology (the study of the function of speech 
sounds) and morphology (the study of the structure of words) is thus indispensable to 
anyone who is doing a comparative study of the Bantu languages. For this reason, we 
briefly introduce you to phonetics and phonology in this study unit and elaborate more 
on morphology in study unit 2.

24A synchronic study of the Bantu languages thus enables one to establish certain regularities 
in sound changes and similarities in the sounds of cognate (related) items. On the basis 
of these regularities and similarities, one can make hypothetical reconstructions of the 
original language itself and linguistic postulations on the origin and possible movement 
of the Bantu-speaking people. Of course, this synchronic study cannot claim to be a 
historical account or to be more accurate than are some other tools that are used to try 
to unravel the past. The linguistic data on which the origins of the Bantu languages were 
postulated can be supported by archaeological evidence which, in recent years, has 
brought remarkable insights to the fore.

25There have been many and varied classifications of the Bantu languages which have 
led to various postulations about their origins. We will, however, only look at two of the 
most prominent theories, namely that of Carl Meinhof (1857–1944) and that of Malcolm 
Guthrie (1903–1972).

26According to Meinhof, the origins of the Bantu languages lie in a language similar to Ful 
which descended from the language of a dominant race among the Sudanese. Meinhof 
published two important works on comparative Bantu, namely Grundriss einer Lautlehre 
der Bantusprachen (1899) and Grundzüge einer Vergleichenden Grammatik der Bantusprachen 
(1906). In these two works he introduced a new and scientific approach to the comparative 
study of Bantu languages. Unlike his predecessors (such as Appleyard, Bleek and Torrend) 
who used a living language to indicate a basic language, Meinhof postulated an original 
Ur-Bantu language from which the modern-day languages emerged. (The German 
prefix “Ur”, as in Ursprache, means “original” or “primitive”. A protolanguage is also 
referred to in the Collins dictionary as an Ursprache.) Since there is no written record that 
confirms the origin of the Bantu languages, there is no historical evidence of the sound 
shifts, vocabulary or grammatical development of these languages. Meinhof and other 
linguists were therefore compelled to work synchronically to make diachronic (historical) 
postulations. The basis of this method that is used in the search for a possible origin of 
language families is the collection of groups of cognate items (words which agree in 
shape and meaning) from various languages. Each group of cognates is regarded as 
the representative of some original source-item or root, which can be reconstructed by 
applying rules of sound shift. In this way, Meinhof reconstructed hypothetical forms which 
he regarded as “original” in the sense that they appeared to shed light on the common 
parent of the family – to which he gave the name Ur-Bantu.
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27The essential fact Meinhof illustrated was that the Bantu languages form an organic unity, 
within which it is both necessary and feasible to describe any process of derivation from 
some presumed ancestor language in terms of the operation of regular sound shifts. 
These regular sound shifts strengthen the total hypothesis of common origin and the 
systematic fragmentation of the Bantu language family as a whole.

28These hypotheses of Meinhof (who relied more on evidence relating to the eastern 
languages) may be contrasted with those of Malcolm Guthrie (1948) who, while relying 
on Meinhof’s work to a great extent, nevertheless obtained more evidence regarding the 
Bantu languages from the western languages of Bantu-speaking Africa.

29Guthrie’s main interest, like that of Bleek and Meinhof before him, lay in comparative 
studies. Guthrie had the advantage of Meinhof’s publications as well as a larger corpus 
of data. He recorded the regular sound shifts of some 200 Bantu languages. By making 
synchronic comparisons between the languages, he arrived at a corpus of approximately 
2 300 nominal stems and verbal radicals known as “starred forms”. The latter constituted 
in part the original hypothetical language, which Guthrie called “Proto-Bantu”. So, for 
example, the root for “four” in seven different Bantu languages (Lundu, Mvumbo, Gungu, 
Nyankore, Ganda, Kamba and Yao) is -na. From this comparison, there can be no uncertainty 
about the postulation of a proto form *-NA) since no other postulation is possible.

30These starred forms were used to symbolise the roots from which words could have been 
derived. Guthrie’s postulations about the origin and dispersal of the Bantu languages 
were based largely upon the semantic content of his roots having a general dispersion. 
From this, he postulated that the linguistically most conservative area reveals the place 
of origin and thus an area in the Shaba woodlands (Zaire) was his nucleus.

31It is on the basis of their knowledge of phonetics, phonology and morphology that 
researchers like Meinhof and Guthrie were able to reconstruct a hypothetical parent 
language of the Bantu languages. Language comparison and reconstruction are impossible 
without knowledge of these disciplines. For the benefit of those of you who have not 
been exposed to these disciplines before, we introduce the basic principles of phonetics 
and phonology in this study unit.

1.3 BASIC PRINCIPLES OF PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY
32Phonetics is the study of speech sounds human beings use in speech situations in 
order to communicate with one another. Although we can study speech sounds from 
different perspectives, in this study unit we concentrate only on articulatory phonetics 
(ie how people use their speech organs when uttering speech sounds). A more advanced 
discussion of phonetics will be given at level 3 (third-year studies).

33Phonology deals with how speech sounds function to distinguish meaning in a language. 
Speech sounds that are used to distinguish between meanings are also called functional 
speech sounds or phonemes.
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1.3.1 Phonetics
34A special phonetic alphabet – the system of the International Phonetics Association (IPA) 
– was conceived to represent all the speech sounds in the world. These are internationally 
agreed upon symbols and each of them represents a unique sound, regardless of how the 
sound (or combination of sounds) is reflected in the practical orthography of a language.

Activity

Identify a sound in the following English words that is written in four different ways: 
“final”, “philosophy”, “suffer” and “enough”.

1Feedback

I hope you were able to identify the sound ‘f’, which is written as ‘f’, ‘ph’, ‘ff’ and ‘gh’ respectively 
in the given words. Based on examples like these, you will probably agree that the practical 
notation is very confusing to a learner of English. A solution to this problem is the use of 
phonetic symbols, which are conventionally placed in square brackets and designate each 
speech sound uniquely. In the case of the above example, the ‘f’-sound will be represented by 
one symbol only: [f]. Across languages, the phonetic notation is also very useful. Compare the 
following symbols in bold in the words below, which would all be represented by one symbol 
only in the phonetic orthography, namely [∫]:

Afrikaans: sjokolade (chocolate)
Zulu: ishumi (ten)
Northern Sotho: šupa (show)

A phonetic alphabet facilitates the comparison of sounds across languages and also helps a 
foreign language learner to know how to pronounce the sounds.

Production of speech sounds

35The two most important elements that we need to produce speech sounds are speech 
organs and an airstream.

36Firstly, speech organs are the parts of the body (teeth, tongue, lips, palate, nose, Adam’s 
apple, lungs, etc) that we use to produce speech sounds. The primary role of these 
organs is to perform functions such as tasting, chewing, swallowing, smelling, shouting 
and breathing. However, they can also be used to produce speech sounds – this is their 
secondary function.

37The second element that we need to produce speech sounds is an airstream. We normally 
use the air that we breathe out (exhale) to produce sounds. This is called an egressive 
airstream. However, some speech sounds are produced with an ingressive airstream, 
as when click sounds are produced. There are three organs that provide an airstream, 
namely the lungs, the tongue and the glottis. The airstreams are consequently labelled 
as pulmonic, lingual and glottalic respectively.

38The lungs provide air for most of the voiced and voiceless speech sounds, the tongue is 
involved in the production of click sounds while the glottis (the opening between the vocal 
cords in the Adam’s apple) is responsible for the production of ejected (glottalic) sounds.
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39Please refer to the language-specific discussion of phonetics in your chosen language 
on the CD-ROM or under “Additional Resources” on myUnisa.

1.3.2 Phonology
40As we stated earlier, phonology deals with the study of functional speech sounds or 
phonemes. They are written between slashes, unlike speech sounds that are written 
between square brackets.

41If two words are pronounced the same way except for one sound and this sound causes 
a change in meaning, the two sounds qualify as phonemes, for example: /r/ and /f/ in 
“run” and “fun”, or /ɪ/ and /u/ in “bill” and “bull”.

42Phonemes are language specific, which means that if a specific speech sound is a phoneme 
in one language, it will not necessarily also function as a phoneme in another language. 
In order for you to understand this more clearly, do the following activity.

Activity

Pronounce the English word “tea” by modifying the initial consonant (ie pronounce it 
with and without aspiration). Do the same for the Northern Sotho word “taba”. What do 
you discover?

2Feedback

English: A word like “tea” is normally pronounced with an aspirated initial consonant (ie [thi]). 
If it is pronounced without aspiration as [ti] (or with ejection as [t’i]), the meaning will still 
be understood as referring to the beverage “tea”, although one will probably frown at the 
pronunciation.

Northern Sotho: The meaning of the word “taba”, when pronounced without aspiration 
as [tɑβɑ] (or with ejection as [t’ɑβɑ]), is “matter”, “case” or “issue”. However, when it is 
pronounced with aspiration of the initial consonant (ie [thɑβɑ]), it means “mountain”.

The conclusion we reach is that [th] and [t] are not distinctive sounds in English (ie they are not 
sounds that are used to distinguish meanings). They are not regarded as phonemes in their 
own right, but rather as variants of the same phoneme /t/. In Northern Sotho [th] and [t] are 
not variants of the same phoneme, but must be regarded as different phonemes because they 
are responsible for a change in the meaning of the word. They are written between slashes to 
identify them as functional speech sounds /th/ and /t/. The one phoneme cannot replace the 
other phoneme if the same meaning is to be retained. The non-ejected and ejected consonants 
([t] and [t’]) for their part, however, are variants of the phoneme /t/ because no change in 
meaning results when [t] is replaced by [t’].

1.4 CLASSIFICATION OF THE BANTU LANGUAGES
43The relationship between the Bantu languages and other languages of Africa has become 
an important point of discussion. In his classification of the languages of Africa Greenberg 
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places the Bantu languages very close to the Sudan languages, which were originally 
classified as a language family. The Sudan language family is now regarded as a very 
haphazard classification of different units of languages. Greenberg classifies most of the 
Sudan languages and the Bantu languages into one family, which he calls the Congo-
Kordofanian family. Bantu is a subgroup of the Benue-Congo of the Niger-Congo group 
of the Congo-Kordofanian family.

44Guthrie, on the other hand, stated very clearly in his classification that the Bantu languages 
could be regarded as a language family on their own and that there were basic criteria with 
which a language must comply in order to belong to this language family. The language 
in question should have a system of grammatical genders (ie a system of noun classes at 
least up to class 10) with the following features:

 y a sign of gender, therefore prefixes assorted into classes
 y association of these classes into singular and plural
 y class concordance
 y no sex reference in the correlation of genders (ie pronouns and concords do not carry a 

“male” or “female” designation as in the case of, for example, “he” and “she” in English)

45According to Guthrie, a language that did not conform to these criteria did not fulfil the 
requirements of belonging to the Bantu language family.

Activity

Apply Guthrie’s basic criteria for identifying languages as Bantu (see section 1.4 above) 
to one of the official African languages of South Africa to prove that it belongs to the 
Bantu language family.

3Feedback

Were you able to prove that the language which you selected indeed belongs to the Bantu 
language family? Let us take Northern Sotho as an example. Does it comply with the criteria set 
by Guthrie? The answer is yes! Northern Sotho does have a system of grammatical genders; its 
prefixes are assorted into classes (mo-; ba-; etc); these classes are associated with singular and 
plural (eg mo- is singular and ba- is plural); it has class concordance (eg the subject concord of 
class 2 is ba-); and there is no sex reference in the correlation of genders (eg the subject concord 
of class 1 refers to both sexes). We can therefore say with certainty that Northern Sotho indeed 
belongs to the Bantu language family. (We explain more about this in study unit 2 when we 
give a structural overview of the Bantu languages.)

Guthrie followed what he called the practical method in ascertaining the border between 
his language areas or zones, which varied in size and closeness of relationship. We could 
call Guthrie’s classification an areal one. It proved convenient for Guthrie to identify sixteen 
zones. By zone, Guthrie meant a set of groups of languages which had certain geographical 
contiguity and which displayed a number of common linguistic features. Guthrie listed these 
zones according to letters of the alphabet, excluding I and O, and hence we have zones A to 
H, J to N and P, R and S.

Zones A, B, C and H are roughly in the northwest of the Bantu language field and include 
languages such as Duala (A), Mfinu (B), Bubangi (C) and Kongo (H). Then we have zones D, E, 



8

F and G, which are roughly in the northeastern part of the Bantu language field; these include 
languages such as Nyaruanda (D), Kikuyu (E), Sukuma (F) and Swahili (G). In the central area 
are zones L, K and M, which include languages such as Lozi (K) and Luba-Lulua (M). In the 
eastern part we have zones N, P and S, which have examples such as Nyanja (P). The zone 
that is most important to us, zone S, is the zone which includes the Southern African Bantu 
languages such as Zulu, Tswana and Venda. Zone R consists of the languages of Angola and 
Namibia, including languages such as Mbundu, Ndonga and Herero.

Guthrie divided zone S into five groups, namely S.10 (the Shona group), S.20 (the Venda group), 
S.30 (the Sotho group), S.40 (the Nguni group), S.50 (the Tsonga group) and S.60 (the Chopi 
group). He identified each language within this group numerically. So, within the Sotho group 
we have S.31 which is Tswana, S.32 which is Northern Sotho and S.33 which is Southern Sotho. 
In the Nguni group we have S.41 which is Xhosa, S.42 which is Zulu, etc.

Doke (1954) divided the languages of Africa mostly according to geographical regions, although 
his areas are characterised by “similar linguistic phenomena”. He thus had the northern, western, 
central, eastern and southern Bantu languages. Within the southern Bantu languages, he had 
the Nguni group, the Sotho group, the Shona group, and the Venda and Inhambane group. 
This latter Inhambane group, Guthrie grouped as S.60.

Activity

On a map of Africa, see if you can identify zone S and the Bantu language groups in this 
zone.

Figure 1.1: Zone S and its Bantu language groups
(Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Bantu_zones.png [accessed 15 August 2013])
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4Feedback

Zone S includes all the languages of the Bantu language family spoken in and around South 
Africa. The language groups of this zone are Shona, Venda, Sotho, Nguni, Tsonga and Chopi.

Activity

Do you think that all the official languages of South Africa are African languages? Do they 
all belong to the Bantu language family?

5Feedback

Afrikaans may be regarded as an African language since it originated in (South) Africa, but 
it does not belong to the Bantu language family or to any of the other language families of 
Africa. (Do you still remember that not all African languages belong to the Bantu language 
family?) For a language to qualify as a Bantu language, it has to comply with certain criteria 
as pointed out by Guthrie. This is not the case with Afrikaans since it does not, for example, 
have the following features:

 y a sign of gender, therefore prefixes assorted into classes
 y association of these classes into singular and plural
 y class concordance
 y no sex reference in the correlation of genders

English does not qualify as a Bantu language for the same reason, but it differs from Afrikaans 
in the sense that it did not originate in Africa.

1.5 SUBDIVISIONS WITHIN A LANGUAGE FAMILY
46To indicate the degree of the relationship between languages, they may be further divided 
into subfamilies, groups, units, etc. In this study guide we approach these classifications 
in another way: we begin with the biggest language units and classify them into smaller 
units until we come to the idiolect.

1.5.1 Language family
47A language family is a group of languages that are genetically related, in other words 
they derive from a common original language or group of original languages (a common 
Urlanguage or protolanguage). This means that a language family has common phonetical, 
phonological, morphological and syntactical characteristics. The family must also have 
an extensive common vocabulary.

48When we study the Bantu language family, we find considerable correspondence between 
the languages in terms of the vocabulary and the formatives (affixes). There is for example 
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the system of classes, which as reconstructed for Proto-Bantu numbers some 23. There is 
also the concordial system of agreement which develops from the classes and exemplifies 
the close relationship of the Bantu languages. This correspondence is so great that although 
written sources are lacking, an Urlanguage or protolanguage can nevertheless be deduced 
for the Bantu language family. (We take a closer look at these issues in study unit 2.)

Activity

Make your own list of vocabulary items from two or more different Bantu languages to 
prove that they belong to the same language family.

6Feedback

If you use a multi-language dictionary such as the South African multi-language dictionary 
published by the Reader’s Digest Association of South Africa (1991), it will be easy to compare 
the same item from five different Bantu languages of South Africa, namely Northern Sotho, 
Southern Sotho, Tswana, Xhosa and Zulu. For example: the word for the English word “count” 
is “-bala” in all these languages. Similarly, the word for the English verb “open” is “-bula” in 
the three Sotho languages and “-vula” in the two Nguni languages.

1.5.2 Language zone
49When a number of language groups have certain common characteristics, they may 
usefully be grouped into a language zone. This is a term that reflects the closer relationship 
between a certain number of language groups within a geographical area as opposed to 
others. Two scholars have classified the Bantu languages into zones, namely Guthrie and 
Doke. In his book The classification of the Bantu languages (1948), Guthrie classifies them 
into zones numbered from A to T (the letters I, O and Q are not used).

50The languages of Southern Africa are grouped differently by these two scholars. Guthrie’s 
old zone S included Venda, Sotho and Nguni, while Tsonga and Shona were in zone T. 
Guthrie then combined these two zones into zone S. Doke (1954) grouped Nguni, Sotho, 
Tsonga, Venda and Inhambane into one southeastern zone, while the Shona group 
constituted a south-central zone on its own.

1.5.3 Language
51The term “language” applies to a generally acceptable medium of verbal communication. 
In practice language is tantamount to the medium of communication which is written. The 
written language is thus a medium of communication which has been deliberately created 
to serve the whole speech community. It is more uniform than its spoken counterpart. 
In some languages rigid rules are laid down for what is to be regarded as the correct 
language and what not. As regards the Bantu languages in South Africa, there exists a 
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great deal of uniformity. Compare Xhosa, Zulu, Southern Sotho and Venda. One could 
regard the written form as the generally acceptable language of communication. In 
other words, “language” as far as we are concerned refers to the standardised written 
and spoken language.

52One could also say that “language” equals the various dialects that are grouped together 
to create the common form in speech. In actual fact, this is not so. A standard language is 
often born from the “dialect” which for historical reasons became the written language. 
It can be the speech of the most important tribe or that of the tribe among whom 
missionaries first settled.

53Northern Sotho provides an interesting example of a literature that was originally based 
in a particular dialect and subsequently drew on and was fed by a number of dialects. 
The first missionaries in the then Transvaal worked among the Pedi people and wrote 
down their language (Sepedi). After some time, the new converts had to flee from 
their land (Sekhukhuneland) and they settled among the Kopa people where the Kopa 
language (Sekopa) exerted its influence on the written medium. As the written language 
developed, the dialects of Polokwane and its surroundings made their presence felt due 
to the contribution of writers from this area. Thus Northern Sotho as a written language 
is truly a common medium of communication to which various Northern Sotho dialects 
have added their contributions. One must therefore be careful not to equate Sepedi with 
Northern Sotho and as a result, for example, call Lobedu a dialect of Sepedi. Both Sepedi 
and Lobedu are dialects of Northern Sotho.

1.5.4 Language group and subgroup
54A language group results from the coexistence of a number of dialect clusters. When 
a number of dialect clusters (eg those of Northern Sotho, Tswana and Southern Sotho) 
are grouped together, we have a language group (the Sotho language group). Such a 
group consists of a number of dialect clusters whose dialects are so closely related as to 
be mutually intelligible to the speakers.

55In South Africa four groups of languages are recognised: the Nguni group, the Sotho group, 
the Tsonga group and the Venda group. The Nguni and Sotho groups can obviously be 
divided into subgroups. The Nguni group comprises the Zunda and Tekela subgroups 
(Zunda comprising Zulu and Xhosa, and Tekela including Swati). The Sotho group comprises 
the Western (Tswana), Southern and Northern subgroups.

1.5.5 Dialect cluster
56When a number of dialects are so related that they could easily pass for one and the same 
dialect, we refer to them as a dialect cluster. As regards the Tswana dialects, one could 
call the Southern Tswana dialects a dialect cluster; similarly, we could speak of a Central 
Tswana dialect cluster. Also, the Southern Nguni dialects (Xhosa) and the Northern Nguni 
dialects (Zulu) could be called dialect clusters. This is tantamount to saying that a language 
and a dialect cluster each refer to the same entity. In other words, the Zulu language is 
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nothing but a corpus of all the lexical items and grammatical and phonological elements 
of all its dialects (or of its dialect cluster).

1.5.6 Dialect

57A dialect is the smallest unit of a language spoken by a particular group or community of 
people, in other words it is a regional language. It can be the mode of speech of a certain 
geographically delimitable community, that of a clan or tribe, or that of a certain community 
with similar interests (sailors, mineworkers, fishermen, etc). With reference to the Bantu 
languages, one could regard the speech of tribes such as the Balobedu, Batlokwa and 
Bapulana in Northern Sotho; of the Bahurutshe and Bakwena among the Batswana; or 
of the people of Witsieshoek in Southern Sotho as dialects. Such dialects have their own 
vocabularies and sound systems.

1.5.7 Idiolect

58The term “idiolect” is used to indicate linguistic behaviour that is peculiar to and 
characteristic of a particular individual. We realise the existence of idiolects when we 
remember that each person can be uniquely identified just by his/her speech, which is 
as characteristic of him/her as his/her fingerprints. One finds variety in the styles which 
the individual adopts from one type of social situation to another.

59The term can be extended further to refer to individual variations within a dialect. As 
an example of an idiolectical variation in Sepedi, one may quote fš and fšw which are 
used with passive verbs in Northern Sotho (eg go lefša and go lefšwa, the passive of go 
lefa – “to pay”). This means that some speakers use one form and others the other, or 
the same speaker uses both forms without being aware of it. The idiolect is therefore 
characteristic of individuals and cannot be regarded as belonging to a certain group of 
people or a certain community.

Activity

Try to draw a tree diagram representing the Bantu language family. Start with zone S at 
the top and end with an idiolect of one particular Bantu language spoken in South Africa.

7Feedback

Does your tree diagram look more or the less the same as the one below? We decided to draw 
a diagram for Northern Sotho, which belongs to the Sotho group of languages.
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Figure 1.2: Tree diagram for Northern Sotho

Activity

Follow this link to read more about the Bantu languages of Africa on the internet and 
click on zone S to learn more about our local Bantu languages: http://africanlanguages.
org/bantu.html.

1.6 CONCLUSION
60In this study unit we introduced you to the origin and nature of the Bantu languages and 
also their classification, geographical distribution and mutual relationship. We discussed 
well-known scholars’ hypotheses on the origin of the Bantu languages. We pointed out 
typical features that a language has to comply with to qualify as a Bantu language and 
illustrated them by means of examples. We presented various classifications of the Bantu 
languages, one of which is the classification of languages into areas or zones. We discussed 
subdivisions within a language family from the largest concept (a language family) right 
down to the smallest concept (the idiolect). In the next study unit we concentrate on the 
importance of the noun class system and the structure of words.

REVISION EXERCISES
61 1. Describe in your own words why it is necessary to distinguish the term “Bantu 

languages” from the term “African languages” to refer to the indigenous languages 
of Southern Africa.

nothing but a corpus of all the lexical items and grammatical and phonological elements 
of all its dialects (or of its dialect cluster).

1.5.6 Dialect

57A dialect is the smallest unit of a language spoken by a particular group or community of 
people, in other words it is a regional language. It can be the mode of speech of a certain 
geographically delimitable community, that of a clan or tribe, or that of a certain community 
with similar interests (sailors, mineworkers, fishermen, etc). With reference to the Bantu 
languages, one could regard the speech of tribes such as the Balobedu, Batlokwa and 
Bapulana in Northern Sotho; of the Bahurutshe and Bakwena among the Batswana; or 
of the people of Witsieshoek in Southern Sotho as dialects. Such dialects have their own 
vocabularies and sound systems.

1.5.7 Idiolect

58The term “idiolect” is used to indicate linguistic behaviour that is peculiar to and 
characteristic of a particular individual. We realise the existence of idiolects when we 
remember that each person can be uniquely identified just by his/her speech, which is 
as characteristic of him/her as his/her fingerprints. One finds variety in the styles which 
the individual adopts from one type of social situation to another.

59The term can be extended further to refer to individual variations within a dialect. As 
an example of an idiolectical variation in Sepedi, one may quote fš and fšw which are 
used with passive verbs in Northern Sotho (eg go lefša and go lefšwa, the passive of go 
lefa – “to pay”). This means that some speakers use one form and others the other, or 
the same speaker uses both forms without being aware of it. The idiolect is therefore 
characteristic of individuals and cannot be regarded as belonging to a certain group of 
people or a certain community.

Activity

Try to draw a tree diagram representing the Bantu language family. Start with zone S at 
the top and end with an idiolect of one particular Bantu language spoken in South Africa.

7Feedback

Does your tree diagram look more or the less the same as the one below? We decided to draw 
a diagram for Northern Sotho, which belongs to the Sotho group of languages.
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62 2. Give a brief account of Meinhof’s description of the origin of the Bantu languages.
63 3. Why are there no written records of the original family to which the Bantu languages 

belong?
64 4. Why is it useful to have a special phonetic alphabet when studying speech sounds?
65 5. Explain why phonemes are also called functional speech sounds by referring to 

suitable examples in your African language.
66 6. Why did Guthrie regard the Bantu languages as a language family on its own? 

Describe the basic criteria with which a language must comply to belong to this 
language family.

67 7. Give a short description of Guthrie’s classification of the Bantu languages into different 
zones and indicate to which zone the Southern Bantu languages belong.

68 8. Briefly describe Doke’s classification of the Bantu languages.
69 9. Describe in your own words what a language family is and how language families 

may further be divided into subfamilies, groups and units. In your answer, refer to 
the terms “language zone”, “language”, “language group and subgroup”, “dialect 
cluster”, “dialect” and “idiolect”.

70 10. Draw a diagram of the language group in zone S of the Bantu language family to 
which your target language belongs.
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Study unit 2

Structural overview of the African languages

 IM Kosch

2.1 INTRODUCTION
71In the previous study unit we introduced you to the origin and classification of the Bantu 
languages. You learned about the characteristic features which determine whether a 
language should be classified as belonging to the Bantu language family or not. Remember 
that these features are the following:

 y a sign of gender, therefore prefixes assorted into classes
 y association of these classes into singular and plural
 y class concordance
 y no sex reference in the correlation of genders

72We highlighted the importance of knowing phonetics and phonology to be able to do 
language comparison and reconstruction. In this study unit we give you a structural 
overview of the Bantu languages to

 y make you aware of the importance of the noun class system and grammatical class 
gender as the cornerstone of well-formed sentences in communication

 y sharpen your linguistic insight to facilitate your acquisition of or give you further insight 
into other African languages

 y enable you to develop skills which are useful in the area of human language technologies
 y encourage you to apply the concepts we discuss in this study unit to your own data
 y expose you to linguistic terminology which will be useful in the description and analysis 

of other languages

Learning outcomes

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 − discuss the various factors that gave rise to the current linguistic disparity in South 
Africa

 − identify the major structural properties which typify a language as belonging to the 
Bantu language family

 − explain on what basis nouns are classified into classes
 − use your newly acquired linguistic insight to demonstrate the principle of class gender 

and grammatical agreement by referring to examples in your chosen African language
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2.2 LEARNING AN AFRICAN LANGUAGE

2.2.1 Perceptions and realities
73Someone with no knowledge of an African language might be of the opinion that African 
languages are either easy or very difficult because they have no grammar. Did you know 
that there is no language on earth which has no grammar (Alexandre 1972:34)? The ease 
or degree of difficulty with which adult learners acquire an African language can thus 
clearly not be ascribed to a lack of grammar.

74Considering the South African situation, have you ever wondered why so few white 
people are able to speak an African language, whereas the majority of black people (at 
least in the urban areas) are able to communicate in one or more indigenous languages 
as well as in English and/or Afrikaans? Do you think the reason is that white people simply 
do not have the same capacity as black people to learn other languages besides their 
mother tongue? Or could there be a host of factors which have given rise to the unique 
language situation we currently have in South Africa and which could explain, at least in 
part, why we have this linguistic disparity in our country today?

 y Probably the first explanation that comes to mind is the economic factor. From an 
economic point of view, a black person had everything to gain by learning English and/
or Afrikaans as most businesses were conducted in these languages in the past. The 
situation has not changed much since the advent of democracy in 1994, even though 
nine African languages were added to English and Afrikaans as official languages in 
1996. The result is that the black person’s very existence and survival depended, and 
still depend to a large extent, on being able to express himself/herself in English (a 
foreign European language) and/or Afrikaans. On the other hand, white people never 
experienced this kind of pressure. They never depended on knowledge of an African 
language to conduct business, although such knowledge did come in handy and 
enhanced relationships in the working environment.

 y Another factor that comes to mind is the prestige factor. For years, English and 
Afrikaans were regarded as prestige languages. If a black person was able to speak 
one of these languages, he/she was regarded as being educated. The opposite did 
not apply, however: an Afrikaans-speaking or English-speaking white person did not 
aspire to learn an African language to be regarded as educated. In this regard, therefore, 
there was no incentive for a white person to acquire an African language.

 y A third factor, which is not often given the consideration it deserves and which is 
the topic of this study unit, concerns the structure of African languages itself. You 
have probably often heard white South Africans say: “I wish I could speak an African 
language. I never got round to learning it when I had the opportunity.” If given 
the opportunity now, do you think they would easily grasp and acquire an African 
language? Learning any language as an adult has its challenges. The fact that the 
African languages belong to a different language family than English or Afrikaans 
adds to the degree of difficulty involved in acquiring an African language. The Bantu 
language family, which you learned about in study unit 1, is characterised by a unique 
word and sentence structure non-African language speakers cannot easily learn. As 
a result, language transfer is limited; in other words, existing knowledge of English 
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or Afrikaans is not of much help as there is very little correspondence between these 
languages and an African language. Understanding the classification of nouns and 
the principle of grammatical agreement is pivotal to making any progress in acquiring 
an African language.

2.2.2 Learning challenges inherent in the African languages
75Some of the challenges which a non-mother-tongue speaker has to grapple with when 
acquiring an African language are the following.

(1) Noun class system

76In the African languages all nouns are assigned to specific noun classes. The foreign 
language learner first has to learn which noun belongs to which class before he/she can 
hope to form any grammatically correct sentences.

(2) Lack of articles (the/a/an)

77Definiteness and indefiniteness, expressed respectively by the articles “the” and “a”/“an” 
before nouns in English, are absent in the African languages. For example:

78English: The man who is a doctor wants a white bread.
79Zulu: Indoda engudokotela ifuna isinkwa esimhlophe.
80Literal translation: Man who is doctor wants bread which is white.

81This does not, however, mean that the distinction definite/indefinite cannot be made in 
these languages. The distinction is conveyed syntactically through the way words are 
arranged in a sentence (but this is a topic for another discussion).

(3) Sentence construction and concordial agreement

82In the African languages sentence construction is not a mere matter of aligning words 
in sequence as is done in English. Although the basic sentence structure in both English 
and the African languages is SVO (subject, verb and object – if there is an object), there 
is an important principle which needs to be observed, namely concordial agreement:

83  subject verb object
84English: The author writes a book
85Northern Sotho: Mongwadi o ngwala puku
86Literal translation: Writer he/she writes book

87The subject (noun) is followed by a linking element (called an agreement morpheme) 
which links it to the verb. It is thus ungrammatical to say:

88 *Mongwadi ngwala puku

89The agreement morpheme o- in “o ngwala” has a pronominal function in that it refers 
back to the preceding noun. The noun “mongwadi” can therefore be deleted without 
making the sentence ungrammatical because o- will be its pronoun (it will represent the 
deleted noun):
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90Northern Sotho: O ngwala puku

91Literal translation: He/she writes book

92Deleting the subject in English will result in “writes book”, which is not an acceptable 
sentence.

93The agreement morphemes give the African languages greater flexibility in word 
order compared to the more rigid sequences in English. A subject may, for example, 
appear at the end of a sentence with no trouble at all because its agreement morpheme 
clearly indicates which noun is the subject in the sentence. For example:

94 verb object subject

95Northern Sotho: O ngwala puku mongwadi

96Literal translation: He/she writes book author

97(We explain sentence structures in greater detail in the next study unit.)

98The learner of an African language not only has to grapple with the idea that words have 
to be linked to each other by means of linking elements, but also has to learn that each 
noun (or class of nouns) requires its own set of agreement morphemes. (We discuss this 
a little further on.)

(4) Biological gender

99What is also new to learners of an African language is the fact that biological gender (he/
she) is not distinguished in pronouns or agreement morphemes. Therefore, unless the 
biological gender is reflected in the noun or is apparent from the context, one will not 
know whether the agreement morphemes/pronouns refer to male or female:

100O ngwala puku. He/she writes a book.

101but

102Morutišigadi yena, o ngwala puku.  The female teacher in particular, she is 
writing a book.

103or

104Tate o bohlale. O ngwala puku. Father is clever. He is writing a book.

105In other words, the same agreement morphemes and pronouns are used to designate 
male/female or genderless items. When African language speakers translate from an 
African language into a language such as Afrikaans in a speech situation, where gender is 
distinguished in the pronouns, some may use “he” and “she” indiscriminately (one might 
hear “he” being used for a female subject or “she” for a male subject):

106Die vrou, hy het my gehelp. 
The woman, he helped me.

107This language transfer is perfectly explainable in the light of the non-distinction of gender 
in the pronouns of the African languages.
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(5) Grammatical gender

108When reference is made to gender in the analysis of African languages, what is implied 
is not biological gender (sex gender) but grammatical gender. The latter refers to 
the noun class system and grammatical agreement. (We discuss this in more detail later 
in this study unit.)

109It is these kinds of differences which present problems to foreign language learners and 
if they are alerted to these features in advance, the learners might find it easier to cope 
with the challenges of learning an African language.

110Apart from the three factors we pointed out at the beginning of this study unit (economic 
factors, the matter of prestige and the structure of the Bantu languages), we could 
probably give more reasons for the current situation in South Africa where so few white 
people know or are learning an African language. However, these would fall outside the 
ambit of this study unit.

2.3 WHY IS INSIGHT INTO THE STRUCTURE OF THE 
LANGUAGE IMPORTANT?

111In this study unit we restrict our discussion to nouns and verbs. Note, however, that the 
explanation of their structure and the phenomenon of grammatical agreement are not 
meant to be ends in themselves. Our discussion is aimed at achieving more than just an 
analysis of these features. Among others, we aim to

 y Turn your unconscious knowledge into conscious knowledge, thereby enabling you 
to pass this knowledge on to others more effectively.

 y Help you to use the knowledge you gain to acquire another African language through 
language transfer. There is structurally not such a huge gap between one African 
language and another.

 y Help you to use your understanding of the linguistic system and morphological make-
up of words as “tools”, which are essential in the development of the African languages 
at a technological level. Your knowledge of the structure of words will enable you to 
engage in activities that are aimed at improving and enabling communication between 
human beings and machines. The computer has to recognise the language components 
which serve as input material in order to provide services such as checking spelling, 
grammar and style; summarising texts; automatic translations; and information retrieval 
and extraction.

2.4 NOUN CLASS SYSTEM
112The term “noun class” refers to the system whereby nouns are categorised into groups 
or classes according to their characteristic features. All nouns (words denoting concepts or 
objects) in the Bantu languages can be grouped into such classes and they are therefore 
also called class languages. Alexandre (1972:37) has this to say about classes:

113The great majority of modern linguists believe that classes are essentially 
grammatical categories, schemes of agreement, comparable, from certain 
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viewpoints, to Latin declensions or to German genders (amongst others). Certain 
linguists nevertheless contend that classes have a primarily semantic value and 
correspond to an attempt at separating objects and beings into categories, 
each one of which corresponds to a general idea: “human beings”, “vegetables”, 
“liquids”, “body parts”, “animals”, etc.

114In our opinion, classes most frequently have both a grammatical and a semantic value 
– although there is no absolute correspondence between the two.

115There are three ways in which nouns can be categorised into classes, namely:

(1) according to similarity in form
(2) by grouping them together on the basis of some shared meaning, or
(3) through arbitrary convention

116The above criteria are often combined, but the criterion according to which the 
categorisation is traditionally done is similarity in form. In our discussion we also touch 
on grouping according to shared meaning.

2.4.1 Categorisation according to similarity in form
117The nouns with the same sequence of initial sounds (called a prefix) are grouped together 
and allocated to the same class. For example, because of the sequence se- in the following 
list of words in Northern Sotho, these nouns are in class 7:

118seatla hand
119seema proverb
120sesadi manner of a woman

121The numbering of classes is done purely by convention. However, since language is 
essentially egocentric (placing the human being first), the first two classes (classes 1 and 
2) are for nouns which denote people. An uneven numbered class (1, 3, 5, 7 and 9) usually 
denotes singular, while the immediately following even numbered class (2, 4, 6, 8 and 10) 
denotes the corresponding plural form. For example, “seatla” (hand) is in class 7, while its 
plural form “diatla” (hands) is in class 8.

122This principle generally obtains in or is accepted for classes 1 to 10, although there are 
some nouns which do not have a singular or plural form. After class 10, the pairing is 
irregular, with most words lacking a singular or plural counterpart (or being uncountable 
for that matter). In some cases prefix alternations occur and the formal identity of the 
prefix will then not be the same.

123In the past noun classes were numbered differently by scholars, for example Doke (1965) 
placed singular and plural nouns into one class. In this study we follow the numbering 
proposed by Meinhof (1906), according to which singular and plural nouns are placed in 
separate classes. This numbering system has also become the standard format for listing 
the class prefix system of any Bantu language. Meinhof distinguished 22 classes (up to 
23 classes are distinguished in Hendrikse & Poulos 1992:198), but all are not necessarily 
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distinguished in the same language. Where there are nouns in a specific class where the 
prefix has no overt shape, the prefix may be represented as zero (Ø). The capital letter 
N stands for a nasal. This nasal is responsible for sound changes and is itself subject to 
sound changes. Some of the prefixes have variant forms in certain words and under 
certain conditions but for the purpose of illustration, we show only the “default” forms 
in the table below.

Table 2.1: Comparison of noun class prefixes in Venda, Northern Sotho and Xhosa

Class no Venda Northern Sotho Xhosa

1 mu- mo- um-
1a Ø- Ø- u-
2 vha- ba- aba-
2b vho- bô- oo-
3 mu- mo- um-
4 mi- me- imi-
5 li- le- ili-
6 ma- ma- ama-
7 tshi- se- isi-
8 zwi- di- izi-
9 N- N- N-
10 dzi- diN- iziN-
11 lu- ulu-
12
13
14 vhu- bo- ubu-
15 u- go- uku-
16 fha- fa- pha-
17 ku- go- ku-
18 mu- mo- um-
19
20 ku-

21 di-
22
23 e-

(Source: Hendrikse & Poulos 1992:198)

124In many Bantu languages some of the classes (eg 12, 13, 19 and 20–23) are no longer 
distinguished. They have become non-productive because they do not contain any 
items and no new items can be created in them by means of the respective prefixes. A 
case in point is class 20, which is non-productive in Northern Sotho. The prefix of class 
20, when prefixed to a nominal stem, originally gave a diminutive meaning to the word 
but in Northern Sotho that function was taken over by the diminutive suffix, making class 
20 obsolete. For example:

125mosadi – woman (class 1) > mosatšana – little woman (class 1)
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126Note that affixing the diminutive suffix -ana in the above example has not resulted in 
a change of noun class of the word (both examples are in class 1). However, in Venda, 
diminutive formation by means of a prefix is still productive and therefore class 20 is still 
distinguished in Venda; it is a productive class because it is not closed to the addition of 
new items. Compare the following examples:

127musadzi – woman (class 1) > kusadzi small woman (class 20)

128Other classes may contain a limited number of nouns or only one noun, for example the 
so-called locative classes 16, 17 and 18. These are also non-productive classes – in other 
words, no new locative words can be added to these classes by using the prefixes of 
classes 16, 17 and 18. Other methods are used to mark the locative form of words, such 
as suffixing the invariant locative suffix -ni or -ng after the word, for example motse-ng 
(in/at the village) in Sotho, instead of prefixing a locative prefix (eg fa- of class 16) to the 
nominal stem (*fa-tse). On the other hand, certain noun classes are very productive (new 
items can easily be added to the existing class members). A case in point is the formation 
of nouns from verbs. Compare the following in Northern Sotho and Zulu:

129 verb noun
130Northern Sotho:  go ruta – to teach > mo-rut-i – preacher (class 1)
131Zulu: ukubhala – to write > um-bhal-o – document (class 3)

132See section 2.6 (Nominal derivation) below for a further discussion on this.

Activity

Write down the prefixes of all the noun classes that you know of in your chosen African 
language. If you are uncertain, you can consult any authoritative grammar book in your 
language or dictionaries with a mini grammar such as the Reader’s Digest South African 
multi-language dictionary and phrase book. Use zero (Ø) to indicate the underlying existence 
of a prefix if a specific prefix does not have an overt form. In each case, give an example 
of a noun in the specific class. For example:

Class no Zulu

1 umu- (eg umfana) boy
1a u- (eg unesi) nurse
2 aba- (eg abafana) boys
2b o- (eg onesi) nurses
etc

8Feedback

You probably found that, as in the table by Hendrikse and Poulos (table 2.1 above), there are 
a number of gaps and your language does not display a prefix in all 23 classes. It is highly 
unlikely that an African language will display members in all the classes. Did you find it difficult 
to decide on the form of the prefixes? Normally the “default” form is chosen (the most frequent 
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form or the basic shape which has not been subjected to any sound changes), for example 
aba- rather than abe- or ab- for class 2 in Zulu.

This exercise is not just about making you list different noun prefixes, but also about drawing 
your attention to the dilemma which dictionary writers and any person who is involved in 
human technologies in the African languages have to deal with in the case of nouns, namely 
the variation in the forms of prefixes. Certain rules have to be formulated for sound changes 
in order to identify nouns appropriately according to their noun prefix.

2.4.2 Categorisation according to similarity in meaning
133There is evidence that the classification of nouns is also semantically motivated and 
that there is a strong correlation between the semantic classification and the grouping 
of nouns on the basis of common prefixes. The nouns of classes 1 and 2, for example, 
all denote human beings. For this reason, classes 1 and 2 are also popularly called the 
“human classes” or “classes of human beings”. Their sub-classes, 1a and 2b (some sources 
number this 2a), also denote human beings but specifically kinship terms and proper 
nouns (nouns that are name specific). In the Sotho languages nouns in classes 1 and 2 are 
characterised by the prefixes mo- (singular) and ba- (plural) respectively. The remainder of 
the classes contain nouns of a more miscellaneous nature, although one can still observe 
groups of words with shared meanings among them (eg classes 3 and 4 denote natural 
phenomena; classes 5 and 6 denote objects which come in pairs, such as arms, legs and 
eyes; classes 7 and 8 denote experts and the names of cultures and languages; classes 
9 and 10 contain the names of animals and many other objects, but they are popularly 
called the animal classes; class 14 is the class for abstract nouns). This is just a summary 
of the traditional analysis of the semantic content of the classes.

Activity

In section 2.4.2 above we mentioned that classes tend to contain words with similar 
meanings, for example the words in classes 1 and 2 denote human beings, and classes 3 
and 4 contain words which refer to natural phenomena. Write down any other meanings 
which one would typically find in classes 3 and 4 – and for that matter in the other classes 
distinguished in your language – besides the meanings we mentioned above.

9Feedback

You probably found that it is easier to identify a typical meaning in some classes than in others. 
Furthermore, words with common meanings do not necessarily occur in the same noun classes 
(eg some nouns that refer to human beings occur in other classes besides the typical classes 1 
and 2 for human beings; the names of animals may occur in other classes besides the typical 
“animal” classes 9 and 10, etc). Grouping of nouns according to their meanings thus does not 
coincide with their grouping according to the form of their prefixes. There are many exceptions.

To address discrepancies between the noun classes and their contents, Hendrikse and Poulos 
(1992) came up with another theory. In their article entitled “A continuum interpretation of the 
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Bantu noun class system”, they explain their investigation of a possible cognitive organisation 
which underlies the noun system and propose that the nouns should be categorised according 
to semantic parameters which are organised along a continuum ranging from concreteness 
to abstractness. What their approach entails is a regrouping of some of the classes in terms 
of general semantic notions. From the semantic notions in each class, it could be possible to 
abstract common underlying denominators such as kind and shape. We will not go into the 
details of this analysis here. If you would like to read more about this topic, please see the 
articles by Hendrikse and Poulos (1992) and Hendrikse (1990) which are listed in the reference 
list at the end of this study unit.

2.5 MORPHOLOGICAL STRUCTURE OF NOUNS
134Nouns are made up of meaningful elements that are called morphemes. Morphemes are 
sequences of sounds that recur with the same meaning in different words, for example 
-tho (which has the basic meaning of “human”) in the following Northern Sotho words:

135 mo-tho person

136 ba-tho people

137 se-tho humanity

138 bo-tho kindness

139The morpheme -tho is a lexical morpheme as it supplies the semantic content (basic 
meaning) of the word. It is called a root. A root is the essential part of any word that may 
not be omitted.

140Apart from lexical morphemes, there are grammatical morphemes. They serve to modify 
the lexical morpheme in some way and are called affixes, for example me- in the following 
Northern Sotho examples:

141 me-tse villages

142 me-hlare trees

143 me-llo fires

144In the latter three examples the grammatical morpheme me- assigns the nouns to class 
4. In this capacity it functions as a class gender marker. It also serves as a plural marker (it 
adds the meaning “plural” to whatever is designated by the root).

145Grammatical morphemes like mo-, ba-, se- and bo-, which precede the root -tho in the 
first group of examples, have the ability to particularise or pin down the meaning of the 
root. In isolation the root only carries an approximate meaning – “human”.

146Affixes can be classified further into different types, the two most important ones for 
the African languages are prefixes and suffixes. Prefixes precede a root, while suffixes 
follow a root. The prefix is the morpheme which assigns a noun to a specific noun class. 
It is therefore called a class prefix (also known as a gender number prefix or class gender 
marker).
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147With some exceptions in the Sotho languages, the smallest number of morphemes which 
nouns normally can consist of is two, namely a prefix (initial morpheme) and a root (the 
morpheme that carries the lexical meaning of the word). It has become convention to 
speak of the part which follows the prefix as a stem rather than a root. See the following 
examples in Northern Sotho:

148 prefix stem (= root)

149 mo- -tho person

150 ma- -ru clouds

151In the Nguni languages, the above equivalents consist of three morphemes because the 
prefixes mostly consist of two parts (namely a preprefix and a basic prefix), thus adding 
another morpheme to the noun:

152 preprefix basic prefix stem (= root)

153 u- -mu- -ntu person

154 a- -ma- -fu clouds

155So far, we have only considered stems which consist of one morpheme (monomorphemic 
stems). Nouns with monomorphemic stems are called primitive or original nouns since 
they have not been derived from other word categories. The majority of nouns, however, 
have stems with more than one morpheme (polymorphemic stems). The stem consists 
of a root as the essential element plus at least one suffix. These nouns are called derived 
nouns because they have been derived from other word categories. In the Northern 
Sotho examples below, the nouns have been derived from the verbs “go aga” (to build), 
“go bala” (to read/count), “go roma” (to send) and “go dula” (to sit down) respectively:

156class prefix + stem (the latter consisting of the root + suffix(s)):

157 root + suffix + suffix + suffix

158ba- -ag- -iš- -an- -i : baagišani (neighbours)

159di- -pal- -o- -nyana : dipalonyana (small numbers)

160mo- -rong- -w- -a : morongwa (messenger)

161se- -tul- -o   : setulo (chair)

162The hyphens to the left/right of the morphemes indicate that another morpheme precedes/
follows them and that these morphemes cannot form independent words on their own. 
They are all parts of words which contribute to the meaning of the word. The basic lexical 
meaning in each word is supplied by the root, which itself may undergo sound changes. 
It is important to know the sound rules (phonological rules) of a language, otherwise one 
will not be able to make sense of the variations in the forms of morphemes. Compare the 
roots in the above examples: -bal- > -pal-, -rom- > -rong- and -dul- > -tul-.

163The Bantu languages are mainly agglutinative in their morphology, which means:

 y Most words consist of more than one morpheme.
 y The morphemes which make up words can be separated from each other with relative 

ease and each morpheme has its own meaning or function, for example:
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164Northern Sotho:  barekelani  those who buy for each other
ba- -rek- -el- -an- -i
noun class prefix 
indicating class 
gender 2 and plural

 buy applied (for, on 
behalf of) 

reciprocal

(each other)

suffix indicating the 
agent of an action

 y The morphemes are relatively invariable (they generally maintain their form 
when combined with other morphemes in a word).

165In summary, nouns are words that consist of at least a prefix (overt or covert) and a stem. 
The stem may be monomorphemic or polymorphemic. If it is monomorphemic, the stem 
equals a root (eg in Northern Sotho: -tho in “motho” – person; in Zulu: ntu in “abantu” – 
persons). If it is polymorphemic, the root is followed by one or more suffixes (eg -thwana 
in “mothwana” [< mo + tho + ana] – little person; -ntwana in “abantwana” [< aba + ntu + 
ana] – little people).

2.6 NOMINAL DERIVATION
166Nouns may be derived from other word categories, the most common category being the 
verb. This type of noun is called a deverbative. The analysis of its structure is as follows:

Class prefix + verbal root + suffix

167As we mentioned in section 2.5, the class prefix in the Nguni languages actually consists 
of two parts: it can be divided further into a preprefix and a basic prefix (eg Zulu a-ba 
for class 2, where a- is the preprefix and -ba- is the basic prefix – as opposed to the same 
prefix in the Sotho languages which consists of only one part, ba-).

168In the African languages derivation is a very productive strategy to enlarge vocabulary. 
One and the same verbal root may serve as the lexical core (provider of semantic meaning) 
for a number of new words. The new words are placed in different noun classes, yielding 
different but related meanings, for example:

169Northern Sotho
170-rut- teach >
171moruti preacher (class 1)
172baithuti pupils (class 2) (-rut- is modified to -thut-)
173thuto lesson (class 9) (-rut- is modified to -thut-)

174Zulu
175-khulum- speak >
176umkhulumi speaker (class 1)
177abakhulumi speakers (class 2)
178inkulumo speech (class 9) (-khulum- is modified to -kulum-)

179The final vowels are suffixes which are often indicative of the kind of noun that has been 
formed: the suffix -i indicates the person or agent of an action, while the suffix -o indicates 
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the product or result of an action (other vowels may also occur and convey a particular 
meaning, depending on the language). The suffixes -i and -o are also called the personal 
deverbative suffix and the impersonal deverbative suffix respectively.

180Nouns may also be derived from extended verbs. In this case, the nouns are formed from 
verbs which have additional suffixes that occur between the root and the final suffix. 
These type of suffixes are often also called extensions, for example -iš- and -an- in the 
following two examples:

181Northern Sotho: go rek-iš-a >
182mo-rek-iš-i salesperson (class 1)
183(class prefix mo- + verb root -rek- + causative extension -iš- + personal deverbative suffix -i)

184Zulu: u-ku-thand-an-a >
185i-zi-thand-an-i lovers (class 8)
186(class prefix -i-zi + verb root -thand- + reciprocal extension -an- + deverbative suffix -i)

187In the nominal category, deverbatives make up the bulk of nouns, because the derivation 
of nouns from verbs is a very productive process in the African languages.

Activity

Select any verbal root in your chosen African language and see how many new nouns 
you can create from it by adding different prefixes and suffixes. Give the new meaning 
in each case.

Start with the simplest possible structure and as you go on, add more and more affixes 
as we did for the Northern Sotho root -rut- (teach) below:

Root + suffix thut-o lesson
Prefix + root + suffix mo-rut-i preacher
Prefix + prefix + root + suffix bo-i-thut-i self-education
Prefix + root + suffix + suffix ba-rut-iš-i teachers
Prefix + root + suffix + suffix + suffix ba-rut-el-an-i they who teach each other

10Feedback

The class gender system is productive, which means that new nouns may be created in most of 
the noun classes (formed from existing roots or from new roots that may still be created in the 
process of modernisation). In section 2.5 we pointed out that roots do not always retain their 
form due to sound changes which take place in certain positions, as is the case with -rut- which 
becomes -thut- in the word “thuto”. We also mentioned that in the Nguni languages the class 
prefix can be broken up into two parts (a preprefix and a basic class prefix); therefore, in the 
Nguni languages nouns should generally have one prefix more than in the Sotho languages, 
Venda and Tsonga. Compare the following Zulu examples with corresponding examples in 
Northern Sotho:

Zulu (root: -dlal-)
Prefix + prefix + root + suffix a-ba-dlal-i players
Prefix + prefix + root + suffix + suffix + suffix u-m-dlal-is-an-i playmate
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Northern Sotho (root: -ralok-)
Prefix + root + suffix ba-ralok-i players
Prefix + root + suffix + suffix + suffix mo-ralok-iš-an-i playmate

2.7 CLASSIFICATION OF BORROWED NOUNS (LOAN WORDS)
188Due to close contact between speakers of different languages, the borrowing of vocabulary 
items is inevitable. Just like indigenous nouns, borrowed nouns have to be accommodated 
in one of the noun classes so that they can be used to generate agreement morphemes 
which will link them to other elements in a sentence. The component parts which make 
up these nouns have to be labelled correctly, especially if the data has to be interpreted 
electronically to transform speech to text or text to speech, to retrieve information or to 
translate. Borrowed nouns are usually accommodated in one of the noun classes on the 
basis of either the sound structure (phonology) or the meaning (semantics).

2.7.1  Sound structure
189In the Sotho languages, if a sound at or near the beginning of a borrowed word corresponds 
with the first sound of one of the prefixes, it may be placed in that class, for example:

190Afrikaans brood (bread) is placed in class 14 with the prefix bo-: borotho.
191English hospital is placed in class 7 with the prefix se-: sepetlele.

2.7.2 Meaning
192If the first sound does not suggest any class and the noun is human, it is classified as a 
class 1a noun with its corresponding plural in 2b.

193If the first sound(s) do(es) allude to a particular noun class, the borrowed noun is placed in 
that class as long as there is no conflict of meaning. So, for example, the word “machine” is 
accommodated in class 3 as “motšhene” with the prefix mo- (plural “metšhene”) in class 4. 
Why, do you suppose, is it not placed in class 6 where the prefix ma- corresponds exactly 
with the first two sounds of “machine”? This would not have been logical, because class 
6 indicates plurals and it would mean that “*matšhene” would be in a plural class with no 
corresponding singular form (“*letšhene” being highly unlikely).

194In the case of “mattress” (“materase”), this noun is assigned to class 9 instead of class 6 
(even though the first two sounds equal the prefix of class 6 ma-), because it is understood 
as a singular concept and not as plural. The plural form is in class 10 (“dimaterase”).

195Where neither phonology nor semantics is applicable, the noun is placed in the default 
class for borrowed nouns. According to Demuth (2000:279), this is class 9/10 in the Sotho 
languages and class 5/6 in languages like Zulu. For example:

196Northern Sotho: khomputha (computer), plural dikhomputha
197Zulu: i(li)posikhadi (post card), plural amaposikhadi
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198When borrowed words are accommodated in an African language, the sound sequences 
are adapted to comply with the syllable structure of the particular African language. 
This often necessitates the insertion of a vowel (called an epenthetic vowel) to break 
up an unacceptable sequence of consonants, for example ‘sk’ in the Afrikaans “skool” 
(school) is separated by means of the vowel -e- in Northern Sotho. Extra vowels may be 
needed to comply with the so-called open syllable structure of the African languages 
(typical consonant-vowel [C-V] sequence). For example, a vowel will be added in word 
final position in “skool” resulting in “sekolo”. This word will be accommodated in class 7 
due to the created prefix se-.

2.8 MORPHOLOGICAL STRUCTURE OF VERBS AND 
GRAMMATICAL AGREEMENT

199At the beginning of this study unit, we stressed the importance of noun classification. 
This is because this principle controls the grammatical agreement between the nouns 
and the other parts of a sentence. Depending on the class to which a noun belongs, it 
will generate an appropriate “linking element” which will link it to a verb (or other words, 
such as pronouns and qualificatives). For example:

200Northern Sotho
201Linked to a verb:

202seema se buša setšhaba the slogan rules the nation
203Linked to a qualificative (possessive)

204seema sa kgale an old slogan (literal: a slogan of long ago)

205In the above examples “seema” acts as the head noun. It belongs to class 7 and all words that 
are linked to this noun must agree with it by means of the relevant grammatical morpheme. 
For the most part, the agreement is fairly regular and phonologically transparent, but 
there are exceptions. In the given example the prefix se- (called the subject concord) 
corresponds exactly with the prefix of the head noun, while -sa- (the possessive concord) 
has a slightly different shape. In general, an agreement morpheme can easily be derived 
from its head noun.

206Even though certain nouns in the Sotho languages (especially in class 9) do not display 
an overt prefix, they still generate their appropriate set of agreement morphemes. For 
example:

207pudi e a fula the goat is grazing

208Sub-classes 1a and 2b make use of the same agreement forms as classes 1 and 2 respectively, 
because they also refer to people (eg “mme” in Northern Sotho):

209mme o apea bogobe ‘mother is cooking porridge’

210Agreement morphemes do not add extra lexical meaning to a sentence.

211They are needed to form well-structured and grammatically correct sentences as required 
by the syntactic rules of the language.
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212The essential structure of a verb is: subject concord + verb stem. For example:

213Northern Sotho
214di + fula (they graze) as in di fula nokeng (they graze at the river)

215Other morphemes (prefixes or suffixes) may be added to this basic form. The subject 
concord is an obligatory part of the verb; the only time when the subject concord is not 
part of the verb is when the verb is used to express a command (imperative form of the 
verb), for example “Bona!” (Look/see!).

216When the noun functions as an object, its agreement morpheme may be reflected in the 
verb by means of its object concord. Compare the following examples in Northern Sotho:

217Subject concord: Dipudi di nwa meetse. The goats are drinking water.
218Object concord: (Dipudi) ke a di bona (The goats) I see them

219In the latter example, the noun as an object may be deleted because the noun is represented 
in the verb by its agreement morpheme di-.

220Earlier, when we discussed the formation of deverbatives, we made you aware that the 
verb in the Bantu languages can be extended by various suffixes which are also called 
“extensions”. These extensions can modify the meaning of a verb. They generally follow 
each other in a specific order, although some variation is observed between some of the 
extensions. Here we only deal with the meaning of four extensions, but we encourage 
you to consult grammar books in your language for a range of other extensions that 
are distinguished. Note that the form of the extensions across the languages may differ 
slightly. Here we only give examples in Northern Sotho:

Extension Meaning Example

Applicative, eg Northern 
Sotho “buy”: -reka > rekela

Buy something for or on behalf 
of someone

go rekela bana dimpho (to buy 
gifts for the children)

Causative, eg Northern Sotho 
“carry”: -rwala > rwadiša

Cause or help someone to carry 
something

go rwadiša monna morwalo (to 
cause or help a man to carry a 
load)

Reciprocal, eg Northern Sotho 
“see”: -bona > bonana

See one another go bonana gape (to see each 
other again)

Passive, eg Northern Sotho 
“write”: -ngwala > ngwalwa

Something undergoes the 
process of writing

go ngwalwa mangwalo (letters 
are written)

Activity

Select a paragraph from a text in your chosen African language and try to identify all the 
verbs which contain one of the above extensions. Write them down together with the 
basic and modified meanings of the verb.
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11Feedback

Since the four extensions we discussed above occur quite frequently, you should have come 
across at least a few examples in your paragraph. You might even have come across verbs in 
which two or more of these extensions occur combined, as in the example below.

Northern Sotho:  Bana ba rek-el-an-a dimpho.  (applicative + reciprocal)
The children buy gifts for one another.

Knowledge of the component parts of the verb, their labelling and permissible affix sequences 
are of paramount significance if these data are to be used in computational analysis.

2.9 CONCLUSION
221In this study unit we concentrated mainly on the structure of nouns and verbs. The fact 
that nouns can be grouped into classes according to their prefixes (and meanings) has 
earned the Bantu languages the label class languages. An understanding of the principle 
of noun class categorisation is central to analysing and understanding these languages. 
The ability to identify, analyse and label component parts of words correctly is of utmost 
importance, for example, in any development of man-machine-related communication.

REVISION EXERCISES
222 1. What does the term “root” refer to?
223 2. What is an affix?
224 3. What is a prefix?
225 4. What is a suffix?
226 5. What are the essential morphological elements that make up a noun in your African 

language?
227 6. Give examples to show how a derived noun differs from a primitive noun.
228 7. What do you understand by “a deverbative”? Give suitable examples in your language.
229 8. Do all noun classes have a recognisable prefix? What is the position in your language?
230 9. Is there a perfect match between a formal and a semantic classification of nouns? 

Explain with reference to your chosen African language.
23110. Write down all the noun classes that are distinguished in your chosen African language 

and indicate which noun classes usually go together in terms of singular/plural.
23211. Some singular classes may take their plurals in other classes besides their designated 

plural counterpart. If this is the case in your African language, give examples to illustrate 
this. Apart from a change in number (from singular to plural), do you observe any 
change in meaning when the plural is not formed in the default plural class?

23312. Give a few examples of words which only appear in plural form (no singular counterpart 
exists). Indicate the class(es) in which these nouns are found.

23413. Just as there are some plural nouns without singular forms, so there are some 
singular forms which are uncountable and do not have a plural form. Can you list 
any examples in your African language? The so-called class of abstracts (class 14) 
should provide you with plenty of examples.
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23514. What is the typical structure of a verb in the African languages?
23615. Why should all borrowed nouns be assigned to one of the noun classes? Think in 

terms of the importance of the agreement system without which no grammatical 
sentences can be formed.
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Study unit 3
Syntax and information structure

 SE Bosch

3.1 INTRODUCTION
237In the previous study unit we focused on morphology, which refers to the form and 
structure of words in a language. We explained that morphemes have to conform to 
morphological rules so that we can form linguistically correct words. We also explained 
that these words fall into different categories such as nouns and verbs. The emphasis was 
thus on the structure of words and their categorisation.

238In study unit 2 we also dealt with the structure of nouns and verbs. In this study unit we 
go a step further by looking at the function of nouns and verbs in sentences. We look at 
how we can put these words together in certain patterns to form phrases and sentences 
to express our thoughts and optimise information transfer so that the communicative 
needs of interlocutors (people who take part in a conversation) are addressed. We use 
examples from Zulu and Northern Sotho in this study unit, but mainly from Zulu. Please 
refer to the language-specific study guides under “Additional Resources” on myUnisa for 
examples in your African language. These study guides, based on the English study guide, 
have been customised for and written in the medium of the different African languages.

Learning outcomes

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 − structure information in different ways to optimise the effect and impact of com-
munication in the African languages

 − analyse new language data from a variety of sources (literature and the media) in 
terms of information structure

239When you work with words in sentences, you will notice that nouns function as subjects 
or objects. You are already familiar with the morphemes that are called subject concords 
and object concords. Well, these concords are determined by the subject noun and the 
object noun of a sentence, for example:

240Zulu: Udokotela usiza iziguli.

241English: The doctor assists the patients.

242In this sentence the noun “udokotela” (doctor) functions as the subject. The noun “iziguli” 
(patients) functions as the object of the sentence. In certain cases, which we discuss later 
in this study unit, the object noun may agree with the verb, for example:
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243Zulu: Udokotela uyazisiza iziguli.

244English: The doctor assists the patients.

245Verbs function as predicates in a sentence. It is important to note that copulatives also 
function as predicates in sentences. For example:

246Zulu: Inkosikazi ipheka ukudla.

247English: The woman cooks food.

248Zulu: Inkosikazi isekhaya.

249English: The woman is at home.

250In the first example the verb “ipheka” (she cooks) functions as a predicate and in the 
second example the copulative construction “isekhaya” (she is at home) also functions 
as a predicate.

251The study of the constituents or components that make up a sentence is called syntax. 
Fromkin, Rodman and Hyams (2003:118) describe syntax as “[t]he part of the grammar 
that represents the speakers’ knowledge of sentences and their structures”. In this study 
unit we give you an overview of the syntax of African languages with specific reference 
to the structuring of sentences and the effect and impact this has on communication.

252We start by looking at the fluid word order of African languages and how we can 
position words in a sentence (particularly the subject, object and predicate) to achieve 
focus. We then introduce you to the concept of discourse information and how such 
information determines sentence structure. We illustrate the relation between word 
order and information structure by means of examples. Different word orders are used in 
different contexts to express information structure, such as the expression of new or given 
information in the discourse and of emphasis or contrast in the case of pronominalisation.

3.2 WORD ORDER IN AFRICAN LANGUAGES
253Speakers of non-African languages who want to learn to speak Zulu often find it difficult 
to make sense of a Zulu sentence as a result of the word order. English, for example, 
has a very rigid word order where the subject starts off the sentence and is followed by 
the predicate and then the object (if there is one). The position of words in the African 
languages is much more fluid.

254The reason for this is the concordial agreement system. Concords not only link words 
in a sentence but also refer to the nominal elements in the sentence. Because of this 
strict system of reference, the nominal and verbal elements may be positioned virtually 
anywhere in the sentence without danger of being misinterpreted.

Activity

Translate the following sentence into your chosen African language:
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All the students arrived at Unisa yesterday to write their examinations.

Can you change the word order of the translated sentence without changing the meaning 
of the sentence?

12Feedback

You will notice that there are a number of ways to change the word order of a sentence in 
an African language. Although the meaning of the sentence may remain the same when the 
word order is changed, there may be more focus on a specific word if it appears in a certain 
position in the sentence.

This freedom of movement which words have within the sentence also serves another purpose. 
African languages are not stress languages like English and Afrikaans. To focus on a particular 
word, speakers of African languages do not stress it by saying it louder than the rest of the 
words in the sentence – as happens in European languages. In fact, in the African languages 
word order possibilities are used to achieve the desired effect.

3.2.1 Positions of the subject and predicate
255Let us start with the positions of the subject and predicate. Look at the following short 
sentence (Ntuli 1971:1):

256Zulu: Lisamfoma igazi.

257English: Blood is still oozing from him.

258In this sentence the subject “igazi” (blood) has a post-predicate position. It is relegated 
to a less important position than the predicate. The verb “lisamfoma” ([it] is still oozing 
from him) is forefronted so that the focus is on the oozing and the subject “igazi” is of 
secondary importance. Another reason why “igazi” has less status is because this word 
has already been mentioned in the first paragraph of the story. Compare this sentence 
with the one immediately following (Ntuli 1971:1):

259Zulu: Umzimba wakhe uthuthumele.

260English: His body is shivering.

261In this sentence the subject “umzimba” (body) is mentioned for the first time in 
the story. It therefore occupies a privileged position, which is pre-predicate. New 
information like this usually carries the focus. Notice how the focus is distributed in the 
following compound/complex sentence (Ntuli 1971:2):

262Zulu: Usendleleni nje uMpiyakhe nekhanda ulizwa lisinda.

263Pred Subj Subj/Obj Predt Pred2

264English: Mpiyakhe is just on his way and his head feels heavy.
265Literal translation: Mpiyakhe is just on the way and the head he feels it, it is heavy.
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266In the first clause the predicate “usendleleni” (he is on his way) carries the focus, but in 
the second half of the sentence the focus is on the subject-object “nekhanda” (and [his] 
head). This second part of the sentence is very interesting and typical of Zulu syntax. 
Firstly, “nekhanda” acts as the object of the predicate “ulizwa” (he feels it). Notice that 
even objects are used before the predicate when the focus is on them. (We discuss the 
object in more detail later.) Secondly, “nekhanda” acts as the subject of “lisinda” (it is 
heavy). With respect to both the predicates “ulizwa” and “lisinda”, the noun “nekhanda” 
is forefronted for the purpose of focus. Compare the effect in the following sentence if 
the position of “nekhanda” is different:

267Usendleleni nje uMpiyakhe ulizwa nekhanda lisinda.

268Here the focal effect of “nekhanda” is diminished in so far as it pertains to the verb “lisinda” 
only. If we move “nekhanda” to the end of the sentence, we must remove the strengthening 
effect of na- to get the following:

269Usendleleni nje uMpiyakhe ulizwa lisinda ikhanda.

270If we place “nekhanda” at the end of the sentence, it will conflict with the focal effect – and 
tone – of the sentence. Notice that irrespective of the position of “nekhanda”/”ikhanda”, 
there can be no misunderstanding. It is always the subject of “lisinda” as indicated by 
the subject concord li- and it is always the object of “ulizwa” as indicated by the object 
concord -li-.

3.2.2 Position of the object
271Now let us consider the object of the sentence. We normally think of the object of a 
sentence as the noun or pronoun that stands immediately after the predicate. Let us 
again look at some examples in Zulu where this is not the case (Mncwango 1983:62):

272Zulu: Ukufa sengivele ngizinikele kukho.

273English: I am already quite prepared to die.

274Here it is the object “ukufa” (to die) which starts off the sentence, indicating that death 
is uppermost in the mind of the speaker. In the same book we find Simelane saying 
(Mncwango 1983:81):

275Zulu: Ukhondo lokuthi uHilwayo noZenzile bathubeleza ngendlela ebange 
kwelakwaZulu sengilutholile.

276English: I have found the path on which Hilwayo and Zenzile are dodging (me) 
on their way to KwaZulu.

277Notice in the above sentence that the object “ukhondo” (the path) carries the focus and 
is therefore presented to the listener as the most important piece of knowledge. Notice 
also that the predicate in the main clause “sengilutholile” (I have found it) is at the very end 
of this long sentence. It is the predicate for which “ukhondo” is the object. This is clearly 
indicated by the object concord -lu-.
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278We hope that this short introduction to the word order of Zulu has given you a better 
understanding of the way people speak and write. A fluid word order is of great help to 
a good writer because it can enhance his/her literary style.

3.3 DISCOURSE INFORMATION
279What is discourse? Discourse may be regarded as any form of verbal communication 
between a speaker and one or more listeners – or for that matter, between a writer and 
a reader. Keenan and Schieffelin (1975:340) define the term “discourse” as follows: “… 
we take discourse to be any sequence of two or more utterances produced by a single 
speaker or by two or more speakers who are interacting with one another (at some point 
in time and space).”

280Discourse information is information which is known to both discourse participants/
interlocutors (given/old information) and information which is new to at least one of the 
interlocutors (new information).

Activity

Find your own example of a discourse in your chosen African language (from a literary work, 
a newspaper, a magazine or any other written source). Acknowledge the source. Identify 
the type of information in the discourse that you have identified along the following lines:

Given information known to 
both interlocutors (A and B)

New information to A New information to B

13Feedback

Chafe (1976:30) defines given information as “that knowledge which the speaker assumes to be 
in the consciousness of the addressee at the time of the utterance”. This information forms the 
central topic of discussion and “… is known to the interlocutors, and in that sense, constitutes 
‘known’ or ‘given’ information” (Louwrens 1981a:23, author’s emphasis).

New information is defined as “what the speaker assumes he is introducing into the addressee’s 
consciousness by what he says” (Chafe 1976:30). This is information that is “added to the central 
topic of discussion as the conversation evolves, and which has the status of ‘unknown’ or ‘new’ 
information” (Louwrens 1981a:23, author’s emphasis). The general way in which a conversation 
develops is when the participants add new information to the discourse context. It is up to the 
speaker to decide what he/she regards as given or new information.

At this stage, you may ask why the information status of nouns is important and why you 
should take note of it. From the discussion that follows, you will see that such information 
largely determines sentence structure in the African languages.
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3.3.1 Given discourse information

281A noun that is old, and given or known information, has a unique referent in a discourse. In 
other words, it refers to one and only one possible referent within the context. Givenness 
is the indication that a concept is immediately present in the shared knowledge of the 
speakers.

282Speakers/writers can only achieve their purpose in a discourse if they adapt the contents 
of their utterances to the addressee’s line of thought at the moment of communication. 
Consider the following brief conversation in Zulu:

283Sipho: Uphuma ngamandla. (eshukumisa ithambo elinomnkantsha) – 
It is coming out fast. (shaking a bone with marrow)

284Thandi: Yintoni ephuma ngamandla? – What is coming out fast?

285Sipho: Umnkantsha. – The marrow.

286Sipho’s first utterance is not purposeful because Thandi does not understand him. 
Sipho apparently assumes that Thandi has been watching what he is doing and that 
she is therefore in a position to locate the referent of the subject concord u- from the 
environment. Since Thandi has evidently not been watching Sipho’s actions, she cannot 
identify the referent of this subject concord. She has no clues from prior discourse. In 
fact, Sipho failed to make earlier reference to “umnkantsha” (marrow). He could have said 
something like “Ngizokudla umnkantsha manje” (I am going to eat bone marrow now). 
This would have provided Thandi with a good source of identifying the required referent.

287This example is a clear illustration of the importance of using discourse information 
correctly to ensure purposeful discourse.

288In the light of this example, old information may be defined as information which (according 
to the speaker’s judgement) is known to the addressee within a given discourse context. 
It is important to note that it is the speaker who decides which information is known in a 
specific discourse context and should therefore be treated as old information.

289There are two main factors that determine the givenness of nouns in discourse, namely 
linguistic context and extralinguistic context.

290(1) Given information determined by linguistic factors

291We have used the term “context” frequently and earlier we mentioned that there are two 
types of context which you should take into consideration when analysing discourse.

292Linguistic context has to do with what happens before and after the sentence in question. 
Information known from linguistic context is information that has been mentioned by 
the speaker/writer and is therefore known to the addressee. In this case we say that the 
noun is coreferential with a noun in the preceding text, for example (Nyembezi 1977:96, 
emphasis supplied):
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293Zulu: Kepha esikhundleni sokuba isandla azosixhawula, kwaqhamuka insabula 
ende, ibengezela kulo lolu fifi. Nempela wayibamba insabula, wezwa 
ukuthi ayibukhali nje yinsingo.

294English: But instead of a hand appearing to shake his hand, a long bayonet 
appeared shining in that dimness. Indeed, he took hold of the bayonet; 
he felt that it was not only sharp, it was a razor.

295When the noun “insabula” is mentioned the second time, it is given information since it 
refers to a specific long bayonet mentioned earlier in the text.

296Also consider the following (Ramaila 1960:82, emphasis supplied):

297Northern Sotho: Ka lona lebaka leo gwa phathologa lebone le le bogale kua pele – Ge 
re batamelana re sešo ra fapana, lebone lela thee, le soka tsela, le nketa 
pele – E! Ke sepitikopo mohlanka wa mmušo wa lekgotla la boraditsela 
– Ge bjale re eme re lebelelane, sepitikopo se a thoma se re:

298English: At that moment a sharp light appeared in front – While we were still 
approaching one another, that light turned and awaited me. – O! It is 
a traffic officer in the service of the government’s traffic department – 
While we were now standing opposing one another, the traffic officer 
started saying:

299When the nouns “lebone (le le bogale)” ([sharp] light) and “sepitikopo” (traffic officer) are 
mentioned the second time, they are given information since they refer to a specific light 
and a specific traffic officer mentioned earlier in the text.

300The given or old information status of a noun may also be implied by the context if the 
referent of the noun is not mentioned before in the text. In this case, the referent of the 
noun concerned is presupposed by other information in the text. For example (Ntuli 
1971:12, emphasis supplied):

301Zulu: Antengezele uDunguzela aye kuMpiyakhe. Afike abuke amanxentshana 
enyoka. Livele limphelele lonke ithemba. Atshele uMphiyakhe ukuthi 
akalale phansi ecansini … Uya kwenye indlu lapho ekhumbula ukuthi 
sasikhona isibiba senyoka.

302English: Dunguzela gets up shakily and then goes to Mpiyakhe. He immediately 
inspects the wound of the snake bite. Without thinking further, he 
loses all hope. He tells Mpiyakhe to lie down on the rush mat … He 
goes to another hut, remembering that there was antidote (used to 
counteract snake poison).

303In this context “isibiba” (antidote) is introduced as a definite noun, although it is not 
mentioned earlier in the text. The referent “isibiba” is, however, presupposed by several 
other referents in the text: “amazinyo enyoka” (teeth of a snake); “ubuthi benyoka” (snake 
poison), etc. The writer therefore assumes that due to other (related) information in the 
text, the reader is able to infer the referent “isibiba”.
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304Consider the following extract from a short story (Ramaila 1960:127, emphasis supplied):

305Northern Sotho: Angelo ke seteišene sa setimela mo gare ga Germiston le Boksburg. Gona 
fao ke mo gwa go namela mokgalabje wa Mosotho e šetše e le mantšiboa 
a la Mokibelo ... Ge a šetše a dutše gabotse ka mo kgaolong ya ba “sêkênê”, 
ya ba gona radithekete a tsenago go tlo botšiša dithekete.

306English: Angelo is a railway station between Germiston and Boksburg. There, 
an old Sotho man got onto a train late one Saturday evening … When 
he sat comfortably in a second-class compartment, the conductor 
entered to ask for tickets.

307The subject noun “radithekete” (conductor) is presented as given information despite 
the fact that he is not mentioned in the preceding part of the short story. However, 
the referent “radithekete” is presupposed by a number of other referents (eg “seteišene 
sa setimela” [railway station] and “kgaolong” [compartment]). In other words, the writer 
assumes that due to other (related) information in the text, the reader is able to infer the 
referent “radithekete”.

Activity

Select an excerpt from a short story in your chosen African language. Underline all the 
given information that is determined by linguistic factors. Give reasons for your choices.

14Feedback

Remember that linguistic factors have to do with information that is mentioned before in the 
text and information that is implied by the context. For example, in the context of a university 
information such as professor, students and library can be regarded as presupposed given 
information.

(2) Given information determined by extralinguistic factors

308Alternatively, context may be extralinguistic since “[c]ommunication always takes place 
within a real world situation” (Louwrens 1981a:28). Extralinguistic factors are closely related 
to the “real world” that surrounds us as communicators. A writer/speaker may assume that 
certain information that relates to reality is known to the reader/hearer even though it 
has not been mentioned elsewhere in the discourse context. In such cases, the speaker/
writer relies on the notion of consciousness that he/she shares with the addressee.

309Extralinguistic factors determine given information in three types of nouns, namely 
nouns with unique referents, generic nouns and nouns with a referent that is physically 
observable.
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310Nouns with unique referents

311Nouns with unique referents are always given information since they have only one 
possible referent. Nouns such as “izulu” (the sky), “umhlabathi” (the earth), “ilanga” (the sun) 
and “inyanga” (the moon) all have unique referents. Interlocutors’ knowledge of reality 
enables them to identify these nouns as referring to a particular referent. For example 
(Nyembezi 1977:13):

312Zulu: Liyashisa ilanga.

313English: The sun is hot.

314The following example comes from the first verse of Genesis 1 in the Bible (emphasis 
supplied) (Bible Society of South Africa 2012):

315Northern Sotho: Mathomong Modimo o hlodile legodimo le lefase

316Zulu: Ekuqaleni uNkulunkulu wadala izulu nomhlaba.

317English: In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

318Both nouns refer uniquely to the earth and the heaven as the one and only referent in 
each case.

319Generic nouns

320Generic nouns are nouns that have a particular species or genus as unique referent. When 
a generic noun is used in discourse, it never refers to a single member of a species or genus 
but always to the whole species or genus. Generic nouns are therefore presupposed by 
the speaker/writer to be uniquely identifiable by the addressee on the grounds of the 
latter’s knowledge of reality. For example (Ntuli & Ntuli 1982:17, emphasis supplied):

321Zulu: Zinonya izinyosi … Intuthwane incane kakhulu.

322English: Bees are cruel … The ant is very small.

323“Izinyosi” (bees) and “intuthwane” ([the] ant) do not refer to specific bees or a specific 
ant; they were not discussed previously in the discourse, and were also not implied by 
the context nor logically inferred as given information from other details in the context. 
However, their unique referents are the species bees and ants respectively, and therefore 
these two noun phrases are presented as given information.

324The same applies to “mohlwa”’([the] termite) and “dinose” (bees) in the following extract 
(Matsepe 1969:47, emphasis supplied):

325Northern Sotho: Mohlwa o boloka mabjang ka seolong lehlabula, o bolokela marega e 
lego mohla o mothata; dinose di boloka todi le matšhita lehlabula, di 
bolokela marega …
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326English: The termite preserves grass in anthills during summer, saving it for 
winter which is a difficult time; bees preserve honey and pollen in 
summer, saving it for winter …

327The subject nouns “mohlwa” and “dinose” were not discussed previously in the narrative 
nor can they be inferred logically as given information from other referents in the context. 
Their status as given information is ascribed to the fact that their unique referents are the 
species termites and bees respectively. Note that both these nouns appear in a pre-verbal 
position and both show subject agreement.

328Physical context

329The physical environment in which a discourse takes place can also determine the “given” 
status of a noun. A speaker may regard a noun as given information “if its referent is 
physically observable in the environment in which the interlocutors converse” (Louwrens 
1981a:31). This identification of given information is only relevant to oral communication. 
The referents of nouns may be assumed in a physical context, as summarised by Chafe 
(1972:8):

330Suppose you and I are in a room which has a prominent blackboard on one wall.
331If I want to talk about the blackboard, I am at liberty to assume you know what 
blackboard I mean. That is, I can treat blackboard as definite on the basis of the 
presence of this particular blackboard in the environment of our conversation.

332We encourage you to observe and make notes of examples of oral communication in 
your chosen language where the physical context determines the “given” status of nouns.

3.3.2 New discourse information
333New discourse information is information that is introduced to the addressee and becomes 
part of his/her knowledge for the first time. In other words, it is information that the 
addressee is not expected to know at that specific point of the discourse. In the following 
extract “inganyana” (small child) is introduced to (the consciousness of) the addressee 
for the first time and is therefore new information (Nyembezi 1977:93):

334Zulu: Ngemuva kwesikhashana behlezi, kwaqhamuka inganyana iphethe 
isiphefana sikaphalafini, sivuthela phansi.

335English: After they had been sitting for a while, a small child appeared carrying 
a small home-made paraffin lamp that was burning low.

336The following is an extract from a short story in which “mokgalabje wa Mosotho” (old 
Sotho man) is introduced to the reader as new information (Ramaila 1960:127, emphasis 
supplied):

337Northern Sotho: Angelo ke seteišene sa setimela mo gare ga Germiston le Boksburg. 
Gona fao ke mo gwa go namela mokgalabje wa Mosotho e šetše e le 
mantšiboa a la Mokibelo ...
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338English: Angelo is a railway station between Germiston and Boksburg. There 
an old Sotho man ascended (a train) late one Saturday evening …

339In the African languages, the term “new discourse information” is important because 
nouns that have the status of new information behave syntactically differently from 
their old information counterparts. Look again at the new information nouns that you 
identified in the table for the activity under section 3.3. Can you see any difference in 
syntactic behaviour between given and new information nouns?

340New information nouns may, for example, only appear post-verbally and may not show 
verbal agreement. This is clearly illustrated in the examples above:

341Zulu: kwaqhamuka inganyana

342Literal translation: there appeared a small child

343Northern Sotho: go namela mokgalabje wa Mosotho

344Literal translation: there ascended an old Sotho man

345We discuss this in more detail in the next section, where we also show how several syntactic 
strategies/ways of structuring sentences depend on the information status of nouns (eg 
verbal agreement, word order, pronominalisation and passive structures).

3.3.3 How are given and new information marked?
346In most European languages, given and new information are marked by articles and stress. 
In English, for example, the article “the” marks a noun as given information: The man is 
hungry. New information, on the other hand, is marked by the article “a/an” in English, 
for example: A man will be delivering the parcel.

347Since African languages do not have articles or stress, other ways and means are used to 
mark given and new information (namely verbal agreement and word order).

(1) Verbal agreement

348Only given information nouns show verbal agreement in the African languages. This implies 
that all nouns that agree with verbs are given information. However, it is not compulsory 
that given information nouns agree with verbs, especially not in the case of object nouns. 
Verbal agreement can therefore only partially serve as a criterion according to which 
given and new information nouns can be judged.

349New information nouns never show verbal agreement.

(2) Word order

350Given information nouns appear either before or after the verb (that is, either pre-verbally 
or post-verbally); new information nouns appear only in the post-verbal position. The 
conclusion we can draw is that the post-verbal position accommodates given as well 
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as new information, but the pre-verbal position is reserved for given information only. 
Nouns normally function as subjects or objects in sentences.

3.3.4 Old and new information subjects

351The basic word order in African languages is subject-verb-object (SVO) and therefore 
the basic sentence position of the subject noun is pre-verbal. A new information subject 
noun cannot, however, be introduced in a discourse in the basic sentence position. New 
information nouns may only appear post-verbally. Furthermore, a noun that appears 
pre-verbally inevitably triggers concordial agreement between the verb and the noun. 
This is not permitted with new information nouns.

352These two syntactic restrictions on new information nouns can, however, be avoided by 
using other syntactic strategies. These syntactic strategies to introduce new information 
subject nouns into discourse are ku- preposing/go- preposing/hu- preposing and the 
passive construction.

(1) Ku- preposing/go- preposing/hu- preposing

353Ku- preposing/go- preposing/hu- preposing involves the use of the indefinite subject 
concord ku- in the Nguni languages and Tsonga, go- in the Sotho languages and hu- in 
Venda, while the noun denoting the logical or semantic subject of the sentence appears 
to the right of the verb (post-verbally). For example:

354Zulu: Kuhamba indoda.

355English: There walks a man.

356The indefinite concord ku- renders the logical/semantic subject “indoda” (man) indefinite 
in this sentence. Compare:

357Zulu: Indoda iyahamba.

358English: The man walks.

359In the latter sentence, “indoda” is a definite subject noun containing old information. 
This is made clear by its sentence position as well as by verbal agreement.

360Northern Sotho: Go fihlile moeng.

361Literal translation: There arrived a visitor.

362The indefinite concord go- renders the logical/semantic subject “moeng” indefinite in 
this sentence. Compare:

363Northern Sotho: Moeng o fihlile.

364English: The visitor arrived.
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365In the latter sentence, “moeng” is a definite subject noun containing old information. This 
is made clear by its sentence position as well as by verbal agreement.

(2) Passive

366New information nouns that are required by discourse to take a subject relation to the 
predicate may alternatively be presented as the agent in a passive construction, as 
illustrated in the following extract from a literary work (Nyembezi 1977:95, emphasis 
supplied):

367Zulu: Lokhu uzithandele wena, awucindezelwanga muntu.

368Literal translation: This was your own choice; you were not forced by anybody.

369“Muntu” is a noun phrase that refers to somebody who is not uniquely identifiable within 
the context; it is therefore indefinite or new information. “Muntu” cannot be presented as 
the grammatical subject in the pre-verbal position since “(u)muntu” is then presupposed 
to be a definite noun phrase, which it is clearly not in the context:

370Zulu: Umuntu akakucindezelanga.

371English: The person did not force you.

372The passive construction is not, however, used only to introduce new information into 
discourse. The agent in a passive construction is often given information, as illustrated 
in the following example (Nyembezi 1977:90):

373Zulu: Zonke lezi zindawo uzikhonjiswa nguJack.

374Literal translation: All these places, he was shown by Jack.

375“Jack” is a person’s name, and is therefore known information to the interlocutors.

376The following are similar examples:

377Northern Sotho: Matome o hlasetšwe ke tau.

378English: Matome was attacked by a/the lion.

379Northern Sotho: au e hlasetše Matome.

380English: The lion attacked Matome.

381Note that although no verbal agreement is possible between the agent “tau” (lion) and 
the verb “o hlasetšwe” in the first sentence, only the context in which such a sentence 
is uttered can determine whether the noun is new or given information. In the second 
sentence there is indeed agreement between “tau” (lion) and the verb “e hlasetše” and 
therefore the noun is given information.
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3.3.5 Old and new information objects

382You will recall that in section 3.3.3 we pointed out the two syntactic strategies that mark 
old and new information, namely verbal agreement and word order. We stated that new 
information nouns never show verbal agreement and never appear pre-verbally, while 
old information nouns may show verbal agreement and may appear either pre-verbally 
or post-verbally.

383If we take into consideration that the basic object position in African languages is post-
verbal and that object agreement is not compulsory, it becomes clear that introducing 
new information object nouns is less complicated than is the case with subject nouns. 
The reason for this is that according to Zulu syntax, a new information object can appear 
in the basic object position directly after the verb. See the following example (Nyembezi 
1977:95, emphasis supplied):

384Zulu: Kuthe lapho efika ngasetafuleni wabona incwadi abekade engayiboni 
ngesikhathi elaphaya emuva. Wayibona ukuthi yiBhayibheli.

385 Lathi izwi, “Uyayazi le ncwadi ukuthi ncwadini”?

386Literal translation: When he arrived at the table, he saw a book which he had not seen 
when he was way there at the back. He saw that it was a Bible.

387The voice said: “Do you know what kind of book this is?”’

388The noun “incwadi” (book) is new information at this particular point in the text because 
the reader can interpret it as referring to any book. “Le ncwadi” (this book), however, has 
a unique referent (namely “iBhayibheli” [the Bible]) and is therefore given information. 
The definiteness of “le ncwadi” is further accentuated by the use of its object concord in 
the verb and by the demonstrative “le”.

389In the African languages it is very common that a definite or old information object noun 
appears in its basic syntactic position directly after the verb while agreeing grammatically 
with the verb. Although several grammarians have attempted to explain this phenomenon, 
we shall not go further into this matter at this stage.

390However, be careful not to make the same mistake as some traditional grammarians made 
of assuming that the object concord is a marker of given information. We have proved 
the opposite, namely that given information status is a prerequisite for the use of the 
object concord. Definite object nouns that appear in the post-verbal sentence position 
need not show verbal agreement, as illustrated in the following example (Ntuli 1971:9, 
emphasis supplied):

391Zulu: Tibi! Ngofo! Yinyoka! Agxume ageleqeke uMpiyakhe, umkhonto uwele 
laphaya, kusale ihawana kuphela …

392 Athi nyathu, nyathu, acoshe umkhonto. Uqathake. Awucoshe futhi … Afake 
umkhonto emgodini.
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393English: Something gives underfoot! He feels a prick! It is a snake! Mpiyakhe 
jumps up sharply, the spear falls over there, only a small shield 
is left …

394 He gives a step or two and picks up the spear. It falls down. He 
picks it up again. He sticks the spear into the hole.

395“Umkhonto” (spear) is given information to the reader as is proven by its subjectival 
agreement in the first paragraph. In the second paragraph “umkhonto” appears twice 
as a given information object noun without showing verbal agreement. This leads us to 
conclude that the old or new information status of an object noun can only be determined 
by the context when the noun appears post-verbally without object agreement.

396Object agreement is, of course, compulsory when the object noun is moved from its 
basic syntactic position after the verb. For example:

397Umfana washaya inja (The boy hit the dog)

398versus

399Inja umfana wayishaya (The dog, the boy hit it)

3.4 PRONOMINALISATION
400In this section we look at the term “pronominalisation” in greater detail. Thereafter, we 
analyse and discuss the meaning of the demonstrative and absolute pronouns.

401As far as European languages such as Afrikaans and English are concerned, we speak of 
pronominalisation when a pronoun is used to act in the place of a noun, for example:

402(a) The boys speak Zulu.
403(b)  They speak Zulu.

404Notice that the pronoun “they” in sentence (b) is used to act in the place of the noun 
“(the) boys”. Therefore, we say the noun “boys” in sentence (a) is pronominalised by the 
pronoun “they”.

405There is a highly specific relationship between the noun “boys” and the pronoun “they” 
which, in linguistics, is called an anaphoric relationship. “Anaphoric” means that the 
pronoun “they” refers to exactly the same referent as “boys”. Note that a noun cannot be 
pronominalised if the referent to which it refers is not known to the interlocutors. We thus 
assume that the referent “boys” in sentence (a) above is known to the interlocutors and 
therefore it is possible for them to interpret the pronoun “they” in sentence (b) correctly, 
namely as referring to “boys” and not, for example, to “daughters”, “men”, “students” or 
whomever.

406In languages such as Afrikaans and English pronominalisation is a process of substitution 
because the pronoun substitutes the noun.

407For many years, African language linguists – under the influence of Doke (1992:88) – 
accepted that pronominalisation in a language such as Zulu was also based on a process 
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of substitution. It was therefore assumed that a pronoun such as “bona” in sentence (b) 
below stands in the place of the noun “abafana” in sentence (a) and that “abafana” is 
thus substituted by “bona”.

408(a) Abafana bakhuluma isiZulu.
409 The boys speak Zulu.
410(b) Bona bakhuluma isiZulu.
411 They speak Zulu.

412In Northern Sotho examples are:

413(a) Bašemane ba bolela Sezulu.
414 The boys speak Zulu.
415(b) Bona ba bolela Sezulu.
416 They speak Zulu.

417Research (Wilkes 1976 & Louwrens 1981b) has brought to light that it is incorrect to 
assume that “bona” in sentence (b) above substitutes “abafana/bašemane” in sentence 
(a). There are two arguments against such an interpretation of pronominalisation in Zulu 
and Northern Sotho.

418Argument 1

419If we accept that the relationship between “bona” in sentence (b) and “abafana/bašemane” 
in sentence (a) is one of substitution, how can we explain the function of “bona” in cases 
such as sentences (c) and (d) below where it acts in apposition to “abafana/bašemane”? 
(Note that “in apposition to” means that two items stand directly next to each other; in 
this example the pronoun occurs directly next to the noun.)

420(c)  Abafana bona bakhuluma isiZulu.
421(d)  Bona abafana bakhuluma isiZulu.

422In Northern Sotho examples are:

423(c) Bašemane bona ba bolela Sezulu.
424(d) Bona bašemane ba bolela Sezulu.

425In the above examples “bona” cannot have a pronominal function because both the noun 
and the so-called pronoun appear in the same sentence.

426Argument 2

427When we compare the meaning of sentences (a) and (b) above, there is a clear semantic 
difference. Sentence (a) simply means “the boys speak Zulu”, while sentence (b) does 
not simply mean “they speak Zulu” but rather “they (specifically) speak Zulu” or “they, 
in contrast with someone else, speak Zulu”. Thus sentence (b) has one of two semantic 
aspects in its meaning which is absent in sentence (a), namely specifying or contrast. The 
question now arises of how the substitution of “abafana/bašemane” in sentence (a) by 
“bona” in sentence (b) can lead to such a change in meaning.
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428These arguments indicate that pronominalisation in Zulu, and for that matter in Northern 
Sotho, is not based on substitution. We discuss the implications of this further below.

3.4.1 Real status of so-called pronouns
429The words which traditionally are called pronouns in the grammars of the African languages 
are in essence not pronouns. Their primary status and function are that of nominal 
determiners or nominal qualifiers. Compare the following examples where the absolute, 
demonstrative and quantitative pronouns act as determiners or qualifiers of the noun 
“abantwana” in Zulu and “bana” in Northern Sotho.

430Zulu:

431(a) Abantwana bona bafikile. (The children, on the other hand, arrived.)
432(b) Abantwana labo bafikile. (Those children arrived.)
433(c) Abantwana bonke bafikile. (All the children arrived.)

434In these Zulu sentences “bona” functions as a contrastive determiner of “abantwana”, 
“labo” as a demonstrative determiner of “aba ntwana” and “bonke” as a quantitative 
determiner of “aba ntwana”. These sentences illustrate the primary function of pronouns 
such as “bona”, “labo” and “bonke”: they are determiners of the noun “abantwana” and in 
such cases of usage they have no pronominal status.

435Northern Sotho:

436(a) Bana bona ba fihlile. (The children, on the other hand, arrived.)
437(b) Bana bao ba fihlile. (Those children arrived.)
438(c) Bana bôhlê ba fihlile. (All the children arrived.)

439In these Northern Sotho sentences “bona” functions as a contrastive determiner of “bana”, 
“bao” as a demonstrative determiner of “bana” and “bôhlê” as a quantitative determiner 
of “ba na”. Again, these sentences illustrate the primary function of pronouns such as 
“bona”, “bao” and “bôhlê”: they are determiners of the noun “bana” and in such cases of 
usage they have no pronominal status.

440It is important to note that concordial agreement exists, in all the abovementioned cases, 
between the noun “abantwana/bana” and the following pronoun. This phenomenon of 
agreement is responsible for the fact that under certain circumstances determiners such 
as “bona, “labo and “bonke in Zulu and “bona”, “bao” and “bôhlê” in Northern Sotho can 
acquire the secondary status of pronouns. This happens when the referent “children” to 
which “abantwana/bana” refers in a particular dis course is known to the interlocutors, 
in other words it is given information. The noun can thus be deleted. The result of such 
a deletion can be illustrated as follows:

441Zulu:

442(a) ( ) bona bafikile (They, on the other hand, arrived)
443(b) ( ) labo bafikile (Those arrived)
444(c) ( ) bonke bafikile (All arrived)
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445Northern Sotho:

446(a)  ( ) bona ba fihlile (They, on the other hand, arrived)
447(b)  ( ) bao ba fihlile (Those arrived)
448(c)  ( ) bôhlê ba fihlile (All arrived)

449Note that ( ) indicates the position where the omitted noun “abantwana/bana” occurred.

450The fact that the determiners “bona”, “labo” and “bonke” (Zulu) and “bona”, “bao” 
and “bôhlê” (Northern Sotho) agree with the deleted noun means that they refer 
to exactly the same referent as “abantwana/bana” and thus act as pronouns of 
this noun. This pronominal status which the determiners acquire because of 
the deletion of the noun is actually a secondary status. We have to conclude that 
pronominalisation in the African languages is the result of deletion, which is not 
the case in Afrikaans and English. It implies that the determiners “bona”, “labo” 
and “bonke” (Zulu) and “bona”, “bao” and “bôhlê” (Northern Sotho) in sentences (a) to 
(c) above do not stand in the place of “abantwana/bana” but that “abantwana/
bana” is deleted, which results in these determiners acquiring – in addition – a 
pronominal function.

451Although these determiners are not primarily pronouns, they are traditionally 
referred to as pronouns. In this study guide, to prevent any confusion, we use the 
term “pronoun” also in the traditional sense.

3.4.2 Demonstrative and absolute pronouns

452Earlier in this study unit we undertook to analyse the meaning and syntactic function 
of the demonstrative and absolute pronouns in more detail. We single out these two 
pronouns because we have as yet not paid sufficient attention to many aspects about 
their meaning and syntax.

(1) Demonstrative pronoun

453Syntactically, the demonstrative pronoun occurs in apposition to a noun. It can 
occur either pre-nominally (before the noun) or post-nominally (after the noun), 
for example:

454Zulu:

455(a) Lo mntwana ugangile.
456(b) Umntwana lo ugangile.

457English: This child is naughty.

458The post-nominal position is the most general position in which the demonstrative occurs. 
There is not a significant difference in meaning between sentences such as (a) and (b) 
where the demonstrative acts respectively pre-nominally and post-nominally. It appears 
that the pre-nominal usage of the demonstrative goes together with more emphasis on 
the demonstrative aspect of meaning.
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459Semantically, we have to distinguish between two usages of the demonstrative, namely 
(1) a deictic/demonstrative usage and (2) a referential usage.

460The deictic usage

461When demonstratives are used deictically, they have a de monstrative meaning which 
can be translated as “this”, “that”, etc. The following examples illustrate this usage of the 
demonstrative.

462Zulu: Leli bhuku ngelami. (This book is mine.)
463 Lelo bhuku ngelakho. (That book is yours.)

464When we say that a demonstrative pronoun is used deictically, we mean that it is used 
to refer to a particular object in a specific speech situation.

465Due to their morphological structure, we distinguish diff erent positions for the 
demonstrative. Position 1 is translated with “here/this” and indicates an object which is 
relatively near to the speaker, as illustrated in the following examples (Ntuli 1971:6 & 11, 
emphasis supplied):

Zulu: Akhuphukele endlini enoyise. Angene. Ahlale ngasemnyango. Noyise Iona 
akaphathekile kahle.

466Literal translation: He goes up to the house in which his father is. He enters. He sits down 
next to the door. Also this father of his is not well.

Zulu: Kuthule du lapha endlini.

467Literal translation: Then it is dead quiet here in the house.

468Position 2 indicates an object which is at a relative distance from the speaker and is 
translated with “there/those/that”, for example (Ntuli 1971:17, emphasis supplied):

Zulu: Ibona uMpiyakhe Iona osengangezintaba. Iphelhe imishana yayo. Ithi 
ukumcumbacumbaza uMpiyakhe, akhuze: “Suka eduze kwami Qolotha. 
Leyo mithi isiyosiza abanye. Elami ilanga selishonile.”

English: He sees Mpiyakhe who is already as big as the mountains. He has his 
medicine in his hand. When he wants to touch Mpiyakhe, he cries out: 
“Go away from me, Qolotha. That medicine will help others. My sun 
has already set.”’

469Position 3 is translated with “over yonder/yonder” and indicates an object which is relatively 
far from the speaker, for example (Ntuli 1971:10 & 1, emphasis supplied).

Zulu: Nayo leya nkungwana esentabeni uCijojo, nhle kakhulu namhlanje.

470Literal translation: Also yonder mistiness on the mountain Cijojo is very beautiful today.

Zulu: “Angiqondi, wena wakomkhulu. Ngimbone ehamha eyosi-thela laphaya 
egqumeni.”
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471Literal translation: “I do not understand, you of the big one. I saw him going and 
disappearing over there at the hillock.”

472It is thus clear that in Zulu the different positions of the demonstrative are related to the 
relative proximity between the speaker and the object which is referred to.

473The referential usage

474Besides having a demonstrative function, the demonstrative can also have a referential 
function. The bold demonstratives in the following examples illustrate this usage of the 
demonstrative (Ntuli 1971:4 & 6, emphasis supplied):

475Zulu: “Inyoka lena ikuluma ukuphi?”
476 “Laphaya ngasehlozaneni elibheke kuCijojo.”
477 “Bekunyokani?”
478 “Angiyazi leya nyoka, kodwa ibinamabala ansundu namhlophe” ...
479 Bese kuyalwa nabanye ukuba bazame ukuyothola le nyoka edale lokhu.

480Literal translation: “Where were you when this snake bit you?”
481 “Over yonder at the small thicket which grows in the direction of Cijojo.”
482 “What kind of snake was it?”
483 “I don’t know that snake, but it was of a dark brown and white colour”...

484And then it was argued with the others that they try to find this snake which caused this.

485In this text the demonstrative pronouns that are used have a referential function, since 
they are not used to refer to the relative nearness or remoteness of the subject from the 
speaker and/or the addressee. The author uses them to refer to matters which have been 
men tioned earlier in the story and thus are known to the reader. In the aforegoing text 
the demonstratives in bold indicate that the snake which is mentioned here is exactly 
the same one which was mentioned earlier. The author ensures greater coherence in his 
story by constantly referring to known referents by means of the demonstrative.

Activity

Before you continue, consult any authoritative grammar textbook of your chosen African 
language and find a description of the demonstrative pronouns. Make sure that you can 
identify the demonstrative pronouns of all the classes in their three positions. Now find 
examples in a written text that clearly illustrate the deictic usage as well as the referential 
usage of these pronouns.

15Feedback

To do this activity, you have to remember that demonstratives that are used deictically can 
be translated with “this”, “that”, “those”, etc.
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(2) Absolute pronoun

486Similar to demonstratives, absolute pronouns act in apposition to nouns. The absolute 
pronoun can either occur pre-nominally as in sentence (a) below or post-nominally as 
in sentence (b):

487Zulu:

488(a)  Wona amaxhegu ayasazi isiZulu
489 (they – old men – they know – Zulu)
490(b) Amaxhegu wona ayasazi isiZulu
491 (old men – they – they know – Zulu)

492When we look at the function of the absolute pronoun in Zulu, two important aspects come 
to light. Firstly, it appears that the pronouns which act pre-nominally have another semantic 
function that differs from those of the pronouns which occur post-nominally. Secondly, it 
is evident that pronouns act differ ently with respect to subjectival and objectival nouns. 
We discuss these two matters below.

Activity

Before you continue, consult a grammar textbook of your chosen African language and 
find a description of the absolute pronouns. Make sure that you can identify the absolute 
pronouns of all the classes. Now find a paragraph in a written text with one or more 
absolute pronouns. How are these pronouns used?

16Feedback

In your answer, comment on the sentence position of the absolute pronouns you have identified.

493The semantic functions of absolute pronouns

494When the absolute pronoun occurs before the noun, it has the function of specifying this 
noun (or rather of emphasising it). If the absolute pronoun occurs after a noun, it has the 
function of contrasting the noun. The use of the absolute pronoun is illustrated in the 
following example (Mncwango 1983:29, emphasis supplied):

495Zulu: Awubheke abakwaZulu abakwenze kuZwide … Izwe lakhe lidliwe, abantu 
bakhe bahlakazeke bagcwala umhlaba wonke, baphenduka izinkedama 
ezingenabani, kwathi yena uZwide uqobo wadinga.

496English:  Just look at what the Zulus did to Zwide ... His country has been 
confiscated, his people are scattered, they fill the whole country, they 
have become orphans who have no body, and specifically Zwide was 
in reality homeless.
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497In this text Zwide is singled out, in other words he is specified as the person who has 
suffered the most since he has been left without a home. This is why the pronoun “yena” 
occurs pre-nominally in this instance.

498In the following text (Mncwango 1983:26, emphasis supplied) the noun “igoso” (leader) 
is emphasised by the preceding absolute pronoun. This emphasis is shown clearly in the 
translation “the leader (specifically)”.

499Zulu: Ugqayinyanga wesithathu: Usho igoso lebutho lenduna, uSomjumase?

500Simelane: Yebo, lona igoso uqobol!

501English: Third sentry: Do you mean the leader of the chief’s regiment, Somjumase?

502Simelane: Yes, indeed the leader (specifically)!

503The absolute pronoun “yena” occurs after the noun “uMzimba” for the sake of contrast in 
the following extract (Mncwango 1983:34, emphasis supplied). Here it is said that Mzimba, 
in contrast with the other enemies, can be of help.

504Zulu: Angifuni kudaleke ubutha phakathi kwezwe lami noMzimba ngoba 
singamdingeka uMzimba uma sihlaselwa yizitha ... UMzimba yena 
uyindoda ngemithi yakhe engaba lusizo olukhulu kimi kungase 
kweqhatheke impi.

505English: I don’t want to cause enmity between my country and Mzimba as 
we may need Mzimba if we are attacked by the enemy ... Mzimba, 
on the other hand, is a man with his own medicine which can be of 
great help to me if the enemy attacks.

Activity

Look for examples in texts in your chosen African language that illustrate the use of a 
noun and an absolute pronoun in apposition (next to each other). Study these examples 
in context. Try to determine whether there is a difference in meaning if (a) the order of 
the noun and pronoun is reversed, and (b) the pronoun is deleted altogether.

17Feedback

When you answer this question, you should take into account that if the absolute pronoun occurs 
before the noun, it has the function of specifying (or rather emphasising) it. If the absolute pronoun 
occurs after the noun, it has the function of contrasting the noun. Try to determine which two 
nouns are being contrasted.

506
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507The occurrence of absolute pronouns together with subjects and objects

508We mentioned earlier that absolute pronouns can occur in apposition to nouns. This 
appositional usage of the pronoun depends on whether the noun is the subject or the 
object of the sentence. In this regard, the following rule is important in Zulu: If the noun 
is the subject of the sentence, the absolute pronoun can act either pre-nominally as in 
sentence (a) or post-nominally as in sentence (b) below:

509(a) Wona amaxhegu ayasazi isiZulu. (Specifically the old men know Zulu.)
510(b) Amaxhegu wona ayasazi isiZulu. (The old men, on the other hand, know Zulu.)

511However, if the noun is the object of the sentence, the absolute pronoun can only occur 
pre-nominally as in sentence (c), and never post-nominally as in sentence (d):

512(c) Amaxhegu ayasazi sona isiZulu. (The old men know specifically Zulu.)
513(d) *Amaxhegu ayasazi isiZulu sona.

514(* indicates an ungrammatical sentence)

515It is interesting to note that when the objectival noun moves to the left of the verb as in 
sentence (e), the pronoun can occur after the object:

516(e) IsiZulu sona, asazi amaxhegu. (Zulu, on the other hand, the old men know it.)

517At this stage, there is no obvious reason why the object must necessarily move to the 
left in a sentence before it can be contrasted. This matter should be investigated further, 
but we leave it at this point.

3.5 CONCLUSION
518While we focused on the internal structure of words and their categorisation in the previous 
study unit, in this study unit we introduced you to the function of words in larger units 
(such as phrases and sentences) where words are put together in meaningful patterns to 
optimise information transfer. We illustrated the importance of the position of words in 
relation to their given or known information status in discourse. We drew your attention 
to the real status of the so-called pronouns in the African languages. Optimal information 
transfer entails not only optimal information structure but also choice of words to convey 
the intended meaning. In the next study unit we therefore introduce you to aspects of 
semantics, which is the study of meaning.

REVISION QUESTIONS
519Read the following dialogue (in your chosen African language) and answer the questions.

1. Explain what you understand by “discourse information”.
2. Identify all given and new information nouns.
3. How do you know that these nouns are given or new information?
4. Identify all the demonstrative pronouns and then indicate whether they are used 

deictically or referentially.
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520ISIZULU

521Ehhovisi

522Okhulumayo A: Mnumzane, lezi zincwadi zidinga ukuba uzisayine futhi le khompyutha 
iyahlupha, angazi ukuthi inkinga ikuphi.

523Okhulumayo B: Kulungile nkosikazi, ngizozisayina lezo zincwadi. Uthi leyo khompyutha 
yenzani? La makhompyutha amadala ayahlupha. Ngizocela abantu 
abakwazi ukulungisa amakhompyutha ukuba bake bazosihlolela yona.

524Okhulumayo A: Ngiyabonga mnumzane, kodwa kufike isaziso ngomhlangano ozoba khona 
kusasa. Lo mhlangano uzoba ngo-9 ekuseni, emahhovisi amakhulu ale 
nkampani.

525ISIXHOSA

526Eofisini

527Othethayo A: Mnumzana, ezi leta zifuna ukusayinwa nguwe kwaye iyandihlupha le 
kompyutha. Andazi ukuba ingxaki iphi kanye.

528Othethayo B: Kulungile nkosikazi, ndizozisayina ezo leta. Uthi le khompyutha yenzani? Ezi 
khompyutha zindala ziyahlupha. Ndizocela abantu abalungisa iikhompyutha 
ukuba bazosijongela zona.

529Othethayo A: Ndiyabulela mnumzana, kodwa kufike isaziso malunga nentlanganiso ezoba 
ngomso. Le ntlanganiso izoba ngo-9 kwiiofisi zikandlunkulu wale nkampani.

530SISWATI

531Ehhovisi

532Sikhulumi A: Mnumzane, letincwadzi tidzinga kutsi tisayinwe nguwe kantsi nalekhompiyutha 
yami iyangicaka. Angati kutsi inkinga ikuphi.

533Sikhulumi B: Kulungile nkhosatana, ngitawutisayina letincwadzi. Kwente njani 
ngalekhumpiyutha yakho? Lamakhompiyutha lamadzala asibangela inkinga. 
Ngitawutjela laba labalungisa emakhompiyutha kutsi bete sebatewusihlolela 
yona kutsi inani.

534Sikhulumi A: Ngiyabonga Mnumzane, kepha naku kufika satiso lesibika umhlangano 
lotawubanjwa kusasa. Lomhlangano utawubanjwa ngensimbi ye-9 
emahhovisi lamakhulu alenkampani.
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535SEPEDI/SESOTHO SA LEBOA

536Ka ofising

537Mmoledi A: Mohlomphegi, mangwalo a a swanetše go saenwa ke wena fela khomphuta 
ye e mpha bothata, ga ke tsebe gore molato o mo kae.

538Mmoledi B: Go lokile mohumagadi, ke tla saena mangwalo ao. Molato ke eng ka 
khomphuta yeo? Dikhomphutha tše tša kgale di a tshwenya. Ke tla kgopela 
batho ba go lokiša dikhomphutha go tla go e lebelediša.

539Mmoledi A: Ke a leboga mohlomphegi, fela go tlile tsebišo ya kopano ye e tlogo swarwa 
gosasa. Kopano ye e tlo ba ka 9 diofisingkgolo tša khamphani ye.

540SETSWANA

541Mmui A: Rra, makwalo a, a tshwanetse go saeniwa ke wena e bile kgomphuta e, e na 
le bothata. Ga ke itse gore bothata jwa yona bo fa kae?

542Mmui B: Go siame mma, ke tla saena makwalo ao. Bothata jwa kgomphuta eo ke 
eng? Dikgomphuta tse, tsa kgale di na le mathata. Ke tla kopa basiamisi ba 
dikgomphuta go tla ba e re tlhatlhobela.

543Mmui A: Ke a leboga rra, fela go gorogile kitsiso ya pitso e e epetsweng ka moso. Pitso 
e, e tla tshwarwa ka ura ya 9 kwa dikantorokgolong tsa kgampani.

544SESOTHO

545Ka ofising

546Sebui A: Monghadi, o tshwanela ho saena mangolo ana khomputa ya ka e na le 
mathata, ha ke tsebe hore bothata bo hokae.

547Sebui B: Ho lokile mme, Ke tla saena mangolo ao. Bothata bo hokae ka khopmputa 
ya hao? Dikhomputa tsena tsa kgale di na le mathata. Ke tla kopa batho ba 
lokisang dikhomputa ho tla re shebela yona.

548Sebui A: Ke a leboha monghadi, empa ho na le molaetsa o fihlang o mabapi le kopano 
ya hosane Kopano e tla ka hore ya 9 ofising ya khamphane.

549TSHIVENDA

550Ofisini

551Muambi A:  Muhulisei, haya marifhi a khou tea u sainiwa nga vhone na hei khomphuyutha 
ngoho i khou mpha thaidzo nga maanḓa, a thi khou kona u ḓivha uri thaidzo 
i ngafhi.

552Muambi B: Zwo luga vhomme. Marifhi ayo ndi ḓo a saina. Hone thaidzo ndi mini kha iyo 
khomphuyutha? Hedzi khomphuyutha dza kale dzi na thaidzo nga maanḓa. 
Ndi ḓo humbela vhathu vhane vha lugisa dzikhomphuyutha uri vha i sedze.

553Muambi A:  Ndi a livhuwa Muhulisei, hone ho swika nḓivhadzo ya muṱangano wo 
dzudzanyelwaho matshelo. Muṱangano wonoyu u ḓo farelwa ngei ofisini 
khulwane ya ino khamphani nga 9h00.
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554XITSONGA

555Ehofisini

556Xivulavuri A: Tatana, mapapila lama ya fanele ya sayiniwa hi n’wina kasi khomphyuta 
na yona hi leyi ya ndzi karhata, a ndzi tivi leswaku swi lo yini.

557Xivulavuri B: Swi lulamile mhani, ndzi ta ma sayina mapapila lama. U ri khomphyuta 
yona yi endla yini xana? No tona tikhomphyuta leta xikhale a hi ku karhata 
ka tona. Ndzi ta kombela lavo lunghisa tikhomphyuta va ta hi kambela yona.

558Xivulavuri A: Inkomu Tatana, ku fikile xitiviso xa nhlengeletano leyi nga ta khomiwa 
mundzuku. Nhlengeletano ya kona yi ta nghena hi awara ya 9 etihofisininkulu 
ta khampani leyi.

559ENGLISH

560At the office

561Speaker A: Sir, these letters need to be signed by you and this computer is giving 
me trouble. I do not know where the problem is.

562Speaker B: It is okay madam, I will sign those letters. What is the matter with 
that computer? These old computers are problematic. I shall request 
the people who repair computers to come and examine it for us.

563Speaker A: Thank you Sir, but there arrived a notice about a meeting scheduled for 
tomorrow. This meeting will be at 9 at the head offices of this company.
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Study unit 4

Semantics

 TD Ranamane

4.1 INTRODUCTION
564In the previous study unit, you learned about the nature of syntax and its role in discourse. 
We introduced you to the constituent parts of syntax, such as subjects and objects. We 
also introduced you to the concepts of discourse and discourse information/context, new 
and given information, and the various functions of language.

565In this study unit, we discuss semantic issues in more detail, particularly so that you can

 y outline the meaning of the word “semantics”
 y understand the terms “sense” and “reference”
 y distinguish between paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations and their roles in semantic 

analysis
 y familiarise yourself with the various types of sense relations

566The examples in this study are mostly from Tswana. Kindly refer to the language-specific 
guides under “Additional Resources” on myUnisa for examples in your chosen African 
language.

Learning outcomes

After you have read this section, you should be able to

 − explain the meaning of semantics and how it relates to other levels of linguistic analysis
 − understand the relation between sense and reference
 − explain the role of selection restrictions in semantics
 − distinguish between paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations
 − explain and give examples of the different types of sense relations

4.2 MEANING OF THE CONCEPT “SEMANTICS”
567If we asked you the following question, how would you answer it?

568What is the meaning of semantics?

569To help you to answer this question, let us examine the definitions in the table below.
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Table 4.1: Definitions of semantics

Definition Author(s)

Semantics is the study of meaning. Richards, Platt and Platt (1992)

Semantics is the study of meaning. Lyons (1977)

Semantics is the study of meaning in language. Hurford and Heasley (1983)

Semantics is the meaning communicated through language. Saeed (1997)

Linguistic semantics is the study of literal, decontextualised 
grammatical meaning.

Fawley (1992)

Linguistic semantics is the study of how languages organise 
and express meanings.

Kreidler (1998)

Activity

Refer to the definitions in table 4.1 above and answer the following questions.

1. What is the most common phrase in these definitions?
2. On the basis of these definitions, what is the relation between semantics and meaning?
3. Into how many groups would you classify these definitions in terms of their content?
4. If you include semantics as part of linguistics, how many parts are there?

18Feedback

If you were observant enough, you would have realised that the most repeated phrase in the 
definitions is that semantics is concerned with the study of meaning. We can therefore conclude 
that semantics and meaning refer to one and the same thing. “Semantics” is a recognised sub-
discipline of the field of linguistics. On the basis of the subtle differences between them, the 
definitions can be classified into three groups. The authors of the definitions in the first group 
(Lyons 1977 and Richards et al 1992) approach semantics generally and purely as the study of 
meaning. The authors of the definitions in the second group (eg Hurford & Heasley 1983 and 
Saeed 1997) contextualise the study of semantics within a language. They consider it as part 
and parcel of communication, verbal or nonverbal. The authors of the definitions in the last 
group (eg Fawley 1992) confine semantics to literal meaning and analyse it in isolation. In this 
study unit, we look at semantics as being concerned with the analysis of the relation between 
form and meaning in language. If we include semantics as part of linguistic analysis, language 
is analysed at five levels, namely phonology, morphology, syntax, discourse and semantics. 
The study of meaning is not restricted to words only. It also deals with meaning below the level 
of the word (in morphemes) and with meaning above the sentence level (in clauses, sentences 
and even larger units of discourse). In this study unit we focus mainly on word meaning.

In the past, particularly in terms of structuralism and generative grammar, the field of semantics 
was neglected in linguistic analysis. The reason for this was that the adherents to these 
approaches considered semantics too messy to handle. As a result, they claimed that it could 
not be analysed scientifically. This position, however, changed with the advent of discourse 
pragmatics and cognitive grammar. In these approaches, semantics is considered the main 
concern of language.
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4.3 THREE WAYS OF ANALYSING SEMANTICS
570In the previous study units, we analysed words in terms of morphemes and sentences in 
terms of subjects, objects and predicates. Words can also be analysed in terms of their 
semantic parts. This can be done in three different ways. The first way involves examining 
words in terms of their semantic features, the second involves examining words in terms 
of their semantic roles and the last one in terms of their sense relation with other words. 
In the following section, we focus on these three ways of analysing semantics.

4.3.1 Semantic features of words
571Semantic features are regarded as the conceptual components of words. These features are 
the inherent characteristics of words. With regard to nouns, they are defined as a common 
property of their referents. In their application, these features are captured in terms of 
positive (+) and negative (–) values. This type of analysis is usually called componential 
analysis.

572In the following table, the semantic features of the words “man”, “boy”, “woman” and 
“girl” are provided for their equivalents in Tswana and Zulu.

Table 4.2: Componential analysis

Feature Man 
monna/ 
indoda

Boy 
moshemane/ 
umfana

Woman 
mosadi/ 
inkosikazi

Girl 
ngwanana/ 
intombazane

Animate ± ± ± ±
Human ± ± ± ±
Female – – ± ±
Adult ± – ± –

573The difference between “man” and “boy” lies in the feature [±adult] in that “man” has the 
feature [+adult] and “boy” has the feature [–adult]. The difference between “man” and 
“woman” lies in the feature [±male] because “man” has the feature [+male] and “woman” 
has the feature [–male]. Finally, the difference between “man” and “girl” lies in the features 
[±adult] and [±male] in that “man” has the features [+adult] and [+male] and “girl” has the 
features [–adult] and [–male].

574When we use language, all the semantic features of a word are simultaneously applicable to 
a specific object. Thus, when we refer to a girl by using the word “ngwanana/intombazane”, 
we apply all the semantic features which occur in the meaning of this word (such as 
[+human, + female, –adult]) at the same time to the object “girl”.

SELF-ASSESSMENT
575Give a componential analysis of each of the following words in your chosen African 
language: “king”, “cow” (eg Northern Sotho: “kgoši” and “kgomogadi”; Zulu: “inkosi” and 
“inkomazi”).
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4.3.2 Semantic functions of words
576We can analyse the words in a sentence grammatically and semantically. In grammatical 
analysis, words can for example be identified as the subject, predicate, object and adverb 
of a sentence. However, in semantic analysis, words are analysed as the agent, receiver, 
recipient, instrument, locative, etc.

577Let us analyse the words in bold in terms of their semantic function:

578(a) Tom whips the dog.  Pule o betsa ntšwa.
579(b) The wind opened the window. Phefo e butse lefentshetere.
580(c) Tim was given the award.  Pule e neetswe kabelo.
581(d) The stadium accommodates Lebala le amogela babogedi ba
582 30 000 spectators. ba 30 000.

583In sentence (a), Tom is the agent because he performs the action of whipping the dog 
and the dog is the receiver because it is affected by the action Tom performs. In sentence 
(b), the wind is the instrument because it causes the window to open and the window 
is the undergoer because its original position was affected by the wind. In sentence (c), 
Tim is the recipient because he received the award. Finally, in sentence (d) the stadium 
is the locative because it specifies the place where the spectators are accommodated.

4.3.3 Sense
584The third and final way of analysing the semantics of words involves examining them in 
terms of their sense relations. In this analysis, words are specified in terms of whether they 
are synonyms, antonyms, homonyms, hyponyms or polysemous words. We discuss these 
sense relations in more detail in the next section; first, we have to clarify the distinction 
between reference and sense.

4.4 REFERENCE AND SENSE
585The concepts “reference” and “sense” are closely related concepts. As a result, they 
deserve to be analysed simultaneously with a view to highlighting and simplifying the 
differences between them. We start our analysis by examining reference and then we 
proceed to sense.

4.4.1 Reference
586The concept “reference” is used frequently in everyday language. Assuming that you are 
familiar with this concept, think about how you would answer the following questions:

 y How would you explain the concepts “reference” and “referent”?
 y Which features play a role in the analysis of reference?

587The following situation will help you to answer these questions correctly. Let us assume 
that your child asks you the following question:
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588Dad, what is a leopard?/Ntate, letsa ke eng?

589There are many ways to answer this question. The first could be to point to a picture of 
a leopard in a book about wild animals. The second could be to point to a leopard on 
the TV while you are watching a programme on big cats. The third could be to point to 
a leopard you see wandering in the bush. The fourth could be to describe a leopard as a 
four-legged wild cat that has a brown or fawn coat with black spots.

Figure 4.1: Referential relation

590In this way, reference can be defined as the relationship between words and the things, 
events, actions and qualities that they stand for. Reference is therefore a means of 
accommodating objects (real or unreal) in the language. These objects are referred to as 
referents. Reference can be captured by means of semantic features as indicated in the 
following table.

Table 4.3: Semantic features of “leopard/letsa”

Features/ matshwao 
a ikgethang

Animate/ 
bophelo

Cat/katse Brown/fawn coat/
kgunong

Black spots/
matheba a matsho

Leopard/letsa + + + +

591Therefore, “leopard” can be captured in terms of semantic features such as [+animate], 
[+cat], [+colour] and [+spots]. Finally, expressions can refer to the same referent, for 
example “evening star” and “morning star”. Furthermore, reference can be captured 
through constituent analysis; it can be captured by labelling objects and giving names 
to individuals.



 65 AFL2601/1

4.4.2 Sense
592The concept “sense” is different from “reference” in the sense that the meaning of a word 
can be explained by means of the meaning of another word. For example, the meaning 
of the adjective “emaciated” (mokonkota) implies “skinny” (mogoto) or “thin” (mosesane). 
In this way, one can give the sense of that word. The sense of a word can be captured by 
a single word or even by longer expressions like phrases and sentences. In this study unit, 
we are concerned with the sense relations of lexical items and not phrases and sentences.

(1) Paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations

593Sense relations can be expressed in terms of paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations. 
These two concepts can be illustrated by the following examples:

594(a) The poor rise at dawn. Bahumanegi ba tsoga ka makuku.
595(b) The rich rise at dawn. Bahumi ba tsoga ka makuku.

596The words in bold in sentences (a) and (b) are in paradigmatic relation because they 
substitute each other in the same context. Other words that could fit in the context are 
“healthy” (ba ba itekanetseng), “sick” (balwetsi), “fat” (ba bakima) and many others. Their 
substitution of each other is based on the fact that they perform the same grammatical 
function in the sentence. Furthermore, their substitution maintains the grammaticality 
of the sentence.

597However, syntagmatic relation refers to the combination of lexical units in the formation of 
a sentence. For example, in sentence (a) the words “the”, “poor” (bahumanegi), “rise” (tsoga), 
“at” (ka) and “dawn” (makuku) are in syntagmatic relation because they are combined to 
form the sentence “The poor rise at dawn.”

4.4.3 Types of sense relations
598In this section we are concerned with the analysis of the types of sense relations which 
are observed between words, such as sameness of meaning (synonyms), oppositeness 
of meaning (antonyms), relatedness of meaning (polysemy), unrelatedness of meaning 
but identical in form (homonymy), and inclusion of meaning (hyponymy).

(1) Synonymy

599If we asked you the following question, how would you answer it?
600What is the meaning of the concept “synonymy”?

601The following definitions will help you to grasp the meaning of synonymy.

Table 4.4: Definitions of synonymy

Definition Author
Two or more words are synonymous if they have the same sense. Lyons (1968:447–448)
Two lexemes are synonymous if they have the same meaning. Löbner (2002:46)
Words whose semantic similarities are more salient than their differences. Cruse (2000:156)
Synonyms are different phonological words which have the same or 
very similar meanings.

Saeed (1997:65)
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602A common denominator in these definitions is that synonymy refers to sameness of 
meaning. However, these definitions can be classified into two groups in terms of the 
subtle differences between them. The authors of the definitions in the first group (Lyons 
1968 & Löbner 2002) consider synonymy in terms of absolute synonymy. According to 
Lyons (1968), two or more words are synonyms if they are substitutable in the same 
context without changing the sense of the sentence. This interpretation is centred on 
absolute synonyms. The authors of the definitions in the second group (Cruse 2000 and 
Saeed 1997) consider synonyms as two or more words that have semantic similarities and 
differences. Furthermore, their similarities are stressed at the expense of their differences. 
This view reflects near-synonyms.

603Absolute synonymy

604This type of synonyms is referred to in various terms, such as absolute synonymy, total 
synonyms or complete synonyms. The concept “absolute synonyms” refers to the complete 
identity of all meaning of two or more lexical items in all contexts. For example, the words 
“to account”, “to chronicle” and “to report” can be described as absolute synonyms. The 
reason for this is that they are completely identical in meaning (without any shades of 
difference). In linguistics it is agreed, however, that absolute synonyms do not exist or 
are too rare in languages.

605Near-synonymy

606Near-synonymy is a recently introduced concept that has come into linguistics through 
the contribution of lexicographers. It is sometimes referred to as cognitive, descriptive, 
propositional or referential synonyms. The meaning of near-synonymy comes to the fore 
in the definitions of Cruse (2000) and Saeed (1997), who explain it in terms of similarity 
and difference in meaning. Synonyms are considered words which have an identical 
meaning but with finer shades or differences. This type of synonyms can be illustrated 
by the following example (originally provided by Cruse 2000:159):

607John was killed but I can assure you that he was not murdered, madam.

608The words “killed” and “murdered” are near-synonyms because they share the semantic 
identity of causing the death of someone or something. The difference between these 
words is that to murder is deliberate and an illegal act, whereas to kill implies that the 
death is not an intended act but accidental.

609Types of near-synonyms

610(i) Denotational variations

611Near-synonyms are words which differ in terms of their denotation. The term “denotation” 
is explained in terms of the literal, explicit and context independent definition of a word. 
By this we mean that these lexical items have an identical central or core meaning, for 
example the verbs “to account” (go tlotlela), “to chronicle” (go anela) and “to report” (go 
bega) are synonyms that are related in terms of denotation because they have an identical 
core meaning.
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612(ii) Stylistic variations

613Included under stylistic variations are synonyms which have an identical meaning because 
they belong to different dialects, styles and registers. Dialects are classified into two 
types, namely regional and social. The first can be illustrated by the following examples:

614British English American English

615autumn (letlhabula) fall (legwetla)

616lift (setsholetsi) elevator (elebeita)

617These words are synonyms with stylistic variation because they belong to regional dialects. 
The first two are words in British English and the second two are in American English. 
Synonyms may also be attributed to different styles, such as colloquial, formal or literary 
styles. Examples of these pairs of synonyms are:

618Formal style Informal style

619obtain (go amogela) get (go bona)

620provide (go naya) give (go fa)

621The first two words represent a formal style, while the second two words are informal. 
Synonyms may also be represented through registers or a particular discourse in which 
they are applied. Appropriate examples are:

622matrimony (tshwaragantsho) marriage (kemiso) wedlock (lenyalo)

623The first word represents a legal register, the second a religious register, and the last one 
legal and religious registers.

624(iii) Expressive variations

625Synonyms can also be distinguished in terms of their emotive value. In this way, they 
might express the speaker’s attitude towards what he/she is talking about. Some may be 
neutral and others complimentary and pejorative or depreciating. Consider, for example, 
the following adjectives:

626slim (fedile) skinny (mogoto) thin (mosesane)

627These words are near-synonyms because of their expressive meaning. The first word (slim) 
is complimentary, the second (skinny) pejorative and the last one (thin) neutral.

628(iv) Structural variations

629Near-synonyms can also be distinguished in terms of their collocational constraints. 
These are sometimes referred to as selection restriction. These constraints help us to 
distinguish synonyms in terms of their usage because they specify the context in which 
a particular synonym is used. They are therefore syntactic in nature. For example, the 
words “handsome” and “pretty” are synonyms because they have the same meaning. 
They are, however, governed by different selection or collocational restrictions because 
“handsome” is combined with “man” and “pretty” with “girl”.
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630(2) Antonymy

631The analysis of this type of sense relation is littered with terminological confusion 
and disagreements. It is commonly referred to as antonymy, semantic opposition and 
oppositeness of meaning.

632If we asked you the following question, how would you answer it?
633What is the meaning of the concept “antonymy”?
634The following definitions will help you to grasp this concept.

Table 4.5: Definitions of antonymy

Definition Author(s)

Antonym is a word which is opposite in meaning to another word. Richards, Platt and Weber 
(1985:14)

Antonymy refers collectively to all types of semantic oppositeness. Crystal (2008:28) 

Antonymy refers to oppositeness of meaning. Lyons (1968:460)

635A common denominator in all these definitions is that antonyms are words which are 
distinguished in terms of their difference in meaning. In this way, “antonym” is used as 
an umbrella term to refer to all types of oppositions. This term is therefore confusing 
because an antonym is also considered to be a type of semantic opposition. To avoid 
confusion, we use “semantic opposition” as an umbrella term and “antonym” as its type.

636Types of semantic oppositeness

637(i) Non-gradable antonyms

638In some quarters this type of antonym is referred to as complementarity (Lyons 1968) 
and complementary, contradictory or binary opposites. This relation holds between words 
such as “alive” (tshela) and “dead” (tlhokofetse), “male” (monna) and “female” (mosadi), 
and “single” (monosi) and “married” (motserwe). Lyons (1968:461) captures this type of 
oppositeness as follows: “It is the characteristic of such pairs of lexical items that the 
denial of the one implies the assertion of the other and the assertion of the one implies 
the denial of the other.”

639For example, the statement “John is not married” (Pitso ga a nyala) implies that John is a 
bachelor (Pitso ke lekgwatlha) and “John is not a bachelor” implies that John is married 
(Pitso o nyetse). These antonyms comprise a set of two lexical items only and the choice 
of one leaves the other.

640(ii) Gradable antonyms

641These antonyms are contrasted in terms of them having a certain semantic feature. 
The use of these words is not exclusively mutual because the negative of one does not 
necessarily imply the positive of another one. For example, saying “John is not tall” does 
not necessarily imply that John is short. It could mean that John is not short and he 
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is not tall. The use of this type of antonym is also relative because it automatically calls 
for its comparison with another entity. This type of antonymy can be represented on a 
continuum in the following way:

642

643 Short Tall

Figure 4.2: Continuum of gradable antonyms

644(iii) Morphologically related or unrelated antonyms

645These pairs of antonyms are morphologically related because one of them is derived 
morphologically from the other. This could be by means of a negative (eg good [bontle]/
not good [ga se bontle]) or by an affix (eg friendly/unfriendly). In Northern Sotho, for 
example, the reversive suffixes -og- and -oll- are responsible for oppositeness of meaning, 
for example -tla (come)/-tloga (go) and -tlema (fasten)/-tlemolla (loosen). Antonyms may 
be unrelated in the sense that a member is not derived from another.

646(iv) Converseness

647This type of relation holds between words such as “buy” and “sell”. Examples are:

(1) John sells a bicycle to Peter. (Pule o rekisetsa Pitso peretshitswana.)
(2) Peter buys a bicycle from John. (Pitso o reka peretshitswana mo go Pule.)

648The latter is the converse of the former or the former is the converse of the latter because 
buying something from someone implies that something has been sold to somebody. 
This relation also holds between active and passive structures.

Activity

Answer each of the following questions with reference to the utterances numbered (a), 
(b), (c) and (d):

1. Identify the types of sense relation of the words in bold in the given utterances.
2. How are paradigmatic or syntagmatic relations (or both) manifested in each utterance?

(a) Accordingly ... I took leave and turned to the ascent of the peak. The climb is perfectly 
easy ... (Ka jalo, ke tsere matsatsi go tlhokomela go tlhatlogela kwa setlhoeng. Monamelo 
o ne o le bonolo thata ...)

(b) (i) John likes seafood. (Pitso o rata ditlhapi.)

 (ii) Seafood pleases John. (Ditlhapi di itumedisa Pitso.)

(c) (i) Rob sold lobster to Tim. (Sello o rekiseditse Mpule loposeta.)

 (ii) Tim bought lobster from Rob. (Mpule o rekile loposeta mo go Sello.)
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(d) ... girls of every shape and size and description, girls with long straight hair to the 
waists, girls in plaits, girls in curls, girls in short skirts, girls in long skirts, ... girls white, 
brown, yellow, black ... girls fat and thin, short and tall, clean and dirty, girls with 
big breasts and girls with flat chests (Lodge 1994:194).

(... basetsana ba ba farologaneng ka dipopego le bokima le tlhaloso, basetsana ka meriri 
e metelele e e tlhamaletseng go fitlha mo mathekeng, basetsana ba meriri e e logilweng, 
basetsana ba meriri e e dirilweng ntlha, basetsana ba ba apereng dikgete tse dikhutshwane, 
basetsanaba ba apereng dikgete tse ditelele, basetsana ba basweu, ba ba hibitswana, 
ba basetlha, ba batsho, basetsana ba bakima le ba basesane, ba bakhutshwane le ba 
batelele, ba ba phepha le ba ba ditshila, le basetsana ba matswele a makima le basetsana 
ba mafatlha a a phaphathi.)

19Feedback

In (a) the words in bold are near-synonyms because they have more or less identical meanings. 
The difference between these words is that “to ascend” (go tlhatloga) is formal and “to climb” 
(go namela) is neutral. Furthermore, they have a paradigmatic relation because they can 
substitute each other in the same sentence. They are also in a syntagmatic relation because, 
as indicated in the example, they can be combined to form a sentence.

The words in bold in (b) are near-synonyms depicting selection restrictions. The reason is because 
the verb “to like” needs a human subject and “please” transforms John into an object position.

In (c) the sense relation displayed is the semantic opposition of converseness because (i) is the 
converse of (ii).

In (d) the following pairs of words represent the sense relation of semantic opposition of the 
type of gradable antonyms:

 y “short (skirts)” (khutshwane) versus “long (skirts)” (telele)

 y “(girls) fat” (ba bakima) versus “(girls) thin” (ba basesane)

 y “short” (khutswane) versus “tall” (telele)

 y “clean” (phepa) versus “dirty” (ditshila)

 y “big (breasts)” (tse kima) versus “flat (chests)” (tse di phaphathi)

Each pair in (d) displays both paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations. These pairs are in 
paradigmatic relation because each word of each pair is interchangeable with the other. They 
are in syntagmatic relation because the words of each pair are combined in the formation 
of a sentence.

(3) Polysemy and homonymy

649These two sense relations are classified together because they are closely related and 
hard to distinguish. Another reason for this classification is that they are both responsible 
for creating lexical ambiguity.
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650Polysemy

651The word “polysemy” comprises two morphemes, namely poly- (meaning “many”) and 
-semy (referring to sense or meaning). The concept therefore refers to a word which has 
many meanings or senses. This word is commonly defined as a multiplicity of meanings 
or a family of interrelated senses. A word is polysemous when it has two or more related 
meanings. These meanings could be etymologically related in the sense that they have 
been derived from the same cognate. The first might be the literal meaning and the 
second the figurative one. This sense relation can be represented in the following way:

652

Figure 4.3: Polysemy

656Consider the following examples:

(1) head of a human being (tlhogo ya motho)
(2) head of department (tlhogo ya lefapha kgotsa sekolo)

657The word “head” in these examples is polysemous in nature because it has two related 
meanings. The first meaning is a human head and the second one is the leader of a 
department (and is derived from the first meaning).

658Another example is:

659John is a sly old fox (Pitso ke phokojwe e e boferefere e e tsofetseng)

660In this example the word “fox” (phokojwe) is polysemous in nature because the first sense 
refers to a wild animal; the second refers to the behaviour of John, which is compared 
to that of a fox.

661Homonymy

662Homonyms are two or more words which are identical in sound and spelling (or at least 
in one of these aspects) but are unrelated in their meanings, for example:

663Bank1 (n)  –  a shore (of the river) (leriba la noka)

664Bank2 (n)  –  an institution for receiving, lending and safeguarding money (setheo 
se se amogelang, adimang le go tlhokomela madi)

 

653Meaning1

654Word

655Meaning2
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665The words “bank”1 and “bank”2 are homonyms because they have an identical form 
but unrelated meanings. These words would be polysemous if they had related senses. 
Homonyms can be represented diagrammatically in the following way:

Figure 4.4: Homonymy

671(i) Causes of homonyms in languages

 y The creation of homonyms could be accidental. This could be the result of a phonetic 
change in the historical development of a language. For example, the words “knight” 
and “night” are homonyms because of historical reasons. In the past, these words 
were pronounced differently in that the initial sound k in “knight” was pronounced.

 y Another source of homonyms could be through borrowing. For example, the words 
“match” (a game or contest) and “match” (a slender, short piece of wood for lighting 
fire) are homonyms through the process of borrowing. The second word (referring 
to a slender, short piece of wood for lighting fire) has been borrowed from French.

 y Another cause of homonymy could be through shortening. For example, the word 
“fan” (an admirer of an actor, player or singer) is a shortened form of “fanatic”. As a 
result, it is a homonym of “fan” (which makes wind).

672(ii) Classification of homonyms into proper homonyms, homographs and homophones

 y Proper homonyms are words which are identical both in spelling and in sound form 
but are unrelated in meaning, for example “match” (a contest) and “match” (a stick).

 y Homographs are words that are similar in spelling but different in form and meaning, 
for example “tear” (noun: a drop of water coming from the eyes) and “tear” (verb 
referring to pulling a garment apart).

 y Homophones are words which are identical in sound and form but different both in 
spelling and in meaning, for example “sea” and “see”. They are homophones because 
they are pronounced in the same way and they are homographs because they have 
a different spelling and sound form and have unrelated meanings.

(4) Hyponymy

673Hyponymy refers to sense or meaning inclusion. For example, each of the words “lorry” 
(lori), “bus”’ (bese), “car” (sejanaga) and “motor” (setobetobe) is a hyponym of “vehicle” 
(serori) because the sense of each is included in the sense of “vehicle”. The same holds 
true for “weaver” (thaga), “owl” (lerubisi) and “partridge” (lesogo) because they qualify as 
hyponyms of “bird” (nonyane) since the sense of each is accommodated in the sense of 

666Word1

667Word2

668Meaning1

669Meaning2

670Word form
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“bird”. The words “vehicle” and “bird” are the superordinate terms (hyperonyms) because 
they are inclusive and “weaver”, “owl” and “partridge” are the subordinate terms because 
each has a specific nature. The relation between superordinate and subordinate terms 
can be represented diagrammatically as follows:

674

Figure 4.5: The relationship between superordinate and subordinate terms

684Will you be able to give your own relevant examples?

SELF-ASSESSMENT
1. What is the difference between sense and reference?
2. Show how semantic features can be used to reveal the semantic differences between 

the words “prince” and “princess”.
3. Name three ways of determining the semantics of a word.
4. What is meant by the terms “paradigmatic relation” and “syntagmatic relation”? 

What do selection restrictions have to do with these relations?
5. Identify the type of antonyms exemplified by each of the following pairs of words: 

“hard/soft”, “love/hate” and “bigger/smaller”.
6. How can you distinguish between absolute synonyms and near-synonyms?
7. What are the differences between homonyms and polysemous words?
8. How would you explain hyponymy?

4.5 CONCLUSION
685Now that you have completed this study unit, we trust that you have gained a broader 
understanding of what “semantics” entails. Our focus was mainly on word meaning, but 
you should remember that the study of meaning also deals with meanings at sentence 
level or even beyond in larger units of discourse. We explained important concepts such 
as “sense” and “reference”, selection restrictions, componential analysis, paradigmatic and 
syntagmatic relations, and various sense relations. We encourage you to add examples 
from your chosen African language to those we have presented in this study unit.

686Remember that we classified “semantics” into three groups in section 4.2 above. In 
the next study unit we look specifically at the second group, where semantics is part 
of communication (verbal and non-verbal).

 
675Superordinate

676Hyponyms

677vehicle 678birds

679weaver   owl 680partridge

681co-hyponyms
682co-hyponyms

683lorry   bus   car   motor
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Study unit 5

Verbal and nonverbal communication

NB Sekere and KY Ladzani (revised by KY Ladzani)

5.1 INTRODUCTION
687In the previous study unit we covered semantics, including the concepts “sense” 
and “reference”. In this study unit, we look at verbal and nonverbal cues as means 
of communication.

688An understanding of how communication works can help you to improve 
your communication. In this study unit you will learn to apply your knowledge of 
the communication process in both personal and professional situations; to consider your 
purpose each time when you communicate; to avoid barriers arising from communication; 
and to use verbal and nonverbal symbols to communicate meaning.

Learning outcomes

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 − explain the relationship between verbal and nonverbal communication
 − apply what you have learned about nonverbal communication in your everyday com-

munication experiences
 − describe how nonverbal symbols are used to communicate meaning
 − explain why gestures that are acceptable to one culture may not be acceptable to 

another culture

689In this study unit we give you a brief introduction to the most important aspects 
of communication; we cover the following topics:

 y the purposes of communication
 y verbal communication
 y nonverbal communication

690Because the nonverbal part of spoken communication plays an important role in the 
creation of meaning and because the use of nonverbal codes varies across cultures, it is 
worth taking a detailed look at this aspect of communication.

691When we think of communication, we tend to think of spoken messages. But the way 
in which we understand messages depends on more than words. The communicator’s 
tone of voice, gestures, use of space and touch, facial expressions, accent and style of 
dress all influence our understanding of what is communicated. For example, when we 
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give someone directions, we often point and use other gestures to clarify our spoken 
instructions. Communication scholars divide the “language” of communication into three 
primary categories, namely verbal, nonverbal and written communication.

692Verbal communication refers to the spoken or written signs (called words) which make 
up a particular language such as English or isiZulu. People who speak the same language 
understand one another because they usually ascribe similar meanings to words.

693Nonverbal communication refers to all human communication where written or spoken 
signs are not used, such as a smile or a nod of the head. Although nonverbal signs have 
socially shared meanings, such meanings are not always universal. In traditional African 
society, for example, it is generally considered rude for a junior person to look down upon 
a senior person. When we study communication, we cannot separate the verbal and 
nonverbal categories because our style of dress or tone of voice, for example, communicates 
a message even as we speak. Verbal and nonverbal signs thus work together to convey 
the meaning of a message.

694For some of the questions of the revision exercise at the end of this study unit, we will 
not give any feedback. These questions as well as the activities and feedback in this study 
unit will help you prepare for your assignments and the examination. For this reason, it is 
important that you keep a learning journal – which could take the form of an exercise 
book, a file or any other book in which you can keep your information together.

Activity

Pre-knowledge questions

1. People often do not just communicate for the sake of passing time. In your own words, 
give reasons why people communicate using different methods of communication.

2. In your own words, define what you understand by verbal and nonverbal communication.
3. Do you think two people from different cultures may encounter problems of not 

understanding one another’s gestures? Explain your answer.
4. Give examples of situations where nonverbal communication can be used.
5. Give reasons why you think learning the content of this study unit will be of use to 

you.
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Figure 5.1: Communication

20Feedback

Verbal communication refers to the messages people convey through spoken words. A verbal 
message is any type of spoken communication that we are aware of as an intentional verbal 
message. This means we intend to use language to help us to communicate with others. We 
most frequently use verbal symbols to communicate with others. Nonverbal communication 
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refers to the messages people convey through their bodies, gestures, facial expressions, 
posture, etc. Nonverbal messages are messages we send without using words, or that we use 
in addition to the words we are using. Vocal cues, facial expressions, body language, gestures 
and eye contact are all examples of the ways in which we can send messages nonverbally.

Gestures, body movements, facial expressions and eye contact all serve to support 
our communication with others. To a great extent, however, this aspect of communication is 
a cultural element and can lead to large-scale confusion between cultural groups. Universal 
gestures, such as nodding one’s head in agreement or when greeting someone, have different 
uses in different cultures. The gestures for waving goodbye and beckoning also differ from 
culture to culture. We employ nonverbal communication when we use means other than words 
to communicate. People may use facial expressions, gestures, sign language and objects to 
get a message across. This means that whenever people communicate, they communicate 
with a certain purpose in mind.

5.2 PURPOSES OF COMMUNICATION
709The most important purpose of communication is to satisfy a personal or social need. 
According to Steinberg (2007:19), “[n]eeds are generally described as requirements of life, 
which can range from the physical need ...”

710Sometimes we need vigorous support from others to accomplish our intention or 
the rationale. Occasionally, we accomplish our intention/purpose without the sincere 
involvement of others, but we need to communicate to fulfil our emotional needs. One 
of the major purposes of communicating is to build on and to preserve associations/
relationships with others. We also communicate to obtain insight about ourselves. It 
is through communication with others and the way they respond to us or react to the 
way we behave that we develop a sense of who we are. Gamble and Gamble (1988:15) 
express the link between our need to form relationships and acquiring a sense of self by 
highlighting two aspects, namely to

1. understand oneself, one needs to be understood by another
2. be understood by another, one needs to understand the other

711Sometimes people communicate to acquire and also to impart information for a number 
of intentions or purposes.

712Communication in general is a process of sending and receiving messages that 
enables human beings to share knowledge, attitudes and skills. Although we usually 
identify communication with speech, communication has two dimensions – verbal and 
nonverbal.

5.3 VERBAL COMMUNICATION
713Verbal communication is any communication involving words which are spoken. 
Verbal communication thus includes spoken words (eg those in interviews, radio broadcasts 
and conversations).
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714The basis of communication is the interaction between people. Verbal communication 
is one way for people to communicate face to face. Face-to-face communication or 
interpersonal communication, as the name implies, is direct face-to-face interaction 
between two people for personal or social reasons. This type of communication also 
involves expressions and gestures which make the act of communication very effective. 
It is one type of communication which is suitable for discussions but unsuitable for large 
organisations and large gatherings. The effectiveness of face-to-face communication 
depends upon the attentiveness or involvement of the listener and if he/she does not 
have an interest in it, the communication may fail.

715Another way for people to communicate verbally is by telephone. Although this does not 
involve body language or eye contact, it is the best way to connect to people verbally 
wherever they are. This can also be formal or informal. Some of the key concepts of 
verbal communication are sounds, words and speech.

716At birth, most people have vocal cords which enable them to produce sounds. As a child 
grows, he/she learns how to form these sounds into words. Some words may be imitative 
of natural sounds and others may come from expressions of emotion such as happiness 
(laughter) or sadness (crying). Words alone have no meaning. Only people can attach 
meaning to words. As meaning is assigned to words, language develops – which leads 
to the development of speech.

717The development of language reflects class, gender, profession, age group and other 
social factors. It is through speaking that we try to eliminate any misunderstandings, but 
sometimes this is very difficult. Just as we assume that our messages are clearly received, 
so we assume that because something is important to us, it is important to others – 
which may not be true. Oral communication or speaking is found in two major areas: 
interpersonal speaking and public speaking. Since oral communication or speaking is 
an interpersonal process, to communicate effectively, we must not simply clean up our 
language but must also learn to relate to people.

718In interpersonal speaking, etiquette is very important. To be an effective communicator, 
one must speak in a manner that is not offensive to the receiver. Etiquette also plays an 
important role in business settings.

719Since speaking is such a spontaneous activity, we tend to do it without much thought. 
But the impressions it creates are often indelible. A casual approach to speech can be 
problematic in business. Have you ever wished you could make another first impression 
because you said something that was out of character or embarrassing? Those comments 
that you did not think about before you uttered them have created an image in someone’s 
mind that cannot easily be replaced. When it comes to verbal communication, your goal 
should be to take advantage of its positive characteristics while minimising its perils.

720You can use verbal communication as a tool to accomplish your objectives. But first you 
need to break the habit of talking spontaneously without planning what you are going to 
say or how you are going to say it. You must learn to manage the impression you create 
by consciously tailoring your remarks and delivery style to suit the situation. Here are 
some tips on becoming an effective communicator:
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 y Be aware of what you are saying.
 y Apply the same process you use in written communication to oral communication.
 y Before you speak, think about your purpose, your main idea and your audience.
 y Organise your thoughts in a logical way.
 y Decide on a style that suits the occasion and then edit your remarks mentally.
 y As you speak, watch the other person to see whether your message is having the 

desired effect. If not, revise and try again.

721As we said above, verbal communication involves the use of words in speaking, writing 
and listening (eg preparing a formal report or listening to a presentation).

722Functions of verbal communication

723People often use verbal communication to inform others of certain issues or to impart 
knowledge. Sometimes verbal communication is used for clarification. Since people 
sometimes misconstrue words or actions, verbal communication helps to clarify 
misunderstandings and provides missing information. This means verbal communication 
can be used to correct a wrong. It can also be used as a tool of persuasion. It creates an 
opportunity for debate, stimulates thought and creativity, and deepens and creates new 
relationships.

5.4 NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION
724Nonverbal communication involves those stimuli in a communication setting that are 
generated by both the speaker and his/her use of the environment and that have potential 
message value for the receiver/listener. Basically, nonverbal communication is about 
sending and receiving messages in a variety of ways without using verbal codes (words). 
It is both intentional and unintentional. These messages include posture, movements 
and gestures, appearance, facial expressions, eye contact, style of dress, touch, sound 
and use of space.

725When individuals speak, they normally do not confine themselves to merely saying words. 
A great deal of meaning is conveyed by nonverbal means which always accompany oral 
discourse – intended or not. In other words, a spoken message is always sent on two 
levels simultaneously, namely verbal and nonverbal.

726Nonverbal behaviour predates verbal communication because as babies, we rely first 
on nonverbal means to express ourselves. This innate character of nonverbal behaviour 
is important in communication. Even before a sentence is uttered, the hearer observes 
the body gestures and facial expressions of the speaker and tries to make sense of these 
symbolic messages. Nonverbal messages seem to be trustworthy because they are mostly 
unconscious and part of everyday behaviour. People assume that nonverbal message 
actions do not lie and therefore they tend to believe the nonverbal message when a 
verbal message contradicts it. People try to make sense of the nonverbal behaviour of 
others by attaching meaning to what they see them doing. Nonverbal communication is 
especially significant in intercultural situations. Nonverbal differences probably account 
for many typical difficulties in communicating.
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727Consequently, these symbolic messages help the hearer to interpret the speaker’s intention 
– hence the importance of nonverbal communication in the field of interpretation. In daily 
conversation it often happens that we do not understand what another person is trying 
to say. This is the moment when nonverbal communication comes into play, giving the 
receiver subtle hints on how the message is to be understood.

728Nonverbal communication is behaviour, other than spoken or written communication, 
that creates or represents meaning. It includes facial expressions, body movements 
and gestures. Nonverbal communication is about talking without speaking a word. It is 
very effective, perhaps even more so than speech. Remember the saying “actions speak 
louder than words”. Nonverbal communication also has an effect when the participants 
are not in each other’s presence. In a telephone conversation, for example, some of the 
meaning of a message is carried by the speaker’s tone of voice. Very often, the success 
of your communication and relationships depends on how well you “read” these silent 
messages from others.

Activity

Have you ever found yourself in a situation where you wished you could change what 
you had said to another person? If so, elaborate on what happened and how you saved 
the situation. If this happened to a friend, explain how he/she made amends.

21Feedback

In some cultures a hand covering the mouth means that the person has something to hide. 
A person may do this to withdraw what he/she has just said or to stop himself/herself from 
saying something. If a person is in the middle of a sentence and suddenly flinches, his/her eyes 
get larger and he/she puts a hand over his/her mouth, it usually means that he/she has said 
something he/she did not mean to say. So the gesture is a figurative attempt to force the words 
back into his/her mouth. This type of gesture means different things in different cultural settings.

Figure 5.2: Gesture of hand covering mouth

729In some cultures the above picture indicates that the speaker is withdrawing what she 
has just said or is stopping herself from saying something.
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730Nonverbal communication is one of the key aspects of communication and is especially 
important in a high-context culture. It has multiple functions.

731Functions of nonverbal communication

732From the speaker’s point of view, nonverbal behaviour has numerous functions – even 
if he/she is not aware of them.

733Argyle (1988) concludes that there are five primary functions of nonverbal bodily behaviour 
in human communication:

1. to express emotions
2. to express interpersonal attitudes
3. to accompany speech in managing the cues of interaction between speakers and 

listeners
4. to self-present one’s personality
5. to engage in rituals (greetings)

734Human beings use nonverbal means to persuade or to control others; to clarify or embellish 
things; and to emphasise, complement, regulate and repeat verbal expressions. Nonverbal 
means can also be used to substitute verbal expression, as is the case with several 
body postures. Nonverbal communication is emotionally expressive and therefore any 
discourse that appeals to the receiver’s emotions has a persuasive impact. People can 
use nonverbal communication to regulate a conversation by controlling the cues of the 
discussion. For example, touching someone’s arm can send a signal that you wish to speak 
or interrupt. You should keep these functions of nonverbal communication in mind as 
we discuss the types of nonverbal communication.

735Nonverbal cues complement a message by reinforcing what is said. They cannot convey 
the message if used alone. Complementary cues support the intended message. An 
example is the distance people maintain between themselves and other people. Generally, 
employees stand further away from a boss than they do from each other. Doing this does 
not convey much of a message in itself, especially if they are facing away from each other; 
however, when it is coupled with a friendly “Hello” in response to the boss’s “Good 
morning”, it does. It shows that one is responsive and respectful and that one is not 
challenging the boss’s authority.

Figure 5.3: Use of space to signify intimate and personal zones
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736The above pictures show how people use space to signify distance. The first picture 
indicates a distance of intimate zone (15–45 cm), which only people who are emotionally 
involved with one another are allowed to enter. The second picture indicates a distance 
of personal zone (45 cm–1,2 m), which is the distance normally allowed by a degree of 
friendship.

737In some cases a nonverbal cue may stand alone and still be meaningful. When the 
nonverbal cue occurs together with the message, it repeats the message (eg when 
someone tells you some gossip and you roll your eyes while saying: “I don’t believe it”).

5.5 INTERACTION BETWEEN VERBAL AND NONVERBAL 
COMMUNICATION

738When people communicate, nonverbal messages can interact with verbal messages in 
five ways: repeating, conflicting, complementing, substituting and accenting/moderating.

5.5.1 Repeating
739People may repeat a verbal message by, for example, using gestures to strengthen the 
message (such as pointing in a direction while stating directions).

5.5.2 Conflicting
740Using verbal and nonverbal messages in the same interaction can sometimes send 
opposing or conflicting messages. A person who verbally expresses a statement of truth 
while simultaneously fidgeting or avoiding eye contact may convey a mixed message to the 
receiver during the interaction. When mixed messages occur, nonverbal communication 
becomes the primary tool people use to attain additional information to clarify the 
situation; great importance is placed on bodily movements and positioning when people 
perceive mixed messages during interactions.

5.5.3 Complementing
741Accurate interpretation of messages is facilitated when nonverbal and verbal 
communication complement each other. People can use nonverbal cues to elaborate 
on verbal messages in order to reinforce the information they sent when trying to 
achieve communicative goals. Research has shown that people remember messages 
better when nonverbal signals affirm the verbal exchange.

5.5.4 Substituting
742Nonverbal behaviour is sometimes the sole channel for communicating a message. 
People learn to identify facial expressions, body movements and body positioning as 
corresponding with specific feelings and intentions. Nonverbal signals can also be used 
without verbal communication to convey messages: when nonverbal behaviour does not 
effectively communicate a message, we use verbal methods to enhance understanding.
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5.5.5 Accenting/moderating
743Nonverbal signals are used to alter the interpretation of verbal messages. Touch, voice, 
pitch and gesture are some of the tools people use to accent or amplify the message 
that is sent; nonverbal behaviour can also be used to moderate or tone down aspects of 
a verbal message.

5.6 BODY MOVEMENTS, GESTURES AND POSTURES
744Body gestures are movements people make with their limbs (especially their hands) to 
express, confirm, emphasise or back up their attitude or intention. This nonverbal activity 
is used regularly in oral discourse. If a body act requires no verbal accompaniment, it is 
called an “emblem”. Examples are hand signals such as waving goodbye, the v-sign for 
victory or the “high five” that signals victory. While some emblems (eg a clenched fist) 
have universal meaning, there are others that are idiosyncratic or culturally conditioned. 
Making a zero shape with the thumb and the index finger, for example, does not mean 
the same thing in all cultures.

745Body posture refers to the speaker’s bearing or his/her position, for example sitting 
slouched or upright. It is more or less stable and should not be confused with body 
gestures, which are movements. Body posture can be characteristic and assumed for 
a special purpose, or it can correspond to the normal expectations in the context of a 
particular situation.

746Movements and gestures with the hands, arms, legs and other parts of the body (such as 
the face) are the most pervasive types of nonverbal messages and the most difficult to 
control. Human beings vividly express attitude through their body motions and posture. 
Body movements reveal true messages about feelings that cannot be masked. Because 
such avenues of communication are visual, they travel far further than spoken words and 
are unaffected by the presence of noise that interrupts or cancels out speech.

747  

Figure 5.4: Hand gestures

748In the first picture the hand gestures express joy, while in the second picture the hand 
gestures show the size of something.
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749Body postures alone have no exact meaning, but they can greatly support or reject 
the spoken word. If these two means of communication are dichotomised (placed in 
opposition to each other) and contradict each other, the result will be an image of some 
disorder and most often the nonverbal cue will dominate.

750In the African languages gestures usually go hand in hand with interjections and 
ideophones. They can also be used to describe or indicate place or direction. Speakers 
produce different gestures to convey their communicative intentions, feelings and 
attitudes – either consciously or unconsciously.

751Interjections are isolated words or groups of words, of an exclamatory nature, that are 
used to express various emotions or to call attention to something, give commands, or 
convey assent or dissent. They may also constitute complete sentences, without the use 
of predicates. In the Bantu languages, interjections may be divided into the following 
three types:

1. radical interjectives, or interjections
2. vocatives
3. verb imperatives

752Interjections have no grammatical or concordial bearing on the sentence; they are merely 
attached as appendages. As with ideophones, their emotional nature means that some of 
them are pronounced in peculiar ways, but these irregularities are not as great as those 
exhibited by ideophones.

5.6.1 Radicals
753The following Sesotho/Tshivenda interjections may be accompanied by nonverbal signs:

 y Dumelang! (greetings), accompanied by body posture or a handshake (in Tshivenda 
it is Aa! for women and Ndaa! for men)

 y Kgele! (of astonishment) (mafhefho! in Tshivenda) accompanied by facial expression
 y Ehee (of approval), accompanied by a head nod (Sesotho and Tshivenda)
 y Hela! (of calling), accompanied by hand waving (hei in Tshivenda)
 y Tjhee (of dissent, “no”), accompanied by a head shaking from side to side
 y E (of assent), accompanied by a head nod
 y A! (of surprise), accompanied by the clapping of hands (Sesotho and Tshivenda)

5.6.2 Vocatives
754Vocatives are formed from nouns and second person pronouns since all proper vocatives 
are naturally addressed to “the second person”. For example:

 y Banna! (oh my!) in Sesotho and vhanna! (oh my!) in Tshivenḓa – only used by men, 
can be accompanied by shaking the head or looking down

 y Wena! (hey you!) in Sesotho and inwi! (hey you!) in Tshivenḓa, accompanied by pointing 
the finger

 y Mmao! (your mother) – used as an insult similar to the Afrikaans “jou ma”, accompanied 
by pointing the finger
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5.6.3 Imperatives
755Imperatives have neither subjects nor subjectival concords. They are second-person 
forms and have the same force as other interjections but, because they are verbal, they 
may also take objects and assume extensions. For example:

 y The imperative of the verb -tla (come) is tloo, which can be accompanied by a hand 
waving.

 y Matha! (run) is accompanied by showing the action of running with a sideward 
movement of a raised thumb.

5.6.4 Ideophones
756An ideophone is a word (often onomatopoeic in nature) which describes the quality of a 
predicative, qualificative or adverb. In the Bantu languages, ideophones form a distinct 
part of speech which resemble to a certain extent the verb in action (however, in some 
languages they may be used as a predicate). Often, when using ideophones in speech, the 
speaker may accompany the utterance with an action. Indeed, with the Sesotho ideophone 
mpf, the action – running one’s index finger very closely in front of the lips – is necessary 
to pronounce the word properly. Ideophones are shared by many Bantu languages such 
as Sesotho tu!, Tshivenda du! and isiZulu du! (of silence). It is common for a speaker to 
intensify the meaning of a descriptive word or verb by improvising ideophones and placing 
them after the word, or by simply leaving the listener to surmise the meaning from the 
context or accompanying action. Ideophones are emotional in nature and tend not to 
follow the phonetic rules of the language, thus they may be pronounced in peculiar ways.

5.6.5 Descriptive gestures
757These are used to accompany words when a visualisation of the message will help. For 
example: If a woman is describing how small her sister was when an event occurred, she 
might position her palm facing down, with the distance from the floor indicating the little 
sister’s height at the time. If one talks about something going up, one might raise one’s 
hand upward with the palm facing up. And if one talks about something going down, 
one might lower one’s hand downward with the palm facing down.

5.6.6 Locative gestures
758These are used to indicate where something is or in which direction something might 
be going. If you say “Over there”, for example, your pointing to the location would be a 
locative gesture. Locative gestures are often used with visual aids to direct attention to 
some specific part of the aid.

759In addition to adding a variety of these gestures to your speech, you should become 
conscious of unwanted gestures and eliminate them. Gestures, expressions and all other 
forms of nonverbal communication have functions which, as with language, have to be 
taught along with their forms. In the same way as language items have functions, some 
paralinguistic expressions have several functions; nonverbal communication in general 
performs the three basic functions of managing identity, defining relationships, and 
conveying attitudes and feelings.
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Figure 5.5: Beckoning with the index finger

5.6.7 Beckoning
760Peter (beckons with his hand and finger to Meshack): Come here Meshack …
761Meshack: (ignoring Peter, mumbles something barely audible under his breath)
762Peter: Meshack, what did you say?
763Meshack: Nothing sir.
764Peter: Come here then.

765Question: Why was Meshack offended?

766Comment: In African culture there is a very important distinction between human beings 
and animals. It is insulting to beckon someone with a finger in the way Peter 
did, as this is equivalent to treating a person as if he/she is an animal.

Table 5.1: The form and function of gestures

Form Main function (in some cultures)
Nod (Yes) Repeating

Shrug (I don’t know) Substituting

Scratch head, quizzical look Complementing

Tone of voice, pointing Accenting

Hand raised Regulating, taking turns

Head shake Contradicting

Eye movement Deceiving

Staring/Looking down or away Dominating/Submitting

Raised fist Aggression

Handshake Socialising

Touching, kissing Arousal

Over-adornment Boasting

5.7 FACIAL EXPRESSIONS
767All people “read” or interpret other people’s facial expressions to form impressions of 
them. Although facial expression involves some of the smallest body movements, its 
impact may be greater than any other body language the speaker exhibits. The speaker 
probably communicates more accidentally by his/her facial expression than by any other 
means.
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768A person’s facial and body movements can give clues about his/her personality and 
emotional state. The face signals a wide range of emotions, such as fear, happiness, sadness, 
anger, surprise, interest and disgust. Many facial expressions vary in meaning from culture 
to culture. In addition, the face and body send signals about the way a social interaction 
is progressing: patterns of eye contact show who is talking to whom; facial expressions 
provide feedback to the speaker, expressing such feelings/emotions as confusion or 
disbelief; and body posture conveys a person’s attitude towards the interaction.

5.8 EYE MOVEMENT
769Eye movement refers to the way the speaker and the listener use their eyes to regulate 
and monitor the effect of communication. In some traditional African cultures, direct 
eye contact is regarded as a sign of disrespect; whereas in Western cultures avoiding 
eye contact is regarded as revealing a lack of concentration or a feeling of inferiority. 
Eye movement is a key part of facial behaviour because the eyes are invariably involved 
in facial display. The different forms are observed to be cross-cultural. The frequency of 
eye contact may suggest either interest or boredom, and may even reveal dishonesty. 
The direct stare of the speaker can show candour or openness. Downward glances are 
generally associated with modesty; eyes rolled upwards may convey fatigue. People’s 
eyes tend to show happiness, sadness or even surprise. The lower face can also express 
happiness or surprise. A smile, for example, can communicate friendliness or cooperation; 
the eyebrows and forehead may reveal anger or concern.

770Because eyes are the most dominant and reliable features of the face, they provide a 
constant channel of communication. They can be shifty and evasive; convey hate, fear and 
guilt; or express confidence, love and support. Eye movement seems to be of particular 
importance and is generally used to indicate whether one is open to communication. 
Eye contact is often used to control an interpersonal interaction. When people do not 
wish to be interrupted, they often glance away and continue talking. When they wish the 
other person to speak, they will pause and make direct eye contact.

771Example: Eye contact

772Helen (to Cindy in the cafeteria): I wish that black man would stop staring at me. He makes 
me anxious. And even if I look back at him, he keeps on staring. No manners or feelings …

773Cindy: Yes, and what is so ironic is that when one wants a black person to look you in the 
eye, they don’t. This makes one think they are sulking or dishonest.

774Helen: I’ve heard that it is not good manners in the African culture to look a superior 
straight in the eye, because this can be interpreted as arrogance. But African people must 
understand that in Western society it is considered rude to stare and to speak in an African 
language in the presence of those who don’t understand the language.

5.9 HEAD NOD
775An up-and-down nod of the head is the gesture most commonly used to indicate 
agreement, acceptance, acknowledgement or confirmation. This form is commonly used 
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when a speaker is accepting, agreeing with or interested in what is being said. This head 
nod is associated with “yes” or “I agree” (ke a dumela in Sesotho).

5.10 SHOULDER SHRUG
776The shoulder shrug with a once-off raising and lowering of the shoulders usually means 
“I don’t know” and may be accompanied by raised eyebrows, a downturned mouth, and 
hands held to the side with palms upwards or forwards (showing that nothing is being 
concealed).

Figure 5.6: The shoulder shrug gesture

777Example: Shoulder shrug

778(a) Interviewer: What are you going to do after school?

779Sipho (shrugging his shoulders): I’m not sure at this stage because there seems to be a 
shortage of jobs. People say that only 3% of the matriculants will get jobs in the formal 
sector.

780James (nodding his head): Then there’s the affirmative action bit, which means that us 
white males do not have a chance of getting a job!

781Thabo (mimicking): Sorry my dear, you are clever but your colour is wrong!

782(b)  Interviewer: Who did not turn up today?

783Buhle: The students. Only five were here this morning.

784Interviewer: So there were five students who came to be taught. So why didn’t you teach 
them?

785Buhle (shrugging her shoulders and carrying on doing her nails): I guess it’s not worthwhile.

5.11 THREE MAIN USES OF NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION

There are three main uses of nonverbal communication. Firstly, they are used in 
everyday contact situations (eg when people shake hands).
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Figure 5.7: A handshake

786The next use is for specific communication, for example workers may use signals when 
they do their jobs. An important use is in construction when a worker signals to a crane 
operator to keep everyone safe. These signals are very specific and tell the operator to 
move left or right, or to raise or lower the hook.

787The third use is involuntary nonverbal communication. These are movements and 
attitudes that show how people feel. Most of the time, people do not even know that they 
are communicating when they perform/execute these actions, because these actions are 
automatic. For example, rubbing one’s hands together may show anticipation, tapping or 
drumming one’s fingers may show impatience, biting one’s nails may show nervousness, 
and putting a hand or finger to one’s cheek may show deep thought.

Figure 5.8: A man deep in thought

788When people rub their eyes, it may show that they are tired. All of these examples show 
how people feel. Posture involves more than the physical act of standing up straight or 
slouching. Posture refers to one’s body carriage, manner of walking, facial expressions, 
muscle tension, gestures, etc.

5.12 TRANSFER OF NONVERBAL ELEMENTS FROM THE 
SPEAKER TO THE LISTENER

789It is not only in face-to-face situations that nonverbal communication plays a role. 
Nonverbal communication is also important in mediated communication, for example 
in telephone interpreting, where the interpreter does not see the speaker. When people 
speak on the phone, their body language still reflects their mood and feelings. This 
happens unconsciously and automatically. Who would stop to think “Ah, the person I’m 
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talking to cannot see me so there is no need to move my arms and use facial expressions?” 
Even over the phone, a person’s voice can express nonverbal paralinguistic messages. 
These messages are conveyed, for example, through intonation, tone of voice, vocally 
produced noises or pauses. Then again, nonverbal communicative acts might only be 
fully expressed and observed in face-to-face situations, where rhetoric sensitivity is 
accompanied by visually perceivable emotions.

5.12.1 Intonation
790Ideally, interpreters should reproduce the intonation of the speaker. However, intonation 
is not always used correctly. For example, the fact that simultaneous interpreters do 
not know how the speaker will proceed in his/her speech may cause the interpreters to 
indicate their state of expectation in their intonation. Here, the voice of the interpreter 
will tend to go up systematically and it will become very difficult for the audience to pay 
attention and to understand where sentences begin and end, or to distinguish between 
what is affirmative and what is interrogative.

5.12.2 Tone of voice
791The interpreter’s choice of tone of voice can give rise to serious problems. Interpreters 
can only be guided by their tact and intuition. For example: Overreaction to being under 
pressure might manifest in an exaggerated attempt to sound calm. This can lead to a 
monotonous interpretation that reveals boredom or a supercilious attitude on the part of 
the interpreter. Communication may be compromised and the audience may get irritated.

5.12.3 Vocally produced noises
792Some speakers use vocally produced noises such as “eh” when they pause between two 
words or two sentences. Vocally produced noises include laughter; shouts; screams of 
joy, fear, pain; and conversational expressions of disgust, triumph, etc. Interpreters should 
bear in mind that the use of these noises is not acceptable in all languages. They should 
therefore only transmit what is part of the message.

Scenario: Body language over the phone
793Body language plays an important part when we communicate over the phone.

794For example: A woman received a call from the hospital that her mother had been admitted 
after suffering a stroke. The caller spoke at a very slow pace, the pitch of his voice was 
very low and the tone of his voice was very deep. This made the woman think that she 
was about to hear bad news. She did not hear the words that were spoken, just the way 
they were said. The caller was in fact notifying the daughter that her mother had been 
transferred to another ward. If the caller spoke at a faster pace and a higher pitch, she 
would have concluded that it was a regular call to give her general information – and 
that there was no reason to worry.
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5.13 CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN NONVERBAL 
COMMUNICATION

795Although many nonverbal cues are innate and universal (people in different cultures have 
a common understanding of these cues), the contribution of nonverbal communication 
to the total meaning of a discourse can be culturally determined and differ in different 
countries. We often use our bodies to communicate certain messages. However, it is 
important to realise that people from different cultures use their bodies in different 
ways to communicate the same message, and that the same bodily cue can mean 
something completely different in another culture. For example: When greeting somebody, 
Venda women usually bend their knees and place the palms of their hands together. This 
is done differently than in any other African culture because this process of bending their 
knees and putting together their palms is done in a prolonged way. A bow is a gesture 
of respect that involves lowering the head, usually shown by a social inferior to a social 
superior. Various cultures have different ways of performing the bow. South Africans 
raise their eyebrows when they see an attractive person; the French kiss their fingers in 
a gesture of admiration. These differences in the way we use our bodies often lead to 
misunderstandings and misconceptions. There are etiquette differences in the way black 
and white South Africans greet one another which often lead to misconceptions.

796Greetings can be described as the exchange of expressions, pleasantries or good wishes 
between two people or a group interacting for the purpose of fulfilling social obligations 
or establishing interpersonal relationships. A greeting is usually verbalised but could 
also be nonverbalised, for example waving hands, making eye movements, smiling or 
flashing the headlights of one’s car. The gestures of waving goodbye and beckoning also 
differ from culture to culture. Even “universal gestures”, such as nodding one’s head in 
agreement or when greeting someone, have different meanings in different cultures.

797Culture can also have an effect on the volume of speech. It appears that white South 
Africans talk in far softer tones than black South Africans when they are in public places. 
In South Africa black people are known for their habit of talking loudly in public places 
– much to the irritation of white people. White people often think black people are 
having an argument and are shouting at each other when, in fact, they are merely having 
a conversation. They talk loudly to prevent sounding dishonest, to avoid suspicion of 
conspiracy, and to convey openness and honesty. In other words, if they use a softer tone, 
they may be gossiping but if everyone can hear what they are saying, the possibility of 
gossip is ruled out.

Activity

1. Identify at least three nonverbal practices in your culture that differ from those of 
other cultures.

2. Why should nonverbal communication always be studied and interpreted within 
context?
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22Feedback

To become a competent student of nonverbal communication, you should use what you observe 
about people very carefully rather than try to read their minds. All nonverbal communication 
is learned – passed on from one generation to another – and involves shared understanding. 
Since nonverbal communication is both cultural and regional, the cultural context may have 
an enormous bearing on the outcome of the communicated message. Also, do not generalise 
and assume that all people who belong to a certain culture behave in the same way. Do 
not give meaning to a single nonverbal cue in isolation. Always take the whole context into 
consideration, and make sure that you also consider other verbal and nonverbal cues.

It is important to learn more about nonverbal messages in order to improve your understanding 
of hidden meanings communicated through unspoken codes. To enhance your skill in 
interpreting nonverbal messages, always consider the context in which they take place. Also 
try to increase your knowledge of the nonverbal behaviours of other cultures. The more you 
concentrate on nonverbal communication, the better you will be able to identify and understand 
these unspoken messages.

REVISION EXERCISE
798The following revision questions will help you to prepare for your assignments and the 
examination.

799 1. How much eye contact is permissible in your culture?
800 2. What are the specific nonverbal behaviours that communicate insult in your culture?
801 3. Explain the difference between verbal and nonverbal communication.
802 4. When people communicate, they always have certain intentions. Discuss the purposes 

or intentions that people always have when communicating with one another.
803 5. List three functions of nonverbal communication.
804 6. Nonverbal communication can be used to express emotions and interpersonal 

attitudes. Discuss.
805 7. Discuss the functions of nonverbal communication. Illustrate your answer with 

examples from your everyday communication experiences.
806 8. Describe the relationship between verbal and nonverbal communication.
807 9. What effect does posture have on your perception of people whom you meet for 

the first time?
80810. Identify gestures which are particularly common to your locality.

5.14 CONCLUSION
809In this study unit our aim was to make you more aware of verbal and non-
verbal communication as carriers of meaning. Just like verbal elements in the spoken or 
written form (utterances and words respectively), non-verbal signs and behaviours are part 
of communication. Understanding how communication works, especially across cultures, 
can help you to improve your communication skills and communicate with purpose. In 
the next study unit we consider the position of African languages on a broader scale in 
a global context.
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Study unit 6

African languages in a global perspective

LP Phaahla

6.1 INTRODUCTION
At this point in your studies, you should have a broad understanding of why you want to 
learn African languages and why South Africa has 11 official languages entrenched in its 
Constitution when most Western countries have only one national language.

In the previous study units, we provided a broad outline of the historical development 
of the African languages, their linguistic nature and the role of linguistic strategies in 
effective communication in these languages. We discussed the concepts “semantics”, 
“sense” and “reference”. We gave practical examples of verbal and nonverbal cues in com-
munication. In this study unit we introduce you to multilingualism, the living languages 
of the world, issues relating to African languages (their position in the globalised world), 
language planning and policy, and language development in South Africa.

There is a wealth of information on these topics in the library and you should read further 
on these topics and concepts.

Learning outcomes

By the end of this study unit, you should be able to

 − discuss the position of the African languages in a global and localised context
 − explain what the recognition of the official status of a language entails
 − identify languages that could be in danger of extinction
 − determine how languages that are in contact with each other contribute towards 

language ecologies
 − use your acquired knowledge to make a meaningful contribution to language plan-

ning and development

6.2 OVERVIEW OF AFRICAN LANGUAGES IN A GLOBAL 
CONTEXT

810In view of the unprecedented wave of globalisation sweeping across the world today, 
local black languages should enjoy higher status as languages that are used for higher 
functions (such as education, science, technology and business). They should no longer 
be limited to the normal range of everyday discourse.
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811Our language marks our identity as belonging to a linguistic and social group, with 
certain associated norms and values. Language is therefore not just an objective way 
of conveying meaning, but also carries social meaning and connotations. Social groups 
have certain attitudes towards each other, and these attitudes are often projected onto 
the language of the group and onto the individual speakers of the language. MacMillan 
(1998:17, in Phaahla 2006) contends that language stands as the nexus of the individual, 
his/her cultural heritage and society. This author states that language has profound 
psychological significance for the individual member of a group. In most cultures, when a 
baby is born, he/she is named after someone in the family (eg father, mother or uncle) to 
mark the family lineage. MacMillan (1998:17, in Phaahla 2006) further states that language 
is an ever-present badge of membership that is reinforced in the subtleties of linguistic 
styles. One would expect its significance to increase as the boundaries between languages 
become more distinct.

812In this study unit we discuss the position of the African languages from a wider perspective 
in terms of their coexistence with a multiplicity of other languages in South Africa. We 
also look at efforts to develop these languages and possible threats to them.

6.3 LANGUAGES OF THE WORLD
813The distribution of languages globally is very complex and difficult to describe. The 
numerous migrations of people over the last decades have resulted in most large nations 
now having many different languages. There are no official statistics, but about 5 000 
to 6 000 languages exist in fewer than 200 countries. The obvious reason for the lack of 
an exact number is that new nations still continue to be discovered in the unexplored 
regions of the world, hence new languages are also being discovered.

814Estimating the number of speakers of a living language is, if anything, more complex 
than estimating the number of languages. Any language which continues to be spoken 
in an area counts as “one” language in the language total. However, the number of its 
speakers may vary significantly from one decade to the next.

815The combined effects of large-scale loss of life, refugee migrations and local government 
relocation policies mean that all estimates are now seriously out of date. In the meantime, 
numerical data must be viewed with extreme caution.

816Approximately 165 languages are spoken in the United States (US) today. Consequently, 
it is misleading to describe the US as an English-speaking country. The same applies to 
other multicultural nations.

817In any multilingual society certain languages will be dominant, while others will be minority 
languages. Dominance is determined more by economic and political power than by the 
number of speakers, although the number of speakers may play a role. For example, in 
South Africa prior to 1996 English and Afrikaans were the only two official languages and 
recognition of the indigenous African languages of South Africa, beyond their vernacular 
(non-official) status, had not been envisaged even though they were widely taught and 
used as media of instruction in primary schools. People in urban areas tend to use more 
languages than people in rural areas. One reason for this is that urban areas tend to have 
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a mixture of people from different linguistic/cultural groups. Multilingualism is more 
important here as people need to know the dominant language for work and minority 
languages for social interaction. Rural areas tend to be more linguistically homogeneous.

818The map below shows the concentration of the living languages of the world. Each dot 
represents the geographic centre of the 6 912 living languages in the Ethnologue database 
(www.ethnologue.com – see Gordon 2005 ).

Figure 6.1: The living languages of the world

819An overview of the languages of the world shows that there is a huge disparity between the 
mean size and the median size of languages. Approximately 5% of the world’s languages 
have at least one million speakers and account for 94% of the world’s population. By 
contrast, the remaining 95% of languages are spoken by only 6% of the world’s population 
(Gordon 2005:7).

820Almost half of the world’s population speaks one of the dominant languages, either as 
L1 (mother tongue) or L2 (second language):

Table 6.1: Languages, number of speakers and countries where they are spoken

Language No of speakers 
(million)

Countries where the language is spoken

Mandarin Chinese

English

Spanish

Bengali

885

322

266

189

China, Singapore, Taiwan, etc

UK, USA, SA, Canada, Australia, etc

Spain, Latin America, USA, etc

India, Bangladesh, etc
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Hindi

Portuguese

Russian

Japanese

German

Wu Chinese 

182

170

170

125

98

77

India, Fiji, etc

Portugal, Brazil, Angola, Mozambique, etc

Russia and surrounding countries

Japan, USA, etc

Germany, Austria, Namibia, etc

China, Singapore, Taiwan, etc

(Source: Raymond 2005)

821English is used most frequently on the internet (at 30,6%), followed by Chinese. This is in 
contrast with the languages of the world with the most speakers, among which English 
ranks as the fourth (www.etnologue.com).

822Languages that are nearly extinct

823Approximately 516 of the languages listed by Ethnologue (www.etnologue.com) are 
classified as nearly extinct, reportedly because only a few elderly speakers still use the 
particular language. Gordon (2005:17) points out numbers based just on the known 
population information:

 y Africa (46 total)
 y the Americas (170 total)
 y Asia (78 total)
 y Europe (12 total)
 y Pacific countries (210 total)

824You can find all the information about nearly extinct and extinct languages at 
http://www.ethnologue.org/nearly extinct.

825Skutnabb-Kangas (2002:24) reports that the first research-based forecast of the tempo 
at which languages disappear was published a decade ago. She notes that it would be 
possible to get some idea of the validity of the estimates if the available figures or number 
of languages were more reliable – unfortunately they are not. In South Africa there are 
three languages that are under threat of becoming extinct. The following list states their 
names, areas of origin and how they have been classified:

826(1) Korana Ethnic population: 10 000 in South Africa (Barrett 1972, in 
Skutnabb-Kangas 2002:24)

827 Region: Western South Africa, possibly also Botswana

828 Classification: Khoisan, Southern Africa, Central and Nama

829(2) Seroa South Africa and Lesotho; had three dialects

830 Classification:  Khoisan, Southern Africa, Southern !Kwi |Xam

831 Alternative names: |Kham-Ka-!k’e, |Kamka!e, |Xam-Ka-!k’e

832(3) ||Xegwi Language near the Swaziland border
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833 Classification:  Khoisan, Southern Africa

834 Alternative names: ||Xegwe, ||Xekwi, Batwa, Bush-C, Abathwa, 
Boroa, Tloue, Tloutle, Kloukle, Lxloukxle, Amankgqwigqwi, 
Nkqeshe, Amabusmana, Gi|kxigwi, Ki||kxigwi

6.4 MULTILINGUALISM
835You must have heard about the concept of multilingualism, either in AFL1501 or AFL1502 
(the African Languages modules at first-year level). If not, you should have read about it 
in the newspapers, heard about it on the television and radio, or heard it mentioned by 
friends or relatives.

836Wikipedia (2009) describes multilingualism from one perspective (at a personal level) 
and defines the phenomenon as referring to the ability of an individual speaker to aptly 
use more than two languages at a high level of fluency. It means that the speaker has 
as much knowledge of and control over one language as he/she has knowledge of and 
control over other languages (which may amount to more than two).

837Encyclopedia 11 (online) concurs with the definition given on Wikipedia and describes 
multilingualism further from other perspectives. This approach is based on the concept that 
multilingualism occurs at different levels. At first, it occurs at a personal level (as stated by 
Wikipedia), but then it goes further and expands on three more levels (which are societal, 
interactional and linguistic). It states that a multilingual person is, in the broadest definition 
of multilingualism, anyone with communicative skills in more than one language – be 
it active or passive. More specifically, the terms “bilingual” and “trilingual” are used to 
describe comparable situations in which two or three languages are involved. Multilingual 
speakers have extra languages at their disposal. These can be either L1s or L2s (languages 
learned at a later age). (We do not discuss the other levels of multilingualism here.)

838However, problems may arise with the first definition as it does not specify how much 
knowledge of a language is required for a person to be classified as bilingual (or multilingual 
for that matter). As a result, since most speakers do not achieve the maximal ideal, language 
learners may come to be seen as deficient.

839There is an argument that the word be used for the minimal definition based on use. For 
example tourists, who successfully communicate phrases and ideas while not fluent in a 
language, may be seen as bilingual according to their communities.

840Multilingualism has been more common in the past than is usually supposed. In early 
times, when most people were members of small language communities, it was necessary 
to know two or more languages for trade or other dealings outside one’s own town or 
village. This holds true today in places of high linguistic diversity such as Sub-Saharan Africa 
and India. Multilingualism is a natural way of life for millions of people across the world.

841Do you know how many languages (official and non-official) have been and are spoken 
in South Africa to date? In this study unit we attempt to give you the answer, which you 
must be curious about by now.
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842There are appropriate models for understanding the dynamics of language use in society, 
and the aspects of these models are indispensable for and effective in language policy 
and planning. Particularly in the Southern African context, such models must speak to the 
unique features of multilingual environments – and they must account for the differences 
in prestige and value which occur between languages in these contexts. Two paradigms 
of language and identity that are under discussion today are the language rights and 
linguistic citizenship paradigms. These two paradigms describe the social and political 
aspects of minority language use in very different ways.

843Multilingualism in South Africa

844Section 6 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) provides the primary 
legal and constitutional framework for multilingualism, the use of the official languages, 
and the promotion of respect and tolerance for South Africa’s linguistic diversity. Among 
other things, it establishes the following norms (Phaahla 2006:2):

 y All the official languages must enjoy “parity of esteem” and be treated equitably.
 y The government must take legislative and other measures to regulate and monitor 

the use of the official languages.
 y The status and use of indigenous languages must be enhanced.

845The Bill of Rights, which is contained in the Constitution, is premised mainly on the 
notion of individual rights. The language clauses should thus be understood from the 
orientation of language as a right. Cranston (1967, in Phaahla 2006:2) defines a human 
right as “a ‘universal moral right’, something which all men everywhere, at all times, ought 
to have, something of which no one may be deprived without a grave affront to justice, 
something which is owed to every human simply because he is human”.

846In addition, the frequency of terms such as “status”, “use” and “usage” points clearly to 
a paradigm which is based on the functional or instrumental uses of the languages of 
South Africa. The Pan South African Language Board Act 59 of 1995 includes both these 
perspectives of language, in other words it regards it as both a right and a resource.

847The orientation of multilingualism is guided by one of the Pan South African Language 
Board’s (PanSALB) principles on language policy guidelines (PanSALB 1998) and is captured 
as follows:

848This orientation is consistent with the principle of interdependence, where 
different communities/languages are seen to coexist interdependently. 
The value of each language and its speech community is acknowledged as part 
of the whole. Language as a resource includes the notion of language as a right. 
The view that each language is a resource to the nation carries with it the notion 
of the instrumental use of languages or functional multilingualism (Phaahla 
2006:143, emphasis supplied).

849In South Africa English currently occupies the de jure (concerning the law) status of 
national and international language of commerce and industry, with Afrikaans following 
in its wake. With such de facto (concerning fact) dominance, the unassailable position of 
English means that it commands respect and power (Phaahla 2006:54).
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850In 2011 the total population of South Africa (as counted in Census 2011) increased by 
11,2 million since Census 1996. In 2011 the South African population was estimated to 
be approximately 50 961 443, while in 2006 the mid-year population was estimated at 
approximately 48,7 million. Census 2001 showed that 44,8 million people, who spoke an 
estimated 25 languages, were living in South Africa. The census also revealed that Afrikaans 
and English were widely spoken in all the country’s provinces. Although English was 
generally understood across the country, it ranked only fifth as a home language. Other 
unofficial European languages that were spoken in South Africa were the six immigrant 
languages Dutch (7,89%), French (4,26%), German (27,05%), Greek (11,28%), Italian (11,15%) 
and Portuguese (38,36%) (Phaahla 2006:54).

851The language communities in South Africa tend to be geographically localised, in other 
words South Africa is typified by languages of limited diffusion. A breakdown of the 
numbers of the speakers (according to Census 2011) is shown in the following figure.

Figure 6.2: Distribution of the population by first language spoken, 2011 (%)

852From figure 6.2, it is clear that IsiZulu was still the most frequently spoken L1 language 
in South African households, at 11 587 374 (2011 Census Report, Report No. 03-01-41). 
The 11,5 million figure (see table 1.2 below) reflected an increase of 0,3 million and 1,8 
million when compared to the previous censuses of L1 speakers in 2001 and in 1996 
respectively. The figures of these census reports ranged between 10,7 million in 2001 
and 9,2 million in 1996.

853According to the 2011 population census, a good number of African languages was 
diminishing in popularity, while English, Afrikaans and IsiNdebele seemed to increase 
exponentially, with 9,6%, 13,5% and 2,1% of the population speaking these languages 
respectively. English-language speakers increased from 3,7 million in 2001 to 4,9 million 
in 2011 . The census also reported that IsiZulu and IsiXhosa remained the most popular 
languages, with 22,7% (11,5 million people) and 16% (eight million people) of the population 
speaking them respectively. What is interesting is the growth of white and Indian people 
who spoke IsiZulu (according to the 2011 census report). Further results of this census are 
shown in the following table.

854(Note: To follow the ensuing discussion, use both figure 6.2 above and table 6.2 below.)
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Table 6.2: Population by first language and population group (raw data)

Language Black African Coloured Indian or Asian White First language

Afrikaans 602 166 3 442 164 58 700 2 710 461 6 855 082 

English 1 167 913 945 847 1 094 317 1 603 575 4 892 623 

IsiNdebele 1 057 781 8 225 9 815 8 611 1 090 223 

IsiXhosa 8 104 752 25 340 5 342 13 641 8 154 258 

IsiZulu 11 519 234 23 797 16 699 16 458 11 587 374 

Sepedi 4 602 459 5 642 2 943 5 917 4 618 576 

Sesotho 3 798 915 23 230 5 269 17 491 3 849 563 

Setswana 3 996 951 40 351 4 917 18 358 4 067 248 

Sign language 211 134 11 891 3 360 7 604 234 655 

SiSwati 1 288 156 4 056 1 217 2 299 1 297 046 

Tshivenda 1 201 588 2 847 810 2 889 1 209 388 

Xitsonga 2 257 771 2 268 2 506 3 987 2 277 148 

Other 604 587 5 702 65 261 50 118 828 258 

Total 40 413 408 4 541 358 1 271 158 4 461 409 50 961 443 

(Source: Adapted from the 2011 Census Report, Report No 03-01-41)

855Following IsiXhosa and IsiZulu, Afrikaans was the third most spoken language in South 
Africa. This language was spoken by 5,8 million in 1996, increasing to 6,0 million in 2001 
and 6,8 million in 2011 (as shown in table 6.2), in other words it decreased from 14,4% in 
1996 to 13,3% in 2001 and showed a slight increase of 13,5% in 2011. Sepedi was the fourth 
most spoken language at 9,2% of L1 speakers overall in 1996, a number which grew to 
9,4% (4,2 million) in 2001 and lost this position to English at 9,1% (4,6 million) in 2011 to 
take the fifth position. English grew exponentially to assert itself in third position at 9,1% 
(4,6 million). Although, the lowest number of L1 speakers had been recorded for IsiNdebele 
in 1996 when it was spoken by 587 000 people, this increased to 712 000 people in 2001 
and doubled to 1,09 million (2,1%) in 2011. The nine official indigenous African languages 
were spoken as home languages by 76,5% of the population in 1996, increasing to 77,9% 
in 2001. Afrikaans and English together were spoken as home languages by 23,1% of the 
population in 1996, decreasing to 21,5% in 2001. The percentage of Afrikaans speakers 
decreased from 14,4% in 1996 to 13,3% in 2001, while that of English speakers decreased 
from 8,6% in 1996 to 8,2% in 2001. In 2011 almost a quarter of the total population indicated 
Zulu was their home language (cited by Phaahla 2006:54 & 55).

6.5 SOUTH AFRICAN LANGUAGES BILL AND LANGUAGE 
RIGHTS IN SOUTH AFRICA

856Language rights in South Africa and the South African Languages Bill are meant to provide 
an enabling framework for promoting South Africa’s linguistic diversity and encouraging 
respect for language rights in order to build and consolidate a united, democratic South 
African nation, taking into account the broad acceptance of linguistic diversity, social 
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justice, the principle of equal access to public services and programmes, respect for 
language rights, the establishment of language services at all levels of government, the 
powers and functions of such services, and matters connected therewith.

857The South African Languages Bill serves to

 y give effect to the letter and spirit of section 6 of the Constitution
 y promote the equitable use of the official languages of South Africa
 y enable all South Africans to use the official language(s) of their choice as a matter of 

right within the range of contexts specified in this Act with a view to ensuring equal 
access to government services and programmes, and to knowledge and information

 y provide for a regulatory framework to facilitate the effective implementation of the 
constitutional obligations concerning multilingualism

Activity

Discuss the importance of language rights and the extent to which these rights are 
protected and promoted in South Africa. Refer to the legal provisions and practices in 
different domains.

23Feedback

When you discuss this question, you should look at the legal provisions in South Africa and 
how these rights have been entrenched in the Constitution of our country.

6.6 LANGUAGE CONTACT
858According to Weinreich (1953:1), language contact is when languages are used alternately 
by the same person, making such a person involved in the language contact at least 
bilingual. He asserts that bilingualism leads to one language having an influence on the 
other, which results in interference. Weinreich further asserts that instances of deviation 
from the norm of either language which occur in the speech of bilingual people as a 
result of their familiarity with more than one language (as a result of language contact) is 
referred to as interference phenomena. We pointed out an instance of such interference in 
section 2.2.2 of study unit 2, where the non-distinction of biological gender in pronouns 
in the African languages may be reflected in the non-observance of this distinction (eg in 
a language like Afrikaans). In this study unit we do not discuss interference phenomena 
but we do discuss language contact as a factor that influences another type of language 
planning which is termed “ecologies of languages”.

859Weinreich (1953:1) emphasises the importance of taking extralinguistic factors into 
account when considering interference in a language contact situation because of the 
importance of the sociocultural setting of a contact situation. He states that some of the 
non-structural (extralinguistic) factors are inherent in the bilingual person’s relation to the 
languages he/she brings into contact. Examples of these factors are (Weinreich 1953:4):
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860 (1) the speaker’s facility of verbal expression in general and his/her ability to keep two 
languages apart

861 (2) relative proficiency in each language
862 (3) specialisation in the use of each language by topics and interlocutors
863 (4) manner of learning each language
864 (5) attitudes toward each language, whether idiosyncratic or stereotyped
865 (6) size of bilingual group and its sociocultural homogeneity or differentiation; breakdown 

into subgroups using one or the other language as mother tongue; demographic 
facts; social and political relations between the subgroups

866 (7) prevalence of bilingual individuals with given characteristics of speech behaviour 
in the several subgroups

867 (8) stereotyped attitudes toward each language (“prestige”); indigenous or immigrant 
status of the languages concerned

868 (9) attitudes toward the culture of each language community
869(10) attitudes toward bilingualism as such
870(11)  tolerance or intolerance with regard to mixing languages and to incorrect speech 

in each language
871(12)  relation between the bilingual group and each of the two language communities 

of which it is the marginal segment

872Items 1 to 5 in the list refer to factors that are relevant to bilingual (or multilingual) 
individuals only, and item 6 refers to groups.

873Language contact is regarded as an aspect of culture contact. Not only does language 
contact bring about changes, but it may also result in a new language or what is termed a 
“pidgin language”. This phenomenon is especially prevalent when indigenous populations 
need to communicate with economically or politically dominant communities (Finlayson, 
Dembetembe, Madiba & Sengani 1997:164).

874According to Phaahla (2006:29), it is on the basis of the above theory that Mühlhäusler 
(1996:306) circumvents what ecological language planning is and how its aims are centred 
on diversity rather than standardisation. He observes that the process of language 
planning requires community involvement rather than specialist management. In this 
case, language planning is seen as an integral part of a large range of natural and cultural 
ecological factors. It is focused on the question of maintaining a maximum diversity of 
languages by seeking to identify ecological factors that sustain linguistic diversity. Most 
linguists seem to shun this kind of language planning, which is focused on unexceptional 
elements such as problem solving.

875Phaahla (2006:191) argues that South Africa will be best served by a functional multilingual, 
democratic, ecological language policy. Mühlhäusler (1996:323) notes that an ecological 
language policy contributes constructively to the ecology of all languages so that all 
language groups can communicate without neglecting any of the languages used, 
and that the objective of an ecological language policy must be to create a sustainable 
environment in which all languages can thrive (instead of only one or two “powerful” 
ones). Implementing an ecological language policy involves realising long-term goals 
that are incorporated under language planning.
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6.7 LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA
876Language development has three objectives: (1) the development of a standard orthography 
and spelling system, (2) the elaboration and modernisation of the vocabulary of a language, 
and (3) the creation of new registers for education, the legal system, journalism and 
report writing (Cluver 1992:68). Finlayson and Madiba (2002:40) concur with Cluver. Citing 
Ferguson (1968) and Garvin (1973), they contend that language intellectualisation is an 
important dimension of language development and maintain that although language 
intellectualisation may occur naturally, there is growing consensus among language 
planning scholars that in developing languages such as those of Africa, there is a need for 
a conscious and deliberate effort to accelerate the process and to make it more effective.

877In terms of language development in South Africa, Phaahla (2006:39) points out that 
language planning has to undergo a reversed process of the language shift from what 
Fishman (1991:xii, in Cooper & Spolsky 1991:30) refers to as level 1 usage (which is informal 
intergenerational usage at home, in the family and the immediate neighbourhood context) 
to level 2 usage (in domains such as outside ethnolinguistic influences, as languages 
of education, in the workplace, in the mass media and as the language of governmental 
services). Fishman points out very poignantly that without sufficiently safeguarding level 
1, trying to control level 2 would be equivalent to constantly blowing air into a punctured 
tyre.

878Haugen (1997:348) advises that the way forward for “underdeveloped” languages (such as 
the indigenous African languages of South Africa) to become adequate instruments for a 
modern nation is to overcome problems of codification and elaboration. ”Codification” is 
defined as minimal variation in form and “elaboration” as maximal variation in function 
(Haugen 1997:350). A fully developed language in context with its social group is complex 
and inclusive, as are its functional domains. It must answer to the needs of a variety 
of communities, classes, occupations and interest groups. It must meet the basic test 
of adequacy and possess devices such as making new words from its own resources or 
borrowing from other languages. Writing, which enables virtually unlimited storage and 
distribution of vocabulary, is the technological device which enables a standard modern 
language to meet the needs of every speciality devised by its users. There are no limits 
to the elaboration of a language unless human beings intervene in the process. Haugen 
(1997:350) lists four aspects of the language development process, namely:

(1) selection of norm
(2) codification of form
(3) elaboration of function
(4) acceptance by the community

879Ferguson (1997:264) identifies only three steps: (1) graphisation, (2) standardisation and (3) 
modernisation. According to him, language modernisation occurs after the language has 
gone through the stage of graphisation, in other words after it has been reduced to writing 
and after its standardisation. The term “standardisation” refers to the development of a norm 
which overrides regional and social dialects. “Modernisation” is discussed in more detail in 
section 6.7.2 below. It is important to understand what each of these steps involves.
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880These are crucial features or stages of language development which are prominent in this 
study unit.

6.7.1 Language standardisation

881All the major languages of South Africa seem to have developed beyond the stages of 
norm selection and codification. However, with the revival of ethnic and group awareness, 
the standardisation of certain languages may be revisited.

6.7.2 Language modernisation

882Language modernisation may be defined as “the process whereby a language becomes 
an appropriate medium of communication for modern topics and forms of discourse” 
(Cooper 1989:149). Cooper regards the use of the term “modernisation” as an unfortunate 
one since there is nothing modern about the process. According to him, this process 
does not only occur with regard to developing languages but also in the languages of 
developed, modern societies (Cooper 1989:149). However, he justifies the use of this term 
on the basis that it implies an apt analogy with societal modernisation.

883Language modernisation has become the main focus of language development in South 
Africa, particularly for the African languages. This process involves lexical modernisation 
and the creation of modern registers.

884(1) Lexical modernisation

885Lexical modernisation is “the planned creation of new terms or the (semantic) adaptation 
of existing words as part of language modernization to label new concepts in a developing 
language into which concepts have been borrowed too fast for natural naming processes 
to function” (Cluver 1992:44). This is usually done by compiling dictionaries, glossaries and 
specialist terminologies; and it is seen as an urgent task. However, as Fishman (1974) warns, 
one should not fall into the danger of viewing lexical modernisation as a mere linguistic 
exercise which only deals with words. Lexical modernisation involves other factors, such 
as social, religious, economic and political factors. These are the factors that you should 
consider when studying the modernisation of the African languages.

886Another important factor to note in lexical modernisation is that the success of this 
process depends on development in other sectors of the society. Thus the modernisation 
of the language should go hand in hand with the modernisation of other sectors of 
the community.

887(2) Creation of registers in languages for special purposes

888Language modernisation also involves developing register styles for various domains. 
Each domain (eg medicine, the judiciary and education) appears to have its own register 
style. This is what is commonly referred to as language for specific purposes in language 
planning literature.
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Activity

Now that you have read section 6.7, try to answer the following questions:

1. Investigate mechanisms that are being implemented in South African to develop 
the indigenous languages.

2. List the steps of the language development process.

24Feedback

1. To answer this question adequately, you have to navigate the internet to find information 
about the kind of mechanisms that are being used in South Africa to develop the African 
languages. You should not rely solely on this study guide.

2. The four steps of the language development process are:
(1) selection of norm
(2) codification of form
(3) elaboration of function
(4) acceptance by the community

6.8 DEVELOPMENT OF TERMINOLOGY AND LEXICOGRAPHY
889According to Webb (1999:190), no professional person is ever trained to perform his/her 
profession in a particular language. He/she is trained professionally and such training 
presupposes acquiring the discourse of the field (the technical terms and registers, 
including “ways of speaking and interpreting”). Having acquired these skills, professionals 
are able to perform their occupational duties in whatever language is needed.

890When terminologists resort to borrowing for term formation, they should be aware of the 
types of borrowing, loan words and loan translations that they may use in the language. 
The choice of using any of these strategies depends on both linguistic and extralinguistic 
factors. For example, the Northern Sotho linguistic structure is conducive to borrowing, 
in other words loan terms are readily adapted to the linguistic structure of the language. 
You will remember that in section 2.7 of study unit 2 we discussed some guidelines on 
adapting loan words to the linguistic structure of the African languages.

891Further decisions should be made about selecting the source language of loaned 
words. According to Webb (1999:190), the morphophonological structure of English is 
not compatible with that of the indigenous African languages. Despite this, however, it 
can still be used as the main source of borrowing. Indigenous African languages have 
been borrowing terms from English and Afrikaans for years, and these two languages 
therefore play an important role in this regard.

892In developing the vocabulary that is needed for the expansion of functions in the new 
language dispensation, one should allow for the use of loan words. Rather than creating 
words artificially from the words and morphemes that exist in the language, one should 
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recognise and promote the words that are already in use among the speakers of the 
language.

893This approach is necessary for two reasons. Firstly, it will be a waste of money if the old 
“purist” approach is adopted again – people do not adopt words just because an authority 
says they should. Secondly, if the approved corpus is unfamiliar, the native speakers 
of the language will not want to study it at school and speakers of other languages 
will be unwilling to study it formally because they will know that it will not be useful 
for communication with native speakers.

REVISION EXERCISE
1. Draw up a proposal for your institution (eg university or school) in which you pre-

sent a multilingual language policy to be followed in communication. Identify the 
types of language planning that are required and the various steps that should be 
followed in the implementation of this policy.

2. Briefly discuss some of the language problems or issues that you have encountered 
in your profession.

3. Outline and evaluate the language planning processes in your country. Refer to the 
government’s language policy and its actual implementation in the local or edu-
cational domain.

6.9 CONCLUSION
894As we mentioned previously, language may be a marker of identity but it is not necessarily 
the most important one. This is particularly true in multilingual environments, where 
identities can be multiple and complex. Language should be seen as a resource that 
people use as needed. The government should not be seen as the only entity that 
determines language use and rights: minority language groups need to seize power over 
the discourses and representations of language that define them. This view is consistent 
with a post-liberal view of citizenship, which is characterised by “grassroots struggle and 
agency” (Stroud 2001:340).

895In this study unit we focused mainly on giving you an overview of language planning and 
policy in South Africa. We discussed the position of the African languages from a wider 
perspective in terms of their coexistence with a multiplicity of other languages in South 
Africa, efforts to develop them and possible threats to these languages.

896In the study guide as a whole we took you from the presumed origins of the African 
languages; their classification; structural characteristics; their application for effective 
information transfer; meaning and sense relations , verbal and nonverbal communication 
situations through to their current position in a globalised context. Finally, we considered 
the future of African languages and means of addressing possible threats through proper 
language planning.
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