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Nativization of English among Bantu Language Speakers in 
South Africa

Leketi Makalela
University of Limpopo
 

paying attention to the role of the Bantu language substrate system in the nativization proc-

right and that it has future prospects for standardization due to the demographic strength 
-

Research on the spread of English as an international language has shown 

one of the frameworks explaining the development of English as an international 
language, categorizes the distribution of English across the globe in terms of the 
Kachruvian model that distinguishes three concentric circles of acquisition: inner 
(traditional native speakers), outer (second language speakers of English), and 
expanding circles (speakers of English in foreign language contexts) (Kachru, 

native speakers has inadvertently sparked an interest in the nature and status of 

The South African situation shows a similar pattern where the traditional 

as their home languages: Sepedi, Setswana, Sesotho, isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele, 
Siswati, Xitsonga, and Tshivenda. Whereas this outer circle variety, generally known 
as Black South African English (BSAE, hereafter), has increasingly received at-

-

there is very little systematic examination of the role of one’s mother tongue in its 
naturalization and development as a distinct variety in its own right. This study 



point and reinforcement for systematic production of the nativized English speech 
forms. In the end, educational implications for English pedagogy, which is torn 
between standard norms and localized forms, and inferences on English language 
planning for South Africa are drawn for adaptation to comparable New Englishes 
contexts. 

ENGLISHES IN THE WORLD

The spread of English as an international language has undoubtedly 

English into four major categories: native English, new English, contact English 

which has a slightly different history of development, native English varieties have 
developed in settlement colonies like the US, Australia, and New Zealand. From 
eclectic descriptions of linguistic properties in both English studies and corpus 

Standard English varieties, which were used as yardsticks to judge grammatical 

argue against the variationist view of diversity in core English varieties and predict 
possible convergence of these standards through what is referred to as the World 
Standard Spoken English (WSSE) because English, accordingly, enables all its na-

to the high degrees of mutual intelligibility. 
The foreign English category involves varieties of English spoken in foreign 

language acquisition contexts. These are contexts where comprehensible input 

In countries like South Korea, Japan, and China, English is required and learned for 
international communication, and plays no other major role in national domains. 
As a result, there is a high proliferation of teaching English as a foreign language 
programs that are designed solely to cater to the English needs of learners in this 
expanding circle. It is this global necessity of English that caught the attention 

project that

twentieth century is more widely scattered, more widely spoken and written, 
than any other language has ever been. It has become the language of the 

The third category of the varieties of English is encompassed by the concept 
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of:contact English, which refers to pidgins and creoles. On the one hand, pidgins 
developed in trade colonies like West Africa and Papua New Guinea while creoles, 
on the other hand, emerged in plantation colonies such as the Caribbean Islands 

and West African languages. Although pidgins and creoles are considered non-core 
varieties of English, several scholars show that they are ‘native speaker varieties’ 

New Englishes developed in exploitation colonies in Africa and India. These 
varieties make up the category that gave rise to the concept ‘World Englishes,’ 
which acknowledges the new sociolinguistic reality of English in countries that 
are traditionally non-mother tongue speaking. The concept ‘Englishes’ did not ap-

Englishes’ symbolizes the functional and formal variation in the language, 
and its international acculturation, for example, in West Africa, in Southern 
Africa, in East Africa, in South Asia, in Southeast Asia, in the West Indies, in 
the Philippines, and in East Africa, and in the traditional English-using coun-
tries: the USA, the UK, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand. The language 

it as an additional language, whether in its standardized form or in its local-

From this polycentric approach to English, it would appear that the notion 

functional senses. The New Englishes paradigm involves the outer circle varieties, 

They are developed through the education system.
They are developed in an area where a native variety of English was not 
the language spoken by most of the population. 
They are used for a range of functions among those who speak or write 
it [English] in the region where it is used.
They have become localized or nativized by adopting some language  
features of its own, such as sounds, intonation patterns, sentence struc-
ture, words, and expressions.

               
This study was prompted by the last category – localization and its relevance 

to BSAE as an outer circle variety – and guided by this question: Does the Bantu 

account for rule-govern-ness, if any, of this emerging variety? 



LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES OF BSAE 
AS AN OUTER CIRCLE VARIETY

The following nonstandard features were generated from speakers of the 
Bantu language group in South Africa as observed in various studies on BSAE 

to provide a systematic description of this outer-circle English variety, its features 
are described under the following major categories: morpho-syntax, phonology, 
discourse and pragmatics. 

Morpho-syntactic features

and verbal argumentation. They are discussed below under (a) – (d).

a)

shows that speakers of English with a Bantu language background in South Africa 
extend the progressive aspect /-ing/ to stative verbs as in the following sentences 

1. We are belonging to the new South Africa.
2. I was not knowing his name.

am having a brother.

belong (1), know (2), and have 
to a category of verbs known as statives, which are traditionally distinguished from 
action verbs (e.g., eat). Typically, Standard English varieties do not permit the use 

rule was relaxed with regard to the use of have. For example, having can be used 
with non-possessive (abstract) objects as in I am having a party, but it creates a 
non-standard formation when used with possessive (concrete) objects as in *I am 
having a brother [I have a brother]. Studies on BSAE show that BSAE speakers 
tend not to observe these standard norms in favor of indiscriminate usage of the 
progressive aspect. 

 From a second language acquisition model of interlanguage (see Selinker, 

this strategy does not account for the systematic stabilization of this feature in non-

Makalela



mother tongue contexts. To this effect, I will claim that aspectual theory, discussed 

where a Bantu temporal logic exaggerates production of the progressive aspect. 
Application of the theory of aspect that distinguishes telicity from perfectivity 

sheds some light on the analysis of the progressive aspect. With regard to telicity, 

I am 
walking to church whereas atelic situations as in I am walking in the bush do not 
have a terminal endpoint. This means that our semantic intuition of telic–atelic in 

verbs have. Perfectivity, on the contrary, shows a heavy reliance on verbal conjuga-
tions as John rode a bicycle is different from John was riding a bicycle, where rode 
denotes completion while was riding shows incompletion of the event. 

Of particular relevance to the overgeneralization of the progressive aspect 
is that some languages rely heavily on verbal arguments (telicity) and less on 

-
gressive aspects as in I am walking in the bush (progressive situation) and I walk 
in the bush (habitual situation). In contrast, African Bantu languages strictly use 
verbal arguments to articulate these aspectual meanings. Thus, the morphological 
distinction between habitual and progressive aspects in these languages is blurred 

1 
 

Man+SM1 + eat-HAB/PROG + porridge
‘A man eats porridge’ or ‘A man is eating porridge’

This sentence shows that a similar verbal form ja can be used to denote either 
habituality or progressiveness. It is other contextual arguments (pre- or post-
verbal conjugations) that explicitly separate habitual from progressive aspect. For 
example, a preverbal emphatic marker morpheme /a/ can be used to emphasize 
habitual events as in 5 below:

5. Monna o a ja bogobe
Man+SM1+ EMPH HAB +eat-PRES+ porridge
‘A man eats (does eat) porridge’

Similarly, progressive aspect can be explicitly stated through insertion of the 

is still in progress,” as in:

6. Monna o sa ja bogobe



Man+SM1+EXP PROG +eat-PRES+ porridge
‘A man is (still) eating porridge’

it should be stressed that these forms are used only for emphasis, not as gramati-
calizations for habituality and progressiveness, respectively. For example, the /a/ 
marker associated with habituality in (5) can denote both habitual and progressive 

a ja
 Man+SM1+HAB/PROG+eat-PRES
 ‘A man eats/is eating’

         
-

guages do not mark distinctions between progressive and stative aspects through 

for this purpose. In other words, the temporal logic in Bantu languages does not 
conceptually distinguish the view of present time in terms of habituality and 
progressiveness. Based on this analysis, a point can be made that overuse of the 

the articulation of aspectual meaning. 

b)  

in complex and compound sentences deviates from normative English varieties. 

is marked for past tense in narrative sentences. The following sentences were 
sampled from the data: 

8. They took one frog and go with it home.
came to me and pretend as if they are my friend.

argument structure of the whole sentence or discourse that marks narrative tense 

 Re ile toropong ra reka diaparo
  We+go-PST+town+NAR PRON+ buy-PRES+clothes
     ‘We went to town and bought clothes’
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ra, which is dependent on the subjectival pronoun/noun, re (it may be a different 

narrative pronoun is used, the tense of the subsequent verb retains the present tense 
form. Again, it is the verbal argument (present tense form and narrative pronoun) 
that marks narration in Bantu languages – a process juxtaposing the English nar-

-

between native speakers of English and speakers of Bantu languages. 

that provides further insights into this phenomenon distinguishes three points gov-
erning speaker’s choice of tense: point of speech (S), point of event (E), and point 

(F) to create context of speech. While this model can be plugged in to analyze tense 

making these temporal points of perception different.  For example, the points of 
re ile toropong) and ‘buying’ (ra reka) are 

not perceived as being temporally sequential or distinct because time in this case is 
seen as a big chunk of the whole. This in part explains why the grammatical form 
of the subsequent verb (reka
previous verb through the narrative marker ra. It can be ferreted out, therefore, that 
a Bantu way of thinking about temporality in narration – where the point of events 
is viewed as one – is transferred when speakers communicate in English. 

c) Agreement markers
Whereas nonstandard usages of agreement markers can be found in normative 

varieties of English, especially in developmental stages of acquisition, research 
in BSAE reports omission and use of the third person agreement marker /-s/ with 
plural subjects as one of the predominant features in BSAE (e.g., De Klerk & 

from Sepedi native speakers: 

11. The boy want to catch the frog.
12. The man and the frog goes into the water

in the developmental stages of acquisition – explains the speech forms in (11) and 
(12) above at the surface level, it appears that the logic of the agreement system 
in Bantu languages which regularizes the agreement marking underlies produc-
tion of these features. Agreement marking in Bantu languages is dependent on 

into odd (for singular noun classes) and even (for plural noun classes) numbers. 
For example, all nouns in Class 1 in Sepedi, Sesotho, and Setswana – a Bantu 



language subgroup called Sotho – use /o/ as the agreement marker as shown in 
the following sentence:

onna o ja nama
  Man+SM1+eat-PRES+ meat
 ‘The man eats (is eating) meat’

Similarly, Class 2 (even class) illustrates the regularization pattern where the 

Banna ba ja nama
      Men+SM2+eat+PRES+meat
 ‘Men eat meat’

languages, omission of the /-s/ marker and extension of this marker to plural 

strategy of learners in second language learning as a general contributor, we can 
also add that this underlying logic that regularizes singular/plural agreement in 
Bantu languages exaggerates the idiosyncratic use of the third person agreement 
marker /-s/ in BSAE as seen in examples (11) and (12). 

d) Retention of question word order
Retention of question word order is one of the commonly observed features 

that show inversion of auxiliary verbs in the subordinate clauses are illustrated in 
(15) and (16) below:

15. I was not told why did he go home.
16. I don’t know when will he come to my room.

about the substratum common to Bantu languages where the basic interrogative 
word order is retained in indirect speech patterns. In the following example, the 
interrogative, o reng a tlogile, is retained in the subordinate clause: 

o reng a tlogile 
 NEG+I+know+that+he+ why+AUX+leave+PST
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  ‘I don’t know why did he leave’

tendencies reported in previous studies on BSAE, the mother tongue substrate 
system reinforces and naturalizes this feature. This nativization process becomes 
even clearer in the phonological features of BSAE speakers, which are described 
in the following section.

Phonological features
BSAE pronunciation at the segmental (vowels and consonants) and the 

suprasegmental levels (stress, intonation, prominence, etc.) is observably derived 
from a Bantu language background and marks a certain degree of phonological 

These phonological patterns tend to be retained even in the educated variety of 
non-native English among speakers of Bantu languages.
 
a) Vowel phonology

Research shows that the use of vowels among BSAE speakers can be ex-

English vowels traceable to Bantu languages. Analysis of tape-recorded speech 
protocols among Sepedi native speakers supports three main claims made in 
earlier studies on vowel phonology. First, there is generally no length distinction 
between the vowels [I] and [i:] as in hit and hid, respectively. Secondly, due to the 
general shortening of diphthongs to monophthongs, the front, mid front vowel [e] 
is used instead of the low front [æ] in words like cat and fat. In other contexts, 
diphthongs are extended over two syllables giving, for example, the /awu/ sound 
which is produced in words like south, and mouth. Finally, the schwa is realized 
as a full vowel [a] in words ending with /-er/ like sister (see De Klerk & Gough, 

are general features that cut across various languages in the Bantu languages of 
South Africa. More comparative studies are needed, especially in minority languages 
like Tshivenda and Xitsonga, for conclusive claims to be made. 

b) Consonant phonology  
Three consonantal behaviors mark some degree of distinctiveness character-

izing Black South African English as observed in previous research (see Gough, 
] and [!] 

consonants that occur in words like /thigh/ and /these/ are pronounced as [t] and 
[d], respectively. Second, the consonant cluster /kl/ as in clever and club as well as 



the glottal stop as in little and total are pronounced as an ejective lateral affricate, 
/tl’/, which is directly transferred from Sotho languages (e.g., words like tla tla for 

nglish and younger, is produced as a single 
velar nasal as the case may be in Sotho languages where it occurs in both medial 

and single nasal velar consonants has not been reported among BSAE speakers 
with Nguni language background and its occurrence as a general feature of BSAE 
cannot be claimed, given this limited data. Other consonantal features transferred 

c) Suprasegmental features
There is a remarkable distinction between African languages and English 

with regard to intonation, reduced speech, linking, prominence, and stress. As for 

lengthening of the penultimate syllable, stress placement among the respondents 
was predictably placed on the penultimate syllable as in the following example: 

18. deterMIne.

exceptions to this trend. Using Optimality Theory, he shows that stress in BSAE is 
because and about. 

Although his study relied on a small data set exclusively from female respondents, 
it is worth noting that stress placement was also found on the penultimate syl-
lables. Predication of penult stress placement, which coincides with penultimate 
lengthening (mora) in Bantu languages, cannot be ruled out. As speakers imitate 
the stress-timed pattern of Standard English, stress placement on antepenultimate 

deterMIne (18). In addition, 

to detect phonological prominence in a sentence. Phonological prominence is 
therefore not achieved by word stress, but is attained by the syntactic organization 
of the words (see discussion below).

Pragmatics and Discourse Features
Linguists view language not only as a conglomeration of structural units carry-

ing meanings, but also as a tool for performing certain functions according to social 

then, BSAE has distinguished itself from Standard English varieties with respect to 
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devices, gender marking, modality markers, and circumlocution. 

a) 
Pragmatic constructions generally called topic promotion devices are not 

unique to non-native varieties of English. Left-dislocation and topicalization, as 
typical examples, have received a considerable amount of attention among native 

however, a special stylistic prominence among Bantu language speakers, occur-
ring with higher frequencies than they do in normative varieties of English (e.g., 

by word stress, syntactic organization of the sentence is used to promote certain 
topics – hence the pragmatic notion of topic promotion. The distinction between 
topicalization and left dislocation is somewhat functionally blurred, but for the 

Topicalisation contains a gap in the clause, which corresponds to an argument 
-

tion contains an argument – position pronoun, which is co-referential with the 

they are in the bush.

          
My granny I will visit her tomorrow.

Though topic promotion is used among native speakers of English especially 
in oral speeches through hesitation phenomena, truncated or incomplete sentences 

among Bantu language speakers. Topicalization can, in part, be explained by the 
word order system in Bantu languages where anaphoric personal pronouns take 
up the subject of the sentence. In the case of left dislocation, the personal pronoun 
assumes the object position for emphasis. Additionally, the copying of resumptive 

as illustrated in example (21) below:

21. Batho ba ja bogobe        
  People+ SM1+eat-PRES+ porridge
 ‘People they are eating porridge’



As shown above, duplication of the subject marker (
in topicalization when the Bantu substrate structure is transferred to English. 
Arguably, this shows that this tendency is not simply a matter of incompleteness 
or hesitation, as it might be in native English speech, but is due to a morpho-syn-
tactic logic whose function is to highlight the topic of an utterance which has no 
phonological prominence. 

b) Gender marking 

a prominent feature among non-native English speakers. Among Bantu language 

22. The girl looks at his dog when the dog try [tries] to search a frog.

Such examples can be traced to the mother tongue pronominal system. 
Bantu languages do not distinguish between feminine and masculine pronouns 
in both anaphoric and cataphoric contexts – a phenomenon also noted by Bolton 

pronominal system:

  SM1+PRES MARKER + come-PRES
      ‘He/she is coming’

The pronoun, /o/, which also functions as the subject marker, stands for ei-

languages is not marked in the grammar. This system of gender marking may be 
transferred to BSAE. 

c) 
Modality markers generally mark a degree of directness and politeness in 

discourse. These markers, which were classically associated with the process of 

-

the impact of the utterance. Prototypical downgraders found in Black English in 
South Africa are represented in the following examples found in the Sepedi data 

 
Myself, I think I can say divorce is not a solution

25.  According to me I think parents need to take action on this one.
26.  Sorry sir, in fact, I am having a problem
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(e.g., ‘I think + I can say’), signaling a pragmatic strategy of politeness common 
among speakers of Bantu languages.  

In order to intensify an utterance, the upgrader translatable as ‘in fact,’ which 
is frequently followed by ‘actually,’ is generally foregrounded as in the following 

      B. Morning, have a sit.
  A. In fact, I did not write your test last week
      B. Why didn’t you?
      A. Actually, I was not here on campus

The foregrounding of ‘in fact’ and ‘actually’ among Bantu English speakers 
differs from Standard English usage. Whereas they assume an initial position in this 
variety, these cohesive devices are typically used to emphasize a previously stated 
point in normative English discourse. They can be explained as a consequence of 
the lack of phonological prominence in Bantu languages, as discussed above, and 

such as gabotse (‘in fact/actually’) is quite common in Sepedi conversations. The 
-

tions and linguistic behavior from a Bantu language background are mapped onto 
the use of English. 

 
d) Circumlocution and idioms in written discourse

Because ‘preserving face’ is important in many African cultures (Schmied, 

this. Some of these strategies are indirect discourse patterns, use of decorative 
language, and idiomatic expression translated from African languages. Although 

noted that discourse according to Western cultures follows the maxim ‘short and 
to the point,’ while African cultures value a ‘beat around the bush’ philosophy, 
proceeding at a measured pace. One example of this indirectness is one observed 
in the following essay written by a student at the University of Limpopo:

28. We are six in number in my family including my parents, four girls,
father and mother. My father was working in Johannesburg railway before
it can be spoornet as a ticket examiner whereas my mother is still holding 
a sharp knife by its end as a teacher in order for them to feed our mouths 
and 
In my family there is nothing important than education because my parents 
were educated and also God the almighty because everything in this world is 
because of him. The way my parents were interested in education, fortunately 



because my parents were encouraging them to work hard when they were 
at school in order to have better future like them. So now I am the only one 
left in the family as I am at school in order to be educated but on the other 

consider it. They wish if I could have a degree or honours and is then that 
maybe I am educated.

This excerpt shows that a style of circumlocution and the use of localized idi-
oms become entrenched in written discourse among students from Bantu language 
backgrounds. Because this style is not commensurate with the norms of English 
for Academic Purposes (EAP) that emphasise conciseness and topic sentences, 
BSAE-speaking students may not perform well in composition classes premised 
on process writing. 

THE FUTURE OF BSAE

The morpho-syntactic, phonological, discourse and pragmatic features 
described above show that a distinct nonstandard variety of English among 
Bantu language speakers has emerged. Whereas some of these properties can be 
explained in terms of overgeneralization strategies in second language acquisition 
– an explanation provided in previous studies on BSAE – the present analysis has 
illustrated that the transfer of the Bantu language substrate system plays a pivotal 
role in entrenching these linguistic forms. The mapping of Bantu language logic 
by BSAE speakers provides a rule-governed basis for the systematic production 
of these BSAE features. 

One of the factors leading to the continued development of BSAE and the 
spread of BSAE across a wider spectrum of Bantu language speakers centers on 

-
alization and the spread of endonormative forms from non-native to non-native 
speaker. The teachers who speak BSAE themselves are seen as the main transmitters 

of the non-mother tongue speakers, but from the nature of the process of macro-
acquisition, language spread and change” (p.182).

 For BSAE, such a process of macro-acquisition seems inevitable given the 
demographic strength of the users of these language forms. Some scholars (e.g., 

-
ing in the country will result in mastery of standard norms – a position blind to 
the fact that such improvements will need a massive deployment of native English 
speaking teachers in the schools. Under the present sociolinguistic context where 
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speakers of African languages massively outnumber traditional native speakers 
of English, such a proposition may not be tenable. There are three decisive fac-

endonormative forms through the media. On the latter, major English newspapers 
like and City Press whose target audience is BSAE speakers use local 
vocabulary and expressions taken from Bantu languages (e.g. ubuntu ‘humanity,’ 
mampara ‘lazy,’ lobola ‘bride gift’). Given these factors, nativization of BSAE 

language development.   
The development of BSAE and its use in public domains, due to the prestig-

ious social status of its speakers in prominent positions, gives it clout to develop 
further in the new political dispensation. Its future role in education, however, rests 
mainly with English language planning, which should seek a common thread among 

English (WSAE), South African Indian English (SAIE), and Colored English 
(CE). First, there is a need for internal innovation of BSAE norms based on large 
corpora. Once internal innovations have been carried out, the BSAE model can 
be used in a large standardization of commonly shared norms (see Chick & Wade, 

following steps, among others: 

The use of cross-variety corpora to identify commonly shared fea-

Material design and teacher (re)training programs based on the local 
forms.

Whereas some scholars have shown that BSAE is in a liberation and expansion 

between the use of exonormative and edonormative forms, the Bantu language logic 
described in this study suggests rather that BSAE has reached an endonormative 
phase as a variety in its own right. The rules of the Bantu language systematically 
govern production of the BSAE features described. Given that the Bantu language 
substrate system is key to the nativization of BSAE, its future development as a 
distinct outer circle variety seems secured. 

CONCLUSION

This study sought to examine the role of the Bantu language substrate system 
in the nativization of BSAE features. Analysis of morpho-syntactic, phonological, 



and discourse and pragmatic features showed that the rules of Bantu language logic 
naturalize the variety, paving its way to becoming a distinct endonormative outer 
circle English. It was noted that while the future of the variety is secure due to the 
demographic strengths of its speakers, the social prestige of its users, and reliance 
on Bantu language logic, its role in education needs systematic language planning. 
This involves studying corpora of different sub-varieties and sister varieties in South 
Africa. Taken together, it appears that the nativization of BSAE, through Bantu 

language spread and change in the history of English as an international language 

corpus studies and proactive language planning for BSAE and comparable new 
Englishes to meet the future demands of this sociolinguistic reality. 

NOTE

1 See appendix for a list of grammatical abbreviations.
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APPENDIX – LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

AUX = Auxiliary
EMPH = Emphatic
EXP = Explicit
HAB = Habitual
NAR = Narrative
NEG = Negation
PRES = Present
PROG = Progressive
PRON = Pronoun
PST = Past
SM1 = Subject Marker of Nouns in Class number 1.
SM2 = Subject marker of nouns in class 2.
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