of the various language and
cultural groups which make up the South African conlmunity reflect the social att.itudes of the groups towards
each other. There are many language groups, by any
definition of the word ·'}anguage"-:--Afrikaans, English, Zulu, Southern Sotho, Venda, Tswana, Xhosa and
many more-but perhaps it is most rewarding, in the
context of the political and social set-up obtaining in
South Africa, to examine attitudes between the two
large groups defined in terms of colour, namely the
Blacks and the Whites.
The Bantu languages have many new forms of expression either acquired from English or Afrikaans or
coined from indigenous material, as a direct result of
Black-White contact and its repercussions. Some of
these expresssions (using Southern Sotho as model)
will be seen to reflect new patterns of social relationship, such as, for instance, the subjugation of one group
by another.
The example of such words as 'ox' and 'beef', 'calf'
and 'veal', has often been used to show that, after
the Norman conquest of Britain, the English tended
the animals while the French carved them up at table,
and the relationship might thus be judged to have been
an unequal one with the English subjugated by the
French.
We find evidence of a similar nature in Black-White
relationships in this country, in the widespread use of
the the word for 'Whiteman' (Sotho lekgolva; Nguni
umlungu; Shona murungu, etc.) with the additional
meaning of 'master', so that a statement like 'Who is
your master?' is very commonly rendered with the
Bantu equivalent of 'Who is your Whiteman?' Con..
versely, we find that, in So. Sotho, the word for 'a Sotho
pe.rson' (viz. Mosotho) is also ordinarily used for
'servant', 'Who is his servant?' thus being rendered
with the. S. Sotho equivaleRt of 'Who is his Sotho?'
There is here, of course, no borrowing of new words;
the position is that old words acquire new meanings
reflecting new social relationships, or new words are
coined from indigenous material as a response to
changed circumstances. The new meanings attached to
the two words referred to have become so thoroughly
accepted, that a master-servant relationship between
two Sotho people is sometimes described by means of
those terms. The use, in English, of the words. 'boy'
and 'girl' to mean 'black manservant' (of any age) and
'black maidservant' (of any age), respectively, shows a
similar lexical adjustment prompted by a new pattern
of social relations. They refer, presumably, to people
who are perpetual 'children', politically, socially, economically, and intellectually, and who therefore 'naturally' constitute the servant class. The use of these words
in Afrikaans with the meanings given above is further
proof that, in a given context, they are given entirely
new (or slanted) meanings.
The word-complex lekgolva / umlungu / lnurungu etc.
is often also used sarcastically to refer to Black people
whose standard of living and general deportment are
allegedly patterned on those of the Whites. Such stateTHE LINGUISTIC BEHAVIOUR
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ments as 0 iketsa lekgowa (Sotho), Uzenz' umlungu
(Nguni) meaning 'He pretends to be a White person.'
are commonly used by those who like to think of themselves as behaving 'in a natural way', or 'as thimselves', against those who are accused of 'aping.' And
it is usually the intellectual who is in the line of fire. He
belongs to the. 'oo-excuse-me' group. The Sotho woman
who goes daily to her White mistress's house to char,
refers to this house as heisi (from Afri. huis), as against
her own ntlo (house). The homestead of a comparatively
well-to-do African is thus often sarcastically referred __
to, by those of a lower social status, as heisi.
These linguistic usages would seem to indicate a
general acceptance of the status quo, by the popular
mind, on both sides of the colour line. Menial work is
'kafflr work' or kafferwerk' or nlosebetsi wa Basotho
(Sotho people's work), the normal thing being that the
White man is always in charge of 'a gang of natives'
who do the heavy and dirty work. A thorough flogging
is, in Afrikaans, kafferpak (kaffir flogging), which
speaks for itself. On the other hand, the African who
strives to rise above the kaffir-something-or-other level,
while admired by some, is generally scoffed at by most
of those Africans who have not attained the same level
as himself. Jealousy has a lot to do with this attitude,
of course. Yet it would distort the picture not to take
into consideration two other powerful motivating factors. One of these is the mental conditioning already
referred to, making it seem 'natural' for things to be as
they are. The other one, which is of comparatively
recent origin, is a nationalistic feeling-the feeling of
pride at being a member of a despised group which is
now, however, visibly rising as a group, from the status
of perpetual servitude; a group whose tenure of 'boyhood' and 'girlhood' is now quickly giving way to one
of 'manhood' and 'womanhood'. Corresponding to this
feeling of pride in belonging to this group is the
tendency to view with scorn the way of doing things
which has come to be generally associated with the
Whites, who in turn are associated with oppression and
a denial of rights. Indeed, the austere life of the African
has come to symbolise his aspirations and hopes, and
also his conviction that better times are just around
the corner.
The African has, needless to say, found himself in a
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position where, in order to ensure that he obtain?
employment, he must be able to make himself ~~~er
stood by his potential employer. Thus the acquIsItIon
of English and / or Afrikaans has, for him, bee~ largely
a matter of necessity. On the other hand, WhItes who
have a knowledge of one or other Bantu language are
relatively few. It is a revealing commentary on the
relations between Black and White generally that the
Blacks are genuinely surprised and impres~ed to. hear
a White speak a Bantu language, especIally .If he
speaks It well. Indeed, his mere attempt, such as It may
be, to do so, is usually applauded by the Blacks. A
possible inference to be drawn from this attitude, is that
the Black interprets the. Whiteman's attempt as a
gesture of goodwill since, on the face of i~ at any ra~e,
there could be no compelling reason for hIm to acquIre
the Blackman's language. Conversely, many Whites are
astounded to meet a Black who does not know even
the rudiments of a European language. At the bottom
of their surprise, one may surmise, lie~ the. questio~,
'Has he never worked for a Whiteman? . ThIS patronIsing attitude towards another's language is not confined
to different colour groups. Up till very recently, the
Englishman spoke Afrikaans (or attemp.ted to do s.o) as
a gesture of goodwill towards the Afn~aner. It IS no
exaggeration to say that, broadly speakln~, he had a
condescending attitude towards the Afnkaner and
consequently to his language as well. He did not ne~d
Afrikaans to carry on his business, or to be acceptable
in the highest social circles, or to use as a medium of
instruction in school, etc. He could always choose to
carry on his official transactions in English, and he
invariably did so. In short, he did not need Afrikaans
which has been, and still largely is, the language of
the farm and the dorp. He could make blunders in his
attempt to speak this language, laugh them away, and
not blush. The Afrikaner, attempting English and
making the same blunders, became self-conscious-and
blushed.
There is today, however, a conscious effort on the
part of the Whites to learn one or other of the Bantu
languages of South Africa. Whit~. sch~ols m~y voluntarily include a Bantu language In theIr cumcula, but
to what extent this is being taken advantage of, it is
difficult to say. The Minister of Bantu Administration
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and Developn1ent ~Mr. De Wet Nel) is reported (Cape
Argus, March 7, 1962-Revie~ of Parliament). as
having "restated what he had saId befo!e-that Bantu
languages should be made a compulsory subject in
White schools."
More and more·, university students studying Bantu
languages give, as their main reason for doing so, a
desire to know something of the languages spoken by
the Blacks around them.
When peoples of different cultural levels come into
contact, resulting cultural modification~ are reflected,
to varying degrees, in their vocabu.larles, and sometimes even in their modes of expressIon. The extent of
t he 'borrowing' of ideas, institutions, implements, etc.,
can often be gauged by the extent to which the borrowjng of foreign words, which are '-ised' in order to fit
them into the new structural pattern, has taken place.
Linguistic borrowing from the two European languages come into Sotho ~ither fro~ only one of the
two possible sources per Idea acquIred, or !rom both
sources at the same time, resulting in the enrIchment of
the language by two synonymous expressions where
none existed before. Where words have come from one
language only, Afrikaans has been tapped to a ~~ch
greater extent than Englis~. This is hardly surpnslI~.g
since contact between Afrlkaner and AfrIcan has, In
most cases, not only preceded that between Englishmen
and African by a long period of time, but has also
been more extensive and intensive.
The social significance of certain linguistic expressions drawn from both Afrikaans and English will be
•
examined in a future issue of The New African.
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