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“The question 'of boundaries is the first to be encountered,
from it all others flow. To draw a border around anything is
to. define, analyse and reconstruct it, (to) select, indeed
adopt, a philosophy of histdry."

F Brauﬁel " The Hedxterrangan World in the Age of
Philip ‘11 {New York, 1978),1, 18

»

‘ "8cholarship needs to pass From the making of myths to the
study of. the making of mythe and, aven, to the study of the
pcop!e who maka thuse myths. " . .

3 Po&uck. “British history: A plea for a new

subject® in Journal of ugg rn H;sgg y 47, 4, 1975,
14, ]

The boundary mnst frequentlx used 1n the analysxs of nfrican

sn:lety ls that Whlth deflnes the ethnic group. Htsturians '

as-much 'as other socxal,sciantigts‘{ncus on the gthnic group
as tﬁeir basic‘unit'o¥ sth&y. Yet; a; a_growing hady of work
-is beginning to shou. etgnt: boundaries that are today a -
concrete raality d:d not exist aven in a cunceptual form,

before’ the end of the lvth :entury.

If thére'is one criterlnn advanced in‘suppurt aof the Varioua
notlons holding ethnicity to be historically cnnstant. it is- .

that af language. A" common, shared language deflnes if not

determines. an ethn:c group; a Tsonga-speaker is a Tsonga

' ttide s ben filed greatiy He WsLJL Molly Silf
h*-ii?; ?;;bn;:;ﬂu" avui zgrqﬁ \éulk'ﬂui:::; ."15 pauhnlé, nﬁytr&a&k‘Ff’“L‘f
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.aﬁd history has been relegated tp..the-‘murky realm of

language forms. EE j ;:.'§{
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just as -a Zulu-spéaker is a Julu, It is the extrapolation of

these self-evident differences back into the past that has

given rise to the belief in a primordial. ethnicity. This
AR : : e
idea, that liqguisti: differences are historically bounded

and immutable, has become a cornerstone of South African

"’ political -culture, ‘aw'pupulaé~ wigdam -that lies at the

conceptual heart of bantustan ‘and federalist/pluralist

solutions ta Sauth_Airjce's probiems. Hnwe?er,‘ while the

origin and development aé. European languages has "Hééﬁ“““

carefully studied, the histnry of the delineation and growth

of Afrtcan ianguages has been eadly negle:ted.ﬂ gtnguﬁgtxc

atudies in. Africa have cungentrated an mprphulugy and-syntax"-

-

-glottochronology and fhe search fur hyﬁpthetical » ancestral

" This article attempts to show that‘the=edndeptdaiizat{qh‘of
“African langueges as bounded and statlc untities was, -rather

" than a reflection of an objective Airican realtty, a produ:t

ef 19th century European discourse. One of the first
ree:tione of European explorers and colonists; oﬁ being

confranted by a world that was wholly novel and outside the

‘bounds of their eupertence; wat to reorder the world around

them accotding to their belief systemQ~ This entailed
imposing an intellectual grid on the unfamiljar in order to
restructure’ it tn a more :umprehensible way} Linguistic and

other .borders’ and: boundarles " accepted in Europe as

"scientific", and hence, incontrovertible givene,-hwereA

applied to Africs. The reasaons for the emergence of these

historically discrete categories were expléined in terms of
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European concepts of cause and origin. Unable to break ﬁut
of the conceptual realm of their age, linguists sought to
‘discover ' clearly discernible languages that wera bound by
regularities of grammar and-. vocabulary and rooted in

histué?. The world view 6¥ Ehese experts was a ﬁrnduct of a

specific system of knowledge rather than a basic -self— '

interest. Nevertheless their linguistic work, through its
effects on peaples’ perception of ' reality, _proddced a
pattern of domination. Definitions of laAguage, as much as
tﬁuse éf sexuality, madness and_uthep aspects of knowledge,
introduced new social controls over tha ‘way in which penplg

© acted., - oo

A language that would become common to the 'peaple of one
extended region had to be forged out of disparate linguistic
forms. As is revealed by the debate within- the Swiss Mission
over the del;neatiun and codificatiuq*of-sepakate Ranga-a&ﬁ
‘Thonga/Shangaan languages, the eriteria determiniﬁg  the
boundaries ef language and dialect were ;ubjective, rather
than scientifig. Linguistic borders were more é praduﬁt of
the miasionaﬁiés‘ late 19th century European Qarrd_view and
béiie% systFm; than of any objective —criteria. The
ranstruction by Swiss wmissionaries of the early Tsanga
language thus has many parallels. with othgr missibﬁary—
devised lingue franche, like Union Ibo and Shona.™ The
intention of the missionaries was not to c¢reate a regional
-cultﬁral marker that could serve as a vehicle of ethnic
uﬁ;ty and consciousness; this was onl* to eﬁerge lqtéq as
the colenial state sought to neutralize a gréuing-clasg and

natibnal conseiolusness and a local elite, trained in



iEurupeaﬁ' Iingulstit f'Uis;aursb;f'hoﬁghf"fwfﬁ;'hdbtlize A a

political: folluwing " by ' stressing ° shared  cultural

:haracteriltics.—

. Th. aim of. this article 15 to examlne the early stages of

'.the creationr of ‘ane particular African lnnguage in order to

undcrstand its rolo. as ‘a, politiclzad cultural marker. in
the amargen:e of an qthni: cunscihusness. Df' fundamental
1mpurtan:o to this process in tha nurth—eastern Trnnsvaal

© was the estahliahmgnt of th- Buiss H:sslnn.;’ IR

The Free Church of thn Canten af Vlud (?CV) start.d its

et ssion endeavours xn lptl 1872 when Paul Blrtheud Cand’

fE?nest Craux were sent to nsslst tha Plril Nisstonlry'

SUclnty CPHS’ in Basutoland.- Bnth londlng agonci.t were

_frnncaphone and Protottant and the FCV had for covaral VGIPI

: llnt.miliiongr;el to Join tho PMB in.an lndlvidunl capa:ity..

notably in ‘Basutoland (Lesotha), In May 1873 one of ‘these,
Adolphe Mabille, 'undertock an ekploratory expedition to the

eastern Transvaal 48 numerous _Pedi migrant workers passing

through Basutoland on thnlr uay'to th. Cape had :alled for'

.the establishment of q“mission in thllr country. Paul

Berthoud was designated to- ﬁccumpany Habtll.‘ a8 ho had .

arrived in Basutoland nine months after Creux and had not as.

then mastered ‘Sesbfho.‘the language constructed py the PMS

_to evangelise the conglumerét ion of ref ugees gathersd under

the - control - of Moshoeshoe. © The direction of fmisslon

expansion was determined by Iinguistic—asspciétiuﬁ, for the



people called Pedis were considered to occoupy "most of the

north—eastern Transvaal f{and tel. . speak diale:tﬁ related to
Sotha".= But when the expeditian to the #rea demina£ed by
the Maroteng #edi paramountcy - in the e;stern Transvaal
proved a filure, Mabille and Berthoud pushed ﬂurthwahds ta a
point south-west of the Ioutpansberg mountains where the
Cape Dutch Reformed church ministeréd to various other

chiefdoms described as Pedj. ) E

To their north, the Berlin Nissfunary Snniéty wor ked maong a

people known  to the local Boers :as Bergkaffers

{Mountainkafire) and to the local Africans as Basustlas or,
after one of their chiefs, Makatis/ﬂakateesi Ta Africans who

had recently immigratéd from the east caast they were

Bvechas. The Epelonken foothills to the south of the

Zoutpansberg had been settled over. the previous furty years

" by these 1mm1grants. They had 1nit1a11y grickled eastwards

as traders: operating from.  the viéinity of Lourenco Harques.
and Inhambane and had later been pushed westwards By
ecological upsets and wars, In the Trdnsvaal, - many fell
under the command of Joac Albasini, a Portuguese hunter and
slaver wha} had built up a considerable following, Neithér
the German nor Cape missiocnaries had extended their work to
these outsiders, pantly bacause thay spaoke what a Capa
missionary referred to as "Eafre cas AN extremely d1f{1cu1t
1anguage“.5 The lnissionaries agreed that the evangelisation
of these heathen imngrants should be allocated tn the

Swiss. Three Afr\:an m1551onarxes of the PMS whn had ‘been

trained and’ educated in the use of Sesotho, Asser



'Sagagabane. Eliakim Matlanyane and Josias Holepc. were left

in charge of the mission and its cutstatians.

On thetr return to Basutoland the tuo Suiss mlsslonaries

asked far the PMS tao take. nver this neu mlsstan fiald uhich.

they envisaged; “in all forms: language, llterature. native

uorkers to train, wnuld aluays more ur Iess depend on the

Lesotho mission®.s But ‘tha French mlsslan was, axcluded‘irum
wurklnd in the T?qnsvaat bec.use uf a lack uf availablo
field-uorkers and because 04  bad r.lations with- the Boer
‘qovernment. lnstead. the new mission flald ‘was antrulted to
the Free'-Church of Vaud thie tuq mlssiungries gontinued~tn
stﬁdy the PMS’s Sesnthn'ai'ihcy‘intended'to.us-‘fhll.ﬁis?iun:
. lgnguage and literatur. as the Llnggg__iggngg 04 thoir.
'operitlnns in  the Spelonken.' It ‘uas cnv!!agnd that “the
Spelonken Mission. unuld become "a sort ui llnguist!c
provlnce uf thn Leaothu mlsllon" and in this uav uﬂuld save
- the Swiss mlgslongries both. the ttqc and‘goney,-ncudcd to
learn and record a new lnﬁguag; . and lit‘raiuro.~‘?aul
Berthoud belioved that the mission would  be.ab{é fo;sﬁlrt
preaching and teaching ln‘ Seéothu ;s‘ the lnngﬁage was
understood by ﬁgst aff the “Cafre-speaking” Africansliﬁ fhe L
Zuutpanﬁberg ;nd.‘SpelonEen ﬁillé- . His intention was to ﬁ-a
‘Sesotho as & lingua_ franca that would allow ‘the mission to
spread its work beyond merely tha {immigrants '1n the
Spelanken. But a fleeting _#amiliartty"uitﬁﬂ cont.mparlry
linguistic hypotheéas that attempted toidrder' the African
interior in the minds of Europeans,’ had fostered an i1lusory -
comprehension of the peobie with uﬁom .Berthnﬁd and Creux

were to work. When “the two  Swiss missionaries returned to
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- . -'-the-Sdelonken‘ in mid 1875 fhey d{scovéred not a composite,
qulturally—united penplé, but a dauntingly éunfusing ethno-
linguistic pot” pourri of refugees drawn from the length and
hreadth pf coastal south-east_Africa. Thé immigrants iﬁ the
Spelonken lived in scattered villages that were independent
‘of one anotﬁer. They had fewlimportant‘chiefg and no cancept
of themselves as a community. However, the -indigenous'
pecples of the area defined and excluded these immigrants-as'

a group and applied to them a number of generitisms.‘

Tﬁg people amongst whom the mi;sinngries were tﬁ work were
:thnught by' the indigenous inhabitanis to be the descendants
of an 18th century chief who, from his base near Inhamba&é,
had traded with the Zoutpansberg. His followers had been -
called Buwambas by the locals and the term had sdbsequently'
evolved into a synonym‘for.easternerga a name then given to‘
all imﬁigrants from the east coast. To the. south of.. the
Zoutpansberg soundshifts caused the word to .be°pronounced
ﬂgggg; Th; immigrants were also sometimes referred to as
Tongas, a perjorative term applie& by. the Zulus to the
people living 'alﬂng the coast to their nnrth; Iﬁ-tﬁe‘mouths_
of the .Eggl this word was modified to Toka. Various.nther
_ popular ge&éricisms Cwere applied to the Spelonken
'immigrants; local Baers referred to them as Knabhbseﬁ,
‘despite the fact_thét not all pr;ctiaeq nasalAscahification.
In the Zoutpansherg they were also agiven thé nickname qf
- -Teheke because of their long tradition of wearing cotton
~elothing instread of skins and to the south-esast {n..thel.
‘Palaborwa area of the Lowveld they were known as Bonos. Dn

‘the diasmond fields they ware roughly classified as



Shangaans._after Shushangana, the founder of the east caast .

Saza empira.' The m!ssionaries snun realized that these were

terms of exclusian rather than in:lusiun, used tn much the
_same way as the Greeks, anans and early Christlans had used
the term “barharian“ 'fb define themselvesr in

:ontradistinctxon to uutsiders.' Generic - ternl ltke Tonga

"and Gwamba impliad no.  linguistic. unlty_ on_ political

'tdeﬂﬁity. Howaver , -nhén. soon_ ‘after their‘-lrrlval. the

missionaries were unable to make themsquéifqndprsiood, they
loughtuto find th; ianguagc of-tho-g people'caltqd by their

noichbnurl anamBAl, Tenqaa. etc. -
' - - e R

W
-

The missionlries. - plucked from their well-structured lives

" 4n Eurocpe nnd .Plunged into an uﬁfanillar' und :cbnfuning

world, soon ndopted the "local mnda of elasslflcntlon. Within-

n-kl o# her arrival. Paul Bnrthnud'l wife Euglnl. urntt
tnat thn local tanguaga was’ "Shiguauba.-.(o‘ ﬂhich)...uﬂ

:annot und-rstand a lingle uord...(as lt)...ll campl.t.ly

diffarent $erom Sesotho. Clinging to "the mlssianarlls"-

desire for.. a vehicular language and trapped w!th!n the

bounds of existing llnguisti:-knowledge. she pastulated that

Shigwanba was “"more related "to the 2Zulu of Natal® than ta

Sesotho.™ But within three monthe it had become clear to the

missionaries that Shlqwamha did not fit into the existing

schema of African languages. Paul Berthoud inforamed his

churcg hé;d-qha;iers. that “we speak 8&sotho but - no-one

understands us.. We'must learn (what in Sesotho is called)

~Sekoapa”, the language of the Gwambas.*® .



Well over a year after his arrival Paul Berthoud was still
evanéeiizing in Seguﬁho and using a translator when
addressing an audience.*!' The t;; mgssionéries were fuliy
occupied with 'the establishment of their stationland this
left little . time for linguistic research. In February 1877
Creux wrote, "I have been able to spend more time in
studying ChiGwamba. It is very difficult to learn a language'

whose grammar one has to gropingly create. And it would be

even  qaore laborious if we did not know. sesuéhu.“‘z
Disheartened by the difficulties présehted by this new
language, Berthoud wrote aimost a year later that "sigwamba
is neither Cafré nor setchwana, it is a cousin, perhap;:;r".m—_
béather of Zulu" and he suggested replacing the PMS’s
Sesotho as the basic reference for Shigwamba with that of
the‘nmenj:aﬁ Board‘s Zulu, 1™ Neverthele%é. by May ‘1878
Berthoud reported that he and Creux had prnéuced some hymns,
a few. translations and were about to séért“éi bﬁokl in
éhigwaﬁba. Despite these small beginnings of a local,

Spelonken languagde, the mission continued to opegaté largely

in Sespﬁhn. There were several reasons for this.

A major abstacle to the recording of the language was the
hpro11+ehatiun of mission orthaographies. The PMS (Sesothal,
andon Mis;ionary Society (Setswana) and Berlin Mission
Saciety (Sepedi} all used urthogrqphies that differgg from
each other and from those used by government officials and
travellers. This problem was only partially solved when
Berthoud - persuadaed - -his - mission to adopt the- Stapdard - Co
Alphabet of the German linguist Lepsius. Another problem

. arose becauso o the composition of the mission party. Creux
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" end Berthoud had been accompanied By GHOUE 20 PHS Christians’

uho,,‘inc_luding Asser Segaqabane and Eliakim Matlanyane, had

" been. boﬁn ‘and educated in Basotaland. Thesa people acted as

C e link ‘-between the missimarles and the local population .and

. pr-cw;ded them ulth students who me conv.r-lant _with
~ Sesotho. Loﬁ_ai, minuﬂtin_ such: as the Lgmba’ -und_arstood
‘Sesotho and, as .the language qvas,'-t_l-'ne. only nedium - of
--education in .the Spelonken, t.ts' tehch!nq:-atti'i:tad._'i' ﬁumbgr
of supporters. But the {nability of the nissionaries to
converse with pgople 1n their . own 'laﬂduiqcr. hanpered

. evangefical norlt. Thts was poignultly lxprulcd by a Bunnba

wanan who complain-d to Eugﬂﬂic Birthwd that L “ Tm

. . -

"1 do not know how to. pray. ‘14 -Bod nn-.lahu' ta

understand Shigwamba I uauld try. far 1 :mnot .puk to.

him in Sesotho. 4.

" The aissionéry’s uH.,‘ ‘who lnm uiuunc of th. iollti:nl'

impitcations of this statsment, mlly um:nur-lg.d t.h. uoaln
to i-prova hnr Solotho.

" Paul Berthoud was more aware of the dangns of :rntlng an-

euttst. mission language tlut uould rmtn. ns Iud Lntl.n in

medieval Europa, m:ompr-ehanslblq and 'forngn to the.

majoé-ityo-r the local population,  But wmith thnir tlm

consumed by the physical e-tabfishunt of' thl qi_lqian i

statiun. the mlselonu-iu had to raly on th- Gun.ba‘

linguistic sk.tlls_ of their. Pns-train-d evangelists, All the
early translations undertaken by the Swiss missionsries were
refracted thiouﬁh thesa two Ba-otho avangelists as wall as

jfwo Bpelonken cnﬂverts, Mhlzana (Bldeon Hpapele) and Zoambi ki

{Timothee Handlatn ‘ uhose linguistic __roots. lgy.—

respactively, in the coastal area north of tha lower Limpopo
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and the immigﬁant Nkuna chiefdam in the eastern Tranavaal.
Creux particularly remained dependant for many years on the_
lxnguxstxc skills of two evgégellsés. Yosefa and Yacob
Mhalamhala, wha had grown ﬁp in the Khosen area of thg

coastal plain between the Nkomati and Limpopo rivers,i®

From thgir base in ‘the Spelonken, - Bérthnud and Creux
gradually be#ame aware. through information hraught tc them
‘by workers travelling to and fram K:mberley. the Cape ‘and
Natal, of the existence in the Transvaal of other east chEZ“"'*"*'
im@igrant communities, These lived in-indeﬁendeng :hiefdams
st%hhg oQt'Ralong.the Levubu river :énd tq,ghe‘supﬁﬁ of the
Spelonken Qhere communities had settled uﬁder ﬁodjadji and’
other Pedi chiefs. The people én the coaséal plain_eaﬁt of
the Lebombo mountains, to whom the Spelaneﬁ %mﬁigﬁgﬁté:ﬂerg
related, were loosely divided ' by the missiocnaries into the
-Hlengwe and the Amatonga who lived, respectively, to- the
north’and. south of the Limpopo-river. Under the influence.of
Bleek's Comparative Grammer, which they used.as their_baslc
reference wprk, the missionaries continued fa view Gwamba as
;."Cafrq"t lanquage, distinct from Setswana, Sepedi and what

they startéd to refer to as Shivenda.r

The Swiss missionaries rapidly laid claim to this entire
. diaspora of ea%t coast’ immigrants whom they referred to as
the Bwamba.: This claim was eatrenched by what  the Swiss'
referred to as the bismarkism of their Berlin missionary

nerighbours who laid claim. to, and excluded the Swiss from,
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h_ail—ige nézfnﬁhthnnausw;hiéfdums in ghe'ndbﬁheﬁp and egstern
Transvaal - seéthaud believed'tﬁat it was the Bod-ordained
duty a& hxs mission tn save ali _the Gwambas. ;slane of the
ui{iciair mlsstnn histortes ra:urds, “the Suiss mission

- "dedxcated itself . uniquely to the Guamhas and had to create
a 11terature ;n that language®.® The dellneation of"a '
Bwamba mt;sion“{ield was to become incrgaslngly distinct
after Paul Berthoud, who had. lost his wife and three
chilaren to fever, returned'.to Switzerland on fﬁrlaugh and

was repla:ed by his brother Hanri,, the man 'uho was to do

more thln any ather in estahlishlng thereuﬁmba language.

Henri{ Berthoud. immedi;tely linked the aev;lppéeng of -the
Bwamba language to the work of.the missionm‘ﬁe considered a
tharough knowledge of the language essential to the work of
évangnl!satian and devoted éuch @fternaon tb-ltllsthdy. Qy
June 1882 Henri Berthoud and Q'Chrfstta& hsiiitiht;;ﬁréﬁably
'Hpapale (Mbizana) or Mandlati (Zlmhiki), were lngaged in
translating parts of the OId Testament frum Sesotho ;nto
Shigwamba. But without a Shigwamba gramnar._ dl;t;nnary or
even a reader, translation was slow and often efﬁnﬁaaﬁs and

the missionaries had still to rely .on the Besotho

publi:atinns of the Parts Mlssiannry Societv." Thrae monthl

* . later Berthoud had started | gathéring -material 5far a

vocabulary and was engaged in what he referred to as- "a task
of systematizing” Shigwamba. He stressed the need to‘:raata

"a Shiqwamba literature as tha cnly avallable bnoks were in

Sesmthc, with. the rasult that all  -teaching wasg still done .in. ...

that language.1® By April 1883 Berthoud was teaching the T.n

Commandments in  Shigwamba rather than Sesotho’ and had
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handwritten a rudimentary grammar and vocabuléry.~ In

Switzerland his brother Faul oversaw, in the same year, the

production of the first book in Shigwamba, a Bibié readar

and collection of hymns that became known locally as éhe

" buku. The following year he published an eslementary school

reader and & thirty page article on the structure of the
Gwamba language. Paul Berthoud also corresponded with

Lepsius in order to “standardize" the Shigwamba orthography

while the notes he drew up For a grammar course -were

published in an slementary form as Lecons ggigigygmba. But

the compilation, or “task of systematizing™ the. Bwamba

»langhagé-as Henri Berthaud cqllédvitrt:?n fact meant the

chaice, or rather the construction of a‘spé:ial dialect as

the written lingua franca of the ﬁission in the Spelonken..

Gwamba was a mixture of the ‘different‘diale:ts spoken by f

refugees or. immigrants drawn {rom :throughbut southern

Hozambique;ﬁlt was, acﬁnrding to Henri Berthdﬁd, "a fruit-’

salad of Hlengwe, of Djonga, of Boer, .of English, of
Nwaloungou, of Hlavi, of ‘Venda, of Sqtﬁb." Bwamba was an

artificial construction, a high language belonging to the

mission. Immigrant faamilies came from "all parts of Baza

and the south".and their linguistic ‘differences reflected
their diverse lgengraphical origins.*® Many of the forms of

sﬁeech current amonget the refugees in the Spelonken were

barely'huﬁﬁalfy .homprehensible. Some six months after his

arrival in the aréa, Henri Befthaud wrote despondently that

Despite my utmost I cannot yet preach in sigwambaji I
can - make ‘mysel f undarstood depending on the
intelligence and goodwill of those listenipg to me. As
*far as understanding the natives, it 1is altogether
another thing; each one has his own particular dialect
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and often I cannot understand a word of what they are'

saying. That is. what slows down the understanding of
the language, that one has toc learn numerous different
dialects before understanding a conversation,2e

Tne .Qpe{enkehjf wee‘:anf‘feneél:e% A panttculen.'linguistic
heteregeneify”es its bdedlatian was ﬁadé:‘hp‘ef {m@;grqg;ﬁ
‘ fndm the exteneive ceesdel' plain wnere. the'nunendue small
chiefdoms had elueys been independent of ene andther.‘ln the
seuth, west and north the ceestel languages had been
_1nf1uenced te a flu:tuat!ng degree, by Zulu, Swazi and
' Baza, Pecause of the pelitical cleavages and the low degree
:Oﬁ social and economic Lntercourse betueen the ch;e{dems.
the peoples east efithe'Lebembee had: naever: needad a cemmsn.
uniiytng.languege._ Indeed. ihe different :hiefdeme etreesed
their independence of one enether by magnifyinq their
differencaes of .language and accent. Cdnsequently when the
people *nen the . coastal area entered the Tranevaal- as
'lmmigrants'or refugees they empldyed q number df speech
form= and, as they eettled ln the Spelenken, thll linguistic
diversity grew under the influence of ehe tndlgeneus
languages of . the area. Ae the SBwise miesionariee ‘became
aware of the extent"d¥ the, Gwamba settlements. in the
-northern and eastern’ Trenevael, together with the eize of
the “hdme" populatian on the ceast. they were struck by the

enorm:ty of their prospective mission fteld and by its

prodigieus llnguistic diversity.

In July _QSQO one of the wmission catechists, Yosefa

Mhalamhala, called for the avangelisation of the coastal
- areas.®' The following year he embarked on an expleratery

. . tour of tne Khosen area between the Nkomati and Limpopo
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rivers where in April 1B32 he established a mission. At the
same time Creux undertook small expeditjions to assess thé
extent of east coast settlemént, ﬁért{cularly in the area fo
the.guuth of the Spelonken where many refugees had settled-
under or near Modjadii.=2= ‘During the  winter of 1B83 Henr i
Berthoud undertook the first of a series of voyages of
discovery in order top familiarise the mission, and the world

in general, with thé peoples and geagraphy of the area

revealed that immigrants from the east coast had settled all

élong the Levubu river from its confluence with the Limpopo

between the Ioutpansberg and the sea. This ékpédEEIEB

to the Spelonken and confirmed the existence of Gwamba

‘communities in the Haernertsberg and as far south as
Sekukuniland. Berthoud portrayed . the settlement of East
Coasters in the Transvaal as a long peniﬂsula; stretching
along the Levubu and the edge of the escaﬁpment, separatag
‘ fram the °~ coastal “homeland® by’ the er and laréely.
.uninhabited-anveld.== A sécnnd expedition two years later
lad Berthoud %o estimate the size of the “Gwamba nation" as
three to four million and confirm éarlier hyputheges that
its haﬁeland lay in the area west of 31 degreés east and
between 27 degrees south and 18 degrees south, roughly from

"the Zulu border to the Zambezi.2?4

In 1884 Faul Berthoud wrote that "“several diaiects are-to be
found in the Gwamba language, ‘end. their wvariations are
sometimes very remarkable".®S The fallowing year his brother
Hienri divided the language ipto eight branches, gach of
which pOSQE$sed "ite own territory and particular dialect".

He stressed that these dialects were "sufficiently different
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from one another ta need an interpreter“'and - recammended

that the mission concentrate - its energies an the central

Djonga area,’ where Yosefa Mhalamhala had establxshed his

m@ssiqpﬁfyﬁyg'.qas pe:aq§g¥_Ep§7bwé@bg‘-qfalect used by the

.migsion in -“the' Spélonken was “basically sidzonga” with the

“addition of terms borrowed from Zulu, Sesethd and English.

Tbtﬁ. division of the mlsston iield ‘into coastal and -

. The language of the  Lourenca Marques hréa-(Ranga) was alse

suffi:ilntly :lose to Bwamba to allnw evangelizatfnn to
begin, but linguistic d:fferen:es pre:luded the spread of

the mission into ‘the Naputo anea snuth of the Tembe river.
3 s

'ﬂs the term Cwamba was unknown gutside the‘Spelunken,‘Henpi

Berthoud recommended  that the mission abandon the term and

replace it with the widely - a;capied . gehérictsm.;

Tonga/Thonga.2* In lBB?QBBjtuo missinns-uere asiabltlhed on
the coast, one at Lauren:o Marquts under Paul Berthuud and

the other 30 kilometres north—east of the town at R!katla..

Sbelnnken éections, divided by the uida. arid anveld and an

international border, was to cause palltical tensions within'

the church. It was also to lead tu a seriuus questionipg of
the hegemonic. role within the mission field of ;He'lahguage

defined and recorded in the Spelonken.'

- Henri{ Berthoud’s final expedition, . in anticipation of the

mission’s expansion into the Bazaland area north .of the

Limpbpo,‘was undertaken in 1891. After: Qisitlng the ‘Gaza

capital at Mandlakazi on the lowgﬁ Limpopo, Berthoud

readjusted'his garlier classification of people north"nf-bh&
Limpopo who ahoke what he increasingly referred to as Thonga

rather than Bwamba.2® The ,:lassificafiun‘hy Henri Berthoud -
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of the Thonga as - a linguistic group divisible into eight
sub-groups defined the Swiss . mission field and was

popularised by Henri Junod who used it as the basie unit of

- study in his Life of &  South African Tribe.  As the

histarical roots of the Thanga [Tsongal as an ethnic group

straddling southern Mozambique, south~eastern Zimbabwe and -

the north-eastern Transvaal may be traced to this linguistic

classification, Berthoud’s taxonomy is worthy of closer

analysis. Az he was the first to adm;t, it was far from

scientifically watertight.

The pérameters of Hénri.Berékoué'é linguisticlclassi;icatgég
were not altogether new., Frederick Elton who had explored
“the lower Limpopo in 1871, had claimed- that the entire area
stretching nartﬁ of Zululand to the Busi river was occupied
by the Amatongas who "resembléd sach other in-manners aqﬂ
custom f(and) variation in .dialect",=® Butx St. Vincent

Erskine, the great explorer of sudthern anamhique_ had

immadi ately reJe:ted'these attempts "to define the limits of

the Amatongas, Butongas, Tongas etc. These are not tribal
appellations -~ (Elton) might as well try to define the
limits of the ‘Kafirs’. Tonga simply means something which

is not Zulu." Erskine believed that the different chiefdoms

of southern Mozambique, what he called “tribes or nations,

were at one time and in fact are now as distant from each
other as the English and French and can understand each
other's language as little as those European nations can."2v

Berthoud never claimed that his linguistic divisions were

scientifically defined. The Ronga in the south, he believed,
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"ﬁroperly speaking do not form a specific tribe, and their
name. is —é“geographiggl_ “@§g}gnaticn-_father than an
ethncgraphfc ane. Théy could Vbe congiderad to be a
_thelThqngéihio the 6nrtﬁ uf Louranco
Marques- and ~theblénuthérA) tribes of Tembe'apdl_Mapuuta".
Hlanganau'tb Lthe south around Lydenburg and Tswa ui; ';Eé
ex@reme nariﬁ wersg {inguisti:ally ;u¥+iciéht1y distinct to
beiélass&‘!éd as dialects.. The Bwamba of the Bpelﬁgﬁen‘he

considered a sapecial case as they Nére' a heterogeneous

linguistic group composed of refugses. But “all the other

"~ Thonga", although exhibiting regional differences, "speak a

i . Y E .
language sufficiently homogeneous that our heooks can be read

and understood from the Sabi to Lourenco Harqﬁes.“ Berthoud
stressed the mobility of aral language and opposed the'view.

prevalent in the rising tide of late 19th century Eurcpean

nationalism, that a linguistic relationship.. was - an

_expressian u¥. a 5ﬁ§réd sncial; and Iatent-poiiilégi;.asitv;
The Baloyi clan®?, he wréte,'"can qer§e 8% new proof of the
fal;eness of the sysiem £hat deté;mines ‘réce ;ccording'to
théir languages (for it wag) a - Téhwang tribe that
transformed -itsel¥’ into a .Thonga one and tu—&ay':speaks

Bwamba. "3°

" 1t can only‘be imagined that Berthoud’s information about

the languages of the coastal plain came from héarsay as he

had neither the time to travel throughout the length and

breadth of southern Mozambique nor ta enter into cdmpanative_
linguistic studies. Furthermore the nomenclaturé he Used to”
distinguish the Thnﬁga linguistic sub-groups indicates a

false degree of separation and cohesion, for mast
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genericiems were merely terms of exclusiaon applied by peuﬁle

tc neighbours  from whom they wished ta distinguish

tﬁéysélves. They wére no£ cgéeguries of linéuiétic
inciusinn. Berthoud probably derived the terms that he
applied to his linguistic categories {Eom‘ his assistant,
Timothy Mandlati, whose hame lay on the lower Limpopo, for
they referred to Rungas. {easterners),  Nwalungus
(northerners) and Djongas tsoutherheré).ai It is uhvious
that Berthoud’s dialect zones were nat defined aé;;rdfgaf:;

linguistic criteria; they were created in an  aitremely

subjective manner and their borders, like those af the

Gwamba language itself, were entirely a socfal caonstruct,

The social - disorder presented by the wé}ter of different

chiefdoms and languages found by the Bwiss ' missionaries,

could no 1longer be ascribed, as during aé earliar age, to

| .
the will of God., Late 19th century Swiss missionaries were

the product of an age obsessed by theories of causation and

origins; they were part of the intellectuallwing of a class
whose economic triumphs were deeply rooted in a pelief in
logic and. rationalism. The missionaries, as much as their
industrial  peers, were the children of Descartes and

"Positivism.

Europeans could noét describe the whelly new, in this case
Aafrican. socisties, . other thanh in. terms of their own
structure of knowledge. It was only by wsamploying pgre-

existing codezs of analysis and understanding that Europeans
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‘were able to make sense of the bewildering mass of detail '

“with which = they were confrontad. African society was

conseqeentiyAe;ee fhfu;éh.a .er}sm or  filter efrvlate 19¢h
century evelut:onlst and Certesian thaeght. Thus whet wa are
deal;ng yxgh in much - of eerly Eurapean; discuurse is a
perceived, not nbjectiye real:ty and it is in these"terms
that we must underetand-.ghe rationale " of -ethno-linguistic
class}f&cetidn. Many of the givené aﬁqrteuthsrperceived by
the Swiss missionaries as scientt+ically - incontrovertible
were, in fact, sn:ial _eonstructs whase roots may be traced

to I?th century Eurcpean cudes uf thought.

' .. . - R .\

Social Darwinism told the missionary pieﬁeeee' that the
fAfrican societies arounq them were et' .A early stage of
human s#volution = roughly equal, In terﬁs of“devefnpment, £u
the gentes or clans of pre;¥euda1 Europe. It uée:thes salf
evident and in the nAatural eﬁder of fhlnﬁi'itﬁat“ﬂiftcan
.sncieties exhibited, however hidden. the same struetura as

’

their early European counterparts, The missinﬁariﬁﬁ used the

. social terminolugy of the Eurcpean classictsts; like theip

pra—feudal German cnunterparts, the qi§¥ergnt‘ African
"clangs" made up the "nation".er “tribe". It was the uqek of
-Eurupean classicists whe believed the German clans to have
passed thrnugh a metrllineal phase, that led Junod to

ascribe the importance: of the mother’s brother to a

nypothetical matrilineal stage: in Thaonga prehistory.®2

-ﬁerhapﬁ most importantly, African linguistic differences

were explained .in . terms of a Qariant_.of the' European_

-vpl kewanderung thesis. -
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Contemporary Eurapean philologists

the notion of vast pre historic population movements to

explain European language differences. ‘These ideas were

intrcdu:éd into southern Africa by the German linguist

* Wilhelm Bleek who propagated the idea of a southward drift,

during pre-historic times, of a language 'gruup to whom he
applied the neologism Bantu. The éuncept of a colonization
of the subcontinant by these Bantu-~speakers was pnpui#rizgd
in the 1B90s by the colonial historian G.M. Theal. This
theory also came to' influence other ﬁeople, such as- the
Swiss missionaries, who used it to explain the linguistic
differences, and geographically diverse myths of ohiéin;.ff
the Gwamba. Fromr within this conceptual béx, they
hypothesized that foreign invadors, on entering the coastal
area in  the 15th and 146th genturies, had blended their
languages with that of earlier; .Bwamba—épeaking
immigrants.==‘The raoots of the Bwamba language thus appeare@'
lost in prehistory. This belief in  the primordialness of
language dovetailed with the writings of Herder anﬁ Fichte
who taught that language was the major determinant of modes
and patterns of thought; peéplé speaking a common language
formed a people, sharing a national or tribal ethes. The
Swiss missionary anthropologist, Henri Junod, invoked
language as lthe single, hisfurically caonstant and shared
cultural form defining what .he variously called the Thonga
[Teongal té?géf:—-people or nation. Referring ta the

linguistic sub-groups delineated by Berthoud, Junod wrote

" The Reonga of Delagoa Bay do not believe that they are
any more related to the khosa of the Nkomati and the
Hlengwae of the Limpopo than the Zulu or the Sotho and
on closer examination one quickly notices that all the
clans forming the Thonga - people have in common only a .

T and €las€icists émplnyéas .

"

» .

Y
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few customs - iending to diééBBEEr."fRE"EHiy thlnﬁ that
they possess in common is a language . that is
characteristic, old " and rich. The unity of this tribe
is very much more linguistic than national.>+

£lsewhere Junod wrﬁte that "the Thonga language ought to be
considered as the oldest é;emént in the life of the tribe
1as the great bond which bﬁund the Thonga clanﬁ tagathe? in
past centuries" By purifying the langgage and éecrgating
the. nriginal, prutn—Tﬁunga. scholars would arrive at the
ethos of the tribe. "Beneath the manifold manifestations of

the Lige of the Trlba," Junad belilved. ‘the athnngraphar

=y -0 - “

The division of the mission field along linguistic’ lines

exacerbated the proclivity with whi:h people ltnked !aﬂguage

'tn cultural stereotype. The French and Eerman-speaking

mlssionaries were qulck to define tha social :harlcterlstics

.of ;g_Lg peaple. The d!¥+eren:e betueen the ‘Ewamba thonan

and Batsoetla [Vendal was conceptuallzed in ltarkly
oppositional - " terms, often raminiscent. of. Franco-Berman
rivalries. To the Berliners the difference was comparable to

that hetﬁeen the French and Garmans, to the Swiss the twg

_"races" were comparable to the Athenians and Spartans.

Berthuud believed 'that the Germans disdained the

uncentralized Gwambas and . admired the authbfity and

despotism ninmthauBasnetla/Venda; He himsei# thought the

Basoetla to be cannibalistic and hostile to the gospel.®e

"1t is in this light that on& has to decode the discourse of

a man like Paul Berthoud who in 1884 wrate that
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As & rule a large tribe has not, as such, any praoper
and general npame. But the tribe being divided into:a

certain number of clans, each one of these smaller

communities goes by its proper name; where it is
encumbent on the foreigner, either black or white , to
apply a generic name to all the people and clans which
belong to the same tribe. The propriety then, of such'a

generic name, has in its being related to the special .

character of the tribe, and in its being taken from the
tribe’s own language. This is the case with the name
"Ma~Gwamba", 37

The point is that by the early 1880s Gwamba was not just the
term used to describe ; hypaothetical _linguistic group: it
had become the name of a people ::anceptualized in the
Eurcpean mind, because of their perceived lingquistic
affiliation, as a tribe or nation. By imposing' thejr
Eurcopean world view and logic on the confusing array of
peoples surrounding them, the missionaries had treated
political and 1linguistic categories that were derived more
from their specific epistemology than from any local social

reality.

Henri Berthoud’s explorations had opened a linguistic’

pandaora‘s box. His response to this new linguistic disarray'

had been tq create order and .logic by classifying, as
dialects or  patois, the coastal conglumerate of. languages
;nclased within the' linguistic Surders defined by the
American Board' missionaries (Zulu in the south and Tswa in
the north) and the Berlinim;sﬁionaries {Pedi and Venda in

the west). Sfmdftaﬁenusly he took Gwamba, the vehicular

language of the Spelonken and lifted it to the status of the

“‘standardized language of a "pation® (ethmic - group) that-

included all thé "elans® (chiefdoms) stretching +from the

Zulu border to tRe northern Sabi river. The inspiratién and

Lo
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tsrminsiogy is tlssﬁi;-éursses; classxcal ant:quxty. The-

un:formxty and. standardisation of Gnamba was then defined in.

oppositian to written-"foreign languages". in this case Zulu

and Pedi t{north Sothu)‘ana oréf "dialects” and “patois” such

" as Ronga, Hlanganou .and Tswa.

Linguistic work was accompanied by . a discourse on the
“standardlzatinn" systsmatlzatxon' and “purificatinn" of
Gwamba. This indicntes that the missionaries balieved in the

exigtence of a stahdard linguistic ‘form__that could be

3

‘purified. It also -implies that the 1pufi¥i§ation . and

standardisation of 'léﬁﬁpééé, tﬁé’-ﬁﬁfasA‘ﬁisEnric' cultural
maﬁker, would strengthen Gwamba self-identity. But is we

have ssen, this discuurss was a fiction bhsed,on Europzan-

_dsrived ideas on the cféssificgtian and origin~o? 1aﬁguﬁges,

‘Codification’ and 'standardization’ - did not mean .. the

homogenizing of dialects on the basis of shﬁe ,mythiqal

prote-Tsonga standard, but rather. Ehe impasitiun' and’

adoption of Thangalswamba as the tr!bal/ethntc 1anguaga and
the relegation af other (oral) languages to the status of
dialects and patois. In’ this way a lingua fnan:a that had
been :reates to serve " the' mission’s early heteroqeneuus
Spelonken congregation became a “national " langua.ge. Through
the prism of 19th ‘century svolutionary thought the Thanga
clans constituted a 'natioﬁ'. or. ‘tribe’ because thef. like

the pre—feudal Bsrman clans. shared a common language.

..This. linguistic tanonoﬁy was part of an vintells:tgal.

heritage, influenced by Positivism and Cartesian logic, that

the missionaries brought with them to Africa. It was
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essentially a way of making sente of the world; the triumph
of order and reason over chaos and disorder. Linguistic
cl;;gificatinn was meFely path B#Vthé gscience of takanom&
that brought order and understanding te a world becoming
increasingly disordered, as much through the breéakdown of
religion as through the discoveries aof travellers and
seientistﬁ. Elassification meant imposiﬁg -uéder on a
multiplicity of facts through tﬁa discovary of congtants in
a profusion of variables. But as with all ideelogical
expressions, that of linguistic taxonomy had a very real

material base.

-

Tﬁe reasons for the develapment of unef written Thonga
language were very different from similar movements in
Europe where, for economic and ‘political reasons, &
triumphant industrial Eourgeaisia imposed {its (‘national )
languége on prnvinciél linguistic minnritlés- The emergence
af African written languages like Tsonga was aot, as in.
Europe, a product of the class needs of an emerging
bourgeoisie. ynlike the European bourgeoisie, the people
defined as Tsnnga—sﬁeakers had no need +for & Commoh
language; theiﬂ pre-capitalist economic activities waere too
regtricted and lucélized to require the development of a
cnmmun-iaﬁbuage that would facilitiate and defand their
cammercial transactions. Inatead the délineation and
davelapment of the Thanga 1an§uage was the product af the
evangelizing drive of foreign missionaries. Thus whereas in
Europe it was-the Qanquished"wha Tearnt the languagae of the
wictor, in Africa it was the victor, in the-ahaﬁe of the

various branches of the colonial state, who learnt the

o
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language of the defeated.>® But Because of their power, the

victors were - able to - reshape and adapt African languages -

" Which had a number of important political ' and social

consequences.

fhe Swiss missionaries saw the Tsonga languagé as a means of
spreading the gospel ulthtn their linguistically—de#tned
mission $1eéld. But in, additton to 1ts utnlity as.a means of

cdmmunlcatlbn, the language soon . acquired a crucial

'pnlitxcal significance. A lingulstlc monapoly gave the Swiss

an impartant :ompet:tlve\ed|e .uver other mtssiuns ln their
drive to save African souls." Their Bihla reader, the guku

wae a powerful 1nstrument of evangallsation. Peopla were
1npressad by - reading as a ®eans .no{l cnmmun!cation,‘
pgrti:ulariy‘dhen this was. fh an fatum uith which. thlywhad
some_famiiiarity. Bible readings 1mmed1ate;g resultqqf in

canversicns;»tu Christian&ty._ As thn<:dni9: lianple af

'vernacular literature, the ggkg was - In great demandh by

people who had managed to n:quire a mudicun nf literacy In.
the Lourcn:o Harques area or as migrant workers in sauth
Africa. There' was ‘alsa a constant uish to provlde a
literature ior..-an& link-up, the numerous scattered ﬂuanba
Christian cnmmuﬂities that had been- "fartilized“ by migrant
workers’ cunvarted in the British cnlqﬂiee.‘° Litera:y
allaowed the mission to spread uitnnut inéurring
evangelisation costs andlappealed to converts as it allowed
them some independent interpretation of the Christian faith.
Hymns written and sung in Guanpafﬁhonga were-a'particuléﬁly

important means of evangelization in a non-literate society



27

whose songs were a crucial political medium. Based :on

European folk melodies, such as those of the American

composer Sankey, they were readily accepted into the orat

culture of the African population. With their Gwamba/Thonga:

‘tonts they spread far and wide, intruducing,ﬁeople to the
Christian ethic, and the Swiss Mission  and its 1language,

producing new converts and reiﬂfnréing énd‘encuuragipg the

faithful. Hymns were a vital arm in the‘struggle‘aﬁaiﬁst‘the

old order; the chief was largely replaced by the missionary

as the father of his people and his God, rather than the

ancestors with whom the chief mediated, became the invisible

" power. T '
Gwamba or Thonga as a written language was the foundation of

the unity linking the Swiss Mission’s grawing number of far-

flung statinns and outposts. But Gwamba/Thonha was not just

a means of cbmmunl:atiun, it was to be the basis dbdnuwhich

a "new scciety in the heart. of the tribal bantu" would
“progress in the collective spiritdﬁl life".*t The expansion
along the same route of the Thonga 1anguage} writing and

Protestantism, "the printing of the word of Go&" ag Henri

. Berthoud expressed it, would lead directly to "a new people

emerging from darkness"." The ‘linguistic revolution set in
. motion by the diffusion of Thonga would be the basis of an

‘intellectual revolution, "Thonga grammar was elaboraﬁe,

logical and on the whole regulak“, it‘ would “train -

the(African) mind to understand the process of thought.”

Sentence parsing was "a very good exercise -which wille

éqcustom their minds to énalysa and classify".*™ By working

in a written language structured by regularities of grammar
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‘“and‘dﬁthoghapﬁy, Airicéng would come td‘fhink, and perceive
of the world, like Europeans.
The missionaries not only controlled the written lanquage
bdt. iﬁi auhéﬁﬁei Eﬁat " combined endearment, loyalty and
possessiué, tﬁey almost owned it} Gwamba/Thonga wasu"ouné
language. with “our orthagraphy®.** A - written language
proviged é - hew votabulary, ‘with uﬁich not only to express
Biblical, gdu:ational and. Iiturgic31  ideas, but' also
widesweeping new can:epts; 0f immediate importance was the
introdd:tion of terms like GuamEaIThunga;:Runga‘ana Tawa to
- anpress - the existence,'xgt the conceptual ° level, of
linguistie and political groups (’‘tribes’, ‘nations’) tﬂ;t
_.had neQer existed in the mental‘unrld,oi the sacieties upqn‘
which they were imposed. The Christian background of Thonga
authors, all of whom were missionaries to 1938, and - the
monopaoly held by the‘_missioﬂ and laterAthemgnvarnméaflcver
ﬁhe publication of Thonga books, :rdcially shaped and
determined what Africans read.*® Pfinting itgelf was of
central importance as ig made t#nq!hié Ta 'cammunlty that
otherwise could only be 1magfnéd. It allgﬁeq ‘aisparate
peoples, for the fir5£ time, to vlsualize themselveg as - a
community.** The ;ontbol exercised by missionaries over
vocabularies and later_diﬁtionarias gave them enormous powar
‘nver the conceptual world of the "new society", the “"new
people emerging from darkness®. Thonga soon became the
‘Ynguistic medi;m‘ of the local African elite, many of whose
mémberg ﬁgﬁe léter‘ta find it bene+%qia{ to take SQ._andm

.expound a Thdnga~identity.
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The miééionarf_” iiﬁgui?{s congtr;;iéh T a ;;e;archy: of
languages in which they divided “Thonga", the Qritten
language worthy of study, fraom wﬁat ‘they défiﬁed Aas
{subordinate) "“dialects" and.ﬂpatdis“. The importance. of .

this difference becomes clearer if we take a modern

- dictionary definition of the term dialect, “a regional,

social or  subordinate variety of a language, usually
differing distinctively from the standard or . ariginal
language" and patois" a provincial dialect  utheﬁ than the
central, standard or literary dialect”.sr Tg the missicnary
linguists Thonga was "the staﬁdara or original language" or
"cenggal; stan&iré or‘iiterary di;ieﬁzé and_tﬁey oftéh.ﬁsgp&
the term standardization" or “purlftcation“ for what was in
effect the constfuctinn of the Thonga [Tsongal language. For

the misslanariés were " of course the créators of the

standards or givens which produced simultanecusly not only a

language but also dialects and patois. This linguistic

hierarchy was imbued with a spatial political identit& as
Thonga was conceived of As the ethnic, or as they :gllgd it
the “t?ibel" " or'national" language. It was the pivot.pr,
standard whesg' status was *ixea by surrounding regional

variations -and ambivalences defined as "dialects" and

atoig". Under the irfluence of the German phl}%ggg%tgfaqgsn%glg?glists‘

jnfluences, which were then relegated to "dialects" and “patois®, Once the
tanquage was reduced to its original state, the identity of the tribe/nation
would be able to reawaken and reemerge from the unconscious » In this way
- Tinguistic differences took on a core-periphery relationship. Henri Berthoud
knew that the "dialects would be forced ipso facto intod the position of patois
destined to disappear with time".47 wWhiTe oral Tanguazges were highly mobile
and dynamic and observed no frontiers in space or time, a written language was
bound by rules that delineated and fixed it both spatially and historically.
- -Thonga was an instrument of modernisation, construed by the missionaries. in
terms of Christianity, in contradistinction to the atavistic "dialects" and
“patois” that embodied all the beliefs and superstitions of "pagan society”.
The dialects were then conceived of as the historical base out of which grew
the national language, a natural process rather than a social construct. Homo-
geneity replaced heterogeneity, unity and reason replaced disunity and confusion.

ig was believed that to purify the language meant ri

R T g g Ty
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-Whlle Thonga was the product of the mi'ssfen, the subordinate

dlalects and patols were ]Jhked;jq_thp_chlef. tha embodiment of

the old order and the major barrler +o_evang§liza+{on; Tﬁe
Tsonga prlnf Iahgqﬁge provided the mlssldnar}es with a means
“of subverting the cultural dﬁmlnaqce of the chiefs. The songs
ITnked o the chiefdom were assafled by Christlan hymns and

oral‘lanéuage was gradually pushed into the background. The

‘grammar &ndibrthography of a wrltten languégg'prov[49q_thgﬂu

reader with a stable and eﬁdur!ng cultural marker [ndependent
of the shlefs, the ;rinTed word took on the power. of non-
perishabie truth while af'}he same flmeiprovid!ng people,
whose economic and soclal horlzons wore rapldly expand!ng,
“wlfh a means of communlcaflon and expresslon. K A wrlffen

" language opened up a new concepfual world. ’ The power ot the
written word was much. respacted. A pouerfu) coasfal chlaf,

.when first shown the buku declared, "Ah! Th{s 1s. fhe book

’ : ‘ - i
they spoke about! Look atfter It. Thus we' are conquarad by

this book-alone!"48 In a simllar veln, Henri Juno&‘récpun?s
that :
. One day one of my nelghbours was arranglﬁg
to start for Bllene Yo 'follow hls goods;'
he came and requested me to give him a Jetter.
"What for? Your debtors do not knaw how to -
.- ~read and | ‘do not know anything about your

affalrs.” "I+ does not matter!, sald he.
The Important polint is that | should have a
paper in my hand. They wilil be afraid.
They wlll think that | come frem the White
- people with thelr authority....’ | beliave

the sight of the mysterlous paper was not
without Inftuence in the transactions that
ended In. the rescovery of his property.49

Thonéa rapidly came to "fake on a clvic sensitlvity fhat -
extended beyond the Isolated mission station. Stemming from

the work-of the Phyé{qera+$,.l+ was genérally belleved by the

misslonaries that language was the fundamenfal cultural marker;
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misslon and, Ta the long term, to those people who shared a

k|

‘that words were the basis of the social relatlons llnking

people and the prism Thropgh whlch,fhey perce|ved ?helf-warld.
A common language thus lndjéa?ed 8 common cui?ﬁre.‘_ The
Ilnéulsftc oppoélf!on betwesn language and dlalect was thus a
soclal expression of the contradiction between Christlian and'
Pagan or between those who accepted a resfruc?ured vlaw of the
world and the stagnant percaption of fhs traditionailists. If
increasingly embodlied the dlfference bGTWeen,hlghlpqpulqr_______h___

culture and &1ite/masses. But at g?ound-level i+ remained

the distinction between Incluslon and exclusion.

For those excluded as them to become us, they had to subordinate
thelr dlalect or patois to the central, domlnant !anguage.
This entalled a restructured parceptlion of the worid and =2

shift of political loyalty away from the chlff and towards the

comman constant, the.Thonga languaée. . Thistfraﬁsfbrmaflon
was |Tnked firmly to modernizatlon or the process‘fhaf
determined that the beneflts of speaking the 1angdage surpassed -
those of speaking the dlalect/patols. Thus the divislen or

cut-off point between a language and 8 dialect/patols was

deflined socjally rather than scientifically. Howaver, these

man-made [lnguistic borders ware legitimated by befng portrayed
as the proéucf of a sclence whose objacflve.crlferia, the laws
ot grammar and orthography assdcla+ed with the pre-historle
proto-Thonga [Tsonga], had been dlscovered In much the same

way as microbes, river mouths or constellatlons. | 1t was

again their 19th century worid-vliew that led the missionarles.
fﬁ belleve not that they had created a lingulstic categary, |

but that thay h&d.“recagnlzed the Thongs as a trlbe".so‘ The. .
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language and assoclated 'tribe'! (ethnic group) had always exlsted

In“the unconscious; +hey.merely newded to he reasserted and reawoken
! RUR » * "- . ‘

By rhe early i8§05 Thonga was gredually'emerélng as the

I 1terary langueée of the norfﬁ-eés+ern Transvaal and southern
Mozamblgque. In 1891 Henrr-aerfhoudAfin]shed'a reading primer

) ¢he$ he had heen workling on tor the pre§1ous-fwo years.

Enormous frusfraf!ons and censlderable delays were generafed

by debafes befween the " misslonarles ovar quesflons of o
' or?hography. Translef!ons uere-only sent for publication

. once they had been accep+ed by bofh the Spelonken and Coastal
mlsslon conferences " As. In reallfy fhere uas ‘o slngle T
language llnklng the disparate mlsslon sfaflons, I|nguls+lc
problems had offen to be referred +o exper?s ln Beriln or.

.Geneva or to ‘the mission headquarfers in Le sanne whrch over-

. saw prlnflng. The Impatlence of flelduorkﬂrs Ilke Hean
Berthoud, who ‘saw thelr evangellcel wark red*rlcted as thelr "
preCIOus franslarlons drsappeared‘lnfo a.burenucra?lc fog are
attested to by the frequen% acerblc leffers senf to mission
headquarters. 51 Because bible translatinns were cnnnunai]y undertaken by all the
stations in the Swiss mission field, the Thonga

Few Tesfamen+ taok eight years to appear. he'RBC f}nlshed.ln
1890 was only published In 1894 and an a!emeﬁfery scheol
reader prepared by Paul Berfhoud took aimost seven years fo be
publlshed. ‘These problems, f099+her with fhe soclal "and
pollflcal crlferla that_had given birth to the Thorga language
wers to brlng about fts d1vlslon when In 1893 the coastal

brench of fhe Swlss mission called for the’ esTabIlshmenT of a’

separafe Ronga language.



33

Dissent over the policy of lrngu}sfiéiééhf}éli}%fion had
tirst been volced by the Coastal misslion at the end of 1889
but developed intc & major debate with the arrival of Henri
Berthoud's reading primer on the coast. Al+hough at first.
'accepfed with reservaflons,.ln 1893 the coastal section of
the misstan repudiated what they called the Gwamba dialect
and calfed for the establishment of a separate Ronga language
within the context of the Thbnga tanguage group. The major
proponent of this divistion was Henrl Junod. He was rn{ffally-
of the opinion that "the dlalect of the north and that of the
south were diffarent, even very dliffarant - but there existed
suffléle;fiy common expresslons tn the one and In the other,
. ) -

that the books, reedlted with the sdditlon of local words, .
would be understood In the north as In the south.” But after
further study he concfuded, o \% :

I 4o not think It possible nor desirable to

proceod with a singie book |.e. that cof

shigwambe. The two dialects are 3o

essentially diffoerent that | am of the opinion

that our mission In the Ronga countiy will not

be able to develop in & normal manner until it

possesses i1s own books, books in.shi-ronga.52
- Atter a long analysis of the difterances batween the two
"dialects™, Junod detalled the soclo-poli?lcal basis of the

question. The floundaring coastal church was being rejected

because its qvaqgelisfs spoke 3 foraign dluleéf, "a speciat
Chrl;flan fgfguage“. .Thlé c;used fhe-locii Peopie to call
“them dépréca*jnéiy.ba‘Kalanga or forelgners from the north.
Instead of"lodklng te the Swiss Mlsslqn. local converts were
“aftfracted to the ﬂesleyan'churdh whose Afrlcan.evangellsf;

Robert Mashaba, had been ralsed In the locel dialect. While

32!‘----010
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uorklng in Port Ellzabeth, Mashaba, had _been converfed to

Mefhodlsm and, after a Lovedale aducaflon, had returned to
Lourengo Marques where he undertook mission work, established a school and,
in 1893, helped the local British consul.at Lourenco Marques edit a

31 ~page word1ist. He had also started on a _
number of books and had produced a collecflon of hymns [n the

1ocal dlalec+ Alarmed by the growfh of +hese Hesleyan

rivals who were not so much as accompanled by a white missionary,

Juned. clalmed that faul Berthoud “had not reallzed the extent
of the dlfference betwaen’ fhe languages because he had. been
suHrounded by Guamba speaklhg evangellsfs and because Thei:-ﬁn.d_
Christlans In Louren;o Marques considerad i* pollja to use
_ Guamba when addressing fhe missionaries, Junod-céfrled the
Coasfal Mission with him and in 1893 they declded to craafs .
.2 llterafure in what they referred to as fhe Ronga.. Idlom.54
In order to aveld further ?ImefqonSumlng dubaferJunod thenl.
clrcumvented the mission uierarchy by puﬁiluhlng a Rougd
reading primer at his own expense.séf In this work.)pub)lshed
In 1894, he refarred to Ronga as a dlalac?. . Two years Iafar,
when he published a Ronga grammar with the aid of.the Portuguasae
governmenf he used the term ‘dialact? inTerchangeab!y with
that of “Iunguage“. . This book outilned "ihe 1aws of the Ronga
Ianguagaﬁ and provided a shnr+‘vocabulary, conversation manual
and an ahpendlx on Ronga'folkfales. . Junod's unlla?erul-
declaratlon of iudepahdencaAof Ronga from Gwamba was drlyen
_home when In 1896 ha published a coltection of-fnlkfalgs and
“the followlng yéa} éulsug'énfhiopoiogfca1 monograbh'du the
Ronga.56 Junod had néven traveiled north of the Nkomati and
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_Junod distinguished only between the peopie of chiet Msnaba

35
hence made few changes to Berthoud's linguistic classiflcation
of that area. The area he.knew best was Lourengo_Mﬁrques and
it Is the debate over the status of Bonga_fhaf best shows the

arbltrary nature of linguistic glas;lflcaflon.s?

Hanrl Berthoud saw Ronga &5 a transitional tinguistic groﬁp

“qlfh numerous variaflons; midway befweeh Djonga and'Mapufu,, _ R

In. the extreme south, who spoke a mixtyre of Rongs and-Zuiu,'
and stated that fhe *real Ronga" uas fhaf spoken by . the clans
llvlng around Lourengo Marques who clalmed Zulu origln. "He
noted 'that translating the Ten Commandments frnm Gwémba to T:l”‘— ~~ﬁ
Ronga required the changing of 130~50 of the 400 words, S}f

150 pronominal forms, 70 chanééd entlirely from Guamba;to r

Renga. The Poftuguose were also aware of'the §!d§ulsflc

ditterences In the Lourengo Ha?ques ares and used @ shlbholo*h -

to dls*!ngulsh befueen friendly and forelgn Afrlcens uho.

plcked up on the streets of Lourengo Marques, ueHa press-ganged
Inte their colonial army:ag
portrayed the Ronga as a culturally homegeneous gruup.-easi1ly distinguishablé .

Through h!s_IB?T_monogqaph,_Junqd

from the more northerly Thonga clans.’ It was only later, probably under
mission pressure, that he redefined the Thoﬁga“tribe“ to include both the
Ronga and uhat he referred to as“the northern clans.” Berthoud coubieteiy'

rejected this r.u1tural c1assif1cation. 1t became obvious in the ensuing

debatg that the division between Ronga and Gwamhq/Thonga was a product of .

the rivalry between the-Spelonken and coastal branches of the

Swiss Mission and that their two 1inguistic representatives, Henri Berthoud

and Henri Junod, represented the two poles of contemporary 1inguistic classification

Junod arqued entirely from a scientiflic pérsﬁecflve; He - .
‘bglieved that an "almost ma?hema?lcal“.rala?lonshlp oxisted- e

befweeﬁ the different "branches of fhe:Afrlqan lfngulsf!c trae”
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and +ha+ llnguls+lcs was a branch of sclence In much the same
way as geology ar palaeonfology.59 u But at base was the
problem speclflc +o the coasfal mlsslon, their evangel lc

" work could not progress or compete with. l:he Hg_.f.‘leyans without 'using the_
local speech form. Nor were'they éompetitlve ln terms of successful
vangehzat‘ion wlth their colleagues who he‘[d the linguistic monopoly in

the Spelanl:en.

Henrl Qﬁrfhoud crl?lélied Junod's formulatlonlof a separate

Ronga Ianguage from an. entlrely pragmaflc parspecllve. A

double llferafure would dras*lcally lncraase +he cosls of .

prlnflng. "It would divert to franslaflng andAﬁﬁlllng,ttlme‘

l ) ' and energy that misslonaries should invest in e%angelical
| work.. A double |iterature would lead fo a. "schism™ In the
% misslon by drlvlng a wedge befueen the - Afrlcan congregaflons

E" ln the Spelonken and.on the coast.- Perhaps Berfhoud uncon-
sclously assoclafed a mulflpllclfy of languages ulth the ‘
blbllcal myfh of the Tower ot Babel as a punlshmenl and that
one unffying language would erase this faulf or crime.

‘ Perhaps more consclousr but feft unsald was fha facf that
Ronga's chal lenge +o Gwamba was synonymous with ?he coasfal
misslon's challenge tod the domlnance‘of'lhe paren+ mISSlon In
the Spelonkan.‘ Berfhoud's dlscourse hlghllgh{ed *he.lmporfance
of soclal’ crifarla and pollflcs In the classlflcaflon of

Ianguagas Junod' IlngulsTlc consfrucfs, he balleved. were

pseuda-sclentl{lic and thelr origins were as artificial as wera
"fhose of fhe Gwamba. There ware ‘no obJecflvaly sclentific T
grounds for the creation of a sapara?e wrlffen language. L
each mission statlon were “to devlse ‘Its own wrlf?en dlaject

the missfon fleld would become I[rretrievably fragmenfed.

k Ao



. Lourengo Margues. . Its similaritles with renga and the other

Gwamba was s[ml!ar to the language spoken 60 kiiometres

"north of Lourenga Marques and: was -not much more different

from Junoqfs 'pure.rongé' than.the |anguage spoken south of

- Thonga dlalects was sufficlent for It to be accepted, fhrough

Tts rofle as fhe Ianguage of schou!lng and Ilferacy, as a
language unffying the church. But a!fhough.Berfhoud!s primary
COncern was +ha-fu+ure'unlfy af the church, he was also aware
of the lﬁpllcafions‘for the Iocal'peopie of a d0uﬁl§,llfarafura.
I+ was one thing for.mlss!onarieé l1ke Henr! Junod to putlish
sélep+lf!c Iinguistic studlies on”g'jéggﬁgge_fhpf had no

documents but I+ was another thing -

from a missionary pofnt of view to turn this e é
language into a language with a right te .o .
survive, to exaggerate Its Importance and e

- create 3 scission within the nation end the o .
church ... 'Lingutlstic knowiledge' and sclence, . ~
do they have the right to cheapen the spirftual ‘ :
condition of the natives for whose sould we
work? What are our rights and duties towards
the different dialects of one language and the
natives who speak 1+? wWhat will be the :
results of one or other declislion on the future
of these people and the misslion work that 1s
vndertaken amangst them?  Bacause they had
not considered these questions the misslonaries
of South Africa, to mentlon them slone, have
taken several wrong turnings and have slowed
down, without a doubt, the advance of Gad's kingdom

and -the vnificatlon of Christlian misslons.

- There has been too much personal chauvinlism and

"the wish to see one's own particular dlalecf
triumph 60

Barthoud recalled that the Sesotho of #he“ParIerlssloh Soclety

had played a ¢enfral role tn unifylng the Basothe nation, "e

natlon that was .far from possessing the hbmogenélfy that 1+

“has-sinée acquired.” tn the eastern Transvaal the Berlln
. antla _l
Mission Society had abandoned the use ofLﬁesoThQ’and the

ianguage of "the Pedl of Lydenburg”. had been accepfed over a

wide araa, rich in particularistic dla!ecfs, as the single

36/.......
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irlt*enw]anguége. This successfulslmpgsl*lon of one literature
could be conf?as?ed with the situatfon in the Zoufpansberg; '
There Thé BMS compialined of the dlsunlfy.re§ul+lng.from the two
separafe eleﬁehfary-?esders, complled by the eariy misslonaries,

and from the !imited but successful Implantation of Pedl.

HeanaBerthqud's view of the ?ufure.ﬁas entirely shaped by the
Eurépéﬁn oxpé}lence vhere Ianguageg tike High German, Jacecbin
French and Castilean had played a cenfrﬁl role in-the creatlon
of the éerman, French and-Spanlsh naflons. fo underlfne'?ha
lmpprfance of a sfngla Il+e:a?ure ‘and” ?he va!ldlfy of“ T
uhistoricar comparison, Ber;houd recoun+ed an, anecdofa 1ord
to him by a plalntive Bertin mlsslonary._ "One qay o M
.Goffschellng ﬁgd Sald, “ijve of US‘GeEmaﬁ mlsé{onarles from -
df%feraq? ﬁrovlnéss,.mef gnd each told é'éfory’ln his {German)
dlaiéc#- wa dld no+ undersfand each o#her, bu1 daspi?e that:
we have only one. Bibla, that of Lufher, for arl of Germany “Gr
in 2 slmllar veln Barthoud uarned that as the Swiss Mlsslon
expanded 115 work north of Lourengo Marquas ‘using Thonga/Gwamba
as its linguistic medium, Ronga would be reduced to the status
of Basque lﬁ'FEance; an [solated, "foreign language spoken by

w62

ah antagonistic ethnlc .mlnority, The only positivé result

stemming fromljhe tinguistic spllt between Ronga and Gwamba/
Thonga was, he felt, that it brought to a halt the interminable debates

between. the -SpETonken and coastal mission stations.

tn January (898 Henr] Berthoud attempted to reach a cdmpromlse

~——-with Junod and his supporters, In this he had the backling 0¥~

fhé'SpeIonkeB mission and the three African evangellsts who

La=
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had halped establish the mission on the coast, He proposed
that the pJonga dlalect of the Nkomati-Limpopo area of '
southern Mozambique be accepted as the Thonéa lanéuage"and:'”

_ that both Ronga and Gwamba be abandoned by the misston, _éuf

. by fhen the coastal mission had outgrown the Spelonken and -
replled that 1f one {1terature were needed, If should be Ronga.
They considered Berthoud's unlfyling. language to be Tutoplan! l
and repeated that to abandon the local Rénga dlalécffvould'
s|low down theilr evangellzlng and dlsadvanfage fhem in.thelr
compaflflon with Hesleyans, thloplans and tho neuly-arrlvod
Angllcans, al! of whom used Ronga as their medium of Insfrucf!on.a?_
The secession of.ﬁonga.from Gwamba ;;s conf;}ﬁed by a shli} In =~
the support of Henr! Berthoud's brother Paul, +h§rhead of the
coastal mission. Paul Berthoud had on his arrival on the

‘:oas? Tnitially used Gwamba but by 1896 nid.bhcome coﬁvlnced of

* But he entlrely lacked hls brofhor'sfforeslghi when he wrote ¥

ot

the necesslfy to employ Ronge as the local mission language. ‘ ’ L‘
!

that the double literature uould:hof éreafa a schism yefuaeq

the two mission flelds and fhif'“perhaps one day when the frlbe
Is unitled {as In Lesotho at present), that Is to say, 8 long

tima from now, we might be able to abandon one of the two
64 - . .
n ’

literatures.,

The debate over the two literatures anded when Henrl_Bgthoud

&

contracted yellow fever and dled 1n 1904, After spdhdlng

immmag ¢ e e

several years in fhe Transvaal, Junod published In 1907 an v

€lementary Grammar of the Thonga/Shangaan Ianguage. Two years

B YR

_later he added his short grammar to the vocabulary edlted by
Charles Chatelain, upon which Henri Berthoud had been warking

65 This splendlidly Swiss

during the tast decade of his life.
plece of concensual politics was rounded off when, +he-f6ilqwing

. year,. Berthoud's supporters edited and published his posthumous
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Shangaan Grammaﬁ These two works-marked the flna! dis-

placamen* of the word ‘Gwamba' by +he term 'Thonga/Shangaan'

u1th1n a few years distinct Rnnga and Thonga/Shangaan 1anguages within the

e Thonga Ianguage group, had been established on the ba51s of separate

grammars and‘orfhographies.66 Ronga as an rndependen1 -

Iaqguage no langerrcompefed with ThoqgafShangaan. But

anpfher +hf9a+ to the ﬁonga IQnguage—ués soon to emerge from

a néw.gu§r7§r. Por+ugues§ éés pushed ﬁy colonfal amenisfrafors and

asstmilationist African natlonaiists grouped sround the newspeper

Brado A%rfcano. They saw'fhe‘Ehropehn_lqnguage as a means of
sogial and-pollflcg[_]nfegﬁptton.and dlscou}aged the teaching

of Ronga In schools. - Oﬁce-agabn‘Junod took up the cudgels to
défénd Ronga agalnst "stupldlity and short-term uf}llfaffanIQm."GT

- The concept of a single, unlf}caiory-Thonga iang@abe:fllckered

on for at teast another flve decades,.perhapS'mosf‘fdréefulry

in the mlnd of Hanrl Junod's san Henrl-Ph!llppe. : ln l934 he'
‘urofe

Unhapplly (Henri Junod) did not have » preclse
idea of the extent of the (Tsonga) country.
. Which 1s what brought. him to defend the Ronga’
dlalect and to make it a written languags.
If Henri Junod had been abie to understand
the proebtem in I+s enttrety, If he had been able,
o as a true intellectusl, to pay more attentlon
) to the observations of hls northern colleagues,.
particilarly thosa of the late regretted Henrl
Berthoud, 1f he had been able to verity through
extensive voyages, |ike the latter, the .
Infermation glven by the natlves, [+ 1s -
. probable that we would to-day have one single
languags. In fact the passage of time allows
o - us to pay homage to Henri Berthoud. He had
o7 understood that tha Ba-Ronga only formed a small
’ part of the grea+t Tsonga tribe, and that thlis.
_eccentric dialect could not reasonably be
allowsd to grow at the expense ‘of the fundamental.
unlty of a language sgoken by more than one
“million Individuals.® |

Noble sentiments +hat confirm the Importance of socie-polltical

" LS
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critaeria 1n the defln!fidn and classification of AfrlcaA
Iénguagés. Henrl Berthoud's prophecles have been borne out.
Ninety yéars after the debate over the separate Ianguéges;
Renga and Tsonga/Shangaan have become the central cultural
markers 1n an emerglng ethnlcity, By 1971, aimost ninety
years after Berthoud's refutation of the existence of +he_'
Ronga as a discrete group, an Amerlcan anthropologlst was able

to wrlts that

The Ronga are a tribe because thay have a
delimlted térritory, a common [anguage, common
political structure, cultural unity; and an

awaraness of themselves as a distinct group.sg‘

SamoraAMachel described how, In the early”phasé; of:fhe é*hﬁgglé-”
for national llberatien, men arrived at +hg.FrelImo camp at
Nachlingwea in Tanzania "as Makondas, Makuas, Nyanjas, Manlkas,
Shﬁngaans, Ajanas, Rﬁngas'or Senas, and |ef+ as Mozamblcans."
He described colonlal Loursngo Marques @s "a centre of conflict

between ethnlc groups and races....

...between blacks: confllcts hetween Shangaans
and Rongas. Confliets between Shangaans and Rongas,
who desplse the Vatswa...70

Ethnlc differences whose roo+s; although certalnly not
respensiblffity, may be fraced to an obscure [Inguistic debate

between two Swiss missionarles.
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See particularly. Leroy Vnil (ed.) ......{LonZd2n ...},
See alsa J-L. Amselie et Elikia M‘bokolo {eds.) ﬁg
Coeur de 1 'Ethnis: Ethnies tribalisme et etat
Afrique- (Paris, 1985).

From an extensive literature I cite only those volumes
that have guided my resesarch. M. de Certeau, D. Julia

cand  J. Revel, Une_ Politigue de la lLangue. La
‘Revolution Francaise &t les Fatoise (Faris, 1973);

Tzvetan Togorav, La_ Conquete dge  l'Amerigue: La

" Question de  1’sutre (Paris, 1982); M. de Certeau.

L'Ecriture de la Histoire (Faris, 1973) ch. S; Michel
Foucault, The Order of Things: an archaeology of the
Human Sciences' {(New York, 1570). But for a
chronological treatment of the establishment of
written African languages in South Africa, see C.M.
Doke and D.J. Cele, contribution to . the History  of
Bantu linguistics (Johannesburg, (1%41). A far more
analytical treatment is Johannes Fabian, Language and

olonial FPower: the Appropriation f Swahili in the

former Belgian Congo 1880-1938, (Cambridge, 1984&).

Terence D. Ranger, "Missionaries, Migrants and the

- . Manyika: the - Invention of Ethnicity in Zimbabwe" in

Vail (ed.) .cecns .
H.A. Junod, Ernest Creux et Paul Berthoud (Lausanne,
1934 81.

Ibid, 40; Swiss Mission Archive, Lausanne (SMA) B.10.B
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