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WEST-COASTAL BANTU
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Objectives of this talk

1. Corroborate genealogical validity of West-Coastal Bantu with a 
shared phonological innovation: merger of Proto-Bantu *g and 
*k to Proto-WCB *k in both C1 and C2 position (Pacchiarotti & 
Bostoen 2020);

2. Show that further innovations of Proto-WCB *k in C2 (and 
marginally in C1) tend to be irregular and generate dorsal 
fricatives which are very rare elsewhere in Bantu (Pacchiarotti & 
Bostoen 2022 - forthcoming).



Proto-WCB velar merger 
Proto-Bantu *k and *g > /k/ in Proto-WCB in C1 and C2. 

This merger is a unique shared innovation corroborating (for the first 
time) the genealogical validity of WCB and its distinctiveness from 
other branches such as Central Western. 
We prove the existence of the merger with 66 cognate sets each 

including roughly 40 WCB varieties.

Proto-Bantu Rundi J62 – East Bantu Yaka H31 – WCB
PB *g in C1 *gàban ‘share' gaban-a kábán-á
PB *g in C2 *pígò 'kidney' i-fyígo m-fíku
PB *k in C1 *kádà 'charcoal' i-kára kálá
PB *k in C2 *dʊ́k 'vomit' -rúka -lúká



Velar merger within Kwilu-Ngounie

PB *g/*k > k in C1 and C2



Velar merger within KLC Extended

PB *g/*k > k in C1 and C2



Velar merger within Kamtsha-Kwilu

PB *g/*k > k in C1 and C2



Velar merger in paraphyly at top of WCB tree

PB *g/*k > k in C1 and C2



No velar merger in post-nasal position in WCB

PB *g > g / N___
PB *k > k / N___



FEW INNOVATIONS IN C1



West Kongo subclade: innovative in C1 and C2

PB *g/*k > ɣ in C1 and C2



LOTS OF INNOVATIONS IN C2!



Velar merger within Kwilu-Ngounie

PB *g/*k > ʁ in C2



Velar merger in paraphyly at top of WCB tree

PB *g/*k > ʁ in C2



Velar merger within KLC Extended

PB *g/*k > Ø in C2



Evolutions of intervocalic PB *k and *g in WCB

• Devoicing of PB *g in C2 is case of unconditioned fortition (Campbell 2004: 44), a rather rare sound

change, especially when the (ancestral) language already had *k (G. Philippson pers. comm.)

• From a purely phonatory point of view, apart from uvulars, voicing is hardest to maintain for velar

plosives (Maddieson 1984: 36-37; Blust 1996: 149)



Does velar merger corroborate WCB as a discrete branch?

Schematic depiction of the Bantu phylogeny in Grollemund et al. (2015)

Did it really happen here?



Does velar merger corroborate WCB as a discrete branch?

Schematic depiction of the Bantu phylogeny in Grollemund et al. (2015)

Or did it rather happen there?



No velar merger across South-Western Bantu

PB *g > Ø

PB *k > k



No velar merger across East Bantu
PB *g > g

PB *k > k



Does velar merger corroborate WCB as a discrete branch?

Schematic depiction of the Bantu phylogeny in Grollemund et al. (2015)

It did NOT happen here!



Does velar merger corroborate WCB as a discrete branch?

Schematic depiction of the Bantu phylogeny in Grollemund et al. (2015)

Did it not also happen here?

Or further up the tree? 

And if so, should the internal 
structure of the Bantu family tree 

be revised?



Widespread velar merger across Central-Western Bantu

BUT!

1. Bwa cluster C44 and Pagibete
C401 preserved PB *k/*g
contrast minimally in C1
(Boone & Olson 2004) ;

2. Some C10-20 languages: PB
*k > Ø and PB *g > k (latter
only happened after *k > Ø
and the partial merger of PB *k
and *g is a later innovation)



Widespread velar merger across North-Western Bantu
BUT!

1. Bubi (A31): *k1 > Ø and *g1 > 
ʔ (Bolekia Boleká 2009)

2. G. Philippson (pers. comm.) 
argues that in all zone A 
languages on the left (except 
Jarawan Bantu), the regular 
reflex of *k1 is Ø and the 
regular reflex of *g1 is /k/, 
other alleged reflexes would 
be extremely rare and/or 
attributable to unnoticed 
conditioning environments.



Genealogical validity of WCB

• Merger of Proto-Bantu *g and *k to Proto-WCB *k in both C1 

and C2 position is a unique shared innovation defining WCB as 

discrete branch with the Bantu family tree. 

• PB *g > k is also widespread in NWB and CWB, but to be 

distinguished chronologically from PB *k > Ø, hence not diagnostic 

as a unique shared innovation defining major Bantu subclades



Is widespread devoicing of PB *g a “Rainforest 
Pre-Bantu stratum” feature?

• Massive distribution of PB *g > k inside NWB, CWB and WCB – as opposed to its 
near-absence outside of these clades – might be the outcome of a process of linguistic 
homogenization that happened after the initial diversification of the Bantu language family and 
that was induced by a common substrate;

• Möhlig (1981: 270): “In most of the Forest languages, the sound shift *g → [-voice] (g → k) did 
not cause merger between *g and *k, because, at the time when *g became *k, the original *k 
had already shifted via the intermediate stages of [x] and [h] towards complete deletion. So, 
the sound shift *g → [-voice] re-introduced a sound which had previously disappeared in the 
phonological systems concerned. Such reversion of an inherent trend of sound shift 
(elimination of a voiceless velar plosive) generally indicates that language shift between 
nonrelated or only loosely related languages must have taken place” [our emphasis].



Is widespread devoicing of PB *g a “Rainforest 
Pre-Bantu stratum” feature?

• G. Philippson (pers. comm.) has suggested to us that the unexpected fortition of PB *g to /k/ 
and its merger with the already existing PB *k in PWCB could indeed point to the articulatory 
habits of shifting speakers at the origin of a substratum;

• In support of this hypothesis is that the velar merger not only happened in C2, but also in C1, 
while recent research has corroborated that a strong statistical universal exists for 
phonological neutralization targeting word-ends over beginnings (cf. Wedel et al. 2019). 

• B. Sands (pers. comm.) has suggested pre-Bantu hunter-gatherers possibly shifted from a 
language whose only voiced stops were labial and coronal implosives, but no velar implosives 
which are crosslinguistically much rarer because disfavored from an articulatory point of view 
(cf. Maddieson 1984: 120).



2 chains of innovation

PB *k/*g > PWCB *k > Ø

PB *k/*g > PWCB *k > 
x/ɣ/ʁ/h (> Ø)

Pacchiarotti & Bostoen 
forthcoming Erratic 
velars in West Costal 
Bantu: explaining 
irregular sound change 
in Central Africa



MUR of PWCB *k  in C2

PB *k/*g > PWCB *k > x in C2

Both retention of PWCB *k and 
innovation attested



Excluding phonological conditioning as explanation for MUR

PB *k/*g > PWCB *k > ʁ > Ø

Two innovations attested in C2



Excluding lexical borrowing as explanation for MUR

• Loanwords from Kikongo ya Leta (region’s vehicular language): either retention of /k/ or nativization to /ʁ/



Excluding lexical borrowing as explanation for MUR

• Ø reflex cannot be explained as borrowing from neighboring languages



Four possible explanations for MURs in WCB

NOT MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE !

1. Lexical diffusion

2. Substratum influence

3. Intrinsic multilingualism as the norm

4. Spread-over-spread events in Bantu language history





Conclusions
• An evidence-based alternative solution to a longstanding problem within 

Bantu/Niger-Congo historical linguistics, i.e., the so-called “double 
(consonantal) reflexes”, beyond the two traditional scenarios of 
phonemic merger vs. phonemic split.

• Irregular sound correspondences are the expected outcome of the 
specific sociocultural circumstances in which Bantu speech communities 
developed after the large-scale expansion of the Bantu languages and 
need to accepted and embraced as an indicator of intensive language 
contact and linguistic stratification.



Conclusions
• Within a deeply-rooted multilingual environment without well-

established sociolinguistic “identities”, lexical diffusion or the irregular 
spread of sound change word by word instead of phoneme by phoneme 
might be one of the language contact scenarios that (partially) explains 
the MURs;

• Given that velar and uvular fricatives are quite rare as reflexes of PB *k 
and *g in Bantu, their concentration in certain WCB zones of the domain 
(and elsewhere in the northwestern area) suggests that they may be an 
areal feature and diagnostic of substrate interference; 

• MURs can also be the result of the stratified non-tree-like history of the 
Bantu languages and of recurrent spread-over-spread events;



THANK YOU!

DANKE SCHÖN!
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