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The Bantu

The Bantu is a general term used to describe a 
grouping of over 400 ethnic groups in Africa which 
originated in western Africa and then spread across 
central, southern and eastern Africa. The original 
Bantu people came out of the grassland area of 
Cameroon next to south-eastern modern-day 
Nigeria. The Bantu people originated in around 
4000 BC in western Africa before their eventual 
migration out of the region and dispersion into 
the rest of Africa. The Bantu are known to have 
practiced crop farming, pastoralism and trade. 
During the stone age the Bantu migrated to river 
valleys due to the difficulty of bringing down trees 
in the forests. At the valleys they cultivated crops to 

feed the increasing population. An analysis of the 
Bantu vocabularies provides some insight into the 
structure of their early communities. For example 
some of the root words including ‘dongo’ which 
translates as kinship or tribe illustrates that the 
communities we divided into social groups. Other 
commonly used terms such as ‘kani’ which means 
judge or wise person again indicates that social 
groups had certain leadership roles. The Bantu also 
used terms such as ‘dimmo’ which means spirit 
entity or ancestral spirit. In addition, words such as 
‘yambe’ or ‘jambe’ which meant Supreme Being or 
God indicated a monotheistic religious structure.
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The Bantu Language

The vast majority of Bantu languages have their 
origin in the proto-bantu language which originated 
in central Africa located in modern-day Cameroon. 
The language system was in place in central Africa 
from 4000 BC onwards. A common characteristic 
of Bantu languages is that they use words such as 
muntu or mutu for "human being" or in simplistic 
terms "person". The proto-bantu language over time 
expanded into over 500 bantu languages spoken 

across the African continent. In modern-day Africa 
the Bantu languages are spoken by nearly one-third 
of the continent, approximately 450 million people. 
About 60% of all Bantu languages have a five-vowel 
system and many others have a seven-vowel system. 
The Bantu-speaking peoples of South Africa are 
roughly "divided" into four main groups: Nguni, 
Sotho, Vhavenda and Shangana Tsonga, with the 
Nguni representing the largest group.

The Bantu Expansion

Archeologists agree that the Bantu migration out 
of western African took place in around 1000 BC. 
The migration and expansion into other regions of 
Africa took two directions, the first groups moved 
southwards and soon occupied the regions of 
modern-day Angola, Zambia and Congo. By 500 
BC the Bantu peoples had reached the rainforests 

of central Africa. They infiltrated the forests and 
swamps between the Sangha and Ubangi Rivers. 
This group also moved into the woodlands of 
southwestern Zaire and later Namibia. The second 
group moved eastwards to occupy the region around 
the Great lakes in what is today east Africa in 1000 
BC. The push south eastwards continued down to 
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the Zambezi River. Next they moved into the region 
of Makura in Mozambique and Kilimanjaro. The 
Bantu expansion reached South Africa, probably as 
early as 300 AD. After the Bantu expansion, many 
of the great kingdoms of South Africa were ruled by 
Bantu people, who tended to be highly resourceful 
and adaptable. By the time Great Zimbabwe 

had ceased being the capital of a large trading 
empire, speakers of Bantu languages were present 
throughout much of southern Africa. Two main 
groups developed: the Nguni (Xhosa, Zulu, Swazi) 
who occupied the eastern coastal plains and the 
Sotho–Tswana who lived on the interior plateau.

Reasons for Migration

Archeologists summarize that the expansion took 
place for a variety of reasons. For example these 
Africans would have been enthusiastic about 
cultivating new lands for the purpose of agriculture. 
New lands and fields continuously needed to be 
developed as older fields became exhausted and 
this factor would further be more dominant is any 

drought was present. The Bantu expansion also 
initially avoided any territory already significantly 
inhabited, for example the Somalia and north-
eastern Kenya which were already occupied by the 
Nilo-Kushitic peoples of eastern Africa. The Bantu 
expansion was a slow migration which eventually 
would encompass the entire continent of Africa.


