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Abstract

The Bantu Orthography Manual is a resource for developing writing 
systems among the Bantu subgroup of Niger-Congo languages. It offers a 
strategy for orthography development, combined with a list of resources 
for Bantu linguistic information and the condensed advice of a coterie of 
respected Bantu linguistic experts. It offers readability and write-ability 
considerations whenever applicable. The Manual has a target audience: 
linguists gathering information for orthography development.

Procedures for a “participatory approach” to phonological analysis are 
described in one chapter. A series of charts help the linguist document 
and organize the phonological and morphological information gathered. 
The Linguistic Features chapter lists common linguistic characteristics of 
Bantu languages, describes the attendant orthographic challenges, and of-
fers suggested solutions, along with the pedagogical rationale for each.
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The best grapheme options are listed first; less desirable ones follow them. The format for 
each grapheme suggestion will be like this one: 

[ɑ:]	Options:	 <aa>

List of graphemes for the segmental aspects of a Bantu writing 
system

Vowels
Vowel System1.	 s 

Five-vowel systems: <2.	  i   e   a   o   u >

Seven-vowel systems: <3.	  i  e  ɛ  a  ɔ  o  u > or < i  ɨ  e  a  o  ʉ  u >

Vowel Length4.	 : <VV> 

Semivowels5.	 : <y> and <w>

Vowel elision6.	 : see Vowel elision 

Consonants
Liquid1.	 s 

[l] 	 Options: <l> or<r>

[ɾ]	 Options: <r> or <l>

Fricative2.	 s

[b]	 Options: <bb> or <b>

[ß]	 Options: <b> or <bh> or <v>

Nasals3.	  

Velar Nasal 

[ŋ]	 Options: <ŋ> (or <ng>or <ng’> or <ñ>

Palatal nasal [ɲ] (see “Labialization and palatalization” below)

Homorganic nasalization

Affricate4.	 s

[tʃ]	 Options: <c> (or <ch> or <tch> or <tsh>)

[ts]	 Options: <ts> or <tch>(less desirable Francophone)

[dz]	 Options:<dz>

[dƷ]	 Options: <j> (Swahili influence) or <dj> (French influence)

[ʒ]	 Options: <zh> or <jh>
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Implosive5.	 s

[ɓ]	 Options: <bb> or <bh> or <b> (or <’b> or <b’>)

[ɗ]	 Options: <dd> or <dh> or <d> (or <’d> or <d’>)

Double articulated stop6.	 s (Labialized velars) 

[k͡p]	 Options: <kp> or rarely <pk>

[g͡b]	 Options: <gb> or rarely <bg>

Geminate consonant7.	 s 

Prenasalization8.	  - Prenasalized labiodental fricatives

[  ͫf]	 Options: <mf> or, less optimally, <nf>

[  ͫv]	 Options: <mv> or, less optimally, <nv>

Prenasalization - 9.	 Prenasalized palatals 

[͡tʃ]	 Options: <nc>

[͡dʒ]	 Options: <nj>

 Prenasalization:10.	  Prenasalized velars

[nk]	 Options: <nk> or <ñk>

[ng]	 Options: <ng> or <ñg>

 Prenasalization: 11.	 Prenasalized double articulated stops

[n m͡kp]	 Options: <nkp>

[n m͡gb]	 Options: <ngb>

Labialization and palatalization12.	  - Labialized consonants

[tʷ]	 Options: <tw> or <tu>

 Labialization and palatalization – 13.	 Palatalized consonants

[tʲ]	 Options:<ti> or <ty>

Labialization and palatalization - 14.	 Palatal nasal

[ɲ]	 Options: <ny> or <ɲ> or <ñ>

Palatal nasal contrasting with palatalized alveolar nasal [nʲ] and palatalized palatal 15.	
nasal [ɲʲ] 

[ɲ]	 Options:	 <ny> or <ɲ> or <ñ>

[nʲ]	 Options:	 <ni> or <ny>

[ɲʲ]	 Options:	 <nyi> or <nyy>
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Labialized and palatalized consonants contrasting with CSV sequence16.	 s

[kʷe]	 Options:	 <kwe> or <kue>

[kuwe]Options:	 <kuwe> or <kue> or <kuue>

[pʲa]	 Options:	 <pya> or <pia>

[pija]	 Options: 	 <pya> or <piya>, <pja> or <pija>

Velarizatio17.	 n: see Velarization 
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Vowels
Since there are only five vowel letters in the Roman alphabet, we are left with the option 

of altering these currently existing letters to multiply the grapheme options.

Bantu orthographies most commonly have added ~ or ^ over a vowel to distinguish it 
from a similar grapheme, or put a line directly through it, as in <ʉ>. Underlining and, 
rarely, the placing of a dot under a vowel have also been used. These latter two options 
make letter/sound recognition slower, but with nine-vowel systems the need for contrastive 
representation requires ingenuity. The ability to type the characters is important for litera-
cy, but several Unicode-compatible options are now available.

Bantu phonology is highly sensitive to morphological considerations. Underlying vowel 
distribution within specific morphological slots is highly restricted, both in seven-vowel 
and five-vowel languages. Not only are vowels limited as to their distribution within a 
word, but there are rules which restrict their occurrence in sequence, especially within 
stems (Hyman 2003:46).5 Typically, there are more contrastive vowels stem-initially than in 
the rest of a Bantu word.

Vowel systems

Five-vowel systems

The standard five Roman alphabet letters are used for these systems, representing the  
vowels closest to those of the LWC in the perception of mother-tongue speakers.

Swahili’s five-vowel 
system is shown 
below (Maddieson:16)

Written form Phoneme Swahili English
i i tisini ninety
e ɛ -chelewa be late 
a a kwanza first
o ɔ kiboko hippo
u u ugali porridge

Front Central Back
High i/І u
Mid e/ɛ o/ɔ
Low a

Seven-vowel systems

Two kinds of seven-vowel systems are typical, with contrast for advanced tongue root 
(for simplicity’s sake, we are considering +/-ATR distinction as equivalent to tense/lax).

5 For an example, see Figure 1, Tharaka Vowel Coalescence.
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Seven-vowel system (lower type)

Front Central Back

High +ATR ɩ ʋ

Mid +ATR e o

Mid -ATR ɛ ɔ

Low -ATR ɑ

Seven-vowel system (upper type)

Front Central Back
High +ATR ɩ u
High   -ATR I ʊ
Mid   -ATR ɛ ɔ
Low   -ATR ɑ

Rangi (F33), Nyakyusa (M31), Nande (DJ42), and Vwanji (G66) are examples of the 
upper type seven vowel system. Oliver Stegen (pc) provided the following examples from 
Rangi.

Written form Phoneme Rangi example English
i ɩ irino mushroom
ɨ ɪ ɨmbwɨ spider
e ɛ kɨnene abdomen
a ɑ isalala drizzle
o ɔ ilolo fallow field
ʉ ʊ ʉnʉ mosquito
u u nguru strength

A word about the distribution of vowels in seven-vowel systems may be helpful. 

Affixes often contain a smaller vowel inventory, most typically five vowels. They may ex-
hibit phonetic variants with the five phonemes, though, if they harmonize with the vowels 
in the roots. The vowels in the augment and prefix actually can help prepare the reader to 
recognize the root.

Word-finally, even roots of words may have a smaller vowel inventory. There is often 
even devoicing of these word-final vowels. 

Nine-vowel systems

Bila (D32), like Budu (D332) and some others in northeastern DRC, has a nine-vowel sys-
tem with ATR-based vowel harmony (Kutsch Lojenga 2003:450-474). A nine-vowel system 
will have to distinctively represent the vowels /ɛ/ and /ɔ/.
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Front Central Back
+ATR i u

-ATR ɪ ʊ
+ATR e o

-ATR ɛ ɑ ɔ

The following section offers suggestions for orthographic representation of the vowels of 
a given language.

In choosing graphemes for each of the vowels, decision-makers must first consider 1.	
which of them are most closely associated with those of the LWC. These will 
probably be given commonly used vowel symbols. The remainder then will 
probably require diacritics to distinguish them. Possible diacritic modifications 
to a vowel symbol are: <←>, <û>, and <ū>. In writing systems which 
represent tone above any syllable, the first option, <←>, is preferable to 
facilitate recognition of both the vowel symbol and its tone. The Tharaka use of a 
circumflex (<û>, <î>) above two of its vowels would be inappropriate if tone 
were written over any of its vowels (it is not). 

If the orthographies of surrounding languages use certain diacritics for vowels, 2.	
this may affect your choice of symbols, especially if many people have learned to 
read using that system.6

For consistency, always use diacritics with the 3.	 same + or –  ATR attributes, 
because the contrast will be a natural one for the mother-tongue speaker. For 
example, do not use a diacritic on a [-ATR] front vowel, while also using it on a 
[+ATR] back vowel. 

One suggestion, 4.	 all other things being equal (i.e., never violate rule 3), is to add 
the diacritics to the least frequently occurring vowels. This facilitates speed for 
typists and writers, since the symbol won’t have to be written as often. It may also 
facilitate speed of symbol recognition for readers.

The suggested vowel graphemes are shown below, and they avoid diacritics above the  
letter.

V Options

5V orthography:		  < i   e   a   o   u >

7V orthography:	 either	< i  e  ɛ  a  ɔ  o  u > or < i  ɨ  e  a  o  ʉ  u >

9V orthography:		  < i   ɨ   e   ɛ   a   ɔ   o   ʉ   u >

Vowel length
Some Bantu languages have phonemic vowel length, while others do not.

Hyman (2003:42) lists five [potential] sources of vowel length in Bantu:

6 This assumes that the number of vowels in these nearby languages is equal to the number in the  
language in question. Underdifferentiation of vowels for a language should be avoided at all costs!
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Phonemic length1.	

Concatenation (either across morpheme boundaries or through consonant elision)2.	

Gliding plus compensatory lengthening3.	

Compensatory lengthening preceding a moraic nasal plus consonant4.	

Penultimate vowel lengthening5.	

This chapter addresses point 1 under “Phonemically long vowels.” It addresses points 2, 
3, 4, and 5 briefly, under “Conditioned long vowels.”

Rod Casali identifies two more sources of vowel length.

elision of one of two adjacent nonidentical vowels, with compensatory 1.	
lengthening of the remaining vowel (for an example, see the Tharaka vowel 
coalescence chart, figure 1

phonetic lengthening of underlying short vowels that bear surface contour tone2.	

In regard to this last point, it should also be noted that a long vowel (either phonemi-
cally long or one in which length phonologically conditioned or attributable to morphologi-
cal concatenation) may be longer, or at least perceived as longer, when it is realized with a 
contour tone (falling or rising) rather than when it has a level tone. 

Phonemically long vowels

Some Bantu languages have phonemic vowel length, while others do not.

Proto-Bantu has been reconstructed as having seven vowels /į,7 i, e, a, o, u, ų/ plus 
phonemic length (Hyman 2003:42). Many, but by no means all, Bantu languages have re-
tained phonemic length in their vowel systems. It is easy to determine whether a language 
has phonemically long vowels by sorting bisyllabic (CVCV) noun and verb stems using the 
participatory approach to language analysis. If there is phonemic vowel length, these stems 
will fall into two sets: CVCV and CVVCV. Noun stems containing consonant-glide sequences 
(Cy or Cw) or nasal-consonant sequences (NC), e.g., mb, nd, ng, are not used in this initial 
sorting for phonemic length. They will be used in the sorting for conditioned vowel length. 
If the sorting of the stems with glides and prenasalized consonants also results in two sets, 
there is no orthographically significant conditioning for vowel lengthening, and all long 
vowels must be marked as such.

If a language has phonemically long vowels, they must be marked in the orthography 
as long. The orthographic representation of phonemic vowel length is doubly important in 
languages where the marking of phonemic tone is done sparingly, because the fewer phone-
mic cues the reader has, the harder it will be for the reader to determine the meaning of a 
given word. 

Most Bantu orthographies denote long vowels by doubling the vowel symbol. The use of 
two identical vowel symbols seems to match Bantu speakers’ perception of vowel length: 
<aa>, <ee>, <ii>, <oo>, <uu>.

7 The vowels į and ų constitute extra-high vowels. The subscript diacritic is a convention peculiar to Proto-
Bantu vowels.


