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The Lower Congo region in Central Africa occupies a pivotal position in Bantu history.
Received knowledge tells us that it lies at the junction of two major Bantu subgroups, the
North-West Bantu and West Bantu, not only geographically, but also historically. Several
early studies have also located a secondary nucleus of early Bantu expansion in this zone
(Heine et al. 1977, Vansina 1984). Similarly, a lexical classification of Guthrie's zone C by
correspondence analysis has suggested that the coastal Congo area is at the start of a longterm wave-of-advance which resulted in the settlement of the Inner Congo Basin by Bantu
speakers (Wotzka & Bostoen 2009). However, it remains very poorly understood how and
when Bantu speech communities peopled the Lower Congo region itself.
So as to elucidate the language dynamics in this region, we present a new lexically-driven
phylogenetic classification of the 'West-Coastal Bantu languages' (Vansina 1995), consisting
of the languages belonging to Guthrie's zone H and groups B40-80 with a special focus on
Kikongo varieties (H10). In our dataset we integrated new Kikongo varieties collected during
recent fieldwork (2012-2015) as well as all historical Kikongo varieties for which we could
find extant data. The actual use of the latter is truly novel in Bantu studies. Our record starts
nearly 400 years ago (Cardoso 1624, van Gheel 1652, Brusciotto 1659), and further contains
material from about 200 years ago (Descourvières 1772, 1773, 1775, 1776, Tuckey 1818,
Koelle 1854), as well as over 15 sources for Kikongo varieties spoken a century ago, and
about 50 present-day varieties. We also included a further 50+ surrounding West Bantu
languages, both synchronic and diachronic varieties (e.g., de Cannecattim 1805), as well as a
handful of Grassfields and zone A languages from the North-West.
In order to infer our tree, we used advanced computational phylogenetic methods. We applied
a likelihood model of lexical evolution (which makes allowance for different rates of
evolution for the studied concepts) and Bayesian inference of phylogeny (using Markov chain
Monte Carlo -MCMC) with relaxed clock dating methods, calibrated with the historical
Kikongo sources on the one hand, and archaeological evidence on the other. This method
allowed us to provide a topology and date estimates for all nodes.
The results regarding the external classification show that the Lower Congo region is an area
of later settlement for a subset of West-Coastal Bantu languages, rather than a West-Coastal
homeland as claimed in the literature; whereas the results for the internal classification of the
Kikongo varieties has revealed the existence of what we want to term the 'Kikongo Language
Cluster' (KLC). The KLC is a disparate continuum of closely related Bantu languages spoken
in the wider Lower Congo region and constitutes a discrete clade within West-Coastal Bantu.
In addition to the H10 languages, this clade fully encompasses the B40 languages spoken as
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far away as Gabon, and even includes what we wish to term 'Kikongoid' languages such as
Kiyaka (H31), Kisuku (H32), Hungan (H42) and Samba (L12a) spoken in the Kwilu-Kwango
region (i.e., some H30 and H40 languages, as well as L12a, but not H20 languages). The core
Kikongo (KK) Language Cluster further fragments into four neat subgroups, for which we
use cardinal labels: North KK, East KK, South KK and West KK. The Congo and Inkisi
Rivers agreeably divide the Kikongo varieties within these sub-groups, with North KK and
West KK strictly to the north of the Congo River, East KK strictly to the east of the Inkisi
River, and South KK strictly to the south of the Congo River (bar one riparian variety). A
schematic representation of the relationship between the sub-groups within the KLC is as
follows:

Our multiple diachronic experiments indicate that parent languages of each of these four subgroups and the sub-groups themselves were already in existence about 1 500 years ago. This
time-depth thus considerably predates the emergence of the Kongo kingdom, which oral
traditions place in the second half of the 14th century. The state-formation processes that
accompanied the rise of the Kongo kingdom have thus no bearing on the existence of those
four sub-groups within the KLC, nor is the wide dispersion of the more than 30 core KLC
varieties a consequence of the Civil War during the second half of the 17th–early 18th century
(Thornton 1983). There is one region where the expanding Kongo kingdom did have a
noticeable classificatory effect on the internal divisions of the KLC, however, as it even led
to the emergence of a contact zone where South KK, East KK and North KK met, creating a
convergence zone. We have termed this emerging contact zone, situated north and south of
the unnavigable stretches of the Congo River, Central KK.
Finally, our phylogenetic classification of the KLC also allows us to tentatively propose and
date the migrations which underlay its emergence; cf. the map below.
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Our presentation addresses, inter alia, the following points from the call for papers:









Dataset: We present a novel dataset of lexical linguistic data for the (West) Bantu
languages, with both synchronic and diachronic data.
Are there bounded rates of change? For the first time, we now have actual
evidence for the rate of change over the past 400 years in this part of Africa.
What are the limits and expectancy of borrowing? Our Central Kikongo 'contact
zone' provides some empirical evidence to help answer this question.
Models with specifics inferred from the input data:
o a sub-classification tree: We present and discuss various trees, the main
results are based on a maximum-clade credibility tree.
o a historical sequence of events: We attempt to date nodes 1 to 5 seen in the
schematic representation above.
o a geographical division: We map our (time-dated) findings, contextualising
them historically.
Case study of a specific family/region: Our study is likely the most detailed for
West Coastal Bantu, and certainly for the Lower Congo region; our results are
compared with the available traditional classifications.
Synergies between linguistic and non-linguistic data: We cross-compare our
results with independent archaeological evidence.
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