CHAPTER 2

PROFILE OF THE XITSONGA LANGUAGE

2.1 , INTRODUCTION

As indicated in Chapter 1, the issue of language management in democratic South Africa is so
huge and complex that a general study would be difficult at masters level. As a result, Xitsonga
is the language chosen as a case study for the analysis of language management in South Africa.
The reasons for choosin,f:; Xitsonga as a case study were stated in chapter one. However,
Xitsonga language management should be understood in context. A historical background of the
Xitsonga language and its speakers would provide such understanding. This chapter provides
such history — the history of the Xitsonga language and its speakers.

2.2 A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE SHANGAAN/VATSONGA PEOPLE

Little is known about the history of the Vatsonga but they seem to have come from Delagoa Bay
which is at present known as Maputu Bay, (Shillington: 1987)

The traditions of the Vatsonga appear to have some Sotho and Shona influences (Cameron,
1986). Bill (1983) states that there were long established chiefdoms of the Vatsonga in
Mozambique during the 16th and 17th centuries. Junod (1977) says that two Jesuits, Don
Goncalo Da Silveira and Padres Andre Fernandes, who were in Africa in 1560, wrote letters to

Portugal, Goa and India describing the Vatsonga that they had met.

Bill (1983) and Junod (1977) state that other records about the existence of the Vatsonga as
early as the 14th century are found in the records of Portuguese explorers such as Vasco Da
Gama and in the records of the survivors of the many Portuguese shipwrecks along the
South-Eastern African coast. Cameron (1986) also confirms the presence of Vatsonga in
Mozambique as early as the sixteenth century. The most important Vatsonga kingdom was the
Tembe kingdom. |

Cameron (op cit) says that the Vatsonga were traders and were one of the first African
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communities to make contact with European traders towards the end of the fifteenth
century. The Vatsonga enjoyed trading with Portuguese merchants, swopping ivory and copper
for linen cloth. The Vatsonga also sailed as far as the Limpopo and Nkomati rivers to trade gold,

ivory, iron, copper and other articles among the Venda and the Sotho.

Sihlangu (1975) also gives a history of the Shangaan/Vatsonga people. Soshangana, who was
one of the Zulu king Shaka's commanders of the army, ran away from Shaka as Shaka thought
that Soshangana would overthrow him. Cameron (1986) says Soshangana was a leader of the
Gaza clan of Ndwandwe and he was a confident and capable young man. Sihlangu (1975) and
Cameron (1986) both show that after Soshangana ran away from Shaka, he went to settle in
Southern Mozambique where he came into contact with the Vatsonga people. Soshangana had

about hundred or so soldiers together with their dependents.

Although Soshangana and his people were in a minority, they had sufficient power to fight and
defeat the Vatsonga in Mozambique mostly because the Vatsonga were disunited. After their
defeat by Soshangana, the Vatsonga in Mozambique were absorbed into his kingdom. Sihlangu
(ibid) further states that Soshangana then named the Vatsonga after him and they became known
as the Shangaans. Soshangana created the Gaza kingdom between Delagoa Bay and the lower
Sabie River. The kingdom established by Soshangana became commonly known as the Gaza
Empire, Gaza being the name of Soshangana's grandfather. The kingdom created by Soshangana
was very powerful. This was demonstrated when he destroyed Portuguese settlements on the
coast and when in 1828, shortly before the death of Shaka, he defeated the Zulu army sent by
Shaka to fight him.

Some of the Vatsonga who were in Mozambique, who did not wish to be controlled by
Soshangana, fled across the Lebombo mountains to the former North-Eastern Transvaal,
where they settled. In the former North-Eastern Transvaal the Vatsonga settled amongst
the Vendas and the Pedis. Each of these tribes wanted to extend its territory and this

resulted in conflict amongst them.

After the death of Soshangana in 1856, a struggle for chieftainship developed between
His sons Muzila and Mawewe (Bill, 1983). Mawewe emerged the victor and Muzila and
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his supporters fled to the former Transvaal. Sihlangu (1975) states that in the former
Transvaal Muzila formed a friendship with the Portuguese Vice-Consul to the
Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, Joao Albasini, who helped him to return to Mozambique to
defeat his unpopular brother Mawewe in 1862. Albasini seized an opportunity to avenge
the Portuguese' defeat by Soshangana. After his death, Muzila was succeeded by his son
Nghunghunyani - who, again, was defeated by the Portuguese in 1895. This led to the
collapse of the Nguni empire in Mozambique (Bill, 1983). Shillington (1987) says that after
Albasini had succeeded in destroying the Gaza Empire in Mozambique, he captured the

Vatsonga people and sold them as slaves to the Portuguese in the former Delagoa Bay.

According to Davenport (1987) the Vatsonga took control of Delagoa Bay. They

occupied the coastal area from the Save river in Mozambique as far south as St Lucia Bay.
They spoke a language very different from Zulu. They differed culturally from the Zulu

in some respects — by being fish eaters, for example, whereas the Nguni in general had fish
taboos. The present day Vatsonga are therefore believed to have come from Delagoa Bay
which is at present called Maputu Bay. The major factor that stands out as having taken
them out of Delagoa Bay to the areas they occupy at present is trade. Their control of the
hinterland of the Delagoa Bay gave them a special role in the promotion of trade during the
eighteenth century. With the passage of time Tsonga traciing activities ranged inland, along
routes which reached the then iron-smelting regions of the former western Transvaal,

involving the Pedi as middlemen. (Davenport: 1987)

Today Vatsonga are found in the greater part of Southern Mozambique, some parts of
Zimbabwe and parts of the former Transvaal.. Map 1 shows the areas in which the Vatsonga are
mainly found. They are the former North and North-Eastern Transvaal. Some are also found in
Pretoria, Johannesburg and in the towns and farms between Pretoria and Pietersburg. In
Mozambique the Shangaan/Vatsonga spread from the ncwrth of the town known as Maputu to
the Great Sabie River. Some Shangaan/Vatsonga people are also found in South-

Eastern Zimbabwe.
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Map 1: Location of the Vatsonga Source: Giyani Archives
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