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Buntu Mtenyana 

Mr Buntu Mfenyana Is a socio-Iinguist who is par
ticularly interested in the origin of ISINTU+ the Af
rican way of life. Sash went to see him to find out 
more about the meaning of the words ubuntu* 
ubantu and abeLungu. 

If we want to consider the origin of the meaning 
of ubuntu we must separate the prefixes and suf
fixes that surround the root NTU, or what to the 
Sotho'sisTHO. 

NTU is an ancestor who got human society 
going- He gave us our way of life as human beings. 
It is a communal way of life which says that society 
must be run for the sake of all, This "human** way 
of life requires cooperation, sharing and charity. 
There should be no widows left alone, or orphans 
— they all belong to someone. If a man does not 
have a cow, then give him a cow to milk. There 
should be no poor person ohtckkileyo (a deprived 
person). 

This way of life demands cooperation in hunt
ing, food-gathering and so on. It includes the qual
ity of negotiating with others and trying to accom
modate others. 



The prefix UBU refers to the abstract. So 
ubuntu is the quality of being human. It is the qual
ity, or the behaviour, ointu society, ie, sharing, 
charitableness, cooperation. It is this quality which 
distinguishes a human creature from an animal or a 
spirit. When you do something that is not humane 
then you are being like an animal. 

The prefix abe is the plural of umu which refers 
to a person. So abantu are the people of mu soci
ety. 

Strictly speaking it's not possible to refer to the 
people who came in 1652 with a different way of 
life and took our land, as abantu. We distinguish 
those who came after 1652 with the words 
abeLungu or abaMhlope. This distinction could 
not have carried on if the new arrivals had shared 
the land and way of life in a humane way. 

AbeLungu refers to people who are privileged. 
If I were to arrive in a Mercedes Benz and wearing 
a suit, people would say umLungu oMnyanut 
ufikile a black privileged person has arrived. The 
root Mope simply means white. So abaMhlope are 
white people. 

Today the meaning you give to abantu depends 
on the Context in which you use it. If you go into a 
hall in which a riot has taken place and three black 
people and three white people have been killed 
you will simply say six people are dead (abantu 
bafile). "Later you may distinguish between their 
colours. But if you are saying that people are suf
fering because of the high rents then it is implied 
that you are talking about black people because 
white people arc privileged, they appear to be 
quite okay and without any problems.' 


