
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
I am about to begin a series of lessons in our mother tongue.  Most of the 
information I shall present is obtained from a renowned phonologist by 
name Mafo Jacqueline Leroy.  I shall present this information in common 
language; hence, you should understand it with relative ease.  Where I 
delve into technical jargon, I shall define the jargon very clearly to the 
reader and learner.  Now, let us begin.   
 
Mafo Jacqueline has developed a writing system for us based on her many 
years of studying our language.  We should therefore not try to re-invent 
the wheels by attempting to redo what she has done.  The writing system 
was based on large measure to he detailed study of the phonology of our 
language.  You would do yourself a lot of good if you ordered a copy of 
her book entitled:  Le Mankon, langue bantoue des Grassfields 
 
Linguist from University of Buea (both foreign and native – notably Dr. 
Chibaka) have really applauded her for the work she has done.  In 
addi                                                                     
                                                                   -     
                                                -             , you would 
think they were ours.   
 
Also this; last July, a workshop was held in Dschang and all of the sounds 
or alphabets in nɨɣam n     ŋkuŋ were taught there among other 
Cameroonian alphabets.  A lot of changes were made on the list of 
Cameroonian alphabets that were developed several years ago.  That does 



not affect us because the new alphabet introduced already exist in our 
repertoire of alphabets.  
 
Having spent quit some time introducing the alphabets to you all, I am 
going to assume that by now, you all understand the sounds even if you 
have problems with a few.  In this dispatch, I shall include the complete 
list of alphabets for your use.  I shall also begin our first lesson which will 
be on noun classes.  After the noun classes I shall introduce you to the 
structure of words in our language – that way, you will get a good grasp of 
how words should be written - considering that we do not have a 
dictionary in the language.   
 
And also this.  In developing a writing system, we are not going to get a 
one-to-one mapping of the way we speak to the way we write.  There are 
going to be some exceptions.  So, please do not scratch your head and say 
there is inconsistency in the writing system.  All writing systems are 
developed that way; even English was developed that way.  Take for 
instance, there are a lot of words we write in English that do not 
correspond to the way we say them.     
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 
suhade@yahoo.com.  Here with are the alphabets and noun classes. 
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Lesson 1 

Noun Classes 
 
1.0 What is a noun class? 
 
  ŋ  ŋ is a nominal class language.   What does this mean?  This means 
nouns in our language are divided into groups or gender.  Each group (in 
the case of countable nouns) consists of two classes that are matched in 
opposition by singular and plural nouns.  In the case of none-countable 
nouns, only one class exists in the plural or singular form.  
  
For instance, a noun with the initial letter   located in nominal class 1 (see 
attachment) forms its plural in nominal class 2 with the prefix b  .  The first 
rule                                                                      
                                                There are some proto-bantu 
nouns, and there are not many of them, that do not have a prefix and will 
be shown with the character [ø].  The                                
                             ŋ  ŋ. 
 
There are two main classes of nouns.  Major classes and Minor classes.  
Most nouns form their plurals in the major class while a significant few 
form theirs in the minor class.  In the major class, most  nouns in  ɨɣ       
  ŋkuŋ or   ŋkuŋ form their plurals in class 6 with the prefix    .  The 
nominal prefixes (NP) of the singular nouns are:       ŋ  (class 3);     (class 
5) and    class 19.  The last set of singular nominal prefixes (    ) form 



their plurals in class 8 and 10 respectively with the NP   and   
respectively.  Please see the document attached.  Here are some examples.   
 
Singular    Plural 
  ɯə (        7)       ɯə   (trees cl 8) 
   kom (pan cl 5)      kom (pans cl 6) 
 dzam (axe cl 3)      ndzam (axes cl 6)  
  ʃ   (        3)      ʃ   (         6) 
     ŋ (millet cl 19)        ŋ(          6) 
    (house cl 9)       (houses cl 10)   
    (house cl 9)         (houses cl 6) [minor class] 
    ə  (notable cl 1)        ə  (notables cl 2) 
   ə (        7)        ə (        6)                
ŋ   ŋə (wood cl 3)   ŋ   ŋə (wood cl 10) [minor class] 
     ʔə (wine cl 6)        ʔə (        6)                    
 
                                                            10 or class 6?  There are 
some minor nouns in classes 3 that will form their plurals in class 10 and some in class 
7 and 9 that will form their plurals in class 6.  We also have non-countable nouns like 
wine [     ʔə] that stays in the same class. 
 
The above list presents only a few examples.  Please study the noun classes very well 
before we move on to the next lesson.  Once you know this, you will find writing the 
language very easy.  If you study this very well, you will realize why I translate “the 
language of the Mankon people” as:              ŋkuŋə and not          
  ŋkuŋə.  Here,    ŋ  ŋ                                     ŋ  ŋ        (stated 
literally in the plural form).  T                 ŋ  ŋə (Mankon people) is the plural 
        ŋ  ŋə    
 
O                                        əŋ  ŋə      ŋ  ŋə   T                     
ma is not a plural prefix in Mankon.  When Mafo Jacqueline Leroy started her study of 
the   ŋ  ŋ she identified ma as a cl 6 prefix and ba as a cl 2 prefix in her first book.  



However, after doing more research, she realized that ma and ba were proto-bantu 
prefixes and thus she dropped them in favor of     and    .   
 
There may be other reasons she chose    and   .  The sound or character   is what is 
known in linguistics as an archiphoneme.  In very simple terms, it means it is a sound 
that neutralizes other sounds that are uttered in about the same location in the mouth.  
This neutralization blurs the distinctive sound or character that it replaces.   
 
For instance,    ɯ, ə and a are simple vowels that are uttered in the middle of mouth.  
The sound   can neutralize ə and a; and, the back vowel ɯ can in some instances based 
on phonological rules neutralize   and ə.  Hence she identifies the back vowel ɯ as a 
simple vowel that is uttered at the middle of the mouth.   
 
                                                                                        ’  
just go along with what Mafo Jacqueline Leroy has done without asking too many 
questions on the writing system she has developed.  We should be very happy that her 
work has brought about significant changes in the way Grassfields languages in 
Cameroon are developed. 
 
There are also a few proto-bantu nouns in class 1a that have peripheral elements 
before the core, such as [an] or [ ŋ].  These proto-bantu nouns do not have a nominal 
prefix (NP) and form their plurals with the prefix is b.  Since the NP in class 2 is    and 
the proto-bantu nouns have an and  ŋ as initials, the vowel   in b  is dropped.  For 
instance:   
 
NP  Singular     Plural Prefix [b] 
ø   ŋgab   (antelope)    b ŋ      
ø  an    (pot)     ba     
ø   ŋgwe (bamboo)    b ŋgwe 
ø   ŋ ɯə (    )    b ŋ ɯə 
 
 



1.2 Syntagmatic Relationships 
 
The following prefixes:   ,    and    for all intent and purpose have syntagmatic 
relationships                              ŋ  ŋ.  In some instances, the core has an 
origin or a meaning.  In other instances, the core has neither meaning nor origin.  Mafo 
Jacqueline has identified the following three prefixes that form syntagmatic 
associations in   ŋ  ŋ.  
 
              
 
One might consider    to mean mother as in   nʤuʔə                             
            nt  ʔ   does not mean mother of nt  ʔ                      ʔ  ].              
     nt  ʔ   results in an associative relations, the meaning of the word is not the same 
as in the syntagma or sequence of the linguistic elements in the word   nt  ʔ  .  In 
other words, although    in   nt ʔ  acts as an associative prefix in nt  ʔ  , the meaning 
of the syntagma is at variance with the two linguistic elements of the syntagma.  Other 
examples include: 
 
  ŋ    (twin mother) 
  ŋ    (woman) 
m     ə  (white man) 
m  zam (river) 
m  ɣam (rainy season) 
 
In the word    ŋ    (twin mother), the origin or meaning of ŋ    is unknown, thus, 
the meaning of the syntagma is at variance with the two linguistic elements in   ŋ    
        ŋ   ].  This is also true of the syntagma in m    rə.  m   is the plural prefix in 
class 6.     ə  means round or wrap which would give the meaning rounds or wraps 
from the two elements of the syntagma.  However, the syntagma [m    ə ] means white 
man which is thus at variance with the meaning of the two linguistic elements (m  and 
   ə ).  The same would be true of m zam and m ɣam.  My conclusion is that some 
elements in the syntagma were borrowed from other languages or are proto-bantu. 


