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NHAKA YADOKE 

(Summary in Shona) 
 
Kutsikiswa patsva kuri kuitwa bhuku rino richitobuswa saizvozvi 
icherechdzo yokukosha kwenhaka yatakasiyirwa naMuzvinafundo Clement 
Doke, avo vakatoita zvokudaidzwa nehurumende kubva kuSouth Africa kuti 
vazogadzirisa nyaya yezvebumbiro remanyorerwo eChiShona muna 1929. 
Vedzisvondo dzomunyika muno vakanga vava nenguva yakareba vatangana 
nebasa iri zvakasimba kubva muna 1903 vakazosvika pakubvuma muna 
1928 kuti vakanga vakundikan kuwana nzira yokuumba bumbiri rimwe 
chete ravaigona kushandisa vose kumatunhu ose avaishandira kwaitaurwa 
papazi akasiyana omutauro wedu. Senyanzvi yezvemitauro yavatema yainge 
yatombobudisa zvinyorwa zvikuru  mumutauro weZulu, Doke ndiye aka-
zokwamisa kugadzirisa nyaya iyi akaumba bumbiro rakavakazotambira 
vose. Mhasi uno ChiShona chava kuto verengwa pakati pemimwe mitauro 
mikuru yavatema yasimukira chaizvo kuburikidza nezvinyorwa zvakasi-
yana-siyana zvavakubudiswa mauri zviri kuramba zvichingowanda. Kuvapo 
kwebumbiro irori ndiko kwakaita kuti mabasa ose okunyora muChiShona 
abudirire, maumbirwo emutauro atsanangurike kuchitonyorwa mabhuku 
aizvozvi, mabhuku okudzidzisa mutauro nouvaranomwe achinyorwa, 
maduramazwi achinyorwa, vananyanduri vachizoteverawo nemabhuku eu-
varanomwe akasiyana-siyana, kusanganisira ngano, nhoroondo, nganonyorwa, 
nyaya pfupi, mitambonyorwa nenhetembo dzamarudzi akawanda. Izvi zvese 
zvava kukwanisikika nokuda kwebasa guru rakashandwa naVaDoke kareko. 

Basa rakaitwa naMuzvinafundo Clement Doke muna1929-31, vachibat-
sirwa nechikwata chevamwe vatatu vakanga vakamirira vedzisvondo, ndiro 
rakatipa hwaro hwokuumbwa nokuvandudzwa kwebumbiro remanyorerwo 
eChiShona kubva panguva iyoyo kusvika pari zvino. Zvavakawana mutsva-
kurudzo yavakaita panguva iyoyo namazano avakapa kuhurumende zvaka-
zobudiswa chatova chinyorwa chakazobudiswa ratova bhuku rino, Report 
on the Unification of the Shona Dialects (Doke, 1931a). Bhuku irori ndiro 
rava kutsikiswa patsva richiperekedzwa nenhanganya ino iri muChiShona 
nemamwe mashoko okuvamba ari muChiRungu kuitira kuti vadzidzi 
nevamwe vaverengi vanhasi vawane nhoroondo yakakwana yakwakabva 
bumbiro rezvemanyorerwo ratava kushandiswa, kubva pakaumbwa roku-
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tanga chairo naMuzvinafundo Doke muna 1931, rikapuwa semazano 
akatambirwa nehurumende nevedzisvondo dzaiva ndidzo dzaiva nezvikoro 
zvaidzidzisa vanhu vatema panguva iyoyo. Bumbiro raDoke irori rakazod-
zokorodzwa zvimwe zviperengo bebatanidzo zvichishandurwa kaviri kese, 
muna 1955 nomuna 1967, asi zvaishandurwa zvacho zvakanga zvisina ku-
wanda. Nokudaro mamiriro ebumbiro racho sechiumbwa aingosara akadaro, 
uye pfungwa huru dzaitungamirira vairikwenenzvera vacho dzaingorambawo 
dziichienderana. Saka basa guru rakanga ratoshandwa kare naVaDoke. 

Nhoroondo yekuumbwa nokuvandudzwa kwebumbiro remanyorerwo 
eChiShona rinozazanira zana remakore nemakore mashanu, kubva paka-
tanga-tanga vauyi kuedza kunyora mapazi omutauro wedu munzvimbo dza-
kasiyana-siyana dzavakanga vapfekera. Panguva iyoyo, kana zita rokuti 
ChiShona rakanga risati ratombobatira, kana madziteteguru edu akanga as-
ingatomborishandisi. Kuuya kwazoita vedzisvondo dzechiKristu va-
chitevera maPioneer eBritish South Africa Company vachitora nyika 
voumba Southern Rhodesia ndipo pakazotanga basa chairo rine chinangwa 
rokuti mutauro weChiShona unyorwe. Vana mufundisi vedzisvondo dza-
kasiyana dzakadzika midzi kuma1890 dzikatandira mumatunhu enyika 
akasiyana ndivo vainyanyoita shungu nebasa iri, chinangwa chavo chiri 
chekuti vawane nzira yokunyora naya Bhaibheri mururimi rwavagari ve-
muno, vagozokwanisa kuparadzira shoko raMwari pakati pavo, svondo 
dzavo dzichikura nokupararira.  Pakati pedzisvondo idzodzi paitova nekuk-
wikwidzana, asi vakakurumidza kuona kuti, vanhu vaiva munzvimbo dzose 
dzavaishandira idzi vaiva vanhu vamwe chete, vanomutauro mumwe chete 
wavaishandisa vachinyatsonzwana, kunyange zvazvo mutauro iwoyu wai-
tova nemapazi awo aiva nepamwe pawairatidza siyano dzakati kuti ku-
matunhu akasiyana. Nokudaro vakaona kuti zvaitozovarerukira ivo pachavo 
kufambisa basa ravo rokuparadzira vhangeri kana vakawana nzira yokun-
tora Bhaibheri rimwe chete ravaizoshandisa munzvimbo dzose idzi. Kana 
vatsigiri vavo vakaita seveBritish and Foreign Bible Society vaivavabatsira 
kutsikisa mabhuku evhangeri avaida kushandisa mudzisvondo nokuti 
zvizonyanya kuvadhurira kubudisa maBhaibheri akasiyana mumapazi akas-
ina omutauro mumwe chete aizongoshandiswa munzvimbo diki nevanhu 
vashoma. Nokufamba kwenguva, vakaona zvakare kuti zvaitova nyore 
kukwezva vanhu kuti vauye kusvondo dzavo kana pane zvimwe zvavaizod-
zidziswa zvaivabatsira kwete shoko raMwari roga. Saka vakatangisa 
zvikoro zvakawanda zvematanho epasi pavaiita kuti vanhu vangokwanisa 
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kuverenga nokunyora Mukudzidzisa kuverenga nokunyora umu ndimo 
makazoita kuti kubudiswe mamwewo mabhuku okuverenga ane nyaya dza-
kasiyana dzaisanganisira ngano, nhoroondo nezvimwewo zvoupenyu 
zvainakidza vanhu. Vainyanya kuzobudirira pane zvedzidzo izvi ndivo 
zvakare vaizonyanya kubatsira pakuparadvira vhangeri ravo, vamwe vaz-
hinji vachitovashandira sevaturikiri nevaparidzi.  

Nokufamba kwenguva, hurumende yeSouthern Rhodesia yakazenge yava 
kubatsirawo vedzisvondo ivava norutsigiro rwemari dzokufambisa mabasa 
omuzvikoro zvavo. Kubva pakapuwa vachena vaitonga panguva iyoyo ma-
simba okuzvionera pane zvimwe zvizhinji neBritain muna 1923, masimba 
eutongi eBritish South Africa Copany akabva apera, kwava kuchiumbwa 
hurumende yeSouthern Rhodesia. Vehurumende ivava vakatozosvika paku-
taurira vedzisvondo ava kuti vaifanira kuwirirana kuti mabhuku avaibudisa 
nokushandisa muzvikoro zvavo ari mumutauro weChiShona ave akafanana 
kuitira kuti vawane rubatsiro rwehurumende urwu. Saka vedzisvondo ava 
vakatowedzerwa shungu dzokuti vaumbe bumbiro remanyorerwo eomu-
tauro weChiShona raizokwanisa kushandiswa kumatunhu ose aitaurwa mu-
tauro iwoyu, mabhuku avo achitoreka kuvanhu vaitaura mapazi awo akasi-
yana. Nyaya iyi yakanga yagara iri mudariro paiitwa misangano yesangano 
revedzisvondo rainzi Southern Rhodesia Missionary Conference kubva 
muna 1903. Kwakatenge kwaumbwa komiti yaiongorora nezvenyaya yez-
vamanyorerwo eChiShona asi, pasisangano yose yaipota ichiitwa ne-
veSRMC  kwapera makore mavir kana matatu, hapana chavakakwanisa 
kunyatsowirirana kana kusunga kusvikira 1928. Pamusangano wa1928 
ndipo pavakazobvuma kuti ivi pachavo vakanga vakundikana, kwava kuisa 
chichemo kuhurumende kuti kudaidzwe nyanzvi yezvemitauro yaizovabat-
sira kugadzirisa nyaya iyoyi. 

Uku ndiko kudaidzwa kwakazoitwa Doke, uyo akanga ari nyanzyi yezvemi-
tauro yevatema aishanda samuzvinafundo paYunivhesiti yeWiwatersrand ku-
Johannesburg. Doke ndiye akazokwanisa kugadzirisa nyaya iyi, kwava kuumba 
bumbiro rokutanga raizoshandiswa kumatunhu ese aitaurwa ChiShona muZim-
babwe. Bumbiro irori rakabva rangonzi nderomuunganidzwa. 

 
Bumbiro roMuunganidzwa, 1931 
Gadziridzo yoKutanga, 1951 
Dadziridzo yeChipiri, 1967 
Mabasa oKuvandudza Mutauro  
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DOKE AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
STANDARD SHONA 

1. Introduction 
This introductory chapter is an assessment of Doke's contribution to the de-
velopment of Shona as a standard literary language since he submitted his 
Report on the Unification of the Shona Dialects in 1931. It is intended to 
place this Report (Doke, 1931a) in the context of subsequent developments 
to the present, but initially the background leading to the commissioning of 
Doke to do this work is given from 1903. The report is now being re-issued 
by the ALLEX Project as a photographic reprint of the original. Therefore, 
this chapter is in fact a critical evaluation of the Report, which is given in 
the form of an historical review covering a period of about 100 years. In a 
sentence, the impact of Doke's work was immense and his influence is still 
evident in virtually all the developments that have taken place in Shona 
since 1932. Whether one looks at the writing system itself, or one looks at 
Shona phonetics, grammar, vocabulary or literature, Doke's Report has re-
mained the major reference point. 

In making such an assessment, one now has the benefit of 75 years of 
hindsight, which makes it possible to make a whole series of pertinent ob-
servations. First, we must note that Doke was invited to intervene and settle 
the contentious issue of a common Shona orthography, which the early mis-
sionaries had been addressing seriously during the previous 25 years but had 
failed to resolve.  Secondly, the intensive work that he did with missionary 
representatives from 1929 culminated in his report, which was accepted by 
the government, and his recommendations were implemented almost in their 
entirety in the African education system which at that time was run by the 
missionaries. Thirdly, he did manage to come up with a common writing 
system for all the Shona dialects of Zimbabwe that are spoken outside the 
administrative provinces of Matabeleland. The major principles on which he 
based this unified Shona orthography have been maintained to the present, 
that is, the principle of distinctiveness of symbols used in the alphabet and 
the choice of a conjunctive system of word division as being appropriate for 
an inflecting or agglutinative language. 

By and large, the actual provisions that were made in that orthography 
have been maintained to the present despite two revisions of the orthogra-
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phy in 1955 and 1967, the total effect of which was to replace six of Doke’s 
original eight phonetic symbols /ɓ, ɗ, ʂ, ʐ , ʃ, ʒ, ŋ, υ/ with Roman letters 
and to make a few minor changes in word division. This standard orthography 
plus the other recommendations that Doke made on the writing up of the 
grammar, the pooling of vocabulary and compiling of dictionaries, the devel-
opment of a written literature and the creation of a standing committee to advise 
on language and the promotion of writing and literacy, have made it possible 
for Shona to develop into one of the major literary languages of the region. 

In addition to recommending the official use of the collective term Shona, 
it is also important to note that Doke selected the Zezuru dialect cluster as 
the basis for both standard spelling and grammar, with significant influence 
from Karanga and progressively less influence from Manyika, Ndau and 
Korekore, while Kalanga was to be counted as a separate language alto-
gether. In its written form, the standard Shona that we have today is mainly 
Zezuru-based, while Kalanga is now classified as a minority language, 
along with several other minority languages that later became the subject of 
Hachipola's survey (1998). It was Doke who recommended that Shona and 
Ndebele be the two African languages that were to be recognized officially 
in the areas in which they were predominant and that all the other languages 
be basically ignored, which is precisely what has happened since then. In-
deed, very little attention has been paid officially to Zimbabwe's fourteen 
minority languages, which are mostly also cross border languages with 
populations of about one per cent each or less in Zimbabwe, viz: Kalanga, 
Shangani, Cewa, Venda, Tonga (cp. Zambia), Nambya, Sotho, Chikunda, 
Sena, Xhosa, Tonga (of Mutoko), Barwe, Hwesa and Tshwawo (the only 
non-Bantu African language in Zimbabwe).  So, even some of those rec-
ommendations that Doke made but were peripheral to his terms of refer-
ence, have also proved to be important insofar as they have affected policy 
and practice over the years. Thus, all the major issues on the standardization 
and development of Shona, on national language policy in Zimbabwe 
(Chimhundu, 1997 & National Language Policy Advisory Panel, 1998) and 
on policy on language in education in particular, can only be fully under-
stood and appreciated with reference to Doke. Hence the decision to pro-
duce this re-issue of Doke's Report with an introductory chapter that evalu-
ates his contribution in the context of what happened after 1931. 

In terms of organization, this chapter on Doke's legacy is divided into sec-
tions that follow a chronological order but it is written in the style of a criti-
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cal review rather than a narrative. The historical review starts with the early 
efforts of the missionaries to come up with a common writing system for the 
language under the auspices of the Southern Rhodesia Missionary Confer-
ence (later renamed the General Missionary Conference of Southern Rhode-
sia) from 1903-1928, followed by Doke's intervention in 1929-1931 and 
culminating in his Report on the Unification of the Shona Dialects, and 
then by implementation of the report from 1932, and then by mounting 
criticism of the special symbols and what some considered to be excessive 
conjunctivism from 1946 in particular. This criticism eventually led to the 
changes that were made in 1955 by the Shona Language Committee mainly 
to remove the special phonetic symbols. However, while some problems 
were solved, more were created because ambiguity was the result in several 
cases where some of the Roman letters now represented more than one con-
trastive sound or phoneme. More changes were made again by the Shona 
Language Committee in 1967 to restore the principle of distinctiveness 
without having to resort to the use of special symbols as Doke had done. At 
the same time, the Committee also drew up an elaborate set of rules for 
word division but the basic conjunctive system that had been designed by 
Doke was retained although conjunctivism was slightly reduced.  

It is this "new" orthography of 1967 that we, in fact, now refer to as the 
current orthography, which is being used to write standard Shona today be-
cause there has not been another revision since then. In reality, this current 
orthography is a compromise between the two previous ones in that it re-
stored the principle of distinctiveness or "one sound one symbol" (Doke, 
1931a: 84) while using only the Roman letters or their combinations to rep-
resent the 32 phonemes that Doke had identified in Shona and had repre-
sented in the alphabet using a mixture of Roman letters and phonetic symbols. 
So, in addition to discussing the merits and demerits of the "new " orthogra-
phies of 1931, 1955 and 1967, we will discuss problems that are experienced 
today by Shona speaker-writers in both spelling and word division as they use 
the current orthography. We will touch on the debates on proposed solutions to 
accommodate various dialectal features, and we will also indicate more recent 
trends towards full standardization, especially those that have a bearing on 
Doke's original ideas of unification and standardization of Shona, and on the 
recognition or otherwise of the other indigenous languages of Zimbabwe. 

This treatment should be particularly useful for teachers and students of 
Shona who are interested in the history of writing in the language, in lan-
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guage policy and planning issues, and in dialect studies. However, for the 
latter, further reference has to be made to Doke's more detailed Compara-
tive Studies in Shona Phonetics (1931b), for which he reserved the details 
of his findings from the fieldwork that he conducted across the country with 
the help of the missionaries and others. 

2. Early Missionary Efforts, 1903-1928 
One can go back to the period preceding the arrival of the Pioneer Column 
and the creation of Southern Rhodesia by the British South Africa Company 
to find writings on the Shona language in English and compilations of 
Shona vocabulary, such as Bleek’s The Languages of Mosambique (1856) 
and Elliot’s Dictionary of the Ndebele and Shona Languages (1887), 
which were followed by Hartmann’s English-Mashona Dictionary (1894). 
However, serious efforts to design a Shona orthography did not begin until 
1903 when the missionaries started addressing this question collectively 
after a number of divergent systems had already emerged. 

 The main participants during the next twenty-five years that pre-
ceded unification were members of various Missionary Societies (i.e. de-
nominations of the Christian churches) operating in different parts of the 
country. However, their efforts were uncoordinated. The individuals who 
were attempting to reduce the language to writing based their writing sys-
tems on their limited knowledge of the speech varieties of their own imme-
diate areas, which also tended to be peak dialects that exhibited the greatest 
number of unique features. They ended up with divergent systems of spell-
ing and the problem was further compounded by the preference of most of 
them for disjunctive word division, which split Shona words into small 
component parts that were deemed to be equivalent to English translations, 
although Shona is an inflecting or agglutinative language. To add to this 
confusion, the orthography used by the officials of the Native Department 
“varied considerably from man to man” (Doke, 1931a: 5). Despite all this 
confusion, there was a general realization from the beginning that the people 
of these different areas shared a common language, and the search for a so-
lution to the divergent orthographies continued. 

The leading figures who were engaged in the early efforts to design a 
Shona orthography were all missionaries based at different stations run by 
different denominations around the country. Chimhundu (1992a: 97-100) 
gives details of the early central stations from which seven denominations 
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had established extensive networks of out-stations in different regions of the 
country by 1900, noting the competition and rivalry between them while 
they expanded their spheres of influence. Apart from the London Mission-
ary Society, which had come into Matabeleland much earlier and had estab-
lished two missions near Bulawayo at Inyati (1859) and Hope Fountain 
(1870), all the other churches founded their mission headquarters during the 
1890s “in the wake of the British South Africa Company’s occupation of 
the country” (Zvobgo, 1973: 63). The Wesleyan Methodists operated from 
Waddilove Mission (established 1892) near Marondera in what is now 
Mashonaland East Province and from Epworth Mission (also established 
1892) near Harare. The Catholics operated from Chishawasha (1892) near 
Harare and from Triashill (1896) near Rusape in Manicaland, a province 
they shared with the Methodist Episcopal (United Methodist) Church op-
erating from Old Umtali (1892) and the Anglican Church operating from 
St Augustine’s (1898), both near Mutare. The American Methodists estab-
lished their headquarters further to the south, east of Mutare, where they 
operated from Mount Selinda (1893) and from Chikore (1893). Operating 
from Morgenster Mission (1891) near the Great Zimbabwe, the Dutch Re-
formed Church established a predominant influence in Masvingo (then 
Victoria) Province. 

Thus, when we consider Doke’s recommendations below, not only on 
Shona orthography but also on other general issues on language in the coun-
try, we need to assess them in this given context in which four realities on 
the ground must be noted. First and most importantly, the different church 
denominations operated in clearly distinct areas far away from each other, 
except around the bigger towns of Harare and Mutare where two different 
denominations had missions within fifty miles of each other. So the individ-
ual missionaries who were engaged in efforts to find a common writing sys-
tem for Shona came to the meetings of the Southern Rhodesia Missionary 
Conference (SRMC) as representatives of the dialects of the different re-
gions in which they operated or where their churches were predominant. 
Therefore, as a result of this approach to missionary work, language study 
and literature development, Doke (1931a: 5) notes that: 

 
“… four distinct dialects have been pushed into prominence, viz. 
Karanga in the ‘Victoria Circle’, Zezuru in the ‘Salisbury Cir-
cle’, Manyika in Manicaland, and Ndau in Melsetter.” 



 13

Secondly, there was no mission headquarters for any denomination in the 
Korekore area of north-eastern Zimbabwe. So Korekore was not represented 
and, not surprisingly, this dialect was not seriously considered in Doke’s 
union orthography. Thirdly, the Kalanga dialect of the south-western area 
where the London Missionary Society was operating was presumed to be 
part of Matabeleland and was excluded from union Shona partly for reasons 
of administrative convenience.  Fourth, the long distances between the mis-
sion headquarters of the different denominations and the mode of travel at 
that time made frequent communication very difficult, even assuming that 
that this was desired or attempted. So the result was regionalization of 
church operations. 

While this regionalization of church operations was becoming a perma-
nent feature of Zimbabwe, each Christian denomination was recognized by 
the government as a Responsible Authority for African education, a situa-
tion that only changed during the UDI (Unilateral Declaration of Independ-
ence 1965) period when, for most schools, this authority was transferred to 
district councils (Chimhundu, 1992a: 97).  As far as the question of a com-
mon writing system for Shona was concerned, the consequence was that: 

 
“… the efforts of the Southern Rhodesia Missionary Conference 
to resolve the problem of the Shona orthography were fruitless 
because the church representatives participating in the discus-
sions took the stance of provincial and tribal defenders, and 
every meeting on this matter between 1903 and 1928 ended in 
deadlock” (Chimhundu, 1992a: 99). 

 
The individual missionaries who made notable efforts to design orthogra-

phies based on the dialects of their different areas are listed by Magwa 
(1999: 10) as follows (with mission stations in brackets): Dr W.L. Thomp-
son (Mount Selinda), J.E. Hatch (Rusitu), A. Burbridge (St Benedict’s), J. 
Springer (Old Umtali), Mrs H.E. Springer (Old Umtali), B.H. Barnes (St 
Augustine’s), A.A. Louw (Morgenster), Mrs C.S. Louw (Morgenster) and 
H.W. Murray (Morgenster). All concerned agreed that it was desirable to 
find a uniform system of writing the language (i.e. Shona) and this question 
came up regularly at meetings of the SRMC. When this item was first put 
on the agenda of the Conference in 1903, the missionaries only talked about 
the dialects that made up the Shona language but nothing of substance was 
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discussed on the orthography. At the next meeting in 1905, the Rev. A.A. 
Louw read a paper on the local languages, which was followed by general 
discussion. However, the matter of a common orthography for Shona was 
only addressed directly at the next conference in 1906 when a committee on 
Shona was set up under the leadership of the Rev. A. Springer of Old Umtali 
Mission. This was after the missionaries had found that it would not be easy to 
reach consensus on many issues in the three main areas of vocabulary, spelling 
and word division, all of which they needed to produce a Shona Bible. 

This remained the trend at subsequent conferences and no solution was 
found. In fact, in 1920, the committee on Shona decided to shelve the pro-
ject of a common version of the scriptures because it was felt that the cir-
cumstances did not permit. Although this committee was revived in a differ-
ent form in 1922, the missionaries still failed to find a solution by 
themselves. So, in 1928, they decided to appeal to the government to intervene 
and Professor Doke was invited from South Africa to come and study the situa-
tion and make recommendations. This Doke did in the form of the Report 
(1931a) that is now the subject of review in this introductory chapter. For the 
Shona language, the most important one of Doke’s recommendations was 
number 7 (pp. 85-99), which settled the question of a common orthography 

However, before we proceed to discuss what Doke actually did, it is nec-
essary to note the reasons for the particular interest of the missionaries in 
this whole process. The interest of the missionaries was certainly not aca-
demic or linguistic but evangelization. They needed a Bible that could be 
produced in one form that could be used in all the dialect areas, because 
producing different versions for each area would be too expensive for the 
respective population sizes. Support for publication was undertaken by the 
Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) and the British 
and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS), which actually published a number of 
smaller items in the different dialects and orthographies. The missionaries 
also needed to produce vernacular readers, which they could use in their 
African schools. At the same time, the Native Department was also demand-
ing that the language question should be settled in order to facilitate some of 
their administrative activities. We must also note that Southern Rhodesia 
had attained responsible government status in 1923.  

So the position by 1928 was that the government was willing to let the 
vernaculars be used as media for instruction in the first years of African 
education, but it would only give grants-in-aid for the production of text-
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books and readers for Mashonaland and Matabeleland if single versions 
could be determined for each administrative province by the Missionary 
Conference. There was no problem of dialectal variation for Matabeleland 
but it was not easy to agree on such common versions for Mashonaland 
without a common orthography. During the 1928 conference, two conflict-
ing resolutions were actually raised:  

 
• one to seek authorization to write in the two larger dialects, Karanga 

and Zezuru, and/or for standardizing these two; 

• the other to build a unified language based on Karanga, Zezuru, 
Ndau and Manyika. 

 
During the ensuing debate, they failed to arrive at a solution and the Confer-
ence (now the General Missionary Conference of Southern Rhodesia) 
agreed to seek expert advice through the government. The following com-
promise resolution was adopted: 

 
“This conference finds itself unable to decide at present between the 
alternatives of standardizing two languages for Mashonaland, viz. 
Chizezuru and Chikaranga, or of standardizing a unified language 
built on the four existing dialects. We therefore prefer to reserve our 
opinion till expert advice has been obtained. We would respectfully 
request the Government to approach the International Institute of 
African Languages and Cultures, with a view to obtaining a suitable 
expert to investigate and advise upon the matter.” (Doke, 1931a: 5.) 

 
In George Fortune’s words:  
 

“The result of this motion was that Professor C.M. Doke, Professor 
of Bantu Languages at the University of the Witwatersrand, was ap-
proached to undertake the work. He secured a Traveling Scholar-
ship for Research from the Carnegie Corporation and arrived in 
Salisbury to begin work at the end of January 1929. The purpose of 
the visit was to make a thorough study of the language position 
throughout the country with a view to advising the Government upon 
a uniform orthography and a possible unification of the dialects, for 
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the standardization of an official language for that part of Rhodesia 
inhabited by Shona-speaking peoples.” (Anon., Undated 1: 12.) 

 
Doke worked closely with a Language Committee of three missionaries who 
were appointed by the government: (a) to collect data and explore the field; 
and (b) to represent the different dialects. One person, the Rev. B.H. Barnes, 
who was also the Chairman, represented the smaller dialects, Ndau and Ma-
nyika. Karanga was represented by Mrs C.S. Louw, and Zezuru by Rev. A. 
Burbridge. At the end of the assignment, Doke’s Report was presented to 
the Legislative Assembly of Southern Rhodesia in 1931 and it was accepted 
and implemented through the education system, which was actually con-
trolled by the missionaries themselves. 

3. The Unified Orthography, 1931        
All in all, Doke made a total of seven recommendations, mostly on Shona, 
but with some also touching on other aspects of language in the country, 
which we must also look at in this introductory chapter because of the im-
mense influence that his work has had over the years. The main recommen-
dations, to which Doke devoted the most space in his Report (1931a: 83-
104), were on “a unified orthography” (1931a: 83), which is actually the 
most important area for our purposes here. It is also in the area of orthogra-
phy that there has been the most controversy since 1931 and the most revi-
sion. Therefore, in this chapter, we will pay the most attention to orthogra-
phy, especially spelling, because any future changes are also likely to be in 
this area where debate is still raging.   

Doke’s main task was to design a standard orthography that would be 
used to unify the Shona dialects into a literary whole (1931a: 76). The pro-
visions of this “new” orthography are reviewed in this section, starting with 
the alphabet or set of symbols used for spelling (Recommendation 7), fol-
lowed by the rules of word division (Recommendation 6). Then the other 
aspects of this literary unification on which he also made recommendations 
will also be looked at, starting with grammatical standardization (# 4), fol-
lowed by choice of vocabulary (#5), procedures for implementing the new 
orthography (# 10 & 11), use of the collective term Shona for all the dialects 
excluding Kalanga (# 1, 2 & 3), and then finally the position that he took on 
Ndebele vis-à-vis Zulu (# 8).  
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This section will be mainly descriptive, with indications made on implica-
tions for the future, but the latter will be the subject of fuller treatment in 
other sections below, when we look at revisions that were made to Doke’s 
orthography (sections 4 and 5), and when we make a general assessment of 
Doke’s legacy in the context of on-going debates on the current Shona or-
thography (section 5), on standard Shona and on general policy on language 
in Zimbabwe (section 6). When examples are cited in the general descrip-
tion in this and in subsequent sections, we will use angle brackets < > for 
common orthography, slashes / / for phonemic script and square brackets [ ] 
for phonetic script where necessary to show allophonic variation.  

3.1 The Alphabet   

Doke aimed for “a good phonetic orthography” (1931a: 84) but the present 
writer believes it is fair to describe the outcome as phonemic. The 32 letters 
listed in his alphabet (Recommendation 7a, p.85) show that he made a bold 
decision not to restrict himself to the 26 Roman letters as these are used in 
English. His study of Shona phonetics had shown that the language had its 
own peculiar sounds that showed significant contrasts for which additional 
symbols were required if he was to maintain the principle of one sound one 
symbol. From the 26 Roman letters, he kept all the five vowels <a, e, i, o, u 
> and all the consonants except <l> and <q>, and then he added eight spe-
cial symbols < ɓ, ɗ, ŋ, ʂ, ʃ, υ, ʐ , ʒ> which he took from the International 
Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). With these eight special symbols added, Doke 
was able to come up with what was essentially a phonemic alphabet in 
which he made sure that “no one character has more than one value in any 
one dialect” (1931a: 84). 

 The phonetic descriptions of these symbols are given as the first 
items in the second column in each row below, while the significant con-
trasts which they can make are illustrated by using minimal pairs in which 
the second items are the other symbols representing different phonemes that 
are nearest to them in terms of articulation: 
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Symbol 
 

Phonetic Description Example Current 
Spelling 

Gloss 
 

ɓ  
 
b 
 

voiced bilabial implosive 
stop 
voiced bilabial explosive/ 
plosive stop  

-ɓata 
 
bata 
 

-bata 
 
bhata 

touch, 
catch 
butter 

ɗ  
 
d 

voiced alveolar implosive 
stop 
voiced alveolar explosive/ 
plosive stop 

-ɗaɗa 
 
dada 

-dada 
 
dhadha 

be proud 
 
duck 

ʂ  
 
s 

voiceless labialized alveo-
lar fricative 
voiceless alveolar fricative 

-ʂika 
 
-sika  

-svika 
 
-sika 
 

arrive 
 
stir, spin 
 

ʐ 
 
z 

voiced labialized alveolar 
fricative 
voiced alveolar fricative 

ʐino 
 
zino 

zvino 
 
zino 

now 
 
tooth 

ʃ  
 
s 

voiceless prepalatal/ 
palato-alveolar fricative 
voiceless alveolar fricative 

-ʃara 
 
-sara 

-shara 
 
-sara 

choose 
 
stay behind 

ʒ  
 
z 

voiced prepalatal/ palato-
alveolar fricative 
voiced alveolar fricative 

ʒara 
 
-zara 

zhara 
 
-zara 

hunger 
 
be full 

υ 
 
 
v 
 

voiced labiodental(denti-
labial)/ bilabial approxi-
mant 
voiced labiodental/ denti-
labial fricative 

υaŋga 
 
 
-vaŋga 

vanga 
 
 
-vhanga 

scar 
 
 
scoop food 
(from 
plate) 

ŋ  
ŋɡ 

voiced velar nasal 
voiced prenasalized velar 
stop 

-ŋura 
-ŋɡura 

-n’ura 
-ngura 

gnaw 
wash, bath 

 
From the very beginning, these special symbols drew a lot of attention. 

The symbols <ʃ, ʒ> were rejected right at the outset and they were replaced 
by <sh, zh> when the unified orthography was implemented. As we shall 
see later, the controversy surrounding the remaining six special symbols and 
the unique sounds that they represented was only resolved during the second 
revision of the standard Shona orthography in 1967.  
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As phonemes, these sounds have a wide distribution in clusters or combi-
nations of consonants in Shona, and they appear in 11 of the 47 digraphs 
and trigraphs that Doke recommended (# 7d, p.86): 

<dʐ> as in <-dʐara>, now spelt <-dzvara>, ‘plant’ 

<mŋ> as in <mŋana>, now spelt <mwana>, ‘child’ 

<nʐ> as in <-nanʐa>, now <-nanzva>, ‘lick’ 

<ŋɡ> as in <ŋɡoro>, now <ngoro>, ‘cart’ 

<ŋɡw> as in <maŋɡwana>, now <mangwana>, ‘tomorrow’ 

<ŋw> as in <kuŋwa>, now <kumwa>, ‘to drink' 

<ʂw> as in <-peʂwa>, now <-pesvwa>, ‘be provoked’ 

<ʃw> as in <iʃwa>, now <ishwa>, ‘(edible) flying termite’ 

<tʂ> as in <itʂo>, now <itsvo>, ‘kidney’ 

<ʐw> as in <-kweʐwa>, now <kwezvwa>, ‘be enticed’ 

<ʒw> as in <-ʒwinya>, now <-zhwinya>, ‘scream (esp. of pig)'.  

So when the special symbols were dropped or replaced in 1955 and 1967, 
the resultant changes were many. 

In addition to the above, we must also note a number of digraphs and tri-
graphs that had been listed by Doke but were also dropped or changed later, 
even though they did not involve the special symbols. The following have 
since been dropped: 

<nn, nny>, for Karanga long nasal /n/ as in <nna, kunnyara>, now 
<na, kunyara>, ‘four, to be tired’ 

<kh>, for Manyika aspirated /k/ as in <khamba>, now <kamba>, 
‘leopard’   

<ph, th> for Ndau aspirated /p, t/ as in < kuphaŋɡa, kuthetha>, now 
< kupanga, kuteta>, ‘to rob, to scratch (of hen)’ 

<xw>, for velarized /x/ in Karanga as in <uxwa>, now <uswa> 
‘grass’. 

The single letter <x>, which Doke had included to represent unvoiced pre-
velar fricative /x/ in Karanga, as in <xarani> ‘cotton thread’, was similarly 
dropped. The following have since been replaced: 
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<bɡ, mbɡ, mx, px>,  

in which velarization occurs and /w/ is realized as allophones [g, x], as in: 

<ibɡe>, now <ibwe>, ‘stone’ 

<imbɡa>, now <imbwa>, ‘dog’  

<mxaruŋɡu>*, now <mbwarungu>, ‘european dog’ 

(*after dropping the explosive /b/ as Doke recommended for <mbx> in 
Ndau) 

<pxaruŋɡu>, now <pwarungu>, ‘sugar cane’. 

All in all, 22 of the 47 digraphs and trigraphs on Doke’s original list have 
since been dropped or replaced.  

However, apart from <x> and the six special symbols <ɓ, ɗ, ʂ, ʐ  , ŋ, υ>, 
the bulk of the single letters of the union orthography have been retained to 
the present, that is, 25 out of 32 letters, or 5 vowels plus 20 consonants. This 
means that the core of the whole system has remained intact because di-
graphs and trigraphs are combinations of the consonants as these are repre-
sented by single letters of the alphabet. On the credit side, we must also note 
that one of the best decisions made by Doke was to recommend the digraphs 
<ty, dy> as neutral spellings to be used in the verbs <kutya> ‘to fear’ and 
<kudya> ‘to eat’, which have many different pronunciations in the different 
Shona dialects and sub-dialects. This decision has stood the test of time be-
cause, as Doke predicted, each of these two diagraphs is still being pro-
nounced by the locals in their own way: “… each diagraph to have a con-
ventional pronunciation, according to the district in which it is used” 
(1931a: 87-88). Another permanent solution to the problem of previous di-
vergent orthographies was his decision to use the symbol <υ> for “… ‘the 
bilabial -v, at present variously written b, v, w and y’” (1931a: 86). Also 
good for a practical orthography, was his decision not to increase complica-
tions by simply recommending the symbol <r> for the rolled consonant and 
not to represent the flapped /ɫ/ which also occurs in Ndau in variation with 
lateral /l/, which he also chose not to represent. 

Still, however, one notices over-elaboration and inconsistency in Doke’s 
representation of consonant clusters by combinations of letters of the alpha-
bet. From the examples that we have already given above, we have to query 
three decisions that were based on selective representation of features that 
were peculiar to specific dialects as follows: 



 21

• That “… the digraphs px, bɡ and mŋ must be used for plain velari-
zation of bilabials, and that in all other cases velarization be not in-
dicated other than by the semi-vowel”, i.e. <w> (1931a: 88). This 
was simplified in 1955 by using <w> in all cases of velarization. 

• That <kh, ph, th> be used to show aspiration in the eastern dialects. 
These digraphs were dropped in 1955. 

• That the unvoiced pre-velar fricative /x/ or <x> be used “to satisfy 
the demands of Southern Karanga, particularly the Mhari dialect” 
(1931a: 87). The letter <x> was dropped in 1955. 

• As has already been shown in the examples above, that <nny> and 
<mx> also be used to satisfy demands from Karanga and Ndau re-
spectively, yet a completely different position was taken that <υ> 
must be used in Manyika class 2 concords instead of <w> in order 
to conform with the other dialects (1931a: 97). 

These inconsistent decisions betray the results of lobbying by different 
members of the Language Committee for different renditions and a give-
and-take outcome. Not surprisingly, no reference is made to any similar 
demands from Korekore. After initially making the bold decision to base the 
alphabet on Zezuru as being broadly and sufficiently representative of the 
other dialects in terms of the basic contrastive sounds, this selective repre-
sentation shows inconsistency and added complications that were quite un-
necessary in a practical orthography. 

As regards <c, ʃ, ʒ>, these were really non-issues. Doke decided to use 
<c> rather than <ch> to represent the pre-palatal affricate /ʧ/, as in 
<cikoro>, now <chikoro>, ‘school’, arguing that, “It is quite unnecessary to 
use two letters, since c alone is not otherwise used to indicate anything in 
Shona” (1931a: 87). The decision to change to <ch> in 1955 was merely 
influenced by a desire to match its use in English. For the voiceless and 
voiced pre-palatal fricatives, Doke argued that, “ʃ and ʒ are the International 
Institute’s considered symbols to represent in Africa the sounds commonly 
written sh, zh” (1931a: 86). The rejection of < ʃ, ʒ> and the adoption of <sh, 
zh>, which we have already noted above, was motivated by the same desire 
to match English, i.e. sticking to the conventional Roman letters wherever 
possible, including their use in conventional digraphs. 

Two other important decisions that Doke made and have stood the test of 
time relate to diacritics and tone. Doke was clearly against the use of diacrit-
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ics or special marks such as dots superimposed on the conventional letters 
of the alphabet, arguing that these were unworkable in a practical orthogra-
phy. Instead he opted for the special symbols that we have already described 
to make all the necessary distinctions.  Similarly, he recommended that tone 
should not be marked in a practical orthography, arguing that context would 
give sufficient indication. This is still the practice today although some are 
arguing that this issue should be revisited because significant contrast can 
be made on the basis of tone alone. However, we must hasten to throw in a 
word of caution here because there are dialectal variations in tone patterns 
as well, even in lexical tone in some cases. 

Doke did recognize that Shona was a tone language, but in his analysis 
there were three flat tone levels -- high, mid and low (see examples on pp. 
74-76). However, there are three shortcomings in his analysis. First, as For-
tune later amply demonstrates in his Shona Grammatical Constructions (2 
vols. 1980-84), significant tone in Shona operates as a two-level register at 
high and low.  Secondly, tone is a factor that could have made clearer his 
treatment of the two features of aspiration and ejection in Manyika and 
Ndau (pp.67-9). Thirdly, the tone levels that he actually shows on some of 
his examples for Karanga and Ndau are incorrect (esp. on p. 75). Be that as 
it may, these are just points of detail. The basic decision that he made not to 
mark tone was practical and prudent.    

Now let us round off this section with some discussion of the guiding princi-
ples Doke adopted in coming up with an alphabet for the unified orthography. 
Doke based his orthography on the principles set out by the International Insti-
tute of African Languages and Cultures in a memorandum called “Practical 
Orthography of African Languages” (Doke, 1931a: 83). As a linguist himself, 
Doke also had advanced analytical skills which are quite evident in his “Outline 
of Shona Phonetics” (pp. 37-76) and in his description of the language situation 
in the country (pp. 3-37) in this Report. Therefore, unlike the missionaries be-
fore him, Doke operated on a sound theoretical base and he had clear phonetic 
principles and procedures for identifying the phonemes or basic sounds that 
were used in the Shona dialects to make significant contrasts. He was very clear 
about the need to maintain the principle of distinctiveness in a practical orthog-
raphy. Therefore, he set out to design an alphabet that was phonemic.  

A phonemic alphabet has the advantage of being unambiguous and it 
makes it possible for people to write more or less as they speak. However, 
therein lies the inherent problem that there is always the danger of defeating 
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one’s own purpose in situations where there is so much dialectal variation as 
in Shona because you want to be accurate in representing the spoken lan-
guage while at the same time you are trying to accommodate its varieties. 
The option of selecting one dialect and then sticking to it as the imposed 
norm was only available to Doke to a limited extent because of the diver-
gent orthographies that were already in place before he came onto the scene 
and because the missionaries who were appointed to work with him as the 
Language Committee were actually dialect representatives. Therefore, the 
general approach that was adopted was unification of the dialects, that is, to 
try and standardize by merger or incorporation of at least some elements 
from each one of the four dialects that were represented. As we will see 
later, most of the criticisms of Shona spelling today and demands for revi-
sion to represent more features are explained in terms of dialectal variation 
and lobbying to accommodate specific dialectal features. Not surprisingly, 
such complaints do not come from Zezuru.  

Doke did recognize the need to select a norm. For the purposes of design-
ing a common orthography for Shona, he chose Zezuru as the basis for his 
phonetic analysis for three reasons that were quite practical: 
 

• He had observed that the Zezuru dialect cluster included all the 
phonetic differences that were needed in unified Shona, i.e. repre-
sentation of the full range of the phenomena (sounds) to be consid-
ered. So one could operate on the basis that, by and large, what was 
said for Zezuru could also be said the other dialects. 

• He observed that there was minimal to nil variation in pronunciation 
within the Zezuru cluster. Therefore, one could operate on the logic 
that a unified orthography that was based on Zezuru would be the 
least complicated because pronunciation within the cluster was 
more or less uniform. 

• He also noted that Zezuru was spoken in the central geographical area, 
which was useful for comparison with the other dialects -- Korekore in 
the north, Karanga in the south, and Manyika and Ndau in the east. 

Chimhundu (2002, ch. 8) discusses other factors that have favoured Zezuru 
as the dialect of the capital Harare to the extent that it is now quite en-
trenched as the dialect on which other aspects of the on-going process of 
standardization are now also based (cp. Chimhundu, 1997). 
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As far as the development of the literary language is concerned, one must 
go back to Doke to fully understand and appreciate this trend. At the time 
that he compiled his Report, Doke was foresighted enough to declare in his 
concluding remarks: 

 
“By regulating the use of grammar, by definitely fixing the or-
thography, and by permitting as great a freedom as possible in 
the choice of vocabulary and idiom, I have every hope that a rich 
literary language will develop naturally and ultimately become 
an asset to the literatures of the world” (1931a: 104). 

Judging by the research, documentation and literary output in Shona after 
the implementation of the unified orthography that Doke designed, this has 
actually been achieved. 

3.2 Word Division 

The statement of rules for word division that Doke gives in Recommendation 6 
(pp.82-83) is quite simple and easy to follow when compared with the rules and 
qualifications that were subsequently worked out by the Language Committee 
in 1967 and described by Fortune (1972). We will discuss the latter in detail 
when we make a critical analysis of the current orthography in section 5. 

Before Doke came onto the scene, the Shona orthographies used were di-
vergent in both spelling and word division. However, word division gener-
ally tended to be disjunctive, with the writers being guided mainly by 
equivalent translations in English and thus splitting Shona words unneces-
sarily. The differences shown by the various scripts were only in terms of 
degree of disjunctiveness, with the notable exception of Mrs Sringer at Old 
Umtali, whose system came quite close the conjunctive system that Doke 
later recommended. Extreme examples of what was possible at that time are 
given in the unified orthography in these two part-sentences: 

 
1. … υa sikana υa ka ʂika pa tsime υa ka cera mvura. 

(… the girls arrived at the well and fetched some water.) 
2. … υana ɓaɓa na υana mai υa ka ŋɡa υa enda ku munda ku ndo sakura. 

 (… the parents, lit. fathers and mothers, had gone to the field to do 
some weeding.) 
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Doke recommended the conjunctive rather the disjunctive method of 
word division after observing that the function of stress in Bantu is word-
building and after noting that Shona has natural word division that is based 
on main stress or, as we now call it after Fortune, penultimate length as the 
word marker: 
 

“… by following this, and not dividing words according to the di-
visions in the English translation, natives are able to divide 
words accurately without fail” (1931a: 82). 

 
As guidelines, Doke gave only five rules to illustrate how this conjunctive 

system would be applied to Shona. Verbs were to be written as single words 
inclusive of their inflections, as in <ndicamuona, hatiυagoni, akaʐitaura, 
makazoitei>. This applied also to what he called true auxiliary verbs that 
serve to break up the predicate, like <-ŋɡa>, as in <Takaŋɡa tatoʂvika.> In 
possessives, the concords or prefixes were to be joined to the stem, as in < 
ɓasa ratete, mukadzi womunhu, ʐiɗo ʐenyu, ɡuta reHarare>. The conjunc-
tive formative <na-> was to be joined to the succeeding word, as in <sekuru 
nambuya, mbudzi neŋombe namakwai>. Similarly, both the monosyllabic 
locative prefixes <pa-, ku-, mu-> and the disyllabic locative prefixes <pana-
, kuna-, muna-> were to be joined to the succeeding word or portion of the 
word functioning as the locative stem, as in <paɓasa, kurwizi, mumba, 
panamai, kunamambo, munaishe>. It seems that, in practice, application of 
this rule was extended to the auxiliary verbs <-ri, - υa>, ‘to be’, as in < 
υarikutaura, aυakuenda>. Later criticisms of what some called excessive 
conjunctivism led to the separation of the disyllabic locative prefixes and 
verbs ‘to be’, so that from 1955 the above examples were written as <pana 
mai, kuna mambo, muna ishe, vari kutaura, ava kuenda>.  

Use of the hyphen was recommended only in the case of vowel coales-
cence which typically occurred in Karanga, as in <wakaɓato-musoro wake, 
vairise-ŋombe>, where the final vowel in the verbs <wakaɓata, υairisa> 
changes to <o, e> under the influence of the initial vowel in the succeeding 
word. Doke justified this rule by arguing that words such as <wakaɓato, 
υairise> would not otherwise exist. 

To wind up this sub-section, we would merely point out that the area of 
word division has been far less controversial than spelling. The substantive 
changes made in the area of word division are quite few by comparison, but 
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the statement of the rules has been made much more elaborate in the current 
orthography. 

3.3 Grammar 

On the point of grammar, Doke recommended that unification be based on 
Karanga and Zezuru because the respective missionary representatives, Mrs 
Louw and Fr Biehler, had come up with closely similar grammatical de-
scriptions of these two major dialects that accounted for more than half of 
the concerned population. On that basis, he came up with eleven noun 
classes in which singular-plural pairings were treated as one class: e.g. <mu-
, υa->, which we now treat as classes 1 and 2, were allocated to class I; 
<mu-, mi->, now classes 3 and 4, were allocated to class II; <ci-, ʐi->, now 
classes 7 and 8, were allocated to class III; and so on (see full list, pp.80-81). 

On this same basis, the decision was made not to include in class I the 
Manyika human plural prefix <wa->, which is a variant of the Karanga-
Zezuru < υa->, now class 2. Similarly, deliberate decisions were made to 
ignore Korekore <hu-, xu-> as variants of <tu-> in class VI plural, now 
class 13, and to ignore the Manyika sub-dialect Karombe’s <shi-> as variant 
of class III singular <ci->, now class 7. As for Ndau, Doke’s view was that 
the grammatical variations were mainly due to what he called Zuluisms (p. 81), 
which should not be incorporated in the standardized grammar of Shona. 

This has remained the position on all these points up to the present. 
Doke’s further suggestion that “a comprehensive grammar should be pre-
pared as soon as possible as a guide to literary work” (p. 80), was followed 
up by O’Neil (1935) who came up with such a grammar, with a clear bias 
towards Zezuru, as is reflected in the elaborate title A Shona Grammar, 
Zezuru Dialect. With notes on Karanga and Manyika by the Rev A.A. 
Louw (Jnr) and the Rev B.H. Barnes. As we will see later, when Fortune 
came up with his Shona grammars from the 1950s to the 1970s, his analysis 
was also largely based on Zezuru. So a trend had been set in the 1930s 
based on Doke’s recommendations. 

The most significant change that has been made to Doke's grammatical 
description is to increase the number of noun classes to 21 by: 

• separating plurals from singulars and assigning each half pair to its 
own class; 

• separating <ku-> infinitive class 15 from <ku-> locative class 17; and 
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• separating <ka-> class 12 from <tu-> class 13, <vu-> class 14 and 
<svi-> class 19. 

Credit for this change goes to George Fortune who wrote a number of 
Shona grammars (see 5.1.2). 

3.4 Vocabulary 

Doke recommended that a Shona dictionary should be compiled which was 
as inclusive as possible of synonyms and variants from those four dialects 
that had already been used as literary media, that is, Zezuru, Karanga, Ma-
nyika and Ndau. However, words from Korekore were to be admitted spar-
ingly, while the use of colloquial words from a number of specified sub-
dialects was to be discouraged: Budya (Buja), Shangwe and Tavara in the 
Korekore cluster; Karombe and Teve in the Manyika cluster; and Danda and 
Shanga in the Ndau cluster. Presumably, these sub-dialects were deemed to 
have too many peculiar features that would complicate or hinder the process 
of standardization through the unification strategy, but only Buja (Korekore) 
and Karombe (Manyika) are actually identified as peak dialects, along with 
Ndau (Ndau) and Mhari (Karanga) in those sections where Doke describes 
the characteristics of the individual dialect groups. Note that no peak dialect 
was identified for Zezuru, whose eleven sub-dialects Doke considered as 
constituting “Central Shona” (1931a: 31). 

In practice, this means that the following were permitted from all the 
other dialects in the main groups or clusters to be incorporated in the unifi-
cation process: 

• Synonyms such as <bveni, ɡuɗo, ɗeɗe, ɗiro, mutiro>, ‘baboon’; 
<kuυata, kurara, kurinda, kuyenzera>, ‘to sleep’. 

• Different forms of the same words, such as <bveni, bvene>, ‘ba-
boon’; <nzira, zhira>, ‘path, way’; <imbɡa, mbɡa>, ‘dog’; <buruku, 
burukwa, buruɡwa>, ‘trousers’. 

• Different meanings of the same word form, as in the cases: 
<mŋenje>, ‘torch’ and ‘grass’ (Ndau); <uswa>, ‘grass’ and ‘mealie-
meal’ (Ndau). 

Doke’s recommendation on vocabulary was quickly followed up by Rev. 
B.H. Barnes, who came up with the dictionary A Vocabulary of the Dia-
lects of Mashonaland in the New Orthography in 1932. Doke’s selective 
criteria (Recommendation 5) must have influenced the choice of vocabulary 
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by Barnes but, to be fair, he was rather idealistic insofar as he tried to be fair 
to all the dialect groups and all the missionary societies. The other diction-
ary that came out before the first revision of the union orthography was 
Beihler’s Shona Dictionary: A Shona Dictionary with an Outline of 
Shona Grammar Originally Compiled by Revd E. Beihler, S.J. This was 
published in 1950 by the Jesuit Fathers of Chishawasha Mission, just out-
side Harare and therefore also in the Zezuru area. As we will see later, de-
liberate effort has since been made to include more vocabulary from Kore-
kore and Ndau in the Shona dictionaries that were compiled much later by 
Hannan (1959 & 1974-81) and by the ALLEX Project team (Chimhundu, 
ed. 1996a & 2001).  

The remaining recommendations by Doke cover strategies for implemen-
tation of the unified Shona orthography (10 and 11), use of the term Shona 
itself (1, 2 and 3), a separate orthography for Kalanga (9) and recognition of 
Ndebele as the other African language to be used officially (8). As these 
were rather peripheral to his terms of reference, Doke did not devote much 
space to them, and we will do likewise here. 
 

3.5 Implementation 

On implementation of the Shona orthography, Doke’s recommendations 
covered two aspects, language examinations and production of materials. 
Government language examinations were to be reorganized and enlarged. 
Missionary workers were also urged to take these examinations. However, 
as we will elaborate later, the Native Affairs Department refused to cooper-
ate. On the question of materials required for implementation, he recom-
mended the production of uniform reading charts, elementary readers and a 
typewriter with a special keyboard. Teachers would have to be given sys-
tematic training in the new orthography and all the mission bodies were 
urged to use the new orthography in their publications, which they actually 
did, and to produce “a Union translation of the New Testament and ulti-
mately of the whole Bible” (p.103). The Shona and Ndebele Language 
Committees, which continued into post-independence Zimbabwe, had as 
their forerunner the permanent Advisory Committee on Language that was 
recommended by Doke. After the creation of the Department of African 
Languages at the University of Zimbabwe in 1965, the Professor and Head 
of Department became a member of both the Shona and Ndebele Language 
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Committees. Also consistent with Doke’s original recommendations was the 
creation of the Literature Bureau in 1956 to promote the development of 
literature in these two African languages. Doke had specifically recom-
mended that a language expert should be appointed to supervise the prepara-
tion of various materials (readers and textbooks) and to initiate a program 
for the development of Shona in which “the natives should be encouraged to 
contribute of themselves to the literature of the country” (p.103). He be-
lieved that all these strategies would facilitate a natural development as op-
posed to an artificial creation, and lead ultimately to the development of 
Shona as a great literary language. When today we look at the output by 
Shona writers and researchers, as is witnessed at such annual events as the 
Zimbabwe International Book Fair and Zimbabwe Book Publishers 
Association’s annual awards, we can argue that this dream has been 
achieved to quite a large extent.   

3.6 The Term Shona 

Before Doke’s Report (1931), Karanga had been used by some writers as a 
collective term since the days of contact between the Shona-speaking people 
and the Portuguese. The last such usage was probably in Francisque Mar-
connes’ elaborate book title, A Grammar of Central Karanga: The Lan-
guage of Old Monomotapa at Present Spoken in Central Mashonaland 
(1931). It was Doke who formally recommended the official use of the col-
lective term Shona for the clusters of sub-dialects that he had identified in 
his comprehensive survey and had grouped under the terms Zezuru, 
Karanga, Korekore, Manyika and Ndau. In so doing, Doke was acting on 
the recommendation of the Language Committee that was composed of the 
missionaries who had been appointed by the government to assist him.  
Doke stressed that a common term was needed for use with reference to the 
unified language that was spoken by the vast majority of the Africans in the 
country. Doke actually estimated that “… there are more than six times as 
many Shona-speakers as there are Ndebele-speakers” (p. 26).  

 Admittedly, the Shona-speaking people did not have a collective 
term to refer to themselves, preferring to identify themselves by their clans 
(madzinza), totem groups (mitupo) and chiefdoms (ushe), which existed in 
loose and perpetually expanding confederacies that nevertheless clearly be-
longed to a common ancestry, language and culture (Doke, 1931a: 78-80; 
Chimhundu, 1992a: 89-91). The language varieties that were identified by 
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the missionaries and Doke as dialect clusters and sub-dialects did not actu-
ally belong to any political entities or chiefdoms as such and, although there 
were describable patterns of distribution, there were no strict geographical 
boundaries between them. The etymology of the word Shona is unclear and 
could very well have started as a derogatory term coined by outsiders but, 
after Doke’s Report, it was readily accepted and today its unifying effect is 
well appreciated. Decades of publishing in Shona under the name Shona, as 
well as its use officially, in education and in the media, have led to the gen-
eral acceptance of the term. Attempts after 1980 by oral historians Aeneas 
Chigwedere and Solomon Mutswairo to promote the term Mbire as a possi-
ble substitute for Shona were quite unsuccessful. 

3.7 Kalanga 

Doke’s recommendation not to apply unified Shona to the Kalanga or Western 
Shona group of dialects was based on basically two arguments: that this dialect 
cluster had been physically separated from the other five clusters and now fell 
in the administrative province of Matebeleland; and that, although it definitely 
belonged to Shona (p.36), it now had too many features that were peculiar to 
itself. Among the examples of such features that he noted was the use of lateral 
/l/ instead of the roll or trill /r/ and the absence of the implosives /ɓ, ɗ/ that were 
commonly used in the other five dialect clusters (p.100). 

Accordingly, Doke proposed a separate orthography for Kalanga which 
had the same set of five vowels as for Shona but had only 23 consonants 
that included <l> but did not include <r, b, d, sh, zh>. However, Doke made 
three additional qualifications that proved significant in a negative way: 

• That, while Kalanga could be used for literary and educational pu-
porses, it should not be recognized as an official language. 

• That the education department in Botswana (then Bechuanaland, 
should be approached “to participate in the preparation, and cost of 
the necessary educational literature in Kalaŋga” (p.100). 

• That school books, or indeed any other books should not be pub-
lished in the Lilima or Nambya sub-dialects of Kalanga. 

In practice, this meant that: (a) Ndebele dominated both officially and for 
literary and educational purposes; (b) there was no collaboration in materi-
als production with Botswana; and (c) both Kalanga and Nambya were 
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marginalized to the extent that they are now regarded as separate minority 
languages, i.e. as unrelated to Shona. 

3.8 Ndebele 

In his very first recommendation, Doke stated very clearly that only two Afri-
can languages were to be recognized officially in the country: one for the main 
Shona-speaking area, including the non-Shona areas south of the Karanga, i.e. 
Shangani; and one for the Ndebele-speaking area, including the areas covered 
by Kalanga (1931a: 76). Doke actually listed the administrative districts in 
which Ndebele was to be so recognized and further recommended “the substitu-
tion of literary Zulu for official and educational purposes”, arguing that “Nde-
bele is recognized as a dialect of Zulu”, and that “Zulu already has a growing 
literature which Ndebele sadly lacks” (1931a: 99). So Zulu was actually taught 
in the country and materials published in Zulu were used widely. In fact, Nde-
bele only replaced Zulu as a Cambridge School Certificate Ordinary Level and 
Advanced Level subject from about 1971.  

At the national level, policy and practice have remained pretty much the 
same. Shona and Ndebele are now available as subjects in their respective re-
gions up to A-Level and at university level, but the other local languages are 
not, although some space has now been provided for some of them in the media 
and at lower levels of primary school education. Despite occasional rhetoric in 
which Shona and Ndebele are referred to as national languages, their official 
status is still largely theoretical because neither is used as medium of instruction 
or language of record. However, since independence, more space has been cre-
ated for both in the media and, because of the sheer number of speakers, Shona 
is now being used much more in business and in public life. 

4. The First Revision, 1955 
The government referred Doke's recommendations to an enlarged commit-
tee of ten that included Doke himself, the three original members that he 
had worked with, and two members each from the Missionary Conference 
and the Native Affairs and Native Development departments. Some strong 
feelings had been aroused by Doke’s recommendations, especially by the 
eight special symbols. However, the enlarged committee rejected only two 
of these symbols <ʃ, ʒ> and recommended the substitution of <sh, zh>. The 
new recommendations were submitted to the government and accepted as 
the official orthography for Shona on the 3rd of September 1931. From then 



 32

on, the provisions of the new orthography gradually made their way into 
general use by the schools, the missions and the departments concerned. 

In this section, we will divide the period between the coming into force of 
the unified orthography in 1931 and its first revision in 1955 into two, the 
period of general acceptance to 1946 and the mounting criticism leading to 
the revision. Then, in a third sub-section, we will actually describe the 
changes that were made in 1955 and discuss their merits and demerits. 

4.1 Period of General Acceptance 

Although there continued to be some misgivings and debates on specific details, 
the years 1931 to 1946 can be regarded as the honeymoon period for the new 
orthography.  The general mood was summed up by Fr Barnes, who is credited 
with coining up with the slogan “Unify the orthography and pool the vocabular-
ies”, in addition to Doke’s own two slogans “One sound, one symbol” and 
“One stress, one word” (Anon., Undated 1: 8). This is why Barnes considered a 
dictionary project to be very important. However, after the publication of his 
own Vocabulary of the Dialects of Mashonaland in 1932, the next serious ef-
fort in this same spirit only came up in the form of Hannan’s Standard Shona 
Dictionary in 1959. The steps towards unification were similarly accelerated in 
the area of grammar by publications which now referred to Shona, although the 
dialect bias was also sometimes indicated in the subtitles (Chimhundu, 1992b: 
79). A good example is O’Neil’s A Shona Grammar: Zezuru Dialect (1932). 
The only exception seems to have been Marconnes’ A Grammar of Central 
Karanga (1932) but later handbooks and grammars followed the main trend, 
notably Jackson’s Shona Lessons (1956) and Fortune’s An Analytical Gram-
mar of Shona (1955), Elements of Shona (1957) and Shona Grammatical 
Constructions (2 vols. 1980-84).   

The biggest and most important project for the missionaries in the unification 
process was a translation of the New Testament, which the Rev A.A. Louw Jr 
of Morgenster Mission had been authorized to undertake by the Missionary 
Conference. In 1941, Louw came up with Testamente its,a yaS’he wed’u Jesu 
Kristu, which was described in the blurb as “The New Testament in Union 
Shona”. Although the Testamente was essentially in Karanga, it was written in 
the new orthography and it gained circulation despite misgivings by speakers of 
other dialects. However, Louw defended himself by saying that he had merely 
taken the practical approach of using one dialect as the basis and working the 
others in where possible. He explained that, after repeated attempts, he had 
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found that he would not succeed by trying to construct an artificial language 
from the different dialects. The British and Foreign Bible Society accepted the 
manuscripts for both the New Testament and the Old Testament on that under-
standing (Anon., Undated 1: 9). 

Although the publications that were coming up were written in dialect, 
the general feeling of the leading persons involved in the development of 
writing in Shona at that time was that the unification approach was prefer-
able to selecting only one of the spoken dialects and making it the basis of a 
literary language. Books for use in schools would use the common orthog-
raphy and at least try to draw from the common pool of vocabulary. 
Through general circulation of these books, other individual dialect speakers 
would become familiar with words from dialects other than their own. In 
Barnes’ own words, the thinking was that: 

 
“In a generation or two, we shall have advanced perceptibly to-
wards a common language, not by the road of conquest, but by the 
better road of peaceful interpenetration.” (Anon., Undated 1: 8) 

 
It is important to observe that it was the missionaries who were the prin-

cipal players in the implementation of the orthography because they ran the 
whole African education system through the networks of missions and 
schools that were run by their church denominations. They were recognized 
as the responsible authorities by the government, which gave them support 
for African education in the form of grants-in-aid. Throughout this period, 
they produced several publications for educational and religious purposes. 
Most of the books that appeared from the 1930s were readers for elementary 
school level. Among the first to appear was Morgenster Mission’s primer 
N’gano in Karanga. By 1934, Barnes had edited a series of readers in Ma-
nyika under the title Tsamba, which were published by Sheldon Press. In 
point of fact, Barnes’ work in Manyika under the auspices of the Anglican 
Diocesan Translation Committee is the best example of efforts that were 
being made by the missionaries from their different dialect areas to imple-
ment and promote the union orthography. So it is appropriate to devote a 
little bit more space to the work that was being done by this committee. 

Fr Buck, who took over from Barnes, reported that Tsamba ye Citatu and 
Tsamba ye Cina were circulating widely in the country, i.e. beyond the Ma-
nyika area. Similar interpenetration was happening with books from the 
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other churches and the dialects that they worked in. Although the books 
were written in dialect, the requirement was that the Government Language 
Committee must vet all books that were intended for use in schools before 
they were approved and printed. In 1942, Buck noted that this policy 

 
“… is gradually bringing us closer to Unified Shona, and the 
books being printed now are becoming much more understand-
able all over Mashonaland, according to the Chairman of the 
Government Language Committee” (Anon., Undated 2: 21).  
 

In 1944, Buck further noted that the Kwatsambe series and other books pub-
lished mainly by the mission presses were having the effect of  
 

“… unifying the various dialects of Shona so as to have one liter-
ary language for all publications, instead of publishing books in 
the dialects which make them useful only in limited areas” 
(Anon., Undated 2: 21). 
 

A number of series of readers were published in the union orthography 
during this period, going up the different levels of primary school education. 
Magwa (1999: 15) lists titles of readers that were produced in this orthogra-
phy up to 1954 in Karanga, Manyika and Zezuru respectively as the Mug-
abe Readers by Morgenster Mission, the Longmans Readers by Longmans 
and the Chishawasha Readers by the Jesuit Fathers (cp. Anon., Undated 2: 
22). These are given below in ascending order of level or school year for 
each one of the three dialects: 
 
Karanga: 1. Cipere (1941) 
 2. Nyaya (1939) 
 3. N’gano (1939)
 4. Shumo (1942).
 
Manyika: 1. Pepukai. Buku rekutan’ga Sub A (1950)
 2. Kare-kare Buku recipiri Sub B (1950) 
 3. Pasi idz,a. Buku rekutan’ga (1951) 
 4. Pasi idz,a. Buku yecipiri (1952) 
 5. Pasi idz,a. Buku yecitatu (1952) 
 6. Pasi idz,a. Buku yecina (1954). 
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Zezuru: 1. Tarisai. Rugwaro rwav’ana (1944) 
 2. Rugwaro rgwo* kutanga kunemba Cishona** (1935)
 3. Rugwaro rwe ciposhi (1943) 
 4. Rugwaro rwe citatu (1944) 
 5. Rugwaro rwe cina (1945) 
 6. Rugwaro rwe cishanu (1945) 
 7. Rugwaro rwe citanhatu (1953). 
 
* Fortune notes that the spelling and word division were frequently faulty at 
first.  
** Published in two parts as 3 & 4 in 1943 & 1944. 
 

The feeling by 1944 was that the new orthography was being justified and 
the hope was that development would eventually be towards unification be-
cause Doke had removed the obstacles to a natural development in this di-
rection. It was also hoped that this process would be accelerated by the cir-
culation of the existing literature as far as possible in the Shona-speaking areas. 

4.2 Mounting Criticism 

As we have already indicated, there were some misgivings on the new or-
thography right from the outset and debate on aspects of it continued on and 
off. By 1946, it had become clear that there was mounting criticism. While 
almost everybody else had welcomed the 1931 orthography, its main oppo-
nents were government officers who criticized the special symbols and re-
sented the fact that it had been designed by someone who had been brought 
in from outside (Chimhundu, 1992b: 83). The most negative reaction had 
come from the Native Affairs Department where the new orthography was 
never introduced. In 1935, the Minister of Native Affairs, Godfrey Huggins, 
flatly rejected the idea of introducing new language examinations in the new 
orthography, claiming that his officers were too busy to study it. In a letter 
to Fr Barnes, he categorically stated: 
 

 “There is no question of introducing the new orthography in the 
Native Affairs Department. The very numerous officers in that 
Department have passed their Native Languages Examinations 
already, and they are far too busy to expect them to pass another 
one.” (Anon., Undated 2: 23.) 
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Huggins also indicated that he had been lobbied by one missionary who was 
violently opposed to the new orthography and that half of the people he had 
spoken to on the matter were also against it. Over the years, this lack of co-
operation and negative attitude by the Native Affairs Department was 
passed on to its successors, Internal Affairs and later Home Affairs, “which 
to the present are notorious for their disregard of the rules of spelling and 
word division in Shona” (Chimhundu, 1992b: 84). The numerous errors in 
materials and notices circulated by this department have contributed to the 
confusion among speaker-writers who repeat some of the mistakes. Thus, 
the Native Affairs Department was actually a hindrance to the smooth im-
plementation of the 1931 orthography. 

 Another problem the Government Language Committee had to deal 
with was whether or not to involve or consult Africans. Initially, there was 
resistance to the idea of including Africans in the Committee, and in 1932, a 
vague motion was adopted urging the Director of Native Development to 
ensure that “Native assistants” were consulted in the functioning of the 
Language Committee. Subsequently, a separate Native Missionary Confer-
ence became active from about 1938 but cooperation between the African 
and the European missionary conferences only began in 1942.  

The honeymoon period or period of general acceptance for the 1931 or-
thography ended in 1946 when the first serious moves were made against it. 
During the meeting of the General Missionary Conference of Southern 
Rhodesia (GMCSR) in that year, Fr Baker presented a paper in which he 
proposed that the special symbols should be discarded and that the tendency 
towards “excessive conjunctivism” should be checked. The Africans were 
also beginning to make serious criticisms of the new orthography.  At the 
next GMCSR in 1948, the African representatives, Stanlake Samkange for 
Shona and Tennyson Hlabangana for Ndebele, each read a paper on the use 
of the current orthographies in their respective languages. (In the case of 
Ndebele, this was the Zulu orthography of that time.) At the same time, we 
must note that the Government Language Committee had become defunct. 
Further, the new Director of the Native Education Department, J. Farquhar, 
was not keen to promote African Languages as media for instruction and he 
opposed Doke’s orthography, describing it as an imposition from outside 
rather than an indigenous development. As for the Government Language 
Committee, Farquhar actually said that his department had decided to do 
nothing about its resuscitation (Anon., Undated 2: 27). 
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With all this mounting criticism, the feeling was growing quite strongly that 
reverting to the Roman alphabet would simplify implementation by way of 
printing, reading and writing. Throughout the intervening period, criticism con-
tinued mainly on the basis that the special symbols made it impossible for 
Shona books to be produced by ordinary typing and printing machines. There-
fore, the production of Shona books would be too expensive. The other related 
argument was that Shona spelling was made too unlike that of English, which 
would hinder book production and development of the habit of reading. Thus, it 
was now just a matter of time before such a revision was made. 

4.3 The Changes, 1955 

Over the years, influential people were won over to the argument that the 
special symbols should be discarded and that reversion should be made to 
the Roman alphabet. So, in 1954, an Orthography Committee was set up by 
the government to specifically make provisions for a system of spelling in 
which only the letters of the Roman alphabet would be used. The Commit-
tee was chaired by the Rev S.K Jackson of Morgenster Mission, with D.P. 
Abraham of the Native Affairs Department as the Secretary. The other 
members were C.S. Davies, also of the Native Affairs Department, H.W. 
Chitepo of the University of London, G. Fortune of the University of Cape 
Town, H. Hannan of the Cambridge Examinations Syndicate and M.M. 
Hove, editor of The Bantu Mirror (Magwa, 1999: 17). The outcome was 
the pamphlet A Guide to Standard Shona Spelling, which was produced by 
the Orthography Committee in 1955, setting out the new rules.  

As might be expected, Doke’s principle of one sound one symbol, or one 
symbol one sound, was abandoned in the committee’s bid to discard the 
special symbols, which was the major preoccupation of the members. The 
following were the of letters and digraphs that were to be used: 

<a, b, ch, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, m, n, ny, ng, o, p, r, s, sh, sv, t, u, v, w, 
y, z, zh, zv>. 

From the Roman alphabet, only the letters <l, q, x> were not taken. This 
means that, <x> was dropped, while <c> was replaced by <ch>, so that the 
words <coto, cakata, cihuri> were now spelt <choto, chakata, chihuri>, 
'fireplace, variety of loquat, lock/ latch'. 

The six special symbols were replaced as follows: 
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1931 1955 Examples in the “new” orthography 
ɓ b -baya, ‘stab, pierce’; basa, ‘work’ 
ɗ d doro, ‘beer, alcohol’; -dada, ‘be proud’ 
ʂ   sv -svika, ‘arrive’; svondo, ‘week, church’ 
ʐ zv -zvara, ‘give birth’; zvino, ‘now’ 
ŋ ng ngombe, ‘cattle’; manga, ‘chaps in sole of foot’
υ v vana, ‘children’; vavariro, ‘aim, objective’. 
 
In the case of the digraphs <sv, zv>, which now represented the whistling 
fricatives /ʂ, ʐ/, the Committee had managed to find a solution that did not 
create new problems. This solution was thus extended all the affricates /tʂ, 
dʐ, nʐ/ by substituting the trigraphs <tsv, dzv, nzv>, as in <tsvana> ‘young 
of buck’, <idzva> ‘new’ class 5, and <nzviru> ‘specimen of wild fruit’ 
where previously the spellings used were <tʂana, dʐinyu, nʐiru>. Similarly, 
the velarized forms of the labialized fricatives were now represented by the 
trigraphs <svw, zvw, tsvw, dzvw> as in the verb stems: <-pesvwa>, ‘be 
provoked’; <-rezvwa>, ‘be enticed’; <-kotsvwa>, 'be rounded up' (of cattle); 
and <-redzvwa>, 'be prolonged, be extended>.  

However, in the other four cases, the result was ambiguity because dis-
tinctions could no longer be made between the implosives /ɓ, ɗ/ and plo-
sives /b, d/, between the bilabial approximant /υ/ and the labiodental frica-
tive /v/, and between the velar nasal /ŋ/ and prenasalized velar stop /ŋɡ/. 
Each of the three letters <b, d, v> and the digraph <ng>, which had been 
substituted, now represented more than one phoneme or one sound, as is 
shown in the following matches between the 1955 and 1931 orthographies: 
                                                                                     
1955 Examples 1931 Examples 
b - bara, ‘give birth, write’ ɓ 

b 
- ɓara, ‘give birth’ 
-bara, ‘write’ 

d -dura, ‘confess, be expen-
sive'  

ɗ 
d 

- ɗura, ‘confess’ 
-dura, ‘be expensive’ 

v
  

mavara, ‘spots/colours, 
you have closed’ 

υ 
v 

maυara, ‘spots/ colours’ 
mavara, ‘you have closed’ 

ng nga, (ideophones for) 
‘biting, tying up’ 

ŋ 
ŋɡ 

ŋa, (ideophone for) ‘biting’ 
ŋɡa, (ideophone for) ‘tying up’ 

 
With the last change above, the trigrapgh < ŋɡw> also disappeared and it was 
replaced by <ngw>, so that the spellings <ngwena, ngwindi>, for ‘crocodile’ 
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and ‘hippopotamus’ respectively, now replaced <ŋɡwena, ŋɡwindi>. It was 
assumed that the alphabet would be used primarily by mother-tongue speakers 
who would be able to work out what the symbols represented from the context. 
This is an unsound basis on which to design an alphabet. The Committee had 
not really set out to design a rational system but simply to convert the alphabet 
from a language specific phonemic one to a general Roman one. The price was 
to discard the principle of distinctiveness of phonemes.  

There were a few more changes that were made that can be mentioned in 
favour of the Committee because they simplified the orthography. The most 
notable one was the decision to use <w> to represent velarization in all 
cases. This resulted in the following changes: 
1931 Examples 1951 Examples 
px ipxa, ‘sweet reed’ pw ipwa, ‘sweet reed’ 
bɡ ibɡe, ‘stone’ bw ibwe, ‘stone’ 

mbɡ imbɡa, ‘dog’ mbw imbwa, ‘dog’ 

mŋ mŋana, ‘child’ mw mwana, ‘child’ 

xw uxwa, ‘grass’ sw uswa, ‘grass’ 
 
The following changes involving the dropping of some symbols were also 
made: 

• The long <nn> that Doke had observed in Karanga was now re-
placed by single <n>. So, for example, <aυo vanna vannyara>, 
‘those four are now tired', was now to be written as <avo vana van-
yara>. 

• The <h> that Doke had used to represent aspiration in Manyika and 
Ndau in the digraphs <kh, ph, th> was now dropped, resulting in ambi-
guity. For example, in Manyika, the spelling <kamba> now repre-
sented both ‘tortoise’ and ‘leopard’, while in Ndau, the spelling <ku-
panga> now represented both ‘to yearn for’ and ‘to rob’, and the 
spelling <kuteta> now represented both ‘to fear pain’ and ‘to scratch on 
the ground’. (The absence of tone marking increased the ambiguities.) 

From the above, it will be clear that the main problem resulting from the 
changes made in 1955 was ambiguity. As the distribution of the letters and 
digraphs that now represented more than one sound was wide, and as they 
appeared quite frequently in texts, the ambiguity proved to be a real nui-
sance. As with the previous one, it was just a matter of time before this 
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“new” orthography would also have to be revised. This second revision of 
the unified Shona orthography came in 1967. However, before we look at the 
changes that were effected, it is useful to indicate the progress that was made in 
implementing the second “new” orthography during the intervening period. 

First, we must note that the 1955 orthography was approved by the gov-
ernment for general use by the whole Shona-writing community, whereas 
implementation of the 1931 orthography had been resisted by some gov-
ernment departments, especially the Native Affairs Department. To that ex-
tent, Fortune (1972:18) is right to say that the first orthography united the 
dialects but divided the writers because those who had rejected it continued 
to use older forms of the Shona alphabet with the Roman letters alone. 
However, although there was no similar resistance to the 1955 orthography, 
its defects were so obvious that Hannan actually opted to introduce unau-
thorized digraphs to deal with the problem of ambiguity in the very first edi-
tion of the Standard Shona Dictionary (1959). The solutions that he came 
up with were to use <h> in <bh, dh, vh> to distinguish plosives /b, d/ from 
implosives /ɓ, ɗ/ and fricative /v/ from approximant /υ/, and to use <n’> to 
distinguish velar nasal /ŋ/ from prenasalized velar stop /ŋɡ/. Since <bh, dh, 
vh, n'> were not approved at that time, Hannan put these in brackets after 
the headwords to show how each particular word was to be pronounced. 
These solutions were formally incorporated into the orthography in 1967. 

Secondly, the adoption of the 1955 orthography almost coincided with the 
creation of the Southern Rhodesia Literature Bureau in 1956, which pro-
moted creative writing, vetted manuscripts and supported publication in the 
African languages, specifically Shona and Ndebele. By the time of the sec-
ond revision of the orthography in 1967, a good number of publications had 
come up in Shona in the “new” orthography, both academic books and crea-
tive works. Shona language and literature were also being studied at increas-
ingly higher levels of the education system and the Department of African 
Languages was created at the University of Zimbabwe in 1965, with Profes-
sor George Fortune as the founding head. Perhaps the most important book 
published during this period was Hannan’s Standard Shona Dictionary 
(1959), which was subsequently revised and enlarged twice (in 1974 and in 
1981), after the second revision of the orthography in 1967. In these differ-
ent editions, this dictionary remained the basic reference work in Shona for 
the next 35 years, until monolingual dictionaries started to appear.  
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In the area of creative writing, fiction became the fastest growing genre 
after Solomon Mutswairo published the first Shona novel, Feso (Cape 
Town: Oxford University Press, 1956). Several immensely popular novels 
that were later recycled a number of times as prescribed texts were pub-
lished during the life of the 1955 orthography. Notable among these are 
Bernard Chidzero’s Nzvengamutsvairo (Salisbury: Longman, 1957), John 
Marangwanda’s Kumazivandadzoka (Salisbury: Longman, 1959), Paul 
Chidyausiku's Nyadzi Dzinokunda Rufu (Cape Town: Oxford University 
Press, 1962), Giles Kuimba's Gehena Harina Moto (Salisbury: Longman, 
1963) and his Tambaoga Mwanangu (Salisbury: Longman, 1965), as well 
as four of Patrick Chakaipa’s five classical works: Karikoga Gumiremiseve 
(Salisbury: Longman, 1958), Pfumo Reropa (Salisbury: Longman, 1961), 
Rudo Ibofu (Gwelo: Mambo Press,1961) and Garandichauya (Salisbury: 
Longman, 1963). Chakaipa's fifth novel, Dzasukwa mwana-asina-hembe 
(Salisbury: Longman, 1967), came out in the year that the Shona orthogra-
phy was revised again. Paul Chidyausiku came up with the philosophical 
and instructive prose anthology, Pfungwa Dzasekuru Mafusire (Gwelo: 
Mambo Press, 1960). Cuthbert Musiiwa compiled and edited the first an-
thology of modern Shona poetry, Mutinhimira Wedetembo (Salisbury: 
Longman, 1965). Although it was a translation of a centuries old religious 
play rather than an original Shona work, Mutambo Wapanyika, by P. 
Calderon, was also published during this period (Gwelo: Catholic Mission 
Press, 1957). The first Shona play as such only came out in 1967 orthogra-
phy when Paul Chidyausiku published Ndakambokuyambira (Gwelo: 
Mambo Press, 1968).  

It was also during this period that diversity in creative writing started and 
written Shona literature started to break away from church strings. Chim-
hundu (1997: 139) observes that, in the early stages, the development of 
literature in African languages was closely linked with the evangelization 
efforts of the missionaries. The main motivation for their early efforts to 
design a unified Shona orthography was the need to produce a common 
version of the Bible, and to produce hymn books and other liturgical 
works. However, they soon realized that, for the basic training that would 
make the Africans consumers of the church literature, they also needed a 
general literature in the creative sense. So they included folktales and 
other modern stories in the readers that they used in the church run 
schools. These stories were heavily moralistic and didactic. So they were 
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useful because they tended to confirm the missionaries’ own teachings. 
This moralizing and didacticism continued even when individual writers 
emerged who started producing full-scale novels and other literary works 
during the 1950s and 1960s. During the early part of this period, most of 
these novels were published locally by Longmans. 

5. The Second Revision, 1967 
The second revision of the Shona orthography was undertaken by the Shona 
Language Committee, which was set up as an advisory committee of the 
Ministry of Education, with responsibility “… to guide the evolving written 
language … towards a consistent and uniform system, common to all the 
speakers of the language” (Fortune, 1972: v). The Committee reviewed both 
spelling and word division. Comprehensive descriptions of both are given in 
Fortune’s booklet, A Guide to Shona Spelling (1972). The total effect of the 
changes that were made to the alphabet in 1967 was to bring the 1955 or-
thography in line with the 1931 orthography by restoring the principle of 
distinctiveness, but the ambiguities of the 1955 orthography were removed 
without resorting to the special symbols of 1931. In the area of word divi-
sion, the Committee maintained the conjunctive system but came up with a 
set of six rules, which were statements of guiding principles based on con-
siderations of both meaning and grammar. The explanations of and qualifi-
cations to these six rules were so elaborate that consistent and correct use 
became quite difficult.  

The changes that were actually made in 1967 to the system of writing for 
standard Shona will be described and critically reviewed in the sections that 
follow. There has been no further revision of the alphabet or rules for word 
division since then. Therefore, when we talk about the current orthography, 
we are referring to the 1967 orthography. 

5.1 Spelling 

Today, written Shona uses the following alphabet, which was approved by 
the Minister of Education in 1967: 

<a, b, bh, ch, d, dh, e, f, g, h, i, j, k, m, mh, n, nh, ny, n’, o, p, r, s, 
sh, sv, t, u, v, vh, w, y, z, zh, zv>  

These 34 letters and digraphs are based on the Roman alphabet and they 
represent all the phonemic distinctions that were recognized by Doke in 
1931, but without the addition of any new or special symbols. This set of 
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letters and digraphs is the basic alphabet that is also used to produce other 
combinations or clusters of consonants that are unique like <nyn'>, or to 
represent velarization as in <n'w, ngw, pw, bw, mbw, mw>, which are listed 
below as the changes that were effected or retained in 1967. 

The following changes were made in 1967 to the previous alphabet: 
 
1955 1967 
b b, bh 
d d, dh 
v v, vh 
ng n’, ng 
ny ny, nyn’ 
ngw n’w, ngw

 
As we have already indicated, the problem that was being solved was ambi-
guity. The necessary distinctions were made by adding the letter <h> to cre-
ate the digraphs <bh, dh> to represent the plosives, while the single Roman 
letters <b, d> now represented the implosives, and to create the digraph 
<vh>, while the single Roman letter <v> now represented the approximant. 
The velar nasal was now represented by letter <n> plus apostrophe <’> to 
create <n’>, the only instance in which the Shona alphabet now uses a dia-
critic. In this way, the Shona Language Committee adopted four of the dis-
tinctions that had been made by Doke. If we go back to the examples that 
we used in 4.3 above, we will see the disambiguation that was achieved by 
simply adding columns showing the current spellings as follows: 
 
 
1955 Examples 1931 Examples 1967 Examples 
b -bara, ‘give birth, 

write’ 
ɓ  
 
b 

- ɓara, ‘give 
birth’ 
-bara, ‘write’ 

b 
 
bh 

-bara, ‘give 
birth’ 
-bhara, ‘write’ 

d -dura, ‘confess, 
be expensive' 

ɗ 
 
d 

- ɗura, ‘con-
fess’ 
-dura, ‘be ex-
pensive’ 

d 
 
dh 

-dura, ‘con-
fess’ 
-dhura, ‘be 
expensive’ 

v mavara, ‘spots/ 
colours, you have 
closed’ 

υ 
 
v 

maυara, ‘spots’ 
 
mavara, ‘you 
have closed’ 

v 
 
vh 

mavara, ‘spots/ 
colours’ 
mavhara, ‘you 
have closed’ 
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ng nga, (ideophone 
for) ‘biting, tying 
up’ 

ŋ 
 
ŋɡ 

ŋa, (ideophone 
for) ‘biting’ 
ŋɡa, (ideo-
phone for) ‘ty-
ing up’ 

n’ 
 
 
ng 

n’a, (ideo-
phone for) ‘bit-
ing’ 
nga, (ideo-
phone for) ‘ty-
ing up’ 

 
However, the additional distinctions that were made in 1967 between <ny> 

and <nyn’>, and between <n’w> and <ngw> were not really necessary for dis-
ambiguation because the differences they represent in pronunciation are more a 
matter of detail in free variation. Consider the following examples: 

<mwena, n’wena> as different spellings for /mŋena/, ‘hole’ 

<mwanda, n’wanda> as different spellings for /mŋanda/, ‘bundle of 
thatching grass’ 

and then compare with the examples: 

<ngwena>, ‘crocodile 

<kungwara>, ‘to be clever’. 

 
The first pair of examples simply shows two pronunciations of velarized /m/, 
while the sound represented by the trigraph <ngw> is quite different from both. 
Similarly, <ny> and <nyn’> represent different pronunciations of palatal nasal 
/ɲ/ as in <-nyura, nyn’ura>, ‘sink’ and <nyana, nyn’ana>, ‘young of a bird'. So 
the addition of <nyn’> and <n’w> in 1967 was quite unnecessary. 

 The following changes, which had been made in 1955, were maintained 
in 1967: 
 
1931 1955  1967
ʂ sv 

ʐ  zv 

tʂ tsv 

dʐ dzv 

nʐ nzv 

 



 45

The main reasons for these changes were typographical, simplification and 
reducing cost of production of texts by avoiding special symbols. Examples 
have already been given in 4.3. Since the changes were retained in 1967, 
there is no need to give more of the same. The following changes made in 
1955 were also maintained in 1967: 

 
1931 1955  1967
px pw 
bɡ bw 

mbɡ mbw 

mŋ mw 

 
The main reasons for these latter changes were simplification and consistency 
in the treatment of velarization. Examples have already been given in 4.3. Since 
the changes were retained in 1967, there is no need to give more of the same. 

In a category by itself was the <c> of the 1931 alphabet, which was re-
placed by <ch> in 1955. The <ch> was retained in 1967. No problem was 
really solved by this change and the reason for it was simply a desire for 
similarity with English in the representation of the affricate /tʂ/. 

5.1.1 Discussion  
When we take a closer look at what is actually permitted now and what is not, 
we see various problems and anomalies that arise from the elaboration of the 
rules on how to use the basic alphabet that was given at the beginning of 5.1 
above. So it is necessary to also critically examine the principles and provisions 
of this elaboration of the rules of Shona spelling. A similar discussion will be 
necessary when we get to word division, and the basic reference used for both 
will be A Guide to Shona Spelling by George Fortune. The Guide states the 
decisions that were made by the Shona Language Committee, explains the ra-
tionale behind these decisions and gives illustrative examples in both the areas 
of spelling and word division. In addition, it reiterates the decision that was 
made not to mark tone and it also gives guidelines for punctuation. 

In the area of spelling, the following are all and only the letters and combina-
tions of letters that are permitted in the current standard Shona orthography: 

[Vowels - all single phonemes; 
Consonants  - letters and diagraphs representing single phonemes; and 
Consonant combinations - diagraphs and trigraphs representing clusters:] 
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Vowels  Examples Phonetic sym-
bols 

a -para, ‘scrap’; -tara, ‘draw line’ a 
e -pera, ‘be finished’; -tera, ‘pay tax’ e 
i -pira, ‘worship, dedicate’; -tira, ‘be accustomed 

to (hardship)’ 
i 

o -pora, ‘cool down’; -tora, ‘take’ o 
u -pura, ‘thrash’; -tura, ‘put load down’ u 
 
Consonants Examples Symbols 
b baba, ‘father’; bere, ‘hyena’ ɓ 
bh bhiza, ‘horse’, bhazi, ‘bus’ b 
ch choto, ‘fireplace’; chuma, ‘string of beads’ ʧ 
d -dura, ‘confess, reveal’; rudo, ‘love’ ɗ 
dh dhadha, ‘duck’; mudhara, ‘old man’ d 
f -fara, ‘be happy’, mafufu, ‘crumbs’ f 
g -gara, ‘sit, stay’; -gogodza, ‘knock’ ɡ 
h hove, ‘fish’; huni, ‘firewood’ h 
j -jaira, ‘be used to’; jari, ‘tasseled blanket’ ʤ 
k mukaka, ‘milk’; -kurukura, ‘discuss’ k 
m -mira, ‘stand, wait’; -maira, ‘visit’ m 
mh mhuka, ‘animal’; mheni, ‘lightning’ m 
n -naka, ‘be good/nice/beautiful’; chinono, ‘slow-

ness’ 
n 

nh nhoro, ‘kudu’; nhaka, ‘legacy, inheritance’ n 
ny nyaya, ‘story’; nyika, ‘country’ ɲ  
n’ man’a, ‘chaps in sole of feet’; n’anga, ‘traditional 

healer’ 
ŋ 

p -pima, ‘measure’; -popota, ‘scold, shout at’ p 
r -rarama, ‘exist, survive’; -raira, ‘instruct, counsel’ r 
s musana, ‘back, backbone’; -siya, ‘leave behind’  s 
sh -shata, ‘be bad, be ugly’; shoko, ‘word, message’ ʃ 
sv svikiro, ‘spirit medium’; svosve, ‘ant’ ʂ 
t -taura, ‘speak’; chitota, ‘small locust’ t 
v vavariro, ‘aim’; ruva, ‘flower’ υ 
vh -vhaira, ‘boil, be showy/pompous’; vhiri, ‘wheel’ v 
w -wana, ‘find’; mawere, ‘precipice’ w 
y -yaura, ‘suffer pain’; -yemura, ‘admire’ j 
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z zano, ‘idea’, plan’; zizi, ‘owl’ z 
zh zhowezha, ‘noise, pandemonium’; -zhinji, ‘many’ ʒ 
zv -zvara, ‘give birth’; zvinhu, ‘things’ ʐ 
 
Consonant 
combinations 

Examples Symbols 

bv -bva, ‘come from, come off’; ibvi, ‘knee’ bv 
dz -dzidza, ‘learn, study’; -dzinga, ‘expel, chase 

away’ 
dz 

dzv dzvinyu, ‘lizard’; dzvuku, ‘red’ (adjective 
class 5) 

dʐ  

mb mbama, ‘slap’; mbambo, ‘peg’ mb 
mv mvura, ‘water’; imvi, ‘gray hairs’ mv 
nd -enda, ‘go’; ndonga, ‘knobkerrie’ nd 
ng nganganga, ‘tying tightly’ (ideophone); 

ngura, ‘rust’ 
ŋɡ 

nz nzungu, ‘groundnuts, peanuts’; nziyo, 
‘songs’ 

nz 

nzv -nanzva, ‘lick’; -nzvenga, ‘dodge, dribble’ nʐ  
pf -pfira, ‘spit’; pfumo, ‘spear’ pf 
ts -tsiura, ‘advise against’; tsono, ‘needle’ ts 
tsv tsvana, ‘young of buck’; -tsvene, ‘pure, holy’ 

(adjective) 
tʂ 

/Cw/ clusters (Almost all the consonant letters and combi-
nations above can be followed by <w> when 
velarized or to form sequences. The excep-
tions are <f, v, w, y, mv, pf, tsv>.) 

 

 
In the third column, underlining indicates breathy voice or murmur. Com-
parison between the phonetic symbols in the third column and the letters 
and combinations of letters in the left column show how all the phonemes 
that were originally identified by Doke are now represented, while the ex-
amples in the middle column show how his principle of distinctiveness has 
been maintained using only the letters of the Roman alphabet. It is also interest-
ing to note that the consonant combinations <n’w, nyn’>, which we have al-
ready described as unnecessary in 5.1 above because they represent variations 
in pronunciation, are not listed here. These options have crept in but do not ap-
pear to have been prescribed or sanctioned (Fortune, 1972: 28). 
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Most of the debate that has continued to rage among Shona subject spe-
cialists is on details and inconsistencies of application of the rules in Shona 
spelling across the dialects rather than on the basic alphabet itself. The main 
areas to which attention is drawn are: (a) restricted use of the intrusive <h>; 
(b) representation of consonant clusters; (c) the handling of dialectal varia-
tion; (d) insertion of the glides <v, w, y> between vowels; and (e) attempts 
to standardize Shona grammar. Occasionally, calls are also made for the 
addition of new letters, especially <l> to represent the lateral /l/ and <th> to 
represent voiceless dental fricative /θ/, which occur in some dialects or 
have come in with loanwords or adoptives. The most comprehensive de-
scription and critique of the current system has been made by Mkanganwi 
(1975) in a long article entitled “A Description of Shona Spelling”, to which 
further reference may be made. Magwa’s description (1999) and critique 
(2002) are more brief, but both these authors highlight the same problems 
that we are indicating here with reference to Fortune’s Guide (1972) and in 
the context of Doke’s legacy. 

(a) Intrusive <h> 
The intrusive <h> has been very useful in making it possible for the current 
orthography to represent all the distinctive speech sounds that were recog-
nized by Doke: approximant by <v> and fricative by <vh>; implosives by 
<b, d> and plosives by <bh, dh>; voiced nasals by <m, n> and breathy 
voiced or murmured nasals by <mh, nh>. However, one of the current de-
bates is about whether or not to extend the use of intrusive <h> to represent 
breathy voice in the common alphabet in respect of: 

• Other consonants, notably the roll /r/ as in <roora>, ‘lobola’, and its 
murmured version /r/ as in <rhori>, ‘lorry’. 

• Prenasalized stops /mb, nd, ŋɡ/ as in <mbambo, ndiro, ngoro>, ‘peg, 
plate, cart’, and their respective murmured versions /mb, nd, ŋɡ/ as in 
<mbhaura, ndhari, nghanunu>, ‘heater, beer for sale, canon’. 

Officially, the combinations <rh, mbh, ndh, ngh> are not permitted. Other 
occurrences of breathy voice, as with /ɡ/ in /kuɡada/ or <kughadha>, ‘to 
ride’, and with /j/ in /kujamwa/or <kuyamwa>, ‘to be supported, helped’, 
have not been an issue because they are sporadic.  

As a general note, the occurrence of murmur or breathy voice has the ef-
fect of depressing or lowering the tones of high-toned syllables so that they 
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commence with a low pitch that rises to high, and of further lowering low-
toned syllables so that they are pronounced as very low-level pitch. 

(b) Consonant Clusters 
Reference here is made to consonant clusters that are represented in the 
common orthography by combinations of letters at the margins of syllables. 
The three main types of these combinations are nasal-oral combinations, 
affricates and <w> combinations. 

For the nasal-oral combinations, <mb, nd, ng> stand for both voiced and 
breathy voiced combinations, hence <mbh, ndh, ngh> are not permitted. In 
<mv, nz, nzv>, the <v> stands represents breathy voice, which would nor-
mally be spelt <vh> outside such combinations. Affricates are combinations 
of stops followed by or released into spirants or fricatives.  The combina-
tions <pf, ts, tsv, ch> represent unvoiced affricates /pf, ts, tʂ, ʧ/, while the 
combinations <bv, dz, dzv> and the letter <j> represent /bv, dz, dʐ/ and /ʤ/ 
respectively. In all cases of clustering, <v> represents breathy voice, which 
is normally spelt <vh>. 

There is a wide range of <w> combinations because almost all consonants 
and consonant combinations may be followed by <w> before vowels in sylla-
bles. The actual phonetic realization or pronunciation of /w/ varies considerably 
depending on the preceding consonant. That is why there are a number of vari-
ant forms or allophones of /w/ in these clusters, [w, k, x, g, ŋ] as in [imwe, ipka, 
pxere, ibge, mŋana] spelt <imwe, ipwa, pwere, ibwe, mwana>, respectively for 
‘one, sweet reed, young child, stone, child’. The representation of all the variant 
forms of /w/ by <w> in the current orthography does not seem to cause any 
problems for the speaker-writers as the consonant combinations represented are 
fairly common across the Shona dialects. 

Also unproblematic in standard Shona are Doke’s neutral spellings <ty, 
dy>, which are purely conventional because they are not based on the pro-
nunciation of any of the variations that occur in speech: e.g. for <kudya>, 
‘to eat’;  <kutya>, ‘to fear’;  <ndyari>, ‘conman’; <ndyire>, ‘greedy cheat’; 
<kutyora>, ‘to break’; <tyava>, 'whip’.   

(c) Dialectal Variation 
The current problems and debates relating to standard Shona spelling can all 
be explained in terms of a system which speaker-writers of different dialects 
expect to represent all their distinctive speech sounds accurately because it 
was designed as a fairly phonetic alphabet. However, this is not possible 
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because in practice written Shona must be a system common to all. 
Therefore, it cannot be a perfect fit for any one dialect or sub-dialect. As a 
result, all speaker-writers will of necessity experience problems of one kind 
or another, depending on the peculiarities of their own dialect or sub-dialect, 
and on the conventions that have been made through the common system. 

Typically, the form that was adopted by the Language Committee to be the 
standard was selected on the basis of what was observed or deemed to be “the 
pronunciation of the majority of the dialects” (Fortune, 1972: 32). However, the 
Committee was inconsistent in applying this ‘majority rule’ principle because: 

 
• It allowed some latitude “in the case of dialectical pronunciations which 

can be easily accommodated in the system” (Fortune, 1972: 32), eg: 
<kudzidza ~ kudziidza> ‘to learn/study’; <kuinda ~ kuenda>, ‘to go’. 

• It refused to accept or recognize alternative spelling forms when the 
differences they represent are greater, i.e. “very marked”, e.g:  

<uchi>, ‘honey’, but not Zezuru <huchi> or Karanga <vuchi>; 

<upenyu>, ‘life’, but not Zezuru <hupenyu> or Karanga <vu-
penyu>; <upenyu hwangu>, ‘my life’, but not <hupenyu hwangu> 
or <vupenyu bwangu>. 

• It opted for affricates used in other dialects but did not allow the 
fricatives used in Karanga as alternative forms, e.g: 

<pfuma>, ‘wealth’, but not <fuma> 

<tsine>, ‘prickly grass’, but not <sine>  

<tsuro>, ‘hare’, but not <shuro> 

<tsvina>, ‘dirt’, but not <svina> 

<bvunzo>, ‘examination’, but not <vhunzo> 

<nzeve>, ‘ear’, but not <zheve>. 

• It did not allow the use of <w> by Manyika and Budya speaker-
writers in class 2 affixes and opted for the <v> used in Karanga and 
Zezuru as the standard forms, e.g: 

<Ava vana vaviri vari kuitei?>, ‘What are these two chidren do-
ing?’, but not <Awa wana wawiri wari kuitei?> 
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The main problem with the application of such a ‘majority rule’ principle 
is that the selected norm shifts from dialect to dialect with each feature that 
is being looked at. Therefore, it becomes very difficult for any of the 
speaker-writers to internalize the rules and apply them consistently. Fur-
thermore, the spellings that are prohibited in these individual cases are al-
ready accommodated and used in other occurrences and contexts by the 
same speaker-writers in their respective dialects. Like everybody else, 
Karanga speakers use the same fricatives they should not use in the above 
examples in such words as: <-fara>, ‘be happy’; <simba>, ‘strength, 
power’; <shavi>, ‘patronal spirit’; <-vhiya>, ‘skin (a carcass)’; 
<zhowezha>, ‘noise’. Similarly, when and when not to use <w> becomes a 
problem for Manyika and Budya speakers because, like everybody else, 
they use it in other words such as: <-wana>, ‘find, marry’; <-wa>, ‘fall’; 
<wara wara>, (deophone for) 'scattering, being empty’. In practice, the rec-
ommended standard form is ignored and speakers, whose general tendency 
is to write in dialect, use the alternative form. However, the requirement to 
use <v> to replace <w> in substantives and in the concordial agreements 
which they govern is applied more strictly. This means that the Manyika 
and Budya have to be more careful with the written forms, which makes 
written Shona more of a special language for them. 

Other dialectal features that are distinctive but have not been accommo-
dated since Doke are ejected voiceless stops /p’, t’, k’/ in Ndau and aspi-
rated voiceless stops /ph, th, kh/ in Manyika, with consequent ambiguity in 
such spellings as <-panga> for /-p’aŋɡa/ ‘advise’ and /-paŋɡa/ ‘rob’, or as 
<kamba> for /kamba/ ‘tortoise’ and /khamba/ ‘leopard’. However, perhaps 
these problems are not so big because such contrastive use does not seem to 
be widespread in these dialects. Nevertheless, there is still some lobbying 
for these contrasts to be accommodated. There are also demands for the ac-
commodation of: 

• Ndau breathy voiced nasals /m, n/ followed by aspirated stops /ph, 
th/ to yield such spellings as <mphuka> for ‘animal’ and <munthu> 
for ‘person', but these consonant combinations are not recognized in 
standard Shona. These two spellings must be replaced by <mhuka> 
and <munhu>. 

• Karanga and Korekore voiceless velar aspirant /x/ to yield such 
spellings as <maxeu> for '(traditional) sweet beveridge’ in Karanga 
and <xumbudzi> for ‘small goats’ in Korekore, but the <x> must be 
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replaced by <h> in standard Shona spelling, so that these words can 
only be written as <maheu> and <humbudzi>. However, this cannot 
be done in all cases where /x/ is used, e.g: <xwanda> has to be re-
placed by <tswanda>, ‘reed basket’; and <uxwa> has to be replaced 
by <uswa>, ‘grass’. 

 (d) The Glides /υ, w, j/ 

Another big area of inconsistency is when and when not to insert the glides / υ, 
w, j/ between vowels to represent various pronunciations in dialect. These three 
glides or semi-vowels are represented by <v, w, y> in common spelling. For-
tune (1972: 30) has stated elaborate rules that are based on tongue position for 
the articulation of each particular vowel as is represented on the chart below:  
 

Position front        central        back 
high i                                u 
mid e             o 
low a 

 
These rules, which speaker-writers find hard to internalize or apply consis-
tently, may be stated in four parts as follows: 
 

• Insert <w, y> when a higher vowel is followed by a lower vowel, as 
in <iyo> ‘that one’ (classes 4 & 9) and in <mowa> ‘(variety of) 
wild vegetable’. However, this should not be done in the case of 
<u> followed by <o> because of the differences found between the 
dialects, which means that <musuo> ‘entrance, door’ is allowed but 
<musuwo> is not allowed. 

• Do not insert <w, y> when low vowels precede high vowels, as in 
<nhau> ‘news’, <tsvai> ‘(ideophone of) finishing’, and <toi toi> 
‘type of protest dance’. This means that the alternative spellings 
<nhawu, tsvayi, toyi toyi> are not permitted. 

• Do not insert <v, w, y> between vowels on the same level (high, mid 
or low), as in <-pfuura> ‘pass’, <-boora> ‘pierce’ and <-teerera> ‘lis-
ten’. This means that the alternative spellings <-pfuvura, -pfuwura>, <-
bovora, -bowora> and <-teyerera> are not permitted. 
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• Insert <w, y> when back vowels precede front vowels, as in <yuwi> 
‘cry of surprise’ and in <yowe> ‘cry of pain’, but not when front vow-
els precede back vowels, as in <tiu> ‘(ideophone for) striking heavily’. 

(e) Standard Grammar 
Up until now, there is no common understanding of what standard Shona 
grammar is with reference to possible variations in spelling across the dia-
lects. Doke ‘s position on grammatical forms of written Shona was “That a 
unified grammar be standardized on the basis of Karanga and Zezuru” 
(1931a: 80). As justification, Doke noted that: 
 

• There was very little real difference between the the Karanga and 
Zezuru representatives on the point of grammar, as evidenced by the 
publications by Mrs Louw and Fr Beilher respectively. 

• More than half the speakers in the whole Shona-speaking area (i.e. 
not just in Rhodesia then or Zimbabwe now) were either Karanga or 
Zezuru. 

• Therefore, the application of the grammatical forms of these two 
groups would not pose difficulties in the other dialect areas. 

 
On these bases, he opted to confine attention to Karanga and Zezuru on 
grammatical points and recommended that “a comprehensive grammar should 
be prepared as soon as possible as a guide to literary work” (1931a: 80). 

Actually, the eleven noun class system that he proposed from I-XI was 
based on Karanga-Zezuru prefixes, e.g. class I was <mu-, υa->, now spelt 
<mu-, va->, and not Manyika /mu-, wa-/, also spelt <mu-, wa->. This has 
been maintained to the present, except that the numbering of the classes was 
subsequently changed by Fortune to1-21 after allocation of different num-
bers to the singular-plural pairs, e.g. 1 <mu-> and 2 <va->. Doke’s class 
VIII <u-, υu-, hu-> had accommodated variation between Karanga < υu-> 
and Zezuru <hu->. Now all are class 14 <u->, as in <uchi> 'honey'. This 
means that today Karanga speakers must not write <vuchi> and Zezuru 
speakers must not write <huchi>.  However, Doke ruled that Korekore <hu-, 
xu-> instead of <tu->, now class 13, and Karombe /ʃi-/ or <shi-> instead of  
<ci-> or <chi->, now class 7, were to be ignored (1931a: 81). This has been 
maintained to the present. 
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The influence of Doke’s recommendations is quite evident in O’Neil’s 
and Marconnes’ grammars of the 1930s and in Barnes’ dictionary of 1932. 
On the point of grammar, the same influence is seen much later in transla-
tions of the Bible and in those points that have become standard practice 
under the general guidance of the Shona Language Committee. Still, how-
ever, Fortune (1972: 50) is quite right in pointing out that “very little stan-
dardization of grammatical forms has taken place”. 

Consequently, one of the problems that is still giving rise to free variation 
in spelling of certain word forms is the lack of clarity on what is standard 
Shona grammar. This is most evident in respect of the allomorphs of inflec-
tions of substantives and of verbs, as well as class 14 affixes. Apparently 
guided by the ‘majority rule’ principle, the Shona Language Committee has 
selected forms to be used as the norm from different dialects for different 
types of inflections or affixes or word classes.  

Karanga speech is to be followed in the inflection of substantives or sub-
stantive phrases where the Shona dialects otherwise use different options 
from <a, e, o>. This means that, following Karanga speech forms, the 
choice of <a> or <e> or <o> depends on the noun noun class, as follows: 

 
• <a> is used before substantives of classes 1a, 2a, 2, 6, 13 and 16 as 

in the class 2 examples <baba vavana>, ‘the father of the children’, 
and <kutaura navanhu>, <talking to people>. 

• <o> is used before substantives of classes 1, 3, 11, 12, 14, 15, 17 
and 18 as in the class 1 example <mukadzi womunhu>, ‘someone’s 
wife’, and in the class 3 example ‘muriwo ndowangu uyu>, ‘these 
are my vegetables’. 

• <e> is used before substantives of classes 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 19 and 21 
as in the class 9 example <mari yechingwa>, ‘money for bread’, 
and in the class 1 example <mukuru wechikoro>, ‘head of school’.  

 
What is involved here is coalescence between the vowel /a/ of the inflecting 
affixes and the vowel of the class affix.  

However, in practice, we find that no one, not even the Karanga speaker-
writers themselves, apply these rules consistently, especially in respect of 
the inflecting affixes for copulatives <nda->, possessives <wa-, va-, ra-, 
cha-> etc., or adverbials <na-, sa->. Instead, speaker-writers of all the dia-
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lects use any one of the three options available with the vowels <a, e, o> 
freely in each case, as long as it is permissible in at least one dialect. Thus, 
in various written texts, we can expect to get variation between <nda-, nde-, 
ndo->, <wa-, we-, wo-> and <va-, ve-, vo-> etc., as well as between <na-, 
ne-, no-> and <sa-, se-, so->, as in the examples: 

 
• <vana ndavangu ~ vana ndevangu>, ‘the children are mine’, and 

<murume ndowangu ~ murume ndewangu> ‘the man is mine’; 

• <baba vavana ~ baba vevana>, ‘father of the children’, and <mudzi 
womuti ~ mudzi wemuti’, ‘the root of the tree’; 

• <kubaya nebanga ~ kubaya nobanga>, ‘to stab with a knife’, <ku-
taura savanhu ~ kutaura sevanhu>, ‘to talk like humans’, <somuen-
zaniso ~ semuenzaniso>, ‘as an example’. 

These are just a few examples. The more noun classes you look at, the more 
variation you get. Therefore, in terms of fixing the standard on the basis of a 
selected norm, the rule is simply ignored and all the forms that occur in 
speech are found in the written form and accepted, even by those who do 
not use the particular options exercised. 

Although there is no specific reference to conjunctive formatives in the 
section in which Fortune (1972) deals with standard Shona grammar, appli-
cation of the above sub-rules is deemed to be extended to <na-, ne-, no-> 
(cp. Manyika nga-, nge-, ngo-> with the same resultant variation in practice, 
as in <mombe, mbudzi nehwai ~ nohwai>, ‘cattle, goats and sheep’, and in 
<vakomana navasikana ~ nevasikana>, ‘boys and girls’. Further evidence 
that people are always likely to write in dialect is found when we look at the 
plural of respect, where the terms conferring such respect in classes 1a and 
2a , such as <baba, ishe, Mwari>, ‘father, chief, God’, typically require plu-
ral agreements but, occasionally, singular agreements based on Zezuru also 
occur in writing, and we end up with such variations as <baba vake ~ 
wake>, ‘his/her father’, <ishe uyu ~ava>, ‘this chief>, and <Mwari akanaka 
~ vakanaka>, ‘the good Lord’. 

The same applies to class 14 affixes, where <u-> should be prefixed to 
nouns, adjectives and enumerative, as in <upenyu> ‘life’ and in <umwe 
usavi> ‘some relish', while <hu-> should be used in all other cases, as in 
<upenyu hunonakidza tinohuda tose>, ‘we all love the good life’. However, 
the <h> should be changed to <hw>when it occurs before a stem or forma-
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tive beginning with or consisting of a vowel, as in <usiku hwose ~ usiku 
hwese>, ‘the whole night’, and in <upenyu hwamazuva ano ~ upenyu hwe-
mazuva ano>, 'life nowadays'. In practice, we find variation in the written 
forms based on the options that are available in speech across the dialects, 
or sometimes on the basis of personal preference, as in <upfu uchena ~ upfu 
huchena ~ hupfu huchena ~ hupfu hwuchena>, ‘white mealie meal’. In the 
case of selector stems, the standard spellings should be <-no, -ya>, based on 
Karanga and Manyika practice, as in <basa rino> ‘this job’ and <gore riya> 
‘that year’. However, the Zezuru option with <e> appears quite often in the 
written form, as in <vana vaye> ‘those children’, < gore riye> ‘that year’, 
and < <zvinhu zviye> ‘those things>. Similarly, while the terminal vowel of 
the negative present tense should be <i>, we find that the Zezuru options <e, 
a> feature prominently in the written form and they area accepted, so that 
we end up with options such as <haadi ~ haade>, ‘he/she does not want’, 
<havamuzivi ~ havamuzive>, ‘they do not know him>, <hazvimboiti ~ haz-
vimboita>, ‘that simply wont do’. 

Zezuru practice is supposed to be the basis for selecting the subject prefix 
of class 1, which is spelt <a> as in <munhu anoda kudya>, ‘a person has to 
eat’, and in <mwana ane njere uyu>, ‘this child is intelligent’. This sub-rule 
does not seem to cause a big problem because <a> is also the preferred op-
tion in Manyika and Korekore, but occasionally <u>, the preferred option in 
Karanga and Ndau, also occurs in written texts, as in <munhu unoda kudya> 
and in <mwana une njere uyu>. Finally, we observe that, where an option in 
spelling occurs, and where this is permitted by the basic alphabet rather than 
by the sub-rules, speaker-writers will exercise the option both in speech and 
in writing. A typical case is the free use of both <ndo> and <no>, as in 
<ndichandomuona ~ ndichanomuona>, ‘I will go and see her/him’, and in 
<vakandotsvaka mari ~ vakanotsvaka mari>, ‘they went to look for money’. 
Yet the Language Committee had actually recommended that the spelling <-
ndo-> rather than <-no-> should be used for this verbal infix, which is also 
sometimes referred to as an auxiliary verb or a deficient verb. 
 

5.1.2 Fortune’s Grammars 
In A Guide to Shona Spelling (1972), Fortune is simply describing the pro-
visions of the 1967 orthography as decided upon collectively by the Shona 
Language Committee. He may not have personally agreed with all the deci-
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sions or with the statement of all the sub-rules, especially on word division. 
The section on standard grammar as it was to be applied to the orthography, 
which we have just reviewed immediately above, does not reflect his im-
mense contribution to the systematic description of Shona. He developed 
these grammars over an extended period in a number of volumes that subse-
quently became the basis of many studies in Shona phonetics, phonology, 
morphology and syntax. Fortune’s grammars and his other works make him 
the other luminary figure in the development of Shona as a standard written 
language. However, a fair review of his work is a separate subject that 
would require another chapter that cannot be fitted into this re-issue of Doke’s 
Report. What we can only do here is to mention the volumes in question. 

Perhaps under the influence of Doke, Fortune chose the Zezuru dialect as 
the basis of his grammatical descriptions of Shona. Fortune published three 
major works on Shona grammar: An Analytical Grammar of Shona (1955), 
Elements of Shona: Zezuru Dialect (1957) and Shona Grammatical Con-
structions (2 vols., 1980-84). In these grammars, Fortune developed and 
applied the constituent structure analysis to Shona. Through a process of 
scaling down, this is the descriptive approach that has been adopted in 
Shona textbooks at high school level, such as Chimhundu’s Zambuko series 
(1992-98). At higher levels, other linguists adopted Fortune’s approach and 
applied it to the other dialects, e.g. Mkanganwi to Ndau (1973), Dembe-
tembe to Korekore (1987) and Pongweni to Karanga (1990).  Others have 
since applied more modern theories, e.g. transformational generative gram-
mar (Dembetembe, 1976) and lexical functional grammar (Matambirofa, 
2003), to describe the structure of the Shona language. However, all of these 
and others, e,g. Pongweni (1990) and Mberi (2002),  refer to both Fortune 
and Doke in a manner that enhances the stature of the latter two as the prin-
cipal figures in the study, development and standardization of the Shona 
language during the 20th century. 

5.1.3 Conclusion  
From the five sub-sections (a) to (e) above, it is clear that the sub-rules that 
give details of how the basic alphabet should be used in standard Shona 
spelling are not adhered to or even used consistently. This is so, either be-
cause application of the ‘majority rule’ principle is too complex, or because 
the selected norm shifts from one dialect to the other in respect of particular 
word forms, or because speakers prefer to write in dialect, which they find 
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easy to do because the basic alphabet makes this possible in most cases. 
While it is understandable that the Shona Language Committee wanted to 
be fair to all the main dialects, they ended up with a system that was too 
complex for speaker-writers to internalize and to apply consistently. By 
comparison, Doke made a deliberate choice to base grammatical standardi-
zation on only two of the dialects but with some accommodation of the 
other dialects. The considered opinion of the present writer is that Doke 
ended up with a system that was simpler to comprehend and to apply more 
consistently because the criteria for norm selection were clearer. Even to-
day, most of the debate in the area of spelling has to do with a desire by 
some to have specific features of what are considered to be marginalized 
dialects accommodated. However, those who lobby for such accommoda-
tion seldom consider what will happen to the system of writing as a whole 
and whether it is possible to accommodate so much variation in a common 
and practical orthography on the basis of which standardization of the literary 
language can continue to develop. The debate is likely to continue for many 
more years. So will the reference to Doke. 

5.2 Word Division 

The basic system of conjunctive word division that was recommended by 
Doke in 1931 has been retained to the present. As we have already ob-
served, the relatively minor revisions that were made in 1955 were retained 
in 1967. In addition, the Shona Language Committee came up with a set of 
six rules that were intended to describe in detail what was permissible and 
what was not in the application of this system in the current orthography. 
These rules, which are quite elaborate, are reproduced in Fortune’s Guide 
(1972, chapters 1 & 4), together with explanatory notes and illustrative ex-
amples. They are also reproduced in Hannan’s Standard Shona Dictionary 
(second edition 1974 & 1981). During the process of elaboration, the Com-
mittee created a number of inconsistencies, resulting in a number of prob-
lems that are now experienced by Shona speaker-writers as they try to apply 
the rules. The basic contradiction lies in the fact that, while the word marker 
in Shona has been clearly identified by both Doke and Fortune as penulti-
mate length or stress, the main rule does not give a phonological definition 
of the written word. Instead, it defines the written word on the basis of com-
posite meaning, and then all the other rules that amplify or qualify the main 
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rule refer to grammatical form. A critical review of these rules follows in 
the discussion below. 

5.2.1 Discussion 
First, we will look at the main rule and its amplification (Rule 1), then we 
will look at the qualifying rules (Rules 2, 3 & 4), and finally we will look at 
reduplication and use of the hyphen (Rules 5 & 6). 

(a) The Main Rule 
Rule 1 defines a written word as a speech form that means something by 
itself "but cannot be divided into lesser units which all make sense when 
spoken by themselves" (Fortune, 1972: 7). The amplification of this rule 
covers complex nominal constructions (or compounds) whose constituent 
elements must be written as single words and without hyphenation, e.g: 
<mushandirapamwe>, 'cooperative'; <nzvengamutsvairo>, 'lazy bones'. This 
general rule is further amplified by three converse rules that are intended to 
reinforce it by saying the same thing in a different and more phonological 
way. They specify speech forms that should not be written as separate 
words, viz: 
 

• a monosyllable that is grammatically linked, either: (a) to a word 
just preceding it, i.e. enclitics or suffixes such as <-ye, -zve, -ko, -
po, -i, -ba, -su, -ka>; or (b) to a word that follows, such as <sa- ~ se- 
~ so-, na- ~ ne- ~ no-, zve-, mu-, zva-, sezva->;  

• if it is a constituent part of a word and cannot make sense by itself, 
e.g. <-nyatso-, -no-, -chi->. 

Notable exceptions are monosyllabic Karanga nouns like <mbwa> 'dog', 
<ngwe> 'leopard', <bwe> 'stone'. In initial position in the sentence, the inter-
rogative <Ko> and conjunctive <Zve> are not affected and they are written 
as separate words. 

The phonological amplification of this rule is based on two observations: 
 

• That the typical Shona syllable is CV structure and that its charac-
teristic marker is the tone, either high or low, which it carries. As 
with the previous two orthographies, tone is not marked in the cur-
rent Shona orthography. 
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• That the characteristic marker of the Shona spoken word is accent 
which is realized as penultimate length, i.e. "the presence (or poten-
tial presence) of an accent or prominence of extra length (and per-
haps extra stress) on the second last syllable. This accent is hardly 
perceptible in quick speech but it is nevertheless present and it shifts 
as affixes or inflections are added to the left or to the right of the ba-
sic word form, as in <i:ni>, 'me'  <ini:ni>, 'myself'  <inini:wo>, 
'me too"  <ininiwo:zve>, 'me too please>. However, the phe-
nomenon of penultimate accent is not used as the basis for the 
statement of rules of Shona word division. 

The gist of the grammatical commentary on Rule 1 is that in all three ba-
sic word classes in Shona, i.e. the two types based on roots -- nouns and 
verbs--and the ideophones, the affixes and inflections are attached to them 
and written as single words, viz: 

 
• Substantives of all types, whether prefix or stem (e.g. nouns and ad-

jectives as in <mu-rume mu-kuru>, 'a big man'), or stabilizing 
vowel plus affix (e.g. <i-ye>, 'him/her', and <u-yu>, 'this one'). 

• Inflected substantives (e.g. copulatives such as <ndi-mai>, 'it is 
mother'; possessives such as <ya-mai>, 'mother's'; adverbials such 
as <na-tete>, 'with aunt'; presentatives such as <ha-vo>, 'there they 
are'; ownership nouns such as <sa-musha>, 'home owner', or <muz-
vina-chitoro>, 'shop owner'>. 

• Inflected verbs, i.e. written as one word with all types of inflections 
joined together, whether verb roots or extended (e.g. subject con-
cord <ndi->, tense sign <-cha->, object prefix <-ku->, and applied 
extension -er- in <ndi-cha-ku-teng-er-a>, 'I will buy for you'. 

• Particles called enclitics, which are suffixed to verbs, e.g. plural <-i>, 
interrogative <-i>, adverbial <-wo, -zve>, interjective <-su, -ba, -ka>. 

• Verbs or nouns derived from ideophones when these combine with 
verbilizers, as in <-bvaru-k->, 'get torn', or by the addition of pre-
fixes, as in <chi-gwa-gwa-gwa>, 'machine gun'. 

• Idephones derived from verb roots by the addition of <-e, -ei>, as in 
<bat-e>, 'hoding', and <famb-ei> 'walking a little distance'. 
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All these word forms conform to the pattern in which the composite word 
formed carries penultimate accent. So these amplification rules would still 
be valid if the main rule of word division had been a statement recognizing 
this pattern as the word marker in both the spoken and the written forms. 
Speaker-writers would have found it easier to comprehend the whole set of 
rules for word division in Shona. 

(b) The Qualifying Rules 
There are three qualifying rules (Rules 2, 3 & 4) that give different types of 
exceptions to the main rule (Rule 1). These exceptions are certain speech 
forms that may not make sense by themselves but have to be written as 
separate words. These are: 
 

• Auxiliary or deficient verbs in compound tenses, as in: <tava 
kuona>, 'we can see now'; <anga aenda>, 'he had gone'; <vari uko>', 
'they are over there'. 

• Verb equivalents, such as <-na> in <tine basa>, 'we have work to 
do', and in <vana baba>, 'they have a father'. The latter is inflected 
by subject concords and is to be distinguished from <vana-> as in 
<vanababa navanamai>, 'ladies and gentlemen'. 

• Conjunctives that consist of more than one syllable and are used to 
join words, phrases or clauses, e.g: <kana>, 'when, if'; <asi>, 'but'; 
<chero>, 'even'; <uye>, 'and', <uyezve>, 'and then>; <dai, dei>, 'if 
only', <kubva>, 'then, in that case'. Karanga monosyllabic forms 
such as <bva, mva, de> are also written as separate words. 

• Interrogatives <Ko> at the beginning of a sentence and <here> at 
the end. 

• Adverbial <Zve>, at the beginning of the sentence, which is a short 
form of <zvekare>. 

The same observation that was made at the end of 5.2.1(a) above also ap-
plies here. 
 

(c) Use of the Hyphen 
The last two rules (5 & 6) deal with reduplication and use of the hyphen. 
Reduplicated verb stems must always be separated by a hyphen, as in: <ku-
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bata-bata>, 'to touch all over, to caress'; <famba-fambai>, 'go for a stroll, go 
away'; <aimbomira-mira ipapo>, 'he/she used to hang around there'. Ideo-
phones are already full words and, when they are reduplicated, they are 
written as separate words, e.g: <bate bate>, 'touching all over, caressing'; 
and <fambei fambei>, 'walking and walking again for a distance'. Redupli-
cation of verbs does not normally involve whole words. However, similar 
reduplication of substantive stems is treated differently because the hyphen 
is only used if the reduplicated stem has more than two syllables, as in 
<mangwanani-ngwanani>, 'early morning', but not in <rungwanangwana>, 
'early morning'. The logic of this syllable counting is not clear. In any case, 
one is hard put to find many more occurrences of reduplicated substantive 
stems of more than two syllables. 

Reduplication is used in Shona to convey intensity as in <rungwanang-
wana>, 'early morning', or simple repetition as in <bhedhenu bhedhenu>, 
'unfolding and unfolding', but sometimes there is a hint of both repetition 
and intensity. A source of confusion is the sub-rule that reduplicated words 
are combined and written as one word if the reduplication adds or results in 
a new meaning. Among the examples given by Fortune (1972: 11) are <ma-
nomano>, 'tricks ', <mheremhere>, 'noise, violence', and <mesomeso>, 'flir-
tation'. Among the examples given of reduplication that does not add or re-
sult in new meaning are <shure shure>, 'well behind', <pasi pasi>, 'deep 
down', and <mberi mberi>, 'way ahead'. These later examples are to be writ-
ten as separate words. However, there is really no difference between these 
two sets of examples. There is definitely addition of intensity to the mean-
ings of the latter set as well. This is precisely why speaker-writers fre-
quently violate the sub-rule. This sub-rule is yet another example of the 
over-elaboration that we have already observed elsewhere in the statement 
of rules in the current Shona orthography. 

More confusion is added by the sub-rule that complex nominal construc-
tions derived from reduplicated ideophones are not to be written as one 
word because the ideophones are whole words already, as in <chamusvetu 
musvetu>, '(game of) repeatedly jumping up and down'. Similar exaples of 
reduplicated substantives that are already whole words are the nouns <ma-
simba masimba>, 'power play', and <mukuru mukuru>, 'very senior person'. 
In all these examples, there is both addition to and change of meaning. In 
the case of the substantives, there is even change in the tone pattern in the 
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second word form. Therefore, these complex nominals should actually be 
conjoined. 

5.2.2 Conclusion 
As with spelling, the statement of the rules of word division in the current 
orthography is over-elaborate and ridden with inconsistencies of both prin-
ciple and application. In fact, some of the converse rules and qualifying 
rules are unnecessary. All they do is to make too many simultaneous de-
mands on the speaker-writers to think and write analytically like grammari-
ans if they are to apply the rules correctly and consistently. The basic con-
junctive system of word division has stood the test of time since Doke de-
signed it. There is no need to change it. What needs to be changed is the 
basis of the statement of rules from semantic and grammatical elements to 
phonological accent, so that the speaker-writers can see more clearly how 
written Shona follows spoken Shona by using penultimate length or stress 
as a word marker. Apparently the Shona Language Committee did not quite 
understand this phenomenon or appreciate the consistency of its application 
in building and marking off Shona words in speech (Fortune, 1972:40; cp. 
Doke, 1931a: 82). This is why they went on to formulate elaborate rules that 
are based on elements of meaning and grammar. In view of the practical 
problems that speaker-writers are experiencing in internalizing and applying 
the current rules consistently, a review is now needed of the statement of 
rules and not of the basic conjunctive system.  

6. Towards Standard Shona 
Shona is well on its way towards full standardization as a written and liter-
ary language. The orthography, which is the most important instrument in 
this process, is now quite fixed now, thanks to Doke's initial effort and vi-
sion about 75 years ago. This is the basic system in which Shona grammars 
have been written, the written literature has developed, dictionaries have 
been compiled and terminological expansion is being recorded. The two 
revisions that were made in 1955 and 1967 did not change the basic system 
that was designed by Doke in 1931. Current debates on more changes that 
some would want to see are not likely to lead to any fundamental changes in 
the system of spelling and word division that is used in Shona. However, it 
is important to note that standardization is a process of development and 
that this process has other aspects besides orthography. Doke (1931a) 
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touched on most of these aspects. In the preceding sections, we have already 
touched on three other important aspects besides orthography: i.e. grammar, 
lexicography and written literature. We have indicated developments after 
Doke in the standardization of the grammar [3.3, 4.1 & 5.1.1(d)], the compi-
lation of dictionaries [3.4 & 4.3], and the growth of creative writing in both 
output and originality from school readers and church-related literature to 
fully fledged novels, plays and anthologies of poems [4.1 & 4.3].  

 We have already noted that written literature in Shona has grown 
and diversified, and that it has completely broken away from church strings. 
It is now generally acknowledged that there is more literature written in 
Shona than in many other African languages. Shona literature now covers 
many genres ranging from folklore, proverbial lore and oral poetry to mod-
ern novels (including thrillers), short stories, and individually and collec-
tively authored anthologies of poems and plays. This literature is growing, 
particularly in response to the demands of the high school and tertiary level 
market where prescribed texts for literature courses are changed regularly.  

However, translation activities that also have a bearing on language stan-
dardization and development are lagging behind. This is why we have not 
looked at translation activities, apart from efforts to produce common ver-
sions of the Scriptures in Shona.. Neither have we linked translation and 
lexicography to terminological development and diversification of the func-
tions of the language. Further reference on the relationship between transla-
tion, terminology and standardization may be made to Chimhundu (1990, 
1996b & 1997). Translation activities and expansion of the functions of 
Shona in different spheres of life have not kept abreast with growth of the 
general literature or advances in lexicography because Zimbabwe has not 
put in place a policy framework that is conducive to such development. De-
spite occasional rhetoric on the need to promote the national languages, of-
ficial practice shows a clear preference for the country to function in Eng-
lish. Even so, some professional language workers have taken it upon 
themselves to do the preparatory work that will make it possible in future to 
implement such a policy when it comes along. The biggest and most sus-
tained effort in this direction has been that of the ALLEX Project, which is 
now housed at ALRI. 

In this concluding section of the introductory chapter, we will fill in some 
gaps by indicating more recent advances towards full standardization of the 
Shona language, with particular reference to lexicography. Our discussion 
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will be based mainly on Chimhundu (1997: 137-44). Of the areas that we 
have already looked at, orthography and grammar may be referred to as 
codification: that is, setting the rules of the writing system and describing 
the forms of the language. The other areas that are important for standardi-
zation are compilation and expansion of the vocabulary, and practical use in 
various domains, which may require or involve an increase in translation 
activities. Collectively, these latter areas may be referred to as elaboration: 
that is, developing the language in order to expand its use in society. This 
process of standardization must happen along with developments in various 
sectors rather than happen first and be completed before the language is ac-
tually used in all spheres of life.  

6.1 On Standardization 

What is standardization anyway? The standard form of a language is that 
variety which draws the least attention to itself, as opposed to other marked 
or peak dialects to which one would automatically assign a regional or class 
label. Typically, this standard language develops in the written form and is 
based on a variety or dialect that has been imposed on the others because it 
was favored by historical and geographical circumstances such as being as-
sociated with the rulers and or with the location of the capital and or the 
main center of commerce and fashion. As it develops, the standard language 
will enjoy a flexible stability and fulfill four basic functions: 
 

• Unifying, in respect of other varieties of the language. 

• Separating, in respect of other languages; 

• Prestige, which makes it generally accepted; and  

• Normative, insofar as it will provide a frame of reference. 

 
While the other varieties will continue to exist in the spoken form, it is this 
standard written form that will be developed to full functional capacity in all 
spheres of life.  

For a language to develop the capacity to function in all spheres of life, 
and to be used as an effective tool for education and development, it must 
go through a process of standardization. A sound policy framework does 
help to accelerate this process because all these things do not just happen by 
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themselves. A lot of work is involved for which an enabling environment is 
required and this work has to be sustained or institutionalized. 

However, there is no such language policy framework in Zimbabwe. As 
Chimhundu (1997) has observed, the standardization of Shona is happening 
without official policy or planning. Successive attempts after independence 
to have this process formalized through deliberate policy and planning have 
not succeeded because of lack of political will. The last major attempt was 
made by the National Language Policy Advisory Panel during 1997-98. The 
Panel was chaired by the present writer and, after a full year's work, it sub-
mitted a Report on the Formulation of a National Language Policy (May 
1998). Its recommendations for a comprehensive national language policy 
were well received (The Herald, 'Comment', 7 July 1998, p.8), but there 
was no follow up to implement them by the government. We are talking 
here about a national language policy and not just about policy on language 
in education. The latter is the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, 
which, in ad hoc fashion, has occasionally come up with directives and 
guidelines on languages to be taught in schools within the framework of the 
Education Act of 1987 (Amended 1991; Part XI, para. 55: 225-6). Thus, 
Doke's Report of 1931 has remained the only comprehensive and officially 
accepted language policy statement to date. At the time of writing, there is 
not even a linguistic normative body in Zimbabwe. Therefore, officially, no 
one has the responsibility to oversee the development and standardization of 
Shona or any other language in the country. This role now seems to have 
been assumed by the African Languages Research Institute (ALRI), which 
was set up at the University of Zimbabwe (UZ) in year 2000 in order to in-
stitutionalize and expand the work of the African Languages Lexical Project 
(ALLEX). Since its inception in 1996, the ALLEX Project has prioritized 
the production of monolingual dictionaries.  

6.2 ALLEX and ALRI 

As a way of responding to the practical needs of the language communities 
in Zimbabwe, particularly with reference to the teaching of Shona and Nde-
bele as subjects at different levels in the education system, the ALLEX Pro-
ject deliberately prioritized monolingual dictionaries. The long-term plan 
was to start with the compilation of three general dictionaries in each lan-
guage. The first ever monolingual dictionary in an African language in 
Zimbabwe, Duramazwi reChishona (ed. Chimhundu, 1996a) was a me-
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dium sized dictionary for the middle level users. This was the prototype in 
which the ALLEX team experimented with methodology and used ICT (in-
formation and computer technology) to start building an electronic corpus as 
a resource and to produce dictionaries in both electronic and book form. The 
team continued to build on this work and, five years later, they came up 
Duramazwi Guru reChiShona (ed. Chimhundu, 2001), which was much 
bigger and more comprehensive, and was intended for higher and tertiary 
level users. By this time, a tradition had been set in mother tongue lexicog-
raphy and another team of the same project came up with a similar diction-
ary in Ndebele, Isichazamazwi SesiNdebele (ed. Hadebe, 2001), which was 
in between the two Shona ones in terms of both size and comprehensive-
ness. The work of the ALLEX Project was institutionalized and expanded in 
2000 when the ALRI was created at the UZ. ALLEX is now housed at 
ALRI, a permanent research unit of the UZ, which was deliberately created 
as a non-faculty unit to make its program both as flexible as possible and 
inter-disciplinary in approach. For details of its current research activities 
and what has been accomplished so far, reference may be made to Chim-
hundu (ed. 2003). 

The ALRI agenda is both visionary and futuristic but, more importantly, 
it emphasizes products and sustained effort as the chief means for realizing 
the vision. The Institute's mission statement is: 

 
To research, document and develop Zimbabwean indigenous lan-
guages in order to promote and expand their use in all spheres of life. 
 

The objectives, activities and products that make up this agenda may be 
summarized in ten points as follows:  
 

• Basic research and documentation of the indigenous (i.e. African) 
languages of Zimbabwe. 

• Outreach and advocacy programs nationwide, both as consultation 
during research and as a public education exercise. 

• Publication of series of language reference works, prioritizing 
monolingual dictionaries, both general language and specialized or 
terminological dictionaries. 



 68

• Publication and dissemination of research products both in book 
form and electronically through the Internet. 

• Building and maintenance of electronic language corpora for vari-
ous research purposes. 

• Developing of morphological parsers and syntactic analyzers. 

• Developing other language technology applications, including spell 
checkers and other such tools, using the resources built from the 
same research and publications. 

• Providing language advisory and consultancy services for both the 
public and the private sectors. 

• Offering specialist training services in order to enable other mother-
tongue researchers to do similar work in their own language com-
munities. 

• Serving as a center of excellence for language research and devel-
opment, and taking a leading position vis-à-vis other language de-
partments and research units in higher institutions of learning at 
both national and sub-regional levels. 

And what has this all got to do with Doke’s legacy? In layman’s terms, 
the short answer is that the ALLEX-ALRI program is a logical extension of the 
vision that Doke had in 1931, although he could not have foreseen the advent of 
black majority rule and the creation of Zimbabwe in 1980. In more practical 
and direct ways, it is also a logical extension of the basis that he laid for the 
standardization of Shona and the work that was subsequently done by others 
during the next two generations. 

 We need to make a brief and direct comment here on the relationship be-
tween dictionary-making and language standardization. For a more detailed 
discussion on the subject, reference may be made to Hadebe (2002). In both the 
twin processes of codification and elaboration, a standard dictionary has an 
important normative influence, much more so if it is monolingual. Users 
accept and apply the lexicographer’s descriptions of word forms, his state-
ments about their meaning and usage (e.g. whether colloquial, obsolete, 
vulgar or idiomatic), and his interpretation of the rules of standard spelling 
and word division. The general language dictionaries published by the 
ALLEX Shona team have already established trends and set a tradition for 
monolingual lexicography, while the team’s specialized dictionary series 
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will similarly set the trends and a tradition for the development of terminol-
ogies in different subject areas. It is already quite clear that the monolingual 
Shona dictionaries have given the language the abstractive powers that it 
needs to describe itself by developing the metalanguage and a standard set 
of transparent abbreviations, by naming characters and letters of the alpha-
bet in Shona and prescribing how these should be pronounced, and by pro-
viding essential tables and standardizing descriptive terms in problem areas 
of the grammar such as the noun class system and verbal extensions. All 
these are given in the front matter of Duramazwi reChiShona (1996) and 
Duramazwi Guru reChiShona (2001). The COBUILD definition formats 
used give typical type statements that contain the headword, and further il-
lumination of the senses is given in more sentences that are given as illustra-
tive examples of usage. Collectively, all the statements in the front matter 
and in the definitions may be viewed as a style manual that shows the 
speaker-writer how to write correctly in the Shona language, particularly 
with reference to spelling, word division, punctuation, capitalization, pres-
entation of examples, paragraphing, as well as the organization and heading 
and sub-heading of sections and sub-sections of a text. These dictionaries 
also help the speaker-writers to appreciate language variation at different 
levels, especially dialectal and stylistic variation, synonyms and variants, 
monosemy and polysemy, and neutral or lexical meaning as distinct from 
idiomatic meaning. 

The ALLEX terminological dictionaries have all their definitions in 
Shona, but they also have a translation component in the form of English 
glosses that come immediately after the headwords and in the form of a re-
verse index at the end of the dictionary. Through these dictionaries, technical 
vocabulary for different specialist fields is being collected, analyzed and coined 
where necessary in systematic ways that make sense to the speakers of Shona. 
The process of translation is partly matching of equivalents and partly creative. 
So the translation component in these specialized dictionaries actually triggers 
term creation, which results in the expansion of Shona vocabulary.  

7. General Conclusion 
Doke’s permanent legacy is that he gave us the basis on which to develop 
Shona as a standard written language, which is now showing the potential to 
develop further into a national official language. In future, Shona may well 
develop into a state language. In the area of codification, Doke made the 
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most important contribution in the development of a standard orthography, 
while Fortune has since made the most important contribution in the devel-
opment of a standard grammar. Thus, it is not possible to talk about stan-
dard Shona without reference to Doke or Fortune. However, Doke’s contri-
bution has to be seen in a much broader perspective for two reasons. Firstly, 
his seminal works on Zulu in South Africa must have also influenced his 
recommendations on Ndebele vis-à-vis Shona and the other languages in Zim-
babwe. Secondly, during 1929-31, he did not just confine his research and rec-
ommendations to Shona orthography and grammar. His Report on the Unifica-
tion of the Shona Dialects (1931a) also covered other aspects of the 
standardization of the Shona language in the area of elaboration. Further, he 
looked at the language situation in the country as a whole and made recom-
mendations on policy and planning that are still influencing practice today. 

In the area of elaboration, the most significant advances have been in 
lexicography or dictionary making, where the second edition of Hannan’s 
Standard Shona Dictionary (1974 & 1981) stands out as the largest and 
most important bilingual (Shona-English) reference work to date, while the 
ALLEX Project’s Duramazwi Guru reChiShona (ed. Chimhundu, 2001) 
currently stands out as the largest and most important monolingual (Shona-
Shona) reference work in any African language in the region. Building up 
on the latter, ALRI is now compiling a series of terminological dictionaries 
in a number of specialist fields. A Shona dictionary of biomedical terms, 
Duramazwi reUrapi neUtano (Mpofu et al, 2004), is already out. By the 
time the ALLEX Project winds up in 2006, the Institute will have published 
three more dictionaries in Shona: a dictionary of musical terms, a dictionary 
of linguistic and literary terms, and an illustrated children’s dictionary – in 
that order. Judging by these products and by the impact that the work of the 
ALLEX Project has already had, future generations will find it impossible to 
review further development towards the full standardization of Shona with-
out reference to ALLEX or ALRI. 

The current Shona orthography is not perfect but it is based on principles 
that are clear. It is practical and workable, it has been generally accepted, 
and it has stabilized. Using this orthography, the Shona language has al-
ready made advances towards standardization in the full sense of the term as 
it has been defined above. Language variation is a natural phenomenon. 
Therefore, a standard orthography is partly a matter of convention because it 
is not possible to come up with a common writing system that suits each and 
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every one of the varieties of a language perfectly, not even the selected 
norm. Shona orthography has already been revised twice since Doke de-
signed the basic system about 75 years ago. It is not advisable to keep 
changing the writing system after every generation or so. Those who are 
lobbying for more changes in order to accommodate particular dialectal fea-
tures must first of all look at the divergent orthographies that Doke found in 
1929 and then consider whether their proposed changes would not lead to 
demands for more changes by others, whether at the end of the day there 
will be more problems solved than created, whether we will still have a 
common writing system that is stable and acceptable to all, whether that 
system will stand the test of time, and whether progress towards full stan-
dardization of Shona will be accelerated or impeded by the proposed new 
changes. 
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