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The Bantu Expansion is the initial spread of the Bantu languages and the communities speaking them 
over large parts of Central, Eastern, and Southern Africa from a homeland located in the borderland 
between present-day Nigeria and Cameroon. This major linguistic, cultural, and demographic process 
in Late Holocene Africa stands out in three respects: its vastness, its rapidness, and its predominantly 
longitudinal orientation (Bostoen 2018). A central question about this expansion is whether and how 
the first Bantu-speaking populations migrated through and settled in the Congo rainforest. While 
previous studies suggest that the movement of Bantu-speaking people might have been favored by a 
climate-induced forest reduction in the Sangha River Interval (SRI) around 2500 BP (Bostoen et al. 
2015; Grollemund et al. 2015), a recent study suggests that this migration through the rainforest 
happened well before that period and was not facilitated by SRI savanna corridors (Koile et al. 2022).
 Although the specific quantitative methods underlying their conclusions differ, Grollemund et 
al. (2015) and Koile et al. (2022) are not only both phylogenetic studies, but they are also based on 
exactly the same datasets of basic vocabulary, the same cognacy judgments and the same 
underrepresented and unbalanced sample of rainforest Bantu languages. What is more, recent 
scholarship has seriously challenged the idea that phylogenies based on modern Bantu languages may 
directly reflect the initial migration of Bantu speech communities (Bostoen 2018; Gunnink et al. 2022; 
Bostoen et al. forthcoming). Seidensticker et al. (2021) argue that a population collapse hit the entire 
Congo rainforest ~1,500 BP, which probably led to the extinction of many ancestral lineages of Bantu 
languages before the area was recolonized by Bantu speakers from ~1,000 BP onwards. Hence, many 
of the Bantu languages currently spoken in the Congo rainforest may have an ancestry there that is 
more than a millennium younger than previously assumed. 

In order to shed new light on the initial expansion of Bantu languages through the Congo 
rainforest and how its signal in lexicon-based phylogenies got possibly blurred by language death and 
spread-over-spread-events, we present in this talk the preliminary results of a new comprehensive 
lexicon-based phylogeny. This on-going study focuses on two clades of rainforest Bantu languages, 
i.e., Central-Western (CWB) and West-Western or West-Coastal (WCB) Bantu. These two groups 
display different topologies in the phylogenies of Grollemund et al. (2015) and Koile et al. (2022). 
While in the first, WCB branches off after CWB, in the second CWB and WCB are parallel branches. 
Moreover, portions of what is CWB in Grollemund et al. (2015) cluster more closely with WCB in 
Koile et al. (2022).  

While Grollemund et al. (2015), the most comprehensive phylogeny of the Bantu languages to 
date, includes 424 doculects for the entire family, our new phylogeny includes more than 350 varieties 
for two branches, CWB and WCB. Featuring many varieties spoken in the DRC that were never 
documented before (Kouarata et al. forthcoming), it closely reflects modern-day Bantu language 
diversity within the Congo rainforest. The vast majority of our data come from first-hand fieldwork 
and second-hand specialized sources other than Bastin et al. (1999). Cognacy judgments are 
performed by relying on a profound knowledge of the historical phonology of the languages in 
question (Rottland 1977; Koni Muluwa & Bostoen 2012; Bostoen & Koni Muluwa 2014; Donzo 
2015; Pacchiarotti & Bostoen 2020; Pacchiarotti & Bostoen 2021; Pacchiarotti & Bostoen 2022). We 
use Lexedata (Kaiping et al. 2022) as a toolbox to edit and annotate our lexical dataset and MrBayes 
3.2 (Huelsenbeck & Ronquist 2001; Ronquist et al. 2012) to produce a bayesian phylogeny, which is 
an important first step to refine our understanding of the layered history of rainforest Bantu languages. 
Additionally, our preliminary results will serve as the basis to develop and subsequently test new 
hypotheses regarding the colonization and recolonization of the Congo rainforest by Bantu-speaking 
peoples. 
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