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A very short introduction to Kam

- Traditionally classified as an outlier in 
Adamawa (Greenberg 1963; Boyd 1989)

- Small language (~ 10,000 speakers)

- Surrounded by Jukunoid, Mumuye, 
other ‘Adamawa’, …

- Minimal segmental morphology
- No noun classes

- A few verbal extensions (but mostly SVC-

strategies)



Kam resists neat classification
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Williamson & Blench 1989; Hammarström et al. 

2024
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Cf. Kunzmann 2024, based on Boyd 1989



Claims of this talk

• Kam is a member of Niger-
Congo

• But, for now, it can be 
considered an isolate (or 
separate branch) within the 
family N/Congo

B/Congo

Kwa
Mumuyic

Kam
Gbayaic
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Framework and method

• First: focus on morphology and paradigms

• Second: look for shared lexical innovations

• Sources
• Proto-NC Pronouns and numerals: Güldemann 2017, 2018, Babaev 2012 (replicated)

• Intermediate reconstructions: RefLex + my own pseudo-reconstructions

• Leipzig-Jakarta comparative wordlist: RefLex + my own pseudo-reconstructions

• Data published as Lesage 2024 on Zenodo

Introduction Pronouns Numerals Lexicon Isolation? Next steps
6



Item Semantic domain Kam Niger-Congo Benue-Congo BC-Proto-Bantu BC-Jukunoid BC-Proto-Edoid BC-Delta-Cross BC-DC-Proto-Upper-Cross BC-DC-Proto-Lower-Cross BC-Proto-Ukaan BC-Proto-Ring Proto-Gbe Potou-Akanic Mabia Mumuyic Proto-Gbaya Proto-Fula-Sereer

ant animals mìrɛ̀g, kángálí; àjɔ̀gbírí; àjɔ̀g, kàcírî cádàkù, cíícì, pʊ̀ká, pàdí dan (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo), tùm (Yukuben-Kutep) bɛŕà, mìɭì, dìɲá, ɭà, háɭà, hòɭó, gbíyà ɲ_ɲ

arm/hand body parts ànyé ba bók, kón bókò, kónò, nàmà bu ghU-ɓɔ / A bók bók ú-bók / a- kɔí̀n bá ɓa (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), ɓan (Kurumfe-OtiVolta)na-V̀ ɓàà, ɓàkà, kɔ̰́́ j_n, hwus, naq

ash surroundings she ̀ bu(k) bú(C), tóŋ bú, tó tóŋ A-mhṵə tóŋ tɔŋ́ ń-tóŋ èhṵ́́hṵ́́ búd ̀, dúmè tom (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)pung bùk, bòk ndɔw

back body parts ̀ngkùm tVN tÌm jùmá, bʊ́ndá, cánà, gòngò, tákò sím̀ (Yukuben-Kutep) u-kə dÌm dìmá ɛ̀-dɛ̀m àt̰́̀ dùmɛ́ tʊ ɗòŋ, kɔŕ

big properties bɔ̀r nénè kò, kyòm (Yukuben-Kutep), kòn-a (Central-Jukunoid) bhɛ di ̰́̀ bang, bòrò gásá, gbà, pɛśí, pɛśá magw, yaaj

bird animals núng nU(n) nùN dʊ̀kù nùŋ (Yukuben-Kutep), nin (Central-Jukunoid) A-pɩ / I nÙN nɔ̀ná í-nùŋɛń ɛ̀Cɛḱàyànv̰́ núnì χɛ̀ jaV-nung nɔí́, nɔɛ́́

bite basic actions kìm dOM dóm(V) cʊ̀m, dʊ́m, tó dwàm dóm dómà lóm yɔḿV dɔḿù dum yon, yii, kon ŋat

bitter properties zòrí dùD báb, cʊ́ngʊ́, dʊ̀d, kád nùn (Yukuben-Kuteb), dzòn (Central-Jukunoid) dúì vɛ́ páŋ, páŋá xaaɗ

black properties áꜜbɔǵɔŕî piD pít jíd, pi, pínd bʸed, pèT (Jukun-Mbembe) bi bít bínà bít ùCi ̰́Ći ̰́́ pínɔ̀, díŋe bid ~ bin vi-ri, vi-V/-ng-ri tṵ́́ ɓal

blood body parts wò yín conde, dòpà, nyíngà yín, sà (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) U-ɟɩ ~ ɟɩa / A YìC dè, ní, yìŋ jììp ùɲṵ́́ dúŋá, káŋù ʁʷṵ́̀ nam ~ nim (Kurumfe-OtiVolta)kpa-V̀, zing tɔ̀k ƴel

blow basic actions bìr, kɛb́ pup pup(V) pʊ́ʊ́p, pùng, pèèp, pép, púd ta, vṵ-a (Central-Jukunoid) phupho gʷuma, gʷùna fùùt, fùm póɛṕ ̀, tɔŋ́ ̀, dùé pu fu ʔúfí

bone body parts àkùb KV(p) kúp kúpà, pɪńdɪ́ kup, fu (Kpan-Icen) k(ú)p(V) kúpà ó-kpó òɣʷó gúpɛ́ χʷú ʔob ~ ʔo ka, kak-V gbà̰́ɭà̰́ giƴ ~ giʔ

breast body parts àvi  ́ bVD baND bambo, béèdè, kódò, tómbò byan báy báy é-bá / a- ìŋʷá̰̀hi ̰́̀ gínɛ̀, dóɔ̀n ɖó̰́ ŋɩɗ míǹ bèrè

burn (intr.) surroundings cɛ̀m báb, bábʊd, bàk, pɩ,́ tùmb ton-a, vó̰̀ (Jukun-Mbembe) tʊchɩ nùkɔ,́ tùàŋ, púmì, kú ̀ bì pɪ so (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), se (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), ɲog (Kurumfe-OtiVolta)caa béɭí, dɔ́ sum

carry basic actions bùsí, yàg, cùg tO caG(V) cènd, jàngàt, tʊ́t tom-a, yab cʊaGɩ ttódì bɛń bòàkí kpá̰̀, ʁḛ́̀ tʊ ʒɩ (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) tóɭí (b)wax, gad ~ gaɗ

child (kin term) people àcì BI(m) jánà ŋu (Central-Jukunoid), su (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) O-mɔ gwáàn / bá ó-jɛń / ɛ- òɲi ̰́́ bùàní ví bi bêm ɓi

come basic actions pɛ̀ ba bUy, duV bʊ́j, bút, dù, gàd, jìj, púm ba ppu dí wàgV gùí, bɔ̀ìn, dúè bá, ɓá, vá, wá ba e tɛ́ gar

crush/grind basic actions sùr, nàm ku(a) cè, cìd, kʊ̀j, kìd, pèd kwa lɔ kók gùá, bùá tù nam ~ nem mooɲ, sox

cry/weep/shout basic actions yē, cò TaN jàn, kʊ́j, dɪd̀, jám, kém, pám sʸàŋ (Jukun-Mbembe) viɛ, vá̰ tto túá dèí, gákì wi (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) héɭí, hé ŋaax

do/make basic actions cùg, sīn gɪd̀, kɪt́, tá, dèm, páng, tènd bu dhu te nám nàí, gínɔ́ wà, wàsí ŋa (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) dɛ́

dog animals wó B(u|a) búà bʊ́à bu A-bhʊa / I búá byá é-búá / i- búà àvu ́ ɓa za-V, zaa tòɭó ɓox ~ ɓos

drink basic actions núng no NU nyó, tóm ŋgwam (Yukuben-Kutep), vʷa (Central-Jukunoid) ɗa, yɔ̰́ʊ gʷád ŋʷóŋ tɔ̀dhV nú ̀, mú ɖo ̰̀ nʊ̃ ɲo ɓoo nɔ́ yɛr

ear body parts àkàr tó(n) tóŋ tʊ́ì tóŋ ghU-chɔGi / A tóŋ ttóŋì ú-toŋ / a- ʊ̀rʊ̀gV túndè tó tʊ dɩng (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)co-V, coo zɛ̀rà nof

eat basic actions nìm di di dɪ́ dyi dhɩ já já líá yé dúɛ̀, dámɔ̀, kúdè, tàm ɖù di caa ɲɔŋ́ ɲaam, muɗ

egg animals àbɛ̀r kyi gɪ́ kyi dhI-kḭə / A kíɛ̀ŋ̀ kkèŋí ŋ́-kíɛ̀ŋ ìʃɛ̰́̀nv̰́ gúmɔ̀ àzi ̰́̀ çe (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)angka kúɭì ɓoof

eye body parts ànùng JI jícò giP dhI-dhʊ / A Jèn jèná ɛ-́ɲɛ̀n / a- ìjì túɛ̀ nung, gíǹg gbà-ɭí Giʈ

fall basic actions tɔ̀r kU(D), TuD kÙ bàdàd, gʊ̀, pón, kò dḛi tɔ̀D ttɔ̀ dùʀó nɔ̰́́ búà, gù, pénà cuɗ (Kurumfe-Gurunsi) ték yool ~ yoor, ɓaɓɓ, sam, yɛn

far properties dáb Dan dàì dwan di ̰́̀ kí, hi ̰́í ̰́́ goɗ

fire surroundings àlè dɪd̀ò, jíjà da (Yukuben-Kutep), pìt (Central-Jukunoid) kwáŋ kʷɔń ú-káŋ ìɲá̰́ bút ̀ dzò ya-V, yaa wèè ɗaay

fish animals àtábé cómbá, cúɪ,́ gòdà, kʊ́ngá, kèké gyá E-ch(i)ənhi / I tèn màní é-ják / i- tùá àkpà ɲɪn (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)ya-V-zing, zing zòrò li(ɓ)

flesh/meat body parts àfàm n(y)am nyam nyàmà, cùnà, nòkù byi E-nhamhɩ / I tèn ú-nâm, ó-bók ɛ̀nɔ̰́ḿv̰́ dùà lá̰̀ nam ~ nem yop-V, yopò mùr regeƴ ~ regew

fly animals jo ̀ kyi gì kʸíŋ̀, fù (Central-Jukunoid) A-khḭə / I titiŋe ú-sùŋ / n- ìʃʊ̰́́ dìà jo (Kurumfe-OtiVolta) zi ̰́́ Coow

give, share basic actions mā, gàb pa(n) gàb, jínk, pá, tùp na, ndà (Yukuben-Kutep), dwe (Central-Jukunoid), ya/yi (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo)na ni kyàŋ, ní ɲì, nò púà, kùɛ́ bá̰,́ ɖá̰́ pa ~ pan a kɛ̰́́, há xaƴ, Coox, Dox ~ Tox

go basic actions sáng, nyɛb́ gɪ,̀ gènd, pɪt́, púm yāg̀ (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) khɩ ̰́a kàɰá hùnó̰̀gV dùɔ,́ gɔ̀í yì to (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), ta (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)daa, ra, kìǹ, ya nɛ́ jag

good properties lɛ̀m jUAm jʊ̀àm, jìjá siP, saŋ (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo), kyo (Mbembe) chiəmhi ʊ̀fɔ́ dúpà, báŋù yó̰́ ŋan tnòò, ɗii dé bel

hair body parts sírá tID bùdì, cʊ̀kí, cìngà, cítì, júɪd́ɪ,́ dzin U-tʊ̰́ tina, diŋa í-dɛ̀t èwùɾV núŋè ɖà w ĩ˜ ƴu (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)cèǹ-ti, sung búmɔ,́ míɭì, múɭì, múɭí-zù

hard properties kpàngí kʊ́t, kac, kód wʊ cíóŋ kpan (Kurumfe-OtiVolta) saɗ, Kees

hear/listen basic actions lɛ̀g jígú, pʊ́dɪḱ pwog chuənhə kòbà, kòm kpàŋ dúà sè tnàà zéɭí nan, yɛgg

heavy properties kpìngkpángī dAb, dID dèm, dìtò dab-à khʊ dób dóbì lóp dúdɔ̀ kpɛ̰́̀ ɖulu di ̰́́ meɗ, tedd

hide basic actions wɔ̀gí, làb bʊ́mb, bìmb, còk, píc tàm líp dɔńè bɛ̀, ɣʷlá so (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), sog (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) hṵ́́si ̰́́ bɩd ~ bɩr

hit/beat/fight basic actions gbɛ̀b, tì kóN kóN kóm, pònd gu, daP (Jukun-Mbembe) kphedhi, ca, gbeGi kàn, kpá, tímì ŋʷáná, jòp kɔńv̰́ tám ̀, bútà, kùǐnɛ̀, tútɔ̀, bòká, gɔ̀k χʷò ƙpɪʋ̃̃ɪ̃ po (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), pom (Kurumfe-OtiVolta) mbɛŕ, sɔḿ, ɭó, kɔń nakw, mup, xaw ~ xaɓ

horn body parts àlímíní bɪǹgà, céngò, jɪǵá, nyàngá, pémbé ̌yit (Central-Jukunoid) U-kphanhɩ / A ppìk ó-dòk /n- ìkɔ̀nv̰́ dáùŋ ŋɩɗ gé-V̀ zák luɁ

house tools àngwɔǵ bá, dágò, gàndá, jʊ̀, jʊ́bò, jʊ̀mbá tam, pwu (Central-Jukunoid), duŋ (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) U-bhaGɩ ~ U-baGɩ ttɔ,́ dón ú-fòk / a- dáù, gèŋù dan (Kurumfe-Gurunsi), dɪ (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) tùà

in locations àlɛ̀b dà, tɪ́ tɛí́ŋà, múmɛ̀ sɛ̀n, zàŋ, kɔ̰̀́

knee body parts àlúlù duD dúD bóngó, dúɪ,́ koto íhʊ̰́́rʊ̀mv̰́ dUŋ dúŋí ɛ-́lóŋ / n- dútì dum ~ dun gbù-ng-ti zú-gùr Kʊɓ ~ Kʊf

know basic actions màsí jíjɪb́, màny yi (Central-Jukunoid) nhichᵊ ~ nhiᵊchᵊ jòŋV jòŋá díòŋó bà kúɛ̀dí yá̰́ ʄam (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)zì ʔíŋ Ɂand

laugh basic actions mɔ̀m mam k(y)Ak, mam cèk, cèp, jòd swàŋ, vyen (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) gbiə ~ gbəi kyak kyàk, màm cák má̰h́ù túkà kò mo (Kurumfe-Gurunsi) mám jal

leaf plants àbìràg BV bádè, jánì, kájá tin (Yukuben-Kuteb), gi (Central-Jukunoid) U-ɓɩ / I kʷàŋ ú-fâŋ / i- / m- ʊ̀fá̰ńv̰́ púkɔ̀, gìáŋ va ~ van ~ vo ~ vonɓàl-V, gàp-V wá̰́á̰́

leg/foot body parts àbɔ̀g càkù, gʊ̀dʊ̀, kónò, nàmà, pɪńdɪ,́ téndé pwàn, baT (Jukun-Mbembe), pòn ú-kót / a- ʊ̀wɛh́í póní, kúɔ̀ àtʰá, fɔ̀ na (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), nan (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), ta (Kurumfe-OtiVolta)do-V, doo Qoos

liver body parts pùpwàb bàdɪ,̀ tɪḿà U-ɗiə / A co (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)síǹg, bùr-V, ɓur-V sèɭà xeeɲ

long properties búmbɔḿ dADi dàì, tádɪ́ bʷó̰̀ (Central-Jukunoid), guŋ (Central-Jukunoid) dedhi ttani òdi ̰́d́i ̰́m̀v̰́ dúr, dúró

louse animals ńgkɔńg dá(N) dá pìT (Central-Jukunoid) A-du dáŋ dáŋ ó-láŋ / i- rnè-V̀-ti, rnèè-ti, kpen, gnumá-ǹg ɓúsí, sìrì, ʔúsí

mouth body parts ngwé nú(n) nuA dòmò, nʊ̀à ndut E-nuᵊ / I mà í-núà òŋʷó̰́ dúɔ̀ ɖu ̰̀, ɖu ̰̀kpá nʊ̃ nan ~ no nya-V, nyaa nú

name body parts gán YíD gÍd jínà, kʊ́mbʊ́ gyin dhI-ni / A dÍn dínà, kóm ɛ-́jɛń ìni ̰́́ dítɔ,́ gíd ́ yi ̰́ḱɔ́ yɩɗ ~ yɩd (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)ríǹg ɭín

navel body parts sù kóp kóbú, tòtò kóm U-khə̰́i / I kóp kób é-kóp / a- òkpódù tɔŋ́ kɔ̀n

neck, throat body parts àgbɛŕ, ǹgkùrɔ̀g kòD(V) tU, (k)Udò(g)(V) kíngó, kòtì, kòdò tu kòdá, mèná ù-tóŋ ʊ̀dgɔ̀gV tɔŋ́ú, mɔí̀ŋ, dɔ̀ŋ kɔ̀ ƙɔnɪ̃ ɗo tur-V, kor-V̀ gɛŕ Kwaɗ, (b)woq

new properties ángwī pí- pɩá̀ (?) pi pha pá(y) páy, komi ́-fá ɔ̀ɲá̰ǵá píkɛ̀ faɗ ~ fɩɗ pol-i-V-ng, so-V mbé xas

night, darkness surroundings àbɔḡɔ̄, ǹtāb zA túkU tíkʊ̀, tíkà, pi pup, tuK A-cʊ̰́a / I dùŋí àdhàhʊ́, òɲó̰́dí túgɔ́ zá̰́ ɲen zing/-V zɛ̀, tùm yeng

nose body parts àmīrɛḡ bòmbó, jʊ́dʊ̀, pʊ̀dà wíǹ I-chuə̰́i ~ I-chuvḛi / A jòná í-búkó ɔ̀kɔ̰́ŕɔ̰́̀ dúì, tɔŋ́ w ɪ lɪ̃ me (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)sung zɔ̰̀́p

not hǹ

old properties áꜜsúmrî kóng tèmà ákáná dúìn χòχó kpem sɔḱ, gbɛŕá nɔgɔy, hid ~ hiɗɗ

one numerals bi  ̄ mò. mòì, ókó yiŋ, ndo gʷá-nì cèèd ʃí mòk ɖé, ɖòkpó, lòkpó do (Kurumfe-Gurunsi), du (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)gbét-ì, gor-V́ kpɔḱ, kpóm

rain surroundings m̀pɔ̀m tù búdà tù, fwin (Central-Jukunoid), byin (Yukuben-Kutep) bod é-dím ɛ̀ɾṵ́̀ gúdɔ́ dɔ mi-V--́ɗapa kórò jaɓ ~ jaf ~ ɲaɓ ~ ɲaf, deɓ, Toɓ

red properties dɔ̀m ba(N) bɪdɪ, gòòdà, kʊcʊ, kʊ́dà, kʊ́ndʊ́, kubɪd, pɪ, tɪd ban, gbá̰̀ (Jukun-Mbembe), kpù (Mbembe) bha kódà ùwá̰ẃá̰ɾ́ báŋ ̀ som (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)rnaa, nweng, bme gbɛ̰́́

root plants lūkɔ̄m, àlɔǵɔŕî, díráng bɛr̂ DÍD tíD dì, kódò, tínà kwàP, dén (Central-Jukunoid) dìŋ tina, diŋa ó-lòŋ òyímv̰́ gáŋì dìǹg-ri ɲín, ɭín daaɗ

rope tools ǹcùn dik, kuD diT, diK U-dhṵi ~ U-dhḭi / A dík díkì, kɔd́ò ó-lók ùkṵ́́ bak, kùdè ŋme (Kurumfe-Gurunsi) pɛŕ ɓaak

run basic actions tɛ̀g bʊ́tʊ́k, cééc, gʊ̀dʊ̀k, jítʊ́k, mat, pʊ́t tèt cíCó níŋà dog

salt surroundings sùnsɔ̀g, ǹsɔ̀g jínyʊ̀ ŋʷa, ban (Central-Jukunoid) nuŋ núŋò ú-nùŋ ʊ̀káɣʷi ̰́́ gúàŋ, túkɛ̀ dyɛ̀, gyɛ̀ ƙɪ lɪ̃ ya (Kurumfe-OtiVolta), yas (Kurumfe-OtiVolta) tɔŋ́

sand/dust surroundings àlàsíné, gúrú bú-, tu- céké, cèngà, bú, budu, gùmbɪ,́ kʊ̀ngʊ́, tʊdɪ búŋ̀, sa (Yukuben-Kutep), but (Central-Jukunoid) ɓu bum bó, bùmá, pòkì ń-tán, ó-búmò ɔ̀ʃɛ̰́̀n, òtùtùgV tútɛ,́ bín, búdè seng-li ɭɛ̀mɛ̀, kɛśɛ,́ mbùtù, gbùtù lees

say/tell basic actions bɛń, càr ta gɪd̀, tɪ,̀ tɛt́, bɪd́, bʊ́ʊ́d, càpʊ̀d, cím, gàn ta, duŋ-a (Central-Jukunoid), dzà (Mbembe), tsḛ (Wurbo) ta, wəGi ttáŋá ká̰ dàí, mòá, pɔḱì, dàŋí ɖɔ̀, lɔ̀ te bu càǹ, kòò

see, watch basic actions dɔǵ, jɛr̄ī bón sá, di (Central-Jukunoid), vwè (Jukun-Mbembe) mɩnhɩ bónà, yén kút, cé há kòkó, píé kpɔ̰́́ na (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)zi, di zɔḱ (G)weƴox ~ (B)weƴox

shade/shadow surroundings zúzúrág dúdɪ,́ tʊ́ndì vwúǹ lũ̃lũ̃ gi ̰́́ɭò̰́ mbel, ɗ_kw

skin/hide/bark/cover body parts là, kpà ko ku(a) bɪd̀ɪ,̀ cʊcʊ, gʊ̀bò, kʊ́kʊ́, kʊ́tò, kándà, kóbá, pʊ́, pʊ̀cʊ̀, pápà, gʊda kwa, foP, kòk U-phɩ ̰́a / I kpá(y) kpáy í-kpá, í-kpók ɛ̀ɣʷɛ,́ ìkɔ́ gúɔ̀ ton (Kurumfe-Gurunsi), gbe (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), gbo (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), po ~ pogkoo, kong ndàrà, kókó, ʔíò xoɓ

small properties ántē kéè, níò, tòó fyḭ, dḭ (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo), ba (Mbembe) kima, kpudi ʁʷè, ví (vú) wú dòòt, tókolong, petel, ja-V bé, sór, gɛ̀ɗɛ̀k mol

smoke surroundings mɔ̀g dÍkÌ jíkì kyáŋ̀ (Yukuben-Kuteb), fu (Kpan-Icen), vin (Jukun-Mbembe) ttoŋ ń-sùŋ úkàŋ èɾìdhV dúkɛ̀ dzɔ̀ ɲo (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), ɲi (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)zìǹg-ri zɛ̰́́

soil/ground/earth/land surroundings àbíbí, àbì, àyì ti(n) bú, dòbá, cɪ́ ten I-kɛ̰́, U-tɔ / A dɔ̀bì, dɔ̀kì, kké í-sòŋ tíɔ̀, gɛ̀dí, dákɔ̀ àyi  ̰̀, dùtò tɪ (ground) tan ~ tɩn nù ɗok ~ ɗoŋ, lees

stand, rise up basic actions cùtán, yī, tān, tánì kU(D) kU jɪḿ fen, ku, ɲin bádí làʀá dùá, kók ji (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), ŋi (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)cii, yuu yór, ɓár, kúr Ɂin-ox ~ Ɂim-ox, baf

star surroundings ǹca ̄ soD conda, jótà, tete, tóndʊ̀à tuT (Central-Jukunoid) kòkónì àʃʊ̰́́ʃʊ̰́́gV gùà, dínɛ̀, bɛd́à ŋmad (Kurumfe-OtiVolta)sèǹ sɔŕá xoor ~ xood

stone/rock surroundings àtàr tà(D) tU. bʊ̀è, bògò, jamba, mányà, tádè twom, pḛ (Mbembe) U-doGi / I; U-dio / I tàn ú-tíkát ìsə́ túà, gòkɔ̀, tíá kpɛ̰́́ ɓʊ tar-i tà

suck basic actions fár jámú, jónk, píp gʷóp, fíp núŋà gbɔ̰́́ nzɔɓ́í, ɭí mur, ɓuus ~ ɓuuc

sweet properties sɔ̀ngí, àshɛń nam, taK (Jukun-Mbembe), ɲaŋ (Yukuben-Kutep), twa (Kpan-Icen), vya (Jukun-Mbembe), maŋ (Wurbo)dómá yífá, ɭɔ̰́ḱá̰́, ʔífá bel

tail body parts àsé Dòm Dùm(V) ce, kídà tùm, kín U-thiᵊmhi / A kkénà, kkéŋ ù-sìm / n- òdhùmv̰́ ní, kɔńì ʄuɗ dèǹ dòm las ~ lac

take basic actions yàg jàngàt, kód, pòk, támb mbu-e da píɛ̀, dùɛ́ tsɔ́ jan (Kurumfe-Gurunsi), mo (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) bá maf, xot ~ xoƴ, 

thick properties nár gɪǹ Teng ~ Tekk

thigh body parts m̀kpɔńgé bèdò, jìgà, nàmà, tʊ́ngʊ́ tákí àtʰá kú

this properties bà

tie basic actions kɔḿ, wàb, ngwɔŕí kúD kúD dít, gàng, kʊ́ng, kúnd, tʊ́ng, tát, túng, di, gbha bóp kúdɔ̀, túŋ ̀ blá tã bo ~ bob (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) kún, hɛŕ dug ~ duh, hum, mir, tir

tongue body parts àlímíní dIm dIm dɪḿì déma U-dhamhɩ / A dák, mèná ɛ-́lɛḿɛ̀ / a- ɛ̀ɲʊ̰́́ dánì, dɔḿì ɖɛ,́ gbè deɗm, (Kurumfe-Gurunsi), dyuɗm (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)ɗè-V-ng-ti léɓé, lémbè ɗe(le)m

tooth body parts àshàg nyiN gègò, jínò baŋ, gyín, bâP (Jukun-Mbembe) dhI-kʊ̰́ / A ttáǹ é-dɛ̀t / a- ʊ̀ɲʊ̀gV, yɔ̀r dídè, túŋɔ̀ àɖú ye (Kurumfe-Gurunsi)tná-li/-ri ɲín ɲiɲ

water surroundings mìngkángá mI jíjɪ̀ mbyed, dzùm (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) A-mɩ ̰́ nì ́-móóŋ ùmɔ̰́̀ tám tsi ̰́̀ ju ni (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), ne (Gurunsi-OtiVolta), nã (Gurunsi-OtiVolta)mi-V, mii, min ɭì

what? question words gɛ̀ gí yī í gáò, kòɛ̀ gè

who? question words bɛ̀ bí yī nai dòà ʔò

wide properties yár gádɪ̀ bhɛ pɛśí, pɛśá yaaj

wind surroundings àshɔ̀b po(po) vwò (Jukun-Mbembe-Wurbo) O-fɛdh, A-fofo / I pɛ̀pɛ̀ ó-fùm òyù púɛṕɔ̀, dúŋɛ́ búk xeɲ ~ xen

wing body parts m̀pɔm̄ pé, bábàŋ, bób ú-bâ / m- dúkè, gúò

wood/tree plants bɛ̀r ti tÍ(C) cándú, tɪ,́ tóndò kun U-thá̰ɩ / I té mèdí, tté í-fíá, é-tíé ɔ̀hṵ́́nv̰́ túák, kák ̀ t̰́́ da, tɩ (Gurunsi-OtiVolta) tè

yesterday surroundings àlīlē bàdì, gʊ̀dò, jàná dindàŋ dímɔ́ hwa(n)k_



Kam Niger-Congo
1sg m °mV (front)
2sg a °mV (back)
1pl yùrù °TV (close)
2pl nyò °NV (close)
3sg ú °O
3pl í °ba

Pronouns – a morphological anchor
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Pronouns – a morphological anchor

Kam N/Congo Mumuyic C/Mabia (P/)Akanic Gbe B/Congo Gbayaic
1sg m °mV (front) °mì *mV *mE mV, NE °w(U) *mí
2sg a °mV (back) °mò *bV, *(f)V *wO, *fO *o °w(U) *mɛ́
1pl yùrù °TV (close) °wO, °rO *ʈV *yɛ *mì °DI *ḷɛ ́
2pl nyò °NV (close) °noO *(n)yV *mO *mi °NI *nɛ ́
3sg ú °O °wú *ʊ, *a *O °O *ʔà̰
3pl í °ba °rí, °yi ́ *ba *bA °ba *wà
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Pronouns – a morphological anchor

Kam N/Congo Mumuyic C/Mabia (P/)Akanic Gbe B/Congo Gbayaic
1sg m °mV (front) °mì *mV *mE mV, NE °w(U) *mí
2sg a °mV (back) °mò *bV, *(f)V *wO, *fO *o °w(U) *mɛ́
1pl yùrù °TV (close) °wO, °rO *ʈV *yɛ *mì °DI *ḷɛ́
2pl nyò °NV (close) °noO *(n)yV *mO *mi °NI *nɛ ́
3sg ú °O °wú *ʊ, *a *O °O *ʔà̰
3pl í °ba °rí, °yi ́ *ba *bA °ba *wà
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Lower numerals – conservatively Niger-
Congo

Kam Niger-Congo
Two yīrāg °Ri
Three càr °ta(C)
Four ǹnár °na(C)
Five ǹgwún °nU
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Kam N/Congo Mumuyic C/Mabia (P/)Akanic Gbe B/Congo Gbayaic
Two yīrāg °Ri *ziti *yi, *ɗe *(-)nyɔ̃̄ *ɓè, *vè, *wè °Bà *ɭíítò
Three càr °ta(C) *tati *ta ~ tan *-tã *o °tátV *tàr(à)
Four ǹnár °na(C) *dneeti *na, *naasi *-nã *mì °naD *nár(á)
Five ǹgwún °nU *màáńi (?) *nom, *nu *àtɔ̰́ (?) °tán(V) *mɔɔ̀r̀ɔ́, *mɔr̀-kɔ̰́ (?)
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Lower numerals – conservatively Niger-
Congo



Kam retains some key NC reflexes (cf. 

Segerer 2008)
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Kam retains some key NC reflexes (cf. 

Segerer 2008)



Basic lexical similarity

(Still need to make some corrections after feedback by G. 

Segerer)
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Overlaps reflect retentions, not 
innovations 

• Kam wó ‘dog’ matches Benue-Congo °búà → shared retention

• Likely inherited from Proto-Niger-Congo °B(u|a)
• Mumuyic has °zaa → innovated form, not shared with Kam

• Very few candidates for shared innovations:
ànùng ‘eye’ ~ Mumuyic °nung
bɔr̀ ‘grow’ ~ Mumuyic °bòrò ‘big’
jo ̀ ‘fly’ ~ Mabia (some) *jo
nàm ‘grind’ ~ Mabia *nam ‘crush’
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Potential regular sound correspondences: 
only shared retentions and Kam-specific 

innovations
• Shared retentions

• n ~ n: Kam núng ‘bird’ ~ BC °nùN, Mumuyic jaV-nung, Gbaya nɔí ́; Kam núng
‘drink’ ~ Potou-Akanic -nʊ̃, Gbaya nɔ́

• k ~ k: Kam àkùb ‘bone’ ~ °kúp, Mumuyic °ka; Kam ǹgkùrɔg̀ ‘throat’ ~ BC 
°(k)Udòg, Gbe kɔ̀, Potou-Akanic -ƙɔnɪ̃

• Kam-specific innovations
• l ~ d: Kam àlúlù ‘knee’ ~ BC °dúD, Mabia dun; Kam àlímíni ́ ‘tongue’ ~ BC 

°dIm, Mabia deɗm
• Bilabial + a → ɔ / o: Kam wó ‘dog’ ~ BC °búà, Mabia ɓa; Kam mɔm̀ ‘laugh’ ~ 

BC °mam, Mabia °mo, Gbaya mám
• Merger of u, ʊ, o → u: Kam núng ‘bird/drink’ ~ BC °nùN, Potou-Akanic -nʊ̃, 

Mabia nyo, Gbaya nɔ́; Kam ú ‘3sg’ ~ Mumuyic °wú, Mabia ʊ, Ukaan o ̀, Delta-
Cross °o
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• 3pl pronoun í ~ Mumuyic °yí

• Lexical innovations?
ànùng ‘eye’ ~ Mumuyic °nung
bɔr̀ ‘grow’ ~ Mumuyic
°bòrò ‘big’

jo ̀ ‘fly’ ~ Mabia (some) *jo
nàm ‘grind’ ~ Mabia *nam ‘crush’

• (Prosodic prefixes in Jukunoid: à.nùng, à.límíní, 
à.shàg, ǹg.wún, ǹg.kùrɔg̀, à.kàr)

B/Congo

Kwa
Mumuyic

Kam
Gbayaic

N/Congo
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Indications for subgrouping



Sayizuwari Garba Tabo et al. discuss Kam-Mumuye history (2021)

Is this enough?

Introduction Pronouns Numerals Lexicon Isolation? Next steps
22



No clear subgroup affiliation + 
strong NC alignment means that 
Kam should be considered an 
internal isolate.

(And if it isn’t, let’s consider this the 0-hypothesis to encourage more discussion.)
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B/Congo

Kwa
Mumuyic

Kam
Gbayaic

N/Congo

Is there a case for ‘isolate’ status?



Why is it so hard to classify 
Kam?

The grammar and lexicon of Kam 
combine early genealogical 
divergence with centuries of intense 
contact – with other Niger-Congo 
languages and possibly with unrelated 
languages.

(+ very little morphology)
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B
/C

o
n
g
o

J
a

la
a
ic



subgrouping
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What do the contact 
layers hide? 



Takeaways
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• Kam = Niger-Congo

• For now: Kam ≠ Benue-Congo, Mabia, Mumuyic ... (yet)

• Possibly: an ungrouped lineage with layers of contact



How do we move forward?

• Expand the sample
• Of words (e.g. other reconstructions, semantic 

shifts)

• Of languages (e.g. other ‘Adamawa’ + sub-
groups)

• We need more sub-NC reconstruction

• Teasing apart contact layers

Building G/Alkali bridge (filmed by Gambo Musa & Safiya Hamidu for Kam Documentation in May 2025)
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Comments, comparisons, 
collaboration?

jakob.lesage@gmail.com

Building G/Alkali bridge (filmed by Gambo Musa & Safiya Hamidu for Kam documentation in May 2025)
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Help us move forward!

Data!

mailto:Jakob.lesage@gmail.com

