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Abstract

The Kainji languages are the northwestern most of all East Benue-Congo languages. Their lexical, phonological and morphological
diversity is reminiscent of the complexity across Benue-Congo, including the entire Bantu domain stretching into Southern Africa (see
McGill 2009; McGill & Blench 2012; Harley 2012; Mort 2012; Paterson 2019; Blench 2018). However, Kainji languages are wholly
contained within Nigeria and surrounded by languages of other stock. The currently available data show that Kainji displays great
internal diversity; their lexical similarity is as low as 20% based on cognates from a 200 wordlist (McGill & Blench 2012). In this talk I
present developing work on a historical-comparative reconstruction of the sound system and noun class affixes of Northwest Kainji
(NWK), a low-level group within Kainji, based on published sources, unpublished manuscripts sources, and data from fieldwork
conducted since 2005.

Despite poor knowledge and the unpublished state of most data, assertions have been made about how Kainji fits into our collective
understanding of Benue-Congo, particularly regarding noun classification systems. De Wolf (1971) reconstructs Proto-Benue-Congo
noun classes but only includes data from two Kainji languages; Hepburn-Gray (2020) reconstructs Proto-NigerCongo noun classes but
only discusses Kainji data from two other Kainji languages. Making claims based on such limited amounts of data from a key subgroup
within Benue-Congo hinders our understanding of Niger-Congo’s internal structure (which is at present (a) still largely unknown and/or
(b) groups are not supported by historical-comparative evidence).

Several researchers have approached Kainji languages from a comparative or historical-comparative perspective (e.g., Regnier
1992/2003; McGill 2009; McGill 2012; Bacon & Bird 2016; Bacon 2016). However, these preliminary results have not been
systematically published, and they do not include data from all Kainji languages for which data now exists. The most comprehensive
and ongoing effort to date is Blench’s (2012-2020; updated 2025) unpublished manuscript (443 pages) which organizes lexical data
from across all Kainji subgroups and includes many terms for flora and fauna in the region with data from distributed sources.
Pozdniakov (2018) provides a reconstruction of Proto-Kainji numerals.



Abstract cont.

The NW Kainji languages, currently identified as ad-Gwamhyas [bga], ad-Wuri [bga], d-Mba [bga], and Tidama'un [dam,
moribund], C’Lela [four varieties under the ISO 639-3, dri], Ut-Ma'in [seven varieties with internal diversity under the ISO 639-3,
gel], us-Saare [uss], and ut-Hun [uth], are unified by their characteristic use of consonant (only) noun class prefixes, featuring a
transitional central vowel to ease pronunciation (Blench 2020). For example, as shown below, all extant NWK languages have a
noun class prefix likely cognate with the Proto-Benue-Congo *li- (de Wolf 1971) and the Proto-Bantu agreement marker *di
(Meeussen 1967).

Code Autonym Class S Agreement Example Gloss

gel Ut-Ma'in (Ror) or’- de Sr-is ‘CM-eye’
dri C’Lela (Dabai) d°- ds d-is9 ‘CM-eye’
uth ut-Hun (Rijau) ir- de ir’-jif ‘CM-eye’
uss us-Saare (Dukku) #r- de ir’-1.s ‘CM-eye’

bga od-Gwamhyo al- ? al-ifi ‘CM-eye’



Where and what are the Kainji
languages?

Koelle's (1854) Polyglotta Africana contains the first known transcriptions of Kainji data — for
Kamuku and Basa classified together, and Kambali (i.e., Kambari) classified as an isolate.

Greenberg (1963: 8) classifies the Kainji languages within Benue-Congo on the basis of their
geographical distribution as Plateau 1a — western — and 1b - eastern — (McGill 2012; McGill &
Blench 2012; Blench 2018: 61-62). However, there appears to be no linguistic basis for such a split
(Blench in press; 2020a), despite the geographic separation between eastern and western languages.

Gerhardt (1989) is the first to publish the label Kainji. He provides an overview of classification
hypotheses from 1963-1989 and the various labels applied to “Kainji” languages across that time
period. He proposes seven West Kainji groups and five East Kainji groups based on his own
lexicostatistical study and two others (Shimizu 1975; Bennett & Sterk 1977).
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What are the
NW Kainji

languages?

Northwest Kainji

(McGill & Blench 2012 and Blench
2018; cf. Gerhardt 1989)

Ut-Ma'in [gel] (aka Kag-Fer-Jiir-Koor-
Ror-Us-Zuksun)

- Smith 2007; Paterson 2019 et al.
C’Lela [dri] (aka Dakkarkari)
« Dettweiler 2015

ut-Hun [uth] (aka Duka West)
-  Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973
us-Saare [uss] (aka Duka East)
- D. Heath 2020
Gwambhi-Wuri-Mba [bga]

-  Rowlands 1962

Damakawa (moribund) [dam]
«  MecGill 2008
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Available lexical data across Kainji (tree from McGill (2012), star annotationhs added)




‘eye’ sg ‘eyes’ pl  ‘egg’ sg ‘egg’ pl ‘fire’ sg ‘fire’ pl
[gel] Ut-Ma'Ror ar’-is at'is ar’-g£ (iri-gje) athge i-ra atra
Ut-Ma'in Ut-Ma'Jiir ar-iss -- or-gje - u-ra --
Ut-Fer D-is - or-gje - wu-ra --
Us-Us ar-is -- or-ge - u-ra --
Ut-Kag - -- -- - - --
Ut-Zuksun - - - - - -
Ut-Ma'Kuur ar’-is St ar-gjo -- u-ra --
[dri] C’Lela (Dabai/Zuru) d-is3 tf-is3 d’-gjian (ada-gjan)  tf-gjan hweld hweldna
C’Lela C’Lela (Senchi) d-isa D-isa ari-gjan tfi-gjon hwela --
C’Lela (ribah) d-isa ? da-gjan hwela -
C’Lela (Rade) ad-isa atf-isa ada-gjan atf-dzan  hwela --
[uth] ut-Hun (Rijaw) o-iif D-iif 0-g¢ (9d-gje) or-gé o-ra -
ut-Hun  ut-Hun (Darangi) D-is - at-ge - o-ra -
[uss] us-Saare (Dukku) ir-is D-iis or-g€ (argje) -- ra --
us-Saare us-Saare (Iri) ar-is -- or-gje = ra --
us-Saare (Giro) ar-7is -- or-gje - ra --
us-Saare (T. Bunu) ar-?iz -- 9r-ge - o-ra --
[bgal] ad-Gwambhyo al-ifi ad-ifi — — u-la —
ad-Wuri -- -- -- - -- --
d-Mba -- -- -- -- --
[dam] Tidama'un -- -- -- -- hi-rd/wi-lda -

Some
cognates
across

purported
NW Kainji

Note: 6 language codes
are used for 20+ varieties
with unique autonyms.
Also, until 2019, [uss] and
[uth] were subsumed
under the code [dud], and
considered dialects of one
language.



Preliminary Comparison

NW Kainji Adnominal Markers and Agreement Forms



SG PL AG SG PL
- 1 WA

-/ -NE 2 YE
U- 3 J

S- 4 SE
D- 5 DE

T- 6 TO
JU- 7 JA

M- 8 MD
I- 9 I

A- 10 A
B- 11 BO
K- 13 KO
A- 15 A

NW Kainji adnominal marking (left) vs. agreement system (right)

Abstractions based mostly on comparison
of [gel], [dri], [uss], and [uth].

Very few words available for [bga] and
[dam]. Data available for [bga] in ELAR
will be incorporated summer 2025.

Note: <j > is [j] the palatal approximant.
Note: Numbering is specific to NWK and
not aligned to any higher branch of
Benue-Congo or Niger-Congo. Patterns
of odd (singular) and even (plural) are
maintained, and 1/2 is typically used for
humans.



NW Kainji Adnominal Markers
and Agreement Forms

 In this section, the (prefixing) adnominal marking and schematic
agreement forms are shown in their separate systems for four of the five
extant NW Kainji languages.

 Pairings of classes are depicted as described in the listed resource;
numbering is my attempt at aligning and does not reflect original
numbering of sources.

* These displays follow Giildemann & Fiedler (2019) separating the
adnominal system from the agreement/gender system.
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Number

5G
SG
SG
PL
PL
PL
PL

PL

5G
SG
SG
PL
SG
PL
SG
SG
SG
MASS

SG
PL

5G

SG

SG

WA
WA
WA
JE
JE
JE
JE
JE

[gel] N form I
u-N

D-N
wd-(cl)-N
D-N

@-N-n¢

u-N
&-N

9s-N
or/-N
S5t-N
u-N
D-N
jo-A-ja
sm-N
i-N
a-N
9b-N

[uss] N form I
0-N

D-N

wdn-N

D-N

@-N-né

jan-N-né

0-N
D-N

9s-N
5r-/5t-/5d-/5n-N
3r-/3t-/3d-/3n-N
0-N

5m-N

ko-N

[uth] N form I

@-N
@-N
@-N-n¢

£gé-N (JBS 153)
o-N

D-N

0go-N (JBS 153)
9s-N

or-N

St-N

o-N

D-N

ja-(cl)N-jo

am-N

[dri] N form I

@-N
kd-/kdan-N
@-N
@-N-nV*
?d-/2dn-N

u-N
@-N

s-N
d-N
t-N
i-N

NW Kainji
Adnominal
Marking

Citation forms of NW Kainji nouns bear
class prefixes. In this presentation,
these are labeled Noun Form 1.

This display also contains word
formation processes that result in
words within particular classes,
particularly WA and JA used commonly

for human singulars and JE forms used
commonly for animate (including

human) plurals.
Notice also the use of the —NE& suffix in
the JE for human plurals



SG PL AG SG PL
O - 1 w9
O- 2 a/n9
u- 3 0
S- 4 59
d- 5 dé
t- 6 49
9 . y s
C’Lela [dri] l 7R
m- 8 ms
V- 11 V9
k- 13 ko
a- 15 a/na

C’lela [dri] adnominal prefixes (left) vs.
agreement system (right)

(based on Dettweiler 2015; numbering
adjusted)



us-Saare [uss]

SG PL AG SG PL
- 1 w9

- 2 Jé
0- 3 9,

3s- 4 se
Sr- 5 dé

Sr- 6 d

7 jo
Sm- 8 mo

us-Saare [uss] adnominal prefixes (left) vs.
agreement system (right)

(based on D. Heath 2020 ; numbering adjusted)



ut-Hun [uth]

SG PL AG SG PL
O- 1 w9

D-/jege- 2 Jé
O- 3 0

3s- 4 sé
Sr- 5 dé

St- 6 5]

7 jo
Sm- 8 mo

ut-Hun [uth] adnominal prefixes (left) vs.
agreement system (right)

(based on Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973; numbering adjusted)
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Ut-Ma'in [gel] adnominal prefixes (left) vs.
agreement system (right)

(Based on Smith 2007 & Paterson fieldwork)



How do speakers use all of
these morphemes?

« All NW Kainji languages show four distinct word forms (herein labelled
Noun forms I, I, III, and IV).

* Noun form III is dedicated to marking certain subjects.

* Noun Form IV is the bare noun root for which class is typically
retrievable from some other element within the NP or wider context.

* The next three slides give an overview of the complexities of the [gel]
system including the agreement forms on various agreement targets. Of
note, is that no agreement marking is found on the [gel] verb.
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O OO0 1 O W K W N =

[a—
-

11 b5

Ut-Ma'in [gel] adnominal marking (left) vs.
agreement system (right)



Ut-Ma'in [gel]
Agreement Targets

[gel] agreement targets are of two types: those that take an agreement
form that maintains its thematic vowel and those that do not maintain

the thematic vowel.

When no thematic vowel is present, either an adjacent vowel supports
tones associated with a given construction or an epenthetic central
vowel [9] is supplied to meet syllable structure requirements and to

support tones.

19



Table 9: Agreement (AG) targets with thematic vowel

el ponown_prmoun_marker i W0 Dv DO
CL1 wd wa wd A-wa /T unwa  wadksn N=wa
CL2 é 3 é A-¢ janét  ing ékén N=¢
CL3 o) 9] o) A-> jans uns okon N=5
. cL4 Sé SE Sé A-s¢  jansé  sinsé sékén N=s&
Ut-Main as dz dé A-di  jandé dinde  dékin N=ds
B 1 cL6 15 5 t Aty jantd  timt>  t3kon N=t5
[g el] 1 ja ja jd Aja  jamja ima  jdksnN=ja
CL8 mo md mo A-md>  jand mum.:5>  mdkon N=m3
CosssfomPaeS o i b A4 - danNes
cLl0 4 i i A-d  jand - iksn N=a

fCells marked as < -- > are unattested but assumed to possibly exist; cells marked with <//> are
empty and deemed impossible.

T The INDEF-SPEC can encompass either a Noun Form IV or an expanded NP.

} Only compatible with class 2 for nonhuman referents (i.e., animals). The question jan ‘what?’ is
incompatible with items in class 1 which always has a singular human referent. wana ‘who’ is the
appropriate question word with similar function that marks class 1.



Table 10: Agreement (AG) targets with no thematic vowel

Class

[abel ASSOCIATIVE  RELATIVIZER  ‘which?’ ‘any other
CL1 L = wl= wohé kowshe N=wa
CL2 SL = Sl = She --
Ut-Ma'in o« o= o= @ -
- 1 CL4 sbk= st= S9hé -
[ge ] CLS dl = dt = dohe kSdohé N=de
CL6 th = th = tShe --
i fom Petror ar  jie i o -
CLS8 mb = mb= moheé -
CL9 it = L= the --

cL10 al = al = ahé --




Ut-Ma'in [gel]
Noun Forms I-1V

When NW Kainji language speakers deploy nouns with noun modifiers,
particular noun forms are obligatory based on the particular
morphosyntactic configuration.
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Class Label Noun FormI Noun FormII Noun FormIII Noun Form IV AG schema

[cIM.N] [N-cl] [N-cl1] [N] ‘
¢C 29 38 CL1 N N-u N-9 N wa
Noun “Word N
. ‘ PL CL2 I-N N-9 N-9 N £ ‘
Forms 1n —
¥ SG CL3 AN N-u N-9 N 2
Ut-Ma'in [gel]
PL CL4 9s-N N-9s N-s5 N SE
SG CL5 or-N N-or N-do N de
PL CL6 9t-N N-ot N-t9 N 50)
SG CL7 él\f\l N-u N-j9 N ja
‘ MASS cL8 am-N N-9m N-m9o N mo ‘
SG cL9 i-N N-¢ N-i N i

PL cL10 a-N N-a N-d N a ‘




Referential
functions of
Noun Forms I-IV
in Ut-Ma’in

Note: Forms | and IV are also used in
predicative function when TAMP Auxiliaries
require a nominal complement to express
an event predicate (Paterson 2019a,b;
forthcoming). Forms Il and Il are not
attested in (event) predicative function.

FOrRM I

FOrRM II

Forwm III

FOorM IV

(a) as citation form

(b) as unmodified object (P/R/T)

(c) as unmodified nominal predicate

(d) as possessor N in AssocP

(e) as modifier N in AssocP

(f) after prepositions/ before postpositions
(g) as focus form

(h) when modified by numeral

(a) when modified by an Adjective

(b) when modified by a Possessive Pronoun
(c) when modified by a Demonstrative

(d) when modified by a Definite marker

as unmodified subject (S & A)

(a) when modified by another classified
lexeme/phrase

(b) when modified by a relative clause

(c) when modified by the INDEFSPEC




Forms I-1V: Reference

CL7 a. FormlI ap m-L=[u-27]1 2.7 dmé St-tfwa
[CLM-Root] meat  AG8-ASSOC=CL7-dog COP inside = CL6-soup
‘Meat of a dog is inside the soup.’

Ut_M a'].n b. FormII [5?-i|n inja gier-Q& D-ja:g
- [Root=CL] dog-CL7DEM.AG7  fear-BV C2-children
[ ge]] “This dog is afraid of children.’
c. FormIII [97-j9]m t9.StE Sm-ap

[Root=CL*] dog-CL7.SUBJ chew.PRF  CL8-meat
‘A dog has chewed the meat.’

d. FormlIV na wa-@  [a2|v=j-9=r-dog]w ...
[Root] NSPEC put-BV dog=AG7-ASSOC-C5-wilderness
‘They chose wild dog (to give the invitation).’




CL2

Ut-Ma'in
[gel]

Note: Form | in (a) here is
immediately followed by a
numeral, which does not
show agreement. Only
numerals up to 19 reflect
agreement with the
enumerated noun.

Forms I-IV: Reference

a. FormI g te:ste [D-kwarsgly  Sr-kwaz $75p Stan
[CLM-Root]  AG2.SUBJreach.PRF  CL2-bush.fowl CL5-twenty ten five
‘They added up to thirty five bush fowl.’
(BK_IT 2007:57)
b. Form II a=wa ma:te |[kwarg-9]u wa=H
[Root=CL]  when=AGl return.PRF bush.fowl-CL2 3SG.POSS=DEP
‘When he had returned (with) his bush fowl,...”
(BK_IT 2007:59)
c. Form III [kwar9g-9|m H-m-t5-.n=¢é
[Root=CL"] bush.fowl-CL2.SUBJ PROG-arrive-DIST=DEP
‘As bush fowl were flying in (to the place he was),...’
(BK_IT 2007:53)
d. FormIV Sm hjan  &-kén [kwarsg|iv=¢
[Root] 1SG.SUBJ see.PST AG2-INDEF bush.fowl=AG2.INDEF

‘I saw some bush fowl.’




a. Form I [CLM-N]
wa kabsn [9m-b3|ne wa  dza:s
AGl.SUBJ take.DIST C6B-water 3SG.SUBJ wash
‘He took water (from somewhere). He washed (his eyes).’

CLS8

b. Form II [N-CL]

3 kum  [b3-3m  sO-mO|np
¥ AG2.SUBJ get water-CL8 good-AGS8
Ut'Ma 11 ‘They got fresh water’
[gel] c. Form III [N-cLL]
[b3-m9]np ta:s-te

water-CL8.SUBJ finish-PRF
‘We have run out of water.

d. Form IV [N]
[moksn bs=m3] np na.g
AG8.INDEF.SPEC  water=INDEF.SPEC spoil.PST
‘Some water spoiled.’



Ut-Ma'in [gel] Noun Forms

[(pre-MOD) N (post-MOD) ]
I: [CLIM-N] ar-gorop  (5r-Num)
IT: [N-CL¢] gorop-9r  *([A/Dem/D/Poss])
III: [N-cLL] gorop-ds  *(VP)
IVa: [N] INDEF-SPEC gorop =d¢
IVb: [N] gorop = d9 = *([NPyop/ RelC])

Note: Superscript ¢ indicates a tonal value copied from the final syllable of the stem.
M) indicates that the tone optionally occurs if no other tone is required for the construction. The morpheme is toneless or otherwise tone is overwritten.



Noun “Word”
Forms II & III
across NW
Kainji
e e et

distinction between Forms Il and lll, so
only [uss] form Il is shown here.

Number

WA
WA
WA
JE
JE
JE
JE

BD

A?

GEL

N form II
N-9

N-9
wd-(cD)-N
N-9

N(-ng)
d-(cl)-N-n¢
i-A-¢

UTH
N form II

N-@

N-9m Poss

uUss
N form II
N-0O

N-O

DRI

form II=AG

GEL

N form III
N-5 VP
N-5 VP

wd-(cl)-N VP

N-5 VP
N-n¢ VP

d-(cl)-N-n¢ VP

i-A-&

z
S S

UTH
N form III

N-& VP
N-& VP
N-n¢ VP

DRI

form Il =AG-VP

N

N
N

z =z

Z 2z z Z

D-V

-V
-V

u-v
u-v

s-V
d-v
t-vV
-V

k-v
a-v



NWK Noun Form I |[CL N]

1) ya mé am-h) om $9 ut-Hun [uth]
give  1SG.OBJ CL8-water 1SG.SUBJ  drink

‘Give me water to drink.” (Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973: 36)

2) do o dor m-mi us-Saare [uss]

AG6 cop follow CL8-water
‘(Utensils, plates, mats,...) they are following (flood) water’ (Heath 2020: 192)

3) u-si-k (9)m-ho: C’Lela [dri]
3sG-drink-PFV1 CL8-water

‘S/he drank water.” (Dettweiler 2015: 90)



NW Kainji Noun Form II

* In the following examples, Noun Form II is shown for [uth], [uss], and [dri].

* It takes the obligatory form [N cL] and occurs before modifiers such as
Adjectives, Demonstratives, and Possessive Pronouns.

* In [gel], [uth], and [uss], the cL is suffixed to the N. In [dri], the CL is prefixed
to the modifier.
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NWK Noun Form II |N CL]

5) a yaasara wd  hdi-am pus md ut-Hun [uth]
one gave AGl water-CL8 whiteAGS8

‘He was given white water.” (Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973: 144)

4) a. mi-mo wd b. mi-m2 wd us-Saare[uss]
water-CL8 DEM.NEAR water-CL8 DEM.FAR
‘this water’ ‘that water’ (Heath 2020: 192)

6) hd: m-ri el 1o C’Lela [dri]

water AG8M-1SG.POSS  COP there
‘It is my responsibility.’ Lit: ‘My water is there.” (Dettweiler 2015:42)



NW Kainji Noun Form III

 In the following examples, NW Kainji Noun Form III is shown for [uth],
[uss], and [dri].

» It takes the obligatory form [N-CL] for [uth] and [uss], where it must be
the form used for an unmodified N in subject position.

 In the [gel] examples, shown above, the form is syllabically and tonally
distinct from Form II; tonal information is not available for [uss], so it
may be that Form II and III are not distinct in [uss].

 For [dri], it takes the obligatory form [N CL-V], where it must attach to
the first element of the immediately following VP; no adverbials or
other elements are known to intervene.
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7)

8)

9)

NWK Noun Form III [N CL]

orege 9n€  hi-am tadgote o-hiir €... ut-Hun [uth]
if water-CL8 has.finished CL3-home DEP

‘If water has finished at home/If there is a lack of water ...”(Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973: 43)

be mi-m es:c o-hur=a... us-Saare [uss]

as water-CL8 hold cL3-house=DEP
‘As water covered the house, ...” (Heath 2020: 192)

hd:  m-ta:-ka C’Lela [dri]
water AG8M-finish-PFv1
‘The water is finished.” (Dettweiler 2015: 90)



NW Kainji Noun Forms I-IV

Synchronically, NW Kainji nouns maintain a fairly consistent and

identifiable root shape (with some exceptions for C’Lela [dri] plurals not
dlscussed herein), whereas the obligatory class marking varies in its
morphological shape including tonal quality, and in its syntactic
location with regard to the root.

 This is discussed in detail for [gel] in Paterson (forthcoming).

« The clitic-like nature of NW Kainji adnominal marking is discussed in
Giuldemann & Fiedler (forthcoming), with evidence from [gel].

« Each construction is used to accomplish particular morphosyntactic ends.

* For Proto-NWK, adnominal class prefixes and adnominal class suffixes
can be reconstructed.

« Perhaps better, we can reconstruct the “constructions” within which
Proto-NW-Kainji adnominal marking occurs in diverse, and yet,
obligatory positions, aligned with their specific morphosyntactic
purposes.
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