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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(NWK), a low-level group within Kainji, based on published sources, unpublished manuscripts sources, and data from fieldwork 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Despite poor knowledge and the unpublished state of most data, assertions have been made about how Kainji fits into our collective 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and ongoing effort to date is Blench’s (2012-2020; updated 2025) unpublished manuscript (443 pages) which organizes lexical data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. 
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Abstract cont.
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The NW Kainji languages, currently identified as əd-Gwamhyə [bga], əd-Wuri [bga], d-Mba [bga], and Tidama'un [dam, 
moribund], C’Lela [four varieties under the ISO 639-3, dri], U̱t-Maꞌin [seven varieties with internal diversity under the ISO 639-3, 
gel], us̱-Saare [uss], and uṯ-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 *dɪ́ 
(Meeussen 1967).



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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Location and classification
within East Benue-Congo

Watters (2018: 3,5); Gerhardt (1989)

Kainji 
Languages
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• Most northwest of all East Benue 

Congo languages.
• Number of distinct varieties from 

59, perhaps up to 80.



What are the 
NW Kainji 
languages?

Northwest Kainji 
(McGill & Blench 2012 and Blench 

2018; cf. Gerhardt 1989)
• U̱t-Maꞌin [gel](aka Kag-Fer-Jiir-Koor-

Ror-Us-Zuksun)
• Smith 2007; Paterson 2019 et al.

• C’Lela [dri] (aka Dakkarkari)
• Dettweiler 2015

• u̱t-Hun [uth](aka Duka West)
• Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973

• u̱s-Saare̠ [uss](aka Duka East)
• D. Heath 2020

• Gwamhi-Wuri-Mba [bga]
• Rowlands 1962

• Damakawa (moribund) [dam]
• McGill 2008

Map image credit: CC BY-SA 4.0; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kainji_languages#/media/File:Map_of_the_Kainji_languages.svg
By User:SUM1 - Used in background Map Library satellite imagery and SRTM relief data from maps-for-free.com. Used international borders 
from File:Nigeria location map.svg by User:Uwe_Dedering. Used in zoom map File:Africa_map_blank.svg by User:Sting. Based design on 
File:Map_of_the_Niger-Congo_and_Khoisan_languages.svg by User:Alphathon.Language info: Ethnologue, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=61250956
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Available lexical data

7
Available lexical data across Kainji (tree from McGill (2012), star annotations added) 



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.
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Preliminary Comparison
NW Kainji Adnominal Markers and Agreement Forms
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NW Kainji

NW Kainji adnominal marking (left) vs. agreement system (right) 
10

• 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 Güldemann & Fiedler (2019) separating the 
adnominal system from the agreement/gender system.
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NW Kainji
Adnominal 

Marking
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• Citation forms of NW Kainji nouns bear 

class prefixes. In this presentation, 
these are labeled Noun Form I. 

• This display also contains word 

formation processes that result in 
words within particular classes, 
particularly WA and JA used commonly 

for human singulars and JƐ forms used 

commonly for animate (including 

human) plurals.
• Notice also the use of the –NƐ suffix in 

the JƐ for human plurals 



C’Lela [dri]

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

(based on Dettweiler 2015; numbering 
adjusted)
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u̱s-Saare̠ [uss]

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

(based on D. Heath 2020 ; numbering adjusted)14



u̱t-Hun [uth]

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

(based on Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973; numbering adjusted)15



U̱t-Maꞌin [gel]

U̱t-Maꞌin [gel] adnominal prefixes (left) vs. 
agreement system (right) 

(Based on Smith 2007 & Paterson fieldwork) 16



How do speakers use all of 
these morphemes?

• All NW Kainji languages show four distinct word forms (herein labelled 
Noun forms I, II, 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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U̱t-Maꞌin [gel]

U̱t-Maꞌin [gel] adnominal marking (left) vs. 
agreement system (right) 
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U̱t-Maꞌin [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 [ɘ] is supplied to meet syllable structure requirements and to 
support tones.
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U̱t-Maꞌin
[gel]

20

Extracted from Paterson 

(forthcoming).



U̱t-Maꞌin
[gel]
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Extracted from Paterson 

(forthcoming).



U̱t-Maꞌin [gel] 
Noun Forms I-IV

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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Noun “Word” 
Forms in 

U̱t-Maꞌin [gel]

23

Number Class Label Noun Form I Noun Form II Noun Form III Noun Form IV AG schema

[clM-N] [N-cl] [N-clL] [N]

SG CL1 u-̄N
-N N-u N-ɘ̀ N wa

PL CL2 -N N-ɘ N-ɘ̀ N ɛ

SG CL3 u-̄N
-N N-u N-ɘ̀ N ɔ

PL CL4 ɘs̄-N N-ɘs N-sɘ̀ N sɛ
SG CL5 ɘr̄-N N-ɘr N-dɘ̀ N dɛ
PL CL6 ɘt̄-N N-ɘt N-tɘ̀ N tɔ

SG CL7 u-̄N
-N N-u N-jɘ̀ N ja

MASS CL8 ɘm̄-N N-ɘm N-mɘ̀ N mɔ
SG CL9 i-̄N N-ɛ N-i ̀ N i
PL CL10 a-̄N N-a N-à N a



Referential 
functions of 

Noun Forms I-IV 
in U̱t-Ma’in

24

Note: Forms I 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 II and III are not 
attested in (event) predicative function.
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CL7

U̱t-Maꞌin
[gel]
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CL2

U̱t-Maꞌin
[gel]

Note: Form I 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.
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CL8

U̱t-Maꞌin
[gel]



[(pre-MOD) N (post-MOD)]

I: [CL(M)-N] ɘ̄r-gòròp (ɘr̄-Num)

II: [N-CLC] gòròp-ɘ̀r *([A/Dem/D/Poss])

III: [N-CLL] gòròp-dɘ̀ *(VP)

IVa: [N] INDEF-SPEC gòròp =dɛ ̄
IVb: [N] gòròp =dɘ̀=*([NPMOD/ RelC])

U̱t-Maꞌin [gel] Noun Forms         gòròp ‘dove’

Note: Superscript C 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
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[gel] [gel]

Note: [dri] exhibits class specific 

behavioral differences with regard to 
Forms II and III. [uss] shows no 
distinction between Forms II and III, so 

only [uss]  form II is shown here. 



NWK Noun Form I [CL N]
1)  yá mɛ̄ ɘ̄m-hɔ̄ ə́m sɘ̄ u̱t-Hun [uth]

give 1SG.OBJ CL8-water 1SG.SUBJ drink
‘Give me water to drink.’ (Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973: 36)

2)  dɔ rɔ dɔr m-mi u̱s-Saare̠ [uss]
AG6 COP follow CL8-water
‘(Utensils, plates, mats,…) they are following (flood) water’ (Heath 2020: 192)

3) ù-sɔ̀ː -k (ɘ́)m-hɔ̀ː C’Lela [dri]
3SG-drink-PFV1 CL8-water
‘S/he drank water.’ (Dettweiler 2015: 90)
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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) ā yaās̄ə̄rə́ wə́ hɔ-̄ɘ̄m pūs mɔ̄ u̱t-Hun [uth]

one gave AG1 water-CL8 whiteAG8
‘He was given white water.’ (Bendor-Samuel et al. 1973: 144)

4) a. mi-mɔ wà b. mi-mɔ wá u̱s-Saare[̠uss]
water-CL8 DEM.NEAR water-CL8 DEM.FAR
‘this water’ ‘that water’ (Heath 2020: 192)

6) hɔ:̀ m-rí ʔèl ló C’Lela [dri]
water AG8M-1SG.POSS COP there
‘It is my responsibility.’ Lit: ‘My water is there.’ (Dettweiler 2015:42)
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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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NWK Noun Form III [N CL]
7) ɘr̀eḡɛ ́ ɘńɛ ̄ hɔ-̄ɘ̄m táágə̀tɛ ̀ o-̀hūr é… u̱t-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)

8) be mi-m esːɛ o-hur=à… u̱s-Saare̠ [uss]
as water-CL8 hold CL3-house=DEP
‘As water covered the house, …’ (Heath 2020: 192)

9) hɔ̀ː m-táː-kà C’Lela [dri]
water AG8M-finish-PFV1
‘The water is finished.’ (Dettweiler 2015: 90)
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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 
discussed 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 

Güldemann & 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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