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1 INTRODUCTION
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+ Adamawa languages are an important but genealogically diverse group of 
the Niger-Congo family, viewed as:

a) phylogenetic unit consisting of ≈14 subgroups
(Greenberg 1963, Boyd 1989, …)

b) no phylogenetic unit (esp. Kleinewillinghöfer 1996a, 2015)
> “genealogical pool” of 14 subgroups (Güldemann 2018)

“According to this author [Kleinewillinghöfer], the evidence for an Adamawa 
lineage as well as for the various subgroups is meager and unconvincing; …” 
(Güldemann 2018: 202) 
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+ external relations of Adamawa languages to other groups of the Niger-Congo     
family - hypotheses:

a) grouped together with Ubangi
(Greenberg 1963, Boyd 1989, …)

b) shows relations to Gur (Bennett 1983, Kleinewillinghöfer 1996b, 2010, 2012, 
Hammarström et al. 2022)

c) no special external relation (Güldemann 2018)
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■ to check the internal coherence of three subgroups of the supposed “Trans-
Benue” (NW Adamawa) group on basis of a quantitative evaluation of the
– lexicon 
– grammar: nominal classification

■ to check the assumed relationship to one of the Central Gur groups 
■ to cross-check our results with an outsider group from Benue-Kwa 
■ to combine these results with a qualitative comparison of the deriflection 

systems of these groups 
■ and finally to discuss these results against the background of current 

classifications
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Goal of the talk
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Language sample

Adamawa
A Tula-Waja (7)
B Longuda (5)
C Ɓena-Mboi (8)

Central Gur
Oti-Volta East (5)

Benue-Kwa
Guang (15)



Benue-Kwa – Guang (14)
• Intact noun classification 

system (mostly prefixes) 
with agreement

• No assumed relation to
either of both other groups, 
but contact with several
Gurunsi languages
(Kleinewillinghöfer 2002) 72nd Adamawa Conference, Paris 13-15 Sept. 2023

Language sample Adamawa
• Longuda (5), Tula-Waja (7), Ɓena-Mboi (8)
• All three groups have a Niger-Congo type 

noun classification system with mostly 
suffixes

• NW periphery of Adamawa

Gur - Oti-Volta East (5)
• Kleinewillinghöfer (1996) suggests a strong 

relation between NW-Adamawa and 
Eastern Gur languages, especially Oti-Volta 
(cf. Bennett, who favors Gurunsi)

• Intact noun classification system (mostly 
suffixes) with agreement 

• Spoken at the Eastern fringe of Gur



 basically quantitative approach, accompanied by qualitative comparison of 
systems of deriflection if necessary

 fivefold comparison between all the languages included
– lexical roots
– nominal form marking: singular and plural
– agreement marking: singular and plural

 comparative table indicating cognacy values between all languages
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Methodology



 comparative table indicating cognacy values between all languages (Figure 1)
 based on 80-word list (Leipzig-Jakarta list + additional lexemes) 

− here 73 lexemes

 no final results: still work in progress
 problems:

− not for all languages same quality of data (sometimes missing plural form)

− not for all languages all lexical roots known

− AGR data missing for some languages (especially in Guang)

− AGR not considered when based on semantics (animate vs. inanimate AGR, e.g. in some 
Guang languages)
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Methodology – number of data points



 comparative table indicating cognacy values between all languages (see 
figure 1) – please give the exact numbers and average mean
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Tula-Waja 
(7)

Longuda 
(5)

Ɓena-Mboi 
(8)

Oti-Volta 
East (5)

Guang (15) Gesamt

Lexical 
roots
NF singular

NF plural

AGR 
singular
AGR plural

Methodology – number of data points
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Methodology

Figure 1: 
Comparative table 
indicating cognacy
values between all 
languages
(for ‘neck’, not all 
Guang languages 
shown)



 Jaccard index: measures the similarity between two sets of data
 Set 1 x Set 2 | Language 1 (L1) x Language 2 (L2)
 L1 x L2, L1 x L3, L1 x L4, L2 x L3, …

Intersection of Ln x Lm (number of same cognancy-values)

Union of set Ln x Lm (number of all data-values)
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Methodology: R-Script



 Synchronic vs. diachronic comparison
− frozen affixes, e.g. Waja: bịy.a-u / bịy.a-ri

Cham: biy-àŋ /  bii-tɛ
− merger / change of affixes: TA ≠KA in OV East 

CI ≠ I in OV East
KV affixes (<*ka, *ki, *ku)
MV affixes (<*ma, *mu, *bu)

 General problems
− composed words: Ceri: zá.nyù-wa ‘bird’ (child.bird = bird)

zu-ye + *nyu-?
− different distributions in semantic field, e.g.

Tula Wange: ki-r ‘bush’ Cham: si-i ‘bush’
Bena Lala: ki-ó ‘grass’ Waja: si-i ‘grass’
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Methodology: Challenges in decision making



2 DATA ANALYSIS
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Relation 
lexical roots

 Clear clustering for each 
language group

 Tula-Waja and Longuda
form a cluster

 No other cluster

 All languages show
relations to each other

 Niger-Congo



 All three Adamawa groups 
form a cluster
 “Trans-Benue”?
 “Light cluster” of Oti-

Volta East & Adamawa in 
opposition to Guang
(green)
 Cluster: Gua & Nkami

(Guang) with Longuda
(gold)
 Cluster: Foodo (Guang) & 

Oti-Volta East (purple)
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Relation 
Noun Form SG
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Relation 
Noun Form PL

 Guang, Oti-Volta East & 
Longuda form a cluster
(blue frame)

 Longuda has least 
similarity with Tulaic
(green frame, but cf. 
opposite NF SG)



 Tula-Waja forms a cluster 
with Longuda, but also 
with Ɓena-Mboi

 Adamawa (“Trans-Benue”) 

 Oti-Volta East and Guang 
do not cluster with any of 
the Adamawa groups
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Relation 
Agreement SG
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Relation 
Agreement PL

 Each language group
shows clear clustering

 Longuda, Guang and Oti-
Volta East seem to be
closer to each other

 Very low similarity values
between Ɓena-Mboi and
Guang



3 DISCUSSION
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Bennett (1983)

“Bennett (1983) combines Longuda and Tula-Waja as 'Tula-Longuda' 
and assumes that 'Tula-Longuda' constitute a unit with Ɓəna-Mboi (= 
Yungur) and Bikwin-Jen which he labels 'Trans-Benue’.” 
(Kleinewillinghöfer 2014)

„No one […] presented any convincing evidence [for Benett’s Trans-
Benue hypothesis] showing that […]: Bikwin-Jen, Tula-Waja, 
Longuda, and Ɓəna-Mboi form indeed a valid genetic unit as against 
other Adamawa groups like Ba (= Kwa), Yandang, Mumuye, Samba-
Duru and/or Central Gur language groups.” (Kleinewillinghöfer 2014)

(I) Trans-Benue hypothesis
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(Ia) Tula-Longuda hypothesis
 Confirmed
 Closer relation for Tula-Waja and Longuda shown for lexical comparison, 

singular noun form and singular agreement class, but not for plural noun 
form and agreement

(Ib) Trans-Benue hypothesis
 Not confirmed
 No cluster between Tula-Waja, Longuda and Ɓena-Mboi for lexical 

comparison
 Tula-Waja, Longuda and Ɓena-Mboi show patterns for singular nominal 

form and singular agreement class as against Oti-Volta East and Guang, 
but not for plural nominal form and agreement form

 Bikwin-Jen not included – no statement possible

(I) Trans-Benue hypothesis
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 Not confirmed
 Tula-Waja, Longuda and Ɓena-Mboi show patterns for singular nominal 

form and singular agreement class as against Oti-Volta East
 ‘light’ clustering of Oti Volta East with Adamawa for noun form singular
 Longuda shows similarities with Oti-Volta East for plural agreement 

forms, but not the other language groups

(II) Gur-Adamawa hypothesis
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 Many patterns of clustering might be explained by class inventory of 
agreement and nominal forms (see Figure 2: Deriflection systems))

 Singular noun form classes seem to be more conservative than plural 
classes, as they show more coherence 

 Especially for plural, nominal forms differ between the language groups
 Singular nominal forms more suitable for comparison

Differences between singular and plural clustering
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Plural patterns in deriflection
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 NF comparison: not very high values
 AGR comparison: stronger coherence
 cf. findings in other Niger-Congo groups where NF marking is more 

conservative than agreement marking
 assumed levelling in AGR, especially in Tula-Waja

NF AGR
-I
-TU
-RI AGR T (Tula Wange/Baule)
-R.TU
-BI

Nominal form class vs. agreement class
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 Results do not necessarily indicate historical developments
 “Noun classes” can be petrified or eroded
 If not identifiable, there is no point for comparison
 If former NF is identifiable, it is sometimes unclear which proto stage one 

should refer to (See example)
− Waja: twị.ya-u (-a = petrified suffix)
− a < *ka
− Proto-Waja? Proto-Tula-Waja? Proto-Adamawa? Proto-Niger-Congo?

Discussion



■ Gediminas Schüppenhauer for the R-script allowing this investigation
■ Jan Junglas and Christfried Naumann for providing the map
■ Adrian Krause as student assistant helping with the table
■ The many language consultants from Benin and Ghana who have helped 

with the data: 
− OV East: Coffi Sambiéni and students (Salka Benoit Nouani, …)
− Guang: James Essegbey, Levina Abunya, Gray Plunkett

■ and last but not least: Ulrich Kleinewillinghöfer who was so generous to 
share his data on Adamawa languages with our project
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Thanks to



THANK YOU!
We are very grateful to the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research 
Foundation) for the financial support since March 2017 for the project “Noun classification 
systems in Africa between gender and nominal declension∼deriflection” (project number 
338110259).
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