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General map of Nilo-Saharan and Eastern Sudanic languages  
(http://www.languagesgulper.com/eng/Nilo.html) 
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«Conservative»1 lexicostatistical classification of East Sudanic  
with glottochronological dates 

(based on etymological and distributional analysis of 50-item wordlists) 
 
 

 

 

                                                 
1
 «Conservative» implies that cognate matchings are mostly based on known phonetic correspondences or on direct consonantal class matchings between 

potential cognates, as opposed to a more permissive understanding of phonetic similarity («à la Greenberg»). Datings given according to Sergei Starostin's glotto-
chronological formula. Tree produced by StarLing software. All wordlists compiled by G. Starostin and gradually becoming available at the Global Lexicostatistical 
Database (http://starling.rinet.ru/new100). 
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«Tree» in particular branches of East Sudanic2 
 

(A) Western Nilotic 
 

 Singular Plural   Singular Plural 
Acholi yàːt -í  Shilluk  yɛ  
Dho Alur  —  Päri yàː   
Lango yàt yèn  Anywa ɟ  ɟ -  
Luo    Jur Luo  yen 
Kumam yàt yàːt-á ~ yàt-ná  Belanda Bor   
Dop Adhola yà  yèn  Proto-Northern Luo *yà-  *yɛ-n 
Proto-Southern Luo *yà-  *yɛ-n     
       
Kurmuk Burun    Nuer ɟiat ɟen 
Mayak Burun  yʌn     
Jumjum ɟâːn ɟ -      
Mabaan ɟâːn-  ɟân-      
Proto-Mabaan-Burun *ya-  *yʌ-n     

       

Proto-West Nilotic     *ya-  *yɛ-n 
 

                                                 
2
 Note: the signs - and = denote easily segmented affixes (suffixes and prefixes); italicized forms denote transparent morphological innovations by analogy. 
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(B1) Eastern Nilotic: intermediate reconstructions 
 

 Singular Plural   Singular Plural 
Teso -  —  Maasai  

woodʼ) 

 

Turkana -è   Camus l=càní l=kèék ~ 

l=càní-  
Karamojong ɛ=kitɔ-ɪ —  Sampur   
Nyangatom ŋa=kitɔ —  Ongamo  ò=kéyé 
Proto-Teso-Turkana *=kɪtɔ   Proto-Ongamo-Maa *=kyani ~ *=kyata *=keye(-k) 
       
Lotuko á=yyànì —  Bari  kaden 
Oxoryok ō=xyānī —  Kakwa kōdīŋí  
Lopit (Vossen) yyánì —  Kuku k dīn   
Dongotono (Vossen) sánì —  Ngyepu k dīní  
Lokoya (Vossen) ó=yán-  —  Nyangwara k dīní  
Lopit (Driberg) keta koyek  Mondari k dí  
Dongotono 
(Driberg) 

kyatai —  Proto-Bari *ködini (← 

kaɟini) 

 

Lokoya (Driberg) a=kito-i —     
Proto-Lopit-Lotuko *=kyani ~ *=kyatV —     

       



6 

 

 

(B2) Eastern Nilotic: upper level reconstructions 
 

 Reconstruction Reflected in: 

   

Neutral variant: 
ʽtrees (coll.), woodʼ 

*k=eye  

(← *k=aye?) 

(i) Ongamo pl.; (ii) with secondary plural suffix -k in 
Maasai and certain dialects of Lopit-Lotuko 

   

Plural variant: 
ʽtrees (as units)ʼ 

*k=aye-n (i) Bari (kaden); (ii) Bari, Maa, Lopit-Lotuko generate 
secondary singulative *kaye-n-i from this stem 

   

Singulative variant: 
ʽtree (a single one)ʼ 

*k=aye-tV (i) Teso-Turkana; (ii) Lopit-Lotuko; (iii) Ongamo-Maa 
(with various vocalic extensions) 

 

The original root is reconstructible as 
*[k]=aye- or *[k]=eye- 

(with fused *k-mobile already in Proto-ENl) 
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(C) South Nilotic (Kalenjin-Datooga-Omotik) 

 
Base opposition: 

 
PSNl Meaning Attested in 
   

*kɛːt ʽtree(s)ʼ (plural or neutral) Kalenjin; Datooga 

*kwɛːn ʽtrees (coll.), wood, firewoodʼ Kalenjin; Omotik 

 

Nandi (Kalenjin):  

pl.  ʽtreesʼ → sg. kéːt-ît ʽone treeʼ 

pl.  ʽfirewoodʼ → sg. -têːt ʽpiece of firewoodʼ 

 

Datooga: sg. gêːd-da ʽtreeʼ ↔ pl. géːd-îga ʽtreesʼ 

 

Omotik: sg. -  ʽtreeʼ ↔ pl. -kà ʽtreesʼ 
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Common Nilotic perspective: 

 

 West Nilotic East Nilotic South Nilotic 

«Zero base»  *k=aye (neut.?)  

«T-base» *ya-  (sg.) *k=aye-tV (sg.) *k=ɛː-t (sg.) 

«N-base» *yɛ-n (pl.) *k=aye-n (pl.) *k=weː-n (coll.) 

 
Remaining questions: 
 
(a) original root structure (monosyllabic *yV or polysyllabic *ayV?) 
 
(b) original articulation of root glide (*y or *w?) 
 
(c) original ATR-characteristics of root vocalism? 
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(D) Surmic languages: 

 

 Singular Plural 
Longarim -tːà -nà 
Didinga -tːà -nà 
Tennet -t — 
Murle -t kɛː-n 
Baale k ː-ðá -ná 
Proto-Southwest Surmic *kɛː-ta *kɛː-na 
   
Suri (Chai) -yō -nò 
Mursi kí-yò ke-no 
Meʼen -dó ke-na [Ricci] 
Proto-Southeast Surmic *kɛ-To ~ *kɛ-yo *kE-n- 
   
Majang (North Surmic) -t kɛː-n 
   

Proto-Surmic *kɛː-t/a/ *kɛː-n/a/ 
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(E) Daju languages 

 

 Singular Plural 
West Daju   
Sila-Nyala-Lagowa ette ewe-ge 
Nyalgulgule ete ewe-ge 
   
East Daju   
Shatt ett ewe 
Liguri eːwe-s ewe 
   
Proto-Daju *ette ← *ewe-te *ewe 
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(F) Eastern Jebel languages 

 

 Singular Plural 
Aka, Beni Sheko kǝca kǝca-ki 
Molo kǝsa — 
Kelo kǝɟa kǝɟa 
Sillok (= «Old Aka») kaːica — 
Malkan (= «Old Kelo») kusa — 
Tornasi (= «Old Molo») kaːiša — 
Proto-Eastern Jebel *kǝca ~ *kayca  

(← *kayi-ta?) 

— 
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Putting it all together: 

 

 

 

 Neutral Marked sg. Marked pl. 
Common Nilotic *[k=]ayE *[k=]ayE-T- *[k=]ay/wE-n-  

Common Surmic  *kɛː-t/a/ *kɛː-n/a/ 
Common Daju *ewe *ewe-te (?) *ewe-ge 

Common Eastern Jebel  **kayi-ta  
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Proto-Southeast Sudanic reconstruction: 

 
 Neutral Marked sg. Marked pl. 
Var. 1: Two roots *=eye *=ewe *=eye-T- *=ewe-T- *=eye-N- *=ewe-N- 

Var. 2: One root *[k=]ewE *[k=]ˈewe-T- *[k=]ewˈe-N- 

 

 
 Two roots One root 

Advantages No need to ponder over complicated 
phonetic developments  
(conditions of *w → y or *y → w) 

Economy! 

Disadvantages Not a single shred so far of 
distributional evidence for two 
different roots with similar meanings 

No additional confirmation of the 
regularity of *w → y or *y → w 
development in subfamilies 
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Possible traces of the same root(s) in Northeast Sudanic: 

 

(1) Nyimang: 

 

kwɛdi ~ kwodi ʽwoodsʼ 

 

(? ← *k=wɛ-di, if *-di is a fossilized nominal suffix) 

 

(2) Tama: 

 

Tama: sg. kiː-di, pl. ki-ak ʽwoodʼ 

Sungor: sg. kiː-di, pl. ke-k ʽwoodʼ 

Abu Sharib: kiŋge ← *k=i-n-ke ʽwoodʼ 

Ibiri: kiŋe ʽtreesʼ, sg. kiŋe-t ← *k=i-n-ke ʽwoodʼ 
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(3) Nubian: 

 

Modern Nobiin: kóy ʽtreeʼ ← older *koyr (Lepsius: Mahas koir ~ koi) 

 

Old Nubian: ⲕⲟⲉⲣ- ʽtreeʼ 

 

Dongolawi: koɪd ʽZiziphus spina-christiʼ  

 

← Nile Nubian *koy-d 

ʽgeneral or special k. of treeʼ 

 

Dubious: (4) Nara: 

kèl ʽtreeʼ 

(??? ← *k=e-l, if *-l is a fossilized determinant, as in Nubian) 
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Traces outside of East Sudanic? 
 

Cf. in Proto-Moru-Maɗi  

(one of the primary branches of Central Sudanic):  

 

*kʷɛ ʽtreeʼ  
 

(Maɗi , Miza Moru  ~ cʷ ,  

Waɗi Moru cʷ , Avokaya , Logo fā, etc.) 

 

In Kresh-Aja-Birri: 

 

Birri kpi ʽtreeʼ, Kresh kpi-kpi (redupl.) (← *kʷI) 
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Previous analyses 

 

Bender 2005 (East Sudanic): 

 

 
 

 

— reconstructs *ket as an unsegmentable root 
 
— ignores important West Nilotic evidence 
 
— adds Nara keta ʽbranchʼ, probably unrelated 
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Ehret 2001 (Nilo-Saharan): 
 

— no evidence from Daju 
or East Jebel 
 
— no forms with labial gli-
des or labial vowels taken 
into consideration 
 
— no detailed analysis of 
the situation in Nilotic 
 
— multiple «red herrings» 
from outside East Sudanic 
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Conclusion: 
 

The example of ʽtreeʼ shows that archaic East Sudanic lexicon 
may be studied (at least partially) in conjunction with its 

paradigmatic characteristics, rather than exclusively on the 
level of root isomorphisms.  

 
Particular attention should be paid to potential «fossilized» 

suffixes (and prefixes — cf. the case of «k-mobile»), 
especially when they can be aligned with «non-fossilized» 

grammatical markers in related groups. 


