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General scheme of linguistic diversity in the Nuba Mountains 
 

 
 

[map from Schadeberg & Blench 2013] 
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Ten primary taxa of the Nuba Mountains: 
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Original attempts at classification: Greenberg 1963-66 
 

(a) Kordofanian: 
 

 

 
(b) East Sudanic: 

 

 
.... 

 
.... 
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Reclassification of Kordofanian: Blench 2013 

 
«Kordofanian 1»:  Heiban + Talodi 
«Kordofanian 2»:  Rashad + Katla-Tima 
Tegem-Amira (Lafofa): a separate entity, but close to «Kordofanian 2» 
 

Blench's general scheme of Niger-Congo, 
based on lexical and grammatical (noun classes) evidence 
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Special problem: Kadugli-Krongo languages 
 

 
 
Greenberg:   part of Kordofanian 
Schadeberg 1981: separate branch of Nilo-Saharan 
Ehret 1995:   no, Niger-Congo! 
Blench 2006:  no, Nilo-Saharan! 
 
Starostin 2017:  not exactly «Nilo-Saharan», but possibly connected to 
parts of the original «Nilo-Saharan» (most importantly, Central Sudanic) 
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The «splitter» view: Glottolog 3.2 
 
Ten top-level families: 
 
Dajuic, Nubian, Nyimang, Temeinic, Kadugli-Krongo, Heibanic, Narrow 
Talodi, Lafofa, Rashad, Katla-Tima 
 
— no conclusive evidence to assert genetic relationship of any two units  
 
E.g.: 
 
Narrow Talodi (exluding Tegem) is held together by pronouns, lexical cognates, and form-meaning resemblances in the noun class systems. Tegem 
systematically stands out lexically, pronominally, in the noun class system and alleged sound correspondences are often irregular. The alleged noun class 
form/meaning correspondences to other Kordofanian groups, namely Rashad and Heibanic, in Schadeberg, Thilo 1989 , Schadeberg, Thilo 1981 are not 
convincing as conclusively genetic; As to form, there is much eclectic selection as well as irregular correspondences, and as to meaning, the methodology of 
finding non-cognate shared class items is highly dubious. Chance resemblance has not been excluded. The lexical evidence for a Kordofanian unity is weak in 
the extreme Blench, Roger M. 2006 . It follows that the arguments presented for a Niger-Congo affiliation are not compelling either. — Glottolog 3.2 
(http://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/narr1279) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://glottolog.org/resource/reference/id/13873
http://glottolog.org/resource/reference/id/103725
http://glottolog.org/resource/reference/id/138062
http://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/narr1279
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Preliminary lexicostatistics:  
Nuba Hill lexical data in the Global Lexicostatistical Database 
 

 
 
[Part of the 110-item wordlist for Heiban languages. Different colors mark phonetically similar forms, not cognates.] 
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StarLing tree based on automated lexicostatistics  
(phonetic similarity according to the consonant class method): 

 

 
 
Identified: 
1) Hill Nubian + Nyimang = (partial) Northeastern Sudanic 
2) Heiban + Talodi = «Nuclear» Kordofanian 
3) «Nuclear» Kordofanian + Lafofa, Rashad, Tima = «Macro»-Kordofanian 

 
Not identified: 
Northeastern Sudanic + Temein + Daju = Eastern Sudanic 
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Analyzing the situation with Kordofanian: 
 

 
 
1) Averaged percentage matches between the various subbranches of Kordofanian 
 
 
 
 
 

 Talodi Lafofa Tima Rashad Kadu 
Heiban 20% 15% 8% 15% 6% 
Talodi  11% 9% 12% 6% 
Lafofa   5% 10% 7% 
Tima    12% 5% 
Rashad     6% 
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2) Some examples of common basic Kordofanian isoglosses: 
 
 ʽeyeʼ ʽboneʼ ʽeggʼ ʽtoothʼ ʽearʼ ʽtongueʼ ʽheadʼ 

Heiban *=ey *=uya *=ɛɲɔ(ŋ) *=iŋa-t ̪ *=ɛːni *=ŋɛla *=da 

Talodi *=igi *=umV *=uwi(ŋ) *=iɲi-t *=ɛːnu *=lʊŋɛ *=âs 

Lafofa =î =uami =uwɛ- =ɛːŋı  liaŋi =ay 

Katla-Tima *=igi *=uga *=iwɔɲ  *=ɔnɔ *=liŋi *=as 

Rashad *=i(ŋ)gə *=uh *iye (?) *=iɲi-n *=əni-n *=ŋəla *=as 

        

Cf. Kadu: *=yV *kuɓa *sule *=kini *=ɛːsɔ *ŋaɗɔ *=atu̪ 

 
Pronouns: 
 

 ʽIʼ ʽthouʼ 
Heiban *(i)ɲ=i *(u)ŋ=a 

Talodi *ŋ=i *(u)ŋ=a 

Lafofa ɲɛ- ŋɔ- 

Katla-Tima ɲɔŋ ŋaŋ 

Rashad *ŋ=i *ŋ=ɔ 

   

Kadu *aʔa *oʔo 
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The noun class argument against Kordofanian (Blench 2013): 
 
— Talodi and Heiban have a well-developed system of noun classes 
— Lafofa (Tegem-Amira) has a somewhat different system of noun classes 
— Katla-Tima has a very limited amount of sg./pl. nominal prefixes 
— within Rashad, Tagom (Rashad proper) has no class prefixes whatsoever; the noun class system of 
Tagoi (Orig) is quite different from the one in Talodi/Heiban 
 
Cf.: 
 

 Rashad Tagoi 

 sg. pl. sg. pl. 

ʽbirdʼ uden uden-e w=ut y=ud-ɛn 
ʽeggʼ ye ye-ndɛ =iyɛ ŋ=iyɛ 

ʽeyeʼ git gid-e yi=git ŋə=git 

ʽfireʼ ibe  k=ibe h=ibe 

ʽhairʼ aam  k=aam h=aam 

ʽtoothʼ ɲin ɲin-e t=iɲin y=iɲin 

 
Consequently: 
 
Rashad + Katla-Tima viewed as early splits from the Niger-Congo tree  
(prior to the formation of noun class system). 
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Conclusions: 
 
1. There are at least three very distinct genetic lineages in the Nuba Mountains: East Sudanic, 
Kordofanian, and Kadu. This is partially confirmed by automated lexicostatistics and partially by 
preliminary attempts at reconstructing small subsets of basic lexicon for all involved subgroups. 
 
2. Areal contact, involving occasional borrowing of even the most basic items and typological 
restructuring of grammatical systems (mainly nominal morphology) is a very common issue in the 
Nuba mountains, where language shifts must have been quite common. 
 
3. Lexical evidence for the genetic unity of all potential Kordofanian subgroups is currently stronger 
than grammatical evidence. However, it still remains to be ascertained whether the observed 
isoglosses are exclusively Kordofanian (and not shared with other branches of Niger-Congo). 


