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1. Introduction

Linguistically, Nigeria is both the third richest and second least studied
country in the world. In addition to the four major languages spoken by mil-
lions of speakers — Yoruba, Hausa, Igbo and Nigerian Pidgin — hundreds
of other languages of varying sizes are spoken there. The Ethnologue
(https://www.ethnologue.com/country/NG) lists 517 languages. In reality, no
one knows the exact number. These languages can be grouped into an equally
unknown number of language families, most of which belong in one way or
another to the Niger-Congo macro-family, with the exception of the Chadic
and Jjoid languages, Kanuri and a few presumed isolates. According to a recent
bibliometric study (Harald Hammarstrom, p.c.), we currently have a gram-
matical study for only 17% of Nigerian languages, compared to an average of
30% in Africa and 31% worldwide. In addition, there are several language
families for which no grammatical studies have been published, such as the
Wurbo or Jarawan groups.

The wider Benue River Valley in the northeast of Nigeria is one of the ar-
eas with the highest concentration of languages on which very little linguistic
research has been done so far. AdaGram (http://llacan.vjf.cnrs.fr/AdaGram/
index.html) is a recent research project aimed at improving our knowledge of
the languages of this region. One of the first research initiatives of the Ada-
Gram project was a linguistic survey in 2016 (see Idiatov et al. 2017 for more
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details). The general goal of this survey was to gather basic lexical and gram-
matical data for a number of languages of the region about which almost noth-
ing is known. Another goal was to establish contacts with these linguistic
communities to prepare ground for prospective PhD candidates who would
undertake comprehensive grammatical and lexical descriptions of these lan-
guages for their PhD. Figure 1 shows the itinerary of the survey with Yola as
its starting point and the four settlements visited, Kpasham, Lau, Mayo Kam
and Sabon Gida Duna.
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Figure 1. The itinerary of the 2016 AdaGram survey

2. Lau: One town, two absolutely unrelated languages

The most spectacular discovery of the survey was made in Lau. According
to the existing linguistic atlases, such as Blench 2019 and Eberhard et al. (eds.)
2020, the language spoken in Lau is called Laka [ISO 639-3: lak] and belongs
to the Mbumic family of the Adamawa pool' within the Niger-Congo macro-
family, as illustrated on Figure 2. This classification is not based on linguistic
data, as none was available before the AdaGram survey. It is based purely on
the name of the language, as the term Laka has sometimes been used in the
literature to refer to the Mbumic languages (see references in Elders 2006: 45—
46), and the fact that many languages in that part of the Benue River Valley
are traditionally referred to as Adamawa languages, with Mbumic being an
Adamawa group.

Adamawa is best seen as a referential label for a number of currently unclassified low-
level Niger-Congo language groups spoken in a region stretching from the Benue valley
in Eastern Nigeria to the Guéra and Moyen Chari administrative regions in Southern
Chad.
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Figure 2. The Mbumic languages and Laka
(adapted from Glottolog.org; accessed on 20.08.2017)

However, our survey established that the town of Lau is divided between
two distinct linguistic communities who speak mutually unintelligible lan-
guages. The map in Figure 3 shows the town of Lau and its approximate divi-
sion into two parts, Lau proper in the northwest closer to the Benue River and
the Laka ward of Lau (Hausa Angawan Lakawa, formerly known as Garin
Lakawa ‘Laka town’).

Figure 3. The two parts of the town of Laka: Lau proper and the Laka ward
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The subsequent analysis of the data made it clear that neither of the two
languages is Mbumic. One language, which can be referred to as Lau [law],?
is a variety of Shoo-Minda-Nye [bcv; shoo1247], which belongs to the Wurbo
group of the Jukunoid languages. The other language, which we refer to as
Kaba Laka [kaba laka], turned out to be the only Central Sudanic language of
Nigeria. More specifically, Kaba Laka belongs to the Sara-Bongo-Bagirmi
branch of Central Sudanic and is a variety of the Central Saraic language Kaba
[ISO 639-3: ksp; glottocode: kab1281], which is otherwise spoken more than
500 km to the southeast in the extreme southwest of Chad and across the bor-
der in the northwest of the Central African Republic. Figure 4 shows the dis-
tribution of the Central Saraic languages, the location of Kaba Laka of Lau and
Kaba, as well as their closest relative Laka.
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Figure 4. Kaba Laka and the other Saraic languages.
The Central Saraic languages are marked with white circles.
The map also shows the primary location of Kaba [ksp; kab1281]
and of its closest relative Laka [lap; lak1254]

2 The name of the town Lau [law] means ‘mud’. The speakers of Lau refer to their own
language simply as the language of the people of Lau [Wi 1aw m3] (people Lau lan-
guage).
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Table 1 shows a selection of words from the two languages spoken in Lau,
namely Kaba Laka and Lau, as well as their translations in Kaba and Laka spo-
ken in Chad.

Kaba Laka Kaba and Laka

(Nigeria) (Chad) Lau
animal dac) da néwkil
cow mangs mangt naw
chicken kiind kiingd Zdw
man &ingaw &ingaw jindnwo
medicine  kiimd ~ kiima kiimd ~ kiima gdj

Table 1. A selection of words from Kaba Laka and Lau
spoken in Lau (Nigeria) and their equivalents
in Kaba and Laka spoken in Chad (cf. Keegan 2014)3

3. Kaba Laka is a variety of Kaba [ksp; kab1281]

As can be readily observed in Table 1, Kaba Laka words are identical to
their equivalents in Kaba and Laka, but radically different from those of Lau.
Since Kaba and Laka are lexically very similar and the speakers of Kaba Laka
use the term Laka when referring to themselves and their language in English
and Hausa, initially we mistakenly identified Kaba Laka of Lau as a variety of
Laka (cf. Idiatov et al. 2017). However, a closer examination of the data re-
vealed that Kaba Laka of Lau is most similar to Kaba. As illustrated in Table 2,
both Kaba Laka and Kaba preserve word-internal intervocalic voiceless stops,
corresponding to voiced and sometimes implosive stops in Laka. In fact, the
name Laka is ldka in Kaba and Kaba Laka, while in Laka itself it has the form
laga. Furthermore, Kaba Laka shares at least one lexical item ‘rat, mouse’ with
Kaba to the exclusion of Laka.*

We use an IPA-based transcription here and we normalized the forms taken from other
sources accordingly. For comparative reasons, Keegan (2014) distinguishes between i
and 2. However, in his Kaba and Laka data both symbols represent the same neutral
central vowel, for which we prefer to use the traditional schwa symbol 3, even though
phonetically it is usually realized rather high as [9] (but not as high as [i]).

Despite the superficial similarity of the Laka form d3gt ‘rat, mouse’, its initial consonant
cannot be a regular correspondence of Kaba j (see Boyeldieu 2000: 241 on the com-
parative series ‘rat, mouse’).
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Kaba Laka of Lau Kaba Laka
penis miti miti, miti midi
shoulder, wing baks baki, baks bagt
tree kaks kakt, kaka kagt
buttocks kuti kutt kudu
before, in front kété kété kédé
rat, mouse jéka jékt, jéka dgt

Table 2. A comparison of Kaba Laka of Lau with Kaba
(Moser and Dingatoloum 2007, Keegan 2014) and Laka (Keegan 2014)

4. Lau is a variety of Shoo-Minda-Nye [bcv; sho01247]

The classification of Lau as a variety of Shoo-Minda-Nye [bcv; shoo1247]
is based on the claims of the speakers of Lau that they speak mutually intelli-
gible languages with the inhabitants of the neighboring settlements of Kunini,
Bandawa and Jeshi, whose languages are considered by Shimizu (1980a: 41-44)
to belong to the Wurbo group of the Jukunoid languages. However, Shimizu
(1980a) does not provide any linguistic data for the lects spoken in these set-
tlements and only refers to three unpublished wordlists of 42 (Lau), 112 (Ban-
dawa) and 102 (Minda) items collected around 1930 by Charles K. Meek
(cf. Shimizu 1980b: xiv).°

Shimizu (1980a)’s classification of Wurbo languages as Jukunoid is plau-
sible but needs to be confirmed with more data, since Shimizu has not col-
lected data on these languages himself and relies heavily on the following ob-
servation by Meek (1931: 35):

“The people of Lau (and the surrounding towns of Bandawa, Kwinini,
Minda etc.), though located within twenty-five miles of Kona, do not speak
Jukun as their mother tongue. Their language is of a primitive monosyllabic
type, but the vocabulary shows a number of resemblances to Jukun, and their
close association with the Jukun is evident from the number of religious cults
which they share with the Jukun of Kona”.

> Unfortunately, this kind of situation is by no means unfamiliar for Africanists. Al-
though the Dogon have fascinated researchers and the general public for decades, their
languages have only recently been the object of systematic study. Thus, before
Plungian’s (1995) study of Tommo So, we knew hardly anything about the biggest
Dogon language.
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However, Meek’s judgements need to be taken with caution as he contin-
ues the above statement by adding that “[t]he same remarks apply to the
riverain Jen, who like the Jukun, worship Ma” (1931: 35). Yet, we currently
know that Jen languages [glottocode: jenn1241] are only very distantly re-
lated to Jukunoid. Like the Mbumic languages mentioned earlier, the Jen lan-
guages are one of the so-called Adamawa groups.
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