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1 Methodology 
- a lot of previous work on language contact in Africa, but mostly on 
(a) “micro-level” contact, hardly ever with continental scope - exceptions: Greenberg 
 (1959, 1983) and Heine (1975, 1976) 
(b) contact between languages unrelated in Greenberg's (1963) lumping classification 

1.1 Feature classes 
- in the order of importance: 
(1) "cross-linguistic quirks" 
 - typologically highly marked (e.g., clicks) 
 - cf. Gensler (2003) regarding their potential for historical linguistics 
 > decreases recurrent chance occurrence 
(2) "continental diagnostics" 
 - corroborate hypothesized area 
 - typologically far less remarkable, but with a clear areal patterns in Africa, e.g., 
word   order (Heine 1975, 1976), sound features like nasal vowels 
(3) subareal features 
 - significant and confined to the wider area 
 > potentially define local centers of innovation 

1.2 Feature criteria 
(a) sufficient amount of clustered geographical distribution in at least one area 
(b) empirical evidence of transferability 
(c) must not correlate with genealogical boundaries 
 - crosscut/extend over family boundaries 
 - divide languages of the same family 
> identification of areally significant isoglosses is in the first place a function of the 
 genealogical language classification 
> modern genealogical classification in and outside the discipline (cf. Heine and Nurse 
 2000) based on Greenberg (1963) - just 4 super groups - MAP, Figure 1  
 - against common assumption, as defective in many respects as his classification 
 attempts in other areas of the world (Pacific, Americas, Eurasia) 
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 CONGO-KORDOFANIAN (= Niger-Kordofanian) (1500/>10) 
  Niger-Congo 
   (West) Atlantic 
   Mande 
   Voltaic (= Gur) 
   Kwa 
   Benue-Congo 
   Adamawa-Eastern (= Adamawa-Ubangi) 
  Kordofanian 
 NILO-SAHARAN (200/20) 
  Songhai 
  Saharan 
  Maban 
  FurSL  
  Chari-Nile 
   Eastern Sudanic 
   Central Sudanic 
   BertaSL  
   KunamaSL  
  Koman 
 AFROASIATIC (300/6) 
  Semitic 
  EgyptianSL  
  Berber 
  Cushitic 
  Chadic 
 KHOISAN (30/5) 
  Southern African Khoisan 
   Northern 
   Central 
   Southern 
  SandaweSL  
  HatsaSL  
 Note: SL = single language, (...) approximate number of (languages/family level units) 

Figure 1: Greenberg's (1963) classification of African languages 
+ major problems of classification > MAP 
 - Khoisan (KS) not a proven unit, rather 3-4 independent lineages 
 - Nilo-Saharan (NS) not a proven unit,  
 - Niger-Kordofanian (NK) only safe in a more narrow sense of Niger-Congo (pace 
  Williamson and Blench 2000), excludes Mande, Atlantic, Dogon, Ijoid, 
Kordofanian  (cf. Stewart 1976, Bennett and Sterk 1977) 
> no super-group NS+NK (Gregersen 1972, Blench 1995) 
- large linguistic area is alternative to unproven genealogical "super-group" 

1.3 Feature survey 
- identified features surveyed across all sufficiently known lineages of the continent 
> classification: frequent, occasionally present, absent 
- major problem: lack of data on individual languages and whole families 
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> particularly serious in eastern and east-central Africa (many small lineages and 4 
larger  fragmentation zones: genealogically diverse, isolates) and the domain of Nilo-
Saharan 

1.4 Identification of areas 
+ linguistic area: 
wide sense   = distribution of features according to a "compact" geographical entity 
     > independent of historical explanation 
narrow sense  = distribution of features according to a "compact" geographical entity, 
       which is not well explained by genealogical inheritance > "contact area" 
 
Step (I) Identify a geographical linguistic distribution! 
Step (II) See whether you can explain it (historically)! 
 
+ two types of areas 
(1)  genealogically and typologically homogeneous areas > (recent) spread zones 
(2)  large-scale clustering of isoglosses across unrelated languages/language families 
 - quirks > continental diagnostics 
 - avoid feature interdependence (e.g. word order correlations, medial~final verbs in 
verb  final languages, etc.) 

2 The proposed macro-areas of Africa 
(I)  Berber spread zone 
(II)  Chad-Ethiopia 
(III)  Macro-Sudan belt 
(IV)  Bantu spread zone 
(V)  Kalahari Basin     > MAP 
 
+ linguistic profile of a contact area unlikely due to a single historical process 
> feature spread usually not clearly tied to a single/dominating lineage 
> feature may be present from very early on by founder effect seeping up from substrate 
 into colonizing layer > "features sit, populations move in" 
> macro-areas determined by historically more stable factors: 
 - trajectories of spread/diffusion (where/in what direction is contact facilitated or 
not?) 
 - availability of potential sources/"hotbeds" of change 
 
+ one larger area unaccounted for: southern Sudan, Uganda, Kenia, northern Tanzania: 
 expansion area of the Nilotic family "framed" by 3 fragmentation zones 
- serious lack of data 
- some apparently diagnostic features, but areally largely inconclusive: 
 - verb-initial languages (Heine 1975, 1976) 
 - consonant features (Schadeberg 1987) 
 - marked nominative case system (König 2008) 
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Map: Modern linguistic Macro-areas in Africa 
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2.1 Macro-Sudan belt 
Güldemann (2008), = Greenberg's (1959, 1983) “core area” 

2.1.1 Genealogical composition 
Family Stock Greenberg's 

supergroup 
CORE 
Mande - NK 
Kru Niger-Congo NK 
Gur Niger-Congo NK 
Kwa Niger-Congo NK 
Benue-Congo (except Narrow Bantu) Niger-Congo NK 
Adamawa-Ubangi Niger-Congo NK 
Bongo-Bagirmi Central Sudanic NS 
Moru-Mangbetu Central Sudanic NS 
PERIPHERY 
Atlantic (Niger-Congo) NK 
Dogon - NK 
Songhai - NS 
Chadic Afroasiatic  
Ijoid - NK 
Narrow Bantu (Benue-Congo) Niger-Congo NK 
Nilotic East Sudanic NS 

Table 1: Families partaking in the Macro-Sudan belt 

2.1.2 Features 
+ labial-velar consonants (Maddieson 2005c) > MAP  
+ ATR vowel harmony (Hall et al. 1974, Dimmendaal 2001, Maddieson 2005g) > MAP  
+ logophoricity (Güldemann 2003) > MAP  
(1) Kera (Chadic, Afroasiatic) 
 a. w� míntí tó kóoré vs. 
 3M.Sx QUOT 3M.S.LOGx go.away 
 b. w� míntí w�  kóoré 
 3M.Sx QUOT 3M.Sy go.away 
 Er sagte, daß er weggehe [he said he would go] (Ebert 1979: 260) 

+ word order S-(AUX)-O-V-X (Gensler and Güldemann 2003) > MAP  
(2) Koranko (Mande) 
 ù sí wò lá-bùì yí r�∃ 
 1S PROSPECTIVE that.one CAUS-fall water in 
 I'm going to throw her into the water (Kastenholz 1987: 117) 

+ three and more level tones (Clements and Rialland 2008, Maddieson 2005d) 
+ vowel nasalization (Hajek 2005) 
+ implosives, does not separate off the Bantu spread zone (Maddieson 2005a) 
+ sub-areal features, i.a.: 
 East: word order V-O-NEG (Dryer forthcoming) > MAP 
   labial flap consonants (Olson and Hajek 2003) 
 West: verb serialization 
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Family Stock Logopho- 

ricity 
Labial- 
velars 

ATR 
harmony 

S-(AUX)- 
O-V-X 

V-O- 
NEG 

Labial  
flaps 

Berber Afroasiatic       
Saharan        
Maban        
Furan        
Kordofanian        
Nubian Eastern Sudanic       
Kunama (isolate)        
Nera (isolate)        
Semitic Afroasiatic       
Cushitic Afroasiatic       
Omotic Afroasiatic       
Kado        
Chadic Afroasiatic       
Dogon        
Songhai        
Atlantic        
Mande        
Kru N. Niger-Congo       
Gur N. Niger-Congo       
Kwa N. Niger-Congo       
Benue-Congo N. Niger-Congo       
Adamawa-Ubangi N. Niger-Congo       
Moru-Mangbetu Central Sudanic       
Bongo-Bagirmi Central Sudanic       
Ijoid        
Bantu (Benue-Congo) N. Niger-Congo       
Nilotic Eastern Sudanic       
Surmic Eastern Sudanic       
Kuliak        
Hadza (isolate)        
Sandawe (isolate)        
Khoe-Kwadi        
Ju        
Tuu        
Notes: Family column: grey cell = families of the wider area; bold = families of the core area 
  Feature columns: dark grey = frequent, medium grey = present, light grey = rare, blank cell = 
absent         or unknown 

Table 2: Distribution of Macro-Sudan features across African lineages 
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2.2 Chad-Ethiopia 
= Greenberg's (1959, 1983) “Horn of Africa” + “Eastern Sahel” 
= Heine's (1976) “Chad-Ethiopia” 
 
+ least secure, necessary search for more features 
 - but difficult to survey due to lack of data on isolates and small families 
+ Ethiopia (Ferguson 1976) only as a sub-area 
 > questionable as area in the first place (Tosco 2000) 
 > unlikely a "residual zone" in terms of Nichols (1992) 
 > genealogically homogeneous: Cushitic + Semitic 

2.2.1 Genealogical composition 
Family Stock Greenberg's 

supergroup 
CORE 
Saharan  NS 
Furan  NS 
Maban  NS 
Nubian (East Sudanic) NS 
Taman (East Sudanic) NS 
Nera (East Sudanic) NS 
Kunama  NS 
Cushitic Afroasiatic  
Semitic Afroasiatic  
Omotic (Afroasiatic)  
Nyima  NS 
PERIPHERY 
?   

Table 3: Families partaking in the Chad-Ethiopia area 

2.2.2 Features 
+ complex predicates with generic auxiliary (Güldemann 2006) > MAP  
 - a final, semantically generic auxiliary verb ('do', 'be (like)', 'become') as inflectional 
 base converts a content sign ("expressive", short quote, loan, noun, adjective, adverb, 
 verb) into a predicate/verb 
 - tendency to merger into one phonological word 
(1) Afar 
a. tàssa-iyy-    become happy 
 happiness-AUX- 
b. kowkàw-iyy-   chatter 
 ON:chatter-AUX-               (Hayward 1996: 541) 
c. fak-ka hay-'t-e vs. fak-'t-e 
 open-CF AUX-2S/3F.S-PERF  open-2S/3F.S-PERF 
 you/she opened         you/she opened   (Longacre 1990: 18-9) 

 - auxiliary verb often used also as quotative verb 
+ verb-final syntax, largely with associated features > MAP  
 > continentally diagnostic: only four other isolated cases in Africa (Dogon, Ijoid, 
 Sandawe, Khoe-Kwadi) 
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+ three or more cases on nouns = peripheral case in the sense of Blake (1994) 
 (Dimmendaal 2005: 72-3, Iggesen 2005) 
 > continentally diagnostic despite correlation with verb-final syntax (Nichols 1986): 
all  other verb-final lineages in Africa (see above) without peripheral case 
+ other candidate features: 
 - polar question marker as verb affix (Dryer 2005) 
 - missing /p/, does not separate off the Berber spread zone (Maddieson 2005f) 
 

2.3 Kalahari Basin 
Güldemann (1998): linguistic area before Bantu expansion 

2.3.1 Genealogical composition 
Family Stock Greenberg's 

supergroup 
CORE 
Khoe-Kwadi (includes "Central KS") - KS 
Ju-�Hõa (includes "Northern KS) - KS 
Tuu ("Southern KS") - KS 
PERIPHERY 
Narrow Bantu (Benue-Congo) Niger-Congo NK 

Table 4: Families partaking in the Kalahari Basin 

2.3.2 Features 
+ clicks as phonemic speech sounds, backbone of consonant system (Maddieson 2005c) 
+ preferred phonotactic pattern of root: C1V1C2V2 (clicks in C1) (Güldemann 2001) 
+ ejective and aspirated stops (Herbert 1987, Güldemann 2001) 
+ vowel nasalization (pace Hajek 2005) 
+ register tone languages 
+ head-final genitive irrespective of clause order (Güldemann 1999) 
+ productive noun compounding > noun suffixes, mostly host-final morphology 
+ no subject cross-reference on the verb 
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3 Discussion 

3.1 Long-term stability 
- Nichols' (1992) idealized area types (spread vs. residual zone) with a certain amount 
of  expected historical stability > but questionable for African macro-areas 
- language spreads (and other factors like, e.g., climatic changes) can seriously affect 
size and shape of an area (and possibly even change an area’s profile) 

3.1.1 Chad-Ethiopia 
- large wedge due to Arabic expansion 
 > synchronically questionable 
- size at margins due to expanding families: Saharan in the west, Cushitic in the east  
 > area originally smaller? 

3.1.2 Macro-Sudan 
- features repeatedly in some areas/families in the east: Nuba mountains, Omotic, 
separated  by Nilotic+Surmic 
 > area originally larger? 

3.1.3 Kalahari Basin 
- recent shrinking with Bantu expansion (since 2000 BP) 
 > synchronically questionable 
- recent expansion of Khoe-Kwadi a little earlier; leaves just Ju-�Hõa and Tuu, which 
might  turn out to be genealogically related 
 > Earlier character as spread zone? 
- Bantu expansion separated Kalahari Basin from East Africa > §3.1.4 

3.1.4 Eastern + southern Africa 
- eastern Africa (+ partly Afroasiatic) and southern Africa share diagnostic features > 
MAP 
 - clicks (Maddieson 2005c) 
 - uvular plosives (Maddieson 2005e) 
 - ejectives (+ Chadic) (Maddieson 2005a) 
 - lateral obstruents (+ Chadic) (Maddieson 2005b) 
 - head-final genitive and related morphology (Güldemann 1999)  
> former macro-area along and east of the Rift valley down to southern Africa?  

3.2 Correlation with geography 
+ Campbell (2006: 16) denies geography to be a determining factor of linguistic areas: 

“... it is the diffusion that is of prime importance, and ... the geographical 
aspect of putative ‘linguistic areas’ is derivative.” 

 
+ inconsistent results in Africa in line with Campbell (2006)?: 
?YES: Kalahari Basin and Berber spread zone = dry areas of southern and northern 
Africa 
?   Chad-Ethiopia, Bantu spread zone, Macro-Sudan 
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3.2.1 “Tropical diversity” 
- northern and southernmost parts of Africa are overall less diverse in terms of: 
 - number of languages 
 - number of genealogical lineages 
> conforms with a world-wide pattern of tropical diversity (Nettle 1999) 

3.2.2 “Macro-topography” 
- major topographic “barriers” like the Rift valley influence trajectory of movement of 
and contact between populations (cf., also Rocky Mountains and Andes in  the 
Americas) 

3.2.3 “Latitudinal spread” 
- Macro-Sudan belt delimited by: 
 - the Atlantic Ocean and the Congo Basin in the south 
 - the Sahara and Sahel in the north 
 and less clearly by: 
 - the Atlantic Ocean in the west 
 - the escarpment of the Ethiopian Plateau in the east 
- geographical east-west axis pattern largely corroborated by other African macro-areas 
- agrees with Diamond's (1999) model for global human history, particularly regarding 
the considerable differences between continental areas 
> historical dynamics in the long term decisively determined by an area's orientation of 
its  geographical axis, due to climatic and ecological conditions 
> spreads are facilitated in an east-west direction, but inhibited in a north-south 
direction 
 
+ possible measurement of a language's axis of typological proximity by means of 
WALS 
> above profile partly corroborated: Macro-Sudan + "turbulence" at Rift valley > MAP  

References 
Bennett, Patrick R. and Jan P. Sterk. 1977. South Central Niger-Congo: a reclassification. Studies in 

African Linguistics 8: 241-273. 

Blake, Barry. 1994. Case. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Blench, Roger M. 1995. Is Niger-Congo simply a branch of Nilo-Saharan? In Nicolaï, Robert and Franz 
Rottland (eds.), Proceedings of the Fifth Nilo-Saharan Linguistics Colloquium, Nice, 1992. Nilo-
Saharan Linguistic Analyses and Documentation 10. Köln: Rüdiger Köppe, 83-130. 

Campbell, Lyle. 2006. Areal linguistics: a closer scrutiny. In Matras, Yaron, April McMahon and Nigel 
Vincent (eds.), Linguistic areas: convergence in historical and typological perspective. Hampshire: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 1-31. 

Clements, Nick and Annie Rialland. 2008. Africa as a phonological area. In Heine and Nurse (eds.), 36-
85. 

Diamond, Jared M. 1999 [1997]. Guns, germs, and steel: the fates of human societies. New York/ 
London: W. W. Norton. 

Dimmendaal, Gerrit J. 2005. Head marking, dependent marking and constituent order in the Nilotic area. 
In Voeltz (ed.), 71-92. 

Dryer, Matthew S. 2005. Polar questions. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 470-473. 



11 Leipzig Spring School on Linguistic Diversity, 28/03/2008 

Dryer, Matthew S. forthcoming. Verb-Object-Negative order in Central Africa. In Cyffer, Norbert (ed.), 
Negation in West Africa. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 

Ebert, Karen H. 1979. Sprache und Tradition der Kera (Tschad) Teil III: Grammatik. Marburger Studien 
zur Afrika- und Asienkunde A15. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer. 

Ferguson, Charles A. 1976. The Ethiopian language area. In Bender, M. Lionel et al. (eds.), Language in 
Ethiopia. London: Oxford University Press, 63-76. 

Gensler, Orin D. 2003. Shared quirks: a methodology for "non-orthodox" historical linguistics. Paper 
presented at the 17th International Conference of Linguists (Prague, 29 July 2003). 

Gensler, Orin D. and Tom Güldemann. 2003. S-Aux-O-V-Other in Africa: typological and areal 
perspective. Paper presented at the 4th World Congress of African Linguistics, Workshop 
"Distributed predicative syntax (S P O V X)", Rutgers University, June 21, 2003. 

Greenberg, Joseph H. 1959. Africa as a linguistic area. In William R. Bascom and Melville J. Herskovitz 
(eds.), Continuity and change in African cultures. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 15-27. 

Greenberg, Joseph H. 1963. The languages of Africa. Research Center in Anthropology, Folklore, and 
Linguistics Publications 25. Bloomington: Indiana University. 

Greenberg, Joseph H. 1983. Some areal characteristics of African languages. In Dihoff, Ivan R. (ed.), 
Current approaches to African linguistics 1. Publications in African Languages and Linguistics 1. 
Dordrecht/ Cinnaminson: Foris, 3-22. 

Gregersen, Edgar A. 1972. Kongo-Saharan. Journal of African Languages 11,1: 69-89. 

Güldemann, Tom. 1998. The Kalahari Basin as an object of areal typology - a first approach. In Schladt, 
Mathias (ed.), Language, identity, and conceptualization among the Khoisan. Quellen zur 
Khoisan-Forschung 15. Köln: Rüdiger Köppe, 137-169. 

Güldemann, Tom. 1999. Head-initial meets head-final: nominal suffixes in eastern and southern Bantu 
from a historical perspective. Studies in African Linguistics 28,1: 49-91. 

Güldemann, Tom. 2001. Phonological regularities of consonant systems across Khoisan lineages. 
University of Leipzig Papers on Africa, Languages and Literatures 16. Leipzig: Institut für 
Afrikanistik, Universität Leipzig. 

Güldemann, Tom. 2003. Logophoricity in Africa: an attempt to explain and evaluate the significance of 
its modern distribution. Sprachtypologie und Universalienforschung 56,4: 366-387. 

Güldemann, Tom. 2005. Complex predicates based on generic auxiliaries as an areal feature in Northeast 
Africa. In Voeltz (ed.), 131-154. 

Güldemann, Tom. 2008. The Macro-Sudan belt: towards identifying a linguistic area in northern Sub-
Saharan Africa. In Heine and Nurse (eds.), 151-185. 

Hajek, John. 2005. Vowel nasalization. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 46-49. 

Hall, Beatrice L. et al. 1974. African vowel harmony systems from the vantage point of Kalenjin. Afrika 
und Übersee 57,4: 241-267. 

Haspelmath, Martin, Matthew Dryer, David Gil and Bernard Comrie (eds.). 2005. The world atlas of 
language structures. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Hayward, Richard J. 1996. Compounding in Qafar. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
59,3: 525-545. 

Heine, Bernd. 1975. Language typology and convergence areas in Africa. Linguistics 144: 27-47. 

Heine, Bernd. 1976. A typology of African languages based on the order of meaningful elements. Kölner 
Beiträge zur Afrikanistik 4. Berlin: Dietrich Reiner. 



Leipzig Spring School on Linguistic Diversity, 28/03/2008 12 

Heine, Bernd and Derek Nurse (eds.). 2000. African languages: an introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Heine, Bernd and Derek Nurse (eds.). 2008. A linguistic geography of Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Herbert, Robert K. 1987. Articulatory modes and typological universals: the puzzle of Bantu ejectives 
and aspirates. In Shockey, L. and R. Channon (eds.), Festschrift for Ilse Lehiste. Dordrecht: Foris, 
401-413. 

Iggesen, Oliver A. 2005. Number of cases. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 202-205. 

Kastenholz, Raimund. 1987. Das Koranko: Ein Beitrag zur Erforschung der Nord-Mande-Sprachen. 
Afrikanistische Arbeitspapiere, Supplement. 

König, Christa. 2008. The marked-nominative languages of eastern Africa. In Heine and Nurse (eds.), 
251-271. 

Longacre, Robert E. 1990. Storyline concerns and word order typology in East and West Africa. Studies 
in African Linguistics, Supplement 10. Los Angeles: Department of Linguistics, University of 
California. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005a. Glottalized consonants. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 34-37. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005b. Lateral consonants. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 38-41. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005c. Presence of uncommon consonants. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 82-85. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005d. Tone. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 58-61. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005e. Uvular consonants. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 30-33. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005f. Voicing and gaps in plosive systems. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 26-29. 

Maddieson, Ian. 2005g. Vowel quality inventories. In Haspelmath et al. (eds.), 14-17. 

Nettle, Daniel. 1999. Linguistic diversity. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Nichols, Johanna. 1986. Head-marking and dependent-marking grammar. Language 62,1: 56-119. 

Nichols, Johanna. 1992. Linguistic diversity in space and time. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Olson, Kenneth S. and John Hajek. 2003. Crosslinguistic insights on the labial flap. Linguistic Typology 
7,2: 157-186. 

Schadeberg, Thilo C. 1987. Zwei areale Sprachmerkmale im Ostsudan unter besonderer 
Berücksichtigung des Nera-bena. In Mukarovsky, Hans G. (ed.), Leo Reinisch: Werk und Erbe. 
Sitzungberichte, Philosophisch-Historische Klasse 492. Wien: Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 213-229. 

Stewart, John. 1976. Towards Volta-Congo reconstruction (inaugural lecture). Leiden: Leiden University 
Press. 

Tosco, Mauro. 2000. Is there an "Ethiopian language area"? Anthropological Linguistics 42,3: 329-365. 

Voeltz, F. K. Erhard (ed.). 2005. Studies in African linguistic typology. Typological Studies in Language 
64. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Williamson, Kay and Roger Blench. 2000. Niger-Congo. In Heine and Nurse (eds.), 11-42. 


