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1. The Mada language: location, Origin and Classification

1.1 Location and Name

The Mada people live primarily in the region between Anjida and Akwanga on and around the road leading
from Fadan Karshe to Akwanga in Plateau State, Central Nigeria. Their numbers are hard to estimate but
probably now exceed 50,000.

The principal modern work on the Mada language is Price (1989)'. This work covers the phonology and
orthography of Mada spoken in Rija, a village central to Mada country and the dialect chosen for New
Testament translation. Mada has an extensive dialect network and there is quite a high level of variation
from village to village. Price (1989) gives a valuable comparative wordlist in different dialects, which shows

that at least some of them have markedly different phonology from Rija Mada and probably have been
influenced by Eggon.

1.2 The Sound System of Mada and its Orthography
1.2.1 Phonology
Rija Mada has twenty consonant phonemes:

Labial Labio- Alveolar Velar Labio-

dental velar
Plosives vls p t kp
vd b d g gb

Fricatives vls s

vd \% z
Affricates vls ts

vd dz
Nasals m n |
Laterals 1
Vibrants r
Approximants vls m
Approximants vd y w

There are eight vowel phonemes:

Front Central Back

Close i u
Close-Mid e 5 0
Open-Mid € 2

Open a

! Gerhardt (1983:112 ff.) includes some notes on the phonology and noun-class systems of two Mada dialects, but
these have been comprehensively superseded by Price (1989).
1
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but five corresponding nasalised vowels;

Front Central Back
Close 1 il
Open-Mid 3 5
Open a

In the original orthography of 1985, the symbol fi was adopted to mark nasalisation following a vowel, but
this has been simplified to n. Thus & is written ‘an’.

Mada has three level tones and a rising and falling tone. The orthography marks tones as follows:
high tone is unmarked
/~/ mid tone is shown by a macron
/*/ for a low tone
/" for a falling tone

/*/ for the rising tone.

Although appropriate for an orthography this is confusing to external readers and the following substitution
has been made in this paper.

/’/ for a high tone

// mid tone is unmarked

1.2.2 Orthographic conventions
The Mada alphabet is near-phonemic and is made up of thirty-four letters. These are arranged as follows:

a’ b, c’ e’ 87 9’ d7 f’ g’ gb7 h, hW7 i, j’ k’ kp’ 1’ m’ n’ ng’ ny’ o, o, p, r7 S’ Sh7 t’ u, V’ W y7 Z’
zh.

These correspond to the IPA symbols used in the phonology via the following conventions;

ng 1
c tsy
j dzv

sh sy

ny 1y

h m beforeoou
hw m elsewhere

2. Mada and its neighbours
2.1 The classification of Mada
Mada was first classified as part of the Plateau language group (Greenberg 1963) and Williamson (1971),

Hansford et al. (1976), Gerhardt (1989) and Crozier and Blench (1992) have followed this view. Mada was
put together with Ninzam, Ayu, Che, Ninkyop and some other languages as part of Plateau IV. More
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recently, this group has been christened ‘Ninzic’ in the light of the numerous languages with a —nin- element
in their ethnonym (Blench xx).

Greenberg’s (1963:9) original list was Rukuba (Kuche), Ninzo (Ninzam), Ayu, Mada, Kaninkwom. The
current list of Ninzic languages is as follows;

Ninzo

Ce [=Rukuba]

Mada

Bu-Nigkada
Numana-Nunku-Gwantu-Numbu
Ningye

Kanufi

Ninkyop-Nindem

Doubtfully

Vaghat-Ya-Bijim-Legeri
Ayu?

Data on many of these languages is too weak to be confident of their place within the group. However, on
Ninzo and Ce relatively extensive data means that we can be sure these are the closest relatives of Mada.

2.2 Languages that have influenced Mada

3. Nouns and noun-classes
3.1 Categories of nominal plural

Most Plateau languages were historically noun-class languages, in other words, nouns were divided into
classes marking singular and plural by alternating affixes and with some semantic content. Apart from
plurals, affixes can also signify other features of the noun such as size or variation in meaning. Although
affix alternation is a feature of Niger-Congo and some version of it must have been inherited from pre-
Benue-Congo, the internal evidence for Plateau languages is highly variable. Affix-marking co-exists with
other pluralisation strategies, some clearly recent and others of uncertain antiquity. The literature, implicitly
or otherwise, assumes that many languages are ‘transitional’; a purportedly orderly Bantu-like system is
collapsing and new systems are developing, or otherwise being simplified. I have elsewhere questioned
whether the evidence justifies attributing to proto-Plateau such an orderly system (Blench 2000b).

The Mada language, like many of its neighbours, has a number of competing systems simultaneously present
in the language. The replacement of one system by another is shown by the fact that two alternative plurals
for some words co-exist, both acceptable to speakers. There is no doubt that over time one will come to
replace the other. However, a dictionary must record these as they are at present.

Mada noun plurals can be divided into six categories:
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I tone-change

II  initial syllable reduplication

I prefix addition

IV person nouns acting as pseudo-prefixes

V  diminutives acting as pseudo class-prefixes
VI Suppletives

Prefixes marking size can alternate with non-prefixed nouns creating a plethora of additional forms. Some
nouns usually take diminutive prefixes in speech, but these are not easy to predict. All nominals form part of
an elaborate concord system expressed by tone. A description of this will be given in another paper.

Some conception of the historical layering of these prefixes can be detected through the existence of
multiple forms, sometimes with, for example, tone-raising applied to a noun formerly showing first syllable
reduplication or prefix addition applied to a tone-raised plural. The following sections give examples of each
type of plural.

Type I nouns: tone-alternation

The single most common pattern of pluralisation in Mada is tone alternation. Under different guises this is
common across much of Plateau, and in the great majority of cases the tone is raised, usually one level in
three-tone languages. This rule is applied to productive prefixes where these are present (Izere, Tarok) and
to stems where prefixes have eroded (Hyam, Berom) (see Blench 2001 for discussion). Even in languages
where productive prefixes are present synchronically, tone-plurals are thought to derive from the erosion of
former prefixes. However, such forms may have evolved at various periods in the prehistory of Plateau and
it is not necessary to assume they were a feature of proto-Mada. Ninkyop, for example, another Ninzic
language without prefixes, shares some features with Mada suggestive of an earlier phase of prefix loss. For
some word-classes, tone-plurals may already have been generalised in pre-Mada although they are also
found on very recent loanwords such as ‘motorcycle’ or ‘cutlass’ which may never have had a prefix. One
word, aku, parrot, has been borrowed from Hausa, preserving an undeleted V-initial.

As the examples given below demonstrate, tone-alternations in Mada plurals are highly diverse, pointing to
a complex history of compounding, borrowing and reanalysis. Although some patterns are common and
others very rare, it would be stretching the case to call these patterns noun-classes. Certainly, they seem to
have little semantic unity. Indeed the tones on recently adopted loanwords are probably assigned by the tone
of the donor language, not by a category of semantic content. Mada tone-raising is almost always single-
step, L—»M or M—H etc. However, where the initial word is polysyllabic, the effects on the tone of the
plural are highly diverse and difficult to predict. The examples give sets of different patterns of tone-raising,
divided into single and multiple changes.

Semantically, person, animals and to a lesser extent, trees, are widespread in these classes. In some pairings,
animal names form every member of the set, elsewhere they predominate. This strongly suggests that when
Mada had a prefix system, classes had a strong semantic element, at least as far as persons and animals were
concerned.
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Monosyllables
The possible tone-alternations on monosyllables are;

L->M
L—>H
M—R
M—H
R—>H
H—>R

The following tables give examples of each possible pairing;

L M

kyu kyt death

bri bri ghost

mfor mfar vagina

L H

bar bar royal python
bdn bon hawk

gur gur granary

kprm kpm silk-cotton tree

Only a single case of M—R has been encountered;

M R

ju ju water-yam
M H

bg be monkey

15 Io locust tree
tsdr  tsor mahogany
c3 fva) leopard

R H

da da cutlass

cg ce old age
d3r dor heart

gbyg gbhye straight razor
gbni gbm sound

The alternation H—R is rare; the following table lists all examples so far encountered;
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Disyllables

Disyllabic roots admit a wide range of pairings. The following tables exemplify all the pairs so far recorded.
Where the examples are numerous, the pairing is common. Where only one or two cases are noted, this

H R

cun clin forest

ji ji mortar

nan nan flesh, animal
kpa kp3 shoe

mbu mbii mat

ngwon ngwdn  hand

represents the total of those so far encountered.

LL HL

babg babg

tail

mgbamgbdr  mgbomgbdr  navel

LL ML
kpaki kpaki stick
kpati kpati box
mamgbyen mamgbygn  wasp
LL MM

gbarki gbarki flower
kikdn kikdn weapon
LL HH

gantsu gantsu grass sp.
Ilumvu lumvu beetle
magan mogan sap
mgbaryd mgbaryo throat
LM LR

mgbarin  mgbarin urine

LM M

mkpané  mkpane

elderly person

LM HM

ywekd ywekd chicken egg

LM MM

kak3a kaka fowl

kdnggan  kanggan drum

kire kire food

kdmb3 kdmb3 calabash

tOnze tonze goodness, beauty
wando wando trousers
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LM HH
ganggan  gonggan barrel-drum
gante gonte raft-zither
gart gori co-wife
kpalo kpalo tree pangolin
sapar sapar soap
LR MM
mgb3njin mgbanjan  beard of maize
LR HH
cinji cinji hourglass drum
Idywa loywa stink-ant
LH MH
babor  babor motorcycle
kikye kikye bicycle
ML MH
k3dgb  k3gbu baboon
u
ML HM
parki  parki cane
ML HH
tsrmgbu  tormgbu snake sp.
MM HM
mgbh3rdn  mghbardn stool
MM MH
tote tote father, elder
MM HH
nggiingg  nggunggu metal dish
u
t3rmvi tormvu hyena
MM LR
nydnydn nyanydn leather thong
MH HH
gbantan gbantan sheep
gigu gugu goat
kp3gbru kpogbru vulture
13ka loka age-mate
tatsu tatsu amphisbaenid snake
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RL HM
brgkri  brekrl yam heap
béki beki seed
RL HL
mgb3sho mgbosho speargrass
bémkpan bemkpan maize kernel
RM HM
13de lode pig
nggagyli  nggagyi dog
RM HH
békpi bekpu kernel of guinea corn
bénct benci acca cultivar
bishi bishi eye, face
mghiantd mgbanto stone
RH HH
bérga barga lion
békan bekan ring
mkpliin mkplun spherical object
RR HH
bézu bezu bullet
HL LM
mgbojd mgb3dj3 cane
HL MM
konkdn k3nkdn way

The pair HL/HH is widespread but entirely confined to animals.

HL HH

gantan gantan brown spider
lunkpur lunkpur hartebeest
masa masa cat
mkpala mkpala black kite
HL RM

kpontan kp3ntan skin
ncancun ncancin story

HM RM

logii 13gu cassava
mgbatsa mgbdtsa spoon
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HM HH

gbaji ghbaji steam
ghoryiin  gboryun knee
kagbdn kagbon tortoise
kapre kapre nightjar

Trisyllables

Trisyllabic tone alternations are quite rare in Mada and seem to form no obvious groups. Surprisingly, there
are several recent loan-words among this restricted set. The table below sets out all the alternations recorded.

S. pl. Gloss Comment
babreywi b3breywi cockroach redup.

gbagbaki gbagbaki broken calabash redup.
gbalantswe gb3lantswe cricket

kaloba kaloba bottle < Hausa

kiyawd kiyawd domestic animals, livestock

kpdmgbukpdn  kpdmgbukpdn large male patas monkey ? redup.

kukuki kukuki stick redup.
mb3mbl3ki mb3amblaki gutter redup.

mdleka mdleki angel < Hausa

masara m3sara white person < Hausa
mkp3I5tu mkpolotu skull

njiladan njiladan gecko

njinjaki njinjaki rag redup.
ntanantso ntonantso chameleon ? redup.
sh3share shoshare weaver bird redup.

tatola tatala lantern < Hausa + redup.

As with other tone-plurals, animals predominate. Despite the Hausa source of some of these words they do
not appear to reflect the tones of the original Hausa suggesting that they were borrowed via other languages
in the area. The word for ‘angel’ has retained its Hausa plural, unlike other loanwords. Other languages in
the region, such as Hyam also show the same feature for the word for angel.

Many of the trisyllabic alternations show evidence of initial syllable reduplication (see Type II below).
Usually these exhibit an additional syllable in the plural, but in this case the tone alternation suggests that
the plural was re-analysed as a singular and then a tone-plural formed. The case of tdtola ‘lamp’ is

interesting because it must derive from Hausa fitila. The fi- element was presumably analysed as a
diminutive prefix (see Type V) and deleted, and then a reduplicated plural generated through a regular
process. However, the reduplicated plural then became frozen in turn generating the synchronic forms noted
above.

Type II nouns: initial syllable reduplication

A pattern familiar from other Plateau languages in this region is the full or partial reduplication of the first
syllable of the stem. Ningye, Ninzo, Fyem and Hasha all show this pattern in varying degrees, with Hasha a
case where all nouns and verbs form plurals in this way. The probable source of this strategy is the Chadic
languages with which Plateau has interacted for a long period, but reduplication rules have become
generalised in Plateau languages no longer directly in touch with Chadic languages of this type. As a
percentage of the overall lexicon, first syllable reduplication is not all that common in Mada, but its

9
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occurrence on rather fundamental items of vocabulary does suggest its antiquity. Table 1 shows all the
examples so far recorded, including cases where a second plural form is also in use;

Table 1. First syllable reduplication in Mada nouns

Pattern S. pl. gloss
ba—ba b3r b3bar farm shelter
bo—ba bar b3bar hat

be—ba bé be, babe seed

bwo—ba bw3d b3bwo pocket

cu—cu ciin macun, mycicun chief

gbo—gba gbdn gb3gbdn short piece of wood
gbo—gba gbdn gb3gbdn family
gbri—gba gbrin magbrin, gbdgbrin  spirit, photo, shadow, soul, mirror
gbu—gbu gbu gbiigbu town, hill
gyo—gi gydr gigyor mother
kpa—kpa kpan kp3akpan friend
kpre—kpa kpre kpakpre lower leg
kri—ko kri k3kri yam

Io—lo Ion m3l3lon husband

ci—ci macl macici father-in-law
mba—mba mb3 mb3mb3 wife, woman
mbo—mba mb3r mpa  mbdmb3r mpa scar

mbe—mbao mbg mbdmbg sprout
mbwa—mbu  mbwa z3 mbiumbwa zo foot

mgha—ma mgban madmgban armpit
mgbha—mos mgban mdmgban wing
mgbo—mgbhs  mghd mgbamgbd aroma
mgbi—mgba  mgbir mgbamgbir bush patch
mgbo—mgba mgbd mgb3gbd rice and beans
mgbo—mgba  mgbd mgb3gbd swamp, fadama
mgho—mgbo mgboren mgbomgboren word
mkpi—mkps  mkpir mkpamkpir hip

mla—mo mla mdmli first born
mlo—ma mld mdmamld groping in darkness
mpa—mpa mpa mpampa sore, wound
mpa—mpa mp3 mpampo calabash
mpre—mpa mprg mpompré sheet of paper
mpu—mpu mpu mpuampu thigh
mpu—mpu mpir mpuampur fear

nci—nci nci ncinci traditional district
nji—nji nji njinji knife

njo—nju njo njiinjo horn

nko—nko nkdn nk3n, nkdnkdn road, way, door
nko—ko nkon kankon elbow, ankle
nkyo—nkya nky3r nky3nkyar group
nkye—nkye nkyen nkyennkyen remaining part
ri—ri ri riri day

te—to te te, tote father

tse—tse tse tsdtse town

10

Where two forms are given in the plural column both are acceptable to speakers.
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This table may conflate two different phenomena, complete reduplication in monosyllables such as knife,
district, woman, fly, part and thigh and partial reduplication where syllable copying is not exact. The small
number of examples makes these difficult to disaggregate. The great majority of reduplicated syllables begin
with prenasalised consonants and labials dominate the remainder. Body parts and kinship terms dominate the
semantics of reduplicated plurals although other terms occur. Notably, however, no animals form plurals in
this way in contrast to tone-alternations. There are no obvious loanwords in the class of words showing
initial syllable reduplication although this process seems to have occurred and then excluded by the adoption
of a tone-alternation as a plural, as in the case of tdtola ‘lamp’ noted above.

It is clear that these pairings are not generated by morphological rules that admit of no exceptions; the
differing results of reduplicating nko suggest that historical explanations must be adduced to account for

such variation. Despite this, most of the reduplications do follow a pattern, as the following rules show;

Rule 1. Where V is schwa or a high vowel, the syllable is reduplicated precisely
Rule 2. All other vowels are reduplicated as schwa, except where C, is palatalised

Rule 3. Rhoticisation, labialisation, palatalisation and fricativisation are ignored in reduplication where
Rule 1 has not been applied

Some words suggest ‘fossil’ reduplication, i.e. a previously reduplicated form has now been adapted as a
tone-plural and reduplication is now unproductive. In this case, the plural must have been adopted as a base
form and a singular created by analogy. The following table gives some examples;

bdbe  b3dbt  tail
kdk3d k3k3 fowl
I3lan  13lan  scorpion

Some trisyllabic tone-plurals seem to derive from a similar source.

A case which looks like segmentation by false analogy and consequent creation of a reduplicated form is the
word for ‘sweet potato’, either kylinkyi or dankyiu (both singulars). Dankyit is apparently from Hausa
dankali. The sweet potato is a recently introduced New World crop, so such a borrowing is very likely. da-,
however, is an unlikely prefix in pre-Mada, but it may have been analysed as a generic prefix and deleted in
order to form a reduplicated plural. With some exceptions, tubers do not have morphologically marked
plurals in Mada, hence kyiinkyii no longer has a singular corresponding form.

Type III nouns: prefix addition

The most recent addition to the Mada repertoire of plural strategies is probably the ma- prefix. This appears
to have two realisations, md- and ma-. The low-tone form seems to have no strongly-defined semantic field
(Table 2, Table 3), but mid-tone m3- is applied quite strictly to persons (Table 4, Table 5). The examples in

these tables and in other sections show the prefix has been added, sometimes subsequently to other
strategies, such as tone-raising or reduplication, providing evidence for its recent genesis. Eggon has a mo-
prefix for person nouns and this seems a likely origin for ma- as southern Mada dialects appear to have

come under the influence of Eggon.

Most nouns taking a ma- prefix conserve stem-tone (Table 2);

11
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Table 2. Mada ma- prefixes where stem tone is conserved

ban mdban law

gdn magin back

ga maga shoulder

gbrin madgbrin, gb3gbrin  spirit

juju majuji hole

kp3 mdkp3 female agama lizard

However, a minority of nouns with ma- prefixes alter the stem-tone (Table 3);

Table 3. Mada ma- prefixes where stem tone is not conserved

car macar stranger
do mddo market
gbla magbla tribal mark
nzar manzar hoe
‘kK3n  mdkom war
gydn magydn hare

In all these examples, except the words for ‘war’ and hoe, the stem tone falls one level.

Table 4 shows m3- prefixes with conserved stem-tone;

Table 4. Mada m3- prefixes where stem tone is conserved

bre mabre grave
langga m3longga enemy
mla m3mla relation
né maneé person
vangga manggd girl

and Table 5 the m3- prefix with altered stem-tone;

Table 5. Mada m3- prefixes where the stem tone alters

gré magre aunt
krg makre uncle
ywe maywe in-law

Table 4 and Table 5 illustrate the strong relationship between the mid-tone m3- prefix and person nouns.

The great variability in stem-tones presumably reflects a wide range of different nominal affixes in pre-
Mada.

This prefix may be present in the name of the people themselves, /madda/, a form which has no singular
today and is invariant. However, earlier sources give these people the name ‘Yidda’, suggesting that in the
early colonial period, /mdda/ still alternated with a V- prefix such as i- that is now lost>. The persistence of
such prefixes in the closely related Ninzo language provides some support for this hypothesis. The fixing of
Mada as the name of the people may thus well be a phenomenon of the twentieth century.

21 am grateful to Norman Price for this suggestion

12
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Type IV nouns: person nouns acting as pseudo-prefixes

Type IV consists of person nouns or pronouns that alternate in front of stems, giving the appearance of
prefixes. Indeed it has been frequently speculated that such systems are the origin of Niger-Congo
alternating affix systems (see Williamson & Blench 2000). The most common example is wan/ban;

wan/ban
wandd bandd farmer
wanfa banfa fool
wangbd bangbd Igbo person
wangi bangi thief
wankd bank3 house owner
wankpannén  bankpanng€n  soldier, policeman
wankwar bankwar wizard
wanrgki banrgki trader
wanwd banwd blind man

wanywanan banywanan butcher

This alternation exists only in compounds, as there are no corresponding isolated nouns synchronically
meaning person. However, the other example, vdn pl. nywen ‘child’, is attested in isolation and is applied

both to human and animal nouns;

van/nywen
(vo)nzg NyweNze young man
vonce nywénnce bird
vomban nywé€nmban  hawk
vora nywénra granary
votd nywénto squirrel

The final nasal of vdn is homorganic with the stem-initial consonant that follows, unlike the final nasal of
nywen which is always conserved. However, the nasal of van is sometimes deleted as the examples above

show. The likely explanation is that it is being re-analysed as a diminutive prefix (see below), a process that
is still incomplete.

Type V nouns: diminutives acting as pseudo class-prefixes

Like Berom, Mada permits most nouns to take optional diminutives, obligatory in a few cases. The Berom
prefix is ke-, so it is unlikely to be cognate with Mada va-, but the two are used in a very similar fashion.

The origin of the Mada diminutive is derived from the word for ‘child’ described in the previous section.
The form v3n for child is used without the final nasal, and it has an allomorph fa-. Both allomorphs have the

same plural, namely nyw&n. Table 6 gives some examples of the distribution of these prefixes on syllable
reduplicating nouns;

13
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Table 6. Diminutive prefixes in Mada nouns

S. gloss dim. S. gloss dim.

bar farm shelter fo Ion husband \C)
ghdn short piece of wood  fo bar hat vo
gbdn family fo bé seed Vo
gbrin spirit fo gbu town, hill \C]
kpan friend fo gydr mother va
mb3d wife, woman fo kprg lower leg vo
mb3r mpa  scar fo mbg sprout vo
mgban armpit fo mbwa zd  foot vo
mgban wing fa mgbd swamp, fadama va
mgb5 rice and beans fa mla first born va
mgboren  word fo mp3 calabash \{)
mpa sore, wound fo mpu thigh \C]
mpre sheet of paper fa njo horn va
nci traditional district fo nkdn road vo
nji knife fo té father Vo
nkyen remaining part fo

tse town fa

There seems to be no easy way to predict which allomorph will be applied to which stem nor are these
reflected in other areas of the concord system. Words which use the wan/ban alternation cannot also take
the va- prefix.

The distinction between the va-/fa- prefix and the word for ‘child’ is illsutrated by the fact that the word for
child can take a diminutive prefix and that prefix is fa- not va-. Thus;

foven nywen small child

Occasionally the intersection of the two systems can produce pseudo-alternations. Thus 15n, man, uses
syllable reduplication of Type II to form a plural. However, the use of a diminutive in the singular creates an

apparent alternation.
valdn  15315n  man
Suppletives

Suppletive plurals in Mada are quite rare. The only examples so far recorded are;

mbre  vé day
ven nywen  child

A unique case is;
mdleka maleki  angel

which replicates the Hausa plural alternation. This may well be a transitional form.

3.2 Speculations on the history of Mada noun-classes

As suggested earlier, Mada must have had a system of alternating V- and CV- prefixes at one time, similar to
those in Ninzo and Ce. This probably co-existed with initial syllable reduplication since this is widespread

14
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throughout Plateau languages of this region. Evidence from fossil reduplications and reduplication occurring
on Hausa loanwords argues that until recently this process was both more widespread and productive. The
prefixes began to erode, creating initial floating tones or shifting the prefix tone rightward. The result was
that most nouns make plurals by tone-alternations. Mada stems have also eroded leftward, as almost all
instances of Benue-Congo C, have been deleted and replaced by nasals or vibrants. If the tones of V, were
retained this would explain the great diversity of tone-alternation pairings.

Relatively recently, a ‘new’ prefix, mad- has been adopted, probably from Eggon. It is spreading throughout
the language, hence the co-occurrence in some words of two plurals, with and without ma-. ma- has been

superimposed on other plurals, hence it is found prefixing both reduplicated and tone-plurals. Rather
surprisingly it has been applied to many items of ‘fundamental’ vocabulary such as body parts. The Mada
system of person nouns used as pseudo-prefixes is likely to be a Mada innovation. It was productive until
recently, as witness the word for ‘Igbo’.
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