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1. Introduction 

The Ega language is spoken in western Côte d’Ivoire, as an enclave language among Kru speakers. It has 
been investigated by Rémy Bole-Richard (1983, ms.) and more recently by a project led by Dafydd Gibbon 
(). Ega has been considered a threatened language, although it now seems likely that there are more speakers 
than previously thought. 
 
Bole-Richard & Lafage (1983) argue that Ega is a Kwa language on the basis of lexicostatistics and they 
include it in a set with other Kwa languages in Côte d’Ivoire. Although the maximum lexicostatistic 
percentage with any individual language is only 13%, they give Ega 35% with the group as a whole. Ega 
frequently shares a common root with only one other Kwa language. 
 
The text notes that Ega is in other ways exceptional. It has a very complete set of alternating V-prefixes on 
nominal stems, more closely resembling Bantoid languages than its immediate neighbours, as well as a 
complete set of fortis/lenis oppositions in voiced consonants. The nominal prefixes do suggest that Ega is a 
Niger-Congo or even an East Volta-Congo language, but the evidence is less than compelling that it is 
closely related to the Kwa languages. 
 
In this analysis1, most of the original transcriptions are preserved as presented in the texts. Bole-Richard's 
transcriptions have undergone minor modifications, however.  
 

Bole-Richard This paper
◊ Ï 
t I 
Ë U 

 
Ega examples in the Comparative Kwa wordlist have the additional symbols n& and r& which are reproduced 
here, but their example interpretation is unclear. 
 

Abidji  Kwa Eotile  Kwa 
Abron  Kwa Erusu  Edoid 
Abure Abouré Kwa Godié  Kru 
Adyukru Adioukrou Kwa Guro  Mande 
Agni  Kwa Igala  Yoruboid 
Aizi  Kru Ôrewe  Kru 
Alladian  Kwa Koyo  Kru 
Attié  Kwa Mambila  Mambiloid 
Avikam  Kwa Mbatto  Kwa 
Batu  Tivoid Neyo  Kru 
Baule Baoule Kwa Nnakenyare  Dakoid 
Bete  Kru Nyabwa  Kru 
Bete of Guiberoa  Kru Nzema  Kwa 
Buru  Tivoid Tepo  Kru 
Dan  Mande Yangkam  Tarokoid 
Dida  Kru    

 
 
Table 1 is a wordlist of Ega sorted by English gloss and divided into a number of fairly large categories.  It 
will be clear from this that there is a substantial section of the ‘core’ vocabulary that has no evident source. 
Parallels with other phyla are noted in the comments column2. It is also clear that, contrary to the claim in 
Bole-Richard (1983), there are clear Kru cognates in areas of ‘core’ vocabulary.  
 

                                                      
1 Thanks to Kay Williamson (†) for comments on a preliminary version 
2The list was also compared with Gur from Mensah & Tchagbale (1983) but without uncovering a single evident 
common form. 
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Table 1. Analysis of Ega data 
 

English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
   
Body Parts   
   
arm U$wlà ? cf. Proto-Ịjọ ∫árà,  
back ìNwn&è  
beard I$va /a- cf. Dida and other Kru vá 
belly ɔnagU$ #la- ‘intestine’ + ɔ̀gU$ ‘stomach’ 
blood àsɔ̀  
body Isr&Ukpá /a-  
bone ìkù cf. common Kru kpa/kwa/kla but also Niger-Congo #-ku. 
brain àvèli  
breast I$̄ à cf. Alladian E¯ã̀, Eotile E$̄ E$, and Kru: e.g. Ôrewe ¯ẼsE but also in 

Dakoid, e.g. Nnakenyare ¯esa 
buttocks, anus atɛ́ cf. Abron tṹ, Eotile èyìtè,  
cheek àgbU$gbU$ cf. Godié, Bete (Kru) gbUgbU 
chest èdègbè /a- cf. Neyo (Kru) digblè also Kwa, Abure E$dá,  
chin I$màvú /a- cf. Alladian Emwã̀ bù ('mouth-stone') 
ear elowá a- cf. Nyabwa lòku,  
eye efí /e-  
faeces imní cf. Dida ¯ni, Neyo ¯lí, Abure àmlĩ́, Eotile mí but an Atlantic-Congo 

root of the form (m)-bin (W.). Also cf. Proto-Ịjọ ∫ Í~É̃,  
fart umn&íse ? cf. Abure m̀f Í~ Ì~,  
finger Etá /I-  
flesh Ena cf. Avikam ɛ́¯ã́, but this is Niger-Congo #-na for ‘meat’. 
foot ìbɛ́bɛ́  
forehead I$gbɛ́dE$ cf. Attié gbã̀, Abbey gbè¯ĩ,  
hair UlU$lU$ /E- cf. Tepo lú púpú,  
hair of head unulU@lU@ head+ hair 
hand Ikɔsá cf. Dan (Mande) kɔ%, also Baule sá,  
intestines Inamní cf. Nzema à¯àlE$ reflecting Niger-Congo root #-na, #-la 
head inú /a- cf. Adyukru núN, Tepo lú, but also Niger-Congo roots #-lu- 
heart ekpóyró cf. Aizi prɔ,  
jaw ɔ̀gbàÔɔ̀  
knee onó /i- widespread forms in EBC e.g. Mambila nɔ2 Buru e-nú /a-nu, Batu O-

nún /á- 
leg ɔ@wE$ cf. Attie wE$,  
liver Icɔ  
mouth ɔ̀mà cf. Mbatto ṍmɛ̃́ , Alladian Ẽmwã̀, but also Aizi mu,  
mucus Ikɔ@ ? cf. N@gɔ@,  
nail itónu cf. Alladian ãtáwrô,  
nose i¯ésí cf. Alladian nnyE$ but also Kru: Tepo nɛ́ɛ́ 'nostril' and Mande e.g. Guro 

¯E) 
nostril e¯úvo 'nose-hole'  
neck ù©wè cf. Ebrie á∫wà, Avikam áwɔ̀∫à, if C1 was originally a labial-velar 
penis ewli cf. Eotile E$wrá, Nzema tU$wálE$,  
pus ìfènì cf. Abidji rífĩ́,  
saliva amaÎú 'mouth-water' 
scabies epí  
scarification ànI$  
shoulder òdagblà  
skin ɔ̀yrU$ cf. Alladian ewrû, Avikam èfrú,  
stomach ɔ̀gU$ /I- cf. Dan (Mande) gú, Mbatto ókò, Abbey òpu,  
sweat ɔwɔ@wà ? cf. Abidji lówò,  
tears amɛ́  
thigh ɔpU@ /I- Widespread in Benue-Congo, e.g. Igala ɔ̀-pá, Erusu í-kpa 
tongue eno /i- ? cf. Eotile ánɛ́, Abure nànɛ́, and similar forms. 
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
tooth EnUmà /a- nominalisation of 'to bite', widespread Niger-Congo #-lum- 
urine Ilɔkpá /a-  
vagina è¯ròfí cf. Alladian Esɛ̃̀ nevrl≈,  
voice U$mànà /E-  
wound, sore I$bɔ@ /a- ? cf. Abidji lU@bU@mU$,  
   
People   
   
baby ofi wElɛ́E$kpà  
chief U$©lɔ̀nɔ̀tɔ̀  
child, son òfì /e-  
co-wife ɔÎɔ@dá  
family ìtòpù /a-  
father ɔ̀tɔ̀ /-mà cf. Dida to,  
female ɔnáwɔ̀ /I-  
friend ɔ̀gwáyI cf. Neyo ∫eyi perhaps ? Nzema ègɔ@wÚ ~,  
girl esuwókpè  
grandparent ɔ̀Ôɔ̀ cf. Ebrie ɛ̃̀Ôì,  
husband ògbì see 'man' 
honky otrukpofì  
in-law ɔ̀bɔ /E-  
landlord (hôte) olúgbofì  
leper okú gbU$gbU$ = ‘sickness-red’ 
man ògbì  
mother ɔná cf. Neyo nɛ́, Attie nẼ, Abbey nɔ̃̀, Igbo ńné etc. Niger-Congo root #-na 
nephew ògwe /e-  
old person ɔglɛ́glɛ́¯áà  
older brother ògbìtɔ̀ÏI  
person ɔ¯áà cf. Aizi ¯ɔ but Niger-Congo root #-ni-, -nu- (W. ) 
rich man ɔ̀nI$gbI$ /E-  
sister ɔnáÏUfì  
slave U$∫à /E-  
stranger elúgbè  
twins ElU@flE$ /a-  
uncle (maternal) ɔ̀Îà∫U$  
wife ɔsI /E- see ‘woman’ 
witch ɔ©ɔzI$∫U$  
woman ɔsI /E- cf. Avikam, Krobu sì 
young girl eswekpè /a-  
young man ɔnImá /E-  
younger brother ɔ̀bɛ́tU$ÏI  
   
Animals & parts   
   
agama lizard ewlégbi  
animal, meat Ena /I- cf. Ebrie ɛ̃́nã́ but a Niger-Congo root #-na(ma) 
animal sp. I∫E  
animal track ùdú /e-  
ant EsIsI@àkpà cf. Ebrie ɛ̃́sísrɛ̃́ ,  
ant of corpse ugofé  
antelope sp. E$ÎI$ /a-  
anthill I ìgóle  
anthill II ìdúlu /a-  
bat ɔ̀là /I-  
bee, honey élòvle /i- probably a compound. ? cf. Neyo (Kru) lovue, Aizi lU 
bird EnakpI@E$kpà 'animal + x' but see Nyabwa nekpèE,  
bird sp. Etɛ́  
buffalo E$gU$ cf. Ebrie gò, Krobu gbrɔ@,  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
bushbaby I$vàla /a-  
bushpig ɔ̀vɔgbɔ̀ /I-  
butterfly ofífi /i-  
‘carp’ I$dɔ@kpá cf. Ebrie kpékpè,  
cat ¯áNUná cf. Ôrewe (Kru) ¯ã́U), 
catfish   
chameleon glímyó cf. Dida glimiò, and similar forms in other Kru 
chicken Uwlá  
civet cat ùblo /e-  
claw itónu  
cock ɔwlá 'gbì chicken + male 
cockroach ɔ̀vIvI$  
cow èdo /i- cf. Ebrie ɛ̃̀dwà byè, Adykuru ìd,  
crab ɔxá cf. common west Kru #ka but similar roots widespread in Niger-Congo  
crocodile I ɔ̀wà ? cf. Alladian Evá,  
crocodile II Ekpakɛ́ cf. Dida kpàkɛ́, Koyo kakɛ́,  
crow dábɔ̀lU$  
dog U$vE /e- cf. Aizi (Kru) vE though both could be related to Mande-Congo #-bu 
donkey àflúmú common regional term, e.g. Baule aflũ̀mṹ, Aizi afrumu,  
duck   
earthworm ufró cf. Attie hrɔ̀, Abbey rU,  
egg I$fU$  
electric catfish U$dɔ̀gbU@ cf. Abidji, Adyukru dìdìbɔ̀,  
elephant E$tE$ /a- cf. Avikam étrí, Eotile E$sU$, but also Kru, Aizi dyE, Tepo dUE,  
feather U$tU$ /E- cf. Avikam ètú, Abbey ètɛ́,  
fish eÎúne /i- 'water-creature' 
fly ENɔ@  
flying squirrel IÎɔ@ /a-  
francolin èbúlèkpè  
goat EwI cf. Tepo wli, Aizi wri,  
goat, male I∫ɔ@wà Niger-Congo root #-∫ori.  
grasscutter glìgbó cf. Dida (Kru) grigbó but also Avikam (Kwa) grìgbé, and forms with #-

gbe in EBC, e.g. Yangkam gb´(k) 
grasshopper cɔglI cf. Tepo kólu,  
green pigeon ìlòwlè  
guinea-fowl kɔ̀Ôɛ́ cf. Ebrie kɔ̃̀yɛ́, but all regional Kwa languages have a similar form. Also 

Kru, cf. Aizi kɔnÔE, Koyo kpõ̀gɔ@,  
guinea-worm E$gU@srI$ cf. Avikam ɛ́gɔ@nI$,  
hare sésékpè  
hedgehog Igɔ@ /a-  
hippo E¯I@g∫èle cf. Koyo ¯íz ̃ ∫lE∆, Bete of Guiberoa (Kru) nI@gbùlI@. It probably means 

‘water-elephant’ in another language 
horn ùgú /e- cf. common eastern Kru forms such as Koyo gó 
horse kpã̀Ngɔ@ cf. Aizi kpaNgɔ, Krobu kpã̀Ngɔ̂ but a regional culture-term 
hump i∫úkù /a- cf. Neyo ∫úó, also ? Eotile àkùbó by metathesis 
leopard E¯ɔ@  
louse ɔ¯n&áàgI cf. Abbey à¯U), also Kru e.g. Tepo nwɔ@,  
manatee dI@dr&E$  
mason wasp ɛ́tUEkpà  
monitor lizard ɔflU /I- cf. Abure ɔ̀hU@lU@vU$, 
monkey I$lɔ /a- cf. Adyukru lɔ@w,  
mosquito èNómí cf. Dida Nwomiè, Koyo N´@múye,  
mouse I ∫ùcré cf. Koyo (Kru) ∫I$crà although this is isolated 
mouse II ùg∫ò cf. Abbey òkwɔ@, Baulé kpó, but also Kru: Guere boẼ, Aizi bo,  
pangolin EÏI@  
parrot I I$sE$ /a-  
parrot II   
pigeon ìgu /a-  



5 

English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
porcupine dògòblí  
python ɔ̀yɛ́ cf. Krobu àyrô, but also Kru, e.g. Ôrewe ÔrE$,  
rat bwrì  
scorpion ItatánI$gla cf. Tepo gàyà,  
sheep IwU@wlá cf. Abure ɔ̀wã̀l Ì~, but also Kru e.g. Ôrewe bawlɛ́,  
snail I I$fI$ /a-  
snail II E$lE$ /I- cf. Mbatto àlɔ,  
snake generic élò cf. Agni èó, Abidji ɔ@lÛ~ , also Kru: Koyo mlEbòlú 
snake sp. I èlòlú /i-  
spider I gɔ̀¯I$  
spider II úNonu  
squirrel Etyákpà  
tail ùlù /e- cf. Adyukru lúwì, Baule lwâ, Abure òlúè,  
termite ɔNnɔ cf. Koyo Nɔnɔ@,  
toad ɔxlɔ cf. Abure klɔ̀pɔ@kɔ@ but words with a kVrV formula are widespread in 

Africa 
tortoise òge /i- ? cf. Nzema E$wU$ƒà,  
turtle oÎúge water + tortoise 
warthog i∫ukpè  
worm ufló Kru, e.g. Ôrewe hU)lÚ~,  
wing upewú /e-  
   
Plants   
   
atieke àvE$̄ á  
banana Elaba /a- ? cf. Hausa ayaba 
baobab ɔ̀vE$ cf. Koyo vada,  
bark IyrUkpá #-kpa element is a Niger-Congo root 
bean à∫I$ ? cf. Krobu àbòlú 
branch UlU@ /E-  
bunch I I$gɔ̀là /a-  
bunch II I$dà /a-  
cassava E$vE$¯á /a-  
coconut INwá  
cocoyam èkoko cf. Nzema èkùkó, Agni kòókò, Nyabwa koókò but similar forms occur 

throughout the region 
cola sp. I ɔ̀gá cf. Nzema E$ƒE$sɛ́lE$, but also Kru: Aizi ge, Koyo gole,  
cola sp. II E$Îà /I-  
cotton ÔE$sɛ́ fóxó cf. Krobu ÔE$sE, but a regional culture-word 
fruit I$ÎU$ /a-  
gourd Ewá < Baule a ƒw a ƒ. Likely to be a culture-term in this region  
grass uxlú  
guava gòyávò <French 
indigo gàlì  
leaf ɔ̀lU$kU@ /I- cf. Neyo ¯oku,  
leaf sp. I I∫á /a-  
leaf sp. II ɔ̀vɔ̀vɔ̀ /I-  
lime idogógblèÎò  
maize dI$dI cf. Dida dI$dI@, Avikam, Alladian dùdu, Abidji dodo, but a recent 

culture-word. 
millet ¯ɔ ∆ cf. Abbey ¯ ̃ , Nzema ¯Ù~Ú~ , but also Kru: Bete ¯ɔ̀ɔ@,  
mushroom ɔ̀lata /I-  
okra E$gbátI cf. Baule gbɔ̂lu, Ebrie ɛ̃̀gbòkhwỄ, also Kru: gbòɛ́. Koyo gb´$gbáa 
palm sp. I ɔ̀Îà /a-  
palm sp. II ilofó /a-  
palm-nut àwà cf. Alladian ãvá, Abure èvê, also Kru: Ôrewe wẼ,  
palm-wine alolú  
parasolier U$kɔ̀dU@  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
pepper bàyE$ cf. Attie byékɔ,  
plantain Elabá see banana. ? metathesis of forms such as Krobu bǎndâ 
raffia palm òlì /a-  
reed U$lI@ /I-  
rice Isáxá cf. Ebrie ɛ̃̀sáká, Neyo saka but #-saka forms widespread in region. A 

culture-word. 
root ùsùgblù /e-  
rubber a¯aá cf. Avikam, Ebrie à¯ã̀ also Kru: Bete ¯à, Did à¯a but a culture-term in 

the region 
seed epí Niger-Congo root #-pi.  
shea-butter gwI@I$ < Krobu etc. N$gwê,  
silk-cotton ɔ̀vE$ /a-  
‘sponge’ 
(loofah?) 

mínà cf. Dida mína, also Kwa: Abure mǎnE$, Ebrie ɛ̃̀mrà, but a regional 
culture-word 

tobacco àsrà cf. Aizi, Abidji, Ebrie àsrà, but a regional culture-word 
tree -generic ote /a- Niger-Congo root #-ti. cf. e.g. Abbey ti, also Kru: Wobe tu,  
tree sp. I ɔlɔ@ /a-  
wood ìze /a-  
yam Eyá  
   
Natural World   
   
ashes alU@lɔ̀ ? cf. Yoruba érú,  
bush Ukɔ@lU@ cf. ? Krobu kɔ̃́ , Tepo kwlá but also Benue-Congo roots, e.g. Eggon a-

kala, Horom kɔ̀rɔ̀, Akpes àhàlà, 
charcoal axówlì  
claw itónu  
clay, mud I$vla cf. East Benue-Congo roots, e.g. Cara mvil, Berom vwel, Rukul amwel 
cloud ùyr&élú cf. Alladian nyù, Abidji Ôrǔ,  
day I$ÔI$ cf. Bete yI@r&I@, Krobu ce, Abure E$c Ì~ 
dry season I yr&U@∫à cf. Krobu wâbrE,̂ Abidji yêgbê,  
dry season II kɔ̀kwE$  
dust ùgbówu cf. Koyo ∫à∫ùu 
evening ágwétisù  
field I I$tɔ̀  
field II E$gàgblE$ ? cf. Neyo lágba, Attie gb´́̃,  
fire I$kà cf. Kru: Kuwaa kã and Bakwe kapu. These are, however, exceptional 

within Kru. 
firewood uje cf. Baule jè, Ebrie ɛ̃́cè,  
God Inagà /a- cf. Koyo lagɔ, Ebrie ¯ã̀kã̀. #-na elements are common in words for 

‘God’ in this region. 
gold àsI$kɛ́ < originally Hausa aziki 'wealth' though via other languages. cf. Koyo 

sìkà, Twi siká 'gold' 
grave aÎí cf. Niger-Congo #-li 'to bury', Proto-Ịjọ Îì∫ì,  
ground I àtì  
ground II ɔ̀lU$lɔ̀ cf. Koyo dU$dU, Mbatto ṍÎõ̌,  
hailstone Ilálá /a-  
hearth ìgúyrú /a-  
hill I$yrU$kpU$ the #-kpo element is widespread in Kwa, e.g. Baule kpɔ̂lE, Alladian 

nkpò and related forms appear in East Benue-Congo, e.g. PEG *-kóN` 
honey   
house ɔ©ɔ cf. Mbatto ókṍõ̀,  
iron eleteyí cf. Neyo lété 
market àdá∫lá cf. Avikam àdá∫rá, but a culture-word. 
medicine I awázI$ cf. Bete of Guiberoa (Kru) gw√»zI and related forms 
medicine II UpU@ /E-  
meeting-place ìdìdè /a-  
mist ùyrélú cf. Tepo Ôrù,  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
month U$fE$ see 'moon' 
moon U$fE$ /E- Niger-Congo root #-fe. cf. Eotile ɛ́fE$, Avikam ɛ́fɛ́ etc. 
morning I ɔ@flI ? cf. Koyo z´$plÆ@,  
morning II ∫ó∫í  
morning III ɔ̀ÔU$mɔ@ɔ  
mound ìdùké /a-  
night ùdodó cf. Bete dUdo, Krobu dɔnɛ̃́  
pond ɔ̀vɔ̀¯ɔ̀ /I-  
potash àglú  
puddle Itɔkpá  
rain eÎú Volta-Congo, e.g. Proto-Gurunsi *du, CB *-du$¶mbi@¶ continuous rain 
rainbow ulélè /e- cf. Abbey lélé (also exceptional within Kwa) 
rainy season I oÎú∫ó  
rainy season II ìgúdè  
river uÎúgbí cf. Mbatto ódu∫E but also Nupe èdù 'large river' 
road U$vànU$/E-  
salt àgU$ cf. Koyo gùlù, Abbey N$gU, Alladian ngÁE$,  
sand U¯ɔ@lU@ cf. Abbey N$gà¯ ̃ ,  
sea Ôi¯è < Dida Ôĩẽ 
seed epí /i- old Niger-Congo root #-bi, meaning 'child, seed' 
shame I¯a¯I$ < Nzema nã̀nI8@,  
shelter o∫í  
sickness okú  
smoke u©ósì cf. Guro (Mande) cɛ́-goi (cɛ́ = fire). This may be exceptional within 

Mande 
star EtáfUnE  
stone i©ofí Perhaps from Mande, as #gwV- is a common first element in CVCV 

structures, e.g. Dan gw√ % 
sun Eyɛ́fI$ #eyi forms are found in Central Nigeria, especially Nupoid languages. 

SemE, the enclave Kru language among Gur speakers, has ye.  
thorn ègú /I-  
today I I@̄ aNU@ ? check 
today II I@yE  
tomorrow ɔ̀ÔU$gU$  
village U$©lɔ̀ cf. Bete (Kru) gɔ̀lɔ̀ and related languages, but also Baule klɔ̀, Abron 

kùró,  
wall U∫U@dU$gblU@  
water aÎú cf. Ebrie ɛ̃́dù, and perhaps Eotile ǹzú 
week ¯amàcr&é < Dida ¯amàcrI but cf. also Krobu krî,  
well iÎúgbɔ  
wind upupolú /e- cf. Dida pupulú, Eotile èfùbɔ@, Mbatto ópù∫E$ 
world U$gáfU@  
year oNwn&i ? < French 
yesterday I@̄ aNU@  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
Propensities   
   
debt ùdú /e- cf. Avikam E$dɔ̃́ ,  
darkness isúkpò /a-  
death ekú cf. Bete kú, but a Niger-Congo root #-ku. 
dirt UplU  
enema ece  
extremity Umɛ́ /E-  
fever òyì cf. Igboid óyí 'cold',  
fight U$gɔ̀lU@ /E  
forgetting ilú  
friendship U$lɔ̀  
funeral ɔwlɛ́  
half imekpí /a-  
heap ùdé /e-  
hole I$gbɔ@ cf. Eotile àbɔ̀, Dida ∫úku, but #-bo roots are also found in Gur, e.g. 

Dagbane boƒli and EBC, e.g. Aten boN 
hunger I$gɔ̀ cf. Dida Nwɔmɔ, Koyo gbìgbe, Mbatto ó© ̃ , Abbey aƒò, Ebrie ákò, but 

perhaps much more widespread e.g. Mada (Plateau) gyɔ̀N 
hunting I I$vI  
hunting II olí  
inheritance àÔa throughout Kwa in this region but also cf. Aizi aÔa, Godie Ôa, suggesting 

a regional culture-word 
interest E$gɔ̀kɔ@  
itch epí /a-  
left ɔmɔsI@  
lie e©wé  
madness Uyr&U  
matter I$màÏI$ /a-  
medicine awázI$  
middle ágodE$  
moment ìpù  
name I$nI$ cf. Kru: Koyo NÆ@nÆ@ also Kwa: Adyukru nín, Abidji íné, Avikam è¯í. 

Niger-Congo root ? 
namesake atɛ́kpà < Dida àtI@kpa 
naughtiness afya  
news ìgwe /a-  
opening U$mà /E-  
place á∫ú  
price Efɛ́  
proverb iNúNwn&é cf. Abbey ànaƒá,  
quarrel E$zɔ̀  
riddle ifuneNúNwn&

é 
see under 'story 

right ɔ@mɔ̀gbI  
shame I¯a¯I$ ? < Nzema nã̀n Í~,  
sickness okú  
sleep àlà cf. Niger-Congo root #–la 'lie down, sleep',  
slice ɔnaNɔ@ /I-  
smallpox EyI@fI$  
smell I E$vlU  
smell II U¯ɔ@ cf. Tepo nU@ and other Kru also widespread nVn- roots for 'to smell' in 

EBC 
step, row U$lɔ̀gbI$ /E-  
story IfuneNúNwn&

é 
x + ‘back’ cf. Neyo núnúo,  

thing E$ÔE$ cf. Ebrie áyí, Krobu ylÚ, but then also East Benue-Congo parallels, e.g. 
Tarok iy´@m 
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
thirst iÎúnɔ@gɔ̀ water + ? 
tracks I$bɛ́ /a-  
truth nàwlɛ́ cf. Abidji nàwrE,̂ but probably a culture-word in this region 
tuberculosis odegbe kú stomach + sickness 
unhappiness IsEsU$  
war ɔ̀tà cf. Ebrie áthà, Alladian aà, Mbatto óta, also Kru throughout #tU 
weight ɔlU@lU@ Niger-Congo #-lu 'to be heavy' 
work Îo∫òlì cf. Dida lo∫òli,  
whistling U$fE$nU$ /E-  
yaws dògò cf. Nzema èdó, Abbey do, Agni dòbé,  
   
Objects + food 
products 

  

   
arrow ulú cf. Koyo lí,  
axe I ɛ́gbU$ cf. Eotile ɛ́gbU$, Wobe (Kru) gbo’pa, Nyabwa gbékpà and related 

languages but also Nupe egbà and Proto-Nupoid #-gbã 
axe II E$ÎU$ /a-  
bag (hunting) UtU@ /E-  
bag  bàgI$ ? cf. English 'bag'. A culture –word found in the region 
basket ìtòkwè ? cf. Abure èké,  
bow ɔplI@ /I-  
bracelet ìsùgbò /a-  
broom (house) ìpòpó /a- cf. Krobu pòpoÚ, Abbey pU@sà,  
broom (yard) ìvòvó /a-  
canoe ɔ̀gɔ@yr&ɔ@ /I- < Dida gɔlU@ though also cf. Krobu kró,  
chair I$kpU$ cf. Abidji líkpè̃,  
charm iwísì cf. Alladian ãwã̀,  
chewstick E$©à cf. Avikam ɛ́já, but a culture-word 
cloth, clothing ɔ̀dá /I- cf. Mbatto ṍÎáÎiɛ́, Abbey tàlɛ́, Tepo danU,  
comb Uflá /E- < Kru e.g. Koyo flá but cf. Avikam lɔ@fwã́ with metathesis 
cookpot E$gU@  
cowry E$NwE$ cf. Ôrewe nũwṍ, ? Avikam nìgbè,  
cutlass dwànI$ < Dida dɔ̀ànI, Mbatto ódE8&, but this might be a culture-word related to 

widespread #ada forms in Nigeria. 
dayroom U$pàlá cf. Baule âla,  
deck-chair dáwà  
door ìgbe cf. cf. Ôrewe gbo, Bete gb´$lé, also Kwa: Ebrie àgbò, Mbatto ógbó,  
doorway U©ɔ-mà  
drum E$gbI@ cf. Ebrie á∫ì, Mbatto ó∫ìì although these are probably culture-words. 

They also resemble the EBC root #-bi.  
fan òpòpò cf. Abidji pòpò, Attie pE$pE$, but a regional culture-word 
fat I$¯I$  
flour U∫U@ /E- cf. Avikam èpú, Abidji ḿpû,  
food ɔlI@ /I- cf. Bete lilì, Baule alyE$, but relates to VC #-Îi 'to eat' 
fork àgàgbà  
granary I$pàpà /a-  
gun IkU@kà  
gunpowder ɔkalI@  
hat ikpó cf. Dida kpoókpo, Ebrie ákpró, but a local culture-word. Also Igbo 

òkpú.  
hoe ùvèkù /e-  
hook E$gwE$ cf. Eotile E$kU@E$, but also throughout Kru: e.g. Wobe kwÉ̃ 
horn (ivory umónú /e- cf. Mbatto m ̃̀ mù, Ebrie ámã́mrù,  
knife olúwó /i-  
loincloth male àblàkU@ cf. Ebrie à∫ràk ̃́ , but a widespread culture-term in the region 
loincloth female ìvòvù  
manila U$dàgbU@ /E-  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
mat ɔ̀gbɛ́ cf. Koyo gb´$t´@, Adyukru ògô,  
meal ɔlI@ cf. Nzema àlI$E$,  
millstone ɔ©asɛ́ cf. Alladian EbwasE,̂  
money I I$pI$  
money II dr&áà  
mortar ìlògò /a- cf. Abbey àlɔ, Krobu wró, Aizi lo, Guere dòò,  
nail ulú /e-  
needle Umɛ́sElU@ /E- < Baule âmẼsr̃È̃ 
net for fishing I$dàdà /a- cf. Krobu, Agni dada also Kru: Aizi dada, Neyo dàda. A culture-word 

in this region 
net for hunting eség∫lì /a-  
net III zɔ̀ ? cf. Benue-Congo e.g. Nupe esa, Kulu ìsàk. 
oil à¯I$ see ‘fat’. cf. Tepo ¯ná,  
paddle U$blU$ /E-  
palmwine a©lalolú  
pestle, large U$gbI@  
pestle, small ig∫úg∫ó ? cf. Abbey orúgbò 
pipe E$màgU@  
porridge afufú cf. Agni, Baule m̀vùfú. A regional culture-word 
pot E$gU@  
pounded yam pá cf. Ebrie È̃pá, Krobu, Abidji m̀pá 
room Upalá /E-  
rope Upá /E- cf. Tepo (Kru) pátà though this form is isolated within Kru, also Abidji 

bá 
sauce I UplU ? cf. Proto-I.jo.  fU@lɔU,  
sauce II ɔ̀nɔ̀gbá /I-  
sauce III àsrù  
shed ɔ̀vlU  
shoe gbàbUá cf. Ebrie É̃gbàwà but a regional culture-word 
shrine Imasá /a-  
spear elú /i- cf. Gban (Mande) dú, but ? Kru: Neyo lí,  
staff kpàmá cf. Avikam kpàma but widespread in the region as a culture-term 
stick ete /a- see tree 
suck ¯à cf. Mbatto ¯Ẽ,  
threshing tray ègòbé cf. Abure òbṹ, Krobu gbàleÚ,  
trap (animal) I E$dàlE$ /a-  
trap (animal) II Emáyì cf. Ebrie É̃mɛ́,  
tool òvè  
vehicle ɔ̀gɔ@lɔ@ = 'canoe' 
whistle vlévlécó  
winnowing tray ègòbè  
youth ɔnImá  
   
Numerals   
   
one ìlog∫ó cf. Mbatto ló∫o, Koyo ∫ɔlɔ,  
two I$̄ ɔ̀ cf. Eotile à¯ ̃́ , Abure á¯ũ̂, and widespread in this region. 
three I$tà cf. Koyo ta, Niger-Congo #-ta 
four I$lE$ cf. Abbey alɛ́,  
five ìNwè cf. Dida n $gbi, Niger-Congo #-na 
six I$Nwɔ̀Îɔ̀ ? 5 + 1 
seven I$NwalI$Nɔ̀ 5 + 2 
eight I$NwalI$tà 5 + 3 
nine I$NwalI$lE$ 5 + 4 
ten ìzù ? cf. Abron dú/,  
twenty úglu cf. Godié (Kru) gɔ̀lɔ̀ and related forms in other W. Kru languages 
hundred égluèNwè 20 x 5. Most Kwa languages have a distinct lexeme, but three others use 

the 20 x 5 formulation, although with different basic terms. This pattern 
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
is also common in Kru 

   
Adjectives   
   
all fI@I@  
big -gàgà  
black kpIkpI  
good kɔfɔ̀  
many gàgàsa  
new wɔ@lU$wa  
plenty ∫ùtùkpà cf. Ebrie ∫udú,  
red -gbU$gbɔ̀  
rough àgbɔ@klI@  
round I$kpɔ̀klU$ÎU$ cf. Baulé kùklú but similar words are found across the region and 

indeed the world. 
small -¯Eɛ́kpà  
smooth ÎyéÎyé cf. Abidji trE&trɛ́, and similar forms in many languages of the region 
wet wɔ@lɔ̀ ? cf. Baule flɔlɔ̂,  
wide pà àtI$  
white -fU$fU$ cf. Eotile fúfú but Niger-Congo root #-fu. 
yellow -púpú  
   
Conjunctions 
etc. 

  

   
and áyI@  
close to I$sU$  
if áyí….-xa cf. Avikam èyì,  
inside -Nɔ̀ ? Baule nṹ,  
this one -má  
that one -NU@  
with áyI@  
yonder asúwoNú  
   

Interrogatives   

   
what? I$yà  
when?   
who? ɔ̀nà  
   
Verbs   
   
to answer tánà cf. 'to speak' 
to arrive ¯ɛ́ cf. Tepo ¯né,  
to ask pardon yúywè  
to attach Nwà cf. Neyo gwa,  
to be able kwlá  
to be afraid bà okú  
to be alive yrɔ@  
to be big gà  
to be cooked kù  
to be difficult fI$ I$sU$  
to be dry yiyo  
to be far wlá àtI$  
to be full yé #yí is widespread in Kwa 
to be good kɔ̀fɔ̀  
to be hard fI$ I$sU$  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
to be heavy lU@ A Niger-Congo root. cf. Abure lɔ̀, Mbatto loà, etc. 
to be hot flɔ@ cf. Proto-I.jo.  ɔ@fI$rI@,  
to be in flower flɛ́rI$ < French? 
to be liquid crI@lI@  
to be narrow mɛ́nà I$sU$  
to be old ¯né  
to be pregnant gɔ̀ ɔ̀gU$ x + stomach 
to be raw Nwn&E$  
to be ripe gbɔ̀ cf. Baule blò,  
to be standing pú ètì  
to be strong fI$ I$Nɔ̀  
to be thick ∫ónè ìsù  
to be tired syɛ́ ? cf. widespread fɛ́ roots (e.g. Agni, Attie, Baule) 
to beat (drum) ∫E$ cf. Ôrewe be, Dida ∫lá, also Kwa: Krobu brɛ́, Baule bó,  
to bite gɔ̀  
to blow fó cf. Eotile fù, but Niger-Congo #fu 
to boil, cook wɛ́lE$  
to break kɔ@tɔ̀  
to breathe sU@ àNɔ̀ verb + 'air'.  
to burn fyá cf. Abure fè,  
to build kɔ̀ cf. Alladian kù, 
to buy pE$ cf. Dida pìà, Mbatto pE, Abidji pà, Abbey ve, Proto-I.jo.  fɛ́,  
to call ©lU@  
to carry gɔ̀  
to catch ∫ó  
to change kécì  
to chew tà Niger-Congo root #ta 
to choose gbazr&ànINɔ̀ cf. Dida gbazrI$lI$,  
to close cì  
to come wà cf. Abbey wa, Krobu waÚ, but widespread in Niger-Congo  
to come back kpànà I$bɛ́  
to cook gà  
to cough kpɔ@sɔ̀ cf. Eotile kɔ@nzɔ̀, Mbatto krɔ, but similar forms widespread in Africa. cf. 

PWS #kual-, kuan- (W.:245) 
to count ©à cf. Ôrewe gè, Mbatto © ̃  
to cut vyá  
to dance iwlí cf. ‘to sing’ 
to defecate Îɔ̀  
to die kù Niger-Congo root 
to dig ©wé cf. Benue-Congo, e.g. Igala gwà, Ayere gbo, CB #gúNgù 
to dig up sU@ àtI$  
to dive pá  
to do kɔ̀ cf. Adyukru kok,  
to dream ¯ɔ@lU$ cf. PWS #la ‘to lie down or sleep’ but #na- for 'to dream' is common in 

Benue-Congo  
to drink nɔ̀ cf. Tepo ná, Baule n ̃́ ,  
to eat lI$ Volta-Congo root. cf. Baule dí, Abure lì,  
to fall ∫à àtI$  
to feel mó  
to finish ∫á ? cf. Mande 
to fish pá  
to float sépò  
to flow bú cf. Godie púlú, Abure bÚ~lÙ~,  
to fly fé cf. Ebrie fè, Abure fE$, Nzema fí,  
to follow gɔ̀ I$tU$ cf. Ebrie gE$ thá,  
to get s.t. I wlì  
to get s.t. II xɛ́ cf. Ebrie gE$, Mbatto ge, Abidji hè,  
to give pU$  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
to give birth ∫ì cf. Alladian bì, Attié ho bì, but Niger-Congo connected with #-bi for 

'child' 
to go mI$ cf. common Kru, Proto-I.jo.  mu, mU, also Adyukru (Kwa) im, though 

this is exceptional 
to go down dé ètì cf. Ebrie dyà thé, Ôrewe tI$,  
to go in wiénè ? cf. Agni, Baule wU$lU$ 
to go up ∫U$  
to go up to pɛ́  
to greet kɔ̀ mU@kà 'make salutation' 
to grow lɔ̀ cf. Ebrie lé,  
to hang g∫ɛ́  
to have sex with I Îó cf. Mbatto Îi,  
to have sex with 
II 

mn&ì  

to hear gɔ̀  
to hide Îá  
to hold ∫ó cf. Ebrie ∫ò phE$,  
to insult vlá cf. Alladian wrâ, Avikam wra, Abbey ra,  
to jump kpátà  
to kick ∫E$ cf. Ebrie ∫é 
to kill wá cf. Abidji wò, Mbatto we, Alladian wrì but found throughout Niger-

Congo and Nilo-Saharan, e.g. Oubi (Kru) wɔlɔ, Debri Nubian wur-. 
Westermann (1927:225) 

to kneel down gɔ̀ inó àtI$  
to know ¯I$ cf. Eotile ¯nì, Avikam ¯i, but an Atlantic-Congo root #-niN- cf. 

Westermann (1927:x) 
to laugh cI$  
to lay egg Îɔ̀ cf. Nzema tU@, Abidji rU$ɔ̀,  
to learn dI@dà  
to lend ∫U ànà cf. Nzema, Agni bɔ̀,  
to lie tútù u©wé  
to lie down Îé ètì cf. Agni dá, Mbatto lé but these are probably local variants of Niger-

Congo #-la, #-ra. 
to light (fire) ∫ó  
to look at vɛ́lI$  
to look for ÏíÏè  
to love, like ¯ámà  
to make, do kɔ̀  
to make fun of cI$  
to marry Ïù ? Avikam zyE,  
to measure kélì  
to mix cI@kànà I$Nɔ̀  
to pierce flu ? Kru e.g. Guéré flE»   
to plant I lE$ àtI$  
to plant II ∫E$ àtI$  
to play pá  
to pluck kpɛ́ cf. Ebrie kpà, Abbey kpa,  
to pound lɔ̀ ? PMC #tu- cf. Westermann (1927:x) 
to pour cé ètì ? cf. Abidji kù éí,  
to pull Ôrí  
to punch dɔ̀  
to rain nà cf. Mbatto nrã, Alladian nã̀, 
to remember gwá cf. Abbey ƒáƒà,  
to rot ∫ù cf. Ebrie b ̃̀ , Ibibio bù 'be rotten', PB #-bund-. but Niger-Congo 

(Westermann, 1927:213) 
to run bà  
to say wa  
to scratch NwI@  
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English gloss Ega citation External parallel (if any) 
to search for ÏíÏè cf. Bete yr&Iyɛ́, also 'to want' 
to see wlì cf. Mbatto, Abbey wu,  
to sell lE$ fɛ́ #-la is widespread in Niger-Congo and Nilo-Saharan  
to send back s.o. bá cf. Abidji bè,  
to sew kplá cf. Krobu, Baule kpá 
to shake dókò cf. Avikam Ôɔkɔ, Alladian Ôɔ̀kɔ̀, Abbey kɔ,  
to sharpen Ïó cf. Aizi sɔ, Wobe sõã, Eotile sò, Mbatto sE, and other Kwa with s + 

front vowel 
to shave cU@  
to shoot ∫E$  
to shout kéli Nɔ̀  
to show dá  
to sing wlé cf. Kru: Nyabwa ∫le, also Proto-Bantu *-bin- and Degema ∫EnE 'dance' 
to sit down gálè ? cf. Bete gulI…sE 
to sleep lá àlà ‘to sleep a sleep’. Niger-Congo root 
to slide drI@gbà  
to smoke gbɔ̀ cf. Ebrie gbò 
to snore klú  
to speak tá cf. Abure t Ì~ã̀ but this root can be reconstructed at least to PAC 

(Westermann, 1927). 
to spit pɛ́  
to spurt pɛ́  
to steal là  
to suffer kwlI@∫Ia  
to swallow ∫è ? Mbatto pyÈ̃ 
to swear oath Ôè  
to sweat cócò  
to sweep ¯ɔ@ Perhaps cf. Dida ¯upù 
to swim yrU@  
to take Ïù ? cf. Abidji cU$,  
to taste fU@fɔ̀ à¯I$  
to think ©ú©ù cf. Avikam gugu,  
to throw wálà  
to tighten mɛ́nà I$sU$ cf. Mbatto ml ̃ , Attie mã̂,  
to turn bítì cf. Baule blì,  
to understand cá cf. Eotile sà, Avikam sE,  
to undress sU@ I$Nɔ̀ ? cf. Attie s´̀̃ ¯É̃ 
to urinate lɔ̀ Ilɔkpá x + urine 
to vomit wU@wà Perhaps related to widespread Kru forms such as Konobo wɔ̀là 
to wait for ¯ànà  
to wake up pé cf. Abbey púlE$, Ebrie frè,  
to walk nà cf. Krobu nã́, Mbatto nã̀,  
to go for a walk bí From common Kru bi 
to want ÏíÏè also 'to search for' 
to wash fɔ@̄ n&ɔ̀ ? cf. Adyukru ès Efn, Nupe fu 
to watch over kwlé  
to weave ÎU$ Niger-Congo root. cf. Nupe lu+, Vute lùù and Westermann (1927:252) 
to weep tù cf. Nzema sṹ, Mbatto tõ,  
to yell kélì Nɔ̀  
   
 
French to translate concession, campement, butter, cousin de tete, enfiler, enfler, fourmi-magnan, fourmi-
cadavre, gendre,  

4. Conclusions 

Ega illustrates very well the problem of classifying languages with large amounts of aberrant vocabulary. It 
has clearly taken into its lexicon substantial vocabulary from distinct branches of Niger-Congo. It has a 
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system of noun-prefixes far more complete and regular than any nearby Kwa relatives. In principle, Ega 
could be; 
 

a) A Kwa language long-separated from other Kwa languages 
b) An independent branch of Niger-Congo or Volta-Congo that has come under the influence of 

Kwa, Kru and Mande 
c) A non-Niger-Congo language that has come under these influences 

 
Considerable further work will be required to develop a more sophisticated means of deciding between these 
hypotheses. However, Ega provides a good illustration of problems of simply encompassing all West 
African languages in well-defined groupings on the basis of a limited number of cognates/lookalikes. 
 
On the basis of this list the uniqueness of Ega is confirmed with a surprising number of basic lexical items 
showing no cognates in nearby languages. An intriguing feature is the way cognates are found with 
languages scattered across Kwa, Kru and to a lesser extent, Mande. Even the now-dominant Dida language 
apparently shows no special relationship with Ega. This suggests that Ega has had a long period of isolation, 
moving around and interacting with different languages in different branches of Niger-Congo. 
 
The nominal prefix system, though distinctive for the area, does not align it with any particular branch of 
East Volta-Congo. It does suggest that we should be looking east rather than west and there is no trace of 
either functioning or fossil systems of noun-suffixes suggesting Kru or Gur. The occasional cognates with 
East Benue-Congo are very suggestive, and it seems possible that Ega would be best treated as a single 
branch of East Volta-Congo, part of the diversifying dialect chain that came later to be regarded as the Kwa 
languages.  
 
If so, then the reformulation of East Volta-Congo would look something like this; 
 
Figure 1. East Volta-Congo 

 *East Volta-Congo =Proto-Benue-Kwa

East  
Benue-
Congo 

 Ukaan 

Yoruboid, 
Edoid, 
Akokoid, 
Igboid

Central 
Togo 

Potou-
Tano 

Ega 

Ayere-Ahan 

Avikam, 
Ajukru, 
Abidji, 
Abbey etc. 

Nupoid, 
Idomoid, 
Okoid 

Ga-Dangme Gbe 

Akpes 

 
 
This paper is not intended to justify this overall fragmentation of Kwa and West Benue-Congo, only to 
illustrate the hypothesis that the whole group needs to regarded as a dialect chain that has diversified and 
that Ega is best regarded as a single branch with no underlying special relationship to ts nearest geographical 
neighbours. 
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