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INTRODUCTION



WHY CLASSIFY LANGUAGES?

Refer concisely to languages

Group languages that share certain features (linguistic similarity, geographical proximity,
cultural identity, etc.)
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ISSUES IN LANGUAGE CLASSIFICATION

Classification can be arbitrary and mislead us about linguistic relatedness

What belongs in one group versus another?

What should be counted as a language versus a dialect?
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“A language is a dialect with an army and a navy.”
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SOCIOLINGUISTICS

Linguistic classification is often linked to sociolinguistic factors such as cultural identity /
prestige of the speakers

Linguistic classification can in turn affect people’s perceptions of a particular language

Multilingualism and diglossia complicate classifications

Other factors that can be used for classifications include mutual intelligibility and percentage of
lexical overlap
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CURRENT APPROACHES TO CLASSIFICATION

International standards exist for linguistic clasification in linguistics

More specialised classifications have been developed for Cameroonian languages and for the
Bantu family

These classifications vary in aim and do not always overlap

Classifications change over time, based on differences in opinion and availability of
better-quality data
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CLASSIFYING TUNEN



ISO 639-3 CLASSIFICATION

International system of 3-letter classification codes for all living languages, with SIL
International the registration authority, introduced in 2007

https://iso639-3.sil.org/
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ISO 639-3 CLASSIFICATION

Tunen = code [tvu] (since 2012)

Figure: List of ISO 639-3 codes, with Tunen highlighted.
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ISO 639-3 CLASSIFICATION

Tunen = code [tvu] (since 2012) - previously grouped together with Nyokon (now [nvo]) under
[baz]; see ISO 639-3 change request number 2011-080; Kerr 2024b:33-34 fn9

Figure: Record of ISO 639-3 change request for Tunen classification.
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GLOTTOCODE

Glottolog (?) developed as alternative to Ethnologue

Glottocodes = 4 letters + 4 numbers, introduced in 2010 (Forkel and Hammarström 2022)

Unlike ISO 639-3 codes, glottocodes are applied to all levels (languoids): language, dialect,
and family

Glottolog provides language classification information + links to all known resources on the
language (stored in Zenodo, indexed in OLAC)
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GLOTTOCODE

Tunen = glottocode tune1261 (https://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/tune1261)

Figure: Glottolog Tunen page
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GLOTTOCODE

Tunen = glottocode tune1261 (https://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/tune1261)

Figure: Glottolog Tunen page (contd.)
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GLOTTOCODE

Like with ISO 639-3 codes, Glottocodes can be changed on request

Glottolog aims to provide more comprehensive metadata than available for ISO 639-3 coes

See e.g. Forkel and Hammarström (2022) for description of the process
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ALCAM

Atlas Linguistique du Cameroun (ALCAM),
published 1983 and revised in 2012 by the
Centre international de recherche et de
documentation sur les traditions et les
langues africaines (CERDOTOLA)

! Has not been revised for some time

Used primarily by researchers working on
Cameroonian languages

Tunen = Number 511
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ALCAM

Figure: ALCAM map of Cameoron (ALCAM 1983 via
Kamdem et al. 2025)
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GUTHRIE CLASSIFICATION

Classification system pre-dating the ISO
639-3 system, developed by the British
linguist Malcolm Guthrie (1903 - 1972)
(Guthrie 1948, 1971)
Updated in 2003 and 2009 (Maho 2009)
Remains frequently used by Bantuists to
this day
Alphanumeric classification system based
mainly on geographical location (! not
linguistic relatedness)
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GUTHRIE CLASSIFICATION

Useful and commonly used

! but can mislead people into thinking
languages are more closely-related than
they are

This applies to Tunen: Guthrie codes for
A40 languages cover what linguistic
classifications take to be two different
groups: Mbam Bantu (A44+, incl. Tunen)
and Basaá group (<A44), where Mbam
Bantu additionally includes some A60
languages (see e.g. Mous and Breedveld
1986)
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GUTHRIE CODES VS MBAM BANTU

Figure: NUGL online list: A40 group

Figure: NUGL online list: A60 group

https://brill.com/fileasset/downloads_products/35125_Bantu-New-updated-Guthrie-List.pdf 21 / 44
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PHYLOGENETIC/LEXICOSTATIC CLASSIFICATIONS

Classifications based on computation of linguistic similarity

Usually based on lexicon, often using 100-word lists of basic vocabulary (e.g. Swadesh list)
! Affected by number of words used, number of missing words for a given language, and

inconsistencies between transcriptions across sources

More recently being expanded to morphosyntactic features
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PHYLOGENETIC/LEXICOSTATIC CLASSIFICATIONS

Bantu-wide phylogenies: Grollemund et al. (2015); Koile et al. (2022)

Classification of Mbam languages: Mous and Breedveld (1986)

New classification ongoing by Grollemund & Philippson (CAMOID project)
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LEXICOSTATIC CLASSIFICATIONS

Figure: (Mous and Breedveld 1986:185) Figure: (Mous and Breedveld 1986:185)
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LEXICOSTATIC CLASSIFICATIONS

Figure: Classification of Mbam languages from Mous and Breedveld (1986)
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LEXICOSTATIC CLASSIFICATIONS

Figure: Earlier classifications cited in Mous and Breedveld (1986)

Figure: Earlier classifications cited in Mous and Breedveld (1986)
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PHYLOGENETIC CLASSIFICATIONS

Figure: Phylogenetic tree of 424 Bantu languages
(full and cropped; Grollemund et al. 2015).
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KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF TUNEN



SOUND CHANGES

Key to comparative method for historical reconstruction: identification of regular sound
changes

e.g. Grimm’s law motivates a split within Indo-European between Germanic and other
languages

29 / 44



SOUND CHANGES

The Mbam languages can be identified as a linguistic group on the basis of particular sound
changes (Philippson 2022a,b)

One key characteristic of Tunen is having l where neighbouring languages have t as a reflex of
historic *t

e.g. the numeral ‘five’; the verbal diminutive suffix -Vl (cf -Vt in Nomaandé)
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SOUND CHANGES

Tunen has *t → /l/ where other Mbam languages have /t/, e.g. in word for ‘five’:

Figure: Comparison of the word for ‘five’ across Mbam varieties (Rebecca Grollemund & Gérard Philippson,
p.c. (adapted)) 31 / 44



SOUND CHANGES

Tunen has *t → /l/ where other Mbam languages have /t/, e.g. in word for ‘five’:

Figure: Comparison of the word for ‘heart’ across Mbam varieties (Rebecca Grollemund & Gérard Philippson,
p.c. (adapted))
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SOUND CHANGES

Colour coding for cognates (words of same origin)

Figure: Preliminary comparison of several words across Mbam varieties (Rebecca Grollemund & Gérard
Philippson, p.c. (adapted))
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VOWEL INVENTORY

Tunen has 7 phonemic vowels (with an 8th vowel /U/ of marginal status)

i u

(U)

o

E O

@

a

Figure: Tunen vowel phonemes (Kerr 2024b)
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VOWEL HARMONY

There is an active vowel harmony system based on the position of the tongue root (ATR
harmony)

The 7 vowels are divided into 2 sets: +ATR and -ATR

Dominant (+ATR) i @ o u
Recessive (-ATR) E a O O/U

Table: Tunen ATR sets

Within a word, vowels have to be from the same set

e.g. hi-noní ‘bird’ (not *hE-noní) vs hE-nyOtO ‘banana’ (not *hi-nyOtO)
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VOWEL HARMONY

Similar vowel harmony is also found in the neighbouring language Nomaandé [lem] (A46), as
well as other Mbam languages to the East, e.g. Nugunu (Boyd 2015)

But vowel harmony is not found in many other languages of Cameroon

Figure: Distribution of ATR systems in West/Central Africa (Rolle et al. 2020)
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BASIC WORD ORDER

Basic word order = the order of elements in neutral discourse contexts

e.g. French and English S-Aux-V-O-X

(1) Je
Subj

veux
Aux

tuer
V

l’insecte
Obj

avant
Other

que je me couche.

‘I want to kill the insect before I go to bed.’
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TUNEN BASIC WORD ORDER

Most Bantu languages are described as having S-Aux-V-O-X basic word order, with variations
depending on information structure (Kerr et al. 2023)

Tunen is different: non-locative nominal objects precede the verb, i.e. S-Aux-O-V-X (Dugast
1971; Mous 1997, 2003, 2005, 2014; Kerr 2024a, 2025, 2024b)

(2) Context: ‘What did Maria do?’
Malia a na bil@́li@ fOfÓki@.

/Malia
1.Maria
Subj

a
SM.1
SM

na
PST2
PRS

bE-l@́li@

8-varnish
Obj

fOfÓḱi@́/
anoint.DUR

V

‘Maria [a oint le vernis]FOC.’
‘Maria [applied the varnish]FOC.’ (Kerr 2024b)
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TUNEN WORD ORDER

Tunen stands out in traditional classifications and attracted attention in the linguistics literature
as having basic OV word order

Figure: WALS feature 83A (order of Object and Verb) (Dryer 2013).
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TUNEN WORD ORDER

But some degree of OV is not unique to Tunen: OV order is found in some tense/aspect
contexts in Nyokon (A45), Atomb (A461), and some Grassfields languages e.g. Tikar

OV order is found for pronouns in Nomaandé (A46) and other Cameroonian Bantu languages
e.g. Ewondo (A72), Eton (A73)

(3) a-kad
he-do.usually

m@

me
dzO

it
v@́

give

‘He usually gives it to me.’ (Ewondo (Benue-Congo); Redden 1980, cited in ?:6)

→ What is unique to Tunen is the degree of OV order
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IMPLICATIONS

Linguistic similarities between Tunen and surrounding languages motivate the Mbam
languages as a linguistic subgroup

Tunen is more similar to languages like Nomaandé than to languages like Basaá (despite
impression provided by Guthrie classification), Ewondo, or Eton
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CONCLUSION



CONCLUSION

Tunen is a Bantu language from the Niger-Congo family, classified as Guthrie code A44 / ISO
639-3 [tvu] / Glottocode [tune1261]

Tunen is characterised by features such as S-Aux-O-V-X basic clausal word order, ATR vowel
harmony, *t → l

Tunen therefore shares more linguistic similarity with Nomaandé [lem] (A46) than with Basaá
[bas] (A43) or Ewondo [ewo] (A72)
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