THE GRUSI SUB-GROUP OF
THE GUR LANGUAGES

JOHN T. BENDOR-SAMUEL

Westermann and Bryan! list Grusi as a subdivision of the Gur languages, describing it
as a dialect cluster. They list three dialects as belonging to this cluster, Kasena, Tam-
prusi and Kanjaga, and add that five other dialects apparently belong to the cluster,
namely Mo (Degha),? Siti, Kurumba, Sisala and Buguli. In addition Westermann and
Bryan list Nunumba as a closely related dialect of Kasena, and Lele as another Kasena
dialect, and Vagala as a dialect practically identical with Tamprusi.

The purpose of this paper is to re-state the position of those Grusi dialects which are
spoken in Ghana.? The basis for this re-statement is field work undertaken by my
colleagues? of the Summer Institute of Linguistics in Kasena, Vagala, Sisala, Tamprusi,
Mo (Degha), and Chakali. The Swadesh 200 list has been obtained in all six of these
languages, and a longer list of 230 nouns and 220 verbs in Kasena, Vagala, Sisala and
Tamprusi.

VAGALA
Westermann and Bryan state that ‘the dialect spoken by the Vagala (sometimes errone-
ously referred to as Gonja)? a small tribe west of the Dagomba, appears to be practically
identical with Tamprusi’. This statement is not substantiated by our field work. Com-
paring Vagala and Tamprusi on the basis of the Swadesh first hundred, the number of
look-alikes is 58. This is out of about 95 comparable items. A more extended comparison
of 210 verbs and 229 nouns gives a percentage of 38-7 (separate figures for the verbs being
37°6% and nouns 397%).

When Vagala is compared with the other Grusi languages the following look-alikes on
the Swadesh first hundred are found: Kasena 37, Sisala 43, Mo 62, Chakali 68.

With the more extended lists the percentages between Vagala and Kasena are 10:5%,
and with Sisala 23-59.

KANJAGA
Westermann and Bryan’s Kanjaga, as may be inferred from their notes, is best named
Buli. Kanjaga is just one place in the area inhabited by the Builsa people. Those who

1 D. Westermann, and M. A. Bryan, Handbook of African Languages, Pt. 1I. THE LANGUAGES OF
WEST AFRICA, International African Institute, 1952, pp. 61-3.

2 Since the term Degha is used to refer to two different groups in Ghana, and as the more commonly
found term for this group in Ghana is Mo, the latter designation seems preferable.

3 It has not yet been possible to obtain materials in Siti, though it is hoped to do so later.

4 The material in Chakali and Sisala was collected by Mr. E. R. Rowland, in Kasena by Dr. J. C.
Callow, in Mo by Mr. T. Edmondson, in Tamprusi by Mr. R. K. Bergman, and in Vagala by
Miss M. Crouch and Miss N, Smiles.

5 The Vagala are not the only people who have been confused with their overlords, the Gonjas.
Much the same has occurred with the Hanga people who are also under the rule of the Gonjas, but
whose affinities and language are clearly with the Mole-Dagbani peoples. On the Swadesh list
Hanga has 84 look-alikes with Dagbani, Mara, sometimes listed separately, is clearly a Hanga
dialect with g2 lock-alikes with Hanga, and of these 70 are identical forms. Similarly Safalaba-
speaking people are usually called Gonja, though their language is clearly related to Mole-Dagbani,
showing 68 look-alikes when compared with Wali, the nearest member of the Mole-Dagbani group.
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have written about the Gur languages have expressed various opinions® with regard to
the placing of Buli in the Grusi sub-group. Westermann himself, in his chapter in
Ratteray’s book BEHIND THE ASHANTI HINTERLAND, published in 1932, comments ‘Only
in the case of Buli one might doubt whether it should be placed here (i.e. with the Mole-
Dagbani group) or in the Grusi sub-group.” Kshler? and Zwernemann?® favour grouping
Buli with the rest of the Grusi languages. Greenberg? also lists the Kanjaga (Bulea) as a
member of the Grusi group.

The lexical evidence does not seem to support this classification. Though the Buli
people are largely surrounded by other Grusi-speaking peoples, with the Kasena to the
north and north-east, the Sisala to the north-west, and the Tamprusi on their south, it
seems that their language is related more closely to the Mole-Dagbani group than to the
Grusi.

The Swadesh list (for which I am indebted to Mr. André Wilson) shows only 29 look-
alikes between Buli and Kasena. This compares with 57 look-alikes with Dagbani.
Furthermore, of the 2g look-alikes with Kasena, no fewer than 23 of these are also common
to Dagbani. When Buli is compared with Sisala 20 related forms are found, and of these
14 are common to Dagbani.

Since the lexical evidence does not seem to be contradicted by any other evidence, it
seems hard to resist the conclusion that Buli belongs to the Mole-Dagbani rather than to
the Grusi sub-group.

CHAKALI
Another distinct dialect belonging to the Grusi group is that of the Chakali people. 'The
Chakali are situated to the east of Wa, and have as their neighbours to the north the
Sisala, to the east the Tamprusi, to the south the Vagala, and to the west the Wali.
On the Swadesh first hundred Chakali is found to be closest to Vagala with 68 look-
alikes. The figures with other Grusi languages are as follows: Tamprusi 62, Mo 61,
Sisala 47 and Kasena 39.
When Chakali is compared with Wali, the nearest member of the Mole-Dagbani
group, the figure on the Swadesh first hundred is 17.

SISALA

Westermann and Bryan list Sisala as ‘apparently belonging to the Grusi cluster’. Our
material certainly substantiates this. On Swadesh’s list, the figures when compared with
other Grusi languages are as follows: Kasena 45, Vagala 43, Tamprusi 51, Chakali 47,
and Mo 40. The more extended lists of just over 400 nouns and verbs give a percentage
of 2149, when compared with Kasena, 23-5%, when compared with Vagala, and 29-4%,
when compared with Tamprusi.

The Sisala group are divided into three major dialects, Isala, Gilbagale and N Si Haa.
There is considerable divergence between these dialects, and it might be questioned
whether Sisala is, in fact, a separate language or just a cover term for a number of divergent
dialects. When these three main dialects are compared with each other it is found that there
are around 80%, of similar words. This would seem to justify grouping them as Sisala.

6 See, for instance, the discussion by G. Manessy in ‘Rapport sur les Langues Voltaiques’ in acTEs
DUE SECOND COLLOQUE INTERNATIONAL DE LINGUISTIQUE NEGRO-AFRICAINE, Dakar, 1963, p. 259.

7 O. Kéhler, Review of Westermann and Bryan in AFRIKA U. UBERSEE 37, 1952, pp. 187-90.
8 J. Zwernemann, ‘Shall we use the word Gurensi?’, aFrica 28, No. 2, 1958, p. 123.
9 J. H. Greenberg, Languages of Africa, part II, 1.J.a.L., Vol. 29, No. 1, 1963, p. 8.
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MO ’(DEGHA)

This group is surrounded by people speaking non-Gur languages, namely Guang and
Twi. The nearest Grusi-speaking people to the Mo are the Vagala. It is interesting to
find this reflected in the Swadesh list. The figures are as follows: with Vagala there
are 62 look-alikes, with Chakali 61, with Tamprusi 55, with Sisala 40, and with
Kasena 33.

RELATIONSHIPS WITHIN THE GRUSI CLUSTER

The relationships between the languages of the Grusi cluster seem to parallel closely the
present day geographical distribution. Kasena, for instance, at the north being closest both
geographically and linguistically to Sisala. Chakali, Tamprusi and Vagala are close to
each other, both linguistically and geographically. Mo is more closely related to its
nearest neighbours, Vagala and Chakali.

It would seem plausible to set up three sub-groups within the Grusi cluster. Tamprusi,
Chakali, Vagala and Mo have 48 look-alikes in common. They might be considered as
one sub-group. It would be possible to sub-divide them still further since Tamprusi,
Chakali and Vagala have 55 words in common, but this is hardly significant. To the
north Kasena clearly stands on its own. There are, in fact, only 24 words in common
between Kasem and all the other five languages. Sisala does not appear to fall into either
group and can perhaps be best considered as a third sub-group on its own.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE GRUSI CLUSTER AND THE

MOLE-DAGBANI GROUP

It is noticeable that the members of the Grusi cluster are considerably further apart from
one another than are, for instance, the members of the Gurma group or the Mole-
Dagbani group. Indeed, some members of the Gurma group are closer to members of
the Mole-Dagbani group than are many of the Grusi languages to each other. With a
list of 407 nouns and verbs, Kusal (Mole-Dagbani) and Bimoba (Gurma) have 109 look-
alikes. With a similar list Sisala and Vagala have 100 and Kasena and Sisala only g1. The
figure for Kasena and Vagala drops to 46. When Bimoba (Gurma) is compared with
Dagaari (Mole-Dagbani) which might be considered one of the members of the Mole-
Dagbani group which is furthest both linguisticaily and geographically from Bimoba,
100 similar words are found with the same list,

Members of the Mole-Dagbani group and of the Gurma group show much greater lexical
similarities, both within each group and between the groups than do the members of the
Grusi cluster to one another. The cleavage between the Grusi and the Mole-Dagbani-
Gurma groups seems considerable. When the six Grusi languages are compared with
Dagbani on the Swadesh list only 15 look-alikes are found.

These comparisons serve to show the validity of the Grusi cluster both in the way in
which the members of this group differ from the members of the Mole-Dagbani-Gurma
groups, and in the way relationships betwcen the members of the Grusi cluster are sub-
stantiated. It is clear, however, that the Grusi group lacks the cohesion lexically that some
of the other sub-groups within the Gur family seem to have. When grammatical and
phonological structures are compared, however, the Grusi cluster are found to share
many similar or identical features. A grammatical and phonological questionnaire showed
many similarities between all the members of the Grusi cluster.
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