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There are considerable amounts of data and studies available in the literature concerning the 
Mandé languages. The purpose of this presentation is to give a detailed set of maps showing the 
location of the home territory where each variety is spoken and the linguistic relationship of one 
to the other, according to the present state of our knowledge.

Any work of this nature is necessarily built on the work of many others, both the language location 
information and the linguistic classification. This is really more an edited summary than original 
material.1

The map on the following page spread shows the extent of the Mandé languages in West Africa

Index to Mande languages

See a language or section in more detail beginning on page 12 of this report.

NOTE: Only the following sections are now posted:

West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Jogo-Jeri, Jogo, Jogo (Ligbi)
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Jogo-Jeri, Jeri-Jalkuna, Jeli and Jalkuna 
(Ble)
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Vai-Kono
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, 
Manding
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Mokole, 
Kakabe
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Mokole, 
Mogofin
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Mokole, 
Koranko and Lele
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Susu-Yalunka, Soso
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Susu-Yalunka, Yalunka and Jallonke
West, Central-Southwestern, Southwestern, Kpelle and Mende-Looma
West, Central-Southwestern, Southwestern, Mende-Looma, Mende-Bandi, Mende
West, Central-Southwestern, Southwestern, Mende-Looma, Mende-Bandi, Loko
West, Northwest, Soninke-Dzuun, Samogo (Dzuun-Seenku)
West, Northwest, Soninke-Dzuun, Soninke-Bobo, Bobo
West, Northwest, Soninke-Dzuun, Soninke-Bobo, Soninke-Bozo, Soninke

1 Valentin Vydrin is the head of African Department at the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, Russian Academy 
of Sciences (St. Petersburg). Ted Bergman was the International Coordinator for language survey work of SIL International 
at the time of his involvement with this project. He is currently the General Editor of the SIL Electronic Survey Reports. 
Matthew Benjamin is a computer cartographer with SIL International. He is responsible for the maps appearing in this 
work.
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West, Northwest, Soninke-Dzuun, Soninke-Bobo, Soninke-Bozo, Bozo
East, Eastern-Eastern, Bisa and San
East, Eastern-Eastern, Busa
East, Eastern-Southern

Genetic Relations
Study of the linguistic relationships in the Mandé family has a long history. See David Dwyer 
(1989) and Raimund Kastenholz (1991/92, 1997) for an overview. The classification presented 
here is based on the work of Valentin Vydrin (2009).

The Internet is an ideal medium for our purpose. We are not dealing with settled and undisputed 
facts but instead we are presenting what we think is the best available information on the topic, as 
much to request correction of our understanding as to provide data for others to use. The nature 
of electronic publishing is such that it is possible to easily update the presentation as further 
information becomes known. In answer to the frustration of one of our cartographers when the 
“facts” seem to keep changing and maps are repeatedly redone, it was explained that the process 
is more important, in many ways, than the product. It is often the process of publishing what we 
know that elicits improvement in our knowledge. People are able to offer corrections when they 
see what we are thinking. For further information on Mande languages, see http://mandelang.
kunstkamera.ru/index/mande_languages/mande_family/

The Maps
The mapping data come from many sources. Changes that are made from previous maps will 
become fewer over time as the state of knowledge increases. Boundaries between speech varieties 
can change if the people move or abandon their language for another one, though large changes 
don't usually happen very rapidly. New dividing lines between speech forms may be required when 
scholars change their ideas about relationships. The locations of other features on the maps are 
less likely to change. However, geographic features such as rivers, lakes, and mountains may be 
repositioned on the map if improved data is received. Occasionally the location of villages and the 
alignment of international boundaries are altered, and such changes will be reflected in the maps 
when they are officially recognized.

These particular maps are built from a database that, among other things, was used to produce the 
maps shown in the fourteenth edition of the Ethnologue (Grimes:2000). The database is constantly 
being revised. In deciding which speech forms constitute separate languages, the emphasis is more 
sociolinguistic in nature than purely linguistic, though of course in most cases the two converge. By 
sociolinguistic, we mean that in addition to linguistic factors such as intelligibility, ethnic identity 
and attitudes toward other speakers are all considered in defining the distinction between language 
and dialect.

The computer database is the work of Irene Tucker, Bernard Wafukho and Matthew Benjamin. 
The data for the maps comes from numerous sources including Global Mapping International, 
French 1:200,000 map sheets, English 1:250,000 map sheets. Some geographic data is from Global 
Ministry Mapping System 1997. The starting point for language locations is based on the Global 
Ministry Mapping System 1997, but extensive revisions have been made to that in the process of 
preparing this work. The representation of international and language boundaries is not necessarily 

authoritative. No political statement is intended by any language or international boundaries 
placed on any map. Permission to reproduce these maps in any print, electronic, or other medium 
must be obtained in writing from SIL International.

One of the authors, Vydrin, has also personally gathered mapping information on site from 
linguists, missionaries, officials and in particular, from speakers themselves. His findings are also 
incorporated into the maps as shown.

The digital cartography and internet presentation for these particular maps of the Mandé family 
were created from the database by Matthew Benjamin. Atlas GIS™ was the computer program 
employed.
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Mandé Language Family 
West, Central/South-West, Central, Jogo

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family 
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, 
Manding-Jogo, Jogo-Jeri, Jeri-Jalkuna

geographic legend
 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family 
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, 
Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Vai-Kono

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family 
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, 
Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-
Mokole, Mokole, Kakabe

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, 
Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-
Mokole, Mokole, Mogofin

 Back to List

geographic legend
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, 
Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-
Mokole, Mokole, Koranko and Lele

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, 
Central, Susu-Yalunka, Soso

 Back to List

geographic legend
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Susu-
Yalunka, Yalunka and Jallonke

 Back to List

geographic legend
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, Southwestern, 
Kpelle and Mende-Looma

 Back to List

geographic legend
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, Southwestern, 
Mende-Looma, Mende-Bandi, Mende

 Back to List

geographic legend
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Central-Southwestern, Southwestern, 
Mende-Looma, Mende-Bandi, Loko

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Northwest,  
Soninke-Dzuun, Dzuun-Seeku

 Back to List

geographic legend
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Northwest, Soninke-Dzuun, Soninke-Bobo

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Northwest, 
Soninke-Dzuun, Soninke-Bobo, 
Soninke-Boso (SONINKE)

 Back to List

Soninke, Gambia

Soninke, West

Soninke, Central

Soninke, East
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Mandé Language Family  
West, Northwest, 
Soninke - Dzuun, Soninke - Bobo, Soninke - Bozo, Bozo

geographic legend
 Back to List



4140

Mandé Language Family  
East, Eastern-Eastern, Bisa, San and Sane

 Back to List

San and Sane

Bisa_San

Bisa
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Mandé Language Family  
East, Eastern-Eastern, Busa

geographic legend

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family  
East, Eastern-Southern (Includes Ben, Dan, 
Geban, Guro, Mano, Mwan, Tura, Wan)

 Back to List

geographic legend

Yaouré
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Guro

Dan-Mano-Tura

Ben

Mwan-wan

Gban
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Mandé Language Family of West Africa: 
Manding

This map shows the extent of the Manding cluster within the Mandé Language Family

Click on the name below to see a language or section in more detail.

Manding as Lingua Franca
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-East, Marka-Dafin
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-East, Boon (Bolon)
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-East, North-Eastern Manding, Bamana
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-East, North-Eastern/South-Eastern Manding, Jula
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-West, Kagoro
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-East, North-Eastern Manding, Maninka (Guinea and Sierra Leone)
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-West, Western Maninka, Jahanka, and Xasonka (Senegal and Mali)
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-West, Mandinka (Gambia and Senegal)
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-West, Mandinka (Guinea-Bissau)

Manding Language Cluster
Manding is the largest language/dialect cluster of West Africa, with the total number of speakers 
exceeding 20 million. It is a typical dialectal continuum where sharp linguistic boundaries are rare, 
and language differences accumulate gradually with geographic distance. Within this continuum, 
several poles of gravity can be singled out: Maninka of Guinea, Standard Bamana, Mandinka, 
interethnic Jula, and Marka-Dafing. These poles can be referred to, with some reservations, as 
“languages.”1 There are variants, such as Xasonka or Mauka, which cannot be compared to Bamana 
or Mandinka in their sociolinguistic weight, but still autonomous enough to be considered as 
“languages” from the viewpoint of both the identity of their speakers and their linguistic difference 
from other Manding variants. And there are numberless intermediary dialects that cannot sometimes 
be attached to one of the “languages” being intermediary between two (or even three) different 
poles of gravity within the continuum.

We tried to reflect this very challenging reality in the maps on the following pages. So, sometimes 
one won’t find language boundaries between what is usually believed to be separate languages. 
Passage from one linguistic pole of gravity to another will be pictured by a gradual change of colors 
for dialectal areas.

1 For discussion on the current linguonymes for the Manding variants, see: V. Vydrine. Who Speaks “Mandekan”? A Note 
on Current Use of Mande Ethnonyms and Linguonyms. // MANSA Newsletter, 29, Winter 1995-96, pp. 6-9. The same text 
was included into the “Introduction” to the “Manding-English Dictionary (Maninka, Bamana)” (Vol. 1. St. Petersburg: 
Dimitry Bulanin Publishing House, 1999, 315 p., by the same author).
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Mandé Language Family (Manding)

Manding as Lingua Franca

 Back to Map

Mandé Language Family 
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, 
Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-East, Marka-Dafin

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family 
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, 
Manding-Jogo, Manding-Vai, Manding-
Mokole, Manding, Manding-East (Bolon)

Mandé Language Family (Manding) 
Manding-East, North-Eastern Manding, 
Bamana, Urban koine

 Back to List

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family (Manding) 
Manding-East, South-Eastern Manding, Forest Maninka 
Manding-East, North-Eastern Manding, Bamana, Urban 
koine, Jula of Burkina Faso 
Manding-East, North-Eastern Manding, Jula of Kong

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family 
West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, 
Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, 
Manding, Manding-West, Kagoro

 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family (Manding) 
Manding-West, Maninka (Guinea NE) 
Manding-West, Maninka (Guinea Central) 
Manding-West, Maninka (Guinea SE)

Mandé Language Family (Manding)

Manding-West, Western Maninka 
Manding-West, Xasonka 
Manding-West, Jahanka (Western) 
Manding-West, Jahanka (Eastern)

 Back to List Back to List
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Mandé Language Family (Manding)

Manding-West, Mandinka

geographic legend
 Back to List
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Mandé Language Family

West, Central-Southwestern, Central, Manding-Jogo, 
Manding-Vai, Manding-Mokole, Manding, 
Manding-West, Mandinka (in Guinea-Bissau)

Guinea-Bissau 
Western

 Back to List
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Guinea-Bissau 
Eastern

 Back to Map

Guinea-Bissau 
Southern

 Back to Map
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