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AT THE MARGIN —~ AFRICAN ENDANGERED
LANGUAGES IN THE CONTEXT OF GLOBAL
ENDANGERMENT DISCOURSES!

By Friederike Liipke
Endangered Languages Academic Programme,
5chool of Oriental and African Studies, London

1. Introduction

According to estimates, Africa hosts about 2,000 of the mﬁﬁnoxwﬁ:mmm_% 6,000
languages of the world. This number makes the continent one of the hotspats
of linguistic diversity. Tssential description (i.e. grammars, dictionaries) and
documentation (i.e. audio and video speech data and their annotations) is not

‘even available for some of the largest among them. The overwhelming

majority of African languages, irrespective of their endangerment status, have
received only very little or no linguistic attention to date, despite the fact that
many of thém are spoken by millions as a first o second language. In addition,
a large number of African languages are spoken by small-scale rural
communities and can be classified as endangered on diverse grounds, ranging
from displacement due to wars ot climate change to rural exodus for
socipeconomic reasons. In this context it seems paradoxical that African
linguistics has not assurned a leading role in establishing the research agenda
for the documentation of endangered languages, that only relatively few
African languages have been documented in this new framework, and that

there is almost no activism in favour of their maintenance by speakers.

This paper aims at highlighting and explaining the neglected status of African
languages, both within linguistic description and documentation (LDD) and
endangered languages research (ELR). Drawing on two case studies, it points
to a number of factors that distinguish the sociolinguistic contexts of these
languages from those of languages more influential in shaping global
discourses on language endangerment. In addition, it discusses differences in
research traditions and priorities that may contribute to hindering advances in
the description and documentation of African languages. The paper concludes
with some thoughts on how African languages might influence and alter some
of the dominant narratives of language endangerment in order to arrive at a

mote rounded picture of linguistic diversity and its threats.

The papet is structured as follows: Section 2 attempls an overview of the
motivations of endangered languages research and its global assumptions.
Section 3 and 4 contrast this view with two different West African
endangerment situations that do not match the global picture in all respects.
Section 5 attempts to generalise those characteristics of African endangered

African Research & Documentation No. 109 2009 15



and minority languages that are common to almost the entire continent and
advocates their recognition as tactors of language endangerment.

2. What is driving endangered languages research?

Itis customary to regard the 1992 annual meeting of the Linguistic Sociaty of
America as a deciding moment in the charting of a research agenda for the
description, documentation and conservation of endangered languages {cf. the
special issue on endangered languages, Language 68, 1992). In the following
decade, technological advances and newly created funding possibilities such
as the VW foundation DoBeS programme?, the Arcadia-funded Hans Rausing
Endangered Languages Project with the grant-giving Endangered Languages
Documentation Project (ELDP), as well as grant programmes of several
national research councils and smaller funding agencies followed and helped
to create the new field of language documentation. Jointly, they are providing
the technical and financial framework for the creation of records of
endangered languages before they are lost forever. Although scholars of
Alrican languages quickly joined the academic discourse on language
endangerment (Batibo, 2005, Brenzinger, 1992, 1998, Dimmendaal, 2008,
Mous, 2003, Vigouroux and Mufwene, 2008) the dominant agenda of the field
is driven by the traumatic loss of languages experienced by the aboriginal
populations of Australia and the Americas, and it is on these continents that
most languages documentation programmes are located. One of the fwo major
documentation programmes, DoBeS, for instance, has funded 40 projects to
dlate. Of these, 16 are located in the Americas, 12 in Australia, South East Asia
and Oceania, 9 in Eurasia, and only 3 in Africa. This distribution does not
reflect at all the linguistic diversity ratio in any of these areas, nor does it do
justice to African endangered languages. Sister fund ELDP fares slightly better
by supporting the documentation of 8 African languages in 2008 alone, but its
nurmbers are less comparable since the size of grants varies drastically from up
to £6,000 for pilot projects to ca. £150,000 for major documentation projects.
The 1% Internatbional Conference on Language Documentation and
Conservation (ICLDC) in March 2009 at the University of Hawaii counted only
five presentations on African languages among the 100 scheduled .talks.
Overall it can safely be stated that Africa as a continent is only marginally
represented in the LDD of endangered languages.

In order to elucidate the reason for the neglected status of African languages,
I will start by summarising what is commonly understood as an endangered
language. In acknowledging a multitude of different scenarios, most scholars
shy away from a hard-and-fast definition of endangered languages. Generally,
a number of criteria are given, often ordered on a scale measuring the degree
of endangerment. A policy-determining example of a list of factors for
assessing linguistic vitality has been developed by a group of linguists for
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UNESCO (UNESCO 2003). Each of the factors listed below fexcept 2) can be

ranked on a scale from 0-5:

Intergenerational language ransmission
Absolute number of mﬁmm.wmﬂ.m .
Proportion of speakers within fhe local population
Trends in existing language domains
Response to new domains and media
" ‘Materials for language education and literacy
Governmental and institutional language policies,
status and use - .
8. Community members’ attitudes towards their own language

9.  Amount and guality of documentation

including official

Moo W

sumptions with two West
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structure (Creissels, 1989), and tonal characteristics (Keita, 1989b) respectively.
As for the Southem varieties, only one isolated source is available: an article
on the definite marker of the Yalunka of Sierra Leone (Harrigan, 1963). Apart
from these limited resources, no linguistic material on Yalurika is known to
me. The research tradition for Soso, in stark contrast to Yalunka, leads back to
the beginning of the 19% century. From then on, missionaries started
translating, catechisms (Brunton, 1802a, 1801, Raimbault, 1885b), compiling
wordlists (Clarke, 1848 (1972), Koelle, 1963), and wriling grammars and
dictionaries (Brunton, 1802b, Duport and Rawle, 1863, 1915, Lacan, 1942,
Raimbault, 1885a). The wealth of early documents reflects the first settlements
of Buropeans along the Guinean coast, in Soso dominated territories.
Contemporary linguistic studies comprise a grammar (Houis, 1963) and a
manual (Friedlander, 1992) as well as articles on the language.

Saare Kindia, the village where my feldwork was conducted, 15 located in the
department of Koubia, in the Missira subdivision. Its population consists of
Talonke, Fula, and some civil servants of different linguistic affiliation. The
exact number of inhabitants and the distribution of languages are unknown
due to the absence of any statistical data, but my impression is that Jalonke
speakers are the majority of the population in the village. Saare Kindia is one
of at best a handful of villages where Jalonke still survives in the Futa Jalon. In
some villages listed in colonial and postcolonial sources (de Lavergne de
Tressan, 1953, anonyimous undated map, University of Conakry) like
Loumbutaa, Ganfataa and neighbouring villages, jalonke is on the decline.
Together with the nearby village Heeriko, Saare Kindia so far resists the
growing pressure of Fula. Elsewhere in Africa a minority language, the Pulaar
variety of Fula is the lingua franca of the Futa Talon. It is spoken by ca. 40% of
the Guinean population (Friedlander, 1975). Fula was one of the national
languages employed in primary schools during the reign of Sékou Touré, the
first president of the countsy after independence in 1958. All speakers of
Jalonke are bilingual in Fula, while the inverse does not hold for speakers of

Fula.

3.2 History and language situntion

The Jalonke and Seso are the first known inhabitants of the Futa Jalon.
Portuguese sources (cited in Bithnen, 1994) from the mid-fifteenth to the late
seventeenth century report that this area constitited a kingdom, Jalo, that was
inhabited by Soso, Jalonke, and Fula. Soso and Jalonke seem to have referred
interchangeably to one single ethnic and linguistic group at that time. .

According to oral history of the Jalonke, their origins lie in the Fast, probably
in present-day Mali. Nothing is known about their settlement in the Futa Jalon
and its causes. During the 154 century, a first wave of imumigration occurred,
consisting of non-islamised Fula speaking people (Pulli) who came from the
Futa Toro (in present-day Senegal) and the Macina (in present-day Mali)
(Houis, 1953, Levtzion, 1973). As stated by historical narratives, these
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newcomers were given ground and coexisted peacefully with the
autochthones. The situation changed in the 17" century, when new Fula
inmigrants, this time fleeing the Sudan after the breakdown of the Songhai
empire and the Futa Toro, arrived, brin ging Islam with them. After a period of
infiltration and secret practising of their religion, the newcomers set out to
conquer the country, waging a jihad against the indigenous pagan population,
Jalonke and Pulli. Many Jalonke and Soso fled to the coast, where they merged
with earlier Jalonke emigrants from the Futa Jalon, and where their language
developed independently from the Jalonke of the Futa Jalon. These refugees
ultimately adopted the name 50s0. Those non-Islamic Pulli, Jalonke and Soso

(today known under the name Jalonke) who remained in the Futa Jalon lost
their status of free people.

The Fula created a hierarchical society, consisting of slaves, people of caste,
commoners and nobles (Dupire, 1994). While only Fula had access o the
status of nobles, citizens converted to lslam belonged to the mass of
commoners. For non-converted pagans, there was no choice; they were
inevitably assigned to the group of slaves. Stll, there were differentiations
regarding the status of slaves; those slaves that had been captured during wars
or razzias were treated like prisoners.and could be resold. In contrast, those
slaves afttached to a family, mostly islamised Pulli and Jalonke, couldn’t be
exchanged or resold and underwent a process of Fulanisation. They adopted
their masters’s clan names and could even be liberated.

Not surprisingly, today, very few Jalonke remain in the Futa Jalon. In Saare
Kindia, older people declare that before the independence, Jalonke and Fula
lived as free people, but in strict segregation. Probably, the Jalonke speaking
population of the village consists of the descendents of liberated slaves, since
all the Jalonke have Fula clan names. For some families, it is still known that
they used to be slaves in the past. It is left to speculation why these Islamised
and, to an important degree, Fulanised people retained their Jalonke ethnic
and linguistic identity. According to the local history, Saare Kindia was the
first Jalonke settlement in the Futa Jalon when the Jalonke immigrated. The
hut of the village founder, Maama Kindia, although lying in ruins, is still a
holy place. Thus it is maybe the consciousness of being at the beginning of the
history of a people and the importance of preserving its vestiges that made the
Jalonke in some places keep.an identity separate from that of the conquerors.
The degrees of contact between Jalonke and Fula have changed since the
independence of the country in 1958. The political change brought new social
models conveying more equality, and a new elite of moblle dignitaries,
gradually infiltrating the old system. As a result, the importance of the old
casle structure is decreasing, and social exchange through marriage between
people of different ethnic and social status, unthinkable fifty years ago, has
become a concomitant fact of living together. The influence of new social
developments like interethnic marriage on language attitudes is tangible. In
mixed marriages, Jalonke tends not to be ransmitted to the children, even
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population and is used for writing personal messages, tax lists, etc. in Fula.

Writing in a contact language with a written tradition, or exographic writing
(Lipke, 2004) is common throughout the African continent . The status of
Ajami writing in Fula is threatened, however, by the Latin alphabet associated
with French which is transmitted in school. Ajami writing is also completely
ignored by most NGOS engaging in literacy work in Guinean languages,
among them Pulaar, a language with one of the most important and persistent
Ajami writing traditions (Salvaing and Hunwick, 2003, Salvaing, 2004). As a
consequence, different generations employ different scripts and/or different
languages in writing: Although the old Latin-based language materiais for the
national languages introduced into primary education under Sékou Touré are

out of use, and only few ‘old timers’ are able to write some words in their

native language in these scripts, they have found a successor. Literacy

campaigns for adults - in this region exclusively in Fula — employ an adapted
Latin script, featuring IPA-symbols for sounds not representable by the
standard alphabet. To top the complexity of systems, a non-alphabetic script
baptised “batén-calebasse” (stick-calabash) after the two symbals it is
composed of is also sporadically taught in adult literacy classes.

Of course, any attempt at a language revival based on written language
materials and the use of the language in adult alphabetisation must remain
hopeless in view of this complicated situation. On my suggestion that I might
teach Jalonke literacy classes, I was urged to teach English instead, a clear
indication that the Jalonke population will not actively ask for any language
program involving their language, because of its low sociolinguistic status.
Moreover, a locally isolated effort would be disproportional to the weight of
the language in the Futa Jalon. If anything were to be done for a revitalisation
of Jalonke, it should be aimed at the language in all its varieties — something

not feasible in the near future in the absence of a linguistic survey of the
different dialects and a subsequent standardisation.

3.4 The place of falonke on the UNESCO endangerment scale

How can the Jalonke language situation be mapped onto the UNESCO
endangerment scale? In terms of the first criterion, intergenerational language
transmission, Jalonke would score as sufficiently endangered, since children
of mixed marriages tend not to learn Jalonke. Regarding criterion two, the
abgolute number of gpeakers, no reliable information is available, and it is
doubtful that even a new census would yield unequivocal data, since many
speakers of Jalonke do not have a single ethnic and linguistic identity but shift
according to context between several available repertoires and identites. The
proportion of speakers in the local population is decreasing, so in this respect
Jalonke fulfils one of the conditions to be classified as endangered, and the

same holds for trends in existing language domains. Regarding most of the

remaining criteria — response (o new domains and media, materials for

language education and literacy as well as governmental and institutional

language policies, and amount and quality of documentation — the situation
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e .&m mwm%mwwﬂcﬂwmﬂmwmm u«mwﬁw much less than 8000 .ﬁr%ﬂ.ﬁmﬂ
p mﬁowﬂp L o“m mmﬂmioﬁw 2008). A thied Bainouk language liste H.Nwm €
ooy rc% in s_x_-mmﬁ,&n (1,685 speakers), which probably nn,u_ﬁmmmmg ol
e _.Mrmaﬁmwﬂnm this variety is spoken in and m:qos?_w the Smn m_.,rmr.
mm.?..usw .,m.E_ mﬂ,;o#o e speaker mumbers scem very Emﬁ.\ m.:.n_mm:, i
Sk, Hc , mm“m sustification of the 503@2&33 used is ﬁs_ 5n.~ _._o
e followwi mmH‘.,ﬁwEM.mm mﬂum labels used by BOREPAB since they correspo

befolomine by the respective speech communities. Only Bainouk

the self terms used
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Gunyaamolo has received some linguistic attention to date, with publications
on aspects of its grammar (Sauvageot, 1975, 1987a, 1987b, 2004a, 2004b).
Differently for Jalonke, for which there is no ongoing local research at the
University of Conakry, there is also important research activity, mainly on
Bainouk Gunyaamolo, but recently also on the other varieties, at the
University Cheikh Anta Diop in Dakar. A number of MA, MPhil and PhD
theses, three alone on nominal classification in Bainouk Gunyaamolo, have
been defended there. Unfortunately, this research is entirely cut off from
linguistic sources and ignores the published research on Bainouk and related
languages, and even earlier Senegalese theses. So, for instance, three theses
each daim to be the first account of the Bainouk Gunyaamolo noun class

system.

4.2 History and language situation

According to historical research (Biihnen, 1992, 1994a, de Lespinay, 1987, 1996,
L997), the Bainouk and related, almost extinct, Kasanga are to be regarded as
the autochthones of Casamance. For centuries, they received settlers of
different ethnolinguistic groups and, adhering to elaborate landlord-stranger
relationships, gave them ground to cultivate. This custom encouraged further

influx of populations speaking Joola languages and Mandinka and resulted
not only in a drastic diminution of the Bainouk territory but also in the
linguistic assimilation of the majority of Bainouk speakers. In contrast to the
Fula society in the Futa Jalon, however, the newcomers did not create a
centralised state. Although the Mandinka have a strongly hierarchical social
structure resulting in a highly stratified society, the Joola peoples, like the
Bainouk, are not organised in larger state formation but constifute relatively
egalitarian societies organised in different lineages, each with a king as its
head, but without a central government. In addition, speakers of Bainouk
were amonyg the most affected victims of the slave trade {Rodney, 1969), which
further contributed to their decimation. As a consequence, today, the Bainouk
languages are only spoken in isolated pockets by small communities which
are not in contact with each other in rural settings. Sauvageot (1973) presents
a map based on fieldwork on Gunyaamolo in the same year that shows the
distributions of Bainouk-speaking villages over the Casamance territory.

Recent fieldwork (Friederike Liipke 2008) shows that the map, although still
valid in essential, needs to be partially redrawn. In the northern language area
around Niamone, the number of villages dominated by speakers of Bainouk
has decreased. In the south-west, Bainouk Gubaher is now only spoken in one
single village, Djibonker. No new data on the south-eastern Gujaher variety
are available, but it is probable that the same rend is observable there.
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4.3 Ethnic and linguistic identities
According to spealkers of Bainouk themselves and confirmed by my
observations, it is mot the coexistence with communities speaking larger
languages that threatens the survival of Bainouk at this time. The majority of
Bainouk speakers affirm that the Hosm-mmﬁmdzmrmn multilingualism in Joola
languages and Mandinka is part of their identity, priding themselves on being
able to communicate with all major linguistic groups in Casamance and
beyond. Rather, the factors at play in endangering Bainouk in present-day
Genegal are mainly of a socioeconomic nature and affect all rural cornmunities,
but of course have a much more dramatic impact on communities already of
an extremely small size. Due to the possibilities of salaried employment and
educational and economic advancement, there is considerable rural exodus,
with the regional capital Ziguinchor and fhe national capital Dakar being the
most important destinations. Until recently, men migrated to work as seasonal
labourers during the dry season. when the agricultural activities are very
reduced, and returned in the rainy season. Currently, the exodus becomes
more frequent and often permanent, and meny villages se¢ their male
population between 20 and 50 years of age drastically reduced (with the
exception of salaried civil servants often coming from other regions of the
country and not speaking Bainouk). In addition, it has become very hucrative
for young women o migrate to cities in order to gain employment as domestic
workers. Consequently, the villages are depleted of younger community
members, whereas in the cities, important Diagporas came into existence. A
detailed sociolinguistic study (Lipke, in prep.) conducted in two Bainouk
Gunyaamolo villages reveals that all interviewees in these villages are of the
opinion that their language would survive in the rural speech communities. At
the same time, they stress their concerns about migration and the future of the
language in the Diasporas which are gaining more and more weight at the
expense of the rural population. In addition to shiffing umbers of speakers
from villages to cities, the increased migration and attraction of Wolof as the
Janguage of the national elite also has repercussions On the rultilingual
profile of rural speakers. The demographic profile of the community shows
that 100% of Bainouk Gunyaamolo speakers 0Ver 46 years of age speak a Joola
language, 75% of them speak Mandinka, and 75% speak Wolof. Among the
youngest generation interviewed, a clear shift to Wolof as a vehicular
language 1s recognisable. Thus, among the 14-18 year olds only 62.5% speak
Joola Fogny and 37.5% speak Mandinka, the two most important linguac
francae of Casamarnce. No interviewed Bainouk Gunyaamolo speaker at all
spoke Creole, the old vehicular language of interreligious communication and
urban contexts (Juillard, 1995)., Rather, 87.5% of young speakers declared
speaking Wolof, a significant increase of this language, which is rapidly
turning into the de facto national language of Senegal (McLaughlin, 2008). The
use of French, the official language of colonial inheritance has also risen from
62.5% among the older generation to 100% of the young generation.
Nevertheless, it can be safely stated that French, unlike colonial languages in

African Research & Docrmuentatiot No, 109 2009 27



most endangerment contexts worldwide, is not the language posing the
largest threat to Bainouk (Batibo, 2005, Brenzinger, 1992, 1998, Mous, 2003).
The use of French is limited to a number of clearly delimited contexts such as
formal education, print media, television and the’ majority of radio
programmes as well as government offices. It is the gradual bleeding out of
the villages that disrupts the delicate equilibrium of languages that for
centuries has determined the complex linguistic and cultural identity -of
Bainouk speakers. Forced to seek improved living conditions in dties,
speakers find that the contexts for the use of Bainouk, which in the villages
comprise the home, the fields, village gatherings, the religious and cultural
context and traditional crafts, are extremely reduced. For the generations of
speakers born in the Diasporas, there is little incentive to learn Bainoulk, since
it 1§ exclusively used in the home (and even there only in the case of intra-
group marriages). Therefore, BOREPAB is extremely concerned about the lack
of transmission to children in the Diasporas. The existence of a generation of
lost speakers’ causes further disruption of the linguistic practices in the
villages, since their return for holidays and ceremonies forces the Bamouk-
speaking rural community members to switch to a vehicular language in order
to communicate with them. It is not unusual to find children conversing in
Wolof among themselves in the villages, a clear indicator of Bainouk losing
ground.

Regarding literacy, my expectation before fieldwork was that literacy in
Bainouk would be either non-existent or marginal. (Most African countries
only use the official languages for formal education and only major languages
in informal literacy.) With the exception of two villages of the Gunyaamolo
variely of Bainouk, in which missionaries ran literacy classes for a number of
years, this finding is true for all remaining. Bainouk language areas,
comprising ca. twenty villages. Despite this limited scope it is worthwhile to
pause and look at the impact of the NTM missionaries, not only on literacy in
Bainouk Gunyaamolo but on Bainouk identity in general. In the two villages
where a literacy campaign was run, only a fifth of the population has (mainly
rudimentary) literacy skills in Bainouk. Yet, 97% of Bainouk Gunyaamolo
speakers consulted regard writing Bainouk as positive, and believed that
writing Bainouk was instrumental in keeping the language alive. This attitude
is not matched by practice, though, since only 22% participated in
Gunyaamolo literacy classes while they were offered. In one Gunyaamolo
village, where literacy classes were offered in Bainouk and Mandinka, the
Bainouk classes were deserted when the NGO offering Mandinka literacy
classes started remunerating participants with oil and rice, thus making the
real need for literacy Bainouk questionable. The perceived importance of
literacy given in attitudinal statements corresponds to the priotities of the
missionaries, who, in order to proselytise, rely on the translation of the bible
and an audience able to read it. The preparatory linguistic and literacy work
of the missionaries fell on fertile ground with BOREPAB, who had been
lobbying since the 1980s for the preservation of Bainouk cultural and linguistic
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NTM and BOREPAB formed an alliance in order to achieve the recognition of
Bainouk as a national language of Senegal, a status reached in 2005. This status
is conditional on ‘codification’, which means the existence of an alphabet and
language standardisation. While the missionaries in their work excluded all
the other Bainouk languages, BOREPAB has been assuming an atnexing
stance with respect to the internal diversity of the language cluster.
Presumably in order to gain more weight by creating a larger speech
community speaking in one voice the association went as far as integrating
Buy (Cobiana), a language without any mutual intelligibility with Bainouk
Janguages, into the Bainouk cluster. T he missionaries’ Gunyaamelo alphabet,
with few adaptations to the official alphabet for national languages of Senegal,
is the main output of the codification. Standardisation consists of a list of
correspondences for some lexemes and morphemes and a short text given in
the fhree varieties, with a translation into French, which is reproduced in
figure 2.
The different Bainouk versions of the text illustrate the amplitude of the task
at hand before one can envisage a true standardization of Bainouk. Yet, a
common written standard language is the wish not only of BOREPAB and
NTM but of all the members of the different speech communities [ talked to,
and it is the only scenario that seems realistic if Bainouk literacy is to be
introduced. The different varieties each have maybe 2,000 speakers or less. It
would be entirely unrealistic to expect successful literacy campaigns in such a
situation. In the absence of LDD for all varieties except Gunyaamolo and the
considerable distance between the different Bainouk languages, the attempt of
creating a Bainouk linguistic identity can at best be seen as a long-term goal,
not achievable in the near future. Therefore, the official recognition of Bainouk
had no practical consequences so far, and communication within BOREPAB as
well as public activities of the association are still taking place in French, as
they were in 1982 (figure 3). In light of the almost mythical perceived
importance of writing for language maintenance and revitalisation (Liipke,
accepted), it remains an open question whether alternative ways of
strengthening the use and prestige of Bainouk can be found.
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VI- TEXTE D'iLLUSTRATION

Texte en guiinun
(gufiauatool)
guyosly abukookn m ant facat
Abo, tisaten ba bulékuken mard ipul mipul hébun 2 bukooro, men._m:_wnwﬁgﬂm::395::3
uay) fzka anfegne mint mard ni idékenimne gukéiinkinin dohw facato. .
Imabi honj-horj. Maarham anéermeer mint monoon-monoon guléfulum. Gunaam awurwur ka
meavh, Meamam ayegji : « gucum indekinemiy jElEMulos Asomkum Umi ingi wdimankum
Raabi andekihiine gubina ba butedano i
Agumixila han « karaan kanlédu digé anakiine amukne ? ». lickunten mard adéider. Kanda
guioono puduks jédi, gudinem jagesr Aji juhuno aniroy ifiaaiitakuna,
Ramuram badime aip.

{pujashie)
gunuumuia sbukooks maamam facal
Aba, man faafii ¢ maxin butaxén kéfi ngdxu mbEmiminin nambun a bukoor. Maamaméy kéme
ap beyahi buwul h&minip fak maxén bulahiin kénegtitn doho facat.
Nini honjé-honj. Maamam ananni wurdwur gubic. Gunaam anéjji ingt aminiki. Maamam ayejji
w jukum ndékkddon janaal ». Asom héme Umi ingi widen héme umu dikaam Raab) andékko
puyiicka maxén butgdda
A pumiixla k86 « te gulgd a dig a nakiin détti 7». Man taxtn kéefi ngdxu adétti. Kanda rankas
gubid guduk jédi gudiném jadump. Abaciid juun man fiaafi déké h ,
Man ramid badiim.
{gubécher)
gubala abukeka maamay fsaat
Béeb, me gixec wxo buyenken ide in xobun abukoor. Nambos xum iaceni z
buwulhamin maraxa bulahinkenen doho fasaal. Baxan fiimeni borja-honj. Béeb aceni
wurdwur gubic, Gunam andji anga aminix Beb aceni aani: « gucum idgxérémin janaal »n. Asom
%um Umi anga ulina xum Rabi andéxéréx pubina maraxa gulikina. Ni umineh: « kati gulod xa
kona anakin amuki 7»
Minop buhenken amuki bare guddn gufit guruk jaritaay gudinem jéfider. Ixecre kuruxd juuf
gacisi.
Uramram budim mes.

Traduction en frangais
En vacance chez grand pére au village

Papa, je Cécris pour tinformer gue nous sommes bien arrivés av village. Mes grands-parenis
sont cantenls de nous revoir parce que nous allens ley aider dun plires, Tout s¢
passe bien, Grand-pére a denné 4 chacun un « kadiandu ». Le niien est long el lowrd, Grand-pére
a dit ¢ « demain nous irons culliver ». ma lante Oumy ef ma sceur Raby iront chercher du bois
pour la cuiging.

A ta question : ¢ esl-ce que la construclion de la deuxigme maison est terminde 7 o fa (2 {als
savoir que ¢ est fini mals une partie du oil est en pailie &1 I"autre en feuilles de ronier, Ju Uéeriral
4 la fin du mais.

ivles salutations a toute la famille.

Figure 2: Text in the three main Bainouk varieties published by BOREPAB as
one of the documents for the standardisation of the language
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4% The place of Bainouk on the UNESCO endangerment scale

In many respects, the position of Bainouk is, on non-trivial grounds (see
section 5) simndlar to that of Jalonke. As for Jalonke, there are no exact nwmbers
of speakers available. As for Jalonke, the proportion of Bainouk speakers in the
#Onmy population is decreasing, albeit for different reasons - _mn,w of
uwﬁ.mnm.mn.m_,.mmo._...m_ language transmission in the case of Jalonke, migration _..o,
cities in the case of Bainouk. Like Jalonke, Bainouk is not used, or oEw very
marginally represented, in new domains and media, education and literacy
and by governmental and institutional policies, and there is little Qmmnﬂ.wmom
and no documentation available. The main difference lies in the mn.ﬂE,Qm. of
mﬂm&.ﬁnm towards their language: whereas speakers of Jalonke, ammﬁ:m, their
ﬁam&a‘m attitudes towards the language, show no evidence for langua .m
activismn, Bainouk is one of the extremely rare African cases of a mﬂummm?
comununity lobbying for language mairitenance and revitalisation.

M/MAM_.. about these two situations is typical for Subsaharan Africa in general?
to Srmﬁ.mx»ma are Alfrican endangerment situations taken into account in
%M mmmamﬁ_m%%s NM endangerment criteria and the development of field of LDD
an ? The final section of this paper will attempt

. an
e ons pap P answer to these

5. Factors that make African endangered languages different

It _..pmm been pointed out before (Brenzinger, 1992, 1998, Mous, 2003) that
African languages are different from the accepted prototype of an mnamsmm.am&
_m.ﬁmdm._mm — their loss is rarely felt a tragic one by their speech communities
since in most cases the language that replaces them already belongs to m.nm
multilingual repertoire and belongs to a very similar culture. Therefore, the
m_mmr between indigenous endangered and imported dominant langua \m.mmm
irrelevant for African endangerment situations. It is most likely nrmmn the
mm.:man absence of lariguage maintenance and revitalisation efforts stems from
this H.nmw_nm&% different situation. Bainouk is one of the very few exceptions

and it seems that the attitude of its speakers has been influenced w Em
presence of American missionaries familiar with endangerment &mno:nmmmm |

African endangered languages, except for the moribund amon i

only have a handful of elderly mwmmww.m left, and which are SMﬁm_HMMMMHan HMMM
OM. mﬁ.uﬂ._m .Sm:,-&o.uza.m:»mm areas entirely unknown to Western academics ﬂmc.m
n_m@nﬁﬁmm to even pass as endangered languages according to Bmw:mwﬁmmﬂ
definitions. There is too little or too unreliable information m<mmm5m on
numbers of speakers, and the significance of these numbers is disputable in
light oh. the often multiple and changeable identities that prevail. Where there
are estimates, the numbers are often too big for the languages to qualify as
endangered in competition with other areas of the world. But in Africa, the
risk of a language dying because of external causes is extremely F.m_.r
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regardless of absolute speaker numbers. The kind of detailed sociolinguistic
information necessary to assess the status and domains of use of languages is
likewise generally unavailable. Therefore, it is simply impossible to assess the
linguistic vitality of next to all African languages.

Even major African languages receive little governmental and institutional
support, and all compete with the (almost exclusively ex-colonial) official
languages for resources. There is a strong need to invest in these languages,
independently of the need to engage in empirical and applied research on
endangered African languages.

This means that at least three UNESCO criteria for language endangerment
are mot applicable to African languages. In addition, criteria that essentially
contribute to the endangerment of African languages do not feature in the
catalogue. So, for instance, the fact that the languages are often dispersed over
large area and several countries, due to arbitrary colonial borders, is not taken
into account. The important role of external factors in wiping out languages
due to wars, disease and climate change is not formalised as a UNESCO
endangerment criterion, although it has been mentioned in the literature
(Crystal, 2000, Nettle and Romaine, 2000).

In other areas, African languages are being penalised because the information
on them is so rudimentary., Regarding criteria such as intergenerational
language transmission and speaker attitude, there is little or no information
available prior to externally funded research, due to the disastrous absence of
comprehensive LDD for the overwhelming majority of African languages.
However, researchers are faced with the paradox that this information is often
a prerequisite for obtaining funding to do this very research.

On the other hand, multilingualism, which is an integral part of the identity of
many speakers of African endangered languages, and is mainly perceived as
positive, is almost exclusively seen as negalive and threatening by the
UNESCO list and similar ones. This is in direct contradiction to other
UNESCO initiatives promoting the value of multilingualism.

Although funding agencies are aware of many of these issues, they still have
to make a selection on what research to fund. In light of the growing
‘commodification’ (Dobrin et al,, 2007) of endangered languages it is often the
case that projects on African languages lose out, because a language with, e.g.
20 elderly speakers receives priority instead of a vaguely endangered African
language for which no alarming numbers exist. In addition, Africanist
researchers often feel that the languages they work on do not qualify as proper
endangered languages according to mainstream definitions and hence do not
participate in research activities of the field. But is it really the case that African
endangered languages do not fit the model of endangered languages, or is it
the model that fails them?

Could it be the case that hegemonic discourses on language endangerment
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now dominate the documentation agenda and that these discourses
marginalise African endangered languages? I would like to argue that the
latter is the case, and that this negligence is not incidental but mirrored in ail
aspects of Western dealings with the continent. It is distressing that language
endangermernt research and the documentation and description of
endangered languages follow this atlitude.
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Notes

1. The research reported in this paper was funded by grants from the Max
Planck Society for the Advancement of Science, the Endangered
Languages Documentation Programme and the Arks and Humanilies
Research Coundil, whose support is gratefully acknowledged. I am
indebted to Julia Sallabank, Maarten Mous and the audiences of the
SCOLMA conference 2008 and the ELAP workshop on ideologies and
beliefs on endangered languages in February 2009 for comments and
suggestions, and to Marina Chumakina and Anne Schumann for practical
support. My gratitude also extends to the speech communities whose
experiences I had the privilege to share. The responsibility for any
misrepresentation lies of course exclusively with me.

3

DoBeS stands for Dokumentation bedrohter Sprachen, docurnentation of
endangered languages.

3. This variety is sometimes referred to as the Sangalan dialect, probably after
the name of the administrative centre under French administration (de
Lavergne de Tressan, 1953).

4. Here again, an alternative designation makes use of the colonial
administrative centre in which the language was located by calling it
Solima-Yalunka (de Lavergne de Tressan, 1953).

5. T encountered a number of speakers from these places, invited as
representatives of their communities for a Jalonke sacrifice taking place in
Saare Kindia, and they communicated with their fellow Jalonke in Fula,
although they are still able to conduct basic conversations in Jalonke.
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6. According to the Millennium indicators of the United Nations Statistics

Division for Guinea, in 1995 78% of the population older than 15 years
were illiterate. For women, the ratio of illiterates is 64.1%, for men 50%.
“lliterate’ here should better be understood as 'having no formal
education, i.e. not speaking and writing French’, since not all of the adults
without access to formal education are actually illiterate.

7. According to the Millennium indicators given by the United Nations

Statistics Division, in 1996 the total enrolment ratio for the primary level in
Guinea was 42%. 50% of the boys and 33% of the gitls were enrolled at
primary school. Given that these numbers are UNESCO estimations, and
taking into account that enrolment ratios in H.E.m_. areas generally are lower,
in a village like Saare Kindia they are probably inferior.

8. Bureau d'Organisation, de Recherche et d'Etuide du Patrimoine Bainouk, Bureau

for the Organisation, Research, and Studies of the Bainouk Heritage.

9. The term Bainouk probably was not a self-term originally but is likely to

stem from the Mandinka word bainuke for the Gcsvd:xm_ummfzm
population of Casamance, since —ke is a locative suffix in Mandinka. ﬂ.ummub
Bainouk, as it is spelled in the official language of Senegal, French, is the
most frequently used term to refer to the _.mﬁm:.mm.m Gunyun and the one
adopted by BOREPAB. Therefore, it is the one retained here.
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