ASSESSING LANGUAGE ENDANGERMENT IN AFRICA
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In recent years, discussion of language endangerment has reflected a largely quantitative
turn The popular press has fixated on number of remainung native speakers Academic
circles have focused on the reduced number of situational contexts in which a language 1s
spoken These come together n the Vitality Index of the questionnaire produced by the LSA
Committee on Endangered Languages and Their Preservation In a recent electromc mail
message, Nicholas Ostler (1996) identified what might be called the Quantitative Paradox

So we are left with the paradox that although everyone with hands-on experience of
working with small languages believes that the majority of them are in danger, we
can't actually demonstrate quantitatively that there 1s a general direction in which the
Juggernaut of world language populations 1s moving

Quantitative measures, while revealing an overall schema of loss, may thus be too restrictive
to 1dentify new 1nstances of language endangerment Number of native speakers or number of
usage contexts may not be our most reliable guides to endangerment, at least in Africa Other
signals of potentral language loss need to be identified and recognized, such as qualitative
structural changes across generations of speakers This paper explores how structural
innovations, in particular structural additions, may designate a sigmficant level of language
endangerment

Before proceeding, let us consider another paradox, this time one affecting the languages of
Afnca According to Brenzinger, Heine and Sommer (1991), minonty African vernaculars
are not 1n danger of being replaced by European languages, however, they are being
replaced If this 1s so, what 1s the nature of endangerment 1n Africa? According to
Brenzinger et al minonty languages 1n Africa are being abandoned at an alarming rate 1n
favor of more prestigious, major African languages Partial support for their position arises
from the fact that only 10% of the rural African population, which speak primanly munority
languages, extubit competence in European languages like English or French (Myers-Scotton
1982) Additional support comes from anecdotal assessment of the dimmshing use of
munority vernaculars across sociolinguistic domains (Dimmendaal 1989) Despite the
information gathered, Brenzinger et al still mamntain that knowledge of the extent and
circumstances of language death 1n Africa 1s hmited

We turn now to the data at hand structural mnovations n prose narratives produced by the
Emai people Numbering 25-30,000 speakers, the Emai speak an Edoid language in the
Bendel region of southern Nigeria Although there are approximately 30 Edoid languages, no
one language has been the subject of comprehensive linguistic description incorporating
grammar, dictionary and texts None of these languages 1s dominant esther, which may
account for the extensive use of Nigerian Pidgin English throughout the region (Elugbe and
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Omamor 1991) One measure of the latter’s penetration 1n the region 1s Marchese and
Schnukal’s (1982) finding that 1n a large urban area children are acquiring Nigerian Pidgin
English as mother-tongue Further complicating the linguistic picture 1s the use of Standard
Nigenian Enghsh as the official medium of communication 1n the mass media, government
and education

Linguistic conditions of the sort found in Bendel compel us to inquire carefully mto the status
of 1ts individual languages In the mid-1980’s a comprehensive documentation effort was
wmtiated with respect to Emai  As part of this, prose narrative samples were collected mn
naturalistic circumstances from storytellers recogmized by their local communities A total of
70 narratives were collected, their orthographic rendering and interlinear translation leading
to 880 pages of Emai text Of the 70 narratives, 63 were provided by storytellers 1n ther
40’s or 60's, another 7 by a storyteller in his 20°s It 1s linguistic innovations exclusive to
texts of this youngest storyteller that will be assessed They alternate with more standard
structures found n narratives of older storytellers

Linguistic innovations of two types occur in the narratives Externally mduced innovations
reflect direct borrowing from English, they reveal linguistic changes resulting from ntrusion
of English into Emai Internally mduced novations reflect analogic leveling or
regulanization, changes resulting 1n a loss of uregular structures within Emai Both show an
age constramnt defined by the youngest storyteller, although only mternally mduced
innovations show an absolute age constraint.

Externally induced mnovations exhibit two basic types, lexical and grammatical The former,
manifesting no age constraint, 1s evident in the narratives of all Emas storytellers External
mnnovations of the lexical sort consist of open class categories borrowed from Enghsh For
the most part, these are noun forms, as mndicated by the sample i Table I

Table I Sample lexical items borrowed from English and found in prose narratives
produced by Emai speakers of different ages 2

1batriimu ‘bathroom’ mmato ‘car’

1gdawa ‘gallon’ tpéalo ‘parlor’
ikot4 ‘coat’ isitépu ‘step’
ilatin ‘latrine’ 1kosét1 ‘corset

Further 1llustration of lexical level innovations with no age-constraint 1s found 1n the
following examples from Emai prose narratives *

1. a. o ké vadeé, 6 ré awe 6 vbi 1béed: ¢

he ANT commng he put Jegs CL L bed
‘after he was coming, he put his legs on the bed’

397



1996 MALC
Schaefer Assessing Language Endangerment

b 6 166  1g6olu ist of ki 6 vbi urun
she take gold ASS her putCL L neck
‘she put a gold necklace around her neck’

c 6 1ié isilipa ki ] v awe

she  collect  shppers put CL L feet
‘she put her shppers on her feet’

d 1yé6 ghé o o 4 16 gbe yéobu
that-way PCT 1t be one PRED make job
‘that 1s the way 1t 1s one will get a job

e 1ébid ghé varé €€, yin ghé bid 6i éé
laborers PCT come quickly they PCT perform 1t easily
‘the laborers came quickly, they performed 1t easily’

A second subset of externally induced innovations reveals a definite age-constraint Confined
to narratives of the youngest storyteller, these contrast with those 1n Table I, since they
consist of grammatical categornies borrowed from English Three of these grammatical
category 1nnovations are noteworthy

One age-constrained externally induced 1nnovation consists of the particle mus:, derived from
English ‘must * It functions 1n narratives of the youngest storyteller to convey deontic
modahty

2 6bd  is1 evboo kha ti éta vbiéé evboo,
oba ASS willage HYP say word show wvillage

evboo musi ré 6 sé
village must make 1t occur

‘when the oba of a village 1ssues a command,
the villagers must execute 1t *

Standard Emai expresses deontic modality with three preverbal particles the Predictive,
Anticipative, and Hortative They differ from epistemic modality particles not only 1n
meaning but also in ability to induce high tone lowering 1n an immediately following verb

3 a §li 6mohé 16 e oli émae
the man PRED  eat the food
‘the man will eat the food’

b 6li émghe 16 e oli émae

thee man ANTI eat the food
‘the man 1s about to eat the food’
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c. Oli dmohe i e oli émae
the man HOR eat the food
*the man should eat the food’

A second age-constramned external innovation 1s exhibited by the form ani, evidently
borrowed from Enghsh ‘and * In narratives of the youngest storyteller 1t conjoins coordinate
clauses.

4. 6li 616  na, o moe tkpokpd li 6 liikki vbi  eremé,
the Olo this she have one R she lke L all

ani ér 6 mi i kéré 6am 1li 4 a eche of 1s6khérékho

and SA 1t CER do small that PFoneHcall 1t squirrel

“as for this Olo, she has one of them whom she likes and indeed 1t 15 small
It is that one they call the ground squirrel’

In standard Emai, and certamnly m narratives produced by older storytellers, conjomned
coordinate clauses are never overtly marked Indeed, Emai rehes on zero marking for most
of Payne’s (1985) category cline for conjunction except NP S _VP AP PP NP For
mstance, verb phrase conjunction, as ndicated by the conjotned verbs de and e 1n 5, does not
allow any overt marker to surface, zero marking of the senal verb construction 1s obligatory

5. oli 6mohe  dé éma e
the man buy yam eat
‘the man bought yam and ate 1t’

Noun phrases employ an overt conjunction marker The Comutative particle bu, as indicated
mn 6, conjoins noun phrases regardless of their number or grammatical position

6 a. éwe bi ofkho viré
goat COM chicken came
‘a goat and a chicken came’

b éwe bi1 o6kho bit émeld b esi varé
goat COM chicken COM cow COM  horse came
“a goat, a chicken, a cow and a horse came’

c Oli okposo zidwé olélo bii oje
the woman see Ololo COM oje
‘the woman saw Ololo and Oje’

A third age-constrained external mnovation affects argument posttion It anses from verb
borrowing, a phenomenon 1n the narratives which 1s infrequent The cogmition verb laiki,
borrowed from English ‘hike,” places the Affected Experiencer 1n subject position In 7, the
Affected Expenencer signaled by the pronoun o, occupies subject position.
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7 6lidlé ma, o moe tkpokpd li 6 Iaiki vbi erem¢é
the Olo this she have one Rshe like L all
“as for this Olo, she has one from all of them whom she likes’

Standard Emai, 1n contrast, tends to place the Affected Experiencer of cogmtion verbs m
direct object position, as shown by 4l okposo 1n 8

8 a 6li dkpun  gghén 61 okposo
the cloth please the woman
‘the cloth pleased the woman®

b 6li 6mohe éghén 6li  okposo
the man please the  woman
‘the man pleased the woman’

Standing 1n contrast to externally induced nnovations are those of a second type In prose
narratives of the youngest storyteller nternally mduced 1nnovations occur which reflect rule
generalization or analogical leveling All examples of this type are age-constrained

One example of an internally induced mnovation concerns the grammatical marking of
arguments associated with the speech communication verb #a ‘to speak, say ' In narratives of
the youngest storyteller, the Addressee of the verb fa 1s marked by the verb vbiee

9 6b4 is1  evboo  kha t4 éta  vbiéé evboo,
oba ASS wvilage HYP say word show wvillage

obéamichéghé, o td vbhiéé éami eremé léé
small-handed-one 1t speak show ammal all TER

"When the Oba of the village spoke to the village, the small-handed one,
1t had already spoken to all the ammals

Standard Emai marks the Addressee of za with the Applicative particle and a verb of heanng
1n a resultative construction The Addressee precedes the verb Aon ‘to hear’ and follows the
Applicative particle /t, 10a, the latter requiring an indirect object pronoun, ain, 10b

10a Ghokposo td éta If 6li 6méhé  hon
the woman speak words APP the man hear
‘the woman spoke to the man’

b 6hokposo ti éta i 4in  hon
the woman speak words APP him hear
‘the woman spoke to um’

Darect object marking of the verb 7a 1n narratives of the youngest storyteller also deviates
from standard practice It 1s accomplished with the third person direct object pronoun g¢
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11 isi 6 o ti 6i,  isi béér tdin béér
pig SC H speak-to her pig start-F  palmtree start-F

“the pig speaks to her the pig starts the palm tree starts"

Standard Emai does not admit pronominal marking of ta’s direct object Instead, it accepts
only the cognate object noun éfa, never a pronoun or even the indefinite noun ém:

12.a ¢6h okposo ti éa i 6li 6mghé  hon
the woman speak word APP the man hear
‘the woman spoke to the man’

*b 6l okposo td 6i li ol 6méhé hon
the woman speak it APP the man hear

*c. Ol okposo td émi I 6li 6mghé  hon
the woman speak thing APP the man hear

‘Verbs other than fa 1llustrate standard behavior for designating the contrastive marking of
Addressee for speech and non-speech events Verbs like ze require vbiee for non-speech
events and the construction &  hon for speech events

13a 6l okposo  z€ 6l ein vbiéé oli 6mohe
the woman disclose the secret show the  man
‘the woman disclosed the secret to the man’

b. 6h okposo z¢ éh ein I 6li 6mgéhé hon
the woman disclose the secret APP the man hear
‘the woman disclosed the secret to the man’

In fact, in narratives of the youngest storyteller, Addressee marking for the verb ze in non-
speech contexts 1s consistent with standard practice

14.  Gfélokhta, 6 ghé ind zé oh ein  na, 6
giant-rat it PCT ths-way disclose the  secret this it
6 zé vbiéé ivan 6 zé vbiéé 11
it disclose show grasscutter 1t disclose show pig

“as for the giant rat, 1t thns way disclosed this secret, 1t disclosed 1t to the grasscutter
1t disclosed 1t to the pig.”

The verb ¢a, also n standard practice, admits Addressee marking only with It hgn Since 1t
1s limited to speech events, 1t does not accept the vbige marking charactenstic of non-speech
events. The youngest storyteller, one presumes, 1s regulanizing the marking of Addressee by
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resorting to the form vbige regardless of a communication events speech or non-speech
character

15 *a éh okposo t4 éta  vbiéé 6li 6mghé
the woman speak word show the man

b 6l okposo t4 éta I 6li 6méhé hon
the woman speak word APP the man hear
‘the woman spoke to the man’

A second instance of internally induced innovation 1n narratives of the youngest storyteller
appears mn emphatic constructions For this, repetition structures within the preverbal phrase
are formed with the relative tense auxihary ke

16 6 & € 6fi°a én émé 4 16 a
it SEQ sayit one know what onme PRED do

€bé ékpén 6 o ké é hama ni?
as leopard SC H ANT SEQ be-pregnant now

mé kha ké ya ké i kia  ekpén ré
we-NEG HYP ANT IG ANT draw near leopard R

‘it then said, "1s 1t known what we will do when the leopard 1s pregnant?
We will not ever draw near 1t’

Emphatic structures 1n standard Emai, while also employing preverbal items in repetition
structures, do not admut ke Instead, standard emphatic constructions employ either of two
preverbs 1n repetition the distal manner deictic form tyg ‘that way’ or the additive
aspectualizer gbo ‘too, also * A relative tense particle 1s never allowed The youngest
storyteller, through overregularization of a feature peculiar to two preverbal items, 1s thus
beginning to extend the emphatic doman to particles not otherwise admutted 1n standard
grammatical practice
17a ¢liémoéhé ghé débs & ghé ¢é [0l émae

the man ADD REFL him ADD eat the food

‘the man by himself ate the food too’

b 4li6méhé  fyé débs 6 iyé hizn 6li  6ran
the man that-way REFL him that-way cut the  wood
‘the man that way by himself cut the wood’

A third internally induced innovation shows the first person emphatic pronoun 1n argument
posiions In 18, the emphatic pronoun meme occupies subject position
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18. {1 =€ é wé "é e ke vié, meme ri vbi aan"
I SEQ tel you you PR ANT cry I be L here

e ¢ 6i "meme 16 se s¢  we s€ 1y6 "

SEQ sayt I ANTI DUR reach house reach that-way

5 IS

“*Qur mother," I tell you, "don’t cry, I am here I am here " 1t then said,
"I am still about to reach the house "’

Emphatic pronouns in standard Ema1 never appear 1n argument positions They are confined
to focus (19a) or topic (19b) position The youngest storyteller, it would seem, has
regularized the distribution of meme, relative to other personal pronouns, by placing 1t 1n
subject posiion

19a meme Ii i é ol émae
I PF I eatthe food
‘it was I who ate the food’

b. meme, i ¢€ [ émae
I I eat the food
“as for me, I ate the food’

A final internally induced innovation in narratives of the youngest storyteller concerns failure
of person agreement This condition particularly affects first person emphatic pronouns n
focus position and their corresponding resumptive pronouns in a main clause In 20, the first
person emphatic pronoun tmeme or megme in focus position 1s paired with the third person
pronoun o! m direct object position

20 u én khi imeme ki a a eche oi 6okho .
you know IND I NF one H call it chicken
6 € € Gi"eén” 6 ré é 6f "6ckho, meme U
it SEQ sayit INT 1t SEQ say 1t chicken I you
a 1yé kpaye of ti éta ki 6 o7

H that-way help it speak word NF 1t be

‘you know that it 1sn’t I whom one calls a chicken It then said,
"OK " 1t then said, "chicken, 1t 1s I whom you helped speak, 1sn’t 1t?"'

Standard Emai requires person agreement across these positions With meme m focus
position, the corresponding resumptive pronoun 1n direct object position should be me, the
first person object pronoun Again, 1t appears that the youngest storyteller 1s overregularizing
use of the third person pronoun as the resumptive marker
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21 meme li 1] a 1y6 kpaye me ta éta
I PF you H that-way help me say word
“1t 1s I that you helped to speak that way’

In conclusion, prose narrative productions in Emailand evince linguistic tnnovation types
which correlate with speaker age Externally induced innovations reveal the intrusion of L2,
English, into L1, Emar A subset of these externally induced innovations are age-constrained
since they appear only in narratives provided by the youngest storyteller

Age-related, externally-induced mnnovations affect Eman's structural system, 1its set of closed-
class grammatical morphemes Among these mnnovations are the borrowed forms ant ‘and’
and must ‘must * In contrast, non-age-related external innovations affect only the set of open-
class lexical morphemes, the borrowing of noun forms like tbéed:

Also affecting the system of closed-class grammatical morphemes is a set of internally
nduced mnovations Included among these are non-standard marking of arguments for the
verb fa and agreement failure For the youngest storyteller, both mnovation types reveal
erosion of substantive elements 1o the closed-class system A major question which arises 1n
this context 1s whether these 1nnovations extend to the younger generation as a whole At
present, there 1s little reason to assume that they do not, particularly given the extensive use
of Standard Nigerian English and Nigerian Pidgin English in Emailand

On the basis of these mnovation types, we would like to argue that more than language shift
1s occurring  We regard these linguistic facts as suggesting a case of language loss 1n
progress In fact, our evidence suggests, contra Brenzinger et al , that European languages
may be replacing indigenous vernaculars in rural West Africa At this point, particularly
given the analyses by Brenzinger et al , one might ask why Emai is vulnerable? Afterall, 1t 1s
rural, not urban, 1t has a fair number of speakers, and 1t seems distributed across various
sociolinguistic contexts In response to this question we highlight two poiwnts The first 1s the
density principle noted by Romaine (1993) She argues that languages are particularly
susceptible to endangerment 1n geographic regions of high linguistic density Ema: and its
Edoud neighbors occur 1n such a region These languages are found 1n Dalby’s (1977)
Fragmentation Belt, a zone of extreme linguistic complexity stretching across Africa from
Senegal to Ethiopia The relatively high concentration of languages 1n Nigena, particularly 1n
the geographic region known as Bendel, showcase this density principle A second point we
wish to highlight 1s that wathin the Bendel region no one language predomtnates There 1s no
indigenous lingua franca Nigenan Pidgin English and Standard Nigerian English have thus
come to predomnate 1n this area And lastly, assuming the correctness of at least some of
our analyses, 1t would appear that structural innovations 1n texts from speakers of different
ages may serve as a guide to a sigmuficant level of language endangerment

404



1996 MALC
Schaefer Assessing Language Endangerment

NOTES

1 Analysis of data mcorporated 1n this paper was supported by grants to the first author
from the National Science Foundation, SBR #9409552, and Southern Ilhnois Umiversity at
Edwardsville and by a sabbatical leave from the Umversity of Ibadan to the second author

2 Orthographic conventions for Emai are consistent with those 1 Schaefer (1987), where
o represents a half open back vowel, ¢ a half open front vowel and vb a voiced bilabial
approximant

3 Sample sentences are taken from Schaefer and Egbokhare (In Preparation)

4 Abbreviations used throughout this study include the following ADD=Additive,
ANT=Anterior, ANTI=Anticipative, APP=Applicative, ASS=Associative, CL=Change of
Location, COM =Comutative, F=Factitive, H=Habitual, HOR=Hortative, R
HYP=Hypothetical, IG=Ingresstve, IND=Indicative, INT=Interjection, L=Locative,
NEG=Negative, PCT=Punctual, PF=Positive Focus, PR=Prohibitive, PRED=Predictive,
REFL=Reflexive SC=Subject Concord, SEQ=Sequential, TER=Terminal
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