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Language documentation collections contain valuable and unique resources on the lan-

guages and cultures of the people represented in the collection. To allow users to un-

derstand and use one particular collection, this article provides a guide to the language

documentation project òFarming, food and yam: language and cultural practices among

Ikaan speakers,ó deposited in the Endangered Languages Archive. It gives a birdõs eye

view of the collection, showing the project background, the conventions and workÿows,

and the structure and content of the resources. In addition, it provides a glimpse behind

the scene, outlining motivations, observations, thoughts on the collection, and future

plans. This article thus contextualizes the collection by placing it in its wider research

and community context.

1. INTRODUCTION.
1 Language documentation collections have much to offer to researchers,

to the communities in which a documented language is or was spoken, and to a wide range

of potential users from other backgrounds. Unfortunately, it is not always easy to þnd out

what exactly is available in a collection, and the websites of the archives at which collections

are deposited do not necessarily help with making sense of a collection. Woodbury (2014)

recognizes both the value of language documentation collections and the problems with

access to them. He calls for road maps that genuinely address the audiences of a collection

and allow users to understand, use, and admire the documentation collections. The aim of

this article is to respond to Woodburyõs call and to bridge the gap between the documenter

and the collection on the one hand, and the potential users of one particular collection on

the other.

This article describes the Ikaan language documentation project, carried out during my

postdoctoral research,2 and the resulting language documentation collection, which has

been deposited in the Endangered Languages Archive.3 The article begins with an intro-

ductory background to the community, the project and the collection in Ä2. Ä3 describes

1Thanks are due to the people of Ikakumo (Ondo State), in particular to Mr. Fred Adekanye, Mr. Adesoji Olusi and

Mr. Festus O. Obaude, for their research assistance, their patience with us as researchers, and their hospitality and

company while we were living in their village. I would also like to thank Tunde Adegbola, who came to Ikakumo at

his own cost and with much enthusiasm to train the children in audio recording, and Asya Gefter, who volunteered

her time and positive energy to conduct the Photography School and produce the exhibition and calendars that

arose from the School. Thanks are also due to Abbie Hantgan, Mary Chambers, Mandana Seyfeddinipur, Tony

Woodbury, and two anonymous reviewers who read drafts of this paper and gave helpful comments. I gratefully

acknowledge the þnancial support of the Endangered Languages Documentation Programme, which has funded

my postdoctoral research and the collection introduced here.
2Endangered Language Documentation Project, IPF0178.
3elar.soas.ac.uk/deposit/0259
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the content of the collection, with a walk through linguistic material in Ä3.1, sociolinguis-

tic material in Ä3.2, anthropological data in Ä3.3, documentation of the documentation in

Ä3.4 and other documentation outputs in Ä3.5. Ä4 outlines current work and potential future

avenues of research. Ä5 concludes the article.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 THE AKAAN PEOPLE AND THE IKAAN LECT

2.1.1 LINGUISTIC AND GEOGRAPHIC SETTING. Ikaan is one of four lects (languages or di-

alects) of the Ukaan cluster (ISO639-3: kcf; also known as AIKA). Ukaan is conservatively

classiþed as a Benue-Congo language within the Niger-Congo phylum, though there are

narrower competing classiþcations into various sub-branches of Benue-Congo (cf. Agoyi

2001; Blench 2005; Connell 1998; Elugbe 2001; Elugbe 2012; Elugbe n.d.; Jungraithmayr

1973; Ohiri-Aniche 1999; Oyetade 1996; Williamson 1970). The Ukaan lects are spoken

in þve villages in the Akoko region of south-western Nigeria. The Akoko region is highly

multilingual, even by Nigerian standards, and borders a predominantly Yoruba-speaking

region to the west, with the also highly multilingual Middle Belt and the southern regions

of Nigeria to the north and southeast (cf. the map in Figure 1).

The materials were collected in Ikakumo (Ondo), one of the two ôhomeõ villages of

the Ikaan-speaking community, who call themselves Okaan (singular) and Akaan (plural).

There is no known relationship to the Akan of Ghana. One oral history traces the ancestors

of the Akaan back to Ile-Ife, the cradle of the Yoruba people. The ethnic identity of the

community therefore combines both Okaan/Akaan and Yoruba. Linguistically, Ikaan and

Yoruba are only distantly related within Benue-Congo.

The population of the village Ikakumo (Ondo) comprises Akaan, Ebira, Yoruba, people

from other communities in the Akoko region, and from more distant areas such as the Niger

Delta, as well as Fulani, who live on the land outside the village. Many Akaan also live

away from the village in cities and towns all over Nigeria.

The lingua franca of the village and of the Akoko region is Yoruba, which is often also

the language used in sermons in church. Yoruba and English are both languages of admin-

istration and teaching. Most people in the community, however, are multilingual, rather

than bilingual in Yoruba and English. Use of Yoruba, Ikaan, Ebira, and Nigerian English is

vigorous among adults. Not all Akaan speak Ebira and many Ebira do not speak Ikaan, but

many at least understand the other language. A substantial minority of the community also

speak Hausa and Nigerian Pidgin English, using Hausa to communicate with the Fulani and

Pidgin occasionally to communicate at the village market. Many people additionally have

some degree of knowledge of the languages of the neighboring villages, but it is difþcult to

estimate to what degree speakers use these languages on a daily basis.

In Ikakumo (Ondo), Ikaan language transmission to children seems to be breaking down.

Most children understand Ikaan but are less proþcient speakers, and more likely to speak

Yoruba instead. Parents and elders complain that the children do not know Ikaan. However,

this view may be too pessimistic: teachers complain that pupils speak ôin their languageõ

in school, some young men proudly claim to speak Ikaan, and in one recording session a

teenage boy was willing to be þlmed speaking Ikaan, but only if his grandmother left and

would not hear him speak in the language (cf. Ä3.1.2 below).
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. Language areas south-west of the Niger-Benue conÿuence. Ukaan is 305, north

of the inset (Lewis 2015)

The dispersion of the Akaan community over Nigeria, the decrease in language proþ-

ciency and use among the younger generation, and the multiethnic and multilingual makeup

of the village make it difþcult to estimate the population of the Akaan ethnic group and the

Ikaan speakers. Ikakumo (Ondo) may have a population of around 2,000 people from the

various linguistic and ethnic backgrounds, while the neighboring Ikakumo (Edo) may be

inhabited by twice as many people. With the shift to Yoruba and the fairly small population,

though, Ikaan is certainly an endangered language.
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2.1.2 EXISTING WORK ON THE IKAAN LECT AND THE UKAAN CLUSTER. Existing and ac-

cessible descriptive research on Ikaan is fairly scarce. Most research is limited to linguistic

classiþcation and comparison and is often based on few data (Agoyi 2001; Blench 2005;

Connell 1998; Elugbe 2001; Elugbe 2012; Elugbe n.d.; Jungraithmayr 1973; Ohiri-Aniche

1999; Oyetade 1996; Williamson 1970).

There is a growing body of BA/MA research on Ukaan at Nigerian universities (Abim-

bola 2008; Akinriyibi 2010; Akinsanya 2010; Ayeni 1987; Ibikunle 2008; Olanikpekun

2008; Olukoju 1985; Taiwo 1988). Arohunmolase et al. (2006a; 2006b; 2006c; 2006d;

2006e; 2006f; 2006g) produced applied linguistic material for the three Ukaan lects spoken

in the villages Auga, Ise and Ayanran. Arohunmolase (2004) and Oyetade (2004) discuss

sociolinguistic aspects of Ukaan. Abiodun (1989; 1997; 1999; 2005; n.d.) describes aspects

of the phonology and morphology of Ukaan and reconstructs proto-Ukaan. These materials

are invaluable but unfortunately mostly inaccessible from outside Nigeria because they are

held privately or at the universities.

Documentary research on Ikaan with archived output began in 2006 with two Endan-

gered Languages Documentation Programme projects4 as part of my PhD dissertation on

Ikaan. This research resulted in an archive deposit (Salffner 2010a); descriptions and anal-

yses of relative clauses (Kelsey 2007), the numeral system (Borchardt 2011), and the tone

system (Salffner 2010b); and in presentations and publications resulting from the collection

and the related dissertation research (Salffner 2012; 2013).

2.1.3 A THUMBNAIL GUIDE TO IKAAN GRAMMAR. Based on my documentation of and the-

sis on Ikaan, the following grammatical overview is provided as a frame of reference for

the language. More information can be found in Salffner (2010b; 2012; 2013).

Ikaan has a nine-vowel system made up of two vowel harmony sets: +ATR vowels /i e

o u/ and ðATR vowels μ Δ ǜ ϥ я . In addition, vowel length and nasality are contrastive. The

consonant inventory is fairly standard for Benue-Congo. Ikaan has three labiovelars ǲǹ
Χǝ ϢǶ , no voiced fricatives, and a series of voiced and voiceless approximants ǻ Ǯ Ȁ ǿǼ
ǻ ǰ Ȁ . There is variation within the community at both the phonetic and the phonological

level, and this has been the focus of the project presented in this article.

The Ikaan tone system is a two-tone-plus-downstep system that shows automatic/non-

automatic downstep patterns that are typologically very rare and are predicted by linguistic

theory not to exist (cf. Salffner 2010b). Tone is active not only in the phonology and the

lexicon, but also throughout the grammar in derivation, inÿection, syntax, and semantics.

Morphologically, Ikaan has an active noun class and agreement system. Verbs stems are

formed with preþxes, sufþxes, and complex tonal morphology. Syntactically, Ikaan is an

SVO language with head-initial noun phrases. It has serial verb constructions which are yet

to be investigated. Ikaan shows a rich interface between segmental and tonal phonology,

syntax, and semantics.

2.2 THE RESEARCH PROJECT

2.2.1 MOTIVATION AND SET-UP. The motivation for the research for this collection came

from my dissertation research on Ikaan. Speakers appeared to be consistent in their use of

tone but varied at the segmental level, e.g., with high vowels, þnal nasal consonants, or

voiceless approximants. Some variation seemed phonetic and sociophonetic, while other

4Salffner: PPG0027, FTG0123.
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variation seemed to be phonologizing, e.g., for some speakers possibly leading to the loss

of the [ðATR] high vowels, the loss of þnal underlying /m/, or to a re-interpretation of the

voiceless approximants ǰ and Ȁ as ǧ╙ and ǧ╡ , respectively, or ǻ as р or /s/.

In addition to the linguistic focus on variation, the project aimed to be interdisciplinary,

while at the same time being relevant to, and conducted in collaboration with, the commu-

nity. Overall, the project and the resulting collection aimed to meet the needs of three main

audiences. First, the collection should meet requirements for variation research and pro-

vide comparable data from a wide range of speakers and contexts. Second, the collection

should meet anthropological and language documentation and description needs and docu-

ment language use in its cultural context. Third, the collection should focus on community

members and aspects of their culture which are important to them.

Working on yams and farming in Ikakumo combined the interests of all three audiences.

Yams and farming provided good data for sociolinguistic research because the topic in-

volved many speakers in the same meaningful and emotionally engaging subject. Farming

is the central day-to-day activity in which everyone, from children to adults, is involved.

The Akaan are proud of their farming and will happily talk about it at length. Yams are

the most highly valued crop and form a core part of the Akaan identity. Not having yams

means hunger, even if other foods are available. Yams indicate prosperity, are given and

received as gifts, play a prominent role during weddings as part of the bride price, and fea-

ture in proverbs and riddles. Yams distinguish prestigious menõs work from less prestigious

womenõs work.

The visual anthropological approach contextualized the language data with sociolog-

ical and cultural information so that language use and linguistic practices would not be

documented divorced from cultural practices. The anthropological research consisted of

participant observation, observational þlming, recorded interviews, and written þeld notes.

This data was edited to create two anthropological documentaries and a short video clip that

later served as stimulus material for linguistic research on variation.

In the spirit of participatory research, the project involved community members at var-

ious levels. Community members spoke and performed; gave, translated and collected

interviews; transcribed, translated, commented on transcriptions and translations; decided

what should be video recorded and how; recorded audio and some video; gave feedback on

the þlms (Figure 2); and took photographs.

To train the children in documentation techniques, we held a two-day audio recording

workshop (in collaboration with Tunde Adegbola, African Languages Technology Initia-

tive, Ibadan), a three-week photography school (in collaboration with Asya Gefter, photog-

rapher, London), and ongoing computer classes throughout the þeldwork (Figures 3, 4 and

5).

The work with the children aimed to involve all generations in the project and build a

bridge between children and adults. Children could get involved with their own expertise,

even if they did not speak Ikaan, and they could emerge as hidden or semi-speakers. Adults

might (and did) realize that the children and teenagers did have an interest in their own

languages and cultures, and that they had more skills and responsibility than the elders had

expected. Material produced by the children (e.g., a photograph series on games) was used

as community-generated stimulus material for group interviews with elders. The output of

the photography school was excellent for outreach work and for communicating collabo-

rative language documentation and description research to a wider public. In addition, the

exhibition proved to be a good way to give back to the community and to return to the chil-

dren and their parents something that they themselves had done and were very proud of.
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