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Abstract 

The Ije1 language of Benin is part of the larger Ede language continuum. The Ede languages 
are spoken in the southern part of West Africa stretching from western Nigeria across Benin to 
the eastern part of central Togo. Among the Ede varieties, two have thus far undergone 
language development on a larger scale: Yoruba both in Nigeria and Benin, and Ife in Togo. A 
survey of the Ije communities was conducted to assess whether and to what extent the existing 
literacy efforts in Yoruba could extend to the Ije communities and to determine the nature and 
extent of SIL’s possible involvement among these communities. 

Through the administration of community and individual interviews, as well as the elicitation 
of word and phrase lists, the survey researchers collected data concerning: tested and reported 
levels of dialect intercomprehension; language vitality, language attitudes toward both written 
and oral forms of Ije, Yoruba and Ife; reported proficiency and attitudes regarding French; and 
literacy levels. 

Overall, the results show high levels of comprehension of Yoruba and language attitudes 
toward Yoruba by native Ije speakers appear to be positive. There are no indications of 
language shift; attitudes toward Ije development appear to be mixed. 

1. Introduction 

This paper reports on a sociolinguistic survey conducted among the Ije speech communities of 
Benin (Ouémé and Zou provinces). The Ije speech variety belongs to the Ede language 
continuum (Defoid language group) which is situated in the southeastern part of West Africa, in 
southwestern Nigeria, central Benin, and in the eastern part of central Togo. 

Among the Ede varieties, two have thus far undergone language development on a larger scale: 
Yoruba both in Nigeria and Benin, and Ife in Togo. To assess whether and to what extent these 
existing literacy efforts could extend to the remaining Ede communities, or whether additional 
language-based development programs in some of the remaining communities would be 
beneficial and to determine the nature and extent of SIL’s possible involvement among these 
communities, a sociolinguistic study of the Ede communities of Benin and Togo was launched in 
the early 1990s. 

The sociolinguistics survey reported here is part of this larger study and was carried out in two 
stages between March 1992 and October 1997 by various researchers of CENALA (Centre 
National de Linguistique Appliquée) and the Togo-Benin branch of SIL International. 

                                                 
1 In general, all language names are spelled using the English alphabet. For a complete listing of alternative spellings 
see Volume 1, Appendix B. 
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In the following sections, general background information on the Ije language area will be given 
(Section 2) followed by a presentation of the research questions (Section 3), and a description of 
the applied methodology (Section 4). In Section 5, the results of the survey will be discussed, 
followed by conclusions in Section 6. The report closes with a set of appendices and a list of 
references.2 

2. Background information 

In the following sections, pertinent background information will be presented regarding the 
language situation, history of migration, population, existing regional literacy programs, and the 
religious milieu. Some of the data were gathered during community interviews.3 

2.1 Language situation 

2.1.1 Language classification 

Capo (1989), building on Akinkugbe’s (1978) and Williamson’s (1989) work, proposes the 
following classification for Ije: 

Niger-Congo, Atlantic-Congo, Volta-Congo, (New) Benue-Congo, Defoid, Yoruboid, 
Edekiri: 

− Ede, Southwest Ede, Ije 

Alternative names and spellings are:4 

− Ìjὲ, Hɔl̀í, Ọhọ̀rí (Capo 1989:280) 
− Ede-Ijε (CENALA 1990) 
− Holi, Ede Ije (Grimes 1996:168) 

No dialects are listed either by Capo (1989) or in the Ethnologue (Grimes 1996). 

2.1.2 Language area 

The Ije language area is found primarily in the Ouémé province in the rural districts between 
Kétou and Pobè extending westward to the Ouémé River (see map in Appendix A). In some 
villages only Ije is spoken, while in others there are also Southern Nago,5 Yoruba and Fon 
speakers. 

                                                 
2 The author wishes to express his gratitude to D. H. Hatfield and A. Kluge of SIL Togo-Benin for the editing of this 
report, and to J. A. Durieux of SIL Africa-Area for his input on Section 4. 
3 More general background information on the Ede language continuum and its communities can be found in 
Volume 1, Section 1. 
4 The French spelling in use is “Ijè.” 
5 The name “Nago,” as employed by Capo (1989) and the Ethnologue (Grimes 1996), denotes the Ede speech 
varieties of three disjointed areas of Benin, one located in southeastern Benin. The remaining two are in the Atakora 
province in northwestern Benin: one set of communities located in and around Manigri and a second set of 
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Villages where only Ije is spoken are primarily found in the region between Adja-Ouèrè (10 km 
west of Pobè) and Ikpinlè (11 km south of Pobè), and in the region between Odomèta and Issaba 
(both towns located north of Pobè along Route Nationale (RN) 3), extending westward to Massè 
(12 km west of RN 3). The Ije people in the Ouémé province are surrounded by the Maxi to the 
northwest, west and southwest while the Southern Nago group forms its southern, eastern and 
northern borders. 

In addition, a pocket of Ije villages surrounded by Fon speakers is found in the Zou province in 
the Ko forest just south of Zogbodomè. It should be noted that the Atlas Sociolinguistique du 
Bénin (CNL du Bénin 1983:69) reports that Ije can also be found in the towns of Koussoukpa 
and Samionta, east of Zogbodomè. However, the researchers discovered through conversations 
with people in Samionta and Kana I, the latter north of Zogbodomè, that Ije was not spoken in 
Koussoukpa and Samionta, but rather, reportedly, in Agonhita and Komé. (See Appendix A for a 
map of the area.) 

Aguidi (1997, personal communication) adds that a recent migration of the Ije people has 
brought them into the sous-préfecture of Bantè as well. 

2.2 History of migration 

According to the chiefs and elders of Issaba, the Ije people originated from Ile-Ife (Oyo State) in 
Nigeria. From there they migrated to present day Issaba where they settled in a nearby forest 
called “Ije;” hence the origin of their name. The Ije speakers in Ayizè (sous-préfecture of 
Ouinhi) and Zalimey (sous-préfecture of Zogbodomè) trace their origins back to Issaba. 

2.3 Population 

During the 1992 Benin Census, population data were elicited giving totals both by ethnic group 
and by political community. However, the census data does not list the Ije people as a separate 
ethnic group. 

The population given by political community is 75,581 for those villages and towns which, 
according to interviewed Ije elders, belong to the Ije language area (Ministère du Plan 1994a; 
1994b). However, this total also includes villages with a reportedly ethnically mixed population. 
The total population for those villages with reportedly no mixed population is 23,885. 

                                                                                                                                                             
communities located further north around Alédjo-Koura. The communities around Alédjo-Koura refer to themselves 
as Kura and therefore the designation for these speech communities is “Kura” (see Volume 6). The remaining two 
speech communities refer to themselves as Nago. In order to distinguish the northern and southern Nago 
communities, Capo (1997) suggests the term “Northern Nago” or “Nago (Northern)” for the Nago communities of 
the Atakora province (Volume 7) and “Southern Nago” or “Nago (Southern)” for the communities of southeastern 
Benin (Volume 8). However, the language name for the Southern Nago communities in this report will not include, 
for the most part, the specification “southern,” except in order to distinguish this speech variety from that of the 
Atakora province. 
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Therefore, it can be concluded that the total Ije population is somewhere between 23,000 and 
76,000.6 

2.4 Non-formal education 

In 1992, six national languages were selected by the government of Benin for non-formal adult 
education (Direction de l’Alphabétisation 1992): Aja, Bariba, Dendi, Ditammari, Fon and 
Yoruba. 

It was apparently assumed that all Ede communities in Benin would be able to benefit from the 
Yoruba language development program and literacy efforts, given that Yoruba is linguistically 
close to these varieties and the language of wider communication for these communities. (For 
more information on Yoruba language development, see Volume 1, Section 1.7.1.) 

As far as non-formal education in the Ouémé7 province is concerned, J. B. Honnouvo, “Chef 
Division de la Planification et de l’Evaluation” of the Ouémé literacy department in Porto-Novo, 
and C. O. Adjibadé, literacy coordinator for the sous-préfectures of Adja-Ouèrè and Pobè, gave 
the following information (Adjibadé and Honnouvoet 1997, personal communication): 

Regional literacy efforts exist in Yoruba but not in Ije. The Yoruba literacy program began in 
1978 in Adja-Ouèrè, Kétou and Pobè but did not start to gain in popularity until after 1980. 
Post-literacy work started in 1995 with evaluation of the students beginning in 1997. Strong 
centers (“régions fortes”) of current literacy work are the sous-préfectures of Adja-Ouèrè, 
Ifangni and Kétou, whereas weak centers (“régions faibles”) are the sous-préfectures of Pobè 
and Sakété and the towns of Adja-Ouèrè, Ahoyéyé, Pobè and Porto-Novo. 

By October 1997, the Yoruba literacy program had been organized in two stages. The first stage 
consists of three primers and one arithmetic book with the focus on reading, writing, dictation 
and calculation. The second stage focuses on intensified reading, the continuation of the 
calculation course and the writing of essays. A third stage, envisioned to start possibly in 1998, 
may include sessions on business management, the usage of the telephone and calculator, and 
telling time on a watch. 

It is hoped that Yoruba can be introduced in the primary schools as the language of instruction, 
but as of October 1997 this had not yet happened. 

2.5 Religious situation 

Traditionally, the Ije people are Animists (Vanderaa 1991:7). However, during interviews with 
the chiefs and elders of various Ije communities, the presence of Roman Catholic and Protestant8 
churches, as well as of mosques, was reported. No specifics are known, though, concerning the 
number of churches present, their membership, location or the year when they were founded. 

                                                 
6 The Ethnologue (Grimes 1996:168) lists the Ije population as 20,000, an estimate based on Vanderaa (1991:7) who 
notes that all population figures for ethnic groups in his report are for 1990, applying appropriate growth rates to 
older figures for ethnic groups (vi Notes). 
7 No information about non-formal education was obtained for the Zou province. 
8 The Apostolic, Christianisme Célèste and Methodist churches were the most commonly cited. 
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3. Research questions 

The purpose of this survey was twofold: (1) to assess whether and to what extent the existing 
literacy efforts in Yoruba could extend to the Ije communities, or whether an additional 
language-based development program in Ije would be beneficial, and (2) to gather data that 
would help determine the nature and extent of SIL’s possible involvement among these 
communities. 

For the current study, the evaluation of a need for separate literature was to be based on criteria 
established by Marmor (1997). More specifically, the evaluation of literature development needs 
was to be based on the factors of dialect intercomprehension, language vitality, and language 
attitudes with emphasis given to the following topics:9 

1. Dialect intercomprehension 

− What are the geographical boundaries of the Ije speech variety, which dialects of Ije, if 
any, exist, and what is the degree of internal comprehension within the Ije speech 
community? 

− What is the degree of lexical similarity between Ije and Yoruba? 
− What is the level of comprehension of Yoruba throughout the Ije communities?10 

2. Language vitality 

− What are the language use patterns in various social domains, both public and private? 
− Is the pattern of language use stable, or is language shift occurring or impending? 

3. Language attitudes 

− What are attitudes toward Ije and its development, with special attention given to 
language development work already in progress? 

− What are attitudes toward the oral and written forms of Yoruba? 

There were some additional questions, most of which are directly related to the priority and 
strategy criteria outlined previously and which provide updated information for the area. These 
questions are: 

− What is the size of the group? 
− Which infrastructures already exist? 
− What is the education situation and literacy rate in the area? 
− What is the religious situation? 

                                                 
9 Answers to these research questions, as far as they can be given, are presented in Section 5. 
10 Marmor (1997:2f) presents the following guidelines by which to draw conclusions from comprehension testing 
results, along with the suggested type of SIL involvement in language development efforts (also see Volume 1, 
Section 3): 

a) High intercomprehension is defined by an overall test average of “over 90% by all segments of the 
population” (under 45 years of age). In this case, it is assumed that there is no need for separate literature. 

b) Mixed intercomprehension is defined by a situation in which “no segment of the population scores below 
80%, but some segments score below 90%.” In this case the need for separate literature depends upon 
language attitudes and/or the possibility of a second dialect acquisition program. 

c) Low intercomprehension is defined as an “overall average below 70%.” In this case, there is a need for 
separate literature, or if attitudes permit, a strong second dialect acquisition program. 
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Although bilingualism was not of major concern for this survey, some data were collected in 
order to provide SIL Togo-Benin administration with relevant and updated information about the 
level of reported proficiency and attitudes regarding French. 

4. Methodology 

In the following sections, various aspects of the applied methodology will be discussed: 
techniques, implementation, analysis and applied terminology.11 

4.1 Techniques 

In order to arrive at answers to the research questions mentioned previously, a variety of 
techniques were chosen: 

1. Dialect intercomprehension was assessed through: 

− Lexical similarity comparisons between Ije and Yoruba; 
− Recorded Text Testing (RTT) assessing comprehension levels of Yoruba. 
− Interviews with community elders regarding the degree of internal comprehension 

within the Ije speech community; 
− Self-assessed (reported) active and passive proficiency, both direct and indirect (e.g. 

understanding of radio programming in Yoruba), obtained through individual interviews; 

2. Language vitality was investigated through reported: 

− Language use in various domains, both public and private; 
− Language use of children and the youth for evidence of intergenerational shift. 

3. Language attitudes were examined regarding: 

− Attitudes toward Ije and its development, with special attention given to language 
development work already in progress; 

− Attitudes toward the oral and written forms of Yoruba. 

Reported data were used to assess the peripheral factors mentioned in Section 3, reported 
proficiency in and attitudes toward French, and literacy levels: 

− French proficiency and attitudes toward French were summarily investigated by 
interviewing individuals about their own and their children’s French abilities and their 
attitudes toward oral proficiency; 

− Literacy levels were investigated through interviews with literacy workers and individuals. 

These techniques were carried out by use of the following tools: 

                                                 
11 A general description of the methodology as applied for the larger Ede language continuum survey can be found 
in Volume 1, Section 4. 
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1. Community interviews: 

− Community questionnaires investigating: geographical boundaries of Ije, existence of 
different dialects of Ije, nature of the linguistic differences among these dialects, degree 
of internal comprehension within the Ije language community, language vitality, and 
attitudes toward literacy in Ije and Yoruba; 

− Interview with the Ouémé literacy department in Porto-Novo to obtain information 
regarding the extent of literacy work in the region (number of literacy classes, total class 
populations, language of instruction, general performance of students), as well as attitudes 
toward literacy. 

2. Individual interviews: 

− Recorded Text Testing (RTT) assessing comprehension levels of Yoruba. A personal 
narrative in Yoruba was recorded and a questionnaire was administered alongside the 
test inquiring into the subjects’ comprehension of the tested text and their general 
comprehension of Yoruba, as well as the subjects’ reading and writing abilities and 
attitudes toward literacy; 

− Individual Sociolinguistic Questionnaires (ISQs) examining: language proficiency; 
language use with various interlocutors in different social situations; attitudes toward Ije 
and its development, as well as toward Yoruba and French; and literacy in these languages. 

3. Word and phrase lists: 

− Standardized word and phrase lists collected in Ije and Yoruba.12 

4.2 Implementation 

The survey was conducted in two stages: 

1. In May 1992, A. M. Igué of CENALA elicited a word and phrase list in Sakété. (Igué 
et al. 1993) 

2. In October 1997, A. Kluge, M. M. McHenry and J. H. Schmidt (all of SIL Togo-Benin), 
accompanied by a Beninese research assistant, R. Aguidi,13 and a literacy worker from 
Pobè, J. M. Ogou, conducted the second stage of the survey. During this stage, 
community and individual interviews (including comprehension testing) were 
conducted, and data previously gathered were verified. 

In the following sections, more specific information on the applied methodology for the second 
stage will be given, focusing on the procedures, survey locations and subject selection. 

                                                 
12 No results from phrase list analysis are included in this report. A complete listing of elicited phrases is presented 
in Volume 1, Appendix O). 
13 Aguidi, an L1 Ica speaker, has a master’s degree in linguistics from the Université Nationale du Bénin 
(Département d’Etudes Linguistiques et de Tradition Orale). 
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4.2.1 Procedures 

4.2.1.1 General procedures 

For this survey RTTs and ISQs were administered to the same sample group. 

With regard to the administration of questionnaires during individual interviews, it should be 
noted that some of the questions were omitted if during the course of the interview they were 
deemed not applicable to a particular subject. This will account for some of the results being 
based on numbers less than the total number of subjects. 

For all interviews, whenever necessary, responses were translated into French by Aguidi, the 
research assistant, and/or Ogou. Neither Aguidi nor Ogou received any formal interpreter 
training for the community and individual interviews. However, Aguidi was involved in the 
design of various RTT tests in the past, and Ogou with the practice test for the current survey, 
thus acquiring an understanding of the nature of RTT testing. 

Before the commencement of the second stage of the survey, the survey team visited the sous-
préfets as well as the traditional chiefs in the language area. The purpose of these visits was to 
inform them of the work before starting the survey. 

4.2.1.2 RTT testing 

Three changes in the established procedure for Yoruba comprehension testing (Volume 1, 
Section 4.2.1.2) were carried out among the Ije communities: 

1. No practice test14 in Ije was administered; instead the practice test as developed for the 
Southern Nago survey15 (see Volume 8, Section 4.2.1.2) was used. 

Based on lexical similarity between Ije and Nago, the researchers hypothesized that the Nago 
Practice Test could be used among the Ije. Once administered, the Ije people demonstrated 
complete understanding of the Nago Practice Test thus confirming the researchers’ hypothesis. 

2. Questions in Yoruba, rather than in Ije, were inserted into the Yoruba narrative. 

Based on lexical similarity between Ije and Yoruba, and geographical proximity to the 
Beninese (Porto-Novo) and Nigerian Yoruba language areas, the researchers theorized that 
comprehension of Yoruba would be high, thus allowing them to use Yoruba questions (instead 
of Ije) in the narrative. 

3. Yoruba Bible passages were not tested among the Ije communities. 

Presuming high comprehension of Yoruba and desiring to minimize the number of tests 
administered to the subjects, comprehension was tested solely on the Yoruba narrative. 

                                                 
14 A Practice Test is a narrative in the subjects’ L1 used to expose them to the mechanics of the testing procedure. 
This is done so that errors resulting from a misunderstanding of the testing procedure would be eliminated. 
15 The four line Practice Test outlined by Blair (1990:78) was used and translated into Southern Nago. 
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4.2.2 Survey locations 

Both for community and individual interviews, an attempt was made to choose a representative 
sample of the surveyed Ije communities. It was assumed that subjects from more accessible or 
larger villages and villages closer to the Nigerian border have a higher proficiency in Yoruba due 
to more contact with L1 Yoruba speakers. Therefore, both more accessible or larger villages, and 
more remote or smaller villages (and villages further from the Nigerian border), were selected in 
order to compare the gathered data across location. The following locations were chosen for the 
administration of community and individual interviews: 

− Community questionnaires were administered in three villages: Issaba, a larger village 
close to RN 3 and fairly central to the language area, Ayizè,16 a more remote village and 
further west from the Nigerian border, and Zalimey, an isolated village from the language 
area located on the western side of the Ouémé river. 

− RTTs testing and ISQs were administered in Issaba and Odomèta, a smaller, northern 
village off the main road. RTT testing was also conducted in Zalimey. 

− A wordlist was checked in Issaba. 

4.2.3 Subject selection 

Community interviews were conducted among the gathered village elders in a group, and 
consensus answers were recorded rather than individual responses. RTTs and ISQs were 
administered individually, and individual answers were recorded. The wordlist was checked with 
a group of long-term resident L1 Ije speakers, thus allowing for the discussion of variants, near-
synonyms and synonyms. In this manner, group decisions were made about which form to 
include in the list, thus increasing reliability. 

No effort was undertaken to obtain random samples for the RTTs and ISQs, rather stratification 
with respect to location, gender and age was a major aim. Secondarily, inclusion of subjects of 
various education levels, religions and occupations was endeavored by asking the village elders 
to provide candidates with different backgrounds in these respects. As a result, sample 
proportions by location, gender, age, education level, religious affiliation and occupation do not 
necessarily correspond to like ratios of the populations sampled. 

The remainder of this section will provide more detailed information concerning the composition 
of the survey samples with regard to gender, age, location, language contact and education. 

4.2.3.1 Genders and ages by locations 

In all, 15 subjects from three villages were interviewed, each subject having been administered 
the ISQ and RTT, except those from Zalimey who were only given the RTT. 

                                                 
16 The interview was conducted with Ije elders from Ayizè II and Ayizè III while Nago elders from Ayizè I were 
also present. 
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Table 1: Sample by locations and social groups 

Social Group RTT & ISQ Total 

 Issaba Odomèta Zalimeya  
MY 2 1 3 6 
MO 1 2 0 3 
FY 1 1 2 4 
FO 1 1 0 2 
     
Total 5 5 5 15 

[Social Groups: M = male, F = female, Y = younger (15-25 years), O = older (30-45 
years)] 
a Older subjects were not interviewed and tested because it was reported that only the younger subjects would 
have difficulties in understanding Yoruba. Thus, the researchers focused on testing the younger generation’s 
level of comprehension of Yoruba. 

4.2.3.2 Language contact factors 

Among the factors considered to influence the level of proficiency in Yoruba are residence in 
and travel to Yoruba-speaking areas. Therefore, subjects were asked about their residence and 
travel patterns, partly to acquire insight into the extent of such residence and travel, but mainly to 
screen out subjects with extensive exposure to the Yoruba language. Another factor considered 
to influence proficiency levels is religious affiliation, based on the assumption that through the 
use of Yoruba in the church context, Christians might show higher levels of proficiency than 
non-Christians. 

1. Residence patterns 

Even though an attempt was made to choose subjects who had not lived in the Yoruba 
language area (i.e. Nigeria or Porto-Novo) for longer than one year, it was not always possible 
to exclude them due to the proximity of the Ije language area to both Nigeria and Porto-Novo. 
However, only 2/15 (13%) subjects, both younger, reported temporary residence (at least one 
year) in the Yoruba language area. 

2. Travel patterns 

Overall, there appears to be minimal contact with Yoruba speakers through travel. Even 
though almost half the subjects (7/15 – 47%) reported traveling to the Yoruba language area, 
only one of those who did travel (1/7 – 14%), reported frequent travel (every three months), 
whereas the rest (6/7 – 86%) reported traveling there no more than once a year (four of them 
only once or twice per lifetime). 

3. Religious affiliation 

Over half of the subjects (10/15 – 67%) reported being Christian, 2/15 (13%) reported 
being Muslim, and 3/15 (20%) declared themselves Animists. 
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4.2.3.3 Education 

Overall, the education level among subjects appears rather low. Only about one-third (5/14 – 
36%) of the subjects reported some level of formal education, among them a relatively equal 
percentage of male versus female subjects (3/8 – 38% vs 2/6 – 33%) and a higher percentage of 
younger versus older subjects (4/9 – 44% vs 1/5 – 20%). 

4.3 Analysis 

All data from the RTTs and ISQs were analyzed without any efforts to compensate for lack of 
randomness in the samples. 

In measuring the average, the arithmetic mean was used for RTT scores and, in general, the 
mode for questions. 

4.4 Terminology 

“Social Group:” A social group is a subsample defined by age and gender, i.e. one of younger 
men, older men, younger women or older women. 

5. Results 

In the following sections, results from community and individual interviews are presented 
according to the following topics: dialect intercomprehension, language vitality, language 
attitudes, bilingualism and attitudes regarding French and literacy. 

5.1 Dialect intercomprehension 

With regard to dialect intercomprehension, three factors were examined: (1) the degree of 
internal comprehension among the surveyed Ije communities, (2) the degree of lexical similarity 
between Ije and Yoruba, and (3) the level of comprehension of Yoruba throughout the Ije 
communities. 

5.1.1 Internal comprehension 

Neither Capo (1989) nor the Ethnologue (Grimes 1996:168) list any dialects of Ije, information 
that has been confirmed by community interviews with the elders in Ayizè and Issaba. The only 
differences cited were some villages where the people speak more rapidly and/or have some 
tonal differences, neither of which prevented understanding. According to the elders even those 
Ije groups that had migrated still speak Ije well. 
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5.1.2 Lexical similarity to Yoruba 

In order to establish the degree of lexical similarity between Ije and Yoruba, an Ije wordlist was 
double-checked17 in Issaba and compared with a Yoruba wordlist elicited in Porto-Novo. In 
addition, Southern Nago wordlists from Kétou and Pobè (see Volume 8) are added to the lexical 
similarity matrixes. The lists were analyzed according to prescribed methodology18 in order to 
determine the degree of lexical similarity between these varieties. 

The following results show the percent and variance matrices. The percent matrix reports the 
number of lexically similar items as a percentage of the basic vocabulary, while the variance 
matrix shows the range of error for each count (Wimbish 1989:59).19 

Table 2: Lexical similarity between Ede varieties 

Percent matrix Variance matrix 

Yoruba (Porto-Novo) Yoruba (Porto-Novo) 
 87 S. Nago (Kétou) 4.7 S. Nago (Kétou) 
 82 87 S. Nago (Pobè) 5.4 5.2 S. Nago (Pobè) 
 80 85 87 Ije 5.6 5.5 5.2 Ije 

The results of the wordlist analysis show that the degree of lexical similarity between Ije and 
Yoruba is 85.6% at the upper confidence limit20 of the calculations.21 

For further interpretation of results, “Language Assessment Criteria”22 (International Language 
Assessment Conference 1990:2) gives the following recommendations: 

[When the wordlist analysis results] indicate a lexical similarity between two speech forms of 
less than about 70% (at the upper confidence limit of the calculation), this generally indicates 
that these are different languages. ... If the similarity is more than 70%, dialect intelligibility 
testing is needed to determine how well people can understand the other speech form. 

In view of these guidelines, the results of the wordlist analysis do not seem to indicate, from a 
lexical point of view, that Ije is a different language from Yoruba. Therefore, as pointed out 
above, comprehension testing was needed in order to determine how well the Ije people were 
able to understand Yoruba. 

                                                 
17 The wordlist was elicited in Sakété during the first stage in 1992. 
18 See Volume 1, Section 4.1.3. 
19 See Volume 1, Appendix L for a complete listing of elicited data sorted by gloss and Appendix M for computed 
percentage and variance matrixes for lexical similarity between all elicited Ede wordlists. 
20 Upper confidence limit = percentage + range of error (variance). 
21 For the computations in Tables 2 and 3, morphemes that are apparently affixed to the form used in another variety 
are ignored if they occur always in the same position. Including all morphemes in the analysis results in an, overall, 
lower degree of lexical similarity as shown in Table 4, Appendix B. (See Volume 1, Appendix K for further details 
regarding the criteria applied for similarity groupings, Appendix L for a complete listing of elicited data sorted by 
gloss, and Appendix M for computed percent and variance matrixes for lexical similarity for all elicited Ede 
wordlists.) 
22 These criteria were “approved for general use as administrative guidelines by the Area Directors and Vice 
Presidents” of SIL based on a statement adopted by participants of the International Language Assessment 
Conference in Horsleys Green, England in 1989. (International Language Assessment Conference 1990:1) 
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As far as Ije and Southern Nago are concerned, the results show a degree of lexical similarity 
between both varieties of >90% at the upper confidence limit of the calculations indicating that 
both varieties are probably the same language. However, since the question falls outside the 
focus of the current study, no further investigation was pursued as to whether Ije and Southern 
Nago are the same language or not. 

5.1.3 Comprehension of Yoruba 

The level of comprehension of Yoruba throughout the Ije communities will be discussed both 
from tested and reported data. 

5.1.3.1 Tested comprehension 

The Ije people’s level of comprehension of Yoruba was tested using a Yoruba narrative. 

The average test score23 for the narrative is 99% indicating high levels of comprehension. The 
low standard deviation of 2.35 indicates that there is little variation in comprehension levels 
across subjects: only 1/15 subjects, a younger male from Zalimey, did not score 100% but 91%. 
(See Appendix C for a complete listing of raw scores.) 

Following the RTT, subjects were asked to identify the origin of the narrator of the story. Half of 
the subjects (7/15 – 47%) correctly24 identified the narrator as coming from either Nigeria (six 
subjects) or Porto-Novo (one subject) while 5/15 subjects (33%) responded that the narrator was 
from either an Ije or Nago area. The remaining 3/15 subjects were not able to identify the 
narrator’s origin. When asked what language he spoke, two subjects thought he spoke Ije and 
one thought he spoke the Nago from Pobè. The others said Yoruba. Of the subjects who were 
asked whether the narrator spoke Yoruba well, all but one subject (10/11 – 91%) answered 
affirmatively; the remaining one saying it was not pure Yoruba. 

In regard to comprehension of the narrative, subjects were asked if they understood “tout” (all), 
“la plupart” (most), “un peu” (a little), “très peu” (very little) or “rien” (nothing) of the narrative. 
All 15 subjects said they understood everything, thus accurately assessing their high level of 
tested comprehension. 

When asked if the various social groups in the village would understand the story, all but one 
subject (13/1425 – 93%) anticipated comprehension. The remaining subject thought that the older 
segment of the population would not understand the whole story. 

5.1.3.2 Reported proficiency 

With regard to reported proficiency in Yoruba, subjects were asked if they understand and speak 
Yoruba, and more specifically about higher-level language functions. 

                                                 
23 The average test score refers to the percentage of correct answers to the comprehension questions. 
24 Even though the narrator is from Porto-Novo, “Nigeria” was also considered a correct answer. 
25 This question was inadvertently omitted for one of the subjects. 
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General understanding ability, as well as the ability to always understand everything when they 
hear Yoruba people speaking, were reported by the majority26 (8/10 – 80%) of the subjects. The 
remaining two subjects, both from Odomèta, stated that they do not know what Yoruba is. In 
addition, subjects were asked if they listen to radio broadcasts in Yoruba, and if so, whether they 
understand everything they hear. Everyone (8/8 – 100%) who reported listening to radio 
broadcasts in Yoruba stated that they understand everything. 

Community elders in Ayizè reported that they understand both Nago and Yoruba very well (“très 
bien”). Similarly the community elders in Issaba said they understand Nago very well. However, 
with regards to Yoruba, they pointed out that although they understand standard Yoruba, they do 
not understand the spoken variety well (“pas bien”). 

A considerably lower percentage of subjects reported productive abilities in Yoruba. General 
speaking ability was reported by 6/10 subjects (60%), while 3/827 (38%) said they are always 
able to say everything they want to say in Yoruba. 

Subjects were also asked about second language (L2) abilities of children. When asked about the 
age at which children in their villages are able to understand Yoruba, half of the subjects (5/10 – 
50%) stated that children between the ages of 7–9 are able to understand Yoruba, while 2/10 
subjects (20%) gave 3–5 years of age, and one subject stated that children have to be at least 12 
years of age.28 Productive abilities of their own children were reported by 1/4 subjects who said 
that her child learned Yoruba at the age of seven. 

Concerning comprehension of Yoruba in the church context, the statement was made in Zalimey 
that the children do not understand the 1960 Yoruba Bible translation. 

5.1.4 Summary for dialect intercomprehension 

To investigate dialect intercomprehension, three factors were examined: (1) the degree of 
internal comprehension among the surveyed Ije communities, (2) the degree of lexical similarity 
between Ije and Yoruba and (3) the level of comprehension of Yoruba throughout the Ije 
communities. 

With regard to internal comprehension, community elders did not report the existence of any Ije 
dialects and said that the differences encountered in rapidity of speech and tone do not prevent 
understanding; even those Ije groups that had migrated still speak Ije well. 

Due to high lexical similarity between Ije and Yoruba, comprehension testing was done to 
further clarify the situation. The high average score (99%) and low standard deviation (2.35) for 
the Yoruba narrative indicate that the general level of comprehension of Yoruba among the Ije 
people is high, if the subjects are representative. 

The high RTT results are paralleled by high percentages of subjects reporting passive language 
abilities in Yoruba. Lower percentages reported productive abilities. In regard to L2 abilities of 
children, all but one subject (7/8) who responded reported that children nine years of age or less 

                                                 
26 The five subjects tested in Zalimey were not asked the questions on reported proficiency. 
27 All three of these subjects reported having traveled to a Yoruba-speaking area. 
28 The remaining two subjects were unable to answer because they did not know what Yoruba was. 
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would be able to understand Yoruba. The remaining subject stated that children must be at least 
12 years of age. 

5.2 Language vitality 

Language vitality of Ije was investigated through reported data focusing on language use patterns 
in various social domains, both public and private, and on intergenerational shift. 

5.2.1 Language use in private domains 

Interviewed subjects were asked which language(s) they use with various people in private 
domains. 

All subjects reported use of Ije with their parents (10/10) and children (6/6). With their spouses, 
all but one subject (6/7 – 86%) use Ije, while the remaining subject said he speaks Nago with his 
Nago L1 spouse. 

Concerning language use outside the home domain, subjects reported almost exclusive use of Ije 
with Ije friends (9/10 – 90%) and neighbors (10/10), with Ije elders (10/10), and at work or on 
the farm (7/10 – 70%). Only a few subjects reported use of Nago (1/10 – 10% with friends, 1/10 
– 10% at work or on the farm) or French (2/10 – 20% at work or on the farm), in addition to, or 
instead of Ije. 

When subjects were asked what language they use with Yoruba speakers, 5/9 reported exclusive 
use of Ije. However, it should be noted that a few subjects reported use of either Yoruba or 
French (3/9).29 

Regarding language use by children, all interviewed subjects reported that, in their villages, 
children use Ije while playing with both Ije children (6/6) and Yoruba children (5/5). 

Concerning language use by the youth, interviewed subjects were asked how well, in their 
opinion, the youth speak Ije. Overall, the majority of subjects (9/10 – 90%) thought that the 
young people speak Ije correctly. One of these nine said that those who go to Nigeria do not 
speak Ije correctly, which he viewed as a neutral development saying, “On se comprend” (We 
understand each other). 

5.2.2 Language use in public domains 

During the administration of ISQs, subjects were also asked which language(s) they use with 
various people in public domains. 

With regard to language use in the markets, all subjects (10/10) reported use of Ije in both the 
local and regional markets. In addition, one of the subjects said he also uses Nago in the regional 
market. 

In offices of the sous-préfecture, 2/3 subjects use Ije, while the third subject uses French. 
                                                 
29 One subject said he did not know what language he used. 
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5.2.3 Language use in the religious context 

Community elders were interviewed in Ayizè, Issaba and Zalimey regarding language use in the 
religious context. 

During the service/mass at local churches, Bible readings are conducted in Yoruba in all three 
villages with the Zalimey elders remarking that children do not understand Yoruba. In Ayizè and 
Zalimey, Bible readings are also done in Fon and additional use of a French Bible translation 
was reported for Ayizè. Preaching is conducted in Yoruba in Issaba and both in Yoruba and in 
Fon in Ayizè. In Zalimey preaching is done in Fon; however, translation into a mix of Yoruba 
and Ije is regarded necessary since the congregations do not understand Fon well enough. 

According to the same community elders, Yoruba and Arabic are used in the mosque in all three 
towns. The Zalimey village elders added that in the mosque Yoruba was being mixed with Ije. 

5.2.4 Summary for language vitality 

Ije is the dominant language variety of the Ije people and is being used in public and private 
domains. There are no indications of occurring or impending language shift. 

In the private domain, Ije is used almost exclusively within and without the home. Also in public 
domains and in interactions with non-Ije speakers, Ije is widely used; however, Yoruba, Nago 
and French are also used in addition to, or instead of, Ije. 

In the church domain, Yoruba, Ije, Fon and French are used in various contexts. 

Concerning language use in the mosque, Yoruba and Arabic are the languages reportedly being 
employed to the largest extent. 

5.3 Language attitudes 

During both community and individual interviews, language attitudes toward Ije and its potential 
development were investigated, as well as attitudes toward the oral and written forms of Yoruba. 

5.3.1 Attitudes toward Ije and its development 

ISQ and RTT subjects were asked if they thought it would be good for the Ije people to be able 
to read and write Ije. Half of the subjects (4/8) responded affirmatively stating that Ije is the L1 
of the Ije people and that literacy in Ije would encourage the development of the language. Those 
who responded negatively stated that they already have Yoruba literacy which they consider to 
be more beneficial. 

Subjects were also asked if they would want to enroll in an Ije literacy class if one were 
established in their village. Half of the subjects (4/8) responded affirmatively, expressing their 
desire to be literate in their language, while the other half responded negatively, stating that it 
was not worth the trouble and that they preferred Yoruba. 
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In regard to the choice of a potential reference dialect, elders in Ayizè stated that Ije was spoken 
best in Issaba. However, when the elders in Issaba were posed the same question, they responded 
that Ije was spoken best in Ichohou and Ichakpo, stating that the migrations of Yoruba people 
into their own area has influenced the Ije language. 

To probe more indirectly with regard to the choice of a reference dialect, subjects were asked 
where the best place was to learn Ije. All subjects (8/8) named their own village. 

No on-going efforts to develop the Ije language were reported by the literacy department for the 
Ouémé province, by community elders or by individuals who were interviewed. 

5.3.2 Attitudes toward Yoruba 

During individual interviews, subjects were asked about their attitudes toward spoken Yoruba. 
All subjects (8/8) professed positive attitudes about the ability to speak and understand Yoruba, 
since it is important for communication and travel. In addition, some subjects stated that there is 
no difference between Yoruba and Ije and that Yoruba is “their language.” However, community 
elders pointed out that even though vocabulary is the same, pronunciation between Yoruba and 
Ije differs. 

A few (four) subjects were also asked if they would like to be literate in Yoruba; each one 
responded affirmatively. 

5.3.3 Summary for language attitudes 

Overall, attitudes toward Ije and its development appear to be mixed, whereas attitudes toward 
the spoken and written register of Yoruba appear to be positive. 

Concerning Ije, some interviewed subjects expressed interest in its development, as well as in Ije 
literacy classes. However, a substantial number favored Yoruba, stating that literacy in Yoruba 
would be more beneficial. It should be noted that no community-initiated attempts to develop the 
Ije language were reported. 

Attitudes toward both the spoken and the written register of Yoruba appear to be positive with 
some subjects even commenting that Ije and Yoruba are the same language. Community elders 
pointed out, though, that pronunciation between the two varieties differs. 

5.4 Bilingualism and attitudes regarding French 

About one-third of the subjects (3/10 – 30%) reported the ability to speak and understand French, 
all three having received some education while the remaining seven had not. However, all 
subjects (7/7) professed positive attitudes regarding the ability to speak and understand French, 
stating that French is important for communication and work. 
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Subjects with children were also asked about the L2 abilities of their children. Of those subjects 
who reported having children, 3/4 said that their children speak French, explaining that they 
started learning it when they enrolled in school. 

5.5 Literacy 

Subjects were asked if they are able to read and write Yoruba and French. About half of them 
reported having this ability. 

Table 3: Reported proficiency in Yoruba and French 

 Yoruba French 

Reading 5/10 (50%) 4/8 (50%) 
Writing 4/10 (40%) 4/8 (50%) 

 
Subjects were also asked whether they had ever tried to write Ije, and all nine of them answered 
negatively. 

6. Conclusions 

The purpose of this survey was to assess whether and to what extent the existing literacy efforts 
in Yoruba could extend to the Ije communities, or whether an additional language-based 
development program in Ije would be beneficial, and to gather data that would help determine 
the nature and extent of SIL’s possible involvement among these communities. The following 
areas were investigated: 

1. Level of dialect intercomprehension; 
2. Language vitality of Ije; 
3. Language attitudes toward Ije and Yoruba. 

In addition, there are the peripheral factors for which data were gathered during the survey: 
reported proficiency and attitudes regarding French, as well as education and literacy levels. 
Results for these latter factors have been previously presented and will not be discussed in 
further detail. 

6.1 Dialect intercomprehension 

With regard to dialect intercomprehension, three factors were examined: (1) the degree of 
internal comprehension among the surveyed Ije communities, (2) the degree of lexical similarity 
between Ije and Yoruba and (3) the level of comprehension of Yoruba throughout the Ije 
communities. 

First, concerning the degree of internal comprehension among the surveyed Ije communities, 
community elders reported no dialects of Ije and stated that even those Ije groups that had 
migrated still speak Ije well. 
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The second factor to be considered is the degree of lexical similarity between Ije and Yoruba. 
The results show a lexical similarity of 85.6% at the upper confidence limit between Ije and 
Yoruba, indicating that, in accordance with previously established guidelines for wordlist 
analysis, Ije speakers may be able to understand Yoruba. 

Finally, the third factor concerns comprehension of Yoruba. Applying Marmor’s (1997:2f) 
previously-mentioned guidelines30 by which to draw conclusions from comprehension testing 
results, the average score (99%) and a low standard deviation (2.35) for the tested Yoruba 
narrative can be defined as “high” dialect comprehension. Marmor specifies further that this 
classification refers to all segments of the population. In the current analysis, there are no 
obvious differences across genders, ages or locations, although only a few subjects were tested. 

6.2 Language vitality 

Based on reported data gathered during community and individual interviews, it is deduced that 
Ije continues to be used in all public and private domains across social groups and that there are 
no indications of occurring or impending language shift toward any of the local L2s. 

6.3 Language attitudes 

If the sample was representative, the attitudes of the Ije community toward their language are 
positive, but appear mixed toward written development. Those who responded affirmatively to 
literacy in Ije said that this would encourage the development of their language, while those who 
responded negatively stated that they already have Yoruba literacy which they consider to be 
more beneficial. Concerning the choice of a reference dialect for language development, the Ije 
spoken in either Ichohou or Ichakpo seems to be preferable. No community-initiated attempts to 
develop the Ije language were reported. 

Attitudes toward Yoruba also appear to be positive, with some subjects stating that there is no 
difference between the Ije and Yoruba language. However, at the same time, it was pointed out 
that there is a difference in pronunciation between them. 

6.4 Summary 

The results concerning dialect intercomprehension, as well as language attitudes, indicate that the 
Ije communities can utilize Yoruba written materials as, indeed, they are already doing. 
Therefore, it appears that there is no need for SIL to be involved in a language development 
program in Ije. 

                                                 
30 For more details, see Footnote 10 in Section 3. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Map of the Ije language area 

This map is based on the information given by chiefs and elders in the Ije language area: 

100% Ije  Ije + other 
language  Non-Ije 
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Appendix B. Lexical similarity 

For this computation, morphemes that are apparently affixed to the form used in another variety 
are included in the analysis.31 

Table 4: Lexical similarity between Ede varieties 

Percent matrix Variance matrix 

Yoruba (Porto-Novo) Yoruba (Porto-Novo)  
 80 S. Nago (Kétou) 5.6 S. Nago (Kétou) 
 77 79 S. Nago (Pobè) 5.9 6.3 S. Nago (Pobè) 
 72 77 79 Ije 6.3 6.5 6.3 Ije 

                                                 
31 See Volume 1, Appendix K for further details regarding the criteria applied for similarity groupings, Appendix L 
for a complete listing of elicited data sorted by gloss and Appendix M for computed percent and variance matrices 
for lexical similarity for all elicited Ede wordlists. 
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Appendix C. Yoruba narrative RTT results: Raw scores 

  SUBJ# #CORR #TOT % 
Issaba: MY 1 11 11 100 
 MY 2 11 11 100 
 MO 3 11 11 100 
 FY 4 11 11 100 
 FO 5 11 11 100 
Odomèta: MY 6 11 11 100 
 MO 7 11 11 100 
 MO 8 11 11 100 
 FY 9 11 11 100 
 FO 10 11 11 100 
Zalimey MY 11 11 11 100 
 MY 12 11 11 100 
 MY 13 10 11 91 
 FY 14 11 11 100 
 FY 15 11 11 100 
 
Abbreviations: 

SUBJ# = Subject Number, #CORR = Number of correct answers, #TOT = Number of total 
possible correct answers.
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