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ABSTRACT 

This report describes the results of a rapid appraisal survey of the Lela language conducted from 
March 23–31, 1993 in the Zuru Local Government Area of southern Kebbi State in Nigeria.∗ The 
survey assesses the need for a language development program among the Lela people through 
lexicostatistical comparisons of Lela dialects and related languages, individual interview 
schedules, and participant observation. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A. Preface 

The following paper documents a sociolinguistic survey of the Lela people of Zuru Local 
Government Area (LGA) in southern Kebbi State. The field research petition of this survey was 
conducted in a period of one week, from March 23 to 31, 1993. Stephen and Sonia Dettweiler, 
linguists sponsored by the United Missionary Church of Africa, conducted the survey. Our 
guides and Hausa interpreter were Sunday Manu, in indigene, of Zuru LGA, and Isaiah 
Sambo,an indigene of Rijau LGA. Our colleague, Clark Regnier, also carried out several days of 
preliminary research with some Lela-speaking college students in Ilorin during March 1991, 
namely the collection of a wordlist and the distribution of a questionnaire. 

B. Purpose 

Our preliminary background research suggests that the Lela language community may be 
undergoing a shift in their first language from Lela to Hausa, the language of wider 
communication throughout northern Nigeria. Our purpose in this survey was to make a quick 
initial assessment of the dialect situation and of the domains in which Lela and Hausa are 
currently being used by the Lela language community. This “rapid appraisal” is not intended to 
be a substitute for the methodical assessment (Bergman 1991:3) needed to clearly depict 
interdialect comprehension within Lela and to give an accurate profile of Lela-Hausa 
bilingualism. Rather it is preliminary to that kind of in-depth research. 

On the basis of this assessment we hope to determine whether there is a need for a language 
development program among the Lela people. If there is a probable need, we wish to rate for our 
sponsoring organization the priority of in-depth research into the sociolinguistic situation of the 
Lela people. 

C. Background Research 

The Lela people are indigenes of Zuru LGA (Local Government Area), Donko-Wasagu LGA, 
and Sakaba LGA, which together form the eastern arm of Kebbi State.1 They are also indigenes 
of the northern part of Rijau LGA in Niger State. Many have migrated away from the language 
area, mostly southwards and often for the sake of farmland. Centers of Lela population are Zuru, 

                                                 
∗This report was not peer reviewed. 
1Until 1991 the three LGAs mentioned constituted Zuru LGA, which was in the south-central part of Sokoto State. 
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Dabai, Kyabo, Kando, Rikoto, Peni, Senchi, Manga, Tadurga, Diri, Dirin Daji, Ribah, Conoko, 
Kainya, and Wasagu (Harris 1938:114; Fitzgerald 1942; Gunn and Conant 1960:30). 

There are two sets of names associated with this people and their language. One set is based on 
the Hausa name for the people, Dakarkari, and the other set is based on the stem of the autonyms 
for the people and the language, which is Lela. The Ethnologue (Grimes 1992:343) describes the 
language under the heading Lela and gives Lalawa, Clela, Kolela, Cala-cala, Chilela, and Chilala 
as alternate names to this. Lalawa is clearly a variant of the Lela stem with the Hausa suffix -wa 
(“people”) attached. The names Clela, Chilela, and Chilala are all variants of the language 
autonym, which Hoffmann gives as Clela 1967:239, fn. 1).2 Cala-cala likely is a corruption of 
the same name. Kolela is the name given by Fitzgerald (1944:43) as the autonym of the people, 
but Hoffmann clarifies that this is the singular form, and gives Lelna as the plural form ‘Lola 
people‘ (1967:239).3 Linguist E. C. Rowlands (1962:78) records the names ka-Lela and Lela-na 
as the singular and plural forms respectively of the people autonym and the name ci-Lela as the 
language autonym. So it is well established that the stem of the autonyms is Lela. 

The final three alternate names listed in the Ethnologue for this language and people are 
Dakarkari. Dakakari, and Dakkarkari. These variant spellings are all used in the literature 
describing the Lela people. In addition, the name Dakarawa is sometimes used in spoken Hausa 
and in literature (e.g., Harris 138:114) as a plural form of the people name, and Dakarci is 
frequently used in Hausa as the language name (Rowlands 1962:78, fn.1). Three possible origins 
for the name Dakarkari have been suggested: first, that it is derived from the Arabic word 
dakakir, ‘idolaters‘ (Temple 1922:38, fn.1), a Muslim reference to the people’s paganism; 
second, that it is derived from the Hausa word daakaaree, ‘infantry-man’ (Wente-Lukas 
1985:71), a reference to the people’s earlier history; third, that Dakarkari is a corruption of dan 
K’Kari, ‘man of the Kari tribe’4 (Fitzgerald 1944:43). 

Rowlands shows that some confusion arises over the name Dakarkari because “[it] is used in 
English to cover a number of groups speaking dialects related to ci-Lela who live in the same 
area” (1962:78, boldface type author’s). P. G. Harris, who wrote a lengthy article on “the 
Dakarkari peoples,” includes the Bangawa, the Kelawa, the Fakawa, and the Lilawa (all of whom 
are indigenous to Zuru LGA) under this designation (1938:114). Rowlands’ brief comparative 
wordlist (1962:79) sheds some light on the linguistic distinctions that can be made among these 
groups. Regnier’s recent investigation into these peoples and their languages asserts that “…the 
indigenes of Fakai District [Fakawa], the Dakarkari (Lela), and the Bangawa (Lyase) are three 
distinct language groups” (1992:1), and he verifies this assertion by comparison of wordlists. In 
this report we use the name Lela to refer to both the people and the language of its focus (and to 

                                                 
2Hoffmann further points out (1967:241) that the Lela consonant prefixes may be syllabic or pronounced with a 
following vowel (the vowel [i] in the names Chilela and Chilala). It seems to us that it is preferable to spell the 
language autonym c-Lela to clearly indicate the status of /c/ as a prefix and as a separate syllable. Note that /c/ 
replaces /ch/ in modern Hausa orthography, both representing the affricate [t]. 
3Hoffmann actually gives Klela as the singular form. The spelling k-Lela would give a better idea of how this name 
should be pronounced, consistent with Hoffmann's explanation of consonant prefixes (1967:241). 
4K’Kari is the singular form of the Lela name for a closely related tribe, whom the Hausa call Kelawa. The name 
dan K’Kari is thus a hybrid between Hausa and Lela, its more literal translation being ‘son of a man from Kari’. 
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clearly exclude the two related peoples and their languages), although the name Dakarkari or its 
variants may appear in some direct quotations. 

The question of subgroups or dialect groups within the Lela people is scarcely addressed in the 
literature. Harris lists the Lela (Lilawa) as a section of the “Dakarkari” and does not refer to any 
subdivisions within the Lela, though he does briefly list some Lela settlements (1938:114 ) . The 
writings of Fitzgerald (1942, 1944) and Gunn and Conant (1960) are mainly pertinent to the 
question of subgroups in extending the list of Lela settlements and locating some of them on a 
map (Fitzgerald 1944:44). Temple divides the “Dakkakarri” into “two principal clans,” giving 
their names as Lila and Adoma (1922:88). Temple’s use of Lila as a clan name and his statement 
that “Kelinchi”5 is the name of the Adoma clan’s dialect (1922:89) might lead one to infer that 
Adoma is not a proper subdivision of the Lela. However, Rowlands suggests otherwise in 
conveying remarks of a Lela speaker from Dabai, who spoke of the Adoma (using the name 
Roma-na) as “a section of the Lela-na who lived at a village called Roma.” (Rowlands 1962:78, 
fn.3 - boldface type author’s). The Ethnologue (Grimes 1992:343), based on 1991 information, 
identifies Lila, Dabai (a historic population center for the Lela), and Adoma as the dialects of 
Lela. Lila seems a questionable name for a subgroup of the Lela. The name likely arises from 
Temple and Harris’ broad interpretation of the term “Dakarkari” and their subsequent use of 
Lila and Lilawa to denote the subgroup of “Dakarkari” which is the focus of this report (i.e., the 
Lela). Dabai and Adoma seem more likely names for Lela dialect groups, but this is probably not 
a comprehensive list. The whole topic of Lela subgroups calls for further field investigation. 

Concerning the question of where the Lela people lived prior to their present location in Zuru 
LGA, Harris (1938:116) suggests that they (along with the Bangawa, the Kelawa, and the 
Dukawa) were a subject people in the Kingdom of Kebbi, which reached the height of its power 
in the sixteenth century. The “Dakarkari” (i.e., Bangawa, Kelawa, and Lela) are said to have 
been the “foot-soldiers” of the King of Kebbi, from which occupation they obtained their Hausa 
name (Gunn and Conant 1960:32). Around 1700 the Hausa peoples of Zanfara6 and Gobir 
rebelled against their Kebbi overlords and separated from the Kingdom of Kebbi. Harris says it is 
likely that the subject peoples, still loyal to Kebbi but wanting to farm undisturbed by the 
continual internecine warfare of the Hausas, migrated southwards and set up a small buffer state 
(1938:116–117). He identifies the Bangawa and the Kelawa as originating from an area near the 
Kebbi River and the Lela, coming from farther east, as “the Zanfara element” of the buffer state 
(Harris 1938:114). Temple’s statement that the “Dakkakari” are “descended from the Atsifawa, 
leavened by a number of Haussawa from Zanfara” (1922:89) does not exactly conflict with 
Harris’ ideas, although Harris does not mention this association of the Lela with the Acipa 
(Atsifawa). Gunn and Conant note that the Acipa of Karisen are considered to have been the 
earliest settlers in what is now Sakaba LGA (bordering Zuru LGA on the southeast). They 
express curiosity about “the extent to which Dakakari and Bangawa may owe their language and 
other elements of their culture to their [Acipa] predecessors” (1960:32). 

                                                 
5Hausa for ‘language of Keli’. Keli is the main town of the Kelawa, one of the groups related to Lela but not a 
subdivision thereof. 
6The Zanfara Hausas had their population center at Gusau, now in eastern Sokoto State (Harris 1938:115). 
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Because there is “no agreement on the designation of the term Dakakari” in census taking (Gunn 
and Conant 1960:31), there is some difficulty arriving at a population estimate for the Lela 
people. The two most recent estimates, as cited in Wente-Lukas (1985:72), are a population of 
39,000 in 1952 (suggested by Westermann and Bryan) and a population of 69,000 in 1971 
(suggested by Welmers).7 If these estimates are projected forward to 1993 at an annual 
population growth rate of 2 percent, the resulting population estimates are 69,000 and 107,000 
respectively. Thus a conservative up-to-date estimate of the Lela population, based on 
projections, is 100,000. 

E. C. Rowlands (1962:73–77) elicited and published a comparative wordlist of 142 items in four 
languages: Lela, Duka, Kambari, and Kamuku. His main conclusion is that Lela and Duka are 
more closely related to each other than either of them is to Kambari or Kamuku. Linguist Carl 
Hoffmann collected and published a considerable amount of Lela language data in his article on 
the “Dakarkari” noun class system (1967). He also contributed a Lela wordlist elicited from 
speakers of Dabai and Zuru to the Benue-Congo Comparative Wordlist (Williamson and 
Shimizu 1968 (Vol. 1):xxiv). A 100-item wordlist was collected by Paul Dancy (1972). A. H. 
Amfani (1990) collected the 100-item Swadesh list in the Lela language for the purpose of 
comparing it with three other languages of Zuru LGA (Banga, Duka, and Fakai Cluster). On the 
basis of his comparison, Amfani calculated that Lela is 61 percent lexically similar to Banga, 60 
percent similar to Duka, and 59 percent similar to Fakai Cluster (1990:53). He also argues that 
Lela is the most linguistically divergent member of this group of four languages (1990:55). 

Following Williamson (1989) and Gerhardt (1989), Lela is classified as Niger-Congo, Benue-
Congo, Kainji, Western, Group 7, Lela. Figure 1 shows this classification in tree diagram form. 
The labels “Eastern” and “Northern” are those used by Blench and Crozier (forthcoming) for 
Gerhardt’s Group 6 and Group 7 respectively. 

The languages most closely affiliated linguistically to Lela are Duka, the Fakai cluster (also 
known as the Puku-Geri-Keri-Wipsi cluster or Fakkanci), and Banga (also known as Lyase or 
Gwamhi-Wuri). The geographic neighbors8 of the Lela people are: to the north, Hausa and 
Gwamhi-Wuri; to the west, Gwamhi-Wuri and Fakai cluster; to the south, Duka and Kambari; to 
the east, Hausa (Katsinawa Laka), Kambari, and Acipa (Grimes 1992:320; Harris 1938:116). Of 
the languages spoken by these neighbors, only Hausa is not a Western Kainji language. 

                                                 
7Unfortunately it is unclear in both cases whether the peoples indigenous to Fakai District, Zuru LGA (i.e., the 
Fakawa and the Kelawa) are excluded from the given figures (which would make it an estimate of the Lela 
population only). We are assuming that Westermann and Bryan do exclude these peoples because their work 
mentions Fakawa and Bangawa as entities distinct from the “Dakakari.” Welmers should also have been aware of 
these distinctions. 
8Being “geographic neighbors” frequently involves overlapping of different language groups in the same geographic 
area. 
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Figure 1. Tree diagram of Lela language classification 
(based on Williamson 1989 and Gerhardt 1989) 

 

Paul and Phoebe Ummel with United Missionary Society lived among the Lela people at Zuru 
from 1925 until 1955. They learned the Lela language and used it extensively in their 
communication with the people (Boettger and Boettger 1991). They produced some literature in 
Lela, including a reader. The Boettgers, working in a neighboring area in Nigeria report that the 
Lela “…encountered difficulty reading it [the orthography used in these books], which may 
indicate that the phonemics were not sufficiently reduced” (ibid.). They also say that the use of 
these printed materials was “very limited.” Another reading book, which uses a different 
orthography, was apparently prepared and printed by the Roman Catholic Mission, which began 
work in Zuru in 1951. 

The Lela language area has been described as “split into two sharply defined areas,” a narrow 
range of stony hills along the western boundary and the well-watered plain lands to the east 
(McClintock, cited in Gunn and Conant 1960:34). The altitude above sea level generally varies 
between 250 and 500 meters (800 and 1600 feet). Vegetation is of the guinea savannah type. 
Rainfall is about 900 mm (36 inches) per year, falling mainly between June and September. 
Harmattan winds blow “in cycles from November to March,” and the harmattan season shades 
into a hot season from March to May (Gunn and Conant 1960:34–35). The most important 
occupation of the Lela people has been and still is farming. Agriculture rests on a system of 
shifting cultivation, with the crops grown (e.g., guinea corn, millet, maize, acha, groundnuts, 
beans, sugar cane, cotton) and the techniques employed similar to most farming communities of 
central Nigeria. Small industries that supplement income from farming are brewing alcohol, 
blacksmithing, mat making, smelting, and pottery (Bashir 1990:159–160). The importance of 
hunting has declined (Gunn and Conant 1960:36). Quite large numbers of Lela men have 
enlisted and served with distinction as professional soldiers in the armed forces (Gunn and 
Conant 1960:38). As in most of the surrounding people groups, wrestling and bride service 
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(golmo) are important activities for young men as they prepare for marriage. These activities are 
strongly associated with the traditional religion (Gunn and Conant 1960:43). 

The three religions widely practiced among the Lela people are the traditional religion, Islam, 
and Christianity. The traditional religion of the Lela (along with the peoples related to them) is 
characterized by ancestor veneration, a secret society (called Mai-giro or M’gilø), which is 
restricted to men, and the celebration of annual festivals.9 Funerals and memorial services (seven 
days and one year after death, respectively) are very important in the traditional religion (Harris 
1938:150; Bako 1990:121). The use of ornamental pottery at gravesites is “one of the 
outstanding features of a Dakakari village,” according to Fitzgerald (1944:43). 

Islam made some inroads among the Lela people in the nineteenth century, mainly because of the 
migration of Muslims from Katsina into the Zuru area (Bako 1990:122–123). According to 
Bako, a “substantial number” of the indigenous people (i.e., the Lela) in the Zuru area became 
Muslims by the end of the nineteenth century. In the early twentieth century, the “deliberate 
policies” by British colonial administrators of putting Muslim rulers over non-Muslim people 
enhanced the prestige and power of Islam and led to the conversion of many more individuals 
from traditional religion to Islam (Bako 1990:1251). But traditional religion maintained a strong 
hold over the Lela, particularly in the villages. For example, a Muslim Lela was confuted in 1945 
as village head of Dabai by representatives of the traditional religion, “provided he did not 
interfere with then customary rites,” a condition that he readily accepted (Gunn and Conant 
1960:48). Gunn and Conant cite this incident in connection with their statement that “there is 
little evidence of any trend toward Islam” among the Lela. 

There are various opinions about the extent and significance of Hausa bilingualism in the Lela 
language community. Writing in the 1930s, Harris (1938:151–152) cites four aspects of rapid 
change in Nigeria that he felt would result in “an almost complete assimilation of the Dakarawa 
[i.e., the Lela] with the Hausa” over the next thirty years: military training undergone by the 
young men, availability of cars, influx of people from the more developed south, and education 
in government schools. Gunn and Conant (1960:37) call Hams’ assimilation hypothesis into 
question, pointing out that the area inhabited by the Lela seems to have a long history as “a 
veritable ethnic and cultural kaleidoscope.” Fitzgerald, who did research on Lela material culture 
in the 1940s, says that Lela men talked to him in Hausa since he did not know their language 
(1942:27). This indicates a long-standing tradition among the Lela of using Hausa to 
communicate with outsiders.10 

                                                 
9Bako (1990:117–121) describes three annual festivals traditionally celebrated by the Lela. The M’gilø festival 
includes initiation of boys between seven and nine years of age into the traditional society. The Dibiti and Uhola 
festivals are respectively associated with the growth and harvesting of the crops. 
10From the 1950s on, many Lela young people have seen education in English as a vehicle for securing employment 
with a good salary (Boettger and Boettger 1991:3). 
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D. Summary of Findings from Background Research11 

B1. The Lela people are indigenes of three Local Government Areas in Kebbi State (namely 
Zuru, Donko-Wasagu, and Sakaba) and of Rijau LGA in Niger State. (Report, p.l) 

B2. Lela is the stem of the names this people give to themselves and their language. 
Dakarkari (and variants thereof) is the Hausa name used for the people and is also 
frequently used in the literature, but it lacks clarity because of its association with two 
other language groups in addition to the Lela. (pp.1–2) 

B3. The Lela language group is subdivided into several dialect groups. Dabai, Roma and Lila 
are three dialect groups mentioned in the literature with Lila of questionable status as a 
dialect. Other Lela dialect groups are yet to be revealed bv field research. (p.3) 

B4. Traditions concerning the origins of the Lela people are that they were once a subject 
people in the Hausa kingdom of Kebbi; that along with the Bangawa and the Kelawa they 
migrated southward out of Kebbi in order to escape warfare and that they are descended 
“at least in part” from the Acipa people who had earlier settled in the nearbv Sakaba area. 
(p.3) 

B5. A conservative estimate of the present population of the Lela language group is 90,000. 
(p.4) 

B6. Linguists who have collected wordlists and other data on the Lela language are 
Rowlands, Hoffmann, Dancy, and Amfani. (p.4) 

B7. Lela is in the Western Kainji language group (within the larger Benue-Congo family) and 
its close linguistic relatives are Duka, Fakai Cluster, and Banga. Other languages (besides 
these three closely related ones) spoken by geographic neighbors of the Lela are Hausa, 
Kambari, and Acipa. (pp.4–5) 

B8. Pioneer missionaries among the Lela people learned the Lela language and used it 
extensively in communication. They translated some literature into Lela, but the use of 
these materials was limited. (pp.5–6) 

B9. The main occupation of the Lela people is farming. Lela men are also known for their 
skill as professional soldiers, (p.6) 

B10. A number of Lela have become Muslims due to the migration of Hausa Muslims into the 
language area and due to British colonial policies which increased the power and prestige 
of Islam. It seems that Islam has had little impact on the traditional religion practiced in 
Lela villages, (pp.6–7) 

B11. Harris predicted that rapid change in northern Nigeria would lead to the Lela totally 
adopting the Hausa language and culture. Although the church has undergone a shift from 
Lela to Hausa, Harris’ prediction is still open to question for the Lela people as a whole. 
(p.7) 

                                                 
11These findings are numbered Bl, B2, etc. to indicate that they are points arising from Background Research. A 
later section will list points Fl, F2, etc. as findings from Field Research. 
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E. Map of Area Surveyed 

In order to prepare a map of the Lela language area (figure 2), we recorded odometer readings on 
our Land Rover each time we traveled to a new location by road. For each location we 
determined the distance from Zuru. For features other than road distance, the map is based 
primarily on Fitzgerald (1944:44) and on a map entitled UMCA Churches in Nigeria (1986). 
That map is intended as an aid to better understanding of place references made in this report. 
Please note that there are many Lela villages that are not shown on the map. The Lela have 
dispersed quite widely from their traditional home area into surrounding areas (Gunn and Conant 
1960:30) 

Map 1. The country of Nigeria. 
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Map 2. Lela language area. All areas shown are measured in kilometers from Zuru. 

 

Figure 2. Map of area surveyed 
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II. FIELD RESEARCH ON THE LELA DIALECT SITUATION 

A. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Question 1: What are the dialects of Lela, and to what extent do they differ? Hypothesis: Dabai 
and Roma are two dialect centers of Lela, but there are likely more dialects. Lela dialects 
likely have much lexical similarity. 

Tools used to assess: interview and other comments on dialect centers, comparison of Lela 
wordlists collected from reputed dialect centers in the various geographic areas. 

Question 2: To what extent is the Lela language distinct from related languages, particularly 
languages spoken in neighboring areas? Hypothesis: The Lela language is quite distinct 
from even its closest linguistic relatives, which are the Banga, Fakai Cluster, and Duka 
languages. It is even more distinct from Acipa.12 

Tools used to assess: comparison of a Lela wordlist with wordlists from Banga, Duka, Fakai 
Cluster, and Acipa. 

B. Interview and Comments on Dialect Centers 

To begin our field research, we interviewed Rev. Sule Magaji on the topic of dialect centers and 
dialect differences among the Lela. Magaji is an indigene of Peni (a Lela village just west of 
Zuru) and a retired superintendent of UMCA churches in Arewa District (which includes the 
Lela language area). During Clark Regnier’s preliminary research in Ilorin, Lela college students 
frequently recommended Magaji as a good person to contact when researching the Lela 
language. The interview was to help in determining whether there was any basis for grouping 
Lela population centers around two or more dialect centers. The language of the interview was 
English. In addition to the interview with Magaji, we have the comments of various Lela 
individuals concerning clan names and village names. These comments were written down both 
during Regnier’s preliminary research and during our field research. 

Magaji thinks of his people (the Lela) as being subdivided in three dialects according to the way 
they speak Lela. He identified the three dialect areas as the Zuru area, the Ribah area, and the 
Donko area. His home village, Peni, is in the Zuru area. He considers the following Lela centers 
to be part of the Zuru area because of the similarity of their speech forms: Zuru, Peni, Manga, 
Senchi, Ushe, Dabai, Isgogo, Rumu, Ri’o, Anne, and Uganda (in northern Rijau LGA). He listed 
the following centers in the Ribah area: Ribah, Kainya, Conoko, Rembu, and Rade. He said that 
Dirindaji has a mixture of Zuru and Ribah people and that a number of Conoko people had 
migrated to Wasagu (hence aligning it to the Ribah area). The centers he named in the Donko 

                                                 
12Temple (1922) and Gunn and Conant (1960) both suggest a possible connection of the Lela language to Acipa. 
Since we also collected wordlists in Acipa, we are able to determine what level of lexical similarity there is between 
Lela and the western dialect of Acipa (wordlist collected and verified near Kumbashi in Niger State). Acipa is 
presently classified in the Western Kainji family with Lela but not in the Northern group with Lela and its closest 
relatives. 
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area are: Dogo, Aroma13 (Hausa name Yalamo), Kebu, and Donko. He said that although there 
are some Lela in Donko itself, the town is predominantly a center of the Bangawa (Gwamhi-
Wuri). 

When we asked Magaji to give specific examples of the differences between the speech of these 
three areas, he readily obliged. The Lela of Zuru area generally speak the language faster and 
with shorter words than those of Ribah area, he said. He furnished two examples of this: 

Zuru speech Ribah speech  English gloss 
[rm] [rm] ‘man’ 
[t kwnb] [t kwnb] ‘okra’ 

In both these examples, the significant difference seems to be one of vowel length or quality. In a 
third example, the difference between the speech forms was lexical. In Zuru area, the word for 
‘ladle’ is [igwarnba] whereas in Ribah area, the same item is [ikokolo]. Magaji also claimed that 
the Ribah dialect generally mixes in more Hausa than the Zuru dialect. The two examples he 
furnished for differences between Zuru speech and Donko speech are as follows: 

Zuru speech Donko (Roma) speech English gloss 
[gilegongo] [tSagsligongo] ‘big lizard’ 
[ga:dutu] [ga:dəndənlεviŋi] ‘leftover food’ 

Magaji said that the autonym of his people is [lelna] or [lelena] and the name of the language is 
[tilela]. He also gave [kalela] as the singular form (i.e., for a Lela man or woman). The only 
name he suggested for a Lela subgroup was the name [tjona] for the Ribah dialect group. He 
claimed that the original founder of the tribe came from Elela in Sokoto State; his name was 
Daka Yan Usa and his wife’s name was Uma. When asked about the Hausa name, Dakarkari, he 
cited the tradition of Lela men fighting on foot (badakari is Hausa for ‘infantry-man’), whereas 
the Hausa used horses. 

Each Lela clan name is usually clearly related to the name of the village where that clan 
traditionally lived. Thus [sεntε-nε] are those from the village of Senchi, [dab-na] are from the 
village of Dabai, [om-na] are from the village of Roma, [kεb-nu] are from Kebu, and [reb-na] 
are from Ribah.14  Two clans traditionally inhabited Zuru and its immediate surroundings, named 
[zurgə-nu] and [dəkrt-no]. The only Lela subgroup name we encountered that seemed to be 
related to a whole area rather than a particular village was [tom-na] or [ton-na]. This name was 
used by a Lela student from Rade to describe all the Lela that Magaji identified as being in the 
Ribah dialect area, with the possible exception of the Ribah people (the Reb-na) themselves. The 
name is probably identical to the one given by Magaji to people of the Ribah dialect area. It 
seems that each clan linked to a village can be further subdivided: for example, a man from 
Senchi divided the Senche-ne into seven sub-clans. 

                                                 
13This is almost certainly the village that is identified as Roma in Rowlands (1962:78,fn.3). The addition of the 
prefix a- is not unique to this village name: Magaji identified the Lela name of the old town of Ribah as Aliba. 
14Notice that the suffix -nV on each of these clan names follows the rule that Hoffmann (1967:242) gives for the 
plural of animate nouns. 
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C. Collection and Comparison of Wordlists 

We collected Lela wordlists at four centers: Rade, Ribah, Dabai, and Senchi. 

In Magaji’s analysis, Rade and Ribah are located in the Ribah dialect area and Dabai and Senchi 
are located in the Zuru dialect area. While these two areas are thus represented by two wordlists 
each, the Donko dialect area is not represented at all. We intended to collect a wordlist either at 
Dogo or at Roma in order to represent the Donko area,15 but this was not possible. 

The 170-item SIL Preliminary Standard Wordlist for Africa (Bergman 1989a:3–5) was used as 
the core list, with fifty-eight items added from various semantic domains. Elicitation was through 
Hausa, the language of wider communication in northwest Nigeria. The procedure was that the 
linguist stated the English word, the interpreter gave the Hausa equivalent,16 and the Lela speaker 
said the Lela word or phrase two times “with further repetition sometimes requested by the 
linguist.” Each verb was requested in two forms, with the standard pattern being (for example) 
“He is eating,” then “eating.” A number of nouns, but not all, were elicited in both singular and 
plural forms.17 Only the Hausa and Lela words were recorded on the cassette tape, but the paper 
version of the wordlist shows English as well. Although Lela is known to be a tone language, our 
wordlists do not attempt to show tone (mainly due to lack of time for eliciting words in suitable 
frames). Appendix A, a comparative wordlist of Lela dialects, gives the four wordlists we 
collected. The table at the beginning of Appendix A provides standard background data for the 
four wordlists. 

For two of the wordlists, those representing Rade and Senchi, we were able to reduce the amount 
of elicitation error by verifying all items on the wordlist. Clark Regnier had collected the Rade 
wordlist18 in Ilorin during his preliminary research on the Lela language. During our field 
research two years later, we travelled to the village of Rade to find a speaker of the same Lela 
dialect. For each item (presented to the verifier in Hausa) we sought first to elicit the Lela word 
that he would naturally use. If his word showed substantial phonetic differences from the word 
originally recorded on Regnier’s list, we discussed the item further in order to determine (for 
example) whether the two words were synonymous or whether one was in error. The process of 
verifying the Senchi wordlist was a more simultaneous one. One man had the responsibility of 
giving the Lela word for each item, but two or three other Senchi men were present who felt free 
to discuss items with him, if they felt he needed help or correction. We felt that this verification 
of the wordlist simultaneous with its elicitation was as good as the process we used with the 
Rade wordlist. The Senchi and Rade wordlists shown in appendix A include the additional 

                                                 
15The Donko dialect area is geographically quite small, so that we felt that one wordlist from this area would be 
adequate representation. 
16This decision had been made in advance by discussion between the linguist and the interpreter. 
17Western Kainji languages (formerly called Plateau la languages) are known as “class languages” in which the class 
of a noun is indicated by a prefix (De Wolf, 1968). Thus eliciting both singular and plural is useful for determining 
the root form of the noun. 
18Regnier’s list differed from our 228-item wordlist in that six or seven items on our list were missing on his, and his 
included about sixty more items than ours. 
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insights and corrections gained from these verification processes. The Dabai and Ribah wordlists 
are given a lower reliability code rating because we lacked time to thoroughly verify them. 

Wordlists from four other Western Kainji languages that are spoken in areas bordering on the 
Lela language area were also compared to the Lela (Rade) wordlist. These languages are Duka, 
Fakai Cluster, Banga, and western Acipa. All but the last of these wordlists were collected by 
Clark Regnier and contain 290 items. The western Acipa wordlist, which we collected ourselves, 
is somewhat shorter at 223 items. We did this comparison of wordlists in order to compute 
lexical similarity between Lela and each of the languages that is known or suspected to be 
closely related to it. 

The WORDSURV program (Wimbish, 1989) was used in computing the percentage of lexical 
similarity for each pair of wordlists. In this program the various forms given for a particular 
gloss are assigned to “possible cognate” sets by the linguist who enters the wordlist data. We 
claim only to have possible cognate sets because we did not carry out historical reconstructions 
but assigned the words to sets on the basis of surface phonetic similarity.19 

When portions of the words elicited were known or suspected to be affixes, these portions were 
not included in the WORDSURV comparison process. Such affixes are shown in the comparative 
wordlist (appendix A). Any item known to be a loan word from Hausa was excluded from 
comparison. Loan words are marked with an asterisk in the comparative wordlist. Other cases in 
which an item was excluded from comparison under WORDSURV are: 

(1) if the Lela word for a given item is clearly a compound of two or more other words which are 
also in the wordlist (e.g., appendix A, item 17 ‘firewood’ = ‘tree’ + ‘fire’). Compound words 
are marked with a double asterisk in the combined wordlist and the gloss of the words 
involved is shown underneath. 

(2) if the same Lela word was given for two different prompts (for example, the prompts 
‘woman’ and ‘wife’ produced the same word). In such a case, one of the two identical items 
is marked with a double asterisk and a message pointing out the similarity is shown 
underneath it. 

In a few cases, two different Lela words were given for the same prompt by people of the same 
village. If these were judged to be synonyms, they were entered in the same slot on the combined 
wordlist and separated by a slash mark; both were included in the comparison process. 

The four matrices shown in figure 2 result from comparing the four Lela wordlists, using 
WORDSURV to count possible cognates shared between pairs of wordlists. The Tally matrix 
reports the number of possible cognate forms that were shared between each pair of wordlists. 
The N (Total) matrix reports the total number of words compared between each pair of lists. The 
Percentages matrix reports the number of shared possible cognates as a percentage of the total 

                                                 
19A clearly defined set of criteria for what words have “surface phonetic similarity” (and hence are considered 
“possible cognates”) is presented in Blair (1990:31–33). These criteria, based on word length and classification of 
pairs of phones as either phonetically similar segments or not, are what we have applied in our wordlist comparison. 
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number of words compared between each pair of lists (i.e., the Tally number divided by the Total 
number). Finally, the Variance matrix indicates the range of error for each percentage. This 
range of error is computed using standard statistical procedures (Wimbish 1989:59-60) and is 
based on the possible cognate percentage, the total number of words compared, and the 
reliability rating of each wordlist (given in appendix A) . Appendix B presents a phonostatistic 
analysis of the Lela wordlist data. 

Figure 2. Lexical similarity among four Lela wordlists 

The percentages of lexical similarity between the various pairs of Lela wordlists range from a 
low of 93% ( + /- 2.5 percent) between the Ribah and Dabai wordlists (see also the Dabai-Senchi 
percentage) to a high of 98 percent (+/- 1.2 percent) between the Rade and Ribah wordlists. The 
Rade and Ribah speech forms are probably best considered as one dialect due to the high lexical 
similarity (98 percent) between their representative wordlists. This corroboration confirms the 
perception of our interviewee, Magaji, that the Ribah area (which includes Rade) is essentially 
one major dialect of Lela with only small internal differences between speech forms when one 
village is compared to another. The lexical similarity figures do not give us evidence, however, 
for grouping Dabai and Senchi together as another major dialect in the same way (as Rev. 
Magaji suggested). Dabai, Senchi, Rade, and Ribah all cluster together at a minimum level of 93 
percent, and the similarity between the Dabai and Senchi wordlists is no higher than this figure.20 
Thus, our wordlist comparison suggests the existence of three Lela dialects (or dialect clusters): 
Dabai, Senchi, and Ribah (or Com, if the Lela autonym for this subgroup is preferred). The 
Roma (or Adoma or Aroma) dialect of Lela, mentioned in the literature and also in our interview 
with Sule Magaji, has yet to be compared with the three Lela dialects studied here. This can be 
done through the collection of a Roma wordlist and the computation of lexical similarity with the 
other wordlists. 

                                                 
20For perspective, it may be helpful to note that Lela dialect differences as quantified by lexical similarity figures are 
not so pronounced as dialect differences among the Duka, a closely related group to the immediate south. According 
to our research (Dettweiler & Dettweiler, 1993: 22–24), the Western Duka and Eastern Duka dialect groups cluster 
together at a level of 91 percent and 90 percent respectively (compare to the Rade-Ribah group, clustering at 98 
percent). The Duka dialects cluster together at a level of 77 percent (compare to the Lela dialects studied in this 
report, which cluster at 93 percent). 
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Lexical similarity figures arising from the comparison of the Lela (Rade) wordlist with wordlists 
from four other Western Kainji languages are adequate to demonstrate that Lela is distinct from 
these languages. Figure 3 is a matrix presentation of such figures, computed by WORDSURV. 
According to the Survey Reference Manual (1990:9.5.2.), speech forms should be considered 
distinct languages when their lexical similarity (at the upper confidence limit) is below 70 
percent. By this criterion, we see that Lela, Duka, Fakai Cluster, Banga, and Acipa are all distinct 
languages. Duka at 55 percent and Fakai Cluster at 54 percent appear to be the most closely 
related to Lela of the Western Kainji languages. The low level of lexical similarity between Lela 
and Acipa (21 percent) also calls for an end to speculation that these two languages are closely 
related. 

Name after dash shows the village/dialect of the language speaker 

Figure 3. Lexical similarity between Lela and other Western Kainji languages 

III. FIELD RESEARCH ON LANGUAGE USE BY THE LELA 

A. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Question 3: What is the extent of use of the Lela language (both oral and written) among the 
people? 

Hypothesis: The Lela language is still quite extensively used. It is the main language of oral 
communication in Lela villages (i.e., rural areas), where it is being passed on to children. 
Rural churches use it sometimes for some aspects of their services. Written Lela is in 
limited use. 

Tools used to assess: language use questionnaire, observation 

Question 4: What is the extent of proficiency in Hausa among the Lela people? 
Hypothesis: Among Lela who live in Zuru, Ribah, and other mixed communities, Hausa 

proficiency is high and widespread. Hausa is the dominant language in churches 
throughout the Lela area and is particularly dominant in the churches of mixed 
communities. 

Tools used to assess: language use questionnaire, observation 
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B. Observations and Reported Perceptions of Language Use 

In 1991, Clark Regnier administered a questionnaire to fourteen Lela individuals (ten men and 
four women) who were studying at the UMCA’s theological college in Ilorin. The questionnaire 
was administered in written English. We administered the same questionnaire (in somewhat 
abbreviated form) to three Lela individuals (two men from Senchi and one woman from Zuru). 
The questions were again administered in English, though this time orally. These three 
respondents were teachers and proficient in English. A total of seventeen people responded to the 
quesionnaire.21 The questions pertained to the use of Lela and Hausa in the communities of the 
Lela area. Three questions pertained to the religious constitution of the Lela people in rural and 
urban areas. 

In addition to data gained by using the questionnaire, we collected other information about 
language use through the comments made by questionnaire respondents and others and through 
our own observations. These observations usually focused on the question of what language (Leli 
or Hausa) was being used in various situations, serving as a cross-check on what people reported 
as their perceptions of language use. 

The questionnaire respondents reported the following perceptions of the extent of use of the Lela 
language, speaking mainly about their own experience: 

(1) All seventeen said it is important to them that their children speak Lela. 
(2) One out of seventeen does not speak Lela. 
(3) Sixteen out of seventeen (i.e., all who speak Lela) sometimes sing in Lela.  
(4) Fifteen out of seventeen sometimes pray in Lela. 
(5) Fifteen out of seventeen listen to Lela on the radio. Magaji told us that there is some 

broadcasting in Lela almost every day from Sokoto and Kaduna, and a man in Senchi 
informed us that a broadcasting station was opened in Zuru in January of 1993. 

(6) Our respondents were divided on how well the Lela language is being passed on to Lela 
children in mixed communities like Zuru. Nine of them said most Lela children in Zuru knew 
how to speak and understand Lela; eight respondents said half or fewer of the Lela children 
in Zuru could handle the Lela language. 

Singing in Lela was most often mentioned as a way Lela is being used in the church. One woman 
reported, “All Dakarkari enjoy singing in the language even if they do not understand it. Dakarci 
songs move people more than Hausa or English.” She also said that there are some Lela in 
smaller villages who do not speak any Hausa at all. Several individuals commented that the Lela 
orthography developed by the Ummels needs revision in order to be really useful for the reading 
and writing of Lela. One man had a specific suggestion about an orthographic change that is 
needed.22  

                                                 
21This sample is biased as it contains only Lela who know at least enough English to study at a post-secondary level. 
22He suggested writing vowels that are sometimes not pronounced. 
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The questionnaire included two items concerning the extent of proficiency in Hausa among the 
Lela. When asked whether most Lela know Hausa or English so well that literacy in Lela is not 
needed, three respondents said “yes” and fourteen respondents said “no.” When asked whether 
they knew Hausa before going to school as a child, nine said “yes” and eight said “no.” One 
respondent asserted that “the majority of Dakarkari in bigger villages speak Hausa.” Various 
attitudes were expressed about whether the people should encourage their children to use Hausa 
or to use Lela as their primary language. One educated Lela man who lives on the fringes of the 
Lela language area told us that he is not teaching his children Lela, since Hausa and English will 
be more useful to them in the Nigeria of the future. However, another man told us about a 
meeting of educated Lela speakers (including university lecturers) in Zuru, at which people were 
bemoaning the loss of the Lela language. A man in Senchi indicated that the Lela are being 
mocked by people of other groups “because we don’t have a book of our own.” 

We observed Lela people using both Hausa and Lela in various situations. While we were in 
Zuru, a UMCA leader and a speaker of Lela, Hausa, and English called a meeting to discuss Lela 
language development. About ten adults attended, and the meeting was conducted in the Lela 
language. We observed a small signboard on a clinic in the town of Tungan Magajiya (estimated 
to be about 80 percent Lela inhabitants) that used Lela words. When we gave a ride to twelve 
Lela women from Dabai to Zuru, they sang two choruses in Lela followed by a chorus in Hausa. 
Finally, while on a cross-country trek with three Lela men (one of whom spoke English), we 
observed that the conversations among them were mainly in the Lela language and not in 
Hausa.23 

We also asked our questionnaire respondents for their perceptions concerning the religious 
affiliations of the Lela people. Religious affiliation is pertinent to language use in that each of the 
three religions present among the Lela (traditional religion, Islam, and Christianity) tend to 
encourage a different language or set of languages in the practice of that religion. Thus, the 
traditional religion encourages use of Lela, Islam encourages use of Hausa and Arabic, and 
Christianity encourages use of Hausa, English and (to a limited extent) Lela. Fifteen out of 
seventeen respondents said that in the Lela villages the traditional religion is the strongest of the 
three religions. One person said Christianity is the strongest of the three religions in the villages, 
and one other did not answer the question. When asked if there are many Lela villages without at 
least a few Christians, ten said “yes,” six said “no,” and one gave no response. Asked about the 
relative strength of the three religions in the larger population centers (e.g., Zuru and Ribah), 
seven respondents said that Christianity is strongest, three said that Islam is strongest, one said 
Christianity and Islam were equally strong, and six did not want to hazard a guess. Two 
respondents stated their belief that, if we were referring only to the Lela in the larger population 
centers, they would consider Christianity the strongest; if we were referring to the whole 
population of these towns, then they would consider Islam the strongest. 

                                                 
23Though our Hausa is too limited for extended conversational use, it is not difficult for us to distinguish between 
Hausa and Lela because of the abundance of phonological differences between these languages. 
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IV. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FROM FIELD RESEARCH 
Fl. A Lela leader that we interviewed perceives three main dialects of Lela. Zuru, Ribah. and 

Roma24 were identified as centers of these three dialects. (Report, p.l0) 
F2. Differences perceived between Lela dialects include vowel length, vowel quality, and lexical 

differences. (p.11) 
F3. Our interviewee’s responses to questions about the names and origin of the Lela people are 

consistent with what is already stated in literature about the Lela. Additional information he 
gave, that, the founder of the Lela came from Elela and was named Daka, suggest a 
connection between the founder and both names for his people (Lela and Dakarkari). (p.11) 

F4. Each Lela clan name is usually clearly related to the name of that clan’s traditional 
population center. In our research, only one Lela subgroup name (Com or Con) seems to be 
linked to a whole area rather than to an individual village or town. (p.11) 

F5. Our comparison of Lela wordlists suggests the existence of three Lela dialects in addition to 
the Roma dialect (which we were unable to study). These three dialects can be identified 
(using the name of a center from each dialect) as Dabai, Senchi, and Ribah.25 The three 
dialects we studied group together at a lexical similarity figure of 93 percent. (p.14) 

F6. Our comparison of Lela with Duka, Fakai Cluster, Banga, and Acipa clearly shows that Lela 
is distinct from all of these related languages and only distantly related to Acipa. (pp.14–5) 

F7. Almost all the Lela who answered our language-use questionnaire reported personal use of 
Lela in the domains of singing, praying, and listening to Lela radio programs. (p.16) 

F8. Although all the questionnaire respondents felt the importance of teaching their own children 
Lela, roughly half of them felt that the language is not being passed on to many children in 
linguistically mixed communities such as Zuru. (p.16) 

F9. About three-quarters of the respondents indicated some use of Lela in their churches, and all 
indicated their support for such use. The support is more qualified for Lela use in churches 
serving mixed communities. (p.16) 

F10. Some report that there are people in the smaller villages who are monolingual in Lela, but 
that the majority of Lela in larger villages are able to speak Hausa. (p.16–17) 

F11. Lela individuals express the need to revise the Lela orthography developed by the Ummels. 
(p.16) 

F12. A widespread perception is that Hausa is displacing Lela, particularly in the larger villages. 
About half of our respondents knew Hausa before they began school as a child. Conflicting 
opinions were expressed about whether this language shift is a good thing, and about the 
value of Lela literature and literacy. (p.16–17) 

                                                 
24Admittedly, Sule Magaji called the third dialect area the “Donko” area. We have instead given “Roma” as the 
dialect center for this area because: (1) Magaji recognized that Donko itself is not primarily a Lela center, and (2) 
Roma (or Adoma or Aroma) is the name used in the literature to identify this dialect. 
25Some people think that it is preferable to use names that describe each dialect area’s placement in the language 
area, e.g., central (=Dabai), southern (=Senchi), northern (=Roma), and eastern (=Ribah). Map 2 shows that the first 
three dialects are geographically placed on the western side of the Lela language area. 
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F13. The majority of our respondents perceive the traditional religion to be stronger than 
Christianity and Islam in the Lela villages (rural areas). In the larger population centers, our 
respondents consider the traditional religion to be weakest and either Christianity or Islam 
to be strongest. (p.17) 

V. ASSESSMENT 

Our task in this part of the report is to use the findings of the field research (summarized in 
Section IV) to answer the research questions on the Lela dialect situation (see p.10) and on 
language use by the Lela (see p.15). Then we will give a brief assessment of the sociolinguistic 
situation, particularly as it pertains to the need for language development in the Lela language. 
This assessment will draw relevant findings from both background and field research.26 

A. Answers to the Research Questions 

The first field research question is: “What are the dialects of Lela, and to what extent do they 
differ?” Our interview on dialect centers suggests three main dialects (or dialect clusters) of Lela, 
which could be called Zuru, Ribah, and Roma (Fl, F2). Our comparison of wordlists from four 
Lela centers confirms the unity of the Ribah dialect but suggests that the Zuru dialect might be 
better considered as two dialects, with centers at Dabai and Senchi (F5). The extent of difference 
among the dialects we studied was not great, with maximum lexical difference of 7 percent (i.e., 
minimum lexical similarity of 93 percent - F5) and differences in vowel length and quality (F2). 

The second research question is: “To what extent is the Lela language distinct from related 
languages?” Research finding F6 confirms our hypothesis that the Lela language is quite distinct 
from the Banga, Duka, and Fakai cluster languages (at about 50 percent lexical similarity) and 
even more distinct from the Acipa language (at about 20 percent lexical similarity). 

The third research question is about the extent to which the Lela language is used, in both oral 
and written forms, among the people. A strong perception is that oral use of Lela is much greater 
in the rural areas than in the larger population centers, which are linguistically mixed. In the rural 
areas it is possible to find people who are monolingual in Lela (F10). Here, too, the traditional 
religion, which involves use of Lela, is strongly practiced (F14). Individuals report the use of 
Lela in singing, praying, and listening to the radio (F7) and usually express a desire that their 
own children be able to speak Lela (F3). There is some support, though not unanimous, for the 
use and development of Lela literature (F12). The need for a revised Lela orthography is 
expressed (F11). 

The fourth research question pertains to the extent of proficiency in Hausa among the Lela 
people. This aspect was not very thoroughly investigated by our questionnaire, but the perception 
of many is that Hausa is displacing Lela as first language among Lela in the larger and more 
linguistically mixed communities (F10, F12). In these communities, Hausa is frequently learned 
by children at quite a young age (F8, F12). 

                                                 
26These findings are referred to using the numbers from the respective summaries: B refers to a finding from 
background research; F refers to a finding from field research. 
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B. The Sociolinguistic Situation 

Two factors in the Lela sociolinguistic situation seem particularly relevant to the question of 
whether or not there is a need for Lela language development and for literature in the Lela 
language. 

(1) Patterns of language use are quite different for Lela living in the more homogeneous rural 
villages than for Lela living in the linguistically mixed towns or outside the Lela language 
area. It seems likely that a large subgroup of the Lela (consisting mainly of rural dwellers 
who practice the traditional religion) need to have Lela literature on comprehension grounds 
(B9, BI0, F8, F10). 

(2) Lela literature that has been developed in the past has had quite limited use, but the picture is 
not entirely discouraging to the development of more Lela literature. First, the Lela have 
displayed some interest in mother-tongue literature by responding positively to the 1985 
reprinting of three Lela books and by the use of one of these books, the hymnbook. Second, a 
problem with the orthography of the old Lela literature has been identified as a hindrance to 
its use. This hindrance may be cleared by revising the orthography. (B8, F11, F12) 

These two factors would also have importance in characterizing a program of language 
development among the Lela. In addition, the relatively large numbers of educated Lela people 
indicates that the initiative and personnel to do the work of language development should come 
from the Lela themselves and expatriate involvement should be limited to training and consultant 
roles. 

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 

We recommend that the following be done in order to clarify the need for language development 
among the Lela: 

(1) Further research on the Lela dialect situation should be conducted. This should start from a 
four-dialect hypothesis (centers Dabai, Senchi, Ribah, and Roma). The research should 
include collection of a Roma wordlist (to quantify the extent of its simlarity to other Lela 
dialects); collection of a Zuru wordlist (to determine whether it should be aligned with Dabai 
or Senchi or considered a separate dialect); collection of wordlists from outlying centers such 
as Tadurga and Dirindaji; and dialect intelligibility testing using recorded texts. This 
additional research will considerably extend and refine the understanding of the dialect 
situation which arises from our initial (Level 1) assessment. 

(2) Further research on the extent of Hausa bilingualism in the Lela language community should 
be conducted. Testing methods provide a comprehensive profile of such bilingualism are 
Sentence Repetition Testing (Radloff 1991) and a self-evaluation questionnaire (Blair 
1990:97–106). 

(3) Sociolinguistic factors relevant to the acceptance and continued use of Lela literature should 
be carefully assessed. Such factors include use of the Lela language in at least the “home” 
domains, status quo and trends for change in the socioeconomic situation of the people 
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(Watters 1990) and the attitudes of the Lela towards having literature in the vernacular (see 
Landin 1989). 

Since we have identified the need as “probable,” the priority of in-depth research into the 
sociolinguistic situation (with a view to language development) needs to be rated. Our 
assessment suggests that additional research on this language by expatriates should take a 
“medium” priority rating (as distinct from “high” or “low” priority) because of these factors: 

(1) A language development program is in progress for the Duka, a group with a language that is 
fairly closely related to Lela. Computer-assisted adaptation of written material from Duka to 
Lela is a possible strategy that may not require more expatriate personnel than are currently 
active in the area. 

(2) The need for Lela literature on comprehension grounds seems probable but has yet to be 
clearly demonstrated. Educated Lela  are the most suitable candidates to clearly show the 
existence of at least a subgroup of the Lela who would benefit from written material in Lela. 
Our hope is that this report will increase awareness among the Lela that technical linguistic 
help is available to them in assessing the task that lies before them. 
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APPENDIX A. COMPARATIVE WORDLIST OF LELA DIALECTS 

Background Data for Wordlists: 

Wordlist 
Name 

 

Speaker 
 

Date 
 

Place 
Collected & 

Area 
Represented 

Name of 
Linguist/ 
Elicitor 

Verified 
? 
 

Relia-
bility 
Codea 

 
Lela -Dabai 
 

BB 
(#1–72) AT 
(#73–228) 
 

24 Mar., 
1993 
 

Dabai village 
(central-
western Lela 
area) 

Stephen 
Dettweiler 
 

No 
 

D 
 

Lela -Senchi 
 

DM  
 

25 Mar., 
1993 
 

Senchi village 
(southwestern 
Lela area) 
 

Stephen 
Dettweiler 
 

Yes – 
by three 
other 
Senchi men 
present 

C 
 

Lela -Ribah 
 

SA 
 

29 Mar., 
1993 
 

Ribah town 
(southeastern 
Lela area) 
 

Stephen 
Dettweiler 
 

No 
 

D 
 

Lela -Rade 
 

JR 
 

11 Mar., 
1991 
 

Ilorin, but J is 
an indigene of 
Rade (south-
eastern Lela 
area) 

Clark D. 
Regnier 
 

Yes, by 
Ishaya 
Sawa at 
Rade (29 
Mar. ‘93) 

C 
 

aThese reliability codes are based on the descriptions in Wimbish (1989:31), which assigns a wordlist reliability 
code ranging from A (high) to E (low). The codes are used in the computation of Variance (range of error) by 
WORDSURV, as described in Wimbish (1989:58–60). 
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Comparative wordlist of Lela dialect 
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Total number of  
items: 216 215 209 210 
(not missing or excluded) 

Note: The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is used throughout this wordlist. 
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APPENDIX B 

Phonostatistic analysis of comparative wordlist data 

The three matrices shown above result from WORDSURV’s computation of the number of 
sounds that have changed between possible cognates in each pair of wordlists. They present a 
phonostatistic analysis of the Lela dialect situation, showing the amount of phonological 
divergence between the dialects represented by the four wordlists. The Changes matrix reports 
the total number of sounds (i.e., phones) that have changed between possible cognates for each 
pair of wordlists. The Correspondences matrix shows the total number of correspondences in all 
the possible cognates for each pair of wordlists.27 Finally, the Ratios matrix reports the 
percentage of phones that have changed between possible cognates for each pair of wordlists. 
Note that, unlike the cognate percentages displayed in the Percentages Matrix of figure 3, “the 
lower the ratio the closer the similarity between the two word lists.” (Wimbish 1989:62) This 
presentation of phonostatistic results is made without further comment. It is hoped that it will be 
useful in the study of “the correlation between lexical similarity and phonological similarity, and 
of both with intelligibility.” (Survey Reference Manual 1990:3.5.4) 

                                                 
27This is similar to a Degrees of Difference matrix (Wimbish, 1989:60-63), except that it counts the number of 
phones that have changed between wordlists rather than measuring the amount by which the phones have changed. 
In other words, the Sound Changes analysis is the Degree of Difference analysis with a default setting of DD=0 for 
identical phones and DD=1 for different phones. 
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