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1. Introduction

Baka is a previously unreported language spoken in the Mandara mountains of Northern Cameroun. The
community was highlighted as part of a study of the Muyang people in Far North Province, Mayo-Sava
Division, northeast of Tokombere, Muyang, Mougouba, Gouadagouada, and Palbarar massifs. A preliminary
visit was made by Roger Blench, Philippe Avivwai and Tony Smith on the 28" of February, 2009, to establish
whether Baka was a distinct language or merely an ethnic subgroup. Richard (1977) mentions Baka as a
Muyang lineage but makes no comment on its linguistic status. The preliminary wordlist suggested that Baka
was certainly not Muyang and was furthermore highly endangered. Further visits by Philippe Avivwai in June
2009 were able to extend the wordlist and undertake a sociolinguistic questionnaire to establish more precisely
numbers of speakers and the reasons for the disappearance of the language. This paper was written up by Roger
Blench but draws on the insights of all three named authors.

2. The location of Baka

By some irony, the Baka language is no longer spoken in the village of that name except by a few older
speakers in Muyang households. The main settlements where some Baka speakers live are Homasok,
Kablagaka, Akormagara, Koselbey, Demsa, Baka, Dakazlala, Makilpgay, Yam Agda and Por. Settlement is
very dispersed in this region and these are in reality hamlets with a just a few compounds. Figure 1 shows a
sketch map of the Muyang area with the location of Baka marked;

Figure 1. Sketch map of the Muyang area, showing location of Baka
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3. Linguistic context

Baka is surrounded by closely related Central Chadic languages of the Biu-Mandara group, notably Muyang
and Moloko [=Melokwo]. Another language that appears in Bradley (1992) is Mikiri, a dialect of Dugwor, and
this also surfaces in Baka oral traditions (§4.). Muyang has been described in a series of papers by Smith (e.g.
1996, 1999, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2009)' and Moloko (Bow 1997a,b,c, Bow 1999; Boyd 2001, 2002, 2003;
Bradley 1992; Friesen 2001, 2003; Friesen & Mamalis 2008; Starr 1997; Starr, Boyd & Bow 2000). A
provisional lexicon exists for both languages, but the comparative analysis in this paper will depend on
somewhat more extensive Toolbox databases kindly made available by their authors.

! Intriguingly, none of these papers are referenced on the SIL-run Ethnologue listing. The same holds true for almost all the

work on Moloko listed here.
2



Apart from Muyang, Baka speakers are typical familiar with the two main vehicular languages of the region,
Mandara and Fulfulde. Some French is known to a few individuals, as well as to schoolchildren who by and
large do not speak Baka, however.

A sociolinguistic survey was conducted of all households in the Baka-speaking settlements with the following
results. There are some 115 households which at least claim part Baka ethnicity, or in which there is at least one
competent speaker. These households contain some 652 individuals, so mean household size is 5.67 persons.
There are 10 households where all members are Baka speakers, but 9 of these contain only one person, usually
an aging widow, and the tenth only two people. In these households there are 140 Baka speakers, thus an
average of 1.22 speakers per household. This represents 21.47% of the total inhabitants of these households
(Figure 2).

Figure 2. Percentage of Baka speakers within households
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The age range of Baka speakers is 15-90; with a significant bias towards the upper end of the age range.
Estimations of the age of speakers above sixty must be taken as approximate. The mean age of speakers is 39.7
years but there are no speakers at all aged 14 and below. Figure 3 shows the ages of speakers plotted on a line
chart. The relative slope of the curve indicates the clustering of age ranges; thus it is clear that the majority of
speakers are between forty and fifty.



Figure 3. Ages of all competent speakers of Baka
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The Baka are linked to the Muyang by a system of clan alliances; these are described in Richard (1977). These
were historically strictly exogamic, and this system still largely persists into the present. The structure of this
requires daughters to marry outside their clans and men to marry non-Baka speakers. Since all Baka speakers
are fluent in Muyang, the incentive for a woman marrying in to learn to speak Baka is very limited. The survey
recorded only a very few cases where this had occurred. Normally she will speak Muyang and transmit the
language to her children.

4. Baka oral traditions

Baka traditions of their origin as recorded by Philippe Aviwai in June 2009 are as follows;

Baka, Mikeri, Mavaray et Mondov came from a village called Madawaya to the west of their present
location. Baka and Mikeri had the same mother as did Mavaray et Mandav, and all four had the same
father. After their father died each son followed their mother. However, Baka abandoned his mother, who
had become blind and left her with his younger brother Mikeri and came to settle near Muyang mountain.
One morning a Muyang man came to him and asked him ‘What are you doing on this mountain?’. ‘This
is my mountain’ Baka replied. ‘If it is your mountain’, replied the man ‘show me the thatch from your
old house, the large cooking pot (tourne boule) of your mother and the stool she sits on to stir the
porridge’. During the night, Baka went back to Mikeri to look for these things and show them to the man
the following morning. As a consequence, the man accepted Baka’s claim and he set up residence.
However, because Baka had abandoned his mother to the care of his junior brother, the mother cursed
him so that he would have only very few children. As a result, the Baka are small in number today.

This is intriguing, since the only other published reference (Richard 1977) presents quite a different picture.
According to her (op. cit. p. 91) the Baka lineage is one of three that originated from Mboko (i.e. Mbuko) and
were the descendants of the founding ancestor Azay, along with Guidjila (Gijila) and Mavaray. She records just
22 Baka families, somewhat different from the 140 registered by the survey.

There are also contradictory linguistic elements embedded within this; Mikeri is the dialect of Dugwor given
the name Mikiri above. A short ALCAM list of Mikir is included in Brye and Brye (2001) and an unpublished
database of Dugwor has also been collected. But, as Table 1 shows, Mikir is less closely related to Baka than
Moloko and Muyang, although, as Chadic languages in the same group, there are general similarities. The
genealogical relationship with Mbuko is also interesting; the Mbuko do border on the southern limit of the
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Muyang and their language is relatively well-known (e.g. Gravina forthcoming). However, again as in Table 1,
it does not closely resemble Baka. These traditions may well reflect social and political relations; the Mandaras
are full of narratives of origin that appear to be false from a strictly linguistic point of view.

5. Linguistic data

The following is a wordlist of Baka, with comparative data on Muyang, Moloko, Mikir and Mbuko. The list
was taken on 28" of February, 2009 from a fluid group of villagers including Geremi Elivou, Joab Apissou,
Thomas Kavaya, Jonathan Mazenvou, Marc Mezelemey, Joab Abaissa, Ndakabou and Nathan Amana to whom
our thanks. Philippe Avivwai followed up with them in June 2009 to complete the wordlist and the sociological
survey.

Transcription

The first column of Baka is in Muyang orthography but including tones. This can be converted to quasi-IPA
using the following equivalences;

sl 1 s J j dz
zZ1 B h x c ts
z 3 8y

The IPA semi-vowel /j/ is here always transcribed /y/ in Muyang. The following areas of uncertainty remain:

1. The “precise” height of front and back vowels is not marked in Muyang orthography. Unstressed high

vowels in these areas may also be mid-central.

2. Coronal fricatives in Muyang are almost always palatalised in the presence of front vowels, and thus
palatalisation of these consonants is not marked in Muyang orthography. Observation suggests that the
same is true in Baka, which has been converted to IPA accordingly, but uncertainty may remain in
some cases.

Table 1. Comparative Baka wordlist

Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
un balén bilen biliy ntay kartek one
deux cew tfew tfy sila cew two
trois makar makar mahkor makar maakan  three
quatre wufad mafad’ fad’ mufad fado four
cinq zlam kom kBam kom dara five
Six muku m&kwo muku mukvo mbarka Six
sept sisiri Jifire adaskola tasala cube seven
huit slalakar lalakar alzalahkor tsamakar ~ jomaadkan eight
neuf holombo holombo ambolombu cad dasado nine
dix kru koro kru karrd karo ten
onze kru har baley eleven
douze kru har cew twelve
vingt koékar cew twenty
vingt et un kokar cew har twenty-
balén one
trente koktar makar thirty
cent deén one
hundred
eau yam yam yam water
riviére zaraka zaraka river
pluie avar avar avar rain
nuage matdbasl matdbasl maklabal cloud
fumée azak hazak azok smoke
rosée mura mdmora mary dew
brouillard kasay kdsay kv&si fog
ciel hud hurmblom hrdmbosldm melefit sky
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
vent hamad’ hamad’ amad wind
soleil fat fat fat sun
lune, mois kiyi kiya kije moon
étoile wurzla wurka bong“or star
feu aku ak") akvs fire
sable slirwiyén ? wijan sand
charbon aziyaku dever Xilmif charcoal
suie kolar ? soot
cendre viti ? Vit ash
arbre mdn éli meméle ? tree
feuille aslambah alambax fimbéri leaf
racine slolay lolay tiri root
branche ahora man éli ? branch
herbe egujer dedew k¥y3ir grass
fruit wurd mar éli ? fruit
épine adak hadak adak thorn
colline slam darga barksan xdma hill
sol wiyén wiyén xad ground
boue ndilebén ndileben ? mud
poussiére arbok arsgvodd argvods dust
forét hiyele ? xeri forest
pierre akwar akvor akvor stone
jour 24 heures  1dvan mindijé mjlafat day
nuit lavar lavar mdlavad’ night
matin dedew dédéw diy morning
midi fot wowes magagorfat ? noon
soir 15hu loho karawa, evening
madlakarawa
année mévi \'% vi year
temps sarta lam sak, sarta time
aujourd'hui egini agine kant today
hier apazan apazarn eweéni yesterday
demain hajan hajan xadzay tomorrow
téte dray daray axar gar head
cheveux simbetkw 4 dray  sdmbétéwk maxar stimbgték™ hair (of
head)
nez hindér hindér xindir hitér cen nose
oreille slimay lomay limi kam lomay ear
ceil eli alé er1 ré 1dé eye
bouche ma ma ma ma ?am mouth
levre miyasabu ? ? tobdlem  lip
langue harnek hirnek arad’ hirnék mirél tongue
dent aslar alar aldr kér lan tooth
cou ddngu déng©d dongvs day dungo neck
gorge mambarlam mbdrlom mb&rldsmbéridm  mborldm throat
front mileher méher méleher forehead
joue tohor tohor towar cheek
barbe kiméc kiméc emid beard
menton baskam gigéme bskvom chin
machoire malgamay débezem x3lkamay jaw
sein duwa duwa duwa awax breast
main, bras ahar axar lay hand,
arm
ongle, griffe ¢hwedi ehvid gegeré fingernail
, claw
épaule piperi xapal shoulder
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
aisselle humbeyékw X*ong"o armpit
doigt wuléher welExér finger
dos halarn alan back
ceeur tandolon b5V heart
ventre hwad’ masss6 hvad stomach
foie giver givir liver
intestins dendey dindej intestines
pied sindér mgjke&jek suswoldy foot
jambe asek asak tapikisyek leg
genou har dédém mirdim, gydsi knee
cuisse dunwalay takwvslaj, was thigh
nombril mamay me3zime3im, navel
mahajma
cote jamay dzamangay rib
poumon pahov XVSVXYGV lung
fesses mitelen bizay buttocks
anus mandurzay anus
corps vi body
peau ambar skin
poil du corps simbetkw 4 vu hair
sang pémbeéz blood
0S klakasl bone
veine emér vein
urine kuden urine
merde azuy faeces
sueur héreb sweat
salive éslesléb saliva
Voix dungu mizi voice
langue ma language
sommeil dywer sleep
réve hindir médifi dream
mort, cadavre  mibifem kifTm death,
corpse
vie sifa life
maladie fievre  drajmétfeki sickness
toux mébile cough
plaie ambalak sore
larme jam tuwéj tear
cicatrice mandava scar
nom Liméj name
esprit dzalaj ghost
personne mi3i pl. mdzaha) melénen human
being
homme, mari  zar pl. zawlrahdj zar man,
husband
femme, épouse hwar pl. hor wal pl. wowal woman,
hawurahaj wife
enfant war pl. bazah4j war wor pl. baza child
co-épouse kwast pl. co-wife
kwasahaj
pére baba father
mere mama mother
vieil homme zor midehwér old man
vieille femme  hur midehwér old
woman
roi/chef bahay pl. bahay pl. bay pl. babay king
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
bahiyahay bahiyahay
esclave beki evidi slave
dieu hurmbalom melefit God
guérisseur zar tahas doctor
médicament haraf medicine
hote mirkwi guest
ami askana friend
chasseur waraj hunter
voleur zara kar thief
forgeron zar hitfived blacksmit
h
village kasa village
maison ahaj house
chambre mever dywel room
mur vijalam wall
porte mahaj door
toit ahaj kiri roof
route tfived divi road
puits suwah well
houe mindugér hoe I
hache akargu axe
faucille muvad sickle
baton adangaj stick
lance ekerl spear
panier tsoharak basket
natte | but/i mat
natte II hatav mat
arc mangelék aldka bow
fleche avu kamndzagad arrow
couteau méngel knife
corde ézewed rope
pot dahaj pot
chose ele ére, kam thing
travail liréli tywi work
guerre varam Jilik war
trou pidi évid hole
argent Jiggu money
marché gosko market
fardeau, médifga load
charge
vétement zana, malga robe
ample
vétement zana clothing
chaussure kimaka shoe
chapeau biréwréw hat
poison kiléf = poisson, poison
fish
grenier bora grovaT granary
tombeau hirdét mindivin tomb
pilon adaj dzdra pestle
mortier dzdra mortar
enclume dumara anvil
manche d’outil  4hor éli handle
éventail ¢lé mégeli harob fan
peigne péj (French) comb
lit larah bed



Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
siége 1é méhndzi seat
fer ara iron
Instruments
de musique
tambour ganan gangang drum [
tambour dydew déwdeéw drum II
tambour tombal drum IIT
ndurlaj ndorlaj flute I
mikelém észilin flute II
Jélém felim flute 111
tfitfekw tfitfek flute IV
hochet tsukwaja tsakvsja rattle
corne mangom transvers
e horn
ombre gy3eli shadow
lumiére ndandiga light
graine whur éle seed
animal ¢lé gonaw animal
cheval pilés pilef pilif horse
ane azangu donkey
vache sla pl. slahay la la COW
chévre awak awak awak goat
brebis tombak sheep
bélier gogora ram
porc/cochon madoras pig
chien kora dog
chat pataw cat
¢léphant mbileli elephant
lion mazlaku lion
léopard/panth¢  tudu leopard
re
hyéne dirléngi hyena
chacal kar 1éhi jackal
renard mbiti fox
singe rouge magulan monkey
babouin argwuv baboon
porc-épic énjehed porcupin
e
écureuil eyéh squirrel
lievre zlévek hare
souris ahfam mouse
rat de brousse  mdduwar bush rat
chauve-souris  mibebek bat
crocodile karmbu crocodile
caméléon makurnana chameleo
n
margouillat guslelek lizard
serpent mahaw snake
vipére égweh viper
python madangurdal python
tortue kirkéyeh tortoise
grenouille micegém frog
araignée mazldrpaparn spider
puce avawar flea
fourmi marbaga ant
scorpion arac scorpion



Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
vers mitféhwed méetfehvid worm
moustique tenjéw mosquito
mouche zuway fly (n.)
abeille amu bee
guépe mangarvar wasp
oiseau édiyén bird
poule hanjakar chicken
coq agwazlak cock
pintade javar guinea-
fowl
pigeon kurkoduk pigeon
canard andababu duck
vautour molo vulture
épervier etéw kite
plume Jimbetekw Engvvtf feather
handzakar
aile harpasla wing
ceuf éslesléd’ egg
corne mogoém horn
queue hutar tail
nourriture daf food
viande sesi meat
poisson kiléf fish
bouillon matrak soup/sauc
e
sel zEtena salt
huile amar oil
graisse akwas fat
vérité dzéri dzirt truth
mensonge angola malfada lie
place 15 méhndszi malan place
fatigue méjidi fatigue
faim maj [¥wir hunger
soif jam ékidi thirst
léger kakafga kefkef light
blanc babadga white
noir dadilinga black
rouge ndizaga red
Verbes Verbs
accompagner  mazalaj accompa
ny
ajouter mafdakavalaj add to
étre d'accord mégefkaka agree
permettre mévile allow
annoncer madzavu announce
répondre mamboadaka answer
arriver adzéla arrive
demander tsahaj ask for
étre courbé méhindidraj be bent
naitre méwiji be born
battre kabaj beat
commencer hondzaka begin
incliner/courbe médengwi bend/bow
r
mordre dzany bite
souffler (la wutaj blow
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
bouche) (mouth)
souffler (vent) miveéte blow
(wind)
bouillir bulaj boil
emprunter mékile borrow
tresser méndre braid
casser hab break
respirer sosafdj breathe
apporter zalay bring
batir har build
briler vakaj burn
enterrer li bury
acheter sokom buy
appeler mbahaj call
soigner mémbre care for
porter zad carry
macher podaj chew
choisir dalvu choose
abattre zagad chop
down
trancher tolkadaj chop/slic
e
fermer pavu close
se peigner méfete comb
venir lala come
cuisiner di cook
compter beksen count
couvrir paka cover
ramper gudabaj crawl
traverser tuwudaj Cross
crier bubulu cry out
couper datsaj cut
danser habaj dance
déféquer tah defecate
désirer ndadaj desire
mourir mat die
creuser/labour  méleji dig
er
diviser wudak3j divide
faire gi do
puiser tsah draw
water
réver hindér médifi dream
boire Ji drink
chasser/éloign  galaj drive
er/repousser away
laisser tomber  makaj drop
sécher kwalaj dry up
manger zom eat
entrer patalaj enter
éteindre mbéter extinguis
h
tomber dad’ fall
craindre gdbar méwere fear
remplir rah fill
trouver ndzakaj find
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
finir ndavaj finish
voler vahjj fly (v.)
(oiseaux/avion
)
plier lepéj fold
suivre maddbalaj follow
interdire mbaka forbid
oublier metfiki forget
réunir halikévaka gather
donner valan give
rendre ngalay give back
accoucher wi give birth
aller Iu g0
descendre handal har go down
sortir fatala go out
monter tsar go up
saluer sasu greet
écraser haja grind
croitre gar grow/incr
ease
hair mézire hate
entendre tfiki hear
aider dzonan help
cacher qqc ngah hide s.t.
frapper méndebe hit
augmenter sagaj increase
insulter méndéwi insult
joindre médeksi join
sauter vah jump
tuer kad pl. pakaj kill
savoir sar know
mangquer de abaj lack
rire mbasaj laugh
¢tudier/appren  métfehi learn
dre
laisser makaj leave
préter mékile lend
lécher ndirkéde;j lick
étre étendu anddj mbo lie down
soulever métfekefe lift
allumer baj light
aimer méndedi like/love
boiter dzygdelej limp
écouter tfen listen
regarder mémnd3zeri look
chercher ddbaj look for
perdre dzidzen lose
se tromper méher mendel make a
mistake
épouser mé3zidi hwar marry
mesurer garaj measure
fondre méndizi melt
mélanger bédgj mix
ouvrir Paj open
passer maliju pass
payer par pay
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
éplucher mipete peel
percher mibehi perch
ramasser méhere pick up
percer kar pierce
jouer mégi givi play
piler mélebe pound
verser bahalaj pour
tirer gadzah pull
pousser bar) dhar push
poser/placer fad' pl. bah put
remiser/ranger mélebete put away
déposer mébeéhé put down
pleuvoir avar atad’ rain
lire dzengej (< F.) read
recevoir/ gashaka receive/
accepter accept
refuser mimele refuse
se souvenir mangala draj va remembe
r
réparer fomal4j repair
ressembler mézidva resemble
se reposer mbéJen rest
retourner mangala return
monter un matsaraka ride
animal
rincer tsukwalaj rinse
rotir vakaj roast
frotter dorliga rub
courir homaj run
sacrifier métyle sacrifice
dire dzaj say
gratter far scratch
voir mandzar see
saisir/tenir gas seize
vendre sukimalaj sell
envoyer lar send
coudre bah sew
secouer gavalva shake
aiguiser métilkedi sharpen
se raser méwifi draj shave
tirer bar shoot
montrer dafaka show
chanter di liméf sing
s'asseoir/étre hindzi sit down
assis
dormir ménd3zi dywer sleep
sentir 3E3EW smell
fumer (tabac)  bif¢j smoke
(tobacco)
éternuer mébe/i sneeze
ronfler mélirwi snore
faire tremper ~ médiji soak
semer kigi sow
cracher teféj spit
rester hind3i stay
voler migiji akar steal
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Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English
piquer bah sting
sucer/téter tswadjj suck
surpasser adal surpass
avaler ndawar swallow
balayer pataj sweep
gonfler agail swell
nager migiji ddvdav swim
prendre zad take
oter zalvu take off
discuter Bapom talk
golter tokam taste
enseigner tsahan teach
déchirer ngwaraj tear
arracher rad’ tear off
raconter ngal tell
mentir a si angwala tell a lie
penser dzalaj think
jeter dovalaj throw
nouer/attacher  wal tie
toucher, palper 1aman touch
trembler garaj tremble
essayer tokar try
se retourner mangala turn over
tordre/tresser ~ ndar twist
se déshabiller = méherkakavu undress
déplier mépet[ikekakavu unfold
dénouer/détac  posakaj untie
her
uriner mémbiz kydén urinate
vomir volaharn vomit
attendre kal wait
marcher talaj walk
vouloir/avoir ~ méndedi want/nee
besoin d
laver bal4j wash
tisser har weave
sarcler was weed,

scrape
chuchoter méfekw ma whisper
siffler fikwéj whistle
écrire bahaka write
bailler hamaj yawn

Q words
ou amtamaj where
quand épelej when
comment memej how
combien mitej how

many
pourquoi kamaj why
ici ahakaj here
la kaja hakaj there
ce...ci nihihi this
ce...la nindende that
qui W4j who
quoi almaj what
Pronoms

14



Francais Baka Moloko Muyang Mikiri Mbuko  English

je, moi ni I, me
tu nok you

i, elle ndahan he, she
nous incl. laka we
nous excl. imi we
vous kali you
ils, eux tota they

6. Conclusions

Baka is an unreported Chadic language of Cameroun in imminent danger of disappearing. This is the result of a
social process, clan incorporation, which has probably been historically common in Africa but which is rarely
possible to observe in detail. The usual suspects, globalisation and the spread of a regional vernacular, are not
relevant here. Baka can be expected to either disappear or to become heavily relexified from Muyang in the
coming decades. Indeed it is remarkable that the relexification process is not yet very advanced. The Baka
wordlist shows conclusively that Baka is either a dialect or a sister language of Moloko, yet it shares only a very
few lexemes with Muyang rather than Moloko (for example ‘time’, ‘chin’, ‘jaw’). Apparently innovative
lexemes are also rare (for example arbok ‘dust’).

Reported oral traditions and clan histories appear to point to links with Mikiri, a dialect of Dugwor, and Mbuko
while not mentioning Moloko. This is not supported by the linguistic data. Neither of these languages share a
lexeme with Baka that is not shared with neighbouring languages and Mbuko often has quite different term.
However, contradictions between the narratives in Richard (1977) and those recorded in the present survey
suggest strongly that these reflect current political preoccupations rather than ethnographic reality.
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