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An opening multilingual exchange
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Lower Fungom, Cameroon
16 Rachel A. Ojong Diba

Figure 2.1 The villages and languages of lower Fungom and the surrounding regions. 
Note that Small Mekaf is politically part of the village of Mekaf (just outside of Lower 
Fungom), rather than an independent village, and that the settlement of Yemgeh is also 
not considered an independent village, as it is a newly populated area found on land 
under the control of the chiefs of Kung, Ajumbu, and Mekaf. Source: Map created by 
Pierpaolo Di Carlo.
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For more information about the project this work is based on, 
visit the KPAAM-CAM website at: https://kpaam-cam.org/.



Kulani to Pa Joshua 
Pa Jo! iyə! 
Pa Jo! How are you?  
aboh koh daŋ koh oti corner mohngən noh 
You want to sit beside me, right? 
[Pa Joshua does not respond; he simply sits down next to Kulani.]  
mboh koh mbaŋ Pa Jo but ŋgaŋ 
I want to greet Pa Jo but he won’t have it 

Pa Joshua to Kulani 
nobi ye  
I’m listening to you 

Kulani to Pa Joshua 
notefiə ŋwo, iloŋ yiə 
If you feel like listening you will, that’s your trouble 

Kulani to a boy nearby 
ke be m-kpoko biə bə du lebin tu ke ta bebi noh 
If there are more chairs, just keep bringing them 

Kulani to a chicken clucking around 
dzahɛ wantou noh 
You too, go that way…

Buu
Abar

Source: Fir0002/Flagstaffotos

Ojong Diba, Rachel A. 2020.  Nuances in language use in multilingual settings: Code-switching or 
code regimentation in Lower Fungom? In Pierpaolo Di Carlo & Jeff Good (eds.), African 
multilingualisms: Rural linguistic and cultural diversity, 15–28. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.



Why is the chicken addressed in Buu?
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The interchange takes place in the village of Buu

Everyone around would understand Buu

Kulani and Pa Joshua both know Buu and Abar
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The interchange takes place in the village of Buu

Kulani’s father grew up in Buu

Everyone around would understand Buu

Pa Joshua is senior to Kulani

Pa Joshua is from Buu

Kulani and Pa Joshua both know Buu and Abar

Why is Pa Joshua addressed in Abar?



1. As in other aspects of social life, the senior–junior relationship is 
crucial for structuring interaction

2. Language choice normally reflects the nature of the relationship 
holding between two people

3. The choice of a local lexicogrammatical code should be stable 
within an interaction

4. The code can be changed for communicative ends (e.g., for 
secrecy) or social ends (e.g., to signal irritation)

Lower Fungom rules of language choice
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Missing context: Kulani was angry with Pa Joshua
Kulani’s choice of Abar when speaking to Pa Joshua reflected that anger.

Kulani was more polite to the chicken than to Pa Joshua!
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<olac:olac ...>
<dc:title>ikaan596</dc:title>
<dc:title>Adesonmi Obaude describes how to make pounded yam (in Ikaan)</dc:title>
<dc:contributor xsi:type="olac:role" olac:code="speaker">Adesonmi Obaude</dc:contributor>
<dc:contributor xsi:type="olac:role" olac:code="researcher">Funmi Chang</dc:contributor>
<dc:contributor xsi:type="olac:role" olac:code="annotator">Fred Adekanye</dc:contributor>
<dc:coverage>Nigeria</dc:coverage>
<dc:coverage>Ondo State</dc:coverage>
<dc:format>video/mp4</dc:format>
<dc:format>audio/x-wav</dc:format>
<dc:format>text/x-eaf+xml</dc:format>
<dc:identifier xsi:type="dcterms:URI">https://hdl.handle.net/1839/00-0000-0000-0022-4B2B-8</dc:identifier>
<dc:language xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="eng">English</dc:language>
<dc:language xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="kcf">Ukaan</dc:language>
<dc:publisher>The Language Archive, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics</dc:publisher>
<dcterms:ispartof>DoBeS archive : Ikaan</dcterms:ispartof>
<dc:subject xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="eng">English</dc:subject>
<dc:subject xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="kcf">Ukaan</dc:subject>
<dc:type xsi:type="dcterms:DCMIType">MovingImage</dc:type>
<dc:type xsi:type="dcterms:DCMIType">Sound</dc:type>
<dc:type xsi:type="dcterms:DCMIType">Text</dc:type>

</olac:olac>

9/22/22, 14:46OLAC Record: Adesonmi Obaude describes how to make pounded yam (in Ikaan)
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OLAC Record
oai:www.mpi.nl:lat_1839_00_0000_0000_0022_4B2B_8

Metadata
Title: ikaan596

Adesonmi Obaude describes how to make pounded yam (in Ikaan)
Contributor (annotator): Fred Adekanye

Contributor (researcher): Funmi Chang
Contributor (speaker): Adesonmi Obaude

Coverage: Nigeria
Ondo State

Format: video/mp4
audio/x-wav
text/x-eaf+xml

Identifier (URI): https://hdl.handle.net/1839/00-0000-0000-0022-4B2B-8
Is Part Of: DoBeS archive : Ikaan
Language: English
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Language (ISO639): eng
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Subject: English language
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GetRecord:  OAI-PMH request for OLAC format
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How would this speaker talk to a chicken?
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Existing standards can serve as models for some extensions 
along these lines, e.g., FOAF RDF, TK Labels, etc.



Audio recording −−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−−→
Speaker 1
Transcription wàɣ lè lí hɔ́r ɓɔ́ nǐɣ ɲɛ̀rì mɔ̀
Translation they really got upset
Language Bisoo
Frame gossip

Speaker 2
Transcription lɛ́ mâ mìndip ɓwám mɔ̀ ôp
Translation give me water we shall start here
Language Bisoo Kelleng
Frame private business

Figure 4: Multilingual annotation scheme following Ngué Um et al. (2020: 59)

Annotation is one of the most time-consuming tasks in language documentation, and for

multilingual recordings, detailed transcription and glossing may rapidly become impractical if

the data includes the use of multiple underdescribed languages. It may be reasonable in some

cases for a linguist to provide detailed annotation for multilingual data involving, for instance,

codeswitching between a language of wider communication, a local lingua franca, and a single

underdescribed language, especially when all of them are associated with standard orthogra-

phies. Doing something similar for conversational data involving five or more languages, more

than one of which is underdescribed, along the lines of what is seen in the data presented in

Figure 1, will rapidly become very challenging.

However, for multilingual data, where much can be learned by observing the circumstances

under which individuals switch from one language to another, it is not always necessary to anno-

tate the data at the level of detail that is required for structural analysis. Instead, one can employ

annotations that are more specific to multilingual data, such as analyzing a given stretch of dis-

course as making use of one language over another. This was the method adopted by Ngué Um

et al. (2020), which studied how language choice was affected by the topic of conversation

among a group of women born in different rural areas in central Cameroon but who now live in

the small village of Kelleng in the Littoral Region of Cameroon. A schematic representation of

the annotation strategy that they employed is presented in Figure 4, drawn from Ngué Um et al.

(2020: 59).

The representation in Figure 4 schematizes the time-aligned annotation system adopted by

Ngué Um et al. (2020) in a way comparable to what would be created by the widely-used anno-

23

Source: https://www.elararchive.org/dk0421/

Ngué Um, Emmanuel, Marguérite G. Makon & Célestine G. Assomo. 
2020. Multilingualism as it unfolds: Language vitality in naturally 
occurring speech in Kelleng, a rural setting in Cameroon. In Pierpaolo 
Di Carlo & Jeff Good (eds.), African multilingualisms: Rural linguistic and 
cultural diversity, 53–67. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.

Analysis of multilingual data 
requires annotation strategies 
not typical for monolingual 
data. Annotations won’t 
always align this nicely!
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Il s’agit ici de la même conversation, entre les joueurs de cartes, néanmoins, quand
Juliette arrive, Claude doit passer au wolof pour des raisons pratiques.

Le mode mixte (« intense code-switching context ») est possible quand tous les parti-
cipants d’une conversation ont un profil similaire et sont capables de s’exprimer sans
désactiver une partie de leur répertoire dans l’usage. Au carrefour, il est très répandu
de trouver des locuteurs vivant à Djibonker ou Brin qui partagent un répertoire asso-
cié aux codes gubëeher, kujireray, français et wolof, et qui l’exploitent dans un mode
mixte comme dans le tableau 3.

Tableau 3: Transcription d’un segment de discours en contexte mixte. Source : DJI070316JS

Le segment de discours dans le tableau 3 en contexte mixte provient d’une conversation
plus longue, une enquête entamée par Dodo et Jean-Tomi, deux des participants, en
kujireray. Bien qu’ils étaient à Djibonker, ils parlaient kujireray car Jean-Tomi habitait
à Brin jusqu’à il y a quatre ans et préfère parler cette langue. Quand les voisins de
Jean-Tomi, Camille et Damace, sont entrés dans la conversation ils sont passés au
gubëeher. Ensuite, la conversation est passée au français, puis au wolof.

Dans ce contexte, on peut constater la présence de formes fusionnées. En ligne 24, bien
que la langue de l’énoncé puisse être associée au prototype du kujireray, la forme fujin
‘taureau’ diffère de la forme prototypique, fijjín. En kujireray, une voyelle antérieure
fermée dans la racine déclenche un processus d’harmonie avec le préfixe. En jóola
eegimaa, ce processus n’existe pas, et donc le mot ‘taureau’ en jóola eegimaa est
fugiin. Dodo utilise le préfixe d’eegimaa et une racine proche du prototype kujireray.
Il est intéressant d’observer que Dodo utilise le kujireray dans cette conversation,

Source: Cobbinah, Alexander, Abbie Hantgan, Friederike Lüpke & Rachel Watson. 2017. Carrefour des langues, carrefour des paradigmes. In Margaret Bento Michelle 
Auzanneau & Malory Leclère (eds.), Espaces, mobilités et éducation plurilingues: Éclairages d’afrique ou d’ailleurs, 79–97. Paris: Édition des Archives Contemporaines. 

Each turn can be annotated for 
language choice with the 
possibility of combining codes

Name is not assigned
to any language

Composite language tag:
French–Wolof

fu-jin is a mixed form
with a Jola Kujirerary root
and a Jola Eegima prefix



ELAN is flexible enough to handle the complications 
associated with multilingual annotation.

Source: https://langdoc.github.io/2016-06-04-ELAN-to-R.html
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But, ELAN is not editable by hand, and, without standards, 
the costs for data interoperability will be quite high.
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Figure 12: Users can configure the relation of annotation
tiers in ELAN files. This graphics shows 2 187 different tier
configurations found in the 20 089 *eaf files openly avail-
able from the five DELAMAN archives. Each box repre-
sents a different logical configuration, with the number of
files making use of that configuration. The names of tiers
are disregarded

Figure 13: Coverage of the different ELAN tier structures
increases as more different tier structures are taken into ac-
count.
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Figure 2: The ELAN XML format with time slots, tiers, constraints, and the links between these elements. Didactically
unnecessary mark-up removed. Parent relations are given in green. Tiers can be of a certain linguistic type (linked in
purple), and they can be linked to specified time slots (orange).

script numbers (in the Sadu corpus) or by tonal IPA charac-
ters (in the Yongning Na corpus).
Collections vary in terms of how they handle speech dis-
fluencies, errors, intonation boundaries within transcription
units and similar.
Summing up, transcription tiers commonly have the follow-
ing properties:

• they are orthographic rather than phonetic;
• words are separated by white space and/or annotation
boundaries;

• sentences and clauses are separated by annotation
boundaries (possibly of superordinate tiers) and/or
punctuation.

• disfluencies may be indicated by ellipses ‘…’ or
project-specific conventions.

2.5. Translation
The translation tier is crucial for the usability of the corpus
data (Wittenburg et al., 2002). Accordingly, corpora from
language documentation generally include translations into
at least one language of wider communication. The only
exception in our sample is the corpus on Tunisian Arabic,
which may be argued to be accessible to a reasonably large
number of users by virtue of being an Arabic language.
While corpora without translations are not usable for most
research purposes, corpora with translations constitute par-
allel corpora with fine-grained alignment and therefore a
very rich resource, which can be used for translation mining
(Wälchli, 2007) and other methods.

The main language of translation is English, but other
metalanguages are also widespread. Some corpora even
contain several translations tiers in different languages.
Thus, the Kakabe corpus is translated into Russian, French
and English (Vydrina, 2013); the Kamas corpus contains
translations into Russian, English and German (Gusev and
Klooster, 2018); the Sadu corpus is systematically trans-
lated into Mandarin Chinese and English (Xu et al., 2012b),
etc. Multiple translation tiers not only open the resource to
a wider range of users, they also create more parallel data,
with all the applications they offer. Following the conven-
tion established by SIL Toolbox, translation tiers are often
labeled as ft (‘free translation’), as fn (translation into the
national language), or follow the pattern fe, fg for transla-
tions into English and German respectively.

The translation tier is aligned with the transcription tier. In
Toolbox format, this would mean that both belong to the
same reference unit. In ELAN, this could mean merely that
they have the same temporal extension, although in most
cases the dependency between them will be implemented
more explicitly. Thus, the translation tier may be a child of
the transcription tier, or both might be child tiers of a ‘ref-
erence’ tier. Reference tiers often result from import from
interlinearization software. They may define the time span
of an annotation unit and give it a unique label. For exam-
ple, in the Totoli corpus (Leto et al., 2010), the transcription
tier is a child tier of the reference tier and segmented into
individual words. The translation tier is also a child tier of
the reference tier. Figure 5 shows all three tiers displayed



CLDF and multilingual (text) data: Observations

➊ Multilingual text analysis requires access to detailed  
linguistic metadata

➋ Multilingual text data creates challenges for language 
identification

➌ Multilingual text annotations present complications 
that will challenge the CLDF principles, but existing 
alternatives are already problematic
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