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THE M A D IN A  PROJECT, G H A N A  

(L A N G U A G E  ATT ITU DES IN  M A D IN A )

by Jack Berry*

M A D IN A  is a fast-developing suburban settlement situated 
on the Accra  plains some ten miles northeast of Accra  on the A cc ra - 
Dodowah Road and some two miles north of the University of Ghana, 
Leqon. The historical background to the founding of M ad ina in 1959 
by Muslim s from Northern Ghana and elsewhere, and its subsequent 
development as a 'm ixed ' suburb with residents of many different 
ethnic and w idely different occupational and educational backgrounds, 
is rather adequately described in a recent publication of the Institute 
of A frican  Studies, University of G hana, to which readers of this paper 
are directed: M ad ina  Su rvey , Q uarcoo , Addo, Peil, Legon, 1967.

The M ad ina  Project of my title is, however, a second, soc io - 
lingu istic, survey undertaken jointly by the Institute of A frican Studies 
of the University of G hana  and the Department of L inguistics, N o rth ­
western U n iversity. Its field director is D r. G ilbe rt Ansre, a Senior 
Research Fellow of the Institute and a leading G hana ian Linguist.

The orig ina l decision to conduct a soc io lingu istic  survey of 
M ad ina , taken by Professor J .H .  N ke tia  and myself in discussions 
held at Legon late in 1966, was influenced largely by evidence 
presented in the Q u a rco o -A d d o -P e il report which seemed to guarantee 
from the outset a situation of some considerable interest J

For some time the Department of Linguistics at Northwestern 
had been seeking an opportunity to experiment in a meaningful way 
with such surveys, e spec ia lly  to acquire experience in organizational

J Prof, Jack Berry is Professor of Linguistics in Northwestern Univer 
sity, Evanston, U . S . A .
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matters for which there were no precedents, such as training of personnel 
to administer questionnaires and field tests, budgeting, etc. The G h a n a ­
ian linguists, for their part, were acutely aware of the urgent need for 
such surveys in view of the new interest in local languages which was 
being expressed on all sides but, especially, by educationists, in 
demands for an official statement of language policy at the national 
level. (These demands have since been formalized in the 15 resolutions 
of the recent planning conference held in Legon in M ay, 1968).

A t the October 1966 meeting it was agreed that rather than 
seek outside support a beginning could be made using the limited 
financial resources available to fund a small pilot sociolinguistic 
survey. The survey could, presumably, be justified later not only 
in terms of the data collected but also on the grounds that it had 
provided valuable experience for mounting such surveys in the future 
and had created a trained cadre to administer them. And should 
increased funds become available it might well serve as the prototype 
of a series of sim ilar smaller and larger scale surveys in different parts 
of Ghana that could be useful for comparative purposes.

The choice of Madina for the pilot survey was determined 
largely by the need for economy. In the case of Madina a survey in 
depth at reasonable cost was feasible because of the small size of 
settlement (total population was around 2,000) and its proximity to 
Legon (2 miles) which made for easy access and low transport costs 
in conducting the survey and maintaining effective control and super­
vision of it. Further, the real possibility that Madina could be re­
surveyed easily at regular intervals proved very attractive.

The Madina project is still very much a matter of research 
in progress; Phase I has only recently been completed. The follow ing 
notes, however, may have some interest as a preliminary report on 
the project itself and the data so far collected.

The immediate goal of the survey as it is defined in the 
records of the preliminary discussions between Professor N ke tia  and
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myself Is quite simply a description of the "language situation " in 
M ad ina , using the term "language situation " as is now the common 
practice to refer to the total configuration of language use including 
such data as: how many and what kinds of languages are currently 
spoken in M ad ina , by how many people and under what circumstances; 
and the attitudes and beliefs about languages held by the residents of 
M ad ina . W e have assumed from the start that a fu ll-sca le  description 
of the language situation in M ad ina along these lines w ill have 
intrinsic interest for linguists and other social scientists working in 
G h a n a .

A s to overall research design, I have described this in some 
detail in a paper delivered to the Twentieth Anniversary Conference 
of the Programme of A frican  Studies, Northwestern University, in 
September of this year. It is hoped this paper w ill shortly be availab le  
in published form as part of the Proceedings of the Conference; mean­
while duplicated copies may be had on demand.

Briefly, the survey is phased as follows. A  first question­
naire has a lready been administered to nearly a ll residents of M ad ina 
(2 ,000+  respondents). From this questionnaire which was essentially 
in the nature of a "fish ing exped it ion ", the basic lingu istic-dem o- 
graphic information we were seeking has been obtained. In addition, 
however, the few, open-ended questions on language attitudes 
included in the questionnaire have e lic ited  responses of considerable 
interest, suggesting areas for future intensive investigation. These 
questions were:

1 . Is there any language which you do not know 
which you would like to k n o w ? W h y ?

2 . Is there any language you know which you would 
like to know better? W h y ?
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3. Is there any language you speak which you do not
like to speak on certain occasion s? W h y ?

4. What language(s) do you l ik e ?  W h y ?

What language(s) do you d is l ik e ?  W h y ?

5. What do you think w ill be the main language spoken

in the future in M a d in a ?
Accra-Tema ?
Ghana ?

A t this time of writing, the results of the computerization of 
the data are not availab le but it is possible to make certain observations 
with some assurance. These represent views arrived at independently by 
three investigators during the preliminary examination of the question­
naires in the coding process.

The survey clearly established that:

1)' O ve r 80 different languages are spoken natively
by the residents of M adina.

2) There are very few monolinguals in M ad ina (less
than 4 % of all respondents admit to knowing 
only one language).

3) The majority (over 70%) of respondents claim

competence in 3 or more languages. Respondents' 
claims of competence in second and third lan­
guages prima facie seem reasonably conservative. 
This statement, though purely impressionistic, 
is based, inter a lia , on the evidence of the 
frequency of responses indicating a desire to 
improve knowledge of some language; responses 
indicating reluctance to speak a language for
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fear o f r id icu le  by  native  speakers, and responses 

in d ica ting  awareness that the mother tongue is the 

on ly  one properly  understood. It is intended in 

Phase II to test by the usual methods, the respon­

den t 's  own assessment of h is p ro fic ie n cy  in second 

and other languages.

4) There is little  ev idence  of language  shift in in d iv id u a ls .

For nearly  eve ry  respondent, the mother tongue is 

st ill the first language . There is strong lo ya lty  to 

it. In no case was the mother tongue listed as a 

language  d is liked  and ve ry  frequently  it was cited 

as the one preferred, often e x p lic it ly  because it 

was the mother tongue. ( " It  is s im ply  sweet and 

besides it is my mother tongue and anyw ay  it is the 

o n ly  one I understand p ro p e rly ").

5) N eve rthe le ss, there appears to be an 'a c c e p ta n ce ' o f

the m u lt ilin gua l s itua tion . O n ly  a ve ry  few respon­

dents ind icated  an un w illin gne ss to learn new la n ­

guages ( " I  d o n 't  have  time to learn other la n gu a g e s" 

The m ajority  expressed a desire not o n ly  to learn 

new  languages but to im prove their know ledge  o f 

others in w h ich  they a lread y  had some com petence.

6) The languages w h ich  by far the most respondents w ish to

learn or to im prove the ir partial know ledge  o f are 

Tw i, English  and H a u sa . These languages are most 

often m entioned as be ing  " l ik e d "  and least often 

c ited  as "u n p le a sa n t" or "d is l ik e d ".  Tw i, English  

and Hausa were a lso  considered  the most l ik e ly  to 

becom e the main languages o f M ad in a  and o f  G h a n a

The languages eva luated  p o s it ive ly  and ne ga t ive ly  and the 
reasons g iven  for these eva lua tion s pattern s ig n if ic a n t ly .  O n ly  a few 

languages were d isapproved  o f by a s ig n if ic a n t  number of respondents:
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Go (in almost every instance on grounds of 'profanity'); Nzema (for 
widely different reasons); Kotokoli and, less frequently, some of the 
languages of Northern Ghana especially Dagbani, (on 'aesthetic' 
grounds and ’manner of greeting'); and others as cited in the following 
table. Conversely, certain languages received almost universal 
approbation: English, French, Arabic, Hausa, and with somewhat
more exceptions, Twi and Ewe.

The reasons given for w ish ing to learn or to improve per­
formance in various languages also pattern, e.g. for economic and 
social advancement, for use in business, for purposes of travel, for 
religious reasons and for more effective communication. A  number of 
respondents stated that they wished to leam a language so as to know 
when its speakers were insulting or plotting against them.

The responses e lic ited  by the questions about language 
attitudes were grouped for coding purposes as shown in the following 
tables. Typ ical answers are cited for each category.
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I like X  because______________________

A  1) ”1 don 't know —  I fust like it. "

2) "| I ike to hear i t . 11

3) "I want to learn i t . "

B 1) *'11 is my mother tongue and sounds
the most sweet to m e. "

2) "It is my own la n gu a g e ."

1) "It is beautiful when the old  men
speak it, with n ice  rhythm and 
in to n a tio n ." (Adangme)

2) "It  sounds sweet. "

3) "I like the w ay it is sp o k e n ."

4) "The intonation is sweet. 11

5) "It  is spoken ra p id ly . "  (French)

6) "It is interesting and sounds n ice . "

7) " I t  is |Mch in  id io m  a n d  d i a l e c t s . "

67.

E L

I d islike  X  because  ______ ___________

1) "I just hate that la n gu a g e ." (Brong)

2) " I just hate to hear i t . "  (Tw?)

3) "! feel irritated when I hear it, even on the
radio , "  (Dagbani)

1) "It  disturbs my ears. "  (Kru)

2) 'T h e ss  languages prick my ears; they w ill be
hard to learn on account o f their sounds. " 
(N ige r ian  ianguages/Nzem a)

3) "It  is just horrible to ‘isfen to i t . "  (Nzem a)

4) "It  sounds u g ly .  " (Nzem a)

5) "It  sounds h a rd . " (Nzem a)

6) "It  sounds queer; it doesn 't lock like any
la n g u a g e . " (Nzem a)

7) " I t  doesn  't  so u n d  n i  c e  a t  a i l ; in f a d  it
c o n f u s e s  m e . "  (Dagban t )
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i like  X  because

8) "It  is sweet in the ear. " (French)

D



8) " I don ’t like the tone, "  (Dagbani)

9) "It  sounds like how ling . " (Frafra)

10) "N ige r ia n  languages are n o is y , "  (N ige rian  languages)

11) "They speak on the to n g u e ." (Kabre)

12) "The words don 't sound c le a r ly . "  (Kcbre)

13) "They a lw ays sound like  q u a rre lin g . " (Kotokoli)

14) " It  is spoken with too much v io le n c e . "  (G o)

1) "A  iot of words are used to convey little
m e a n in g ." (G uang)

2) "They have long words and they are ug ly  too, "

(liaw /Kru)

3) "They pro lo rg  the words too unnecessarily
e spec ia lly  whe6 they are greeting them se lves." 
(Dogbani)

1) "They are too cerem onious. "  (Kotoko li)

2) "The ir w ay of greeting is c rud e . " (Kotoko li)

3) "Their greetings are too lo n g . "  (Kotoko ii)

4) "The ir w ay of greeting offends me. "  (Kotoko li)

5) S e e  " D "  (3)

I d isl ike X  because______________________
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I like X  because______________________

F

G  1) ;'l know if besf. "

2) "If  can be easily  hand led . " (Twi)

3) T know a ll fhe intricacies of if and 
have grown fo like if m o re .11 (Ga)

4) "I undersfand if beffer fhan any other
la n g u a g e ."

H 1) "If  is a w ide ly  spoken and popular
language. " (English/Tw i/Hausa)

2) "I can speak fo many people. " (English)

I 1) "I like  fhe peop le . "

2) "I enjoy Twi m u s ic . " (Twi)

J

1) "They like abusive expressions too m u ch ." (Ga)

2) "Even fhe children use profane expressions
p u b lic ly . "  (Ga)

1) "A IJ  languages ! can 't  undersfand are c ru d e ."

2) "Ewe is crude; if is too d ifficu lt to le a rn ."
(Ewe)

3) "if  is so crude that I cou ldn 't  p ick it up after
many attempts when I was in public se rv ic e . "  
(Nzem a)

4) "It is d ifficu lt to undersfand even after my two
years among K ru-speak ing p e o p le . " (Kru)

5) See ' C  (2)

6) See 'C '  (7)

1) "I don 't  like if at a ll and if is not w idely
spoken t o o . "  (Nzem a)

2) "it is irritating/crude; besides it is not w idely
spoken . " (N zem a/Dagban i)

1) "Basari people are untidy/d irty, so their 
language doesn 't interest m e . "  (Basari)

I d isl ike X  because__________________

1) "G u an g  is a bad luck language, even 
O k o m fo  A n o k y e  sc id  it. "  ( G u a n g )
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T A B L E  2

i want- to leam  X  because A lthough  I know X  I don 't speak it because

A  1) ' ’I just want to know i t . '!

2) "I want to be able to speak It. "

3) "I just find it in te re st in g ."

3 1) "I like  the way it is sp o ke n ."

2) !'!t sounds pleasant. "

3) "I lixe  it. | find ir sweet. "

4) " It  is an international langucge and
also  po iished. " (Frenchj

C  i) "People who speak English are
re spec ted ." (English)

2) "To impress people , " (English)

D  1) "To get a better jo b . "  (English)

2) "To w rite reports and sign papers. "
(English)

3) "To be ab le  to speck more easily  to my
em ployer and customers. "

4) "Ewes are many at my place of work and !
must be ab le  to comm unicate w ith them. "
(Ew  e)

5\  " T o  t i  i n s a c t  m y  b u s i n e s s ;  t o  h e l p  i n  m y  t r a d e  . "
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I want to leam X  because   A lthough I know X  I don 't speak it because

E 1) "To pass exams; for academ ic reasons."
(E n g lis h /F r e n c h )

F 1) "A rab ic  is used in my r e l i g io n ( A r a b ic )

G  1) "It  is w ide ly spoken in .M ad ina/G hana. "
(E n g l i s h /T 'w i/H a u sa )

2) "It is an international la n g u a g e ."
(French)

3) "It  is w ide ly  spoken and p o p u la r."
(English)

H 1) "So  I can communicate with people who
speak if. "

2) "So  I can communicate with many people;
so I can express myself. "

3) "So  I w ill have no language problems when
trave lling; so my movements w on 't be 
restricted. "

4) "I am surrounded by Ew e s." (Ewe)

5) "A fte r a l l,  G a  is the language of this
p la c e . "  (G a)

6) "M o st people speak Hausa in M ad ina  . "  (Hausa)

7) "So  I can understand my children if they speak
i t . "  (English/French)

1) "I may one day v is it  a French-speaking c o u n try . "
(French)

2) "1 mfght go  to East A fr ica  some d a y . "  (Sw ah ili)
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I want to Iearn X  because

J 1) "I want to add it to the languages I
kn o w . "

2) "There is nothing wrong in know ing 
many la n gu a g e s."

K 1) "So  I can know what people think and
say about me or detect when I am being 
in su lte d ." (Ewe)

2) "So  that when an Ewe talks about me 
I can check h e r . "

L



Although I know X  I con 't  speak it because

1) "To know people who are speaking ill o f me. "
(Go)

2) "I am a trave lle r. Ashantis are renowned for
k ill in g  strangers. I may be ab le  to escape if 
I overbear any danger pertain ing to my l i f e . "  
(Twi; also Ewe)

1) " I  fear to speak Ewe in pub lic  because I may
mispronounce and be laughed a t . "  (Ewe)

2) " I  d on 't  speak it fn front o f Tw is because I am 
not confident of my a b ility .  "  (Twi)

3) "People  laugh (when I speak Larteh)" (said by
a native Lartek speaker)
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It is hoped to implement Phase II of the survey in the near 
future. In this phase the investigators w ill address themselves in 
greater depth to the soc io-cu ltural aspects of the language situation 
in M ad in a . The interview schedule prepared by M iss M inkus of North­
western U niversity (a copy of which is appended to this paper) w ill be 
adm inistered to a sample of the population of M ad ina. In selected 
cases it is intended that this questionnaire be supplemented by intensive 
in terview ing which w ill introduce other questions as appropriate. A lso 
included in this phase w ill be testing of language competence; 
d ifferential ab ility  in various languages w ill be assessed both impression­
ist ica lly  by native speakers and, for smaller samples, more rigorously by 
the use of standardized language proficiency tests.

Phase III as it is envisaged at present is essentially one which 
provides for studies o f language use by situation along the normal lines 
o f anthropo logical investigation by participant-observation techniques. 

But these and other fo llow -up  studies already being planned are better 

treated as the subject of another separate paper.
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Q U E S T IO N N A IR E  -  IN T E R V IE W  S C H E D U L E

'1 . What language did you first speak as a child ?

2. Is this stili the language you speak best? a) Yes

b) N o

If no, a) what language(s) do you speak better?

b) can you speak well now the language you first 

spoke as a c h i ld ?  a) Yes

b) N o

3. What other languages do you kn o w ?

For each language:

I *  How well do you speak Language X ?

a) Can you greet in it ?

b) Can you buy in the market in i t ?

c) Can you carry on an ordinary conversation in i t ?

Can you give a speech in i t ?

Can you discuss any subject in it -  are there things 

you 're able to talk about in your own language that 

you 're not able to in X ?

II. How well do you understand X ?

a) Do you understand gree tings?

b) Do you understand ordinary conversation?

c) Do you understand the old men when they speak i t ?
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d) Do you understand it when spoken on rad io ?

e) Do you understand speeches and sermons in X ?

f) Do  you understand jokes in X  -  i.e .  do you know what

people are laughing about?

g) Are there any situations in which you don 't understand X  

or don 't understand it as well as a native speaker?

II I .  a) Do you count in X ?

b) Do you dream in X ?

c) Do you ever talk to yourself in X ?

d) Do  you pray in X ?

IV .  a) Can you read X ?

b) W hat do you read in X ?

c) Do you read in X  more often than in any other language?

d) Do  you read X  better than you read other languages?

V .  a) Can you write X ?

b) W hat do you write in X  and to whom do you write in it ?

c) Do  you write in X  more often than in any other language?

d) Do you write X  better than you write other languages?

V I .  a) When did you first learn X ?

b) From whom did you iearn it ?

c) Where did you learn i t ?

d) How did you learn i t ?
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V I I .

V I I I .

e) W hy did you learn i t ?

a) When you were first learning X ,  to whom did you speak i t ?

b) Whom do you speak it to n o w ?

c) How often do you speak i t ?

d) Where do you speak X ?

e) When was the last time you spoke X ?  To whom did you speak 

it ?  Why did you speak X  rather than some other la n gu age ?

a) Are there times you would rather speak X  than your native 

language? W h y ?

b) Are there times you would rather speak X  than any other 

language? W h y ?

c) Are there times you pretend not to understand X ?  W h y ?

d) Are there Hmes you don’t like to speak X ?

e) Do you speak X  to your ch ild ren ?

f) Do you wan! your children to seam X ?  W h y ?

g) Do you like X ?  W h y ?

Are there things you don 't like about X ?

h) Do you think X  should be used in broadcasts on the ra d io ?  

Should it be taught in the schoo ls?

i) Do people generally like X ?

Are there some who d o n 't ?

W hy don 't they?
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4 .  A re  there other languages you don 't speak but which you know 

a bit -  e . g .  know a few words o f ?

5. A re  you now learning any other languages?

For each language -  a) From whom are you learning it ?

b) How are you learning it ?

c) How often do you speak it ?

d) W hy do you want to learn i t ?

6. Are  there any other languages you do not know but would like to know ?

For each language -  a) W hy do you want to know it ?

b) Do you plan to learn i t ?  (1) soon

(2) someday

7 . a) A re  there any languages you know which you are trying to improve

your know ledge o f ?

b) How are you doing i t ?

c) W hy do you want t o ?

8 .  A re  there any languages which you would not want to kn o w ? W h y ?

9 .  W hat language(s) do you like be st? W h y ?

10. W hat language(s) do you like le a st? W h y ?

11 . W hat language(s) do you enjoy speaking m ost?

12. a) W hat language(s) would you like your sons to know ? W h y ?

b) W hat language(s) would you like your daughters to know ? W h y ?
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13. What languages do you speak to your spouse? W hat is your

spouse's native language?

14. a) Are you teaching your own language to anyb o d y ?

b) Have you taught it to anybody ?

15. a) Do you want other people to learn your language ?

b) W ould you want it to become the national language or one of the

rna}or languages of G h a n a ?

16. Are there people who don 't iike your language ? W hy don 't they

17. a) Are you proud that you k n o w  V  number of languages?

b) Do people praise you for knowing more than o n e ?

18. O f  a ll the languages spoken in Ghana which would you least

like to know ? W h y ?

Nam e, sex, age, occupation, residence, marital status, how long in 

M ad ina, places of residence before Madina and period of time in each, 

years of schooling, re ligion.
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The interview is to be conducted in the native language of 
the respondent using standardized questionnaire schedules printed in 
the major G hana ian  languages.

The interviewer should write down all responses verbatim in 
the language of the interview. He should add his own comments 
concern ing the respondent's hesitance or enthusiasm about answering 
any specific  question, whether questions werr answered qu ick ly  or 
after a pause, if the respondent had difficu lty  understanding specific 
questions, who else was present during the interview, where the 
interview  took p lace, the respondent's general attitude towards the 
interview  and the interviewer, etc.

Helaine M inkus.
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