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This paper is concerned with language development in the Kainji languages of northern Nigeria, with particular focus on the ongoing Cicipu documentation project funded by the Hans Rausing Endangered Languages Documentation Programme. Kainji is one of the least documented and described language groups in the world. According to the Ethnologue there are 58 Kainji languages, although new languages are still being discovered. The total published work on these languages comprises two short sketch grammars and a dozen journal articles; what little is known about these languages shows them to be remarkably diverse both lexically and morphologically. No lexical reconstruction has been attempted and the subclassification of the group is still quite unclear. Unsurprisingly, language documentation (in the Himmelmanian sense) is virtually non-existent. It might be thought, then, that Kainji languages would be a magnet for language documenters.

Equally, there are reasons to think that language support and development could be relatively effective here, in contrast to the situation confronting language activists in many parts of Nigeria. Speakers of the various Kainji languages have so far shown a quite remarkable resilience to shift towards the lingua franca Hausa over the last two hundred years despite depopulation and disruption caused by the 19th century Fulani/Hausa jihads, continued slave-raids into the 20th century, British support for the Fulani/Hausa at the expense of the animist tribes, and wholesale resettlement made necessary by the creation of the Kainji dam in the 1960s. Moreover, large-scale conversion to Islam in the second half of the 20th century might also have been expected to lead to language shift. Despite these factors most Kainji languages remain (relatively) unendangered, and individual language communities are in general very favourable to language support activities.
The most likely explanation for this is an ideological divide, but not the usual Christian/Muslim one that so frequently makes the news headlines. Instead, due to past persecution and present domination by the Hausa, speakers of Kainji languages, at least in part, define their identity in opposition to the Hausa, regardless of their own religion. Although there are very strong links between Islam and Hausa (and between Christianity and local language development), it is possible to be a Muslim and yet have very negative attitudes towards the Hausa people and language, despite the high instrumental value of the latter in northern Nigeria. Evidence for this can be seen in interviews with individual speakers, the readiness of Muslims to collaborate with both indigenous and foreign Christians in language development, the attitudes shown by participants in orthography workshops, the fact that when shift does occur it is often to another Kainji language rather than Hausa, and finally in some surprising decisions made by almost wholly Islamic communities.

The paper thus presents a case study of a sociolinguistic environment which should be rather attractive to present-day linguists, particularly those looking for their documentary work to have applications in the area of language support. After discussing reasons why this has not in fact been the case, the paper concludes by offering recommendations for future applied documentary work, based on the experience of the Cicipu language documentation project.
