
Gurene, Frafra, and Nankani - The Egg, the Chick and a Shell: Initiating a Sociolinguistic Discussion
ABSTRACT 
Literature indicates that the languages of Northern Ghana have not had much exposure in the written and research media in the past. However, in the late 20th and early 21st centuries these languages received and continue to receive, to some extent, significant attention in research. This recognition was aided by two developments: the government of Ghana’s introduction of the teaching of indigenous language studies in higher education primarily to train teachers to implement home language teaching in different language community schools; and the increase in the number of students with interest in Linguistics as a subject who have chosen to carry out research in these northern languages as part of their academic and career pursuits.

This discussion initiative employs a sociolinguistic approach to outline a misnomer in the literature regarding the positions of the Gurenne, Frafra and Nankani languages/dialects which are spoken in the central parts of the Upper East Region (UER) of Ghana. Some researchers have noted the confusion in the different spellings of the names of these languages/dialects in the literature but have, however, never interrogated the linguistic dilemma and discrepancy apparent in these languages being simultaneously referred to as languages and dialects of each other in the literature. This article highlights these dichotomies by referring to how the available literature delineates and describes the relationships between these languages/dialects. It concludes by soliciting a resolution of the dilemma by outlining the issues arising from the literature and providing propositions and recommendations for consideration. 
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Introduction
A popular Nankani adage declares: ‘Tiŋa ka zom bu’ne ka zom bu’ne’. A literal interpretation of this proverb denotes that each culture has its own way of preparing (soaking/mixing/cooking) meals made with millet flour. Metaphorically, the point is made that different cultures and peoples interpret things differently, behave differently, speak differently and think differently. Usually, the first thing that sets a people apart or defines them as a social unit is the language they speak. However, language is not just a tool for communication; it is also a powerful symbol of culture, identity formation and citizenship expression (wa Thiongo 1986: 13; Crable 2017: 6; Nguyen & Hamid 2017: 145). Accordingly, individuals use language to represent themselves, to socialise with others and to determine and form groups of mutual interests. Anyidoho and Dakubu (2008: 151) posit that for Ghanaians, language is the main marker of subnational or ethnic identity and the ability to speak a Ghanaian language is, therefore, a necessary feature of the national identity. Language, thus, embodies the most important cultural core values symbolising the group of people speaking it. As an essential characteristic of cultural identity for individuals and groups, language directs their identity formation processes (Alcazaren & Rafanan 2017: 92; Alred 2003: 22; Bialystok 2001: 5; Darder 2012). In fact, “[the] choice of language and the use to which language is put is central to a people’s definition of themselves” (wa Thiongo 1986: 4). Language is, therefore, a formidable tool that shapes the relationship dynamics of communities. 	Comment by Author: Some of your arguments in the abstract must appear at the end of this introduction to show the reader why s/he should read the article. Why should we care?

Literature review
Historically, the Gurenne, Frafra and Nankani languages/dialects which are spoken in the central parts of the Upper East Region (UER) of Ghana received little attention in the linguistic literature of the country. However, during the late 20th and early 21st centuries these languages have begun to receive significant attention in research. The ensuing overview examines the extant literature in this regard.
 Status of Gurene, Frafra and Nankani

Literature classifies Gurene ias one of the top twenty Mabia (Gur) subset branch of languages under the Niger- Congo family of languages and is spoken in Northern Ghana, in West Africa  (Atintono 2022: 347; Bodomo 2020: 6; Atintono 2020: 371; Atipoka & Nsoh 2018: 103; Musah, Issah & Atintono 2020: 76). In 1993 and 2005 Bodomo published a diagrammatic representation of the Gur set of Mabia languages, in which he identified five subsets under the Western Oti-Volta group. These were Western Mabia, Northern Mabia, Central Mabia, Southern Mabia and Eastern Mabia (Bodomo 2020: 10). He identified Gurene as the major language of the Central Mabia group. Under Gurene he captured Frafra, Nankani and Nabt, as the sublanguages or dialects of Gurene. However, also coming directly off the Gur family stem, Bodomo provided another set of languages which he referred to as Grusi with Kasem, Sisaala and Kabre as the sublanguages or dialects spoken in this group. Awedoba (2006: 9) also lists Kasem, Sisaala as well as other languages spoken in the Northern regions of Ghana as Grusi languages and the speakers as the Grusi people. He adds, however, that the Kasena, on their part, reacted very unfavourably when the term Grusi was applied to them. 	Comment by Author: This construction might be confusing to understand at first reading. Perhaps you want to say “directly connected to…”.
In 2017, Bodomo revised his earlier diagram and placed all the six sets of languages under the Western Oti-Volta group directly under Mabia Central. He also initiated changes in their labels. Thus, Western Mabia became Mabia Dagaare; Northern Mabia, Mabia North; Central Mabia, Mabia Mid-Central; Southern Mabia, Mabia South; and Eastern Mabia, Mabia Kusaal (Bodomo 2020: 11). A significant change was that Grusi, which had been an offshoot from Gur in the 1993 and 2005 classifications, was removed and placed directly under Mabia and relabelled Mabia West. Also, a new category, Mabia East was added with Bassari, Kokomba and Moba as the languages/dialects, was added. Significant too, was that the Mabia Mid-Central group also saw a remarkable modification. In this group, the place of Gurene and the sub-languages, Frafra, Nankani and Nabt, was taken by Mabiene, Nankane and Nabt. The interesting point to note is that mMost of these classifications are described by geographical cardinal points or locations. However, as Bodomo (2020:11) rightly explains, Mabia means “mother’s child, or sibling from the same mother” and thus alludes to the closeness in the relatedness or characteristics of these languages. In the same perception, Mabiene can be explained as exhibiting the qualities or characteristics of a Mabia; acting as or in ways befitting and/or expected of a Mabia. Bodomo does not rationalise replacing Gurene with Mabiene (Bodomo 2020:11). However, according to the explanation of Mabiene suggested above, it would be deemed plausible that all the languages of the Mabia group could enjoy some degree of ‘Mabiene’ between them. 	Comment by Author: “Sub” reads as if they are “subservient”. You can use “languages below it in the diagram” instead.

Configuring Gurene, Frafra and Nankani relationships

Despite the exposition proffered in the preceding paragraphs, a great deal of confusion still exists regarding the relationships between Gurune, Frafra and Nankani. The crux of this confusion stems from the fact that different linguistics and language experts have given Gurene, Frafra and Nankani different labels and, thus, created the impression that the one or the other of these languages/dialects can either be a ‘language’ or a ‘dialect’ in relation to the others. This places these languages/dialects in a kind of typological free variation or fluidity making it possible to describe them as languages or as dialects of each other as and when the need arises. For instance, Gurene has sometimes been called a language in its own right and at other times a dialect of Frafra. A list of quotations is provided below, as examples, to establish this phenomenon as it occurs frequently in the literature. 
“The paper discusses vowel harmony, in the Gurenε dialect of the Farefari language” (Atipoka & Nsoh 2018: 103). [Frafra – language; Gurene – dialect]
“It (Gurene) is a Mabia (Gur) language and a member of the Niger-Congo language family” (Atipoka & Nsoh 2018: 103). [Gurene – language]
“The phenomenon is reported in many Mabia languages such as Dagaare, Gurenε, Nankarε, Kusaal and Sisaali” (Bodomo & Abubakari 2017; Musah 2017; Abubakari 2018; Apeligiba 2015 cited in Atipoka & Nsoh 2018: 103) [Gurene – language; Nankare/Nankani – language]
“Gurenε is one of the five major dialects of Farefari (Frafra) spoken in the Upper East Region of Ghana” (Atintono 2004, 2013; Nsoh 1997, 2011; Apeligiba 2015; Adongo 2013; Atipoka 2008; Dakubu 1996; Naden & Schaefer 1973). [Gurene - dialect; Frafra- language]	Comment by Author: These were published before Bodomo 2020. It’s because of these dichotomies that Bonomo’s revised classification is useful.
“Bodomo and Hasiyatu (2017) compared some features of five Mabia languages (Buli, Dagaare, Dagbani, Gurenε, Kusaal)” (cited in Atipoka & Nsoh 2018: 104). [Gurene – language]
"GURENNE—This is the proper name for a language more commonly known by the names of its Eastern and Western dialect, Frafra and Nankani..." (Callow (1970: 63). [Gurene – language; Frafra – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“Callow’s tentative conclusion (loc.cit.) was that Fra-Fra and Nankani were the eastern and western dialects respectively of Gurenne” (Naden & Schaefer 1973: 8). [Gurene – language; Frafra – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“Gurenɛ is classified as Mabia (Gur) and belongs to the Niger Congo languages in Africa. It is spoken in northern Ghana, West Africa” (Atintono 2022: 347). [Gurene – language]
“Gurenɛ is one of the five dialects of Farefari besides Boone, Nabt, Nankani and Taln” (Kropp Dakubu 1996, Nsoh 1997, 2011, Atintono 2002, 2004, 2011, 2013, 2019) in (Atintono 2022: 347). [Frafra – language; Gurene – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“The major Mabia languages include (top 20 in order of number of speakers): Mòoré (nine million), Dagaare (two million), Senari (1.2 million), Gurenε (one million), Gurma (one million …” (Bodomo 2020: 6). [Gurene – language]
“I take a close look at these characteristics with data from A Handbook Of The Mabia Languages Of West Africa - Kusaal, Dagaare, Dagbane, Buli, and Gurunε (Frafra/Farefare)” (Bodomo 2020: 6). [Gurene synonymous with Frafra as language]
“Major towns where these languages are spoken are Bawku for Kusaal, Bolga for Gurenɛ while Dagbani is spoken in Tamale and Yendi”. (Atintono 2020: 76). [Gurene – language]
“The three languages have dialects, which are mutually intelligible: Gurenɛ is one of the five dialects of the Farefari language; the other four being Taln, Nabt, Boone and Nankani” (Atintono 2020: 76). [Farefari – language; Gurene – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“The chapter describes diphthongs in the Gurenε dialect of Farefari” (Nsoh & Adongo 2020: 170). [Farefari – language; Gurene – dialect]
“Atipoka (2008) gave an acoustic description of short oral vowels of five dialects of the Farefari language, namely Boone, Gurenε, Nabt, Nankani and Taln” (Nsoh & Adongo 2020: 172). [Farefari – language; Gurene – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“However, this study uses Gurenε to refer to the dialect spoken within Bolgatanga and its environs and maintains Farefari as the language in line with (Naden & Schaefer 1973; Nsoh 1997 & 2011), which consists of five major dialects - Gurenε, Boone, Taln, Nabt, and Nakane” (Atintono 2013, 2004; Nsoh 2011, 1997; Adongo 2008; Dakubu 1996). [Frafra – language; Gurene – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“Frafra has five dialects which are Gurenɛ, Nankani, Booni, Taln, and Nabt.” (Giffen 2012: 100). [Frafra – language; Gurene – dialect; Nankani – dialect]
“According to Westermann and Bryan’s (1970) classification of the Gur languages, Talene, Nabt, and Naŋkane (Gurenɛ) are all separate languages” (Giffen 2012: 101). [Nankani synonymous with Gurune as language]
“… the language of Bolgatanga, capital of the Upper East, Gurene (or Frafra), … is also the largest in the Region” (Anyidoho & Dakubu 2008: 151). [Gurene and Frafra synonymous as language]
Farefare is a branch of the subgroup of the Gur language group.... Gurene belongs to the Niger-Congo family of languages (Nsoh 2002: 2-3). [Farefare – language; Gurene – language].

These quotations clearly indicate that Gurene is referred to as a language and as a dialect. It is also considered synonymous with Frafra. Frafra is referred to as a language and as a dialect and synonymous with Gurune. Nankani is referred to as a language and as a dialect as well as synonymous with Gurune. By logical deduction, all three languages/dialects are synonymous with each other and, therefore, may be classified as one language/dialect. However, it appears there is no consensus among experts as to what designation should be accorded these languages/dialects. This is very clear because experts tend to equivocate between ‘dialect’ and ‘language’ in their reference to these languages/dialects even on the same page of literature presented as seen in quotations 1, 2, 3, 8 and 9 for example. In some cases, all three languages/dialects are considered synonymous with each other (see quotations 11, 12 and 17). Quotation 16 actually misrepresents Callow (1970: 63) and Naden and Schaefer’s (1973: 8) submissions in which they recommended that Gurene was the language and Frafra and Nankani, the dialects (see quotations 6 and 7).  This undoubtedly raises questions not just about the statuses of these languages/dialects in relation to each other, but also about their origins and/or histories.  Gurune, Frafra and Nankani, therefore, need a strong, clear, distinctive and unambiguous characterisation that defines them either as different languages or as dialects of a major language group. Bodomo and Abubakari (2017) and Bodomo (2020) already initiated this on some scale when they carried out studies to identify characteristics in Mabia languages which reveal some close relationships between these languages to show that they originated from a common ancestral language. The investigations considered identical typological characteristics spanning the areas of tone, vowel harmony, nasality, noun classes, and serial verb construction (Bodomo 2020: 12). After studying these features in Dagaare, Kusaal, Dagbane, Buli and Gurene, they concluded that the rich linguistic varieties present in these languages pointed to Mabia being a single, though complex, linguistic group (Bodomo 2020: 24). 

Frafra and Nankani speakers

An attempt was made earlier to define the status of Gurene as portrayed in the linguistic literature and establish its position vis-à-vis Frafra and Nankani. This section outlines who the Frafra and Nankani speaking people are and their geographic location on the map of Ghana. Frafra and Nankani speakers populate the central portion of the Upper East Region (UER) of Ghana. The Nankani are found in the geopolitical districts of the Kasena-Nankana East, Kasena-Nankana West and the Kasena-Nankana Municipal districts (Districts of the Upper East Region (DUER) 2021). They are bordered to the west by the Builsa speaking peoples, also of the UER, and the Sisaala speaking peoples of the Upper West Region (UWR). To the north they share borders with Burkina-Faso where Kasem is also spoken. It is vital to point out, at this juncture, that even tThough the expression ‘Kasena-Nankana’ is used to describe the grouping of the Kasem speaking people and the Nankani speaking people who make up the greater Navrongo district, the two languages (Kasem and Nankani) are neither linguistically nor mutually related. This is clarified by Bodomo’s (2017) classification of Kasem as belonging to the Mabia West group along with Sisaala and Kabre (Bodomo 2020: 11). Kasem and Nankani are very divergent in their lexicology, syntax, and semantics. The grouping of the peoples is, therefore, purely a geo-political convenience. 

To the east of the Nankani speakers are the Frafra speaking people who occupy the geopolitical districts of the Bolgatanga Municipal, Bolgatanga East, Bongo, Nabdam and Talensi districts (DUER 2021). The Frafra speaking peoples share borders to the east with the Kusaal speaking people of Bawku West Municipality of the UER, and to the north with the Moore speaking people (the Mossi) of Burkina Faso. Historically and linguistically, Nankani and Frafra have been classified as a sub-set of the Mabia Mid-Central family of languages which are classified under the Gur group of languages (Bodomo 2020: 11). 

The Frafra language	Comment by Author: These are good information, but I think the author(s) can summarize the information on the various languages under one subheading.

Frafra is the word used to denote both the people and the language they speak (Awedoba 2006: 7). It is the Anglicised version of the phrase, fara fara, which is an expression in the language meaning “well done” and used as a general greeting (Adongo 2018: 2). It is said to have been coined and used by the colonial emissaries and European missionaries, who came to the region, to refer to the people speaking the language (Naden & Schaefer 1973; Adongo 2018; Nsoh 2011). Frafra is spoken in towns and villages such as Bolga central, Zuarungu, Bongo, Nangodi and Tongo. However, it is pertinent to note that Naden and Schaefer (1973) made two observations of social significance that are critical to our assessment and understanding of the Frafra as a people and Frafra as a language. 

First, the authors alluded to Frafra (the language) being considered a pejorative term such that, during their research on the language, nobody ever used it to describe the language when speaking it (Naden & Schaefer 1973: 8). The researchers admitted to feelings of anxiety and trepidation upon this discovery. In fact, they conveyed their apprehension using the term ‘consternation’ signaling the extent to which they must have been petrified about the possible repercussions they would have incurred upon crossing that line. On the basis of this discovery, the Institute of Linguistics (IL), which had commissioned the research, suggested that the team (Schaefer and his wife) who were in-charge of the Frafra area be designated as “the team working on the ‘Gurene’ language” (Naden & Schaefer 1973: 8). It is obvious the team was exceedingly nervous that if they used the term ‘Frafra’ themselves, it could actually earn them the wrath of the people. They also established that some people considered ‘Frafra’ an insulting term, which reflected older attitudes of people in the south towards Northerners in general (Naden & Schaefer 1973: 10). Unfortunately, however, Naden and Schaefer did not overtly confirm whether Gurene was actually the name that the people used or preferred to be used to describe or call the language that they spoke. 

Thus, from the sociolinguistic point of view, a very apposite and significant question would be: What, then, was the name of the language that was spoken by the Frafra people before the white colonialists and missionaries came to characterise it as ‘Frafra'? An inference can be made here that Frafra is, most obviously, not the original name of the language of the present Frafra people. In that case, therefore, what did the people call their language and themselves prior to the arrival of the colonialists and missionaries? Straightaway, the early researchers classified Nankani and Frafra as subdivisions of Gurune (Naden & Schaefer 1973:8; Callow 1969: 63). Whilst this could be food for thought, the lingering missing link continues to be, in the midst of this anomaly or inconsistency, what is the original name of the Frafra language? This is made more nostalgic by the fact that Nankani, which is considered a dialect of Frafra by some scholars, maintains its name and is also considered a dialect of Gurene by other scholars. 

Secondly, Naden and Schaefer (1973: 8) also observed that, in the olden days, the term ‘Frafra’ was used by persons from the then Upper Region, who travelled south to seek employment, as their gentilic ‘surnames’. This declaration, also, may not be accurate in its entirety. This is because, whereas Frafra speakers were more known to have the term attached to their names, Nankani speakers, as well as speakers of other languages/dialects in the region, had different tags affixed to their names. Thus, for example, whilst Frafra speakers would answer to a name such as Atia Frafra, Nankani speakers had ‘Nankani’ or ‘Grushi’ associated with their names. Accordingly, it was commonplace to encounter names such as Aloko Nankani, Awine Grunshi as well as Akanwum Builsa,  Kaleo Sisaala, Ndenab Kusasi and Dery Dagaati. In some instances, certain persons chose to use the names of their villages of origin as their surnames. For example, Atoa Akolgo or Beyuo Nandom. One implication here certainly is that Nankani speakers as well as speakers of other languages of the then Upper Region did not automatically appropriate the idea of being referred to or identified by the ‘Frafra’ appendage. 

The Nankani language

Nankani is spoken mostly in the Kasena-Nankana geopolitical area to the west of the Frafra people. Some of the villages where Nankani is spoken include Doba, Kandiga and Mirigu, to the north-east of Navrongo, Vunungo (Vunania – Kasem version) and its environs, Gaane, Kologu and Naaga to the south of Navrongo. All these people attest to speaking Nankani and have never ever considered themselves Frafra or Frafra speakers. Instead, they speak slightly different ‘versions’ of Nankani. (I use ‘versions’ instead of ‘dialects’ since I find no consensus that Nankani is either a language or a dialect). Amongst themselves, they acknowledge these differences and can recognise that a particular individual originates from a specific village by their speech. This is also confirmed by Denham (2008: 41) who said Nankani speakers did not consider themselves Frafra, but Nankana and only referred to speakers in the Bolgatanga and Bongo areas as Frafra. Notwithstanding, there is a high incidence of mutual intelligibility between all the Nankani speakers as well as between Nankani speakers and Frafra speakers. The Nankani speakers also employ certain terms to refer to themselves as peoples and the ‘versions’ of Nankani they speak. For example, the people from Naaga are called ‘Naansi’ and the version of Nankani they speak is ‘Naane’. The table below lists the villages and the terms used to refer to the people and the versions of Nankani they claim to speak.

Table 1: 	Comment by Author: This table does not add any more information to the argument of difference since non-speakers of the language might not even understand the table.
	Village
	Name referring to people
	Language 
	Version

	
	Singular
	Plural
	
	

	Doba
	Do’a
	Dooba
	Nankani
	Doo’ne

	Kandiga
	Kandig’nga
	Kandig’si
	Nankani
	Kandig’ne

	Mirigu
	Mira
	Miriba
	Nankani
	Mirine

	Vunungo
	Vununga
	Vunisi
	Nankani
	Vun’ne

	Gaane
	Gaandana
	Gaanduma
	Nankani
	Gaa’ne

	Kologu
	Kola
	Kolba
	Nankani
	Kol’ne

	Naaga
	Naanga
	Naansi
	Nankani
	Naa’ne




Furthermore, Nankani speakers have similar terms and expressions that they use to describe the Frafra people and language. These names and terms of reference are provided in Table 2 below for clarity.

Table 2	Comment by Author: Same as table 1

	Village/town 
	Name referring to people 
	Language
	Version

	
	Singular
	Plural
	
	

	Dapoore/Dapo’a (Bolga)
	Dapo’nga
	Dapo’nsi
	?
	Dapoo’ne

	Zuarungu
	Zuaranga
	Zuarinsi
	?
	Zuruan’ne

	Bongo
	Boonga
	Boonsi
	?
	Boon’ne

	Tongo
	Talinga
	Talinsi
	?
	Talin’ne

	Nangodi
	Nabda
	Nabda-duma
	?
	Nabda




This information is confirmed by the findings of Naden and Schaefer (1973: 10) and, therefore, points to a certain level of consistency among Nankani speakers regarding the reference to people and languages. This consistency may be relevant to unravelling the mystery behind the vacuum that was created with the introduction of the term ‘Frafra’ into the lingo of the community now generally known as Frafra. This information opens a window for considering what could be the possible original names by which the town, its people and language or dialect were actually known. The burning issue is the information that would fill the place of the question mark under language in Table 2. Naden and Scheafer (1973: 11) hint at the presence of attitudinal dispositions within the Frafra speaking communities on the use or reference to Frafra and Gurene. They suggest that the view and attitude of ‘we are the true people, the others are a dialect’ was common in this area. They do not mention any such characterisation within the Nankani speaking communities. 	Comment by Author: Okay, I see a connection here to table two but it is too removed from where the table is located. You might want to rethink the location of the table.

The question then arises, why do speakers of Nankani decline to be referred to as Frafra? Essentially, the expression ‘fara fara’ occurs in Nankani too. Logically, therefore, the Nankanis should easily have answered to the name.  The etymology of the expression stems from the Nankani word, ‘fariŋirɛ’, which means, ‘to do or be engaged in doing a tedious and/or difficult job or piece of work’. Another word that also denotes work is ‘tʊʊma’ or ‘tʊ’ma’. Before the advent of the white colonialists and missionaries, the major chores of the Nankani as well as the Frafra peoples were farming, hewing of wood, fishing and gathering of fruits, to mention but a few. These activities involved long hours of hard work in the sweltering sun with its concomitant discomforts. The people used to encourage each other, and still do, to keep at their tasks or toils. Thus, as a person or group of persons passed another person or group of persons toiling at any of these chores, they would shout ‘Na ya fariŋirɛ’ which was adapted into ‘Ya fara fara’ and then simply to, ‘fara fara’. This should not be surprising as living languages are dynamic and adaptive. The underlying interpretation was that the toils and labour of the working group had been recognised and acknowledged and they should, therefore, continue to persevere in their efforts. So is the expression ‘tʊʊma tʊʊma’ used to acknowledge persons at work. These expressions are also used to convey gratitude or thankfulness to someone who has rendered a favour or service to another. Thus, the colonialists and missionaries most likely often heard the people continually encouraging each other in their daily chores and interactions and, then concluded that ‘fara fara’ was probably a more apt form of describing the language than its original name, whatever that name might have been. This word was then Anglicised to the ‘Frafra’ that is known and used today. This seemed logical to the colonialists and missionaries, as they could easily draw parallels with their own languages and peoples – the English spoke English, the French spoke French, the Germans spoke German, the Portuguese spoke Portuguese and consequently, therefore, these people spoke Frafra and must be Frafra.	Comment by Author: This origin history of Frafra should occurs under the Frafra sub-section.

However, with the Nankani speakers, what most probably happened, and what would appear as a logical explanation, was that the influence of the white colonialists in the Bolga area, at least on the language aspect, did not spread to those areas. The colonial settlers were probably not that many in numbers to infiltrate or spread to all those areas and communities at one and the same time. This meant they remained confined to the Zuarungu/Bolga areas. As time evolved, Frafra gradually took hold as the colonialists started using the term in administrative communications and religious documents and writings in general. The result of this was, Frafra stuck with the inhabitants of that zonal section. Whilst this happened, however, the Nankani speaking population, which is spread over a wide expanse from the north-east of Navrongo way down several kilometres to the south of Navrongo, remained unaffected. The Nankani speaking areas thus escaped the direct contact and influence of the colonialists and therefore, avoided any consequential pressures on their language/dialect. This was most reasonably and conceivably the reason why the Nankani were able to maintain the original name of their language/dialect and its ‘versions’. 

The relationship between Frafra and Nankani

Are there any common characteristics that connect the Nankani and Frafra? Literature suggests that certain identical or virtually identical cultural traits and institutions may be considered in order to determine whether certain peoples can be classified together as a sociolinguistic unit or group. Dolphine (1975: 3) mentions some of such characteristics that were used to determine the grouping of the Akan people of Ghana and their languages. These attributes are both linguistic and institutional. Linguistically, the people should speak the same language or dialects of the same language that are mutually intelligible. Institutionally, they should have cultural attributes such as a common calendar, common religious beliefs, common rites de passage – birth, naming and death ceremonies - common marriage institutions, common systems of inheritance and common systems of governance.

A survey of the languages and dialects presented by scholars in the area include Frafra (Gurene), Nankani, Taln, and Nabt. Naden and Schaefer’s (1973: 9-10) findings confirm that there are degrees of mutual intelligibility among speakers of these languages/dialects. The degree of intelligibility is, however, on a continuum. Speakers of languages/dialects in close proximity tend to understand each other better than those who are farther away from each other. Institutionally, the peoples under study here all have a similar calendar which displays a three day cycle. This is measured by the frequency of occurrence of their market days which happen every third day. Furthermore, they practice similar religious beliefs. They all believe in the existence of different deities and worship ancestral spirits and objects (groves, trees, rivers/streams), ascribe to totems (animals and birds), and sacrifice by spilling the blood of animals and birds. They also believe in discovering the will of the ancestors and deities through divination by seers or soothsayers. These diviners operate through the mediums of ‘bakolo’ and/or ‘chichirisi/chinchirisi’. They also believe in the existence of a supreme being who is above the ancestors and other deities and is called ‘Wɪnԑ’ or ‘Yɪnԑ’ (God). This supreme-being cannot be contacted directly but only through the mediation of the ancestors. They also subscribe to employing the prowess of spirituality for protective and destructive purposes usually referred to as ‘tɪɪm’ or ‘bagrԑ’ (“juju”) (Amenga-Etego 2016: 18).

They subscribe to naming rituals where children undergo naming ceremonies and are dedicated to their own guardian spirits referred to as ‘sɪgrԑ’. Names are also usually given to reflect occasions within the family or clan, to capture some family history or to acknowledge the reincarnation of an important family personality such as a father, mother, grandparent or great grandparent. Similarly, they display great and deep sacredness towards the dead. To them death is a deep mystery and the dead are held in awe and unspeakable circumspection. They perform various elaborate ceremonies to ensure the speedy and smooth journey and transition of the spirits of the dead to the world beyond where they will rendezvous with the already departed spirits of relatives and clan members, generally called ancestors. These people also practise exogamous marital systems where they forbid marrying from within clans or close families (Awedoba 2006: 8). Their systems of inheritance are patrilineal and all children born to a woman are considered to belong to the man, his family and clan. Children usually do not have any stake in the wealth or property of their mothers’ parents, brothers or relatives. Finally, these people practice governance by chiefdoms. The seat of power and authority (the throne) is symbolised by the skins of animals and it is hereditary. Only sons of a chief and his brothers qualify to contest the skin of power on the death of an incumbent chief. Daughters are disqualified on the basis or assumption that they usually get married and move to the homes of their husbands in other clans. Chiefs rule with the assistance of traditional councils comprising the headmen of the various clans that make up the village or town community. These people are known as the ‘tindaanduma’ (plural) ‘tindaana’ (singular).

Other criteria shaping Grurene, Frafra and Nankani relationships

Apart from the sociolinguistic features expounded above, languages and dialects may also be used to determine whether certain peoples can be classified together as a sociolinguistic unit or group. A language may be described as a set of oral, written and/or gesture codes which are assigned specific meanings by a group of people who use them to communicate among themselves (Bodomo 1996: 33; Wardhaugh 2010: 1). These codes include sound (pronunciation, phonology and phonetics); orthography and diacritics; vocabulary and syntax; and signing. Dialects, on the other hand, are the variations in languages that develop when speakers of a language are separated geographically and socially (Zhang 1998: 1460; Wardhaugh 2010: 25). However, these are not absolute determinants of language and dialect because, as noted earlier, language is a very strong identity marker and emotions and sentiments sometimes emerge when it comes to deciding on a language and what its dialects are. Groups of people find a sense of identity through using a particular language and although social, political, religious, or ethnic ties may also be important for them, the bond provided by a common language usually proves to be the strongest tie of all (Wardhaugh 2010: 37). Still, linguists try to employ linguistic procedures and criteria to establish if certain sets of languages and dialects belong to the same group of languages. These procedures are, however, very complex and problematic. This is probably very clear from the confusion outlined in the literature on the statuses of Gurune, Frafra and Nankani so far. 

One criterion, mentioned earlier, that linguists have used to arrive at whether a group of dialects belong to one language or not is that of mutual intelligibility. However, the challenge typically is determining the degree to which dialects should be mutually intelligible before they can be classified under one language (Dolphyne 1975: 8). In addition, there does not normally exist one name for the form of spoken language used by people belonging to a particular ethnic group.  This is more marked in the case of African language scenarios whereby some dialects that are mutually intelligible also have their own names and there is no single name used to refer to them as a group of languages (Dolphyne 1975: 8). Thus, for example, though Gurene, Frafra and Nankani are highly mutually intelligible, there is no agreed single umbrella name or ethnonym to refer to the three languages/dialects as a group. This is reflected in the literature referred to in the preceding paragraphs. It is pertinent to bring into focus the point that our literature has also identified Boone, Nabt and Taln as the other dialects of Frafra or Gurene (Kropp Dakubu 1995; Nsoh 1997; 2011, Atintono 2002, 2004, 2011, 2013, 2019 cited in Atintono 2022: 347). This further widens the scope of the languages/dialects and, thereby, also the issue of the degree of intelligibility between them. Dolphyne (1975: 9) proposes, as a solution to this, that a conceptualisation of such dialects as a language unit could be forged by incorporating all the mutually intelligible dialects into one language and then giving that language a name as was done with the Akan language(s) in Ghana.
Another paradigm that may be considered in the determination of languages and dialects is that of standardisation. Standardisation is the process whereby a language has been codified through the development of such aspects as its grammars, spellings, dictionaries, and possibly a literature (Wardhaugh 2010: 31). Once a language is standardised, it is usually regarded as the natural, proper and fitting language of those who use it. It becomes part of their heritage and identity, to be protected and revered. Usually, at this stage too, change is more often than not, resisted at all costs (Wardhaugh 2010: 32). Standardised language varieties are also usually chosen for political, social, religious, economic, or varied combinations of these reasons, to become the empowered variety. On the basis of this, the chosen and standardised variety assumes the status of language, taking on an ideological dimension and becoming the ‘right’ and ‘proper’ language of that group of people, the very expression of their being (Wardhaugh 2010: 39). 

This, is central to understanding the possible confusion between the Gurene, Frafra and Nankani statuses. Atipoka and Nsoh (2018: 104) noted that most studies in Farefari seemed to have been focused on Gurene because Gurene had received a great deal of the linguistic literature in the area. Atintono (2022: 347-8) maintained that a misrepresentation in names led to spellings such as ‘Frafra, Gurenne, Gurune and Gureni’ in the language. He then asserted that Farefari covered the dialects - Boone, Nabt, Nankani, Gurene and Taln. But he observed that Gurene was privileged due to having a unified orthography as far back as 2001. He proceeded to declare that Gurene has been standardised and is now considered a language because its current status has been codified. He then stated his personal position to be that Gurene is a dialect of Farefari. He, however, admitted that in linguistics, dialects are known to have emerged as languages because of the prestige they assumed as a result of being used in writing. 	Comment by Author: What?

One other reason that may be seen as a driving force for Gurene/Frafra assuming dominance is its economic, political and social status in the region. Transformations that occurred following independence in 1957 saw Bolgatanga become the political and administrative capital of the then Upper Region. It automatically also assumed the economic mantel thus, becoming the commercial hub of the region (Awedoba 2006: 8). As people converged from near and far to engage in economic activities and/or government administrative duties and functions, they came directly in contact with the language of the area – Gurene/Frafra. Spontaneously, the human desire and craving to be better understood, to belong and thereby enjoy the benefits associated with the status of the language, were activated. Frafra thus, became the regional variety, correlating with economic and political power, social prestige and even taking on the cloak of regional identity.

Another factor that propelled Gurene/Frafra onto the standardised language platform was that it had been used in writing. This was attested to by Atintono (2013: 32) when he mentioned the availability of some unpublished and undated work of Gurene grammar based on the Bolga dialect by a Catholic priest, Ken Haskew, in the 1970s. In fact, the existence of writings in Gurene goes back to the late 1950s and early 1960s. In those years, there was one classroom reader that was used to teach Gurene phonology, particularly the vowels, in primary school (names of the authors and publishers are now lost to time). It included one distinctive exercise on the teaching of Gurene vowels that went as follows:
a-	aara  → a type of black berry
e-	enne  → hippopotamus
i- 	iio     → monitor lizard
o-	obe   → to chew
u-	uka   → chicken coop
ԑ-	ԑbga  → crocodile
ᴐ- 	ᴐriŋᴐ → boat

All these were followed by illustrations. Initially, there was not much in print in Gurene though the Catholic clergy had a few writings on Catholic catechism and prayers in circulation. This prompted the Bolgatanga District Assembly to set up a Language Development Committee in the 1980s to develop an orthography for the language (Anyidoho & Dakubu 2008: 156).  A big boost to the standardisation of Gurene was the compilation of the bilingual Gurene-English dictionary (Dakubu, Atintono & Nsoh 2007(a)), the English-Gurene Glossary (Dakubu, Atintono & Nsoh 2007(b)) and the bilingual French-Farefari dictionary (Dakubu 2009). All these have strengthened the position of Gurene/Frafra vis-à-vis the other dialects or languages.

Advocacy

The reviewed literature encapsulates trends related primarily to the developments in the linguistic journey of the Gurene, Frafra and Nankani languages/dialects. This discussion, however, transcends whether Gurene, Frafra and Nankani are languages on their own strengths or dialects of any particular one of them. Intrinsically, it also raises questions about how the Mabia languages are positioned in relation to each other. What is more, it touches on the importance of sociolinguistic aspects when discussing the relationships between these languages/dialects. On these premises, it is espoused that an ethnonym be introduced for all the related languages/dialects namely, Gurene, Frafra, Nankani, Boone, Nabt and Taln as is in the case of the Akan languages/dialects. This will require a thorough and concerted effort on the part of linguists and language specialists in this area looking at all linguistic, cultural and sociolinguistic evidence to determine the commonalities that unite these peoples and their languages. It is further submitted that a contemplation of a suitable ethnonym to cover the broader spectrum of Mabia languages would be in order. After all, it is common knowledge that not all the dialects of Modern Chinese are mutually intelligible, and even closer to home to some extent, Akan languages and dialects (Dolphyne 1976: 9; Li 2006: 152). This is important and critical to the core value of the ‘Mabiene’ in the Mabia languages. Bonomo’s (2020: 11) suggestion of Mabiene in the Mabia Mid-Central group of languages has traction because of the cultural, social, ethnic and communal ethos it evokes around the people of the Mabia language group. 

This can be illustrated by, for example, how the ‘Mabiene’ or the relationship dynamics between the Sisaala and Dagaare speaking people on the one hand and the Kasem, Nankani and Frafra speaking people on the other, play out when these people meet each other. When the Dagaare and Sisaala speaking people meet with Frafra, Kasena and Nankani speakers for the first time, all they require is an introduction to immediately engage each other in jovial teasing and quips about how their relationship with each other is based on a master and slave or superior and subordinate status, among other classes of jokes. Similarly, the Nankani speaking people of Mirigu and the Nankani speaking people of Kologu also engage in such jovial discourses when they meet. I conjecture that speakers of other Mabia languages enjoy comparable ‘Mabiene’ relationships with each other though such examples are not speedily available now. These folks usually do not need to be acquaintances, nor have known each other in prior encounters before they could enjoy each-others’ company by engaging in jovial bantering with one another. There simply exists a silent and unwritten code of conduct that almost always immediately triggers the ‘Mabiene’ feeling upon knowing the origins of the other person or persons. This understanding and feeling between the communities or kinships permits them to relate at that particular level. It is an awareness that their ‘Mabia’ relationship, or ‘Mabiene’, entitles them to enjoy each other’s company in happiness, joy and laughter whilst at the same time treating each other in friendship with love, mutual respect and decorum. It is a relationship that is freely enjoyed yet jealously guarded and not taken for granted. That, in actual fact, is the essence of their ‘Mabiene’ – a silent but strong bond, a brotherhood and sisterhood, a comradeship and camaraderie that transcend the annals of time and history, status and class, distance and geographical location, language and dialect.

Reflection

Obviously, some controversy surrounding the positions or statuses of Gurene, Frafra and Nankani has been identified which cannot be dismissed with a wave of the hand or simply wished away. Atintono (2013: 34) admitted to the existence of some confusion in spellings of names of the languages/dialects in the linguistic literature. He also observed that some authors had used the names Gurene and Farefari interchangeably and submitted that, that usage was inappropriate. He then declared that Farefari was the cover term used as a single name to represent all the five dialects in the area and the people when referring to them as an ethnic group. This also may not be entirely accurate as Nankani speakers do not consider nor call themselves Farefari/Frafra as pointed out in the literature earlier. In the report on their intelligibility survey of the Gurene Frafra dialects, Naden and Schaefer (1973: 9) made tentative conclusions on the use of the various names and relationships of these languages/dialects. They opined that most of the Bolgatanga area spoke the Frafra language whilst Nankani, Boone and Gudeni were spoken in the remaining parts. They also posited that Nabt and Taln were either more divergent dialects or closely related languages. They went on to state that all the peoples understood Gudeni Frafra well enough for it to be used as a standard language in the area. Reflexively, I suppose, they added that some people considered ‘Frafra’ an insulting term that reflected older attitudes of people in the south towards Northerners in general. Then, on a contradictory note, (again in my opinion) they professed that Gudeni people simply called themselves Frafra.

Emerging issues

It is clear that the dichotomies that exist between Gurene, Frafra and Nankani necessitate a visitation of the literature with a mind to harmonising the relationships between these languages/dialects. This is vital for three main reasons. First, it will clear the doubt and confusion in the minds of linguistics and language learners, students and scholars, about the positions of these languages/dialects apropos each other, once and for all. Secondly, it will forge and consolidate a strong group of languages/dialects united and re-enforced by common values, beliefs, codes and identities. Lastly, it will also preclude any possible fragmentations, be they linguistic, social, cultural or political, real or imagined. 

I would like, therefore, to suggest the following questions and propositions be kept in mind during such an exercise:

Before the advent of white people, the African people living in the Bolga area spoke a language/dialect. If that be the case, what was the name of this language/dialect before it was dubbed ‘Frafra/Farefari’ by the white people?
Nankani has linguistic expressions/terms/names that identify them and their Frafra neighbours as a people and the languages/dialects they speak (Tables 1 & 2). Could this not be a precursor to the existence of a similar trend in the Gurene/Frafra community prior to the dawn of white intervention?  
Based on the premise that language is a powerful identity symbol, and also that the literature proclaims that speakers of the Frafra/Farefari language at one time in the past, considered the use of the term ‘Frafra/Farefari’ derogatory and demeaning to their identity, is it not probable, perhaps, that Frafra was forced upon the people by the powers and, possibly, circumstances that were? As such, could it not be that the preferred name of the language is lurking somewhere waiting to be uncovered?
Pioneer researchers have averred that Gurene Farefari was one and the same language/dialect. Is there any chance that Gurene is most probably the original name for Frafra thus making them synonymous or one and the same language/dialect after all? 
What linguistic and sociological parameters define the Gurene, Frafra and Nankani trilogy? 
On the broader spectrum of the language family, is it not desirable to identify a suitable ethnonym that would aptly characterise not just Gurene, Frafra and Nankani but also Boone, Taln and Nabt included, as well as other languages in the Mabia language family group?

Conclusion
 	This article sought to identify an incongruity or inconsistency in the linguistic literature of Gurene, Frafra and Nankani related to how the three languages/dialects are juxtaposed in the light of their statuses. The literature reveals little consensus on the statuses applied to these languages/dialects. I believe this is not linguistically judicious or practical because it creates confusion in the minds of language students and scholars. Apart from pointing out some disparities and incongruences in relation to the statuses of the languages/dialects, the article also outlined some sociolinguistic commonalities among the speakers of these languages/dialects to support considering them as closely related and deriving from a common ancestral background. It also dwelt at length on how Gurene/Frafra possibly came to enjoy prominence among these languages/dialects.
 
The crux of the matter, however, is the resolution of the identified incongruences. To this effect, the article established the salient issues and posed questions for consideration on how to resolve them. The change that is being suggested here may be difficult to effect because beliefs and attitudes might already be deep-rooted in communities and/or even among language practitioners. However, the existence of these discrepancies are not necessarily weaknesses or limitations in the body of knowledge. Rather, these incongruities should motivate and inspire us to strive to ask more questions through more research and thereby understand our languages, communities and societies better. I believe there will be the need for comparative mini-ethnographic studies whereby researchers would spend some time within village communities of the Mabia languages, conducting multiple focus group discussions and interviews, to experience and gather relevant data to analyse and understand the linguistic properties of the languages/dialects, their sociological influences and relationships with each other. Ordinary survey and questionnaire methods, whereby questions are merely distributed and circulated, soliciting answers, would not do justice to the wealth of data lodged with these languages/dialects and their speakers.

For now, the literature agrees that only the language/dialect of central Bolgatanga has received most, if not all, of the attention of research and documentation. This renders the literature skewed in such a way that, certain prominent linguistic features that are present in Nankani or Taln or Nabt speaking communities, for instance, are completely passed over. More comparative studies, as done by Bodomo and Abubakari (2017) and Bodomo (2020), at other levels, would bring out the subtle nuances in both the linguistic and sociolinguistic attributes of these languages/dialects that really unite them. I am highly optimistic that this can be done because there is a presence of seasoned as well as young and up-coming researchers, linguistics and language specialists in the field, with the requisite proficiency and research skills and the sensitivity to all the contexts of language development and use, who can carry through such undertakings speedily, successfully and impeccably. 
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