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In the countries of Africa, most of which are multilingual, the issue of
language policy with reference to language choice in education is
fundamental to any discussion of the role education plays in all facets
of development in this continent.
Before the advent of European colonialism, the history of
language policy in Africa started with the introduction of Islam in parts
of North, West and East Africa, where Muslim communities emerged
with basic literacy and higher education in Arabic. But it was during
European colonial rule that definite language policies were enunciated
for the first time, with far-reaching, consequences for the educational,
literacy, linguistic, economic and cultural development of modem
African countries. Various, and often divergent, language policies were
introduced by the Portuguese, French, Spanish and British colonial
powers. There was also the case of South Africa, where the ruling
Afrikaaner nationalist party enforced a language policy that was aimed
at developing their language as the lingua franca, language of
education and culture, and a strong competitor with English.
Each colonial power had its own cultural and political standpoint
that gave rise to its particular brand of language policy. There were
often conflicting approaches to language policy, because the European
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on how to deal with African colonial subjects.
Factors that have influenced language policies include the
attitudes of the colonial administration and the African government
after independence, the multilingual (or monolingual) nature of each
country, the level of development of its languages as vehicles of
modern communication and the desire to acquire a modern
technological culture.
This paper attempts to review the development of language
policies in sub-Saharan African and their influence on language choice
in education.

African multilingualism
Africa is the most complex multilingual part of the world in terms of
numbers of languages, the size of the communities speaking them, and
the area each language covers (Alexander, 1972). The problem of
delineating languages and dialects, and the variation of names of
languages, make it difficult to estimate the actual numbers of
languages in Africa. Ki-Zerbo (1981) attributes the presence of so
many languages to the sparseness of the population. He says:
The very vastness of the African continent, with a diluted and
therefore itinerant population living in a nature at once generous with
fruits and minerals, but cruel with its endemic and epidemic diseases,
prevented it from reaching the threshold of demographic concentration
which has always been one of the preconditions of major qualitative
changes in the social, political and economic spheres.
Before the partition of Africa in the 1880s and the advent of
colonialism, there were no hard and fast borders dividing
ethnolinguistic groups in Africa. Rather 'national' divisions were based
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many cases such divisions were marked by natural geographical
features (Abdulaziz, 1991). Despite the complex nature of this
multilinguàlism, a continuum of communication networks existed
through social, economic and military contacts. This facilitated
communication and developed individuals with multilingual abilities.
The scramble for Africa and its eventual arbitrary partition created
geographical entities that completely ignored ethnolinguistic realities
in most cases. At one extreme, for example, are relatively small areas
such as Cameroon with more than 100 languages, while at the other
extreme there are countries with one predominant mother tongue, such
as Botswana, Burundi, Lesotho, Rwanda, Somalia, and Swaziland.
However, even in these countries, individuals are likely to be
multilingual, often speaking at least one African lingua franca and a
European language.

Language policies
Before the advent of colonial rule, there were no apparent language
policies except in areas dominated by
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Swahili, Wolof and Yoruba with relatively extensive literatures using the
Arabic script. Swahili, for example, developed epic, religious and
popular poetry in previous centuries. The language was used as an
official language of the court as Swahili letters from the Sultan of Kilwa
on the Tanzanian coast to the Portuguese Governor-General in Goa in
the seventeenth century attest. Language policy in such Njuslim areas
then was to learn sufficient Arabic to be able to recite the sacred books
and to have adequate mastery of their own African language to be able
to understand the translations of Arabic religious texts and Islamic
jurisprudence. A few educated scholars would also learn and master the
Arabic language, and there are many classical works written by African
scholars in the Arabic language. Of course, the broad masses had no
working knowledge of this language, even though they might be
bilingual or multilingual in African languages.

Colonial administration
It was during colonial rule that we see the emergence of definite
language policies. Different colonial powers tended to have their own
language policy as part of the ethos of their imperial attitudes. The
Germans, the British and the Dutch favoured the use of African
vernaculars or linguae francae as media of education at the lower
levels of education and administration. The missionaries of those
countries devised orthographies, and wrote grammars and dictionaries
from African languages, as a step towards developing literacy in
indigenous languages. The objective was to teach the Bible and other
religious texts in the mother tongue, as this was considered the correct
way to impart the message of God. We see in the areas ruled by these
powers, therefore, a development of a literate tradition in the Roman
script.
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He noted that the Germanic races, including the Germans, British and
Dutch, held a more Protestant view of peoples and their individualistic
languages and cultures, while the Romance colonial powers - the
French, Portuguese, Italians and Spanish - had a more 'Catholic'
attitude in their outlook, going back to the period of the Roman
Empire.
The colonial policy of the French tallied with their own policy at
home, where language was developed as a means of nation-building in
the reign of François I in the sixteenth century and onwards. In the
seventeenth century, the French Academy was inaugurated with the
aim of providing a unified language to a country that still spoke many
dialects and of encouraging the growth of a high culture through a
normative form of standard French. French language policy in Africa
was promoted by the Alliance Française (originally called Alliance
pour la propagation et la purification de la langue française). The
French were concerned that pidginized forms of French should not
emerge in their colonies and that in the colonies only metropolitan
French as spoken at home must be taught and promoted. The British,
for example, recognized the existence of English-based créoles and
pidgins, while the French for a long time refused similar recognition.
In the belief that French was the most cultured language, and had
a civilizing mission, French colonial language policy discouraged
research into or development of African languages. French was to be
the only official language of administration, education and culture. As
a consequence, African languages in areas governed by the French
were the least developed, if developed at all, at independence. Most of
these languages had not even acquired orthographical systems, despite
the well-known fact that these languages were the true vehicles of
communication among Africans. There was a deceptive assumption on
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university, was entirely conducted in French, an impossible situation
since there were neither adequate teachers nor materials for such a
comprehensive policy.
In Madagascar, the French implemented the provisions of the
Brazzaville Conference of 1945, which aimed at the assimilation
programme of 'education in French only'. Malagasy reappeared in
1955 but was taught as a foreign language, like English.
The Portuguese had an even more intolerant policy towards
African languages. On the basis of their political stand that the
overseas territories of Mozambique, Angola, Guinea Bissau and Cape
Verde were an inalienable part of metropolitan Portugal, they took
stern measures to ensure that no African languages were promoted.
They went as far as punishing missionaries who used African
languages in education. The direct result was that at independence
Portuguese had to be accepted as the official and national language of
these countries by African governments, as there was no alternative.
The Germans, in their East African Territories up to the end of the
First World War, had a policy of promoting Swahili as the lingua
franca. In the then Tanganyika, both German and African civil servants
and members of the armed forces had to know Swahili to be employed,
a fact which rapidly helped the spread of this language. Also, German
missionary scholars such as Rebmann, Krapf and Buttner wrote
grammars of Swahili and collected manuscripts in Swahili Arabic
script of pre-twentieth century classical literature which are still to be
found in the libraries of the Universities of Berlin, Hamburg and
Leipzig.
German missionaries opened schools everywhere and worked on
the development of orthographies and texts in Tanzanian languages.
The same is true in parts of British-ruled Africa such as Zambia
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and Ndebele) and Malawi (Chichewa). It can be said that as a result of
the German and British colonial language policies, all major African
languages were fairly developed, and widely used in the education
system and administration. There is also a rich tradition of academic
research on African languages by German and British scholars in their
universities.
The Germans, the Belgians (in Ruanda Burundi) and the British
encouraged the growth of multilingualism in African languages and
bilingualism in African linguae francae and their European languages.
Language policies in education differed, depending on the lobbies at
work. The general pattern, however, was the use of local languages up
to elementary class three as the medium of instruction, and then, if
there was a developed lingua franca such as Swahili and Hausa, that
would take over for another two or three years, after which English
would continue as the medium. English would be taught as a subject
right from the start. The colonial German Government had also
participated in the building of schools, requiring that indigenous
people must be taught Swahili and arithmetic in order to produce
clerks, craftsmen and skilled manual workers. German colonial
officers too were compelled to learn Swahili and other African
languages before they were sent to Africa. Facilities for the study of
Swahili were created in certain German universities.
The British in Tanganyika continued to encourage the teaching of
Swahili and other African languages when that country was mandated
to them after the First World War. It was such positive action by the
German and British rulers that made Swahili emerge as a candidate to
be the national/official language of the United Republic of Tanzania.
The British followed similar policies in West Africa, encouraging
the development and use of African languages and linguae francae.
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declared Amharic as the only national official language of the whole
empire (Abdulaziz, 1991). Other Ethiopian languages were completely
suppressed, a fact that led to a great deal of resentment. With the
overthrow of Haile Selassie and the advent of the Marxist regime of
Mengistu Haile Mariam, language policy was radically changed. The
policy now was to recognize the linguistic, cultural and social rights of
all nationalities. Article 5 of the 1974 National Democratic Revolution
Programme of Socialist Ethiopia states: 'within the environs of
nationality, each nationality has the right to determine its political,
economic and social life, and use its own language. '
Somalia is one of the most homogenous areas of Africa in terms
of ethnicity, language, culture and religion. Throughout this century
the Somali language has been in constant contact with Italian, Arabic
and English. Contact with Islam and Arabic goes back many centuries.
During colonial rule English was used as the official language and
language of education in the North while Italian prevailed in the South
of the country, including the capital Mogadishu. With the Egyptian
revolution of 1952 and the pan-Arab/pan-Islam and pan-African
policies of Nasser, Arabic was introduced in a very big way in
Somalia. Arabic primary and secondary schools were opened in large
numbers. Tertiary education in Arabic was also introduced and there
was a major programme of scholarship awards for Somali students to
study in Egypt. All this resulted in the Arabic language becoming a
strong second language and later the acceptance of Somalia as an Arab
country.
During colonial rule, the Italian government completely ignored
the Somali language and used Italian for all official and educational
purposes. Very few Somalis could enter primary and secondary
schools, which were mostly for Italians and Mulattos. During the
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government made a commitment to provide education of good quality
that would prepare Somalis for independence in the Southern part.
English continued as the official language of education in the North.
At independence, when the two parts were joined, there was a
curious linguistic dilemma. The North had English while the South had
Italian as the official written languages, and Somali had become the
common language of oral communication in all aspects of political,
economic and cultural life of the country. Somali, up to this stage, had
no official writing system. There was a passionate national debate as
to whether Somalia should adopt the Arabic or the Roman, or should
devise an indigenous script. This wrangling delayed the introduction
of Somali as the national official language. However, in 1972, the
Somali Revolutionary Council under Siad Barre declared that
henceforth the Roman script would be used as the official orthography
(Laitin, 1977). Since then, the Somali Language Academy has done
tremendous work to develop Somali as a working national official
language. At present, Somali is used as the only medium in primary
and secondary schools, making it the only country in Sub-Saharan
Africa to provide secondary education in the indigenous language.

South Africa
In South Africa there was strong Afrikaaner linguistic nationalism
from about 1875. The policy was to develop Afrikaans into a modem
language of literature and technology, and also as the official language
of at least the Afrikaaner community. The South African Bantu Act of
1953 created the apartheid policy of separate development, under
which the Africans would live in their own specified areas. In the
beginning, the policy was to encourage the use of mother tongues as
media of instruction for subjects in primary and secondary schools, as
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never quite worked, as will be seen below. 4
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situation for developing an African national official language.
2.

Countries having a predominant African language:
Benin (Ge); Burkina Faso (Mosi/More); Ghana (Akan-Twi); Malawi
(Chichewa/Cinyanja); Niger (Hausa); Togo (Ewe); Zimbabwe (Shona);

3.

Countries having several dominant African languages in competition:
Nigeria (Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo - Nigeria has a number of nationally
recognized state languages); Sierra Leone (Ternme, Mende);
Democratic Republic of the Congo (Kikongo, Lingala, Chiluba,
Kis wahili/Kingwana).

Countries in groups 2 and 3 have a good situation for developing one
or more indigenous languages as national/official, but there is the problem
of rivalry between linguistic groups.
4.

Countries having no predominant African language:
Cameroon, (though Bulu and Ewanda are dominant in the South and
Fulani in the North); Côte d'Ivoire and Mozambique.

Typology of language policies
1.
*

Countries which consciously promote one language:
exoglossic:
French-speaking countries [excluding The Democratic Republic of the
Congo] (French); Angola, GuineaBissau, Mozambique, (Portuguese);
Liberia (English).

These countries use foreign exoglossic languages such as French,
English or Portuguese.
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endoglossic.
Central African Republic (Sango), Ethiopia (Amharic); Somalia
(Somali); United Republic of Tanzania (Kiswahili);

2. Countries having an exoglossic language, but with developing
endoglossic tendencies:
*

exoglossic with the promotion of one African language:
Kenya (here the endoglossic movement is gaining momentum and the
country may become endoglossic with Kiswahili);
Botswana, Burundi, Central African Republic, Lesotho, Malawi, Rwanda,
Swaziland, Uganda. All these countries except Uganda have one African
language being promoted at national level.

*

exoglossic with more than one African language promoted:
Ghana, Guinea, Nigeria, The Democratic Republic of the Congo.

3. Countries with an exoglossic language policy, but using
indigenous languages in some areas (e.g., first years of primary
education, limited vernacular press, use in courts, etc.):
Sierra Leone, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

The dichotomy between national and official language is
interesting. A national language is normally the language that
identifies the state and is the basis of national culture and unity. It may
or may not be used or only partly used in the administrative, legal,
commercial and education systems of a country. National languages
are typically African except in the case of Portuguese territories,
Liberia, Namibia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and South Africa.
Official languages are those that are used in the modem sectors of
the state, including legislative, judicial, commercial and educational
areas. Official languages in African countries are typically the colonial
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Portuguese.
Every country has its own problems in implementing language
policies. In the United Republic of Tanzania, Swahili is fully accepted
as the national official language. Nothing is done to promote the other,
over 100 languages, yet still there is no animosity or linguistic
nationalism. However, English is promoted as a strong language of
education from the secondary level upwards. Primary education is
imparted in Swahili, a fact that has caused many problems of transition
from the Swahili to the English medium. Many people argue that
standards of education in the United Republic of Tanzania have fallen
as a result of this policy because the country has failed to use Swahili
as the medium of instruction at secondary and tertiary levels. In Kenya
the policy is to teach in the mother tongues in the first three years of
primary education and then to switch to English up to university level.
Swahili is taught as a compulsory language throughout the school
system and as a discipline at university. This is the pattern in many socalled English-speaking countries of Africa.
In English-speaking countries of West Africa, including Gambia,
Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone English is the official
language. In all but Liberia, English is also the national language.
However, at least in Nigeria and Ghana, there has been a long tradition
of using African languages in the lower levels of the education system,
in the lower courts and in the mass media.
In Nigeria, Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo have been declared major
languages that are to be used in the Federal Assembly in the future,
although this has not happened yet. State languag yet
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language, although English is used widely as the language of education
from secondary school upwards.
Somalia is the only African country that uses an indigenous
language not only as the only national official language, but also as the
language of instruction up to the end of secondary school level.
English and Arabic are taught as subjects at the secondary stage.
Although Somali is used also at certain tertiary levels, professions and
careers in some fields are limited to Italian and English. For example,
subjects such as medicine, engineering and law are taught in Italian
since it is the Italian Government that provided the buildings,
equipment and teachers. Teacher training is conducted in English. In
order to facilitate transition from Somali to Italian or English at the
university, these European languages are taught for two years prior to
the course of study. The first year is used to teach to general English
or Italian, and the second for specialized language such as Italian for
medicine or for engineering. There is also a separate university for
Arabic studies, for those who went to schools that use the Arabic
medium.
The choice of a national language is a sensitive political issue in
multilingual countries, because nobody wants the language of another
ethnic group to be chosen, as this will give a special advantage to the
native speakers of that language. Only in cases where the languages
have developed naturally as linguae francae, especially if they are at
the same time languages of politically insignificant communities, the
choice becomes simple. Swahili is a case in point.
The question of using the African languages as media of
instruction throughout the education system revolves round the level
of development of those languages. Ferguson (1968) recognizes three
stages of language development:
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graphicization, whereby the language is reduced to writing;

•

standardization, meaning the wide acceptance and use of a
standard written spoken form;

•

inter-translatability, whereby the language is inter- translatable
with the most advanced modem languages of art, science and
technology such as English, French, German, Russian and
Japanese.

Most African languages have not been reduced to writing and only
a few have standard forms. Amharic, Hausa, Igbo, Swahili, Somali and
Yoruba may be exceptions with respect to the first two stages. But it
is unlikely that there is an African language that is as developed, say,
as German or English, especially in modem areas of learning and
technology. Amharic, Somali and Swahili are being developed very
quickly by language institutes and academies which are preparing
glossaries and texts in the various fields of study.
The other problem of giving up English or French altogether is the
isolation from centres of major research and publication. There is also
the need for international communication, and exposure to world
literature in the various fields of intellectual endeavour. Finally, there
is the question of the availability of finances and highly trained
manpower to produce glossaries and texts in all fields, and teachers
adequately trained to teach such modem languages. There is also the
necessity of a thriving research and publication tradition.

Conclusion
Very few language policies, if any, appear to work in Africa. This is
because many of the language policies are not objectively and
rationally thought out but rather are motivated by political
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rich and politically powerful, who pay lip service to the promotion of
African languages, are in most cases the ones who send their children
to expensive private schools to acquire European languages, standards
of education and culture. When enunciating policy, it is often forgotten
that the implementation of language policy requires great financial
sacrifice, very long and expensive human resources training, and the
creation of a new culture and tradition of intellectual practice. The
problem in Africa is also lack, in most cases, of a long literate tradition
and a classical past from which to draw material and spiritual support.
Amharic, Hausa and Swahili have had such traditions, to name
languages that immediately come to mind and could be developed,
given time and adequate resources, into modem languages. But the real
basis of development is the people themselves, and their material and
intellectual culture. Hebrew, which up to the opening of this century
was a classical language used in religious services and other limited
areas, has emerged as a modern language. The main reason is that the
European intellectual, technical, industrial and artistic cultural basis,
finances and determination needed were there in adequate quantities.
Under different circumstances, Africans must try to develop their
languages through workable policies in order to enrich themselves and
the world at large.
Language policies in Africa have resulted in the emergence of, on
the one hand, bilingualism with diglossia, and on the other,
trilingualism with diglossia, an
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interaction at the national level and a European language as the
language of modern education and culture. This sort of situation has
resulted in African mother tongues being, least developed and the
national languages developed up to a certain degree only, since they
are not used as languages of higher education and modem culture. This
complexity has also led to the necessity of language shifting as social
contexts of language use change. There is also the problem of language
mixing, often occurring at random because the various languages have
overlapping functions. One often hears language mixing in which the
mother tongue, the national language or lingua franca and the
European language all feature in even one sentence. What are the
linguistic consequences of this? Do such people ever master any of the
languages perfectly? Or have they developed a structural and semantic
system which incorporates all these languages together? In many
African universities, complaints have been made that students do not
have adequate mastery of the European language concerned for
academic purposes. Institutes and departments teaching language skills
in reading and writing, have been created to help students to acquire
skills that would help them in their study. A great deal of research
needs to be done as the problem is a crucial one, especially for
education. Will African languages develop far enough to replace the
European ones? What policies would lead to this? We see, for
example, the development of Japanese, Korean, Hebrew, Arabic and
others as modem languages of education, science and technology.
What steps or policies should be taken to develop at least some African
languages to these levels? Are such steps necessary or viable, or should
Africans continue to use the highly developed world languages such
as French and English, especially in the modernizing process? These
are some of the issues and questions that future policy-makers need to
address.
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