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Abstract

This editorial introduction tries to clarify, in summary fashion, the position
taken regarding the importance of local languages for learning and sustainabil-
ity in an African context.

We see language as a building block of both cognitive and affective (or emo-
tive) intelligence. We also see learning as a multidimensional process, that
involves both informal and formal language use in several ways. To help our
understanding of all this, we start with the distinction that has been proposed
between language as discerned and language as designed. In Africa, like else-
where, education systems should try to reach as many children as possible. One
key insight is that this can be done more effectively and more efficiently if the
designed language that is taught and employed for this education is not too dif-
ferent from the discerned language or languages that the children already know
and use efficiently. The latter is often the child’s mother tongue (MT) or first
language (FL). What we see around the world is that one formalized or designed
language can serve the needs of speakers of several related discerned languages.
It is unfortunate that this is still not the case in most parts of Africa. This is also
relevant from the point of view of transmitting indigenous knowledges and cul-
tural norms: speakers of related languages or dialects often also share a common
reservoir of indigenous knowledge and similar cultural ideas and values.

Without education, long-term sustainability will be almost impossible to
achieve. A decolonial position means that obstacles to learning - such as the
requirement to learn in a very different language from one’s own — need to be
removed. Receiving education in a culturally and linguistically appropriate way
is no longer a ‘mere’ human rights issue - it becomes imperative from the point
of view of the long-term sustainability of mankind.
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In Africa, there is tremendous scope — and need - for further expansion of
higher education. However, such a tremendous expansion can only be achieved
if students can access higher education in a designed language that is close to a
language they already know. A transition from the current use of former colo-
nial languages to African languages as medium of instruction is therefore going
to be needed, if education in Africa is to expand so that the potential of the
continent is fully used. Africans will still learn English and other world lan-
guages — but these will be taught mainly as subjects, instead of always being the
medium of instruction.

The chapters in this volume are based on papers presented at the 2023 Euro-
pean Conference on African Studies or at the 2024 Conference of the Associa-
tion for African Studies in Germany (VAD). Seven out of the eight authors are
female; five are based in African Universities.

This book challenges dominant, often Western-centric, language policies
in African education systems and argues for recognizing African languages as
valid and powerful tools for knowledge creation and dissemination. The recon-
figuration moves beyond colonial frameworks and affirms African epistemolo-
gies and linguistic realities.

Introduction: Why local languages matter for
sustainable development in Africa

This volume poses a challenge regarding the relationship between lan-
guage, learning and the importance of local languages. How do these ele-
ments interact, and how do they relate to ‘sustainability’ within the con-
text of Africa? Furthermore, what kind of approach is best for engaging
these issues in order to contribute to knowledge and to ongoing debate
in this area? This means that we need a transdisciplinary approach for
this volume.

While these are complex questions and we cannot do full justice to
them in this introduction, we intend to at least briefly clarify our joint
understanding of the issues involved.



Local languages, global futures

Language, learning, sustainability, and how they are
related

Language is a building block of both cognitive and affective intelli-
gence, and language learning is a multidimensional process. Individu-
als acquire, negotiate, and perform knowledge in varied contexts. This
process involves language, in various ways. To understand this, scientists
have focused on two different ideas of language - language as behav-
iour and language as innate. The behaviourist traditions (e.g., Skinner
1957), view language primarily as a learned behaviour shaped by envi-
ronmental stimuli and reinforcement, while the innatists conceptualise
language in universalist terms as an innate human faculty underpinned
by a universal grammar (Chomsky 1965). Others focus on language as
what people ‘do’ with language as a communicative system. For example,
the pragmatic or interactionist perspective considers treating language
as a form of social action (what people do with words in specific con-
texts: Austin 1962; Gumperz 1982), or as a ‘social semiotic’ that facili-
tates the exchange of meaning within a systemic functional system (Hal-
liday 1978).

Each of these visions or ideas has its merits. Collectively, they allow
us to focus on how people acquire language to communicate with one
another and how this process affects situation in society, and the trajec-
tory of development (Vygotsky 1978). Another perspective is to consider
the variety within and between languages — when do we speak of a ‘dia-
lect continuum’ (Trudgill 1983) of different speech forms that together
still belong to the same language, when do we consider languages to be
so different from one another that they should be counted separately?
How do such considerations impact policy positions or the best language
choices for the society? (See Ahia et al. 2024; Oloruntoba-Oju/Van Pinx-
teren 2022).

These questions have significant implications for education planning,
and sociopolitical engineering and identity formation (Fishman 2006;
Edwards 2009). They have been extensively asked in African discourses
within the context of decolonisation (Wa Thiongo 1986, and others).
Decisions about which language or which linguistic variety to promote
can affect social cohesion, access to resources, and the long-term health
of languages and the associated speech communities.
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Language is therefore a complex phenomenon, that consists of differ-
ent components and stages. For individuals, language learning involves
a long trajectory, that moves from the first words a one-year-old learns
from caregivers or peers, to the ability to write treatises such as the con-
tributions to this book. Nowadays, formal school education is a key
ingredient of language learning, alongside the social environment, the
media, the internet, etc. What is important for us (and particularly rel-
evant as well in an African context) is that everybody should be empow-
ered to use language, acquire and apply knowledge to the fullest extent
of their capabilities. It has been established in a long line of research that
the mother tongue, or languages closest to it, offers the best toolkit for
the effective acquisition and use of language (see UNESCO 1953; 2008,
among others). While this fact is taken for granted in largely mono-
lingual societies, it takes on a special significance in multilingual and
diglossic contexts such as Africa (see, among others, Bamgbose 2011;
Oloruntoba-Oju, Van Pinxteren/Schmied 2022; Prah 1998).

What we find helpful in this context is the distinction that has been
proposed between language as discerned and language as designed (Van
Pinxteren 2024). This distinction points to the idea that, on the one
hand, individuals employ language (spoken or signed) in a myriad of
different ways. One can also say that they use different registers — these
can be discerned, using different sets of criteria. On the other hand, in
societies as a whole, more restricted (designed) forms of language are
used - one can also talk about language as formalized or intellectualized.
What is key here is that, in the course of growing up, individuals have
to learn these designed or intellectualized forms of language (in school
or elsewhere). This, in large part, is the responsibility of modern educa-
tional systems; one of their roles is to teach children and students the use
of these formalized forms of language, so that they may use them both
to acquire knowledge and to learn to express their thoughts more fully.
It is difficult for educational systems to do this for all children. The aim
should be to reach as many children as possible. One key insight is that
this can be done more effectively and more efficiently if the designed lan-
guage that is taught is not too different from the discerned language or
languages the children already know. In practice, what we see around the
world is that one formalized or designed language can serve the needs of
speakers of several related discerned languages. It is unfortunate that this
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is still not the case in most parts of Africa. This is also relevant from the
point of view of transmitting indigenous knowledges and cultural norms
(Mkhize/Ndimande-Hlongwa 2015). Often (but not always), speakers of
related languages or dialects also share a common reservoir of indig-
enous knowledge and similar cultural ideas and values (Alexander 2003;
2005).

If the designed language that is used as medium of instruction is very
different from what learners already know, this creates a barrier to learn-
ing: in cultural terms, but also in practical (achievement) terms. Because
resources are always limited, comparatively fewer children will be able
to achieve competence if a very different designed language is being
taught. This will result in a waste of talent and in a situation in which
people are not given the linguistic tools they need to fully express their
thoughts in any of the languages that they use - a situation that has been
described as semilingualism (Cummins 1979). This does not mean that
children cannot and should not learn multiple languages - those who
have the ability and motivation to do that should be given every oppor-
tunity. However, in order to make learning possible for as many children
as possible, it should start with a designed language that is close to what
children already know. If that is not done, it leads to waste of talent and
resources. This also brings us to the next area we need to discuss, that of
sustainability.

The 1987 Brundtland Commission report defines sustainable devel-
opment as development that ‘meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’
It is clear that, for the Earth as a whole, the current development path is
not sustainable, as demonstrated for example by ‘Earth Overshoot Day’
- the date of the year on which the use of the Earth’s resources surpasses
what the planet is able to generate that year. In 2025, this date is July
24", Every year, the resources of the planet get closer to exhaustion -
this is not sustainable. In addition, the continued dependence on fossil
fuels for development leads to climate change and its predicted negative
consequences for the habitability of the planet. In order to change this,
there is the need not only for an energy transition, but also for a differ-
ent approach to how we use the world’s natural resources. This poses a
large challenge to mankind’s ingenuity, which means that the future of
mankind no longer depends on the ability to extract the planet’s natural
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resources, but rather in mankind’s ingenuity in finding ways to use the
planet’s resources in such a way that we stay within its limits (Brundtland
1987). We need to think differently, and will need the full capacity of
human ingenuity to bring that about.

In this light, the linkages between sustainability and (local) languages
become obvious. If we accept that it will require the ingenuity of man-
kind as a whole to find pathways to sustainable futures, respecting plan-
etary limits, then it becomes clear that education is a necessary (even
if not a sufficient) condition to achieve that goal. Everybody needs to
receive the best education that can be made available, so that their tal-
ents can be fully developed. We would not want to be overly romantic
about this - an educated person is not necessarily a ‘good’ person or
somebody who cares for the environment or for the long-term wellbeing
of the planet. However, we do hold that, without education, long-term
sustainability will be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. That means
that obstacles to learning — such as the requirement to learn in a very
different language from one’s own — need to be removed. Receiving edu-
cation in a culturally and linguistically appropriate way is no longer a
‘mere’ human rights issue, but an imperative from the point of view of
the social and technological transformations necessary for the long-term
sustainability of mankind (UNESCO 2021).

Local Language and Sustainability: its relevance for
Africa

It has often been pointed out that those worst affected by climate change
are those who least contributed to it. This is certainly the case for Africa
and its peoples. Desertification is already threatening African livelihoods
in many countries. Heat waves, hurricanes, droughts, and floods seem to
be on the increase on the whole continent, affecting populations least
prepared for such disasters and taxing already overstretched government
services beyond their limits. It bears little doubt that sustainable devel-
opment is key to Africa’s future.

That also means that the focus of what to develop in Africa has to
change. Up to the present, Africa’s role in the world economy has essen-
tially been that of a reservoir, to be used in an extractive fashion - a
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reservoir of manpower, of minerals, agricultural products and so on. In
the future, the key role of Africa will change from its natural resources to
its people. Africa holds tremendous human potential, primarily for the
continent itself, but also for the world as a whole. One statistic may serve
to illustrate this. According to UNESCO, the Gross Enrolment Ratio in
Tertiary Education in High-Income Countries in 2020 was over 79 %.
That means almost four out of five people in the global North receive
some form of higher education. For Sub-Saharan Africa, the figure stood
at under 10 %. There is no doubt that there is tremendous scope - and
need - for further expansion of higher education in Africa.

However, such a tremendous expansion can only be achieved in an
efficient manner (if it can be achieved at all) if students can access higher
education in a designed language that is close to a language they already
know. A transition from the current use of former colonial languages
to African languages as medium of instruction is therefore going to be
needed, if education in Africa is to expand so that the potential of the
continent is fully used. Again: Africans will still learn English and other
world languages - but these will be taught mainly as subjects, instead of
being the medium of instruction. This also has the advantage of allow-
ing for closer connections between the wider culture of societies and the
educated elite and therefore for forms of development of science and
education that are rooted in the problems and worldviews of the conti-
nent and are, in that sense, decolonial (see Adegbite 2003). In addition,
besides higher education in the strict sense, there is also scope for an
increase in Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET).
For such training, the use of a language close to what learners already
know is even more important.

There is no way of predicting what such a massive expansion in educa-
tion may yield, although it has been argued that African visions centred
around concepts such as ‘Ubuntu’ may contribute to developing new,
sustainable approaches to development (Van Norren 2022).

What this book contributes

The chapters in this volume are based on papers presented at the 2023
European Conference on African Studies or at the 2024 Conference of
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the Association for African Studies in Germany (VAD). In that sense,
the volume represents the latest ideas and developments in thought
and research on the issues highlighted above. All chapter drafts have
been reviewed by the editors, whose names are arranged alphabetically
above. The papers were contributed by academics with various linguistic
backgrounds.

If Africa needs to make use of its indigenous languages, also in formal
domains, then it is necessary to establish that these languages are ‘fit for
purpose. This issue is addressed in the contribution by Feyi Ademola-
Adeoye of the University of Lagos, Nigeria. She examines the problems
and advantages of using Nigerian languages for communicating scien-
tific knowledge. She posits that, in principle, Nigerian languages are just
as fit as many others for communicating knowledge. She holds that it
is easier to do to this in culturally appropriate ways, using indigenous
languages. Ademola-Adeoye also lists a number of challenges involved
in such a project, such as the decline of Nigerian language use in favour
of English, poor policy implementation, problems in language develop-
ment, and the sheer linguistic diversity of a large country such as Nigeria.
She acknowledges that any practical change in the language in education
policy in the country will take time to achieve and will require consid-
erable, sustained preparation and effort. It will also require a change in
attitude, both of parents and other stakeholders at every level.

While this contribution is eloquent in recommending what should be
done, a concern, which occurs in many similar studies, is the absence
of a concrete strategy that would bring the implementation of the rec-
ommendations closer. This is a challenge that scholars in the field must
continually grapple with.

The second contribution, by Adédoyins¢la Eléshin, also of the Uni-
versity of Lagos, zooms in on a particular aspect of indigenous language
use, namely the issue of terminology development, using the Yortuiba lan-
guage as used in the media as an example. Her contribution is more tech-
nical in nature as she demonstrates how the use of new Yoruba words in
the media, or the changed use of already existing terms, helps to preserve
the vitality of the language. She advocates the adoption of a proper ter-
minology development model, to help this process along.

Emilisco Jones Enoachuo, of the University of Buea in Cameroon,
explores a related but different element in her contribution, the area of
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African medicine and the indigenous knowledge that is encapsulated in
the Kenyang language of Cameroon. The study ‘underscores the impor-
tance of integrating traditional ecological knowledge with modern con-
servation efforts, highlighting the need for a multidisciplinary approach
that incorporates community engagement, ethnobotanical research, and
capacity-building initiatives.

In a different contribution from the University of Buea, Comfort Bey-
ang Oben Ojongnkpot looks at an endangered Cameroonian language,
Ejagham, and focuses on the challenges and opportunities that digital
technologies present for the preservation and revival of the language.
The study urges Ejagham speakers to use digital means, now or in the
future. However, the problem of developing a concrete strategy for mak-
ing this a reality echoes again in this contribution.

The contribution by Sarita Monjane Henriksen of the Universidade
Pedagdgica de Mogambique goes a step further, in identifying a number
of developments that militate in favour of an increased use of Mozam-
bican languages in various formal settings, such as the media and the
arts. However, she sees those languages as essentially supplementing the
use of Portuguese — rather than being, at least for the time being, an
alternative.

The focus of the contribution from Tomoe Noguchi of Kyoto Univer-
sity in Japan is quite different: she zooms in on the role of primary edu-
cation for two small, minoritized, communities of hunter-gatherers in
Botswana. It clearly shows that the focus of Botswana on Tswana and
English as mediums of instruction has disastrous consequences for the
educational opportunities of children in these communities. However,
the development of a new language policy may offer opportunities for
improvements. Noguchi also sees opportunities in the development of
informal education; nevertheless, the new policies fall short of giving
equal rights to speakers of every language in the country.

Omusula Omuholo of the University of Oregon, USA, takes us in
a different direction in her discussion of a Kenyan film, Otis Janam,
filmed using the Luo language. She shows how this film is instrumen-
tal in fostering development and debate within the Luo society, making
use of norms and language that are understood and valued by the local
community.

15
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The last chapter in the book, by Bert van Pinxteren of Leiden Uni-
versity, Netherlands, is of a more theoretical nature. It looks at the chal-
lenges and opportunities for multilingual education in Africa. After an
examination of what educational systems in other parts of the world
are able to achieve, the chapter concludes that, in future, multilingual
education in Africa will have to be based on using a limited number of
designed African languages as medium of instruction. Other languages
should then be taught as subjects, as happens elsewhere in the world. For
such a change to happen, however, much more research will be needed.

Overall, this volume offers an overview of prospects for the develop-
ment and use of African indigenous languages for educational purposes,
with chapters examining terminology development, various media,
indigenous knowledge, the digital, minoritized communities, as well
as the latest theoretical insights. Our hope is to bring the debate fur-
ther, in the interest of developing policies that contribute to sustainable
development.

Several chapters of this book are the outcome of research within the
Africa Multiple Cluster of Excellence at the University of Bayreuth,
funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German
Research Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy - EXC
2052/1 - 390713894. We gratefully acknowledge the support of the
Africa Multiple Cluster of Excellence to cover the costs for publishing
the present volume. The book is also produced as part of the activities of
the Edinburgh Circle on the Promotion of African Languages.
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