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Abstract

A dominant question that is often asked about the multiplicity of languages in relation to African development is this: which one of the several languages should be selected to be the African lingua franca? While this question has received a lot of scholarly attention from language policy researchers and other sociolinguists, for me, this is not the most relevant question to the debate on the place of language in African Studies. What I consider as pertinent questions are the following: what is the potential role and place of linguistic diversity in the discourse on African development? How can language diversity be harnessed and deployed towards improving Africa’s socio-economic and political fortunes? These questions become even more compelling when considered in relation to issues of ethnicity, nationality and ‘tribalism’ that have language as their prime-marker.  In this paper, I consider the multiplicity of languages in Africa to be an important resource that has the capacity to contribute to African development and it is against this background that the paper explores the following themes: definitions of Africa and African identities; the place of language in African regional integration and international engagements; and the language question in the context of Africans in the Diaspora. 
Introduction

The relationship between language and identity is a fundamental one. This paper reflects on and discusses the intersections of languages and identities in the context of African Studies. The premise being that African Studies is about local and diasporic African identities, and language plays a pivotal role in our understanding of Africa and Africanness. However, a web search of existing African Studies institutions shows that the language factor has so far not been fully integrated into mainstream discourses on African development. Most of the existing African Studies Programs are mainly underpinned by approaches drawn from such disciplines as history and anthropology. In this article I argue that an African Studies discourse that does not mainstream the role and place of language would be incomplete because language occupies an important position in any meaningful dialogue on African development and on Africa’s engagement with herself and with the wider international community. 
Linguistic diversity is one of the most abundant resources in Africa, which is endowed with a third of the world’s living languages (Adegbija, 1994; Grimes, 2000; Batibo, 2005). Two diametrically opposed perspectives have emerged in relation to the multiplicity of languages in Africa. The first perspective is one that views the existence of many languages in negative light. For this first school of thought “the multiplicity of African languages is often seen as a bane of African unity, whether at the national, regional or continental level” (Zeleza, 2006: 20). Multilingualism is thus seen as a liability and a burden, particularly when considered in the context of the amount of resources needed to promote the institutional and functional statuses of multiple languages. This argument based on economic rationalism is clearly stated by Pool (1972:213):

A country that is linguistically highly heterogeneous is always undeveloped, and a country that is developed always has considerable language uniformity.  

Such a proposition constitutes a call for the deliberate suppression of multilingualism and the curtailment of language rights in the name of promoting economic development. However, it is very hard to appreciate the rationality of an argument for the suppression of multilingualism in the name of economic prosperity because there is no direct connection between economic success and unilingualism. The argument on ‘multilingualism equals economic backwardness’ has been attacked by a number of scholars, including Herman Batibo (2005: 58):

One may dismiss this as a mere coincidence, and we wish to assert that plurilingualism in itself is not a cause of underdevelopment, but that it all depends on what people do with it. They may use it as a divisive means so that attention is focused on conflict rather than development. Or they may use plurilingualism to disadvantage minority language speakers so that their mental capabilities are inadequately developed and they are left behind in developmental efforts. 
This leads us to the second perspective on African multilingualism, which is underpinned by the post-modernist human rights-inspired conceptual framework. According to this second school of thought the multiplicity of languages should be seen within the context of democracy and human rights whereby the right to language(s) of choice is considered an integral part of fundamental human rights. Rather than being a costly obstacle to development, national unity, political integration and social cohesion, multilingualism is considered to be an asset. In The Power of Babel: Language and Governance in the African Experience, Mazrui and Mazrui (1998) give an elaborate theorization of the intricate nexus of language and human rights: 
Linguistic rights may take the form of the right of language(s) or the right to languages [in which case] the former refers to the right of each and every language in a multilingual society to exist and the equality of opportunity for it to ‘develop’ legal and other technological limbs to flourish. (Mazrui and Mazrui, 1998: 114) 

The right of language is a collective right, whose violation automatically affects entire linguistic communities. Therefore, language policies that deliberately seek to suppress some languages would be in violation of the right of language. The right to language is, on the other hand, explained as being more of an individual’s right to one or more languages of choice. Thus, within a particular linguistic constellation, the concept of right to language refers to “the right to use the language one is most proficient in, as well as the right of access to the languages of empowerment and socio-economic advancement” (Mazrui and Mazrui, 1998: 115). In this connection, it can therefore be argued that, if, for political, economic or other reasons, a person is denied access to a language that is crucial to his/her upliftment above the poverty level, then that person’s individual right to language will have been violated and this constitutes a form of marginalization. Proponents of this human rights-inspired framework further posit that all 

the languages of Africa invoke ontological and epistemological arguments, duly buttressed with the rhetoric and rage of cultural nationalism, that language is the carrier of a people’s culture, it embodies their system of ethics and aesthetics, and it is a media for producing and consuming knowledge, a granary of their memories and imaginations. (Zeleza, 2006:20) 

Contrary to the celebration of monolingualism championed by the first perspective, the desire to recognize and accommodate all ethnolinguistic polities, regardless of size and socio-political status constitutes the underpinning philosophy of the second school of thought on multilingualism.

On Definitions of Africa and African Identities

It is worthwhile to have a rethink of popular definitions of Africa and Africanness. Africa and African identities are often defined on the basis of numerous taxonomies including religious, ecological, ethnic, biological, linguistic, geographical and historical terms. In a seminal work on ‘The Inventions of African Identities and Languages: The Discursive and Developmental Implications’, Paul Tiyambe Zeleza (2006) brings to the fore some difficulties associated with explicating what an African identity is. Zeleza’s point of departure is quoted here at length:

Africa is exceedingly difficult to define, which makes many academic and popular discourses on African identities and languages quite problematic. The idea of “Africa” is a complex one with multiple genealogies and meanings, so that extrapolations of “African” culture, identity or nationality, in the singular or plural, any extrapolations of what makes “Africa” “African”, are often quite slippery as these notions tend to swing unsteadily between the poles of essentialism and contingency. Describing and defining “Africa” and all tropes prefixed by its problematic commandments entails engaging discourses about “Africa”, the paradigms and politics through which the idea of “Africa” has been constructed and consumed, and sometimes celebrated and condemned. I argue that Africa is as much a reality as it is a construct whose boundaries – geographical, historical, cultural and representational – have shifted according to the prevailing conceptions and configurations of global racial identities and power, and African nationalism, including Pan-Africanism. At the beginning of the 21st century, the maps and meanings of “Africa” and “Africanness” are being reconfigured by both processes of contemporary globalization and the projects of African integration. (Zeleza, 2006:14)

Zeleza’s conceptual reasoning on the interrogation of Africa and African identities resonates with Marco Jacqemet’s (2005) notion of transidiomatic identities, which “describes the communicative practices of transnational groups that interact using different languages and communicative codes simultaneously present in a range of channels, both local and distant” (Jacqemet, 2005: 5). The ideological premise of transidiomatic practices is a useful framework in the sense that it recognizes tolerant, accommodative and recombinant identities based on multipresence, multilingual, deterritorialized and de-centred socio-political relations (ibid, p.6). As opposed to popular definitions that underwrite essentialized linguistic identities emphasizing cultural insularity, the transidiomatic perspective is akin to Homi K. Bhabha’s (1994) notion of constitutive hybridity. 
African Languages and Africans in the Diaspora

African Studies is or should not be about Africa in a geographical sense because the presence of global Africa is an indisputable reality. There are several living populations of African communities all over the world and language is one aspect of their identity that has endured geographical space from homeland Africa. Despite all the odds against them such as monolingual ideologies of language policies and the drive for a homogenous global culture, African languages continue to survive in Diasporan communities. In spite of the realities of global migration and cross-border movements of human populations, African linguistic identities never get lost. Unlike citizenship which can be traded with relative ease, African linguistic identities continue to be reformed and recreated by Africans in the diaspora. 
It is the considered submission of this paper that African Studies stands to benefit from a language-based conceptual framework drawing “transidiomatic practices” (Jacqemet, 2005:4)  in the sense that African identity would be seen as coalescing “around a sentiment of belonging that can no longer be identified with a purely [or exclusively] territorial dimension that views human populations as bounded entities confined within specific culturally and linguistically uniform boundaries” (Jacqemet, 2005: 4).  In short, African communities in the Diaspora constitute an integral part of how Africa continues to evolve and register its presence beyond the traditional confines of geographical boundaries. 

The advent of advanced information communication technologies is another important aspect that has the potential of ensuring African languages continue to find their place beyond the geographical frontiers of continental Africa. As Alexander (2005:15) has rightly pointed out:

It is more than obvious that the availability of the Internet as a tool enables smaller linguistic communities to take their virtual places alongside all the peoples of the world and to preserve their languages as expressions of modernity. There is also no doubt that the world wide web is beginning to serve as a kind of linguistic archives for endangered and even extinct languages and that this capacity is of the utmost significance for the preservation of the cultural heritage of all of humanity.
With respect to African languages in the diaspora, it is paramount for us to explore how the cyberspace can best be utilized in order to prepare these languages for wider institutional and functional statuses in the ‘new world’. With the aid of information communication technologies, the existing theories and methodologies of computational linguistics, lexicography and natural language processing can be easily applied to terminology development and standardization for bio-medical sciences, mathematics, environmental studies, natural sciences, agriculture, law, commerce and other specialist fields. In short, the movement of African languages throughout the world makes them amenable to processes of modernization through processes of term creation and the Internet becomes the perfect point of entry for the global dissemination of information about Africa in African languages. 
Language(s) and African Regional Integration and International Engagement

Regional political integration and economic co-operation has recently become a big issue in Africa, which continues to gather momentum. This is evident from the establishment of continental institutions such as the African Parliament and the African Union as well as the strengthening of regional bodies including SADC, ECOWAS and COMESA. Effective co-operation at this level entails that language issues have to play a big role. We are talking about common markets and a common currency and if Africa is going to integrate politically and loosen boundaries, we will begin to get a blurring of boundaries and obviously the question of cross border languages will become an issue. Therefore, certain practical considerations of African economic, political and cultural co-operation show that a linguistics perspective on African Studies and African development is imperative. There has to be a clearly spelt out continent-wide policy that provides channels for effective intercultural communication among citizens of an integrated Africa. The foregoing argument is consistent with the pronouncements of the Asmara Declaration on African Languages and Literatures. Following the deliberations of African scholars at a conference titled Against all Odds: African Languages and Literatures held in Asmara, Eritrea from 11-17 January 2000, the Asmara Declaration states that:
· African languages must take on the duty, the responsibility and the challenge of speaking for the continent.

· The vitality and equality of African languages must be recognized as a basis for the future empowerment of the African peoples.
· The diversity of African languages reflects the rich cultural heritage of Africa and must be used as an instrument of African unity.

· Dialogue among African is essential: African languages must use the instrument of translation to advance communication among all people, including the disabled.

· Promoting research on African languages is vital for their development, while the advancement of African research and documentation will be best served by the use of African languages.

· The effective and rapid development of science and technology in Africa depends on the use of African languages and modern technology must be used for the development of African languages.
· Democracy is essential for the equal development of African languages and African languages are vital for the development of democracy based on equality and social justice.

· African languages are essential for the decolonization of African minds and for the African Renaissance.

By way of summary, the relationship between African languages and African development should be a dialectical one in which the language factor ceases being merely a medium of communication and becomes an active component that informs the whole process. 

Among the key objectives of most African Studies programs is the desire to explore the competitiveness of Africa both as a market and a producer of commodities at a global level. The other important focus of mainstream African Studies research is on establishing the benefits of African regional and inter-regional trading blocs. These two objectives of African Studies are not achievable if issues to do with language of trade and intercultural communication are excluded. However, African languages are currently marginalized or totally ignored in the activities of national, regional, sub-regional and continental economic programmes such as South Africa’s Reconstruction and Development Programme, the New Economic Partnership for Africa’s Development, the African Renaissance and the Native Club of South Africa. Apart from the usually vague rhetoric on the need to protect and promote the indigenous languages, cultures and traditions, there is no explicit political commitment to the use of African official languages. In the African Renaissance, President Thabo Mbeki’s brainchild, the language issue and the role of African mother tongues in education, in the economy and development in general, is inadequately represented (Wolff, 2003). The latest socio-economic and political think-tank, the Native Club of South Africa launched in May 2006 is equally bereft of any meaningful attempt to mainstream African languages in its discourses. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2007: 58) has summed up the broad aim of the Native Club in the following terms:

The Native Club is a public initiative whose main objective is to mobilise and consolidate South African black intelligentsia into a vibrant social force able to shape national discourse and influence government policy direction, particularly the transformation agenda. The idea of the Native Club is aligned to the spirit of African nationalism and the continuation of the crusade to achieve decolonisation.  

Although the main agenda of the Native Club is conceived as that of influencing and transforming policy agenda in the postcolonial context, the following questions still remain unanswered: What is the role of the nine African official languages in the Native Club intellectual discourse? What is the language of ‘native clubbing’? If the Native Club of South Africa uses English language as its sole medium of communication does it not run into the risk of reinscribing the ideals of linguistic imperialism, thereby further marginalizing the African languages? 
This brings us to the question on the place of English in Africa. The role of English as a language of African political liberation under the banner of the 19th – 20th century pan-Africanist and nationalist movements is well documented in the relevant literature (see for example, Mazrui and Mazrui,1998; Schmied, 1991; Bamgbose, 1991 and Bailey, 1997). Far from being simplistically conceived as associated with domination and political control during the colonial period, the history of English in Africa shows the language has played an important role in political processes of integration at national, regional and interregional levels. English was the language of mobilization for purposes of dislodging hegemonic colonial rule in most African countries. The proposed research will argue that the English language still has a place in the postcolonial discourses on African economic liberation and political integration.      
English in Africa is generally considered to be one uniform standard language with no regional varieties. This view is evident from the current language policy of the African Union (AU) where Article 25 of the Constitutive Act lists English as one of the several official languages of the AU. The premise of the proposed study is that the English language in Africa is a product of different experiences of the diverse African cultures, which means there are distinct regional varieties that can be termed ‘African Englishes’. The Constitutive Act does not specify which variety of the several ‘African Englishes’ is recognized as one of the AU lingua francas. Therefore, given that the African Union is a meeting place of different African cultures, there is need to explore the role and place of regional African Englishes in the African Union. If English is the language of intercultural communication at the AU level, whose variety is the standard? Is the level of mutual intelligibility among the varieties of English in Africa so high to the extent that it eclipses regional diversities?  If regional varieties are closely related, of what use then is ‘standard English’ at AU level? If not, what are the implications of language standardization for effective intercultural communication among Anglophone AU member states? What are the implied power imbalances underwritten by the use of ‘standard’ English in African regional and inter-regional blocs? These and related questions call for a linguistics perspective on African Studies.

Conclusion: Africa’s Development Potential through Language
This paper has raised a couple of conceptual issues regarding the role and place of language in the broad field of African Studies. The paper has argued that the study of Africa in the 21st century is a vast international enterprise, which requires a conceptual framework that far transcends traditional perceptions about being African and/or about Africa itself. The diversity of African identities reflected in the continent’s multilingual dispensation and the existence of several living populations of African communities worldwide should be considered an asset and not a burden.  Language offers a window of opportunity in our understanding of the dynamics of African development and African worldviews and philosophies of life. Rather than limiting them to the role of media in dialoguing about African politics, economics, democracy, and human rights, African languages should be seen as an integral part of these issues. Therefore, rather than being seen as a burden to the economy and a hindrance to political processes of social cohesion and nation building, Africa’s vibrant multilingual heritage constitutes an untapped potential for the continent’s development. In the final analysis, this paper argues that in order for us to have a more nuanced understanding of African issues, the discipline of linguistics (including sociolinguistics, applied linguistics, etc) has to be seen as an equal partner with sister disciplines in the humanities, social sciences and natural sciences as well.
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