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Why The Sun Is Not Setting On African Languages
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Much has been said about the rapid changes taking place in African languages. In July of 1999, I was able to attend the ALASA Conference at the University of South Africa in Pretoria. There a dozen papers were more or less dedicated to this topic. [See Appendix.] As one plenary speaker (M. S. Serudu) put it "English has invaded our kitchens, our living rooms, our bathrooms, even our bedrooms!" His statement, of course, refers to the omnipresence of English in recipes (the kitchen), television programs and movies (the living room), instructions on medicine bottles, bath soaps, deodorants, toothpastes (the bathroom), birth-control pills, cosmetics, or the clock-radio (the bedroom).


The major languages have indeed been affected by borrowing, in some cases this has been extensive, but usually in semantic or cultural domains that expand the conversational functions of the language. One does not encounter the wholesale replacement of common words. Often, in fact, the adoption of loan synonyms exist side-by-side with indigenous terms. An example of a loanword and an indigenous term being side by side would be Rwanda-Rundi /imbéehé/ 'plate, porringer (made of wood used as a plate)' and /isáhaáni/ or /isaháane/ 'plate, dish' from Swahili via Arabic.


One must bear in mind the drastic changes that affected the English language after the Norman Invasion. Several paradigmatic changes to the demonstrative system, the pronoun system, verb conjugations, and the lexicon led to a process that borders on creolization.  [See Table 2.]


In contrast, thus far each major African language still has its grammatical system intact, a speaker-base numbering in the millions, and socio-economic strengths like media broadcasts, own-language education, and book production. Loan statistics from various African-language databases which represent, for the most part, print media do not look unduly frightening.  [See Table 1.]

Nevertheless, the issues involved are very complex. The following points should be salient to any discussion.

1. For many Africans, this is a highly emotive issue, echoed by a dozen speakers from five different African nations. They believe their languages are being invaded, i.e., via computer, the internet, radio, TV, the satellite dish, medical and contraceptive instructions. They fear that many African languages may ultimately face extinction.

2. We need to separate facts from opinions.

The concept of language death makes sense in Australia where a “tribe” was usually from 30 to 200 people, not in Africa where number of speakers are in the millions (Swahili 32M, Lingala 27M, Zulu 26M, Xhosa 24M, etc.). Multi-lingual English-dominated countries like India and the Philippines offer important lessons to learn from and share. [Kapampangan in the Philippines has 11M speakers, yet it is dying because of Tagalog in the schools, the media, and the market.]

3. Class-related

Language death is occurring in upper class homes because of

•
first language home-use, sometimes the only language children are taught

•
English-only schools (even pre-schools)

This is not happening in rural areas or in homes of the impoverished.

4. Language change (not language death) is happening in each language in each country, where loans from English (and major African trade languages) are being adopted at a rapid (but so far not alarming) rate. This phenomenon has thus far involved 6% or less of the lexicon (see Table 1) and is not nearly parallel to English with over 40% French after the Norman invasion, and loans from just about every major and many minor languages. Yet English is still a viable language, albeit much changed. There are also many varieties of English (British, American, Singaporean, Philippine, Kenyan, Bahamian, etc.). Many speakers noted code-switching (mixing languages), but both speakers and listeners know which is which.

5. Different reasons with the same outcome.

In South Africa, Apartheid forced blacks to attend own-language schools, the backlash is that parents now want their children to go to English-only schools, if possible.

•
This phenomenon completely disregards the fact that one best learns to read in a language he or she understands. Learning to read and write one’s own language takes anywhere from three months to two years (depending on the teaching methodology, the language difficulty, the correspondence between written form and speech). However, learning to read and write a foreign language takes from two to six years, and can be very difficult and frustrating. Some students therefore block out attempts to be taught and stay academically behind.

In other countries, rise in class, status, or occupation prompts parents to set up the same conditions for their children. Hence, English is used in the home from infancy. Children are sent to private, English-oriented schools.

6. Remedies (each carries with it its own set of problems)

•
Own language education of the kind that gains respect for the “vernacular.” This is, however, very costly. There is often a contrast between the glossy published English (or French) books replete with TV’s, refrigerators, modern kitchens and the own-language material, which may be produced by stencil, ditto graph, or photocopying. Even those that get printed, rarely have the quality of “first-world” books and this sends a message of inferiority to the student.

•
Cooperation from software development companies, e.g., computer programs, voice-recognition software, internet browsers. It is the initial research in developing a package that is the most costly. Once this has been overcome, second-language applications are less costly. But profitability must be established before a company will venture into such developments.

•
Increase in availability of media programming (TV and radio). However, very few current programs use “pure” language or seek to educate individuals about the language.


There are very few African countries that have the luxury of a single or majority language (e.g., Rwanda, Burundi, Lesotho, Somalia). In these, there are both educational programs and media available (the press, radio, and television) in the local language. For example, in Rwanda the majority of radio and television programming is in Kinyarwanda; there are daily news broadcasts in French and in English; international sports events are in French and local sport events are often bilingual in Kinywarwanda and Swahili. Movies, of course, are in French or English. Surveying several schedules of daily broadcasts , out of 17 daily programs, 11 are in Rwanda, 4 are in English (The World Today, World News, News In English, SABC - South African Broadcasting Corp.), and 2 are in French (Jeux Olympiques, Journal télévisé).


In most other African nations, a broadly-distributed language region may enjoy at least some education or programming in a local language. I have heard complaints that those on the SABC tend to be "all things to all men," such that a Zulu or Sotho broadcast will have an enormous amount of code-switching to English and other regional languages.


The gloom-and-doom soothsayers forget that English itself is the semi-creolized product of the Norman invasion and a melding of thousands of foreign words into its lexicon. Middle English even went through an enormous grammatical upheaval, such as the loss of a case-marking system, the introduction of new personal pronouns, the reduction of demon​stratives, and regularization of verbs. Nevertheless, English as an undeniably Germanic language has survived. And the prognosis is so will the major African national languages, such as Amharic, Hausa, Igbo, Oromo, Shona, Rwanda, Rundi, Sotho, Tigrinya, Xhosa, Yoruba, Zulu, and so on.
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Table 1. SOME LOAN STATISTICS FROM VARIOUS LRC PROGJECTS

SOMALI total
Percent
26,031

Arabic
6.0%
1,582

English
1.3%
340

Italian
0.7%
196

Hindi
insignificant
10

RWANDA-RUNDI
Percent
11,939

French
1.6%
199

Swahili
0.8%
97

International
0.2%
28

Arabic [via Swahili]
0.1%
19

English
0.1%
14

German
insignificant
6

Italian
insignificant
3

XHOSA total
Percent
8,351

English
3.3%
281

Afrikaans
0.6%
56

Khoi-San
0.3%
26

Zulu
0.2%
19

OROMO total
Percent
5,807

Arabic
1.0%
59

English
0.9%
57

Amharic / Geez
0.9%
55

Italian
0.5%
32

Table 2. Examples of the drastic changes affecting English after the Norman Invasion.

Changes in the English Deictic System

Earlier English System
Modern English System

this
here
this
here

that
there
that
there

yon
yonder
Ø
Ø ~ yonder {dial}

Changes in English Pronouns

Earlier English System
Modern English System

subject
object
poss.adj.
absolute





I
me
my
mine
I
me
my
mine

we
us
our
ours
we
us
our
ours

thou
thee
thy
thine
you
you
your
yours

you
you
your
yours
you
you
your
yours

he
him
his
his
he
him
his
his

she
her
her
hers
she
her
her
hers

they
them
their
theirs
they
them
their
theirs

Enrichment of certain lexical areas

animal
meat

cow
beef

pig
pork

sheep
mutton

deer
venison

Appendix. Papers from the 10th International Biennial Conference of the African Language Association of Southern Africa (ALASA, July 1999) dedicated to the topic: IS THE SUN SETTING ON AFRICAN LANGUAGES? †

1. BOTSWANA

E. Kezilahabi (Univ. of Botswana) – “Erasure and the Centrality of Literatures in African Languages” [plenary session, Wednesday, 7 July 1999]

2. KENYA

D. Okoth Okombo (Univ. of Nairobi) – “What space will indigenous African Languages have in the Global Village?” [plenary session, Thursday, 8 July 1999]

3. MALAWI

Al Mtenje (Univ. of Malawi) – “Language attitudes shift: The case of English and local languages in Malawi” [abstract printed, but speaker was not able to attend the conference]

4. SOUTH AFRICA

C. M. Thosago (Univ. of the North) – “The emergence of ‘That strange new thing,’ the crisis in the humanities and the future of African Languages [parallel session, Wednesday, 7 July 1999]

† M. S. Serudu (Univ. of South Africa) – “Is the sun setting for African Languages?’ [parallel session, Wednesday, 7 July 1999]

D. E. Mutasa (Univ. of South Africa) – “Language policy and language in South Africa: An uneasy marriage” [parallel session, Wednesday, 7 July 1999]

N. E. Sigcau (Univ. of Western Cape) – “The impact of the use of non-standard language on children’s education” [parallel session, Wednesday, 7 July 1999]

A. E. Kotze (Univ. of South Africa) – “Requests for language autonomy: The plight of dialects on the periphery” [parallel session, Wednesday, 7 July 1999]

J. C. Roux (Univ. of Stellenbosch) – “Language and technology: Challenges for African Languages in the next millennium” [plenary session, Thursday, 8 July 1999]

R. Malimabe (Univ. of Pretoria) – “Setswana on radio and television” [parallel session, Friday, 9 July 1999]

5. ZIMBABWE

E. Mangoya (Univ. of Zimbabwe) – “Slang as a Shona speech register” [parallel session, Friday, 9 July 1999]

6. EUROPE

Arvi Hurskainen (Univ. of Helsinki) – “The role of African languages in computational linguistics” [parallel session, Thursday, 8 July 1999]

