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Preliminaries xv

0. Preliminaries

0.1 What is this study about?

There is a general consensus that Africa after independence has by and
large not been able to meet the expectations its peoples had of it. In the
literature, several reasons are given for this. A starting point for this
book is the position taken by the late Africanist Jan Vansina who, in
1992, analysed that the key explanation lies with the lack of cultural
autonomy in Africa. According to Vansina, this loss of cultural
autonomy was caused by colonialism. However, he feels the situation
will change for the better in future: Africa will find a new form or new
forms of cultural autonomy. This book investigates that idea, looking
more deeply at two aspects of it: an analysis of existing and evolving
cultural identity in Africa and a look at the role in this of African
languages, with a focus on higher education.

Some relationship between language, education and identity seems
logical. In part at least, identity is experienced through language and
transmitted through education. The Ghanaian sociologist Kwesi Prah
develops an argument that in a sense is a mirror image of that of
Vansina: where Vansina holds that new cultural traditions will be
expressed through language, Prah argues that using African languages,
especially in education, leads to culturally appropriate and broad-based
development.

In order to explore the issues of language, education and identity, it is
necessary to go back to the basics and to examine key questions that
are usually left unanswered in the discourse on Africa. What is cultural
identity? What is language? What is the role of education in connection
to language and identity and what are the choices open to Africans?

In examining these questions, a recurrent theme in the book is the issue
of African agency — the choices open to Africans. The study examines
certain discourses on Africa in terms of whether they are empowering
or disempowering. My conclusion is that there exists in fact a toxic
cocktail of ideas that block or diminish African agency; this study seeks
to suggest alternative approaches at least in the domains of language,
education and identity that increase opportunities for African agency.
On cultural identity, the study uses the approach of cross-cultural
psychology to present new data on actually existing cultural similarities
and differences in Africa. It shows that, contrary to popular tropes
about the continent, this diversity is considerable — but not endless. In
some countries, new national cultural identities are emerging - in
others not. There is no clear mapping of cultures onto languages. On
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language, the book introduces a new distinction between ‘discerned’
and ‘designed’ languages. It argues that formal education always
requires the use of a designed language, always different from that
spoken at home. However, if education is to be culturally appropriate,
economically relevant, to reach all and to work for the benefit of all, it is
crucial to use a designed language that is as close as possible to what
learners already know and speak. The book presents an innovative way
for starting a discussion on which designed languages to choose and
through a number of case studies shows how, at least in theory,
rational choices are possible in Africa that would lead to immediate
improvements: they would be more cost-efficient, better for learners,
and would contribute more to building the cultural autonomy that is
already developing. The book thus calls attention to the need for
renewed attention to language policy and language planning in Africa.
The book can be read as a plea for a new appreciation of the cultural
richness of Africa as it is evolving and of the key role African languages
and education can play in mobilizing African creativity and agency and
in attaining new forms of African cultural autonomy.

0.2 How did this study come about?

Chapter 2.3 gives some information on my position as a researcher, but
in order to understand a bit of my intellectual and political background
it may be helpful to give some information on how this work came
about.

My political education started when | was in secondary school, a
secondary school in the safe but slightly anarchistic Dutch town of
Bussum of the seventies. | was moved by the injustice taking place in
the colonies that still existed at the time in Africa, especially in Angola
and Mozambique. Later, my view was broadened, as | became aware of
unfair trade relations in the world, as put on the agenda by the Dutch
third-world solidarity movement of the time. During and after
secondary school, | developed in addition a fascination for anything
related to communication between people of different cultural
backgrounds. Through a year as a youth exchange student? and
through contacts afterwards, | gained many useful insights and skills,
which | have continued to develop.

In my University years, my focus was on how people can organize
themselves in order to gain increased control of their living conditions
and of their environment, especially in the Netherlands. However, after

2 See http://www.afs.org
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my studies, my focus shifted back to Africa. My first job was with one of
the larger anti-apartheid organisations that existed in the Netherlands
at the time, the Holland Committee on Southern Africa. That period
taught me many things, including:

e The importance of solidarity: it means supporting a movement
without necessarily always agreeing with every choice made by
that movement. Solidarity in this case meant that the liberation
movement was seen as the primary actor — the choices of that
movement were leading. In principle, a position of solidarity
means that one does not attempt to make choices for or on
behalf of others.

e The importance of education: one of my jobs was recruitment
and preparation of Dutch teachers who went to Zimbabwe.

e The importance of thorough political analysis: never again did |
hear or read analyses as clear as those of the South Africans
that | got to know in the period of the anti-apartheid struggle.

My second and third® jobs were for the international environmental
movement. This also gave me the opportunity to live in Kenya for four
years. A key difference between environment and development groups
is that the environmental movement’s primary orientation is towards
influencing its own society: environmentalists want to improve the
environment they themselves live in. By contrast, development
organisations are primarily concerned with changing
things e/sewhere: change in the organisation’s own society is at best a
secondary thing for developmentalists. Internationally, within the
environmental movement, there is again an attitude of solidarity based
on a shared appreciation of how difficult struggles for change can be.
This solidarity echoed my earlier experiences in the anti-apartheid
movement and made me feel at home. | was greatly inspired by
meeting some of the leading figures of the environmental movement,
such as the late Nobel peace prize winner Wangari Maathai, of
Kenya’s Green Belt movement.*

My last job led me to do research into internet facilities of Universities
and research institutions, primarily in Europe, but also in other parts of
the world.® There, | became aware of the huge differences that exist
between Universities: their organisation, their functions, the facilities
they offer.

All these experiences gave me the feeling that Africa was handicapped
not only by its history, but also by current perceptions of the continent
and the choices made based on those perceptions. | started to explore

3 See http://www.foei.org
4 See http://www.greenbeltmovement.org
5 See https://compendium.geant.org
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that feeling, first in a series of blog posts® and then later, when | had the
opportunity to take early retirement, in the Research Master African
Studies’ that is offered by the African Studies Centre of Leiden
University in the Netherlands. This led to a number of new ideas and
experiences and to encounters with Africans, for example at the ECAS
Conferences of 2017 and 2019.2 These again also led to the
establishment of the Edinburgh Circle on the Promotion of African
Languages, which for me is an important forum for exchanging some
of these ideas and for giving them a reality check.® All of this led to a
PhD project that gave me the opportunity to investigate my ideas in a
more in-depth manner. Parts of the study have been or will also be
published elsewhere; however, | have attempted to tell the ‘whole
story’ here and thus hopefully make it more than the sum of its parts.
The study was made possible in no small part by my supervisors and a

number of others, mentioned in the acknowledgements.

6 Most of them still accessible or available through
https://africanations.wordpress.com/

7 See https://www.ascleiden.nl/content/research-master-african-studies
8 See https://ecasconference.org/

9 See https://ecpal.home.blog/
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1. Introduction

1.1 Africa’s Absurdities — a look at Adichie’s
Americanah

Fortunately, Africa has given the world a number of great cultural and
literary contributions. It has produced many world-renowned
musicians, artists and writers. One of them is certainly Nigerian author
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and one of her world-acclaimed novels is
her 2013 book, ‘Americanah’.’ In the novel, she tells both about life
growing up in a small University town in Eastern Nigeria and about the
challenges of moving to and living in the UK and the USA. | read the
book in a Dutch translation, but in fact her work has been translated
into many languages, including for example Lithuanian and
Malayalam.2 However, what struck me as absurd is that the book is not
available in any of the major Nigerian languages - it has not even been
published in Igbo, Adichie’s mother tongue.
Why is this so? Fortunately, Adichie herself gives the answer:
‘I'm not sure my writing in English is a choice. (...) Although |
took Igbo until the end of secondary school {(...), it was not at all
the norm. Most of all, it was not enough. | write Igbo fairly well
but a lot of my intellectual thinking cannot be expressed
sufficiently in Igbo. Of course this would be different if | had
been educated in both English and Igbo. Or if my learning of
Igbo had an approach that was more wholistic.
The interesting thing, of course, is that if | did write in Igbo (...),
many Igbo people would not be able to read it. Many educated
Igbo people | know can barely read Igbo and they mostly write it
atrociously.
| think that what is more important in this discourse is not
whether African writers should or should not write in English
but how African writers, and Africans in general, are educated
in Africa.”
But does this not mean that Adichie is estranged from her own culture?
Again, she herself gives a clear answer:

1 A short review | did at the time is still at
https://www.africaontheblog.org/book-review-amerikanah/ retrieved 19
February 2020.

2 http://www.cerep.ulg.ac.be/adichie/cnaprim.html#translation retrieved 16
February 2020.

3 https://www.vanguardngr.com/2019/01/i-am-proud-to-be-a-product-of-igbo-
land-chimamanda-adichie/ retrieved 16 February 2020.
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‘Language is not just about communication it's about word feel.
Some people argued that language is the only thing that makes
a culture but | disagree. | think identity is much more complex, |
think that culture is really a way of looking at the world and so
there are Igbo people who do not speak the language but that
does not necessarily make them any less Igbo.’
However:
‘Language is the constructs of culture, the end of language
marks the beginning of the end of culture. And this | think is
giving value to who we are and to our culture (...) Having
confidence in your culture does not mean you have to be
ethnocentric or you feel your culture is better than others, what
it means is that you are satisfied with what is yours. And so
there will be no need to dehumanize others.”
So according to Adichie, not being able to use one’s own language
sufficiently leads to a handicap, because it limits how certain feelings
can be expressed. There is a relationship between language and
culture, but it is not one-on-one: one can be culturally Igbo without
necessarily speaking the Igbo language — however, if there would be no
Igbo speakers left, that would be a threat to Igbo culture.
The example of Adichie’s Americanah is only one out of many more
that could be given and it is good to see that this is an absurdity, one
that is peculiar to Africa. In Africa, intellectuals are educated in a
language that is not their own. However, they are educated so well that
they manage to appropriate this language so that it becomes their own
- to the detriment of the language of their people, whose culture they
still proudly share. This African absurdity, in a nutshell, brings together
all the elements that this study wants to speak to: what is the status of
African cultures today? What is the relationship with language and
more in particular with language and education?
These are questions that may have answers that are different for every
individual - but they may also have answers at the level of societies. It
is this second level that is the focus of this study. In order to address
the issues head-on, a few other elements need to be discussed first —
that will be the topic of the following sections. Section 1.2 starts with a
consideration of the word ‘Africa’ and what it entails; that allows me to
define a basic starting point for the study, in solidarity with African
thinkers such as Prah. Section 1.3 then provides a basic look at
languages and at the criteria generally used for counting them. Section
1.4 briefly discusses higher education and its function in society.

4 https://www.vanguardngr.com/2019/01/i-am-proud-to-be-a-product-of-igbo-
land-chimamanda-adichie/ retrieved 16 February 2020.
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Sections 1.5 and 1.6 look at identity: first in connection to the discourse
on the nation state and then in connection to the internationalist
discourse. Section 1.7 ends this introductory chapter with a plea for
building a vision on cultural identity, language and education that
explores possibilities for African agency.

1.2 Language, Education and Identity in Africa -
starting points

Every word in the title of this study needs to be looked at in order to
understand what we are talking about here and in what context these
terms need to be seen. What do | mean by ‘Africa’? What does ‘Identity’
mean? How about the terms ‘language’ and ‘education’? These are all
very broad terms, so it is proper to start to clarify how | want to use
them and what more specifically | want to deal with in this work. Let's
take it one by one...

First, the issue of ‘Africa’ and related to that, the issue of who is an
‘African’. The name ‘Africa’ itself is not a recent invention, going back
as it does to Roman times. Another name that has been suggested for
the continent is Alkebu-Lan, which apparently is an ancient Arab term
meaning ‘land of the blacks’. Ali Mazrui (1993: 10) pointed out that
Europe’s gift to Africa was the gift of African identity. This is probably
true — it is probable that in precolonial times, the Zulu already thought
of themselves as Zulu, but certainly not as Africans. Of course as
pointed out by Zeleza (2016: 17), the same holds true for everybody else
— Europeans never thought of themselves as Europeans (many British
still don’t), nor did Asians or Americans. In that sense, then, the gift is
not so much due to the charitable nature of Europeans but rather due to
the centuries-old process of increased interaction between peoples of
different parts of the world, a process in which Europeans played a
prominent role, although they were by no means the only ones.

The issue of who is an ‘African’ has several answers.® One is to say that
‘Africans’ are people with a relatively high degree of skin pigmentation.
| think that type of reasoning is infected by racist thought and must be
rejected. Another is to say that ‘Africans’ are those who live or were
born and raised on the African continent — including Arabs, but
excluding African Americans. A third is to say that ‘Africans’ are those
who regard themselves so — including African Americans but excluding
Arabs. This latter position is the one taken by Prah (2014: 71). For me,
as a European, | think it is not necessary to choose between these last

5 For a discussion, see Adibe (2017).
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two positions: since African unity is still a long way off in any way,
shape or form, it will be up to Africans to settle this debate in the way
that will eventually turn out to be the most appropriate. But what does
that mean for identity in Africa and for African identity?

Mazrui wrote about ‘identity’ as a singular, but would it not be better to
speak about ‘identities’ as plural? The example of Adichie shows that
people have multiple identities — Adichie is a writer, a woman, an
African, an Ilgbo and more - and all these are part of her identity. For the
purposes of this study, | will limit myself to cu/tural identity or
identities. In addition, my focus is at the level of cultural groups, not at
the level of individual identification. This theme will be explored more
in chapter three.

‘Europe’s gift to Africa’, like so many of Europe’s gifts, is not only a
blessing, because in the European perception, the word ‘Africa’ comes
with a host of preconceived ideas and peculiar conceptions that are not
purely flattering — perhaps best summarized in the image of Africa as
the ‘dark continent’ (see also Zeleza, 2006: 16). Africa and Africans have
been portrayed as somehow less than human, as ‘other’, as ‘savage’, as
generally inferior, threatening and not necessarily good, as open to
being tamed and civilized.® The classic study on orientalism by Said
(1978) can also be applied to Africa, as was shown in a grandiose
manner by Mbembe (2001). This type of portrayal is by no means
ancient history: Apartheid as an institutionalized system was
dismantled only in 1990 but elements of the ideology that underpinned
it did not suddenly disappear at the same time. Overcoming this heavy
historical load and turning it around is no mean task. It has three
starting points:

e A radical recognition of our common humanity and a rejection
of any type of dehumanizing or othering discourse;

e A focus on African agency: on the rightful struggle of Africans
to be in charge of their own destiny and to make their own
choices;

e A look beyond Africa: consider Africa in its diversity as well as
in its unity also in comparison and in relation to other
continents.

These three starting points seem like truisms — they should go without
saying. Why is it necessary to state them like this, at the start of the

6 These mechanisms have been dissected in the field of postcolonial studies.
For a good introductory text, see McLeod (2010). For an analysis of the type of
discourse this has generated, see Pratt (1992). Another aspect is the way in
which images of Africa are gendered — Africa as the emotional, mysterious, wild
and threatening side of femininity, in need of salutary masculine moral and
disciplinary intervention.
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introduction? Unfortunately it is, because to this day, thinking about
Africa is influenced by a number of influential approaches that are in
contradiction to one or several of these starting points, as we shall see
further on in this study.’

These European-based perceptions of Africa have of course been
resisted and rejected in Africa and by Africans, who have sought to
develop an alternative, decolonial vision of Africa. This has been done
most clearly in the various strands of the Pan Africanist movement. But
what is Pan Africanism, and what can Pan Africanist thinking contribute
to thinking and research on identity, education and language?

Prah (2014: 1) gives a brief definition of Pan Africanism as a belief
consisting of two parts: 1) ‘that the future of Africa and Africans must
lie in the hands of Africans’ and 2) ‘that only unity can rehabilitate
Africans from the stunting legacy of colonialism and neo-colonialism’.
These are beautiful beliefs, but what is their practical meaning? There
are a few elements that are relevant here. The first of these elements -
the leading role of Africans and what this means for my position as a
researcher — will be examined in chapter 2.3. Here, | will look at the idea
of ‘unity’ as seen by Prah.

The issue of African ‘unity’ and of how to achieve it has itself and
paradoxically been and still is one of the most divisive elements in the
Pan Africanist movement. Unlike the issue of ‘who is an African’, this is
an issue on which | do need to take a position. Broadly speaking, the
division has been visible from before the days of the creation of the
Organisation of African Unity in 1963 and it can be characterized as the
distinction between those who favoured a gradual approach to
achieving unity, starting from the already-established nation states (e.g.
Azikiwe) and those who favoured a quick evolution towards a ‘United
States of Africa’ (e.g. Nkrumah) (see for example Prah 2014: 63/4).

The position | take here follows that of Prah (2014: 78), who takes a
clear stand, one that at first sight might also seem paradoxical. For him,
unity is necessary to allow for diversity and it has to be built gradually
and bottom-up. Prah is critical of the current division of Africa into its
various nation states — he sees a solution in a mosaic of arrangements
that transcends current national boundaries: ‘To build identities on the
basis of neo-colonial states without recognising the primacy of deeper
historical identities is tantamount to elevating falsehood to the status of
truth.” Prah believes that ‘tolerance and cultivated pluralism’ are needed
and indeed possible everywhere under normal circumstances. He calls
(p 77) for decentralisation and a secular order: ‘Decentralisation will

7 See also for example Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2020: 6): ‘cognitive injustice is (...) a
social injustice that cascades from the denial of other people’s humanity’.



6 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

enable us to give better democratic expression to localism, ethnic
diversities and popular empowerment at the local level. This will help
keep ethnicism in check. Secularism will permit religious coexistence
(...)." Prah is of course not alone in this opinion. Davidson (1992: 321)
already felt that the nation-state should be dismantled in favour of
more regional participatory frameworks. Wa Thiong'o (2004: 36) calls
for ‘a united Africa not as a union of African heads of state but as a
union of the African peoples', borderless, but based on participatory
forms of democracy.®

Prah is not a primordialist: “The idea is not to give a new lease of life to
cultural fossils and outdated practices which have no relevance for the
present and the future, but rather to build on what people have and
have had for ages, adding new values and ideas to foundations that are
time-tested.” (p 80) This idea is echoed for example by Ayittey (2015).
Englebert (2005), however, shows that even though there is some
scope for a re-purposing of indigenous political structures, this should
not be overestimated.

Prah is critical of the role of African states in the Pan Africanist
movement. He feels the Pan African ideals should be ‘driven by civil
society’ (p 95). He calls for a cultural movement that would help to
combat self-hatred and would ‘provide the pride and confidence
necessary to forge ahead.” (p 97) This, in his view, should lead to
‘democratic orders which are adapted to the peculiarities of African
societies; constitutions which acknowledge diversity and provide scope
for the coexistence of ethnic and cultural variation; decentralized
systems which allow localities and constituencies the ability to create
and run their own affairs.” (p 102) This is a view that is shared for
example by Appiah (2012).

In this context, Wa Thiong’o points to the importance of language (p
33): ‘The retrieval and use of African languages is of paramount
importance.' Earlier on, Sow and Abdulaziz (1993: 551) already posited
that African languages should ‘perform or perish’. Prah agrees (p 78):
‘Language is the most important feature of culture and it provides, as a
historical record, better understanding of the peoples of Africa than the
colonial experience.” Therefore, he sees developing the different African
languages as necessary for the achievement of African unity. However,
he also argues that the number of African languages (commonly put at
over 2,000) is grossly overstated.

It is in this spirit, then, that this study has been written. Although
restricted by the limits imposed by my background and intellectual
capabilities, | choose to work within a broad framework that has been

8 For a more recent but similar example, see Oloruntoba and Falola (2018: 29).
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developed by African thinkers. | do not take a position on who is or is
not an African. But | do want to stand in solidarity with Prah and others
with him who see Pan Africanism as a way of building Africa on the
basis of African cultures and languages and carried by civil society.
African identities from this Pan Africanist perspective means a view of
African identities as actually experienced and built by Africans — not as
constructs that have been engineered by the various state-building and
nation-building initiatives that have been imposed from above, often
with very limited success.

Taking this position opens up a vast agenda of research and analysis
and in this study | will only be able to do a fairly limited exploration of
the most important issues regarding the two central elements pointed
to by Prah, the element of group cultural identity and the element of
language, especially as related to education. This is because languages
are no longer only transmitted from generation to generation in the
home. Education plays an increasing role: people acquire language
skills not only through speaking, but also through reading, studying
and via the media. The extent to which people are able to acquire and
use language skills depends to an increasing extent on the education
they will receive.

Before diving into that, however, some more introductory remarks
about the separate elements of language, education and identity are in
order to further clarify my position.

1.3 Languages: the importance of numbers

Almost all discussions of languages in Africa start with a reference to
the Ethnologue, which currently lists Africa as having 2,140 living
languages.® However, this is not the only source on the number of
languages in Africa. Another database is the Glottolog, which has the
aim to list all ‘the world's languages, language families and dialects’."®
They work closely with the Ethnologue and list the number of
languages in Africa as around 1,845 (Hammarstrém 2016: 23). Maho
(2004: 294) argues that the Ethnologue grossly overestimates the

9 https://www.ethnologue.com/region/Africa, retrieved 10 July 2019.

10 http://glottolog.org/about/about, accessed 22 June 2020. The Glottolog
database is interested in discerning a high number of languages because it
uses these distinctions for an attempt to show the historical evolution and the
relative age of languages — their genealogical relations. This is also known as
‘glottochronology’.



https://www.ethnologue.com/region/Africa
http://glottolog.org/about

8 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

number of languages in Africa and thinks 1,500 would be a better

estimate. Likewise, Djité (2008: 23) feels ‘the multilingual picture of the

continent is blown out of proportion’. The Encyclopaedia Britannica of

2001 lists 1055 linguistic groups (cited in Alesina et al, 2002: 159). Prah

(2012) does not give a specific number, but feels the number of

languages in Africa is even more grossly overstated. He quotes Lord

Hailey who gave a number of 700 in 1938 (p 302) and also points out

that in any case, 90% of Africans can be reached through their first,

second or third language in not more than 39 languages. Maris (2010)

has taken the Ethnologue’s description of languages in the Netherlands

as his starting point; on the basis of this, he estimates that the

Ethnologue overstates the number of languages in the world by a factor

two or three.

How is this possible? Is linguistics not a science that works with

unambiguous, objective criteria, leaving no room for

misunderstanding? Clearly, it is not. The Glottolog gives the commonly-
used definition that in order for a language to be considered separate
from all others, it should be ‘not mutually intelligible with any other
language.’”" This criterion, as shown by the different estimates given
above, is open to different and subjective interpretations and has itself
been criticized as ideological (Rajagopalan, 2010). Several attempts
have been made to find tests and to establish criteria for deciding on
mutual intelligibility, but no general model has emerged, as Gooskens

(2013: 209) concludes in her methodological overview. Therefore, the

decision on what to call a language is, in principle, not only a scientific

but also a political decision. The Ethnologue is clear about this, listing
two criteria in addition to the criterion of mutual intelligibility:

‘e Where spoken intelligibility between language varieties is marginal,
the existence of a common literature or of a common
ethnolinguistic identity with a central variety that both speaker
communities understand can be strong indicators that they should
nevertheless be considered language varieties of the same
individual language.

e Where there is enough intelligibility between varieties to enable
communication, they can nevertheless be treated as different
languages when they have long-standing distinctly named
ethnolinguistic identities coupled with established standardization
and literatures that are distinct."2

This means that for example for English, it is possible to speak of one

language, in spite of the numerous varieties of English (also known as

" https://glottolog.org/glottolog/glottologinformation, retrieved 22 June 2020.
12 https://www.ethnologue.com/about/problem-language-identification,
accessed 23 June 2020.
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‘World Englishes’) that exist in the world, with partly very limited
mutual intelligibility. In this context, McArthur (2003: 56) has introduced
the term ‘English Language complex’.

On the other hand, this type of criteria setting allows the Ethnologue to
split Oromo,™ a language of Ethiopia spoken by more than 37 million
people and widely used in the media and in education, into four
different languages. By its own admittance, the Ethnologue’s criteria for
keeping the various Englishes together as one language but splitting up
Oromo into four are not purely linguistic. Makoni and Meinhof (2006)
make the point, also made by several other authors, that what is and
what is not called a language in Africa has been manipulated by the
needs of missionaries and colonial administrators. Makoni (1998)
illustrates this more in detail for Shona.

In line with the approach chosen by Heller and McElhinny (2017), it is
important to ask the question what political functions are served by the
different discourses on language numbers in Africa. Once the question
is asked, it is not so difficult to find the answers. As Prah (2012: 303) has
pointed out, the Ethnologue’s owner, the Summer Institute of
Linguistics (SIL), is a Protestant missionary organization committed to
bringing the Gospel in all the ‘tongues’ of the world. Their desire to be
complete in this may lead to overstating the number of languages.™
Given the political nature of these criteria, it would be possible to apply
them in a different way, for example a way that is appropriate to a
decolonial, Africa-centred way of analysing languages. This is precisely
what has been attempted by Prah, the founder of CASAS, the Centre for
Advanced Studies of African Societies based in Cape Town, South

'S Oromo-speakers themselves call their language Afaan Oromo, but it is also
known as Oromiffa. It is common that languages are known by various names
and spellings. Just as the decision on what to call a language and what to call a
dialect can be a controversial one, about which there is not always unanimity
between linguists, so also the names of languages and their groupings into
families and subfamilies can be contested. Many languages have a name in
their own language and a different name in the languages of those they come
in contact with. Sometimes, the name by which a language is known is
considered to be pejorative by the language speakers themselves. | cannot
claim any detailed knowledge of the languages discussed in this and the
following chapters. The designations for the languages | use are mostly those
used by the Ethnologue or by the ASJP database (see chapter 5.4). For
language (sub-)families, | have relied on the classifications given by Glottolog.
Use of these names and classifications implies no academic or political position
on their appropriateness or accuracy.

4 For a related, much more explicit approach, counting the number of
‘unreached people groups’, see the Joshua Project, https:/joshuaproject.net
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Africa (now part of the University of the Western Cape).' Part of its core
mission is to work on the harmonization and standardization of African
languages, based on their mutual intelligibility.'® Their stated interest is
to minimize the African language count.

It is important to note that this discussion is not a value-free academic
debate: the way the number of languages is counted in Africa has real
consequences in a number of ways. One is that the number of
languages itself is often cited as a key reason why using African
languages more in domains such as education would be impractical, if
not impossible. Attah (1987) is a good example discussing this problem
for Nigeria. Another is that statistics on language numbers are often
taken as a proxy for statistics on ethnicity. There is a large body of
literature that tries to explain Africa’s uneven development record as a
function of the ethnic fragmentation that is seen in many African
countries — see, for example, Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016).
Obviously, the input data may have an influence on the outcomes.
Thus, uncritically using these numbers may lead to distorted outcomes.
Much of the work in this area, starting with that of Easterly and Levine
(1997) uses the Soviet ‘Atlas Narodov Mira’ of 1964 as its basis. As
Posner (2004) has pointed out, this Atlas is based on data from the
colonial period. This leads to an explanation of Africa’s relative under-
performance that leaves little scope for African agency.

The position | take, then, is that the term ‘language’ is not politically
neutral and needs to be problematized in an African context. However,
this study does not pronounce itself on the number of languages that
exists in Africa. Instead, it proposes a more sociological approach that
will be elaborated in chapter 4.1.

1.4 The function of education

If the discussion on ‘language’ is in part also a political and ideological
discussion, the same holds true more strongly for education. In order to
understand the political functions of education, | make use of the
productive theoretical framework that has been developed by Bourdieu
and Passeron (1979). These authors define education as a field, a
system of social positions, structured internally in terms of power
relations. Education helps to form the cu/tural capital of a country and

15 https://www.uwc.ac.za/News/Pages/UWC-Gifted-Priceless-African-Gem-
CASAS-Lifts-African-People-By-Lifting-African-Languages.aspx retrieved 10
July 2019

16 http://www.casas.co.za/History.aspx retrieved 10 July 2019.
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provides a specific habitus. Together, these terms help us understand
the role of education in class (re-)production. Higher education can be
conceptualized as a sorting machine that selects students according to
an implicit social classification and reproduces the same students
according to an explicit academic classification. This explicit academic
classification in fact closely resembles the implicit social classification
(Naidoo 2004, summarizing Bourdieu).

Bourdieu and Passeron help us understand that enrolment levels in
tertiary education for a particular country give an indication of the
social function of tertiary education in that country. This indication is
largely independent of the quality of the education. In general: if only a
low proportion of the population of a country has access to tertiary
education, then that education will be key to reproducing such a
country’s elite. If, on the other hand, a very high proportion of the
population of a country has access to tertiary education, then such
education itself will not be the key mechanism for reproducing the elite.
Bourdieu and Passeron’s theory leads to a second important element to
look at when analysing education: this is the relation between the elite
and the rest of the population. An indicator of this is the amount of
selectivity in the educational process. This is about the difference in
educational level between the elite and the rest of the population — in
other words, about how ‘steep’ the educational pyramid is in a given
country and at a given point in time. Highly productive societies in the
global North depend on a highly-educated population. In other words,
in these countries there is a broad intellectual top that is made possible
by a broad base of people who also receive the best education that
suits their capabilities.

So, Bourdieu and Passeron identify two elements that are relevant for
analysing and understanding the social functions of education in a
society: one element is which proportion of the population receives
higher education; the other element is the relationship between that
proportion and the proportion of people in education in general (the
‘steepness’ of the pyramid). For Africa, these two elements are
tremendously important, although they are usually overlooked in the
literature. This is also where there is a meritocratic or, one could say,
demographic linkage between education as such and the medium of
instruction (the language) used in education. For people at the top end
of the intelligence scale, historical experience has shown that in a way,
it does not matter what the language of instruction is. In Europe, elite
education for a long time was in Latin or in other languages other than
the mother tongue. In India, Sanskrit has been used as a medium of
instruction for centuries. All over the Arab world, the classical Arabic
used for instruction is very different from the spoken languages. And in
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Africa, the use of colonial languages did not block the emergence of
great intellectuals. For people closer to the lower end of the intelligence
scale, the language of instruction may be of greater importance; this
issue is examined in greater detail in chapter 4.

At independence, Africa inherited colonial systems of education aimed
at recruiting only a small elite for employment in administration and
business. Therefore, the issue of which language to use for higher
education was not really pressing — there were more than enough
intelligent Africans to fill the few places available in the colonial
education systems. However, this meant that inequalities in society
were reproduced and strengthened via the mechanism of knowledge of
colonial languages. However, language abilities are not distributed
equally over a population. It is to be expected that as education
expands, the issue of the medium of instruction can become relevant,
where it was not relevant before in colonial systems of education. This
idea is examined more in detail in chapter 4.2.

However, colonial administrators did not only introduce their languages
as medium of instruction because they felt it was convenient for them.
It was always also part of a project to drastically reform, ‘civilize’
African societies in order to better suit the colonial project (see for
example Lebeau and Ogunsanya, 2000). It is interesting to note, as Prah
has done, that there is one group of Europeans to which to some extent
this has also happened, namely to the Afrikaans-speaking community
in British-administered South Africa. They fully understood what was
going on at the time and fiercely resisted it. Prah (2010a: 141) quotes
Boer leader Steyn who in 1913 quoted Tacitus who wrote some 2,000
years ago: ‘The language of the conqueror in the mouth of the
conquered is the language of the slaves.” The function of education in
reproducing the cultural capital of a society is therefore profoundly tied
to medium of instruction issues. A discussion aimed at overcoming the
problems and injustices introduced in colonial education therefore in
one way or another also needs to take language of instruction issues
into account.

The task colonialism set itself of ‘civilizing’ Africa was not a small
project and it had considerable effects on African cultural identities,
both intended and unintended.” In order to explore those issues a bit
more they are discussed in the next sections, first within the context of
the debate on the nation state and then within the context of the debate
on internationalism.

7 Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2020: 5) cites Ngiigi wa Thiong’o in this context, who has
used the image of a ‘cultural bomb’.
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1.5 Identity and the Nation state

The discussion of European versus African perceptions of the continent
leads to the need to discuss another one of Africa’s absurdities, the
current setup of Africa’s states, as inherited from colonial times. Can
national cultural identities even exist within the framework of Africa’s
colonially-determined state borders? This is a debate that | cannot do
justice to in the framework of this study, but it is important to take a
look at some of the ideas doing the rounds, because they do influence
the thinking on language, identity and culture in Africa to a
considerable extent. To do that, | will use as an example the thinking
advanced by Dutch author René Grotenhuis.™

Current Western thinking about states and nations has a history and it
is good to have that history in mind. In 1830, formal colonization of
Africa had barely started, through some French and Portuguese
footholds and the Cape Colony. At that time, Europe was recovering
from the Napoleonic wars. In Europe, monolingual nation states were
still a marginal phenomenon: countries like Germany, lItaly, Ireland,
Poland or Norway did not exist yet. The continent was dominated by a
number of large multinational empires and Kingdoms: the Austro-
Hungarian, British, Ottoman and Russian empires being the most
conspicuous, together with the French monarchy. In 1815, around the
time that Moshoeshoe | struggled to form a Sotho state (covering an
area much larger than the current state of Lesotho), what is now
Germany consisted of a loose federation of 39 independent states. As a
unified state, Germany was founded only in 1871. Its first leader was
Bismarck, who played a key role in the later carving up of Africa. Italy
came together a year earlier, in 1870, after several wars led among
others by Garibaldi. Greece more or less came together only in 1919. In
other words, the processes that went on in 19" century Africa are not
altogether different from those that went on in Europe in the same
period, even though the power relationships and the resulting patterns
of domination and resistance were of course quite different. One term
that is often used with reference to Africa is the term ‘Balkanization’,
pejoratively referring to the large degree of ethnic diversity (and strife)
that characterizes the Balkan area of South-Eastern Europe. It is good to
realize that in the racist discourse rampant in Western Europe 150 years
ago the peoples of the Balkan area were not considered to be much
above Africans.

'8 His book was chosen not so much because it is a foundational text on these
issues, but because it provides a useful overview and serves as a backdrop for
clarifying my own position.
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The development of more or less monolingual nation states also led to
or was spurred on by the forming of a number of new and influential
ideas, notably ideas about how forming such nation states was a
natural phenomenon (primordialism, see for example Shils, 1957). In its
more extreme form, these led to fascist ideas of ‘Blut und Boden’," the
‘inalienable’ ties between a person’s cultural background and the nation
he or she should identify with. The reaction was likewise influential,
pointing out the constructed nature of nationalist sentiment (see for
example Gellner, 1983 and Anderson, 1983). These are basically the two
frameworks that have been developed in analysing nation state
formation in Europe and that authors have endlessly attempted to use
in providing suggestions for how states should be seen in Africa and
for what should be done to improve them. Either Africans should
attempt to form homogenous nation states, different from the current
ones (the primordialist view) (for an African view on this, see Agugua,
2018: 118); or Africans should try to turn their states into viable entities
(‘nation building’, the constructivist view) (for an African view, see
Ugwuanyi, 2018) or Africans should not bother about statehood at all.

In my view, neither of these recipes does Africa sufficient justice. The
model of the nation state is a social innovation that has been
appropriated by people the world over and that offers advantages as
well as disadvantages (in different combinations in different economic,
social and historical settings). Africans will have to make use of this
innovation in their own way and in doing so, adapt it to suit their own
needs, needs that will not be the same everywhere on the continent
and at all times.

Here, | will discuss the work of Grotenhuis (2016) and his ideas about
and experiences with fragile states (not only in Africa). His main
argument is that for fragile states, it is not enough to do state-building
(a process of building a country’s national institutions). It has to be
accompanied by a process of nation-building (a process of building a
sense of identification with and belonging to the country). In that sense,
Grotenhuis reaches similar conclusions to those of Olowu and Chanie
(2016: 12), who have examined the issue of state fragility using a
number of case studies, mostly from Eastern and Southern Africa and
who conclude that legitimacy is one of the key issues regarding state
fragility. Because Grotenhuis gives the more comprehensive treatment
of the two, | will concentrate on his line of reasoning.

Grotenhuis seeks to provide an answer to how the concepts of nation,
nation-building, fragility and identity are related and are meaningful. He
points to the idea that in modern nation states, people are supposed to

9 These are the German words for blood and soil.
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determine their own future (principle of self-determination), rather than
rulers. For Grotenhuis: “The nation is about identity, who we are in the
sense of ‘self-identification’.” (p 28). But how does this identification
come about? Grotenhuis puts himself in the constructivist camp. He
discusses whether or not it would make sense to redraw state maps, in
order to provide a better match between peoples and states, but is
against that. He mentions the ‘risk of fragmentation’, saying that it will
not offer a real solution (p 39) and that homogeneity cannot be created
because of the diversity that is everywhere nowadays.

Grotenhuis is ambivalent or, one could say, contradictory about nation-
building. On the one hand, he is against redrawing borders. On the
other, he holds that ‘sovereignty of people is the founding principle of
the nation — without this a nation has no existential legitimacy’ (p 59).
But who are the ‘people’? For this, he turns to the concept of
‘republican citizenship’ (p 61), that implies both rights and
responsibilities in relation to the state. He discusses the ‘communitarian
perspective’ (p 62), which he sees as problematic. Instead, modern
republican citizenship is built on a recognition of rights and obligations.
It is this that gives the nation-state it legitimacy (p 70). Legitimacy ‘is
rooted in the affirmation of belonging by the people’ (p 75). ‘The
challenge is to build states using domestic capacities, knowledge and
traditions.” (p 79). This also needs trust (p 84). ‘There is a pre-reflective
sense of relationship that gives the confidence to ask a question or try
to solve a problem: We understand each other by language but also by
culture, values, accepted behavior.’ (p 85)

Just letting this happen naturally could take generations and current
fragile states cannot afford that, Grotenhuis argues. Therefore, a
conscious effort at state-building needs to be accompanied by nation-
building. The ‘European road to nation-building, paved as it was by
violence, is not a very feasible road for fragile states today’ (p 90).
‘homogeneity can no longer be a goal of the process, simply because it
cannot be achieved. Nation-building has to be realized in a
fundamentally diverse reality.” (p 91)

Grotenhuis examines what he calls the ‘Scylla and Charybdis of nation-
building’ (p 101). The Scylla is that nation-building ‘is laying the
fundaments for exclusionary politics.” (p 102). The Charybdis is denying
the idea of identity altogether, which in the eyes of Grotenhuis is wrong
as well: ‘It means claiming that in essence we are unique individuals
and that identity is an individual not a collective issue. | believe that
such a claim presents a serious misunderstanding of our social nature’
(p 103). The solution he sees is what he calls ‘moderate patriotism’ (p
105). “Being connected to our specific ‘imagined community’ does not
exclude the possibility of engaging with and caring for others outside
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that community.” He thinks a constructed, ‘modern’ national identity
can co-exist along with sub-national cultural, ethnic or religious
identities. Grotenhuis is against copying the European model of nation-
building, even though ‘research shows a relationship between (ethnic)
homogeneity and economic progress’ (p 111). Yet: ‘The challenge for
fragile states today is to foster a sense of belonging and togetherness
that is strong enough to build a stable and secure society, but that
avoids the goal of homogenization’. The idea of building identity is
introduced through the concept of ‘identification’ (p 111). The problem
becomes how to make ‘Toeareg, Peul and Bambara into Malinese
without the need to discard their ethnic or tribal identity’ (p 114). In
other words: ‘The challenge in fragile states is to build an overarching
national identity out of a range of minority identities.” (p 117) He seems
to be against decentralization of the type favoured by Quebec:
‘Accepting the substate nation as a viable option will only fuel the
ambition of these nations to govern themselves.” (p 120) He repeats
that fragmentation is a risk, rather than a solution (p 121). He then
proceeds to provide an outline of a programme for nation-building,
consisting of stressing the common elements and shared cultural
features (p 157). ‘There is one cultural component that merits specific
attention: Language. It will be difficult to create a national sense of
belonging without a common language.’ (p 157). However, this can be
solved because many people are polyglots (p 158). He also sees the
possibility of a ‘limited number of official national languages’'.
Globalization helps in his view: ‘The nation-state does no longer need
to load all the aspects of our identity with specific national content’ (p
158/9). He feels a conscious and inclusive design process needs to build
this and calls for national fora to do the job. (p 163).
In spite of this, he also points out that ‘When legitimacy is the key
problem, nation-building as a complementary process of state-building
seems counter-productive and impossible.” (p 174). He reiterates that
‘institution building is embedded in a cultural, social and spiritual
understanding that they relate to’ (p 185). He calls for further research
into ‘how people understand their national identity’ (p 187).
In my view, Grotenhuis deserves to be commended for his recognition
of identity issues and for his plea for accompanying state-building with
nation-building. He correctly points out that a state that is not
understood by its inhabitants will not have legitimacy and will therefore
fail. However, the solution he proposes falls short of the mark for four
reasons:

- An over-confidence in the power of social engineering.
Europe has always tried to re-engineer Africa and the world and
Grotenhuis is part of this grand tradition (for another example, see
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Yeros, 1999). He seems to feel that any fragile state can be morphed
into a nation. Even for the ones that currently lack legitimacy in the
eyes of the people, where nation-building is impossible, the only
solution he sees is preparatory measures, awaiting the time which must
surely come that people will come round to the view of the nation-
builders. This is where Grotenhuis is trapped between his own Scylla
and Charybdis. On the one hand, he sees the importance of community
and rejects the image of people as completely atomized individuals. On
the other hand, he believes that any combination of cultures and
ethnicities can productively be brought together in a modern nation.
The fallacy here is to assume that when something is ‘constructed’
there must also be a ‘constructor’, a distinct person or institution that
does the constructing. Instead, there are social processes at work here
that involve so many different actors that to assume a common,
conscious construction project is a gross overstatement of what is
actually possible (even if it were desirable).

- Aninadequate understanding of culture.
Grotenhuis sees ‘culture’ as uniform and not allowing for diversity. He
does not understand that a common cultural framework still allows for
considerable diversity among individuals.?® He therefore wrongly
equates nations that are characterized by a common national culture
with homogeneity. Wrongly equating cultural coherence with
homogeneity logically but wrongly leads to the conclusion that because
such homogeneity does not exist (anymore) it is fruitless to strive for it.
He is unable to discuss the problem in the terms in which it deserves to
be discussed, namely to what extent cultural diversity can still be
managed within a single nation state.

- Scant attention to the problem of language.
Stating that because many people are polyglots the problem of a
common language can be solved does not do sufficient justice to the
issues at hand - this is discussed in greater detail in chapters four and
five; | will not elaborate on it here.

- Acceptance of the status quo.
Even though Grotenhuis acknowledges that states are social constructs,
have not always been around and probably will not always be around
in their current form, he refuses to discuss any type of redrawing of
state borders and refuses subnational decentralisation, saying this will
only lead to fragmentation. In this, he differs from Olowu and Dele
(2016: 14), who see decentralisation as one of the possible solutions.?

20 For a fuller treatment of this topic, see chapter 3.1.

2" The issue of decentralisation itself points to a rich literature that is impossible
to treat within the framework of this work. For a good introduction of the
possibilities and difficulties, see for example Erk (2015).
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This is a contradiction in his line of reasoning that Grotenhuis is unable
to resolve. By sticking to the status quo, Grotenhuis also ignores the
insights of people like Smith (2013), who have argued that
decentralisation actually gives opportunities for creating citizenship and
increases feelings of belonging and does not necessarily lead to
secessionism.

All in all, Grotenhuis believes that national cultural identities can be
constructed within the framework of Africa’s colonially-determined
state borders — but it remains little more than a statement of faith. He
sees the problems, but does not manage to really tackle them. Before
going into a more in-depth investigation of the issues, there is another
element that also needs to be looked at - the influence of
internationalist thinking, especially Marxist thinking on theories of the
state in Africa.

1.6 Identity and Internationalism

From the start, Europe’s supposedly civilizing mission in Africa has
been contested — contested not only by Africans, but by Europeans as
well. Karl Marx, in his “Capital’, published in 1867, lambasted the
capitalist powers for their ‘undisguised looting, enslavement, and
murder’ in the colonies (quoted in Lamola, 2019: 56). Therefore, from
an early period onwards, Africans who sought knowledge about Europe
and its ways also encountered European ideas and ideologies resisting
colonization and all that it entailed. In 1917, the Bolshevik revolution
proved that it was possible to overthrow the established order and to
build a new one. This greatly increased the appeal of Marxism-
Leninism to oppressed peoples everywhere and those who stood in
solidarity with them - including to Africans.

It is difficult to underestimate the importance of Marxist thought for
thinking about Africa and | do not want to underplay its contributions.
However, Marxist thought systematically underplays the role of culture
and of cultural differences. This is understandable when looking at the
development of Marxist thought in the context of its period. The
nineteenth century was the period in Europe were more-or-less
homogeneous nation states were being formed: the countries of
Germany and ltaly both date back to the late nineteenth century. The
Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires were on the retreat. Napoleon
established a multicultural empire under French leadership, but was
defeated, leading to France retreating more or less within its linguistic
borders. These developments were ideologically supported by an
increasingly nationally-oriented bourgeoisie that used nationalistic
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ideologies and sentiments to muster support for the often violent
conflicts that marked these developments. (Financially, the bourgeoisie
was able to do this in part because of the revenues it obtained from the
colonies.) Within this context, Marxism proposed an alternative way of
looking at the world. It posited the basic similarity in interests of the
dispossessed workers (the ‘proletariat’) in different countries and put
forward class struggle as the way ahead. The socialist revolution would
lead to a new system, to a common, equal culture of socialism, sharing
the wealth of the earth among all that inhabited it.

The Marxist prediction is yet to become reality. The collapse of the
multinational states of Yugoslavia and Russia led to a resurgence of
nationalism, even in former socialist countries. Differences between
countries are not only based on linguistic differences, but also on
differences in mentality (see chapter three). Hofstede (1980) and others
after him have shown that cultural differences are persistent over time
and relevant for explaining a host of social phenomena.

In the Marxist view, ‘culture’ is at best a thing of the past, consisting of
folkloric remnants from a precapitalistic past. The unifying effects of
capitalism would lead to all workers being equal in their
impoverishment (‘Verelendung’) and, after the socialist revolution, their
equality in the ideal world of socialism. At worst, ‘culture’ is an
instrument in the hands of the capitalist class, used to divide workers
and to enlist their support for wars that were fought in the interest of
capitalism and imperialism.

These views can all still be seen in current thinking about Africa -
denying, downplaying, deprecating or incriminating cultural identities
is common. However, as Ake (1993) points out: ‘we tend to forget that
even though ethnicity might be constructed it is also a living presence,
an important part of what many Africans are.’

One example of the Marxist type of analysis is Walter Rodney (1972).
His ‘How Europe Underdeveloped Africa’ is still a standard text on
Africa’s history and a must-read for all progressive thinkers on Africa
(see also Hirji, 2017). Rodney’s work offers insightful analysis in clear
language and debunks many myths on African (under)development.
However, he employs a strict Marxist schematic, according to which
societies progress from the communalist system via the feudal system
to the capitalist and then the socialist system. That means that to him,
the development to capitalism is progress: it is a necessary stepping
stone before socialism. Nationalism, in Rodney’s approach, is a phase
in social development (p 242), occurring when large enough units are
formed. As a true Marxist, he assumes that it will disappear under
socialism.
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The intellectual difficulties that this presents can be illustrated by
Neocosmos (1995). Neocosmos, himself a Marxist, discusses and
criticizes the ‘invention of tradition’ discourse that has been put forward
by Hobsbawm and Ranger (1984). In looking at the history of struggle in
Southern Africa, he is forced to admit that “not all ‘ethnic’ movements
are in and of themselves anti-democratic” (p 43). He explains this by
saying that due to the undemocratic and oppressive nature of colonial
regimes, progressives were forced, almost against their will, to mobilize
along ethnic lines. However, as soon as democracy appears,
Neocosmos contends, progressives will abandon ethnicity and organize
in accordance with their true class interests. The possibility that people
might at the same time decide to organize within frameworks bounded
by common cultural identities and be progressive is not one that a
traditional Marxist can admit to.

A more recent example of how a Marxist approach interprets ethnicity
is seen in Van Binsbergen (2017). He analyses the emergence of an
Nkoya ethnic feeling in Zambia as a form of ‘false consciousness’: in
the Marxist scheme of things, ethnic feeling detracts from the
unification that must necessarily come with capitalist and socialist
development and therefore goes against the ‘class interests’ of the
oppressed — hence the term ‘false consciousness’. Using this type of
reasoning, Marxist thinkers (both African and from elsewhere) have
consistently dismissed group -cultural identities as perceived by
Africans themselves as backwards, constructed, artificial and in short,
‘false’.

Lamola (2019), discussing Mbembe’s ‘On the Postcolony’, points out
how Marxism helps to explain the dehumanization of Africans from an
economic point of view - its usefulness in terms of organizing
economic exploitation, where Mbembe analyzes the discourse at an
ideological level. However, Lamola does not move beyond this — the
way forward he sees is not one in which different cultural groups regain
their autonomy, but again an ideal democratic society, in which all
differences magically disappear in favour of a homogenized common
humanity.

So, what have we seen? One the one hand, different strands of thought,
either Marxist or other, all downplay the importance of cultural and
linguistic differences in Africa and therefore deny and disempower
African identities. On the other hand, they over-estimate the
possibilities of social engineering, continuing Europe’s tradition of
assuming that Africa could and should be re-shaped, ‘civilized’. One
line of reasoning follows the pattern of Grotenhuis: because linguistic
and cultural identities are ‘constructed’ anyway and since the pattern
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followed in Europe was in some way wrong or outdated or not
applicable, Africa can freely take a new path towards credible national
identities that fit neatly within the boundaries drawn for it during the
time of colonialism. The only thing that is needed is the right approach
towards ‘nation-building’. Alternatively, the reasoning is that Africa, like
the rest of the world, is well on its way towards socialism and under
socialism, nation states as we know them will become a thing of the
past anyway and cultural differences will be eroded, until only the nice
folkloric dances and handicrafts of the past are left over.

These influential ideas have a great effect on what has been written
about Africa. How is this being done?

1.7 Identity and culture: my perspective

Culture, ethnicity and language are important issues for Africa that can
hardly be avoided. Yet, these are also large and contentious problem
spaces. This means that it is difficult even to get a reasonable overview
of current thinking, let alone to take a position. Therefore, many
scientists would rather avoid it. Instead, they fall into either one of the
two traps described by Mamdani (1996: 11): ‘abstract universalism and
intimate particularism turn out to be two sides of the same coin: both
see in the specificity of experience nothing but its idiosyncrasy.’

Thus, for example, it is common in anthropological literature that
authors take issue with the compromised points of view developed by
their predecessors and take issue with the image of Africa as a
patchwork of a large number of ‘tribes’, each with their own territory,
culture and language. However, it should be realized that if the analysis
stops here, it ends up doing in a different way what it criticizes in
others: it defines Africans by what they are not It is this definition of
Africans by what they are not that authors such as Fanon?? and
Mbembe (2001: 9) have developed an allergic reaction to.
Unfortunately, this is what happens: the intellectual analysis stops at
this point, giving way to one of two myths that are both logical
consequences of defining Africans by what they are not. These are the
pre-scientific ‘Africa as a country' and ‘Tower of Babel' myths, two
contradictory myths that exclude one another, yet happily exist side by
side in the discourse about Africa (Prah 2008: 71). (Indeed, myths in
other domains often contain contradictory and seemingly incompatible
elements as well — that is part of what makes them so fascinating.)

22 See Gordon (2010) for a discussion of Fanon’s approach to knowledge in this
context.
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Why is this logical? The starting point, as we have seen, is defining
Africans by what they are not: for example, they are not like the
images created by earlier anthropologists and are not like Europeans.
But then what arethey? That is a very big question for Western science,
which normally does not deal with questions like this. Thus, the answer
to the question is typically not given; instead, one may see that a small
area is identified and studied and described in great depth, using for
example the ‘thick description’ approach pioneered by Geertz (1973). In
itself this can be fine, but not if done in isolation. So if the answer about
African identities is not given, what general image of Africans remains?
Two avenues are open to the speculative pre-scientific Northern mind:
either that of all Africans as a relatively homogeneous group of ‘others’
(the ‘Africa as a country’ myth)?® or that of Africans as an infinitely
atomized and fragmented group of ‘others’ (the ‘Tower of Babel’ myth).
Both myths or tropes, then, are a consequence of a line of reasoning
that starts and ends by defining Africans as what they are not. Both
essentially paint a picture of Africa as static and unchanging, are
defining Africans as ‘other’ and are therefore essentially
disempowering.?* Both, also, obscure an appreciation and
understanding of the different African cultural identities that form part
of the full spectrum of human cultural identities. But of course, even in
spite of the self-imposed blindfold of Northern science, people in Africa
are attached to and do claim their cultural identities and this cannot all
be dismissed as ‘false consciousness’ (Doornbos and Van Binsbergen
2017:71). Africans who celebrate their cultural identities are rewarded
for this by being portrayed as eternal trouble makers: ethnicist,
essentialist, tribalist, identitarian — all words that are symptomatic not
of the backward nature of Africans, but rather of the backward nature of
dominant Western scientific discourse.

What is needed therefore is a vision of what Africans are like or what
they are becoming, in their unity and in their diversity, in their

23 See also the insightful analysis by Mbembe (2002: 630), who criticizes both
the ‘nativist’ idea of African nationalism and Marxist-inspired ‘Afro-radicalism’
as sharing the same mode of knowledge production or ‘episteme’: ‘[B]oth
consist of superstitions that function to persuade us that nothing is happening
in Africa because history (...) has already happened'.

24 The discourse on empowerment and disempowerment is outside of the
scope of this study. However, | understand these terms in the sense as
originally defined by feminist thinkers and movements at the end of the 1980s.
In that sense, the term ‘empowerment’ challenges existing power relationships
in society, whereas disempowerment takes away the possibility to raise such
challenges. For an overview of the origins and evolution of the term, see Calvés
(2009).
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dynamism and in relation to other humans on the planet. This study
represents an attempt at mapping out a vision, using approaches that
have been used elsewhere as well. It starts with a look at the area of
group cultural identity. In order to find a way of looking at the continent
in such a way, | have not used an anthropological method. Instead, |
make use of the approach of cross-cultural psychology (chapter three),
an approach that relies on survey material from different countries. In
chapters four and five, | look at language and language in education
issues, again making use of data analysis methods.?® Chapter six then
tries to combine the theoretical framework developed in the earlier
chapters and to apply it in five case studies, looking at as many
countries. This approach may seem distant and in a way it is, although
it is taken in a spirit of solidarity, as outlined in chapter 2.3. It allows me
to think about language, education and cultural identity in a way that
tries as much as possible to start from African self-representations and
that explores possibilities for African agency.

2% In the literature, this would be characterized as an etic approach, one that
looks at the subject from outside. This would be opposed to an emic approach,
that tries to describe subjects from within. Both approaches have their inherent
difficulties, advantages and disadvantages — discussing them falls largely
outside the scope of this study; for a good discussion, see for example Peterson
and Pike, 2002.
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2. Research questions and research
methods

2.1 From starting points to research questions

In chapter 1.2 | based my position on Prah, arguing in favour of a view
of African identities as actually experienced and built by Africans. But
that is still a very abstract statement — how does it lead to research
questions and, just as important, why does it even matter to develop
such a view? In order to get a bit closer to answering those questions, |
need the thinking of the renowned Belgian/American scholar on Africa
Jan Vansina.
In 1992 Vansina published a little-noticed but key article, entitled ‘A Past
for the Future?’ He started his article with words that are still relevant
today, almost 30 years later (p 8):
‘Watchers of international statistics of development know that the
evolution of the countries of tropical Africa north of the Limpopo
and south of the Sahara including Ethiopia and Sudan differs
from what is happening elsewhere in the world. (...) there is no
other block of countries in the world that is in as bad a shape.’
In fact, Vansina’s article is not the only one that starts this way — many
authors over the past decades have wondered why Africa seems to be
underperforming and have offered several types of (partial)
explanations. Vansina offers an explanation that is crucial to this study
(p9):
‘[Tlhe uniqueness of Africa south of the Sahara and its difficult
situation today flows from problems with its basic cultural
traditions.(...) there is no longer a single cultural tradition to
which all the people within each country or larger region
subscribe. This means that even the basic criteria for perceiving
reality are not commonly held by all (...) This situation is the fruit
of a cultural history unique and specific to the region as a whole.’
What makes Africa unique in Vansina’'s eyes is not the content of its
cultural traditions by themselves. Rather, it is the way these traditions
were destroyed in the colonial period (p 16):
‘By 1920, the conquest had cost the lives of perhaps half the
population of East and Central Africa and had ruptured the
continuity of the old traditions in the whole region by breaking
their capacity for self-determination. The old social order was
totally destroyed by 1920 and replaced by a new social order
based on European views.’
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So, in the Americas and in Australia, the indigenous populations were
basically decimated and a settler population took over. In Asia, existing
cultural traditions were largely left intact. It is only in Africa that a
significant population was kept, but their cultural traditions were
destroyed. The word ‘destruction’ here suggests that nothing was left,
but that is perhaps too strong.” However, a dichotomy was created
between the colonially-educated elites and the masses that did not exist
before. Vansina (p 18) calls the colonial period an interlude in history,
‘but one that left the population of each territory in great cultural
disarray between a popular tradition that was still being formed and a
European tradition instilled into a small elite. From today's point of
view it could be argued that either there should not have been a
colonial period at all or that it did not last long enough.’ In Vansina’'s
view, the relatively weak performance of Africa is due to ‘the
congruence of a minority tradition with a despotic ruling group which
denies the self-determination of the majority tradition that is the
rootcause, even though the congruence be imperfect. This situation
prevails in Africa south of the Sahara. It does not in any large block of
countries elsewhere in the world’ (p 22).
However, Vansina holds that this situation is by definition unstable and
unsustainable. In his prediction: (p 22/3)
‘There will emerge two neoafrican traditions built in part on the
common Christian or Muslim cultures and in part on the legacy of
precolonial traditions. These neoafrican traditions will be carried
by African languages. They will not be monolithic.? Variants of
popular culture will reflect urban and rural ways of life as well as
of different social strata all within the common neoafrican
tradition. But the creation of a stable common majority tradition,
like all such major cultural phenomena may take a long time,
perhaps two generations still, and its emergence will not end the
cultural dichotomy by itself. (...) In the end the rulers themselves
can no longer avoid being drawn into the orbit of the majority.
The baneful dichotomy between western influences and the
majority tradition can then be expected to end through the
absorption of portions of the western tradition, despite its

T Willerslev and Meinert (2016) provide an insightful account of the (temporary)
consequences of a complete breakdown of the social order during famine, for
the Ik people of Northern Uganda.

2 Two traditions that are not monolithic — the imprecision of this language
suggests that Vansina himself was not too sure about the number of traditions
that will emerge and how they will be subdivided. In this study, | will not take a
position on this but stick to the main idea, namely that new cultural traditions
will be formed.
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continual reinforcement from outside of the region. And then
Africa south of the Sahara could finally flourish {...)’

Where Prah’s general views are abstract, Vansina adds a layer of
historicity and gives a clear justification why studying cultural traditions
in Africa as they are emerging is important: it is only once neoafrican
traditions have evolved that Africa will be able to flourish. This is a slow
process, one that takes generations — but perhaps it could be influenced
with sound policies, based on an appreciation of what is happening.
There is much in Vansina’s sweeping statements that could be explored
further. One thing to note is that he speaks of ‘emergence’, alluding to
the fact that this is a long-term societal process involving many actors.
He does not use the language of ‘construction’ or ‘building” employed
by Grotenhuis and many other authors. For the purpose of this study,
two aspects are of key importance: one related to cultural traditions, the
other one related to language.

Vansina wrote his prediction almost 30 years ago — that means that we
are now almost one generation later. In his prediction, we still have to
wait for another generation until the formation of ‘a stable common
majority tradition’ is complete. If that is to happen, however, the
process of forming such a tradition should already be on its way and it
should be possible to see a glimmer of where things are going. But
how can this be researched?

2.2 Research Questions

Bekker (2001: 3) has asserted ‘that there is no current elegant theory on
the construction and elaboration of ethnic identities which may be
applied across countries, cultures and continents’. The traditional way
of discussing cultural differences in Africa is by looking at different
ethnolinguistic groups, however problematic distinctions along
ethnolinguistic lines may be. If Vansina is right, then cultural
differences at the ethnolinguistic group level must be losing their
significance and new cultural patterns must start to emerge. It is my
assumption that it is possible to see something of these processes by
using the approach of cross-cultural psychology, an approach that
analyses cultural differences by looking at differences at the level of
countries or larger groups. My first question is:
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» How can we describe current large-scale cultural
differences and similarities in Africa, using the methods
and terminology of cross-cultural psychology?

This question will be explored in chapter three of this study.

A key element in Vansina’s prediction is that African languages will be
the carriers of these neoafrican traditions he hopes to see emerge.
Culture is transmitted in large part through language. Language and
culture are both transmitted in the home, but also in important social
institutions, such as education. This in fact ties in directly with the work
of Prah, who wrote as far back as 1991 (p 61): ‘If African languages are
developed, to carry modern science and technology, transformation of
the African earth would be rapidly advanced.” This is echoed in the
assessment by Djité (2008: 2), who asserts that the ‘education systems,
the health systems, governance and hence the economy are all
crippled, and in no small measure, because of lack of genuine
communication.” Like Vansina, Prah wants to see Africa flourish.
However, he sees the increased use of African languages as a
precondition for such a development and specifically points to the need
to develop them for use in science and technology. For this to happen
the first step would be to use African languages as medium of
instruction up to tertiary level. This is currently not the case and this
then becomes the second central question that | want to investigate. It
translates into two specific research questions:

» Why are African languages currently not being used
more in higher education as medium of instruction?

» What possibilities are there for rational language-in-
education policies in Africa?

| am not the first one to ask these questions: they were asked in similar
terms by Djité (2008: xiii).® Here, they will be explored in chapters four
and five. Chapter six tries, to the extent possible, to bring the two
strands together, through five case studies of as many countries.

It is clear that these two elements, the culture element and the
language element are related and will have a mutual influence on one
another. This will be further examined in the last chapter of the work.

3 Djité asks: ‘[W]hy should Africa continue to use European languages as the
sole media of instruction and administration?’ and: ‘How can African languages
be used to improve outcomes in (...) education (...)?’
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Before getting to the meat, though, first a reflection on my own position
and perspective as a European researcher is in order.

2.3 Research methods and my position as a
researcher

When discussing issues of language and culture it is important to
clarify one’s personal starting point as well. This is partly a matter of
upbringing, gender, experience and age that is inescapable.* However, |
do believe that it is possible to ‘work around’ these givens and to
consciously choose a position.
In my view, science is not a value-free thought experiment. Scientists
should be aware of the role they play in societal debate. The role | want
to play is one in solidarity with those who are resisting oppression and
are trying to build an Africa based on authenticity, based on the
interests of the peoples of Africa and not based on narrow self-interest.
| want to seek alliances with those Africans that seek the same path. In
spite of these big words, | want to do that in a way that is modest and
conscious of the pitfalls. For pitfalls there are: in the ‘good old days’ of
colonialism and apartheid, things used to be easy, in a way. It was easy
for a well-meaning European to choose sides against colonialism and
apartheid. But today, these choices are not so easy and obvious any
more. Yet, in the literature as well as well as in person, | have found a
number of Africans | can choose sides with and it is partly through their
guidance that | have been able to develop some of the thoughts
outlined in this work. Two of the starting points that | mentioned in
chapter 1.2 are worth repeating, because they are related to the
position | have chosen:
e A radical recognition of our common humanity and a rejection
of any type of dehumanizing or othering discourse;
e A focus on African agency: on the rightful struggle of Africans
to be in charge of their own destiny and to make their own
choices.

In addition, | will try within my limitations to be conscious of how a
gender perspective may be relevant to elements of my research.

4 Dutchman, originally Roman Catholic, experience mostly in progressive NGO
settings, 60+ - these are terms that together serve to pigeonhole me fairly
tightly for those who are familiar with the Dutch context and | give them here
for the sake of completeness — but as said, | think their relevance is limited
because they do not fully determine the positions | take.
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For the research methodology, this means that | will try not to take on a
role as ‘mediator’ or ‘interpreter’ and therefore not to speak on behalf
of or for Africa or Africans. | will take positions and present opinions,
some of them strong, but they are my own interpretation and do not
pretend to present an ‘African’ point of view, even though | do think
that my work can be seen as being inspired by a Pan Africanist
perspective as outlined in section 1.2. | will restrict myself to using data
that are based in a way that is as direct and unmediated as possible on
African self-representations. The data | use are not ‘mine’: they are out
in the public domain and can be used by anybody. My research
methods should be transparent and repeatable. In addition, | will only
use research methods that can and have been applied equally well in
other regions than Africa alone. In doing that, | want to avoid an
otherizing gaze, also at the methodological level. My interest is in
documenting long-term trends and showing Africa in its dynamism and
diversity. In that sense, my use of data sets fits in with the long-term
approach chosen for example by Dietz and Akinyoade (2018).
Language, education and identity are all very wide fields of inquiry and
in the framework of this study it will be impossible to go very deep into
all of them. Therefore, the research in all three areas should be
regarded as attempts to deliver a ‘proof of concept’, hopefully inspiring
others more competent in every one of those areas to do further work.
Since part of this study is about language, a short reflection on the
language | want to use may be appropriate as well. Parts of this study
makes use of statistical techniques and engages with specialist
linguistic literature. There, | need to use terms from those fields that
may not be familiar to readers with different backgrounds. However,
my pledge is to attempt to use language that is plain and that will be
understandable for any educated reader. Some scientists seem to
glorify in using language that is as elaborate and as difficult to
understand for the uninitiated as possible.® This may be a useful
strategy in certain academic circles but it is not how | want to write.

5 Just to show off, a reference here to Syrotinski (2007) seems appropriate. For
the masochistic reader: this is a completely impenetrable text that discusses,
among others, the work of Mbembe.
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3. Culture

This part of the study explores the first research question: how can we
describe current large-scale cultural differences and similarities in
Africa, using the methods and terminology of cross-cultural
psychology? Sections 3.1 through 3.3, section 3.5 and the
corresponding appendices are based on my unpublished Master Thesis
(van Pinxteren, 2018b). This thesis is available temporarily through the
Leiden University student repository and after that from the author.
Partly because of the temporary nature of the availability of the Master
Thesis, parts of that text have been used verbatim in this chapter. An
adapted version of section 3.5 is also due to be published separately
(see note 32 for further details).

In order to explore the first research question, | will start in section one
by discussing my definition of culture and explaining the unit of study.
Section two introduces the thinking of cross-cultural psychology in
some detail and shows the position | have taken within that field. This is
followed in section three by an excursion into other literature on
cultural differences and similarities, concentrating on Ghana and
Southern Africa. Can this other literature shed light on the topic? The
conclusion is that it offers only very limited answers and that therefore
it is interesting to explore if cross-cultural psychology can offer new
relevant insights. The next three sections then offer some insights,
using three different but related lenses: the lens of hierarchical cluster
analysis, the lens of cultural dimension scores and lastly, building on
the previous section, a comparison between Africa and other
continents. The chapter ends with a number of preliminary conclusions
and questions for further research.

3.1 Ideas of Culture

In this section, | will explain how | see culture, also in relation to other
concepts, such as ethnicity and tribe. | will also define my unit of study.’

3.1.1 How I understand culture and ethnicity

Ake (1993: 1) referring to the concept of ethnicity, has already pointed
out that it is ‘phenomenally problematic in Africa’. Culture and ethnicity

" This section is adapted from chapter 2.1 of my Master thesis — see Van
Pinxteren (2018b).
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are seen as sources of problems for Africa. | think a different
perspective is possible, one that sees African cultures as a positive
source of inspiration (Ayittey, 2010). But what do | mean when | talk
about culture? For me, cultures can be characterized by value systems.2
In my view, culture can be described in terms of a value system that
serves as common point of reference to a people.

This means that | look at culture at the level of societies, rather than at
the level of individuals.® Yet, the two levels are linked: people who are
knowledgeable about a particular culture have a certain mental ‘map’ of
what can be considered ‘normal’ or ‘appropriate’ in that culture. How
this works was well described by Peterson and Barreto (2014) through
their cultural expertise and personal values proposition. Of relevance
are the ‘Social learning of expertise and values principle’ and the
‘Personal value principle’ (p 1135). The first states that socialization
strongly supports expertise on culture, but only moderately supports
acceptance of specific aspects of that culture. In other words,
individuals can be part of a culture without accepting all of it. This is
further elaborated in the second principle, which states that individuals
vary in their support or rejection of aspects of their society’s culture.

It is worthwhile to explore these points a bit further, especially when
dealing with an African context. Many authors who write about ‘culture’
or ‘identity’ define culture as something that is shared by the
individuals who are part of this cultural group (see for example
Grotenhuis, 2016). This implies that the value systems that are
supposed to characterize a specific culture also characterize all
individuals that belong to that culture - it is what the word sharing
seems to suggest. These authors then criticize the term culture as being
essentialist — assuming that there is something in the ‘national culture’
of a nation that is so strong that it determines the values of all those
who are born into that culture.

The principles described by Peterson and Barreto show that what is
shared are not so much the values held by individuals. These can be
very different as described by the ‘personal value principle’: individuals
may have personal values that are considerably different from the
dominant cultural norm - but they can still identify with that culture.
This is because of the ‘social learning of expertise and values principle”:
what is shared are not so much the values in themselves, but the
knowledge about the cultural norm. The values may not be shared, but
the knowledge about these values is. This is what makes my definition

2 The importance of values as elements of culture was pointed out already in
1935 by Talcott Parsons — see Camic (1991).

3 See Hofstede (1995) for a fuller discussion of the methodological significance
of this distinction.
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of culture non-essentialist. culture is defined as a common point of
reference about which people as individual members of a cultural
community share knowledge, but by which they are not determined
and to which they do not need to all subscribe. Of course, this concept
becomes meaningless if there is no commonality — in order for a culture
to be distinct from others, many individuals who are part of it will
subscribe to and in that sense indeed share many if not all the values
that are part of that culture. The boundaries between when one can still
speak of a common culture, given the variety between individuals, and
when this is no longer the case can be fluid — exactly how this works in
particular cultures remains to be explored.

For Africa, this means that there could be countries in which different
peoples live together each with their own traditions, languages and
cultures, but with at the same time a shared knowledge about a
dominant or common culture that all can refer to and understand. If
that is the case, then the question becomes whether or not there are
limitations to such a concept — when do cultural value systems become
so divergent that they can no longer be brought together under a
common ‘national’ umbrella, but instead compete with one another?
This is an issue that | will seek to explore.

The tradition in which my approach stands has several sources.

Geertz (1973: 44) focuses on cultures as ‘recipes for the governing of
behavior'. Compared to earlier approaches, this implies a shift in
emphasis from concrete behaviour to values as the core elements that
define cultures. In this terminology, there is a direct link between the
‘recipe’ (a culture) and an individual’s behaviour - in that way, it is
different from my approach. Geertz emphasizes the role of
interpretation or ‘thick description” as almost the only acceptable way
of describing cultures. Even though | appreciate the value of ‘thick
description’, | have two very different objections: first, that it resists
scientific generalization (Shankman, 1984; Greenfeld, 2000). Second,
that Geertz does not seem to see a role for the self-representation of
cultures and for cross-cultural dialogue (Clifford, 1983: 133).

Hofstede (2001) has in a way abbreviated the definition of Geertz,
seeing culture as ‘the collective programming of the mind that
distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from
another’. Again, it is easy to see how such a definition can lead to a
misunderstanding, portraying as it does individual minds as being
somehow determined by a common culture. My definition is therefore
slightly different from that of Hofstede.

These are broad definitions; following them, cultural expression is
broader than music, art or literature; it also includes expressions such
as language, idiom and gestures.



34 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

Vansina (1990), in his ground-breaking ‘Paths in the Rainforests’, does
not use the terms culture, tribe or ethnic group, instead talking about
cultural ‘traditions’. Vansina argues for the existence and vitality of a
single tradition in equatorial Africa (roughly the area now covered by
RDCongo and the DRC).* One of the characteristics of tradition, as
outlined by Vansina, is the ‘fundamental continuity of a concrete set of
basic cognitive patterns and concepts’ (p258). However, a tradition can
only function if the peoples who carry them ‘have the power of self-
determination’: ‘Given its capacity to accept, reject, or modify
innovation, a tradition will not be overwhelmed by another major
tradition as long as its carriers still retain enough liberty of choice.’
(p259).

Vansina’'s definition of ‘cultural tradition’ is, in my view, close to the
definitions quoted above and close as well to my own perspective. As
pointed out above, my view is different from Vansina, in that | do not
think that it is necessary that everybody within a certain cultural area
or tradition shares the same common beliefs and values — but at least
everybody will be aware of those common beliefs and values, so that
they serve as a common point of reference.

In short, then: | primarily see cultures as expressions of the different
creative answers that societies have found to the problems confronting
humanity. | think it would be a mistake to leave an appreciation of the
importance of culture to populists and xenophobes only.

A concept that is related to culture is that of ethnicity or ethnic group.
The term ethnic group is itself not clearly defined.® Those that do define
it generally use one of two approaches. Ake (1993: 2) and others hold to
the distinction that ethnicity is descent-based, whereas culture is
socially determined. Prah (2008: 67) and others feel that the concept of
ethnicity emphasizes cultural distinction. | will use this second
approach, thereby equating culture and ethnicity.

A major criticism of the use of ethnicity as a category in African studies
is the fact that ethnic designations can be seen, at least in part, as
creations of colonial times, influenced by the gaze of foreigners,
warped and manipulated to serve the needs of missionaries and

4 A description of some other major precolonial traditions in Africa is given in
Devisse and Vansina (1988).

5 Thus, for example Venkatasawmy (2015: 26) in his discussion of ethnic conflict
in Africa does not go beyond the statement that “ 'ethnicity' is an inevitably
elusive concept”.
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colonial administrators.® Raynaut (2001: 15), writing about West Africa,
says:

“Frequently, West African ethnic groups first identified by colonial
administrators (...) exhibit strong cultural and social internal
heterogeneities (in terms of language, religion, family organization,
etc.). Yet there are sometimes close relations and similarities between
ethnic groups labelled as ‘different'.”

Africans have pointed to this as well. Asiwaju (1985: 3) has already
shown how colonial powers sought to separate peoples, in part by
giving different names to the same peoples. He also laments the
tendency to create

‘numerous artificial cover-names for language units which are, in many
cases, identifiable as dialects of the same language. This practice has
had the effect of exaggerating the picture of cultural diversity in the
continent’ (p 252/3).

Prah (1998) has echoed and reinforced this criticism, particularly in the
area of language diversity; for a further description, see Miles (2014).

To my knowledge though, no alternative knowledge base has been
produced: there are no contemporary African-based lists of ethnicities
or of cultural areas. My position is that in order to arrive at such an
overview, an entirely different approach is needed, one that goes
beyond self-designations but is still based on modern African self-
perceptions. But how can this be done? How can culture be studied
productively in an African setting? From what perspectives, using
which methods? Here, | will limit myself to a few basic ideas.

Broadly speaking, | can see three different perspectives from which
cultures can be studied: the intra-cultural, the extra-cultural and the
cross-cultural. An /intra-cultural perspective is one where academics
basically study and explain their own culture. They may draw in
theoretical concepts from abroad, but they use these basically to
explain their own culture, possibly in its historical development and in
relation to other significant cultures. They do this for an audience that
forms part of that same culture. The extra-cul/tural perspective is one in
which a culture is studied by somebody who is not from that culture. In
cultural anthropology, it is common for a researcher to spend a
prolonged period of time immersed in a culture that is not his or her
own and in so doing to develop a deep understanding of that culture.”
The third perspective is the cross-cultural perspective, which can be

6 The study of borders and how they came about is a large domain that is
outside the scope of this work. For a recent discussion on West Africa, see
Nugent (2019).

7 Ngiigi wa Thiong’o (2005: 160) has aptly called anthropology ‘the study of the
insider by the outsider’.
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formed by a dialogue between academics with different cultural
positions, take the form of a comparison between two or more cultures
or a combination of both. In anthropology, this has been attempted by
comparative anthropology, a field of study that tries to collect and
compare information on a number of different traits, customs and
behaviours from around the world, looking for example at kinship
systems. A large database of this kind is being maintained at Yale
university, the Human Relations Area Files.® However, | feel that a study
of underlying values, although itself not without problems, may allow
for more meaningful comparisons than a study of customs and
behaviours.

Then, there is a perspective for studying culture that at best yields
incomplete results: the method of asking people directly how they see
their culture. Yet, this method is very common. It basically consists of
asking people to directly define what they themselves see as key
elements of their culture, sometimes also in relation to other cultural
groups that they have some familiarity with. Yet self-assessments as
such are misleading, to say the least. Everywhere in the world, people
in adjacent villages will claim that they are very different from those on
the other side of the hill. Even in a relatively homogeneous country like
the Netherlands, people perceive cultural differences.® Yet seen from a
further distance, they may in fact be part of the same cultural area.
Most people lack both the perspective and the vocabulary to have a
useful discussion of these issues. As Minkov (2013: 48) points out, if it
were different, ‘there would be no need for marketing experts,
consumer behavior analysts, political scientists, and personality and
social psychologists.” No study that relies on self-assessments for
describing culture can be trusted.

3.1.2 Nations, nationalities, peoples, ethnic groups, tribes and polities

‘Nation’ as a concept itself has different meanings. One is the meaning
of the nation state: an officially recognized independent country. But
‘nation’ can also refer to a group independent of whether or not it is
tied to a particular state. Thus, the UNPO, the Unrepresented People’s
Organisation, states: ‘A Nation or People shall mean a group of human
beings which possesses the will to be identified as a nation or people
and to determine its common destiny as a nation or people, and is
bound to a common heritage which can be historical, racial, ethnic,

8 https://ehrafworldcultures.yale.edu/ehrafe/, accessed 1 March 2020.
% See for example https://mobiliteitsplein.inperson.nl/nieuws/cultuurverschillen-
in-nederland.html (retrieved 23 November 2017).
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linguistic, cultural, religious or territorial.”’® Here, the words ‘Nation’
and ‘People’ are used interchangeably. Ethiopia has also adopted this
usage, explicitly recognizing the rights of its nations, nationalities and
peoples in its Constitution. “A ‘Nation, Nationality or People’ for the
purpose of this Constitution, is a group of people who have or share
large measure of a common culture or similar customs, mutual
intelligibility of language, belief in a common or related identities, a
common psychological make-up, and who inhabit an identifiable,
predominantly contiguous territory.”"!

In colonial days, ethnic groups were labelled as ‘tribes’. Later, these
same groups were labelled as ‘polities’ or ‘ethnic groups’ — so the labels
were changed, but they basically apply to the same groups. Because of
these colonial origins and their relevance up to this day, it is useful to
examine the concept of ‘tribe’. Schapera (1953, reprinted in Schapera
and Comaroff, 1991: 30) gives a workable definition of a ‘tribe’: ‘a tribe
is a politically independent unit, with its own chief and territories’.
Going by this definition, a ‘tribe’ is not the same as a cultural unit:
indeed, Schapera recognizes that the Tswana form one cultural whole
(a people), but that in precolonial times they were divided into
independent units — what he then calls tribes. Going by this same
definition, then, ‘tribes’ ceased to exist as soon as territories came
under colonial domination.

Schapera builds on the earlier work of Van Warmelo (1937, as reprinted
in Hammond-Tooke, 1974). Van Warmelo mentions the difficulties in
grouping peoples into tribes. However, he also discusses arranging
tribes into larger groups, and mentions five such groups for South
Africa, of which Sotho (comprising also the Tswana) is one. However,
he immediately says that ‘It is a misleading over-simplification’ (p 58).
He mentions that it had been suggested these were all part of a single
‘culture province’, but does not venture to give an opinion on the
matter.

The word ‘tribe’ has (rightly) become associated with racist thinking
(although even today it is not perceived as such in many countries in
Africa). Instead, it has become fashionable to use the word ‘polity’ — but
that amounts to replacing an already imprecise term with one that is
even less precise. Wikipedia quotes the definition of Ferguson and
Mansbach (1996): ‘A polity is any kind of political entity. It is a group of
people who are collectively united by a self-reflected cohesive force

10 Article 6 of the UNPO Covenant, http://unpo.org/section/2/1 accessed 17 July
2017.

1 Article 39.5 of the Ethiopian Constitution,
http://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/et/et007en.pdf accessed 17 July
2017.
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such as identity, who have a capacity to mobilize resources, and are
organized by some form of institutionalized hierarchy.”"?

What this conceptual imprecision boils down to is that in most cases,
the same groups that used to be called tribes in colonial times are
currently called polities, nations or ethnic groups, depending on what
the author wants to stress. A distinction that might be applied is that
both the notions of ‘nation’” and of ‘tribe’ imply some form of
territoriality — the existence of a bounded ‘homeland’, whereas ethnicity
could be seen as more fluid and not necessarily bound to territory. In
any case, ethnicity is usually equated to language and culture - leading
to conceptual confusion because, as | have shown, the old tribes,
morphed into polities, morphed into ethnic groups cannot be equated
to linguistic or cultural units.

There are a number of issues that surface in discourses surrounding
ethnicity:

- Ethnicity and ‘ethnic cultures’ are exploited by social
entrepreneurs to gain social and economic advantage, thereby
exaggerating some elements of what is there and suppressing
others. To the extent that they are successful in this, it itself
influences people’s self-perceptions.

- Cultures evolve over time, at various speeds, in a process that
spans generations. Things do not stay the same. Yet that does
not mean that over time, all people will be the same culturally.
In that sense, an ‘end of culture’ is just as unlikely as the ‘end of
history’ that Fukuyama proclaimed in 1992.

- But still, that does not mean that culture as a construct is
useless, impossible to study or irrelevant. Even when people
see their main identity in gender, religious or professional ways,
they do so in cultural ways. The average European feminist is
different from the average African or North American feminist
and these differences can be explained by cultural differences.

Ake (1993: 5) already remarked: ‘Our treatment of ethnicity and ethnic
consciousness reflects this tendency to problematize the people and
their culture, an error that continues to push Africa deeper into
confusion.’

In order to come to a further clarification of my position and a
discussion of what this means for research, | will first discuss other
approaches to culture, and some related terms.

12 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polity, retrieved 29 March 2018.
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3.1.3 Other concepts of culture

Storey (2001), following Williams (1983), gives three broad definitions
of the word ‘culture’: as a process of aesthetic development; as a way
of life; and as the product of intellectual and artistic activity (p 1-2).
What these definitions have in common is that all of them reduce
culture to a set of products: aesthetic developments, artistic works,
ways of life. However, none of these definitions pay attention to what in
my view underlies these products and to what makes them specific and
different: the underlying outlook on life, the underlying value systems.
As Miti (2015: 3) has pointed out, referring to Africa: ‘A popular
understanding of culture is that it refers to the ways in which a people’s
ancestors lived. In other words, culture is taken to be part and parcel of
a given people’s past.” This is a popular understanding of culture that is
based on concepts such as those of Storey.

Appadurai (1996) criticizes the use of the word ‘culture’ as a noun,
because he objects to thinking of culture as some sort of object, as a
(fixed) thing. Instead, the looks at the ‘cultural’ as allowing for a
description of differences between different categories of people. He
proposes to restrict the use of the term ‘culture’ to ‘the subset of {...)
differences that has been mobilized to articulate the boundary of
difference’ and thus to demarcate group identity (p13).

Seeing culture as a marker of difference between groups, based on
values but expressed in various ways points to a number of difficulties
that need to be addressed.

One of the difficulties as mentioned by Appadurai has to do with the
tendency to see cultures as static, somehow genetically determined
attributes of people (the primordialist perspective). This fallacy has
been criticised from many angles, partly, | suspect, by constructing
strawman arguments. As Vansina(1990) has demonstrated for
Equatorial Africa, cultures are not static — they are constantly
reproduced in complex interactions between local and larger levels and
in that process, they also evolve. But because all cultures evolve along
lines that are not necessarily or not even primarily convergent,
differences between cultures remain as difference — even though the
substance of such differences may change as well.

Another difficulty in thinking about culture is related to the tensions
between individual values, subcultures and cultures. There is a
tendency to confuse and conflate these, but they should not be, as
argued above.

Then, there is the issue of hybrid and multiple identities. It is often said
that people nowadays are more mobile than ever before, that they are
subjected to all kinds of influences via the mass media and the internet
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and that this affects their sense of identity and belonging. Blommaert
(2013) refers to this as registers: multiple normative orientations, that
people have access to and shift between. There is certainly truth in this
and yes, it complicates the picture. It is possible for people to learn to
use and be comfortable in different cultures and to use different sets of
orientations. It is also possible for people to acquire a hybrid mode that
allows them to navigate in different cultural contexts, although not in
the same manner in each context. Other coping mechanisms are
possible as well. However, this still means that those different contexts,
registers or cultures are distinguishable from one another. Even though
people may be able to navigate between cultures with greater or lesser
ease, this is still an acquired skill. It does not change the fact that this
world is characterized in part by cultural difference.

The approaches of Appadurai and Hofstede (2001) are different in their
basic appreciation: for Appadurai, the mobilization of cultural
sentiments and cultural difference spells trouble. His focus is on
explaining inter-ethnic violence and he blames ‘culturalisms’ for
playing an instrumental role. For Hofstede, knowledge about cultures
and cultural differences is important in order to improve cross-cultural
collaboration. My own perspective is closer to that of Hofstede.

3.1.4 Conclusions

When | look at culture, then, | look at larger units or traditions, that may
encompass speakers of several languages and any number of polities.
As discussed in section 3.1.1, | follow Prah in using cultural or ethnic
groups interchangeably. My way of looking at culture is mainly through
looking at value systems. | think the definitions of Geertz and Hofstede
are related and are related as well to Vansina’s way of looking at
‘traditions’. However, | use my own definition of culture, describing
culture as a value system that serves as common point of reference to
a people. | have explained that using this definition means that | use a
non-essentialist definition, because it says something about what is
seen as normal in a cultural area without implying that every individual
subscribes to or sees him/herself as bound by that normality; it allows
space for an examination of change over time.

| have contrasted this way of looking at culture to the more static
artefact-oriented approach of Storey and to the more negative
approach of Appadurai. Culture may be tied to nationality or to
language — but it need not be. With Vansina, | do not subscribe to the
one polity-one language-one culture idea. | have taken issue with the
approach that denies the importance of looking at ethnicity and culture.
| have suggested that there are several ways in which culture can be
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studied. However, | have also argued that using a study of self-
assessments of people cannot lead to reliable results. Instead, a
different approach is needed: the approach of cross-cultural
psychology. This approach is the focus of the next section.

3.2. Cross-cultural psychology

So far, | have outlined my view of culture and related concepts and
chosen to study culture using the approach of cross-cultural
psychology.” According to Kendra, ‘Cross-cultural psychology is a
branch of psychology that looks at how cultural factors influence
human behavior'™ It was pioneered by the work of Dutch social
psychologist Geert Hofstede and has been used especially in
international management all over the world, for example when
considering the importance and magnitude of cultural differences.
Other uses include preparing people for moving abroad for a period of
time. In an African context, there is the example of Gervedink Nijhuis et
al (2012), who use the Hofstede dimensions for discussing the
difficulties of a joint curriculum development programme in Ghana.
Cross-cultural psychology as pioneered by Hofstede is based on survey
analysis: on average, there are differences in how people with one
cultural background answer certain questions, compared to how people
from a different cultural background answer those same questions.
However, within this field there are different approaches; there is no
universal agreement and there is also criticism of the field as such.
Therefore, | will examine some of those approaches and criticisms in
this chapter, before coming to a statement of my position.

The first part of this section contains a brief overview of the three most
important approaches used in cross-cultural psychology: that of
Hofstede/Minkov, of Schwartz and of Inglehart and Welzel. There are
other approaches as well — a full overview is provided in Minkov (2013).
I will also pay some attention to the exploratory work of Noorderhaven
and Tidjani (2001), given its focus on Africa.

The second half of the section is devoted to a discussion of the
immanent and transcendent criticisms that have been made of cross-
cultural psychology and its various approaches. At the end, | will clarify
my own position.

3 This section is adapted from chapter 4 of my Master thesis (Van Pinxteren,
2018b).

14 https://www.verywell.com/what-is-cross-cultural-psychology-2794903,
accessed 16 June 2017.

5 https://geerthofstede.com/
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Common to cross-cultural psychology is the use of various methods of
data reduction. Thus, it does not lead to full descriptions of cultures;
those have to be obtained through other methods. But they do help us
understand and predict what may happen in certain situations. In that
sense, as pointed out by Minkov (2013: 5), it can be a major cognitive
tool that helps to understand the complex world around us.
Cross-cultural psychology arrives at descriptions of cultures and
cultural similarities and differences via the use of value surveys. Instead
of asking people directly to define what makes their culture different -
something they generally are not able to do - cross-cultural psychology
asks questions that people can answer, but typically answer differently
in different countries. It is through an analysis and interpretation of
these differences that aspects of cultures are described. These aspects,
following the wording chosen by Geert Hofstede, the pioneer of the
discipline, are usually called ‘dimensions’.

For the African situation, there are two such surveys that are relevant.
One, smaller in Africa but more explicitly oriented towards values, is
the World Values Survey's. Started in 1981, it now covers 80 countries
on all continents, using a common questionnaire and using nationally
representative samples. The other survey, which covers a larger
number of African countries but is not specifically focused on values, is
the Afrobarometer survey."”” This survey, started in 2000, also works
with nationally representative samples and extends to over 30 African
countries. Its motto is: ‘Let the people have a say.’

Both surveys allow for disaggregation of the data in various ways, one
of them by ethnic and linguistic groups. Even though, as | have argued,
the ethnolinguistic distinctions in Africa are heavily influenced by the
colonial period, this type of disaggregation can serve as a starting point
from which to analyse the emergence or existence of distinct cultural
areas in different parts of Africa. These surveys, then, although of
course limited by their focus and the questions they ask, can serve as a
basis for analysing current self-perceptions of Africans in many parts of
the continent. Even though for some countries analyses have been
implemented at the ethnolinguistic level in addition to the national
level, the body of knowledge on this for Africa is still very limited.

Even the research presented here should be seen as an exploratory
‘proof of concept’ — more and better research would be needed in order
to get a more precise, finely-grained and more complete picture. Yet, |
intend to show how this type of research is able to shed new light on
cultural similarities and differences in Africa, is useful for policy

16 http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org
7 http://www.afrobarometer.org
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development and implementation and brings to light patterns that were
not visible so clearly before and that are relevant for building the new
Africa that so many in and outside of the continent are devoting their
energies to.

3.2.1 Cross-cultural psychology: three main approaches

Hofstede/Minkov

The original Hofstede dimensions are based on surveys collected by
Hofstede in the 1970s. He originally suggested four dimensions that
could describe differences and similarities between cultures. They are®:
“Individualism (IDV) is the extent to which people feel independent, as
opposed to being interdependent as members of larger wholes.
Individualism does not mean egoism. It means that individual choices
and decisions are expected. Collectivism does not mean closeness. It
means that one "knows one's place" in life, which is determined
socially. With a metaphor from physics, people in an individualistic
society are more like atoms flying around in a gas while those in
collectivist societies are more like atoms fixed in a crystal.

Power Distance (PDI) is the extent to which the less powerful members
of organizations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect
that power is distributed unequally.

This dimension is thought to date from the advent of agriculture, and
with it, of large-scale societies. Until that time, a person would know
their group members and leaders personally. This is not possible where
tens of thousands and more have to coordinate their lives. Without
acceptance of leadership by powerful entities, none of today's societies
could run.

Masculinity (MAS) is the extent to which the use of force is endorsed
socially.

In a masculine society, men are supposed to be tough. Men are
supposed to be from Mars, women from Venus. Winning is important
for both genders. Quantity is important and big is beautiful. In a
feminine society, the genders are emotionally closer. Competing is not
so openly endorsed, and there is sympathy for the underdog.

This is NOT about individuals, but about expected emotional gender
roles. Masculine societies are much more openly gendered than
feminine societies.

Uncertainty avoidance (UAI) deals with a society’s tolerance for
uncertainty and ambiguity. Uncertainty avoidance has nothing to do

'8 Descriptions taken from http://www.geerthofstede.com, accessed 9 May 2017.
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with risk avoidance, nor with following rules. It has to do with anxiety
and distrust in the face of the unknown, and conversely, with a wish to
have fixed habits and rituals, and to know the truth.”

Hofstede realized that his findings might be constrained by the
questions asked in his surveys. In his later work, he pointed to the
Chinese Values Survey, which asked different questions. They led to a
fifth dimension, the dimension of Long- versus Short-Term Orientation
(LTO) (Hofstede 2001: 351). Later, Michael Minkov, using data from the
World Values Survey (WVS), found a dimension that he called
‘monumentalism versus flexhumility’ and that was related to LTO.
Hofstede and Minkov decided to join forces and came to new LTO
scores, using WVS data (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov 2010: 253).
Minkov et al (2018a), using data from a new study undertaken with
commercial funding, proposed a new conceptualisation that reflects
national differences in high versus low self-regard and self-confidence,
being always the same person versus being flexible and adaptable, and
liking to help people versus being reluctant to do that. The Short-Term
or ‘Monumentalist’ pole here stands for high self-confidence, being
always the same person and being helpful. | have taken this
conceptualisation as being the most recent. The name is, in my view,
far from clear. Mediacom, the company funding the study, called it ‘Fix
or Flex’. For the purpose of this study, | will use ‘Fix vs Flex’ (LTO).

In his analysis of WVS data, Minkov also found indications of a sixth
dimension, Indulgence versus Restraint (IVR). ‘Indulgence is about the
good things in life. In an indulgent culture it is good to be free. Doing
what your impulses want you to do, is good. Friends are important and
life makes sense. In a restrained culture, the feeling is that life is hard,
and duty, not freedom, is the normal state of being."'®

Schwartz

Where Hofstede’s dimensions were first found in the data and then
related to theoretical work by others, Schwartz has taken the opposite
approach: he starts with a theoretically ordered model of human
values, and then finds confirmation in survey data (Schwartz, 2006).
Schwarz has defined ten values which, in his theory, are universal but
ordered differently in different societies.
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Inglehart and Welzel

Analysis of WVS data made by political scientists Ronald Inglehart and
Christian Welzel asserts that there are two major dimensions of cross
cultural variation in the world:"®
! 1. Traditional values versus Secular-rational values and

2. Survival values versus Self-expression values.

Traditional values emphasize the importance of religion, parent-child
ties, deference to authority and traditional family values. People who
embrace these values also reject divorce, abortion, euthanasia and
suicide. These societies have high levels of national pride and a
nationalistic outlook.

Secular-rational values have the opposite preferences to the traditional
values. These societies place less emphasis on religion, traditional
family values and authority. Divorce, abortion, euthanasia and suicide
are seen as relatively acceptable. (Suicide is not necessarily more
common.)

Survival values place emphasis on economic and physical security. It is
linked with a relatively ethnocentric outlook and low levels of trust and
tolerance.

Self-expression values give high priority to environmental protection,
growing tolerance of foreigners, gays and lesbians and gender equality,
and rising demands for participation in decision-making in economic
and political life.’

The WVS leads to a map of societies along these dimensions.

Noorderhaven and Tidjani

Noorderhaven and Tidjani (2001) have explored the possibility that just
like the Chinese Value Survey found additional dimensions, the same
might be true for Africa, if one were to use questions developed by
African researchers. They found dimensions such as belief in human
goodness and importance of traditional wisdom. One dimension they
felt might be very important was what they called ‘jealousy’, which
gave different scores for West and Eastern/Southern African countries
(p46). Unfortunately, their exploratory research was not followed up - it
would be interesting if this would be done some day.?°

® Taken from http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org, accessed 9 May 2017.
20 For an overview of some cultural values studies that have been undertaken in
Africa, see Bobina and Grachev (2016).
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Connections between the different approaches

If one surveys what the proponents of the different approaches write
about one another, one comes across numerous references where
authors point how what others measure is really part of or closely
related to what they measure. Hofstede (2001: 221) points out that three
of the Schwartz dimensions (which he calls categories) are related both
with one another and with IDV. He also feels that Inglehart’s survival
versus self-expression values have elements of several of his
dimensions (2001: 223). In a way, this is logical, as also explained in the
next section. These dimensions are constructs that help describe and
understand certain aspects of cultures and it is logical that they would
be partially overlapping and contain similarities.

3.2.2 Criticisms of the cultural dimensions approach

Geert Hofstede was a much-cited and prolific author. It is no wonder
that the Hofstede model and competing models of describing and
comparing cultures using a number of dimensions have been criticized
in various ways. A broad distinction can be made between immanent
criticisms (basically saying that what was done could be done better if
handled differently) and transcendent criticisms (basically saying that
what was done should not be done at all). | will mention a number of
the most salient criticisms of either type and in doing so try to state my
own position.

Immanent criticisms

McSweeney (2002) feels that for most countries, the size of the samples
used by Hofstede are too small and cannot be seen as representative of
the countries as a whole. This is compounded by the problem that
initial respondents were all employees of a specific multinational
corporation — IBM. Furthermore, the differences found are attributed by
Hofstede to differences between national cultures, not to differences in
organisational culture within IBM. Hofstede(2002) defends his choices;
according to him, organisational culture is related more to practices,
whereas national culture looks at the level of values. McSweeney feels
this distinction cannot be clearly made. Hofstede also points out that
samples can be small, as long as they are well matched and cover
many countries. His results do not describe cultures as such, but they
do describe relevant differences and similarities.

McSweeney also points out that only certain questions were asked. To
derive a description of culture from such a limited set of questions is of
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necessity incomplete. This is also a main argument of Schwartz (1992)
against Hofstede's method: he feels that it is necessary first to develop
a theory that covers the full spectrum of human values, before trying to
categorize national cultures. Hofstede (2001) does not deny that
additional dimensions could exist — however, he feels candidates
should be backed up by empirical evidence.

Hofstede claims that replications have largely confirmed his findings;
but McSweeney points out that there have also been replication studies
that did not (fully) replicate his findings. He points to the problem that
the same question may have a different meaning in different countries.

A further problem that McSweeney points to is the issue that the
original questionnaires were distributed in workplace situations; the
assumption that the differences found there apply equally in other
situations is, in his view, unfounded.

Smith (2002) and others have argued that cultures and cultural values
change constantly and that therefore, descriptions based on research
done decades ago have little value today. Hofstede (2002) responds to
this by saying that value orientations are formed early in life in most
people, are transmitted by parents to their children and that therefore,
although they change, the pace of change is relatively slow. Beugelsdijk
et al (2015) have shown that although values change, the differences
between cultures do not, or less so.

Dahl (2014) feels that Hofstede uses a descriptive and essentialist
approach to culture. He sees value in this for describing cultural
differences, but feels that it ought to be complemented by what he feels
should be a ‘dynamic constructivist’ approach.

Minkov (2018b) has proposed a major revision of the Hofstede model;
in his analysis, PDI forms part of the IDV dimension. He proposes to
only keep IDV and his Monumentalism versus flexhumility as
meaningful dimensions.

Transcendent criticisms

A first type of criticism is the point of view that culture, let alone
national culture, is not a useful concept at all. Saint-Jacques (2012: 48)
posits: ‘A nation or an ethnic group cannot be considered as a single
unit.” Anderson (1991) feels nations are ‘imagined communities’.
Wallerstein (1990) is ‘sceptical that we can operationalise the concept of
culture (...) in any way that enables us to use it for statements that are
more than trivial’ (p 34) (both cited in McSweeney, 2002). McSweeney
points out that it is only useful to talk about national culture if it actually
explains or predicts something, such as educational achievement or
levels of corruption. However, he feels that in most if not all cases, non-
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cultural (e.g. economic or political) elements may have a greater
explanatory power (p 109). Even where cultural factors do play a role,
these may be determined by subcultures within nations, rather than by
a national culture as such. Hofstede (2002) does not deny this, but
maintains that national culture is a legitimate unit of study as well, and
often the only one available for comparison.

McSweeney further argues that any questionnaire distributed
internationally will produce differences in response patterns. However,
it is wrong to assume that these differences point to the existence of
different national cultures. This cannot be established through
questionnaires alone. Therefore, the fact itself that differences are
found does not justify the conclusion that those differences are due to
differences in national culture. Hofstede (2001) concedes this point to
the extent that questionnaires should not be the only way of measuring
cultural differences — however, he maintains that they do yield reliable
approximations if matched samples are used.

McSweeney also points out that it might be quite acceptable in
societies that individuals switch between different value systems, a
point which Hofstede would miss. Even if uniform national cultures
would exist — which McSweeney doubts - it is wrong to assume that
these cultures could be measured and recorded via narrow sets of
questions or that Hofstede has in fact managed such a feat. Smith
(2002) makes a slightly different but related point. He suggests that
measuring national means might be useful where cultures are relatively
homogeneous, but that it might say little in countries or cultures where
the differences within a population are very large.

Jackson (2011) criticizes Hofstede's theory for not providing an
indication for what action should be taken and for its inability to deal
with multi-layered multicultural contexts. He feels that in studying
cultures, it is all too easy to overlook power relationships and to ignore
interactions between different levels. He therefore calls for an analysis
that looks at cultural interfaces at organizational and individual levels,
rather than at cultures as distinct entities. Following Flyvbjerg, he
criticizes positivist social science in general and calls for a more action-
oriented, context-specific type of social science. He calls attention to the
need to look at what happens at cross-cultural interfaces and feels this
is particularly relevant for Africa. He feels that answers from Hofstede-
type questionnaires fail to make sense in such situations. However,
Jackson’s alternative has not proven itself yet. My position is that even
in multicultural contexts (and perhaps especially in such contexts), an
instrument that provides a way of describing and discussing the
different cultures at play is an important starting point. However, more
research into how intercultural competences play a role in multicultural
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societies and where the possibilities and limitations of such
competences lie would seem useful.

Smelser (1992: 20) holds that a positivistic, objective description of
cultural traits is an illusion, as it is always also determined by the
viewpoint of the observer of that culture. He also points to the eternal
vagueness of the concept. However, he does not go so far as to say that
culture cannot or should not be studied at all. Rather, he sees culture as
a ‘heuristic device’ in scientific investigation (p. 23). However, he does
feel that ‘certain rules for the empirical description of culture’ can be
developed. Parts of a culture should, he suggests, be disaggregated
and treated as variables, rather than as global attributes of a society or
group. Hofstede (2001: 2) would in fact seem to agree with this
approach, in the sense that he also holds that cultures are indeed
constructs, that do not ‘exist’ in an absolute sense.

Fougére and Moulettes (2007) dig deeper, using a postcolonial
perspective. They contend that ““Hofstede discursively constructs a
world characterised by a division between a ‘developed and modern’
side (mostly ‘Anglo-Germanic’ countries) and a ‘traditional and
backward’ side (the rest)” (p1). lllustrative of their critique is the title of
one of the sections in their paper: ‘Power Distance: Being modern is
being equal’ (p 8). Through their critique, they hope ‘to open up for an
alternative knowledge production that includes rather than excludes
and banalises rather than exoticises the other.” (p 16) This critique is
relevant: in fact, it holds true for all approaches that aim to map or
categorize value patterns across nations. There is no value-free or
culturally neutral way of doing these types of comparisons. The best
one can hope for is to be open to criticisms and open about one’s own
background. However, the same is true for almost any other type of
work in this area, including qualitative work. Spivak (cited in McLeod,
2010: 222) has come up with the notion of ‘strategic essentialism’. As
long as the type of knowledge production Fougére and Moulettes call
for has not yet gained pride of place, then some strategic — or in
Smelser’s term, heuristic way of dealing with cultures and their values
can still be productive.

Inglehart and Welzel (2005) hold that the WVS shows that all cultures
evolve and converge towards greater self-expression and more secular-
rational values. Tausch (2015) has re-analysed the WVS data and other
data as well and criticizes Inglehart and Welzel as well as Hofstede for
their assumptions that the value of religion and spirituality is declining.
Tausch confirms a number (but not all) of the Hofstede dimensions and
suggests a number of additional dimensions, such as economic
permissiveness.
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3.2.3 Conclusions; my position

In the above, | have already given pointers to my position. | think the
criticism that ‘culture’ as a concept is unusable, though understandable
from the point of view of its conceptual diffuseness, is not good social
science. People feel and experience culture and cultural differences and
because they do, it is a legitimate topic of investigation. Even if we
maintain that people can switch between different cultural identities in
our globalizing world, that does not mean that those individual
identities or cultural patterns disappear. With Smelser and Hofstede, |
think cultures can and should be studied as constructs that say
something about social reality. This can never be done in a vacuum -
the postcolonial critique of one-sided, ‘Anglo-Germanic’ discourses
should be taken into account. | think, though, that this criticism is more
valid for the WVS and for Schwartz than for Hofstede — although his
approach is not immune to it either.

The critique that it may be wrong to assume the existence of a
‘national’ culture especially in multicultural and multi-ethnic countries
should also be taken seriously, especially for Africa. It could be that in
some countries, something akin to a distinct national culture has in fact
emerged. In others, this may not have happened at all, or to a much
lesser extent. This makes my research all the more relevant.

Of the three approaches outlined above, my preference is the oldest of
these methods, the Hofstede/Minkov approach. This is because it is the
only approach that arose from serendipity: the Hofstede dimensions of
culture were distilled out of a data set that was not set up with the
express purpose of finding such dimensions. In that sense, it is the
most bottom-up of existing approaches. It is also in principle open to
new contributions: Hofstede has taken on board the contributions from
the Chinese Values Survey and from Michael Minkov and is open to
further developments in and amendments to his theory, which is
grounded in an empirical approach.

The Schwartz approach is a theory-first approach. This has an inherent
drawback, in that it is closed to representations of reality that might not
fit within the theory. The Inglehart/Welzel approach, in my view, suffers
from a heavy ideological bias that sees Northwestern Europe as the
apex of civilisation. This is visible most clearly in Welzel (2013). In his
view, human emancipation is what everybody wants — and what is
most advanced in Europe, but spreading from there to the rest of the
world.

Both Minkov (2018) and Inglehart and Welzel seem to favour reducing
the data to two dimensions. For the time being, | do not want to go
along with this idea. | think it may not offer sufficient differentiation
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between cultures and therefore lead to over-simplification and to a
tunnel vision that tries to squeeze everything into its approach. A two-
dimensional approach also does not take account of the experience of
cross-cultural management, which makes good use of more
dimensions. With Venkateswaran and Ohja (2019), | do not believe that
cross-cultural studies have reached their apex in the work of Hofstede
and Minkov. It is very well possible that future research may show up
different, additional or fewer dimensions. For the time being, though, |
think it is the best we have.

In the following section, | will first give a brief treatment of some of the
literature on cultures in Africa, with a focus on Ghana and on Southern
Africa — to what extent does the literature tell us something about the
emergence of new cultural autonomy that Vansina has predicted? | will
show that the literature offers little recourse here. After that, | will
present the results of using a cross-cultural approach, using three
slightly different but complementary ‘lenses’.

3.3 Africa’s cultural landscape - an exploratory look

As argued in the previous section, cross-cultural psychology provides a
way of discussing perceived differences in culture — defined as a value
system that serves as common points of reference to a people — at a
level that looks at larger groups of people: the level of a ‘cultural
tradition’, a ‘nation’ or indeed at the level of ‘national culture’. However,
one can wonder if cross-cultural psychology is the on/y way for saying
something meaningful at this level. In view of the amount of
sociological, ethnographic and anthropological literature on Africa, this
is a difficult question to answer. In order to explore the topic a little bit, |
have looked at some of the literature on (national) culture from Ghana
and from South Africa and its immediate neighbours Botswana,
Lesotho and Eswatini (Swaziland).

Ghana was chosen because it has clear distinctions between North and
South, and yet at the same time a long history of interactions between
the different peoples that make up present-day Ghana. At the same
time, it has a long history of interaction with colonial powers but was
also the second country in Sub-Saharan Africa to gain independence.
Thus, it could be a country where the dynamics of cultural change can
be seen and where it might be possible to discuss processes leading to
(changes in) cultural autonomy and national culture.

South Africa, Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini were chosen because of
the peculiar circumstance that three ethnolinguistic groups each
straddle two countries: South Africa and one other country (the Sotho
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also live in Lesotho, the Swazi also in Eswatini and the Tswana also in
Botswana). Are cultural differences at the national level now more
important than those at the ethnolinguistic level? What could that mean
for cultural autonomy? These are questions that seem interesting to
explore.?!

3.3.1 Ghana

The anthropological literature concerning Ghana - or at least the
selection | read - suffers from a few problems that stand out when
trying to analyse cultural similarities and differences. Perhaps the most
important of them is that most books and articles discuss a single
ethnolinguistic group and that no systematic comparison is undertaken
with other groups. What is frequent is that anthropologists take issue
with earlier or other anthropologists. Thus, ascertaining who might be
closest to the truth becomes a matter of judging who writes more
convincingly - attempts at outside validation are lacking.

Another problem | have is that the dialogue between those studied and
the student is missing. Toumey (1993: 70) has coined the term of the
‘anthropologist as entomologist’. He uses it in the sense of the
anthropologist describing his or her objects of study in a dispassionate
way. This may be equally unjust both to the anthropologist and to the
entomologist. But there is another sense in which the term can be used:
the type of anthropology that does not take the trouble to consult those
studied on their findings.

Of course, nowadays Ghanaians are quite capable of reading what is
being written about them and of reacting. An early example of this can
be seen in the work of E.A. Ammah (2016). In this book, there is a
review first published in 1941 of a book published in 1940 by British
Anthropologist M.J. Field on the Ga people and customs. On p. 111,
Ammah directly challenges a number of assertions Field makes about
the Ga, for example that their identity is a relatively recent construct
and they do not have a paramount chief (and therefore belong to the
group of acephalous societies). He also challenges Field’s description of
many Ga activities being imbued with magic.

This example illustrates the difficulty with trusting the anthropological
gaze: the distinction between a hierarchically organized society and one
that has a more grassroots organisation is an important cultural
distinction, also in the Hofstede model. So which one are we to believe?

21 This section is based on sections 6.1.6 and 6.2.1 of my Master thesis (Van
Pinxteren, 2018b).
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The importance of the spiritual is an example of the difficulty of
analysing cultural differences and similarities using anthropological
literature. In many cultures all over the world, the spiritual domain is an
important element of culture and identity. But how to describe and
discuss this — does one stress the commonalities, or rather look at the
differences? Many anthropologists have a tendency to create separate
cosmologies for the cultures they study, thus (perhaps inadvertently)
erring on the side of ‘intimate specificity’ as pointed out by Mamdani
(1996:11). Ammah, on the other hand, stresses the practical aspects of
some of the rituals and shows how they fulfil functions that are
common to most societies, in ways that do not depend to the extent
suggested by Field on spiritual notions.

It could be (but there is no way of being certain) that this same problem
applies to the work of Miller (2013). She goes to great lengths to
explore and explain the religious/spiritual aspects of Asante chieftaincy,
using the concept of ‘Sunsum’, roughly equivalent to soul (of a person,
but also of the nation). In a similar vein MacGaffey’'s 2013 book about
the Dagbon gives a history of chieftaincy developments in the Dagbon
area. It criticizes earlier anthropology and seeks to explore the spiritual
dimension of chieftaincy, asking for more attention to the position of
the ‘Tindana’ earth priests. It shows how the recent scarcity in land has
increased conflicts in the region and changed chieftaincy. MacGaffey
argues that power in Dagbon society essentially comes through ‘Nam’,
the spiritual power that is created through the rituals. He points out that
some of this magic is so dangerous that it is best not talked about. This
type of discourse could also be seen as erring on the side of ‘intimate
specificity’.

MacGaffey shows the similarities in many ways between the Dagbon
and neighbouring peoples: the Nanun, Mamprugu and Tallensi.

By contrast, Ghanaian authors, such as Tonah (2016) analyse
chieftaincy conflicts in Ghana in terms of conflict theory, without
recourse to descriptions of Sunsum or Nam. Likewise, an author like
Nugent (2005) argues that the Ewe ethnic identity is a relatively new
and fluid phenomenon. In the same volume, Agbedor and Johnson
(2005), through an analysis of naming practices, show the
commonalities of the Ewe value system.

Miller (2013: 12) does provide an indication that suggests that the
Asante (Akan) may be very much on the Fixed side of the Fixed-Flex
spectrum: she points to the importance of the Adinkra symbol of the
crocodile, which according to her means that one should stick to one’s
own divine function regardless of the environment .
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Nevertheless, taking everything together, the conclusion must be that it
is difficult to say much about cultural similarities or differences within
Ghana by surveying the literature.

3.3.2 South Africa, Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini

Southern Africa is one part of Africa that can be characterized by a
centuries-old history of dramatic and violent changes. In South Africa,
the settler model of colonialism has led to particularly trenchant
attempts at social engineering that can be understood as direct attacks
on previously existing indigenous cultures. This has been accompanied
by massive economic change and upheaval. The entire process has
found its apex in ‘Apartheid’, a unique system of institutionalized
racism that has profoundly influenced developments on the entire
Southern African subcontinent. It has also led to sustained,
sophisticated and diverse forms of resistance.

It is impossible here to give an overview of the literature on South
Africa. In order to sketch a general framework, | will make use of the
work of Mamdani (1996) and attempt to give a very sketchy
characterization of the literature. | will then examine a few aspects of
Tswana, Sotho and Swazi culture as evident from the literature.

South Africa: the manipulation of ethnic and racial categories

Mamdani’s ‘Citizen and Subject’ (1996) is interesting, because it
discusses the South African experience as part of the broader African
experience with colonialism, thereby linking South Africa to the rest of
the continent. His central thesis is that in South Africa (but elsewhere in
Africa as well), ethnic identity was reproduced and bent to suit the
objective of dominating a rural population at minimal cost, using
manipulated versions of ‘customary’ law. Racial identity, on the other
hand, was needed in order to separate the ‘modern’, ‘democratic’
sector from the dominated and ethnically fragmented sectors of
society. Understanding this mechanism, Mamdani argues, is key to
building a successful counter-movement. However, following the line of
reasoning of Neocosmos (1995: 43), who discusses and critiques the
‘Invention of Tradition’ school of thought of Hobsbawm and Ranger,
this does not mean that ethnic identity is by definition artificial — a point
also made by Spear (2003) and by Reid (2011) - or that ethnically-based
movements are all anti-democratic.

Historically, anthropology has been very much influenced by the
prevailing government needs and intellectual climate, as was shown for
example by Gewald (2007) for Rhodesia and Leach (1984) more
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generally. Nowhere was this evident more strongly than in South
Africa, where a whole strand of Afrikaner anthropology (‘Volkekunde')
developed that has now been relegated more or less in its entirety to
the scrapheap of history.?? Unfortunately, as Sharp (2002) has shown,
the countermovement in anthropology has tended to denigrate the
importance of indigenous cultures, in favour of an assimilationist
approach that equally seems to miss the mark.

How have attempts to manipulate race and ethnicity, different in rural
and in urban areas (but of course not unconnected to each other), as
well as attempts at resisting this, influenced present-day perceptions of
cultural diversity in South Africa? What has been the influence of the
end of Apartheid? Has the Apartheid experience helped to forge a new
national identity in South Africa? What has this meant for the cultural
identity of groups like the Sotho, Swazi and Tswana, that now live in
two different countries? What seems certain is that the autonomy of
these cultural traditions, in the sense used by Vansina (1992) must have
been seriously compromised. It is difficult to move much beyond that
statement on the basis of the existing ethnography, encumbered as it is
by the tremendous weight of competing ideologies.

Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini

What is clear from my look at the historical literature on the three
countries is that throughout the colonial period, the leaders of these
countries were acutely aware of the existential threat that the Boer
advance and the expansion of colonial South Africa posed to them. The
threat of Boer domination served to unify them, to mobilize their
resources, to develop their skills in warfare as well as in diplomacy -
and it also drove them in the hands of the British. In order to safeguard
even a limited degree of independence, they were forced to make and
to accept huge concessions. Thus, large and fertile stretches of land
that were once part of the Sotho, Swazi and Tswana polities are
currently part of South Africa.?®

22 This is probably unfortunate, because there may have been work done that
still has analytical value today. One example is Van Warmelo (1937), who
discusses the difficulties involved in classifying cultural groups in Southern
Africa.

23 An interesting description of what this meant for one of Botswana’s groups is
given in Morton (1985).
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For these countries, the struggle to retain cultural autonomy and the
way in which culture has helped to adapt to changes can be seen most
clearly in the work of Gulbrandsen (2012).2

In his book, Gulbrandsen contrasts the relative success of Botswana as
a nation state with the difficulties experienced by many other African
nation states and seeks to find an explanation. He feels Botswana’s
success should be understood as the result of the interplay between
Western (global) forces and indigenous structures of power. He points
to the importance of ‘symbolic conceptions and hierarchies of authority
rooted in indigenous polities’. (p 1) In my terminology, therefore, he
looks at the importance of Tswana culture, although Gulbrandsen does
not to use that term and does not share my understanding of it. In my
view, the ‘social’, as mentioned in the title of the book, should be seen
as shorthand for ‘symbolic conceptions’, ‘rooted in indigenous polities’
— in my words, then, the book tries to explain the success of Botswana
out of the interplay between worldwide developments and the
autonomous reaction of Tswana culture.

In the analysis of Gulbrandsen, the key to the success of Botswana as a
state lies in the fact that immediately before and after independence,
traditional and modern elites came together in a ‘grand coalition’,
based on an ‘obsession with the accumulation of cattle’ (p 111). It is
because this coalition was in place that the state was able to deal
productively with the later wealth that came from diamond mining, in
contrast with the situation in other diamond-rich African countries.

This analysis, in my view, is too easy. Are the Tswana the only ones in
Africa that are interested in accumulation of cattle? Of course not -
there are many cattle-based polities in Africa. What, then, makes the
case of Botswana so unique? Gulbrandsen points to a unique
combination of historical and geographical circumstances that allowed
the ‘grand coalition’ to form and to profit from them. In my view,
geographical and historical circumstances have created opportunities
all over the continent at different points in time, but the explanation of
why elites in Botswana were able to take them and others not must be
related to its continued cultural autonomy, an autonomy that was
broken almost everywhere else.

| see evidence of this in Gulbrandsen’s analysis of the countervailing
forces in Botswana. Gulbrandsen shows how the ‘grand coalition’ led to
a great increase in wealth for elite sections of society, at the same time
increasing inequalities in the country. This inequality leads to
resistance, a resistance that is possibly capable of undermining the

24 | am grateful to Prof Gulbrandsen for commenting on an earlier version of
this text. However, the discussion of his work shows my reading of his work —
others who read it may come to different conclusions.
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state. Here, Gulbrandsen uses the terminology of Deleuze and Guattari,
and calls attention to threats to the state that can occur outside of the
state, with ‘war machine’-like potentialities, in the form of ‘assemblages
of power of a rhizome type that are antihierarchical, deterritorializing
and operating in highly unpredictable ways from the point of view of
the state’ (p17). The example he gives is the series of events following
the tragic murder of Segametsi in 1994. This girl is alleged to have been
murdered in order to use her body parts to magically give additional
strength to already powerful people in the community. The outrage
created by this, seen by Gulbrandsen as the emergence of a class
consciousness, was the start of popular opposition to the continuing
enrichment of the elites and their growing corruption. He explains the
role played by indigenous notions of occult practices in light of the
specific cosmologies of power among the Tswana and the Sotho-
speakers in general (p 292/308).

What makes the Botswana case specific, then, is more than the fact that
people in Botswana are interested in cattle accumulation. The
specificity of the Botswana case lies in its relative cultural homogeneity:
in Botswana, state formation that is rooted in indigenous conceptions
of authority is possible because these conceptions are known to a large
majority of the people living in Botswana. Likewise, resistance to this
authority can also be rooted in indigenous conceptions, for the same
reason, the relative cultural homogeneity of the country. Gulbrandsen
alludes to the cultural homogeneity in Botswana when he discusses the
attitudes in the country towards egalitarianism (in my terms, Power
Distance). He points to the cultural unity of Botswana in this respect, in
that none of the communities in the country subscribe to radical
egalitarianism, ‘the San-speaking peoples being an obvious exception’
(p284).

It is interesting to compare the approach of Gulbrandsen with that of
Eldredge (2007) on Lesotho. Both stories relate the struggle of the
peoples of Botswana and Lesotho to retain a maximum of
independence and to ward off the danger of being incorporated into the
Union of South Africa. However, Gulbrandsen’s approach is broader
than that of Eldredge, looking among others at the cultural and spiritual
side of things (the ‘social’). Eldredge takes a more limited historical
approach, focusing on the diplomatic efforts of the Sotho leadership
and on the power struggles that went on in SeSotho society and
between the SeSotho and the British — the discourse of power. Thus, on
p 151, Eldridge mentions that chief Letsienyana ‘set up housekeeping
with a woman ineligible to become his wife’, without elaborating (it is
explained in Machobane (1990)).
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One of the elements of the Tswana tradition, as Gulbrandsen points
out, is the extensive use of public debate and consultation through the
kgotla assemblies. Leaders in the Tswana tradition, should follow the
oft-quoted maxim that the kgosi (king) is the king by virtue of the
people (p 196). The colonial period has not been able to destroy the
kgotla system.

In sum, then, Botswana society is by no means free of conflict and
change. However, by and large, it has been able to keep its autonomy
(in the sense meant by Vansina) intact. Because of this, it has been able
to make use of the opportunities that presented themselves. In terms of
explaining Botswana’s success, its cultural integrity can be seen as a
necessary, but not a sufficient condition for success.

The comparison of the literature on Botswana with that on Lesotho and
Eswatini brings to light a number of similarities, but differences as well.
In all three countries, it has been possible to keep a degree of cultural
autonomy intact. Eldredge (2007), Machobane (1990) and Gillis (1999)
all describe how the British tried in various ways and with various
degrees of success to impose their own model of governance on these
communities (the famous Lugard-style ‘indirect rule’). All these
attempts were met with tenacious resistance and the authors
demonstrate how cultural autonomy has been kept (although they do
not use that term). Nevertheless, Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini were
of course affected by the tremendous changes over the period,
including the loss of land and the impact of developments in South
Africa. The effects of these changes were not the same in the three
countries. Thus, Botswana is now a republic; Lesotho is a constitutional
monarchy with a ceremonial function for the monarch; Eswatini is a
monarchy with considerable powers for the king and the royal family.
As Eldredge (2007: 12) says, ‘Part of the project of colonizers was to
destabilize African cultural systems, to undermine them, and to replace
them.’” For Lesotho, she shows the centrality of African initiatives and
agency in trying to preserve indigenous SeSotho culture, values and
institutions. Machobane (1990) shows this in greater detail for the
SeSotho legal system, where he discusses the origins, changes to and
uses made of the Lerotholi code, an codification of the indigenous legal
system. The SeSotho were united in their defence of their autonomy
and tried to resist the imposition by the British of a system that sought
to give chiefs ever greater authoritarian powers. However, in other
respects, they were divided among themselves and there were also
major divisions between the ruling families and ordinary people; the
convergence of interests that was evident in Botswana never really took
place in Lesotho.
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Gillis (1999: 4) points to some of the differences between Swazi culture
and other cultures in the area. One of these is that the wide
consultation process that was part of Sotho culture was not part of
Swazi and Zulu traditions in the same way. In the case of the Swazi, this
may in part explain the tendency for an oligarchy to develop, centred
on the royal Dlamini family, that could lose touch with the wider
population. As a comment in the Times of Swaziland puts it: ‘The
underlining factors behind all these crises can be traced back to bad
leadership, corruption and mismanagement, which has kept Swaziland
into perpetual underdevelopment in spite of all the efforts to give the
country a breath of development.’?”® Nevertheless, as Gillis stresses, the
Swazis place great value on their independence, which is tied in their
minds to the King and the royal house.

It is difficult to draw very precise conclusions from the literature in
terms that are relevant for my cross-cultural psychology approach.
However, it seems logical to assume, as Malan (1985: 33) already
pointed out, that the cultural unity of the SeSotho, Swazi and Tswana
has been broken. It has been preserved in Botswana, Lesotho and
Eswatini. The Sotho-Tswana, who once were part of one cultural
tradition, were fragmented. It could be, though, that they have still
preserved some common cultural features. One difference between the
Sotho and Tswana one the one hand and the Swazi on the other that
has been pointed out is the tradition of popular consultation through
the Kgotla system that is part of the Sotho-Tswana tradition, but not of
that of Eswatini. Does that mean, for example, that Power Distance is
lower in Botswana and Lesotho than in Eswatini?

For South Africa, a new cultural identity must have emerged after the
loss of cultural autonomies that existed earlier. How can this be
characterized? Are there still differences between different groups of
Black South Africans? These are some of the questions that the next
sections will seek to explore, using the approach of cross-cultural

psychology.

3.3.3 Conclusions

From the literature, it is impossible to give an answer to the question
whether or not and if so, to what extent a recognizable national culture
has formed in a country like Ghana. The picture that emerges from the
literature on South Africa is that it is at least likely that the different
experiences in South Africa and neighbouring Botswana, Lesotho and
Eswatini must have had some effects on the cultures in those countries.

25 Times of Swaziland, 12 March 2018, p 19.



60 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

However, it is difficult to say anything more about them. Thus,
important questions on cultural and national identity remain
unanswered in the current literature. The challenging question then
becomes: is it possible to say something meaningful using the
approach of cross-cultural psychology? That is what the following
sections will seek to explore.

3.4 Hierarchical cluster analysis?®

The first lens that cross-cultural psychology provides for looking at the
relevance (or otherwise) of national culture is inspired by Minkov and
Hofstede (2012). Their hypothesis was that if national culture were
important, then a cluster analysis by in-country region would lead to
regions clustering together on a national basis; if, on the other hand,
national culture were not important, then regions would not cluster
together to form meaningful national clusters. They developed their
argument by using World Values Survey data from 299 in-country
regions from 28 countries in East and Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan
Africa, Latin America and the Anglo world.

For Sub-Saharan Africa, Minkov and Hofstede examined seven
countries, together representing 64 administrative regions. They found
that 58 of the 64 African regions, or more than 90%, clustered together
with the other regions of their nation, forming homogeneous national
clusters (p 148). This led them to conclude that national culture is a
meaningful concept, even in Sub-Saharan Africa.

This section starts by discussing the specific approach chosen by
Minkov and Hofstede and its limitations and difficulties. It continues by
suggesting an extended and complementary approach, based on
ethnolinguistic groups (instead of administrative regions) and on a
different, much more comprehensive dataset (the Afrobarometer
survey). The methods section presents how this is done. The study then
presents the results of a cluster analysis that is based on this alternative
approach and contrasts the results with those obtained by Minkov and
Hofstede. The section ends with a discussion and some
recommendations for further research.

26 This section is an adapted and somewhat shortened version of: Pinxteren, B.
van (2020a). National Culture and Africa Revisited: Ethnolinguistic Group Data
From 35 African Countries. Cross-Cultural Research, 541), 73 -

91. https://doi.org/10.1177/1069397119835783. | am grateful to the two
anonymous reviewers and the one anonymous assessor for their comments.
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3.4.1 The Minkov/Hofstede approach, its limitations and difficulties

The basic reasoning used by Minkov and Hofstede is sound: if
disaggregated data on subnational units coalesce at the national level,
then clearly this national level must have some meaning. On the other
hand, if disaggregated data does not show coherence at the national
level, then the concept of national culture may be an artificial one.
Hofstede et al (2010) have taken a similar approach by looking at the
level of individual states in Brazil. There, they find that sub-national
differences in Brazil aggregate into five regional cultural clusters within
Brazil.

However, from the methodological point of view, the approach Minkov
and Hofstede have taken is not entirely convincing. My main doubt is
about the validity of taking in-country regions as the basic unit of study.
Administrative regions have been designated in historical and political
processes in ways that are very different from country to country.
Administrative regions may or may not conform to cultural or
ethnolinguistic areas as they existed in precolonial times. Thus, Minkov
and Hofstede use 12 regions for a small and homogeneous country like
Rwanda, but 5 regions for a large and diverse country like Ethiopia. In
some countries, regions may be formed in such a way as to split up,
rather than unite ethnic groups. In those cases, it should come as no
surprise that the regional averages are not very different from the
national averages. If country A has two ethnic groups that are spread
equally over two administrative regions, then the score for each region
will be the same as the national score, no matter how different the two
ethnic groups may be in reality. In some countries, this way of forming
regions may have been employed, in others not. This obviously has the
potential of hiding real within-country cultural differences from sight.
Minkov and Hofstede find that three out of the 13 regions from Burkina
Faso and three out of the 9 regions from Zambia do not cluster neatly
with the other regions from those countries. This therefore begs the
question — what picture would emerge if more countries were included
and if one were to look at the ethnolinguistic level? This is what has
been done in this study.

3.4.2 Method

Minkov and Hofstede relied on the World Values Survey for their data,
meaning that they could only get information on seven countries. A
much larger dataset is available on Africa in the Afrobarometer
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survey.” This is a representative survey that has been carried out at
regular intervals since 1999. The research in this study is based on
round 6 of the survey, which was implemented in 2014 and 2015. It
included 35 African countries, of which 30 are Sub-Saharan.

Using this dataset obviously has the advantage of providing a much
larger coverage than the seven African countries included in the World
Values Survey. The disadvantage is that the Afrobarometer’s primary
focus is on attitudes towards democracy and governance, not directly
on the values that determine national culture. However, cultural
differences ‘shine through’ in just about any batch of questions asked in
different countries. Furthermore, as demonstrated by Inglehart and
Welzel (2005), political attitudes are related to culture. Therefore,
between and within-country differences in response to Afrobarometer
questions also provide insights into cultural differences and similarities.
However, using the Afrobarometer survey for this type of analysis is
not entirely straightforward, because of differences in the purpose of
the questions and differences in the questions asked themselves. For
this study, an approach was chosen that is related as closely as
possible to the original Minkov/Hofstede study. In order to distinguish
ethnolinguistic groups, two Afrobarometer questions were used: in
most cases, Q87: ‘What is your ethnic community, cultural group or
tribe?'?® However, in some cases Q2 was (also) used: ‘Which language
is your home language?’ For Algeria and Morocco, Berber-speakers
were analysed as a separate group. For Burundi, Cape Verde, Egypt,
Sao Tomeé and Principé, Sudan, Eswatini and Tunisia no ethnolinguistic
splits could be made on the basis of these two questions. For South
Africa, Q102 (race) was taken into account as well. For coloureds and
whites, Q102 was combined with Q2, giving separate data for
Afrikaans- and English-speaking whites and coloureds. Hofstede (2001:
463) recommends a sample size of at least 20 and preferably 50 per
group. In order to include as many groups as possible and for
pragmatic reasons, | have taken a minimum sample size of 39 as the
cut-off point for including ethnolinguistic groups in the analysis.
Neither the WVS nor the Afrobarometer makes any claims about the
samples being representative at the ethnolinguistic group level and in
fact, they are not — it is not a requirement in the sampling protocol.
Therefore, some form of correction was necessary in order to ensure a
fair comparison of like with like.

At the ethnolinguistic group level, it is possible to control for gender,
age, education, income level, urban/rural as well as for other variables.

27 http://www.afrobarometer.org
28 http://afrobarometer.org/data/merged-round-6-codebook-36-countries-2016
retrieved 13 February 2018.
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However, increasing the number of such variables has its
disadvantages: it introduces an upward pressure on the minimum
sample size that is needed for every ethnolinguistic group; it also
increases the number of weights applied in individual cases. Weighing
factors introduce a certain level of artificiality to the data, because it
means that certain groups are made more important than in the actual
data, others less important. Another issue is that, of course, real
differences may exist within countries for example in the education
levels of specific ethnolinguistic groups. Compensating for that could
mean that perceived differences on the ground, although perhaps
partly due to differences for example in educational level, are glossed
over. In addition, differences such as in educational level might
themselves be related to differences in value systems between
ethnolinguistic groups.

For these reasons, | have chosen to introduce weighing factors only for
two variables: age (below thirty and thirty and above)® and gender. |
have split all ethnolinguistic group samples into four subgroups: men
under 30, men 30 and above, women under 30, women 30 and above. |
have weighed the data from each subgroup in such a way that the
composition in terms of age and gender corresponds to the national
average in the sample. Because of demographic differences within
South Africa, weights were determined not based on the national
sample, but based on the ‘Blacks’, ‘Whites’ and ‘Coloureds’ as separate
groups.

In their study, Minkov and Hofstede did not use all World Values Survey
questions. Using a trial and error approach, they arrived at a set of 26
value-based questions. They contain a number of questions on what
parents think children should be taught, questions derived from the
theory of cultural dimensions as developed by Schwartz (2012) and six
personal values. These questions are not asked or not asked in the
same way in the Afrobarometer survey. However, in spite of the
differences in survey questions, some questions do address underlying
value orientations in different ways. In order to determine which
questions would be the most relevant for my research, | made use of
the recent cultural dimension scores that were published by Beugelsdijk
and Welzel (2018), based on a combination of European and World
Values Survey data from different rounds. Beugelsdijk and Welzel have
attempted to synthesize the Hofstede/Minkov dimensions and those of
Inglehart and Welzel into a three-dimensional model. In their work, they

2 |t would also have been thinkable to choose a different cut-off point or to
make a split over several categories. This cut-off point splits the samples from
most countries reasonably well and was therefore chosen for pragmatic
reasons.
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publish scores on thirteen African countries that have also been
included in the Afrobarometer survey. Therefore, there are 13 common
cases: Algeria, Burkina Faso, Egypt, Mali, Morocco, Nigeria, South
Africa, Tanzania, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe. In total, they
have published scores for 16 African countries. Like Hofstede and
Minkov, Beugelsdijk and Welzel work with a scale that runs from zero to
100. They show greatest cultural similarity among the countries from
Sub-Saharan Africa on their ‘collectivism-individualism’ dimension: the
range is 18 points. The range is considerably greater on their ‘duty-joy’
dimension: 50 points. On their third dimension, ‘distrust-trust’ the range
is 30 points. From their work, then, it seems that there is considerable
cultural diversity within Sub-Saharan Africa, although the pattern is not
the same for every dimension.

In order to arrive at a cluster analysis based on the Afrobarometer
survey, the first step was to select a longlist of 43 questions that at face
value seem they might be related to one of these three dimensions.
Comparison of the scores for the 13 countries that are included in the
Beugelsdijk/Welzel data led to a shorter list of 32 questions that show at
least a weak correlation (Pearson r > |0.3|) with one or several of the
Beugelsdijk/Welzel dimensions. These, then, are questions that have
some relation to cultural differences.

For a cluster analysis, all variables need to have a value. Missing values
were estimated by taking values from countries assumed to be
comparable (details are given in table A3 of the appendix for this
chapter). A hierarchical clustering analysis was performed, using the
same method as that used by Minkov and Hofstede: the average
linkage (between-groups) method, using the Pearson correlation
distance measure with zscore standardization by variable.

3.4.3 Results

Minkov and Hofstede initially requested a number of solutions equal to
their number of countries (7). | did the same, requesting 35 clusters. In
cases where regions of more than one nation appeared in one and the
same cluster, Hofstede and Minkov relied on the dendrograms supplied
by the cluster tool to identify subclusters that correspond to nations. |
have followed the same strategy. (Because of its size, the full
dendrogram has been included in the appendix for this section.)
Some African countries are known to be almost or entirely
monolingual, in spite of the ethnic differentiations that the
Afrobarometer survey uses for these countries. One would expect that
groups from these countries cluster together. They do:

- Botswana has nine ethnolinguistic groups; together, they form

one cluster, with no other members.
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- Lesotho has seven ethnolinguistic groups that together form
one subcluster.
- Madagascar has six ethnolinguistic groups that together form
one subcluster.
- Mauritius has four ethnolinguistic groups that together form
one cluster, with no other members.
One would also expect to see some similarity among the Arab
countries. Indeed, the analysis puts Algeria, Egypt and Morocco in the
same cluster. However, Tunisia and Sudan are in different clusters.
The situation for Botswana, Ghana, Lesotho, South Africa and Eswatini
is summarized in the tables below. The information for all 35 countries
can be found in the appendix for this section.

Country Country | Number | Cluster Largest

code of number(s) number of
groups groups in
one cluster:

Botswana BW 9 13 9

Eswatini SZ 1 6a 1

Ghana GH 5 25b, 30a 4

Lesotho LS 7 16b 7

South Africa ZA 13 7a, 12b, 12d 8

Table 1: Selected countries, number of ethnolinguistic groups, cluster

membership

By cluster, the situation is as in table 2.3° (Sub)clusters that group an
entire country have been marked in bold; countries that entirely fall into
one (sub)cluster are in bold as well.

Cluster | Subcluster Groups

6 6a Eswatini

7 7a South Africa: “Coloured” Afrikaans, “Coloured”
English, Indian, Pedi

12 12b South Africa: Shangaan, Sotho, Swazi, Tswana,
Venda, “White” Afrikaans, “White” English,
Xhosa

12d South Africa: Zulu

13 Botswana: Karanga, Kgalagadi, Kgatla, Kwena,

Mmirwa, Ngwaketse, Ngwato, Tswana, Tswapong

30 Note that the Afrobarometer group designations do not imply any judgement
by the author on their appropriateness or otherwise.
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16 16b Lesotho: Letebele, Mofokeng, Mohlakoana,
Mokoena, Mosiea, Motaung, Motloung

25 25b Ghana: Dagaba

30 30a Ghana: Akan, Dagomba, Ewe, Ga

Table 2: Ethnolinguistic group clusters, selected countries

It is also possible to give a direct comparison of the results with those
obtained by Minkov and Hofstede. Minkov and Hofstede used 7
countries, of which five are also in the Afrobarometer dataset: Burkina
Faso, Ghana, Mali, South Africa and Zambia.

For Burkina Faso, they had 13 regions, of which ten fell into one cluster.
In my analysis, there are three ethnolinguistic groups, falling into one
cluster. For Ghana, they had ten regions, all falling into one cluster. |
have five ethnolinguistic groups; four of them fall into the same cluster.
For Mali, they had six regions, all falling into one cluster. | have seven
ethnolinguistic groups, of which four fall into one cluster. For Zambia,
they had nine regions, of which six fell into one cluster. | have four
groups, all in different clusters. For South Africa, they had nine regions,
all falling into the same cluster. In my analysis, there are 13
ethnolinguistic groups, divided into three clusters. Of these, eight fall
into one cluster and four into another. The comparison is summarized
in table 3 below.

Country Admin. | Number Ethnolinguistic Number in
regions |in same | groups same
cluster cluster

Burkina Faso | 13 10 3

Ghana 10 10 4

Mali 6 6 4

South Africa | 9 9 13 8

Zambia 9 6 4 1

Total 47 41 (87%) 32 20 (63%)

Table 3: Comparing administrative region-based clusters with ethnolinguistic
group-based clusters

Looking only at these five countries, my results, using a different
dataset and a different unit of analysis, are roughly similar to those of
Minkov and Hofstede, although they show a greater differentiation. This
difference becomes more pronounced if we examine the extended set
of countries that is in the Afrobarometer dataset.
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There are 26 countries in the Afrobarometer dataset that are in Sub-
Saharan Africa and for which data from different ethnolinguistic groups
are available. There is data on 187 ethnolinguistic groups from these
countries. Out of these, 126 or 67.4% cluster together with other
ethnolinguistic groups of their country, forming homogeneous national
clusters — as compared to a figure of 90.6% found by Minkov and
Hofstede (p 148). Besides those countries that are dominated by one
ethnolinguistic group (Botswana, Lesotho, Madagascar) there are seven
other countries of which all ethnolinguistic groups fall into the same
(sub)cluster. Note that this might not be the whole story: in all of those
countries there could be smaller ethnolinguistic communities that show
a different cultural profile but who have not been sufficiently sampled
in the Afrobarometer survey.

This means that there are 16 countries from which not all
ethnolinguistic groups cluster together at the national level. In five, the
majority fall into one (sub)cluster, with only one or two ethnolinguistic
groups that seem to be an exception. This leaves eleven countries with
considerable in-country cultural diversity.

What this means is that there is not one common pattern that applies
across Africa. There are not even regional patterns. For many countries,
there is support in this study for the conclusion by Minkov and
Hofstede that national culture is a relevant concept and worth studying,
even in ethnolinguistically diverse countries such as those found in
Africa. However, the present study also shows that there is a significant
number of countries in which ethnolinguistic groups do not cluster at
the national level. This also means that statements about Africa in
general are meaningless here. The subset of countries chosen for the
Minkov/Hofstede study is not representative of Africa as a whole, nor
can this be assumed for the much larger Afrobarometer subset.

This study has shown that for some countries in Africa, it is now
possible to use data on national culture. In others, it is not. Every
country and ethnolinguistic group will have to be examined on its own
merits. However, the survey approach that is common in cross-cultural
psychology does help to produce meaningful data on ethnolinguistic
groups in Africa, just as it does in other parts of the world.

3.4.4 Discussion and conclusions

The analysis presented here shows that at least for some countries, the
ethnolinguistic group distinctions from the colonial times seem to have
lost some of their relevance, because no matter how large their
differences may be, they are not visible in a cluster analysis that
compares them with ethnolinguistic groups from other countries. The
analysis also shows that in some countries, considerable cultural
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differences remain, whereas in others, something approaching a
national culture seems to be emerging. This is in fact in line with
Vansina’s predictions.

It is good, though, to be aware of the limitations of the approach
chosen here.

Cluster analysis is a data reduction technique. It is a good tool for
preparing broad estimates, but not for detailed analysis. It does not
lead to full descriptions of cultures; those have to be obtained through
other methods. But this approach can help to make sense of the cultural
landscape of a larger area. In that sense, as pointed out by Minkov
(2013: 5), it can be a cognitive tool that helps to understand the
complex world around us. However, there are a number of further steps
that could be taken to lead to a more precise image.

One step that would make sense would be to include a survey
instrument that is more specifically designed to measure cultural
differences and similarities in the Afrobarometer survey. One such
instrument is the Values Survey Module,® as described by Hofstede
and Minkov.

Another step would be to re-examine the ethnolinguistic categories
used in the Afrobarometer survey. For some countries, such as
Lesotho, one wonders what the value is of keeping in these questions.
For others, it might be possible to reduce the number of ethnolinguistic
groups. In all cases, it would be useful to take steps to ensure a better
level of representativity at the ethnolinguistic group level.

A last step, easier said than done, would of course be to extend the
coverage of the Afrobarometer survey to the maximum number of
countries.

In any case, important cultural differences in Africa remain and it is
important to create new knowledge on what these differences are and
on where the main distinctions lie. Without such knowledge, attempts
to build stronger pan-African collaborations or stronger grassroots-
based democratic structures will remain founded on quicksand.

In the next section, an attempt will be made to examine these issues in
a bit more detail, by looking at individual cultural dimension scores.

31 See http://geerthofstede.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/VSM-2013-English-
2013-08-25.pdf. Note that there have been several editions of the Values Survey
Module (VSM).
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3.5 Dimension scores3?

In the previous section, we took an initial look at cultural differences
and similarities in Africa by employing the technique of hierarchical
cluster analysis. | used essentially the same method as Hofstede
Minkov did in 2012, but with several improvements. These included
using the more recent Beugelsdijk/Welzel data as the benchmark for the
analysis and looking at ethnolinguistic groups, rather than in-country
administrative divisions. Using this approach, it was possible to
demonstrate how indeed, national cultures seem to be developing in
some African countries, but not in others. The traditional ethnic group
distinctions seem to have lost their meaning in some countries, but not
everywhere.

This section looks at the same problem in a bit more detail, attempting
to tease out information on ethnolinguistic group differences on several
of the Hofstede/Minkov dimensions, again by a re-analysis of
Afrobarometer data. | have attempted to do this for the three
dimensions proposed by Beugelsdijk and Welzel, but was not able to do
this in a way that yielded reliable data. However, | have also looked at
the original Hofstede/Minkov dimensions and their scores, and there |
was able to find corresponding information in the Afrobarometer data
set. This yields dimension scores for over 200 ethnolinguistic groups in
35 African countries.®

3.5.1 Method

As was pointed out in the previous section, the original
Minkov/Hofstede scores cover only a few African countries. In order to
increase this coverage, | sought to extend the data, by looking for
corresponding information in Afrobarometer data for those countries
that have been sampled by both surveys. The process by which new
data can be linked to existing Hofstede/Minkov scores was described as
‘anchoring’ by Hofstede (2001: 464). Because the aim of the exercise
was to achieve an optimum correlation between an existing and a new
data set, traditional forms of factor analysis were not considered
appropriate.

32 An adapted version of this section will be published as ‘Cultural Autonomy
and Cultural Dimensions in Africa

— as evidenced from the Afrobarometer Survey’ in: Méthod(e)s, African Review
of Social Science Methodology (01/2021 - forthcoming).

33 A different approach that nevertheless follows the same general idea is the
research undertaken for different regions in Europe by Kaasa et al (2014); they
base themselves on the European social survey.
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Factor analysis is a computer-aided data reduction technique through
which latent variables in a data set are suggested, that then should
correspond in some way to a theory-based interpretation that the
researcher gives of the data. In this case, the approach had to be
different: the latent variable (the Hofstede/Minkov dimension) is taken
as a given and variables in the new data set are sought that correlate in
larger or smaller measure with these dimensions. They are then given
different weights (somewhat comparable to factor analysis), with a
view to maximising the correlation. More information is given in
appendix 3.5-b.

However, before any of this can be done, it is important to first get a
data set with as large a number of overlapping countries or groups as
possible. For the Afrobarometer data and the published
Hofstede/Minkov data, that is not directly possible: the number of
overlapping countries is not more than a handful, and that only for the
dimension of IVR. Therefore, an indirect approach was necessary, using
the World Values Survey as intermediary step. World Values Survey
data are appropriate, because there are between 31 and 47 counties for
which both World Values Survey data and Hofstede/Minkov scores are
available.

This led to a four step — approach, detailed in appendix 3.5-b. As a
result, | was able to obtain individual scores on four out of the six
Hofstede/Minkov dimensions that correlate with already known data for
countries and ethnolinguistic groups at correlations of between .87 and
.91, p < 0.001. These dimensions are fixed versus flexible (or LTO),
Indulgence versus Restraint (IVR), Individualism versus Collectivism
(IDV); and the Power Distance Index (PDI).

In order to distinguish ethnolinguistic groups the same method was
used as that employed in the previous section.

3.5.2 Key results and conclusions

In section 3.3.3, | concluded that from the literature, it is impossible to
give an answer to the question whether or not and if so, to what extent
a recoghnizable national culture has formed in a country like Ghana. The
picture that emerges from the literature on South Africa and some of its
neighbours is that it is at least likely that the different experiences in
South Africa and neighbouring Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini must
have had some effects on the cultures in those countries. However, it is
difficult to say anything more about them. Thus, important questions
on cultural and national identity remain unanswered in the current
literature. | posed a challenging question to myself: is it possible to say
something meaningful using the approach of cross-cultural
psychology? It is now possible to answer that question.
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Do the data suggest cultural differences between the SeSotho of
Lesotho and those of South Africa? Are the Tswana of Botswana now
culturally different from those in South Africa? Is a national identity
emerging, at least among the black South African population? Table 4
below provides at least the start of an answer.

Sotho- | Lesotho Tswana- | Botswana SA-Black
SA SA (combined)
‘Fix vs | 77 94 51 49 75
Flex’
IVR 33 -1 29 28 38
IDV 64 58 55 66 58
PDI 88 69 78 71 86

Table 4 — Dimension scores of cross-border ethnolinguistic groups, Southern
Africa

From the table, the picture emerges that the SeSotho of Lesotho and
the Tswana of Botswana are no longer culturally the same; they score
differently on ‘Fix vs Flex’ (LTO) and on Indulgence versus Restraint,
and less so on individualism.

The South African groups show similarity on the Indulgence,
Individualism and Power Distance dimensions and on these
dimensions, their scores are in-line with the overall Black population of
South Africa. On the ‘Fix vs Flex’ dimension, the Tswana seem to be an
exception, scoring closer to the Botswana average than to the South
African average.

Further analysis shows that the South African Swazi also score in-line
with the overall Black South African scores. On the whole, | interpret
this as tentative support for the idea that in South Africa, a new cultural
tradition is emerging, as predicted by Vansina. This is a shared new
identity, even though black South Africans speak several different
languages.

Is something similar happening in Ghana? The data in table 5 below
give the first clue.
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Fix vs Flex (LTO) IVR| IDV PDI
Ghana 106 72 87 89
Ghana-Akan 108 84 89 90
Ghana-Dagaba 101 58 86 74
Ghana-Dagomba 98 39 84 86
Ghana-Ewe 114 79 94 70
Ghana-Frafra 91 37 71 77
Ghana-Ga 100 77 90 86
Ghana-Gonja 75 44 82 86
Ghana-Kusaal 77 72 85 65
Largest difference 33 47 23 25

Table 5 — Dimension scores, Ghana

It is clear from this data that Ghana is a country with considerable
cultural diversity. On all four dimensions, the differences within Ghana
are noticeable. However, that may not be the complete story, as is clear
from table 6, which shows only the largest ethnolinguistic groups.

Fix vs Flex (LTO) IVR| IDV PDI
Ghana 106 72 87 89
Ghana-Akan 108 84 89 90
Ghana-Dagomba 98 39 84 86
Ghana-Ewe 114 79 94 70
Ghana-Ga 100 77 90 86
Largest difference 16 45 70 20

Table 6 — Dimension scores, largest ethnolinguistic groups, Ghana

In Ghana, the Akan make up nearly half of the total population. The four
largest ethnic groups together make up more than 85% of the
population. Within these groups, the differences are much smaller, with
the exception of the Indulgence versus Restraint dimension.

This picture is similar to the result of the hierarchical cluster analysis, as
shown below (taken from the full dendrogram in the appendix for
chapter 3.4).
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GH-Ga 143
GH-Akan 198
GH-Ewe 171 —
GH-Dagomba 112

Figure 1 - Hierarchical clusters, largest ethnolinguistic groups, Ghana

What this suggests is that even in a diverse country such a Ghana, a
value system (in other words: a national culture) may be developing
that serves as common point of reference to all Ghanaians. This value
system may be similar to the value system of the Akan, but not quite
the same. It could also be that the ways in which people from different
ethnolinguistic groups relate to that value system will be different;
however, they will share a common understanding and knowledge of
the common ‘Ghanaian’ value system. Put in a different way: people
from minority ethnolinguistic groups in Ghana are likely to have
considerable intercultural communication skills, allowing them to
navigate and switch between the dominant, ‘national’ way of doing
and judging things and the way of doing and judging things within their
own ethnolinguistic group.

In comparison, internal differences are much more pronounced in other
countries. Thus, in Kenya, on each of the four dimensions, there are
large differences between the ethnolinguistic groups, of a size between
26 and 58 points on a 100-point scale. Without further research it is
difficult to say much more on this topic, but it could be that for some
countries, there is no common point of reference — people may have
the intercultural skills to know about other cultures, but it could be that
there is no acceptance of any framework that serves as a common point
of reference for all ethnolinguistic groups. In those countries, it will not
be possible to speak of a ‘national culture’.

On the other hand, the Acholi and Lango of Uganda show relative
similarity to one another and to the Luo of Kenya; all three groups
speak a similar language and they seem to have been able to maintain
their cultural integrity, in spite of being divided over two countries.
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Uganda- Uganda- Kenya- Largest
Acholi Lango Luo difference
‘Fix vs 69 73 81 72
Flex’
IVR 30 23 37 14
IDV 74 75 67 8
PDI 68 71 78 70

Table 7 — Dimension scores, Acholi/Lango/Luo

This seems to show that the process as predicted by Vansina may be
happening, but it is by no means even across Africa and it also does not
mean that in all cases, it leads to the emergence of coherent national
cultures.

In keeping with some of the opinions on Pan Africanism outlined in
chapter 1.2, it is perhaps interesting to point out that this same
procedure could also be used for WVS countries in other parts of the
world. I have done this for the USA, giving results as listed below:

Fix vs Flex (LTO) IVR| IDV PDI
USA 72 83 18 52
USA-'Black’ 83 86 29 71
USA-"White’ 68 82 13 52
USA-'Hispanic’ 83 91 a1 52
Largest difference 15 9 28 19

Table 8 — Dimension scores, USA

In the US, sadly, cultural differences are aligned to differences in skin
pigmentation. It is interesting to note that where in many African
countries the largest in-country differences are seen on the Indulgence
versus Restraint dimension; this seems to be different in the USA.
This research can be seen as a ‘proof of concept’: it shows that insights
from cross-cultural psychology can be used to make useful statements
about African cultures in the same way as it is being done in other parts
of the world.
More research into this would be extremely useful, for a number of
reasons:

- It would throw more light on where and how in Africa new

cultures are developing: is this process even across Africa?
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Where is it linked to national borders, where is it not? What are
the differences and similarities between different countries?

- What may be cultural issues to consider when considering
decisions about where to invest and where, for example, to
establish regional offices?

- What are the things to look out for when developing business or
other partnerships within Africa and between African countries?
What are the do’s and don’ts? There is currently a large
knowledge gap in this area.

Such research could be done in a more direct way: more reliable results
could be obtained if the detour via the World Values Survey wouldn't
be needed. Therefore, again, it would be good to include a (version of)
Hofstede’s Values Survey Module®* in a next Afrobarometer round. This
would allow a more direct calculation of scores and better
comparability with already-published scores.

It would also be good to re-examine the ethnolinguistic and language
categories used in the Afrobarometer survey. The current list clearly
goes back to the colonial period and compares apples with oranges —
for example, for a small country like Lesotho, many groups are
distinguished with very small differences in scores. For large groups
like the Akan of Ghana and Cobte d’Ivoire or the Yoruba of Nigeria and
Benin, no smaller units are distinguished - but for the Shona of
Zimbabwe, there are. It would be good if these inconsistent and
colonially-based categories would be replaced by a smaller set of
cultural designations. At the same time, this would make it easier to
ensure some form of representativity of sampling also at the
ethnolinguistic group level.

It is probable that there are some commonalities between African
cultures and that those commonalities are different from those
between, for example, European cultures. At the same time, Africa is
not a cultural whole, in the same way that Asia or Europe are not
culturally homogeneous. On the other hand, the trope that Africa is an
area of almost endless cultural diversity is also not true (Prah 2008: 71).
As outlined in this paper, more research in this area is useful for a
variety of reasons and it is possible, using the Afrobarometer
mechanism. A first step in that direction will be taken in the next
section.

34 https://geerthofstede.com/research-and-vsm/vsm-2013/



https://geerthofstede.com/research-and-vsm/vsm-2013/

76 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

3.6 Africain the World

The work presented in previous sections has led to new
Hofstede/Minkov scores on a large number of African countries. For the
first time, then, it becomes possible to use this approach to look a bit
more precisely at the question of whether there is such a thing as a
common African cultural identity. Is there one for Europe, for Asia, for
Latin America? This is certainly a common perception. But how can it
be described? Can the cultural dimensions approach be useful here? |
think it can, by making a comparison between the range of dimension
scores per continent. | have explored this for Africa,®® the Arab region,
Asia, Europe® and Latin America.®” The data used are the national
scores, using the Afrobarometer data where they are available, WVS
data where there are no Afrobarometer
data, Minkov data where available for IDV and LTO (recalculated to a
scale between zero and 100) and Hofstede data in the remaining cases.
These data sets are strongly correlated, but not identical.®® Still, | think
they are useful for discerning overall patterns, as the box plot below
shows. The boxes show the 2" and 3™ quartile, the ‘whiskers’ the
15t and 4" and the dots are outlier values. The inclusive median method
has been used.

The plot confirms the often-repeated assertion that Africa as a whole is
collectivist (high score on IDV) and that by contrast, Europe is
individualist. However, note that some countries in Europe are as
collectivist as some of the African countries. The plot also confirms that
Asian countries are the most ‘flexible’ in their norms (a low LTO score),
although the range is very wide. On indulgence versus restraint, most
continents score similar. What is noticeable there is the large spread in
values that exist on all continents, with the exception of Latin America,
which scores markedly more indulgent. The Arab region seems to be
the most restrained, although here, too there is a large spread. Power
distance is related to the individualism/collectivism dimension. Here,
Africa scores highest, although scores overlap with those of

3% Sub-Saharan Africa, including Cabo Verde, Madagascar and Mauritius.

36 For Russia and Turkey, | have taken the capital cities (Moscow and Ankara) in
determining in which continent to put them — Europe and Asia, respectively.

37 Including Mexico and Trinidad and Tobago.

38 A full list of the scores used and their sources is given in the appendix for this
section.
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Asian countries; Europe scores lowest. Note, however, the considerable
overlap between all continents on this dimension.

Box plot - Hofstede/Minkov dimension scores
120

100

-20
Lmo IVR 1DV PDI

B Africa B Arabia B Asia 5 Europe Wl Latin America

Graph 1 - Box plot, Hofstede/Minkov dimension scores

The box plot shows, then, that there are indeed certain commonalities
when comparing Africa with other parts of the world and it could be
that cosmopolitan people who have lived on several continents
perceive a common African identity, in the same way that Europeans
perceive this.®*®* However, this should not obscure the fact that
exceptions to the standard are common and that the diversity within
Africa is at least as large as the diversity that exists in most other
continents. Another caveat is that the data shows national averages. As
Minkov and Hofstede (2012) have shown, this has a meaning for most
countries. However, as | have shown in section 3.5, this is likely not to
be the case in at least a number of African countries. There are some
countries in Africa that are home to very different peoples, with very
different value systems that serve as common points of reference to
those peoples. In that sense, for those countries, knowing the national
averages may have limited meaning at best.

It is interesting here to compare these results with the work of Munene,
Schwartz and Smith (2000). Using the Schwartz cultural dimensions

3% There are many attempts to describe such perceptions in the literature. See
for example Etounga-Manguelle (2000) for an attempt using some Hofstede
dimensions. These attempts are generally not research-based.
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framework, they compared the values of teachers and students in a
number of Western European countries with teachers and students in a
(small) number of African countries. In order to do this, they first
construct an image of what are supposedly common African values,
paraphrasing the work of Onwuejeogwu. They then interpret them
using the Schwartz framework, and find that African culture emphasizes
embeddedness and a ‘status-differentiated organization of social
groups’, opposed to egalitarianism (p342). They immediately make a
link to development.:‘when these modes of work relations are
maintained in the context of a market economy, they seriously interfere
with productivity.’ (ibid) The authors then go and look for such
commonalities in the African countries they have sampled - and find
them. They do this not by providing scores on any of the Schwartz
dimensions, but by comparing how countries rank within the 54
countries for which they have data. Thus, we do not know whether or
not two countries that rank closely together actually also score closely
together, or indeed whether the reverse is true.

On a superficial level, the findings of Munene, Schwartz and Smith are
not so different from mine: indeed, for most observers coming from
Europe, most African countries will seem to score higher on Power
Distance and on Collectivism. However, by taking such a Eurocentric
view they lose sight in fact both of the diversity that exists within Africa
and of the diversity that exists within Europe. Thus, they confirm a
stereotypical image of ‘Africa as a country’ even when their data does
show differences within Africa. In their conclusions, the authors shy
away from the idea that Africa’s slow pace of development is related to
its common cultural problems — even though they cite a number of
authors who do suggest this. The problem posed by competing world
views and different value systems within Africa and inhibitions to the
development of various culturally autonomous traditions is totally
invisible to them.

A decolonial vision, inspired by Pan Africanism should also be Africa-
centered in the sense that it takes Africa and its cultural areas as the
starting point. The comparative data presented here should be taken to
show, in the first place, Africa’s internal diversity, a diversity that is in
fact as least as high as the diversity that is found in other continents.
That being said, the data also provide evidence for a common point of
reference that can be taken to be an ‘African culture’ that many Africans
will understand and be able to relate to even though, on the individual
as well as on the ethnolinguistic level they may perceive themselves as
being quite different from that common culture.
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3.7 Conclusions

The purpose of this part of the study was to answer the first research
question: how can we describe current large-scale cultural differences
and similarities in Africa, using the methods and terminology of cross-
cultural psychology? In order to do that, | started by giving a definition
of culture, as a value system that serves as common point of reference
to a people. | then went on to discuss that definition by comparing it to
several other definitions or ideas of culture that exist in the literature
and explained its meaning in relation to concepts such as nations,
peoples and ethnic groups. | then outlined the approach of cultural
psychology, discussing the various schools of thought within the field
and the criticism to which it has been subjected. In so doing, | also
clarified my position as following the dominant Hofstede/Minkov frame
of reference, although conscious of the problems associated with it.
After a brief survey of the literature on Ghana and on Botswana,
Lesotho, Eswatini and South Africa, | came to the conclusion that
describing larger-scale cultural differences and similarities in Africa is
not very well possible based on that literature. Thus, it is not possible
for example to say whether or not national cultures have developed in
Ghana or in the countries of Southern Africa mentioned above. Yet, this
type of knowledge is important to understand the development of these
societies since the colonial period, among other things to assess the
potential or otherwise for national democratic debate and consensus-
building. The approach of cross-cultural psychology might be able to
offer new insights.

| then sought to come to such insights using three related but different
lenses. In section four, | used an approach developed by Minkov and
Hofstede (2012), the technique of hierarchical cluster analysis. That
analysis has shown that the conventional way of describing cultural
differences, by describing differences between ethnolinguistic groups
as designated in colonial times, has lost its meaning, at least in some
countries. It may come as no surprise that in countries like Botswana,
Lesotho and Madagascar all ethnolinguistic groups cluster together.
However, this is also the case for countries like Burkina Faso, Niger and
Senegal. In total, this holds for ten out of the 26 countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa for which survey data were available. The hierarchical
cluster analysis shows that there is not one common pattern that
applies across Africa — there are not even regional patterns. In some
countries, a national culture seems to be developing; in others, such as
for example Kenya or Tanzania, considerable cultural differences
remain. | pointed out that cluster analysis is a data reduction technique
that can be useful for mapping the cultural landscape of a larger area,
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but it also has its limitations, especially when it comes to describing
individual groups.

For the second lens, | tried to become a bit more precise, by attempting
to derive scores for a number of individual dimensions for
ethnolinguistic groups in Africa. The method used was based on the
idea of “anchoring’ data sets to one another, as suggested by Hofstede.
Using this method, | was able to obtain approximate scores on over 200
ethnolinguistic groups from 35 African countries for four of the six
Hofstede/Minkov dimensions: Fixed versus Flexible (or LTO),
Indulgence versus Restraint, Individualism versus Collectivism and
Power Distance. | was unable to do that for the remaining dimensions
of Masculinity versus Femininity and Uncertainty Avoidance. The
results confirm, with greater detail and precision, the conclusions from
the cluster analysis.

The analysis has shown the dynamic and diverse nature of Africa and
of African cultures. In Lesotho and South Africa, the cultural unity that
was assumed to exist among the Sotho, no matter in which country
they live, no longer seems to exist. The South African Sotho are more
like other South Africans than they are to the people of Lesotho. The
same is true for the Tswana in South Africa and Botswana and also for
the Swazi of Eswatini and South Africa. So | found tentative support for
the idea that in those Southern African countries, new identities are
emerging. For a country like Ghana, a similar process might be
happening. The four largest ethnolinguistic groups in that country,
together making up more than 85% of the population, score relatively
similar to one another, except for the Indulgence versus Restraint
dimension.

In other countries, by contrast, differences are more pronounced. The
Acholi and Lango of Uganda show relative similarity to one another
and to the Luo of Kenya. Linguistically, these groups are related. So
here, it seems that national borders are culturally less relevant than for
example in Southern Africa.

All in all, the study demonstrates that the widespread practice of
equating ethnolinguistic units with cultural units is in general no longer
tenable: for some areas, this might give reasonable approximations; for
others, it does not.

The data generated in section five (the second lens of dimension scores
per ethnolinguistic group) made it possible to provide a comparison
with other world regions in section six, using much more data from
Africa than hitherto available. This comparison shows two main things.
On the one hand, it shows that the African continent, like the other
major world areas, does have some commonalities. It confirms the idea
that Africa on average is collectivist and that Europe, by contrast, is
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individualist. However, it also shows that within Africa, as in other
continents, there is considerable internal cultural diversity. Thus, the
most individualist country in Africa is more individualist than the most
collectivist country in Europe. There are other differences of this nature
as well. Africa as a whole, for example has a ‘high’ score on power
distance. However, the highest-scoring European country scores higher
than the highest-scoring African country.

All in all, these three lenses show that it is possible to describe large-
scale cultural differences and similarities in Africa using the approach
of cross-cultural psychology and this chapter has made a start with
giving such descriptions. However, | could not go much beyond a
‘proof of concept’, pointing the way to the need for much more
research. | will return to that in chapter seven.

In chapter one, | pointed to the work of key theoreticians such as
Vansina and Prah. Vansina predicted the emergence of several neo-
African traditions, and my research seems to show the first signs of that
process. Prah pointed to the key role of language and education in that
process. This is then the matter to which | will turn next.



82 Language, Education and Identity in Africa



African Languages in Higher Education 83

4. African Languages in Higher Education

This study is oriented on the historical analysis of Vansina, who has
shown that in precolonial times, several distinct cultural ‘traditions’
existed in Africa, traditions that were essentially destroyed by
colonialism, in ways that are unique to Africa. | have taken up Vansina’'s
prediction that neo-African traditions will appear, based in part in
African languages. With Vansina, | have argued that such neo-African
traditions will be key to reshaping new forms of cultural autonomy or
autonomies, healing the wounds that were caused by the colonial
period and creating conditions for a development process that is Africa-
centred.
| have demonstrated how cross-cultural psychology, a method used
widely in other parts of the world but not very much in Africa, offers a
way of tentatively mapping these new cultural traditions. | have shown
how diverse Africa is in this sense: in some countries, new national
cultural identities seem to be emerging. In others, this is not happening,
in spite of the massive efforts at ‘nation building’ over the past 60 years
or so. At any rate, it is clear that language, as transmitted in the home
but also as used in education can play a crucial role in the process of
building new cultural autonomies.
In this chapter, | will focus on the area of language in education. | hope
to answer my second research question:

e Why are African languages currently not being used more in

higher education as medium of instruction?

The first section gives a more general treatment at the conceptual level,
building on the starting points outlined in chapter 1.4. It looks at the
theory of languages and languoids and proposes a new conceptual
distinction between ‘discerned’ and ‘designed’ languages. It examines
existing explanations of why African languages are currently not being
used more in higher education. The second section offers a new
explanation, inspired by Bourdieu and based on an examination of
what education systems in various countries are able to deliver, given
specific levels of enrolment in education. This will lead to my answer to
the question of why African languages are not currently being used
more in higher education. | will also argue why this is likely to change
in the coming decade or so, at least in some countries.
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4.1. The position of African languages
4.1.1 Language or languoid?

There is a school of thought in linguistics, with Pennycook as its best-
known proponent, which questions the utility of seeing languages as
‘bounded objects’ altogether. Instead, these linguists argue in favour of
taking language repertoires or language registers as actually used by
speakers as the starting point; they prefer to talk about ‘languoids’
rather than languages.

A very well-developed example of this type of thinking and what it
leads to is provided in the work of Liipke and Storch (2013). Their
starting point is a description of the linguistic situation in the
Casamance region of Southern Senegal. They show that the linguistic
situation in that region is very different from that in Europe or the
Americas.” In Europe or the Americas, young people are brought up in
one language (their mother tongue) and they typically learn additional
languages in school. In this part of Africa, though, young people are
typically brought up in several languages and they learn to use those
languages (or ‘registers’) in different social situations, depending on the
circumstances. They argue that it makes little sense to introduce formal
literacy training in standardized local languages under those
circumstances. In day to day use, people need more than one language;
linguistic variation within every ‘language’ is considerable; people have
little opportunities and little utility for using formal written forms.
Instead, they favour an approach that valorises the multilingual abilities
of speakers and takes that as a starting point, also in classroom
situations.? These kinds of multilingualisms, they argue, are rare in
other parts of the world, but common in Africa. Therefore, they call for
“the adoption of an emic perspective by providing the ‘thick
description’ called for by Geertz (1973) for the related field of
anthropology” (p 229).

The approach advocated by Lipke and Storch has advantages and
disadvantages. The advantages operate mostly at the level of
languages as spoken. | agree with Lipke and Storch where they point
out that the differences construed by foreign observers may not

" Note, though, that recently they have come under criticism for over-
generalizing the experience from one particular area of the Casamance to the
rest of the region and indeed to Africa as a whole: see Sagna and Hantgan
(2021, forthcoming).

2 This has given rise to the LILIEMA project,
https://soascrossroads.org/2018/01/11/liliema-phase-two-bringing-language-
independent-literacies-to-an-international-forum-by-friederike-lupke/ retrieved 4
October 2019.
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correspond to the differences perceived by speakers and | also agree
that those differences may be much more situational and much less
absolute than what the terminology may lead one to believe. Lipke and
Storch criticize the common linkages that are made between languages
and ethnic or ‘tribal’ entities. This criticism is shared by me, as
described in chapter three. In addition, a teaching approach that takes
the actual linguistic repertoires of learners as its starting point and
values them all as resources seems to make eminent sense.

The disadvantages, on the other hand, are mostly at the level of
language policy, but they are also related to the general problem | have
with some anthropological approaches, as outlined in chapter 1.7. The
approach by Lipke and Storch leads to an exclusive focus on ‘what
language actually is to speakers and hearers’ (p 347) and blinds them to
the role (implicit or explicit) of language policy and language planning.
In a way, they ‘otherize’ Africa and Africans by situating them in a type
of reserve where they live their natural lives, only marginally influenced
or affected by governmental or institutional policies (for example in the
area of language). These policies are relegated to a vague ‘context’ that
they seem to accept as unchanging and not subject to being influenced
by Africans as actors at that level. Where some would see harmonized
and standardized languages as a form of social innovation that has its
benefits, they see them as a colonial imposition.® Even though Lipke
and Storch themselves unquestioningly make use of the advantages
offered to them by a conventionalized use of the English language and
take these for granted, they seem to deny the utility of conventionalized
language to African languages. Yet conventionalized languages are the
medium of instruction at the levels of secondary and higher education.
Following the analytical framework of Lipke and Storch would lead to a
neglect of language policy and language planning and would lead to an
unquestioning acceptance of the political choice to use French and
other international languages as medium of instruction in secondary
and higher education. As Bamgbose (2011: 6) remarked: ‘absence of a
policy is indeed a policy, for whenever there is no declared policy in
any domain, what happens is a continuation of the status quo.” The
same could be said of neglect of the policy element in linguistic
research: the absence of such research is a policy choice, for neglect of
this field means an unquestioning acceptance of the status quo.

My approach has no issue with the analysis of multilingual situations
that Lipke and Storch make for certain areas in Africa and with the
recommendations for teaching that they draw from it. However, for a

3 Of course, language harmonization and standardization are not European
inventions: these processes were around in other parts of the world long before
they became commonplace in Europe.
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discussion of the role of policy, the approach of Lipke and Storch is
inadequate and, | would argue, dangerous. An example of how this
type of thinking can in fact be disempowering and can confuse even the
brightest minds can be seen in Heugh (2016: 253). She writes:

‘From a theoretical perspective, acceptance of diversity and its
inevitability requires a different trajectory from one based [on] the
diminishing of variability. This last perspective dovetails with a third
possibly more profound consideration, an emerging debate which
questions the very foundations of nineteenth and twentieth century
colonial linguistics.’

This creates a false contradiction. In my view, it is perfectly possible to
combine a standard form of language as used in instruction with a
great diversity of speech forms (as is indeed the case for the English
language). If the result of ‘questioning the foundations of colonial
linguistics’ means that language policies are rejected as irrelevant and
going against ‘inevitable’ diversity, then this leaves African languages
worse off than they were before and inevitably will lead to a
strengthening of the position of international languages, English first of
all. A stark example of such a development is provided by Chebanne
(2016a: 295), who shows that the Khoisan languages are threatened
because of ‘the lack of an adequate language development policy’. In
his analysis, ‘[i]t is important that Khoisan languages go beyond the
insular and idiosyncratic developments that have been promoted under
the guise of preserving ethnic and linguistic identity. Pursuing this
separate, narrow, and myopic approach can only further marginalize
these beleaguered languages.’ In fact, the same holds true for almost
all African languages - more on this in section 6.5.2.

4.1.2 On discerned and designed languages.*

There is a well-known maxim?® saying that a language is a dialect with
an army and a navy. For Africa, one might paraphrase this to say that a
language is a dialect with a missionary and a linguist, pointing to the
large role that missionaries have played in mapping and naming
African languages. In any case, this maxim points to the idea that
languages are not purely naturally occurring phenomena, but that what
is called a language and what not can be and is contested. Conceptually
my ideas on what to call a language and on how and why choices can
be made here are inspired by proposals put forward as far back as

4 The ideas in this section were first presented at the Colloquium on African
Languages and Linguistics, Leiden, Netherlands, 2 September 2020.
5 Attributed to the Yiddish linguist Max Weinreich in 1945.
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1952 by the German sociolinguist Heinz Kloss.® They were published by
him in English in 1967.

Kloss (1967) introduces a distinction between what he calls ‘Abstand’
and ‘Ausbau’ languages. These words have not been translated into
English in the sociolinguistic literature, giving me the freedom to
propose the terms of ‘discerned’ versus ‘designed’ languages as
English approximations. The term ‘discerned’ (or ‘Abstand') languages
is, according to Kloss, a /inguistic concept that refers to all languages,
whether they have a developed writing system and grammar or not. He
assumes that linguists have a way of determining the ‘intrinsic
distance’ between languages and to decide on the borders between
languages using those criteria (p 30). The concept of ‘designed’ (or
‘Ausbau’') languages, on the other hand, is not a linguistic concept: it is
sociological. It refers only to those languages that have been
deliberately shaped and built to become standardized vehicles of
literary and scientific expression (which could include oral cultures).
Many language names are used for both: these are languages for which
the same name is used for their discernible form as spoken language
and for their literary form. But this is not always the case. Kloss gives
the example of Czech and Slovak: at the spoken level, he sees them as
one language,” encompassing a number of different dialects. However,
at the literary level, they have developed different standardized forms
and here we have therefore one ‘Abstand’ (discerned) language at the
spoken level but two ‘Ausbau’ languages at the formal, literary level.
The way Kloss describes his concept of ‘Ausbau’ languages is very
similar to the concept of ‘intellectualisation’. Prah (2017: 216) quotes the
definition of Sibayan from 1999: an intellectualised language is a
‘language which can be used for educating a person in any field of
knowledge from kindergarten to the university and beyond’. This
terminology is also used by Kaschula and Nkomo (2019: 604), who
quote Havranek in making a distinction between ‘folk and standard

6 Kloss started his career as a young scientist in Nazi Germany. His main body
of work concerned minority languages in the USA. There is some disagreement
about whether or not he distanced himself sufficiently from his earlier thinking
after the war - see for example Wiley (2002). My proposals for English-
language terms are inspired by Kloss, but the change of emphasis | propose
and their application to Africa represents a novel development that bears no
relationship to the rest of the ideas or writing of Kloss.

7 The Ethnologue would disagree with Kloss here, and sees these as two
languages, denoted by the ISO 693-3 codes <ces> for Czech and <slk> for
Slovak. However, the Ethnologue also asserts: ‘All Czech and Slovak dialects
[are] mutually inherently intelligible’. https://www-ethnologue-
com/language/ces accessed 30 March 2020.



https://www-ethnologue-com/language/ces
https://www-ethnologue-com/language/ces

88 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

languages’ and Sibayan in making a distinction between ‘intellectually
modernized” and ‘popularly modernized” languages. They see
intellectualization of languages ‘as a counterhegemonic process that
seeks to empower communities through language’ (p 606). | agree with
this approach, but prefer the terminology of ‘discerned’ and ‘designed’
languages. The term ‘intellectualisation’ could be seen as implying a
value judgement on those languages that have not been
‘intellectualised’ and does not help us understand the importance of
distinguishing between the linguistic and the sociological aspects of
language.

Kloss points out that there is a certain degree of freedom here: forming
of designed languages is a historical process that can be sped up or in
fact reversed as a result either of shifts in power relationships or of
changes in policy or (as will most often be the case) of both. Djité (2008:
x) asks: ‘[l]sn’t it the case that some languages have simply not been
allowed to develop as others have? Isn’t it the case that evidence of
literacy tradition in some languages has intentionally been destroyed
(...), forbidden (...) or ignored (...)?" Kaschula and Nkomo (2019: 607)
also make this point:

‘The arrival of foreign traders, explorers, missionaries, and colonial
settlers resulted in cross-cultural encounters and the transformation of
economic, cultural, religious, and political domains, which devalued
indigenous knowledge and African thought systems. This not only
alienated indigenous people from the socioeconomic and political
organizational structures of the new societies, but also de-
intellectualized their languages.’

This analysis ties in closely with the assessment of Vansina on the
destruction of cultural autonomy as quoted in chapter 2.1. It also means
that there may be some scope for reclaiming or re-intellectualizing
languages, for example by preparing new renderings of old and
perhaps partially forgotten literary texts in African languages. An
interesting resource in this regard may be the Verba Africana website.?
Kloss stresses that in order to master a designed language a certain
amount of formalized learning is always required. This is what Lo
Bianco (2008: 114) refers to as ‘secondary lingual socialization’. It also
helps to explain why in countries that use an indigenous language as
medium of instruction this language is also taught as a subject in its
own right, usually up to the end of secondary school. Kloss gives the
example of German (p35): linguists might disagree as to whether
spoken high German (‘Hochdeutsch’) and lower Saxon (‘Plattdeutsch’)
are in fact part of one ‘discerned’ language or indeed two languages (it

8 http://www.verbafricana.org, accessed 15 September 2020.
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will come as no surprise that the Ethnologue is of the latter opinion).
However, speakers of both forms of German use Standard written
German as their common ‘designed’ language, but this standardized
version is different from both spoken languages and requires learning
in order to master it. However, learning standard written German is
easier for speakers of high German and of lower Saxon than it would
be for speakers of, for example, French.

It is interesting to tie these concepts to the distinction between Basic
Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive/Academic
Language Proficiency (CALP), introduced by Cummins (1979).°
Cummins points out that these are two relatively unrelated skill sets
and that CALP only becomes fully developed in the late teens. He points
out that higher proficiency in CALP in L1 makes it easier to develop the
same in L2, especially if the two languages are not too different. He
defines semilingualism as low CALP in any language. With this concept,
it becomes easy to understand how people can have basic
communication skills (BICS) in a number of languages and are still
unable to function at a more academic level. It is also obvious that
developing CALP requires a language that has been ‘designed’ or
intellectualized to a certain degree.

Now that the concepts have been clarified, a further explanation of my
shift of emphasis compared to Kloss is in order. The most
straightforward translation of ‘Abstand’ into English is distance. Kloss
proposes to use this term for dialects or speech registers that are so
distant from one another that it is justified to speak of different
languages. The word ‘discerned’ places a slightly different emphasis,
pointing to the act of discerning - the political and social act of
pronouncing a dialect to be a language. The word ‘Ausbau’ means
extension or expansion in English. Kloss thus refers to the act of
extending a spoken language into a standardized language, including
its written form. The word ‘designed’ in a way reinforces this meaning,
again pointing to the social process that is involved here. This
reinforcement is intentional. Many languages (including French,
German, ltalian, but certainly also Bahasa Indonesia or Turkish) have an
explicit and strong design element to them. In the Anglo-Saxon world,
this design element is much less explicit and remains to a certain extent
hidden below the surface. An equivalent of the Académie Francaise,
with its strong mandate of protecting the French language,’® does not

% The concepts of Cummins have been quite influential. Although they have
been criticized, for example for being difficult to operationalize in practice, they
have also led to important new insights and research.

10 http://www.academie-francaise.fr/linstitution/les-missions accessed 8 June
2020.
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exist in the Anglo-Saxon world (McGroarty, 2008). Yet, the “Queen’s
English” or “BBC English” is in fact a form of standardized language
developed in elite institutions in the UK and actually spoken and used
in that form by only a small minority of the UK population.” Thus, even
if there is no official body ‘designing’ the language in the Anglo-Saxon
world, English as a designed language is (re)produced just as
effectively as what happens with other languages. This process can
easily be mistaken for a ‘natural’ development and can create a type of
myopia, causing some linguists to overlook the fact that both American
and British standard English are created, designed, through social,
power-structure mediated processes (in Bourdieu’s terms: through a
habitus that is part of the social capital of the English-speaking world)
using different mechanisms but with the same effects as with the
majority of other designed languages of the world.

The concepts of discerned and designed languages allow us to look
differently at the issue raised by the Pennycook school, which prefers to
look at language as something people ‘do’ rather than as something
people ‘possess’’? — this may again be related to the peculiar Anglo-
Saxon myopia referred to above. At the level of discerned languages,
their way of describing things may have some level of descriptive or
analytical value: it is certainly true that people use different language
‘registers’ in different ways and in different situations and that
analysing these can help in understanding different social contexts. On
the other hand, at the level of designed languages, their concepts fail,
because they elide the institutionalized roles and functions of
languages. This criticism is in line with the critique of Lecercle as
discussed by lIves (2008: 163). Lecercle criticises philosophies of
language to the extent that they share a methodological individualism
that reduces language to a communicative function. In Lecercle’s
vision, language should be seen as a form of praxis, that understands
language as historical, social, material and political.

" In a curious form of English idiom this is referred to as the ‘received
pronunciation’. Trudgill (2002: 171) claims that it is spoken by around 3% of the
British population. Many a bright youngster who has studied English as a
foreign language and who has little difficulty in watching for example the BBC
World TV station will find to his or her surprise on a first visit to England that he
or she has great difficulty in understanding the ordinary English person.
Adichie describes a similar phenomenon for her Nigerian characters in their
encounters with U.S. English. For an overview of different varieties of spoken
English, see the electronic World Atlas of Varieties of English, https:/ewave-
atlas.org/, accessed 19 June 2020.

2 Pennycook, 2010: 2.
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Using the Pennycook school as a way of looking at languages in Africa
is tempting, because there is so little institutionalization of African
languages. Yet this hides sight of the extent to which colonial and
imperialist power structures are pervading the domain of language and
language policy in Africa. Thus, the Pennycook approach actually hides
the structural features of current language regimes from sight under
the guise of analysing linguistic imperialism. (See Wolff (2008b) for a
nuanced but slightly different approach to the same problem.)
Unfortunately, the assumption by Kloss that linguists would find
objective and clear ways of distinguishing various ‘discerned’
languages has never come true. Maybe this is part of the reason why
later linguists have sought to re-interpret his concepts in ways that are
not necessarily helpful. An example of this is Fishman (1974), quoted in
Alexander (1998: 271), who interprets ‘Ausbau’ languages as artificially
separated from larger languages so as to create difference — Alexander
uses this to describe the separation between closely related language
varieties in South Africa. However, this is only one way in which the
term can be applied. In a later contribution, Fishman (2008) proposes to
rethink the concepts and to move towards a ‘continuous and
multivariate system’. Fishman starts by building a strawman argument:
he posits that Kloss proposed a dichotomy, but that his two concepts
are not really on one and the same dimension (p18). In doing so, he
chooses to ignore that Kloss himself stressed that his concepts have
their usefulness on different levels. Fishman then proceeds to throw
away the child with the bathwater, stating that really, the concept of
‘discerned’ languages ‘is entirely unneeded in any language planning
typology’. Instead, he advocates to look at the degree of design: from
more similar (‘Einbau’) to more different (‘Ausbau’). This allows him to
consider different forms in which people actually use languages: more
or less informal, more or less puritan, more or less code switching, etc.
However, just looking at that element does not give a complete picture
either, and Fishman therefore proposes a number of additional
dichotomies, such as Vernacularization versus Purification (p 24),
thereby bringing back the child into the bath, albeit into waters that
have now been considerably muddled, conceptually speaking.

The simpler concepts of discerned and designed languages are
therefore helpful in thinking about the different functions of language in
different social domains.

In Africa, there are some ‘designed’ languages. However, their number
is relatively small, including such languages as Arabic, Afrikaans,
Ambharic, Somali and Swalhili.

There is a large number of languages where attempts at designing a
standardized variety have taken place, but that have not taken off. This
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means that in Africa, there is a huge potential for language planning
and engineering. For many forms of speech, the borderline between
what is a dialect and what is a language is unclear. That means that it
would be conceivable to develop ‘designed’ languages that can serve a
number of spoken languages, in the same way that standard written
German serves as the designed language for a number of spoken
German-like languages. The concepts of discerned and designed
languages allow us to see these possibilities more clearly.

Language planning, language design or language development is an
area of work on which much work has been done; it cannot be
discussed in full here. However, it is possible to briefly examine some
issues that are of relevance to this study. Language planning is
generally considered to be comprised of three areas: status planning
(also known as prestige planning - for Africa, see for example
Kamwangamalu, 2016)'%; corpus planning; and acquisition planning
(Kaschula and Nkomo 2019: 602). The latter area deals specifically with
language-in-education. Taylor-Leech and Liddicoat (2014) provide a
useful overview of the main issues and models for what they call
‘Macro-language planning’." They point to the importance of language-
in-education, because ‘[n]ot only are educational institutions the formal
transmitters of languages but they also transmit and perpetuate culture’
(p 354). What is more, ‘language planning decisions in multilingual
educational settings are often rooted in wider power relationships and
the social, economic, and political interests of dominant groups. The
outcomes of these decisions can advance the educational and life
opportunities of some, while restricting those of others.’

The problem of the multitude of discerned languages and their
relationship to designed languages is not treated as such by them, but
they do point out how this problem is handled in practice in many
countries: governments and policy makers deliberately decide to use a
limited number of languages as ‘mother tongues’ spoken in the
country, ignoring the existence of other discerned languages, or

3 In Europe, language prestige is made visible through numerous bits of
legislation, permeating all spheres of life — for example, the requirement to list
ingredients on labels of foodstuffs in languages that are ‘easy to understand’
for the customer is given in EU regulation no. 1169/2011. This regulation itself
has been published in 24 languages. See https:/eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32011R1169 accessed 23 September 2020.

4 Macro-language here refers to the macro- or societal level, not to the term
‘macrolanguage’ as used by SIL for some languages it discerns that
nevertheless have much in common. An example is Akan, used to cover the
discerned languages of Fante and Twi. See https://iso639-
3.sil.org/code_tables/macrolanguage _mappings/data, accessed 15 June 2020.
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relegating them to an inferior position (p 356). Clearly, those decisions
are often based on the prevailing power relationships in countries,
rather than on any considerations of inclusivity or of human rights.
However, this need not always be the case. Thus, Taylor-Leech and
Liddicoat cite the example of Slovenia, where schools in minority areas
use either Hungarian or Italian as medium of instruction, in some cases
combined with Slovenian. These are all very different languages. These
models, although not identical in their outcomes, are presented as
examples that ‘demonstrate that well-resourced, additive approaches to
bilingual education can result from language planning that recognises
minority language rights.” (p 358) They conclude that a bottom-up
approach, rooted in the communities, works best. This issue of how
language design or language harmonization should be done is largely
outside the scope of this work, even though it is important in itself.
Suffice it here to point to Makoni (2016), who posits a distinction
between language wnification, as an artificial exercise attempted for
example by missionaries, and language harmonization, which he
describes as more rooted in African approaches. He cautions that
community involvement in harmonization projects is necessary, but
‘does not necessarily result in successful uptake of the projects in the
long term’ (p 232).

Unfortunately, community-based examples such as those of Slovenia
are hard to come by in Africa. Bamgbose (2011: 5) says:

‘Ideally, proper language planning should ensure that all languages
have a definite status and specified roles in a multilingual setting. The
situation in most African countries, however, is that language planning
processes are defective. Commonly encountered situations include
policy deficit (usually referred to as absence of policy), propaganda
policy, non-implementation, and lack of political will.’

The distinction between languages as discerned (in a linguistic way)
versus languages as designed (as institutionalised, sociological
phenomena) would have helped Ameka (2017), who discusses the
problems of the difference between the standardized or official
language and the languages as spoken. He calls for a form of language
standardization that takes the differences in spoken language into
account; this plea can be accommodated and understood using the
discerned-designed distinction. Likewise, these concepts could have
served Banda (2009) in developing a more clearly articulated
perspective on language planning and policy in Africa. Banda contrasts
monolingualism — which he sees as the normal situation in Europe -
with multilingualism — which he sees as the normal situation in Africa.
He then argues in favour of promoting Africa’s already existing
multilingual repertoires as a resource for development - so far, so
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good. However, Banda is silent on what this would mean in practice, for
example for his home country of Zambia. | have two problems with this
analysis. The first is that in reality, the distinction between Africa and
Europe, in my view, is one of degree, rather than being qualitative.
Speakers in a country like Slovenia may have a language repertoire that
includes Croatian, English, German and ltalian, besides one or more
Slovenian dialects (of which there are many). What makes the
difference is that Slovenian itself is not only a discerned, but also a
designed language: there is an accepted Standard Slovene that is
taught in schools. What is more, the neighbouring countries also have
standard designed languages and these are also being taught (as
subjects or in some regions as medium of instruction) in Slovenian
schools. This is where Europe is different from Africa: in Africa, African
designed languages are often not used as medium of instruction except
for the first few years and the languages of the neighbours are usually
not officially taught at all.

My second problem is that just saying that ‘multilingual repertoires’
need to be taken as a starting point does not lead to a practical
application. For that, the distinction between discerned and designed
languages is helpful and indeed necessary. In a country like South
Africa, it would be possible (as Banda himself points out) to use a
standardized form of Nguni as a designed language as medium of
instruction for speakers of the discerned languages Zulu, Xhosa, Swazi
and Ndebele. In addition, Sotho and English (for example) could be
taught as subjects (also as designed languages). This means using a
limited set of designed languages. Such a strategy would obviously
work to the advantage of students who already have a diverse
repertoire of discerned languages that they speak (and would
disadvantage monolingual speakers) and therefore would work to the
benefit of most South Africans — in the same way that this would work
in Slovenia. Still, it could be that South Africans have an even richer
spoken language repertoire, including for example youth languages or
Afrikaans; these languages would not all be used as taught designed
languages, even though students and teachers might use them to their
advantage for spoken communication in a school setting. This type of
debate is made easier using the discerned - designed terminology as
proposed by me and therefore takes off where Banda’s proposal ends.
As Joswig (2020: 96) rightly points out: ‘A language standard adds a
written variety to a complex dialect situation, but in itself it does not
remove any diversity. Spoken language diversity has proven to be very
resilient in the face of written standards.’

Clearly, there is a complex relationship between discerned and
designed languages. In that sense, the claim by Kloss that ‘Ausbau’
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language is a sociological concept, although correct, is not complete. If
we accept that linguistics as a discipline also looks at language as
written and codified, then studying designed languages can also be an
object of linguistic study. It might be possible to maintain that spoken
languages cannot be seen as ‘bounded and countable objects’;
however, for designed languages, the statement is clearly untenable:
the fact that they are bounded and countable forms a defining element
of what constitutes designed languages.

If an African language would be developed as a designed language and
would be used as a medium of instruction up to tertiary level, that
would influence the way related discerned languages are used. It would
also have an influence on the status and thus on the choices people
make for using or not using international languages, for example with
their children — and of course this would be worth studying from a
linguistic, as well as a sociological perspective. In this context, it is
useful to point to the possibility of reverse language shift — the process
whereby people revert to using a language that had previously suffered
from diminishing use. Discussing the theory of reverse language shift
as developed among others by Fishman is outside the scope of this
work but see Stroud (2004) for a discussion of reverse language shift
theory in African settings.

One of the things this discussion of discerned and designed languages
has shown is that learning a designed language requires some form of
formal education. But how does that help us to answer the research
question? In order to discuss that, it is necessary to examine the issue
of ‘mother tongue’ education next.

4.1.3 1Is education in the mother tongue useful — and for who?

Sustainable Development Goal 4 calls for education opportunities for
all (UN, 2015). It is perhaps good to stress that this goal itself represents
a clear break with education the way it was in colonial times: in colonial
times, there was never any attempt at providing education for all. Once
we do consider education for all, there is no escaping the
overwhelming scientific consensus that yes, education in a designed
language that is close to the discerned language spoken by the learners
(the ‘mother tongue’"® gives best results at the lowest cost. This has

5 The term ‘mother tongue’ or ‘L1’ as used by me may refer to a discerned
language that is different from the one spoken by the mother of the child —in
Africa, there are situations where the first language that a child becomes fluent
in is not the language spoken by the mother. There may also be children who
are fluent from an early age in more than one discerned language; these have
more than one mother tongue or L1 in their repertoire.
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been the consensus at least since a UNESCO report from 1953, which
already recommended education in the mother tongue in Africa.
Experts point to a number of advantages (see, for example, the
overview by Skuttnab-Kangas (2012), but also Ouane and Glanz (2010),
Heugh (2011, 2019), Benson (2015), the Education Commission Report,
nd-2016'¢ or the impassioned plea by Wolff (2018a)):

- It makes for livelier classroom interaction.

- Children perform better and learn faster.

- It is more efficient, especially if teachers can use their mother
tongue for teaching children in that same language (Walter,
2008, 2014).

- It reduces the gap between home culture and school culture.

- Giving children a sound foundation in their mother tongue
helps them in acquiring foreign language skills more easily and
helps them attain a better level.

- Skills requiring abstract thinking, including arithmetic and
mathematical skills are better grounded and will develop more
easily.

It is important to point out that formal education in a specific language
always involves teaching children to use a language that is different
from the spoken word: it involves teaching a designed language in the
sense meant above, that is related to but still different from the
discerned language spoken at home."”” Educational systems the world
over manage this for most children, but not for all. According to a meta-
analysis by McKenzie et al (2016), about 1% of all children are estimated
to suffer from intellectual disability (although there is quite a bit of
uncertainty about this figure). Intellectual disability means that
educational systems to not manage to teach these children to read or
write or if so, only to a very limited level. This means that around 99%
of all children can be taught basic reading and writing skills. The
number of people who can be taught to a high enough level to be
considered ‘literate’ in the sense that they can no longer be considered
‘functionally illiterate’ is smaller. Functional illiterates, according to
Schlechty (2004: 7) are those people who have reading and writing
skills that are inadequate ‘to manage daily living and employment tasks
that require reading skills beyond a basic level’. According to the UK
National Literacy Trust, the educational system there does not teach all
to a high enough level: one out of six (16.4%) of all adults in England

16 https://report.educationcommission.org/ retrieved 12 July 2019
7 Parts of this discussion have also been published in Pinxteren, Bert van
(2020b), part 4.3.
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are functionally illiterate.”® In 2019, the World Bank launched a new
indicator, dubbed ‘learning poverty': ‘Learning poverty means being
unable to read and understand a simple text by age 10’ (World Bank
2019: 6). Even in high-income countries, there is a percentage of
children in this category though fewer than 10%; so even with the best
education available, not all children can be taught to such a level that
they are able to read and understand a simple text.

The inconvenient truth is that learning abilities are not equally divided
over the population: some people are more intelligent than others.
Tests have been calibrated so that the average 1Q is 100 — 50% of all
children are supposed to have ‘average’ intelligence.”® At the upper
extreme, just over 2% of the population score 130 or above. So, some
children learn more quickly than others.

For language learning, it is important to note that this division of
learning abilities is not one-dimensional: there are different, although
interrelated, forms of intelligence. Li (2016) has shown that language
aptitude is a valid construct.?® This construct is related to, but
independent of general intelligence. What this means is that some
children may be good at language, but hopeless in math. For others, it
may be the other way around. Then also, of course, some children are
good at both.

Two variables are relevant here from an education system perspective:
the percentage of the population that receives formal education to a
specific level and the distance between the discerned and the designed
language. If an education system needs to reach a large percentage of
the population, then at a given level of input, it will be most efficient if it
can use a medium of instruction (a designed language) that is as close
as possible to the discerned language(s) that children are already
familiar with. So there are two differentials here: teaching more
children requires more effort because aptitudes for learning a designed
language are not distributed equally over the population; and teaching
children in a designed language becomes more difficult as the distance
between discerned and designed language increases. How exactly this
works in general | do not know; however, below | will examine how it
works in actual educational systems.

As argued above, for those who are less gifted in languages, language
of instruction matters. Almost everybody is able to master some words
in a language he or she is not familiar with; many people can reach

'8 https://literacytrust.org.uk/parents-and-families/adult-literacy/ retrieved 8
October 2019.

91Q testing in cross-cultural settings is no simple matter. See, for example, Van
de Vijver and Hambleton (1996).

20 See also Wen, Biedron and Skehan (2017).
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Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) in that language, at
least for some domains. However, learning a designed language to a
level high enough to be able to profit from more and more advanced
instruction in that language takes time and effort. It requires reaching
Cognitive/Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) in that language.
Lower language aptitude means more effort is required. Under colonial
education systems, this was not really relevant: education was aimed at
selecting those most talented and reached only a minor proportion of
the population. Therefore, under colonial education systems, it was not
necessary to worry about the language of instruction — any language of
convenience could serve equally well. As is well-known, decolonization
also brought expansion of educational opportunities — so one would
naturally expect a shift to African languages. Albaugh (2014) has shown
that this has happened to some extent in primary education, especially
since 1990. She shows that this expansion was most marked in
Francophone countries, and attributes it to a large extent to the work of
Chaudenson and his colleagues, who managed to convince both the
French authorities and authorities in Francophone Africa that learning
French as a second language works better if there is a better foundation
in the mother tongue.? Yet in secondary and higher education, such a
shift has not happened. Why?

4.1.4 Why have attempts at using mother-tongue education been
unsuccessful?

The literature offers many explanations. Djité (2008) discusses this in
terms of old and new myths about language and development in Africa.
Chaudenson (2006) also provides a useful overview.?? Reasons include:

» Low status.
Language status is of course man-made, but it provides a powerful
discourse. There are many examples of how African languages have
been derided and portrayed as backward, undeveloped, old-fashioned,
clumsy and unscientific.

» Neo-colonialism.
Former colonial powers still wield power and influence in Africa. The
fact that their languages still enjoy official prestige and are still spoken
in Africa adds to the prestige and feeling of self-esteem of these former

2" Note that Djité (2008: 43) feels this analysis is too generous to the French and
denies the role of Africans in bringing about these changes.
22 For another discussion, see Muthwii (2002).
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colonial powers. Therefore, they actively seek to preserve the status
quo in Africa.?

» Low communicative value.
Especially in relation to Africa, the point is often made that some
countries are linguistically just too diverse. The Ethnologue, for
example, discerns 517 living languages for Nigeria alone.?* These types
of arguments are used to point out that it would be very impractical to
set up education systems in hundreds of languages, especially for
countries that are not rich anyway.
Related to the point raised above: it is claimed that there are many
languages that have only a limited number of speakers. Developing
educational materials for them would not be cost-effective and would
anyway be of little use, it is argued, because in our globalized world
teaching children a language they can only use in their own village will
be a disservice to them.

» People want the best for their children — colonial languages as
passport to prosperity.
In the current situation, colonial languages are the passports to success
and upward social mobility and this is also what parents see and know.
As De Swaan (2001) has shown, this has a powerful effect on the
choices parents make: they will go to any length to provide their
children with the best possible starting position in life. If foreign
language mastery is seen as key to a good starting position, parents
will do whatever they can to ensure that children learn that foreign
language. Thus, parents may choose not to use their own language(s)
with their children but to use their second or third language instead. In
some cases, this may backfire, in the sense that ‘linguistic stunting’
may occur: children do not learn any language well enough so that they
can easily and adequately express their thoughts, as described for
Nigeria by Christopher (2008).

» Ingrained false ideas on language in education.
The popular belief is that in order to teach a child a foreign language,
you must start early and in as radical a way as possible. This is one
reason why parents seek foreign-language education for their children

2 |t would be interesting to see if constitutional provisions that African states
had at independence sought to cement this position and if any changes have
been adopted since. For an overview of the types of language regimes included
in national constitutions around the world, see Faingold (2004). For a discussion
of the Great Lakes region, see Gilbert (2013).

24 https://www.ethnologue.com/country/NG accessed 17 July 2019
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from an early age or even use only their second or third language when
raising their children. However, this belief is largely mistaken. It is true
that it is possible to raise children to be bi- or perhaps even multilingual
from an early age on. However, this works only if caregivers speak their
native language (and only their native language and not their L2) to the
children in their care. In all other situations, multilingual environments
serve to hinder, rather than to help children in their language
development (Barac and Bialystok, 2012). As Walter (2008) has shown,
it is generally better if children first develop Cognitive/Academic
Language Proficiency (CALP) in a designed language that is reasonably
close to the discerned language of the learner — this usually happens
only in the teenage years (Skuttnab-Kangas, 2012). A well-developed
CALP in one language helps the development of similar competences in
another language. This borne out not only by research, but also by
comparing the results obtained by educational systems, as discussed
further down in section 4.2.2.

» Elite closure: elites safeguard their position.

The colonial inheritance has built a system were elites were formed on
the basis of possession of a scarce resource — foreign language
knowledge. This enabled them to justify (in their own eyes and to the
larger population) a lifestyle that was (and is) far more comfortable
than that of their fellow citizens. This means that even in the few
countries in Africa that are practically monolingual (Botswana, Burundi,
Eswatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Rwanda) foreign languages are
maintained as the official languages as elites are reluctant to give up
their positions.

» Multilingual environments.

In many urban and urbanizing areas, harbouring an ever-increasing
part of the population in many African countries, people live in mixed
areas; many different languages are used. Sometimes, a creole, pidgin
or other lingua franca is used; sometimes, this does not happen. How
to handle these situations is a real problem.

De Swaan (2001) shows that it is rational for people (including parents,
when they make choices for their children’s education) to choose
languages that have the greatest communication value. He points out
how rational choices at the individual level inevitably lead to a
strengthening of the dominant languages, especially of English. He also
describes the mechanism of elite closure and shows how even in
relatively homogeneous countries like Botswana and Madagascar elites
have a vested interest in foreign language use. In his 2004 article, he
criticizes the idea that linguistic and cultural diversity are tied together



African Languages in Higher Education 101

and criticizes linguists for their inclination to want to protect each and
every language, calling this ‘linguistic sentimentalism’. In his analysis,
the net effect of this is only to strengthen the position of English.

What this means is that attempts at introducing mother-tongue
education have often been resisted, undermined and abandoned.
Partly, this may have been due to reforms that were introduced
suddenly and without proper preparation. Bamgbose (2000) describes
the common feature that reforms are discussed and proclaimed but
never implemented. Altinyelken et al (2014) describe how in Uganda,
local languages were introduced as medium of instruction in the rural
areas, but English was kept in the cities — naturally leading parents in
rural areas to assume that their children would only be receiving
second-rate education (p 93/4). In other countries such as Madagascar,
foreign languages were kept as medium of instruction in expensive
private schools, which were then frequented by the children of the elite
- leading to the same consequence (Chaudenson 2006: 29).

What these reasons have in common is that they paint a picture of
Africa that in its essence is both wndifferentiated and static and that
denies African agency: the reasons given in the literature all point to an
unchanging situation that policies will not be able to fundamentally
influence or change and that is set in stone for now and the foreseeable
future.

However, in my view there is another reason that explains why African
languages are not being used more, one that has not yet been pointed
out in the literature. It is related to the question of what one can expect
an educational system to achieve, given the unequal distribution of
language abilities that was pointed out above. This explanation is
rooted in an analysis of the dynamics of education in Africa and in the
differences that can be seen on the continent and points to a need for
planning and for wise policies to be put in place.

The literature about language learning in Africa, including the works
mentioned above generally seems to subscribe to an implicit
assumption: the assumption that the average effort it takes to teach
children to learn a designed language to a specific level does not
increase if enrolment increases.” If, as argued above, learning abilities

25 Another implicit but erroneous assumption is that the difference between the
L1 and L2 language does not matter. Thus, Heugh (2006: 120), also quoted in
Ouane and Glanz (2010) reports: ‘First language speakers of Afrikaans in South
Africa have become highly proficient in English, i.e. they achieve high levels of
bilingual proficiency, where English is taught only as a subject for one lesson
per day.” With this she seems to imply that the same result could be reached
with a similar programme for, for example, first language speakers of Xhosa -
ignoring the fact that Afrikaans and English are much closer to one another



102 Language, Education and Identity in Africa

are not distributed equally across the population, then this assumption
cannot be true. The following theoretical question needs to be asked: is
the number of people an education system is expected to educate up
to tertiary level higher than, equal to, or lower than the number of
people an education system can reasonably be expected to teach a
designed language to the level needed for such education? Obviously,
the answer to this question may be different depending on the distance
between the discerned and the designed languages at play. In
Germany, which uses standard German as the designed language of
higher education, a language that is close to the discerned languages
spoken by most Germans, the answer will be different from the answer
in Nigeria, which uses English as the designed language of higher
education, a language not close to the discerned languages spoken by
Nigerians.

It is possible to ask this question in another way, namely in terms of
what one can realistically expect an educational system to achieve. In
theory, given infinite resources, it might be possible to teach almost
anybody almost anything. However, in practice resources are never
infinite. The question what to expect of an educational system can be
broken down into two questions: ¢

A) What percentage of the population can an education system
educate to a reasonable level of proficiency in a ‘foreign’
designed language?

B) What percentage of the population is an education system
expected to provide with tertiary education?

If percentage ‘A’ is greater than percentage ‘B’ there will be no problem
in providing tertiary education in a ‘foreign’ designed language. If, on
the other hand, percentage ‘B’ is greater than percentage ‘A’, foreign-
language tertiary education will not be an option for all of tertiary
education. This point is so important that it merits repeating the same
in different words: if an education system will educate fewer people
than the number of people it can teach a foreign language to the
required level, then it can use that foreign language as medium of
instruction. However, as soon as an education system is expected to
educate more people than the number it can teach a foreign language,
then it can no longer make exclusive use of that foreign language as
medium of instruction.

than Xhosa and English are. This type of problem is discussed in greater detail
in chapter 5.3 and (for South Africa) section 6.5.4.
26 This discussion has been published in Pinxteren, Bert van (2020b: 144).
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This theoretical question has never been asked, in part probably
because for most parts of the world, it is not relevant; most developed
countries have developed tertiary education systems that offer at least
parts of the curriculum in a designed language that is close to the
discerned language(s) of that country. Another reason why it has not
been asked is probably because finding the answer to the question may
not be straightforward. Yet, for Africa, a continent that uniformly relies
in its tertiary education system on ‘foreign’ designed languages that are
very different from the discerned languages people speak, this is a key
question. The position developed in this study is that indeed the
number of people intelligent enough to take tertiary education is
significantly higher than the number of people able to learn a foreign
language at the required level. However, this number is lower than the
number of people actually enrolled at the moment in tertiary education
in Africa. In other words, the position of this study is that the problem
that could theoretically arise in Africa, as outlined above, does not yet
occur in practice. Generally speaking, at the moment, there are not
enough places in higher education to accommodate everybody who
has the required language level. But in future, the situation may be
reversed. The next section will show why this is a plausible conclusion
by looking at selected educational systems and what they are actually
able to achieve.

If, as argued above, not everybody is able to attain a level of proficiency
in a foreign language (CALP) that is sufficient for them to follow tertiary
education and if for some people it comes easier than for others, then it
seems reasonable to assume that the amount of time and effort it takes
(both on the part of teachers and of learners) to reach that level
increases with declining aptitude. People less apt at learning a foreign
language will take longer than those more apt. At some point, the effort
required will become so large as to be unrealistic. In general, it is safe
to assume that training 10% more children to master a foreign
language to a certain level costs more than 10% extra, because
language abilities are not divided equally over the population. Again,
there will therefore be a natural ‘language barrier:?’ at a certain
moment, training more students in a foreign language will become
more expensive than training them in an indigenous language.

27 The term ‘language barrier’ has also been used by Benson (2015: 70), who
writes: ‘An estimated 2.3 billion people, nearly 40% of the world’s population,
lack access to education in their own language —a clear stumbling block to their
learning that will not be removed by getting more children into the classroom.’
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4.2 Enrolment and language —Africa and the world

In section 1.4, | pointed out that there is a link between the participation
rate in education (the enrolment) and the medium of instruction and in
the section above, | explained this idea in greater depth. This section
goes further into detail, looking at available statistical material and
comparing developments in selected countries in Africa, Europe and
Asia.?8

Before examining the data, though, a short explanation is needed of
what is meant by the various levels of education and what is meant by
‘higher’ education. This section follows the International Standard
Classification of Education (ISCED) 2011 scheme, as developed by
UNESCO (2012). According to this scheme, ‘tertiary education’ is
comprised of ISCED levels 5 through to 8. Level 8 stands for ‘doctoral or
equivalent level’, whereas level 5 stands for ‘short cycle tertiary
education’, not to be confused with level 4, which stands for ‘post-
secondary non-tertiary education’. It is important to note that in this
scheme, ‘tertiary education’ refers to more than what is commonly
understood as university education: it also includes education for
example by polytechnics at the higher vocational level.

Secondary education comprises ISCED levels 2 and 3 - in some
countries, this corresponds to a distinction between two phases of
secondary education. Primary education then corresponds to ISCED
level 1.

The indicator used here is the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER). This ratio
is the total enrolment within a country ‘in a specific level of education,
regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population in the
official age group corresponding to this level of education’ (UNESCO
2009: 9). It is important to realize that in theory, the GER can be above
100: this can happen if more people are enrolled at a certain
educational level than there are people in that specific age bracket. A
second indicator is the Completion rate at a given level of education:
the percentage of the school-age population that completes the
education.

As a shorthand for characterizing the functions of education, | will
follow the rule of thumb that has been developed by Trow (in Cloete
and Maassen 2015: 3): education that is accessible to less than 15% of
the population is elite education. Education accessible to between 15

28 This section was adapted from: Bert van Pinxteren (2018a): What Do
Enrolment Data Say About Education? In: A. Breedveld and J. Jansen (Eds.),
Education for Life in Africa, 35-50. Leiden (Netherlands): African Studies Centre.
http://hdl.handle.net/1887/67229
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and 40% of the population is mass education. Education accessible to
more than 40% of the population is called universal education.

4.2.1 Evolution of Enrolment Data over Time

As shown in graph 1 below, the GER in tertiary education for Sub-
Saharan Africa as a whole has greatly increased in the past sixty years,
rising from 0.1% in 1955 to 8.2% in 2014. However, a similar
development has taken place in Western Europe, as shown in graph 2:
there, GER has risen from 4.5% in 1955 to over 70% in 2014. In South
Korea, it has risen from 6.8% in 1971 to over 94% in 2017. Even though
the GER has increased in both regions, the growth in tertiary education
in Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole has been greater than in Western
Europe.

Today, the GER for Sub-Saharan Africa is approximately at the level
that Western Europe had in 1965. In Europe, the function of tertiary
education, especially of university education, has changed dramatically
compared to the mid-1960s. This did not happen without friction: the
wave of student protests that spread over most of Western Europe after
1968 is partly an expression of the changing role of tertiary education in
that period. Such frictions are likely to occur in several African countries
as well, as will be clear when we take a look at the statistics of
individual countries.

Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary, 1955-2014,
Sub-Saharan Africa

10

1955 1965 1975 1985 1995 2005 2014
Graph 1 - GER SSA 1955-2014. Sources: Altbach (2012) and UNESCO
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Graph 2 - GER Western Europe and SSA, 1955-2014. Sources: Altbach (2012)
and UNESCO

Statistics that show an entire subcontinent hide the substantial
differences that exist between countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa, Chad
holds the sad position of the African country with the lowest GER in
1972 and in 2014 as well. The countries with the highest GER in Africa
include Egypt and some other Arab countries as well as Mauritius. Of
Sub-Saharan Africa, the country with the highest GER is Botswana. A
country that is near the Sub-Saharan average is Ethiopia. The evolution
in GER in these three countries since 1970 is shown in graph 3 below:
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As is clear from the graph, the differences between countries are
considerable. In 1972, Botswana had the highest GER, of 0.3%. Ethiopia
stood at nearly 0.2% and Chad at a mere 0.01%. With figures this low, it
seems safe to assume that most of the elites did not actually get their
education in their own countries, but instead obtained their education
abroad. By 2014, tertiary education had expanded in all three countries,
growing to a still very low 3.4% in Chad, 8.1% in Ethiopia and nearly
28% in Botswana.

These statistics illustrate a number of key points. For some countries,
such as Chad, tertiary education is still a mechanism for elite
reproduction. Like in precolonial times, it is likely that these elites will
be largely foreign-educated.

For other countries, such as Botswana but also Ghana, tertiary
education is becoming more of a commodity, accessible to the middle
classes. Botswana now has a GER comparable to that of Western
Europe in 1975. Such countries now offer an alternative to studying
abroad for a reasonable proportion of the age group - although the
elite probably still invest in a foreign education.

Botswana has shown periods of rapid educational expansion, such as
between 2007 and 2009, when the GER doubled. Such a rapid
expansion can of course lead to a ‘crisis of expectations’: it is unlikely
that those students who graduated in Botswana from the 2009 intake
would find the same job opportunities as those who graduated from
the 2007 intake.

Educational Pyramids

In addition to looking at the enrolment ratio in tertiary education, it is
relevant to investigate the relationship between tertiary education and
other levels of education. This relationship shows the extent to which
the educational system works as a selection mechanism.

First, it is illustrative to look at the educational pyramid in the advanced
countries, at the time when Bourdieu entered tertiary education, so
around 1950. Graph 4 below has been constructed on the basis of the
material provided by Barro and Jong-Wha (2015: 16-17). Barro and
Jong-Wha give enrolment ratios for three levels of education for the
population as a whole and for females. From those, | have computed
the male enrolment ratios as well.
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Educational pyramid, 'advanced' countries, 1950
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Graph 4 - Educational pyramid, ‘advanced’ countries, 1950

The graph shows a number of interesting characteristics:

- Primary education at that time was universal;

- Secondary education was not yet universal, but accessible to
over 30% of the population, both male and female;

- Tertiary education was clearly for the elite, and considerably
more accessible to men than to women.

It is relevant to look at the shape of the pyramid: selection was quite
intensive: fewer than half of those who went to primary school could
continue to secondary school. Less than a third of the boys and only
one-tenth of the girls who went to secondary school could proceed to
tertiary education. In other words, there was a large educational gap
between the elite and the rest of the population.

Graph 5 shows the situation for Ethiopia in 2005 . As is clear from the
graph, the pyramid of Ethiopia in 2005 is similar to that in the
‘advanced’ world in 1950, although if anything, the pyramid is slightly
steeper.
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Educational pyramid, Ethiopia, 2005
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Graph 5 - Educational pyramid, Ethiopia, 2005

The purpose of this graph is not to show that Ethiopia is half a century
‘behind’ Europe, but to illustrate that social processes that have been at
play in Europe may also be at play in Africa, although the effects and
the appearances might be different.

Further insights can be gained from comparing the evolution in Sub-
Saharan Africa with the evolution in Europe and South Korea. Leaving
aside the European small-island states of Cyprus and Malta, which
show a slightly anomalous picture, the commodification of tertiary
education in Europe expanded further between 1990 and 2005, growing
from an EU average tertiary education GER of 25% in 1970 to 35% in
1990 and around 70% in 2015. The GER in Denmark (the country with
the highest GER of the EU) was over 80%. It was still over 50% in
Romania (the country with the lowest GER in the EU). In that period,
South Korea has managed to overtake the EU, growing from a level of
under 7% in 1971 to over 94% in 2015, as shown in graph 6 below.
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Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary, both sexes (%)
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Graph 6 - GER, Botswana, Denmark, Romania, South Korea

What is clear from comparing graph 3 with graph 6 is that the diversity
in Africa in the tertiary education sector is far greater than that in
Europe. The lines in the European graph show a much more parallel
trajectory than the lines in the African graph. In 2014, the Romanian
enrolment ratio stood at 65% of the Danish ratio. However, the Chadian
enrolment ratio was only 12.5% of the Botswana ratio. This means that
whereas it might be defensible to make general statements about the
tertiary education sector in Europe, such statements about Sub-
Saharan Africa have much lower validity, if any at all.

Another point is this: a country like Romania was able to double its
tertiary education sector from the current level of Botswana (nearly
30%) between 2001 and 2007, so in a relatively short period of time.
Even though population growth in many African countries is higher
than in Europe, it is still reasonable to expect that rapid further
expansion is possible and likely in Botswana and other countries in
Africa, given the right political and economic environment. There is
reason to expect that at least in some countries, such rapid expansions
will indeed take place. This means that the social function of tertiary
education in some African countries has changed since independence
and is likely to change even more in the years to come. Such periods of
rapid educational expansion are likely to lead to a problem of
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disillusioned students and are likely to force changes in the educational
‘habitus’, in order to cater for the changed social function of education.
In other countries in Africa, such expansion did not happen and may
not happen for some years to come — meaning, of course, that social
discontent might show itself in other ways.

It is also illustrative to compare the educational pyramids of Romania
and of Botswana, as is done in graphs 7 and 8 below.

Educational pyramid, Romania, 2005
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Graph 7 - Educational pyramid, Romania, 2005

Educational pyramid, Botswana, 2014
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Graph 8 - Educational pyramid, Botswana, 20714
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It is clear that these pyramids show more similarity than do the
pyramids of Ethiopia (graph 5) and Botswana. In Botswana as well as in
Romania, primary and secondary education can now be said to be
universal. Tertiary education has become massive. In both countries,
more women than men participate in tertiary education. Even though
there is still a considerable gap between those who can go to
secondary education and the tertiary education level, that gap is now
much smaller than it was some years ago. This also means that the
relationship between the elites and the rest of the population has
changed: the educational gap between the most educated and the rest
of the population is now smaller than it used to be. In other words, in
order to be able to do its job of managing the country, the elites now,
both in Romania and in Botswana, have to take account of and can rely
on an educated population to a much greater degree than was the case
a few decades ago. This is also happening in other countries in Africa:
table 1 below shows all African countries with a gross enrolment rate in
tertiary education above 15%.

African countries with a tertiary education GER > 15%
Country 2017 2018
Algeria 51.4
Botswana 24.9

Cabo Verde 23.6
Egypt 35.2

Ghana 15.7
Mauritius 40.6

Morocco 35.9
Namibia 22.9

South Africa 23.8
Tunisia 31.7

Table 1 - African countries with a gross enrolment rate in tertiary education
above 15%

Implications of GER Growth

Above, | have shown GER growth over the years, both in Africa and in
Europe. Following Bourdieu and Passeron, this growth implies that as
the GER changes, the social function of tertiary education also changes.
As long as the GER for tertiary education remains below 15%, this
education can be said to have elite reproduction as one of its main
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functions. In most countries in Africa (but not in all, as table 1 shows),
this is still the case. Thus, as Cloete and Maassen (2015: 6) state: ‘There
has been a common misconception that a major problem in African
higher education is that it has massified without resources. In reality,
nowhere on the continent is there a differentiated and massified
system; there are only overcrowded elite systems.” The word ‘nowhere’
seems a slight overstatement in light of the statistics above, but on the
whole, their statement seems valid.

It is to be expected that as the social function of education changes, the
power relations within educational systems will also change. Change in
power relations is almost never completely peaceful: it implies a certain
measure of social strife. In the ‘advanced’ countries, the GER in tertiary
education rose from 4.7% in 1950 to 24.6% in 1970 and 45.3% in 1990. It
is no surprise that in that period there were also waves of student
unrest and protest in a number of countries in Europe and elsewhere. It
is entirely likely that such struggles will also occur in Africa. It partly
explains what is happening in South Africa, struggling to increase
access to tertiary education after the end of Apartheid. If GER changes
rapidly, for example if it doubles in under a decade, then its effect can
clearly be felt within a generation: children at the end of primary school
have certain expectations of what a university education will deliver
that can no longer be met by the time they reach university-going age.
The same is true of parents who in many countries need to make
considerable sacrifices to give their children a good education. It would
be worthwhile to study these relationships more in-depth, but that is
outside the scope of this analysis.

Increased enrolment rates in Africa are more difficult to achieve than in
other parts of the world, because Africa has higher population growth.
However, given the rate of expansion of tertiary education in other
parts of the world and given the history of expansion in Africa, further
phases of rapid expansion, at least in some countries, can be expected.

As indicated above, this growth is accompanied by even greater
expansion especially in secondary education: the pyramid is becoming
less steep. The steepness of the pyramid can be expressed as the ratio
of enrolment in primary education in any particular year divided by the
ratio of enrolment in tertiary education in that year. Thus, a higher
value means a steeper pyramid. For the graphs given above, that yields
the picture as in table 2 below:

Country Year GER primary/GER tertiary
Advanced countries 1950 20.1
Ethiopia 2005 29.2

Romania 20056 24
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Botswana 2014 4.3

Table 2 - Ratio of enrolment in primary education in any particular year divided
by the ratio of enrolment in tertiary education in that year

In many cases, GER growth will be achieved without commensurate
budget growth. It is clear that this is likely to lead to a drop in the
quality of education. However, the type of education that was offered to
elites in earlier decades is perhaps not appropriate for the broader class
of academics of tomorrow. In line with the ideas developed in the
previous section, GER growth may also have a bearing on pressures on
the language of instruction. Let us examine that issue a bit more closely
in the next section.

4.2.2 The Language Barrier

In just about all countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, the medium of
instruction in secondary and tertiary education is a former colonial
language that is not the L1 of the great majority of students. This is a
legacy of a colonial system that was always intended to provide elite
education, rather than education for the masses. Students must learn
this colonial language in primary and secondary education and they
should attain a level of proficiency that is sufficient for the tertiary level.
But what is a sufficient level? There are three main systems used
internationally for assessing foreign language ability.

In the U.S. there are two, related scales: the guidelines of the American
Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)? and the ILR
scale. The Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) scale has five broad
levels, ranging from zero to five.’® The Council of Europe uses the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)
scale, which has six levels.’" Attempts have been made to relate the
U.S. and the European scales to one another, but these alignments are
approximate at best. For tertiary education, a level corresponding to at
least the CEFR B2 level is considered to be necessary. This level stands
for ‘upper intermediate’ - it is the level used by many universities,
although the University of Cape Town in South Africa uses the higher
C1 level as its minimum requirement® - still below the highest ‘C2’

2% https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-manuals/actfl-proficiency-
guidelines-2012 accessed 20 July 2019.

30 https://www.govtilr.org/ accessed 20 July 2019.

31 https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-
languages/home accessed 20 July 2019.

32 http://www.students.uct.ac.za/students/applications/admission-
requirements/language accessed 20 July 2019 gives the requirement as an
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level. In the ILR terms, this means at least Level 3, or ‘Advanced High' in
the ACTFL terms.®

Language level and the amount of effort (both from the learner and
from the educational system) are often not taken into account in
economic studies looking at language learning. Thus, Athanasiou et al
(2016: 214) discuss a number of economic studies and models showing
that common simplifications include the assumption that an individual
either ‘speaks’ or ‘does not speak’ another language and that the cost of
learning another language is the same for all learners (p 216) and
independent of the similarity or difference between the languages
learnt. In European or U.S. situations, where foreign language learning
is done by a portion of the population at best and where at best only a
handful of other languages will be learned these simplifications might
do. For African situations, however, where the assumption is that
increasing numbers of people will learn a foreign language to a level
high enough to enable them to receive tertiary education in that
language, these models are inadequate.

Unfortunately, research into language levels reached in Africa and the
associated cost is scarce indeed. Still, the question needs to be asked:
what percentage of the population and of the secondary school
population can an educational system reasonably be expected to teach
to reach at least the B2 level of proficiency at the time of school
completion?

Chaudenson (2006) uses his own measure for minimum language
learning, SMIC®*: ‘Seuil Minimal Individuel de Competence en francais’,
or minimum individual threshold of competency in French. He is not
explicit about the alignment between his SMIC and the DELF/CEFR
levels,® but he does say (p 183) that the end of the second year of
primary school should lead to level A1, the lowest of the CEFR levels.
He adds that this level is not obtained by the great majority of pupils -
yet instruction changes to French in year 3, requiring level B1 or B2 (p
184).

Given the dearth of material on Africa, another productive avenue
might be to look at Europe, where the European Commission has a
policy of stimulating learning of other European languages. Thus, in
2011, the European Commission for the first time investigated second-

IELTS score of at least 7.0, which corresponds to the C1 level as outlined at
https://www.ielts.org/ielts-for-organisations/common-european-framework.

33 https://www.efset.org/english-score/ accessed 20 July 2019.

34 This is a play of words with the more common French use of the abbreviation
SMIC, which stands for minimum wage.

35 DELF is the French language certification system, which is aligned to the
CEFR.
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language proficiency of secondary students in the last year before their
final exams, in reading, writing and listening (European Commission,
2012).3% They found tremendous differences in performance within
Europe, ranging from Malta (60% of students at B2 level) to France (5%
of students at this level). One of the best-performing countries, doing
better for example than the Netherlands, was Estonia, with 41% of the
secondary school students at the B2 level. Note that Estonian® is the
designed language used as medium of instruction in secondary
education in the country — English is taught as a subject. Note also that
over four-fifth of all children in Estonia complete the second (upper)
stage of secondary education: the completion rate in 2013 was 82.7%.
This means the Estonian education system is able to educate almost
34% of its youngsters to a B2 level of proficiency in English, high
enough to take tertiary education in that language. Estonian and
English are very different from each other as languages - and yet
Estonia manages to be among the top performers in Europe. Let us
therefore take the Estonian educational system as a benchmark for
what an educational system is able to achieve in terms of teaching a
portion of the population a ‘foreign’ designed language to a level high
enough to allow students to be taught in that designed language at
tertiary level. As we have seen, this level is 41% of secondary school
students and 34% of all Estonian 18-year olds. Where do African
education systems stand in comparison?

Can Ghana, for example, match Estonia? Would it be possible that a
third of all children reach B2 level in an international language by the
end of their secondary school career, as Estonia has managed to
achieve? How ambitious would that be?

An estimate for Ghana could be calculated by multiplying the
completion rate for senior secondary education by the percentage of
students that obtain a high enough examination result in English. In
Ghana, the final exam at the end of secondary school is the WASSCE
examination.® In this system, the lowest so-called ‘credit pass’ is the C6
pass. According to information on the sites of a number of UK
Universities,*® the WASSCE C6 level is roughly equivalent to IELTS 6.0

36 The survey material is still available online via http://www.surveylang.org/,
accessed 6 June 2020. The survey has not been repeated.

37 The Ethnologue puts the number of L1 speakers of the two discerned
Estonian-like languages at approximately 1.25 million. https://www-ethnologue-
com/language/est accessed 29 March 2020.

38 https:/ghana.waecdirect.org/

39 See for example
https://www.bournemouth.ac.uk/study/international/international-entry-
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and this is roughly equivalent to the CEFR B2 level. According to
information from the US Embassy in Ghana® this level is reached by
54% of those who sit for the WASSCE examination. A further 27%
receive a passing grade that is lower than C6 (D7 or E8). UNESCO gives
the completion rate for senior secondary education in 2018 as 35.7%.
That means that currently, the Ghanaian education system is able to
educate just under 20% of its youngsters to a B2 level of proficiency in
English, compared to 34% for Estonia.*’ So yes, matching Estonia
would be an ambitious goal indeed for a country like Ghana.

Another approximation can be found in Albaugh (2014: 221).4? She
gives estimates of the portion of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa
speaking a European language. The averages vary between 37% for the
‘Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking’ countries and 17% for the ‘English-
speaking’ counties. For these estimates, Albaugh bases herself on a
large number of sources, using any number of definitions and
methodologies. The figures for the ‘francophone’ nations (average:
18%) are the most comparable, because there she is able to use data
collected by the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF).
The OIF uses what it calls a common-sense definition of a francophone
in Maurer (2015: 3): ‘a person able to express him/herself in French, no
matter what his/her level may be or his/her mastery of other
competences such as writing or reading.” (My translation.)® It is not
immediately obvious how to map this on to the CEFR levels, but it
clearly includes many more people than those who are at the B2 level,
which stands for an ability to ‘interact with a degree of fluency and
spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite
possible without strain for either party.”** One of the interests of the OIF
is clearly to make the French language look large and important.

requirements/english-language-requirements/tier-4-qualifications retrieved 6
November 2019.

40 https://gh.usembassy.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/175/THE-EDUCATIONAL-
SYSTEM-OF-GHANA-2019.pdf retrieved 6 November 2019. See also p. 88 of the
Education Sector Medium-Term Development Plan 2018-2020, available online
at https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-education-
sector-medium-term-development-plan 2018-2021.pdf

41 But see Stoffelsma and De Jong (2015) for a more pessimistic perspective.

42 An abridged version of this discussion of the estimate of the number of
‘francophones’ in Africa has also been published in Pinxteren, Bert van (2020b).
43 ‘Revenons donc au sens commun, qui entend par « francophone » une
personne capable de s’exprimer en frangais, quelle que soit son niveau ou sa
maitrise d'autres compétences comme |’écriture ou la lecture.’

44 https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-
languages/table-1-cefr-3.3-common-reference-levels-global-scale retrieved 7
September 2019.
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Therefore, it probably would include also those who are at the A2 level:
those able to ‘describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes &
ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and
plans.” It is illustrative to note that in 2007, 62.4% of teachers in
Mauritania had level A2 or below, a level considered in the document to
be insufficient for teaching in that language (p 31). The document also
recalls (p 83) that in order to become naturalized as a French citizen in
France, the minimum level that is required is B1.

Albaugh estimates the average ‘francophone’ population in Sub-
Saharan Africa at 18%. To emulate Estonia, 85% of all children should
complete secondary school and 40% of those children would attain the
B2 level. In that case, eventually, 35% of the entire population would
attain B2 level. In order to achieve such a level, it would be necessary to
give the opportunity to all children to start secondary school and to
learn French there. Probably, given differences in motivation and
ability, some children would not learn enough French anyway to reach
the A2 level. However, it is quite likely that 35% at B2 level would mean
a much larger base at A2 and B1 levels; perhaps as much as 70%
altogether. Even though this line of reasoning is speculative, | think it is
nevertheless reasonable to conclude that, going by the OIF definition
quoted above, there is potential for quadrupling the number of
‘francophones’ (so going from around 18% to around 70%) in Sub-
Saharan Africa.

Would it be possible for Ghana to go even further, and reach for
example the level of Malta? Malta is unique in the EU, in that it was a
British possession until gaining independence in 1964 and it has
retained English as an official language, alongside Maltese. English and
Maltese are very different languages. Yet, English is so present in Malta
that Maltese children are familiar with English from a very early age.
Perhaps one can argue that English is a Maltese language - the eWAVE
considers Maltese English a separate variety of English.® Whereas in
Estonia around 34% of 18-year olds speak English at the B2 level, this is
almost 48% for Malta. The Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) in tertiary
education in Malta in 2013 was only 43%, as compared to 73% in
Estonia.*® Yet, Malta’s College of Arts, Science and Technology does

45 https://ewave-atlas.org/languages/12, accessed 11 June 2020. e WAVE is the
Electronic Atlas of Varieties of English — see Kortmann, Lunkenheimer and Ehret
(2020).

%6 The lower percentage for Malta compared to Estonia may be related to the
fact that more Maltese than Estonians go abroad for their tertiary education.
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teach partly in Maltese and has the possibility to allow students to
present assessment work in Maltese.”

Perhaps one could argue that in urban areas in Ghana, English is just as
prevalent as it is in Malta and indeed, eWAVE also recognizes Ghanaian
English (as distinct from Ghanaian Pidgin English) as a separate English
variety.®® In addition, language learning does not stop at the end of
secondary school — students continue to learn in their first year(s) in
tertiary education. Therefore, it might be logical to keep (Ghanaian)
English as one of the languages that is used as medium of instruction
in higher education, alongside other Ghanaian languages. However,
continuing to use only (Ghanaian) English and emulating the Maltese
education system would mean that the Ghanaian education system
would have to educate three times as many children to reach the B2
level in English as it currently does. And still: if the level of enrolment in
tertiary education would approximate the levels found in Estonia and in
the rest of the global North, a (partial) transition to indigenous
languages would be necessary.

If enrolment rates in secondary education stay below a certain level and
selection criteria are such that all students have the required language
level in order to profit from teaching in whatever medium of instruction
is used, then using a foreign language as medium of instruction is not a
problem.

However, if the selection mechanism is not efficient, for example
because it selects students that do not have the required language
level, or if the enrolment ratio becomes higher than the percentage of
students that have the required language level, then using a foreign
language as medium of instruction will become a problem. At that
stage, children will not fully understand what the teacher says, even if
in principle they have the required intellectual abilities. At that point, it
will be necessary either to introduce an additional stream in which the
medium of instruction is a language the children do understand
sufficiently or to change to a local language for all secondary education.
In both cases, the foreign language can be taught as a subject, but can
no longer be used efficiently as medium of instruction for all students.
Estonia has chosen to use Estonian as medium of instruction in
secondary education (Santiago et al, 2016: 55). English is taught as a

47 https://www.mcast.edu.mt/wp-content/uploads/DOC 003 CORP_REV_F -
PROGRAMME-REGULATIONS-MQF-LEVELS-1-3-2.pdf accessed 7 June 2020.

8 https://ewave-atlas.org/languages/39, accessed 11 June 2020. | am grateful to
Dr Dodzi Kpoglu for suggesting this possibility to me.
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subject.*® For Estonia, this ensures the best results not only in English,
but in mathematics and other subjects as well. The Estonian system,
then, offers living proof of a point that seems counter-intuitive to many
Africans: not using English as the medium of instruction paradoxically
leads to better English-language learning outcomes than using it as
medium of instruction. Developing CALP in Estonian gives the basis for
developing CALP in English in the most efficient manner. Note as well
that the levels of English-language proficiency reached in Estonia are
only achievable if there is a larger base of students who do not achieve
this level, but still reach lower levels. This is possible because English is
not used as the medium of instruction, but is taught as a subject
instead.

As shown above, a level whereby 40% of all students in secondary
school age reach the B2 level of competence in their second language
by the end of their secondary school is a very challenging benchmark to
aim for in Africa. In chapter 1.4, | argued at the theoretical level that
there will exist a ‘language barrier’ in any educational system that uses
a foreign language as medium of instruction. Due to the uneven
distribution of language abilities over any population, there will be a
point at which teaching high enough numbers of students to a high
enough level of foreign language ability will put unsustainable
demands on the system. For the time being, and until further research
has shown things to be different, | propose as a working hypothesis
that there is a ‘language barrier’ approximately at the level of a GER of
40% for the highest level of secondary education and at the start of
tertiary education. Below this level of enrolment, any language can be
used as medium of instruction. Above this level, a switch to a designed
language that is close to (one of the) discerned mother tongue(s)
becomes necessary. This is what | call the ‘language barrier’ in tertiary
education.

If we map this level on graph 4 above, the consequences become clear,
as shown in graph 9.

4% Estonia does have a sizeable Russian-speaking minority. Therefore, a number
of schools also offer a Russian-language curriculum. English and Finnish are
used as medium of instruction in a few schools only.
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Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary, both sexes (%)
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Graph 9 - Tertiary enrolment and the language barrier

It is clear that for countries in the global North, providing tertiary
education in a foreign language to all students would be almost
impossible: the language barrier prevents it. It would be very costly and
inefficient to bring all students that enter tertiary education up to the
required level of proficiency. In fact, they would also have this problem
if the language barrier would occur at 60%. African countries do not
(yet) have that problem. However, it will become a problem for a
country like Botswana in the next decade or so, as Botswana
approaches the ‘language barrier’ threshold. Of course the precise level
of the barrier is not fixed and can be influenced by policy choices
countries make. The basic point is, however, that such a barrier does
exist and will become manifest through social tensions, lower pass
rates for exams, disillusioned students, parents and teachers and other
ways. In Tunisia, where the Gross Enrolment Ratio in tertiary education
is around 35%, this transition is indeed happening: Tunisia has
embarked on a phased (and not uncontested) Arabization exercise.
Most studies in Tunisian universities are currently entirely taught in
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Arabic, instead of the French that was used in the colonial period
(Akkari, 2008).%°

The quantitative analysis of this section thus drives home the
conclusions from the analysis presented in the previous section: if
African countries aspire to providing tertiary education to their
populations at levels comparable to those in the global North, then
sooner or later they will have to offer at least part of the curricula in
local languages. The alternative would be to dramatically lower the
standard of education being offered, but doing so would be inefficient
and it would mean a great disservice both to the countries and the
students involved.

4.3. Conclusions

In this chapter, | have set out to answer my second research question:
the question why African languages currently are not being used more
in higher education as medium of instruction.

In order to discuss this issue, it was important first to clarify the
conceptual framework. To do that, a distinction between discerned and
designed languages was proposed as a useful way of looking at
languages as spoken versus languages as used in more formal
domains such as writing and writing-based activities. The term
discerned refers to the human and social act of pronouncing a speech
register to be a language. The term designed refers to those languages
that have been deliberately shaped and built to become standardized
vehicles of literary expression — languages that are protected and
developed through policy and that are acquired through a process of
formal learning. | call for explicit and increased attention to the role of
language policy in Africa and have criticized approaches that tend to
neglect or underplay the importance of this role in Africa.

I have reviewed the existing explanations for not using African
languages more that are given in the literature, such as in Zsiga et al
(2014), and weighed these against the compelling arguments that
scientists have advanced for almost 70 years in favour of ‘mother
tongue’ instruction. My conclusion is that the reasons given in the
literature do not sufficiently explain the phenomenon and do not take
account of the dynamic nature of educational systems in Africa, thus
denying African agency. | have shown that there is an additional

50 | am grateful to Dr Mirza Emirhafizovi¢ for pointing out the Tunisian
experience to me.
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explanation which in my view points to the need to changes in policy in
the coming decade or so, at least for a number of African countries.
This explanation is based on the fact that education systems will be
unable to deliver language teaching to a sufficient level to sufficiently
large numbers of students if enrolment levels in higher education start
to approach those of the global North. If enrolment increases, a
transition to local languages will become inevitable. A counter-intuitive
result of such a transition is that it will also lead to improvements in the
learning of international languages (taught as a subject).

| ask the question what educational systems in Africa can reasonably be
expected to deliver in terms of teaching children a foreign designed
language to a high enough level. | point to the example of the Estonian
education system, which is one of the best-performing systems in
Europe. It is able to educate a high percentage of the population to
tertiary education level (in the Estonian example: 70%). This percentage
is in fact much higher than the percentage of the population that the
Estonian educational system is able to teach a foreign language at a
level high enough to be able to take education at tertiary level (in the
Estonian example: 34%). In Europe, multilingual Malta is an outlier: its
educational system is able to give 48% of its 18-year olds a high level of
English-language knowledge. However, in Malta only approximately
43% of 18-year olds then continue to higher or tertiary education -
therefore, in Malta this education can be delivered in English. Estonia,
however, with a participation rate in higher education of around 70%, is
not able to do that. This means that in that country, tertiary education is
for a large part in Estonian, even though there are only around 1 million
native speakers of Estonian in the country. Currently, all African
countries have relatively low participation rates in higher education.
Therefore, this education can currently be delivered in any designed
language. However, in future, Africa potentially has a big problem: it
will not be able to develop its full human potential making use of non-
indigenous languages; sooner or later, a shift to increased use of
African designed languages will become a necessity. At the moment,
however, this is not yet the case - it is possible to continue with the
colonial language in education policies. This provides my explanation
of why African languages are currently not used more in higher
education.

My research into the achievements of education systems and into the
evolution of enrolment rates in education points to idea that there must
be a ‘language barrier’: a point at which a switch to indigenous
designed languages becomes a necessity. However, more research
would be needed to determine where this barrier lies in individual
countries and how policy choices could influence it. For the time being,
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my working hypothesis is that this barrier is at a gross enrolment ratio
in tertiary education of around 40%.

It is good to stress that the consequence of such a transition, for most
African countries, will be that higher education would be provided in
several languages (as is currently the case in a number of countries
already for primary education). At the start of the transition, the former
colonial language might remain as the single medium of instruction in
a large number of fields. Then gradually and over time, other languages
will be added as medium of instruction for more and more fields.
However, it is entirely possible that the former colonial language will be
maintained as an optional or even as the sole medium of instruction for
some fields of education. The end result will also not be uniform: it will
be different, depending on the linguistic situation of individual
countries.

Using Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) as the theoretical starting point
and after examining the available data, several additional points
become clear:

- No discussion on education in Africa is complete without
looking at the sociological parameters of that education. Researchers
should always bear enrolment statistics in mind when studying
education in countries outside of their own: if not, their research is
likely to be tainted because, consciously or subconsciously, they are
likely to use the situation in their home country and at the time they
themselves went to university as the norm. In so doing, they will
assume a form of cultural capital and a habitus in the foreign
educational system that does not reflect the actual situation on the
ground.

- An implicitly European frame of reference when discussing
higher education in Africa can lead to misleading or even false ideas
and conclusions about the nature of education in Africa.

- Tertiary education in Africa is more divergent than in Europe.
Analysis must start from the country level, because generalizations are
more difficult to make about education in Africa than about education
in Europe.

- Differences in enrolment ratios in Africa mean that the social
function of tertiary education in society is different from country to
country.

- Developed societies need more than an educated elite — those
elites also need an educated general population. This means that if
Africa is to become more developed, it needs to educate more people
to a higher level (of course in an appropriate manner). In order to
achieve that, it will need African languages.
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Now that | have demonstrated that at some point, it will become
necessary to start using designed languages that are easier to learn for
most Africans than the ones currently employed in higher education,
the next question becomes: what instruments do we have for making
rational language choices? That is the topic of the next chapter.
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5. Rational choices for Language in Education

In chapter 4 | have outlined the reasons why in future, it will become
necessary to make more use of African languages in secondary and
higher education. | have proposed a new pair of concepts, namely the
distinction between discerned languages - spoken languages as
identified for example by the Ethnologue — and designed languages -
the standardized forms that have been developed for some languages.
This chapter builds on the material of the previous chapters and
examines the last of my research questions: what possibilities are there
for rational language-in-education policies in Africa?

5.1 Language policy and citizenship

Mamdani, in his landmark 1996 book ‘Citizen and Subject’ has
decisively influenced how the word ‘citizen’ must be interpreted in an
African context. Citizens are people who are enabled to participate in
democratic decision making - subjects are not. However, this
understanding is not specifically African. Smith (2013) uses the similar
notion of ‘meaningful citizenship’, derived from the works of Charles
Tilly and James Tully and asserts that ‘the analytical lens of citizenship
has rarely been deployed in many parts of the developing world.” (p.
19) In chapter 1.5, | pointed to the notion of ‘republican citizenship’ as
used by Grotenhuis (2016) to denote the importance of how people as
citizens feel they are part of a ‘nation’, rather than only being subjects
of a ‘state’. All agree that citizenship implies access to information and
to political discourse in a language that is accessible to the citizen. In
this context, Heugh (2014) has used the term ‘linguistic citizenship’. It is
good to note that this is not only a linguistic issue, though: it is also a
cultural issue. Teaching and learning are affected not only by the
medium of instruction, but also by the cultural backgrounds of teachers
and learners." Thus, it is easier if teachers and learners share a similar
cultural background, or at least are knowledgeable about those
backgrounds. This is of course more likely to happen if teachers and
learners share the same linguistic background as well.

In the colonial period, the language of administration was the colonial
language and this was fine, because the colonial authorities never had
any intention of giving access to the administrative, court or political
systems to ordinary people — in Mamdani’s terms, the ordinary people

T For an overview, see Hofstede (1986).
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were subjects, not citizens. With independence and democracy, this
changed, at least notionally. The aim became that all citizens have
access to the state institutions meant to service them. If those
institutions function in a national language, then all citizens should be
given access to that national language. Albaugh (2014) points out that
in Europe, the reasons for developing and enforcing national languages
were not primarily moral ones. She points to the differences in state
building between Europe and Africa. In Europe, rulers needed to tax
their citizens (for which a common language was useful) and they
needed to wage war and therefore needed large conscription armies
(for which a common language was also useful). This was also good for
industrialization. Albaugh demonstrates that in Africa, citizens are
hardly taxed: tax comes from trade tariffs. In addition, the colonial
borders are secure, so large armies are not needed. Therefore, a
common language is less necessary and the fiction of the colonial
language as ‘unifying’” may be useful and in the meantime, keeping
people divided by using local languages may be useful as well, in
addition to safeguarding the rift between elite and population. Alamin
Mazrui (2019: 432) points out how in general, this process does lead to
a slow decline in general proficiency in the ex-colonial languages. He
also points to the undemocratic character of using a national language
that the majority does not have direct access to, calling this ‘denial of
voice’ (p 434), similar to the reasoning of Smith (2013). Chaudenson has
sharply criticized existing educational arrangements in Africa and has
shown how universal access to the national language has remained
fictional: teaching methods are inadequate, the change from local
languages to French generally happens too soon, there is no
assessment of actual levels of language learning reached and where
there are such assessments they generally show that the levels reached
are dismally low for most children. However, instead of concluding that
the project should be abandoned, Chaudenson goes the other way: he
says much more needs to be done if children are to be brought up as
effective citizens who have access to the national language. Measures
he proposes include better language teaching, but his main plea is for a
far greater exposure of children to French through the media, for
example through TV programmes aimed at helping children to learn
French in a playful and attractive manner.

This brings us back to De Swaan (2001), who has pointed how choices
that may be rational from an individual point of view may lead to less
desirable results from a social point of view.

In general, language learning is helped by starting early, by greater
exposure to a language in many different ways, by greater time
investment, by higher motivation (both on the part of children and of
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parents) and by a better basis in the mother tongue. However, all of this
represents choices that reflect on the one hand preferences by
individual parents but on the other hand replicate existing social
inequalities. In general, the extent to which parents have access to
these different strategies for helping language learning is different for
different social strata (although there are individual differences as well).
For certain areas of Africa, it is important to take into account that
multilingualism is prevalent. Many people speak two or even more
languages, a point emphasized by Lipke and Storch (2013). Dorvio
(2008: 6) has studied children who have Logba as their mother tongue
in Ghana. This is a small language, spoken in an area where another,
larger language (Ewe) is dominant. This means that in fact all Logba-
speaking children are exposed to Ewe from their earliest days and can
be considered bilingual from birth. It is good to note that in general,
multilingualism is an advantage: Barac and Bialystok (2012) have
shown that multilingual children perform certain tasks more quickly
and more easily than monolingual children.? This is a situation that may
occur for more people in Africa and that could help in devising
equitable language policies.

Buzéasi (2016) has developed the Index of Communication Potential,
based on information on second- and third-language knowledge taken
from the Afrobarometer survey. She shows that there are several
countries in Africa where the former colonial language could be
dropped without any major loss to the potential of people in those
countries to communicate with one another. However, this is not a
general situation in all countries of Africa. Furthermore, the fact that
people have a certain linguistic repertoire in more than one language
may overlook the issue of at which level people can express themselves
in these different languages. Some African authors have a tendency to
extoll the multilingual virtues of Africans. Of course multilingualism /s a
resource, but we should not be blinded to the fact that many
multilingual Africans may only have restricted repertoires in each of
their many languages, suitable only for the different domains in which
they speak (not: read or write) each one of them. An example of this
type of reasoning is Bokamba (2014). Wolff (2016: 227) points to the
problem of ‘semilingualism’, or insufficient competence in any
language. Piller (2016: 124) uses the more emotive but, in my view,
clearer term of ‘linguistic stunting’. In addition, it is an open question
what multilingualism may mean for intergenerational language
transmission; could it be that multilingualism in some situations is
actually an early indicator of intergenerational language loss?

2| am grateful to Dr Azeb Amha for pointing this out to me.
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In other parts of the world, the benefits of multilingualism have been
pointed out. Grin (2003) looks at multilingualism in education in
Western countries, notably Canada and Switzerland and tries to employ
an economic analysis. One of his conclusions (p39) is: ‘The application
of basic economic concepts then suggests that society is likely to be
best off not when it tries to eliminate diversity, nor when it attempts to
embrace limitless diversity.” He sees economic benefit in learning more
than one language and feels the cost is moderate (p 54):
‘in certain contexts, moving from a unilingual to a bilingual school
system means that pupils will be able to get education in a language
that they understand well, instead of a language that they understand
poorly. This has the following effects:
¢ a decline in the repetition rate (children taking the same class
twice because of failing grades), which entails a reduction in
costs;
e a decline in the dropout rate (children leaving the system
because of failing grades), which entails an increase in costs;
e Dbetter results in terms of cognitive acquisition, entailing higher
productivity and ultimately
a more prosperous economy and higher tax revenue.’
For Switzerland, he shows that the extra earnings associated with
foreign language knowledge increases with level of fluency. However,
these increases are not the same for every part of the country, nor for
both genders.
Now, let us suppose for a moment that social inequalities would not
exist. Even in a world of perfect equal opportunity, language learning
outcomes will be unequally divided over the population, due to
differences in language aptitude that are a common feature of any
human population. In fact, this is the narrative that is common to all
soft power exercised through meritocratic discourse: those who are
better off are better off not because of any injustice, but because they
deserve it in reward for their God-given talents.
A rational language policy that aims at being decolonial will be based
on creating equal opportunities for all children, and creating equal
access to state institutions and to political debate for all citizens,
regardless of their socio-economic status. On what principles should
such a policy be based? This is explored in the next section.

5.2 Principles underlying rational language policies

Language policy is important: as Smith (2013: 94) points out, one ‘of the
most basic and central aspects of our daily life is choreographed by the
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state, regardless of whether an official language policy is formally
articulated or left implied.” What is more, ‘there are significant
democratic costs to ignoring language diversity or pursuing a policy of
linguistic domination.” (p 118). She points out that any language policy
needs to deliver three types of political goods to its citizens (p 95/6):

1. Access to information: ‘A democratic language policy, whatever
we decide that is, should provide all citizens equal access to the
information, education, and opportunities of all others,
following the principle of equality.

2. Autonomy: A number of multiculturalist theorists have
identified autonomy as a prerequisite for democratic
participation. This means that citizens must have not only the
freedom to make their own choices, but also what scholars
generally refer to as a sufficiently wide range of meaningful
options and opportunities from which to choose.’

3. Recognition, as symbolic affirmation of citizen identity.

Skuttnab-Kangas (2013: 82) goes further than Smith, stating that the
way people who use ‘indigenous, tribal, minority and minoritised (ITM)’
languages are taught constitutes a violation of human rights and can
even be called a form of genocide and a crime against humanity. Unlike
De Swaan, she feels ‘that linguistic diversity and biodiversity are
correlationally and causally related.” (p 114). Roy-Campbell (2019: 40)
asserts: ‘As long as African countries continue to educate the
continent’s future leaders primarily through foreign languages, they
will remain dependent.’

Obviously, the political goods mentioned by Smith are often not
delivered by language policies currently pursued in Africa. In fact,
Africa is not unique in this. Reviewing examples from six countries in
four continents, Taylor-Leech and Liddicoat (2014: 358) conclude that
‘when language planning flows from top-down, centralised, non-
consultative decision making motivated by political pragmatism, it
invariably results in unsatisfactory provision’. However, ‘When planners
are motivated by the desire (..) to promote social inclusion, tolerance,
and/or cultural integration, the resulting programmes and provision can
be beneficial’. What does that mean for education?

In the previous chapter, we have argued that education in Africa is still
largely based on the colonial model, which was highly selective: it is
aimed at servicing primarily those children who are gifted in language.
A number of these children will also be gifted in mathematics; those
children gifted in mathematics but not gifted in language will face
difficulties. The system disregards those children not particularly gifted
in either language or mathematics. By expanding educational systems
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based on the colonial model, they have become inefficient and
wasteful, both in terms of resources (spending money to teach children
in ways not suited for them) and in terms of talent (not making the best
use of the talents of the majority of a nation’s children). The World Bank
(2019: 17) gives a stark statistic: in sub-Saharan Africa, no fewer than
87% of ten-year old children suffer from ‘learning poverty’, as opposed
to under 10% for children in high-income countries. Systems based on
the colonial model are wasteful; furthermore, they tend to reproduce
and accentuate existing inequalities in society, favouring the urban and
already well-to-do.

In order to get away from this, a different approach is needed, one that
starts not from the needs of an intellectual elite but from the needs of
the population as a whole. Put in another way, instead of conceiving
the ‘educational pyramid’ in a top-down way, it has to be thought
through in a ‘bottom-up’ way.

But what can that mean in practice and what does it mean from the
language point of view?

A first issue that needs to be explored is the issue of which languages
to use. Many policy makers and scientists have tried to wriggle out of
this problem by saying that all languages should have equal status,
without necessarily enumerating those languages; some also say that
the same institutional support currently given only to the former
colonial language should be extended to ‘all’ indigenous languages,
without saying which. This what the African Union has done by
designating ‘any’ African language as ‘official’.* Ndhlovu (2015: 188),
influenced by Pennycook, is against seeing languages as ‘countable
objects’ altogether and argues for basing policy on ‘ignored
lingualisms’, without becoming more concrete. Kamwangamalu (2016)
and others shy away from the problem: they simply do not pronounce
themselves on it. However, if such statements are made without
becoming more concrete, the net effect is likely to lead to a
strengthening of the position of the former colonial languages. The
distinction between discerned and designed languages as outlined in
section 4.1.2 can be helpful in overcoming this type of disempowering
language discourse.

In line with the concepts of discerned and designed languages, the first
principle that | would propose is that it will be necessary to develop a
limited number of designed languages for education. This idea was
suggested already by Chumbow (2005: 177) and also by Brock-Utne

3 https://au.int/en/about/languages accessed 20 July 2019.
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(2017). It is not practical, but also not necessary, to aim to develop all
discerned languages into designed languages.

The second principle that | would propose follows from the first: these
designed languages should be chosen in such a way that they are easy
to learn for as many speakers of discerned languages as possible — a
principle that was already suggested by Nwoye (1978), as cited by
Laitin (1992: 154).

As a complement to the second principle, the third principle would be
to strive for inclusivity, in other words, to choose the various designed
languages in such a way that, as much as possible, all have to exert a
relatively low but relatively equal effort to learn them.* Thus, for
speakers of Occitan, standard French might be relatively easy to learn
as a designed language. For speakers of lower Saxon, standard German
might serve the same purpose. Using standard German as the designed
language for speakers of Occitan would place them at a disadvantage
compared to the speakers of lower Saxon. Therefore, both French and
German are needed in order to ensure inclusivity. Another strategy is
thinkable: mandarin Chinese could be chosen as the designed language
for both groups, which would make learning extremely but equally
difficult for both. Such a strategy would be very damaging to France
and to Germany, because it would effectively bar large sections of the
population from gaining access to meaningful education and to public
discourse and would therefore stunt the possibilities of both countries
for economic and social development. Of course, this is precisely the
strategy that is currently presented as the only rational alternative for
many African countries. It is not what | propose.

Lastly, a fourth principle seems appropriate: namely that of making use
of existing bilingualism as a resource. Multilingualism in Africa should
be seen as a resource to be mobilized to advantage. As hinted to above,
this is probably useful only for a minority of cases: true bilingualism is
difficult to achieve and depends on significant exposure to the two
languages from a very early age. However, there may be areas where
this exists. There could be situations where finding an easy to learn

4 This principle is related to the second principle of what a multicultural state
should look like, as described by Kymlicka (2003: 150). This entails the
requirement that all citizens should have equal access to state institutions,
without linguistic barriers imposed on some but not on others: ‘The state
accepts an obligation to accord the history, language and culture of non-
dominant groups the same recognition and accommodation that is accorded to
the dominant group.’
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designed language for discerned language ‘A’ is difficult or impractical,
but if those children also speak language ‘B’ it might be possible to find
a cost-effective, inclusive solution.

Broadly speaking, the results of any system of education can be
improved in two ways: by increasing the funding available to it and by
improving the methods used in education / reducing the inefficiencies
in the system. Applying the principles outlined above should go a long
way towards improved methods and reduced inefficiency and wastage
in education. They should also lead to a better use of African talent and
therefore contribute to a society that offers chances for a productive
and rewarding life for all of its citizens.

In this chapter, | want to explore the idea that it should be possible to
arrive at rational choices for language in education, based on designed
languages that are easy to learn for all. ® Using these languages will
help in regaining cultural autonomies as discussed in earlier parts of
this study.

5.3 Which languages are easy to learn?

The first and second of the proposed principles hinge on the availability
in Africa of designed languages (or languages that can become
designed) that are easy to learn for speakers of several discerned
languages.

As a thought experiment, one could make for any language a matrix of
surrounding languages, more or less like this:

La -
medium Lb - easy Lc -easy

Ld - L1 Le -hard
medium

Lf._ Lg.— Ln - hard
medium medium

5 The ideas for the next section were first presented at the ECAS19 Conference
in Edinburgh, UK, from 11 to 14 June 2019. A slightly different and abridged
version of sections 5.3 and 5.4 has been published in Pinxteren, Bert van
(2020b: 137-143).
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(Of course, in reality, in many situations the ‘borders’ around these
language boxes will be fuzzy to a greater or lesser extent.) A similar
matrix could be prepared for La, Lb, Lc etc. This might lead to what
would theoretically be the best choices for any African country for
designed languages to use as medium of instruction: those languages
that present the least difficulties for the largest numbers of speakers. So
in the end, one would end up with a limited list of designed languages
best suited for use in education and with an estimate of the number of
L1 and (potential) L2 speakers of those languages. It might be that there
are some communities speaking language isolates where bilingualism
is not frequent and that have only a small number of speakers - but
then at least we will know the size of that problem, which is likely to
affect only a very small percentage of all Africans.

Of course, the actual language choice will depend on many criteria in
addition to what would theoretically be best if one would follow this
model. However, this model would provide additional information
relevant for making an informed choice, information that is currently
lacking. Note that this approach is a departure from the idea that
language choices could be based on looking for ‘mutual intelligibility’,
as advocated for example by Prah. As outlined in chapter 1.3, the
concept of mutual intelligibility itself is difficult if not impossible to
operationalize. But in addition, once we admit that learning a designed
language always requires a certain amount of formalized learning, it
becomes thinkable to choose designed languages that are not mutually
intelligible for speakers of the discerned languages they serve, but that
are nevertheless easy to learn.

But how can we know if a language is ‘easy’? How can that term be
operationalized?

The literature on language learning is fairly clear about the general
principle: languages that are close to one another are easier to learn
than languages that are very different from one another. In other
words, the distance between any two languages can be taken as an
indicative or rough measure for how easy or difficult it may be to learn
another language for a speaker of a given language.

The measure of linguistic distance as indicator of easy or difficulty of
language learning has advantages, as will be shown further down in
this chapter, but it also has limitations. Thus, the relationship is not
necessarily bidirectional: it may be easier for somebody who speaks
language A to learn language B than it is for a speaker of language B to
learn language A. This can happen for example if language A has more
sounds (phonemes) than language B and there are no sounds in
language B that do not also occur in language A. In that case, speakers
of language B will have to familiarize themselves with the new sounds
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that language A has, but speakers of language A do not have that
problem if they want to learn language B. The same can be true for the
grammar of a language: if language A has a more difficult or strict
grammar than language B, it may be easier for speakers of language A
to learn language B than vice versa. Other factors influence ease of
language learning as well, such as for example the perceived ease or
difficulty, as related for example to the relative status of the languages
involved - for an overview, see Gooskens (2018).

Then, there are various ways of measuring the distance between
languages, all of them with their own problems and imperfections.
Ginsburgh and Weber (2016) give a useful overview of ways that have
been found of measuring linguistic distance.®

One way they describe is by comparing languages in terms of their
relatedness to a common ancestor, starting from the idea that there
once existed one language and that all existing languages have
branched off from that common root. By counting the number of
‘branchings’, the distance between languages can be computed, in the
same way that family distances are traced through the distance from a
common ancestor. This is often called c/adistics (Ginsburgh and Weber,
p 142).

Another way of measuring distance between languages is through
lexicostatistical methods. These methods are based on measuring the
common roots of words in the vocabularies of various languages.
These are based on a limited list of words that are assumed to exist in
almost all languages with the same meaning. The most famous of
these lists is the one developed by the American linguist Swadesh, last
published in 1971. Levenshtein (1966, cited in Ginsburgh and Weber
2016: 148) has suggested a way of using these word lists for comparing
distances between languages by computing the number of changes
that need to be made to turn one word (such as the English word
‘night’, but spelled phonetically) into its equivalent in another language
(such as ‘nuit’ in French, also spelled phonetically).

The cladistic method has the advantage of taking into account more
than just vocabulary. However, it relies on a classification of language
families that is imprecise at best and therefore gives only very rough
results (p 149) (see also Dimmendaal, 2019 for a critical discussion of
genealogical models of language differentiation).

The most precise and most comprehensive tool for computing
language distance currently available uses a lexicostatistical method
with a simplified 40-item word list derived from the Swadesh list and

6 See Schepens, van der Silk and van Hout (2013) for convincing research on
the relevance of linguistic distance for the achievement levels of learners of
Dutch.
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using Levenshtein distances, also known as Normalized Edit Distances
(NED). As Gooskens et al (2008) have shown for Scandinavian
languages, Levenshtein distances provide a good indicator of mutual
intelligibility. An early attempt at using this approach for Cameroonian
languages can be found in Chumbow et al (2007). Moran and Proki¢
(2013) give a useful overview of how Levenshtein distances have been
used extensively in a variety of other situations and use it themselves
for a classification of Dogon languages. Building on the Swadesh list
and the Levenshtein distances, Wichmann, Holman and Brown have
developed the Automated Similarity Judgment Program (ASJP) and its
associated database, started in 2008.” It was developed in an
experimental way and its results were compared with the expert
knowledge of relevant linguists and refined based on their feedback.
The ASJP database currently contains word lists from 5,067 discerned
languages® and is able to compute the degree of similarity between any
pair of these language, yielding for each pair a distance measure they
call the Levenshtein Normalized Distance Divided (LDND).° To give
credit to their work, | will call this the ASJP distance.

As Ginsburgh and Weber point out (p 152), it would be better to have a
system that is based on how much time it would take an average
speaker of one language to learn a given other language. They cite the
work of Chiswick and Miller from 2007, who developed such a measure
for a limited number of language pairs. However, they also point out
that it would be almost impossible to do this for all possible language
pairs in the world. Therefore, in order to continue with the thought
experiment and to show that it in principle it should be possible to
make rational choices in this area, | will continue, using the ASJP
database as a starting point in order to provide indications of ease or
difficulty of language learning.

5.4 Ease of language learning: the ASJP database

So far, Levenshtein distances have been used to classify languages and
dialects and to estimate degrees of mutual intelligibility. However, |

7 https://asjp.clld.org/ accessed 23 July 2019.

8 ASJP website, 23 July 2019. Note that SIL is the registrar for an ISO norm that
tries to list all of the world’s languages, ISO 693-3; this can be seen as listing all
the more than 7,000 currently discerned languages of the world. See
https://is0639-3.sil.org/about for more information.

9 See https:/en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Automated Similarity Judgment Program
for a brief explanation (accessed 18 September 2020).
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propose to use them for a related but different purpose, namely to
estimate the ease or difficulty of language learning. Without further
work it is unclear what the ASJP distances mean in terms of ease or
difficulty of learning a language. In order for them to have practical
relevance for this purpose, it is necessary to benchmark them against a
schema for language learning and to see if there is any relationship
between the ASJP scores and such a schema. The schema | propose to
use is one that has been developed by the US Government.” It has
published a list of language pairs, giving for each the number of weeks
of full-time formal instruction needed for a talented native English
speaker to reach the IRL S-3/L-3 proficiency level in a given other
language. The S3/R3 level is equal to basic ‘vocational’ proficiency,
roughly equivalent to the CEFR C1 level.

In some cases, it also gives the number of weeks needed to give a
student who already speaks a certain language the same level in a
related language.

The mapping looks like this:

Language pair Weeks | US classification ASJP | My

score | classification
Czech - Slovak 10-12 | Closely related 32 | Very easy
Bulgarian —| 10-12 | Closely related 32 | Very easy
Macedonian
Indonesian - | 10-12 | Closely related 15 | Very easy
Lao - Thai 14-18 | Related 53 | Very easy
Portuguese - | 14-18 | Related 68 | Easy
Spanish
Dutch — German 18-22 49 | Very easy
Bulgarian - | 30-36 48 | Very easy
Serbo-Croatian
English — Dutch 24 | Cat | 61 | Easy
English - Italian 24 | Cat | 90 | Medium
English — French 30 | Catl 92 | Medium
English — German 36 | Catll 69 | Medium
English — Haitian 36 | Catll 94 | Medium
English - Swahili 36 | Catll 97 | Difficult

10 https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/247092.pdf accessed 21 July
2019. Cysouw (2013) has used a slightly less complete of this schema before to
assess ease of language learning, but he has not related it to ASJP scores.
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English — Amharic 44 | Cat lll (hard) 96 | Difficult
English — Hausa 44 | Cat lll (hard) 98 | Difficult
English - Somali 44 | Cat lll (hard) 103 | Very difficult
English - 88| Cat IV (super 98 | Difficult
Japanese hard)

English — Korean 88| Cat IV  (super 99 | Difficult
English - 88 | Cat IV (super 102 | Very difficult

Table 1: US and ASJP-derived schemas for language learning

As is clear from the table, the US Government-based classification and
my classification based on AJSP scores do not provide an exact match,
but they are still reasonably close. The difference between the two
systems is never more than one adjacent category. What is also clear is
that the ASJP scores do not form a scale with equal distances between
points: at the higher end of the scale, the difficulty level increases faster
than at the lower end of the scale. This is in line with Heeringa (2004:
281), who concludes that ‘logarithmic Levenshtein distances (...)
correlate most strongly with the perceptual distances’.

In summary, my classification goes like this:

ASJP distance | Category
<60 Very easy
=60,<90 Easy
290,<95 Medium

> 95, <100 Difficult
=100 Very difficult

It is good to note that the difference in language learning between
‘easy’ and ‘difficult’ represents a substantial difference in terms of the
effort that is required. The graph below illustrates this, although the
number of weeks should be taken as an indicative value only. In
addition, this is based on language learning of US adolescents. It could
be that the differential is different for African children - this is an area
that has not been researched and would deserve further work. It could
also be that the differential varies for people with varying language
aptitudes.
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Ease of language learning
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Graph 1 - Ease of language learning

We can tentatively operationalize the second principle proposed in
section 5.1 above (the principle that the designed languages chosen as
medium of instruction) should be as close as possible to the discerned
language of the learners) then as follows: ideally, the designed
language of instruction should be very easy (ASJP score of below 60).
In cases where this is not practical, the next best choice would be to
provide instruction in a different designed language that is less close to
the mother tongue but that is still easy to learn — so with an ASJP score
of below 90. The ASJP score for the English-Estonian language pair
(used in chapter four) is 99, making English a difficult language for
Estonian speakers (and vice versa). In cases where this is practical and
convenient, it may be possible to start primary education in a very easy
language and to teach a second, easy to learn language as a subject. At
some point in time, it may then be possible to switch to this second
language as medium of instruction — as indeed suggested by Laitin and
discussed more in detail below.

This benchmarking and categorization has the advantage that it leads to
an approximate assessment for the easy or difficulty of learning a
language for any language pair in the ASJP database. It can therefore
be used in order to make a rough assessment of the equitableness and
inclusivity of a given language regime and of the efficiency of
developing a given discerned language into a designed language. This
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can be done without any knowledge of the actual languages. However,
it is not more than that: any initial assessment of this type would have
to be validated against the expert knowledge of local speakers and
learners of the languages involved.

To illustrate the power of this approach, two examples will be given,
one from Africa and one from Europe.

First, let's examine the Gbe languages, spoken in Ghana, Togo, Benin
and Nigeria. Prah (1998) has claimed that Gbe is really one language.
The ASJP database has sufficient word lists for six discerned Gbe
languages. As can be seen from table 2 below, most language pairs are
‘'very easy’; some of them are ‘easy’. Developing either Aja Gbe or
Wudu into a designed language might yield a designed language that is
very easy to learn for all speakers of Gbe languages.

2 SYNONYMS, AT LEAST 28 WORDS
LOANWORDS EXCLUDED
LDND
EWE
ADANGBE;AJAGBE iADANGBE {FONGBE ;GEN WUDU
ADANGBE 0
AJAGBE 37 0
EWE ADANGBE 17 41 0
FONGBE 66 57 67 0
GEN 36 41 40 63 0
WuUDU 24 30 21 60 30 0
EWE
ADANGBE;AJAGBE ;ADANGBE ;FONGBE ;GEN WUDU

Table 2: ASJP database output for Gbe languages

For those readers who have a more Eurocentric frame of reference, it is
illustrative to compare this output with the r