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Abstract

Kinyarwanda is spoken by most Rwandans. It is #Hisosole national and the official language
of Rwanda. Thus, it is curious to note that todapyirwanda is increasingly absent from

debates on the language problem in Rwanda. Indieediurrent debate and decisions regarding
the use of languages focus mainly on the corfittveen English and French.

This new type of conflict in Rwanda between the &wopean centered languages now seems
to smother all other language planning initiativébe fact that Kinyarwanda is the mother
tongue of all Rwandans, has often served as axpieteonceal the need to address the changing
situation of the language and legislate for its. Useerything happens as if the problem of
promoting Kinyarwanda was finally settled. Thistatie vis-a-vis Kinyarwanda has always been
there.

In this article, | will discuss the importance ofnfarwanda, its developmental potential, its
symbolic value, and attempt to question and undedstresearchers and decision makers’ in

regard to their indifference, and capture the scapeallenges and implications this policy of
absence.
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I ntroduction

It is strange to note that Kinyarwanda languagealsent from the ongoing debates on the
language issue in Rwanda. Indeed, it is also easyotice that current Rwandan language
planning and public debate is focused on conflietwleen English and French. Hence, this
conflict based on European languages rather thanctmflict between local language and
foreign languages, thus seems to smother all ddimguage planning initiatives and extends to
not only conflict change, but also to the shiftiojissues and the involvement of important
actors.

This trend is already an indicator of a lack okenetst Kinyarwanda regarding language policy in
Rwanda, and it has been mentioned in the previoos&k WRurangirwa, 2010: 459) that
Kinyarwanda is the mother tongue of all Rwandahsrdfore it is spoken by almost everyone,
including those who have not been to school, whschinlikely for the English and French
languages that often serve as a pretext to cotleealeed to address the changing situation of
Kinyarwanda and subsequently legislate the usheofanguage. Yet, everything happens as if in
the problem of promoting Kinyarwanda has been lfynsgttled.

For example, the declaration of the decision of @abinet meeting of Octobef"&008 that
made English the medium of instruction at all leve¢port that: the Cabinet meeting has
requested the Minister of Education to implemenuegent program to teach in English in all
primary schools, secondary schools and in all pulhistitutions of higher learning and those
supported by the GovernmentHence, there was no reference to Kinyarwandaf Esglish
was to become the sole medium of instruction in Ri@a This attitude vis-a-vis the
Kinyarwanda language has always been present, aslhgze throughout our analysis.

In Rwanda, the collaboration between policy malkers experts in sociolinguistic issues should
be one of our major principles that can guide ua successful language policy. However, this
principle requires also a precondition: a critiealareness of the importance of the language
problem in the life of a people and a fortiori fre importance of the national language.

Moreover, in this discussion, it is worthy to natgain that the national language of Rwanda,
Kinyarwanda, is spoken by almost the entire popafatand thus a greater interest in

Kinyarwanda in Rwandan language planning is ne@dedtional language policy formation.

Continuing this thrust, throughout this paper llwliscuss the importance of Kinyarwanda, its
developmental potential and its symbolic valueywadry to understand and criticize indifference
found among decision makers vis-a-vis the Kinyamealanguage, and among some linguists, in
order to understand the scope, challenges andaatipns of the problem. And last, this paper
will highlight some of the negative attitudes asated with Kinyarwanda that indicate an
extremely dangerous approach the language.
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Discussion

The current language policy in Rwanda fits in aprapch called ‘horizontal’, a policy which,
according to Abolou (2008), takes into accounteéhbancement of African languages known
within ‘Pan Africanism’ and ‘linguistic partnershjpghe former appearing in the 1930's linked to
a ‘Pan-Africanist ideology that rejected the language of the colanaed exploitation of
African languages. Here Abolou argues for the fr@ability of the couple language-culture’
wherein language is seen as a means of liberatam the threat of dictatorship by colonial
languages. Hence in this vain, it is the duty ofigsn states to integrate African languages in all
sectors of national life. Some writers, like L. ikadeot (1983) have even called for a lingua
franca for all Africa.

In contrast, the second trend, ‘linguistic parthgrsis fairly recent and closely related to the
current context of globalization. This is very cafiipg and it seems even a threat against the
linguistic nationalism statement in Africa. Howeyiris a movement of thought that advocates
the promotion of African languages in a contexttthe marked by current Western
representations of cultural and linguistic diverdihat argue that African languages are not
promoted because of their communication marketagpanational development potential, and
their utilization for philanthropic initiatives/reans.

In the new context of globalization, Africa hasgmmote African languages to enhance and
safeguard the cultural and linguistic heritagehaf tontinent, otherwise it will be threatened and
perhaps it will be dissolved a process of modernityis activity (philanthropic vision) can be
very dangerous, especially for Africa if there idure to consider things at fair value, thatds
say, to realize the importance of African languamesdevelopment. Abolou (2008:67-68) has
mentioned this urgent need in an effort to institlanguage policy for Africa, althougmost
African leaders are not yet aware of the fundamleatad basic nature of the promotion of
African languages and their importance in the depeient of the continent

It should be noted that this awareness does not tiad we have to return to the conception and
methodology of the 1930’s Pan-Africanist periodscduse since then the contexts have been
shifted from the so-called ‘vertical language pglicdesigned to strengthen the colonial
languages and ‘negate’ African languages to a omieglobalization wherein African nations
are obliged to learn English to reach a Europeameced/focused modernity. And accordingly,
the English language operates as a super centralgudge in international
institutions/organizations and in scientific andheological domains that tends to impose itself,
even over the great languages in international conmication such as French.
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Conversely, African people should be careful s¢ tha choices made don't take them back to a
new form of linguistic colonization that would aNahem forget the value of their languages by
caring only for the colonial/foreign languagésolou calls this act ‘the soft re-colonization’
and it is present in some African countries usiolgmial languages!

Positive L anguage Policy

Rwanda is in need of a “positive” language poliBuangirwa, 2010: 314), hence a language
policy that is not against foreign languages, littha same time a language policy which takes
into account the local values, the possible devet and the symbolic value of African
languages that can also guarantee the protectitredinguistic and cultural unity and diversity
activities languages for the promotion of Africamduages. And in short, this means, one has to
find the significant meaning between ‘linguisti¢adiism’ and ‘linguistic fanaticism’. Hence, the
former ‘is linked to the post-colonial state andemational institutions and is based on the
learning of modernity which has to go through intpdrlanguages, which are clear father to son
relationship* (Abolou, 2008: 39). Thus, in the post-colonial &, African languages were
considered as unfit for lasting development whigedf into the post-colonial capitalistic
principles for the development of Africa that wddkjustify an ‘embargo’ on African languages
at certain levels and in particular activities efvdlopment projects conceived and implemented
by international institutions.

Furthermore, today in Africa, a national/internablanguage policy must acknowledge that: an
imported language has no monopoly in the to tramigpanodernity; African languages are able
with linguistic and terminological development tontribute to national modernization; the
promotion of African languages should not be limite the protection of linguistic and cultural
inheritance; African language need to have an itapbrrole in everyday communication and
social interaction, and that African languages ply a major role in development activities
(Rurangirwa, 2010: 461).

For example, African languages can ensure, beyorgtygay communication, technical
communication in structuring frameworks for projdevelopments in agriculture popularization,
trainings, education, health, etc. And specificaliyiring radio broadcasting for the projects
directly involving the populatich Chaudensdhasserts that the failure of some projects are
caused by the negligence of the language of conuation, hence the lack of African language
usage.
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In most of the contexts, only African languages effitiently ensure this communication for
development. There is little doubt, that a stratégr development conceived in Rwanda,
whether by public power or by international inditns excluding communication in
Kinyarwanda, a language spoken by the entire Rwampdg@ulation, would likely fail. This is
true for other local languages in other nationsluiding those neither written nor spoken by the
entire population, as they are the only ones tp hedich the deepest levels of the population. In
fact, communication for development is, accordiagkone (1995) essential and thus engages
‘communication resources, technigues, strategidsaations used in order to run efficiently ... a
development program, to create a social environrf@eiring development ... to collect, to treat
and pass round any information in the developmeutszg’.

Kinyarwanda and Kiswahili Struggles

Kinyarwanda language is an essential tool for tiezasss of development projects in Rwanda, a
language of almost the entire Rwandan populatioittem and described for more than a century
that has also benefitted from a status of beingothieial language. Nevertheless, Kinyarwanda
is not yet observed by everybody in Rwanda. Fompta, one of the most recent ‘negative’
initiatives was the temptation of removing the dépant of African Languages during the last
reform of the academic structures in National Ursitg of Rwanda (2008), the department
where Kinyarwanda and Kiswahili linguistics weredat. And as a result, this initiative lead to
the revision of the decision and to the creatioa okw department of Modern Languages where
the four most important languages of the counteytaught, which includes Kinyarwanda and
Kiswahili.

Ironically, it is only in the new department of Mad Languages where Kinyarwanda and
Swahili are permitted to be taught, all other dapants teach in English. Undoubtedly, some of
this initiative is a part of the current educatipalicy options in Rwanda, which make the
English language highly privileged in Rwanda viaadional information based economy priority
in the arena of information and communication tetbgy. Thus, according to political
decisions-makers, English has been declared assdlee future language of instruction in
Rwanda.

Second, there is a temptation to remove Kiswahilglage from the university while Rwanda
takes, among other reasons, the integration irEdss African Community as one of its great
economic strategies. Here, the competition withliEhgn the university seems once again to be
the only possible explanation for the temptatiomeimove Kiswabhili considering that almost all

members of the community are Swahilophones or Apigloes in language influence. And

adjacent to this, decision-makers testify to anfigent awareness of the significance of the
promotion Kinyarwanda or Kiswahili and thereforsiga greater social prestige to English than
any African language.
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Counterfeit Good Will and Contradictions

The counterfeit good will toward Kinyarwanda thaed not go beyond the usual abstract speech
on language issues has been noticed. Hence, thdtyisoften, some Kinyarwanda language
promotion programs are abandoned at one stage atheanto the specialists of language
developments wherein they conceive ‘Rwandan langyegmotion’ in consultation or official
meetings to host colloquia with no concrete actmlowing. Among the biggest, and the latest
was organized by the Institute for Scientific aretfinological Research (in French: I'Institut de
Recherche Scientifique et Technologique) on a peethheme of ‘promotion of Kinyarwanda
language’. Recommendations in this colloquium, however ingatr they are, till now, go
unheeded. Moreover, in all these colloquia, theyoaate education for Rwandan children in
nursery school levels in their mother tongue, whilechildren of the decision-makers and even
specialists of the language issue are sent in $&£heaching English and French since nursery
school. This contradiction constitutes anotherirmesty about the simulated good will of
stakeholders and specialists of the linguisticeassuRwanda. The issue and the challenges of the
literacy campaign in Kinyarwanda in nursery schaolshe country side is different in towns
where these stakeholders and specialists live;a@fwere to go by the findings of the P.
Munyankesha (2004: 166) investigation, Kigali towrabitants, for example, ‘support less
(than country side inhabitants) the idea that Kimganda language being essential to children
schooling®. This certainly results from the fact that soneegle have children schooled in other
languages (English, French).

National L anguage Par Excellence

Apart from the ‘kinyarwandisation’ advocated by @ieademic reform of 1978-1979 that stated
the use of Kinyarwanda in various sectors of natiodaily life including education, the
promotion of Kinyarwanda, language cultured fromthihas not been considered as a priority
by the government. This resulted in a languagecpalithout a defined orientation, commitment
and ‘determination’, and as an outcome, the nati@amguage was marginalized and it was given
the status of language of family conviviality, usedeveryday communications instead of
fulfilling its status of the official language. Tiedore, in the new strategy of language planning
in Rwanda, the modernization of the corpus of Kmmanda should be considered as a
cornerstone of the building with a normalizationkohyarwanda at all levels as a top priority,
without which the language will be unfit for regeninents of development. In short, it is a huge
project but one that can be realized with stratedleat could focus on the integration of
Kinyarwanda, widely and effectively into the natbnnstitutions and then by determining the
precise role of each of the other major languagd®wanda. Kinyarwanda, which can be called
the ‘national language par excellence of Rwanddhesense that it is spoken by all Rwandans,
it should become the official language in the fdinse of the term in the new sociolinguist
configuration of Rwanda.
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Conclusion

This analysis is mainly based on findings of arditere search and a field survey conducted as
part of a doctoral thesis (2010). It also relies yme informal discussions with colleagues and
experts in linguistics and language policy, expe&e as Rwandan, experience as a lecturer/
linguist at the National University of Rwanda, alnving the daily sociolinguistic reality of
Rwanda. Hence, in this paper tried to demonstiaeneed to alter Kinyarwanda language’s
function through a new language policy focusingmanily on the standardization and
generalization of Kinyarwanda, taking into accoimtievelopmental potential.

In general, the lack of research on the sociolisifusituation in Rwanda and on the corpus
planning of Kinyarwanda shows two important stateteeFirst, there is no awareness of the
importance of national language daily life. Secotin& lack of initiatives, and coordination of
research show a weak strategy and methodologyptementing decisions taken. The same lack
of awareness also explains the lack of cooperatiwh success in the national language policy
toward African languages.

Consequently, it is appropriate to argue that: Kimyanda arises ultimately as the only language
that would guarantee the fulfillment of politic&gonomic, social and cultural development of
Rwanda; the standardization of the status of Kwgada is complete; the Kinyarwanda
language can be an important communication toeldéet the government and the population in
making political decisions and development projetk® national language (Kinyarwanda)
should be integrated, and properly, effectively affectiently used in all important domains of
national life, including modern sectors; and in iliping the masses.
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Notes

Translated from Kinyarwandalnama y’Abaminisitiri yasabye Minisitiri w'Uburezjushyiraho
gahunda yihuta yo kwigisha mu cyongereza mu masioamza, ayisumbuye n’amakuru yose ya
Leta n'aterwa inkunga na Leta (subsidiéfwanda Government, 2008myanzuro y’'Inama
y’Abaminisitiri yo kuwa 8 Ukwakira 200®nline].Available at: http://www.gov.rw/

% Translated from French:.‘la plupart des leaders africains ne sont pas emamnscients du
caractére fondamental de la promotion des langueganes et de leur importance dans le
développement du continent’

% ‘recolonisation linguistiquen douce(Abolou, 2008, p.68).

* Translated from French: ‘[Le fatalisme linguistigjlauquel se rattachent I'Etat post-colonial et
les institutions internationales, se fonde sur gi@mtissage de la modernité qui doit
nécessairement passer par les langues importes diélucubrations paternalistes’.

®> Translated from French: ‘[Le fanatisme linguisejuproné par les populations rurales,
recommande les langues africaines, lieux d’illugamntitaire et de reconnaissance maternelle’.

® Le modéle de participation & I'audience et le ni@detersectoriel, par exemple, qui mettent
'accent sur le * self-reliance’ et sur le ‘peoentred’ qui sont des approches visant a trouver
en soi les moyens de son autonomie.

" R. Chaudenson, 1991. Plurilinguisme et développénsm Afriqgue subsaharienne : Les
problemes de communicatio@ahier des Sciences Humaines/(3-4), pp.305-319 cited in
Abolou, 2008, p.35.

®Translated from French: ‘'ensemble des ressoyrdes techniques, des stratégies et des
actions de communication utilisées dans le but dmman a bien[...] un programme de
développement [...], créer un environnement sociabrfable au développement [...], collecter,
traiter et faire circuler toute information [...] dame sens du développemerit,Kone et al.,
1995. La communication pour le développement durable &iguwe, Abidjan : P.U.C.I1., p.23
cited in Abolou, 2008, p.35.
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° Institut de Recherche Scientifique et Technologicgu Rwanda (IRST), 200lnama
nyunguranabitekerezo ku guhesha agaciro ikinyanaamkdva ku wa 10 kugeza ku wa 12 Mata
2001, Butare: IRST.

9 Translated from French: ‘soutiennent [les habitaie la ville de Kigali] moins I'idée que le
kinyarwanda soit essentiel a la scolarisation aésns’.
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