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ABSTRACT  

his study investigated English 
language as an indispensible tool 
to achieving sustainable 
development in Sub-Sahara 

African in 21st century. Sustainable 
development is that kind of development 
that meets the needs of the present and 
future generations that focus on economy 
sustainability, social sustainability and 
environmental sustainability. The study 
aims at repositioning English language as an 
indispensible tool for awakening Sub-
Sahara Africa to achieve sustainable 
development. The study employs 
qualitative approach using historical, 
expository and analytical methods to carry 
out the discourse. The study highlighted 
some of the fundamental challenges 
confronting sustainable development in 
Sub-Sahara African. The findings of the 
study revealed that English language as a 
tool of awakening can foster sustainable 
development through providing a common 
working language; reduce inequalities, 
serves as a contact language for effective 
interactions and collaborative partnerships 
for the goal as well as maintaining and 
building strong institutions in education, 
religion, culture, media and among others. 
This will reposition English language to 

09.30.2020  

BERKELEY PUBLICATION  

AND RESEARCH INTERNATIONAL 
  

 

R 

T 

Journal of African Sustainable Development Vol. 13 No.2 

Introduction: 
English language is mostly 

adopted as the Second 

Language across the globe. The 

rapid spread of the language in 

recent times in the globe has 

made it to be recognized as a 

global language (Crystal, 2003; 

Plonski, Teferra, & Brady, 

2013). The spread of English in 

the contemporary Sub-Sahara 

Africa has continued to gain its 

influence in the region. It is has 

been argued that English 

language is a necessary tool to 

achieve development 

(Goldsmith, 2011; Olusoji, 

2012).  

On the global scene, English is 

principally recognized as the 

language of education. English 

as the language of education is 

closely associated with the 

fourth goal of sustainable 

development. This goal aimed 

at achieving quality education 

to all people. Education 
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achieve sustainable development in the contemporary society in Sub-Sahara 
African in meeting up with economic, social and ecological aspects that are the 
driving force of sustainable development. The study recommends that all 
African States should adopt English as an official language or second language 
to achieve speedy sustainable development in the Sub-Sahara African.   
 

Keywords: Cultural diversity, Development, English Language, Sub-Sahara 
Africa, Sustainable development. 

 

herefore, serves a tool for actualizing meaningful development. This 
position has been advanced by scholars who viewed education as bedrock 
of achieving development (Amadi, 2012; Ahmad, et al., 2013; Eimuhi & 

Ogedegbe, 2015; Abdulrasheed & Bello, 2015; Olorunsola & Bello, 2018). It can 
be argued here that English language can facilitate sustainable development in 
our contemporary society. 
The concept of sustainable development emerged in early 1970’s (Kate, Parris 
& Leiserowitz, 2005; Klarin, 2018; Onyido & Duru, 2019). Dewhurst and 
Pendergast (2011) argued that until 1990s that an effective quest for 
sustainable development engulfs most of the countries in the world. The 
concept of sustainable development aims at maintaining economic 
advancement, social sustainability and environmental sustainability to meet 
the present needs of the people and future generations without compromising 
its goal.  
Ojo and Oluwatayo (2016) argue that Africa has a young population that can 
provide manpower in her quest for sustainable development as well as endow 
with wealth of resources sufficient to drive the economic growth and social 
development as component factors of sustainable development. These 
resources include land, minerals, biological diversity, wildlife, forests, fisheries 
and water. It is sad to note that sustainable development is still at lowest ebb 
despite these numerous opportunities. 
It is important to note that several studies have been conducted on sustainable 
development in Sub-Sahara Africa (Ahenkan & Kojo-Osei, 2014; Cassidy, 2014; 
Ojo & Oluwatayo, 2016). Most of these studies do not focus on English language 
as a tool to awaken African to achieve sustainable development. It is against this 
backdrop that the researcher has set out to reposition English language as an 
indispensible tool to achieve sustainable development in Sub-Sahara African. 
 
The Meaning of Sustainable Development 
The concept of sustainable development etymologically is derived from two 
English words ‘sustainability’ and ‘development’; it focuses on sustainability of 
economic development, social development and environmental stability. This 

t 
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implies that sustainable development aims at fostering development on the 
nation’s economy, society and environment. These three dimensions are the 
core areas of sustainable development as the whole strive to achieve.    
The Bruntland Commission (1987) defined sustainable development as 
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.  Similarly, according to 
International Institute for Sustainable Development (1995), sustainable 
development is viewed as “the improvement of economic efficiency, the 
protection and restoration of the environment and the enhancement of the 
social well-being of people”. This definition presents the central issue of 
sustainable development which focuses on social well-being of people. There is 
no doubt that it is humans that stand in the position to improve the nation’s 
economy and environmental challenges that confront them to sustainable 
development. According to Okpetu, et al (2002), the concept is viewed as the 
economy, which depends on the stock of natural capital, human capital and 
technology which the future generation invents from the present generation. 
McGregor (2005) argues that sustainable development must focus on 
incorporating environmental stewardship, economic development and the 
wellbeing of all people for today and countless future generations. 
It is worthy to note that the meaning of sustainable development has been 
varied since its introduction into development discourse since 1970s and 1980s 
(Ross, 2009). The concept has implied continued economic expansion, capitalist 
neo-liberal political views and policies, and consumer consumption as 
presented above by scholars.  This made some scholars to claim that the concept 
is an oxymoron (Selby, 2006). Jickling and Wals (2012) and Knutsson (2013) 
concluded that the concept remains complicated and debated in development 
discourse.  
Striving for a balanced consideration of environment, social and economic 
constraints facing society has been considered as sustainable development. 
Sustainable development for Patil (2014) entails resources that are renewable 
that should be employed in every possible situation and resources that are non-
renewable to be used rarely in order to ensure their viability for the future 
generations to come. Kyro (2015) conceptualizes the concept as the 
development that aimed at designing of a social and economic system to ensure 
standards of the education to be continued and improved, the rise in the real 
income is maintained, and economic growth of the nation as it continues to 
improve as well as other aspects of life continue to increase. This definition 
points to the fact that sustainable development is a continuous deliberate 
process or effort to achieve the well-being of people, maintain environmental 
stability as well as revive the nation’s economy.   
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Methodological Approach 
The approach adopted in this study is qualitative method. The historical, 
expository and analytical methods were employed to carry out the discourse. 
As a qualitative method, the secondary method of collection data was employed 
where the researcher gathered data through personal library, online library and 
internet web sites. This approach provided useful insight to the researcher to 
analyze the relevant issues x-rayed in this study. The historical method was 
employed to trace the situation of English language in Sub-Sahara African. The 
expository method was employed to expose the concept of sustainable 
development. The analytical method was used to analyze how English could 
serve as a tool to awaken Sub-Sahara Africa to achieve sustainable development 
in the 21st century.  
 
English language Situation in Sub-Sahara African in 21st Century 
This section of the study presents a brief historical account of English language 
in the sub-Sahara Africa to help us know the extent in which the language has 
had influence on the populace. The historical account of English language in 
sub-Sahara African dates from 1652, when the Dutch colonists arrived in the 
Cape. However, British involvement in the region dates from 1795, during the 
Napoleonic Wars. The British control was established in 1806, while the policy 
of settlement began in 1820, when some 5,000 British were given land in the 
Eastern Cape. This led to adoption of English as an official language of the region 
in 1822, and there was an attempt to anglicize the large Afrikaan-speaking 
population. English, therefore, became the language of law, education, and most 
other aspects of public life (Crystal, 2003).  
Fundamentally, the activities of missionaries in sub-Sahara African region have 
paved way to African variety of English to be developed, spoken by the black 
population, who had learned the language mainly in mission schools; this has 
been influenced in different ways by the various language backgrounds of the 
speakers. The visit of English people to West Africa by the end of the fifteenth 
century marked sporadic references to the use of the language as a lingua franca 
in some coastal settlements. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, English 
was brought to the whole West African coast as a result of the increase in 
commerce and anti-slave-trade activities (Crystal, 2003).  
The use of English in the contemporary African society has received 
considerable attention. Plonski, Teferra, and Brady (2013) argued that English 
is a dominant language that is used for communicative purposes in some 53 
countries in Africa. This points to the fact that English language has dominated 
the Sub-Sahara Africa with its role in fostering development in all ramifications. 
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Challenges to Sustainable Development in Sub-Sahara African in 21st Century 
A number of factors have posed serious challenges to Sub-Sahara African to 
experience sustainable development in this 21st century dispensation; these 
challenges include:  rapid population growth rate, rapid urbanization, 
corruption, poverty, deforestation, environmental impact of extractive 
industries, rate of economic growth, rural development, natural environmental 
hazard, insecurity, youth employment,  infrastructure deficits and climatic 
variability (Africare, 2008; Kanayo, Kizito & Udefuna, 2013; Ojo & Oluwatayo, 
2016).These noted challenges pave way to inconsistency in government 
policies, among others, that have impacted adversely on the sustainability of 
Sub-Sahara Africa (Kanayo, Kizito & Udefuna, 2013). 
Iganigan and Unemhilin (2011) argue that the major challenges facing 
developing countries (Sub-Sahara African inclusive) are lack of provision an 
equitable standard of living, adequate food, clean water, safe shelter and energy, 
a healthy and secured environment, and educated public, and satisfying job for 
present and future generations. This argument has painted a clear picture of the 
African society where most people are finding it difficult to cope with high 
standard of living as a result of stable economic growth, lack of job 
opportunities to mention but a few.   
Poverty has been identified as the foremost sustainable development challenge 
confronting Sub-Sahara Africa. According to Africare (2008), about two- thirds 
of the population in African countries live in rural areas, and they depend solely 
on agriculture as their major source of income. In order to survive, most of the 
rural dwellers, therefore, figure out ways as a means of survival that have 
negative implication or affect their environment which sustainable 
development aimed to protect. These activities carried out by these rural 
dwellers are: “Trees are cut for fuel wood, land degrading farming system have 
been adopted, wildlife are being hunted to extinction, all in an effort to satisfy 
today’s pressing livelihood needs” (Kanayo, Kizito & Udefuna, 2013). These 
activities can be described as environmental destruction that has serious 
negative implication on the future generation.  
Insecurity has also constrained sustainable development in Sub-Sahara Africa.  
Insecurity is characterised by deaths, collateral tortures, injuries, rapes, and 
maiming in Sub-Sahara Africa (Institute for Economics and Peace (IEP), 2015). 
Sustainable development is threatened by insecurity ranging from civil wars, 
terrorism and kidnapping. Striking to note, terrorism remains the most 
significant security problem in Sub-Sahara Africa. Some of the Sub-Sahara 
African countries that experience the highest impact of terrorism globally 
include, Nigeria (3rd), Libya (9th), Egypt (13th), Central African Republic 
(14th), South Sudan (15th), Sudan (16th), Kenya (18th), and Democratic 
Republic of Congo (19th) and Cameroon (20th) position (IEP, 2015). It is 
surprising to note that the economic cost of terrorism in 2014 was rated 
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USD52.9 billion (Nwolise, 2013). Security, therefore, is one of the major values 
for all humans and state that facilitate sustainable development.  According to 
Ojo and Oluwatayo (2016), “Africa’s sustainable development is constrained by 
insecurity because only “conflict entrepreneurs” make profit in environments 
that are insecure.” There is no doubt that insecurity has constituted as one of 
the barriers to improvements economic activities in Africa.  
The rapid population growth is a factor that has posed a challenge to 
sustainable development in Sub-Sahara Africa. The high rate of population 
growth in Africa has posed a challenge to the ecosystem. This has also led to 
food insecurity, land tenure, environmental degradation and lack of water 
supply.  In addition, the rapid population growth has led to land, water and fuel 
wood shortages in rural areas and to urban health crises stemming from lack of 
sanitation and clear water (Todaro & Smith, 2009).  
Corruption is one of the major challenges that have constituted as hindrance to 
sustainable development in Sub-Sahara Africa. Amadi and Ekekwe (2014) 
argued that corruption is a global disease with more influence in Africa. The 
misappropriation of resources and funds has led to this predicament. The high 
level of corruption, impunity and poor governance in Sub-Sahara Africa clearly 
point out some of the social indicators that explained why Africa trails other 
continents. Statistics reveal that about USD 300 billion is lost to corruption 
annually. This is 25 percent of Africa’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) that is 
significantly higher than donor and foreign aid flows (Lumumba, 2014).  There 
is no country that can achieve sustainable development when there is high level 
of corrupt practices.  
Deforestation is another challenge to sustainable development in Sub-Sahara 
Africa. This brings about loss of tree cover which has two potentially 
devastating environmental implications for predominantly poor rural 
populations. Todaro and Smith (2009) stressed that deforestation leads to a 
number of environmental maladies that over time can greatly lower agricultural 
yields and increase rural hardships. Deforestation can also manifest by clearing 
of vegetation may increase the exposure of cultivated lands at lower attitudes. 
Soil that has been carried away by heavy rains may silt rivers and pollute 
drinking water useful to both human and animals.  
 
English Language as a Tool of Awakening Sub-Sahara African to Achieve 
Sustainable Development 
Advancing development in Sub-Sahara Africa region is a tedious task that 
demands concerted and collaborative efforts. It is obvious that sustainable 
development in Sub-Sahara Africa is still at the lowest ebb. This situation points 
to the fact that the Sub-Sahara Africans are in the “deep slumber” that need to 
be awakened to compete with other continents in the world in terms of 
development pursuits. The root cause of addressing this challenge is yet to be 
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identified and   to proffer solution. Attention has been given to poverty 
eradication which has yielded little or no result. This missing link is language, 
which will serve as a tool to achieve sustainable development. This section of 
the study presents or advances argument that reposition English language as a 
tool of awakening Sub-Sahara African to achieve sustainable development.  
To achieve sustainable development, a common working language is needed for 
the maximum cooperation in Sub-Sahara Africa. It is not a contestable argument 
that there are more than two hundred languages in Sub-Sahara Africa. English 
language, therefore, will provide a common working language to Sub-Sahara 
African to achieve sustainable development in the contemporary times. It is 
based on this understanding that the African Union has adopted English as a 
language of deliberation during its plenary session. However, this development 
is not fully embraced by African leaders as some prefer their native languages. 
Some scholars have also argued that allowing English to have dominance in the 
region, it will elude the native languages that promote African cultural heritage 
(Nwanyanwu, 2017). This position should be discarded and credence should be 
given to English language to assume a common working language to achieve 
sustainable development.  
The tenth goal for sustainable development focuses on reducing all forms of 
inequalities. There is always some kind of inequalities among African states or 
cultural difference where there is high preference and looking down on others. 
English language will function as a tool to resolve inequalities by repositioning 
its neutrality in the midst of these differences and cultural diversities. This will 
go a long way to foster unity and harmony to all Sub-Sahara Africans. Danladi 
(2013) argues that English language is useful for integrating cultural 
diversities. There is no other language in Sub-Sahara Africa that can achieve this 
goal. Sub-Sahara Africans must create allowance to learn how to speak and 
write English language for effective communicative purposes. This art can be 
best achieved through deliberate engaging in English courses or training, be it 
online or otherwise.  
Sustainable development cannot be achieved without partnerships for the goal. 
This, of course, is the last goal for sustainable development. English language is 
useful in achieving this fundamental goal. This can be achieved by serving as a 
contact language that could enable Sub-Sahara African to interact within them 
as well as interact with non-Africans for the purpose of collaborative 
partnership. It is has been argued that English is recognized as a global 
language; therefore, it will serve as an effective tool in the hands of Africans to 
achieve sustainable development in this 21st century. This means that 
sustainable development cannot be achieved in isolation. This in the run on will 
make Sub-Sahara Africans to take proactive steps or actions to achieve 
sustainable development.    
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Peace, justice and strong institution is identified as the sixteenth goal for 
sustainable development. English language serves as language of education, 
media, religion (Christianity), politics, governance and law. For instance, 
English will serves as a tool to foster peace and justice as well builds a strong 
institution to achieve sustainable development in Sub-Sahara Africa. Education, 
religion, media, government or politics are institutions that English language 
will contribute immensely to unite the sub-Sahara Africa. Crystal (2003) argues 
that English is an official or working language of most international political 
gatherings throughout the world. According to The triumph of English (2011) 
85% of international organizations use English as the language of official 
communications. 
English, as considered here serves as cultural foundation that unites and builds 
a strong relationship to foster sustainable development in sub-Sahara Africa in 
the midst of cultural difference or diversities. This will provide a platform 
where all Africans should plan and strategize how sustainable development 
should be achieved holistically. English language as advocated here will provide 
access to knowledge base that is relevant in achieving sustainable development.  
 
Conclusion  
The study focuses on promoting sustainable development in Sub-Sahara Africa 
in the 21st century. The study primarily dwells on the role English language 
serves as an indispensible tool in awakening Sub-Sahara African to achieve 
sustainable development. The study showed that sustainable development in 
Sub-Sahara Africa has been constrained by the following factors such as rapid 
population growth rate, rapid urbanization, corruption, poverty, deforestation, 
environmental impact of extractive industries, rate of economic growth, rural 
development, natural environmental hazard, insecurity, youth employment, 
infrastructure deficits and climatic variability. As a result, this has placed Sub-
Sahara African on lowest ebb to experience sustainable development in the 21st 
century. The study postulates that English language as a tool of awakening can 
foster sustainable development through providing a common working 
language; reduce inequalities, serves as a contact language for effective 
interactions and collaborative partnerships for the goal as well as maintaining 
and building strong institutions in education, religion, culture, media and 
among others. Allowing English to have its dominance in Sub-Sahara Africa is 
paramount in achieving sustainable development in the 21st century.   
 
Recommendations 
English language is central in achieving sustainable development in the 
contemporary Sub-Sahara African society. In order to achieve this goal, the 
recommendations were put forward by the researcher: 
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1.   All African states should adopt English as their official language for 
effective communication purposes. 

2. English language should be adopted by all African states as language of 
education and it should be made compulsory to all students at all levels 
of education. 

3. African states should engage in deliberate effort to fight against 
corruption and terrorism to pave way to actualize sustainable 
development.    

4. Government should set up adult education in the rural areas in the Sub-
Sahara Africa region as a tool to acquire competent in speaking and 
writing English.  
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