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Abstract: A developed nation is a knowledgeable nation in educational, social, political, economic and cultural spheres. For 

individuals to develop educationally, socially, politically, economically and culturally, they need to interact with government 

agencies that disseminate related policies. Effective interaction and communication of related policies occurs through language 

and effective communication is achieved through a language that the communicants understand best. Therefore, to achieve 

national development in all areas, in Kenya, indigenous languages become pertinent in effective communication of information 

related to national development goals. This is because leaders and stakeholders in these areas need to effectively communicate 

information pertaining to their goals to the people at the grassroots, majority of who use indigenous languages as their main and 

most times sole language of interaction. In addition, a number of development indices, such as, national cohesion, integration, 

unity, economic wellbeing and citizen participation are all linked to the use of indigenous languages that promote them. 

Therefore, indigenous languages seem significant in the overall development of a nation. However, these languages are least 

considered in the propagation of development issues, something which has been left for Kiswahili and English. Using a 

descriptive design, this study, therefore, provides rationale for suppressed use of indigenous languages in development issues, as 

well as justification for the overt use of these languages in development issues for sustainable development. 

Keywords: Indigenous Languages, Sustainable Development, Effective Communication, Development Policies, 

Development Goals, National Cohesion 

 

1. Introduction 

Kenya is classified as a developing country [1]. This 

implies that sustainable development is yet to be achieved in 

Kenya. Although, Kenya’s economy has continued to be the 

largest in the East African region and that Kenya is one of the 

most highly literate countries in sub-Saharan Africa, more 

than 60% of the Kenyan population lives below the poverty 

line [2]. This shows that Kenya is not a sustainably developed 

country. Another factor pointing at Kenya as lagging behind in 

attaining sustainable development is the Government of 

Kenya’s four big priority areas of development thus: 

agricultural and food security, affordable housing, increased 

share of manufacturing and universal health coverage. 

If Kenya is to achieve the big four priority agenda, support 

from the public is inevitable. To ensure robust public 

participation in achieving Kenya’s sustainable development 

goals, key information pertaining any development issues in 

all areas of concern should be passed on to the public and the 

masses who participate in implementing and attaining them. 

All stakeholders in each sector, therefore, should endeavor to 

communicate the information to the people at all levels in their 

sectors. 

Communication occurs through language and effective 

communication occurs through a language that the 

communicants understand best [3]. Given that language is the 

primary form through which messages (whether spoken or 

written) are expressed in communication, language is central 

and vital to effective communication [4]. This has the 

implication that the language used in any communication 

process would have an impact on effective communication of 

the messages. 

Despite the fact that many of the people involved in 

executing the development agenda in Kenya predominantly 
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use indigenous languages in their day today development 

activities, development issues in all sectors in Kenya are 

mostly communicated to these people through the use of 

English and/or Kiswahili and rarely through indigenous 

languages. Therefore, could it be that the reason as to why 

sustainable development has not been attained in Kenya is the 

language used in communicating information in development 

activities? The paper assesses the extent to which indigenous 

languages, which majority of the Kenyans speak, are used in 

communicating information regarding development issues in 

Kenya. It argues that the achievement of sustainable 

development in Kenya can only become possible through the 

use of indigenous languages as languages of communication 

in development issues and activities. The use of English and 

Kiswahili is a barrier to effective communication in 

development endeavors and makes the whole process foreign. 

2. Sustainable National Development 

Sustainable national development does not only 

encompass a vibrant economy but also encompasses other 

indices such as unity, education, mass participation in 

government activities and maintaining law and order [5]. 

National development can be regarded as a situation whereby 

people harness the resources at their disposal in order to have 

meaningful life. This development ranges from growth in 

education (intellectual growth), politics, economy, science and 

technology [5] Sustainable development is development that 

considers providing the basic needs of the people and 

sustainability or conservation of resources. Sustainable 

national development, therefore, is the aggregate financial 

buoyancy as well as the education of and involvement of the 

citizenry in activities that will lead to the nourishing of a 

country’s economy [5, 6]. 

Progress towards sustainable development needs changes at 

the local, national and international level [6]. In Kenya, 

sustainable development agenda, at the local level, 

encompasses many issues that are directly affecting 

indigenous peoples’ lives. Education, poverty, food security, 

agriculture, health care, access to justice, technology, political 

stability, economic stability, social stability and climate 

change are some of the challenges that indigenous people have 

been and are currently facing in Kenya. The language, 

knowledge and know-how of indigenous people, deeply 

rooted in their relationship with nature and community, has 

proven to be efficient to respond to some of these challenges 

though not in entirety [7]. 

For Individuals at the local level, in Kenya, to develop 

educationally, socially, economically, politically and culturally, 

they need to interact with government agencies that 

disseminate ideas and policies through various media. This, 

however, needs to be done in the languages that these 

individuals best understand [8]. The use of indigenous 

languages in these interactions, therefore, becomes paramount. 

The use of indigenous languages will yield internal cohesion, 

integration, unity, economic wellbeing, mass participation in 

development activities, and educational growth. For [6, 9, 10] 

argue that, for indigenous people, language and especially 

mother tongue is the main pillar through which stakeholders 

have to plan, instruct and evaluate development programmes 

in all sectors. 

For sustainable development to be achieved, in Kenya, it is 

therefore, important that national development agenda starts 

recognizing indigenous peoples, their language and their 

knowledge as valuable allies in the fight against sustainable 

development challenges. This will empower indigenous 

people as well as enable them participate in the decision 

making process, making them active agents of change. 

3. Communication, Language and 

Sustainable Development 

Knowledge acquisition is facilitated through 

communication and communication occurs through language 

[11]. Understanding communication and how it works is 

important to human beings. This is because everyday 

activities and functions involve some form of direct or indirect 

communication. Regardless of the activity or function, the 

participants in a communication event communicate with and 

through other participants [12]. As a result, every participant’s 

communication skills affect the effectiveness of any 

communication event [13, 14]. It, therefore, seems reasonable 

to argue that one of the most inhibiting forces to the 

effectiveness of any communication event is a lack of 

effective communication (15) and that good communication 

skills are important to one’s success as a participant in a 

communication event. 

Human communication, however, is faced with a lot of 

problems and difficulties. Misinterpretations and 

misunderstandings arise more often than not. This is because 

whenever people try to communicate, something often seems 

to get in the way and they are not understood in the way they 

intended. Even when there is understanding it is often hard to 

get people to think or behave the way one would wish them to 

and this is largely dependent on the objective of the 

communication. For communication to be effective a message 

must be received (heard or read), understood, accepted and 

acted upon (change behavior or attitude). If this does not 

happen communication has failed and participants in a 

communication event get frustrated and resentful [4, 11]. 

Language is a distinctively human system of 

communication based on oral and written symbols. It is the 

vehicle through which people’s culture is transmitted. It is an 

extremely important aspect of a community. It is an index of 

identity which serves as a repository of a people’s culture, 

industry and exploits. It is language that differentiates the 

Homo sapiens from other animals [16, 17]. As a tool of 

communication among the members of a society, language is 

influenced by the very society where it functions. Moreover, 

being the most significant tool of communication, a particular 

language which is mastered only by some people has often 

been the determining factor in turning these people into a 

separate group as a people, a nation or a state [18, 19]. As a 
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system, language is, therefore, a general, abstract aspect and a 

sum of organization skills and principles that governs any 

concrete act of communication and acts as a means of 

communication. 

Difference in language is the most obvious barrier to 

communication as two people speaking two different 

languages differ in their linguistic ability and can thus not 

communicate with each other [4, 12, 20]. The message that is 

to be communicated occurs as a thought in the mind of the 

sender. This thought has to be converted into an expressible 

form (code), that is, words and/or gestures [11]. Words 

constitute language, which is a code that can only be 

understood if both parties give the same meaning to the 

symbols that are used. Language is stored in the brain of 

human beings in form of lexical items and rules that determine 

how these items structure and function. Therefore, language, 

thought and culture are intertwined because thoughts and 

culture are expressed through language [16, 17]. To produce 

real speech or writing, lexical items are retrieved from the 

brain and structured according to language specific rules and 

culture. In this way language, thought and culture have to 

work together as a system in the production of speech or 

writing. 

Therefore, for communication to be effective there is need 

to use a language that both parties understand factoring in the 

linguistic ability of the communicants in the language, the 

amount of vocabulary they share and their culture [3]. In this 

case, in Kenya, the best language to be used for 

communicating development agenda to the people concerned 

should be their native languages as these are the languages that 

they know, have high linguistic abilities in, understand best, 

identify with and express their culture. 

4. Indigenous Languages, Knowledge 

and National Development 

The most effective engine of a people’s culture is their 

mother tongue. Indigenous languages are treasures of our 

culture and self-identity [6]. In other words, it is the indicator 

of history and self-identification [10]. Mother tongue is an 

indispensable cultural legacy with which all forms of human 

interactions are carried out [21]. According to [9] it is the key 

to the heart of the people. If we lose the key, we lose the 

people. If we treasure the key and keep it safe, it will unlock 

the door to wealth or affluence. Therefore, the success of 

sustainable development projects depends on the participation 

of indigenous people at all stages, including design, planning, 

implementation and evaluation of plans [22]. The need to the 

participation of local people in development activities, in 

Kenya, makes the use of indigenous languages and knowledge 

indispensable. 

Indigenous knowledge systems, rooted in indigenous 

languages, are the basis of decision making at the local level 

[23]. This is because such knowledge is the result of the efforts 

of local people to identify problems and find solutions to help 

innovation and to experiment them [23]. Local people develop 

new technologies at the local level and benefit from 

indigenous communication organizations for their 

dissemination [24]. The role of indigenous knowledge in 

collaborative activities for achieving development has 

expanded in recent years [6]. In some communities, 

indigenous knowledge is considered as a priceless national 

heritage that provides opportunities for social development 

programs and helps to identify, prioritize and organize local 

interests [6, 24]. This implies that indigenous knowledge also 

has a big role to play in development issues. Indigenous 

languages are the carriers, transmitters and actualizers of 

indigenous knowledge. 

The perspective of indigenous peoples is vital in 

identifying their development needs [22, 25]. However, the 

conflict between indigenous knowledge and formal 

knowledge in development activities cannot be ignored and 

requires the merging of the two. This is because given the 

current state of the world, solutions to many development 

challenges need to be searched in the integration of 

indigenous knowledge and formal knowledge [26]. And also 

because due to the current development needs of Kenya's 

population and vulnerability of remaining natural resources, 

none of the two types of knowledge can alone meet the 

required development needs. Proper detection of indigenous 

development problems and effective communication with 

indigenous people can only be achieved effectively through 

the use of indigenous languages. 

Indigenous languages can play a big role in national 

development. Indigenous languages can act as catalysts in 

educational development which is an important index of 

national development. Qualitative education in any nation is 

not a luxury, but an imperative to national development [6]. In 

order to achieve national cohesion and unity Kenya recognizes 

the importance of indigenous languages as articulated in the 

Constitution. It also recognises the importance of mother 

tongue education as articulated in the National Policy on 

Education that the language of instruction in lower primary 

school should be initially in the child’s mother tongue or the 

language of the catchment area. Multilingual education is 

capable of eradicating illiteracy as it provides political 

awareness and socio-political stability. National unity depends 

largely on mutual understanding of each other’s language and 

culture, including interests. Kenya should thus consider it to 

be in the interest of national unity that each person should be 

encouraged to learn other indigenous languages other than 

his/her own mother tongue. Unity means strength or power, 

and it is language that unifies people. Indigenous languages 

therefore confer power on a nation. Given that indigenous 

languages are the most important tools with which society is 

organized and that it is hardly possible to talk of national 

development without including the languages with which the 

people formulate their thoughts, ideas and needs, 

government’s programmes and policies on development 

issues should reach the grassroots with the use of indigenous 

languages. 
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5. The State of Indigenous Languages in 

Kenya 

In Kenya, indigenous languages are the various native 

languages spoken in Kenya. These are languages that are 

aboriginal to the people. Currently, there are about 47 

indigenous languages spoken in the country, making Kenya a 

multilingual and multi-cultural nation. None of these 

languages has official or national status, positions left for 

English and Kiswahili respectively. Indigenous languages are 

limited to the locality in which they are spoken and are 

recognized, if at all, only by members to which they are first 

languages. 

Indigenous languages, in Kenya, are very diverse 

linguistically, unequal in size and status, and are at different 

stages or levels of development. The orthographies of many of 

them have not yet been designed or developed. This means 

that many of them are yet to be committed into writing and 

that literacy in many of these languages is very low. The 

contrary is the case for English and Kiswahili. There are fully 

developed orthographies for English and Kiswahili, languages 

that have also been committed into writing. Literacy in 

English and Kiswahili is also higher compared to that of 

indigenous languages. 

Given the scenario above, indigenous languages have no 

substantive status in Kenya. They are marginalised and only 

function at the local level. Due to the prestige accorded to 

English, these languages are not widely used outside their 

locality. Some, especially those spoken by minority groups are 

not used at all outside the family setup due to negative 

attitudes towards these languages by their speakers. In this 

way, indigenous languages together with their rich indigenous 

knowledge, in Kenya, are endangered. All these constitute 

impediments to the development of indigenous languages and 

hindrances to their use in development activities in Kenya. 

6. Development of Indigenous Languages 

in Kenya 

Though Kenya is a plural society with a multiplicity of 

languages and dialects competing for recognition, optimal 

utilization of indigenous languages in national development 

would require the designing and development of 

orthographies in all these languages for literary use. When 

these languages are put into use, on equal status, none of them 

will be in competition for recognition with the other. Similarly, 

the many Kenyan indigenous languages that are becoming 

moribund and are on their way to extinction, as a result of lack 

of use, will be revitalised. Using indigenous languages, in this 

sense, will make them gain relevance and political domination. 

They will be the languages of trade and the negative attitude 

towards them will subside if not cease. 

It is indisputable that the loss or death of some indigenous 

languages is an irretrievable loss of the peoples’ collective 

wisdom. It is the loss of people’s cultures, traditional 

occupations, medicine, technology and terminologies that are 

important in national development. This is because the 

richness of any nation, or any civilization, is a function of its 

language and culture. Therefore, the first step in achieving 

literacy in indigenous languages, in Kenya, for use in national 

development is language documentation, which is the panacea 

to language death. Therefore, the departments of Linguistics 

and Languages in our universities should work out best 

practices for the documentation of Kenyan indigenous 

languages. There is the need for government, NGOs, 

international bodies like UNESCO, UNICEF, the mass media 

and the speaker communities to fund language research so that 

our indigenous languages will serve as a veritable tool for 

national development. 

However, the immediate and more effective mechanism of 

integrating the use of indigenous languages into national 

development is to incorporate a language interpretation 

service into redesigned work processes. In the beginning, the 

jargon may be a challenge in terms of equal and one to one 

translation from English and/or Kiswahili to the target 

indigenous languages. However, inventions, nativisations, 

borrowings and coinages are not farfetched. With time these 

can be developed into full blown jargons ingrained in the 

specific indigenous languages. This will in the long run not 

only alleviate illiteracy in these languages but also the 

illiteracy that comes with the use of English and/or Kiswahili 

in development activities where people in the rural areas are 

concerned. The interpreters should be people from the same 

community and having resided in the community for the 

same time as the majority of the community members to 

guard against the cultural difference barrier. 

Similarly, this will provide an opportunity to help develop 

oral and written literacy in these languages both for the 

native and non-native speakers of these languages. This is an 

opportunity for Kenya as it will go further in enhancing the 

use of these languages in all spheres of national development, 

given that these languages are the engines driving community 

life, which embraces both social economic and development 

issues. 

7. Conclusion 

Indigenous languages are indispensable cultural legacies 

without which all forms of human interactions can be carried 

out. National development, that entails the development of 

individuals educationally, socially, politically, economically, 

and culturally, is achievable through interaction with 

government agencies that disseminate policies through 

various indigenous languages. Development indices such as 

internal cohesion, integration, unity, economic wellbeing and 

citizens’ participation in governance need to be promoted 

through indigenous languages. Therefore, indigenous 

languages play a fundamental role in issues such as democracy, 

technology, agriculture, health, national cohesion and 

development as a whole. There are however some challenges 

in the optimum utilization of these mother tongues in national 

development. The major problems are orthographic 

inadequacy, the multiplicity of indigenous languages and 
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language endangerment. Nonetheless, all is not grim. 

Indigenous languages can be developed for use in national 

development through designing of orthographies, robust 

language research, documentation and interpretation services. 

All these achieved through the joint efforts of the government, 

NGO’s, international bodies, mass media and the native 

speakers of these languages. 
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