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1. Introduction 

 One of the most fascinating aspects of multilingualism in the world is the 

competition for discursive spaces between the co-existing languages. Quite 

frequently one of the languages emerges as the lingua franca de facto or de jure 

(Greenberg, 1965; Whiteley, 1969; Samarin, 1985; Sesep, 1986; Mc Laughlin, 2009; 

Bokamba, 2009). While the phenomenon is well known from the perspective of 

language diffusion and how the latter facilitates language policy legislation, it is 

unclear how a language in competition arises spontaneously to become a 

supranational one. Even when language spread factors are clearly identified (e.g., 

use in trade, proselytization, communication in armed forces, and nation building or 

appeal to nationalism), it is indeterminate which one(s) of these is the driving force 

for the ascent of a language in competition. Is it nationalism alone or a conjunction 

of two or more socio-cultural factors?  

Fishman (1972), referencing several works dating as far back as antiquity, 

seems to address this question, but focuses on language planning as a central 

component of nation building. He argues in this respect for the primacy of 

nationalism as characterized by patriotism and the existence of a shared great 

tradition. He maintains that the optimal choice of such a language results from the 

cultivation of nationalism by the elite based on the recognition of a shared great 

culture that serves as a unifying symbol and source of pride. This is a reiterated 
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perspective from an earlier paper (Fishman 1971: 30, 39) in which he offered a 

typology of language policy decisions enacted in developing countries based on the 

language ecology (e.g., absence of “an over-arching sociocultural past”, “as usable 

past” existence of such a shared great tradition, or the existence of “competing 

multiplicity” of great traditions). While there exists a large body of research on 

language planning that includes cases of linguae francae that had previously 

emerged spontaneously as such (cf., e.g., Whiteley, 1969 on Kiswahili; Benrabah, 

2007 on Berber; Boukous, 2007 on Amazigh; and Skattum, 2008 on Bambara), that on 

spontaneous emergence of a (supra-) national language is scant. Consequently, we 

continue to be under-informed concerning this aspect of language vitality. Stable 

multilingualism in Africa offers an immense potential to conduct research that can 

begin to fill this gap. 

 Specifically, Africa, as one of the most multilingual continents, is replete with 

competing intra- and inter-state languages in rural and urban communities. The rise 

of some of these languages to linguae francae statuses in certain domains (e.g., 

regional trade, mining industries, marketplaces, popular music) has been studied at 

least since the late 1960s, with some of them chronicled for the Sub-Saharan region 

in Heine (1970). In contrast, the research on the spontaneous national or 

supranational ascent remains scant. The present study is an attempt to contribute to 

this area of research as a case study of a well-established and studied lingua franca, 

viz., Lingala, which has recently attained the level of a supranational language.  Its 

main thrust is to argue that this rise, which is contemporaneous, results primarily 

from nationalism as a distinguishing index of congolité or being a Congolese, contra 
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being a Rwandan or an “occupier” in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 

The data for the study are drawn mainly from a random sampling of video clips and 

audio postings that were made before, during, and after the country’s presidential 

and parliamentary elections held on December 30, 2018. These data are 

supplemented by observations of discursive practices in Congolese communities’ 

worship services in the U.S.A and Europe.  

2. Overview 

2.1  The DRC multilingual ecology.  As discussed in much more detail in 

Bokamba (2009, 2018), DRC is a highly multilingual nation with an estimated 

population of eighty million and 214 living indigenous languages. It ranks third after 

Nigeria (450+ languages) and the Cameroun (286) in its linguistic inventory 

(Simmons & Fennig, 2018). Seven of its languages (Kikongo, Kiswahili, Kitetela, 

Lingala, Lomongo, Tshiluba and Zande) function as (sub-) regional linguae francae to 

varying degrees, with Kikongo, Kiswahili, Lingala and Tshiluba officially recognized 

as national languages in Article 1 of the 2005 national constitution. French is 

declared the official language (Article 1), continuing a colonial policy that dates back 

to the early 1900s. As in most other African countries, individual and societal 

multilingualism are common phenomena and daily realities in communication 

(Meeuwis, 1997; Bokamba, 2009, 2014; Anchimbe, 2013).  The numerous 

local/ethnic and sub-regional languages (e.g., Lomongo in the Equateur and 

Tshuapa districts of the Equateur province, Kitetela in Maniema, and Zande in the 

Bas-Uéle in the Orientale province), respectively, serve as media of communication 

at the community and sub-regional levels. The five languages specified in the 
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national constitution (i.e., French, Kikongo, Kiswahili, Lingala and Tshiluba) 

compete in different domains at the regional and national levels. The distribution of 

their roles, as discussed in previous studies (e.g., Ndoma, 1977; Bokamba, 1976, 

2008, 2009), can be summarized as in Table 1. 

 

INSERT TABLE ON THIS PAGE 

  

Not surprisingly, Table 1 indicate several facts that typify stable multilingual 

nations. First, the functional allocations to the eight linguae francae show that out of 

the eighteen domains selected here, the seven indigenous laguages compete 

discursively across six of them (i.e., 33%): Home/family, community, sub-regional, 

marketplaces, primary education in the first three grades, and healthcare services. 

Second and in contrast, the official language (i.e., French) is absent in six domains 

that are intimately associated with communication concerning the country’s 

domestic affairs: Community, sub-regional, regional, official (language of the armed 

forces), national and regional trade. It should be pointed out here that the use of 

French in the family domain used to be a rarity in the country prior to its 

independence, but this practice has changed over the years in major urban centers 

as an increasing number of parents choose to expose their children to French from 

infancy to prepare them for admission to and success in selective private schools. 

Third, the four national languages (Kikongo, Kiswahili, Lingala and Tshiluba) 

compete in ten out of eighteen domains (55%) with presumably different degrees of 

vitality to be discussed later.  
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Fourth, French is the exclusive official language of post-primary education, 

competing with the national languages to a certain extent only in elementary 

education. It is also the exclusive medium for international affairs (business, 

commerce, and diplomacy). Further, while it is indicated in Table 1 that there exists 

a community of French speakers, just as there are others of non-indigenous 

languages (e.g., Arabic, Chinese, English, Greek, Hausa, Portuguese, Wolof, etc.), it is 

generally limited to a few major urban centers with multinational businesses and 

international agencies.  There is no declared community of Congolese French 

speakers, although French is the official language. Fifth and finally, Lingala serves as 

the only official language of the security forces (that includes the national police, 

national guard, army, and the embryonic navy).  

2.2 The vitality of Lingala within the DRC multilingual tapestry. There are 

no census data on the speakers of each national language or the official one. 

Estimates range widely, and must be taken with a great deal of caution. Currently 

Lingala is estimated to have a total 25 million speakers of whom 15 million are 

native speakers, and 10 million “lingua franca speakers (Meeuwis, 2013: 1). 

Kiswahili in DRC is estimated to have about 28 million speakers. While the 

functional distributions summarized in Table 1 reflect the realities of stable 

multilingualism in DRC, the extent of the vitality of the official and national 

languages varies considerably in terms of geographical spread and strength or 

ascendance in key domains. When considered from these perspectives, Lingala, 

among the national languages, emerges as the leading medium for various historical 

developments that have been discussed previously (e.g., Georis and Agbiano, 1966; 
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Mumbanza, 1971, 1973; Ndoma, 1977; Sesep, 1986; Samarin, 1989, 1990/1991; 

Meeuwis, 2001a,b, Meeuwis and Vinck, 1999, 2003; Bokamba, 1976, 2008, 2009). 

 Without rehearsing details presented in these studies, it is necessary to 

highlight a few of these developments here in the interest of narrative transparency. 

Chronologically, French, Kikongo, Kiswahili, Lingala and Tshiluba evolved and 

spread in DRC differently, and their roles at the national level reflect those historical 

circumstances. French was introduced in the country under King Leopold’s creation 

and occupation of what he called the Congo Free State (CFS) in 1879, and then 

spread across the area from 1908 when it became a Belgian colony. Its initial 

diffusion in the colony was as the official language for administration. After the 

educational reforms triggered by the Phelps-Stokes’ critical report of 1920-21 on 

conditions in education in European colonies in West, South and Equatorial Africa, it 

became a subject of instruction in primary and teacher-training schools controlled 

by catholic and protestant church missions. Its role was considerably strengthened 

by the colonial educational policy of 1948 that made it the official medium of 

instruction across the board in the system that was still dominated by missionary 

societies (Polomé, 1968; Ndoma, 1977; Bokamba, 1976, 2009). The adoption and 

spread of the Belgian educational system, known as “le système métropolitain”, that 

was advocated by the Congolese élite in 1958-59 cemented its role, incorporating it 

into the Congolese language ecology. In spite of its exclusive function as the official 

language in DRC, however, it (i.e., French) remains the minority language of the 

educated elite compared to the national languages. It is a language that is learned 
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almost exclusively at school, while the latter are acquired naturalistically in family 

and on the streets in their regions of dominance (Bokamba, 2014, 2018).  

 Kikongo and Tshiluba developed as ethnic-based linguae francae in what is 

today DRC from rich cultural histories that date back to the eras of empire and 

kingdom formations in Central African states in the 15th through the 17th centuries 

(Vansina, 1968; Hilton, 1985). Kikongo served as the lingua franca of the famous 

Kingdom of Kongo (15-17th centuries) that geographically included the current Bas-

Congo province, the western part of the Bandundu province, adjacent part of 

current Republic of Congo (Brazzaville) and adjacent northwestern Angola. The 

inhabitants of the Kingdom reportedly spoke different dialects of Kikongo and 

related languages, with Kikongo serving as the language of administration, 

evangelization, education in missionary schools, and correspondence after the 

installation of Catholicism by Portuguese missionaries in 1491 (Bentley, 1886; 

Vansina, 1968). The use of Kikongo in these domains led it to become the first Bantu 

language committed to writing with an interlinear translation of a Portuguese 

written catechism, Doutrina Christào, in 1624 (Bentley, 1886; Cole, 1971). Until the 

late 1920s Kikongo spread not only in its region (the current Bas-Congo, Kinshasa, 

and Bandundu provinces), but also dominated Kinshasa (then known as 

Léopoldville). It was subsequently upstaged by Lingala in Kinshasa thereafter, and 

vigorously challenged in other urban centers of its original region of dominance, as 

discussed below. Consequently, its vitality as a national language and a linguistic 

capital is increasingly constrained, especially by Lingala (cf. studies by Nyembwe et 

al., 1992). 
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 Similarly, Tshiluba developed as the lingua franca of the Luba and Lunda 

Empires (16th-17th centuries) among speakers of its different dialects and closely 

related languages in what are today the greater Kasai and Katanga provinces 

(Vansina, 1966). Except for pockets of communities in major urban centers in other 

regions/provinces within DRC and in Angola, its expansion elsewhere is 

circumscribed in comparison to Kiswahili or Lingala.  It remains what is perceived 

as an ethnic, or better, ethno-superstructure language. It would be interesting to see 

if its vitality will increase nationally with the advent of Felix Tshesekedi Tshilombo, 

a moluba (i.e., Luba native) as president of DRC in January 2019. 

 Unlike Kikongo and Tshiluba, Kiswahili and Lingala developed in the country 

as non-ethnic languages as a result of pre-colonial trade, and their respective 

diffusion trajectory interestingly reflects that history today. In particular, Kiswahili 

emerged on the southeast coast of Kenya, Tanzania and Mozambique as a trade 

language used by Bantu-speaking inhabitants and their trading partners from the 

Arabian Peninsula around the end of the first century (Whiteley, 1969; Fabian, 

1986; Nurse & Hinnebusch, 1993; Ali & Jum, n.d). It then spread from there into the 

interior of these countries, especially Kenya and Tanzania. Its initial diffusion into 

DRC occurred in the 19th century as the Muslim Arab slave trade expanded from the 

eastern coast into the interior of central east Africa (i.e., Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi 

and DRC).  Subsequently the penetration in all of modern day DRC provinces of 

Orientale, Kivu, Maniema and Katanga was facilitated by the recruitment of 

Zanzibari soldiers into the Belgian colonial government’s militia, and by workers on 

the railroad line in the region. Its expansion further westward in the country was 
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checked by, among other factors, Lingala in western Orientale province and 

Tshiluba in the Kasai. 

In contrast and as discussed in considerable detail in a recent study 

(Bokamba, 2009), Lingala developed between 1810-1850 as a non-ethnic-based 

lingua franca from closely related Bantu languages1 in the northwestern region of the 

Equateur province encompassed by the Ubangi and Congo rivers (Mumbanza 1971, 

1973). In addition to that role, its subsequent spread throughout the country since then 

has been facilitated by ten major socio-cultural factors. They include its adoption in 1890 

as the lingua franca of the expanding Scheutist mission then based in the town of 

Nouvelle-Anvers (i.e., Mankandza), of the capital city of Kinshasa in 1929, official 

language of the Congolese army since 1930, preferred medium of the popular Congolese 

music from the late 1940s (Stewart, 2000), and adoption as the official language of the 

largest Catholic church’s diocese, Kinshasa, in 1966 (Bokamba, 2009).  

Among these factors, as argued correctly in Meeuwis (1997), Lingala surpasses 

the other national languages (Kikongo, Kiswahili and Tshiluba) as a result of its 

utilization in and dominance of the Congolese popular music which is the top 

entertainment source throughout DRC. Lingala’s exclusive status as the official language 

of the country’s security forces and the continuing default lingua franca of Kinshasa, the 

capital city with an estimated population of over 13,000,000 currently (CIA World 

factbook, 2019) ensures its superiority nationally. With regard to the latter role, Meeuwis 

(1997: 87), referencing colonial period studies, points out that one of the remarkable 

developments historically between Kikongo and Lingala is their competition in Kinshasa. 

 
1 They include Baloi, Bamwé, Bobangi, Bolobo, Dzamba, Eleku, Libinza, Liboko Likoka, 

Lobála, Mabale, Ndobo, Ngelé. 
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For him the supplantation of the former by the latter results from an influx of in-city 

migration of Lingala-speaking populations from the northwestern Congo provinces (i.e., 

Equateur and Orientale) to the lower Congo, and of the preferential treatment they were 

given over the Bakongo: 

Before and shortly after the transfer of the colony’s capital from Boma, Lower Zaire, to 
Leopoldville in 1929, the Bakongo represented a majority in the population of 
Leopoldville …. From the early years of the Congo Free State onwards, however, there 
had been significant migrations from the northwestern parts of the territory to the 
lower Congo. The development of Leopoldville as the center of all administrative and 
political activities intensified these southward migrations. Soon, the increasing influx in 
the capital of immigrants from the north led to urban tensions between the Bakongo and 
these immigrants, for whom the Bakongo and all the other southwestern groups used 
the undifferentiating label ‘Bangala’…. The Bakongo, who felt that Leopoldville was part 
of ‘their’ territory, considered the Bangala immigration a threat. These growing hostile 
feelings were fed by the preferential treatment the Belgians accorded to the Bangala: 
most of the colonial agents, administrators, and other officials assigned to posts in the 
capital after 1929 had themselves been transferred from the earlier settlements in the 
northwest [e.g., Mankandza, Bolobo and Lisala], and many of them felt much more 
familiar with the Bangala than with the Bakongo. As a consequence, they often preferred 
to appoint Bangala to key positions in the capital’s administrative and economic 
structures. 

 

Sesep (1986) makes similar points. Meeuwis (1997: 87) maintains that the 

preferential treatment of the Bangala extended to other important domains: 

It is significant, also, that from 1929 onwards, Lingala, and not Kikongo, became the 
capital’s only language for the schools and for all the official and semi-official types of 

‘vertical communication’, i.e. communication between colonizer and colonized. 
 

With all these advantages in key domains, the natural or unplanned ascent of 

Lingala to a supra-national language was simply a matter of time. However, when 

President Mobutu tasked Congolese linguists at their very first national conference 

(May 22-26, 1974) to propose to the government one national language that would 

be elevated to official status, they failed to act on this strong potential for Lingala.  

Instead, they demurred, and recommended a general language policy that mandated 

the use of all four national languages in the pre-university education system, with 

French being introduced as a subject in the third grade. Further, the proposal 
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restricted its use as a medium of instruction after the third year of secondary school 

to certain courses (Faik-Nzuji, 1974; Bokamba, 1976, 2008). The conference 

participants’ main arguments are captured in the following statement: 

… as for the choice of a unique national language, after a [lengthy and heated 
discussion], the assembly [of Zairian linguists] arrived at the following conclusions: (i) 
that, at the present time, all the (necessary) conditions are not met for the choice of a 
unique national language; (ii) that it is therefore premature to make a decision on this 
matter; [and] (iii) the pupils should be given the opportunity to study a second Zairian 
language of their own choice in order to promote linguistic unity (Faik-Nzuji, 1974: 2-
3). 

 

The participants also felt that the overall language policy that they proposed would 

enable one of the four national languages to rise naturally over the other three in 

due time, and become the unique official language. They did not speculate on record 

on which one of them would so emerge.  

3. Emergence of Lingala as a supranational language 

3.1 Socio-political background to the rise. Based on its expansion history 

across DRC and beyond, the rise of Lingala as a supra-national language was 

predictable and inevitable (Epanga, et al., 1992; Nyembwe, 1992; Ntole & Mundeke, 

1992; Nyembwe & Nanzanza, 1992; Meeuwis, 1997; Bokamba, 2009). It was not a 

question of if, but when it would occur and under what circumstances. The on-going 

wars of natural resources waged against DRC principally by Rwanda and Uganda as 

client states of the West and their imposed dictator’s attempts to stay in power for a 

third term as president of DRC in violation of the first clause of Article 70 of the 

constitution served as the triggers. To fully understand Lingala’s fascinating ascent 

to supra-national language from its four-way competition as a national language, it 

is necessary to overview the socio-political developments that triggered it 

spontaneously and contemporaneously. 
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What is currently known as DRC was at its inception the Congo Free State 

(CFS), a private fiefdom of King Leopold II of Belgium from 1879-1908. Thereafter it 

became the Belgian Congo (1908-1960), the Congo (1960-1971) after gaining 

political independence from Belgium, and Zaire (1971-1997) during Mobutu’s 32-

year dictatorship initiated by the United States’ CIA and supported by Belgium and 

their Western allies (de Witte, 2001; Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2002; De Vos, Gérard-Libois, 

et Raxhon, 2005).  

DRC is paradoxically cursed by its possession of immense natural resources 

of all sorts that appear to be unmatched by any other nation in the world.  

Consequently, it has been subjected to periodic resource exploitation and looting 

throughout much of its history, with the CFS under King Leopold II being the most 

systematic and cruel era. His reign caused the lost of an estimated 10,000,000 

Congolese, representing at that time 50% of the colony’s population (Hochschild, 

1998; Global Witness, 2004). The second major case of economic exploitation 

occurred on July 11, 1960, less than two weeks after the country’s independence 

when Belgium fomented the secession of Katanga, the then known mineral-rich 

Congolese province in the south, in an attempt to maintain economic dominance for 

Western interests (i.e., American, British and Belgian) (O’Brien, 1962; Nzongola-

Ntalaja, 2002). The secession lasted until July 1963, and destabilized the country’s 

economy and national unity as it triggered an indigenous “2nd independence” 

rebellion by adherents of the assassinated popular Prime Minister, Patrice Emery 

Lumumba (Verhaegen, 1966, 1969; Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2002). 



 13 

The invasion of DRC in 1996 and 1998 spearheaded by client states Rwanda 

and Uganda under the pretext of ‘chasing Hutus’ who reportedly committed the 

1994 genocide in Rwanda represents yet the most egregious war for Congolese 

resources. The regime change that occurred with the removal of the CIA installed 

President Joseph Desiré Mobutu (1965-1997) and his replacement by Laurent 

Desiré Kabila (1997-2001), and the war between the new external and internal 

economic predators has decimated an estimated 10-12 million Congolese and Hutu 

(Madsen, 1999; Global Witness, 2004; Braeckman, 2004; Kankwenda, 2006; Van 

Reybrouck, 2014; Rever, 2018). One of these casualties was Laurent D. Kabila, a 

Congolese national, who was handpicked by Presidents Yoweri Museveni of Uganda 

and Paul Kagame of Rwanda to serve as a cover for a concocted Congolese Tutsi 

rebellion against Mobutu. He was assassinated on January 16, 2001 by yet an 

unknown assassin when he showed independence from his sponsors. Laurent 

Kabila was replaced promptly and mysteriously by a 29-year old Major-General 

Hypolite Kanambe Kabange, alias Joseph Kabila Kabange, who claimed to be his son. 

Congolese, including Laurent Kabila’s biological children, seriously doubt his claim, 

and consider him a Rwandan Tutsi imposter and usurper of power. His incompetent, 

dictatorial and brutal rule for seventeen years (2001-2018) as president has 

claimed the lives of thousands of additional Congolese, including infants, children, 

pregnant and elderly women.  In his desire to hang onto power, he engaged in all 

manner of Machiavellian strategies: brutal suppression of peaceful demonstrations, 

assassination of political opponents and imprisonment of others, corruption of 

members of the national parliament and provincial assemblies, and modification of 
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key provisions of the national constitution to facilitate his re-election. In fact, he 

rigged the presidential elections twice (in 2006 and 2011 against Jean-Pierre Bemba 

and Etienne Tshisekedi, respectively) by changing the vote count at the final 

compilation phase (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2015). Over and above these, he practiced 

naked nepotism by appointing members of his biological family whom Congolese 

believe to be Rwandans, close friends, and enriching themselves filthy on Congolese 

resources. Their embezzlement of public funds and looting of Congolese minerals 

under bogus businesses while allowing the collapse of the state’s socio-economic 

infrastructure is an open secret ( Reybrouck, 2013; Congo Research Group, 2017).  

3.2 Heightened nationalism in the face of a threat. Joseph Kabila’s reign of 

terror, which is supported by Kagame, Museveni, and a shadow cabinet of Rwandan 

ethnic Tutsi, is intensely disliked by most Congolese. In spite of this, he delayed the 

presidential and legislative elections for two years (2016-2018) in the hope of 

removing the constitutional restriction (Article 70) so he can maintain power, and 

safe guard his ill-acquired wealth. In 2017 and 2018 Congolese from all walks of life, 

and especially the intellectuals both in DRC itself and the Congolese Diaspora 

around the world, risked their lives through demonstrations and the social media to 

vehemently express their opposition to a third term for him. The opposition was so 

strong not only against him, but also his corrupt collaborators. He failed several 

times to obtain the required votes to remove the term limits although his political 

party controls both houses of the national parliament. 

Congolese nationalism and pride have been resilient throughout its post-

colonial history, as they have resisted attempts for authoritarianism, regional 
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division, and state balkanization. But at no time in my life, however, have Congolese 

demonstrated this heightened sense of nationalism than in 2017-2018. The 

increased and easy access to social media through digital technology offered them 

the tools par excellence to reach audiences in DRC and across the globe.  And Lingala, 

which had been quietly rising over the years as the leading national language over 

its competitors (Kikongo, Kiswahili and Tshiluba) clearly emerged as the language 

to index and instantiate that nationalism.   

As documented in several previous studies (e.g., Meeuwis, 1997; Gondola, 

2003; Bokamba, 2008, 2009; Nimis, 2010), the spread of Lingala through the ever-

popular Congolese music and immigration overseas during Mobutu’s 32-year 

authoritarian regime has continued unabated for generations. There are Lingala-

speaking communities all over the world. The language’s close association, 

especially with the Congolese music and the multi-ethnic capital city of Kinshasa, as 

argued correctly in Meeuwis (1997), has made it a unique symbol of Congolese 

identity inside DRC and in the Congolese Diaspora. Meeuwis (1997) dissertation, 

based on recorded and face-to-face interviews of Congolese living in a community of 

Antwerp, Belgium, showed that Lingala is the dominant/default lingua franca of not 

only those residents, but also of other Congolese in Belgium. He suggests that 

Belgium is not unique in this regard as the language is used similarly in other 

Congolese communities in Europe. I have often noticed this phenomenon in my 

travel on public transport systems (i.e., trains, sub-ways, and buses) in France, The 

Netherlands, Germany, and Britain. I have observed further similar discursive 

practices in communities in the U.S.A where Lingala, but not Kiswahili, competes 
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against French as the medium of worship services, but dominates community 

meetings. Its quiet ascent appears to have been waiting just for the propitious 

moment to emerge as a supra-national language over its national counterparts 

(Kikongo, Kiswahili and Tshiluba). And the recent battle of nationalism against 

Rwandan occupation (2017-2018) turned out to that moment. 

3.3 Indexing “la congolité” via Lingala. According to several previous 

studies, it is clear that notwithstanding the Congolese linguists’ reluctance to 

recommend the elevation of Lingala to official or co-official status at their 1974 

conference for political reasons, it had already emerged by then as the Pan-Zairian 

language (Epanga, et al., 1992; Nyembwe, Makokila & Mundeke, 1992; Nyembwe & 

Makokila, 1992; Meeuwis, 1997).  Meeuwis (1997: 119), citing previous studies, 

concurs with this conclusion in his initial discussion of this issue by pointing out the 

following: 

The expansion of Lingala throughout the entire country is even more pronounced. 
Lingala is, actually, the only Zairian language that is spoken and understood in all of the 
country’s major cities – in addition, of course, to these cities’ local languages –, such as 
Mbuji-Mayi, Kananga, Lubumbashi, Matadi, Kisangani, and Bukavu (Boguo 1988; 
Goyvaerts 1995; Mutombo 1991; Ngalasso 1986; Sesep 1986). Its rapid and widespread 
expansion is related to the role it fulfills in the political and sociocultural domains of 
Zairian society,  …. 

 
Later on after analyzing the recordings of his research subjects, Meeuwis (1997: 

294) highlights a statement from one of them, Manuel, that echoes the perception 

held by other subjects: 

Manuel argues that although the Zairian politicians [at the first linguistic conference in 
1974] never ventured to draw the necessary prescriptive conclusions from this 
scientific ‘fact’, the scientifically observable facts cannot be denied: Zaire’s multilingual 
make-up is presided by Lingala. 

 
Meeuwis (1997: 295) then proceeds to conclude this point by stating unambiguously 

that, 
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Closely related to the view that in the Zairian multilingual make-up Lingala is the 
language that transcends and neutralizes the nationally divisive identities, is the claim 
that Lingala is Zaire’s lingua franca par excellence.  

 
What occurred in a striking fashion in the last nine months or so (March – 

December) of 2018 in DRC and the Congolese Diaspora was the culmination and 

open manifestation of this Lingala sub-terrainian expansion movement. Its 

characteristics, however, do not typify a spontaneous emergence resulting simply 

from a national lingua franca, for example, like Wolof in Senegal (Mc Laughlin, 2008, 

2009)2, Kiswahili in Tanzania (Topaz, 2008), and Bambara in Mali (Skattum, 2008). 

The ascendance pattern seems to exemplify, instead, a heightened national 

consciousness and nationalism à la Fishman (1972). This conclusion flows from the 

steady multiplicity and political contents of the video and audio clips that were 

produced during the pre-election period, and that I sampled. 

The data were collected as follows. Last July after attending an international 

conference held in Washington, DC (June 28-30-2018) on the implications of the 

long postponed and discussed national elections in DRC to be held on December 30, 

2018, I joined several WhatsApp chat groups. There were two primary ones: CCUS 

and CEREK. The Congolese Community of the United States (CCUS) created the 

former, and the Center for Research on Congo-Kinshasa (CEREK), the latter. At the 

beginning of October CCUS began to post daily video and audio clips extracted from 

the web, and CERECK did the same in November, including a redistribution of 

 
2 Mc Laughlin (2009) discusses the emergence of Wolof as a national language contra its sister 
languages such as Seereer-siin and Pulaar in a country with twenty-nine languages. According to the 
study, the ascent of Wolof to unofficial national status occurred over a long period of history as any 
lingua franca, and is attributed to its use as a trade language whose ethnic group experienced in-city 
migration during periods of urbanization. Although its ethnic base represents only forty percent of 
the country’s total population, “close to ninety percent of the national population and perhaps as 
much as ninety-six pe3rcent of the Dakar [the capital city] population speak [it] “(p. 71). 
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selected ones from the CCUS group. Over eighty percent of the video and audio 

contents focused on the December 30 presidential and legislative elections in DRC, 

and on views expressed by individuals and groups concerning them, as well as on 

the behaviors of political actors. The remaining percentage dealt with African and 

international affairs generally.  

Initially I found the messages to be a great source of information and 

opinions from which I could hardly detach myself daily. Then I became intrigued by 

the frequent use of Lingala over the other three national languages (Kikongo, 

Kiswahili and Tshiluba) and French, DRC’s official language. In late November and 

beginning of December I began to monitor the discursive practices in the videos that 

consisted of mixtures of a single person broadcast and interviews of one or more 

individual(s) at a digital station of some sort. I did the same for the audio clips that 

were typically monologues. Each day I selected randomly five videos clips to view, 

and three audio clips to listen to. I kept a log of the number of each type. After three 

weeks I had viewed 105 video clips and listened to 63 audios out of a total of 400 

video and 135 audio clips, respectively. Most of them averaged three to five minutes 

each.  

The analysis showed that 90 out of the 105 video clips (85.71%) were 

produced exclusively in the Kinshasa variety of Lingala (which is a highly French-

Lingala code-mixed dialect with a simplified grammatical agreement system) 

(Motingea, 2006; Bokamba, 2014). The remaining 15 (14.28%) were recorded in 

French (10 = .09%), Lingala and Kiswahili together (2 = .019), Lingala and Kikongo 

(2 = 019%), and all five languages in translation (1 = .009%). It is noteworthy to 
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point out here that most of the ten videos in French were interviews of Congolese 

and non-Congolese, including journalists, in TV studios in France and Belgium. In 

contrast, the exclusive Lingala recordings were produced at various venues: 

individuals’ homes, small digital studios, on the streets, and in TV stations. Another 

interesting fact is the production of a dozen video clips, of which only three are 

included in the 105 count here, exclusively in Lingala by an activist Congolese-

American scholar (whom I will identify simply as JB). Since 2017 he has been the 

leader of the movement to end the Kabila two-year illegal and illegitimate 

government by invoking the application of Article 64 of the Congolese national 

constitution. All of his video clips were produced at home, with several additional 

interviews mostly in Lingala elsewhere.  

In contrast to the video clips, the audio were typically monologues made 

presumably at home or office. Only two out of the total of 63 involved a second 

person as a respondent or a continuing narrator.  The allocation of the five 

languages under consideration here showed a preponderance of Lingala as the 

preferred language of communication, followed by Kiswahili. The distribution was 

as follows: 48 audios (76%) were exclusively in Lingala, mainly in the Kinshasa 

variety; 6 (.095%) in French; 3 (.047%) in Katanga Kiswahili; 4 (.063%) in Kivu 

Kiswahili; 2 (.031%) in Kikongo; and none in Tshiluba. The absence of audio in 

Tshiluba and their paucity in Kikongo may simply be a quirk of the groups’ 

WhatsApp selectors. They may have concluded erroneously that there are small 

audiences of these two national languages in the Congolese Diaspora; and that in 
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DRC itself, Lingala, Kiswahili and French were sufficient to reach the vast majority of 

the population in view of their spread across the country and in the Diaspora. 

Overall, the video and audio clips were produced in DRC itself and in the 

Congolese Diaspora wherever there are significant communities (e.g., Africa, the 

Americas, East Asia, Australia, the Middle East, and Russia). Judging from many of 

the settings, it appears that most of the video clips were made in the Congolese 

Diaspora; whereas the opposite seems to hold true for the audio clips. A plausible 

explanation for this difference is the fear of arrest by the Kabila regime’s security 

forces for producing and distributing anti-regime video clips, which can be 

intercepted and blocked.  Audios transmitted via WhatsApp, I am told, are encrypted 

and therefore inaccessible by the Congolese intelligence agencies. 

The preponderant use of Lingala over the other Congolese national languages 

and French3, the country’s exclusive official language, should not be surprising as 

this fact has already been established at the national level (Nyembwe, et al., 1992; 

Meeuwis, 1997; Bokamba, 2009). The fundamental question that arises here and 

demands an explanation is ‘why not use French, the official language, especially 

since most of the video clips were made in the Congolese Diaspora where French is 

commonly treated as the language of formal meetings’? Worship services are often 
 

3 It should be pointed out here that communication in DRC, as in other stable 
multilingual nations, is commonly multi-glossic: different languages are selected for 
certain domains during speech events as dictated by the context of situation. In our 
case here, one of the choices was diaglossic: a national language plus the official 
language. This did not occur except in cases of translation. Interestingly, however, 
French was used almost exclusively in the written stories/reports about the 
elections. The national languages dominated the verbal communication, while the 
official language monopolized the written. This is typical practice in DRC among 
post-primary the educated interlocutors. Part of the explanation for this diaglossia 
is that post-third grade literacy is generally acquired in the official language. 
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an exception to this practice for historical reasons, including the desire to 

accommodate worshipers who do not speak or understand it.  

There are two plausible interrelated answers to this question. The first, as 

strongly argued in Meeuwis (1997), is that Lingala has established itself over the 

years in DRC and in the Diaspora for socio-cultural reasons as the dominant 

language of communication in non-official domains. Second, its use in matters of 

high passion such as the case of national elections that offered the possibility of 

overthrowing an oppressive and brutal dictatorship presided by a known criminal is 

an act of nationalism. As in the case of the popular Congolese music4, Lingala, but 

not the other three national languages or French, uniquely indexes, Congolité and 

neutrality of ethnic association even at the ethno-linguistic superstructure level 

(Meeuwis, 1997). This explanation is independently and nicely substantiated by the 

dominant use of Kinshasa Lingala, but not any of the other major varieties (i.e., 

Literary Lingala and Spoken Lingala)5.  

 
4 Sesep (1986) estimates that 90% of the music is composed and performed in 
Lingala.  Sixteen years earlier, Bwantsa-Kafungu (1970) has estimated this use at 
70%. Since there are no actual surveys on this, these estimates can only be taken as 
anecdotal or impressionistic data. But whichever estimate one accepts, it strongly 
conveys the extent to which Lingala dominates its national competitors, and defines 
Congolité. 
 
5 Meeuwis (1997) maintains, quite correctly, that the dominance of Kinshasa Lingala 
in Belgium is not only reflective of the perception of neutrality of Kinshasa as multi-
ethnic megapolis where different ethnic groups co-exist peacefully and inter-marry, 
but also because it indexes the prestige associated with the capital city. Meeuwis 
also pointed out another less remarkable fact concerning the Congolese 
communities in Belgium: The majority of them came from and/or via Kinshasa 
where they learned it.  I believe observation can be extended to many other western 
European countries (e.g., France, The Netherlands, Switzerland, Spain). 
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Further, the use of Lingala represents a “we-language” versus Kiswahili 

which is perceived as not only a non-authentic Congolese language, but also as the 

“they-language” of the Rwandan and Ugandan invaders, occupiers, killers, and 

economic predators (Madsen, 1999; Van Reybrouck, 2010; Rever, 2015). It must be 

understood here that while demographically Kiswahili has been established firmly 

as a Congolese national language that is used as a lingua franca in much of Eastern 

DRC, it acquired a they-language perception in 1996 and 1998 when Rwanda and 

Uganda invaded the country. It was the language that the invading soldiers and 

leaders shared, the one they imprinted on the Congolese bills along with English for 

the first time in the country’s history, and spoke in government offices during 

Laurent D. Kabila’s reign (Bokamba, 2008). This perception still exists today under 

Joseph Kabila Kabange. It should not be surprising, therefore, that its use in the 

video and audio clips is not comparable to the Lingala’s, or commensurate with its 

demographic representation in DRC. 

4. Conclusion 

From a historical perspective, the emergence of a national language is 

frequently facilitated by several key factors: its demographics, function in key 

domains in and beyond the region of its provenance, vitality against competing 

regional linguae francae, and subsequent discursive roles that it has acquired de 

facto or that are assigned to it de jure by established institutions (e.g., regional 

administration, education, state accredited churches). Whichever of these factors 

coalesce to elevate it to a supra-national language against its competitors has often 

depended on historical and ideological considerations. Central among these are a 
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desire by a national government to elevate the language to that status via active 

language policy planning, and nationalism as an underpinning ideology.  In Africa, 

this was the trajectory undertaken in the rise of Afrikaans in South Africa, Chinyanja 

in Malawi, Kiswahili in Tanzania, Bambara/Bamanakan in Mali, Berber in Algeria 

and Morocco, and Arabic in Northern Africa, as stated earlier.  

4.1 Summary.  What we have attempted to document in this study is the 

dynamic process of a national language spread within, across its region of genesis in 

an African context (i.e., DRC) and internationally. The analysis dealt with the long 

competition that has occurred in the country among its four national languages 

(Kikongo, Kiswahili, Tshiluba, and Lingala) since the 1920s, and how the latter has 

surpassed its counterparts to establish itself firmly as the supra-national language 

in and outside of the country.  I have stated in reference to previous studies that Its 

dominance has been facilitated by ten different factors/agencies of which five are 

central in the process of its evolution to this status: (1) trade; (2) proselytization by 

the Catholic church; (3) official language of armed forces; (4) lingua franca of the 

country’s capital city, Kinshasa; and (5) Congolese popular music.  

A careful examination of these agencies or functional allocations reveals at 

least three types of dynamics: (1) their aggregate power in facilitating the spread of 

Lingala over the decades; (2) their potential to sustain and enable it to dominate the 

other three national languages (Kikongo, Kiswahili and Tshiluba) as the medium of 

inter-Congolese communication nationally and internationally; and (3) their 

seamless recursiveness in spreading Lingala over regions and domains of 

dominance by the other national languages. For example, according to Nyembwe, et 



 24 

al. (1992) study on the languages of marketplaces in Zaire, Lingala has replaced 

Kikongo even in cities like Kikwit, Boma, and Matadi (in the Bas-Congo province) 

that are deep into Kikongo-speaking region. Similarly, it has continued its spread 

into the Kiswahili dominated eastern DRC provinces (Goyvaerts, 1995; Büscher, et 

al., 2013).  According to the latter study, it had become by the mid 1990s the 

signifier of new indexicalities (Büscher, et al. 2013: 527): 

 (i) being a true Congolese, (ii) toughness (based on Lingala’s 
association with the military), and (iii) urban sophistication (based on 
its association with the capital Kinshasa). 
 

Domain-wise in Lingala-dominated urban centers, it has replaced many L1s of 

children born in such cities, because that is what they are exposed to and learn on 

the streets (Bokamba, 2008).  Finally, the dominance of the popular Congolese 

music by Lingala offers it the unmatched capacities to penetrate all urban and rural 

communities in the country, and to acquire, as it were, new speakers outside of DRC. 

They include devotes of the music and imitators of it (Bwantsa-Kafungu, 1970; 

Gondola, 2003; Bokamba, 2009).  

4.2 Implications. To my knowledge, the spontaneous emergence of Lingala 

as a supranational language in DRC and thus the index of Congolité is only one of 

two such developments in Africa that has reached this status without active 

language planning by a national government. The other is Wolof in Senegal (Mc 

Laughlin, 2008, 2009). There are, however, important differences in their pathways. 

First, Wolof is an ethnolinguistic-based language with a native-speaking population 

of 40% in Senegal (Mc Laughlin, 2008); but Lingala does not have such a base. 

Second, while Lingala’s supra-nationality status internally and externally has 
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resulted over the decades from its use in the Congolese famous popular music and 

recently from the occupation of DRC by client states Rwanda and Uganda; that of 

Wolof is based on its demographics and job opportunities in urban centers (Mc 

Laughlin, 2008, 2009). Finally, unlike DRC where Lingala had to be adopted overtly 

recently to assert Congolité in the face of external threat, Senegal, one of the most 

successful democracies in Africa, has not experienced a similar threat to index its 

Senegalité via Wolof, its pan-Senegalese language. 

The question I raised at the beginning of this study can now be answered: 

‘Which language spread factor(s) drive(s) the spontaneous ascent of a lingua franca 

to a supra-national one’? It should be evident from the background of the evolution 

of Lingala from a national to a supranational status that the ascent is a gradual 

process which is aided by different factors and confluence thereof throughout the 

language’s history. It is not a sudden development. The combination of some key 

factors that are added along the way such as the five identified above, creates the 

requisite centrifugal force to propel the language to its national and/or 

supranational status. This is what, at the highest level of the agencies’ cline, 

Congolese music and the use of Lingala as the exclusive language of the armed 

forces have done. The popular and ever-innovative Congolese popular music have 

pushed Lingala beyond its national boundaries to become an imitable language, and 

identifier of “Congo-ness” or Congolité. Having occupied this status for decades, its 

recruitment to index congolité in opposition to Rwandanité and Ougandanité 

required only the invocation of nationalism.  Former president Joseph Kabila 

Kabange’s refusal to step down after the expiration of his two-term mandate 
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provided the trigger. As we have seen, Lingala had already attained pan-Congolese 

language standing a long time ago (Meeuwis, 1997). Its supra-national status, as 

manifested in the video and audio clip recordings can be construed as a 

manifestation of that latent status as ultimately driven, but not necessarily caused 

by nationalism. Usually changes in language status occur incrementally over time, 

and this is true of Lingala. But the contemporaneous emergence discussed here also 

suggests that nationalistic sentiments against an existential threat can expedite that 

process. Further, that competing national languages such as Kiswahili, which is 

known to have slighter more L1 and L2 speakers than Lingala in DRC, can be easily 

re-index as “they language” under nationalistic pressures. Similarly, the legitimacy 

of French, the exclusive official language, can be contested in its “international” role. 

So, while nationalism is not the primary driving force in the selection of a supra-

national language in a nation at peace or war, it appears to be the tool of last result. 
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