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Can language repertoires be managed? 
 

Abstract: 
In trying to answer questions after a recent talk entitled “Continued thoughts on language policy,” I 
was reminded of a presentation I gave a decade ago, with the title “Can languages be managed?” Taking 
into account the expanded model I have developed, I plan to return to this question. Linguists in the 
1960s offered what they believed was useful advice to newly independent states, but in fact it was not 
followed; most African states for instance continued their commitment to colonial policy and imperial 
languages, ignoring the need to recognize the value of indigenous varieties and multilingualism. 
Whatever plans the states adopted, implementation was regularly blocked by failure to recognize actual 
language practices at all levels from the home, by variation in individual beliefs, and by many non-
linguistic factors like wars and droughts and corruption that kept resources away from the education 
system. In spite of valiant efforts by activists and linguists, it seems that language is no more easily 
managed than climate and disease. 
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