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*ABSTRACT*

In an era of globalization, English has transcended its status as a native language to become the
primary tool of the modern business market. This paper examines how English proficiency acts
as a determinant of economic opportunity, particularly for youth and entrepreneurs in remote
areas such as Ilebo, in the Kasat Province of the Democratic Republic of Congo. Through
literature review and field observation, the study argues that English is not a form of cultural
imperialism but a pragmatic instrument for economic inclusion.
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*1. INTRODUCTION*

The world has become a global village. A product harvested in Ilebo can, in theory, be sold in
Nairobi, Dubai, or London within days. Yet, a significant barrier remains invisible: language.

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, a francophone country, the education system prioritizes
French. While French remains important for administration and national cohesion, it is
insufficient for integration into the actual, current business market, which operates predominantly
in English.

This paper asks a central question: To what extent is mastery of the English language a necessary
tool for participation in the modern business market for Congolese youth? We argue that lack of
English is a form of economic exclusion.

*2. WHY ENGLISH DOMINATES THE ACTUAL BUSINESS MARKET*
The dominance of English is not accidental; it is structural. It is built on four pillars:

*a) The Language of Technology and the Internet*

Over 60% of content on the internet is in English. The major tools for modern business - Google,
Microsoft Excel, SAP, e-commerce platforms like Alibaba, and even mobile money application
programming interfaces - are designed first in English. An entrepreneur in Kinshasa who cannot
navigate an English interface is digitally illiterate in the global market.

*b) The Language of Multinational Corporations*

In Kinshasa, major employers such as Vodacom, Airtel, TotalEnergies, and mining companies
use English as their internal working language for regional reports and meetings. A young
graduate who speaks only French is automatically disqualified from middle-management
positions, regardless of technical competence.

*c) The Language of International Trade*
All international trade contracts, import-export procedures, and shipping documentation from the
port of Matadi or via Angola are drafted in English. For a trader from Ilebo who wants to import
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goods from Zambia or export agricultural products, English is the language of negotiation and
price-setting.

*d) The Language of Knowledge and Innovation®

The most recent research in entrepreneurship, management, and agriculture is published in
English. MBA courses on Coursera, YouTube tutorials on business, and funding opportunities
from the World Bank or Tony Elumelu Foundation require English. Without it, Congolese
entrepreneurs are consuming outdated, translated knowledge.

#3. CASE STUDY: THE REALITY OF ILEBO, KASAI*

Ilebo is a strategic river and commercial town, yet economically isolated. Observation shows a
clear divide:

Entrepreneurs who have a basic level of Business English are able to establish direct contacts
with suppliers in Zambia and Tanzania, negotiate better prices on WhatsApp, and use Facebook
Ads to reach clients outside Kasai. They are integrated.

Entrepreneurs who rely solely on Lingala and French are forced to use intermediaries who take
large commissions. They remain confined to the local market where purchasing power is very
low. Their business cannot grow. Language becomes a poverty trap.

Interviews with local traders (to be completed) indicate that 90% recognize English as useful, but
less than 5% have had formal training in it.

*4. ENGLISH AS AN OPPORTUNITY, NOT IMPERIALISM*

A common criticism in francophone Africa is that promoting English is a form of Anglo-Saxon
imperialism that devalues local languages. This view is mistaken.

We must distinguish between cultural identity and economic tool. Lingala, Tshiluba, and Swahili
are languages of identity, culture, and heart. French is the language of national administration.
English is the tool of global connection - like a smartphone or a pirogue motor. Using it does not
mean abandoning who we are; it means equipping ourselves to defend our economic interests in a
language the world understands.

It is an additive model: Local Language + French + English = Complete Entrepreneur.
*5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION*

Schooling determines human destiny, as argued in our previous paper, and language is at the core
of schooling.

The findings show that English is no longer a luxurys; it is the primary tool of the actual business
market. To keep Congolese youth from Ilebo and other remote areas out of this language is to
keep them out of the economy of the future.

We recommend:
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1. Integration of practical Business English (not just grammar) into the secondary curriculum in
Kasai from age 14.

2. Creation of low-cost evening English clubs focused on WhatsApp business communication,
email writing, and negotiation.

3. Training for teachers of private schools in Ilebo to teach English for Specific Purposes (ESP).

The English language will not solve all of Congo's problems, but without it, no solution can be
exported to the world.

*REFERENCES (to be completed)™*

Crystal, D. (2003). English as a Global Language.
World Bank (2023). Digital Economy Report for Africa.
Northouse... [we will add more

*CHAPTER 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION*
*1.1. Background of the Study*

We live in an era defined by a paradox. On one hand, technology has made the world smaller
than ever before. A young entrepreneur sitting in a small office in Ilebo, a river town in the Kasaf
Province of the Democratic Republic of Congo, can theoretically see the price of maize in
Nairobi on his smartphone, negotiate with a supplier in Lusaka on WhatsApp, and receive
payment from a client in Brussels via mobile money. The physical distance between Ilebo and the
global market has been reduced to a click. On the other hand, this same entrepreneur remains
profoundly excluded from this market. The barrier is not physical, it is not financial, it is
linguistic.

The Democratic Republic of Congo is the largest francophone country in the world by
population. Its educational system, inherited from Belgian colonization, is entirely built around
French. For decades, this model was sufficient. French was the language of administration, of
social promotion, and of education. To speak good French was to guarantee a future as a civil
servant or a teacher. However, the economic reality of 2026 has fundamentally changed. The
center of economic gravity has shifted from Paris and Brussels to Dubai, Shanghai, Nairobi, and
Silicon Valley. And the common language of these new centers is not French; it is English.

English has evolved from being the native language of England and the United States to
becoming what linguists call a "Global Lingua Franca" - a neutral tool used by non-native
speakers to communicate with each other. A Congolese trader and a Zambian trader do not speak
each other's languages, but they both learn English to do business. A report by the British Council
(2023) estimated that 1.5 billion people are currently learning English worldwide, not for cultural
love, but for economic necessity. The modern business market - e-commerce, fintech, logistics,
mining, and even agriculture - operates on English terminology.

This creates a critical problem for the youth of Ilebo and, more broadly, for the youth of the
entire DRC. They are educated in a language (French) that gives them access to the national
administration, but not to the global economy. They are fluent in Lingala and Tshiluba, which
gives them access to their community and identity, but not to international suppliers. They are
illiterate in the one language that could connect their local products to global value chains. This is
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not merely an educational gap; it is an economic trap.
*1.2. Problem Statement™*

Despite its immense natural and human potential, Ilebo remains economically marginalized. Field
observations show that local commerce is characterized by small margins, dependence on
intermediaries, and an inability to scale beyond the local market. Young graduates from
secondary schools in Ilebo, even the most brilliant ones, struggle to find employment or create
sustainable businesses.

The central problem this research addresses is: Is the lack of English language proficiency a
significant, measurable factor contributing to the economic marginalization of entrepreneurs and
youth in Ilebo?

While many factors contribute to poverty - poor roads, lack of electricity, political instability -
language is an invisible factor that is rarely studied in the context of rural DRC. Previous studies
on youth unemployment in DRC have focused on corruption, capital, and infrastructure, but have
ignored linguistic capital.

*1.3. Research Questions*
To answer this problem, this study will be guided by the following questions:

1. What is the current level of English proficiency among entrepreneurs and final-year secondary
school students in Ilebo?

2. How does English proficiency correlate with business income and access to non-local
markets?

3. What are the perceptions of local entrepreneurs regarding the importance of English for their
business?

4. What practical strategies can be implemented in the low-resource context of Ilebo to provide
functional Business English?

*1.4. Hypothesis*

Our main hypothesis is: Entrepreneurs in Ilebo with a functional level of Business English have a
significantly higher income and a larger market reach than those who do not, even when
controlling for education level and initial capital. Mastery of English is therefore not a luxury, but
a tool of economic survival.

*1.5. Objectives of the Study*

The general objective of this study is to demonstrate that English is an indispensable tool of the
actual business market and to propose a model for its integration in Ilebo.

Specific objectives are:

- To document the linguistic landscape of business in Ilebo.

- To measure the economic impact of English proficiency.

- To analyze the cases of successful African countries like Rwanda and Kenya that adopted
English.
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- To propose a low-cost, practical curriculum for Business English adapted to Ilebo.
*1.6. Significance of the Study*

This study is significant for three reasons. First, academically, it fills a gap. There is almost no
literature on the role of English in remote Congolese towns. Most studies focus on Kinshasa.
Second, economically, it offers a very low-cost solution to a big problem. Building a road to
Ilebo costs millions of dollars; teaching English to 100 young people costs almost nothing but can
triple their income potential. Third, personally and socially, it aligns with our previous research
on "Schooling and Human Destiny" - it argues that what we teach in schools directly determines
the economic destiny of a people. If we teach the wrong language.

*CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW*
*2.1. Conceptual Framework: What is a Lingua Franca?*

The term "lingua franca" originally referred to a commercial language used between speakers of
different native languages. Historically, Swahili served as a lingua franca in East Africa, and
Lingala serves as one in western DRC. However, in the 21st century, English has become the
global lingua franca. As defined by Seidlhofer (2011), English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) is "any
use of English among speakers of different first languages for whom English is the
communicative medium of choice, and often the only option."

This definition is crucial for our study. We are not studying English as the language of the British
or Americans. We are studying English as a tool owned by no one and used by everyone. When a
Congolese and a Rwandan businessman use English, neither is using his mother tongue; both are
using a neutral, practical tool.

Braj Kachru (1985) proposed the famous "Three Circles" model of World Englishes to explain
this phenomenon. The Inner Circle includes native-speaking countries like the USA and UK. The
Outer Circle includes countries like Nigeria, Kenya, and India, where English is an official
second language due to colonization. The Expanding Circle includes countries like DRC,
Rwanda, China, and Brazil, where English is learned as a foreign language for international
communication. DRC is firmly in the Expanding Circle, but its economy forces it to interact daily
with the Outer Circle (Zambia, Uganda, Kenya). This creates a linguistic pressure: to trade with
its own neighbors, DRC must learn a language it does not officially use.

*2.2. Historical Evolution: From Colonial Language to Business Tool*

The dominance of English was not inevitable. In the 19th century, French was the language of
diplomacy. The shift happened due to three historical forces. First, the economic and military
dominance of the United States after World War II made English the language of the Marshall
Plan, the UN, and the Bretton Woods institutions (World Bank, IMF). Second, the technological
revolution of the late 20th century, led by American companies like Microsoft, Apple, and
Google, encoded English into the very infrastructure of the internet. The first programming
languages, the first keyboards, and the first internet protocols were in English. Third, and most
recently, globalization and global supply chains required a single language for efficiency. A
shipping container leaving Matadi port needs documents understood in Singapore, Rotterdam,
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and Dubai. English became that default.

Crystal (2003) in his seminal work "English as a Global Language" argues that a language
achieves global status when it develops a special role that is recognized in every country. English
has achieved this not because it is more beautiful or easier than Lingala, but because of the power
of its people - economic and technological power.

#2.3. English and Economic Performance: Empirical Evidence Worldwide*

The link between English proficiency and economic performance is well documented. The EF
English Proficiency Index (2023) shows a strong correlation (r = 0.60) between a country's
English proficiency and its Gross National Income per capita. Countries with higher English
proficiency attract more Foreign Direct Investment (FDI).

In Africa, the most striking case is Rwanda. In 2008, Rwanda made a controversial political
decision to switch its official language of education from French to English. The reason was
purely economic. President Kagame argued that to integrate into the East African Community
(EAC) - where all meetings are in English - and to attract investors from the US and UK, Rwanda
needed English. Ten years later, the results are clear. Rwanda's FDI increased by 300%, its tech
sector in Kigali, known as the "Singapore of Africa," thrives because young Rwandans can work
for American companies remotely, freelancing on platforms like Upwork, which operate
exclusively in English. A study by Tabaro and Nshimiyimana (2021) found that Rwandan
graduates proficient in English earn 40% more than their francophone counterparts.

Similarly, in Nigeria and Kenya, English is a tool for internal and external business. A market
woman in Lagos who speaks English can sell to all 250 ethnic groups in Nigeria; one who speaks
only Yoruba is limited to her region. English is a tool for national economic unification before it
is a tool for global integration.

*2 4. The Linguistic Situation in the Democratic Republic of Congo: A Francophone Island in an
Anglophone Ocean™

DRC presents a unique linguistic paradox. It is geographically surrounded by anglophone
countries: Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi (trilingual), Tanzania, Zambia, and South Sudan all use
English as an official language for business and education. Even Angola, a lusophone country, is
increasingly using English for business. DRC is a francophone island.

The DRC education system still reflects the Belgian colonial model of the 1950s, which
prioritized French for the elite. English is introduced very late, typically in 3rd or 4th year of
secondary school, for only 2 hours per week, and is taught by teachers who themselves have
never had a conversation with a native English speaker. The teaching is focused on grammar - "I
am, you are" - not on functional communication like writing a business email or negotiating a
price.

Research by Kasoro (2019) at the University of Kinshasa showed that among 200 final-year
students in Kinshasa, only 12% could write a coherent paragraph in English, and only 4% could
sustain a 2-minute business conversation. If this is the situation in the capital, with access to
language centers and internet, one can imagine the situation in Ilebo, where there is no language
center, no library, and intermittent electricity.
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This creates a dual economy: a small, francophone, Kinshasa-based elite that can still get
administrative jobs, and a massive, young, excluded population that cannot access the new
economy. For the youth of Ilebo, French is no longer sufficient for social mobility. The new
social mobility is English.

#2.5. Theoretical Framework: Human Capital and Linguistic Capital*

This study is grounded in two theories. First, Becker's Human Capital Theory (1964), which
states that investment in skills and knowledge increases economic productivity. Language is a
form of human capital. Just like learning to use a computer, learning English is an investment that
yields returns in the form of higher income.

Second, Bourdieu's concept of Linguistic Capital (1991). Bourdieu argued that language is not
just a means of communication, but a form of capital that can be converted into economic capital
and social capital. In the global market, English is the most valuable linguistic capital. Those who
possess it can access networks, information, and opportunities that those who do not possess it
cannot. Lack of English is therefore not just a lack of skill; it is a lack of capital, leading to
structural poverty.

In conclusion, the literature shows a clear global consensus: English is the undisputed tool of the
modern business market, and countries and individuals that invest in it reap significant economic
rewards. The gap in the literature is the lack of micro-level studies in remote, francophone areas

like Ilebo. This study aims to fill to gap.

*CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY*
*3.1. Presentation of the Study Area: Ilebo*

Ilebo is a town of approximately 25,000 inhabitants, located in the Kasafi Province, at the
confluence of the Kasai and Lulua rivers. Historically, it was a major river port under the name
Port-Francqui during the colonial era, linking Kinshasa to the diamond-rich Kasafi region. Today,
Ilebo is both strategic and isolated. It is strategic because it is a commercial crossroads for
agricultural products (maize, cassava, palm oil) and manufactured goods coming from Kinshasa
and Angola. It is isolated because the national road RN20 is in a state of advanced degradation,
the railway from Ilebo to Lubumbashi is non-functional, and electricity is available only a few
hours per day via generators.

The educational infrastructure consists of about 15 primary schools and 8 secondary schools,
mostly private and confessional. There is no university, no public library, and no formal English
language center. Learning English is therefore almost entirely dependent on the formal secondary
school curriculum, which, as discussed, is insufficient. This makes Ilebo a perfect case study for
understanding the impact of English in a low-resource, francophone, remote environment. If
English has an impact here, it has an impact everywhere in DRC.

*3.2. Research Design and Data Collection™

This study uses a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative data to
provide a comprehensive understanding.
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*Quantitative Method:* We administered a structured questionnaire to 60 participants divided
into two groups:

- Group A: 30 small business owners and traders at the Ilebo central market (aged 22-45).
Criteria: business active for at least 2 years.

- Group B: 30 final-year secondary school students (6éme secondaire) from two schools: Institut
Technique d'llebo and Complexe Scolaire Lumiére (15 from each school).

The questionnaire measured three variables: (1) Self-assessed English level (0 = none, 5 =
fluent), (2) Monthly business income or expected income in Congolese Francs, (3) Number of
business contacts outside Kasai Province.

*Qualitative Method:* We conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 participants from Group
A (5 with some English, 5 with no English). The interviews lasted 20-30 minutes each and
explored their experiences, challenges in dealing with non-francophone suppliers, and their
perception of English. Interviews were conducted in Lingala and French, then translated into
English.

*3.3. Data Analysis and Limitations*

Quantitative data was analyzed using simple descriptive statistics and correlation analysis via
Microsoft Excel. We calculated the average income for English speakers vs. non-English
speakers. Qualitative data was analyzed thematically.

We acknowledge two major limitations. First, the sample size is small (60 people) due to
logistical constraints and the rainy season making travel difficult. Second, income data is self-
reported and may be underestimated by traders for fear of taxation. Despite these limitations, the
data provides a strong, first-hand snapshot of the reality on the ground, which is rare in academic
literature about rural DRC.

*CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
*4.1. Quantitative Results: The English Income Gap*
The data collected reveals a striking economic gap based on English proficiency.

*Table 1: English Proficiency vs. Average Monthly Income - Ilebo Traders (n=30)*

English LevelNumber of TradersAverage Monthly Income (CDF)Average Number of External
Contacts

Level 0-1 (No English)21 traders (70%)180,000 CDF (~$65)0.5

Level 2-3 (Basic English)7 traders (23%)450,000 CDF (~$162)3.2

Level 4-5 (Good/Fluent)2 traders (7%)1,200,000 CDF (~$432)8.5

The results are clear. The 70% of traders with no English are trapped in the local economy,
earning an average of 180,000 CDF. Those with basic English (23%) earn 2.5 times more. The
two traders with good English earn more than 6 times the average. One of them, a 28-year-old
who sells agricultural products, explained that he learned English on YouTube and now orders
spare parts for mills directly from a supplier in Lusaka, Zambia, via WhatsApp, avoiding 3
intermediaries in Kinshasa.
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Among the 30 students, the situation is even more alarming. 24 students (80%) scored themselves
at Level 0-1. When asked to write "I want to order 10 bags of sugar, what is your price?" in
English, only 3 out of 30 could write it correctly. Yet, 28 out of 30 students (93%) answered that
they believe English is "very important" for their future business. There is a huge gap between
perceived importance and actual competence.

*4.2. Qualitative Results: Voices from Ilebo*
Interviews revealed three major themes:

*Theme 1: Dependence on Intermediaries.* Papa Mbuyi, a trader with no English, stated: "When
I want to buy from Angola, I must pay a translator in Tshikapa 10% of my capital. If the
translator lies about the price, I lose everything. I am blind."”

*Theme 2: The WhatsApp Barrier.* Many traders mentioned that business today happens on
WhatsApp groups. The groups for East African trade (Zambia, Tanzania, Kenya) are exclusively
in English. One young entrepreneur said: "I was added to a group for cheap cement in Zambia. I
saw photos, good prices, but all messages were in English. I could not ask a question. I left the
group out of shame."

*Theme 3: English as Self-Confidence.* The traders who knew some English did not just have
more money; they had more confidence. Mama Rose, who speaks basic English, said: "Before, I
was afraid to talk to white people or Nigerians. Now, even with small English, I can say 'Hello,
price please?' I am no longer afraid. Business is confidence."

*CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS (Pages 11-12)*
*5.1. Discussion®

Our hypothesis is confirmed. In Ilebo, English is not an academic subject; it is direct economic
capital. The income gap is not explained by education level alone. In our sample, several traders
with only a primary school certificate but with basic English earned more than secondary school
graduates with no English. This supports Bourdieu's theory of linguistic capital.

Our findings are consistent with the Rwandan experience. Rwanda understood that economic
integration into the East African Community was impossible in French. DRC faces the same
challenge. With the DRC recently joining the EAC in 2022, all EAC business protocols, customs
documents, and meetings are in English. How can a trader from Ilebo benefit from the EAC if he
cannot read its documents? Our study shows that without deliberate language policy, joining the
EAC will only benefit the already-educated elite in Kinshasa and Goma, not the rural majority.

Furthermore, the digital economy amplifies this exclusion. The future of business in Africa is on
platforms like Alibaba, Amazon, and Jumia, which are English-based. A young person in Ilebo
who wants to become a virtual assistant or a freelance translator - jobs that require only a
smartphone - is excluded from the global freelance market, valued at over $1.5 trillion, simply
because of language.
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*5.2. Conclusion*

This study started with a simple question: Is English really a tool of the actual business market, or
is it just a Western construct? The evidence from Ilebo, a remote town in the heart of Congo,
provides a definitive answer.

English is the tool.

It is the tool that allows a trader to bypass intermediaries and double his income. It is the tool that
allows a student to access free, world-class business knowledge on YouTube. It is the tool that
determines whether the Democratic Republic of Congo will be a full participant in the East
African Community and the global digital economy, or remain a francophone island that watches
the world trade without it.

Schooling determines destiny. If we continue to teach only French grammar to the youth of Ilebo,
we are preparing them for the economy of 1960, not 2026. We are determining a destiny of local
survival instead of global participation.

*5.3. Practical Recommendations for Ilebo*
We propose three low-cost, immediately actionable recommendations:

1. *Business English, Not School English:* Stop teaching "The verb to be". Start teaching 100
essential business sentences: "What is the price?", "Can you send a proforma invoice?", "I want
to order...". This can be taught in 3 months.

2. *Creation of Ilebo English Business Club:* A weekly meeting every Saturday, 2 hours, using
a single smartphone with downloaded English business dialogue videos. Cost: 0$. Led by the few
local English speakers.

3. *Advocacy for Curriculum Reform:* Private school owners in Ilebo should make English the
second language of instruction for commerce and computer classes from 3rd secondary.

English will not bring roads or electricity to Ilebo. But it will bring the one thing more powerful:
connection. And in the actual business market, connection is wealth.
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