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Language policy and terminology  
in South Africa

Bassey E. Antia
University of the Western Cape

This chapter describes the development of the language policy programme of 
post‑apartheid South Africa. It highlights both the place of terminology in this 
policy programme and some of its achievements. As the fortunes of terminology 
are inevitably bound up with the fate of the policy on multilingualism, the chapter 
draws attention to difficulties that have arisen in the course of implementing the 
policy and suggests three sociolinguistic paradigms that offer explanatory frameworks 
for these challenges. It concludes by describing on-going terminology initiatives at 
the University of the Western Cape (UWC) that attempt to respond to some of the 
implications of the sociolinguistic paradigms.

Keyword  South Africa; Language question; Language policy planning; Terminology; 
Critical sociolinguistics; University of the Western Cape

1.  South Africa: A background of diversity and contestations

In the aftermath of the transition to a democratically elected government in 1994, 
South Africa presented itself to the world as a Rainbow Nation, one that would be com-
mitted to acknowledging and accommodating its multifaceted diversity. The basis for 
pursuing this ideal is easily appreciated when one looks at the diverse origins of the 
country’s population. In addition to the first peoples (the Khoe and the San) who lived 
in the area for millennia, and Africans from elsewhere who settled there as far back as 
the 12th century, the area of present-day South Africa has for over 300 years been home 
to people with ancestry that is both European (e.g. Portuguese, Dutch, British, French, 
German, Portuguese) and Asian (e.g. Indonesian, Malaysian, Indian) (Beukes 2004, 3).

Language has, not surprisingly, been a contentious issue in the politics of South 
Africa. At different periods in the country’s history, for example colonialism, apartheid 
and democracy, responses to the language question have been a barometer for gauging 
how cultural diversity has been accommodated. As Kamwangamalu (2002a, 120; 
2002b, 1–2) points out, the Dutch, who occupied and colonized the country in 1652, 
applied a policy of Dutchification. Dutch was a requirement for employment in the 
civil service and for other forms of upward social mobility. The British colonized 
twice: in 1795 to prevent a French take-over, but handed back power to the Dutch 



468	 Bassey E. Antia

in 1803; they then colonized again from 1806–1948. The British implemented a pol-
icy of Anglicization through a variety of strategies. These involved using English as 
medium of instruction in schools, excluding Dutch from the educational, judicial and 
other systems, and encouraging immigration from Britain (Kamwangamalu 2002b, 
1–2; Prah 2007, 6). This Anglicization policy has been described as an important cul-
tural dimension in the (Second) Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902 that pitted the British 
against the Dutch descendants, the Afrikaners (Prah 2007, 6).

In 1948, the Afrikaners gained power, implemented a policy of racial separation 
(“apartheid”) and vigorously promoted Afrikaans which, although co-official with 
English since the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910, had never really been 
accepted by the British as being co-equal with English (Kamwangamalu 2002b, 2). In 
any case, in the apartheid years, only Afrikaans and English were the official languages. 
A policy of separate development of the races meant, paradoxically, that groups were 
encouraged to use and develop their languages or varieties in their designated territo-
ries or “homelands”. However, the exclusion of groups with a non-European ancestry 
from certain socio-political and economic domains invariably led to the marginaliza-
tion of the languages of these groups. As a result, efforts by the apartheid regime to 
encourage the use of indigenous African languages and varieties were resisted. The 
efforts were viewed as inconsistent with racially regulated access to opportunity, as 
seeking to create minorities of a majority, and as intended to prevent broad mobiliza-
tion against apartheid.

The Soweto uprising of 1976 was a protest by black school children demanding 
an end to the imposition of Afrikaans as the language of instruction in black schools. 
After 46 years of Afrikaner separatist rule, South Africa became a democratic state in 
1994 under black majority rule and sought to establish a multilingual dispensation 
that is discussed below.

2.  The making of a post-apartheid language policy

From the above historical sketch it can safely be concluded that every successive lin-
guistic dispensation in the country has been a reaction to the one that preceded it. 
With the interim Constitution of 1993 (which became effective in 1994) and the final 
Constitution (1996), South Africa moved from official state bilingualism in Afrikaans 
and English to official multilingualism with eleven languages (nine new: Sepedi (sev-
erally referred to as Sesotho sa Leboa and Northern Sotho), Sesotho (Southern Sotho), 
Setswana, siSwati, Tshivenda, Xitsonga, isiNdebele, isiXhosa and isiZulu, in addition 
to the previous Afrikaans and English). This proclamation was an integral part of a 
national process of redressing marginalization, exclusion and other injustices of the 
past, while at the same time creating an all-inclusive society.
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The final Constitution of 1996 stipulates that the eleven official languages “enjoy 
parity of esteem and … be treated equitably”, which is a modification of the interim 
Constitution’s wording of “equal use and enjoyment”. The final Constitution commits 
various tiers of government to developing a profile of multiple language use as dictated 
by local circumstances. It also urges affirmative action on behalf of the indigenous lan-
guages whose use and status have suffered as a result of the discriminatory practices of 
the past. The state is constitutionally mandated to take “measures to elevate the status 
and advance the use of these languages”.

Beyond these eleven languages, there are constitutional provisions for the lan-
guages of the first peoples (the Khoe and the San), South African Sign Language 
(SASL), as well as: “(1) all languages commonly used by communities in South Africa, 
including German, Greek, Gujarati, Hindi, Portuguese, Tamil, Telegu and Urdu; and 
(2) Arabic, Hebrew, Sanskrit and other languages used for religious purposes” (Consti-
tution of the Republic of South Africa No. 108 of 1996, Section 6).

The Bill of Rights (Constitution of the Republic of South Africa No. 108 of 1996, 
Chapter 2) upholds the rights of individuals to receive education in the official lan-
guage (s) of their choice, to participate in cultural and other activities in languages (not 
necessarily official) of their choice, to be given information (in judicial and related 
processes) in the language they understand, and so on.

As a Constitution typically does no more than provide the directive principles of 
state, a range of framework documents were developed to elaborate these fundamental 
principles and transform them into various operational (policy) instruments. Four 
such major framework documents were:

1.	 Towards a National Language Plan for South Africa (DACST 1996), which was 
the report of a Language Plan Task Group (LANTAG) empanelled to advise the 
government on devising a policy on language;

2.	 The 2000 Language Policy and Plan for South Africa as well as the South African 
Languages Bill, which would be revised and approved eventually by the Cabinet;

3.	 The 2002 National Language Policy Framework (NLPF) (but with the Language Bill 
not approved for submission to Parliament);

4.	 The 2003 Implementation Plan: National Language Policy Framework, which was 
the government’s own road-map for putting the NLPF into operation.

Envisaged as a multi-document package which, upon completion, would comprise 
(1) a Language Policy Statement; (2) an Implementation Plan; (3) a South African Lan-
guages Act and (4) a South African Language Practitioners’ Council Act (DAC 2003b, 5), 
the NLPF has for ten years remained incomplete. The legislative components (the two 
Acts) have not become a reality, but are at the time of writing (the last quarter of 2012) 
receiving attention: for example, the Language Bill is being debated in a repackaged 
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and rechristened form, Use of Official Languages Bill.1 As it is, however, the NLPF 
document is binding on all tiers of government and on institutions “exercising a pub-
lic power or performing a public function” (DAC 2003a, 12). The NLPF enjoins each 
unit of government or institution to devise its own policy and to choose its working 
languages according to its specific circumstances. National government departments 
are, however, expected to use all eleven languages, but where this is not possible docu-
ments are to be published in six languages selected according to specific criteria and 
on the basis of a rotation principle.2

In response to recommendations in the above framework documents (including 
the Constitution), several departments and arms of government at a variety of levels 
have devised their language policies. In the educational sector, for instance, there is 
the national Language-in-Education Policy of 1997. Each provincial government has 
language policy provisions relevant to education in such instruments as the provincial 
language policy or education legislation (e.g. the Western Cape Provincial School Educa-
tion Amendment Act, 2010). There is the Language Policy for Higher Education of 2002, 
which provides for the development of African languages in the medium to long term 
as media of instruction in addition to English and Afrikaans. Specific universities and 
higher education institutions have their own language policies that address issues such 
as languages of teaching, tutoring, assessment, internal and external communications, 
and so on. An example is the University of the Western Cape Language Policy of 2003.

To implement national-level policies, new structures were mooted or actually cre-
ated, and existing ones were transformed. Worthy of mention here are:

1.	 The National Language Service, which is the nation’s official language planner 
with a mandate for coordination;

2.	 The Pan South African Language Board (PanSALB) which operates with three 
bodies (Section 3) to oversee the implementation of the language policy;

3.	 A National Language Forum intended to serve as a broad platform for monitoring 
implementation and prioritising projects;

4.	 A South African Language Practitioners’ Council, conceived of as a regulatory 
body for the language professions;

5.	 Hansard Offices in the National Parliament and in provincial legislatures to sup-
port multilingual document production in the legislative environment;

6.	 Language Units to implement the language policies in the government depart-
ments or public services to which they are attached;

1.  While the processing of the manuscript for this chapter was underway, the Use of Official Lan-
guages Act 12 of 2012 was published.

2.  This requirement is amended in the proposed Use of Official Languages Bill.
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7.	 Language Research and Development Centres, housed at select institutions of 
higher learning in the country’s provinces, and mandated with, among others, 
the provision of an academic basis for interventions in the status and corpus of 
historically disadvantaged languages.

In contemporary world history, there are probably few countries with such a bold 
proclamation on languages, in support of which an equally incredible array of initia-
tives have been developed.

3.  The place of terminology within South Africa’s language policy

Terminology has been defined as “the study of and the field of activity concerned with the 
collection, description, processing and presentation of terms, i.e. lexical items belong-
ing to specialized areas of usage of one or more languages” (Sager 1990, 2). Termino
logy is (1) a set of theoretical premises; (2) an activity or a process (also referred to as 
terminography) applying the theoretical premises to develop or document vocabulary 
and (3) a product or vocabulary, which can also be the outcome of a historical process.

Insight into the importance which the government accords terminology in the 
context of its policy on multilingualism can be gleaned from the Implementation Plan 
for the NLPF which can be analysed from the standpoints of vision, structure and 
implementing mechanisms.

With regard to issues around vision, the Implementation Plan identifies six focus 
areas for attention. The first priority area is described as the “development of the indig-
enous languages, including the establishment of infrastructures and the development 
of products such as dictionaries and grammars” (DAC 2003b, 7). This is quite consis-
tent with the view in the plan that the “legacy of the underdevelopment of the previ-
ously marginalized languages in respect of standardization and orthography, technical 
terminology and dictionaries is a major challenge for the effective implementation of 
the Policy” (DAC 2003b, 10). One of several fundamental principles of implementa-
tion is that “[p]riority will be given to further skills training in translation and editing, 
interpreting, lexicography and terminography” (DAC 2003b, 8).

Terminology also figures prominently in the structures that the Implementation 
Plan expects to be part of translating the language policy into reality. The National 
Language Service, as the Language Planning Office, is charged with coordinating 
the Implementation Plan. It has an entire division devoted to terminology called the 
Terminology Coordination Section. The section implements, initiates and oversees a 
range of terminology-related projects.

The Pan South African Language Board (PanSALB) (DAC, Act No. 59 of 1995, 
amended 1999) was established to develop the official languages, create conditions for 
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their use and investigate language rights violations (Alberts 2008, 18–19). This man-
date is exercised through three bodies:

1.	 Provincial Language Communities (one in each province of the country) that 
identify needs and priorities of language development (policy, terminology, lexi-
cography, education, orthography) and language rights advocacy issues;

2.	 National Language Boards (one for each official language) are the umbrella plan-
ning agencies for each language at the national level, and advise PanSALB on 
such matters as standardization of orthography and terminology. They develop 
guidelines for term-formation and are mandated to authenticate/verify terminol-
ogy (e.g. for conformity to orthography, word-formation principles) before final 
documentation and dissemination;

3.	 National Lexicography Units (one for each official language) whose mandate is to 
“continue to develop dictionaries in all the official languages” and “to be closely 
aligned with the Terminology Coordination Section” of the National Language 
Service (DAC 2003b, 13). Such alignment is a reasonable proposition, given that 
terms are often developed on the basis of the characteristics of underlying con-
cepts, and these characteristics could well be encoded in general language words 
that are, or need to be, documented in general dictionaries.

The Language Units in government departments and in the provinces are, among 
others, charged with “facilitating training programmes for new recruits in translation, 
editing and terminology development” and partnering “with DAC and PanSALB bod-
ies (e.g. provincial language committees, national language bodies and national lexi-
cography units) to develop terminology” (DAC 2003b, 15).

The National Language Forum, understood as a quarterly meeting of both gov-
ernmental and non-governmental stakeholders, is an avenue for a broader spectrum 
of society to articulate views on the entire multilingual policy programme (structures, 
initiatives/projects and priorities). The Implementation Plan describes “its main focus 
[as being] terminology development and language projects to prevent any duplication 
of efforts, and so maximising return on investment” (DAC 2003b, 16). Although a 
draft bill for the establishment of the Language Practitioners’ Council is yet to make it 
to Parliament some 10 or so years after, the aim of the Council is to raise the status of 
the language professions and to safeguard the quality of language services by establish-
ing benchmarks for training and practice. It is proposed that the 11-member Council 
will have five persons nominated by government departments and agencies, and a 
further six persons representing the following disciplinary communities: terminology, 
translation, lexicography, interpreting, language editing and law.

The Implementation Plan outlines some ten mechanisms. According to the plan, 
implementing “the Language Policy will result in a high demand for translation and 
editing, and the development of terminology in all fields will therefore be crucial” 
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(DAC 2003b, 18). Interestingly, terminology is the very first mechanism outlined. 
Terminology does also come up in the context of such other mechanisms as training, 
technology, and the media.

Although there can be, and there have indeed been, conflicts in (the understanding 
of) roles, such as has been noted between PanSALB and the National Language Service 
(Swepu 2012), what is not in doubt, is that terminology enjoys pride of place in the 
framework documents, structures and mechanisms related to South Africa’s language 
policy. In principle, the multilingual policy framework in South Africa makes for pos-
sibly one of the most terminologically active anywhere in the world.

4.  Terminology projects

Terminology has been developed by a variety of state and non-state actors in a sys-
tematic or ad hoc fashion, in formal or informal settings, as stand-alone projects or as 
projects integrated into broader contexts (of learning, text production), as academic 
projects or in fulfilment of a government agency’s (statutory) functions. As a result of 
this diversity of auspices, it is difficult to give an accurate sense of the scope of work 
that has been undertaken in this area.

On its website, the National Language Service3 lists a variety of completed and 
on-going terminology projects related to the following domains: (1) parliament and 
politics; (2) information and communication technology; (3) natural sciences and 
mathematics for both the primary and secondary levels of schooling; (4) human, social, 
economic and management sciences for schools; (5) soccer; (6) HIV and (7) arts and 
culture. The number of entries for each project ranges from about 400–3000 terms. 
These terminologies have been developed in all eleven official languages and they are 
in many cases the outcome of a synergy among the actors listed earlier. Textbox 1 
presents an example from the parliamentary/political terminology list:

Textbox 1.  Extract from Parliamentary/Political Terminology List (DAC 2005, 43)

3.  http://www.dac.gov.za/chief_directorates/language_services.htm
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Several universities in South Africa have embarked on terminology projects either 
in direct response to the national language policy provisions and/or in response to 
their own internal mandates (e.g. institutional language policy, research, curriculum 
development or academic literacy support initiatives). Staff and students at the Uni-
versity of Limpopo have been developing terminology in the context of producing 
materials for modules in the multilingual studies programme taught in Sesotho sa 
Leboa (Ramani and Joseph 2006, 10). Delivering university-level curriculum in an 
indigenous African language on a subject other than a specific language is, with a few 
exceptions, still a rarity in the country.

To support the academic literacy needs of students whose first languages are 
not the media of instruction, many institutions such as Stellenbosch University, 
University of Cape Town, Rhodes University, University of KwaZulu-Natal have 
created terminology resources in a variety of subjects. At Stellenbosch, trilingual 
terminology resources in English, Afrikaans and isiXhosa have been created for gen-
eral academic administration as well as for specific subjects, such as sociology, social 
work, psychology and law (Sibula 2007, 400–404). At the University of Cape Town, 
online electronic terminology resources for first-year students have been created in 
the country’s official languages for a variety of subjects such as economics, law and 
statistics (Nkomo and Madiba 2011, 154–155). At Rhodes University, English, Xhosa 
and Afrikaans terminology has been created in fields such as political philosophy and 
information technology, whereas at the University of KwaZulu-Natal work has been 
done on the terminology of fields such as psychology and commercial law in English 
and Zulu (Kamwendo, Hlongwa and Mkhize 2014, 82–85). On-going work at the 
University of the Western Cape (UWC) is described in a later section. The scope of 
some of these university-based projects tends to be limited to about a hundred terms 
per subject-field.

The South Africa-based journal, Lexikos, publishes reports on terminology 
projects carried out by professional bodies and individuals on a variety of subjects, 
from law through music to geology and chemistry. Both the broadcast and print 
media routinely have to create terminology to convey information to their African 
language audiences.

Methodological features common to several of these projects include the 
creation of typically English text corpora; the (manual or semi-automated) excerp-
tion of terms and at times, of relevant co (n)texts from these texts and determi-
nation of which of the excerpted terms to process further (e.g. terms perceived 
as posing difficulties to students). Not infrequently the development of target-
language terms is seen as a translation exercise. The end product may be presented 
as a list of terms without definitions or with definitions, and in paper or elec-
tronic form, in a generic (Wiki-type) platform or in a dedicated terminology 
management system.
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5.  Critical perspectives

Within a few years of its formulation, South Africa’s post-apartheid multilingual policy 
programme began to elicit criticism related either to its very conceptualisation and/or 
implementation. Both the evidence and reasons offered for the view that all is not well 
with the policy are very relevant to terminology insofar as they suggest the following: 
(1) fewer than expected opportunities for the development and use of terminology 
in especially the new official languages have materialized and (2) the development of 
terminology is in some cases detached from activities valued by users, or it is based on 
assumptions that are at variance with sociolinguistic reality.

Evidence for the qualified success of the multilingual policy programme includes:

1.	 The slow progress in securing legislative backing for language policy provisions, 
with the consequence that enforcement and responses to violations have been 
rather weak (du Plessis 2010);

2.	 The minimal use of indigenous African languages in the school system (at least 
from the standpoint of policy provisions), the poor uptake by speakers of indige-
nous African languages of the promotion of these languages (Alexander 2003, 10); 
even where school governing boards have exceptionally consented to a very lim-
ited introduction of these languages into the curriculum, the attitude of parents 
who are themselves speakers of these languages has been negative (de Klerk 2002, 
6–7, but see the contrary view in Heugh 2000, 15–16);

3.	 University departments where indigenous African languages are taught and from 
where relevant manpower and initiatives might have been expected are down-
sizing, shutting down, unable to recruit students or are poorly staffed (Beukes 
2008, 3; Ramani and Joseph 2006, 16); the use of indigenous African languages 
as media of instruction outside of language programmes has largely remained an 
unfulfilled desideratum in the country’s universities (Neethling 2010, 69; Pillay 
and Hoffman, 2009);

4.	 The continued dominance of English and Afrikaans (especially the former) in 
most aspects of public life, including education (Alexander 2003, 16; Edwards and 
Ngwaru 2011, 436; Webb 2004, 147);

5.	 A limited schools textbook publishing programme in indigenous African lan-
guages (Beukes 2008, 3; Edwards and Ngwaru 2011, 437) and the limited African 
language presence in the non-entertainment related content of the broadcast and 
print media;

6.	 Poor funding of relevant agencies to carry out their mandate and to improve 
their staffing situation (Beukes 2004, 15; 2008, 19); issues of long-term com-
mitment to innovative projects, such as the Telephone Interpreting Services 
of South Africa (TISSA) which appears to have been abandoned. TISSA was 
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intended to allow public service providers (e.g. the Police) to communicate 
with clients in preferred languages via offsite interpreting offered telephonically 
(Beukes 2004, 16).

Issues from the above list relevant to the educational sector do indeed raise questions 
concerning the use that has been made of the school-related terminologies devel-
oped by the National Language Service. At least three, rather related, critical socio-
linguistic paradigms might be drawn upon to explain these and other challenges of 
implementation.

The market paradigm associated with Bourdieu (1977, 651–654), Kamwangamalu 
(2002a, 130–131) and Mackey (1984, 83), among others, focuses on the relations of 
value between languages (their speakers, the conditions of their use, etc.). The paradigm 
would claim that it is erroneous to suggest that languages can by fiat be treated equally 
or fairly (equitably) and that they can (on their own) enjoy parity of esteem. Bourdieu 
(1977, 652) relevantly remarks that: “linguists are right in saying that all languages are 
linguistically equal; they are wrong in thinking they are socially equal”. In a manner 
reminiscent of the inequality on the Orwellian Animal Farm, Mackey (1984, 43) has 
noted that even though all languages are of equal potential, they do not have equal 
value. It is only before God and the linguist that all languages are equal. Clearly, in all 
other cases, all languages are equal but some are more equal than others. Bourdieu’s 
market metaphor is fitting: each language is recognized as having a certain value in a 
given sphere or market. It thus represents a form of capital to which people uncon-
sciously orientate. This value is itself shaped by other kinds of capital (e.g. economic) 
possessed by speakers of this language. A language that has been ascribed dominance 
on a market becomes the value-benchmark against which the cost of adopting other 
languages is measured (Bourdieu 1977, 651–654). “What employment prospects are 
there for studying an, or through the medium of an, indigenous African language?” 
university students and their parents may well ask. “Why learn in an indigenous 
African language when matriculation (end-of-secondary school) examinations are 
only in Afrikaans and English?” learners might ask. Clearly, in a deregulated market 
of symbolic and other kinds of items, choice is determined by anticipated profit or 
opportunity cost calculations.

On this reading, the attitudes of speakers of indigenous African languages are yet 
to be sufficiently addressed or influenced by broad social policy. South Africa’s most 
recent Census 2011 results show that racial inequalities in education, employment, 
income, and so on continue to persist. Black-headed households earn six terms less 
than White-headed households. There can hardly be parity of esteem of languages if 
measures are not evolved to bring about parity of opportunities for speakers of lan-
guages, or if there are huge differentials to the cost of speakers of certain languages tak-
ing up opportunities in sectors such as education, economy, science and technology. 
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As Bourdieu (1977, 652) argues, “a language is worth what those who speak it are 
worth … speech always owes a major part of its value to the value of the person who 
utters it”. For Bourdieu, it is a “total struggle” (one that attends to the relations of value 
on the market) that is required to defend a threatened language. Interest or compe-
tence in such a language cannot be saved without changes to the relations of power on 
the market.

A second sociolinguistic paradigm is the “Invention and Disinvention paradigm” 
(Makoni 2003; Makoni and Pennycook 2007, 1; Mansour 1993, 13–14). Specifically, 
in relation to the South African Constitution, Makoni (2003, 132) views several of the 
speech forms considered distinct, standard, official languages by the Constitution as 
inventions of various power elite. Part of the argument proceeds like this: historically, 
two non-collaborating missionary groups settled into two areas of a region where 
hitherto the local population spoke the same language, possibly with some variations 
in accent, intonation or vocabulary which were not construed as obstacles to commu-
nication or as rationales for positing different languages. For purposes of proselytiza-
tion, the missionary groups (sometimes amateur linguists) independently set about 
devising orthographies for what they considered the language of their host communi-
ties, relying in the process on local informants who were sometimes badgered into 
producing data that may have been contrived.

Based on outright wrong data supplied by informants and mistranscriptions, two 
different orthographies were devised, and they were then used for producing materials 
in the schools established at both missionary locations. What was a dialect continuum 
becomes divided up into several distinct languages (Makoni 2003, 135; Mansour 1993, 
12–13). Keen to maintain and deepen divisions, the apartheid government sought to 
shape the development of these speech forms in a manner that would exacerbate dif-
ferences and make one form appear dissimilar to another with which it is in fact very 
closely related (Alexander 1998, 271). Of course, the concept of Ausbau languages, 
that is, languages that have been deliberately built up to, for instance, serve ideological 
causes is not peculiar to South Africa. While differentiation in some other contexts 
(e.g. Hindi and Urdu following the partition of India in 1947 and the emergence of 
Pakistan) was pursued by the people or their leaders, in South Africa the view is that 
Ausbau languages were imposed from an oppressive top as a strategy of divide-and-rule.

At any rate, on this reading, four of the eleven official languages are on a dialect 
continuum (the Nguni cluster) and can easily have one written standard (Alexander 
1998, 270). Another three (the Sotho group) can just as easily have one written stan-
dard. Textbox 1 seen earlier clearly suggests the fundamental similarities in these two 
groups. In the National Parliament, some parliamentarians may unconsciously draw 
on isiXhosa and isiZulu, leaving interpreters for each language momentarily uncertain 
as to whether it is their turn to interpret; in other words, leaving them wondering 
whether the source language is isiXhosa or isiZulu (Lesch 2010, 53).
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Now, for the local book publishing industry that is (1) bemoaning the limited 
in-roads which officially sanctioned multilingualism has made into the school system 
and (2) that is put off by a small and fragmented African language market, the har-
monization of languages within the Nguni and Sotho groups for educational purposes 
as canvassed by Alexander and others would be welcome. It would mean a potential 
market size of 22 million people for Nguni and 12 million for Sotho (estimates based 
on Census 2011 results (Statistics South Africa 2012)). The market for other products 
and services in indigenous African languages would be larger and economically more 
appealing. For government, the quantum of resources expended on a full complement 
of parallel structures for seven different languages would achieve more for structures 
associated with two languages.

In a sense, the Use of Official Languages Bill which is currently being debated seeks 
to address the above problem. Clause 4 (2) of one version of the draft bill reduces to three 
the minimum number of languages to be mandatorily used by national government 
agencies. This provision has been interpreted as a ploy to dislodge Afrikaans, both within 
the relevant parliamentary committee (see debates of Parliamentary Portfolio Commit-
tee on Arts and Culture of March 7, 2012) and by outside observers (Swepu 2012). This 
claim has also been denied (Parliamentary Statement 2012). The bone of contention is 
the requirement in Clause 4 (2) that two of the three languages must be languages of 
historically diminished status. Since Afrikaans is not believed to qualify as a historically 
diminished language, the view is that in all likelihood the three languages that would be 
most commonly used would be two indigenous African languages and English.4

4.  The Use of Official Languages bill has now been passed, and is now referred to as the Use of 
Official Languages Act 12 of 2012. This new legislation would seem to have attempted to address 
concerns in the draft bill over the marginalization of Afrikaans by qualifying the number of 
languages with the adverbial phrase “at least” and by not specifying what fraction should be his-
torically disadvantaged. In fact, the issue of disadvantaged languages is placed in a different clause. 
Below we see the contested part of Clause 4. of the draft in the context of the new legislation:

4. (1) Every national department, national public entity and national public enterprise 
must adopt a language policy regarding its use of official languages for government 
purposes within 18 months of the commencement of this Act or such further period 
as the Minister may prescribe, provided that such prescribed period may not exceed six 
months. (2) A language policy adopted in terms of subsection (I) must- […] (b) identify 
at least three official languages that the national department, national public entity or 
national public enterprise will use for government purposes.

A new Clause 4. (3) then reads:

In identifying at least three official languages as contemplated in subsection (2) (b), 
every national department, national public entity and national public enterprise must 
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A third paradigm is the linguistic citizenship model (Stroud 2001, 350–352; 
Stroud 2010, 208–210) which would suggest that, in proceeding on the basis of 
dizenfranchized and marginalized groups to promote and affirm the languages of 
these groups, the State inadvertently undermines its very intentions. It unintentionally 
essentializes and consolidates the relationship between a locale-linked, structurally 
bounded, and fragmented view of language on the one hand, and an invented, static, 
fragmented and locale-linked notion of ethnic identity, on the other. Promoting what 
qualifies as horizontal multilingualism (in Mansour’s (1993, 19) sense of “autonomous 
societies [living] side by side, having little contact with one another”) is, in a sense, 
precisely what the apartheid dispensation sought to achieve.

The linguistic citizenship paradigm canvasses inclusion or rights, not on prob-
lematic foundations such as language as a bounded entity, and ethnic identity as com-
prised of immutable components, but in the self-representations or performances of 
people in everyday communicative practices. Concerned as it is with empirical valid-
ity, a concern which aligns it somewhat to the “Disinvention paradigm”, linguistic 
citizenship emphasizes the agency and voice of people in respect of whose communi-
cative resources interventions are proposed and implemented.

In the postmodern and multicultural environment in which South Africa’s lan-
guage policy is expected to function, linguistic practices are as hybrid, fluid and 
dynamic as are people’s identities which are ever being reconstituted. “Polylanguag-
ing” is a term that fittingly describes the hybrid linguistic practices of South Africans 
(practices that are not always based on a delineation of languages, as code-switching 
implies). Developed out of a features view of language, “polylanguaging” describes 
the use by individuals of whatever linguistic features (at phonological, syntactic, 
morphological, lexical levels) from whatever socially constructed languages they are 
exposed to in order to achieve their communicative goals (Jørgensen et al. 2011, 34).

Like the “Invention and Disinvention paradigm”, the linguistic citizenship per-
spective can be seen as criticising the multilingual policy’s atomization of speech 
forms and construction of an elaborate structure around these atomized forms. The 
citizenship perspective raises the question of the uptake and relevance of corpus devel-
opment projects (including terminology and textbooks) that are designed on the basis 
of (1) an idealization of language that is discordant with the “polylanguaging” prac-
tices on the ground and (2) a neglect of the manner and contexts in which individuals 
may wish to use these corpus development resources. An example of the latter is given 

take into account its obligation to take practical and positive measures to elevate the 
status and advance the use of indigenous languages of historically diminished use and 
status in accordance with Section 6 (2) of the Constitution. (Use of Official Languages Act 
12 of 2012).
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by Antia (2008, 13) who discusses how the Norwegianization of the oil industry in 
Norway by the State had unexpected results: players in the industry preferred to con-
tinue to use American English because it conferred a distinct and cherished industry-
identity, even though the Norwegianization programme precisely sought to limit the 
use of American English!

To sum up this section, observations of the shortcomings of South Africa’s mul-
tilingual programme as well as the more theoretically-founded criticisms both affect 
terminology specifically in the sense that they can both be relied upon to explain why 
there have been fewer opportunities than anticipated for developing and using termi-
nology in languages other than English and Afrikaans.

In the next section, we illustrate how initiatives at the UWC are responding to 
some of these challenges.

6.  The UWC terminology approach

Since 2012 the vision being developed and pursued at UWC, both in the context of 
teaching and research, seeks to respond to the challenges presented in the previous 
section. The focus is on terminology and epistemic access. The underlying principle is 
that the development or documentation of terminology is more likely to be enthusias-
tically embraced and to be perceived as relevant if:

1.	 It is people, rather than languages, that are promoted by terminological projects 
so that parity of esteem for people is perceived as naturally as the parity of esteem 
of languages;

2.	 It is integrated into activities (or the production of other resources) that are valued 
by targeted users;

3.	 It or the activities and resources into which it is integrated reflect some of the 
“polylanguaging” practices of targeted users;

4.	 The process itself has certain incentives or is otherwise empowering for the ben-
eficiaries and the change agents.

To implement something of a holistic approach to terminology in support of learn-
ing, students are experimenting with the development or documentation of terminol-
ogy in a variety of languages and in two subject areas: dentition and bone structure/
tissue; the knowledge represented by the terminology is being modelled to show its 
coherence and to enhance cognition; sample target language texts are being produced 
on the basis of the terminology and these texts can either be translations of source 
language texts or explanations of the modelled terminology; questions are being 
developed on the basis of the texts and the terminology that was previously docu-
mented or created.
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Having questions relevant to the texts/terminology is significant, especially 
when it is recalled that end-of-secondary school (matriculation) examinations are 
still conducted only in English and Afrikaans, to the disadvantage of learners for 
whom neither language is the one in which they are most competent. The process 
of translating the questions is introducing students to basic website localization, a 
knowledge they can build on to enter the marketplace from the vantage point of 
language technology.

Figure 1 shows some isiXhosa, Afrikaans and English terms in the bone structure 
data base in a dedicated terminology data base, i-Term™.

Figure 1.  Overview of multilingual terminology on bone structure

Figure 2 is a sample i-Term™ record for premolars in Afrikaans, Chinese, English 
and isiXhosa.

Figure 2.  A multilingual term record
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ntia

Msipha wentsini

apical foramen

Alveolus

periodontal ligament

Cement

root

Ingcambu mhilathi

Umhlantla

Mkhuseli wezinyo

Dentine

Pulp Cavity

coronal pulp

Enamel

Crown

MolarPremolarsCanineIncisor

Amazinyo Okuluma

Type:
function

Type :
age/time

Type:
shape & size

dentition

Amazinyo OmhlathiImihlathanaAmazinya Enja

milk dentition
Permanent teethHomodont Heterodont

A tooth is made up of
several: Parts/materials

Figure 3.  A modelled bilingual terminology of human dentition
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As terminology is ultimately not created or documented to develop languages but 
to enhance human activity, it is semiotically remediated or repurposed in the form of 
a graphic model that easily supports the creation of a mental model of the correspond-
ing knowledge. Figure 3 shows a partly bilingual (English and isiXhosa) modeling of 
the terminology on dentition in the environment of i-Model™.

To provide a context for assimilating the terminology, texts are authored, adapted 
or translated on the basis of the terminology (Textbox 2).

Structure of a long bone Ubume bethambo elide

 

Source: (slightly modified): T. Isaac et al. (2009)
Understanding of life sciences. Grade 11

H

H

Fi
gu

re
 1

A B C D E F

G

Bones such as humerus and femur are called 
long bones. The more-or-less rounded ends 
of long bones are called the heads (H). The 
portion between the heads is called the shaft 
(G). The heads are made up of a type of bone 
tissue called spongy bone. The heads are 
covered by cartilage referred to as articular 
cartilage (A).

Amathambo anjengeyumerasi nefema abizwa 
ngokuba ngamathambo amade. Ezi ndawo 
zisemacaleni zifuna ukubangathi zizangqa 
apha ekugqibeleni ethanjeni kuthiwa ziintloko 
(H). Le ndawo iphakathi yona ethanjeni 
ibizwa ngomphini (G). Iintloko zona zenziwe 
ngohlobo oluthile lwethambo olubizwa 
ngehleza/ thambo-thambile. Iintloko ezi 
zigqunywe ngentlala ebizwa njengentlala 
yelungu (A).

The shaft of the bone is made up of a second 
type of bone tissue called compact bone (E). 
Compact bone is covered by endosteum 
(D) on the inside and periosteum (F) on the 
outside.

Umphini wethambo wenziwe 
ngenwebu yesibini yethambo ebizwa njengo 
thambo-qinile (E). Uthambo-qinile ugqunywe 
nge-endostiyamu (D) ngaphakathi kunye 
neperiyostiyamu (F) ngaphandle.

Most long bones have a central hollow cavity 
called marrow cavity (C). Inside this cavity is a 
spongy tissue called bone marrow.

Amathambo amaninzi amade anomngxunya 
obizwa ngomngxuma womongo (C). 
Ngaphakathi kulo mngxuma kukho inwebu 
ethambileyo ebizwa ngomongo wethambo.
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Structure of bone tissue, cartilage, tendons 
and ligaments

Ubume bethambo, intlala, iithendoni nemisi-
pha

Many people think of bones as non-living, 
like stones and rocks. Bone is actually a 
living tissue, just like our blood, muscles 
and nerves.If we make a transverse or cross 
section of compact bone and study it under 
a microscope (Figure 2) we will notice that it 
is made up of many Haversian Systems. Each 
Haversian system is structured as follows:

Abantu abaninzi baye bacinge ngamathambo 
njengezinto ezingaphiliyo, ezifana namatye. 
Ithambo yinwebu ephilayo njengegazi, 
imisipha neemithambo-mivo.Ukuba ithambo 
singakhe silisike phakathi sikhe silijonge 
ngomabonencinci okanye imayikhroskopu 
(kumzobo 2) singaphawula okokuba kukho 
izixokelelwano zikaHevesi. Sixokelelwano 
ngasinye sime oluhlobo:

Figure 2

H

G

F

E

D

A

B

C

Source  (with modification): http://antranik.org/cartilage-and-bones/

There is a central Haversian Canal (B) through 
which run blood vessels. Smaller canals called 
lacunae (C) are arranged in concentric circles 
around each Haversian canal. Bone cells called 
osteocytes (D) lie within lacunae. Layers of 
hard ground substance between concentric 
rings of lacunae are called lamellae (A). The 
lamella is made up of collagen and mineral 
salts such as calcium, magnesium and 
phosphate.

Kukho uMbhobho kaHevesi (B) apho 
imithambo yegazi inqumla khona. Imibhojana 
ebizwa njengeelakhuna (C) ibekwe 
yayimisesane okanye izangqa ezinesazulu 
esinye nejikeleze mbobho ngamnye kaHevesi. 
Iiseli zamathambo ezibizwa njengeeseli 
ezindala zamathambo (D) zifumaneka 
phakathi kwezi lakhuna.Iileya zale nto 
iphantsi iqinileyo phakathi kwezangqa okanye 
imisesane enesazulu esinye zelakhuna kuthiwa 
ziilamela (A). Ilamela yenziwe yanekholageni 
nenezimbiwa-tyuwa (iiminerali solthi) 
ezinjenge khalsiyamu, imagniziyamu kunye 
nefosifeyithi.

Textbox 2.  isiXhosa text translated from an English text on the basis of created terminology.5

5.  English text (slightly modified) from: T. Isaac et al. (2011). Understanding Life Sciences. Grade 
11. Dormeton: Pulse, 57–58.
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Questions are then developed to further consolidate knowledge of the terminol-
ogy. Hypertext marked up language (HTML) files containing questions in English are 
given to students, who are then taught how to translate within HTML (Figure 4).

Figure 4.  HTML page with questions for localization

The students are then helped to convert the static HTML-file translations into 
dynamic pages (Figure 5).

Figure 5.  An interactive html page of questions

7.  Conclusion

This chapter has described the making of South Africa’s post-apartheid policy of 
multilingualism against the backdrop of previous linguistic dispensations. It has also 
highlighted the place of terminology within this programme on multilingualism and 
given some account of its achievements. The challenges of implementing the broad 
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policy have been shown to have consequences for terminology in the sense of limiting 
opportunities for the development and use of terminology. On-going work on a model 
of terminology management at UWC has been sketched and presented as attempting 
to respond to criticisms directed at the overall multilingual policy programme by three 
closely related sociolinguistic paradigms.

An urgent imperative would have to be the development of capacity in (potential) 
change agents to think about terminology in novel and alternative ways, especially 
in ways that allow decision-making in terminology development to be influenced by 
subject-field ontology (that is, the structure of knowledge in the relevant field), termi-
nology theory, language for special purposes (LSP) research and sociolinguistics. Such 
an approach is as important for the design of terminology projects as it is for evalua-
tion (Antia 2000, chapter 3–6; Antia and Clas 2003, 48–49).
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