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This article offers a narrative of the University of the Western Cape, South Africa,
from the prism of the duality of language as a co-modality (with people, protest,
policy and practices) for constituting the institution in whole or in part and as a
reflection of its co-modalities. For its framing, the narrative eclectically draws on
language politics and policy, a grammar of multilingual landscapes and the
epistemology of linguistics. Besides contributing to a historiography of university
language policies, the narrative has implications for language policy analysis.
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The birth of another pawn on the chessboard of apartheid university politics

The University of the Western Cape (UWC) is located in the eponymous Western Cape
Province of South Africa. Established in 1959 through the instrument of the Extension of
University Education Act of the same year, the institution admitted a first set of students in
1960. For its architects, the Act sought to widen participation in higher education among
disadvantaged groups, but along strictly ethno-linguistic and racial lines. A different take
on the Act is that it ‘foreclosed access by indicating racial and ethnic identification’ as
admission criteria (Lalu 2012, 35). Disparagingly referred to as an ethnic or ‘bush’ college,
UWC was set up for the coloured community (Tamminga 2006).

In the apartheid-era classification of South African universities (which continue to be
used to this day with the modifying adverb ‘historically’), there were white Afrikaans
universities, white English universities and the racially mixed black universities. While
language (English and Afrikaans) and race (white) were the parameters for the classification
of the white universities, the category of black universities was something of a misnomer that
reflected some of the anomalies and contradictions of apartheid-era classifications. In this
classification, black became an umbrella term for Indian, coloured and black.

An application of Patten’s (2001) analysis of interests in language policy to apartheid-
era universities leads to a rather differentiated picture of the position of language in these
institutions. Patten (2001) deconstructs interests in language policy into three, namely,
communication, symbolic affirmation and identity promotion. Communication serves to
facilitate real two-way exchanges or participation; symbolic affirmation is understood or
taken up as valued consideration and respect (in terms of language), especially by
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linguistically dominated groups; identity promotion serves the cause of in-group cohesion
building or of valued, externally oriented differentiation.

In the white universities, language policy arguably fulfilled all three purposes from a
perspective that was more or less aligned to the worldview of the respective white
Afrikaans and white English communities. This was not the case in the so-called black
universities, where identities, following Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004, 21), were
imposed (ascribed) and assumed (accepted); but in UWC, especially, imposed identities
were strongly contested.

UWC stands as a stellar example of the illogicality of apartheid-era classifications. It
is a historically black university, created for a coloured student clientele but which, at
inception, employed a standard of Afrikaans associated with white Afrikaners (rather than
the varieties commonly spoken in the coloured community).

Language practices at inception

Although conceived as a dual-medium (Afrikaans, English) university, UWC was at
inception largely an Afrikaans-medium institution (UWC 1989, 54). English was
tolerated in the context of several practices that easily map onto contemporary models
of bilingual communication in education (Garcia 2009; Van der Walt 2013). These
models include: preview–view–review (where a topic is introduced in language A, the
content presented in language B, and a revision in language A); responsible rather than
random codeswitching (alternation of languages informed by pedagogic focus at
strategic moments in a lecture) and translanguaging (meaning-making in two languages,
within or across modes and activities, e.g. writing/speaking, listening/reading, question-
ing/answering).

Some of these models are evident in the 1966 account given by then Vice-Chancellor
Meiring. He noted that in spite of the dominance of Afrikaans,

several methods are employed to ensure that English-speaking students follow the lectures:
for instance, explanations are, where necessary, often given in English; students are
encouraged to discuss their problems with the lecturer in his office; and before the next
lecture commences, a résumé is given in English of the previous lecture. Afrikaans-speaking
students are also confronted by language problems, since most of the textbooks are in
English. (Quoted in de Groef 2009–2010, 46)

Interestingly, in essays and examinations, students could switch between Afrikaans and
English, or in fact write only in English even though they had been taught in Afrikaans
(Emeritus Professor Harman, UWC alumnus and one-time Dean of UWC’s Faculty of
Education, personal communication, February 17, 2014).

Language use and agitations indexed UWC as a protest institution: not just for its
opposition to Afrikaans which had been designed as an instrument for racialising higher
education but also for its rejection of the apartheid university system architecture (e.g. the
requirement of a government-issued permit for one to study in a university that was not
meant for one’s race). The oppositional politics of the pioneer students translated into a
preference for a language (English) that would undermine the racial foundations of the
institution’s establishment. Some of these students would later go on to become
institutional leaders. In Jake Gerwel’s case, he was to become lecturer, Head of the
Department of Afrikaans, then Vice-Chancellor (in which role he sought to transform
UWC into an English-dominant institution). Gerwel, it was, who styled UWC the
‘intellectual home of the left’.
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It has been observed that ‘the way an organisation distributes languages provides
insight into how multilingualism is construed and linguistic diversity is managed in that
organisation’ (Sobane 2012, 108). Specifically, in relation to UWC, it has also been said
that the physical space of the campus in the early days was ‘repeatedly being claimed,
contested, reclaimed, renamed and reconstructed’ (Martin 2012, 26). The signage on
several buildings reflects both of these views (Figures 1 and 2).

From the perspective of a grammar of visual design (Kress and van Leeuwen
2006), the signage in Figures 1 and 2 tell a story of linguistic contestation over spaces.
In Figure 1, Afrikaans (as in Farmasie) stands unchallenged presumably as a means of
identity promotion, communication and symbolic affirmation. In Figure 2, English (as in
Old Arts) has appeared in the bottom or real position as reality that cannot be dismissed;
but the ideal slot of the signage (the top) is still occupied by Afrikaans (as in Ou Lettere).
A new signage (announcing the Faculty of Arts), put up around 2013, announces the
current dominance of English.

Figure 1. Building in pharmacy.

Figure 2. Old Arts Building with older and more recent signage.
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From protest to action: contesting an imposed identity to celebrate campus and
national diversity

As it has become obvious, UWC soon distanced itself from the separatist ideology that
had given birth to it. In the 1980s, UWC formally rejected the racial premises of its
foundation, committed itself to non-racialism and threw open its doors to students and
faculty of all races. It thus became the first South African university to institute an open
admissions policy.

Two data sets, since the institution’s third decade of existence, show how UWC has
continued to undermine the original philosophy of its foundation. The first relates to the
ethnicity of students. In 1988, enrolment by coloured students stood at 82%, whereas the
figure for black students was 13%. But 10 years later, the headcount for coloured students
had dropped over two-fold to 36% of the total student population, while the figure for
black students had risen almost four-fold to 58% (Tamminga 2006, 36). The second data
set relates to students’ self-reports on their home languages between 1996 and 2013
(Figure 3).

Consistently with the drop in the number of coloured students, 18% of the student
population claimed Afrikaans as home language in 1996. Apart from an insignificant 3%
increase in 2002, the figure has been steadily declining. From three observations, viz. the
striking ascendancy of English, the equally striking decline of isiXhosa and the rise in the
number of speakers of other languages (both South African and non-South African), a
picture emerges of an institution whose students and their language profiles have
continued to undermine the ideological premises of the institution’s founding.

Language ramifications of a politics of campus and national diversity

The take-off (in 1987) of UWC’s open and diversity-sensitive admissions policy as well
as the institution’s new self-styled profile as the ‘intellectual home of the left’ produced
two policy cross-currents. Framed in Patten’s categories, there was, on the one hand, the
need to have language support a new identity for UWC as a non-ethnic institution to
which access by staff and students was not obstructed by Afrikaans.

On the other hand, commitment to the left meant at least the following in terms of
Patten’s symbolic affirmation and communication. Firstly, it meant recognising that while
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Figure 3. Evolving home language profiles of UWC students.
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the increasing use of English in UWC would remain a major traction for many potential
students from the black (and other) communities, the competence levels of many of these
students would fall below the norm employed in university instruction – no thanks to the
apartheid regime’s Bantu Education policy which delivered to blacks a ‘blatantly inferior
and humiliating curriculum’ (Alexander 2003, 14). Secondly, solidarity with the left also
meant a commitment to developing and using languages and varieties of UWC’s
catchment communities (Afrikaans and Xhosa-speaking).

To address the first point about a new identity for the institution, Vice-Chancellor
Gerwel initiated a university-wide consultation process in 1989. Overseen by a Language
Working Group, the initiative focused on the prospects of having English supplant
Afrikaans as the institution’s de facto official language. In an interview at the time,
Gerwel underscored his vision for the role of English in identity formation and
communication:

We have asked staff to consider whether we should not consider that we have circulars and
forms at university in the first place in English, given the national makeup and composition
of the institution and also the spirit that drives us to be a national institution. In practice it
often happens that circulars go out in the first place in Afrikaans. It is seldom that we send
out documents in both languages. While there is no-one at UWC who does not understand
English, there is a considerable number of people who still have difficulty with Afrikaans. It
is only practical that, where one wants to build an institution, to use a language which binds
people together. (UWC 1989, 41)

A number of positions taken during meetings of the Language Working Group would
seem to have presaged some of what was to happen subsequently. There was the view
that English did not have to be declared official; it would naturally evolve to assume that
status. The importance of ensuring a role for Afrikaans and Xhosa was highlighted, as
was an acknowledgement of the need to accommodate varieties of the various languages.
A language centre was considered desirable as a focal point for the language aspects of
academic development (de Groef 2009–2010).

With English rapidly evolving to become UWC’s de facto official language, other or
attendant issues of communication and symbolic affirmation had to be addressed. The
earlier point about Bantu Education and the limited preparedness of students for
university work in English was addressed in a variety of ways. A project of the
Language Working Group, housed in the Department of English, provided English
language support to students. In 1991, the University set up an Academic Development
Programme, which was conceived as a holistic and transformational set of initiatives in
support of curriculum development, teaching, staff development, students’ development,
quality assurance, etc. The Programme had a collaborative project involving its staff and
lecturers across faculties for the purpose of enhancing students’ English language literacy
skills (Leibowitz and Parkerson 2011, 75). In 1994, a Writing Centre was established, and
it was the very first such centre in a South African university. The Centre was set up to
provide support (one-on-one consultation between tutors and undergraduate students) in
respect of essays. Support was not merely in the mechanics of writing (grammar, spelling,
etc.) but more importantly in raising students’ awareness of the affordances of writing
(e.g. as a means of learning) and in fostering critical engagement with writing patterns –
both the students’ own styles and conventions in their disciplines (Leibowitz and
Parkerson 2011, 75). Again, these initiatives were directed at literacy in English.

Further issues not only of communication (especially external) but also of symbolic
affirmation were to be addressed by the institution, in part in response to national
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imperatives. Some of these issues had implications for multilingualism in the institution’s
curriculum. There had been fears that the post-apartheid government of the African
National Congress would usher in a dispensation in which the use of an indigenous
African language would be indispensable for upward social mobility. Presumably, this
fear coupled with the national emphasis on graduate-level teachers of language saw
unprecedented student enrolments in isiXhosa courses offered by UWC’s Department of
Xhosa. At a time, the isiXhosa acquisition course had as many as 1200 students on roll.
However, as it became apparent that the new government led by President Nelson
Mandela was not going to tread the dreaded path, subscription for the course began
to drop.

In UWC (beginning from 2007) as in several other institutions, courses in African
languages were introduced to first-year students in several health-related programmes.
The initiative was consistent with two policy documents. The White Paper on the
Transformation of the Health System in South Africa underscored the need for health
services provision to be sensitive and responsive to the linguistic needs of its diverse
clientele (Department of Health 1997). The White Paper on Transforming Public Service
Delivery similarly outlined principles to be adhered to by service providers (Department
of Public Service and Administration 1997). Many of these principles, such as those on
access, quality, information, courtesy and redress, have linguistic implications. Clearly, a
care-seeker’s access to health is substantially compromised when the attending care
professional is not able to communicate in the language understood by the care-seeker
(Deumert 2010; Antia and Bertin 2004).

To redefine its role within a changed institution and society, UWC’s Department of
Afrikaans and Dutch set up the Iilwimi Centre for Multilingualism and the Language
Professions in 1999 (Dyers 2004, 245). The Centre offered support to teachers in public
schools on how to manage their increasingly multilingual classrooms; it developed
multilingual teaching materials; it provided translation, interpreting, transcription and
other services in Xhosa, Afrikaans and English (Dyers 2004, 245). The Centre was closed
down, presumably because it was perceived as commercially driven and not being
research-focused (a judgement that becomes contestable on reading Dyers 2004).

On its ashes has arisen (in 2013) the Centre for Multilingualism and Diversities
Research (CMDR), an interdisciplinary research centre of the Arts Faculty. In part, the
CMDR seeks to advance and interrogate current knowledge on multilingualism,
especially in its post-modern form and in its relationship to issues of personal and group
identity, urban spaces and landscapes, citizenship, epistemic access, modes of scholarly
and creative production – all of these at a time of phenomenal changes in society
occasioned by superdiversity, technology, globalisation and the like.

A language policy document intended to further equity and respect for a
multilingual heritage

In South Africa’s Language Policy for Higher Education of 2002, universities are directed
to formulate their own language policies. UWC published its policy in 2003, the process
of development having begun some four years earlier. An existing discussion draft was
revised by the Board of the Iilwimi Centre and presented to the Council for approval
in 2003.

The policy document acknowledges the role of English, Afrikaans and isiXhosa, the
three official languages of the Western Cape Province, in the institution’s life. It has
provisions related to four major areas: languages of teaching, learning and assessment;
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languages of internal communication; languages of external communication; commit-
ments of the institution with respect to academic literacy and language acquisition
programmes. For language(s) to be used in lectures, setting assessment tasks, providing
support material or in students’ self-directed learning, the policy leaves the decision to
subsidiary auspices within the institution (Departments, Faculties), but expects a choice to
be made typically from English, Afrikaans and Xhosa. However, English is to be used in
writing assessment tasks, unless there is a prior agreement to use some other language(s).

For internal and external communications, the policy gives pride of place to English,
while recognising the need to respond appropriately (via translation and interpreting) in
situations where Afrikaans and/or Xhosa would be more appropriate. Premium is placed
in the policy on rules being communicated in Afrikaans, English and Xhosa, and on
trilingual campus signage. To promote institutional multilingualism, the policy commits
the institution to providing proficiency courses in Afrikaans, English and Xhosa to
teaching and administrative staff members who are encouraged to avail themselves of the
opportunity; the policy also enjoins students to develop proficiency in these three
languages. Finally, the policy commits the institution to providing academic literacy
courses in English for students.

Considering the institution’s protest history and the identity-building initiatives of
Vice-Chancellor Gerwel, it is not surprising that in some respects English is promoted
above other named languages in this multilingual policy. As Stroud and Kerfoot (2013,
33) point out, the provisions of the policy bear traces of negotiation and accommodation,
necessitated by the exigencies of history. The policy is an expedient response to historical
circumstances in the institution’s life. As in several post-colonial national and
multilingual environments, a contention among languages for privileged status, or the
spectre of contention, typically sees a presumed neutral, exogenous language winning.

Several dimensions of UWC’s language policy and the contemporary practices the
policy legitimises can be unlocked by viewing its provisions through the lenses of the
policy analysis literature (e.g. Bierkland 2005). Comparing the status quo accounts of
language practices given by Vice-Chancellors Meiring and Gerwel with relevant
provisions in the policy, it becomes clear that UWC’s language policy accords English
the status and functions previously enjoyed by (a now-demoted) Afrikaans. Redistributive
policies provide benefit to a group, with another group having cause to feel disadvantaged
as a result. Such policies have high visibility and involve ideological or class conflict
among groups (Bierkland 2005, 142–143). The overall shift from Afrikaans to English
frames the policy thrust as redistributive, a thrust consistent with Vice-Chancellor’s
Gerwel’s bid to attain Patten’s identity promotion and, to some extent, communication.

As redistributive policies involve high-stakes politicking and tend to inflame
passions, it is hardly surprising that the Language Working Committee referred to earlier
opted for a gradual approach to the emergence of English. An unstated rationale might
have been that, with time, the institutional demographics would change significantly so as
to weaken opposition to the demotion of Afrikaans and the promotion of English. By the
time the policy came into existence, issues of concentration or diffuseness of costs and
benefits, a typical problem in the politics of especially redistributive policies, were no
longer as acute as they might otherwise have been at an earlier time. There was now a
wider community of students, lecturers and administrative staff members to benefit (at
least ideologically) from the redistributive language policy, and the number of persons
who would suffer (at least functionally) as a result had, by some assessments, become
relatively low (see Gerwel quoted earlier).
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In its provisions specifically directed at English, the language policy is substantive, as
it seeks to bring about specific effects (typically, to support the emergence of a national
institution). Substantive policies, in governmental contexts, refer to what is actually done
to bring about (stated or implied) benefits. In the language policy, with such substantive
provisions, the mandate bearer is interestingly the central institution. However, with many
of the provisions involving all three named languages (e.g. in teaching and learning, at
meetings), the policy is typologically procedural and/or delegated. With procedural
policies, the thrust is on the how of policy decision-making (cf. the conditional clauses in
the policies), while with delegated policies the mandate for formulation or implementa-
tion is the responsibility of authorised secondary auspices (e.g. faculties, committees,
individuals). To illustrate, compare the substantive ‘The main language of internal
communication for academic and administrative purposes shall be English’ with the
delegated and procedural thrust of the following provision:

Lectures, tutorials and practicals for any module will be delivered in the language formally
approved by the Faculty concerned…. If lecturers are competent users of other languages,
they are encouraged to use these languages in addition to main (sic) language of teaching, if
such a practice facilitates communication or discussion. (UWC 2003, 1)

The picture that emerges from this policy typological analysis is that UWC was keen to
use the language policy to secure the place of English for identity promotion at a general
institutional level, with a tokenism of Afrikaans and Xhosa for symbolic affirmation.
With respect to Patten’s communication, especially in the matter of using Xhosa and
Afrikaans for real participation in teaching and learning, the policy becomes delegated
and procedural, encouraging groups and individuals within the system to lead any
relevant initiatives on the basis of assessments they make.

Practices at several sites of the institution mirror some of the implications worked out
above, but caution needs to be exercised in labelling observations. In terms of the policy
typology framework, it is perhaps worth noting that an assessment of the procedural and/
or delegated nature of policy provisions versus a substantive thrust can hardly be made
out of the context of interests. While a procedural/delegated thrust may be seen as
strategic evasiveness, a substantive and regulatory-type policy may elicit charges of
authoritarianism and the denial of agency.

In peer study, students sometimes engage in various modes of translating–interpreting
(e.g. from English to urban/informal varieties of isiXhosa), as has been documented by
Banda (2003). In language programmes (isiXhosa, Afrikaans, Dutch, French, German,
Arabic and Latin), the relevant language studied does get used in teaching, assessment
and in the writing of students’ theses (where applicable). In tutorials and tutor
consultations, when a language other than English is shared by tutor and student, such
a language does get used, as the following comment by postgraduate student Chanel van
der Merwe confirms:

As a tutor competent in both Afrikaans and English, I have used Afrikaans on many
occasions. I use Afrikaans to explain work more clearly, to make examples that they will
understand, etc. During consultation times if I am confronted with an Afrikaans speaker, I
will use Afrikaans as the language of our discussion.

In English-medium lectures, especially with small or fairly linguistically homogenous
groups of students, it is not uncommon for lecturers who speak Afrikaans or Xhosa to
elaborate points or even respond to questions in either language, then self-translate,
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typically to report back or to summarise in English for the larger group what had
transpired in the other language. A specific instance of translanguaging (Lewis, Jones,
and Baker 2012) is provided in Table 1. This particular example involves a lecturer’s
input in one language, relevant student-to-student exchange (in the form of side chats in
another language) and students’ reply to the lecturer in the initial language. The example
was reconstructed with co-participants (three students, P, U and B, taking lectures in my
office) shortly after the event.

In the above example of a confluence of frontal, teacher-directed instruction and
student-steered meaning-making, UWC’s policy was interpreted by participants in
subsequent discussion as legitimising students’ deployment of their repertoires, rather
than a specific language. While the policy may be viewed as agentive in the above
examples, a different conclusion may be reached in respect of the following example.

Season’s greetings from the Vice-Chancellor, programmes for public events and some
of the trilingual signage on campus suggest the tokenism of symbolic affirmation in
UWC’s language policy. The model of multilingual signage often used is one that has
been labelled ‘fragmentary multilingualism’: one language has the full information, while
others only have part of this information (Kallen and Dhonnacha 2010, 21). Besides often
being first, English sometimes conveys extra information not captured in the other
languages. With a few exceptions (e.g. the signage at the campus gates), isiXhosa seems
to mostly appear on multilingual warning signs only. A concern with such restriction is
compounded when, as in Figure 4, safety information is omitted in isiXhosa. Notice that
there are no isiXhosa versions for the information on first-aid treatment, helmet protection
and on the course of action in the event of a fire outbreak in the high-voltage yard.

Here, again, the practices documented are consistent with the policy which, as seen in
the earlier analysis, plays up symbolic tokenism in respect of Afrikaans and, especially,
isiXhosa.

A context of critical multilingualism for work in the Department of Linguistics

Some of the strands in work being carried out in UWC’s Department of Linguistics
challenge prevailing disciplinary orthodoxies and, paradoxically, question the contem-
porary relevance of the institution’s language policy responses to the protests of the early
years. A project in critical multilingualism, as Acosta (2014) argues, needs to ask whether
the analysis of language and multilingualism can continue to be underpinned by the
theoretical canvas of years gone by, in a world now characterised by flows of capital,
ideas and people; fluidity of borders; fundamentally altered relations that individuals have
to language and so on. Foregrounding heterogeneity, accentuating repertoires and
underscoring agency, voice or speech (rather than specific languages) become important
new directions for a project in critical multilingualism.

Table 1. Side chats as translanguaging for meaning-making.

1Lecturer (sensing a point was not going through): Can you name pronouns in English?
2P to U: Yintoni iPronouns kanene? (“What are pronouns again?”)
3U to P: zizimela bizo (the Xhosa word for: pronouns)
4P to B (B is at some distance away, engrossed): iPronouns, zizimela bizo (“Pronouns (are)
zizimela bizo”)

5U, P, B (near chorusing): I, you, he, she, we,…
6Lecturer: At long last, yes….
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Some of the research on multilingualism in UWC’s Department of Linguistics derives
from a post-structuralist engagement with language, and it is significantly oriented
towards discourse, mobility, diversity and change. In part, the perspective taken
deconstructs a notion of language as a bounded entity into an understanding of language
as practice or resource (Heller 2007, 1). Language is seen as constantly being constituted
and transformed by its increasingly very mobile users, who are often caught up in
different systems of centripetal and centrifugal tensions in the daily course of meaning-
making.

One corollary of this perspective is the problematisation of the shape of language
competence. An increasingly established view is that space or locality, which may be
diversely constituted, is linguistically agentive and that from a performative standpoint

Figure 4. Multilingual signage at power substation.
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language is perhaps better viewed not as what an individual has or lacks, but what a given
space capacitates or incapacitates them to use (Blommaert, Collins, and Slembrouck 2005).

Not only does language on this view cease to be an object out there that is detached
from people (Makoni and Mashiri 2007, 63), the significantly changed circumstances of
people in post-modernity – inflected by globalisation, technological affordances, mobility,
a multiplicity of available identities and loyalties – warrant new ways of looking at
language and language use. Post-modern language use has been called ‘languaging’ and
users as ‘languagers’, that is, ‘people who use language, not a language, but features of
whatever ranges of languages they are exposed to in order to achieve their communicative
purposes’ (Lytra and Jørgensen 2008, 5).

As a result, discursive multilingualism in individuals, for instance, is viewed less in
terms of some normative competence in each of several socially defined language
constructs, and more in terms of repertoire or resource on which individuals may draw in
a manner warranted by local-immediate concerns. Of course, on occasion, what would be
considered as multilingual phenomena from monolingual perspectives are, in fact,
integral parts of one language system for users in whom these phenomena are observed.

The foregoing resource and practice view of language is overlaid with multimodality,
which reflects contemporary awareness that language, narrowly defined as writing and
speaking, does not exhaust the possibilities of meaning-making and that to communicate
we typically draw on a multiplicity of resource types in verbal, visual and actional modes
(Kress and van Leeuwen 1996; Lemke 1998; Kress 2010). Our huge ‘semiotic footprint’,
for lack of a better term, does not only come through in any given self-contained event-
space of communication. It is also in evidence in the dynamics and trajectories of
communication; when we constantly recontextualise; when we repeatedly constitute,
reconstitute, shift and deploy different semiotic resources while communicating from
‘context to context, practice to practice, or stage of practice to another’, as Iedema (2003,
41) puts it.

The interaction of language with other semiotic modes reconfigures multilingualism
into multiple semiosis in which modes (such as photographs, drawings, colour and
gesture) and languages (as social constructions and in the broad spectrum of lectal
manifestations of each socially constructed form) are viewed as integrated wholes or
resources. Critical considerations of power are infused into these notions of language as
multisemiosis, justifying interests in the Department of Linguistics in such areas as
Critical Discourse Analysis and Systemic Functional Linguistics.

These ideas inform teaching, students’ theses and collegial research. Relevant areas of
this work, with an indication of illustrative publications, include the following:

(1) problematising the contours of language, the dynamics of language use, notions
of language competence, ownership and change in digital, trade, immigrant and
other language-use environments (e.g. Bock 2013; Dyers 2008, 2013);

(2) literacy practices across contexts and in relation to epistemic access (Kell 2009,
2011, forthcoming; Banda 2003, 2007);

(3) engagement with the legacy of colonial and missionary linguistics and politics
(Stroud 2007; Banda 2002, 2008);

(4) resistance to normativity in language use; peripheral normativities and
transgressive practices in language use in education, entertainment and in other
spaces (Stroud and Kerfoot 2013; Blommaert et al. 2005; Williams and Stroud
2013a; Banda 2010);
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(5) theorisation around linguistic citizenship and language in superdiverse societies
(Stroud 2001; Williams and Stroud 2013b)

(6) language-mediated identity claims and performances as well as (shifting/
changing) attitudes to, and reported competences in, languages (Dyers and
Wankah 2012; Dyers 2007, 2008);

(7) terminology, translation and localisation (Antia forthcoming; Antia and Ivo
2013; Antia and Vanallemeersch 2012; Klischewski and Antia 2008; Antia
2000, 2007);

(8) resemiotisation of, and crosscultural perspectives to, a range of social
discourses, e.g. HIV/AIDS (Banda and Oketch 2011; Banda and Mambwe
2013; Antia and Razum 2012);

(9) multilingual (linguistic) landscapes and geosemiotics (Stroud and Mpendukana
2009, 2010).

Incidentally, a poser from virtually each of the above directions can provide a plank for
rethinking an aspect of UWC’s language policy document. At any rate, apart from a host
of social, institutional and epistemological factors, these lines of research are perhaps also
quite consistent with the sensitivities associated with individual multilingualism, a
hallmark of the teaching staff. A language survey of multilingualism in the Department of
Linguistics suggests that 14 members of the teaching staff shuttle in and out of some 40
languages and varieties within and across settings. The per capita range of languages is
3–12. Languages reported include standardised and other varieties of isiXhosa, Venda,
Ndebele, Southern Sotho, ciNyanja, ciBemba, ciTumbuka, ciNsenga, ciTonga, Kiswahili,
isiZulu, Kaonde, Spanish, Arabic, Swedish, Efik, Ibibio, Yoruba, Hausa, Kimbundu and
Shona; informal varieties of English; standardised Afrikaans, informal varieties of
Afrikaans and several standardised national varieties of English, Portuguese, French,
Dutch and German.

At undergraduate and postgraduate levels, there are several modules devoted entirely
to the exploration of multilingualism. This is quite apart from relevant topics in an
introductory first-year language course, in respect of which an edited textbook has
recently been published by the Department (Bock and Mheta 2014). In terms of
responsiveness to the needs in multilingual classrooms, there are a number of ongoing
projects that seek to diversify the languages and voices in curricular content. In an
initiative led by this writer, students mainly (but also staff) are reworking lecture and
other materials into their own models of isiXhosa, SiSwati, Afrikaans or blends of
varieties of these languages and English (Antia, forthcoming).

Conclusion

Several of UWC’s distinctions in the South African university landscape – e.g. first to
confer a doctorate degree (honoris causa) on Nelson Mandela (several years to the end of
apartheid), first to operate an open admissions policy, first to establish a Writing Centre –
signpost the institution’s commitment to diversity and to strategically respond to the
attendant challenges. The narrative offered in this article suggests that UWC’s history of,
and score card on, language and multilingualism is, to some extent, linked to the
circumstances of its birth. In this sense, UWC is very much like apartheid South Africa.
In both environments, groups that might otherwise have been expected to be pleased with
symbolic affirmation in the form of recognition of ‘their’ languages and the offer to use
these languages in education rejected this offer. They were willing to sacrifice self-
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interest for a much greater cause, which at the time was better served by English. In both
environments, externally imposed concerns of symbolic affirmation were contested on
various planks: in UWC, it was initial exigencies associated with oppositional identity
formation; under apartheid South Africa, it was the need for communication across ethno-
linguistic lines in order to mobilise against an oppressive regime.

With the de-legitimisation of racial segregation, the challenge for both UWC and
South Africa is manifold and would include the formulation of language policies with
provisions that have a substantive thrust in addressing both identity promotion and
communication, while allowing the effects of this thrust to buoy up symbolic affirmation.
A second challenge, probably addressed by responses to the first, would be how to get
communities that had disavowed their languages and varieties on the altar of other causes
to re-engage with these languages and varieties.
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