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Use of mother tongue language a
constitutional right

International Mother Tongue Language Day
provides an opportunity for countries throughout
the world to take stock of the state of the mother
tongues used by their people.

The objective is to promote the linguistic and
cultural diversity in a world where many fanguages
are seriously threatened.

In terms of our Constitution all our eleven official
languages must enjoy parity of esteem and must be
treated equitably. In addition, the state is required
“to take practical and positive measures to elevate
the status and advance the use” of our indigenous
languages.

The national government and
each provincial government must
use at least two official languages

for the purposes of government.

The national government and each provincial
government must use at feast two official languages
for the purposes of government. In choosing these
languages the national and provincial governments
must take into account “practicality, expense,
regional circumstances and the balance of the
needs and preferences of the popuiation.”

The Constitution requires the establishment of a
“Pan South African Language Board” to develop the
use of the official languages, sign language and the
Khoi, Nama and San languages and to promote 26
additional languages that are used by South African
communities.

The Constitution also established a Commission for
the P ion of Cultural, Religious and Linguistic
Communities, “to promote respect for the rights” of
such communities.

In addition, “everyone has the right to receive
education in the official language or languages of
their choice in public educational institutions
where that education is reasonably practicable”.

In implementing this right, the state must also
consider all reasonable educational alternatives
“including single medium institutions”.
Unfortunately, in many important respects we are
not recognizing these constitutional language
rights:

- English has become the de facto single official
language of the national government - despite the
requirement that it must use two official
languages;

- Our ten officiai indigenous languages clearly do
not, in practice, enjoy parity of esteem with
English and are not treated equitably;

- In practice, few provinces respect the
requirement that they must use two official
languages. In the Western Cape the SAPS has
been ordered to use English only for most
operational purposes despite the fact that a
majority of the population - and of the SAPS
members in the province - speaks Afrikaans;

- Very little is being done to develop indigenous
languages - especially black indigenous
languages;

- Recommendations have been made for the
dissolution of PANSALB and the Commission for
the Protection of Cultural, Religious and
Linguistic Minorities;

- The state is not properly respecting the right to
mother tongue language education - particularly
for children who speak black African languages.
Few receive mother language education beyond
Grade 3 - often to the irreparable detriment of
their subsequent education prospects;

+ Many Afrikaans single-medium schools - and
traditional Afrikaans universities - are under
enormous pressure to introduce English parallel
tuition with serious implications for their long-
term viability.

The reality is that the State is simply not adequately
respecting the constitutional mother language
rights of the great majority of South Africans - to the
detriment of our naiional goal to respect our
linguistic and cultural diversity.

The state is not properly
respecting the right to mother
language education - particularly
for children who speak black
African languages.
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