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The Transformative Power of Language

Language has played a pivotal role in societal transformation in postcolonial
Africa towards the creation of globally competitive knowledge societies; so
far, however, this role has been under-researched and underestimated. This
volume addresses this gap in the literature, by bringing together a team of
globally recognised scholars to explore the effect of language on African
postcolonial societies and how it has contributed to achieving ‘mental decol-
onisation’. A range of languages are explored, both imported (ex-colonial)
and indigenous African, and case studies from different spheres of public
discourse are investigated, from universities to legal settings. Demonstrating
that multilingualism is a resource for, rather than a barrier to, successful
transformation, this book brings the intellectualisation and institutionali-
sation of African languages to the forefront of development discourse and
provides an insightful snapshot of how current academic research, public
discourse, political activism and social community engagement have con-
tributed to societal transformation in South Africa.

RUSSELL H. KASCHULA is Professor of African Language Studies at Rhodes
University. He holds the NRF SARChI Chair in the Intellectualisation of
African Languages, Multilingualism and Education. His most recent edited
volumes include Multilingualism and Intercultural Communication (2017)
and New Frontiers in Forensic Linguistics (2019). In 2019, he was selected as
the Mellon Global South Senior Fellow at the American University in Cairo.

H. EKKEHARD WOLFF is Professor and Chair Emeritus of African Linguistics,
Leipzig University. His recently published works include The Cambridge
Handbook of African Linguistics (2019), A History of African Linguistics
(2019) and Language and Development in Africa: Perceptions, Ideologies
and Challenges (2016).
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Preface

The book addresses the need of and some relevant (pre)conditions for trans-
forming postcolonial societies in Africa into globally competitive knowledge
societies. This transformation would appear to be the way African societies
must follow in order to achieve full, including mental, decolonisation. Such
transformation poses challenges for education and academic research, in par-
ticular with regard to higher education and the benefit of knowledge produc-
tion. This implies provisions and applications of human language technology
devices in the service of mass education and lifelong education. It also refers
to academic research in general under the new umbrella of digital humanities
as part of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR). These are domains in which
Africa still sits low on a global scale. One of the key issues in such transforma-
tion is language. More specifically, it is the recognition of multilingualism,
and the implied multiculturalism, as a resource rather than barrier to sociocul-
tural modernisation and economic progress. This puts the hitherto underrated
role and functions of African languages to the forefront of all development
discourse — in particular with regard to the eminent role indigenous languages
have to play in all sectors and cycles of education and vocational training,
alongside foreign languages of global reach.

The book provides insight into recent public discourse, academic research
and related political activism and social community engagement as far as soci-
etal transformation in South Africa is concerned. Post-apartheid South Africa
assumes, at least on paper, a leading role on the African continent regarding
the constitutional and enabling legal provisions for creating the necessary mul-
tilingual environments for such transformation, which could also have applica-
tion in other parts of Africa. Within their civil society obligations, it remains
a primordial task for academic researchers to monitor the design, implementa-
tion and shortcomings of policies and all related activities, not least in order to
identify and provide ‘good practice’ examples for other African countries to
study and, possibly, follow for their own purposes under their own conditions
and provisions. Such monitoring is documented in this book.

For both general information and specialised research purposes, the book
provides a snapshot account of current academic discourse in South Africa on

xiii
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Xiv Preface

the role and functions of indigenous and other languages for societal transfor-
mation and aspirations towards creating democratic knowledge societies that
would eventually put African postcolonies on an equal footing with the rest of
the world.

The editors express their gratitude to the contributing authors for their
cooperation in putting this book together, to anonymous reviewers for valuable
comments and to Cambridge University Press for its support along the way.

This book is dedicated to the memory of Ms Ziyanda Yola, a co-contributor
to this volume and former doctoral student in African language studies at the
School of Languages and Literatures of Rhodes University, who passed away
ever too soon during the preparatory stage for this publication.
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