PARLIAMENT OF SOUTH AFRICA

JOINT CONSTITUTIONAL REVIEW COMMITTEE

Synopsis of submissions made during the second leg of public hearings on Sepedi vs Sesotho sa Lebowa in Mopani and Waterberg Districts

Background

The Committee conducted its second leg of its consultation process on the issue of whether or not it is Sepedi or Sesotho sa Leboa that should be recorded in the Constitution as an official language. The public hearings conducted from 6-8 April 2010 in Greater Tzaneen, Phalaborwa and Mogalakwena Municipalities. These areas were covering those, which the Committee could not reach during the first leg from 1-3 February 2010 in Greater Sekhukhune and Capricorn districts.

Method of work

The Co-Chairpersons gave a brief background on the rational in the Committee conducting public hearings on the above mentioned and what the latter sought to achieve out of the hearings.

The Committee received both oral and written submissions from various stakeholders including Magoshi, academics from the universities of Limpopo, Venda and Johannesburg, teachers, councilors, as well as the general public.

While the submissions received during the hearings in the Sekhukhune District were dominated by more support on Sepedi, most participants/ or submitters demonstrated more support on Sesotho sa Leboa. The strong views expressed by presenters who were supporting Sesotho sa Leboa included the following:

	Sepedi is component of the 30 dialects of Northern Sotho. There is no way that it should be elevated above other dialects.


	Sepedi is one of the Sesotho sa Leboa dialects, which is spoken by a tiny fraction of the Basotho sa Leboa people, who only reside in the Sekhukhune District of Limpopo.


	The translators of the RSA Constitution of 1996 violated the rights of Basotho ba Leboa by using the term Sepedi to refer to Sesotho sa Leboa.


Subsequently, no proper consultation was done on the speakers of other dialects on the elevation of Sepedi.

	Most presenters, who were pro-Sesotho sa Leboa, argued that the confusion was caused by an individual, who was a Sepedi speaker, who, during the 1996 Constitution consultation process, promoted his cause by providing the drafters with the name Sepedi to be the one that is recorded as an official language.


	Such irregularity was rectified in the translated versions of other languages, including the Northern Sotho Constitution, where it is correctly written as Sesotho sa Leboa. Only the spine in the cover is written Sepedi. However, the English and IsiZulu versions of the Constitution have the name Sepedi. This anomaly has created an impression among the speakers of other dialects of Northern Sotho that Sepedi has been given an official status.


The input made by academics and stakeholders from the teaching fraternity argued strongly that scientific research conducted by universities confirms that Sesotho sa Leboa is the language. For example, the universities of Limpopo and Venda were cited as teaching Sesotho sa Leboa. Also Unisa and the University of Johannesburg regard Sesotho sa Leboa as an official standard language. Another argument that was brought to the Committee was that there is confusion among students at universities as they were not sure, on completion, whether they have been studying Sepedi or Sesotho. The same sentiment was shared by teachers, who confirmed that some of them were not sure whether they teaching Sepedi or Sesotho sa Leboa.

A joint submission by Magosi from the Mopani, Waterberg and Capricorn, as well as the Magosi from Mapulaneng area urged the Committee to amend the mistake in the English version of the Constitution. The areas of concern in their argument were following:

	The decision to change the name Sesotho sa Leboa, to Sepedi without consulting them, shows that the custodians of the language were undermined. This was regarded as a provocation.


	The imposition of Sepedi over their communities has serious political implications on the authority of the Magosi of that region.


	The replacement of Sesotho sa Leboa by Sepedi does not only undermine the authority of Magosi in that region, but rather a means of encroachment by Bapedi people to elevate their so called Bapedi Kingdom.


	The Magosi submission also argued that, the researchers and scholars from Bopedi had tried to fabricate unfounded and bias researches and histories, which they always use to show that Sepedi is superior to all other 29 dialects of Sesotho sa Leboa. Further that, they use the religious texts and the Sotho publications written by German missionaries at Botshabelo in the 18th century to prove that their dialect was the first to be converted to a written form.


There was also a strong view that government continuation of promoting this language as Sepedi could result in promoting the derogation of the Sotho people.

There were other participants who were of the view that this issue should have been discussed with Magoshi as the solution to it lies in their hands. The proposals of this view affirmed that Sepedi was an original language of that region.

Some presenters cautioned that this anomaly had created serious tension and division as some Northern Sotho dialect speakers had started demanding that their dialects should be elevated to the status of languages. The issue of Khelobedu was cited as an example of a dialect that warrant elevation to the status of a language

The presenters who argued on the status of the elevation of Khelobedu indicated that submissions made on behalf of the Balobedu people, under the Rain Queen Modjadji, were around the exclusion of Khelovedu as one of the official languages in the Constitution. Among the concerns raised was that children of Balobedu people were badly affected by this status quo in that learners in schools, when writing examinations, they were compelled to translate from their mother tongue to Sepedi. This was argued to be one of the main causes for the high failure rate, especially in Matric. It was also mentioned that the Balobedu communities had submitted several submissions to the Constitutional Court,

Governments Departments and PanSALB, demanding the recognition of official status for their language, Khelovedu. The Committee was requested to attend to this issue of the Balobedu as they were looking forward to enjoying the rights to their mother tongue, as the constitution of the country stipulates.

There were presenters who argued in favour of Sepedi. They argued that replacement of Sepedi by Northern Sotho could be attributed to the apartheid system. To them, Northern Sotho was crafted by foreigners, who imposed it on the speakers of the language.

The level of engagement during the public hearings in Capricorn, Mopani and Waterberg districts made it made it clear that there was more support for Sesotho sa Leboa as the language. 
Conclusion

There was an appeal that the Committee should look at extending the public hearings to other areas that could be affected by this issue.

The Committee felt that there would be a need to invite stakeholders to Parliament to engage with it on this matter, before deciding on how the constitution should be crafted with respect to the matter.

