ROBERT K. HERBERT
State University of New York
Binghamton, New York, USA

South Africa’s linguistic minefield: the dynamics of social conversation

Africa is known as a continent of enormous ethnic and linguistic complexity. With rare
exceptions, the continent’s geopolitical units are characterised by multilingualism and
cultural diversity. The vast majority of the languages spoken by the peoples of sub-Saharan
Africa are indigenous, but the overlay of colonial languages, most notably English, French
and Portuguese, complicate the linguistic situation. For reasons that are well-known, colonial
languages remain indispensable pieces of Africa’s linguistic mosaic.at present. Most
attempts to supplant them with indigenous lingue franche have been unsuccessful, with a
small number of important exceptions such as the promulgation of Swahili in Tanzania after
independence. Other countries have attempted to develop and promote a number of regional
languages rather than a single national language. Typically, however, language plans in
Africa have not called for the abandonment of people’s mother tongues but rather for the
spread of languages of wider communication as second, third, and even fourth languages.
An assessment of the past forty years of African language planning is beyond the scope of
the present paper, which concerns itself rather with the ways in which ordinary citizens find
their linguistic ways when presented with the hard facts of everyday multilingualism around
them.

Given the widespread multilingualism, it is obvious that communication, particularly
in urban settings, is an arena in which both institutions and individuals need to make strategic
choices about media of communication. On the one hand, analysts might expect that the
most obvious choice in public settings would be languages of wider communication,
especially since the rhetoric which accompanies their promotion often stresses their
functional potential in facilitating communication between people who do not share a mother
tongue. However, since the spread of these languages of wider communication is often tied
to education, they are not equally available to all segments of a society. This is most
obviously true in those cases where a European language serves this function.’

South Africa is no exception to the broad description that has been sketched above.
A country of some 43 million people, there are nine indigenous languages that are spoken
within the country. The genetic interrelations among these nine languages are complex. All
are classified as Bantu languages and they share a large number of typological features and
common vocabulary. Four of the nine are more intimately related, the so-called Nguni
languages, which include Ndebele, Swati, Xhosa and Zulu. The Sotho languages also form
a recognized subgroup, consisting of Northern Sotho, Southern Sotho and Tswana. Tsonga
and Venda, the two remaining languages, do not constitute a subgroup. Historically, these
nine languages were geographically distributed such that the Sotho languages were
concentrated in the central and northern portions of South African territory, the Nguni
languages along the coastal areas from Mozambique southwards.? The majority of Tsonga

'This paper is about conversation and it does not treat the important issues arising in an analysis of
literacy in the African context. Obviously, however, the links between language ability and education
are all the stronger in the written domain.

2This paper does not deal with the Khoisan languages, which are no longer spoken by viable
communities in South Africa.
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speakers reside in Mozambique; the South African-Zimbabwean border dissects the Venda-
speaking community. Urbanization and other population relocations has, of course, entailed
contact between speakers of unrelated languages. For example, all nine of the indigenous
languages thrive in large urban centres such as Johannesburg and Pretoria. In addition to
these indigenous languages, there are two languages brought by settlers, Afrikaans and
English, which continue to enjoy high status and prominence. There are additional languages
spoken by more recent immigrant groups from other African countries, from the Indian
subcontinent, and from Europe and Asia, all of which contribute to the linguistic mix;
however, these latter languages are not considered in the present work.

Until the advent of the democratic government in 1994, only the two settler languages
were recognized as official. In principle, these two enjoyed equal status, but they were
perceived and promoted quite differently at the symbolic level. Afrikaans was, at least
covertly, favoured by the Nationalist Government that came to powerin 1948. Understandably,
the Afrikaans-speaking communities recognized that English enjoyed certain privileges on
account of its status as an international language and colonial language in neighbouring
countries. English was also the language of the economic sector in the country, and Afrikaans
speakers recognized the thrreat implicit in this distribution. It is worth remembering that the
spark which ignited the Soweto riots in 1976 was a linguistic one, having to do with the forced
promotion of Afrikaans in African education at the expense of English. Afrikaans, the
language of the Nationalist government, was despised by a large segment of the African
population; ironically, English, itself a colonial language, became the language opposed to
linguistic hegemony of the government. English was the language of the international
community, eventually serving as the language of liberation.

During the Nationalist period, the nine indigenous languages were recognized “for
particular purposes”, most notably for educational ones. Initial literacy was targeted to pupils’
home languages; Afrikaans and English were introduced later during the educational
process. Many Africans acquired these languages informally in the work sector, though their
knowledge of either language was severely circumscribed in these cases.

Negotiations, beginning in 1990, leading to the transition to democratic government
were characterised by intense debates concerning the language provisions of the new
constitution. Several of the early suggestions, including some from ANC working groups,
were clearly ungrounded in linguistic reality. For example, one working group recommended
that Swahili, which it characterised as a “pan-African language”, be imported and imposed
from above. Another group proposed that Russian, on account of its status as a language of
unity and solidarity within the socialist world replace the settler languages as a language of
wider communication. A third group offered Spanish as a recommendation, which would
affirm ties between South Africa and socialist governments in Latin America. Questions
about the efficiency of these choices or about the mechanisms by which these languages
would be successfully imported and spread through all segments of the population were
initially met with resentment from the leadership-in-waiting. Eventually, however, all parties
recognized the infeasibility of importing another language as a language of national unity.

At the same time, there was popular agreement that the prestige and status tied to the
settler languages must end. The phrase commonly heard during this period was that these
languages “must be punished”. The difficulty in South Africa, and elsewhere in Africa, is that
no indigenous language represents a majority of the population. Each group fears that the
promotion of another group’s language will confer an advantage on that language’s speakers
and discriminate against others. An intriguing proposal, promoted by Alexander (1989) and
others, was to develop two new standard languages for the Nguni and Sotho languages,
respectively. The four Nguni languages are closely related, with a fairly high level of mutual
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intelligibility, and the development of a single written standard was clearly feasible; the case
for the three Sotho languages was identical®. However, the proposal was never endorsed
widely, on account of much confusion between the role of the proposed standard and
individuals’ mother tongues. This confusion was exploited by opponents of the proposal, who
claimed that the development of new written standards would mean the end of home
languages as spoken today. Even if it had been adopted, this proposal would left the problem
of the two “minority languages”, Tsonga and Venda.

As is well-known, the Constitution eventually recognized eleven co-equal official
languages: Afrikaans, English and all nine of the recognized indigenous languages. The
announcement of the constitutional language provisions were widely celebrated as evidence
of the new equality that democracy would bring. “All our languages are now equal,” was a
phrase often heard in discussions at the time. There was virtually no discussion of how this
linguistic equality would work in organizational and government sectors or in everyday life.*
Questions about efficiency, about the costs associated with the massive translation industry
required to support an eleven-language bureaucracy, and about how this equality might be
effected were met with scorn and derided as “anti-democratic” and elitist.

What the language planners failed to recognize, of course, is that equality at the
constitutional level is quite different from the symbolic level, which is tied to an array of
variables, not the least of which is association with ethnic identity and with the socioeconomic
sector. In South Africa, in part on account of the ways in which the Nationalist government
had long-promoted the equation language=culture=nation, each of the indigenous languages
was severely compromised as possible languages of wider communication.®

Until about 1993, one often heard in Johannesburg that Zulu served as a lingua franca
among the city’s African populations. To a certain extent, this was true, though this urban Zulu
was flavoured with bits and pieces of other indigenous languages and the settler languages,
especially English. Zulu's status changed dramatically in this regard prior to the national
elections on account of the association between the language and the Inkatha Freedom Party
and its own associations with Chief Buthelezi. In the occasionally violent context of political
positioning, Zulu was often avoided, even by Zulu speakers, who feared being labelled as
IFP supporters. Southern Sotho filled the gap in part; however, there is no really neutral
language in Johannesburg. Perhaps not surprising, all varieties are tied to particular groups,
and speakers harbour attitudes toward groups and the languages spoken by those groups.

In a multilingual city such as Johannesburg, one is continually struck by the
exploitation of more than one language in conversation. This phenomenon is often treated
under the heading “code-switching”. The present paper is a progress report on a large
research project concerning several aspects of the relationship between urbanization and
language change in South Africa. The data upon which this paper is based were collected
over a four-year period (1992-96). The paper focuses on the social and pragmatic features
of language use, rather than structural aspects of code-switching, and it derives from the
analytical framework developed and promoted by Carol Myers-Scotton (1993 and elsewhere).

3The impact of this plan should not be underestimated. Approximately 45% of the national population
has a Nguni language as their home language; 25% a Sotho language.

4Language provisions at the level of provincial organization were often more restrictive, recognizing
only those language spoken with the province.

5A fuller treatment of the links between ethnicity and language in South Africa may be found in
Herbert (1992).
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Her motivational typology of switching seeks to uncover what conversational participants
extract during the course of an ongoing conversation, i.e. to understand and to “do things”
with words. The approach draws broadly on the disciplines of ethnography of speaking,
conversational analysis and has much in common with some work in ordinary language
philosophy.

On account of time constraints, | exical borrowing and mixing are excluded from
consideration here. The term “code-switching” will be reserved for linguistic acts in which the
operative grammar changes during the course of the conversation. Further, treatment of the
several types of code-switching in the Johannesburg data is limited.

One prominent model used to “explain” code-switching and mixing is the so-called
Markedness Model developed by Myers-Scotton. An unmarked code choice is defined as
one that is “neutral” for a particular situation whereas marked choices often, though not
always, carry an extra message. This extra message, occasionally called a meta-message,
is considered an extra channel of communication.

Myers-Scotton’s model recognizes four functions of code choice:

a. code-switching as sequential unmarked choices

b. code-switching as the unmarked choice

c. code-switching to make a marked choice

d. code-switching to make an exploratory choice.
The first of Myers-Scotton’s categories, sequential unmarked choices, is amply illustrated in
the South African data, typically in situations wherein the conversational participants or the
topic of conversation switches during the conversation. The response to participants may be
to include or to exclude participants. Typically, though not always, these switches last for
more than a single turn.

What distinguishes code-switching as a marked choice is the speaker’s strategic
(conscious or unconscious) use of anew code to superimpose amessage on a communicative
act. An example of CS as a marked choice occurs in the following conversation between a
teacher (A), who has come to the education inspector’s office to lodge a complaint about her
delayed salary, and the two secretaries (B;C) she encounters there. All three participants are
mother-tongue speakers of Xhosa. The conversation therefore begins in Xhosa, which is an
unmarked choice in this context.

(1) A Molweni manenekazi. [Hello ladies.]
B&C: Ewe Miss [Hello Miss.]
B: Singakunceda ngantoni namhlange? [How can we help you today?]
A: Ndinqwenela ukubona umhloli. [I'd like to see an inspector.]
B: Une-appointment Miss? [Do you have an appointment Miss?]

A: Hayi. [No.]
B: Awunakudibana nabo ngoku Miss, base-meeting-ini. Nesinokukubizela xa ubene
appointment. [ ]
A He wethu Ntombazana, this is an emergency! Who has time for appointments in
emergencies? [Hey girl, ...]
nfortunately, we have regulations t . We're not allowed t Ilin
when they're in a meeting. All w is to show the waiting r

A: Very well, I'll wait.

The teacher’s switch to English this is an emergency! Who has time for appointments in
emergencies? makes a claim to status: she sends a message about her status through the
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fact of her knowledge of English. Unfortunately for her, the secretary (C) manages to deflect
this claim by her own use of English in reply. Note here that other linguistic devices are used
to send the same message about social relationships. In particular, contrast the teacher’s
initial form of address manenekazi ‘ladies’ with the address form directly preceding her switch
to English, Ntombazana ‘girl’. Both the switch to English and the latter address term are
strategic ploys by the teacher to re-define relationships and move from the neutral
(unmarked) to one in which the status between teacher and secretary is emphasised. English
is marked in this context since it contrasts with the neutral ethnic language which began the
conversation among three speakers who share a mother tongue.

The association of cultural and social values with particular linguistic varieties is not
surprising given the history of South Africa. As in Myers-Scotton’s Nairobi data, English is
typically associated with higher education levels, social status and authority. However, the
interesting point of difference in South Africa is the complementary existence of a second
settler language, Afrikaans. Several informants have suggested to me that the difference,
for Africans who control both varieties, lies in an association of English with education and
status, and Afrikaans with authority.® Consider the following conversation between two
university students in a university residence hall

(2) A: Ke mang a nkileng tjhelete ya ‘ka hodima setulo? [Who took my money on the

chair?]

B: Nna ha ke a e bona tjhelete ya hao. [| haven’t seen your money.]

A: E re ke utlwa ka mekotlaneng ya hao. [Let me search your pockets.]

B: Wie is jy? Is jy ‘n polisieman? Ha o re o voel-a my sakkies. [Who are you? Are
you a policeman to search my pockets?]

A: Ek soek my geld nou, jou skelm! Ke a e batla. [| want my money, you thief! ]

B: O se re ke skelm-e nna. [Don't say that I'm a thief.]

A:_Ek maak nie ‘n grapie ek soek my geld. [| am not joking. | need my money.]

B: Hei. ou maat, ek het nie jou geld gevat e nkile. [Hey, old friend, | haven’t taken
~ your money.]
ink jy is slim. Ons kaan maar nou veg want ek soek m Id. O nahana hore

‘ker a o tshaba. [You think that you're clever. We can fight now because you
took my money.]

In this case, B switches from Sotho, the shared ethnic language and therefore an unmarked
choice in an informal context, to Afrikaans in order to challenge A’s attempt to seize control
of the situation. B's use of Afrikaans is an accusation of sorts in that B’s switch serves as a
metaphor for the role relationships between Afrikaans-speaking authorities and the black
citizenry during the apartheid era.

The African languages are themselves associated with different values, which depend
critically on the identity of the speaker/hearer. For example, an unmarked lingua franca may
be replaced by the speakers’ mother tongue in order to narrow social distance. For example,

5The differentiation of the values associated with these two codes is obviously incomplete. Further
research will be required to identify the core values for each code. In addition, the values will vary
from community to community, depending on the roles each of the settler languages has played
within each community.
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consider the conversation between two speakers outside a supermarket in Pretoria. Speaker
A wants to enter the store, but it is already after seven o’clock and Checkers should close at
six o’'clock. Speaker B is a guard at the entrance. The two speakers are unacquainted with
one another and the unmarked code in Pretoria is therefore Northern Sotho, which begins
the conversation.

(3) A: Nka tsena please. [May | go inside please?]

B: Go tswaletswe, ga o bone gore ke morago ga iri ya bosupa? Le benkele le tswalelwa
ka iri ya boselela. [It’s closed, can’t you see that it's already after seven? This
store closes at six o’clock.]

A: Ke tshepisa gore nka se tseya na ko. [| promise you | won’t be long.]

B: O senya nako ya gago nka segobulele. [You are wasting your time | won’t let you
in.]

(A has realised from B’s speech that the latter is probaby a Xhosa speaker; A is also a mother
tongue speaker of Xhosa, and he therefore switches to Xhosa.)

A: Ndicelaukungena phakathi‘daddy’? Andizokubamde. Awuyaziukuba siyazalana?

Don’t care ngaban ntu. Half bayokuthi understand i-situation yam. Let
me pass, daddy. I'm running short of time. [Can | go inside, daddy? | won’t

be long. Don’t you know that we are related? (Don’t care) about other people.
Half will. understand my situation. Let me ...]
B: Khawuleza uggithe. [Pass quickly.]

In the above instance, A’s strategic shift to what he suspects to be B’s mother tongue makes
a plea based on shared ethnic identity. This plea is also marked directly in A’s question
Awuyazi ukuba siyazalana? A’s use of the address term daddy is intended to indicate respect
for B as well as A’s acceptance of B’s authority in this situation. The contribution of English
to the plea may be to play on the education and social standing implied by its use. A is sending
two messages to the guard: (a) shared identity, (b) relative status. This double-edged
strategy succeeds for A, and he is allowed to enter the store.

That different African languages are indexical of intergroup relations is not surprising.
In some sense, the individual languages often serve as a metaphor for group membership/
exclusion:

(4) Setting: Husband (B) and wife (A) at home. A is a mother tongue speaker of Zulu, B of
Sotho. They speak Zulu to each other and their children.

A: Angithandi ukuthi uloko uhamba nosis wakho emsebenzini but mina awungihambisi
emsebenzini! [| don't like the idea of you going with your sister to work but
you don’t take me to work!]

B: Awume kancane wena. Sewufuna ngingasahambi nosisi wami? Akangikhiphi
endleleni mos. [Wait a bit. You no longer want me to go to work with my
sister? She doesn’t take me out of my way.]

A: Sengiyakubona wena ukuthi sewuyangi neglecta since usebenza. [| can see you
are now neglecting me since you started working.]

B: Hey emma hanyane tu. Ke i waka m
[Just wait a bit please. She is my sister, what do you want to do? Just .. ]

The husband'’s shift to Sotho in his last turn is an attempt to distance himself from his wife.
His subsequent switch to English shows that he has terminated the conversation. This
strategic exploitation of markedness values associated with different codes in conversations
reveals the dynamic nature of linguistic marking in South Africa today.
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If individual language varieties are so clearly associated with identities, how does one
navigate this minefield in order to select a truly neutral language when participants do not
share a mother tongue?’” An important variety in the multilingual context is what Myers-
Scotton has called “code switching as unmarked choice”, i.e. those instances in which the
speaker’s choice of some individual code does not send a particular meta-message; rather,
the fact of code-switching itself serves such a communicative function. Since there is a
message of identity, non-ethnic identity, sent by this use of code-switching, the label
“unmarked choice” seems misleading in this regard. The alternative label “code switching as
a linguistic variety” has been suggested previously as a substitute (Herbert 1997). What
distinguishes this type of code-switching is that individual switches are not indexical of social
meaning; the overall pattern of conversation carries social marking. There are numerous
examples of such performances in the Johannesburg data.

Consider the following telephone conversation between two educated Sotho speakers.
Note that the telephone opening is in English.

(5) A: Hello, Dudu please.
B: Speaking.
A: O etsang na? [What are you doing?]
B: Oh, I'm busy ka assignment. [Oh, I'm busy with the assignment.]
A: | see. O tlo robala neng? [... When are you going to sleep?]

B: Ke tl la late. [I will sleep late.]
A: That’s good. Studying keeps you out of trouble.
B: Mmm...

A: | don't want to disturb you ...

B: No, no, no. | need this. Hakele busy ke fila very lonely. [... When I'm busy, | feel
very lonely.]

A: ls it?

B: Wa bona jwale I'm not motivated. Ha kena interest ya ho fetsa. [You see now ... |
don’t have an interest to complete (the assignment).]

A: Just concentrate o tla fetsa. [... you will complete it.]

Each participant participates fully in the exploitation of this variety in conversation. The non-
participation of a speaker is often a marked choice; it is a volley designed to bring the
interaction wholly into an African or an English arena.

The literature has made much of the ways in which a former colonial language “stakes
a claim” in conversations, to education, socioeconomic status, etc. The superimposition of
English in former lusophone Africa, e.g. in Mozambique (Matusse 1996) continues this
tradition. Less attention has been paid to the equally strategic and important use of different
African languages in shaping identities and the course of a conversation. Indeed, were there
no positive valuation of the African languages, one would expect urban conversations to take
place entirely in colonial languages, and it should be noted that there are many wholly-
English conversations in the corpus between mother tongue speakers of a single African
language.

By way of conclusion, this paper has shown how the different languages spoken in
South Africa today are associated with different identities and different values as well as the
ways in which their values are strategically exploited in conversation by multilingual speakers.

This question does not imply that the mother tongue is necesarily neutral. Obviousky, there are a
range of attitudes and values associated with it, all of which are situationally dependent.
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Among the many questions remaining for future research here are several that relate to the
mechanisms by which speakers gauge the functional potential of their language choices. It
is hoped that this sort of applied research may eventually inform language planners and
policy makers in the country.
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