
The road to the recognition of South Africa’s 12th official language.

NID Training Disability Diary |  Entry 16 - The road to the recognition of South Africa’s 12th official language.                       Page 1 of 2

NID Training Disability Diary - Compiled by Dr Jean Mitchell

For further information about this article contact 

lientjievanrensburg@nidtraining.org.za

Introduction 

When President Cyril Ramaphosa signed the South 

African Sign Language Bill into law making SASL the 12th 

official language in South Africa, he brought to fruition a 

25-year campaign for the rights of people with hearing 

impairments. 

The new legislation will:

•	 Advance the cultural acceptance of SASL,

•	 Ensure the realisation of the rights of persons who 

are deaf and hard of hearing to equal protection and 

benefit of the law, and human dignity,  

•	 Promote inclusive and substantive equality and 

prevent or eliminate unfair discrimination on the 

grounds of disability, as guaranteed by Section 9 of 

the Constitution (Patrick & Bhengu, 2023).

Discussion

With this Bill South Africa has become the fourth country 

on the African continent to recognise sign language as 

an official language; other African countries are Kenya, 

Zimbabwe and Uganda (TRT Africa, 2023). However, 

the process leading to South African Sign Language 

becoming an official language was long and arduous. 

The adoption of the post-apartheid Constitution in 

1993 did not mention South African Sign Language. 

The South African National Deaf Association (DeafSA) 

made a formal request to the Pan South African Language 

Board (PanSALB) in 1996 for the recognition of SASL as 

an official language. However, nothing came of the request 

because PanSALB does not have the authority to give 

languages official status. Another submission was made 

to the Constitutional Review Committee in February 2007. 

Two further submissions in 2013 and 2015 were made 

to parliament to recommend that South African Sign 

Language be made an official language, all to no avail (Bell, 

2021). The necessary amendment to the Constitution of the 

Republic of South Africa was made in May 2023 (Patrick & 

Bhengu, 2023).

Conclusion

As an indigenous language SASL constitutes an important 

element of South African linguistic and cultural heritage. 

The South African Government is to be congratulated on 

this move to acknowledge the value people with hearing 

impairments bring to the nation.
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