
In 1999, UNSECO declared 21 February as the day to 
honour diversity in languages and highlight the significant 
use of mother tongue languages in our societies. On 
Friday, 21 February 2020, the National Library of South 
African (NLSA) in partnership with the Department 
of Sport, Arts and Culture (DSAC), Pan South African 
Language Board (PanSALB) and Kwa-Zulu Natal 
Department of Arts and Culture hosted an International 
Mother Language Day event in Kwambonambi Village 
in KwaZulu Natal. 
 
International Mother Language Day aims to increase 
awareness of and highlight the value of cultivating 
intercultural multilingualism towards promoting social 
inclusion and integration.  The Minister of Sport, Arts and 
Culture, the Honourable Mr Nathi Mthethwa highlighted 
that a person’s linguistic competence skills are linked 
to one’s past, present and future; a doorway to one’s 
identity, history, traditions and cultural experiences.  
Furthermore, Minister Mthethwa alluded that Africa’s 
indigenous languages received inadequate attention 
in the past which invariably affected the world’s view 
of Africa.  He also highlighted the need to celebrate 

days such as the International Mother Language Day in 
order to assert our linguistic identities in our multilingual 
communities.  

The Minister mentioned the flagship project Reprint of 
the Classics, an assignment under the authority of the 
DSAC which is spearheaded by the NLSA. The project 
aims to protect and promote South Africa’s literary 
classics in indigenous languages by reprinting and 
donating them.  In addition, the Minister pointed out 
that the need for the Reprint of the Classics project 
was underpinned by immense intellectual, cultural 
and indigenous knowledge demonstrated by African 
authors.  

On this basis, the hosting partners posthumously paid 
respect to Prof Sibusiso Nyembezi who authored “Inkisela 
YaseMgungundlovu” and Prof Mazisi Kunene’s book 
titled “Amakolokotho KaNomkhubulwane”. These African 
literature authors contributed to the impetus towards 
sustainable development and preservation of the IsiZulu 
language and cultural practices. 

The National Librarian and CEO of the NLSA was 
represented by Ms Sonto Moleme, Director: Information 
Access Services.  Ms Moleme offered a message of 
support and encouragement and reiterated that 
the NLSA advocates for the promotion of indigenous 
languages as our languages carry history though 
which we can express our experiences, culture and 
common values.  In addition to the reprinted Classics, 
the NLSA hosts reading and writing campaigns rooted 
in African modes of writing and thought.  This positions 
the NLSA to collect books of African literature and 
culture in order to preserve the documentary heritage.

According to Ms Moleme, publishing in African 
languages remains a challenge.  Considering that 
indigenous languages are not widely spoken and 
read, the interest for books in indigenous languages 
in the commercial market is low.  However, the NLSA 
works to ensure that the status of indigenous languages 
is elevated.  One project that works towards this 
objective, is the Community Publishing Project that 
awards grants to aspirant young authors with a focus 
on indigenous languages. Other projects include the 
National Reading Summit from 11 to 13 May 2020 in 
Pretoria with the theme Strengthening the Reading 
Ecosystem and the Funda Mzantsi Championship in 
September 2020 in George, Western Cape.       

The NLSA commemorates 
International Mother Language Day

Ms Phakama Matoti, Project Co-ordinator (Centre for the Book) handed out 
NLSA’s Reprinted Classics to members of the public.  

Minister Mthethwa disclosed that there are proposals to add the South African 
Sign Language as the 12th official language. 

Minister Mthethwa and Ms Hlengiwe Mavimbela, KZN MEC for Arts, Culture, 
Sport and Recreation with the first prize winner Simo Mathe, from Ekupheleni 
High School for a poetry competition in indigenous languages

Mazisi Kunene’s Foundation exhibited a wide range of his literary books and 
manuscripts on African Literature.  

Ms Sonto Moleme delivered a message of support on behalf of the National 
Librarian and CEO.

Generational transmission of information is vital to ensure preservation of 
culture, history, heritage and languages.


