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ABSTRACT  

Major publishers in many parts of Africa are conspicuous by their reluctance to publish in 

indigenous African languages. Many of these publishers cite lack of readership in indige-

nous languages as a reason for this move which is frustrating efforts at indigenisation and 

domestication and increase dependency on foreign languages, notably English. This 

article explores book publishing in indigenous languages in South Africa and exemplifies 

pertinent issues inherent in the multilingual country where English has remained a domi-

nant discourse at the expense of indigenous languages which have largely remained 

under utilised as media of instruction and public discourse. It is argued in this article that 

this under utilisation impacts directly on book publishing in indigenous languages as it 

leads to a shrinking market for publishers. It is posited further that, since language is a key 

feature of culture which also enables access to indigenous wisdom especially in the 

context of Africa, it can be concluded that the cultural legacy of many indigenous African 

communities is under threat. 

Keywords: Indigenous knowledge, discourse, book publishing. 

INTRODUCTION 

Any book publisher attempting to publish in indigenous languages is at an 

immediate disadvantage due to the hegemonic domination of foreign languages; 

obsession with western and European content; lack of writers and interest in 

indigenous writing and reading, escalating production costs; poor distribution 

systems; lack of political will to support indigenous publishing, lack of visibility of 

publishers themselves and the publisher’s increased calculated reluctance to 

take risks which translates in inhibited growth (no risk translates to no growth); 

excessive and unauthorized photocopying not consistent with fair use. However, 

a major hurdle for book publishing in indigenous languages in any part of Africa 

remains the limited market due to poor readership and limited buying power of 

potential readers. 

In the first place, any serious discussion about book publishing in indigenous 

languages in any part of Africa will inevitably raise the issue of colonialism. It is a 

fact that Africa is currently still reeling from the traumatic effects of the onslaught 

of colonisation which has negatively dented the cultures, languages, identity and 

ways of knowing of many African communities. At the moment many countries in 

Africa are magnificently heeded to the call for the African Renaissance and have 

begun intensifying efforts to resuscitate indigenous languages, culture and 

knowledge systems. As one of the South African publishers, Solani Ngobeni 

noted in an article published in a local newspaper in 2008, “The publishing industry 

is pivotal to the realisation of the African Renaissance”. This is especially so in a 
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country such as South Africa which experienced a double-tragedy of colonialism and 

apartheid. 

South Africa became a democratic country when Nelson Mandela was voted 

president in 1994, after many years of apartheid which exploited and persecuted 

blacks and denied them basic human rights, subjecting them to abstract poverty, 

illiteracy and discrimination. On his arrival in office, Mandela introduced numer-

ous progressive reforms which included transformation of the media industry 

which was mainly intended to ensure that the media become pluralist in order to 

cater for all sectors of the South African communities. Although a primary focus 

was more on the mainstream newspaper, radio and television industry, the 

requirements were equally compelling for the book industry. At that stage many 

local communities had already been penetrated by foreign cultures and this had 

weakened cultural institutions particularly the language which is now being 

replaced to a large extent by foreign languages that are inevitably regarded as 

being more prestigious and competitive in the job market, business and politics 

while local languages are mainly perceived as being backward, unsophisticated 

and useless. 

During both colonialism and apartheid the oppressors aggressively promoted 

their cultures, languages and ways of life at the expense of the African culture, 

labelling anything indigenous or African as backward, dull and underdeveloped. 

For these reasons, a thriving publishing industry in book publishing in indigenous 

languages is rightly being hampered by poor readership amongst other things. 

The situation is even worse amongst the youth that form the majority of the 

population and this is worrying because these are people who go on to become 

future leaders, and occupy important positions in society. 

ETHNICAL COMPOSITION AND LANGUAGES IN SOUTH AFRICA 

South Africa is a true multi-lingual society with an assortment of ethnical groups 

such as Vhavenda (Vendas), Bapedi (Pedis), Batswana (Tswanas), Basotho 

(Sothos), amaZulu (Zulus), amaXhosa (Xhosas), amaSwati (Swazis), Mat-

songa/Machangana (Tsongas/Shangaans), amaNdebele (Ndebeles), the Khoi 

(Sans), Indians, Coloureds, Afrikaners and the English. The first nine subgroups, 

namely Vhavenda, Bapedi, Batswana, Basotho, amaZulu, amaXhosa, ama-

Swati, Matsonga and amaNdebele are part of the four major groups of 

Bantu/Indigenous languages in South Africa, namely Nguni, Sotho, Tsonga/ 

Shangaan, and Venda (Table 1). With regard to other language groups such as 

Indians, Afrikaner, Chinese and English — Indians came to South Africa around 

1860 to work in the sugar plantations in KwaZulu-Natal and the Chinese South 

Africans came to work in the mines in Johannesburg following the discovery of 

gold there in the 1870s. The Coloureds are generally a mixed race of mainly 

Khoikhoi and European or Asian (mainly the Malays from Malaysia and Indone-

sia who came in as slaves) ancestry. They speak mainly Afrikaans as their home 

language. The English in South Africa represent British descendent who came to 

South Africa during British Colonialism of the Cape Frontier (Western Cape and 

Eastern Cape). While the Afrikaners (Boers) were formed by the descendants of 

the Dutch and the French who came to South Africa following the arrival of Jan 

van Riebeeck in Cape Town in 1652. 
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Table 1: Matrix of language groups in South Africa 

Maingroup Subgroup Languages Location/Province 
NGUNI Zulus isiZulu KwaZulu-Natal and 

Gauteng 
 Xhosas isiXhosa Eastern Cape and 

Western Cape 
 Ndebeles isiNdebele Limpopo and 
 Swazis siSwati Mpumalanga 
SOTHO Pedis Sepedi Limpopo and Gauteng 
 Tswanas 

 
Sothos 

Setswana 
 
Sesotho 

North West, Gauteng 
and Northern Cape  
Free State and Gauteng 

TSONGA/SHANGAAN Tsongas Xitsonga Limpopo 
VENDA  VaVenda Tshivenda Limpopo 
BOERS 
 
COLOUREDS 

Afrikaners 
 
Coloureds 

Afrikaans 
 
Afrikaans/English 

North West, Gauteng 
and Northern Cape  
Western Cape and 
Northern Cape  

ENGLISH 
ASIAN 
 
KHOISAN 

English 
Indian 
 
Chinese 
 
Khoi 

English 
Tamil, Hindu and English
 
Chinese 
 
Khoi 

Across the country 
KwaZulu-Natal, Western 
Cape and Gauteng 
KwaZulu-Natal, Western 
Cape and Gauteng 
Northern Cape (Kalahari) 

During Apartheid the diversity between these differential ethical communities 

was exploited and used as a means to divide South Africans so that they can 

easily be controlled. For instance, the apartheid government devised a homeland 

system in which each and every ethnic group was restricted to a particular 

territory called homeland where it would have its full government with its own 

president. For instance, Batswana were largely restricted to Bophuthatswana as 

their homeland, Vhavenda to Venda, amaXhosa to the Transkei and Ciskei 

homelands, Bapedi to Lebowa, Matsonga to Gazankulu and the AmaZulu to 

KwaZulu homeland, Basotho to QwaQwa, amaSwati to KwaNgwane and the 

amaNdebeles to KwaNdebele while the white minority remained in pocketed 

territories of fertile and industrious land within South Africa. After the 1994 these 

imaginary boundaries were removed and all these territories were reincorporated 

into the new South Africa. 

The new government has since reaffirmed the importance of ethnicity by elevat-

ing nine South African indigenous languages to the status of official languages, 

along with English and Afrikaans.The most interesting aspects about African 

languages is that most of these languages are spoken in other parts of Africa, for 

instance, Setswana is an official language in the neighbouring Botswana, and is 

also spoken in some parts of Namibia, while Sesotho and Siswati are official 

languages in neighbouring Lesotho and Swaziland Kingdoms, respectively. 

Tshivenda is spoken in some part of Zimbabwe, Shangaan in Mozambique and 

this bears testimony to the history and earlier interactions of these communities. 
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THE ROLE OF BOOK PUBLISHING IN INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES 

The role of book publishing in indigenous languages cannot be over empha-

sised, especially in a country such as South Africa, given the ethnical composi-

tion and languages discussed in the preceding section. Books disseminate 

ideas, educate and entertain. Indigenous publishing in particular has an impor-

tant role: it is the transmitter of knowledge, without which we will be lost as a 

nation, as the late Seretse Khama once said: the nation without a history is a lost 

nation. We need to revitalise them, some of the problems that we grapple with 

can be addressed by our elders whose imposed limitation is the language, they 

do not need the language, and it is for our own good. As the saying goes, “until 

lions learn to tell their stories, their stories will continue to be told by the hunters”. 

Former Tanzanian president Benjamin Nkapa (1997: 11) told a seminar on ‘The 

Future of Indigenous Publishing in Africa’ that “Books will, in Africa, continue to 

take over the role of the parents, grandparents or village elders as repositories of 

knowledge, value systems, and skills needed to perpetuate life and the way of 

life”. This illustrates the importance of book publishing in indigenous languages. 

The beginning of book publishing in indigenous languages in South Africa can be 

traced back to the late 1800s when people such as Sol Plaatje, Tengo Jabavu, 

Allen Soga and Walter Rabusana began publishing newspapers in local lan-

guages. These progressive South Africans were well aware of the importance of 

publishing in general as a viable means to popularise ideas. Plaatje defied the 

odds and managed to write books in both English and his mother tongue. He 

translated many of the Shakespearian books in his indigenous home language 

Setswana, thereby domesticating them for the local indigenous Tswana commu-

nity. Plaatje, renowned for his stance against the Native Land Act of 1912, which 

he vigorously denounced in his book, “Native Life in South Africa”, published 

several indigenous publications like Koranta ea Becoana (Batswana Gazette), 

Tsala ea Becoana (The Friend of the Batswana) and Tsala ea Batho (The Friend 

of the People). He also initiated an alternative film distribution network, through a 

mobile bioscope which travelled across the country, and even went as far as 

neighboring countries such as Botswana where heshowed films and sold his 

books to villages using the dikgosi (chiefs) and dikgotla (traditional parliaments) 

as his distribution network. This brilliance and activism could be emulated by 

publishers to create a viable market for indigenous books, instead of resting on 

their laurels. 

Similarly Jabavu formed the newspaper ImvoZabantsundu (African opinion) in 

1884 while Soga and Rubusana started Izwi Labantu (Voice of the people) in 

1897 which they equally used as a platform to relay ideas and serve as the 

mouth piece of the people, using local chiefs as a means of distribution. Wel-

coming the publication of Imvo Zabantsundu on behalf of his own community, 

Xhosa chief, Tiyo Soga (1885) had this to say: 

We shall be having a visitor who will converse with us very agreeably. Where 

are our fellow tribesmen? Sound the horn and invite our people to swarm 

around him. Say to them, Here you are! You lovers of conversation. One ad-

vantage we shall reap with the coming of this journal is that we will be confi-

dent that the people now will get the truth about the affairs of the nation. As 
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people who are always hungry for news often we find ourselves dupes of de-

ceivers under the guise of relating genuine facts. We are fed with half-truths 

by travellers who pass near our areas. 

Soga’s acclamation underlines the rich culture of storytelling, sharing informa-

tion, news and ideas amongst many indigenous communities. However the 

normal fabric of the indigenous South Africans such as the one so aptly de-

scribed by Soga (1985) was soon completely subverted, due to a number of 

issues, including political activities and the coordinated efforts by the apartheid 

government to condemn the black majority to poverty and hardships, and deny 

them leisure activities, the normal vibrant culture was generally affected and this 

affected a number of known activities of which black communities were so 

popular with, areas such as music, storytelling, performance poetry. Because 

they were so deprived and harassed, they found little time for these activities and 

most of their efforts was channelled to the struggle for survival and liberation. 

Even the kind of writing that came out of the period reflected a nation in distress, 

as one of the 1980s protest poet Mzwakhe Mbuli (1989) put it crudely in his 

poem Crocodiles: 

When shall I write about daffodils? 

How can I write about the beauty of nature? 

When the ground is daily soaked: 

With blood of the innocent 

The priority was the struggle for liberation and all other pursuits took a backseat. 

Now that freedom has finally been attained, it is about time that writers and 

readers alike return to basics and begin resuscitating indigenous languages and 

filling the vacuum left by many years of oppression. The same vigour and deter-

minism devoted to the liberation struggle must now be used to promote indige-

nous publishing. 

Of course the efforts to advance book publishing in indigenous languages are 

also being hampered by the declining efficacy of indigenous languages which 

are increasingly being replaced by foreign languages, notably English in the 

context of South Africa. This poses a serious concern. Former president Thabo 

Mbeki was at pain expressing his exasperation of the fact that only a limited 

South African students were studying African languages at schools. Kwaa Prah 

(1999: 60) feels that, “African languages need to be rehabilitated and developed 

to carry science and technology in their most advanced forms”. Wally Serote 

(1999) supports this call, adding that Africa is the only continent where knowl-

edge is imparted through languages, which are not indigenous. In echoing this 

view, Habte and Wagaw (2003: 696) adds that these languages (foreign) “are 

alien in that they are not rooted in African soil and do not draw their continued 

vitality from the material and cultural essence of Africans”. Given these con-

cerns, clearly the issue of languages is an important one. It is therefore not 

surprising that local publishers face a limited market for books in indigenous 

languages. 
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Indeed a cursory review of some of the publishers in South Africa reveals that 

they are so concerned about poor readership which has caused many of those 

who would otherwise be publishing in indigenous languages to abandon the 

project. For instance the following represents familiar slogans when you speak to 

most local publishers about indigenous publishing: 

• “We publish books mainly in English and Afrikaans. After initially testing the 

market for trade books in other languages, such as Zulu and Sesotho, Kwela 

had to abandon publishing these books due to a lack of demand”, Kwela 

Books 

• “We are a small company and as such, do not yet have the funds to manage 

translations, freelance indigenous language practitioners yet. However, we do 

strive to publish indigenous knowledge in English”, Readhill Publishing 

• “The challenges are small markets, insufficient knowledge on the part of 

consumers as to quality material”, Reading Matters 

• “The biggest challenge is for titles published not being prescribed by the 

Department of Education”, Sasavona Booksellers and Publishers 

If these are the concerns then crossing the bridge is indeed a big challenge. As 

mentioned the purpose of this article is an attempt to explore and explicate the 

status of book publishing in indigenous languages in South Africa as well as the 

challenges and opportunities. This was in part informed by an exploratory survey 

consisting of local publishers who were mostly members of the local publishing 

association and the South African Publishing Association (PASA). Needless to 

say that out off the 300 questionnaires sent out, only 10 were returned. As 

expected most of the questionnaires returned were from those publishers al-

ready publishing in indigenous languages or those considering embarking on the 

project. Table 1 shows some of the publishers who participated in the preliminary 

research on which this article is based and their focus of publication in terms of 

languages and the type of work they publish. 
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Table 2: Publishers and their focus, 2009 

Publisher 
Indigenous  
Publishing  

Languages Type of Work 

Sasavona Yes Xitsonga, seTswana, 
isiZulu, TshiVenda, 
Tshwa and sePedi 

African literature  

Let’s Look  Yes Sotho, Setswana, Isi-
Zulu, Isi-Xhosa, Afrikaans

Educational books 

Publishing Print matters Under considertion Still being decided Non-fiction art and craft 

ReadHill Publishing No Mainly English  Non-fiction 

Reading Matters Yes Afrikaans, IsiZulu, 
isiXhosa, Sepedi, 
Tshivenda, Setswana 

Readingschemes, fiction, 
non-fiction, study guides 

Community Publishing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pan Macmillan South Africa 
Nasou, Via Afrika 
 
HSRC Press 

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yes  
 
Yes 
 
No 

Afrikaans, IsiZulu, 
isiXhosa, Sepedi, 
Tshivenda, Setswana 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All 11 SA languages  
 
All South African 
languages 
English 

Fiction, non-fiction, 
biography, poetry, books 
which would be of 
interest to a particular 
community, but would 
not be considered for 
publication by a 
commercial publisher 
Adult and children 
 
Textbooks and literature 
books 
Scholarly Social Science 
Books 

The above table is based on information supplied on the returned questionnaires 

According to some of the responses, the picture was not as doom as initially 

assumed as there appears to be eagerness on the part of publishers to publish 

in indigenous languages. 

Nonetheless, it is still disconcerting to note that many publishers only publish the 

occassional title just to check out the market. The marketing of these books is 

also limited because of the perceived risk and the end result is that the project 

ends up being a failure due to the books not reaching the target market. The 

precedent seems to resonate with the observation by one of the foremost African 

publishers Henry Chakava (1997: 39), who noted that, “The African publisher 

has not approached his job with the energy, determination and innovativeness 

that would guarantee success”. 

The foregoing also shows that basically publishers are obsessed with profits, 

justifiably so if one considers that as businesses they need to offset their invest-

ment in the project. Book publishing is a pertinent business of ‘communicating 

ideas’ as Horowitz (1991: 32) correctly highlighted, the publisher runs a risk of 

selecting books, copy edit, print, bind and promote, and the risk is compensated 

by the sale of those products beyond the level needed to recoup the investment 

in those activities”. The publisher thus adds value to the author’s work. No 
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readership means that the publishers cannot publish in a particular language and 

that language will suffer as ideas will not be essentially communicated in that 

language, therefore such language would remain marginalised and underutilised. 

It goes without saying then that such endeavours must be supported by govern-

ment, and in this case there have been efforts such as community publishing, 

which support grassroots publishing. 

The industry is often dependent on school publishing as evidenced by a com-

ment from one of the readers who appraised a manuscript I sent to one of the 

local publishers: 

Regarding the question, “Do you have any other recommendation to further 

sales of this particular book?” I would say: It is imperative that the theme be 

directed more towards the youth (theme on HIV/AIDS, for example) to be 

relevant for prescription at school. The reason is that schools are the biggest 

markets for most books written in African Languages. But if the publication is 

more directed at language development and not commercial reasons, the 

theme as it obtains in the book is relevant. 

The above sentiments were further corroborated by many publishers who par-

ticipated in the research on which this article is based. For instance one of them 

had this to say: “The biggest challenge is for titles published not being prescribed 

by the Department of Education”. In a nutshell, the picture emerging from the 

survey highlighted the problems of lack of editorship for indigenous publishing; 

poor reading culture; lack of writers due to reduced market and platform; the 

onslaught of multimedia and monopolisation of leisure time by the mainstream 

audio-visual media such as TV and cinema, escalating book production costs 

and book prices and excessive photocopying not consistent with fair use. 

THE ROAD AHEAD 

Unfortunately in some instances the claim of poor readership is often made more 

in a ‘negative’ light especially when taken out of context thereby reinforcing the 

already entrenched stereotypes that Africans do not read, and are therefore best 

suited for manual labour. In actual fact recent problems underlying much of the 

indigenous publishing industry in South Africa can be attributed to both colonial-

ism and apartheid, as we have seen which is intractably linked to poor reader-

ship and lack of interest in indigenous material. Poor readership itself is a 

complex syndrome in the sense that it is also influenced by a number of other 

factors. For example I know from my student days that reading can’t be that 

pleasurable on an empty stomach. Indeed as the Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

tells us that basic needs need to be fulfilled first, before one can turn to more 

pleasurable activities such as reading. The abject poverty, unemployment and 

the bleak environments that many people still face play a big role in the shrinking 

market for indigenous publications. Invariably the rural majority are the ones 

mostly affected and ironically these are the people who would form the backbone 

of indigenous publishing because of their interests in their respective indigenous 

languages, culture, tradition and ways of knowing as opposed to their urban 
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counterparts who have mostly become westernised and therefore abhor any-

thing indigenous. 

OPPORTUNITIES 

Although colonialism and apartheid will always bear the brunt for our misfor-

tunes, other factors that make it difficult for South Africa to break the mould, 

even fifteen years after the eradication of apartheid, must also be interrogated. 

The government, as the authority within which decision and procedures to 

govern and run the country are enforced, must take some responsibility. 

By taking more strides to promote indigenous publishing the publishers will be in 

a position to create, develop and expand the market. They must be prepared to 

make such an investment, so that they can reap what they sow. As Horowitz 

(1991) says “users perceive the fact”, and they will buy if they feel that more 

effort is being expended on the product and it’s marketing. This is something 

often taken for granted by local publishers, as Ngobeni (2008) reiterates, “pub-

lishers need to make the public aware that we invest millions in books and that 

authors invest their intellectual property”. 

Publishers need to realise that they are in the business and that they need to 

pay their dues in cultivating the reading culture themselves so that they can reap 

the rewards of their own efforts. As Horowitz (1991: 35) points out, “The extent of 

the resources a publishing house commits to marketing a publication says 

something about how important it thinks the work is and what kind of financial 

return it expects the publication to yield”. For Horowitz buyers are often able to 

sense the importance of the book project based on the investment that they see 

being made into the project. By actively publishing and promoting indigenous 

books, publishers will encourage readership and promote literacy, as the culture 

of reading returns. This will bring about vibrant culture of reading and sharing of 

knowledge through other languages other than English which is foreign to many 

South Africans. 

Local publishers are risk averse and as such they passively and not active in 

indigenous languages, as evidenced by the amount of investment they commit in 

such publishing projects. As Horowitz (1991: 37) correctly notes “a publisher’s 

decision to commit substantial resources to promote a work may be a key factor 

distinguishing active from passive publication, and broadly important from tech-

nically significant”. The local publishers need to take a more active role if they 

hope to reap the benefits. Aggressive promotions and big promotional budgets 

will go a long way to popularise indigenous books. 

GOVERNMENT SUPPORT 

As mentioned, the government must be serious about book publishing in indige-

nous languages if it hopes to improve and elevate the status of indigenous 

languages and knowledge system. One way to support indigenous publishing is 

through subsidies and publication of indigenous books which are distributed 
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freely to community libraries. Here are a number of important factors that the 

government needs to be cognisant of: 

• Creating jobs so that people can afford to buy books and have incentives 

linked to the purchase of indigenous books. 

• Encourage people to write books by creating competitions for writers and also 

have incentives for readers such as encouraging the formation of book clubs 

(indigenous), reading sessions amongst the rural communities and building 

reading centres in strategic places across the provinces to encourage indige-

nous reading and writing and debates. 

Indeed the same hegemony that was used to counteract the indigenous project 

must now be used to popularise it. According to Gramsci, hegemony is a political 

power emanating from moral leadership to promote a particular project. In this 

case, book publishing in indigenous languages and readership must become 

such a project. Research in indigenous knowledge system must be encouraged, 

prioritised and popularised. The government must establish a body which will be 

responsible for the promotion of book publishing in indigenous languages, and 

put in place a charter to develop collections, exhibitions, events and educational 

resources within all the nine provincial governments. Linked to this, the function 

of the Pan South African Language Board (PanSALB) whose expressed aim it is 

to promote all official languages in South Africa could strategically be extended. 

According to the PanSALB’s website, the board promotes multilingualism in 

South Africa by: 

• Creating conditions for the development and equal use of all official lan-

guages. 

• Fostering respect for and encouraging the use of other languages in the 

country 

• Encouraging the best use of the country’s linguistic resources to enable South 

Africans to free themselves from all forms of linguistic discrimination, domina-

tion and division. 

Without a doubt, their role needs to be extended in order to fill in the existing 

vacuum left by many years of colonialism and apartheid they must commission a 

range of books on an array of topics such as indigenisation, African renaissance, 

health, science, medicine, food and nutrition, customary law and other legalities, 

human rights, business, finance and entrepreneurship, travel, information tech-

nology, sport, building and environment, personal relationships, HIV/Aids, poli-

tics, history and mathematics. 

LITERACY CAMPAIGNS 

These should not be the responsibility of government alone, but obviously 

government needs to take a leading role. Mbeki’s leadership with regards to his 

promotion of the African Renaissance was a step in the right direction. Illiteracy 

needs to be addressed. Until this happens, the rural majority will remain ex-

cluded. It is a fact that many in the rural communities cannot read. This needs to 
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be urgently addressed because South Africa is 70 percent rural and most of the 

books are published in English. If the majority of the population is illiterate, books 

will eventually become mere paper materials to be used for other means in the 

same way that newspapers have come to be used in many illiterate communities 

as convenient sheets for tobacco smoking and as toilet papers. 

EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS 

The former president of South Africa, Mbeki, was exasperated to find that, “At 

school level fewer and fewer of our children are taking African languages as 

subjects. In many instances it is easy for our youth to identify with rock stars 

from places they have never seen” (Mbeki, 2005, SABC 3). Linked to this, Habte 

and Wagaw (2003: 679), found that through the western education, “the edu-

cated elite where beginning to know less about and show little appreciation for 

African history, religious, ideas, clothes, cuisine, art, music and life-styles gener-

ally”. Schools and universities in Africa can best serve their communities if they 

strive to function as embodiments rather than eroding forces of indigenous 

knowledge, history and culture, as Hate et al correctly observed. It must be the 

role of an African university to find indigenous knowledge and put it in proper 

use, so that both the Western and the African knowledge systems and practices 

can be fully harnessed. 

For Nkapa (1997), “The present crisis in African value system may indeed be 

caused by a transitional gap in the way education is imparted in African socie-

ties–whereby traditional learning has been ignored or abandoned in favour of 

literary learning which is not yet properly tuned to fill the gap between the two 

value systems”. In view of the preceding, it is crucial that the culture of reading 

must be encouraged and nurtured, not only educational books like at the mo-

ment where reading is a school activity only to be immediately substituted at 

home by TV, Games and cinemas. South Africa is a multilingual society and this 

is a huge challenge. Indeed schools are important consumers of indigenous 

languages as evidenced by the reader who previously perused my manuscript 

written in one of the indigenous languages made the following recommendation 

to the publisher in response to the question how does one improve readership? 

Economic situation and unemployment 

The government must subsidise struggling publishers. Also, the government 

must join hands with publishers and launch book development initiatives to 

encourage book production. The symbiotic relationship between book production 

and reading cannot be over emphasised. For a thriving readership to exist, there 

needs to be a thriving book production. More strides need to be attached to a 

policy on publishing which will enable indigenous publishing to thrive, the quality 

of education and making sure that books are indigenised and domesticated, and 

offering incentives for publishers publishing in indigenous languages. This can 

be made in the form of discounts and subsidies. It is high time that book publish-

ing in indigenous languages is placed high on the national agenda to create 

conscientization! 



126 INDILINGA – AFRICAN JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS Vol 10 (1) 2011 

 

Community Publishing 

The concept of a community publishing project currently underway in Cape Town 

was a good idea and such initiatives must be encouraged. In addition to gov-

ernment support non-governmental organisation should equally come to the 

party. In this sense, the Community publishing project is a clear example of such 

endeavours. The objective of the Community Publishing Project is, to quote from 

their website: 

The Community Publishing Project aims to make it possible for individuals, 

community groups and community based organizations to publish books 

which would be of interest to a particular community, but would not be con-

sidered for publication by a commercial publisher as this would not be cost 

effective. The project also aims to empower individuals and groups to de-

velop the necessary skills and capacities to enable them to publish, which in 

turn means that interesting and worthwhile books, which would otherwise not 

be published, will see the light of day. 

If anything is certain about community publishing projects is the fact that they 

publish those pertinent stories which are often left out by the mainstream book 

publishing industry. Indeed community publishing represents a very important 

development in indigenous language publishing. More of such initiatives are 

necessary to offset indigenous publishing and catapult it to a desired level. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this article has highlighted the pivotal role of book publishing in 

indigenous languages and some of the challenges faced by book publishers in 

South Africa. These include lack of finances, lack of relevance of books being 

published, declining interest and under-utilisation of indigenous languages, the 

effects of multi-media and mainstream audio-visual media, inadequate govern-

mental support and initiatives. To contend with these problems, publishers need 

to make a serious commitment to invest and develop the indigenous book 

market; the government need attach more strides to support small and struggling 

publishers with finances and subsidies, it also needs to make it a national ag-

enda to promote literacy, the culture of reading and encourage writing in indige-

nous languages. Incentives need to be provided in the form of scholarships, 

writing competitions and regular workshops and exhibitions. More strides in the 

form of research must be attached to improving the relevance of material being 

published so as to stimulate interest in the market – local books must address 

subjects closer to the local/indigenous readers’ hearts. Until then, the publishing 

of such books will remain a futile exercise. Obviously if there is no publishing in 

indigenous languages the market will continue to shrink and the transmission of 

knowledge in these languages will continue to be snuffed. This means knowl-

edge and other functions that can potentially be served through reading will be 

carried out through other languages such as English which serve as main lan-

guage of discourse in South Africa. It is a fact that language transmits culture 

and this means that not only ideas of knowledge are transmitted but that the 

culture of the speakers of the dominant language is also cultivated in the process. 
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