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The South African Sign Language (SASL) Charter 

"The deaf community comprises those deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals who share a 

common language, common experiences and values, and a common way of interacting with 

each other and with hearing people”.1  

There are 11 official South African languages, and Section 6 of the Constitution states that everyone 

has the right to use the language, and participate in the cultural life, of his or her choice. Members of 

the deaf community communicate via sign languages.2 In 2016 members of the deaf community of 

Cape Town petitioned Parliament to have sign language included as the twelfth official language: 

"We've been struggling for years, now we want it to become an official language. We've always been 

blocked off, other countries have sign language as an official language but South Africa still hasn't 

recognised it as an official language."3  

Sign language is just one part of deaf culture. Deaf identity is also constructed around specific beliefs, 

values and art. Deaf culture is recognized under Article 30, Paragraph 4 of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which states that "persons with disabilities shall be entitled, on 

an equal basis with others, to recognition and support of their specific cultural and linguistic identity, 

including sign languages and deaf culture."4 Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil Political 

Rights (ICCPR) protects the rights of linguistic minorities to enjoy their own culture or to use their 

own language. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), similarly, protects this minority 

cultural and linguistic right.5 The United Nations has proclaimed 23rd September as the International 

Day of Sign Language. The world body notes that the knowledge of sign language is vital to the 

development and growth of the deaf community. There is growing legal recognition of sign languages 

internationally – forty countries have now recognized the sign language used in their counties in 

legislation and thus accorded it legal status. African countries which have granted legal recognition 

to sign language include Kenya, Uganda and Zimbabwe. Recognition of SASL would further our 

country’s linguistic and cultural diversity.6  

During 2018 SASL became an official home language in our education system. The Chairperson of 

the Umalusi Council, Professor John Volmink, said: “We can say to deaf learners that the system has 

fully embraced them‚ that their language is valued and respected‚ and that they now have the 

opportunity to learn and study and be tested through the medium of their home language.”7 

Parliament’s Constitutional Review Committee has recommended that sign language become the 

country’s 12th official language, and the South African Sign Language Charter was released for 

comment at the beginning of October. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations


The recognition of SASL involves various factors: constitutional recognition, recognition by means 

of general language legislation, recognition by means of a sign language law or Act, and recognition 

by legislation on the functioning of the national language council.8  

SASL involves specific rules of behaviour in communication in addition to the conventional rules of 

turn taking. For example, consistent eye contact and visual attention during a conversation is 

expected. In addition, a person using sign language has the floor during a conversation until he or she 

provides a visual indicator (pause, facial expression, etc.) that he or she has finished.9  

Appropriate services to the deaf must include: early detection of hearing disability and diagnosis; 

therapeutic and developmental services to deaf individuals; the support and empowerment of deaf 

girls and women; centre-based computer and information technology training programmes; a sign 

language training programme for hearing parents and siblings of deaf children; mentorship and 

capacity building programmes; and rehabilitative and counselling services to deaf and deaf-blind 

persons.10 

The SASL Charter reminds us that it “is not a communication option or a tool for inclusion. Instead, 

it is a primary and native language in its own right. Therefore, the use of SASL in all forms of 

communication and interaction in South Africa will be of benefit to all the people of South Africa”.11 

The following links provide more information and analysis on sign languages and associated matters. 
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 http://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/march-to-highlight-deaf-awareness-in-cape-town/ 

https://ewn.co.za/2016/09/01/Call-for-sign-language-to-be-12th-official-language 

https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/which-countries-recognize-sign-language-as-an-official-

language.html 

http://ict4d.cs.uct.ac.za/projects/Sign-Support 

https://www3.gallaudet.edu/clerc-center/info-to-go/deaf-culture/american-deaf-culture.html 

http://wfdeaf.org/news/resources/legal-recognition-sign-languages-country/ 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-03-02-south-african-sign-language-now-

official-home-language-in-education/ 

https://www.lawforall.co.za/sign-language-south-africa/ 

https://www.edeaf.co.za/2017/09/27/12th-official-language-of-sa-we-hope-so/ 

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201910/42739gon1273.pdf 

1 ‘Understanding Deaf Culture: In Search of Deafhood’, Paddy Ladd 
2 There are over 200 distinct sign languages in the world. These include 114 sign languages listed in the Ethnologic 

database and 157 more sign languages, systems, and dialects. 
3 https://ewn.co.za/2016/09/01/Call-for-sign-language-to-be-12th-official-language 
4 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Iii http://www.saflii.org/za/journals/ADRY/2016/8.html5  
6 https://www.jstor.org/stable/26191000?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents 

                                                           

http://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/march-to-highlight-deaf-awareness-in-cape-town/
https://ewn.co.za/2016/09/01/Call-for-sign-language-to-be-12th-official-language
https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/which-countries-recognize-sign-language-as-an-official-language.html
https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/which-countries-recognize-sign-language-as-an-official-language.html
http://ict4d.cs.uct.ac.za/projects/Sign-Support
https://www3.gallaudet.edu/clerc-center/info-to-go/deaf-culture/american-deaf-culture.html
http://wfdeaf.org/news/resources/legal-recognition-sign-languages-country/
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-03-02-south-african-sign-language-now-official-home-language-in-education/
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-03-02-south-african-sign-language-now-official-home-language-in-education/
https://www.lawforall.co.za/sign-language-south-africa/
https://www.edeaf.co.za/2017/09/27/12th-official-language-of-sa-we-hope-so/
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201910/42739gon1273.pdf
https://ewn.co.za/2016/09/01/Call-for-sign-language-to-be-12th-official-language
http://www.saflii.org/za/journals/ADRY/2016/8.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26191000?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


                                                                                                                                                                                                 
7 https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-03-02-south-african-sign-language-now-official-home-language-

in-education/ 
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