
HAL Id: hal-00799553
https://hal.science/hal-00799553

Submitted on 12 Mar 2013

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Issues in Scientific Terminology in African / Bantu
Languages
Elsabé Taljard

To cite this version:
Elsabé Taljard. Issues in Scientific Terminology in African / Bantu Languages. The Standardisation
of African Languages in South Africa - Workshop, Mar 2007, Pretoria, South Africa. p. 88-91.
�hal-00799553�

https://hal.science/hal-00799553
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


The Standardisation 
of 

African Languages
Language political realities

CentRePoL and IFAS

Proceedings of a CentRePoL workshop held 
at the University of Pretoria on March 29, 
2007, supported by the French Institute of 

Southern Africa

Michel Lafon (INALCO-UMR 8135-CNRS) & 
Vic Webb (CentRePoL)

Compilers/ Editors

CentRePoL wishes to express its appreciation to the following:

Dr  Aurelia Wa Kabwe-Segatti, Research Director, IFAS, Johannesburg, for her professional and material support;
PanSALB, for their support over the past two years for CentRePoL’s standardisation project;

The University of Pretoria, for the use of their facilities



Les Nouveaux Cahiers de l’IFAS/ IFAS Working Paper Series is a 
series of occasional working papers, dedicated to disseminating research 
in the social and human sciences on Southern Africa.

Under the supervision of appointed editors, each issue covers a specific 
theme; papers originate from researchers, experts or post-graduate 
students from France, Europe or Southern Africa with an interest in the 
region.

The views and opinions expressed here remain the sole responsibility of 
the authors. Any query regarding this publication should be directed to 
the chief editor.

Chief Editor: Aurelia WA KABWE-SEGATTI, IFAS-Research director.

The text herein presented as well as back issues of Les Nouveaux 
Cahiers de l’IFAS / IFAS Working Paper Series are available on the  
IFAS website:

www ifas.org.za/research

IFAS – Research
PO Box 542 – Newtown 2113

Johannesburg – RSA 
Tel: +27 (011) 836 0561
Fax: +27 (011) 836 5850

Email: secretariatrecherche@IFAS.org.za

Institut Français d’Afrique du Sud Johannesburg, 2008
(Les Nouveaux Cahiers de l’IFAS / IFAS Working Paper Series)

ISSN: 1608 - 7194

Les Nouveaux Cahiers de l’IFAS/ IFAS Working Paper 11 - August 2008            



Foreword

Chapter one
Overview of issues at stake

by Michel Lafon and Vic Webb

Chapter two
Language policies and the erasure of 

multilingualism in South Africa
by Susan Cook

Chapter three
Asikhulume! African Languages for all:

  a powerful strategy for spearheading transformation 
and improvement of the South African education system

by Michel Lafon  

Chapter four
What happens to literacy in (print) poor environments? 

Reading in African languages and school language policies
by Elizabeth Pretorius

Chapter five
Issues in scientific terminology in African languages

by Elsabe Taljard

Chapter six
The Use of Local African Languages as Languages of Science
 by Phillip Pare

Chapter seven
The Northern-Sotho / Sepedi Language Research and 

Development Centre (LRDC)
by Mogale JR Rammala 

Chapter seven
ICTs and African languages: International and African 

language development agencies from UNESCO to ACALAN
by Marcel Diki-Kidiri

The Authors

contents
1

7

22

34

60

88

92

120

132

137

           Les Nouveaux Cahiers de l’IFAS/ IFAS Working Paper 11 - August 2008



Issues in scientific 
terminology 

in African / Bantu 
languages

chapter five

Elsabe Taljard

African Languages, University of Pretoria

           Les Nouveaux Cahiers de l’IFAS/ IFAS Working Paper 11 - August 2008



89

 In 2006, the South African Department of Education initiated a pilot project in which 
the Matric or Senior Certificate papers for Science, Maths, Biology and History were translated 
into the nine official African/Bantu languages of the country. Grade 12 learners who use these 
languages as home languages therefore received a question paper containing questions in 
English, where every question was followed by its translation into the relevant language. 
Taking into consideration that these learners received their tuition in these subjects through 
the medium of English, the rationale behind this project was to assist learners in the decoding 
of the English questions by providing them with a translated version in their respective home 
languages.  

 Our discussion focuses specifically on the issue of the translation of technical 
terminology in the Sepedi papers1, and is based on data collected for a research project aimed 
at evaluating the impact of this project on learners’ performance, done under the auspices of 
CentRePoL 2.  

 Obviously, most of the terms used in the afore-mentioned subject fields do not have 
readily available equivalents in the African languages. The translator therefore has little choice 
but to create terms as he/she goes along, a practice which, in principle, is unsatisfactory, since 
term creation is the responsibility of a terminologist, and not that of a translator. In the South 
African context, it is however more often than not the task of the hapless translator him-
/herself to provide the necessary equivalents.

 Within the context of translation, term formation is usually of a secondary nature. 
Secondary term formation refers to the creation of a new term for a known concept, and 
typically takes place in situations where there is transfer of knowledge, especially scientific 
and technological knowledge from one linguistic community (in this case an English-speaking 
community) to another. Secondary term formation can be designed as well as engineered 
and is therefore more often subject to specific guidelines. International guidelines for term 
formation have been formulated by ISO, the International Standards Organisation, but these 
are at a very broad level of generality, and are in a practical domain, not very useful. Sager 
(1991,1990:89) points out that terms which express scientific and technical concepts, must 
fulfil certain conditions. He provides a list of 12 such conditions, but adds that these are highly 
idealised requirements that can only be realised in a highly-controlled environment.  He also 
seems to suggest that language- and domain-specific guidelines may be formulated on an ad 
hoc basis. To my mind, this is an important aspect, which has not yet been given the attention 

Issues in Scientific Terminology in African / Bantu Languages

1 Further envisaged by Pare in this volume
2 See introduction for more on CentRePol.
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it deserves within the realm of African languages. There is, at this stage, a serious need for 
language specialists to formulate language-specific guidelines for term formation. This can 
only be done in collaboration with subject field specialists and must obviously be in keeping 
with general international guidelines.

 When creating term equivalents, the translator needs to be at least cognizant of the 
following guidelines, which aim at assisting in the creation of terminology acceptable to both 
linguists and special field subjects:

 • There should be a one-to-one relation between any given term and the concept it 
  represents, i.e. any term should ideally refer to one concept and one concept only. 
  This implies that there should be no synonyms and no morphological or spelling 
  variants for any specific term.
 • Terms referring to closely-related concepts should also be similar in some way,  
  in order to reflect the similarity between the related concepts. Conversely,  
  concepts not closely related should be expressed by terms that differ markedly  
  in appearance and sound.
 • A term should conform to the morphology, spelling and pronunciation  
  conventions of the language for which it is intended.
 • Without sacrificing precision, terms should be concise and not contain unnecessary 
  information. Formal economy should thus be strived for in the creation of 
  terms. 
 • A term should be more or less self-explanatory, i.e. transparent.
 • The meaning of a term should be independent of context.
 • A term should be capable of providing derivatives.
 • Once a term has gained general acceptance, it should not be changed without 
  compelling reason and a strong certainty that the new term will be accepted as a 
  full substitute.

 Term creation is often a trade-off between two or more of these guidelines.  In some 
cases, for example, transparency needs to give way to formal economy – a term that is 
transparent is often long and unwieldy, which could negatively influence its acceptance in the 
linguistic community. In such a case transparency needs to be sacrificed in favour of formal 
economy. Cf. for example the Sepedi term lelahle la mohlagase la khemikhale (the battery of 
electricity of chemical) for ‘electrochemical cell’, which might be transparent, but definitely 
not economic.  

 In the creation of terms, there are a number of term translation/creation strategies 
which African language translators/terminologists can use. These are divided into language-
internal term formation processes and borrowing from other languages.
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 • Language-internal term formation processes include:
  • Semantic transfer: this is the process of attaching new meanings to 
   existing words by modifying their semantic content.
  • Paraphrase: a paraphrase is a short description or explanation and represents 
   a very productive way by means of which terms are formed in the African 
   languages.
  • Compounding: compounding is closely related to paraphrasing.  
   Compounding is the process whereby a new term is coined by combining  
   existing words or lexical items.
 
 • Borrowing
  • Loan words: so-called loan words are words that have been borrowed as 
   wholes and their meanings have been retained intact; they exhibit a 
   varying degree of adapation on the syntactic, morphological, phonological  
   and tonological levels. Transliterations and adoptives are words that 
   have been completely adapted to the target language, i.e. on the syntactic,  
   morphological, phonological and tonological levels.

 • From the analyses of the translated question papers done by language specialists 
  of the various languages at stake, it was apparent that the translators made use  
  of the whole spectrum of term creation strategies. From these analyses, it became 
  clear that the use of transliterations as a term creation strategy was a contentious  
  issue and the topic of much, and sometimes heated, debate. Transliteration as 
  a term creation strategy has is benefits but also distinct disadvantages. On the  
  positive side, transliterated terms are readily available since nothing more is  
  needed than the necessary morphological and phonological adaptation of the 
  term in the source language. Secondly, they display at least a morphological  
  similarity with the source term – a feature that is often mentioned as a consideration  
  when reference is made to guidelines for term formation. On the other hand, it  
  is argued that a transliterated term is of little value in cases where the target  
  user has not yet internalised the concept represented by the term, since 
  transliterated terms provide no clue to conceptual content. Furthermore, in some 
  sectors of linguistic communities, the use of transliteration as term formation  
  strategy is frowned upon, and such terms are regarded as spoiling the purity of  
  the language.
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