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1. From the margins

All texts have margins; the white strip of paper
that engulfs a book’s chapters, an essay, or the
manuscript of a talk. It has several purposes,
such as providing the few centimeters that rea-
ders need for their fingers and thumbs to hold
the pages. Next to grasping and holding, the
margins are for working with what is offered
on the sheet of paper: a text. Reading, as an
interaction with the text, can open communi-
cation with the author, other readers and often
with ourselves. We can then come to depend
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on these marginal spaces in order to write
on them ourselves. We can cover them with
short remarks, notes, reminders, corrections,
angry responses, happy responses or doubt.
These notes on the margins can even become
more important to us than the text itself. They
might turn our reading into a metasemiotic
discourse, a complex discussion of what
we have just seen or the draft of a paper that
we might now want to write ourselves. The
writing on the margins is almost always
precious, because it generally contains fresh
and spontaneous ideas (if we are lucky) and



creates an interaction with others, breaking
the writer’s monologue. Yet, it is often critical
and sometimes these written things remain in
the margins because of this.

This volume, in some sense, has emerged
from resorting to our own marginal comments
and thoughts on those whom we, as linguists,
often place in the marginal spaces of their or
our society. These brief notes were the traces
of our reading and spontaneous thinking
and often seemed to highlight certain ideas;
suggesting that they should be brought out
of the insignificant borderlines. Numerous
contributions to the description and sociolin-
guistics of youth languages offer explanations
for the seemingly strange marginalization and
subjugation of the subject. Youth languages
are different because they are not part of main-
stream linguistic practices; they are placed in
the margins of communication. Yet youth is
neither a marginal condition nor a rare phe-
nomenon as such; the experience of coming
of age is one that we all share. Our marginal
notes often hinted that the essentializing and
exoticizing representations of young people’s
language practices are a problem. We could
easily relate to youth and therefore asked in
our handwritten comments for a critical reflec-
tion on the marginality of a group to which we
once all belonged.

2. Why critical?

Developing a more critical perspective
appears to be a timely task. Is the object of our
discussion — youth language — really marginal,
remarkable and different? After all, what
once appeared to be special knowledge about
youths and in-group expertise of linguists,

now appears to be common knowledge.

Just as youth is not a marginal condition,
neither is youth language. Therefore, another
overdue critical reassessment is needed to
address the observation that youth languages
have often been constructed as ‘special’
in terms of their linguistic creativity by
linguists. By highlighting their strategies
‘standard’

seemed as though this kind of creativity

of manipulating language, it
was a special feature of youth language
practices. In particular; rapid and highly
skilled multilingual juggling, now often
termed translanguaging (see below); semantic
manipulations such as metaphor, metonymy
and dysphemism; and phonological processes
such as truncation, abbreviation or playful
phonotactic changes have been illustrated
with examples from many youth languages
(see Kieflling & Mous 2004, Nassenstein
& Hollington 2015, among many others).
However, the very same strategies are also
employed by other speakers in a wide range of
contexts. For example, translanguaging can be
observed in numerous multilingual societies
around the globe. Furthermore, semantic
manipulations are a vital phenomenon in
linguistic change and language evolution.
In fact, scholars in cognitive linguistics
such as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have
illustrated that metaphor is a crucial cognitive
process through which our human mind
processes experiences; hence metaphor is
pervasive in everyday language. Likewise,
phonological manipulations are found in
many different contexts from colloquial speech
to advertisements and politics. In this regard,
it needs to be acknowledged that linguistic
creativity is a widespread, common and
everyday phenomenon in language use and not
special to youth languages (see Carter 2004).
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The current construction of youth lan-
guage as exceptional and specially creative is an
undertaking not only by linguists, but also by
the wider society. This becomes evident when
looking at the appropriation of youth language
practices in popular discourses. In many instan-
ces, the exoticization of youth languages can
be observed when youth language is commo-
ditized and commercially exploited in popular
media such as advertisements or movies.
This often incorporates a static presentation
of extracts of the fluid practices of youth. With
regard to African contexts, the movies Tsotsi
(2006), Nairobi Half Life (2012) and Kinshasa Kids
(2012) (see Fig. 1-3) are examples of urban youth
representations. In these movies, semi-crimina-
lized adolescents portray the daily struggle for
survival in the three African megacities Johan-
nesburg, Nairobi and Kinshasa, while several
young protagonists’ rely on creative bricolages
in order to make a living.!

Fig. 1-3. Tsotsi (2005), Nairobi Half Life (2012) and
Kinshasa Kids (2012)
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However, all three movies, despite their
good reviews, shared an inherent linguistic
problem. The African youth language practices
that they all, to some extent, exhibit; Tsotsitaal
(South Africa); Sheng (Kenya) and Yanké (DR
Congo), were reproduced, stylized and mostly
decontextualized in order to create authentic
settings for the three storylines of the respec-
tive productions. This was mostly actualized
by non-speakers of these languages; targeting
of the
movies and their stylized language. This con-

assumed non-speaker consumers
sequently turns fluid linguistic practices into
artefacts and thus into popular commodities of
the movie industry. Interestingly, the viewers
seem to have understood the languages used
in these movies, which were successes among
diverse audiences.

Yet, the commodification of youth lan-
guage is not limited to the production (and
consumption) of movies, but can also be seen
in the academic artefactualization of youth
language presented at conferences, workshops
and published in papers and monographs.

SPECIAL EDUETION

Tso|tsi [ tsotsi:] Gangster m, Verhrecher m, Bandenmitglied n

. B OTS
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" For a commercial appropriation of German youth language practices see for instance Fack Ju Géhte (2013).
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This has been gaining increased attention not
only as recent field of study but also as a way of
generating funding and boosting careers.

The study of African youth language prac-
tices, for example, is an academic field of study
which took a more concrete shape in the years
after the millenium, and has hitherto produced
alarge body of scholarly work (following Kiefs-
ling & Mous’ 2004 paper; for an overview see
Nassenstein & Hollington 2015, Mensah 2016).
Most of the studies, corpora and analyses have
been treated as innovative studies and were
largely focused on practices described as urban
phenomena. Despite the variability of labels,
‘slang’, ‘slanguage’, ‘youth slang’, ‘teen talk’,
‘anti-language’, ‘UAYL, etc. employed for the
practices that stand in the center of attention
of linguists, there is a recurrent list of features
that most youth languages (and their spea-
kers) allegedly share, which will be critically
reanalyzed in the present volume.? Instead of
providing precise new directions, we would
like to raise certain general questions:

¢ How can we ‘unlearn’ the consideration
of language as a totalitarian concept and
rather think of youth language as part
of fluid, messy, multifaceted practice;
building upon holistic, embodied work
instead of wordlists, corpora and gram-
matical analyses?

¢ What does a non-disciplinary approach
to youth language look like?

* How can we reflect upon established aca-
demic practices, such as looking at youth
language as a form of non-conformity in
language instead of focusing on youths
who use language in more conventional
ways (or remain silent)?

e How can we create a holistic account of
language ideologies and concepts that
investigates the ideologies of speakers as
well as those of scholars?

* How can we successfully consider youth
language practices as a process rather
than fixed varieties?

*  Which other views on youth language,
for example grassroots practices, are
possible?

¢ How can we incorporate writing prac-
tices and youth agency in digital media?

¢ Which forms of contributions, apart from
written academic essays, can shed light
on the phenomena from other angles?

3. Rethinking language, reassessing data

Collected data on youth language, such as
wordlists, short conversations, ethnographic
notes and metalinguistic comments, are
often more reminiscent of a performed stage
play than of natural speech and everyday
interaction. The data presented in scholarly

2 It may be important to note that the critical view on youth language studies does not aim to emphasize shortcomings in
our colleagues’ work but has an intrinsic self-reflexive motivation. By firstly looking at our own research results and published
works, we came to the conclusion that a more critical stance is needed. We are indebted to our colleagues whose comments
and ideas have largely contributed to this volume: Janine Traber, Janosch Leugner, Ana Deumert, Nkululeko Mabandla. Kieran
Taylor is warmly thanked for carefully correcting our style and English.
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papers and (the few) monographs available
often draws a static picture of an exoticized or
humorized form of language, which is deviant
and abnormal. This is precisely one of the
points we aim to raise in this issue: in order
to be demystified, youth language first needs
to be seen as a type of ordinary everyday lan-
guage; neither bound to a specific age group,
nor to resistance identities or necessarily
serving the means of an “anti-language”
(Halliday 1976). This broader dichotomy can
be seen in the labeling of such speech styles as
“contemporary urban vernaculars”, suggested
by Rampton (2011), which no longer necessa-
rily bounds a linguistic style to age or specific
social groups. This concept was then later
picked up by Aarseether et al. (2015) for groups
of (young) people in Belgium and Norway:.

Our own work has shown that in African
city contexts, but also towns and villages alike,
youth language can be employed by midd-
le-aged or elderly people in all kinds of situati-
ons. Elsewhere, we (Hollington & Nassenstein
forthcoming) state that youth language prac-
tices like Yanké (sometimes called Lingala ya
Bayankée) from Kinshasa have undergone an
increasing social spread. In the case of Kin-
shasa, Yanké has spread all across the capital
city; employed in music; advertising; and in
young and old people’s interaction. It is used
mockingly, playfully, or simply as one of many
linguistic options in the urban linguascape
of Kinshasa. Figure (4) illustrates an example
of the language taken from an advert of a
Congolese phone company; in which the net-
work (and offer) is described as fokoss, derived
from Lingala kitdko (‘beautiful’). Often having
been associated with youth language, tokoss

nowadays represents an exclamation found all
across Kinshasa, no longer restricted to adole-
scents (if it had ever been restricted to youths at
all, of which we are not certain).

Search
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Fig. 4. A video advert, praising a phone
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network as tokoss (‘beautiful’)®

“Youth language’, in this case, turns into
a strange contradictory term that denotes the
deviant in language, or rather what language
professionals — linguists, language planners,
teachers, writers — consider deviant. From a
particular point of view, a word such as tokoss
is ‘not normal’. Yet it is widely used and very
visible, for example in advertisements placed
on built landscape and in the digital space. Due
to both linguistic landscapes and digital forms
of communication tending to be conceptuali-
zed as “urban’, such linguistic practices become
quickly categorized as ‘urban vernaculars’ and
enregistered as ‘youth languages’. However,
we must question whether this is the only
enregisterment that takes place. Isn’t the ideo-

3 See [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qva2CJHfr3w&app=desktop] (accessed 29 June 2017).
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logical construction and conceptualization of
language practices more complex and multiple
rather than simplistic? We suggest a more
reflected analysis here: hegemonic language
concepts need to be seen as coexistent with
others; for example, just as tokoss, as a linguistic
entity, might in a certain context be part of
practice enregistered as ‘youth language’, in
other contexts, within Kinshasa’s large and
complex linguistic market, this practice might
be enregistered as ‘local’. This concerns lan-
guage as a concept; language practices and lan-
guage ideologies are decidedly dynamic and
multiple, things that can never be told as single
stories but emerge as a kind of idea of reality
through diverse and often messy stories.

4.Reconsidering methodology in complex
settings

Critical thought on the commonly applied
methodology of youth language studies is,
however, not entirely new. The concepts
raised in this volume form
the basis for further critical
approaches, mostly with a
focus on African language A20A
practices and linguistic pre- & AT0A
sences (with the exception of
Busch’s contribution). In two
recent publications, Beyer
(2014, 2015) raises the point

that very few studies are

in general, based on short (and often typo-
logical) overview descriptions which reveal
little of the actual reality of speakers and their
social interactions. Only a handful of more
extensive ethnographic studies have, so far,
provided more profound insights (for Sheng,
see for instance Wairungu 2014).

Another general problem is the tendency
towards bird’s eye views of languages; evident
in the discussion of Sheng and Co. Map 1 shows
the classification of Sheng in Maho’s (2009)
updated list of the Bantu languages, based
on a classification by the Bantuist Malcolm
Guthrie. In accordance with other Kiswahili
dialects (an overview can be found in Mohlig
1995), Sheng has received a letter-number
combination G40E. In this particular case it
can be seen that fluid urban practices seem to
be turned into “new’ languages in the Bantu
area” (Maho 2009: 96).

Map 1. Sheng (G40E) and Engsh (G40D)
according to Maho (2009: 96)
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Counting languages and considering
youth language practices as new languages
or varieties of existing languages, seems to be
a common Africanist take on youth language,
grounded in the discipline itself. Hurst, who
provided important insights especially in Tsot-
sitaal speakers’ (linguistic and non-linguistic)
stylistic aspects (in her monograph from 2008),
also mentions specific varieties:

[A]ll of the official languages in South Africa (11
in total) have their own accompanying tsotsitaal.
Other non-official languages, including mixed
forms of language in highly multilingual town-
ships such as Soweto, also have their variety of
tsotsitaal. (Hurst 2015: 169)

A second map, provided by Kioko (2015:
131) shows no dialectal differences ascribed to

Map 2. Different varieties of Sheng (Kioko 2015: 131)

specific Kiswahili-based linguistic practices
but differentiates between varieties of Sheng as
spoken in different neighborhoods of Nairobi.
There are certainly different ways that predo-
minant ethnic groups speak Sheng in certain
mapping
geographically does not seem to be the most

neighborhoods, however them
suitable method to illustrate the broad variabi-
lity of Sheng. This is due to the fact that Map
2 resembles maps based on isoglosses (Mohlig
1995) rather relating to sociolinguistic factors
of migration and urban settlement. Yet it is evi-
dent that Kioko’s studies enrich the discussion
on Sheng with important new insights. For
instance, based on his observations, he shows
that Sheng, along with other youth language
practices, does not necessarily have to be an
“interethnic bridge” (Kiefilling & Mous 2004:
315) for speakers but can rather be subject to
ethnic negotiations, or “competing identities”
(Kioko 2015: 128).

Kli;‘ELEusQ
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While the model of European ‘multie-
thnolects’ in cities of the Global North (such
as Rotterdam, Stockholm, Brussels and Berlin)
points in a similar direction to the idea of
interethnic language practices in the Global
South, Sheng, Yanké etc. often still reflect colo-
nial language policies focusing on so-called
“tribalism”. In reality they are by no means
homogenous entities that can be easily labe-
led, documented and then considered as “new
languages” (cf. Maho 2009).*

In his extensive study on Sheng, Wai-
rungu (2014) describes the impact of his own
Kikuyu identity on the research situation and
his interethnic relationship with the Sheng
speakers he interviewed. Not only the delicate
role of the researcher’s and his/her interlocut-
ors’ ethnic affiliations become obvious in this
example, but also the observer’s paradox (see
Nassenstein, this volume).

My regional and ethnic identity also affected the
way I interacted and perceived my informants.
Some of their narratives about the 2007 post-elec-
tion violence projected Kikuyu as a threat to other
ethnic communities in Kenya, hence potential
targets during ethnic clashes. This identity threat
was true in Nakuru as was in Mombasa, where
people from upcountry, especially Kikuyu, were
targeted for elimination by the communities that

perceive themselves as coastal. Some of these

narratives were very frightening because they
were about how informants experienced the
2007 post-election violence as perpetrators or as
victims. Such narratives hurt my emotions and
affected the way I perceived the narrator. (Wai-

rungu 2014: 4344, our emphasis)

Yanké was initially described as “inter-
ethnic” by speakers, however the inherent
ethnic tendencies of the language became clear
once speakers got acquainted with Kioko’s
recent findings on Sheng;:

On se moque vraiment de I'ethnicité de l'autre. Quand
un autre... vous étes dans la rue, un autre est en train
de parler, les natifs de Kinshasa ont leur accents, par
rapport a comment ils discutent dans le langage de
jeunes. Exemple, si tu te trouves avec des enfants dans
le rue qui viennent de Kananga [Kasai province,
speaking Ciluba]: Ils vont parler dans un accent la,
d’autres vont commencer a rigoler, et qui vont leur
[sic] nommer, leur coller des noms, exemple “tatu, eh,
tatu!” Tatu, ca signifie comme ‘papa’, maintenant on
va leur coller par rapport a leur tribus [sic], par rapport
a leur ethnicité. Méme s'il est jeune, on commence
directement a l'appeler tatu. Okay, pour les Baswahili
[eastern DR Congo, speaking Swahili], on les
appelle minasema. “Minasema, eh, ah, biné,
ba-faux-jeunes, ba-minasema.” On tire de leur

ethnicité, des “kadogo, kadogo, yaka!”

4 Linguists often streamline and/or ignore divergent labels for youth language practices, as also expressed by Wairungu
(2014: 78), saying “that speakers use different labels to refer to practices that are hard to distinguish linguistically”. He gives
the example of Sheng speakers who decide to name their language Heng, and also refers to the difficult task of linguistically
differentiating between Nairobi Swahili and Sheng. Another example is the (still very prominent and popular) label Indoubil/
Hindoubill for youth language(s) from DR Congo, despite the fact that Yanké and Langila speakers reject this language name,
treating it as an antiquated relict. The practices of Kindubile in Lubumbashi (Mulumbwa 2009) and Kindoubil in Kisangani
(Wilson 2012), however, have retained modifications of this label. The act of linguists giving youth language practices fixed
labels (see for instance also Nassenstein, this volume) forms part of an artefactualization of linguistic practice (see also

LUpke & Storch 2013).
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[We really mock each other in terms of one’s
ethnicity. When one... you are in the streets,
another one speaks, Kinshasa natives have their
accents, according to how they discuss in youth
language. For example, if you are with children
in the streets, the ones who come from Kananga
[Kasai province, speaking Ciluba]: They will
speak with an accent, others will laugh, they
will call them names, attach names to them, for
example tatu, “oh, tatu!” Tatu, that means ‘daddy’
[in Ciluba], now they attach a label to them
according to their tribe, their ethnicity. Even if
he is young, one starts directly to call him fatu.
Okay, for the Swahili people [eastern DR Congo,
speaking Swahili], one calls them minasema [I
say]. “Minasema, ah, you guys, fake youths, the
minasemas.” You pull them by their ethnicity,
the ones of “child soldier, child soldier, come!”

(Carter Omende, 2016, our emphasis)

We can consequently question whether
the original statement may have been due to
the linguist’s insinuating questions, or metho-
dology. Not only the role of ethnicized spea-
king practices has to be reconsidered, but also
concepts of urbanity (vs. rurality?), resistance
identity, youth language as anti-language, and
many more.

5. Sociolinguistic trends and academic
hierarchies

In current sociolinguistic theory, the concepts
of translanguaging (Garcia & Wei 2014), poly-
languaging (Jergensen et al. 2011) and metro-
lingualism (Pennycook & Otsuji 2015) (to name
those most cited) grasp fluid approaches to

multilingualism. These are also summarized
by Pennycook (2016) under the label of a “trans-
super-poly-metro movement”. However, these
concepts have, so far, rarely been applied to
African youth language practices’ and in most
cases more conventional approaches, such as
code-switching, still range among the most
commonly employed theoretical frameworks
(see Ogechi 2002, among others). This reflects
a divide in the debates surrounding theories
from different (socio)linguistic academic
environments and among different intellectual
movements. Theoretical models, like those
mentioned above, tend to gain momentum
purely because they are developed and
discussed with reference to several colonial
and globalized languages. This is of interest
and relevance to the majority of influential
scholars in the field who are based at northern
universities or included in metropolitan and
exclusive networks. Those whose institutions,
competences and interests are elsewhere, at
less visible institutions, in languages shared by
lesser numbers of people, or on topics well out-
side mainstream linguistics, do not get invited
to contribute to high-profile theory making
(unless as validators of something already
established), and they are not taken seriously
as independent thinkers of different ideas and
theories. We probably use the label of ‘youth
language’ for deviant practices because we lack
any adequate theoretical approach that could
lead us to more high-profile models instead of
banal conclusions.

This is arguably best exemplified by citing
yet another theoretical framework that has
moved increasingly into the academic focus:

5 For some exceptions, see Nassenstein & Hollington 2016 on fluid “global repertoires” and Tacke-Koéster 2016 on a

metrolingual understanding of Kirundi Slang.
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namely the discussion of superdiversity (based
on Vertovec 2007) as a popular concept to
explain complex diversified urban spaces. The
diverse linguistic landscapes and soundscapes
of European cities, among others, have become
focal to sociolinguists seeing diversity not
so much as static linguistic variations, but as
dynamic processes (e.g., Matras 2009). But how
helpful is this concept in the study of (very
diverse/diversified) youth languages really?
The concept of superdiversity (Blommaert
2013, Rampton et al. 2015) is often associated
with “late modernity” or “liquid modernity”,
which, according to Bauman (1999), is charac-
terized by nomadic trajectories; ever-changing
workplaces; values; and the loss of traditional
networks, supposedly representing a novelty
in contemporary societies in the Global North.
In African societies, for example, the dynamics
that constantly unfold through the cultural
practices of building relationships, being
immersed in social environments of different
kinds, and being in motion (symbolically, phy-
sically, philosophically, linguistically) is often a
crucial, yet banal, aspect of life (e.g., Mietzner
& Storch 2015). This questions how remarka-
ble superdiversity is from an African, or for
instance, Oceanian perspective.

Another view on youth language prac-
tices, and the deviant in language is possible.
Refocusing with a postcolonial perspective
and historicizing such language practices
within their context, we see that they often
emerged in or toward the end of colonialism.®
We therefore suggest that youth language
can often be seen as a kind of mimetic play in
postcolonies. This can be explained by taking
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Fig. 5. Jungle Man-Eaters (Columbia 1954)

a closer look at the hip hop artist “Jungle de
Man-Eater” from Jinja in eastern Uganda.
Having created a new hip hop style (Lusoflo)
held in the local Bantu language Lusoga,

6 See the supposed emergence of Tsotsitaal in the 1930/40s in Sophiatown, Soweto (Glaser 1990), Sheng in the 1930/40s in
Nairobi, and Yanké in the late 1950s in the struggle for independence in Léopoldville/Kinshasa (Gondola 2009).
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“Jungle” plays with names (see Figures 5-6),
concepts, and different styles of language.
He mixes conventional Lusoga language,
proverbs and songs which he picked up from
conversations with elders, with Lusoga youth
language, that he calls Luyayé in analogy with

the Luganda-based youth language Luyaaye
from Kampala (see Namyalo 2015, 2017).

Fig. 6. The Ugandan artist Jungle de Man-Eater”

However, instead of seeing himself as a
non-conformist or ‘youth language speaker’,
Man-Eater”
explained to us that he was a researcher. He

research subject, “Jungle de
positioned himself as an embodied marginal
protagonist, who would walk around at night
and actually collect youth language (Jungle de
Man-Eater, pers. comm. 2015):

I collect words that create stories for me, with
my notebook, I write them down or ask for their
meaning. I go to local bars at night, where the
guys stand outside and sell weed, or waiting

for somebody. They are never sober, they know

stories. They see the sluts. I go around smoking
cigarettes, | am everywhere. I talk to girls, buy her
a drink, and I chat in Lusoga, to show that now
not only Luganda is a language of money. People
then start getting free! I record words with my
phone, I am an urban researcher. But I also go to
villages, collect proverbs from elders, idioms, and

T ask them ... how to write them.

This can be seen as not only considerably
interesting for an understanding of linguistic
innovation, but especially in terms of the
binary social relations and clear hierarchy
that youth language research often produces
(experts vs. speakers, researchers vs. observed
object). The Ugandan hip-hop artist seemed
to turn these relations around; providing a
slightly different, playful copy of northern
researchers’ practices (see Taussig 1999 on the
concept of mimesis), as a stylistic bricolage of
conformative and non-conformative language.
An afternoon spent with Jungle in Jinja
developed into notated lists of Luyayé words,
which he had scribbled earlier in his notebook,
collected during one of his nocturnal strolls.
It is very interesting to observe that these
notes did not differ from the neatly arranged,
translated and semantically grouped wordlists
in our fellow academics’ short overviews of
Yabacrane, Lugha ya Mitaani or Kirundi Slang.

Our aim is thus to understand youths’ cre-
ative and manipulative means of language no
longer as sociolectal deviations but as agency.
Youth language can, when seen from a post-
colonial angle and drawing upon what now is
increasingly referred to as Southern Theory, be
understood as power, magic and damnation

" Based on a form of postcolonial mimesis, Jungle’s name with a clear reference to Lee Sholem’s movie from 1954 summarizes
the critical voice of his hip hop lyrics, in which the European fear of a ferocious Africa is a recurrent trope.
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(see also Storch 2011 for a
discussion of youth language
in analogy with other forms ebinyoka
of agentive and powerful

Luyayé word

Gloss

‘cigarette’; lit. “‘what is puffed’

language). Street children in dem/kadem/kachick/mazale ‘girl’

Kinshasa, often expelled from |, 1.5,14i/chatirwefite ‘guy, buddy’

their homes and considered

to be bewitched (see also De cheda/mula/majja ‘money’

Boeck 2004), employ youth L )
language in practices of muyayu ‘street kid’; lit. ‘small wildcat’
cursing others and in doing so mpolya, popi “policeman’

turn their marginalized roles

into powerful agency through | matware/hood/crib ‘house, home’

threats related to cannibalism,

brutality and murder. Street

kawiliwili, chikado

‘liquor, sugarcane spirit’

children become the ultimate

Other, the vampire and cannibal, and bragging
about this constitutes a way of constructing the
Other’s Other. A former street child from Kin-
shasa narrated an incident in which he threat-
ened an adult thief, by ‘using power’, referring
to powerful language which would intimidate
and threaten his interlocutor:

J'ai appliqué la force: Eh, zongisd lar wind, na'obd-
kisela yo. Soki oyébi nga té, nakodamé yo, na’d vrai

yanké, yakuza!

[I used force/power: Oh, give back that money, I
will add you something [else] to that. If you don’t
know me, I will devour you, I am a real Yanké, a
Yakuza!] (Carter Omende, Kinshasa, 2016)

In this case, language is not only a fashio-
nable item, or humoristic and creative expres-
sion for the street youth, but can affect and
alter power relations between speakers and
listeners; between the marginalized and the
societal excluders. Yanké reveals a considera-
ble number of specific lexemes related to witch-

Table 1. Jungle’s collected Luyayé words

craft, exorcism and a deuxieme monde; it could
be justifiably categorized as a language of
sorcery, spirits and witchcraft. A range of scho-
lars already stress that young people’s “agency
often arises out of the way in which they are
capable of crossing and recontextualizing the
boundaries between seemingly contradictory
elements” (De Boeck & Honwana 2005: 10).
Playing with pain and pleasure, they can be
seen as stuck between the worlds of the living
and the dead, representing vulnerable beings
and at the same time violent actors (cf. ibid.).
This ambivalent role of African youths could
be used as an example to help broaden the view
of youth language, reconsidering speakers’
linguistic choices in their postcolonial context.

Youth language practices are surely
diverse and can be taken as examples of a
broad diversification of languages, but they
also reveal a high degree of critical reflexivity.
‘Speaking back’ and ‘speaking youth language’
can be understood as critical performances
in the postcolony and beyond: resistance, as
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represented by youths’ stylized linguistic
practice, rooted in imperial formations and
contradictory globalized or local arenas where
multiple and divergent language ideologies
co-exist. Mimetic interpretations of adolescent
speakers target a colonially-based episte-
mic hegemony, functioning beyond mere
creativity and run to challenge authoritative
systems of knowledge productions and global
inequalities. Power, agency and ownership
are expressed through powerful language,
taboo-breaking, linguistic secrecy and also
chaos. There is a creative play with non-stan-
dard language and anti-normative enregister-
ment, however this is only one of the central
aspects of youth language practices.

6. About this volume

The discussion in this introduction outlined
a few ideas of alternative approaches to youth
language. The papers collected in this special
issue each shed light on various aspects of
youth language and thus enrich the study of
such phenomena through critical methodo-
logy, perspectives or theoretical implications.
Breaking away from classical linguistic
approaches and offering alternative perspec-
tives also means including various formats
and ways of writing. This broadens the view
on language as it not only includes the typical
papers in academic writing style and thus
makes other voices possible.

Critical self-reflection and a reanalysis of
his own research practices on youth language
from Burundi, Kenya, DR Congo and Uganda
marks the focus of Nico Nassenstein’s paper.
By discussing several crucial aspects of his
own work; such as the observer’s paradox; the
danger of artefactualizing youth language
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practices; or the common dichotomist view
of language as being either urban or rural, he
suggests critical and more actor-centered per-
spectives on youth and youth language.

A new access to the topic, portraying and
discussing youth and embodiment is pre-
sented by Anne Storch. She uses her creative
critique to engage the reader in new perspec-
tives on youth language by deconstructing
stereotyped images of “youth”. Suggesting a
more holistic approach to youth language, the
author discusses African practices in postcolo-
nial contexts and illustrates that youth are not
(only) what linguistic scholars believe them
to be. This is achieved through the example
of the Atikulate movement in Nigeria and a
discussion of young peoples’ self-portrayal
and self-expression.

A different take on language ideologies
and digital communication is offered by
Florian Busch, who discusses the digital
writing practices of young adolescents in
Germany. By investigating digital registers of
writing, the author introduces the concept of
media ideologies and presents a new model for
the study of writing registers in digital spaces.
By analyzing examples from WhatsApp, he
also examines young peoples’ metadiscourse
practices as part of their communicative
practices.

Another critical perspective on previous
studies of youth languages is offered by And-
rea Hollington. She aims to deconstruct the
notion of youth languages as ‘exceptional’, in
terms of their creativity. By discussing young
Zimbabweans’ linguistic practices in Zim-
dancehall, she shows that the same linguistic
strategies are also found in other contexts and
employed by other speakers. Moreover, she
sheds light on transatlantic dimensions of



youth language practices in music to supple-
ment the empirical work.

The paper contributed by Helma Pasch
and Germain Landi constitutes yet another
approach to youth language: In the form
of a dialogue between the two researchers,
the article discusses how research on Sango
Godobé (CAR) was undertaken. Scrutinizing
the fieldwork practices (with results published
in Pasch & Landi 2015), the paper, in inter-
view-style, addresses a number of issues
related to the practical implementation of
research methods. Revealing personal expe-
riences during research on Sango Godobé,
the authors present an intimate discussion on
how linguistic data was obtained.

In their work on language and tuk-tuks in
coastal Kenya, Bonciana Lisanza and Angelika
Mietzner analyze painted words and images
as personal stories of mostly young drivers.
Grouping the slogans on tuk-tuks according to
different identity-related categories, they show
that the perception of creative words on vehic-
les as a “youth register” is mainly an external
ascription, while owners and drivers may seek
to express something very different.

Solomon Waliaula explores language
practices of young people in Eldoret, Kenya,
by focusing on a special domain of communi-
cation. He investigates the language of Euro-
pean football fandom in Kenya and analyzes
conversations of fans. His study hints at the
problematic nature of the category “youth”
and, following a discourse-oriented approach,
shows how fans use language to gain social
prestige and to create and deconstruct football
myths. Further, it becomes evident that Sheng,
as a Kenyan youth language, does not always
play a predominant role in young speakers’
interactions.

Emmanuella Bih's paper introduces
youth language practices in Cameroon from
a different angle. By incorporating dialogues
of conversations involving youths and family
members of the older generation, she demysti-
fies some of the common assumptions of Afri-
can youth languages with regard to secrecy.
As she focuses on language practices in Ang-
lophone Cameroon (as opposed to the much
studied Camfranglais of the French speaking
part of the country), she also sheds light on
aspects of identity and generational change
by illustrating how language is connected to
music, clothing and hairstyle.

Youth language practices in northern
Uganda are the subject of Steffen Lorenz’ con-
tribution. The author introduces the language
practice from Gulu and describes its origins,
its spread and its linguistic innovations. His
analysis is embedded in a discussion of the
speakers and their social contexts, as well as
including the consideration of power notions
in language developments.

In his critical analysis of the Yabacrane
phenomenon in Goma, eastern DR Congo,
Paulin Baraka Bose shows that a label initi-
ally given to a youth language practice can
actually have multiple social meanings and
is not necessarily restricted to a specific way
of speaking, nor to stylized language. By offe-
ring an overview of the different meanings of
Yabacrane in Goma, he questions the academic
study of African youth languages, the proces-
ses of knowledge production and encourages
alternative approaches.

Nicolai Klotz, as sort of an afterword to
the present issue, presents another alternative
view on youth language practices: His photo
series illustrating graffiti art on a wall in Swa-
kopmund, Namibia, mainly speaks for itself.
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The pictures reveal communicative practices
which involve language, art, slogans, imagery
and metaphor and which often serve as com-
ments on social issues, as motivators or advice
for social and political behavior.
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