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Is Sheng the Future of Swahili?



Swahili and English are the two co-official languages of Kenya and are widely spoken all over the country alongside a contentious number of other 40-plus languages all actively spoken by ethnic communities in the country. In urban settings, people are largely multilingual in Swahili, English and some other Kenyan language. In addition, there is an abundance of code switching (CS) in these urban settings so much so that researchers have concluded that it is the “unmarked” code in many conversations in Kenya (Myers-Scotton 1993; Ogechi, 2004; Bosire, 2006b). But in this multiplicity of language choices is Sheng – a subaltern code that has become the basic urban vernacular for the youth in Kenya today. How did Sheng come about and how is it different from the established linguistic choices available including the ubiquitous Code-switching? More importantly, as the language of the youth, will it displace English and the nationalist Swahili in the future? This paper highlights the unique features of Sheng and traces its unreal match from the shadows onto Main Street linguistic Kenya.

