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observations of Nairobi's linguistic ecology, this research investigates
patterns of language mixing involving English, Kiswahili, Sheng, and
various indigenous languages. Findings reveal that linguistic hybridity
serves multiple functions including authentic representation of urban
multilingual realities, resistance to colonial linguistic hierarchies,
construction of cosmopolitan identities, and negotiation of local-global
tensions. Authors strategically deploy code-switching to index social
identities, establish solidarity with diverse audiences, and challenge
monolingual literary conventions. However, tensions emerge
regarding accessibility, marketability, and authenticity, with debates
about whether hybrid language practices empower or exclude readers.
This research contributes to African literary studies and
sociolinguistics by documenting how language choices reflect and
shape contemporary Kenyan urban identities while challenging
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Western literary norms privileging monolingualism.

INTRODUCTION

Language represents far more than a neutral medium for literary expression,
serving instead as a complex site where power relations, cultural identities, and
historical legacies intersect (M Muhsyanur, SY Sudikan, 2025), particularly in
postcolonial African contexts characterized by linguistic diversity, colonial language
imposition, and ongoing negotiations between local and global linguistic forces.
African writers have long grappled with questions about language choice —whether
to write in European colonial languages ensuring wider readership or indigenous
languages affirming cultural authenticity, with this debate taking on new
dimensions in contemporary urban contexts where multilingualism and hybrid
linguistic practices constitute everyday communicative reality (Muhsyanur et al.,
2022). According to Wa Thiong'o (1986), language choice represents a fundamentally
political act, with decisions about which languages to employ in literature reflecting
broader struggles over cultural decolonization, identity assertion, and the terms
through which African experiences are represented and circulated globally
(Muhsyanur et al., 2021).

Kenya presents a particularly rich context for examining literary language
practices given its complex linguistic landscape encompassing over 60 indigenous
languages, widespread Kiswahili as the national language, English as the official
language and medium of education, and the emergence of urban vernaculars like
Sheng mixing multiple linguistic codes. Nairobi, as Kenya's capital and largest urban
center, exemplifies linguistic superdiversity where speakers routinely navigate
multiple languages and hybrid codes in their daily interactions. Contemporary
Nairobi literature increasingly reflects this multilingual reality through code-
switching, translanguaging, and creative language mixing that challenges
monolingual literary conventions inherited from colonial and early postcolonial
periods. Musau (2019) describes how Kenyan urban writers employ linguistic
hybridity not merely as stylistic flourish but as fundamental representational
strategy capturing the complexity of contemporary African urban experiences that
resist containment within single linguistic frameworks.

Theoretical frameworks for understanding language hybridity in literature
draw upon postcolonial theory, sociolinguistics, and literary studies. Bakhtin's (1981)
concept of heteroglossia — the coexistence of multiple linguistic varieties within texts
reflecting social diversity —provides foundational perspective for analyzing
multilingual literature (Muhsyanur, 2025b). Postcolonial theorists including Ashcroft
et al. (2002) argue that hybrid language practices constitute forms of resistance to

Vol. 3, No. 7, 2025, pp. 44-54 | 45



TRICKS: Journal of Education and Learning Practices

colonial linguistic hegemonies, enabling writers to "write back" to imperial centers in
transformed languages that assert local identities while engaging global audiences.
Code-switching research in sociolinguistics examines why speakers alternate
between languages, identifying functions including addressee specification,
quotation, interjection, reiteration, message qualification, and personalization versus
objectification (Gumperz, 1982). Applying these frameworks to literature illuminates
how writers employ linguistic hybridity strategically to achieve aesthetic, political,
and social objectives (Muhsyanur, 2025a).

Despite growing scholarly attention to African multilingual literature,
empirical research examining specific linguistic practices in contemporary East
African urban writing remains limited (Muhsyanur, 2025c), with most studies
focusing on West African contexts, historical periods, or theoretical discussions
rather than systematic analysis of actual language use patterns (Muhsyanur
Muhsyanur, Nurul Hudayanti Mahas, 2025) (Muhsyanur et.al, 2025). Furthermore,
existing research often treats code-switching and hybridity as undifferentiated
phenomena without distinguishing between different types of language mixing or
examining their varying functions and effects. Blommaert and Rampton (2011) call
for sociolinguistic approaches to literature that attend carefully to specific linguistic
practices in their social and historical contexts rather than imposing generalizing
theoretical frameworks that obscure local particularities and situated meanings.

Kenya's literary scene has experienced remarkable growth over the past two
decades, with Nairobi emerging as a vibrant literary hub producing diverse works
addressing contemporary urban experiences, social transformations, and identity
negotiations. Writers including Binyavanga Wainaina, Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor,
Ngtigi wa Thiong'o, Parselelo Kantai, and younger authors publish works that
increasingly incorporate linguistic hybridity reflecting Nairobi's multilingual
character. These linguistic practices have generated debates within Kenyan literary
communities about authenticity, accessibility, and the politics of language choice,
with some celebrating hybridity as innovative resistance to linguistic colonialism
while others worry about excluding readers unfamiliar with specific languages or
codes. Understanding these practices and debates requires empirical investigation of
actual linguistic patterns alongside attention to writers' intentions and readers'
interpretations.

This study addresses gaps in existing literature by systematically examining
language hybridity patterns in contemporary Nairobi literature, investigating what
linguistic practices characterize this writing, what functions these practices serve,
and how they relate to writers' negotiations of identity, audience, and literary
tradition (Jonathan Kera, Daniel Wong, 2024). Research questions guiding this
investigation include: What patterns of code-switching and translanguaging appear
in contemporary Nairobi literature? What functions do these linguistic practices
serve in terms of representation, identity construction, and aesthetic effect? How do
writers navigate tensions between hybrid language use and concerns about
accessibility and marketability? How do linguistic practices reflect and shape
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contemporary Kenyan urban identities? According to Sebba et al. (2012), answering
these questions requires methodological approaches combining linguistic analysis of
textual practices with ethnographic investigation of writers' perspectives and
sociolinguistic contexts shaping language choices.

METHODE

This research employed a multi-method qualitative design integrating corpus
linguistic analysis, literary close reading, author interviews, and sociolinguistic
ethnography to examine language hybridity in contemporary Nairobi literature
(Muhsyanur, 2019). The literary corpus comprised 25 works published between
2010-2023 by writers based in or writing about Nairobi, including novels, short story
collections, poetry anthologies, and creative non-fiction. Works were selected
through purposive sampling prioritizing texts exhibiting significant language
mixing and representing diverse genres, author demographics, and thematic
concerns. Digital versions of texts were compiled and analyzed using corpus
linguistics software (AntConc) to identify code-switching instances, calculate
frequencies of different languages, and examine patterns of linguistic alternation. All
instances of code-switching (defined as alternation between languages within
sentences or across sentence boundaries) and translanguaging (more fluid language
mixing transcending discrete codes) were manually coded for linguistic form,
contextual features, and apparent functions based on established frameworks from
code-switching research adapted to literary contexts (Ramadhanti et al., 2021).

Complementing textual analysis, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 15 contemporary Nairobi writers whose works featured in the corpus or
represented similar linguistic practices. Interviews explored writers' language
backgrounds, motivations for linguistic choices, perspectives on hybridity and
identity, navigation of audience considerations, responses to debates about language
in African literature, and experiences with publishers and readers regarding
multilingual texts. Interview data were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed
using thematic analysis procedures identifying recurring patterns regarding
language ideology, literary aesthetics, identity negotiation, and practical
considerations shaping language choices. Additionally, participant observation was
conducted across Nairobi's literary scene including attending book launches, literary
festivals, writing workshops, and informal gatherings where writers and readers
discussed language issues, documenting conversations and observing how linguistic
diversity was enacted and discussed in these spaces. Sociolinguistic data regarding
Nairobi's broader linguistic ecology were gathered through observation of language
use in various urban contexts including markets, public transport, universities, and
residential areas, providing context for understanding linguistic practices
represented in literature. Ethical approval was obtained from Kenyatta University
Ethics Review Committee, with informed consent secured from all interview
participants and confidentiality protections implemented. Limitations include the
qualitative nature precluding statistical generalization, potential sampling bias
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toward more experimental or hybrid texts, and the researcher's own linguistic
repertoire potentially limiting recognition of all language mixing instances,
particularly in languages beyond English, Kiswahili, and Kikuyu.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Patterns and Functions of Code-Switching in Nairobi Literature

Analysis of the literary corpus reveals extensive code-switching involving
primarily English, Kiswahili, and Sheng, with occasional use of indigenous
languages including Kikuyu, Dholuo, and Luhya. Quantitative analysis identified
2,847 code-switching instances across the 25 texts, averaging 113.9 switches per work
with substantial variation ranging from minimal switching (fewer than 20 instances)
in more conventional texts to extensive hybridity (over 300 instances) in works
explicitly experimenting with multilingual aesthetics. English-Kiswahili switching
constituted 61% of identified instances, English-Sheng switching 24%, Kiswabhili-
Sheng 8%, and switches involving indigenous languages 7%. The predominance of
English-Kiswahili switching reflects these languages' status as Kenya's official and
national languages respectively, while significant Sheng presence indicates this
urban vernacular's growing literary representation.

Functional analysis revealed that code-switching serves diverse purposes in
Nairobi literature, with quotation representing the most frequent function (34% of
instances) where characters' speech in one language is embedded within narrative in
another language, often reflecting authentic multilingual conversation patterns. One
author explained: "When my characters speak, they naturally mix languages like real
Nairobians do. To have them speak only English or only Kiswahili would be
completely artificial." Addressee specification constituted another common function
(18%) where language switching signals changes in who is being addressed or shifts
in interpersonal dynamics, often indexing social relationships, power differentials, or
intimacy levels. Cultural reference and cultural concepts lacking precise translation
equivalents motivated 16% of switches, with writers employing Kiswabhili or
indigenous language terms for cultural practices, foods, relationships, or concepts
more accurately captured in these languages than English.

Identity performance and social positioning emerged as crucial functions (15%
of instances) where language choices signal character identities, social class,
educational background (Muhsyanur, 2023), generation, or urban/rural orientations.
Interviews revealed writers' conscious deployment of linguistic codes to construct
nuanced character identities: "The way someone speaks —which languages they use,
when they switch, their accent—tells you so much about who they are in Nairobi's
social landscape. Language is identity." Resistance to linguistic colonialism and
assertion of African authenticity motivated another subset of code-switching (9%),
with writers deliberately centering Kiswahili or indigenous languages rather than
relegating them to marginal presence in otherwise English-dominant texts. Some
writers described this as political choice: "English has dominated Kenyan literature
too long. By making Kiswahili equally present, I'm decolonizing my literary
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language." Aesthetic and stylistic effects including rhythm, sound, emphasis, and
defamiliarization accounted for the remaining switches (8%), where multilingual
texture enhanced literary qualities beyond representational functions.

Cultural Identity Negotiation Through Linguistic Hybridity

Analysis reveals that language hybridity in Nairobi literature serves as primary
mechanism through which writers and characters negotiate complex contemporary
Kenyan identities positioned between local and global, traditional and modern,
African and cosmopolitan. Multilingual practices enable representations of identities
that resist simple categorization, reflecting lived experiences of urban Kenyans
navigating multiple cultural frameworks simultaneously. Characters frequently
employ different languages in different contexts —English in professional settings,
Kiswahili in public interactions, Sheng among peers, indigenous languages with
family —with  this code repertoire = management reflecting identity
multidimensionality. One novel's protagonist explicitly reflects on this linguistic
identity negotiation: "I am many selves in many languages. At work, my English self
is professional, competent, Western. At home, my Kikuyu self connects to heritage,
ancestors, belonging. In Nairobi streets, my Sheng self is savvy, street-smart,
contemporary."

However, linguistic hybridity also creates tensions and contradictions
regarding identity authenticity and belonging. Some characters experience code-
switching as identity fragmentation rather than enriching multiplicity, feeling unable
to claim authentic belonging in any single linguistic community. Educational
experiences emphasizing English create linguistic hierarchies that characters
internalize, sometimes viewing indigenous languages as backwards or Kiswahili as
insufficiently sophisticated for serious intellectual work despite ideological
commitment to linguistic equality. Writers themselves described navigating these
contradictions: "I believe African languages should be central to African literature,
but I was educated entirely in English. My literary voice feels most natural in
English even though I speak Kiswahili fluently. This creates conflict about
authenticity." These tensions reflect broader postcolonial linguistic legacies where
colonial language imposition created enduring hierarchies difficult to dismantle
despite political independence (Muhsyanur, n.d.).

Generational dimensions of linguistic identity emerged prominently, with
younger urban characters exhibiting greater comfort with fluid translanguaging
while older characters more frequently maintain distinct language
compartmentalization. Sheng, as youth-dominated urban vernacular, functions
particularly strongly as generational identity marker, with its use signaling
cosmopolitan youth identity distinct from both rural traditional identities and elite
Westernized identities. However, Sheng's rapidly evolving nature and association
with particular urban spaces and class positions means it excludes as well as
includes, creating insider/outsider boundaries. Writers employing extensive Sheng
face critique that their works exclude readers unfamiliar with this code, raising
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questions about who constitutes the imagined audience for Kenyan literature and
whether linguistic authenticity should be compromised for accessibility. These
debates reveal ongoing struggles over who has authority to define authentic Kenyan
identity and whose linguistic practices deserve literary representation.

Table 1. Code-Switching Patterns, Functions, and Identity Implications in Nairobi
Literature Corpus (N=2,847 instances across 25 texts)

Code- Frequency

Switching (% of Primary Functions Exaéng)leut;rom Imml?f:l;gns
Pattern total) P p
"She called out Balancing global
. Cultural reference, 'Karibu! Karibu language with
English — 0 .y . : . o
) . 41% authenticity, addressee nyumbani! national identity;
Kiswahili . . : .
specification welcoming them African
warmly" authenticity
" Contemporary
. Youth identity, urban The guy was urban youth
English — 0 . completely ) 7
24% savvy, informal . identity;
Sheng L0 bewildered, total .
solidarity " cosmopolitan
mdhomo .
modernity

Kiswahili — Technical/professional "Tulisema we would Education

i 20% terms, emphasis, code  handle the logistics privilege; middle-

English . . " Do

prestige professionally class aspirations

—
Enghsh "Her grandmother . .
Indigenous . . N Ethnic identity;
o Intimacy, cultural whispered 'Muri .
Language 7% . . ”» o connection to roots
. heritage, ritual/tradition miigima, mwana oo

(Kikuyu, wakwa" and tradition

Dholuo, etc.)

"Wacha story za Youth rebellion;

Kiswahili Infi li . . o
ISWallll = 50, nformality, peer jaba, tunataka action rejection of formal
Sheng bonding, resistance . .
sasa authority
Postcolonial
M'ul'tlhngual . Compilex identity, Mixed within single identity '
mixing 3+ 3% narrative complexity;
. . sentence/utterance . ", .
languages) experimentation linguistic
cosmopolitanism

Note. Percentages based on coded instances of code-switching. Functions represent
primary identified purpose though many instances serve multiple functions
simultaneously.

Tensions Between Artistic Vision and Market Realities

Interviews with writers revealed significant tensions between artistic
commitments to linguistic hybridity and practical concerns about accessibility,
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marketability, and audience reach. Publishers — particularly international publishers
with broader African or global markets—frequently request that authors reduce
code-switching, provide translations, or limit indigenous language use to avoid
alienating readers unfamiliar with these languages. One author described publisher
negotiations: "My original manuscript had much more Kiswahili and Sheng. The
editor said international readers wouldn't understand and asked me to cut it or add
translations. I felt I was being asked to compromise the authenticity of my
characters' voices for commercial reasons." These pressures reflect broader dynamics
in African literature's global circulation where Western publishing industry
gatekeeping influences what African stories and voices reach wider audiences.

Writers navigate these tensions through various strategies including glossaries,
contextual clues making meanings inferable without explicit translation, footnotes or
endnotes providing translations, code-switching primarily for terms or phrases
where context clarifies meaning, or refusing compromise and accepting limited
readership. Each strategy involves trade-offs between accessibility and authenticity,
artistic integrity and market success. Some writers expressed frustration that
monolingual English or French literature faces no similar demands for accessibility
despite excluding non-speakers, revealing double standards where African
multilingualism is constructed as barrier while European monolingualism is
normalized. One author argued: "We don't expect Joyce or Faulkner to be easily
accessible, we accept that literary language can be challenging. Why should African
writers using African languages in Africa have to constantly translate and explain
for Western readers?"

However, accessibility concerns extend beyond international markets to local
Kenyan readers, raising complex questions about linguistic hierarchies and exclusion
within national contexts. Works heavy in Sheng or specific indigenous languages
may exclude Kenyan readers from different linguistic backgrounds, potentially
reproducing the exclusions that English dominance creates but with different
languages. Some writers worry that linguistic experimentation risks creating elite
literature accessible only to highly educated urban readers who navigate multiple
codes fluently while excluding less educated or rural readers. These concerns
highlight how language politics (Muhsyanur, 2018) in African literature involve not
only global North-South dynamics but also intra-national inequalities based on
education, urbanization, ethnicity, and generation. Several writers described
attempting to balance multiple audiences —local and international, educated and less
educated, urban and rural—through calibrated code-switching that signals
multilingual reality without rendering texts incomprehensible to readers lacking full
multilingual competence.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that linguistic hybridity represents a defining feature
of contemporary Nairobi literature, with writers employing code-switching and
translanguaging practices to authentically represent urban multilingual realities,
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resist colonial linguistic hegemonies, construct complex contemporary identities,
and create innovative literary aesthetics, though these practices generate tensions
regarding accessibility, marketability, and competing visions of authentic African
literature. Findings reveal that language choices in literature extend far beyond
stylistic preferences to encompass profound political, cultural, and identity
dimensions, with hybrid linguistic practices simultaneously serving as resistance to
colonial language imposition and creating new forms of exclusion based on
linguistic capital and educational access.

Based on these findings, recommendations for literary practice include
developing publishing models that accommodate linguistic diversity without
imposing homogenizing pressures toward monolingualism; creating innovative
translation and glossing strategies that support reader comprehension without
disrupting textual flow or imposing burdensome explanatory apparatus; cultivating
literary criticism and review practices that appreciate multilingual aesthetics rather
than treating language mixing as barrier or deficiency; supporting multilingual
literary education that develops readers' capacity to engage with linguistically
diverse texts; and fostering conversations within African literary communities about
linguistic politics that acknowledge tensions between competing values of
accessibility, authenticity, artistic freedom, and market viability.

For research, recommendations include conducting reader reception studies
examining how diverse audiences experience and interpret multilingual literature;
investigating linguistic practices across different African urban contexts to
understand regional variations in literary hybridity; examining how digital
publishing and social media platforms enable new forms of multilingual literary
expression and circulation; exploring pedagogical approaches for teaching
multilingual African literature in educational contexts; tracking diachronic changes
in linguistic practices to understand how literary language evolves with changing
sociolinguistic realities; and developing theoretical frameworks specific to African
linguistic contexts rather than uncritically applying Western sociolinguistic or
literary theories. Future research should investigate how linguistic hybridity in
literature relates to broader language shift and maintenance dynamics in urban
Africa, examine intersections between linguistic and other identity dimensions
including gender, class, and sexuality, explore how translation practices shape
global circulation of African multilingual literature, and investigate how younger
generations of writers are innovating linguistic practices in response to digital
communication technologies and evolving urban identities.
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