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Ufahamu 40:1 Winter 2018

A Case Study of the Stigmatized Code Sheng: 
The AUYL Syndrome

Philip W. Rudd

Abstract

African urban youth language (AUYL) syndrome is a sociolinguis-
tic phenomenon.  Its most distinguishing symptom is the investment 
of African youths in a stigmatized variety to the exclusion of 
more prestigious languages.  AUYLs have long stumped educa-
tors, policy makers and teachers of standard languages, spawning 
cursory descriptions, numerous complaints, and pleas for eradica-
tion. A case study of the symptoms associated with the stigmatized 
code Sheng (Nairobi, Kenya), reveals generalities for other AUYLs. 
Detractors worry that embracing the variety will damn the youth to 
failure in examinations, to denial of further educational attainment, 
to the loss of life-long goals, such as social mobility, and perhaps 
even to criminality. This article examines the concept of the cul-
ture-bound syndrome—a collection of social symptoms that reflect 
cultural fears—and the manner in which it may be applied to Sheng 
and other AUYLs. An interdisciplinary exploration of colonial 
history, language ecosystem, language ideology and conventional 
wisdom provide a rationale for a sociolinguistic defense. The data 
disclose that the symptoms reveal more about the plaintiff than the 
defendant. Overcoming what is but a standard language ideologi-
cal bias requires Africanists in all academic disciplines to legitimize 
AUYLs through continued research.

I. Introduction

A generation past the decade of independence for many African 
countries, mass media reports1 have surfaced revealing complaints 
about and derision for African Urban and Youth Language 
(AUYL)—an unwieldy acronym but one that rolls off the tongue 
when metathesized as [əjul].2 Increasing numbers of research-
ers since Kiessling & Mous and the first AUYL conference at 
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the University of Cape Town in 2013 are focusing on these ver-
naculars.3 However, though descriptions of the languages and 
their speakers are growing, little research has concentrated on 
complaints about these varieties. If indeed a social epidemic is 
occurring across the continent of Africa, as denouncements of 
AUYL suggest, then an analysis of the phenomena should illu-
minate explanations from theory and research in sociolinguistics.

In particular, opposition to Sheng, an urban vernacular of 
Nairobi, Kenya, can be compared to a culture-bound syndrome 
involving the fears of a middle class that is burgeoning like many 
others in the expanding cities of Africa. Those who condemn 
AUYL varieties treat them as though they are not typical of 
human behavior. As this paper attempts to demonstrate, how-
ever, AUYL speakers are not actually threatening; rather, they are 
themselves being marginalized. In addition, though some com-
plaints have implied that AUYL usage affects social mobility, no 
evidence of this connection has been disclosed.4 Students may be 
failing exams, but reasons other than non-standard usage may 
be to blame.5

This article has the following structure. Section II presents a 
framework for understanding a culture-bound syndrome, includ-
ing a justification for a sociolinguistic defense of AUYL in section 
II.A and an explanation of language ideology in section II.B. An 
exploration of the linguistic ecosystem in section III considers 
conventional wisdom in III.A and shared social reality in III.B. 
Section IV refutes the impertinence of youth, while section V airs 
a few final thoughts on limitations and implications of this study.

II. Conceptual Framework

Although AUYLs have sparked study in the linguistic and educa-
tion communities, little attention has been given to discrimination 
against their speakers and possible violations of Linguistic Human 
Rights (LHRs). The notion of LHRs revolves around the rela-
tionship between particular minority groups and their associated 
mother tongues.6 The arguments pro and con LHRs are beyond 
the scope of this paper and will not be dealt with here. This paper, 
does, however, embrace the stance of Stroud,7 who offers the con-
cept of ‘linguistic citizenship,’ which extends the idea of citizenship 
to language by expanding its meaning to include “belonging, 
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equal protection of the law, equal rights in employment, parent-
ing, access to social welfare provision and education.”8 This study 
seeks to expand this perspective to speakers of AUYLs by pre-
senting a summary and rebuttal of the various criticisms of Sheng.

Psychiatry defines “culture-bound syndromes” as follows: 
“mental conditions or psychiatric syndromes whose occurrence 
or manifestation are closely related to cultural factors and which 
thus warrant understanding and management from a cultural 
perspective.”9 This paper has the title it does for it is indeed about 
a syndrome, a collection of conditions or signs that indicate the 
existence of a particular social condition. The following quotation 
from a descriptive work on an urban language discloses the typical 
attitude towards Camfranglais (Cameroon), Nouchi (Ivory Coast), 
Sheng (Kenya), Tsotsitaal (South Africa), and other AUYLs: 
“Some think it was born as a kind of secret language, mainly used 
by thieves and little criminals (crooks, pickpockets, pimps, small 
smugglers, etc.) in order not to allow policemen, or coppers, to 
understand them,” explains Santipolo.10 dismay at the implausibil-
ity of the negative descriptions of Sheng and its speakers (quotes 
from Ayelabola, Micheni, and Mutiga convey the caustic nature of 
these well) and the incongruity of those perspectives with my own 
experiences drove me to the keyboard.

A. Sociolinguistic Defense

This article presents a possible explanation for this negative col-
lective behavior. The principle of error correction provides my 
main motivation and explication. As Labov advised, “A scientist 
who becomes aware of a widespread idea or social practice with 
important consequences that is invalidated by his own data is obli-
gated to bring this error to the attention of the widest possible 
audience.”11 Moreover, having spent the academic year 2005-2006 
working with AUYL speakers and collecting data on Sheng, I felt 
compelled by the principle of debt incurred. Labov elaborates: 
“An investigator who has obtained linguistic data from members 
of a speech community has an obligation to use the knowledge 
based on that data for benefit of the community, when it has need 
of it.”12 Similarly, the principle of linguistic gratuity, described as 
follows, further drove me: “Investigators who have obtained lin-
guistic data from members of a speech community should actively 



158 UFAHAMU

pursue ways in which they can return linguistic favors to the 
community.”13 Presently the question of what sociological view 
could take into account the phenomena and explain the collective 
behavior toward Sheng comes to the fore.

The discussion that follows is of necessity interdisciplinary, 
relying on and referencing research literature from the disciplines 
of anthropology, history, linguistics, psychology, and sociology. 
Also inspiring are the fascinatingly analogous and historically 
curious episodes of social delusions,14 ranging from sightings of 
monsters like the Sasquatch15 and the Jersey devil16 to mass hyste-
ria over devil worship,17 sex,18 and ghost gassers like the Phantom 
Anesthetist.19 All these phenomena may be explained by the con-
cepts of “mass social delusion”20 and “culture-bound syndrome.”21 
Even as it is obvious that complaints about non-standard lan-
guage varieties reflect the social anxieties of the complainer, the 
causes of the syndrome may lie elsewhere. The complainer is like 
a patient who describes symptoms that bother her; the linguist 
must be the health-care practitioner who reads the medical signs 
in order to diagnose the condition.

B. Language Ideology

As urban usage is widely associated with criminality, it is no sur-
prise that AUYLs have caught the attention of authorities. The 
response to this usage would appear to be the crucial first step to 
limiting outrage against speakers. From the language practitio-
ner’s perspective, the important point to note about any response 
is that the AUYL is frequently framed as the product of criminal 
activity rather than as a linguistic phenomenon. To advance under-
standing of the linguistic phenomenon, the allegations themselves 
need to be framed as misperception. Even the ‘educated’ frame 
AUYL usage as the product of criminal activity. In fact, as will be 
discussed in the section about conventional wisdom for AUYL 
contempt [III], this construal reflects a misunderstanding.

The basic scenario that emerges from media accounts has 
left a gap of how else to explain the AUYL.22 Critics of AUYL 
claim that speakers are immoral. One perceived motive for Sheng 
is the “divided house” interpretation. “Sheng can only serve the 
purpose of fun and nothing else. A dividing language can never 
become a unifying force,” admonishes Ayelabola.23 According to 



159RUdd

this explanation, gangs of anarchic, unruly adolescents abuse lan-
guage and employ it to engage in unsavory and illicit activities. 
Another perceived underlying motive for speaking Sheng is to 
keep parents and authorities in the dark. A Kenyan university 
student confessed: “My father used to call it a gangster code and 
always discouraged us from using it saying it would contaminate 
the English language taught in school and lower our perfor-
mance in language exams.”24 Reflecting the attitude that the use 
of African Urban Youth Language represents persons who have 
lost their self-worth, Mutiga laments: “This is a significant role in 
the breakdown of many social structures and can be observed in 
scenes where, for example, crime has increased to very high levels 
in Kenya, especially in Nairobi and its peripheries, and it is on 
record that the culprits are usually young people in their 20s and 
30s.25 Rape of older women and very young girls, as well as homo-
sexual behavior, has also escalated in a society where it did not 
exist.” Such a stance reflects a nostalgic attitude for a Golden Age 
of Africa, a time before cities, colonialism, and immorality.

More puzzling, this attitude reveals an ignorance about 
human behavior. For instance, though a layperson can accept that 
the Church has never encouraged pedophilia, media coverage of 
scandals might make it challenging to convince an outsider other-
wise.26 Increased use of Sheng represents a cultural shift, and with 
such change comes requisite fear and resistance. Although such 
beliefs may sound delusory, it is often those who are educated 
who are the most convinced by them. From their perspective, 
belief in the criminality of Sheng is no more deluded than belief 
in the right to live in a moral society. In addition to specific beliefs 
about perceived immorality in usage, there is also a more general 
construction of covert prestige. For example, urban youth of the 
lower half of the socioeconomic hierarchy of Nairobi, mirroring 
the Belten High ‘burnouts’ of detroit, appear to reject unafford-
able schools as centers of social life and identity; rather, they base 
their identities and social networks in the mitaa or ghettoes where 
they live, thereby driving urban variant usage.27 In a similar fash-
ion, allegations of criminality from the middle class may reflect a 
perception that this rejection is more immoral than any specific 
act the youth engage in.

Even though a comprehensive discussion of morality and 
ethics of language ideology is beyond the scope of the present 
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paper, it is important to emphasize the extent to which being 
an upright, moral citizen is crucial to the recently educated and 
emergent denizen of the middle class.28 Regardless of whether 
one believes any particular language usage is moral, social expec-
tations about uprightness constitute consensual realities that 
propose means for speaking morally (i.e., adherence to stan-
dard usage) and motivation for stigmatization (i.e., punishing the 
immoral).29 Correspondingly, a desire to disparage non-standard 
users is a consequence of the self-perceived moral individual’s 
participation in the maintenance of a society’s consensual reality. 
This sense of a fundamental connection between speaking the 
standard and being moral promotes accusations of criminality, 
reflecting a new African reality of urban ambivalence and conflict.

III. The Ecosystem of Language

The AUYL syndrome manifests in urban centers, where the 
“sociolinguistics of globalization” and “superdiversity” of contem-
porary Africa occur. First, let us consider the city an ecosystem of 
languages.30 Since our sample case is from Kenya, where wildlife 
tourism is the largest source of foreign currency income, we may 
consider the Nairobi linguistic ecosystem a national park. In a 
game park, of course, there are flora, fauna, and predators. One 
may also find the mganga, or witch doctor, one of the predators.31 
In the urban ecosystem of language, no licensed practitioners 
exist, yet the jungle is full of bonesetters, herbalists, high priests, 
general-purpose waganga, whom Bolinger lumps together and 
calls shamans, who diagnose illnesses as follows: (a) As Kamau 
cannot read and write properly, “the craft is not being learned”; 
(b) Since the unlearned are corrupting the language, “the craft 
is in peril.”32 These literary waganga preach a dialectology of the 
standard, an ideology of the standard.

It should be clear then that dialects can be labeled “non-
standard” only if another variety has already received recognition 
as the standard.33 Milroy puts forth the argument in his 2001 paper 
that for most educated people, who happen to have a culture of a 
standard language and who happen to worry about usage, “no jus-
tification is needed” because “this is just how it is.”34 It is taken as 
common sense, the conventional wisdom. Average ordinary people 
are unsure about their usage; therefore, they freely admit making 
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mistakes and not being competent standard language users. 
Having an understanding that the average ordinary person admits 
to needing “privileged authorities” (i.e., the literary waganga) to 
guide her usage is essential to grasping the full consequences of 
the standard ideology.35 This ideology holds that native speaker 
intuition is irrelevant, and only a precious few have privileged 
access to the mysteries of language. This perception “tends toward 
the primordialization of languages . . . which are thus conceived as 
authentic, timeless, ‘stable depositor[ies] of culture.’”36 Language 
becomes a sacred cultural possession and a matter that is not only 
social but also moral; in other words, language usage becomes a 
measure of morality. Such a moral stance creates a blind side.

A. Conventional Wisdom

In the comfortable, complacent world of the middle class, what 
is right and wrong has been established so that members may 
continue their lives oblivious to inconvenient fact. Not long after 
Kenyan independence in the 1960s, only three percent of Nairobi 
residents were born there.37 Most residents at that time straddled 
work life in the city and home life in the country. dwellers of 
the city were there temporarily to earn income to invest back 
upcountry. For many, the rural home provided moral sanctuary, 
while the urban workplace was hardly the locus of community. 
As Lonsdale observed, “Jomo Kenyatta generally referred to Nai-
robi, or indeed, any town, as Gecombaini, a place of strangers.”38 
Kenyatta’s leadership position endowed him with the privilege to 
dictate the conventional wisdom of the people.

Nevertheless, many straddlers became successful in this 
strange environment, whereas others became stranded in the no 
man’s land of the informal settlements. As the rural home areas 
were seen as the source of community and morality, changing 
understandings of what it meant to live in town, to be an urbanite, 
and to embrace modernity were hidden beneath a façade of rural 
probity. As Galbraith warns, “the hallmark of conventional wisdom 
is acceptability. It has approval of those to whom it is addressed. 
. . . It serves the ego: the individual has the satisfaction of know-
ing that other and more famous people share his conclusions.”39 
Though it must be comforting, convenient, and simple, the con-
ventional wisdom does not have to be true.40 As colonialism 
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was coming to an end, the British government, as a result of the 
Mau Mau State of Emergency, developed an appetite to end the 
“colour bar” and stabilize the indigenous population by creat-
ing an African middle class. “White-collar workers developed a 
so-called ‘karani complex’ (karani = clerk) differentiating the edu-
cated (asomi) from the uneducated,” attests Odhiambo.41 These 
elites disfavored Swahili “as the language that colonialists used to 
communicate with servants” and favored English because it was 
required for most of the higher-level civil service positions.42 The 
consequence was that a class society among indigenous Kenyans 
emerged with a white-collar elite at the top, poised to take the 
reins at the transfer of power. However, though post-Indepen-
dence Nairobi’s population increased by 5.8% annually, the new 
African overlords did less to provide housing than their impe-
rial predecessors, resulting in Kenya’s capital becoming a town 
surrounded by a city of shanties.43 In what is not just an African 
phenomenon, powerful people, “fail to respond to other people’s 
suffering . . . for the simple reason that they do not perceive that 
suffering.”44 despite being rather more stranded in the shanties, 
less educated in the schools, and utterly invisible to the prosper-
ous straddlers, the residents of the slums were and continue to 
be the largest proportion of the urban populace.45 According to 
Amnesty International, “Nairobi’s slums are the consequence of 
both explicit government policy and decades of official indiffer-
ence.46 In particular, informal settlements were excluded from . . . 
planning and budgeting . . . as if they did not exist.” Though invis-
ible, this niche provides “a third hybridized space,”47 in which the 
residents had to create “the values, rules, and definitions.”48

The AUYL then appears “ . . . to derive from a shared social 
experience of living in a postcolonial urban environment. In order 
to survive in the African city, one has to improvise, and this impro-
visation extends to language use.49 Becoming urban means being 
able to adopt a new identity.”50 Neither constrained by the tradi-
tional nor oppressed by the imperial,51 the young urbanites design 
their own destiny. Put another way, “Kenyan urban youth have 
negotiated a third space position between the local and the global 
in . . . the blurring of the boundaries. . . . Sheng is used by these 
youth to internalize and express a culture that has defined them,” 
postulates Karanja.52



163RUdd

Now though the AUYL is the consequence of multitudes 
of people sharing the same social experience of living in a post-
colonial African metropolis, though this shared social reality has 
become a cultural legacy, and though the urban vernacular has 
been given market recognition, it has no institutional recognition.53 
This denial has profound implications for educational policy.54 On 
September 13, 2007, the UN General Assembly adopted a dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, in which Article 
14 acknowledges the right of indigenous peoples to education 
in their own languages.55 despite African educators’ awareness 
of LHRs, few authorities acknowledge that native speakers of 
AYULs exist.56 Sure and Ogechi expend 176 pages to drive home 
how important native language instruction should be to language 
policy of the education system of Kenya, yet not one mention is 
made of Sheng or its native speakers.57

B. Shared Social Reality

Nairobi witnessed a surge in population growth after indepen-
dence and with the dissolution of restrictions against indigenous 
Kenyans living in the city. This growth remained mostly unnoticed 
because it occurred in the slums. Ngau details that the “number of 
dwellings in informal settlements thus rose from an estimated 500 
in 1952 to 22,000 in 1972, and multiplied to 111,000 in 1979.”58 The 
point is that most of the slums that exist today were created after 
the transfer of power. Gı̃thı̃nji calculates that more than 68% of 
the nation’s total household income is controlled by a mere 10% 
of the population, making Kenya a nation of millions of beggars 
and few millionaires.59 Today’s yuppies are the grandchildren of 
earlier migrant workers, who educated their children in the mis-
sion schools during the final 20 years of colonialism.60 The mission 
schools operated as a “transmission belt—or at least reinforcer—
of middle-class norms” to establish the colonial ideal of a new 
African class system, in which the children’s tribal language would 
have been at least recognized if not employed in the teaching of 
the standard.61 By contrast, children born in the slums since Inde-
pendence have not been allowed to attend mission schools. Even 
if some of these children have received some formal education, no 
one has recognized their first language, Sheng.
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Educators tracking students’ performance on the national 
and standard examinations have begun to notice that perfor-
mances were not matching desired expectations.62 Eventually, they 
will have to acknowledge that another language might be caus-
ing interference and begin to investigate urban vernaculars that 
“have been rendered spoken languages in search of legitimacy.”63 
The case of the AUYL presents a paradox. Skeptics can reason-
ably ask: If there are multitudinous urban econiches incubating 
these urban vernaculars and multitudes of native speakers, why 
have they not made themselves known? Where is everybody? 
The simple answer is that everybody is here. The educated choose 
to ignore them because native speakers are like the “lumpen 
elements” of the African metropolis, who called the early Nai-
robi, white-collar wannabes “the not so flattering sobriquet of 
‘tai-tai’—wearers of ties.”64 As the identity of AUYL speakers is 
new and their ancestry is traceable to some known tribe or tribes, 
they are inappropriately categorized and reduced to “an ethnic 
essentialization”, or even as “a challenge to the socioeconomic and 
ruling elite.”65

There may be a perception that the only reason urban dwell-
ers claim a new identity is to wage a class war on the established 
elites. Kenya has a record of anti-urban history, the evidence 
for which is frequently ignored. In 1960, a young, educated Luo 
man asked the crowd at Nairobi’s then-largest-ever political 
rally, “Whose Kenya is it?”66 The answer may have discomforted 
more than the white settler and thus influenced Tom Mboya’s 
fate. As Lonsdale ponders, “Coming to more recent, post-colonial 
times, one cannot help but wonder whether one of the reasons 
for Tom Mboya’s assassination in 1969 was that, for an otherwise 
rurally-based political elite, he had a disturbing ability to appeal, 
trans-ethnically, to Nairobi’s townsmen and women.”67

IV. Impertinent Youth

These common AUYL syndrome symptoms signal a clarion call 
and reflect a belief that the precious heritage of the standard has 
to be protected from corruption and decay.68 Educated people in 
particular have a social obligation because to resist corruption is 
a moral duty. Therefore, though the elite may recognize on some 
level that the urban poor suffer as a result of their actions, they are 
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able to justify such suffering as accomplishing the greater good. 
People who have a higher sense of power experience less distress 
and less compassion and exhibit greater autonomic emotion regu-
lation when confronted with another participant’s suffering.69 That 
is, the affluent find it easy to turn a blind eye to the needs and suf-
ferings of the needy. As Piff et al. reason, “increased resources and 
independence from others cause people to prioritize self-interest 
over others’ welfare and perceive greed as positive and beneficial, 
which in turn gives rise to increased unethical behavior.”70 That 
the children in slums might make language choices that affect the 
entire community has gone unnoticed because the views of the 
youth and the poor are often not taken seriously.

Numerous are the tales of immigrants who speak a native 
tongue to their children, who themselves respond in a non-her-
itage language. Many are the parents who complain about the 
language spoken by their children’s generation. Indeed, the 
influence of peers on child language acquisition is profound. Thou-
sands of normal-hearing children, being raised by profoundly deaf 
parents, appear to learn fluent English in a manner that can only 
be described as the same as that of a seven-year-old immigrant 
boy who within a year began speaking the non-heritage language 
of his new home.71 It is a myth that parents teach their children 
language. Children acquire their language in large part from their 
peers.72 Youth are not naturally impertinent. Instead, of all the 
ages of human beings, the youth appear to be the most desirous of 
conformity. The label of impertinence comes from the shock that 
they wish to conform to their peers, not their elders.

Now we have a clue as to how and why the scions of the 
elites and the bourgeoisie of Africa are beginning to speak 
AUYLs. It is markedly surprising how closely juxtaposed these 
affluent, urban youth are to the speakers of AUYLs. Consider 
the layout of Kenya’s capital. K’Akumu & Olima point out, “An 
aerial view of the city of Nairobi reveals the mismatch in human 
settlement—a phenomenon that borders on the bizarre. . . . virtu-
ally all the upmarket and middle-class houses share boundaries 
with the slums,”73 University campuses in Kenya often border 
on the bizarre as well, with informal settlements, or sukuma wiki 
villages,74 popping up next to campuses to provide inexpensive 
restaurant food, illicit brew pubs, and various other cheap and/or 
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illicit products and services that university students might be will-
ing to spend their boon and other monies on.75

Furthermore, for three years in Nairobi, Spronk studied a 
cohort of young urban professionals who are distinguished by a 
cosmopolitanism that appears to be the direct consequence “of the 
introduction of the multiparty system of 1992.”76 As these Nairobi 
yuppies are furthering their education or building their careers, 
they sometimes slum for a while in the “traditionally lower-class 
neighborhoods” of Eastlands, where they have exposure to Sheng, 
“part of their commitment to overcome ‘tribalism,’ perceived as 
one of the worst sociopolitical maladies in postcolonial Kenya.”

The language that is the most cosmopolitan turns out to be 
the language that is stigmatized by the elite and the bourgeoisie. If 
privileged children are learning Sheng, they do so not so they can 
communicate with ayahs, fundis, manambas, and wauza oduko.77 
On the contrary, they learn it from ayahs, fundis, manambas, and 
wauza oduko so they too can communicate with each other in the 
language that has the most urban prestige.

V. Final Thoughts

The typical profile of AUYL begins within a generation after 
an African nation gains independence, after which there is mass 
migration to the urban area. Increased urban population, espe-
cially in informal settlements, brings a noticeable increase in 
crime. This fact alone is insufficient to explain the fear. The condi-
tion of a growing African middle class concerned with propriety 
and education also emerges. A member of the middle class has 
much political capital to gain from the promotion and percep-
tion of proper behavior. Worries (i.e., symptoms) spread when 
previously oblivious people suddenly begin to worry that others 
may look down on their language usage. Gaining impetus, the 
spread of such symptoms is propelled when the scapegoat cannot 
fight back. Though children in the informal settlements are native 
speakers of Sheng, they ironically have no voice in the debate. 
However, complainers, having identified the enemies, may relax 
in the knowledge that it is just to punish them. This explanation 
suggests that the pertinent factor is the plausibility of criminal 
elements in the local construction of reality and the salience of 
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middle-class mores that promote righteous indignation as “an 
idiom of distress.”78

Accusations are a product of the individual’s engagement 
with the construction of a consensual reality. This sense of a fun-
damental connection between the upright person’s speaking the 
standard and being moral promotes accusations of criminality. 
In contrast to the righteous indignation of literary waganga, the 
explanation that should be favored by educators is that AUYLs 
are perfectly valid languages. The science of sociolinguistics 
accounts for such language stigmatization as a reflection of bur-
geoning bourgeois sentiment. As Mutonya asserts, “The images 
constructed by mainstream society to encapsulate street people 
and their lifestyle in a world perceived to be deviant relegates the 
street community to the peripheries of urban spaces and justifies 
the pejorative reference.”79 Accordingly, the linguist as health-care 
practitioner should explain that the concept of a “culture-bound 
syndrome” needs its focus switched from a description of the 
symptoms of the defendant to those of the plaintiff. Similarly, 
although the syndrome is associated with African cities, reports 
of similar cases exist in Amsterdam, Ontario, Paris, London, and 
other European cities.80 This disclosure suggests that outbreaks 
of disdain for non-standard language varieties could occur in the 
West — and they do. Typical episodes of such linguistic culture-
bound syndromes involve the belief that non-standard varieties of 
English imply criminal behavior. 81

Conceptualizing AUYL symptoms as a syndrome encourages 
a discussion of whether the African phenomena represent culture-
specific, folk illnesses or a more universal phenomenon. Although 
each city has its own specific characteristics, the constructions of 
reality for African urbanites foster commonalities of experience 
that appear singular to the African bourgeoisie. Furthermore, 
without a standard language ideology, the AUYL syndrome breaks 
down. From this perspective, the current episodes of AUYL syn-
drome are not the consequence of unruly youths, but rather a case 
of the upright bourgeoisie taking up arms to defend a perceived 
assault to a moral and just way of life. No threat comes from those 
who have no class; the danger is in those who think they do. The 
principle of linguistic democracy defends AUYL. As Labov avers, 
“Linguists support the use of a standard dialect in so far as it is an 
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instrument of wider communication for the general population 
but oppose its use as a barrier to social mobility.”82

Given that finger waggers frequently believe their accusa-
tions to be true, convincing them that language ideology is not 
moral will likely be somewhat unsuccessful. Rather than con-
demning their beliefs about social reality, a more fruitful approach 
might be to orchestrate a public education campaign to legitimize 
AUYL varieties by demonstrating that the youth exist in a culture 
with value and worth. Milroy emphasizes “the importance of his-
tory as a legitimizing factor.”83 Urban vernaculars have remained 
illegitimate because research on rural vernaculars has far sur-
passed that of the languages of the metropolis. It was only at the 
end of the second half of the last century that African American 
Vernacular English (AAVE) acquired the attention of research-
ers and started down the road to legitimization.84 All that one can 
do as a linguist is point this truth out and call on colleagues in 
other fields to continue to research, debate, and bestow “academic 
legitimacy” on Sheng and other African Urban Youth Languages 
in order that they too receive social legitimization. 85
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