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Metapragmatic activities on Facebook:  
Enregisterment across written and spoken language practices 

Andreas Stæhr 
(University of Copenhagen) 

 

In this paper I argue that written practices take up an important role in people’s everyday 
discursive practices because of the widespread availability and impact of social media and 
digital communication. However, this is not reflected in studies of language change, as it has 
not been customary to incorporate written practices. Yet concepts such as Agha’s (2007) 
enregisterment argue in favor of incorporating written practices, since enregisterment 
encourages us to consider all metapragmatic processes that contribute to making a particular 
‘way of discourse’ differentiable (Agha 2007:80). So both spoken and written discourse 
should be considered in language change, and in this article I illustrate how young people 
from a linguistically and culturally diverse area of Copenhagen use linguistic features 
indexical of speech styles on Facebook. I describe how the use of these resources points 
towards different stereotypes and what sense of rights and sanctions are involved in the 
reactions to the use these different types of marked language use.  

Key words: Normativity, enregisterment, social media, youth, multisided ethnography   

1. Introduction 
 
Due to the increasing popularity of social media and digital communication, writing now has a new 
status in people’s everyday communication. Before the arrival of technologies such as the internet 
and mobile phones, written language in the public domain was to a great extent characterized by 
one way communication, so that there were few possibilities for instant (and repeated) written 
replay and immediate response (letters and telegrams being an exception). These new technologies 
have resulted in a shift in the history of writing, because today many more people use writing as a 
frequent everyday means of communication (Baron 2008). So written communication has become a 
common (and possible) choice for everyday interaction equivalent to verbal communication. Social 
network sites such as Facebook, for example, allow people to discuss more or less important day-to-
day issues in writing (and other semiotic signs).  

Seen historically, the internet – mythologized as ‘cyber space’ – has been constructed as a ‘world 
apart’ from offline settings (Leander & Mckim 2003:217). However, the new status of writing in 
everyday encounters and the way social media has been integrated into many people’s everyday 
communication contributes to a breakdown of the artificial gap between online and offline contexts. 
So when it comes to explaining processes of language change, social media and digital 
communication technologies are becoming increasingly important for understanding current 
processes of language change and enregisterment (Agha 2007). Enregisterment, in Agha’s 
(2007:190) sense, is described as a process through which languages, styles, registers, varieties etc. 
become differentiable as socially recognized registers of forms. Such processes of enregisterment 
involve an understanding of how performable signs (words, norms, semiotic resources etc.) are 
recognized as a cultural model by a given population. In this way enregisterment can be described 
as the relation between the organization of semiotic resources, norms and speakers. According to 
Agha (2007), normativity should be conceptualized as involving at least three different levels. The 
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first level deals with norms in the sense of externally observable patterns such as a statistical 
distribution of some order of behavior (Agha 2007:126). The second level of normativity is defined 
as “a reflexive model of behavior, recognized as ‘normal’ or ‘typical’ by (at least some) actors, i.e., 
is a norm for them” (Agha 2007: 126). On this level a reflexive model specifies a norm for a given 
group of people based on their behavior. The third level of normativity is the normative standard 
which is a norm codified as a standard. That is, “a normative model, linked to standards whose 
breach results in sanctions” (Agha 2007: 126). By employing these three levels of normativity, 
Agha relates the study of language change (level one) (an interest of variationist sociolinguistics) to 
the study of enregisterment (level two and three). The data I study in this paper can be categorized 
metapragmatic discourse in the sense of Agha’s second level of normativity.    

In this paper I argue that written practices have taken up a much more important role in people’s 
everyday discursive practices because of the arrival, widespread availability and impact of social 
media and digital communication in general. However, this is not reflected in studies of language 
change, as it has not been customary to incorporate written practices. In this way it appears as if 
only oral language is perceived as ‘real’ language. Yet concepts such as enregisterment argue in 
favor for incorporating written practices, since it encourages us to consider all metapragmatic 
processes that contribute to make a particular ‘way of discourse’ differentiable (Agha 2007:80). So 
both spoken and written language (perceived as overlapping aspects of discourse) should be 
considered. In this article I illustrate how important social media and the written practices they 
bring along are to larger processes of linguistic change by attending to data from Copenhagen 
adolescents. I do this by focusing on how young people from a linguistically and culturally diverse 
area of Copenhagen adopt and use linguistic features indexical of speech styles in their linguistic 
practices on Facebook. I study how the use of such linguistic resources points towards different 
stereotypes, and what sense of rights and sanctions are involved in the reactions to the use of these 
different types of marked language use. Furthermore, I describe how the adolescents relate to and 
use linguistic resources associated with different styles to discuss to what extent spoken language 
practices and practices associated with writing co-contribute to the same processes of 
enregisterment. With my ethnographic fieldwork as the point of departure I shed light on these 
matters by analyzing Facebook interactions and various conversational data.  

 
2. Data and method  
 
The data I draw on in this article were collected among a group of adolescents in Copenhagen. The 
adolescents all attended an urban public school in a Copenhagen area called Amager where the 
student body was characterized by a high degree of ethnic diversity. As a part of the Amager project 
(Madsen et al. 2013), I have carried out ethnographic fieldwork in two grade school classes in 
Copenhagen for almost three years. The Amager project is a collaborative study (Blackledge & 
Creese 2010, Erickson & Stull 1998) of language use, linguistic and social norms in the everyday 
life of contemporary children and adolescents under the current superdiverse social conditions of 
Copenhagen (see Madsen et al. 2013). The project was initiated in 2009 when the participants in our 
study attended 7th grade and ended when they left school in 2011 (a period of time equivalent to 
secondary school). Since then, I have continued to meet with some of the adolescents in focus in 
this paper. In 2010 most of the young people in our study had a Facebook profile and regularly 
engaged with each other through this social network site. Seeing this, I created a Facebook profile 
on behalf of the project. I advertised our new profile among the adolescents and soon we began to 
receive friend requests on Facebook. Afterwards I followed the young people’s new media practices 
alongside their school and leisure time activities. In this way I have both conducted extensive online 



 4 

ethnography (Androutsopoulos 2008, forthc.) and ethnography in offline settings (Duranti 1997). 
This provided me with crucial knowledge about the participants in our study across the established 
divide between online and offline contexts (boyd 2008). Following the young people both on 
Facebook and in other everyday situations made it possible for me to gain a wider understanding of 
the connections between the two contexts regarding social and linguistic practices and friendship 
relations.  
 
The young people all lived in the same area of Copenhagen. Furthermore, from our ethnographic 
observations and interviews we know that they have a variety of different cultural and linguistic 
heritages and competences. Bashaar was born in Iraq and immigrated to Denmark with his family 
when he was two years old. Jamil and Isaam were both born in Demark and have family relations to 
Lebanon. Mark was born in Denmark as well and his parents are from Poland and Turkey. Khalid 
was born in Denmark and his parents emigrated from Pakistan. Fadwa was born in Iraq and came to 
Denmark with her parents late in life compared to her classmates. Nadia, Negasi and Fatima attend 
the same class and often hang out together and have family relations to Iraq, Eritrea and Lebanon 
respectively. Rasmus and Michael are among the few majority Danes in the class. Some of the 
adolescents appearing in my analysis do not attend one of the two classes I followed. They will be 
introduced to the extent I find it relevant for my analysis. Furthermore, my analysis builds on semi 
structured interviews, self recordings, classroom recordings, field notes and Facebook interactions 
(for a detailed account of the data collection see Madsen et al. 2013 and Stæhr 2010).  
 
 
3. The relation between text and talk 
 
We know from studies of language among youth in Copenhagen that they are highly aware of how 
they talk differently in different situations (Madsen et al. 2010, Madsen 2013 and Stæhr 2010). 
They also give names to the different ways of speaking such as “street language”, “normal”, 
“integrated”, and “old-fashioned”. In the same way as the adolescents are aware of how they speak 
in different situations, we also know that they are aware of how they write differently according to 
different situations or genres (Stæhr, forthc.). Furthermore, they are also very conscious of when 
different norms of language use are applicable and who makes and enforces the norms. Such 
awareness of normativity is created through both the adolescents’ written and spoken language 
practices. The awareness is visible in speakers’ more or less explicit linguistic reflexivity. Messages 
that contain or refer to certain semiotic forms are also metamessages about typical users and 
contexts of use (Agha 2003). On the basis of our observations of the adolescents’ language practices 
and their metapragmatic statements, we have evidence of an ongoing enregisterment of different 
ways of speaking. It has not been common, however, to discuss written language as having an 
impact on language change, or to treat spoken and written language practices as largely similar in 
their contribution to processes of enregisterment. This is partly due to a tradition of computer 
mediated communication (CMC) as being treated as special or set-apart (Slater 2002, Leander & 
Mckim 2003), and partly because a restriction to screen-based data may seem the norm in CMC 
studies focused on language (Androutsopoulos forthc.). Popular conceptions of the internet being 
distinct and set-apart have also been maintained by academic work (Androutsopoulos 2006). 
According to Androutsopoulos (2006:420), Crystal’s (2001) notion of ‘netspeak’ is a prominent 
example of this as he defines CMC as a type of language “displaying features that are unique to the 
internet […] arising out of a medium with is electronic, global, and interactive” (Crystal 2001:18) 
Also more recent notions such as “supervenaculars”, defined as: “semiotic forms that circulate in 
networks driven, largely, by new technologies such as the Internet and mobile communication 



 5 

devices” (Blommaert 2011), contributes to constructing CMC as a special kind of language that is 
set-apart from other everyday contexts.        

Since the mid-to-late 1990s researchers within CMC have struggled to describe CMC either as 
written or spoken language or as a genre of its own (Herring 2010). For some researchers it was 
regarded as controversial that text based CMC was ‘conversation’ since it was not produced orally 
or perceived as auditory like speech which is spoken and heard. However, according to Herring 
(2010) many had changed their view of this in the late 1990s. Since then a number of researchers 
have explicitly compared CMC to speech and conversational genres. Some have come up with 
different definitions and labels such as “written speech” (Maynor 1994) and “visible conversation” 
(Colomb and Simutis 1996) to mention only a few. However, such a priori definitions are 
problematic. Instead we must explore empirically the conversational nature of each instance of 
CMC. I argue that neither the concept of written nor the concept of spoken language alone captures 
the multimodal nature of CMC in social media. Such digital platforms contain far more varied 
opportunities for people to express themselves than can be grasped by these labels. Instead, a long 
the same lines as Tannen (2013:99), I regard text and talk: 

“not as two separate entities – text as written language and talk as spoken – but rather as 
‘overlapping aspects of a single entity’: discourse.”   

Tannen argues that the employment of the notion of discourse (see also Androutsopoulos 2006:423) 
functions as a corrective to seeing spoken and written language as fundamentally separate and 
different entities. Instead she suggests that we think of text and talk as oral and literate strategies 
that can be drawn upon when speaking and writing. In this way she opens the possibility of an 
overlap of linguistic resources and strategies from one “genre” to another. The discussion of how to 
grasp phenomena such as CMC and linguistic practices in new media contexts reflects the historical 
gap between the enregisterment of written and spoken registers. For example written language has 
traditionally played a central role in the enregisterment of standard language propelled by 
educational institutions such as schools and the Danish Language Board (an institution placed under 
the Ministry of Culture) that have administered the standard norm of written Danish since 1955 
(Gregersen 2011). Due to the fact that we can observe how oral and literate strategies are used 
concurrently in social media interaction, we need to attend to the relation between the 
enregisterment of writing and speech to bridge the gap between processes of spoken and written 
enregisterment. One way to study the enregisterment across speech and writing is to look at 
different kinds of metapragmatic activities.     
  
 
4. Metapragmatic activities in social media interaction 
 
Meaning is not solely communicated through words, but also through metapragmatic activities. 
According to Agha (2007:16), such reflexive activity involves “activities in which communicative 
signs are used to typify other perceivable signs”. In this way metapragmatic activities are semiotic 
and linguistic acts illustrating the attributes of language, its users, and the activities accomplished 
through its use. Such acts can be more or less explicit and implicit depending on the function and 
situational context of the utterance. Explicit metapragmatic commentary involves accounts of ways 
of speaking. Metapragmatic activities such as style shifts, performances or ‘stylizations’ (Rampton 
2009, Jaspers 2010) of enregistered styles of speaking can be placed somewhere in between the 
explicit and implicit, depending on the context. Metapragmatic commentary is endemic in human 
communication, because it serves to contextualize what is said (Gumperz 1982). Users of social 
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network sites such as Facebook employ a range of contextualization cues or semiotic resources in 
meaning making, and many of these resources are iconic by nature (Lange forthc.) – that is, they are 
semiotic resources which iconically mime or reproduce speech or facial expressions. For example 
the use of upper-case letters can be an iconic representation of a raised voice and excitement; 
emoticons can underline different emotional states; deviation from orthographic standard can 
function as written representations of different speech styles; punctuation can function as a 
reproduction of pauses etc. The study of such metalinguistic practices teaches us how speakers 
relate to perceivable signs, how different features are associated with different ways of 
speaking/writing, how rights of language use emerge and take effect, and how different styles are 
associated with larger discursive meanings and speakers’ reflections on social categories and 
stereotypes.   
 
Different styles of speaking communicate more than just referential meaning. They also 
communicate metamessages which indicate speakers/writers intentions about what they say and 
what they are trying to do when using certain ways of speaking, words, intonation patterns, etc. in a 
certain context (Tannen 2013). Therefore when studying how speakers position themselves in 
relation to social categories, it can be fruitful to look at a special type of metapragmatic 
commentary – namely, the use of stylizations. This can be beneficial because, as Coupland 
(2007:154) agues, “stylized utterances also project personas, identities and genres other than those 
that are presumedly current in the speech event”. So like other speech acts, stylizations do not only 
give off information about the speaker but also about the addressee. In fact, according to Jaspers 
(2010:14), stylized language use is a good basis for: 

“investigating how utterances comment on the situation in which they are produced, 
how they are illustrative of participants’ perceptions, and how these perceptions can be 
reconciled with, or rather challenge, inflect and/or reconfigure ideologized 
representations of language and social behaviour, and with what results” 

Stylizations do not only reflect the relation between language and context, but such metapragmatic 
activities also foreground speakers’ perception of and relation to different socio cultural constructs 
of “languages”, “varieties” etc. The stylized performance of personas and genres often derives from 
well-established and well-known identity repertoires even though they may not be represented in 
full. Therefore, the use of stylized language also, according to Rampton (2009:149) involves 
reflexivity: 
 

“Stylization involves reflexive communicative action in which speakers produce 
specially marked and often exaggerated representations of languages, dialects, and 
styles that lie outside their own habitual repertoire (at least as this is perceived within 
the situation at hand)”  

 
Reflexivity is central in relation to social media interaction, and contributes to the construction of 
identities. Weber & Mitchell (2008:41) suggest that young people’s media production (both in 
terms of outcome and process) forces them to look at themselves, sometimes from a new 
perspective, and this provides feedback for subsequent modification of self-representation. Media 
productions also invite other people’s feedback through built-in response mechanisms, such as the 
‘like’ function on Facebook. Compared to spoken language, one can argue that written online 
practices allow for a higher degree of self-reflection. This can be the case in status updates on 
Facebook but also in retro perspective when browsing your own timeline. Browsing the timeline,  
the 2012 design made it easier to get a chronological overview and delete or add posts and 
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comments. In this way, it allows users to go beyond searching for old content as it is now possible 
to re-construct one’s self-narrative by posting “old” events you find important and want to share. 
This makes it possible to edit the way you appear in different situations. Furthermore, when 
engaging in asynchronous interaction (the opposite is also possible) on Facebook, you sometimes 
have more time to think over how to present yourself compared to other conversational genres. This 
however does not necessarily mean that social media users are constantly aware of their self 
representation, social positioning etc. According to the participants of our study this varies from 
situation to situation just as in spoken interaction. In this article I analyze different instances of 
metapragmatic activities that reflect different degrees of reflexivity. To understand the 
metapragmatic activities I report on in this paper it is essential to have knowledge of the different 
ways of speaking these adolescents produce and are aware of.  
 
 
5. ‘Ways of speaking’ among young people on Amager 
 
The processes of enregisterment I investigate in this article happen across interactions on Facebook 
and other everyday situations and involve linguistic features associated with registers referred to as 
“street language”, “integrated” and “old-fashioned” speech by the adolescents in our study. Street 
language is best described as a peer register. In the participants’ descriptions of ‘street language’ in 
interviews, we find that specific stereotypic indexical values are associated with the register such as 
toughness, masculinity, youth, pan-ethnic minority street culture, and academic non-prestige 
(Madsen 2013). Furthermore, polylingual practices (Jørgensen et al. 2011) and linguistic creativity 
are often described as an element of street language. In interviews, young people associate 
“integrated” speech with distinct pronunciation, abstract and academic vocabulary, and ritual 
politeness phrases. Moreover, this register is associated with up-scale culture, authority, academic 
skills, politeness, adults (teachers), and respect (see Madsen 2011 for a more elaborate description). 
It is clear that the integrated register and street language invoke different opposing values. 
According to Madsen (2011, 2013) values such as academic vs. street cultural, polite vs. tough, 
stereotypical notions of masculinity vs. femininity, and adult vs. youthful are clearly relevant here. 
We have not investigated the register referred to as “gammeldaws” (’old-fashioned’) or “gammelt 
dansk” (‘old Danish’) as thoroughly as the street language and integrated registers. However, we 
know from the adolescents’ metalinguistic statements in classroom conversations carried out by two 
of the researchers from the team that the register is associated with being old, speaking integrated, 
and wealthy. In this way the register is associated with some of the same values as integrated 
speech, yet it has connotations to being old and not just an adult. Furthermore, several of the 
adolescents describe old-fashioned as an opposite to street language. One of our informants 
associates the term “gammeldaws” with “gammeldaws flæskesvær” (‘old fashioned pork 
cracklings’). Thus, he associates this way of speaking with stereotypical Danish snacks, pork 
cracklings, which can be seen as emblematic for some kind of traditional Danishness (similar 
associations to stereotypical Danishness will be discussed in section 8).  
 
Though we have gained insight into the participants’ explicit metalinguistic descriptions of street 
language, integrated speech and old-fashioned in the interviews, we still need to identify where and 
when, in online and offline interaction, we can find the building blocks (or ‘acts of enregisterment’) 
for what these adolescents have come to see as different styles or registers. This will be the aim of 
the rest of the article. In the next sections I discuss how linguistic features associated with the 
different registers mentioned above are used as a resource in metalinguistic activities such as 
stylization and crossing. First I will show how these registers are a part of an enregisterment at the 
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face-to-face or speech-level, before showing how Facebook interactions are an indispensable 
contribution to this enregisterment process.  
 
 
6. Street language across written and spoken discourse  
 
This section describes how linguistic features associated with street language are used both in 
adolescents’ face-to-face and Facebook interactions. The feature particular in focus in the following 
excerpts is a phonetic feature [ʧ ] which can be characterized as an affricated and palatalized t-
pronunciation which differs from the affricated and alveolar standard pronunciation of [t]. From 
now on I refer to this feature as a “ʧ -pronunciation” when occurring in speech and as a “tj-
spelling” when occurring in writing. This feature is interesting to study across speech and writing as 
it (among some of the adolescents) is very frequent in speech but not in writing. Therefore, when 
occurring in writing the feature appears marked as the tj-spelling is perceived as being salient 
marker of a particular way of speaking. From our ethnographic observations and interviews we 
know that the ʧ -pronunciation is associated with street language by many of the participants in our 
study. Furthermore, it is often used in mock versions of street language in the media (Madsen 
forthc., Maegaard 2007). According to Madsen (2013:9) the affricated and palatalized ʧ -
pronunciation is a feature which is both commonly used in routine speech as well as a feature 
explicitly flagged in verbal stylizations. In some cases it is used as indexical of stereotypical 
immigrant Danish (as it is spoken among Turkish immigrants) and in other cases as an indicator of 
street language. The ʧ -pronunciation is also described by Maegaard (2007) in her study of 
Copenhagen youth as a (at that time new) pronunciation feature associated with stylistic practices of 
“tough ethnically mixed boys” groups. However, studies done by Ag (2010) and Jørgensen & Ag 
(2013) document how features associated with street language are also used among girls. 
Furthermore, the ʧ -pronunciation is also documented in other studies of Copenhagen youth 
(Madsen 2008 a and Stæhr 2010). In the following excerpts I describe how the ʧ -pronunciation and 
tj-spelling is used in combination with other features associated with street language.   

The first excerpt is from an interview I conducted with Isaam. We are talking about different ways 
of speaking in different situations and he has just told me about how he speaks integrated with his 
teachers at school. Then I ask him:   

Excerpt 1: “I speak god damn street language man” 
Isaam (Isa) with interviewer (And)   

 

Original: Translation: 

1 And: hvad så i frikvartererne  

2  taler du (.) taler du  

3  også integreret  

4  der  

5 Isa: nej (.) der [ʧ ]aler jeg  

6  sgu ((markeret  

7  stiliseret gade- 

8  sprog))gadesprog  

9  mayn  

10 And: der [ʧ ]aler ((markeret  

11  stiliseret gadesprog))du  

12  gadesprog 

13 Isa: ha ha  

14 And: ha ha okay 

1 And: what about in the breaks  

2  do you speak (.) do you 

3  also speak integratedly  

4  then 

5 Isa: no (.) then I speak  

6  god damn ((markedly  

7  stylized street  

8  language))street language  

9  man  

10 And: then you speak ((markedly  

11  stylized street language))  

12  street language 

13 Isa: ha ha  

14 And: ha ha  
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Isaam explains to me how he speaks during the breaks at school. He tells me that he speaks street 
language. His answer does not come as a surprise to us. However, what is noticeable is the way 
Isaam answers my question. His answer can be characterized as a stylized or exaggerated 
performance of street language which is markedly different from his utterances leading up to this 
excerpt. First, he pronounces the word “taler” (‘speaks’ in English) with the affricated and 
palatalized ʧ -pronunciation described above. Secondly, his pronunciation of the word “mand” 
(‘man’ in English) is pronounced “mayn”. During a conversation with Isaam I asked him about the 
meaning of this particular pronunciation of “man” while discussing different kinds of slang 
associated with rap culture. Isaam told me that this particular pronunciation is associated with street 
language and that it originates from the Århus area (the second largest city in Denmark) where it is 
mostly used by a particular group of rappers. He further explained how this feature spread to other 
parts of Denmark. On the basis of this, Isaam’s utterance can be characterized as a performance or a 
marked occurrence of street language. Furthermore, my reaction in line 10 where I recognize and 
reproduce his pronunciation of “taler” also indicates that his shift is perceived as a performance in 
the situation. With this instance of typification or metapragmatic commentary, Isaam informs us 
that he associates the use of the ʧ -pronunciation with swearing (cf. ‘god damn street language’), 
with instances of relaxation and absence of authorities (cf. ‘the break’), and as an opposite way of 
speaking to integrated speech. By telling about how he speaks integratedly to his teacher (shortly 
before this excerpt) he sketches an image of himself as obedient to authorities. When he shortly 
after uses a markedly different pronunciation associated with street language, he juxtaposes this 
image with another, tougher image, as if to indicate that this obedient image is only for ‘special 
occasions’, when he is not ‘in the breaks’.             

In Facebook interactions we find similar marked written representations of linguistic features that 
contain reflexive metamessages. I will show some examples of such marked self-reflexive practices 
in the next few excerpts. The next two Facebook excerpts are birthday greetings. Birthday greetings 
on Facebook are interesting because they often call for artistic linguistic performances but within a 
highly ritualized genre. The aim seems to be who can congratulate the birthday boy/girl in the most 
creative way and who can generate most attention to his or her greeting. Furthermore, birthday 
greetings on Facebook are also a good place to look for identity, categorization and identification 
practices as I show in my analysis. The first is a greeting written by Bashaar on Isaam’s wall on his 
birthday. Bashaar writes:  

Excerpt 2 
Original: 

 

Facebook extract, Bashaar on Isaam’s wall, 9th of October 2010 
 

Bashaar initiates his greeting by writing “Habiibi...!..” meaning ‘my dear’ or ‘my beloved’ in 
Arabic. However, this is also perceived as a linguistic feature associated with street language and 
used as a marker of affection. Therefore, the use of ‘habibi’ here can be viewed as an act of 
showing friendship and intimacy. It is an expression Bashaar uses a lot on Facebook. On the next 
line he writes is “Tjellukka  :D” (‘congratulations’). However, the spelling of the word deviates 
from standard orthography (“tillykke”). Bashaar’s greeting can be viewed as a marked use of street 
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language because it contains a parodic representation of a certain pronunciation associated with 
street language or stereotypical immigrant Danish. The relation between street language and 
immigrant Danish is that some elements characteristic of street language draw on learner features of 
Danish. The word “tjellukka” consists of a written representation of the same ʧ -pronunciation as 
described in excerpt 1. From my observations of the young people’s interactional practices I know 
that the use of tj-spelling in writing is not very frequent among the adolescents. Therefore I view the 
use of the tj-spelling as a marked act in itself. Besides the tj-spelling, Bashaar’s spelling of the word 
also deviates from the standard orthography as the letters ‘i’, ‘y’ and  ‘e’ are changed to the letters 
‘e’, ‘u’ and ‘a’. This further changes the phonetic representation of the word. Together these 
features result in a written representation that reminds one of a stereotypical pronunciation 
associated with immigrant Danish, but it is also deployed with a certain ironic distance. For some 
reason Isaam does not comment on Bashaar’s greeting although he is his best friend. This would not 
be considered a normal practice among the young people in general, but this greeting was posted 
during a period of time where Isaam was not a frequent writer on Facebook. He received many 
greetings on his birthday but only commented on a few of them at a quarter to nine in the evening. 
The greetings he received during the rest of the evening, including Bashaar’s, he did not comment 
on. Yet, the wall post is still interesting even though Isaam’s lack of response makes it difficult to 
analyze the metamessage. Judging from the knowledge I gained about the two friends from my 
ethnographic fieldwork, the metamessage of this post is very likely to be ambiguous. On the one 
hand Bashaar communicates his affection and friendship to Isaam by writing “habibi”. By using 
“habibi” to do so he also establishes an understanding of the two as being part of a group of people 
who speaks street language. On the other hand Bashaar’s post also indexes identities such as 
‘learner of Danish’ and ‘not so smart’ by writing “tjelukka” (cf. some uses of Asian English in 
Rampton (2005) and of “illegal” in Jaspers (2011)). Deployed, however, with an ironic distance - 
hence the smiley. Such an insincere use of learner features is not uncommon for the two boys. 
Several times they have imitated how the local “pizza owner” or the owner of the greengrocer shop 
speaks followed by jokes about their own religion, culture or place of origin. This reflects an 
awareness of the existing stereotypes about minorities in Denmark and older generations of learners 
of Danish.             

A similar written representation of a particular feature that is often seen as one of the characteristics 
of street language is found in the next excerpt. Tarif is one of Bashaar’s and Isaam’s good friends 
from the local youth club. He is one year older than the boys and has told me that he speaks Arabic 
besides Danish and English. Here he writes on Bashaars wall on the occasion of his birthday: 

Excerpt 3 
Original: 
 

 

Facebook extract, Tarif on Bashaars wall, 4th of October 2010 
 

In this excerpt a similar use of resources associated with street language is employed by Tarif and 
Bashaar’s. Tarif congratulates Bashaar by writing “TIILUUKAAA!!” (‘congratulations’) on his 
wall and, as in the previous extract, the spelling also deviates from the standard orthography of 
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“tillykke” (‘congratulations’) and the letters ‘y’ and ‘e’ are changed into ‘u’ and ‘a’. So Tarif draws 
on almost the same phonetic representation of immigrant Danish or street language as we saw 
Bashaar do. Furthermore, Tarif uses upper-case letters, multiple vowels and exclamation marks to 
underline the message. This marks some degree of enthusiasm. It appears as if Bashaar 
accommodates to the linguistic style of Tarif’s wall post in his comment as he writes “Tjak” 
(‘thanks’). His alternative spelling of “tak” varies from the standard orthographic norm as he 
represents the initial feature with “tj”. By doing so he ratifies the linguistic style introduced by 
Tarif. Bashaars comment can also be described as a marked use of street language. In addition to 
using the tj-spelling (which itself appears marked), the emoticon adds additional meaning to the 
comment. Because the smiley puts out its tongue, one can argue that the comment must be viewed 
in a silly frame which again adds sense of inauthentic voicing to the comment. The use of the 
feature “TIILUUKAAA” could be viewed as a part of what Goffman (1971) calls “access rituals”, 
which often evoke special linguistic materials with which people negotiate access to each others’ 
personal territory. Such linguistic material could for example be speaking politely, but also 
(certainly among friends) speaking impolitely. In this case ‘speaking like an immigrant’ can be 
viewed as a way of negotiating this access because it makes you ‘look like a fool’ which more or 
less explains why you intruded someone’s personal territory.  Furthermore, the use of this kind of 
marked street language can be viewed as an in-group maker. It is certainly treated by Bashaar as 
such. In this way ‘speaking like an immigrant’ is locally enregistered as a practice which is a part of 
the street language register.  

The next excerpt illustrates how street language can be used in parodic performances. It is a post 
made by Bashaar on Nadia’s Facebook wall. Before the adolescents in our study left grade school 
most of them wrote on each others’ walls how they would remember each other. Bashaar wrote 
about Nadia: 

Excerpt 4 
Original: 

 
Translation: 

 
Bashaar:  You will be remembered as the one who always SCREAMS AND YELLS in class... 
 But also the sweet 
 The fun.. 
 And a Bit Cool.. 
Nadia: You too ;) . 
Bashaar: Thanks :) 

Facebook extract, Bashaar on Nadias wall, 9th of February 2011 

This wall post contains a description of both the positive and negative aspects of Bashaar’s 
perception of Nadia. She is portrayed as a very vociferous person, but also as sweet, funny and a 
little cool. Bashaar first describes her as one who “SCREAMS AND YELLS” which is an example 
of how written representations – here upper-case letters – can be used to underline a message 
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corresponding, for instance, to high volume in speech. The upper-case letters also frame the 
message of the utterance. Nadia’s response to Bashaar’s description reflects the ambiguity in 
Bashaar’s post as she writes “ilm” which is short for “i lige måde” (‘you too’), followed by a 
winking smiley, which frames her answer as not to be taken too seriously. The interesting part of 
the excerpt is Bashaar’s comment to Nadia’s response where he writes “tjaaak”, again a non-
standard spelling of “tak” (‘thanks’) followed by a smiling emoticon. So here we see another 
deployment of the tj-spelling in writing. In addition he writes three “a’s” and a smiley which adds 
an aspect of markedness to the utterance. Thereby he replies in a fun way to her returning the 
“compliment”. As I have argued, the “tj” for standard “t” in writing can be considered marked 
because it demonstrates an awareness of and reference to a non-standard pronunciation. 
Furthermore, when looking at the context, “tjaaak” is the only feature associated with street 
language, which makes it stand out further. The use of emoticons by Bashaar and Nadia adds an 
element of flirtation to the interaction, and Bashaar’s use of street language should be seen in the 
light of this. So in this context street language functions as a way of showing affection and 
intimacy. This might suggest that street language indexes other values than stereotypical 
masculinity, toughness, street credibility etc.  

In the next excerpt, the tj-spelling co-occurs with other lexical features associated with street 
language. The excerpt is a post from Bashaar’s wall in which one of his friends, Bilal, asks whether 
he has been qualified for high school:        

Excerpt 5 
Original: 

 
Translation: 

 
Bilal: Gee are you qualified [for high school] 
Bashaar: I will be told on Friday Inshallah I will :) [be qualified for high school] 
Bilal: Inshallah :D write when you know anything :D 
Bashaar: I will Albi ♥ (no homo) 
Bilal: ahahha ♥ 
((two days later)) 
Bashaar: Yes, I am qualified now Gee :) 
Bilal: I know hahaha congrats :D 
Bashaar: Thanks Gee :) ♥ 
 
Wordlist: 
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Gee:   Gangster (normally spelled “G”) 
Inshallah: If Allah (God) wishes 
Albi: my heart (used in affection as “my love”) 

Facebook extract, Bilal on Bashaar’s wall, 28th of January 2011 

The focus of this conversation is Bashaars’ academic future. The correspondence is carried out in 
written style containing linguistic features associated with street language. This is worth noticing, as 
I have mentioned that street language is a practice stereotypically associated with peer culture and 
toughness and not academic prestige. In that respect they break with the stereotypical notion that 
activities related to education and academic success are often carried out in standard language (see 
also Madsen 2011 and Stæhr 2010). The boys employ a range of lexical and written representations 
of phonetic features associated with street language. Among the lexical features, we find the words 
“no homo” (expression known from contemporary American hiphop), “albi” (Arabic, meaning ‘my 
love’) and “inshallah” (Arabic, meaning ‘if Allah (God) wishes’). The final features associated with 
street language are written representations of pronunciations of words. The first is the vocative 
“Gee” (meaning G, short for Gangster). I view it as a representation of a pronunciation as it is often 
spelled “G” by the boys. In addition we see “tillykke” (‘congratulations’) spelled “tjeløk” with the 
“tj” for “t” as we saw above. Again the tj-spelling is used in combination with other features 
associated with street language. For this reason it does not appear as marked as the tj-spelling in the 
other excerpts. On the basis of this, one can argue that the written representation of the ʧ -
pronunciation can both be used in routine as well as in more marked and stylized utterances just as 
Madsen (2013:9) describes it in verbal interaction. An explanation of why the two boys use features 
associated with street language in this context could be that they seek to downplay the serious 
nature of a school related topic. This interpretation can further be supported by adolescents 
metalinguistic statements on how street language and street-wise behavior can co-occur with 
behavior associated with stereotypically opposite values like a positive orientation towards school.        

The ʧ -pronunciation is not the only written representation of phonetic features associated with 
street language represented in writing on Facebook. During my online ethnographic field work I 
observed the use of another feature which I will refer to as the “kr-spelling” or “g -
pronunciation” when used in writing and speech respectively. Maegaard (2007:86) describes the 
g -pronunciation feature as an aspirated unvoiced consonantal uvular r-sound. The opening of 
the stop with aspiration is in standard Danish extended to an r-sound which can be heard in the 
distinction between “krat” and “grædt” (Madsen et al. 2010:106). The feature is further known to 
us from our ethnographic observations as a feature used by the adolescents in everyday speech (see 
also Madsen et al. (2010) and Stæhr (2010)). Maegaard’s associates g -pronunciation with style 
groups characterized as “foreigner boys” (2007:165). However, the feature is also reported as 
frequent among the style group of “foreign girls”, while it is not used at all by the boys ascribed the 
category “Danish”.  Madsen (2008a) also finds the g -pronunciation in her study of young 
people in a taekwondo club in Nørrebro in Copenhagen, which is an even more culturally and 
linguistically diverse area than Amager. She also reports that the feature is used among those of her 
participants who could be ascribed to the “foreigner” category and that the feature is used to 
construct identities such as “tough urban boys”. Just as in the case of tj-spelling, the kr-spelling is 
not that frequent in the adolescents Facebook practices which makes it appear marked when used. 
Excerpt 6 shows how the kr-spelling is used in parodies of others’ voices. The wall post is written 
by Saleem on Fatima’s wall. I have never met Saleem outside Facebook, but heard him mentioned 
by the girls as someone they hang out with sometimes. He writes:  
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Excerpt 6 
Original: 

 
Translation: 

 
Saleem:  Pppppssssstttttt!!!! are you coming over soon at our place ugly? :D     
Fatima: Yeah wallah I miss you :( Ugly people ahahah my father is leaving on Saturday ;s 

Facebook extract, Saleem on Fatima’s wall, 21th of September 2010 

This is an excerpt from a longer thread where the two adolescents discuss how to catch up. Saleem 
initiates his message with the onomatopoetic expression “Pppppssssstttttt!!!!” which is normally 
used to attract some one’s attention. What is interesting about his following request is that he writes 
“krimme” (‘ugly’) instead of the standard spelling “grimme”. Writing “kr” instead of “gr”, the word 
appears as a written representation of the aspirated unvoiced [ ]. Fatima apparently recognizes 
this written representation as she mirrors this in her answer. The use of the particular r-
pronunciation is not the only feature in the post associated with street language in this excerpt. The 
lexical feature “wallah” (in an oath meaning ‘by allah’ in Arabic) is likewise associated with street 
language by our participants. In addition, note the use of emoticons during the correspondence both 
by Fatima and Saleem, which frames the conversation as playful. Furthermore, the laughter in 
Fatima’s post supports this observation. This instance of Saleem writing “krimme” to Fatima is not 
unique. I have found several incidents where he categorizes her as “krim” in a playful and flirtatious 
way. An explanation for why he writes “krim” and thereby signals the aspirated unvoiced uvular r-
sound when she addresses Fatima, can be that she uses this pronunciation a lot when speaking (as I 
also often observed during the ethnography). Furthermore, the use of “krimme” is also visually 
different from “grimme” (‘ugly’), and therefore helps to contextualize the utterance as joking and 
flirtatious, rather than as a real, appropriate label for Fatima. So again, as we also saw in excerpt 4, 
street language functions as a way of showing affection and intimacy in the context of a flirtatious 
correspondence. In addition, I observed her write the following on her wall: What is the most 
frequent expression I use? One answered “wallah” while Bashaar answered “du er så grim” (‘you 
are so ugly’ in English). She confirmed both as correct. This indicates that Saleem’s use of the 
feature is not only an incident of street language in writing but also a parody of how Fatima speaks 
and sometimes writes. Furthermore, it points towards the enhanced linguistic self-reflexivity on 
Facebook as she explicitly requests her Facebook friends to comment on her linguistic behavior.  

In the excerpts above, I have shown how marked writing closely related to common speech 
practices is used in the interactions among adolescents on Facebook. Firstly, we have seen that 
street language co-occurs with the use of uppercase-letters as representations of loudness and 
excitement, adding an element of performance to the utterance. Secondly, I have illustrated how 
emoticons were used to frame the posts and comments, and thirdly, I have described how written 
representations of different ways of speaking differed from their regular spelling practices. I argued 
that the use of both the tj- and the kr-spelling in writing on Facebook is a marked act in itself due to 
their rare occurrence. Therefore the use of these features must involve an enhanced reflexivity. This 
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also characterizes stylizations and marked language use in spoken interaction (Rampton 2009:149). 
In the next section I describe how such reflexivity is relevant to instances of language crossing 
(Rampton 2005) and in particular, to co-participants’ reactions to such movement across social or 
ethnic boundaries.    
 
 7. Crossing as resource in negotiation of social relations   
 
The notion of crossing is closely related to the concept of enregisterment because crossing and co-
participants’ reactions to such linguistic acts contribute to defining and establishing who the ratified 
users of a specific style or register are. This section describes how the participants in our study 
orient towards different norms of language use in interactional episodes involving crossing. I show 
instances both where the crossing is sanctioned and where it passes unnoticed. The notion of 
crossing is closely related to stylization. However, crossing involves a stronger sense of 
transgression of ethnic or social boundaries. Crossing occurs when speakers use features which are 
generally not perceived as a part of their repertoire. According to Rampton (2005: 270) crossing: 

 
“[…] focuses on code-alternation by people who aren’t accepted members of the group 
associated with the second language they employ. It is concerned with switching into 
languages that aren’t generally thought to belong to you”  
 

The notion of crossing deals with speakers’ “rights” or “access” to specific linguistic features. 
Speakers position themselves and each other in relation to languages depending on the social 
context. Therefore, rights of language use are not pre-given or static, but constructed, contested and 
negotiated between the speakers in the course of social interaction. According to Jørgensen et al. 
(2011), this implies that social categorizations of speakers draw on stereotypes about their relation 
to specific registers, repertoires or styles. In the next few excerpts I will look further into how the 
adolescents cross into street language on Facebook and how such transgressions are responded to by 
others. Excerpt 7 is from Bashaar’s wall where he announces that he has shaved – an important 
event when you are fourteen years old:  
 
Excerpt 7 



 16 

Original: 

 
Translation: 

 
Bashaar:  Have shaved 
Rasmus:  HAHAHAHAHAHA…then you don’t have more shaaark left ;D 
Bashaar: hehehe 
Rasmus: You better learn it Jamil ;D 
Fatima: ;OO THAT WAS A DISS :P 
Lamis: Hahahahahaha lol laughing.. ;) 
Fatima: Oh Rasmus tries to be a Perker Hahaahhhaha laughing :´D 
Rasmus: Yep I’m a proper sick gangstar, cough cough ;D 
Mohammed: Your dog kill you Rasmus 
 
Word list:  
Shark:  Hair 
Perker:  A derogatory term equivalent to “nigger” or “paki” 

Facebook extract, Rasmus, Fatima, Lamis and Mohammed on Bashaar’s wall, 22nd of Nov 2009  
 
The first to react to Bashaar’s update is Rasmus who comments almost immediately. In my analysis 
of this excerpt, I focus on the majority boy Rasmus’s comment and how the others react to it. The 
comment can be characterized as a case of crossing into street language because he laughingly 
writes “then you don’t have any more shaaarkkk left” followed by a winking smiley. “Shark” is a 
linguistic feature associated with Arabic, meaning hair. However, it is also used as slang among the 
adolescents and perceived as associated with street language. Rasmus would not be perceived as a 
stereotypical user of street language because he has neither a minority background nor hangs out 
with speakers of street language in his spare time. His performance of street language appears 
marked and this is essential to how and why the others react to his comment. It is marked because 
of the following characteristics. Firstly, the additional “a’s” and “k’s” (in comparison to the 
standard spelling of the word) influences the way a corresponding “pronunciation” can be imagined. 
Secondly, the winking and laughing smiley in the end of the post frames the utterance as insincere 
which, thirdly, is supported by the fact that in writing he puts up an exaggerated laughter in the 
beginning of the comment. These characteristics may be the reason why this majority boy’s use of 
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the feature “shark” attracts attention among the others. Furthermore, he draws attention to himself 
through his spelling and the smiley.    
 
In all of the responses, the young people seem to catch the insincerity in Rasmus’s use of the word. 
Bashaar is the first who comments by posting an iconic representation of laughter in writing, 
suggesting that he appreciates the non-serious frame established by Rasmus. After Rasmus’ teasing 
comment about how Bashaar should teach Jamil, one of the other boys from their class, to shave, 
Fatima reacts to Rasmus’s utterance and his use of the word “shark” by writing:  “Oh Rasmus tries 
to be a perker hahaahhhaha laughing :’D”. She ends by writing “flækker” (slang for ‘laughing’) and 
with a smiley laughing so much it bursts into tears. Here she ascribes the use of “shark” to the 
category “perker” and accuses Rasmus of pretending to be one. Perker is a Danish equivalent to 
Paki or Nigger, and it is commonly used to refer to people from the Middle East or North Africa in 
a derogatory way. However, it may also be used as a positive in-group marker. Because of the 
winking and laughing smiley that bursts into tears from laughter at the end of the post, her 
categorization must be understood in line with the already established non-serious frame of play and 
teasing. Rasmus stays in the jocular frame in his next comment when he acknowledges that he is “a 
proper sick gangster”. Being ‘a proper sick gangster’ is used in the stereotypical sense of a tough 
immigrant boy. In this way he plays on a stereotypical image of minority boys in Denmark as 
violent and criminal. The notion of “a proper sick gangster” became a nationally known description 
of young minority boys when it was used in a advent calendar shown on television depicting 
contemporary culturally diverse urban environments from a humoristic and satirical point of view 
(Madsen 2008 b). The fact that he writes “cough cough” (understood as ‘I am not serious’) further 
supports the frame of play. So, by his performance of street language Rasmus plays with a tough 
masculine immigrant stereotype (within an insincere frame of play), and then Mohammed seems to 
react to this stereotypical image in his post the day after when he playfully threatens to kill Rasmus. 
By drawing attention to the linguistic form of his comment rather than the immediate message with 
‘shark’ instead of ‘hair’, Rasmus’ single-word cross into street language can be viewed as an 
attempt to test the boundaries of entitlement regarding the street language register. In this way, he 
signals his awareness of the locally negotiated understanding of who is allowed to use specific 
linguistic features, and this is ratified in the reactions of both Bashaar and Fatima.   
 
In the next extract we shall see that the outcome of crossing can be unpredictable. It is part of a 
longer string of comments on the annual class photo in 2009. Mark posted the photo on his wall 
with the text “The Greatest Class of the World…:D”. Shortly after people started to comment on the 
picture. When it reached over a hundred comments, a girl called Selma complained that her mailbox 
was full because of the emails she received each time someone posted a comment. Mark intervened 
and said that he received more emails than her because he was the one who posted the picture. 
Fadwa suddenly interrupts the conversation by saying that she also got all of the emails. Then Mark 
and Fadwa start discussing who has received the most since they signed up on Facebook. They 
cannot reach an agreement over what counts as email and what counts as a notification from 
Facebook. Mark seeks to end their discussion by writing: 
 
Excerpt 8 
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Original: 

 
Translation: 

 
Mark: WELL BUT CONGRATULATIONS!! :D 
Fadwa: But yallah see you…. 
Mark: YALLAH SEE YOU!!!! :D  
Fadwa: This guy he has become an Arab…..!!!! 
Mark: I SAY WALLAH SEE YOU ALL ON MONDAY!!!! :D  
Fadwa:          HAHA  
 
Word list: 
Yallah: Come on 
Wallah: (I promise) by God 

Facebook extract, comments to Mark’s picture, 13th of November 2009 
 
In the first line Mark congratulates Fadwa ironically about the many emails she has received. Fadwa 
responds to the insult by writing “but yallah see you….”. “Yallah” is Arabic meaning ‘come on’ 
and it is also frequently used in street language. In this way she asks Mark to get lost. Mark 
responds by repeating her sentence “YALLAH SEE YOU!!!! :D”. Instead of using lower-case 
letters like Fadwa, he uses uppercase followed by multiple exclamation marks and a laughing 
smiley. Mark’s usage appears as a marked parody of Fadwa’s utterance, and she responds. Just as 
we saw Fatima associate the word “shark” with the category “perker” in excerpt 7, Fadwa here 
points to an association of “YALLAH” with the category “Arabs” when she says “this guy he has 
become an Arab…..!!!!”, suggesting that she does not perceive him as a ratified speaker of street 
language because he is not of Arab descent. However, Mark does not react in the same way as 
Rasmus. Instead he provokingly writes again in upper-case letters: “I SAY WALLAH SEE YOU 
ALL ON MONDAY !!!! :D”. In this way, he seems to deliberately use features associated with 
street language or Arabic to tease Fadwa. The frame of teasing is established by his use of 
emoticons, and Fadwa obviously gets the humor as she responds by laughing. In fact, there is more 
to this example of crossing than we can read from this Facebook extract. On several occasions 
during our ethnographic fieldwork in school, we have seen Mark, whose parents are from Poland 
and Turkey, trying to construct himself as a ‘perker’, but he usually fails to get recognition for this 
persona positioning. We have even overheard one girl say to Mark: “I just can’t see you as a 
perker”.  
 
In the two previous excerpts I have shown how the adolescents in our study reacted to different 
instances of crossing. In both cases crossing triggered some kind of social sanctioning (within a 
frame of play). In the next excerpt, what could appear as crossing is treated differently – that is, 
there is no reaction to it at all. This excerpt is taken from Negasi’s wall where she writes:      
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Excerpt 9 
Original: 

 
Translation: 

 
Negasi: Nice to see the class again, have missed “SOME” of you really much ♥ ♥  ;-*  
Michael: It’s totally me you have missed the most !!! 
Negasi: Yeah it is.. ;P 

Facebook extract, Michael on Negasi’s wall, 4th of January 2010 
 
Michael is a majority boy, and here Negasi does not react to his double use of the tj-spelling in the 
word “tjotjalt”, which is “totalt” (‘totally’) in standard spelling. During my ethnographic field work, 
I showed this excerpt to Isaam, Jamil and Bashaar at a meeting at a hookacafé, and they 
immediately recognized Michael’s behavior from school. They further characterized Michael as an 
odd fellow with a personality of his own, and they said that his use of street language features had 
become accepted. On Facebook, I had observed many incidents of how majority students’ use of 
street language got sanctioned, so I asked the three boys what it would take to get sanctioned for 
using street language. They unanimously concluded that it would depend on the individual and the 
situation.    
         
The excerpts in this section show how the internet, and social media in particular, give new 
opportunities for identity work. The participants in our study can try out a different voice with 
features like shark, yallah and wallah that are associated with particular categories of language and 
identity that they are not conventionally considered to belong to (perker, ‘proper sick gangster’ and 
Arab).  Furthermore, crossing into street language is here strategically used to access the indexical 
values of this way of speaking, such as ‘street wise’, ‘tough’, ‘cool’ etc.), which hold high prestige 
among some of the young people. The instances of crossing and the co-participants’ reactions show 
how norms of street language use are negotiated, defining who its ratified users are.   
    
 
8. Metapragmatic commentary on stereotypical notions of Danishness 
 
In the same way that specific Arab words are associated with specific stereotypical categories, the 
use of specific phrases, words, parodies, and proverbs can evoke stereotypic associations to 
Danishness among the adolescents. The following excerpts illustrate this (although our knowledge 
of the enregisterment of such ways of speaking is more limited).  Excerpt 10 is from a self-
recording made during project week in the 9th grade, and Bashaar and Isaam have chosen to write 
on the topic of “nydansker” (’new Danes’). (During the week, Bashaar has been deeply occupied 
working with labels, categories and stereotypes describing minority Danes and different kinds of 
Danishness.) “Nydansker” is a so-called politically correct label – one among many – introduced in 
the media and used as a reference to minority Danes mainly from the Middle East and North Africa. 
On the recording prior to this excerpt, Bashaar has just been singing a Pakistani song which he may 
have heard on YouTube. Massima, who has diaspora relations with Pakistan, laughs. Then, for 
some reason a boy from the class (who cannot be identified because of the poor sound of the 
recording) says:  
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Excerpt 10: “let’s have a cold Carlsberg after this eh” 
Bashaar (Bas), Jamil (Jam) with interviewer (And)   

Original: Translation: 

1  Boy: xxx er du lige blevet  

2  dansker  

3 Bas: for helvede ((L-kbh  

4  udtale))altså hvad sig  

5  [/] hvad hvad mener du når du  

6  siger dansker  

7 Jam: han sagde nydansker 

8 Bas: nydansker ((stigende  

9  intonation)) der var den min  

10  ven (.) sådan skal det  

11  være Jamil vi tager en kold  

12  Carlsberg efter der her hvad 

1  Boy: xxx have you just become  

2  Danish 

3 Bas: Damn it ((Low Copenhagen  

4  pronunciation)) well what say  

5  [/] what what do you mean by  

6  saying Dane   

7 Jam: he said new Dane 

8  Bas: new Dane ((rising  

9  intonation))that’s it my  
10  friend (.) that’s the way it  
11  is Jamil let’s have a cold  
12  Carlsberg after this eh 

 
The question initiating the exchange – “have you just become Danish” – reflects an understanding 
of Danish as something that you can “become” and not something that you “are” (see Stæhr 
(forthc.) for similar non-essentialist statement about heritage and belonging). Bashaar answers with 
a stylized utterance, “for helvede” (‘damn it’), in which the fronting and prolongation of the vowels 
is characteristic of traditional low Copenhagen associated with working class.  Furthermore, we 
know from our recordings and fieldwork that Bashaar only uses the words “for helvede” (‘damn it’) 
for fun or in stylized performances of stereotypical Danishness. In line 5 he asks the boy: “what do 
you mean by saying Dane”, which also suggests that “being a Dane” is not a fixed notion (at least 
not for Bashaar). In line 7, Jamil corrects Bashaar, saying that the boy said “nydansker” (‘new 
Dane’). It seems that this was the answer Bashaar was waiting for, as with a rising intonation he 
says: “new Dane, that’s it my friend”, adding “that’s the way it is Jamil, let’s have a cold Carlsberg 
after this”. Judging from his insincere tone of voice, the sudden shift into a non-routine style, and 
the mentioning of beer (which he does not drink), the utterance is stylized. During fieldwork I have 
overheard Bashaar and his friend Isaam play with similar stereotypes several times, and one 
character made up by Isaam is called Claus. He is characterised as an elderly man who frequently 
visits the local pubs in Amager, and in Isaam’s impersonation, Claus says ‘for helvede’ (‘damn it’) 
in ways that resemble Bashaar’s pronunciation in excerpt 10. In fact, beer drinking and being a 
“new dane” are not normally seen as connected, and their association in Bashaar’s utterance may 
heighten the jocular frame. 
 
Excerpt 11 is a status update from Negasi’s Facebook wall, and it is a part of a longer thread. 
Negasi has posted a video on her wall with a children’s song called “do you wanna be mine”, and 
the video is accompanied by an update where she asks the same question. One of her friends, 
Fatima, responds with “I am already yours”. Then the two girls begin to tease each other. The main 
subject of their jocular comments concerns their craving for cookies, and the last insult posted by 
Negasi reads: “if a person told you that you would get cookies if you travelled to Canada, you 
would do it”. Fatima replies:    
 
Excerpt 11 
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Original: 

 

Translation: 
 

Fatima: it’s all guff, I’m really not into these things ;* heheeh 
Negasi: And you call me a Dane -.- it’s all Guff? Girl what the fuck? 
Fatima: shut up it’s all guff is not Danish hahahah 

Facebook extract, Fatima on Negasi’s wall, 19th of October 2010 
 
Fatima here denies the alleged craving for cookies, writing that she is not really into such things. 
But the winking and kissing smiley followed by laughter indicates a playful frame. Negasi then 
recycles Fatima’s use of the proverb “løgn og latin” (‘it’s all Guff’), which she associates with 
being Danish, when she says: “and you call me a Dane -.- it’s all Guff? Girl what the fuck”.  In our 
fieldwork, we have often noticed these girls calling each other Danes, both in negative and positive 
ways. In this excerpt Negasi indirectly refers to Fatima as a Dane because she uses the proverb 
“løgn og Latin” (‘it’s all Guff’). In doing so, she identifies the proverb with a way of being Danish 
that Fatima does not align, as she answers with “‘it’s all Guff’ is not Danish”. The sense of irony, 
mediated by Fatima’s laughter, suggests that she actually shares Negasi’s interpretation of the 
proverb being associated with Danishness. In sum, Fatima is ascribed to a category on the basis of 
her use of a proverb, but she resists this categorization.  
 
The final excerpt also shows the use of proverbs, although we can see how such phrases are re-
worked and de-contextualized. In Excerpts 12(a) and 12(b), Jamil has posted a video with the title 
“Arab shooting gun test”. The video depicts a group of Middle Eastern looking men making a 
practical joke, and it involves a rifle being tuned to such an extent that the recoil knocks the shooter 
over. A slow motion sequence of the shooter’s surprised and scared reaction appears after each one 
has fired the weapon, and this is followed by a sequence of laughter which constructs the shooters 
as stupid. Jamil seems rather amused by the video as he writes:  
 Excerpt 12 (a) 
Original: 
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Translation: 
 

Jamil: hhahhah you have to see this 
Rasmus: haha, it cracks me up!! None of them can control the gun :D 
Jamil: no they have tuned the gun 
Rasmus: I know :) 
Khalid: the future of Jamil 

Facebook extract, Rasmus and Khalid on Jamil’s wall, 8th of March 2010 
 
In 12(a), Rasmus’s reaction to Jamil’s post shows that he is also rather amused by the video. He 
also states the obvious – that none of them can control the gun. Jamil explains that this is because 
the gun has been tuned, which Rasmus is already aware of, judging from his following comment. 
Khalid then posts an insulting comment directed to Jamil, and this is open to several interpretations. 
In one interpretation, Khalid is suggesting that Jamil has a future as a stupid Arab of the kind 
depicted in the video, and it is possible that in this comparison, Khalid is also playing with the 
stereotype of minority boys being unsuccessful and without a proper future. Jamil reacts as follows:  
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Excerpt 12 (b) 
Original: 

 

Translation: 
 

Jamil: COME ON PLAIN SAILING  
Rasmus: PLUMS FALL IN TO HIS MOUTH (the direct translation is ‘fried doves’)  
Khalid: IT IS WAY OUT IN THE SKY-BLUE 
Jamil: WAY OUT IN THE SKY-BLUE 
Rasmus: TUBORG 
Khalid: me I Jamil think alike 
Khalid: OUR BEER OUR FIGHT 
Jamil: Bloody me 
Jamil: our beer our everyday  
Rasmus: IT IS PLAIN SAILING!!  
Jamil: yes ofc 
Khalid: I will also have a go.. IT IS PLAIN SAILING!!!  

Facebook extract, Rasmus and Khalid on Jamil’s wall, 8th of March 2010 
 
Jamil reacts to Khalid with “hold da op” (‘come on’ in English), followed by a traditional Danish 
proverb “lige ud i landevejen” (equivalent to ‘plain sailing’). But he uses the preposition “i” (‘in’) 
instead of “af” (‘at’) which would be the correct preposition in standard grammar, and Rasmus 
points this out in his last comment. The use of the expressions “hold da op” and “plain sailing” are 
very atypical for Jamil, judging from my knowledge of how he usually writes on Facebook and his 
everyday ways of speaking. So I showed him the excerpt during an informal meeting at a restaurant 
in Copenhagen. He explained that they were inspired to use these expressions by their old German 
teacher in grade school – an elderly woman who according to Jamil was a frequent user of old-
fashioned proverbs. So the language use in this excerpt can be interpreted as a stylized parody or 
performance of a specific way of speaking associated with their old teacher. This also explains the 
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capital letters throughout the conversation in this excerpt, which they appear to use to mark 
another’s voice while the lower-case letters mark their own. In addition, the comments are written 
within a time span of 4 minutes, and many of them are overlapping. So the activity of writing old 
fashioned proverbs seems to be competitive, initiated by Jamil’s answer to Khalid’s insult (I have 
found several other examples on Facebook of proverbs being used in jocular ways among the boys). 
 
In response to Jamil’s “HOLD DA OP LIGE UD I LANDEVEJEN” (‘come on plain sailing’), 
Rasmus writes “STEGTE DUER” – a direct translation into English is ‘fried doves’ – which is part 
of the saying “der flyver ingen stegte duer ind i munden” (broadly equivalent to ‘he is waiting for 
plums to fall into his mouth’). This is sufficient for the others, and Khalid continues by writing 
“HELT UDE I DET HIMMELBLÅ” (‘way out in the sky-blue’ in direct translation), which again 
involves some reshaping of the conventional proverbial form and seems to be a compilation of two 
traditional Danish proverbs: “helt ude i skoven” and “må jeg bede om mine himmelblå”, which 
mean ‘it is way out’ and ‘really now!’.  Even so, ‘way out in the sky-blue’ seems to be an existing 
and valid expression among the boys, as Jamil and Khalid write exactly the same wording at the 
same time. Khalid further comments that they must think alike, which supports this interpretation. 
Then Rasmus brings in the theme of beer drinking by writing ‘Tuborg’ (the second largest brewery 
in Denmark owned by the Carlsberg group), and, as in Bashaar’s mentioning of Carlsberg in 
Excerpt 10, this seems to evoke the stereotype of traditional Danishness. Khalid follows up on the 
new theme with ‘our beer our fight’, an official Carlsberg slogan, which again refers to a 
stereotypical notion of Danish solidarity.  Jamil responds with “kraft edeme da osse” (equivalent to 
‘bloody hell’), which also resembles Bashaar’s “for helvede” (‘damn it’) in excerpt 10 in evoking 
the low Copenhagen traditionally associated with working class speech. Jamil then continues with 
the theme of beer and solidarity by writing ‘our beer our everyday’ – this draws on the 1990s ‘our 
beer’ Carlsberg slogan but adds ‘our everyday’, thereby inventing a slogan of his own, presenting 
beer drinking as a significant part of the culture.  But even though the boys reformulate, combine 
and add new meaning to the different traditional Danish proverbs, it is not as if ‘anything goes’. So 
Rasmus, for example, corrects Jamil’s use of prepositions from “i” (‘in’) to “af” (‘of’) (see Stæhr 
fortc. for similar corrections), and Jamil reacts with ‘yes ofc’, acting as if he already knew. Khalid’s 
last comment ‘I will also have a go’ points towards the reflexivity of this activity – it is something 
that they can sometimes ‘have a go’ at.  
 
It is not obvious what triggers this activity, beyond it being the reaction to an insult. Maybe Jamil 
tries to divert their attention from Khalid’s remark about his poor future by redirecting it to another 
target, their former teacher. Alternatively, the proverbs might serve to counter the depiction of Jamil 
as a ‘stupid Arab’ (cf. ‘the future of Jamil’), emphasising his ‘non-Arabness’ or indeed his 
Danishness. At the same time, this is done in an jocular way, moving from ‘non-Dane’ to an 
exaggerated Danishness with old- and re-fashioned proverbs, evoking their German teacher,  
referring to beer (which he does not drink at all), and using traditional signs of working class speech 
like pronunciation and swearing. 
 
 
9. Concluding remarks 
 
This paper shows how linguistic resources associated with different speech styles are used in 
writing on Facebook. I have shown how marked written representations of speech styles are 
sometimes similar to stylization and crossing in verbal interaction. Sociolinguistic variation and 
development of this kind is not documented to the same extent in written genres in Denmark 
because written language has traditionally been more conservative than speech (Pedersen 2009, 
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Gregersen 2011), and because language change has been reflected much more slowly in writing. 
But social media platforms and the enhanced opportunity they provide for everyday uses of 
language in writing result in a closer connection between spoken and written vernacular styles. As 
Tannen (2013) suggests, both oral and literate strategies are used concurrently in social media 
interaction.  
 
In the paper, I have attended to the relationship between the enregisterment of writing and speech, 
and I have found a similar use of registers across social media communication and everyday face-
to-face interaction among my adolescent participants. What is particularly striking is the high 
degree of reflexivity shown in their social media interactions. This is evident in metapragmatic 
activities such as stylization, crossing and corrections of language use. Metapragmatic commentary 
in digital media platforms is a fruitful site for studying processes of enregisterment, because it 
shows the ways different features are associated with different verbal and literate strategies in 
‘vernacular’ writing, how rights of language use emerge and take effect, and how different ways of 
speaking are associated with larger discursive meanings and with speaker’s reflections on social 
categories and stereotypes. 
 
The metapragmatic activities described in this paper contribute to our knowledge of the 
enregisterment of street language and of ways of speaking associated with traditional Danishness 
among Copenhagen youth. Spoken and written language practices seem to be part of similar 
processes of enregisterment. Everyday language use on Facebook reveals processes of 
enregisterment and orientations to language norms that correspond to those found in speech. For 
this reason, it is necessary for the study of language variation and language change in contemporary 
societies to include everyday digital media practices.           
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