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Revisiting: Keywords, transforming phrases, 
and cultural concepts1 

 
David Parkin 

(University of Oxford) 

 

Abstract 
 
The verbally explicit (the said) may over time become implicit (the unsaid). Similarly, 
culturally prominent keywords may alternate as unarticulated cultural assumptions. 
The cycle is from precise lexicon to silence covering a language shadow (Ardener) 
and back. Mediating this shift between lexicon and language shadow are variable 
phrases alluding to the cultural concept. Literature on keywords explains well their 
significance in many languages. Unexplained is how keywords may give way to 
silence or allusion and, in due course, sometimes return as prominent keywords. It is 
suggested that the trigger for such shifts is the stigmatization of the condition or 
person-kind to which a keyword refers. The keyword goes ‘underground’, possibly to 
be re-expressed when the stigma no longer applies. African ethnographic case 
material spanning a gap of fifty years supports this proposition and shows the role in 
this process of increasing admixture of different ethnic languages in late urban 
modernity.  

 

In 1969, Edwin Ardener referred to the “failure” of British ‘social anthropologists to respond 
to the challenge of language’. He saw this as a curiosity of British social anthropology which 
stood in contrast to the so-called  “ ‘cultural anthropology’ of the United States in which the 
study of language has never lost its place” (Ardener1971:ix).  Forty years later, in 2010, Ben 
Rampton put the same question (personal communication): why did so few British 
anthropologists really grasp the nettle and, through their own often fluent fieldwork-based 
knowledge of languages, single out language for focused study within anthropology. Why did 
they leave it to linguists and/or those in education studies with a linguistic background to 
interrogate society as made salient by language?  

It is Rampton, Blommaert and others in UK and Europe who work under the label of 
linguistic ethnography, a term which tries to bridge the laboratory of social anthropology, 
which is its long-term fieldwork- and language-based holistic ethnography, with analytical 
concepts found in linguistics and sociolinguistics. The problems addressed are much the 
same. 

But does it matter if linguistic anthropology, carried out by anthropologists, never got off the 
ground in the UK, when there is so much work being done elsewhere and under the new 
rubric of linguistic ethnography?2 The reasons for its absence are anyway hard to find. It has 
been suggested that Radcliffe-Brown opposed development of the field in the UK, having 
come into conflict with its proponents in Chicago, but could his influence alone have been 
enough? Was the lack of development more the result of early British anthropological unease 

                                                           
1 A shorter version of this paper was a keynote presentation at the conference on Language and Superdiversity: 
Explorations and interrogations in Jyväskylä, Finland, June 4–7, 2013. 
 
2 Rampton’s discussion (2014) of the linguistic anthropologist, Gumperz, indicates shared concerns. 
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with nineteenth century European comparative philology? But that was over a century ago. 
Or was it relative British ignorance of de Saussure in the early twentieth century? But 
American linguistic anthropology did not rely heavily on de Saussure either, being more 
indebted to Boas and Sapir. Why did not the post-second world war influence of Levi-Strauss 
inspire greater British interest in linguistic anthropology? Although, from his semiological 
perspective, Levi-Strauss may have seen language as no more than one of the three major 
universal communicative exchanges (along with marriage and economics), he did privilege 
myth or words over ritual and viewed linguistics as the only true science in the social 
sciences. Given the closeness of British and French anthropology, why didn’t this inspire 
colleagues to develop anthropological linguistics, rather than just structuralism?  Nor is it 
convincing to argue that the American four-fields approach offered the only framework 
within which anthropological specialisations could develop. This might have provided a 
favourable intellectual and institutional environment but its absence in the UK was hardly a 
cause for not creating the subfield of linguistic anthropology, for other subfields have 
flourished in the UK without this environment (e.g. medical anthropology; legal 
anthropology; material anthropology; social archaeology). As Ardener points out, valiant 
attempts in the fifties and sixties by British anthropologists to address language, such as 
Whiteley and Milner, simply did not catch on, nor did the much later influences coming 
directly from North America.  

Fast forward to 2004 and we find that, even in the compendious reader of 22 specially 
commissioned articles edited by Duranti, there are no British entries, not through the neglect 
of the editor but because so few contributors at the time would have been available, though 
Netherlands-based Levinson would have merited inclusion, and there might have been more 
than four other European contributions (two from Italy and one each from German and the 
Netherlands).  A comparable sociolinguistics reader would have no such difficulty in 
securing British and European contributors. We move now to 2011 to an even more startling 
case. The invaluable, inaugural virtual issue of the American Anthropologist appeared in that 
year, 2011, under the title The Anthropology of Language, edited by Tom Boellstorff. It 
covers readings in the field from 1888 to 2010, many of them indeed key tournants. Of the 
issue’s 86 articles, which the editor sees as showing major themes in the development of 
linguistic anthropology over the 122 year period, only one or two are by British scholars 
(including one by Gluckman on Barotse legal terms) and only a few more by other 
Europeans. Clearly this is an indictment of “failure”, to repeat Ardener, which indicates the 
minimal impact of even those few in the UK and rest of Europe who were trying to develop 
linguistic anthropology, an observation that does not even begin to take account of non-
English-speaking linguistic anthropologists.  

Of course, just as we would flinch from ‘methodological nationalism’ as the starting-point of 
any analysis of language in the face of the increasingly transnational flows and cross-overs of 
peoples and speech styles, so we must not presume from this sample of compendia that they 
exactly represent developments in the field. That said, the collections cited are evidently 
published for English-speaking readers and so the absence in them of, say, the few UK 
anthropologists interested in language from Malinowski to Ardener and Levinson, and of 
fellow-Europeans who have published in English, has to be an indication of how little 
influence they are seen to have had on the subject, and indeed how little the subject has 
developed in that country. 

But perhaps all this will change, as we view the new, though still small, crop of linguistic 
anthropologists in Europe, including the UK, who are prepared to call themselves such and 
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who do not see their interest in language as merely fitted in, so to speak, between the layers 
of a multiple approach to anthropology.  

However, while we may not be able to know why so few British social anthropologists over 
nearly a century have taught university courses in linguistic anthropology nor focused on the 
subject in research, there is work that is worth revisiting in what is now a relatively recent 
interest in the field.3  

 

Ardener and the unsaid 

This paper began with Ardener and will continue with him, for his own approach to the 
relationship between anthropology and language may merit not just recognition but, more 
constructively, some development. His ideas have not become subsumed in theoretical 
treatments of discourse and conversational analysis, for instance. They belong to a less 
clearly defined area of the mutual involvement of cultural conceptualisation and speaking, 
and provide a distinctive slant on how humans fashion and understand cultural concepts 
though speech and lexicon. The examples given in this paper are monolingual to begin with 
but have relevance for mixed language contexts of the kind that sociolinguistic superdiversity 
addresses and which are presented later. 

Of course people like Ardener worked in small-scale ethnographic contexts and not in those 
which are nowadays characterised as part of and commensurate with the global cultural 
ecumene brought on by extensive transnational migrations. In a face-to-face conversation of 
two or three people, is the effect on their talk of shared cultural assumptions similar 
regardless of whether they are drawn from the stereotypical category of bourgeois, middle-
class members of a diaspora numbering millions, or from the co-resident members of an 
ethnic group of only a few thousand? The principles of conversational interaction may be the 
same in both cases, but the scale and nature of stereotypes and cultural presuppositions are 
surely different. Interlocutors are likely to have a looser understanding of the stereotype of 
the city financier from an elite school than they would have of that of a herbalist or diviner in 
the small ethnic group. The stereotype of the diviner in a small ethnic group will be part of a 
tightly packed set of cultural assumptions about well-being, illness, malevolence and 
witchcraft. That of the city financier fans out into a wider range of positive and negative 
assumptions, from mansions, Merecedes and monetary skills to ruthless exploitation, 
corruption and untrustworthiness, and many more besides.  

In other words, demographic size, density and complexity do matter. We may no longer hold 
to the idea of the bounded speech community but we can still retain an idea of ramifying lines 
of interpersonally connected stereotypical assumptions. The point to remember is that the 
internal consistency of these assumptions may vary considerably depending on how many 
potential interlocutors make up one’s network.  The more it contains, the less the coherence 
of assumption. The shift from absolute to conditional presupposition is a function of the 
move from small to large collectivity. 

Ardener and his fellow anthropologists at the time generally did work among relatively small 
populations, which they were happy to call speech communities, and among whom 
                                                           
3 In March 2015 the author was appointed chair of a new committee of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
formed to liaise with UK and other European anthropologists interested in furthering the subject through 
seminars, publications and organizational links, with, for example, the appointment of Stephen Leonard as chair 
of a new Anthropology and Language network of the European Association of Social Anthropologists.  
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interlocutors could place each other fairly easily. Of course these small communities were 
more embroiled in the world through labour migration or trade than was sometimes 
recognised (though Ardener certainly recognised it). But, having seen changes to such 
communities over decades, one can argue that the relative sense of smallness had currency 
then in more places than is perhaps now the case. In those small communities Ardener and 
colleagues could observe interlocutors who did not need to invoke ill-contoured stereotypes 
of distant provenance in their mutual evaluations. Speakers could focus on narrowly 
circumscribed areas of mutual understanding which, because of the high degree of mutual 
understanding, were not necessarily marked by set words, terms or verbal concepts.  The 
unsaid did not need to become the said, a process alluded to by Stephen Tyler in the title of 
his book (1978). By contrast, nowadays, research of the kind undertaken by Rampton, 
Blommaert and colleagues of the International Consortium on Language and Superdiversity 
(InCoLas), suggests that in many vernaculars of late modern urban superdiversity, the said 
occurs in proliferating modes of semiosis and makes less use of the unsaid or silence as a 
semantic feature. 

 

Language shadows 

While the unsaid might not need verbal expression among people who already knew it, it 
could nevertheless generate different arrangements of words around the underlying sense of 
the occasion. It is what Ardener called a language shadow. The famous example presented by 
Ardener was of witchcraft among the Bakweri of Cameroons.  Let me somewhat impose my 
own interpretation, which is influenced by my own fieldwork in eastern Africa among 
Giriama and Luo as well as by Ardener’s account.  

Although the Bakweri and other peoples have a word which we can translate as ‘witchcraft’, 
it is more through associated happenings and attitudes that they perceive and explain its 
presence. They do not start by saying, “there is a case of witchcraft and this explains why 
there is misfortune and people die”. This kind of statement comes as the end of the drama, 
rather like the conclusion to a story. People begin rather by relating different events and 
behaviour in what comes across as a random pattern but which is in fact the gathering 
together of constituent features making up a semantic field or cultural concept (Ardener 
2007:91) There is in effect a simultaneity of talk but with different starting points of 
observation: one person talks of greed, another of economic slump and poverty, another of 
some people getting wealthy by stealing from others, another of the unusually high numbers 
of people dying or stricken by disease and misfortune, and yet another of the sighting of 
zombie who kill. These different comments eventually come together as making sense of the 
story, which reads thus:  

There is poverty. People remember an earlier time of prosperity. But now only some 
people live comfortably. One man has the luxury of a tin roof on his house, instead of the 
less prestigious grass thatch.  Those without are envious. They dislike the man’s evident 
greed, for he must have taken from others to be able to afford to buy the roof. Moreover, 
more people are sick and dying it seems. Zombies wander around and kill and take 
peoples’ life essence. It must be that this man was a zombie, a witch who has gained 
through others’ misfortune and who must be dealt with severely, even killed in order to 
purge the community of the witchcraft, with allusions to its contagious nature which must 
therefore be stifled. 
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The statement, “there is witchcraft in the community” therefore is a post-hoc proposition. It 
says what people have been coming to know. It is an assertion of a state of being. It is also a 
prelude to doing something about the problem, such as employing specialist witch-hunters to 
attack this and other alleged witches. The word “witch” is therefore the end-effect, the 
summation of speculations on the inter-relatedness of inauspicious events and conditions. It is 
the coming together of these unarticulated speculations that determine the concept of the 
witch.  

By contrast, in times of prosperity among the Bakweri, when more people live comfortably 
and there seems to be less sickness and death, there is less guardedness in referring to 
witchcraft, for there isn’t any, or what little there is applies only to minor or remediable 
misfortunes. Under these better conditions, ‘witch’ is a key verbalised concept that 
conversations can start with and use openly, sometimes moving on to further implicit 
connotations which have to be unpacked. That is to say, use of the word ‘witch’ is not a 
random feature of speech. It is structured by conditions of existence. There are times when to 
use it evokes fearful sensitivities but there are times when it can be used without fear. We 
shall see shortly how this contrary process, the use of a key term to begin a conversation, 
rather than coming late in the conversation, can in fact unravel implications of the unsaid. 

Ardener had a number of terms to describe this unsaid or pre-articulated semantic process: 
“language shadow”, “template” and “p-structure”. This latter is, of course, short for 
paradigmatic structure, or the underlying idea, which generates syntagmatic or s-structures, 
an obvious combination of the langue/parole and essence/surface hierarchical dualisms of 
structural linguistics and anthropology. It is therefore more precise than the notion of 
‘semantic field’ which has sometimes been defined as meanings clustered around a single 
word but sometimes as different words sharing reference to a common phenomenon (cf. 
Lyons’s discussion of ‘semantic field’ and ‘lexical field’ (1977:251-3)).  

In Ardener’s dualism of the unsaid and the said, which moves from a simultaneity of 
allusions to sequential proposition, it is striking that the priority for Ardener was not the 
word, i.e. ‘witch’, which for him was only a curtain between acts in the on-going drama of 
how to deal with disaster. The priority for Ardener was people’s at first inchoate attempts at 
making sense of misfortunes and abnormalities. The non-word was the priority.  And yet it 
was the non-word, presaging the presence of a ‘witch’, which fuelled as well as pre-signified 
what appears to be a cultural predilection to gather evidence cumulatively before confronting 
the cause of misfortune and stating that it is a witch. It is after all extremely risky to accuse 
someone of being a witch unless the accuser is seen to have collected persuasive evidence. 
Timing is all: accuse too early and it may recoil on you, but accuse by interpreting correctly 
others’ parallel innuendoes and your timing may be effective.  

In short, Ardener’s language shadows generate propositional language from the base of 
emerging and unarticulated comprehension. This is more than the ‘idea’ pre-forming the 
‘word’. It is rather that a cultural template is invoked, whose jumbled but shared nature 
among observers stimulates cross-varying perspectives that come together in the word. My 
impression is that this process is more likely to occur in small-scale contexts of high social 
density where interlocutors share and are swift to grasp cultural paths to explanation. The 
traditional anthropological field sites of intensive study of no more than a few score people 
are obvious examples of such contexts as are the close-knit social segments that, despite 
globalisation, still act as nodes in wide-flung networks of communication. 
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The approach here, then, is from unspoken base to surface parole, of which we can find other 
instances in the literature. Sometimes the underlying cultural templates never become 
verbalised except minimally. Thus, ethnically self-distinguished peoples such as the Acholi, 
Alur and Lango in northern Uganda each reverses certain customs in relation to their 
neighbours. For instance, the Acholi post-partum period of a mother’s seclusion is four days 
for the birth of a boy and three for a girl; among Alur it is three for a boy and four a girl; 
among Lango, who border Alur, it is four for a boy and three for a girl. This reversal of 
customs and sometimes, also, of word meaning, is quite common in Africa among contiguous 
peoples. A crude explanation is that each ethnic group thereby makes itself distinctive of its 
neighbour. But it is not normally talked about nor even known among peoples away from the 
borders between ethnic groups. Thus, while framing the identities of groups, these reversals 
of custom act as largely unspoken attributes of ethnic distinctiveness.  

 

Keywords 

There is, however, an approach which is other way round. This is where the starting point is 
not a language shadow but is explicitly a key term, whose packed-in semantic ramifications 
can be traced out to underlying cultural presuppositions.   

I refer to anthropological work on what have been called keywords, or key cultural concepts 
and terms. This is the approach from established lexicon, sometimes including taxonomy, 
systematic classification and, as in medical anthropology, nosology, but sometimes focusing 
on words which at first are identified as standing alone. It goes back at least to Boas and 
Sapir, later taking the form of an interest in cultural themes and their verbalised expression 
(e.g. Benedict, Kluckhohn and Opler), and has also been a more recent European concern. 
While keywords may sometimes belong to culturally identified taxonomies, such systems of 
classification are not the focus of attention. The focus is on a salient word which is identified 
as standing alone, but around which recurrent or new conceptual allusions may be invoked or 
created during the very use of the term.  

 Raymond Williams’s study of key words in the English language attracted considerable 
attention on its appearance in 1976. Following an urban ethnography of Luo explored through 
key words (Parkin 1978), there have since been a number of other anthropological studies, 
such as Moeran (1986), Goodman (1990), Hsu (1999), Krijtenburg (2007), Fu (2011) and, 
most notably, Wierzbicka (1997) whose meticulous account of key words in English, 
Russian, Polish, German and Japanese is widely cited and influential.  

Wierzbicka sees key words as “focal points around which entire cultural domains have been 
organized” (Wierzbicka 1997:16) and as needing special methodology such as word 
frequency indicators among large samples of informants and literary texts. I would add that 
even more important is that keywords be studied ethnographically and over time, as in the 
studies just cited. Let me look at some Japanese examples exhaustively and persuasively 
analysed by Wierzbicka (1997: 238-242) and by many other scholars whom she cites. These 
come across as relatively enduring Japanese emotional and moral coordinates.  

Amae is a Japanese key concept that has been much written about. It is claimed that there is 
no single word translation in European languages, including English, but that it can be 
rendered through phrases, including use of its verbal root. One such phrase translation is 
“helplessness and the desire to be loved” (Wierzbicka 1997:239 after Doi 1981:22). The term 
has an etymological link with an adjective (amai) translatable as “sweet” as of taste and 
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human relations. You can show your amae to someone close to you and expect to be 
indulged, loved and even spoiled. It can apply to any dyadic relationship. It probably has its 
roots in the mother-daughter relationship (Wierzbicka 1997:240). It extends to any number of 
intimate relationships within and outside the family, including lovers, so much so that at one 
time three pop songs included the word (Wierzbicka 1997:239). 

There are numerous reports by Japanese and non-Japanese observers of the frequency and 
intensity of the use of the key term, and, even allowing for the fashionable repetition of such 
accounts, there seems little doubt that it is an example of a widespread Japanese verbal 
concept that enters peoples’ lives and relationships in a fundamental manner, providing a 
model of how humans should behave towards each other. Other enduring Japanese key words 
discussed include enryo (reserve or restraint), wa (harmony) and, more difficult to translate, 
on (beneficence or kindness to be reciprocated, with Maussian echoes of the obligatory return 
of the gift) and giri (honourable obligation), and many more (Wierzbicka ibid).    

 

Variable salience of keywords  

Apart from the plethora of reports confirming the profoundly ramifying extent of these key 
terms, the Japanese case is also demographically significant by virtue of the fact that, we are 
told, the terms have strong currency among the total population of some 120 million.  

However, in other highly industrialised countries with large populations such as Germany or 
Russia, there may be more variability in the durability and salience of key terms. For 
instance, Wierzbicka focuses on Heimat and Vaterland as fundamental to German self-
definition (and their equivalents in Russia and Poland). The accounts do suggest a traditional 
conceptual centrality of both Heimat and Vaterland, but although the most recently cited 
public use of one of the terms, Heimat, is given by Wierzbicka (1997:160) as1970 in a radio 
discussion, much of the evidence of its centrality is much earlier. The terms evidently 
declined in significance following the political re-making of Germany after the second world 
war, especially in debates concerning the contentious status of so-called ethnic Germans. 
According to the Google Books Ngram Viewer4 (https://books.google.com/ngrams), printed 
use of the word, Vaterland, has fallen by over a half from its peak usage during the Nazi 
regime and, by the year 2000, was at its greatest low and still in decline. According to a BBC 
report on an address by Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s at the unification of Germany in 1989-
1990, his use of the word Vaterland was “notable given that the word had declined in usage 
owing to its association with German nationalism before and during World War Two”. A 
similar decline over the same period is recorded by the Google Viewer for the word Heimat, 
though with a slight increase coinciding with three series of the very popular German TV 
drama of the same name in 1984, 1992 and 2004, with a feature film in 2012. Even with these 
temporary increases, usage has still remained well below peak usage during Nazi rule. While 
the Google Books site is a limited measure, it matches other observations such as the BBC 
and popular report.   

It is of course hardly surprising that Heimat and Vaterland should dip greatly in fashion as 
key words, having become negatively associated with earlier German territorial claims of 
belonging leading to conquest and expansion. By contrast, at a more subliminal level, the 
concept of tree (Baum) and its extensions (as in the regionally directed expression woher 

                                                           
4 I am grateful to Fiona Jordan for directing me to this site. 

https://books.google.com/ngrams
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stammen Sie?) have recently been perceptively analysed by Becker (2002) as representing a 
more enduring focus on German forests as the fount of Natur and as intrinsic to human well-
being and a sense of ‘Germanness’, and as only indirectly connected to German nationalism.  
Notwithstanding the brilliance of Wierzbicka’s analysis, we can say that the key terms, 
Heimat and Vaterland, either will lose, or have lost, their overall salience in the face of the 
rapid increase of migrants of different origins, especially since the changes in and around 
1990, which ushered in superdiversity (Vertovec 2007), or will become more prevalent if, 
say, appropriated by right wing nationalists opposed to such diversity.  The point here is that 
the salience of keywords may fall and either rise again or remain a subliminal or no-longer-
spoken cultural concept.  

For comparison, I turn now to a smaller sociocultural canvas. Among the Luo-speaking 
peoples of Kenya and Tanzania, the word chira is probably the most written about 
epidemiological term among this people. It refers to a wasting disease. Although the Luo 
language is Nilotic, the term is of Bantu origin. We have reports on the concept from when 
the Luo numbered only a few hundred thousand to their present size of some six million 
(Mboya 1938; Whisson 1964(a), 1964(b); Parkin 1978: 149-164; Dilger 2010:113-114; 
Geissler and Prince 2010:203-209). 

Chira, as a term, has etymological and conceptual similarities among a huge number of 
epidemiological concepts among contiguous peoples in eastern and central Africa. By tracing 
cognates of the term across this vast region, one sees variations of emphasis but always a 
concern with the sickness, death, infertility and misfortunes which result from breaking some 
sexual, bodily or kinship prohibition, for which ritual expurgation is the only remedy. The 
prohibitions are fundamentally of an incestuous or sexual nature: for instance, a man sleeping 
with his brother’s wife or with a woman he did not know was his classificatory sister, or a 
mother or wife committing adultery.  

But such terms vary in emphasis over time as well as geographically. Among the Luo, chira 
in the nineteen sixties mainly came when someone broke rules of seniority within a family, 
for instance a younger brother marrying or building his house before his elder, or a son using 
his real or classificatory father’s clothes or bed (Parkin ibid). Breaking seniority rules is of 
course a kind of incest for it violates family and kinship order. At the same time, actual 
sexual violations also brought chira but were cited less often as causes. The nineteen sixties 
was a time when many Luo extended families were being split up as a result of migration 
from rural to urban areas, and so the focus on family seniority more than on incest probably 
reflected the threats to extended family coherence which mass migration produced.  

But by the 1990s and later, HIV/AIDS was recognised as having swept the country and its 
incidence was reportedly highest among Luo.  Chira, whose bodily wasting symptoms are 
remarkably similar to those of AIDS, now was seen mainly to arise from sexual violations 
such as adultery, incest and promiscuity, with broken seniority rules a less frequent cause of 
the disease. That is to say, the causal importance had been reversed. As a key term, chira had 
retained the underlying morality of proper sexuality and respect among kin, but now denoted 
the more specific morality surrounding the new disease of AIDS. This moral environment 
included NGOs, biomedical clinicians and international campaigns and so brought these 
many new, external agents into peoples’ conversations about sickness, death and infertility. 

Nevertheless, Luo society was still sufficiently small-scale that, like other key terms in its 
cultural vocabulary, chira continued to be transacted within the tight networks of 
interconnected extended families and maximal lineages. It thus retained much of its saliency 
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and yet adapted to the new changes. This is a process whose coherence as a pattern is surely 
more observable than in a much larger polity. Even in a large industrialised nation, it is easier 
to trace changes in a key word by focusing on a small community or network within it. I 
could give more reported and observed examples of keywords of the chira kind from African 
ethnography.  

As a keyword chira also went underground, so to speak, rather as I suggested might be the 
case for the German Heimat and Vaterland.  But before it went underground with the advent 
of AIDS, it could be used openly and to start off conversations, for the following reason. 

Traditionally, the perpetrator of the ‘sin’ that caused the disease of chira was not necessarily 
the victim him- or herself. The perpetrator or ‘sinner’ was often someone else in the lineage 
or village. But the effects of the ‘sin’ would strike an innocent relative. It would take the 
village or lineage time to identify the culprit. During that time the victim might recover or, 
even if not, cleansing rituals would remove the effects of the sin. The collective reconciliation 
could in due course bring about forgiveness. Chira could then be used to admonish and 
maintain morality by reminding villagers of the consequences of their ‘sins’. For this reason, 
chira was, traditionally, a keyword which carried very little stigma, being seen as part of 
normal, fallible humanity. Chira could therefore be openly discussed as a cause of sickness 
and misfortune. Since the concept lacked significant stigma, there was no need to avoid using 
the term as the starting point of discussion.  

With the advent of AIDS, however, two other non-Luo, Kenya-wide terms were coined to 
refer to the disease. One was the Swahili ‘Ukimwi’, and the other the English word, ‘Slim’. 
These new terms stigmatised the sufferer as having caused their plight through their own 
promiscuity or carelessness. Moreover their promiscuity was heinous in threatening others 
with their contagion. Through their alleged behaviour, they had gone beyond the bounds of 
human morality. Chira began to share in some of this stigma, for its symptoms are similar to 
those of AIDS. As a result the direct use of the word chira in discussion and speech became 
less. People used innuendo to refer to AIDS, much as the Bakweri allude to witchcraft as the 
unsaid. Chira had become an avoidance term, rather in the manner of death-names or sorrow 
names in many parts of the world.  

Nowadays, however, with the relatively high success of ARV drugs and less stigmatisation of 
AIDS victims, chira is once again being used openly as a moral concept to refer to acceptable 
human fallibility. It has therefore moved in a cycle: from being the moral said in its 
traditional context, to the stigmatised immoral unsaid during the height of the AIDS 
pandemic, back to being the openly said again during the period of relief provided by ARV 
drugs. Correspondingly, HIV/AIDS itself has also, in addition to chira, come to be referred to 
more openly by other terms in both the English and Luo languages: e.g. amadhi yath (I am 
eating/taking medicine, i.e. ARV drugs); PLWA, i.e. Person Living With Aids; ingeyo status? 
i.e. do you know your status (whether or not you have HIV/AIDS)? These new expressions 
have partially substituted for the older mixed language terms, ukimwi and ‘slim’, the latter 
nowadays hardly heard at all5.  

These examples of varying saliency suggest, then, that some keywords may in fact alternate 
between the said and the unsaid, depending on the extent to which they meet with public 
approval or disapproval. When likely to attach stigma to a known person, their use becomes 
less collectively prominent. They turn into an underlying language shadow, to become salient 
again when the circumstances of their conceptualisation change.  
                                                           
5 I thank Gemma Jones and J. Omondi for discussing these and other terms with me. 
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A cycle of denotation and connotation 

The two approaches to cultural semantics that I outlined, each summarised as that of Ardener 
and that of Wierzbicka, are really looking at separate stages of a cycle. The language shadow 
presupposes the propositional, insofar as unspoken or barely spoken suspicions and malaise 
may eventually cohere and result in people coming together and asserting that there is, say, a 
witch or AIDS among them. During boom times, however, the Bakweri can talk openly about 
witchcraft because few people are poor and suffering and so there must be very little 
witchcraft about. This is similar to how the introduction of ARVs and campaigns leading to 
de-stigmatization of AIDS sufferers allows chira to again be referred to directly, prior to 
setting up ritual reconciliation. Being now more frequently used and highly salient keywords, 
chira and ‘witchcraft’ open up paths into a wider understanding of events and persons and of 
the cultural context in which they occur. The non-threatening context of their utterance frees 
them of the need to be avoided and hidden.   

The East African coining of the early Swahili and English words for HIV/AIDS (Ukimwi and 
Slim) played a part in the cycle of conceptual template and keyword. They had a relational 
and contagious effect on the indexical use of the Luo term, chira. Their stigma-bearing 
connotation rubbed off on the Luo term, which was pushed underground, before being able to 
rise again during the post-ARV drugs period, accompanied by the less stigmatizing, mixed 
language terms given above such as amadhi yath and PLWA. Being drawn from Swahili and 
English, these pre- and post-ARV terms are an example of the use of language diversity and 
mixing as a resource, which I now consider.  

 

Language diversity 

In the nineteen sixties Luo had to adjust themselves as urban migrants to the new political 
conditions of their residence in Nairobi city, the capital of Kenya. Across Africa, countries 
had been gaining their political independence from colonial powers. Having been 
esssentialised beforehand as discrete ethnic groups as part of imperial indirect rule, regional 
peoples in the new post-independence politics were pitted against each other.  The conflict, 
commonly traduced as ‘tribalism’, threatened their respective political and ethno-linguistic 
identities. It was often especially severe in cities like Nairobi. Let me compare that situation 
of fifty years ago with present circumstances. 

At that time Luo ethnic associations organised frequent meetings, and stimulated long 
discussions and passionate conversations debating how to deal with the threatened ethnic 
identity of Luo.   

Street conversations and the speeches at special meetings called to discuss the crisis were 
built around recurring keywords, not just chira, but others, including   ‘jealousy or rivalry 
(nyiego); ‘the untrustworthy friend’ (jasem) as opposed to the ‘true friend’ (jagam); ‘the 
unrelated brotherly friend’ (omera) as opposed to the ‘real blood brother or kinsman’ 
(owadwa); ‘the proud or arrogant person’ (sunga); and ‘the diviner-herbalist’ (ajuoga). These 
terms of amity, kinship and betrayal metaphorically indicated internal divisions among Luo 
as they tried to agree on a common strategy of cultural survival. Some terms denoted 
destructive emotions and rivalry, and undesirable person-kinds, while others denoted their 
more benign opposites. In making these oppositions between desirable and undesirable 
sentiments, aims and person-kinds, speakers had to argue with each other to make their case. 
For example, your true friend (jagam) arranges a good marriage for you, choosing a spouse 
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and family which suits you in every respect. But you have guard against the supposed friend 
who is really wanting to sabotage your marriage and happiness out of jealousy (nyiego) and 
who is no more than jasem, a bad friend. You should choose a friend to act as the caring 
jagam who ensures your happiness and is above petty considerations of rivalry and jealousy. 
For friendship, substitute political alliance, for these were dilemmas facing the Luo writ large 
(Parkin 1978: 289-290).  

This kind of moralising peppered the speeches and conversations which juxtaposed key terms 
and discursive elaboration. There was therefore a dialectic of key word and propositional 
phraseology, which constituted the Luo internal cultural debate. 

With the increasingly rapid urbanization of Nairobi city, whose population has increased 
enormously in fifty years, a new urban language has emerged which combines Swahili, 
English and elements of the distinctive vernaculars of the main ethnic groups, including Luo. 
It is commonly known as Sheng, an abbreviation of Swahili-English-slang. It is mainly 
Swahili but with English terms inserted and with variable amounts of ethnic vernacular. 
Although the name, Sheng, did not become used until the 1980s, proto-forms of the language 
may go back nearly a century during the colonial period (Mazrui 1995:173). In the 1960s, I 
wrote about a polyethnic urban youth vernacular in which “English verbs (which are) 
incorporated in predominantly Swahili utterances….take Swahili pronominal and tense 
prefixes and English pronominal suffixes”, as in the expression by a young football player, 
“Ni-ta-win you kabisa” (I will beat you completely) (Parkin 1977; 1978:72). Mazrui provides 
similar examples, e.g. a-li-relax;  days i-me-elapse, and shows other grammatical features of 
Sheng (Mazrui 1995:176). Standard Swahili pronominal and noun class concordance is 
subsumed within novel experimentation. Blommaert also provides instances of Swahili 
incorporating English and developing a consistent rule pattern in what is presumably an early 
form of communication with features similar to Sheng (Blommaert 1999:159-179). The 
digital revolution and the immigration of new groups into Kenya, including Chinese, has 
produced the multi-modal superdiversity of linguistic and other semiotic resources with 
which we are now familiar. 

In Nairobi nowadays, many young Luo, and indeed members of other ethnic groups in 
Nairobi, were born in the city and have never fully known their ethnic vernacular.  It is 
common to meet Luo (and members of other ethnic groups), even in their thirties and forties, 
who know very little of their so-called ethnic vernacular. The amount of the Luo language in 
their Sheng is therefore often limited and varies according to the closeness or otherwise of the 
speaker to the Luo homeland in western Kenya. Limited Luo is claimed to be also a feature of 
what is called Ingluo, an amalgamation of English and Luo. Such relative ignorance of their 
mother tongue would have been unthinkable fifty years ago.6 Yet these Luo still regard 
themselves as ethnically distinctive as well as proudly Kenyan, but do so through a diverse 
semiotic repertoire of visual and acoustic signs. 

A collective Luo concern with cultural identity has, then, not lessened nowadays. It took on 
prominence in the form of a national political alliance in 2013, in order to contest the 
country’s parliamentary elections. The various Luo ethnic associations continued to hold 

                                                           
6 The great Tom Mboya,  a Luo political leader, was condemned in the 1960s for giving political speeches in 
Swahili 
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meetings and discussions but this time in language which was made up, not just of the Luo 
vernacular, but also of standard Swahili, standard English, and combinations of all three, 
alongside the use of banners and flags. Sheng, among both young and many middle-aged 
speakers, did not figure greatly in the Luo public rhetoric but played a greater role in their 
street conversations about the problem of Luo identity.  

We have then a radical transformation in the pattern of speaking about Luo cultural identity 
during a period of over forty years from the nineteen sixties to the second decade of the 
twenty-first century. 

In the nineteen sixties, Luo was the sole language of Luo public meetings and rhetoric and of 
street conversations on the theme of threatened identity. By contrast, English and Swahili , 
and the then proto-type of Sheng, occupied different domains outside the Luo cultural debate, 
for instance in speech with non-Luo.  

As of 2013, the public debate at meetings was conducted in Swahili and English as much as 
Luo. In street conversation, however, Sheng was as likely to be used as much as Swahili and 
English and dominated speech among younger speakers, especially, according to Mazrui, 
those of so-called lower class. 

In this transformation, the key words which people recognised and spoke about in the 
nineteen sixties as framing their concerns, no longer figured significantly or at all in the later 
period, whether in public meetings or face-to-face conversations. Instead, the only 
consistently recurring or salient keywords referred to the names of political parties and 
candidates and to topics, events and concepts such as ‘democracy’, ‘vote-rigging’, 
‘corruption’, or ‘unification’ (umwenga), affecting the Kenya nation as a whole but not 
specific to Luo.  

The denunciation of internal treachery among Luo in the nineteen sixties through the use of 
such key words as jagam and jasem (trustworthy and untrustworthy friend) gave way to 
elaborate and changing phraseology, in the various tongues available. During the 2013 
campaign Luo among themselves might refer to someone allegedly betraying his regional or 
lineage’s political affiliation by the phrase ok en loyal (he is not loyal) and as a ‘mole’ (i.e. by 
analogy with ‘spy’). A greeting among fellow Luo, an loyal (I am loyal), indicated the 
solidarity of their support for the Luo-dominated political party (ODM). This changing 
phraseology attacked those inside and outside the Luo polity who were charged with 
threatening Luo ethnocultural integrity.  

The later period has seen a proliferation of variable phrases drawing on the ample, multiple 
linguistic resources (Swahili, English and Sheng, as well as Luo). But now they connote 
rather than precisely identify these underlying concerns of cultural identity, political 
representation and exclusion. For these are concerns which are sensitive, contentious and 
potentially explosive, much like the risky stigmatizing business of referring directly to AIDS 
and chira until recently. The key terms which were once the starting points of debate are now 
the unsaid but implicit assumptions governing the production of phrases of infinite linguistic 
variety but common conceptual thrust.   
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Conclusion 

This kind of analysis explores the alternating interrelationship and dialectic of key word and 
unarticulated cultural template. It gets us away from seeing keywords as static. This is not to 
say that there are not long-standing configurations of keywords within a society which seem 
to endure a long time, as seems to be the case concerning the Japanese examples given by 
Wierzbicka. But, slowly or swiftly, keywords undergo this alternation of the said and unsaid, 
and as relational elements in such configurations, they have a knock-on effect on other terms, 
and therefore on the talk that surrounds their salience or loss of it. I would suggest that this 
alternation is likely to be more rapid in the current conditions of superdiversity, of which the 
arrival of AIDS and economic and other catastrophes is a manifestation.  I contend also that 
this cyclical model tells us more than linear claims of the type proposed by Fairclough (2010: 
189) that linguistic and intertextual movement is greatest during intense socio-cultural change  

It is quite common in conversation analysis to refer to the invocation by interlocutors of 
‘immanent’ cultural stereotypes, whether of person-kinds or of concepts. Immanence here 
connotes ‘packed-in’ bundles of related concepts or what Ardener called language shadows, 
templates or p-structures. Under the kinds of circumstance that I have described, it seems that 
the immanent language shadow can become prominent, which is another way of saying that it 
becomes the salient keyword. Completing the cycle, however, it follows that the prominent 
key word may, as a result of its stigmatizing effects, become the unsaid but immanent 
shadow, and so on, round the cycle. While the cycle may be commonsensical, finding 
examples which illustrate it over the longue durée is an ethnographic challenge. 

 

----------------- 
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