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Abstract

In an increasingly digital world, some Zimbabwean netizens have taken this opportunity to
become content creators (comedians, socialites, and influencers). Their work entails extensive
use of social media platforms, such as YouTube, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and WhatsApp
to produce and share their innovative content. Usually, the content these characters create
focuses on specific topics and themes, while some touch on general issues. Content creation
relies heavily on dramatic performances that may border on cross-dressing and the use of
appropriate costumes and props (costumes are clothing and accessories worn by actors, while
props are items they carry or interact with), as well as innovative language, among others. This
study examines the linguistic innovations employed by content creators to produce online
comedy. It considers the language mixing, structural adaptation of words, writing
style/spelling, and textplay prevalent in the Shona content produced and disseminated by
content creators on social media platforms as instances of linguistic innovation. Social media
provides content creators with business opportunities and scope for exploiting linguistic
fluidity and dynamism as a communicative resource in an environment biased towards
standardisation and monolingualism, which can be seen as an epitome of indigenisation and
national identity. The absence of adequate standard indigenous language repertoires in the
digital space has not excluded content creators from participating in the digital economy and
contributing to economic development. While integrating indigenous languages in the digital
process is inevitable for participation in the Fourth Industrial Revolution, innovative language
must be recognised as a pragmatic, versatile and innovative communicative resource that drives
online entrepreneurial endeavours in Zimbabwe. The data analysed in this study was collected
from content broadcast in Shona as the primary language of communication. This ethnographic
study used online observation as a critical data collection method. This study uses, together
with online or virtual communications as the primary source of data. The study examines how

content creators utilise aesthetic and stylistic choices, morphological and discoursal strategies
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to create and circulate messages that attract a large following while maintaining constant

patronage and vibrant engagement convertible to income.

Introduction

The rapid growth of digital technology has reshaped communication, particularly for
Generation Z (born 1995-2014), who are not only digital natives but also pioneering new forms
of digital entrepreneurship. In Zimbabwe, this has led to a vibrant space where young content
creators and influencers build businesses online. A key innovation in this domain is a shift from
standard language repertoires to fluid and dynamic linguistic practices. To appeal to a broad
audience and keep pace with the demands of digital content creation, these innovators are

developing a distinctive 'urban style' or 'urban vernacular.'

This study is the first to systematically analyse how young Zimbabwean content creators
strategically deviate from standard Shona, motivated by the need for spontaneity, creativity,
and commercial appeal in the fast-paced digital economy. We argue that the focus should shift
from a deficit perspective that laments the marginalisation of indigenous languages to an
appreciation of the creative resourcefulness of speakers. These creators are not simply
abandoning Shona; they are actively bridging linguistic gaps by weaving Shona into English

as a new, functional code for the digital age.

The study focuses on videos and blogs by Shona-English bilingual creators, where Shona acts
as the matrix language into which English elements are inserted. This practice, alongside the
use of street lingua and novel terms, is a pragmatic response to the lack of a formalised Shona
metalanguage for digital contexts. Context and communicative intention here override
prescriptive rules, making these platforms ideal for observing the negotiation of meanings in a

multilingual society.

This research, therefore, investigates the sociolinguistic motivations behind this linguistic
innovation. By analysing the function and reasons for code-switching, lexical creation, and the
use of a unique urban style on YouTube, TikTok and Facebook, the study aims to clarify how
young Zimbabweans creatively overcome the challenge of producing compelling local

language content without a pre-existing digital repertoire.
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The absence or the inadequacy of Shona metalanguage in the digital space encourages speakers
to use innovative ways of bridging the linguistic gap. Discussion should go beyond the politics
of language preservation and marginalisation with claims such as “the dominance of English
has continued to marginalise the use of indigenous language and inadvertently resulted in
language shift” (Munyadziwa & Mncwango 2021: 312). What is of sociolinguistic significance
is diversity in language choice, especially linking the language shift to the speaker’s creative
resourcefulness, resulting in the utilisation of communicative styles and strategies available to

them. The styles and strategies can be used as effective tools for bridging cultural and linguistic

gaps.

This study seeks to identify sociolinguistic phenomena that motivate linguistic innovation on
social media platforms. The intention is to investigate the function and rationale for code-
switching/mixing, using street lingua and unique expressions when communicating content
circulated through YouTube, TikTok and Facebook. This study’s findings help understand how
young Zimbabweans negotiate the challenges of creating and communicating online content in

local languages without an appropriate digital repertoire.

Lexical innovation: Slang as a catalyst for language dynamism

The study of slang as a legitimate driver of linguistic evolution predates digital platforms, with
foundational work by Eble (1996) challenging perceptions of slang as "deviant" or marginal
language variety. Analysing over 10,000 slang terms from the University of North Carolina
students, Eble (1996) demonstrates that slang is a creative, purposeful linguistic practice. Far
from being trivial, slang serves critical social functions: reinforcing group identity (for
example, "group gropes" for counter groups), resisting authority (for example, "parental units"
for parents), and encoding cultural symbolism (for example, "dead soldier" for an empty beer
container). Eble’s (1996) glossary clarifies processes like semantic shifting ("za" for pizza),
compounding ("squirrel kisser" for environmentalist), and metaphorical extension ("toast" for
being in trouble), mirroring mechanisms seen in digital neologisms (for example, "LOL,"
"ghosting"). Her work underscores that slang is fluid, transient, dynamic and ephemeral, but
evolves through user-driven innovation—a precursor to the participatory lexicogenesis

observed on digital platforms today.
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Extending this lens to multilingual contexts, Mojela (2002) examines urban slang among
Northern Sotho speakers in South Africa. Despite conservative language authorities dismissing
slang as "contaminating" indigenous languages, Mojela (2002) documents its pervasive use,
particularly among youth, as a marker of difference, prestige and modernity. Terms derived
from code-switching (for example, blending English/Afrikaans with Northern Sotho) reflect
identity negotiation in post-apartheid urban spaces. However, institutional resistance to
formalising slang-derived loanwords highlights tensions between prescriptive language norms
and organic linguistic change—a dynamic mirrored in debates over digital "informality" (for

example, emojis, memes), challenging traditional language literacy standards.

Intersection with digital platforms

Eble’s (1996) and Mojela’s (2002) findings resonate with studies on digital linguistic evolution.

nn

Like college slang, digital vernaculars (for example, "simp," "cheugy") emerge from in-group
communities (for example, TikTok, Reddit) to signal belonging or subversion.
Androutsopoulos (2011) and Tagliamonte (2008) similarly recognise how digital constraints
(for example, character limits) and multilingualism accelerate lexical creativity, paralleling
Eble’s (1996) "dynamic vocabulary" and Mojela’s (2002) code-switching practices. Digital
platforms amplify slang’s reach and entrenchment, as seen in terms like "selfie" entering
mainstream lexicons—a process slower in offline contexts due to institutional gatekeeping
(Mojela, 2002). While digital platforms amplify the slang processes Eble and Mojela describe,
key differences emerge. Digital slang is often shaped by corporate algorithms and influencers,
not just organic community use. Its rapid spread also leads to faster co-option by the

mainstream, stripping it of subversive meaning and making it more ephemeral than the stable

in-group codes of offline communities.

Both studies highlight slang’s role in contesting linguistic hierarchies. Eble (1996) frames
college slang as a tool for the youth to assert autonomy against institutional authority, while
Mojela (2002) positions urban slang as resistance to colonial-era language purism in South
Africa. These dynamics align with Baron’s (2008) concerns about digital informality eroding
formal norms, yet they also reflect Plowman and McPake’s (2013) argument that hybridised

communication (for example, slang and memes) fosters adaptive literacy.
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Critically, Mojela’s (2002) work establishes how marginalisation shapes linguistic evolution:
slang thrives despite exclusion from "official" lexicons, much like digital vernaculars bypass
traditional gatekeepers (for example, dictionaries) through the viral spread. This tension
between grassroots linguistic innovation and institutional conservatism remains central to
debates on Al-driven content moderation (Eble, 2025), where algorithmic suppression of "non-

standard" language risks erasing marginalised voices.

Sociolinguistic evolution of Shona street vernacular in postcolonial Zimbabwe: A

literature review

Shona street slang, a dynamic linguistic phenomenon in Zimbabwe, has evolved from a
marginal urban code to a pervasive socio-cultural force since the nation’s independence in
1980. While its roots are traceable to pre-independence informal registers (Mberi, 2003), street
slang’s proliferation as a marker of youth identity and urban modernity intensified post-2000.
This review argues that the evolution of Shona street vernacular is best understood as a process
of decolonial linguistic practice, whereby speakers actively appropriate and hybridise diverse
linguistic resources to navigate, critique, and reshape their postcolonial reality. Synthesising
scholarship across four domains, this review analyses how this vernacular functions not merely
as disruption, but as a tool for cultural reclamation, economic survival, and political

commentary.

An analytical framework: Slang as decolonial practice
The scholarship on Shona street vernacular converges on its role in challenging linguistic and
social hierarchies. This review employs a framework of decolonial practice to analyse how
slang is used to reclaim communicative space from colonial legacies and academic discourses.
This framework allows us to see the vernacular's evolution not as random innovation, but as a
purposeful re-appropriation of local (Shona, Ndebele), global (English, Jamaican Patois), and

digital resources to construct a modern Zimbabwean identity.

The catalytic role of music and policy in legitimisation
The institutionalisation of Zimbabwe’s 2000 mantra of 75% local content policy was a
watershed, creating an official platform for indigenous linguistic creativity (Chikowero, 2015).
Urban grooves music became the primary vehicle for this shift, using Shona-English code-

switching and neologisms to disrupt colonial-era linguistic hierarchies (Ndlovu, 2016). While
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early scholarship framed this as youth disruption (Perman, 2007), recent studies identify a more
nuanced decolonial project: centering Shona hybridity to "decolonise soundscapes" (Vambe,
2020) and foster intergenerational linguistic and sonic transmission (Mpofu & Salawu, 2021).
Thus, music transformed slang from a subcultural code into a legitimate, mass-mediated

language of identity.

Digital mediascapes and the glocalisation of vernacular
The rise of Zim dancehall exemplifies how digital platforms accelerate and democratise
linguistic change. Applying Appadurai’s (1996) concept of mediascapes, scholars show how
this genre’s patois—a blend of Jamaican patois, Shona, and cyber slang—spread virally via
WhatsApp, TikTok and Facebook (Chikomo & Mangena, 2016; Dube, 2022). Crucially, the
rural adoption of dancehall lingo (Mhiripiri & Chari, 2020) challenges urban-centric models of
diffusion, demonstrating how digital media traduce core-periphery dichotomies. This
represents a spatial decolonisation, where the vernacular escapes its urban confines to become

a national lingua franca for youth.

Performative metacommentary and carnivalesque subversion
In street drama, the vernacular’s critical power is most explicit. Troupes like Bus Stop TV use
slang as a Bakhtinian (1981) carnivalesque tool, blending Shona proverbs with township lingo
to satirise political corruption and social ills (Shumba & Ncube, 2019). This aligns with
Fabian’s (1990) “performative competence,” where hybrid codes contest hegemonic
discourses. However, this subversion is not monolithic; as Mareva and Rugoho (2021) note,
these male-dominated spaces often propagate patriarchal lexemes, complicating the narrative

of slang as inherently liberatory and exposing the tensions within decolonial practices.

The political economy of slang in urban subcultures
The Mahwindi (transport touts) subculture epitomises slang’s role in the informal economy.
Their argot operates as Bourdieusian symbolic capital, a survivalist lexicon reflecting the
precarity of neoliberal Zimbabwe (Chiweshe & Gukurume, 2020). This slang absorbs Ndebele
and Chewa loanwords through mobility (Nyota & Mapara, 2008), demonstrating Labov’s
(1972) principles of language contact. Yet, its frequent misogyny (Mpofu, 2019) underscores
a central contradiction: the same vernacular that enables economic resistance also reinforces
social exclusion, highlighting the complex and often ambiguous outcomes of decolonial

linguistic strategies.
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Methodology

This study employs a qualitative ethnographic approach to analyse Shona street slang in digital
spaces. Data was collected through purposive sampling of 150 publicly available videos (50
each from YouTube, TikTok, and Facebook) published between January 2023 and June 2025.
Ethically, all data was anonymised during analysis to protect creator identities. The data was
analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step thematic analysis, which involved
familiarisation, initial coding, theme search, review, and definition, identifying key patterns in
slang usage. These emergent themes were then interpreted through the lens of Social Network
Theory (Wasserman & Faust, 1994) to understand how the density and structure of online
communities facilitate the spread and entrenchment of the identified slang.

Theoretical framework: Social Network Theory

Social Network Theory (SNT), pioneered by Barnes (1954), provides a powerful framework
for analysing how the structure of social relationships influences language. Rather than
focusing solely on broad categories like class or gender, SNT examines the specific patterns of
interaction within a community. This perspective becomes critically important in the digital
age, where platforms like X, YouTube, TikTok, and WhatsApp have created vast, complex
networks that accelerate language change. These online communities are the primary subject
matter for modern sociolinguists, offering a real-time lexico-laboratory to observe how
network structures govern linguistic innovation. In studying social media, this theory is critical

for examining how digital networks propagate linguistic innovations (Dembe, 2024)

Social Network Theory is helpful in exploring how densely connected networks in digital
spaces accentuate the spread of information (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Key concepts from
SNT, such as density (how well all members know each other) and multiplexity (how many
roles connect individuals), are directly observable in digital spaces. For instance, the
typically low-density, open networks of platforms like X allow linguistic innovations like
new slang or memes to spread rapidly through weak ties, jumping between loosely connected
user clusters. Conversely, dense, closed networks, such as a private family WhatsApp group,
often reinforce existing language norms. Furthermore, an individual's online network is highly
multiplex; the same person may navigate a professional LinkedIn network, a close-knit Discord
gaming community, and a broad Instagram following. This multiplexity drives complex code-
switching, where users adeptly shift their linguistic style to align with the distinct norms of

each network.
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The communication environment of social media itself licenses and promotes linguistic
creativity. The informal, collaborative atmosphere allows non-standard and slang forms to
thrive, far more than in many offline, formal settings. Within densely connected digital
communities—such as dedicated subreddits or fan bases—strong social ties enforce group-
specific norms. This leads to the appropriation and redefinition of formal words, with terms

nn

like "stan," "ghost," or "ratio" taking on new, shared meanings that act as markers of in-group
identity. Thus, Social Network Theory moves beyond merely noting that social media changes
language; it provides the specific analytical tools to explain how digital network structures

propagate linguistic innovations and consolidate new linguistic norms.
Data presentation and analyses

This study employed a qualitative content analysis of publicly available posts from prominent
Zimbabwean digital platforms (YouTube, Facebook, TikTok) between December 2024 and
May 2025. The objective was to capture authentic examples of Shona-English code-mixing

and neologisms.

Coding and selection process
An initial pool of over 50 candidate extracts was gathered through targeted observation of
popular content creators known for their use of localised slang. These were then coded
inductively for emerging themes, including: (1) Phonological Adaptation, (2) Semantic
Extension, (3) Digital Practice Localisation, and (4) Socio-economic Commentary. The ten
extracts presented in Table 1 were selected as they are the most salient and representative
examples of these core themes. Other observed but less prominent themes, such as the influence
of South African slang (e.g., "sharp" for goodbye) and political satire, were noted but are not

the focus of this analysis.

The table below is a compilation of ten extracts from Zimbabwean digital platforms—including
YouTube channels, Facebook pages, and social media events—that showcase linguistic
innovation in Shona-English code-mixing and creative digital communication. These examples

highlight how Zimbabwean users adapt language (e.g., "Champions League," "subscribe") and
localise concepts (e.g., "small house" for extramarital affairs, "mastreets" for trending online)
to reflect cultural identity, humour, and socio-economic realities. The data illustrates the

dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity, as well as the strategic use of hybrid



LJILMD, 2(1), 2026

Matende et al

language to engage audiences, critique trends, and navigate digital spaces. This collection sets

the foundation for analysing how linguistic creativity fosters community, resistance, and

relatability in Zimbabwe’s evolving digital landscape.

Extract

4 Source

Comic
Awards

Mama Vee
2 YouTube
Channel

Mama Vee
3 Facebook
Page

Mama Vee
4 YouTube
Channel

Babyware
5 Wholesale 2
Facebook

Chisale
6 Production
Facebook

Date

April
2025

February
2025

May 2025

May 2025

March
2025

December
2024

Shona Text
Warikutamba
pachampions  league,
Hachizodi kutamba

usina kupfeka.

Murume ofira ku small
house, Me busy
controlling queue ye
food.

My bhodhe my Dhezaya
ini  ndakaedza  diet
zvinondikurira.

Vanhu varikutegana
awo ma suspect panyaya
dzekusatevera dhayeti
yavazvipa.

Icho chi preparation list
chinopedza masports.

Gara walaika komenta
nekusabhuscraibha.

English
Translation

They are playing
in the Champions

League;
however, they
must not play
without
protection.

The husband
died while at the
small house,

when I was busy
controlling  the
queue for food.

My body, my
desire. I tried a
diet, but it’s
overwhelming.

People tagging
each other are
suspects for not
sticking to the
diets they
imposed on
themselves.

This preparation

package is
outstanding.
Like, comment,

and subscribe.

Linguistic/Digital
Context

Mixing English terms
("Champions
League") with Shona,
reflecting globalised
youth slang.

"Small house" (a
Zimbabwean slang
term for an

extramarital partner)
used in a humorous
context.

Code-mixing:

"bhodhe" (body),
"Dhezaya" (desire),
and '"diet" adapted

into Shona phonetics.

The use of "tagging"
(digital action)
blended into Shona,
critiquing social
media trends.

"Masports"  (sports)
used metaphorically
to imply efficiency.

Direct Shona-isation
of  digital
"komenta"

(comment),

terms:
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Extract Source Date Shona Text English ‘ Linguistic/Digital
# Translation Context
"kuscraibha"
(subscribe).
Frets "Kazheti" (likely
7 Donzvo Mav 2025 Ndine Kazheti kahembe I have a deal for "casual T-shirts")
YouTube Y kandiri kufaisa. clothes. adapted into Shona
Channel for marketing.
"Ma streets" (street
Mai TT . . You’re the one a streets” (s .ee )
. October Ndimika muri kuremera . used metaphorically
8 Diaries trending . .
2025 ma streets. for social media
Facebook nowadays. " S
trending.
M B "Dhiri" 1
adam Boss January Ndilingewo kudhiri Link me to the . iri"  (deal) %nd
9 Facebook "link" reflect online
2025 rehembe. deal for clothes.
Page marketplace slang.
We aren't
Hatitongwe nema salad.  troubled by Satirical tone; rejects
Mr . . " "
s . April Zvinhu zvacho salads. Things stereotypes ("salads
Ridhikurasi . . .
10 Facebook zvakaoma... MaZimbo are tough... as elitist)  while
2025 musamboda zvinhu  Zimbabweans affirming grounded
Page R . .
zvemabhara. don’t desire free local pride

Fig 1 Extracts from Zimbabwe digital platforms

stuff.

This table presents the raw data for analysis. The following section analyses these extracts

through the lenses of phonological, semantic, and sociolinguistic theory.

Analysis of linguistic strategies and comparative context

The data in Table 1 displays three primary strategies of linguistic innovation: phonological

adaptation, semantic extension, and the digital localisation of practices. The analysis below

examines these strategies and situates them within broader African sociolinguistic contexts.

10
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Structural adaptation of English and Chinese loanwords in Shona: Phonological and

semantic dynamics

The integration of loanwords from English and Mandarin into Shona exemplifies the linguistic
creativity inherent in contact-induced language change and development. This phenomenon is
shaped by Shona’s phonological constraints and sociolinguistic dynamics, reflecting
globalisation’s impact on intercultural communication. Scholarly perspectives illuminate how

these adaptations align with cross-linguistic patterns of borrowing and semantic extension.

Phonological adaptation

The extracts show Shona systematically modifying English loanwords to fit its CV syllable
structure. For instance, English terms are nativised through vowel epenthesis, as seen
in komenta (comment) and kusubscraibha (subscribe) (Extract 6). This process, consistent
with Blevins' (2004) observations on perceptual salience, prioritises integration into Shona's
phonotactics over phonetic fidelity. Similarly, walaika (like) and ndilingewo (link me up)
demonstrate morphological reanalysis, where digital English phrases are absorbed as unitary
Shona verbs. This mirrors processes in other Bantu languages; for example, in Kenyan Sheng,

"click" becomes kureka, and in Camfranglais (Cameroon), "download" is adapted as donlode.

Semantic extension and pragmatic nuance

A key finding is the significant semantic shift many borrowed terms undergo.
While kufaisa (from "fire") in Extract 7 retains a sense of intensity, its pragmatic range in
Shona slang expands to contexts of hustling, il/legal transactions, or clandestine activities. This
aligns with Traugott and Dasher’s (2002) theory of invited inferencing. More striking is the
creation of culturally specific lexicon, such as small house (Extract 2) for an extramarital affair,
a term that encapsulates specific socio-economic and (in)fidelity realities. This parallels the
Nigerian  Pidgin  concept  of "mago-mago"” (underhanded  dealings) or  South
African "ishende" (a side business or hustle), where local experiences generate unique
semantic fields. The satirical rejection of "salads" (Extract 10) as a symbol of elitism further

shows how language is used to negotiate class identity and affirm local pride.

Sociolinguistic implications

The proliferation of this digital vernacular functions as a marker of in-group identity and

modern Zimbabwean youth culture (Blommaert, 2010). This aligns with the role of Lingala-
11
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infused French in DR Congo's music scenes or Sheng in Kenya as tools for youth solidarity
and subversion of standard languages. Furthermore, the monetisation of this linguistic
creativity—where creators build audiences and sell merchandise around their slang—
exemplifies Heller's (2007) "linguistic entrepreneurship." This transforms language from a
mere medium of communication into a form of economic capital, a phenomenon also observed

in the commercial success of Nigerian "Afrobeats" slang and South African "zef" culture.

The integration of borrowed terms in Shona slang within Zimbabwe’s multilingual digital

landscape

Shona slang borrows and maintains the structure of the language(s) it borrows from. It is clear
that most Shona slang expressions are borrowed from mainstream or standard Shona words.
However, there could be marked differences between the meanings that the same word
expresses when used in slang and the formal, standard language. However, this does not change
the grammatical structure of the original Shona words. Standard Shona words like nyama
(meat), kanyama (a small piece of meat or a unique piece of meat), inyama (it is meat) refer to
something completely different in Shona slang (in this scale, the enticing form and structure of
a woman). However, the grammatical, phonological and morphological form of the word
/nyama/ remains the same. Apart from the above observation regarding Shona slang
expressions, when one considers Shona slang expressions such as ‘Chakachaya wangu,
pakaipa, zvakadhakwa’® one will observe that these expressions can mean anything, including
commenting on the deterioration of socio-political and economic issues. For example,
‘chakachaya wangu’ (which generally means ‘things are not looking good’) can mean different

things to people in different socio-economic and political circumstances.

In observing the usage of the expression in public places, we established that the expression
can be used in any context. For example, it can mean being in trouble at work or being in
trouble with one’s spouse, being in trouble with the police or the law, being in mourning or ill,
or in drunken stupor or excitement. For a teenage boy who has impregnated a girl unexpectedly
‘chakachaya wangu’ means ‘I have impregnated my girlfriend, I am in trouble.” Even for
someone who has hit a lotto jackpot ‘chachaya wangu’ (I have won it). From the meanings that
‘chakachaya wangu’ can have, as shown in the previous paragraph, the question one then asks
is: What then is the meaning of ‘chakachaya wangu?’ The answer to this question is found in
Fairclough’s (2015) view of language as a social practice and his belief that there is a

12
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relationship between language, interactions and context. So, the meaning of ‘chakachaya
wangu’ depends on the interlocutors, the subject of their talk, where it takes place and even

when it takes place. All these factors are what Fairclough (2015) refers to as the context.
Linguistic creativity and term creation as a tool for digital participation

Online content creators exhibit their linguistic ingenuity by creating neologisms like bholato-
bholato (good, good), ngwavha-ngwavha (hustling), and pfira dandy (leave what you’re
doing) reflects associative thinking. The first two examples express an opaque meaning
because they are coinages. Pfira is a Karanga dialectical synonym for the Zezuru' word
svipa (spit, expectorate). Dandy is a popular brand of chewing gum in Zimbabwe. The
literal meaning of the phrase pfira dandy is ‘spit the dandy chewing gum.’ In this cognitive
process, disparate concepts are linked to generate novel linguistic expressions. This aligns with
Beaty and Kenett’s (2023) theory that creativity arises from navigating semantic networks and
making unconventional connections between ideas. Such terms often emerge from socio-
cultural contexts, where language acts as both a cultural repository and a medium for

negotiating identity.

For instance, the term kuzhezha (hustling) exemplifies metaphorical extension, a process
where physical or cultural experiences are abstracted into linguistic symbols. Studies on
linguistic creativity highlight that metaphors are prototypical manifestations of creative
thinking, requiring semantic memory and metalinguistic skills to bridge literal and figurative
meanings. This mirrors the "property attribution model," where abstract links between
unrelated concepts are established to create new meanings. Netizens’ linguistic creativity in the
digital economy—exemplified by terms like pfira dandy (leave what you are doing)—is a
testament to their adaptive agency in the face of infrastructural gaps. By blending indigenous
knowledge with digital tools, they only sustain cultural narratives and redefine their marginality
in economic participation. Scholarly insights from socio-cultural creativity theory, digital
economy studies, and linguistic research collectively affirm that such innovations are not mere

linguistic accidents but strategic acts of resilience and entrepreneurship.

1 Standard Shona was mounted, mainly, on the Zezuru dialect because it was believed to have little internal
variation and was spoken in the capital, Salisbury then, and surrounding areas, and to some extent Karanga.
Thus, standard Shona is almost synonymous with Zezuru.

13
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Code-switching and code-mixing in Shona-English youth vernaculars

The blending of Shona and English by young Zimbabweans, exemplified by phrases
like Hatitongwe nemasalad’ (“We aren’t troubled by salads”), Kuremera mastreets (“To
dominate the streets”), and Short reipapo (“It’s brief right there”), reflects a dynamic interplay
of linguistic innovation, cultural identity, and digital modernity. This retuned analysis grounds
these phenomena in robust theoretical frameworks, emphasising structural patterns,
sociolinguistic motivations, and the broader implications of youth-driven language practices.
Youth code-mixing adheres to systematic grammatical rules (Myers-Scotton, 1993), with

Shona typically serving as the matrix language.

English insertions are strategically embedded to comply with Shona’s agglutinative structure.
Nemasalad (“with salad”) in Hatitongwe nemasalad, as shown in Extract 10, integrates an
English noun (salad) into a Shona prepositional phrase. The Shona adverbial
prefix ne- (“with”) governs the English lexical item, demonstrating (Muysken, 2000).
Kuremera mastreets (“to dominate the streets”) uses the Shona verb kuremera (“to weigh
down/dominate”) with the English noun streets, showcasing semantic
recontextualisation where Shona morphology governs English lexemes. Short reipapo (“It’s
brief right there”) combines English short with  Shona reipapo (“right  there”),
illustrating clausal code-mixing that retains Shona’s syntactic order while inserting English

for pragmatic emphasis.

In today’s digital landscape, Zimbabwean youth are redefining linguistic boundaries through
creative engagement with platforms like YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and WhatsApp. By
producing and sharing Shona-dominant content infused with language mixing, structural
adaptations as shown in Extract 10 (e.g., truncated spellings like “Zimbo” for Zimbabwean),
playful text manipulation (e.g., “zvemahara” for “free stuff”), and hybridised writing styles,

they challenge rigid notions of linguistic purity and standardisation. These innovations reflect

2 This phrase’s origin is traced to Baba Harare (born Braveman Chizvino) a popular jiti music artiste who recently
got married to a light skinned lady. The jiti genre is known for using uncensored lyrics that border on vulgarity
and expressing sexual innuendos. Immediately after the marriage, he got converted to Christianity and changed
his stage name to King David. He also dumped the jiti genre and became a gospel artiste. Most people believe
that the wife influenced him to make this decision. Musalad is a slang term for beautiful women, usually those
with a light skin tone.
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a broader sociolinguistic reality: language is not static but a fluid, dynamic resource shaped by

its users to navigate identity, economy, and culture.

This study highlights how digital platforms enable youth to utilise language as a tool of
indigenisation and resistance. Amidst postcolonial pressures favouring monolingualism (for
example, English dominance), Shona’s digital evolution—marked by code-switching,
neologisms, and meme culture—asserts linguistic agency and national pride. For instance,
blending Shona with or repurposing colonial-era terms (for example, “bhora” for ball/soccer)
reclaims cultural ownership while fostering solidarity. Such practices parallel Eble’s (1996)
findings on slang as identity-building and Mojela’s (2002) observations of urban slang’s

subversive prestige in multilingual South Africa.

Crucially, social media’s role extends beyond communication: it is an economic lifeline.
Content creators monetise linguistic creativity through viral content, translating “Shona digital
vernacular” into entrepreneurship (for example, meme pages, slang-themed merchandise). This
duality—language as both cultural expression and economic capital—highlights the need to
reframe policy and educational approaches. Rather than dismissing digital informality as
“language corruption,” stakeholders might embrace it as evidence of language vitality and

adaptability.

Conclusion

In today’s digital landscape, Zimbabwean youth are redefining linguistic boundaries through
creative engagement with platforms like YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and WhatsApp. By
producing and sharing Shona-dominant content infused with language mixing, structural
adaptations (for example, truncated spellings like “Zimbo” for Zimbabwean), playful text
manipulation (for example, “zvemahara” for “free stuff”), and hybridised writing styles, they
challenge rigid notions of linguistic purity and standardisation. These innovations reflect a
broader sociolinguistic reality: language is not static but a fluid, dynamic resource shaped by

its users to navigate identity, economy, and culture.

This study underscores how digital platforms empower youth to transform language into a tool
of indigenisation and resistance. Amidst postcolonial pressures favoring monolingualism (for

example, English dominance), Shona’s digital evolution—marked by code-switching,
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neologisms, and meme culture—asserts linguistic agency and national pride. For instance,
repurposing colonial-era terms (e.g., “bhora” for soccer) reclaims cultural ownership while
fostering solidarity. Such practices parallel Eble’s (1996) findings on slang as identity-building
and Mojela’s (2002) observations of urban slang’s subversive prestige in multilingual South

Africa.

Crucially, social media’s role extends beyond communication: it is an economic lifeline.
Content creators monetise linguistic creativity through viral content, translating “Shona digital
vernacular” into entrepreneurship (for example, meme pages, slang-themed merchandise). This
duality—Ilanguage as both cultural expression and economic capital—highlights the need to
reframe policy and educational approaches. Rather than dismissing digital informality as
“language corruption,” stakeholders might embrace it as evidence of language vitality and

adaptability.

Future research should explore longitudinal impacts: how these innovations influence formal
Shona lexicons. How do age, gender, and rural-urban divides shape digital language practices?
By bridging offline linguistic traditions and online experimentation, Zimbabwe’s youth
exemplify how digital spaces can democratise language evolution, ensuring marginalised
voices shape—rather than merely inherit—cultural narratives. In a globalised world, their
creativity reaffirms that linguistic diversity is not a weakness but a cornerstone of national

identity.
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