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a b s t r a c t

This article analyses youths’ commentary on the contemporary urban vernacular För-
ortssvenska in an inner-city senior high school in Sweden. Combining a linguistic land-
scape approach with analytical tools from linguistic anthropology, this paper explores how
political discourse are articulated in imagery and texts in the high school and refracted in
meta-linguistic commentary among the students. The analysis show how the students
draw on US-activist discourse as they insert the notion of ‘cultural appropriation’ into
discussions on the use, and policing, of Förortssvenska at the high school. This everyday
regimentation of urban vernacular is entangled with negotiations of identity, multicul-
turalism and space.

� 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction: the social life of urban vernacular in Sweden

In Sweden, as elsewhere, the processes of globalization have given rise to new and diverse linguistic practices. The satellite
cities of the capital Stockholm, as well as the suburbs of other major cities in Sweden, have become sites of cultural and
linguistic contact. This has resulted in the emergence of a linguistic phenomenon that first caught the attention of socio-
linguistic inquiry in the late eighties. Perhaps themost well-known label for this phenomenon is Rinkeby Swedish, whichwas
introduced in academic writing by Ulla-Britt Kotsinas (Kotsinas, 1988). Rinkeby is a suburb of Stockholm, and the register
(Agha, 2007) has from the start been firmly associated with urban peripheries. As these areas have become associated with
‘immigrantness’, so has the register (Milani et al., 2015). The different labels that this register/style has been given attests to
this. Besides Rinkeby Swedish, it has been called Blattesvenska (blatte is a derogative term for non-ethnic Swedes), Mil-
jonsvenska (lit. ‘Million Swedish’, alluding to the housing project in the suburbs of Stockholm called miljonprogrammet), and
Förortsslang (lit. ‘suburban slang’). This paper will use the emic term Förortssvenska (lit. ‘suburban Swedish’) to denote the
register. Förortssvenska is here described as a contemporary urban vernacular (Rampton, 2015). This does not mean that the
speech style is viewed as a bounded linguistic system. Rather, Förortssvenska is understood as a social construct, one that
‘occup[ies] a sociolinguistic space’ (Rampton, 2011b) adjacent to a ‘standard Swedish’ in contemporary Swedish public
discourse.

Youth language in Sweden, and the contemporary urban vernacular Förortssvenska, have been studied extensively, and
the existing scholarship ranges from descriptive sociolinguistics (Ganuza, 2008; Kotsinas, 2001) and folklinguistic percep-
tions (e.g. Bijvoet and Fraurud, 2010) to studies of the language ideologies circulating in public debates (e.g. Milani and
Jonsson, 2011; Stroud, 2004). The latter strand of studies dissects how metalinguistic discourses on Förortssvenska
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structure social hierarchies and define boundaries betweenwhat is understood as Swedish and an ethnic Other. In brief, they
show that Förortssvenska is understood as associated with disorder, an anomaly deviating from a standard Swedish that is
portrayed as good, equal and a naturalized benchmark for linguistic behavior. Furthermore, such research suggests that,
through a process of enregisterment (Agha, 2007), the diverse linguistic practices of urban youth in Sweden have become
icons (Irvine and Gal, 2000) of immigrantness, a problematic masculinity, school failure and other societal problems. When
Förortssvenska is discussed and portrayed as problematic, homophobic or sexist in the public debate, this is also an artic-
ulation of an image of the immigrant speaker as problematic, homophobic and sexist (Milani and Jonsson, 2011). This
entanglement of cultural models of speakers, social orders and hierarchies in relation to urban vernacular is not in any way
unique to the Swedish context, but has also been observed by a number of scholars studying multilingual practices and
linguistic ideologies in other urban settings in contemporary Europe. The examples are many, and include studies of the
everyday languaging of Copenhagen youth and the enactment of registers and identities within the linguistic regimes of
Denmark (Madsen et al., 2015), studies of the linguistic practices in Oslo labelled ‘Kebab Norwegian’ (Aarsaether, 2010), and
Jaspers’ studies of urban vernaculars in Antwerp, Belgium (Jaspers, 2011).

The aforementioned process of iconizationdthat is, the ‘semiotic process . that inscribes the social anomie and
outsiderness of the immigrant into the language of the immigrant’ (Stroud, 2004, pp. 207–208)dis pivotal for explaining the
special function of discourses on the ‘language of the Other’ in a society that prides itself on having moved beyond race, and
where explicit racist discourse is taboo (Blackledge, 2005). Stroud (2004) observes how Rinkeby Swedish as ‘a potential,
imagined, pan-immigrant contact variety of Swedish’ became a metaphor for the ethnic and immigrant Other in the language
debate at the turn of the century. The label and conceptualization of the ‘language of the Other’ have varied in Sweden, yet the
recurrent language debates continue to function as a proxy site for managing ‘the Other’ in relation to the Swedish Self
(Stroud, 2004, p. 197). In a similar vein, Jonsson (2015 pp. 85–86) shows how social actors in schools can recreate immigrant
out-groups through metalinguistic comments, without running the risk of being accused of racism.

For these reasons, the study ofmeta-commentary on, and regimentation of, Förortssvenska as ‘the language of the Other’ is
also a study of the way issues of diversity and politics of inclusion and exclusion are managed in modern society. Building on
earlier insights and extending the work on registers by Agha (2004; 2005; 2007) and vernacular styles by and Rampton
(2011a; 2011b; 2015), this paper describes and analyses adolescents’ policing of urban vernacular and contributes to a
problematization of stylizations and standard repertoires. On the one hand, the paper extends earlier research describing
such processes. On the other hand, this paper differs from earlier research in some significant ways and therefore sheds new
light on the subject.

First, data in earlier studies on the social life of urban vernacular in Sweden have typically been collected on the pe-
ripheries of cities (Haglund, 2005; Jonsson, 2007, 2015; Kotsinas, 1988; Wiltgren, 2014). This is also true of studies outside of
Sweden in which researchers to a great extent have collected their data in parts of the city understood to be multicultural
urban areas (e.g Madsen, 2015) or multilingual urban settings (e.g. Boyd et al., 2015). However, youth speakers are mobile. In
Stockholm, pupils are free to apply to any high school regardless of whether or not the school is located in the municipality
the pupils live in. This has resulted in a flow of youths commuting through the city in order to attend attractive schools. And
the majority of the most attractive schools are located in the inner city (Forsberg, 2015). Studies further suggest that the
indexical link between contemporary urban vernaculars and geographical space is one of the reasons why the schools in the
inner city are the most attractive. The inner-city schools are perceived as places where standard Swedish is spoken, and
parents and youths report that this is an important reason for applying to a school in the inner city. Attending a school in the
inner city would mean an opportunity to appropriate what is understood as proper and desirable language use (Bunar, 2011).
This indicates that ideas about the social value of different registers, and their geographical indexicalities, impact on the
choices that youth in Stockholm make when navigating the educational system and thus affect the way youth move through
the city. As Blommaert (2005) points out, moving through a city also means moving through a stratified sociolinguistic
space. The youth’s spatial movement through the city thus also constitutes a movement through shifting expectations of
language use. This invites us to turn our gaze to the parts of the city not typically associated with the urban vernacular
Förortssvenska. Consequently, this paper attends to how the register is discussed, understood and valued in everyday
practices in a high school in the centre of Stockholm to shed new light on the impact of language ideologies on the daily lives
of youths.

Second, as earlier studies stress the spatial aspects of language ideologies on urban vernaculars, we need a more nuanced
way of talking about space and language as intertwined. This paper aims to do justice to the mobility and flow of language,
speakers and ideological discourses in contemporary society. It does so without losing sight of the fact that the discursive
practices that regiment and police language use are played out in a material world, situated and fixed in time and space. In
acknowledging this dynamic and the tension between mobility and fixity, the article draws upon Stroud and Mpendukana’s
(2009) call for a material ethnography of linguistic landscapes. That is, an ethnography that is sensitized to how discourses
that regiment language travels between contexts to be encoded in a specific site. This paper therefore makes use of the
thinking tools offered within the field of linguistic landscapes and Scollon and Scollon’s geosemiotics (2003) to capture
resemiotizations (Iedema, 2001, 2003) of discourses, which are central to understanding the local discursive regime that
regiments languages and styles at the high school.

If we accept the idea that discussions of language use among urban youth, and comments on contemporary urban ver-
naculars, are sites where issues of societal stratification and segregation are articulated in acute form, then it is of interest to
dissect and investigate the discursive formations and concepts used in such meta-commentaries on language. A central

H. Årman / Language & Communication xxx (2017) 1–152

Please cite this article in press as: Årman, H., Speaking ‘the Other’?: Youths’ regimentation and policing of contemporary urban
vernacular, Language & Communication (2017), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2017.08.005



https://isiarticles.com/article/128578

