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Chronicling chronotopes: landscaping language for Kenyan 
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ABSTRACT
In Kenya, educational language policies often prioritise English, yet 
Indigenous languages remain central to the lives and identities of 
local communities. This paper explores the complex interplay 
between visible and invisible languages in Tsana Village through 
a linguistic ethnography that explores material and temporal 
dimensions, drawing on Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope. We 
reveal a contrast between English-dominated schoolscapes and 
the vibrant presence of Kipfokomu and Kiswahili in the broader 
community, where these languages thrive in public signage, 
cultural artefacts, and oral traditions. This contrast highlights how 
colonial legacies continue to marginalise Indigenous languages in 
schools, yet communities sustain their linguistic heritage through 
acts of linguistic citizenship in the linguistic landscape. This study 
ultimately calls for an ontological refiguring of language placing 
oral ontologies on equal footing to writing. This refiguring can 
lead to increased connections between schooling and community 
life and more student engagement.
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Introduction

Numerous studies have pointed out the failures in African educational settings (Evans 
and Mendez Acosta 2021; Pretorius 2015; Sefa Dei 2005; Spaull 2016). These failings 
are attributed to many factors, but language of teaching and learning is often singled 
out as a major contributor by applied linguists (Bamgbose 1983; Brock-Utne 2007; 
Essien 2018; Heugh 2013). Most African countries have policies that favour the former 
colonial languages such as English, French and Portuguese as main languages of teaching 
and learning. Despite these official policies, codeswitching and translanguaging are 
reported as pedagogical tools employed by teachers to help their learners understand 
content, although these strategies are often not sanctioned by school authorities 
(Agbozo and ResCue 2021; Akinpelu 2020; Kuchah and Milligan 2024; Makalela 2015; 
Otundo 2024; Probyn 2019). Even in countries such as South Africa that have official pol
icies that encourage multilingualism, the dominance of the former apartheid official 
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languages is well documented (Makoe 2007; McKinney 2016; Tyler 2023). Kenya, the 
focus of this article, is no exception. Despite more than 40 local languages reported to 
be spoken and a policy that makes provision for the use of the mother tongue in the 
first three years of schooling, and Swahili in urban areas, English still dominates 
(Ngetich 2022; Nyaga and Anthonissen 2012). The value that parents and teachers 
place on English is often described as a big factor for the non-implementation of existing 
policies that encourage multilingualism (Muthwii 2004; Spernes 2012). The disjunct 
between language policies that seemingly embrace multilingualism and assessment prac
tices and teaching materials that are in English are also viewed as big obstacles to the 
implementation of policy (Nyaga and Anthonissen 2012; Orwenjo 2012). This paper 
seeks to complexify these commonly held ideas about (the lack of) multilingualism in 
education in Africa by drawing on the concept ‘linguistic citizenship’ (Stroud 2001). 
In its earliest iteration, linguistic citizenship was focussed on finding theoretical under
standings for the failings of the implementation of multilingualism in African schooling 
(Stroud 2001). This concept situates mother tongue education within the ‘very social 
fabric of the postcolonial community itself’ (Stroud 2001, 34). Linguistic citizenship 
does not concern language or citizenship in the conventional sense. Rather, it is inter
ested in stretching the confines of language beyond the normative and conventional as 
a target of and means to make oneself audible and visible, build new relations beyond 
ethnic or linguistic regimentation, and open up ways of languaging and living otherwise 
(Stroud, 2015).

Drawing on a linguistic ethnography of Tsana1 village, in Tana River County in 
Kenya, this study explores the linguistic landscape of Tsana village. Linguistic landscapes 
with its focus on language in space, has recently expanded to a dedicated focus on edu
cational contexts, often called ‘schoolscapes’ (Brown 2005; Gorter 2018; Kretzer and 
Kaschula 2021; Ssentanda 2022). Brown (2005, 79) used the term ‘schoolscape’ to refer 
to the ‘physical and social setting in which teaching and learning take place’. She 
expands on this by adding that it ‘is the vital, symbolic context in which the curriculum 
unfolds, and specific ideas and messages are officially sanctioned and socially supported 
in the school’ (Brown 2005, 79).

The main aim of the paper is to describe the linguistic landscape found in both our 
selected school and in the larger community in Tsana village. By looking at the school 
and the broader community in which it is situated, the aim is not to compare these 
spaces, but rather to describe and foreground those ‘historical alternatives’ that ‘haunt 
a given society’ (Gordon, Hite, and Jara 2020, 342). This is done to open our understand
ings of language in education to not only describe lack/problems, but also possibility, in 
keeping with the linguistic citizenship tradition. Inspired by recent work on the materi
ality of language, we will not only ask what language (is found) in the more classic tra
dition of linguistic landscapes, but also where is language found (Pennycook 2024, 202). 
Following on the work done by Stroud (2001, 348), we want to foreground the linguistic 
practices of the community in Tsana village, in schoolscapes and beyond, and the con
sequences of their practices for language in education (also see Chimbutane 2011).

The research questions explored in this paper are as follows: 

− What possibilities for going beyond normative understandings of language can be found 
within the linguistic landscape of Tsana village in the school and larger community?
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− How are these possibilities entangled with materiality and particular dimensions of 
time/space?

− What implications are there for the educational setting in Kenya if these possibilities 
are used in the schooling system?

We will first provide an overview of our theoretical approaches and then discuss the 
context and methodology. We will then present the data and discuss the findings in lieu 
of a material and chronotopic understanding of language in space.

Linguistic landscapes and the entanglement of time/space and 
materiality

The seminal definition of linguistic landscape is that of Landry and Bourhis (1997), 
which focused on public signage as a marker of ethnolinguistic vitality. They defined lin
guistic landscapes as ‘visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs 
in a given territory or region’ (Landry and Bourhis 1997, 23). This definition set the tone 
for research that focused on the visibility of languages or linguistic varieties, and a focus 
on the public space. Over the years, the theoretical (and as a result the methodological) 
tools of linguistic landscape research have changed to theorise not only about visible 
language but semiotic resources other than language, and on the non-visible. This 
includes a multisensorial view on assemblages of meaning-making (Pennycook 2017; 
Pennycook and Otsuji 2014), a focus on the unseen but felt traces of other spaces and 
meanings (Bock and Stroud 2018; Stroud, Peck, and Williams 2019; Volvach 2024), 
and on the material and affective dimensions of a landscape (Banda and Jimaima 
2015; Milani and Richardson 2023).

Our paper draws on the literature that considers the visibility of language and on the 
material and temporal dimensions thereof. Both materiality and temporality have been 
neglected in linguistic landscape studies. Lazar (2022, 735) notes how ‘temporalities 
have occupied a curious space between visibility and invisibility, resulting in time and 
temporalities being treated as an optional, additive, subordinate, or separate dimension 
in the linguistic and semiotic study of place-making’. In similar vein, Aronin and Ó 
Laoire (2013, 225) called for the expansion of ‘the epistemological paradigms of multi
lingual landscape research to include a focus on materialities that are linked’ with multi
lingual living.

Researchers interested in materiality, investigate ‘what objects do with or for people’ 
(McDonnell 2023, 199). This focus extends to how objects are used in action in norma
tive and non-normative ways (McDonnell 2023, 200). Materiality has a prominent place 
in the theorisation of linguistic citizenship, as the exercise of voice and ‘participatory citi
zenship’ is conceptualised to be possible through a number of semiotic modalities and 
materialities ‘ranging over unconventional, non-institutionalised uses of language, to 
forms of embodied semiotic practice, such as the bearing of tattoos or corporeal use of 
space’ (Stroud, Peck, and Williams 2018, 22). Within linguistic landscape research, 
acts of linguistic citizenship are seen as the use of semiotic material to rewrite and 
refigure spaces (Mpendukana and Stroud 2019, 185).

A theorisation of temporality in linguistic landscape research often relies on the Bakh
tinian notion of chronotope, which refers to the inseparability of time and space. This 
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concept can be seen as the ways in which ‘spatial and temporal indicators are fused into 
one carefully thought-out concrete whole’ in literary works (Bakhtin 1981, 84). Bakhtin 
(1981, 258) however does not restrict chronotopes to a feature of only literature, and 
states that ‘every entry into the sphere of meanings is accomplished only through the 
gates of the chronotope’. Chronotopes are also instantiations of the tensions between 
centripetal and centrifugal forces that are inherent to human life, as chronotopes can 
overlap and be in complex relationships to each other (Bakhtin 1981). The notion of 
chronotope has been taken up in the broader sociolinguistics to complexify meanings 
and understand how ‘specific chronotopes produce specific kinds of persons, actions, 
meaning and value’ (Blommaert 2015, 109). In educational research, chronotope has 
been used to understand how ‘micro-processes, such as the situational co-ordination 
of a group of students, and macro-level processes, such as the historical development 
of school systems,’ involve patterns of organisation of space and time and shape edu
cational practices (Ritella, Ligorio, and Hakkarainen 2016, 54). In linguistic landscape 
research, chronotopes have been drawn on to explain how different time–space dimen
sions co-occur and the meanings that are created by this entanglement (Baro 2019; 
Borba, Fabrício, and Lima 2022; Dong 2021; Guissemo 2018; Pietikäinen 2014; 
Thurlow, Pellanda, and Wohlgemuth 2022). In the linguistic landscape work that has 
been conceptualised from a linguistic citizenship perspective, time is seen as fundamental 
to place making (Stroud, Peck, and Williams 2018). In a similar vein, Lazar (2022, 735) 
sees temporality as ‘interconnected with spaces = places, as important aspects in under
standing social realities and practices, via entanglements with multimodal meaning- 
making, materialities, embodiment, and politics of social actors and communities’ 
(Lazar 2022, 735). Similarly, in this paper we also take on a chronotopic understanding 
of time/space and see chronotopes as intimately connected to materiality. Chronotopes 
are viewed as triggering specifically ordered possibilities that define ‘what can happen 
and how’, who the actors are and how they can act, ‘the moral or political normative uni
verses involved in what happens’, and the effects that result from the actions taken 
(Blommaert 2015, 111).

Context of Tsana community

Tsana Village is located within Tana River County, Kenya. According to the Minority 
Rights Group International report, the indigenous communities within the county are 
categorised amongst the minority groups2 in Kenya (Makoloo 2005). Tsana village has 
a population of 8,155, according to the 2019 census. The members of this community 
are usually subsistence farmers and fishermen. A good number of Tsana Village 
members have migrated to various urban centres across the country for work. They 
mostly return to the village during vacation periods to visit their families. Kipfokomu3

is usually spoken at home and among the speakers in the community. While some resi
dents of this village are not Pokomo4, they acquire the language through their daily inter
action with native speakers. Kiswahili is also used for communication within the 
wider community. As a result, all families in this village speak both Kipfokomu and Kis
wahili at home and within the larger community. Children are exposed to these two 
languages at home before starting school, while English is not really heard within the 
community.
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The language policy at Tsana Primary School mandates the exclusive use of English 
throughout the week, with Kiswahili permitted only on Fridays. Despite the Language- 
in-Education Policy (LiEP) advocating for mother tongue (MT) instruction in the 
early grades, the school does not incorporate Kipfokomu as a language of instruction 
or communication for lower-grade learners.

Tsana Primary School was established in 1887 by German missionaries. It is regarded 
as the ‘mother’ of all the schools within Tana River County. It is where formal education 
in this area was started. During its first few years of existence, the school taught the basic 
skills of reading, writing, arithmetic, as well as vocational training such as carpentry and 
masonry. It later changed to an intermediate school to connect with the larger national 
education requirement, and later to a full primary school. In the late 1930s and early 
1940s, the school served as a teacher training college and produced primary school tea
chers. Currently, Tsana Primary School is a mixed day and boarding school. It also has a 
pre-primary section. At the time of this study, the school had a total enrolment of 640 
primary-level pupils, aged 6–15 years, comprising 333 boys and 307 girls. Additionally, 
there were 101 pre-primary pupils, aged 4–6 years, including 55 boys and 46 girls. The 
school is understaffed, where the average ratio of children to teachers in the school is 
58:1, in comparison with the recommended pupil-teacher ratio of 40:1 by the Teachers 
Service Commission5 (TSC 2006), which is also the ideal ratio set by UNESCO and 
other international standards. Tsana Primary School had 23 teachers (seven males and 
sixteen females), where seventeen are employed by the Teachers Service Commission, 
two by the County Government of Tana River County, two by a local NGO, and two 
by the school’s board of management.

Methodology

This research is part of a larger study investigating literacy practices both in and out of 
school through a linguistic ethnography (Author). According to Copland and Creese 
(2015, 37), ‘linguistic ethnography views language as a communicative action functioning 
in the social context in the ongoing routines of people’s daily lives’. The first author spent 
6 months in Tsana Village, for data collection purposes, although her immersion in 
village life was much longer. During this period, she actively engaged with community 
members in various public spaces, such as the school, hospital, and trading centre.

She has previously worked with the local school on a separate project and has family 
connections within the community. As a native speaker of Kipfokomu, the dominant 
language in the village, she holds an insider status within the community. Notably, a 
part of the data collection took part during the Covid-19 pandemic. Due to COVID- 
19 lockdown restrictions, access to the school environment was limited. What initially 
seemed like a restriction, opened up the possibility to investigate the school’s larger con
nection to village life, by paying closer attention to other spaces connected to the physical 
space of the school.

As a native speaker of Kipfokomu and a long-term member of the Tsana community, 
the first author’s insider status facilitated deep access to participants, trust, and contex
tual understanding that might have been difficult for an outsider to achieve. However, 
this positionality also required ongoing reflexivity, particularly in balancing familiarity 
with analytical distance. For instance, her shared cultural background eased 
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conversations and interpretation of local symbols but also risked normalising certain 
practices that outsiders might have problematised. To mitigate this, the first author main
tained detailed reflexive field notes and engaged the co-author, who occupies a more 
external academic position, in regular analytical discussions. This collaboration served 
as a dialogic space for interrogating assumptions and ensuring that interpretations 
remained grounded in the data rather than personal familiarity.

Fourteen participants were more formally interviewed, including Grade 3 learners, 
parents, and lower-grade teachers, with each interview lasting approximately 50 min. 
To complement observational data, the first author reviewed key documents, including: 

. School records detail their historical background.

. The school’s language policy,

. Lower primary curriculum designs,

. Government policy documents on education.

Additionally, informal narrative interviews were gathered from community members, 
and participant observations of daily routines of the broader community were taken. The 
first author also documented the semiotic landscape of the village by photographing 
various written materials and signage in public spaces. These included inscriptions on 
shop walls, health awareness posters at the village health facility, safety message stickers 
in public transport vehicles, school writings and drawings, road signs, advertisement 
posters, and household inscriptions. Detailed field notes were taken to record the mean
ings of these linguistic landscapes and artefacts as explained by community members. 
Furthermore, she photographed traditional artefacts using digital cameras. For us, the 
semiotic landscape is not only made up of visible (written language), but also of oral 
language and of other meaning-making modalities. The data collected as part of the 
investigation into the semiotic landscape will make up a significant part of the current 
article but will not be discussed in isolation from the other rich data collected.

Ethical clearance for the research was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee: 
Humanities at Stellenbosch University (project Number 10423). Additionally, a research 
licence was also secured from the Republic of Kenya through the National Council for 
Science and Technology (NACOSTI/P/19/2054). All the participants provided written 
consent. Minors provided assent and their guardians provided consent. Pseudonyms 
were used for all the participants in this paper.

The data was analysed thematically, following four key phases: Initialisation, Con
struction, Rectification, and Finalisation (Vaismoradi et al. 2016). In the Initialisation 
Phase, the researcher repeatedly reviewed transcripts, field notes, digital photographs, 
and coding meaning units using NVivo and descriptive codes. Reflective notes were 
written to identify patterns and abstractions. During the Construction Phase, codes 
were categorised based on research questions, ensuring mutual exclusivity and compre
hensiveness. These categories were refined into sub-themes, which were then consoli
dated into themes that captured key aspects of the study. The Rectification Phase 
involved distancing from the data for a month to revisit themes for validation and dis
cussing findings with the co-author to explore alternative interpretations. Finally, in 
the Finalisation Phase, a storyline was developed to structure and connect the themes, 
linking findings to existing literature and the conceptual framework to ensure a holistic 
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understanding of the study’s phenomena. Themes are thus seen as being generated by 
this process of moving back and forth between data and theory (Braun, Clarke, and 
Hayfield 2022). Through this process we noticed various spaces allowed different possi
bilities of language use to emerge. We also noticed that materiality was closely tied to the 
(in)visibility of languages.

Findings

This section discusses how the linguistic landscapes of the school and the community 
reflect language ideologies, educational policies, community practices, and different pos
sibilities for the inclusion or exclusion of local languages.

English dominance in the physical infrastructure of the schoolscape

The linguistic landscape of the school tells an all too familiar story of English dominance. 
This English dominance is constituted through various policies and practices which find 
articulation in the linguistic landscape. For example, Tsana Primary’s language policy 
states that ‘the medium of communication is English, and Kiswahili on Friday’ (Tsana 
Primary School Rules and Regulations), which is in contradiction to the national 
policy which encourages mother tongue in the first three years.

Figure 1, a photograph of the outer wall of the pre-primary block, displays numbers 
and shapes labelled in English. This inscription is emplaced on permanent and 
durable structures. This is also the case in Figure 2 where there is information given 
on the reproduction of plants.

This specific inscription in English of educational content is perhaps expected as 
English is the language of testing, used by the teachers in class, and in most of the 
resource books. Interestingly, though other content is also expressed in English.

Figure 1. The outer wall of the pre-primary block.
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In Figure 3, a health message about washing hands is written in English, while Figure 4
shows inspirational messages also written in English.

Figure 2. Educational content for the higher grades’ students.

Figure 3. ‘Washing hands is cool and keeps you in school’ – A message written outside a toilet wall.
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This pattern repeats itself in the school, with almost all the signage in English. In 
classic/first wave linguistic landscape research, this finding would have been interpreted 
as an indication of the status of the language. Cenoz and Gorter (2006, 67) state that the 
‘linguistic landscape reflects the relative power and status of the different languages in a 
specific sociolinguistic context’. Although we agree with this interpretation, we would 
also like to complexify it and understand more deeply in which contexts this power 
and status is reflected, and how they might be entangled with other possibilities.

Possibilities of otherwise: Oral language in the classroom

Following Banda and Jimaima (2015, 648), we conceptualise the semiotic landscape not 
only as ‘visible semiotics (in the sense of scripted language, graffiti, signboards and 
signage on buildings and vehicles)’ but also consider the oral language used. The 
language used in the classroom presents a more complex picture in comparison to the 
signage outside of classroom spaces. Teachers report a variety of strategies. One 
example is provided in Extract 1. 

As the teacher, I use English when I am teaching an English lesson, strictly English when I 
am teaching English. I use Kiswahili strictly when I am teaching Kiswahili lessons then I 
combine languages when I am teaching the rest of the subjects. Other subjects, most of 
the teaching goes in Kiswahili because we have a challenge of using the mother tongue to 
express but when it comes to the book the child is using, now it is written in English, it 
is written in Kiswahili, so you cannot stick on mother tongue while you do not have the 
materials. So that is why we use … yeah, so we use Kiswahili, we also use English, when 
you want them to interact with the books which are available there, and if there is a 
content you want the children to master, then you stress that in Kipfokomu.

Extract 1(Bud̯uko, teacher interview)

Figure 4. Inspirational quotes pinned on tree trunks.
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Extract 1 highlights the complex multilingual practices in the classroom, where English 
and Kiswahili are prioritised while Kipfokomu is used only when necessary. The teacher 
justifies this by citing the lack of teaching materials, reinforcing the marginalisation of 
local languages in education. This reflects broader structural challenges in implementing 
mother tongue-based education, where resource limitations exclude indigenous 
languages. Despite recognising its value for comprehension, the minimal use of Kipfo
komu suggests a tension between policy advocacy for local languages and practical class
room realities. In Extract 2, teacher Nanzora expresses a similar sentiment. The use of 
Kipfokomu as an emergency measure to facilitate understanding is emphasised. 

Okay, it depends on the subject because those children are from pre-primary. Mostly you get 
some of them when you try speaking pure English, they do not understand. So sometimes 
we have to explain in Kiswahili, you explain the main thing in Kiswahili so that even when 
you see they do not understand it well, you change to Kipfokomu. You explain to them until 
when they get the concept, then you change to English.

Extract 2 (Nanzora, teacher interview)

Teacher Nanzora’s account in Extract 2 reinforces this perspective, emphasising that Kip
fokomu is employed only when absolutely necessary to ensure comprehension. This 
pattern reveals an implicit language ideology that prioritises Kiswahili over the local 
mother tongue in educational settings. While Kipfokomu is recognised as a valuable 
tool for ensuring understanding, its role remains marginal and reactive rather than inte
gral to instruction. Consequently, despite the multilingual realities of the classroom, the 
use of Kipfokomu remains restricted, reflecting larger socio-political dynamics that shape 
language practices in education. Small spaces for going against these restrictions seem to 
emerge in the oral modality, where some more space is made (albeit as a last resort) for 
local languages. These can be considered as small examples of doing things that ‘exceed 
or are just not expressions of what’s dominant and dominating’ (Gordon 2016, 16). 
English, although dominant and dominating, is not all that is heard in the classroom.

The tension between English as dominant and local languages as receiving only 
limited space in the classroom was also reported on by the learners. Several pupils 
expressed that they understood lessons better when Kipfokomu was occasionally used, 
describing it as ‘the language that helps us get the meaning.’ Others, however, associated 
English with intelligence and school success, indicating how language ideologies are 
internalised early. Some learners described how using Kipfokomu in class often 
prompted teachers to request repetition in English (this was also observed by the first 
author), reflecting how English is positioned as the legitimate language of learning. 
Such experiences reveal that while learners value Kipfokomu for comprehension, they 
also perceive its use as unofficial or risky. Their voices underscore the tension between 
understanding and aspiration and how children learn to adjust their linguistic choices 
to fit the institutional expectations of English dominance.

Materiality of language in classrooms: Constraints and possibilities

As to the materials in place in the classroom, the posters and other visibly displayed 
written language are mostly in English. Figure 5 provides an example of the general 
trend in classrooms.
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Many teachers justified the predominant (although not exclusive) use of English in the 
classroom by referring to the lack of textbooks and story books in the local language. This 
is exemplified in Extract 1. Although most of the schoolbooks were indeed in English, 
there are Swahili language instruction books in Swahili. During the interviews the first 
author of the paper probed the teachers more about the use of Kipfokomu. She was 
involved in a project that created story books and content books in Kipfokomu, with 
the school in the current study being one of the pilot schools in this project.

Upon further investigation, the first author found that the books in Kipfokomu were 
locked up in the bookstore. She asked some of the other teachers in the school why the 
books in the store are not in use. The reasons ranged from logistical issues, as noted in 
Extract 3, to students’ carelessness, as mentioned in Extracts 4 and 5. 

The storekeeper allows us to borrow books and return them within a week. That time is not 
enough for the learners since we also must teach other subjects. Also, a library lesson is once 
a week – 30 minutes a week is not enough. I wish the storekeeper would allow us to stay with 
the books for one month if not for the whole term. Again, why the weekly borrowing does 
not work for me is that whenever you want to go and borrow the books, sometimes the 
storekeeper is not around: maybe he is in the class teaching, or he is busy with other com
mitments. So, it does not work for me. That is why I gave up on using those books.

Extract 3 (Teacher Habwoya, informal interview)

The children are very careless with the books: you give them the books to read during their 
free time, they end up losing them. So, as a teacher, I make follow up to get the books, but I 
do not retrieve all of them. I am blamed for lost books. So, it is a challenge.

Extract 4 (Teacher Naghea, informal interview)

Some of the students steal the storybooks when they are asked to go and clean the bookstore. 
While the teachers are trying to help the pupils, they end up disappointing them. So, some
times the storekeeper becomes hard on the teachers.

Extract 5 (Teacher Haigwo, informal interview)

Figure 5. Posters in class.
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The issue of ‘carelessness’ in handling books, as described by the teachers, appears to 
apply broadly to all books, rather than being specific to Kipfokomu materials. 
However, the reluctance to make Kipfokomu books more accessible suggests deeper 
institutional and ideological factors at play. While logistical challenges, such as the store
keeper’s availability and short borrowing periods, affect all books, the fact that Kipfo
komu materials remain locked away points to an implicit devaluation of the language 
within the school. It is through its absence that Kipfokomu’s orders of (in)visibility 
(Kerfoot and Tatah 2017) are established. This absence, however, is not merely a reflec
tion of unequal power relations; it carries deeper meaning, shaping perceptions of lin
guistic legitimacy and educational value. This omission may ‘articulate silenced and 
invisibilized knowledges’ (Volvach 2024, 542). These orders of (in)visibility points to a 
colonial history. In Bakhtin’s (1981) description of chronotopes, this colonial history is 
akin to castle historical time (also see Author). In novels which have the castle as a 
central setting, Bakhtin (1981) argues that castles are ‘saturated through and through 
with a time that is historical in the narrow sense of the word, that is, the time of the his
torical past’ (246). The past is seen in every part of the castle – in the materiality but also 
in the human relationships, and subsequently in the kinds of narratives that emerges 
(Bakhtin 1981, 246). Similarly, in the school, the colonial legacies are evident through 
the dominance of written English in print and predominantly on durable structures. 
Thus, ‘the traces of centuries and generations are arranged in it in visible forms as 
various parts of its architecture, in furnishings, weapons’ (Bakhtin 1981, 246). Chrono
topes do not only remain as abstract organising forces, the effect of temporal/spatial 
orderings are evident in the practices. It takes on ‘flesh and blood’ and enables ‘the 
imaging power’ to ‘do its work’ (Bakhtin 1981, 252). The practices that allow this chron
otope to do its work include: the erasure of Kipfokomu in official policies, the limited use 
of Kipfokomu in classroom settings, the unwillingness to use teaching materials in local 
languages, even when they exist, and the creation of a semiotic landscape which makes it 
seem as if Kipfokomu does not exist in written form.

The Tsana community

The Tsana Community section forms a critical part of the analysis, illustrating the con
trast between the linguistic landscape of the school and that of the broader community. 
Unlike the school, which reflects a colonial chronotope where English dominates, the 
community presents a chronotope, where Kipfokomu and Kiswahili actively shape every
day life through oral and material practices. By examining how Kipfokomu is embedded 
in cultural artefacts, religious texts, and social interactions, this section shows how par
ticular temporalities and materialities allow linguistic citizenship to emerge more fully.

Materiality, language, and home

In this community, messages or signage with religious functions are often found in Kip
fokomu. In Figure 6, we found in one of the participants’ homes a painted mural of a bird 
accompanied by a Pokomo text, Nyuni nkakitsanza wala chihaa na wala nkahende kazi 
ela wakuishini kwa miro ya Muungu (‘Birds do not have an office, neither do they work, 
but they are living by the grace of God’). This suggests that while Kipfokomu is mostly 
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excluded from formal schooling, it remains a language of wisdom, spirituality, and inter
generational knowledge transmission within the community. By inscribing such mess
ages onto domestic spaces, speakers reaffirm the legitimacy of their language in 
meaning-making, in contrast to its exclusion from official learning environments.

The presence of religious messages in Kipfokomu within the Tsana community’s lin
guistic landscape reflects the embeddedness of the language in cultural and spiritual life, 
despite its marginalisation in formal education. Unlike the school, where English dom
inates written signage, these inscriptions demonstrate how Kipfokomu persists as a 
meaningful medium for transmitting values, beliefs, and community identity.

Figure 7 showcases a yutsatsa or jutsatsa, a traditional handmade mat made of 
bamboo sticks, woven together with raffia and adorned with painted flowers and a 
large heart. The mat serves as a decorative piece hanging on the wall. A Bible verse 
from Genesis is painted in Kipfokomu: D. abvu 2:23, Sasa huyu ndiye aumbijwe dzami. 

Figure 6. A wall mural with a Bible verse written in Kipfokomu.

Figure 7. A traditional mat as a linguistic artefact. Photograph by A. Shari.
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Kaumbwa na mufufa wa mifufa yangu, na nyama ya nyama zangu (‘This is now bone of 
my bones, and flesh of my flesh’).

The yutsatsa, given as a wedding gift, signifies the integration of language into key rites 
of passage, embedding Kipfokomu within personal and communal expressions of iden
tity, an act of linguistic citizenship (Stroud 2001), representing a bottom-up assertion of 
language legitimacy through cultural practices. Thus, Figures 6 and 7 not only highlight 
the persistence of Kipfokomu in alternative literacy spaces, but they also challenge domi
nant ideologies that frame indigenous languages as peripheral or unsuitable for formal 
learning. These artefacts reveal an alternative ontology of literacy – one that is deeply 
rooted in material culture, oral traditions, and spiritual expression – suggesting that Kip
fokomu’s exclusion from schooling is not a reflection of its inadequacy, but rather a 
product of historical and ideological marginalisation.

Another significant linguistic artefact in Tsana Village is the traditional handmade fan, 
known locally as kipfepfeyo in Kipfokomu. These fans vary in materiality and shape, with 
some being plain and others decorated. The fan in Figure 8, crafted from unprocessed 
raffia woven into a round shape with a flat surface, features a wooden handle attached 
with strong crocheted thread. It is adorned with a painted flower and a Kiswahili 
message that reads, subira ina malipo (‘patience pays’).

During traditional weddings, the fan’s role extends beyond cooling; it becomes a 
symbol of beauty, cultural heritage, and communication. The messages inscribed on 
the fans typically convey themes of love, encouragement, hope, and faith.

Other linguistic artefacts in Tsana Village include the traditional food cover, known as 
makawa in Kiswahili. These covers, handwoven from palm leaves or raffia, are usually 
cone-shaped and decorated with flowers and messages. The makawa in Figure 9, for 
instance, bears the Swahili message, ukinitunza kwa malezi, nitakuenzi kwa mapenzi 
(‘if you take care of me, I will honor you with love’). Traditionally, these messages 
were intended for wives to communicate with their husbands, emphasising care and 
affection within the marital relationship (Ong’oa-Morara 2014).

Public life: Living out linguistic citizenship

In the village, business owners effectively advertise their products and services using local 
languages, with some incorporating English as well. Figure 10 (as only one example of 

Figure 8. A kipfepfeyo – a traditional handheld fan.
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this strategy) portrays the linguistic landscape of a shop, where various languages are 
strategically employed to communicate with potential customers about available pro
ducts and services. The shop bears the Kipfokomu name ‘Haju Ent.’, with ‘Haju’ 
meaning ‘King’ and ‘Ent.’ abbreviating ‘enterprise’. This linguistic hybridity blends Kip
fokomu with the English abbreviation, reflecting cultural and business identity. 
Additionally, Kiswahili is used, such as ‘barafu’ for ‘ice’, alongside predominantly 
English texts like ‘ice cream’, ‘pastry’, ‘cookies’, and ‘baby shower’. This linguistic diver
sity exemplifies a ‘complex and latticed landscape’ which points to the local and general, 
thus an overlap of chronotopes (Stroud and Mpendukana 2009, 380).

In Tsana Village, announcements are usually made in Kipfokomu. The village meet
ings, or baraza, are conducted in Kipfokomu. During these baraza, discussions about civil 
education, health awareness, community development projects, and other important 

Figure 9. The makawa – a traditional food covering.

Figure 10. The multimodal linguistic landscape of a shop.
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matters take place. Kiswahili is used in rare situations when non-Pokomo speakers are 
invited to deliver important messages to the community members. Below in Extract 6 
is an example from field notes taken on 29 June 2020 by the first author. 

Early on the morning of 29 June while it is quiet, a message about COVID-19 pandemic 
awareness is given in Kipfokomu by the village man.6 The message is:

Wewe mwana jwa Tsana, wiye kutumiani Mugoka, yatsana nao. Kwakwamba huo mukogaa 
wokuyawani kuye, kudzi kwamba ugijwani mikono myenga? Natsaka ukipate, funguya 
masikio usikiiye. Wewe kama kusikiye nishauri yako na huyu Muungu jwako. Utsekudza 
kwamba nkukwambijwa! Mugokaa, tembo d. ya kukaa hadharahadhara, kukaa vikundi 
vikundi kunwa, viyatseni! Koro hu ujwazi unakudza na mpepfo, na kumgija mwenziwo! 
Hata̯ ni mukaziwo, ukiyawa safari nawa nguzi, nkudzomumpe mukono maana yakwe si 
rafikijo kawi! Ni muntu ambaye hata̯ pia anawezakuwa mushukiwa jwa huu ujwazi! Kwa 
hivyo, nakumwambiayani mumamate̯. Hangu hii nsiku ya yeo nkudzosindiiye, wewe 
muntu jwa Tsana! Sisindiiye! Ikwakwamba wewe nkukoyowani TV, enda ukayowe 
namuna ya huu julimwengu juivyo kuhendekani. Kwa hivyo mambo ya kukaa kaa vitu̯utu̯u 
viyatseni!

People of Tsana Village who take “khat”, stop using it because the “khat” comes from very 
far and you don’t know how many people have touched it. I want you to listen carefully: 
whoever has ears, let them hear. If you do not listen it will be your problem and your 
god. Never say that you were never told. Taking “khat” and drinking alcohol in gatherings 
must stop! This disease (COVID-19) is airborne and spreads by touching one another. 
When you’ve travelled and returned home, go and wash your hands first before greeting 
people. Not even your wife! Everyone is a suspect for this disease. Therefore, I am telling 
you this to reflect – do not be stubborn. If you do not watch TV, go and watch and see 
how the world has changed. Stop all those gatherings!

Extract 6, Tsana Village announcement from Fieldnotes 29 June 2020

Other ways in which awareness of the virus spread across the village was through posters 
written in Kipfokomu (see Figure 11), as well as WhatsApp voice notes that circulated in 
the county. These voice notes elaborated on the possible ways of contracting COVID-19 
and precautionary measures to be taken to protect oneself from the virus.

During the pandemic, the use of Kipfokomu for awareness creation came to life, 
whereas before it was only used for oral communication in the villages and church.

These findings highlight Kipfokomu as a vital language of communication, cultural 
identity, and public discourse within the Tsana community. The use of Kipfokomu in 
baraza meetings, COVID-19 announcements, and religious texts underscores its role 
in transmitting critical information and reinforcing social cohesion. Unlike the school, 
where Kipfokomu is marginalised, the village represents an alternative chronotope – 
one where local language(s) is central to everyday life, governance, and cultural 
expression.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Kipfokomu became especially prominent in public 
health messaging, expanding beyond oral communication to written forms such as 
posters and WhatsApp voice notes. This shift illustrates the adaptive nature of indigen
ous languages, challenging the perception that they are unsuitable for literacy or modern 
information dissemination. The use of Kipfokomu in traditional artefacts, religious 
inscriptions, and household decorations further reinforces its semiotic power – it is 
not only spoken but also materially embedded in the community’s linguistic landscape.
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Using Bakhtin’s (1981) descriptions of chronotopes, the larger community seems to 
represent ‘everyday time’. Constituting this chronotope are verbal communication, 
local languages and local materialities ‘fused with the everyday details of specific 
locales’ (Bakhtin 1981, 248).

Discussion and conclusion

This study sheds light on the complex interplay between language, materiality, and tem
porality in Tana River County, Kenya. The use of linguistic ethnography has enabled us 
to sketch ‘the particular dynamic and complex features of the social fabric of’ (Blommaert 
and Maly 2016) the school and its connection to the larger Tsana village. The possibilities 
of going beyond normativities in schooling show themselves in different ways across the 
school and the community constrained by temporality and materiality. The school is 
dominated by English, although there is an oral presence of other languages. The possi
bility of ‘thinking language otherwise’ (Stroud, 2015) is thus constrained by the print 
ontology associated with the school as time/space, and even when print materials do 

Figure 11. A COVID-19 awareness poster written in Kipfokomu.
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exist in indigenous languages, these are constrained by language ideologies shaped over 
many years about what is seen as school appropriate language. By contrast, the commu
nity outside of the school displays a vibrant role for local languages. Wa Thiongi’o (1981, 
11) referring to his childhood, states that they learned the power of language through the 
games they ‘played with words through riddles, proverbs, transpositions of syllables, or 
through nonsensical but musically arranged words’ (11). From our data, this still rings 
true. Kipfokomu is used in everyday life in oral forms and is visibly displayed in 
homes and on traditional artefacts. In the commercial sphere, Kipfokomu is used in a 
heteroglossic assemblage together with Kiswahili and English. In the day-to-day 
running of village affairs, Kipfokomu is prominent mostly through oral forms, but 
also digitally and in some cases also in print. Local residents participate in democratic 
processes, access goods and services, and signal affiliation and belonging through the 
deployment of ‘semiotic assemblages’ that includes Kipfokomu, Kiswahili, English, 
weaved mats, local artefacts, and oral ontologies.

We see the overlap and complex intertwining of chronotopes in Tsana Village. Local 
life does not only use local languages but also English and Swahili. The school, although 
overwhelmingly a colonial time/space, also has glimpses of other languages and materi
alities. Through these examples, we are reminded that chronotopes are not static and 
unchangeable; ‘there are openings like holes worn over time’ and these openings can 
offer ‘new views and perceptions and encouraging dislocations and disruptions’(Kind 
2004). An understanding of language and its material and temporal entanglements, 
informed by ethnographically informed research can showcase the practices that com
munities use that can form some of these holes. Through our observations in the com
munity, we realise that non-implementation of official government language policies 
cannot be ascribed to the common laments of lack of materials in mother tongues (in 
fact we see in our focal school that these materials exist) or that they do not have 
sufficient terminology and needs to be ‘intellectualised’. As Stroud (2001, 348) argues, 
these kinds of policy interventions (terminology and materials development) views 
‘language as an essentially unproblematic construct – an identifiable ontological 
entity’. The problem is thus an ontological one. According to Wa Thiong’o (2012, 68), 
indigenous languages in colonial times were doubly othered for both the fact that they 
were not a European language, but also for their predominantly oral ontologies. It is 
thus not only that African languages need to be inserted into classrooms, but that oral 
ontologies captured through other genres, modes, materialities and content need to 
enter school spaces (see Pahl and Rowsell 2020 for similar arguments). Chimbutane 
and Benson (2012, 19) show, for example, that with increased community involvement 
in the implementation of bilingual education in Mozambique, ‘renewed pride in local 
languages and cultures can have the effect of ‘to define or redefine how classrooms 
operate’. Newfield et al. (2003) show, for example, how in South African schools the 
use of local materialities (such as textiles) for assessment purposes can disrupt print 
and written ontologies of language and build ‘ladders’ for students instead of ‘guillotines’ 
(Newfield et al. 2003). de Souza (2003, 40) reports on how the indigenous Kashinawa in 
Brazil developed a multimodal form that performs and transposes their oral ontologies to 
paper, thus refiguring what writing means to them. The chronotope of the everyday 
shows the rich historical potential of oral ontologies in the village, which is as of yet 
‘not actualized’ (Mpendukana and Stroud 2019, 196) in the school. As researchers 
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working with linguistic citizenship framings propose, an ontological reconfiguration of 
language can cause chronotopes of the local to converge with chronotopes of the colonial 
representing a ‘potential re-purposing’ and ‘providing moments for building new future 
trajectories’ (Mpendukana and Stroud 2019, 196). The actions observed in Tsana Village 
provide insights into how language educational goals can be achieved, and local 
languages can have wider visibility and use in schools.

These insights are relevant to anywhere that more than linguistic variety is encoun
tered in the schooling system. Similar tensions between local language vitality and the 
dominance of former colonial languages have been documented in contexts such as 
Cameroon (Kuchah and Milligan 2024) and Brazil (amongst others) (de Souza 2003). 
In other contexts, the tensions might be about the presence of linguistic varieties that 
are spoken by migrants within the schooling system (Bussert-Webb, Masso, and Lewis 
2018; Mary and Young 2023). These parallels highlight that the struggle over whose epis
temologies and linguistic practices are recognised as legitimate is not unique to Kenya. 
Instead of waiting on governments to provide a stronger commitment to and clearer 
direction on how multilingualism should be implemented, changes can be grounded 
in practices that communities served by the school already engage in (Gordon 2016). 
Our paper shows how the ways in which different languages emerge in relation to 
different materialities can represent ‘a different significance of language to life’ (Stroud 
2015, 25) that disrupts and interrogates ideas about what is possible.

Notes

1. ‘Tsana’ is a pseudonym for the village and the school.
2. Any ethnic, linguistic, or religious groups within a state constituting a numerical minority 

and which is in a non-dominant position in that state.
3. The term ‘Kipfokomu’ denotes the language spoken by the lower Pokomo ethnic commu

nity of Kenya. Throughout the article, the terms ‘Kipfokomu’ and ‘Pokomo language’ are 
used interchangeably to refer to this language.

4. The Pokomo are a Bantu ethnic group primarily residing in Tana River County, located in 
Kenya’s coastal region. Their language, known as Kipfokomu, belongs to the Bantu language 
family.

5. The Teachers Service Commission of Kenya is an independent commission established 
under the Constitution of Kenya to manage human resources within the education sector.

6. The Village Man performs an administrative function. In Pokomo villages, there is usually a 
hierarchy of Area Chief, Sub-chief and then Village man/woman. Any important announce
ment passes through this hierarchy, and it is the responsibility of the Village man/woman to 
communicate this information to the rest of the village.
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