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Abstract: The Somali community in Britain has been portrayed as largely ho-
mogenous and rather problematic, unwilling to integrate into mainstream British
society, a perception that is reinforced by the media and government policies. The
government policies tend to ignore the internal diversity and change that the
community is experiencing. Drawing on data from a family language policy
project, this paper aims to explore intergenerational changes in language prefer-
ence and use and associated issues of identity within the Somali community in
Britain. We look at how the changes in language preference and practice manifest
themselves through reported language use and language policies at home, how the
changes are affecting the British Somali youths in particular, and how ideas of
Somaliness and Britishness are negotiated on an individual level, as well as on a
community-wide level through Somali-led organisations. And we highlight the
work that the community is doing to tackle issues of intergenerational language
shift and Somali identity building. The study aims to contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the struggles of the Somali community in Britain in dealing with
diversity and change, an understanding that is crucial to the development of
appropriate policies regarding the community.

Keywords: intergenerational changes; internal diversity; language and identity;
Somalis in Britain

1 Introduction

In 2007, Vertovec used the term “superdiversity” to describe the major population
changes in Britain, caused by “a dynamic interplay of variables among an
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increased number of new, small and scattered, multiple-origin, transnationally
connected, socio-economically differentiated and legally stratified immigrants
who have arrived over the last decade” (Vertovec 2007: 1024). Vertovec gave the
example of Somalis in Britain, who included refugees and asylum seekers, un-
documented migrants, secondary migrants from elsewhere in the world but
especially from Europe, and British Somalis who were born and brought up in the
country. More than a decade on, however, the internal diversity of the ethnic
minority communities in Britain remains chronically under-researched, which the
studies in this thematic issue seek to redress. For the Somali community in Britain,
the internal diversity as outlined byVertovec has added to the perception that it is a
problematic community. The media and policy discourses around the Somalis
often focus on the apparent lack of “integration” and “assimilation”, issues such
as substance abuse and crime (Adfam 2009), as well as religious extremism
(Qureshi 2018). Efforts by policy makers and government officials to solve any
perceived problems in the community often disregard the Somalis’ specific heri-
tage, migration histories, generational differences and internal struggles. There is
a tendency for policy initiatives to glaze over many of the very real issues of
dynamic changes that affect the Somali community internally, such as issues
relating to educational attainment, identity, and language shift that affect family
relations in particular (e.g. London Borough of Tower Hamlets 2014). Moreover,
many policies lump the Somalis together with other minority communities based
on their Muslim and Black identities. Suchmisperceptions andmisunderstandings
have only worked to marginalise and alienate the Somali community. Although
the Somali community has made its own bottom-up efforts to address issues of
change that is happeningwithin the community, relatively little academic research
has been done on these efforts to gain a more nuanced understanding of the
community. Even less empirical research exists on the sociolinguistic situation
of the Somali community in Britain. Studies that do exist only focus narrowly on
the English language and literacy issues some Somali school-aged children
encounter that seem to have contributed to their educational under-achievement
(e.g. Kruizenga 2010; Strand et al. 2010). The present study takes a first step to-
wards understanding the sociolinguistic changes that are happening in the British
Somali community, with a focus on the intergenerational changes in language
preference and use and the concomitant changes in identity, and how grassroots
Somali community organisations respond to such changes and to the mis-
perceptions and misunderstandings of their community that are reflected in the
media and public policy discourses.

In what follows, we begin with a brief history of Somali migration to the UK,
and a sketch of the Somali language and literacy. We then look at how the com-
munity is perceived and portrayed in the media and government policies.
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Afterwards, we look at what has been researched with regard to the language and
identity of the Somali community in Britain. The core of the article focuses on
research evidence that we have gathered through a family language policy project
on intergenerational changes in language preference and use within the British
Somali community. We consider how these changes are affecting the identities of
individuals as well as the community as a whole and how different sections of the
Somali community, especially Somali grassroots organisations, are responding to
the changes.

2 Somalis in Britain: history and perception

2.1 Background and demographic data

The relationship between Somalia and Britain was first established in 1884, at
which time the northern part of Somalia became a British protectorate and the
southern part an Italian colony (Kahin 1997). It was not until the early 1960s that
Somalia gained independence and united its northern and southern sides to form
the Somali Republic, a unity which was short-lived because of the assassination of
President Sharmarkeh and the subsequent military coup by Siad Barre in 1969. In
the following decade, tensions began to rise between the north and south of So-
malia, eventually leading to a civil war in 1991 and the start of one of the largest
refugee crises in the history of the region.

The first Somalis arrived in Britain in the late nineteenth century as merchant
seamen working in the British Merchant Navy. They settled in port cities such as
Cardiff and Liverpool (Hammersmith United Charities 2018). These migrants were
mostlymenwhoworked initially on the ships and at the docks and thenhad to seek
other work opportunities inland largely due to the steady decline of the merchant
business. Since then, there have been four notable migration waves from Somalia
to the United Kingdom, beginning with wealthy economic migrants who settled in
Britain after the Second World War and who heralded mainly from Somaliland.
These migrants came in search of new financial opportunities after the economic
boom in Britain in the 1950s, and were unattached males, upper-middle class and
well-educated with a competence in the English language. Their choice of Britain
was mainly due to Somaliland’s status as a British protectorate. As a result of the
imported colonial schooling system, English was the language of instruction in
schools in Somaliland at the time, though schooling was by no means an enti-
tlement for all Somali children. These early migrants were followed by political
refugees fleeing persecution, who came in the late 1980s and 1990s predominantly
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from southern Somalia. Between 1991 and 2001, the above-mentioned civil war in
Somalia triggered another wave of migrants, who came from all regions of the
Somali Republic. This group consisted in equal measures of men, women and
children.

The Somali family unit has traditionally been an extended one – at times
comprising parents, children, grandparents, uncles and aunts– living either under
the same roof or in very close proximity to one another (Kahin 1997). The civil war
in 1991 and the subsequent mass displacement had a huge impact on the Somali
family structure. Many mothers and dependent children were separated from
husbands and ended up in faraway countries, with the grandparents left behind.
Even in the case of those who managed to unite again as one family in the same
new country, different family members may have joined at very different times;
typically the grandparents were brought into the new country much later than the
others. Many Somali families had to adapt to the situation, and the mothers often
had to take on important roles as both caregivers and providers for the family
(Hopkins 2010). Moreover, many of those who migrated during this time (1991–
2001) were less educated. They spoke little or no English, and a number of the
women had no literacy skills in any language (Pattar 2010). The most recent wave
of Somali migration, from 2002 onwards, is of transnational, secondary migrants
who have travelled through many different countries before settling in the UK.
These migrants often have other European languages in their linguistics reper-
tories and have experienced other cultures. According to the Office of National
Statistics in the UK, there were 32,100 applications for asylum made by Somali
nationals between 1991 and 2000, and 18,000 between 2001 and 2003. The number
of Somali asylum seekers has fallen dramatically since then, with applications
made from 2010 to 2017 totalling 3,581 (Home Office 2018).

Although there is much dispute about the exact number of the Somali popu-
lation in theUK,withmost census figures not differentiating between Somalis born
in the UK or in other countries outside of Somalia before arriving in the UK (Open
Society Foundation 2014), the number shown in the 2011 census for England and
Wales was 101,370 (ONS 2011). They are scattered across many towns and cities,
with the largest concentration in London having a population of over 65,000. It is
worth noting, however, that these figures are likely to be under-represented, as
they cover mainly those who were born in Somalia.

2.2 Language history of the Somali community

The Somali language is classified as a member of the Cushitic branch of the Afro-
Asiatic family. The Cushitic branch comprises 40 languages spoken primarily in
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the horn of Africa, and Somali belongs to the East Cushitic branch which is related
most closely to the languages spoken by the Afar and Oromo tribes in Djibouti and
Ethiopia. There is considerable disagreement and confusion over the classification
of Somali “dialects”, especially between what has been described in the Somali
literature and the western linguists’ categorizations. Most Somali people recognise
two varieties that, in their most standard forms, are mutually unintelligible: Af-
Maxaa-tiri and Af-Maay. Of the six Somali federal states, five solely implement the
Af-Maxaa-tiri, which also forms the basis of standard Somali. Af-Maay is spoken in
the South West state, which is dominated by the Digil and Mirifle (Rahanweyn)
clans. In addition to these two varieties, there is also Benadiri, which, metaphor-
ically and geographically, is placed in between Af-Maxaa-tiri and Af-Maay, as it is
spoken on the Benadir coast from Cadaley to the south of Merca including
Mogadishu, the capital city, aswell as in the immediate hinterland. Benadiri is also
known as Af-Reer Xamar. Phonologically, Benadiri is closer to Af-Maxaa-tiri with
some additional phonemes, but depending on the geographical location of the
community, it is intelligible to speakers of Af-Maay too. All dialects are represented
in the British Somali community. In addition, there are Somali migrants from
Djibouti who also know French and the Afar language. Many Somalis also know
Swahili and Arabic due to the close historical and geographical relationships with
Kenya and Yemen, respectively. These languages, plus other European languages
that some Somalis have acquired via their transnational experiences prior to
coming to Britain, and the addition of English, make the Somali community as one
of the most multilingual immigrant communities in the UK. It has to be said that
our fieldwork within the British Somali community showed that the general
awareness of dialectal differences seems rather low, especially amongst the
younger generations. Most people cannot articulate the differences between the
different varieties of Somali or indeed tell what dialect they speak. They tend to
refer to their own dialects in terms of clan or tribe names or by geographical origin.

While the first-generation Somalis have a history with and an attachment to
the homeland, the awareness of dialectal differences and names is even lower in
the younger generations, as the clan and tribal names do not seem to make much
sense to them andmany have never been to the areas in Somalia that their parents
or grandparents come from. There is also a genuine desire to try and overcome any
dialectal differences to communicate with each other in the community. Given the
ugly history of tribalism in Somalia, the British Somali community has made
conscious efforts to downplay the differences and highlight the shared cultural
heritage and customs. The downside of these efforts, which have helped to combat
tribalism, is that the high multilingual capacity of the community has been
concealed.
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The Somalis have a rich oral tradition which is often showcased through
storytelling in the form of spoken word poetry. Known widely as a nation of poets
(Kahin 1997), Somalia has produced large quantities of poetry which have been
collected and translated over the years into English by notable academics such as
Martin Orwin and organisations such as the Somali English Poetry Collective
(Cusmaan et al. 2011). There is Somali poetry on display at the British Museum as
part of their Somali Object Journey permanent exhibition. The featured poem is
from a collection called Cajabey (Amazement) which was written by Maxamed
Ibraahin Warsame “Haraawi” and translated into English verse by W.N. Herbert.

In terms of the written language, however, controversy regarding religious,
political and technical questions surrounding language choice meant that no
writing system or an official spoken variety could be agreed upon as the national
language, and the country resorted to taking Italian, English and Arabic as its
official languages after independence in the 1960s (Warsame 2001). It was not until
the 1970s after Barre’smilitary coup that the newgovernmentmade afinal decision
about the Somali script and official language (Kahin 1997). The choicemadewas to
use a Roman script which would make use of all the 26 letters with the exceptions
of p, v and z. It was then implemented into the education system and rolled out
across Somalia. The effort lasted right into the early 1990s, at which point its
progress was halted by the civil war. It is because of the short-lived relationship
with the standardised script that Somali is considered to be primarily an oral
language by many, especially by the Somali people themselves. Different writing
systems have come and gone through the long colonial history of the region, with
Arabic, Italian and English having been used within the government, as well as in
the education system as both school subjects and the medium of instruction
(Andrzejewski 1977). Literacy levels in Somali in the Somali community inBritain is
generally very low. There is little systematic teaching of the written form of Somali
in the UK, which is also true in most Somali diasporas. We will look at some data
that reflect individuals’ attitudes toward literacy later. As mentioned above, for
those transnational Somali families who have journeyed through other countries
before arriving in the UK, it is not unusual that the languages of those nations
become part of their linguistic repertoires, though literacy levels in those lan-
guages vary considerably depending on the length of stay in those countries by the
individuals (Rassool 2004).

2.3 Public perception of the Somalis in the UK

Asmentioned above, the Somalis have been portrayed largely negatively in the UK
media. The media focus is often on issues such as female genital mutilation (FGM)
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and on linking gang violence and terrorism to Somali men (Open Society Foun-
dation 2014). Even the apparent under-achievements of Somali children in schools
and the poverty experienced by certain sections of the Somali community in the UK
are considered the fault of the community rather than a system failure (The Social
Mobility Commission 2017). Similarly, the internationalmedia coverage of Somalia
has focused heavily on famines, droughts, piracy and terrorism, without interro-
gating the causes (Open Society Foundation 2014). Moreover, stories with alarmist
headlines such as “Crime has gone unchecked too long for Somali community in
Britain” (The Times 2009) and “How brutal foreign gangs have carved up London,
fuelled by cocaine epidemic” (The Sun 2019), in which the Somali community is
specifically discussed, have done much to alienate the Somali community. Even
articles that attempt to highlight the struggles of Somalis in Britain as part of the
BAME (Black Asian Minority Ethnic) communities in the country tend to focus on
the “otherness” of Somalis as a group.

“For example, beckoning to a Somali is very offensive,” explains Hassan, who advises the
Metropolitan police on community relations. “It is like calling someone a dog.”Knowing this,
one can just imagine how a friendly bobby’s curling finger could seem to a Somali youth.
(The Guardian 2005)

This excerpt is fromaGuardian article headlined “‘Therewon’t be another place for
us, we’ve lost a whole community’: Somalis in Wembley”. In this excerpt, the
subtly implied conclusion is that Somalis – regardless of what generation they
belong to or their proficiency in the Somali language and culture – have the same
understanding of the particular non-verbal cuementioned byHassan. The fact that
Hassan is an oldermanwho grew up in Somalia, and thus has an understanding of
the Somali language that is not shared by many Somali youths in Britain, does not
factor into the discussion. Instead, the writer feeds into the idea of Somalis as a
whole being unintegrated into British culture, and that their experiences are
largely the same. The use of the very British phrase “friendly bobby’s curling
finger” elicits in-group connotations and feelings of membership to the reader,
who is made aware in the following sentence that this is likely not shared by the
Somali youthwhowouldmisunderstand this gesture. Themention of Somali youth
plays into the stereotype of Somali youngmen being violent, no doubt as informed
by reports of gang violence among Somali youth in the media. Hassan advises the
Met police (The Metropolitan Police Service, responsible for the 32 London bor-
oughs) in general. But it is implied that he is advising the Met police about this
particular non-verbal cue as if to say that such misunderstandings can lead to
violence from the culturally uninitiated Somalis. It is a subtle way to instil fear of
Somalis in the readers and to reinforce the idea that Somali youths, despite the
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majority of them having been born and raised in the UK, are unable to understand
the nuances of the English language and culture.

The idea that the Somali community is too entrenched in its customs to suc-
cessfully integrate into British society has been much discussed in the press and
amongst policy makers (Jordan 2004; Harding et al. 2007). Berns McGowan (1999)
speaks of external and internal integrations and argues that the Somalis are
challenged in more ways than one where external integration (how well they
visibly blend in with the other inhabitants of the host nation) is concerned.
Amongst the barriers to entry into British society are language, skin colour and
religion (Berns McGowan 1999). Moreover, government strategies such as PRE-
VENT, which was introduced in 2003 by Tony Blair’s Labour government as a
means to prevent radicalisation of individuals, has done much to further disen-
franchise the Somali community along with other Muslim communities in Britain
(Qureshi 2018). The policy encourages individuals to watch and report any
behaviour by Muslims in public spaces considered out of the ordinary. Quite
specifically, this includes Muslims who might begin to observe Islam more seri-
ously. In 2015, the policy was given new powers when it became a legal duty for
public sector workers, including teachers, to adhere to it, thus extending its reach
into different sectors of society and fostering a culture of surveillance and distrust
both from outside of the Somali community and from within. It is precisely this
feeling of distrust that can affect their ways of expressing and practicing their faith
(Berns McGowan 1999) and in turn affect the quality of internal integration, as the
different groups and generations of Somalis in Britain have rather different atti-
tudes towards and affiliations with religion and other cultural practices.

It is useful to point out that the Somali community lives on the periphery of the
Muslim community in the UK. The two largest Muslim communities in Britain are
the Middle Eastern Arab and the South Asian communities who are themselves
composed of many different ethnic groups that cross over in terms of languages
and customs. The Somali community is not part of these better-established com-
munities and has had to forge its own way by creating mosques and other grass-
roots projects to provide spaces that address their own faith needs. Yet partly due
to Somalia’s membership of the Arab league, the Somali community in Britain is
often perceived as part of the Arab community (Huffington Post 2014), even though
most Somalis would not regard themselves as such. They are also often placed
under the banner of the Black community, which is a blanket label for the large and
diverse Afro-Caribbean community (another blanket label) in the UK. It seems
impossible for the Somalis in Britain to avoid this kind of blanket labelling and
generalisation, which ignore the important differences within the community in
terms of origin, heritage and migration history, religious affiliation and language.
They alsomake it harder for the Somali community to integrate both internally and
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with the wider society. Nevertheless, the different generations and groups within
the Somali community in Britain are constructing different identities. To them,
recognising the differences from within is an important first step to integrate and
present a clear and coherent identity for the community in British society gener-
ally. We will look at some examples of the grassroots efforts the community has
made later in the paper.

3 The present study

The data we use in this article were collected over a period of two years as part of a
larger sociolinguistic project on family language policy (FLP) across three trans-
national communities in Britain, of which the Somali community was one.1 Data
were gathered in the form of: (1) documentary research into the history and
demography of the community; (2) an online family questionnaire survey that
aimed to collect general information about the sociolinguistic situation within the
community; (3) focus groups; (4) one-to-one interviews with Somali community
members and stakeholders; and (5) ethnography of language practices in 10 So-
mali families in London, including video and audio recordings. The details of the
data collection can be found in Appendix.1

In the following discussion, we will begin with some general information
collected through the online family questionnaire survey. The surveywas designed
for the FLP project as a whole and the Somali families were only one of the
communities that were included in it. The families were invited to respond to the
online questionnaire through personal contact of the bilingual research and
snowball sampling, i.e. those who were invited by the researcher then invited
others. The main data source for the following discussion is the focus groups and
stakeholders interviews. The focus groups were held on three different occasions
with three different sets of participants, including a group of seven Somali mothers
at a Somali-owned tutoring centre in South-East London, a group of five Somali
young people between the ages of 17–22 at a college event in West London, and a
group of 34 Somali women at a women’s event in Luton. The focus group dis-
cussions were conversational in that the Somali-English bilingual researcher
asked broad questions to the group and a discussion ensued. The questions were
about the participants’ (or their children’s) personal experiences in the education
system in the UK, their feelings regarding language use, acquisition and identity,
as well as the way in which family relations have been affected due to changing
patterns of language use. The focus groups with Somali mothers were asked

1 https://familylanguagepoli.wixsite.com/familylanguagepolicy.
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additional questions regarding family language policy, their language practices at
home and their children’s language practices. The stakeholders interviewed were
representatives of key community organisations including Ocean Somali Com-
munity Organisation, Somali Week Festival, Islington Community Centre and the
Anti-Tribalism Movement. We interviewed one key representative from each
organisation. The interviews lasted about an hour each and questions were asked
about the roles of their organisations, their perceptions of language practices in the
community and their key concerns about the community. In what follows we focus
on how the different sections of the Somali community respond to the internal
changes that are taking place, especially with regard to the intergenerational
differences in language preference and proficiency and the associated differences
in identity perception and construction.

4 Dealing with change and diversity from within

Our online family questionnaire survey gathered responses from 63 Somali fam-
ilies in Britain and provided useful background data of the language situation of
the community. The number may look small, but each family may have more than
ten individuals if it is a three-generation family. The questionswere about different
generations within the family, rather than individuals’ practices. Thirty-nine of the
families (62%) who responded to the survey reported that their children had no or
limited ability in the Somali language with regards to speaking, and 59 families
(94%) said that their children had no or limited ability in Somali literacy. The
children in these families were of different ages, with 32 families (51%) having at
least one adult child over the age of 18. The parents reported that their preferred
language was Somali when engaging in tasks such as reading, listening to the
radio, or speaking to extended familymembers (more than 50%of the families). All
the families reported that the grandparents spoke Somali only to the grand-
children, while 35 of the 63 families said the children mixed Somali and English
when responding to the grandparents.

The picture that emerged from the survey was further confirmed by our
ethnographic observations within the families and by the discussions and in-
terviews with the focus groups and key stakeholders. The contrast in language
preference and ability between the children on the one hand and the parents and
grandparents on the other is a very common and real concern for all the people we
talked to. Adults in the families that we followed in our ethnographic fieldwork
often complained about their children’s apparent lack of knowledge in Somali.
Poor literacy skills in Somali amongst the younger generation is frequently sug-
gested as an indicator of language shift, thoughmany adults did readily admit that
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their own literacy level in Somali was not great either. It is interesting to note that
many different diasporic communities regard literacy in the heritage language as
often a key indicator of language maintenance or shift, even though some, like the
Somali community, have a very strong oral tradition and the standardization of the
writing system is a fairly recent development from which many adults in the
communities have not themselves benefited.

Let us now look at some of the examples from our fieldwork to show what is
happening with regard to language preference, proficiency, attitude and ideology
in the Somali community in Britain and how families and community organisa-
tions respond to the changes and realities.

4.1 Language transmission, literacy and attitude

During our focus group discussionswith a group of Somali mothers from the Luton
Somali women’s group, the question of how Somali language education should be
conductedwas raised, andmanymothers said that they would encourage learning
and using Somali at home, in part because it was the only place that their children
would receive this education, and also because languagemaintenancewas seen as
a direct link to maintaining their Somali culture and identity. The following has
been translated from Somali:

If they don’t learn Somali at home, they won’t learn it anywhere else. (Hawa, age 46)

I have understood that it is on the parents. Parents, especially mothers need to put effort into
teaching Somali (to their kids). If the children don’t learn their mother tongue, they will lose
their culture. (Fallis, 52)

The sentiment expressed bymothers such as Fallis andHawawas shared by all the
parents we talked to and was also supported by evidence from our family
ethnography, where the mothers we observed clearly expressed a desire for their
children to learn andmaintain their Somali language, as it was felt that this would
allow them to maintain a connection with their Somali heritage, their extended
families and wider community. In practice, however, there did not seem to be any
“deliberate attempt at practicing a particular language use pattern and particular
literacy practices within home domains and among family members”, i.e. family
language policy (Curdt-Christiansen 2009: 352). Moreover, whereas the family
dynamic in Somalia for previous generations sawwomen’s primary role at home as
that of a homemaker, Somali women in Britain have been participating in the
labour market outside the home in increasingly high numbers over the past few
decades (Westwood and Bauchu 1988), taking up jobs typical for Black women in
Britain such as catering, nursing, cleaning, transport, clothing and food
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manufacture (Ali 2001). These are physically demanding jobs which often involve
shift work. The women therefore have less time for their children’s education. In
the meantime, the women’s economic contribution to their households is crucial,
particularly in the face of increased male and youth unemployment in the com-
munity (Westwood and Bauchu 1988). Whilst the changing roles of the women
adds another dimension to the diversity within the Somali community in Britain, it
does seem to contribute to the language shift that is happening across generations.

Nevertheless, themothers in our focus groups talked about their own efforts to
maintain the Somali language in the home and felt confused anddisappointed that
the children much preferred to use English. Maidah and Sahro, during our focus
group conversation in Luton, expressed the belief that their children’s ability to
speak Somali was greatly impeded by their experience at school. The quote from
Sahro was in English; that from Maidah was translated from Somali.

Whenhewas small and just had come fromSomalia,weused to speak Somali all the time. But
now he goes to school and everyday it’s English, English, English. (Sahro, 39)

I always speak with them in Somali, but they answer me in English. It used to be that they
would always speak with grandmother, even when they were small, always talking and
asking in Somali and then nothing. I can’t tell you why because it happens too quickly that
they lose it. (Maidah, 42)

The decreased presence of the mothers at home and the lack of consistent and
persistent effort to teach the children Somali may well have contributed to the
generational language gap that is being experienced by the families. This also
gives credence to the idea that a language shift has already taken root once chil-
dren reach school age, as reported bymany of the respondents in our research, and
therefore the concern was no longer how to prevent the change in language
preference and proficiency but how to cope with it.

When it comes to the issue of literacy in Somali, the attitude of the parents,
especially the mothers, seemed very pragmatic. Here are some of the remarks by
the mothers in the focus group:

No, I haven’t taught them how to read or write (in Somali). (Fallis, 52)

We’ve never even tried teaching them to write (in Somali). It’s hard enough getting them to
speak! (English) (Sahro, 39)

It would be good to teach themhow to read andwrite their language (Somali), but we haven’t
had a chance to do that (English). (Ikram, 38)

Notice first of all that parts of the remarks were made in English by the mothers
themselves. In many other diasporic communities in Britain, literacy practices at
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home are highly important and instrumental in their heritage language mainte-
nance. For example, the Chinese community places enormous emphasis on the
need to be able to read andwrite the Chinese characters to be Chinese amongst the
younger generations (Li Wei 1994; Li Wei and Zhu Hua 2010). The Somali families,
in comparison, seem to hold a common belief that their language is essentially an
oral one and literacy in Somali is not important. This belief is to some extent
bolstered by the experience of the parents, many of whom have not engaged with
Somali literacy themselves due to the late invention and short-lived imple-
mentation of a Somali writing system, and by the knowledge that oral poetry and
storytelling have historically been the method to pass down culture and history
rather than through print books (Andrzejewski 1977). In contrast to other com-
munities,most Somalis show very little attachment to literacy in Somali. And in the
diasporic context, they see even less usefulness of Somali literacy. It should be
noted that many of the parents themselves lack literacy skills in the Somali lan-
guage. This is particularly true for the third and fourth waves of Somali migrants,
especially those from poorer, rural areas in Somalia.

At the same time, the mothers did emphasise the importance of literacy skills
in English for its academic and practical functions for their children, as this was
regarded as necessary for employment, career progression and future success.
They also emphasised Arabic literacy for religious practice during our focus group
meetings. During our family ethnography, we saw evidence of an emphasis on
learning Arabic literacy in six of the ten families that we observed, where children
were actively encouraged to engage in reading and writing in Quranic Arabic or
learning the Arabic alphabet. It is interesting to note that there seems to be a
reverse attitude towards Arabic amongst the Somalis in Britain. Where Arabic
literacy seemed highly important for the families we observed, no specific effort
wasmade to teach the children to speak Arabic. This is of course due to the need to
read andmemorise theQuran. But even in the familieswhose parents hadArabic in
their linguistic repertoires, they did not seem to push the children to learn to speak
it. Somali was the dominant language spoken at home by the parents. We will see
how the community organisations respond to the issue of literacy later.

4.2 Religious and cultural identities

Berns McGowan (1999) argues that, before emigrating, the observance of Islam
varied widely amongst the Somalis in Somalia, but that Somali adults for the most
part took their religion for granted. However, after arriving in Europe and being
confronted with European cultures, many Somalis turned not to nationalism or
clan identity but to religion as a unifying and distinct identity. Although it is clear
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from McGowan’s study that there are many reasons why the vast majority of So-
malis tend to observe their religion more closely after arriving in Europe –
including the desire to be known as Muslims – one explanation that came out of
our study was that, for some, it was as a way of showcasing them being Somali.
Maryan, who is a mother of four and has been in the UK for more than 15 years,
expressed this most succinctly at the focus group in London:

Somalis we are Muslims. So, if we are going to live in a non-Muslim country then we should
hold steadfast onto our religion and teach our children the Quran and not leave the mosques
and the prayers behind. […] When we lived back home, we were just normal, didn’t wear the
hijab or anything like that, but we were all Muslims. In truth, we were all a bit uneducated
(about Islam). (Maryan, 41; translated from Somali)

This remark wasmade as a response to a discussion about Muslims who shed their
Islamic faith in order to fit inwith European cultures.Maryan and some of the other
women concluded that as well as being a marker of belonging to the Somali
community, adherence to Islam and the pursuit of Islamic education have been
ways by which Somali women bond together when in Europe. The opportunities
that these Somali women have had to receive a deeper understanding of Islam
since arriving in Britain, perhaps as a result of being confronted with other re-
ligions and different ways of life, has made them adhere more strongly and strictly
to the faith, and encouraged many to wear the hijab although they previously had
not felt the need to do so.

In the meantime, the British-born generation of Somalis are experiencing
different struggles from their parentswhen it comes to identity construction, giving
rise to the differences and tensions within the community. As noted before, Somali
children and youths are often portrayed as under-achieving in the mainstream
school system and as causing social problems, even though the cause of the
problems are often attributable to the government policies and institutional
practices that discriminate against minority ethnic groups (The Social Mobility
Commission 2017). The UK’s counter-terrorism strategy, PREVENT, for example, is
well criticised for creating “risky and suspect categories” out of Muslim minority
communities (Tylor 2018: 851). Despite the government’s claim that PREVENT does
not unduly target the Muslim community (Busher et al. 2017), the actual imple-
mentation of the policies, particularly after the 2015 mandate to involve public
sector actors in the safeguarding of children and the reporting process of suspect
behaviour, has seen a sharp rise in Muslim individuals, children especially, being
at the receiving end of suspiciousmonitoring (TheMuslim Council of Britain 2016).
Stories such as the one of a ten-year-old Muslim boy being questioned by police
after misspelling the word “terraced” when writing that he lived in a “terrorist
house” (The Independent 2016) are often referenced as examples of how poorly
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these policies are implemented. These stories can be sensationalised. But they do
raise the question of the real-life consequences and effects of such policies. During
the course of our research, one of our participating families found themselves at
the receiving end of discriminatory treatment from their children’s school. The
mother, a 32-year-old woman, revealed that when the teachers were going to call
the parent about their son’s bad behaviour at school, the son protested that he
would “get into trouble”. Somehow the teachers interpreted this as an indication of
child abuse at home and the school called in the police to investigate. The father
was in fact ordered to move out of the family home. The family therefore decided
that they would leave Britain and move to Egypt.

Incidents like this are unfortunately not uncommon in the Somali community
and their effects have been far-reaching. In a study about the relationship between
discrimination and violence among Somali Canadian youth, the researchers
compared discrimination faced by young Somalis from within their community
with discrimination from outside the community. They concluded that the latter
was associatedwith criminal violence amongmen (Ungar et al. 2017). Dudenhoefer
(2018: 153) pointed out that policies like PREVENT foster a culture of alienation and
out-group discrimination towards young Somalis where children are viewed as
both “at risk and, simultaneously, a risk”, and are likely to create and perpetuate
the violent behaviour that it purports to address. Liberatore, in her research about
Somali women and the question of security in Britain, talks about the effect of the
“multicultural framework” as a means by which to define groups in “totalizing
ways, seeing people as separate and different to the majority culture, and thus
predicting the behaviour of minority groups” (Liberatore 2017: 115). She goes on to
speak about how behaviours that are unacceptable, such as FGM, are attributed to
cultural characteristics and thus the whole community is branded as “incapaci-
tated by culture and as lacking in autonomy.”

For families where the parents do not speak enough English and find them-
selves facing discrimination or even violence, community organisations have
proved a valuable resource for providing support. During an interview with the
Anti-Tribalism Movement (ATM) – a London-based youth organisation, a repre-
sentative spoke of how they offer regular sessions formembers of their local Somali
community to gather and talk about issues of discrimination affecting them, as
well as providing spaces where Somali youth and parents can begin to build
positive relationships with law enforcement through workshops involving police
officers.

Young people have a natural desire to fit in. Yet, according to research from the
Social Mobility Commission (2017), there is little institutional space for Black
Muslim children and youth to succeed. Within the British Somali community,
many young people report feeling as though their parents are unaware or cannot
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understand the experiences that they go through.Moreover, where parents seem to
generally grow closer to Islamic values and practices, as well as guarding more
closely the use of the Somali language in the home, many Somali young people
report going in the opposite direction (Little 2017). Intra-family tensions are often
caused by differences in faith and language preferences. Not speaking Somali is an
expression of the young Somalis’ rebellion. Somemale Somali youths join others in
smoking and drinking against parental advice and Islamic teaching. However,
Sporton and Valentine (2007) found in their survey of young Somalis living in
Sheffield that only 19% of them self-identified as being British. They went on to
explain that young people were hesitant to use the category “British” because they
imagined it to be a white identity label. This sentiment was echoed by young
Somalis in our study, who, whenwere asked if they considered themselves British,
stated that for the most part they considered themselves to be more Somali than
British. Moreover, there were some participants who said that they would never
claim their British identity except when differentiating themselves from other
members of the Somali diaspora, such as American Somalis. These senses of
identity were expressed directly in the following:

Nah I’m Somali. I’m British kinda because I have a passport, but I wasn’t even born here. I
don’t think I’m British. (Ayan, 20)

Like if I went to another country, Iwould say I’mSomali-British but I’mdefinitelymore Somali
than British. (Mohomed, 22)

It’s a weird one for me because I don’t speak Somali innit, but I’m Somali yeah, but fish and
chip Somali but not British. (Hodan, 18)

The term “fish and chips Somali” is a colloquialismoften used byBritish Somalis to
describe Somali youths whose knowledge of the Somali language is weak andwho
have adapted to British cultural practices including food. Hodan’s sentiments
about feeling Somali despite not being fluent in the language is not unique to her.
As reported by Rampton, many Somalis often claim Somali as their language,
using the terms “my language” or “our language”, despite their low proficiency
(Rampton 1995).

When the question of what makes someone Somali was put to both the focus
groups of young people and the parents, a few different answers were given. Some
remarked that Somaliness was inherent not in language but in lineage – that in
order to be Somali one would have to have Somali parents or, in the opinion of
some, to have a Somali father, as this would ensure belonging to a clan in
accordance with the established patrilineal system. Other participants expressed
the opinion that Somaliness existed in degrees, that therewas a difference between

30 Abdullahi and Li Wei



being technically Somali and culturally Somali, and that proficiency in the Somali
language lent itself to the “authenticity” of Somaliness. It is worth noting that the
adults, especially the mothers, were particularly articulate in their views on
identities. And many of the opinions described here were expressed by the Somali
parents in our focus group. Amongst the young people, the overwhelming feeling
was that their lack of ability in the Somali language negatively affected their sense
of Somaliness and belonging.

During recorded conversations with some of the youths, the idea of feeling
suspended between two cultures and not fully belonging to either was frequently
expressed. For instance, Ebyan, a 21-year-old university student, articulated this
feeling when she was interviewed together with her mother. Ebyan’s mother,
Shayma, and the researcherwere talking about a trip that the family took toHargeisa
in northern Somalia. The mother was telling the researcher that such trips were
important for the children tomaintain a senseof their heritage language and culture,
when Ebyan stepped in to share her views of her experience during that visit:

But I don’t think that I want to go back to be honest. It was a bit weird and kind of hard to
talk to people and it just felt weird I don’t know […] it was nice because it’s my country
and my people but at the same time I sometimes felt kind of uncomfortable. Like my cousins
and everyone thought it was really funny I was messing up with Somali and every time we
would go cafés or shops they’d be like “haa sjuu sjuu”. Made me not want to speak to be
honest.

“Sjuu” is a Somali expression often used to describe Somalis who are not fluent
speakers of their heritage language. When asked how she felt about speaking
Somali now, Ebyan replied:

When I’m speaking with people outside of my family, I feel self-conscious, like I feel like I’m
stuttering a lot. I’mvery conscious of it and I’maware that I don’t knowwords in Somali so I’ll
say them in English […] There is a disconnect sometimeswhenolder people say that youdon’t
know your language, even older people here say that, like my aunty says that a lot.

The conversation then turned to identity and whether Ebyan felt more British or
Somali as a result of her struggles with the Somali language.

I just feel like British from a nationality standpoint. I don’t feel like I belong here, but I don’t
feel like I belong in Somalia either.

At this point, the mother, Shayma, appearing visibly surprised by her daughter’s
revelation, replied:

If you don’t belong to here and you don’t belong to there, you belong to where?
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The fact that Ebyan’s mother did not share her sentiment was evident not only in
her surprise to learn about her daughter’s struggles with her identity, but also in
previous conversations with the researcher, where Shayma expressed that she felt
very proud to be Somali. Moreover, this moment showcases clearly the extent of
the generational gap that is emerging within Somali families and community in
Britain. The link between belonging and heritage language has been much dis-
cussed in previous research. Li Wei and Zhu Hua (2016: 657) highlighted that a
motivating factor for overseas Chinese individuals and families to learn their
heritage languages was to foster and maintain a “sense of belonging and imagi-
nation”. Similarly, Cunningham and King (2018: 9) concluded from their research
on minority language speaking teenagers in New Zealand that learning their
parents’heritage languagewas “less about the heritage of the children ofmigrants,
and more about developing belonging in multiple locations”. Clearly the different
feelings of belonging of the older and younger generations in the Somali com-
munity in Britain – as in the case of Ebyan and her mother – are due to a variety of
factors including migration experiences and community involvement. But the
realities of different language preferences and proficiencies play a significant role
and need more attention in future sociolinguistics research.

4.3 Community responses

Somali community organisations are keenly aware of the diversity and changes
that are happening in their community and have tried to formulate practical so-
lutions to address them. Where possible, they have tried to create inclusive spaces
for people of different Somali language capabilities, to promote the Somali lan-
guage and literacy, and to present a positive and more cohesive image of their
community. For example, evidence of the awareness of the intergenerational
language gap can be seen through the way that events aremanaged, andmaterials
produced. Figures 1 and 2 are from a pamphlet for the Somali Week Festival. The
pamphlet, which is written in English, shows the different events that will be held
on each day of the week and the language in which the event will be conducted.
What we see here is an example of acknowledging the internal differences within
the community and adopting English as a vehicle to bring the Somalis who do not
speak Somali into the fold. In this sense, it can be said that this Somali organisation
is implementing a pragmatic approach to the language situation of the commu-
nity– one of the events being publicised is itself focused on the virtues of writing in
Somali; nevertheless the event is being organised through the medium of English.
We see a similar strategic use of language in other community organisations such
as the Islington Community Centre, Ocean Somali Community Organisation and

32 Abdullahi and Li Wei



Fi
gu

re
1:

S
om

al
iW

ee
k
Fe
st
iv
al

pa
m
ph

le
t
of

an
ev
en

t
ai
m
ed

at
S
om

al
i-
sp

ea
ki
ng

ad
ul
ts

fr
om

th
e
di
as
po

ra
,p

ro
m
ot
in
g
S
om

al
il
it
er
ac
y
an

d
lit
er
at
ur
e.

Living with diversity and change 33



the Anti-Tribalism Movement, whose websites and engagement materials are
written in English, even when what they are advocating for is the use of Somali
within their facilities and in the community, as well as Somali language literacy.

Of course, these organizations also have a public-facing function. And some of
the organisers are very keen for the non-Somali people and organizations to be
aware of what they are doing. But the use of English in their publicity material and
as aworking language in organizing the eventsmeans thatmore Somali youthwho
are unable to read in Somali would feel able to participate in them.

Figures 3 and 4 show examples of a Somali-English dual-language books
created by Ocean Somali Community Organisation. The Organisation is a charity
based in East London that focuses on helping Somalis access job opportunities,
government organisations and other areas in which the language gap might be a
factor. They also dedicate resources to the education of Somali children. The
example comes from a series of books aimed at Somali families to encourage
Somali literacy at home. Similar books that target English-speaking Somali chil-
dren and celebrate Somali history and culture can be found through online shops
and in many libraries in big cities such as London and Birmingham. The

Figure 2: Somali Week Festival pamphlet of a family event created to promote storytelling,
literacy and reading in Somali to Somali children in the UK.
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community organisations and the key stakeholders whomwe interviewed are very
much aware of the fact that having a writing system often gives a language higher
social status and, by implication, literacy in a language gives its users higher social
status, not least in the British context. However, in our ethnographic fieldwork, we
did not witness a single occasion of families actually using such literacymaterials.
What we see, then, is a sharp contrast between the community organisations and
the families with regards to their approaches to language and literacy trans-
mission. Whilst the community organisations are pushing for Somali literacy as a
measure fuelled by the idea that increased literacy amongst young people will not
only help to keep the heritage language alive in the community but also give the
community better social recognition and possibly an improved position in society,
the Somali parents are choosing to teach Somali via the same methods that they
were taught, i.e. verbal interaction. Consequently, although considerable efforts
have been made to produce print books and teaching material for the Somali
language, the take-up rate by the families has been very disappointing. Someof the
community stakeholders that we interviewed expressed a concern that the lack of
literacy in Somali is contributing to the generational gap currently being experi-
enced by families. Yet the concern is not evidently shared by the families. Instead,
the parents seem to place much emphasis on the ability of their children to be able
to converse with family members, especially with the older generations, and
through that to maintain familial ties. This is a reality that the community has to
face together. It appears that literacy will not work as a unifying tool for the
different generations and families. There need to be other ways to develop a
stronger identity for the community as a whole if the community so desires. It may

Figure 4: Dual language children’s book of Somali chidren's ryhmes in Somali and English.
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well be that the different generations within the Somali community in Britain have
already developed different senses of belonging, as we discussed earlier, and that
the community has to find ways to live with the differences.

5 Discussion

Intergenerational changes are common and natural phenomena in diasporic
communities, with different generations adapting to the cultures and languages of
their new home countries at different rates, which not only contributes to the
internal diversity of the diasporic communities but also may lead to tensions
(Lendzemo and Dirisu 2017). As outlined above, the Somali community in Britain
has experienced many different waves of migration. There are families containing
two or three British-born generations alongside families who are entirely newly
arrived in Britain. Whilst clan affiliation and religion have always been corner-
stones of Somali identity, the changes that have occurred in gender relations have
added to the internal diversity of the Somali community in Britain. A significant
number of women are breadwinners of the family, leading to a flux in the social
roles of men in the community and impacting on the function and importance of
clan relations that were based on a patriarchal, hierarchical structure (Griffiths
1997). The social networks based on clan affiliations and the role of “elders” in the
community have also become less salient with the more established Somali mi-
grants (Griffiths 1997). Younger generations in the community have grown up with
rather different experiences of gender relations in the home and a different un-
derstanding of and experience with clan affiliation than their parents and grand-
parents. This has had far-reaching implications on language use and preference,
as the former, traditional relations and structures that heavily depended on Somali
language and culture have given way to new networks and hierarchies, allowing
English to be widely used alongside Somali. Moreover, the transnational nature of
the Somali community in the past few decades has meant that families who have
access to other cultures and languages in addition to Somali culture and language
and British culture and the English language haveworked to lend a further layer of
internal diversity to the community. As such, attitudes and policies that treat this
community as a uniform whole have only exacerbated both internal and external
tensions, making integration even harder.

In the UK, the Somali language is given little regard on a systemic and policy
level. Kahin (1997), making reference to a report by Cox (1989), states that bilingual
teaching support in British schools is used only when necessary to encourage rapid
shift to English amongst the recently arrived Somali children. Once the children are
able to speak English, support in Somali is withdrawn and the home language
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disregarded. Naturally, the parents are concerned with their children’s schooling.
Without any official recognition of the value of their heritage language, some par-
ents have even started encouraging the use of English in the home, further facili-
tating the rapid language shift to English (Arthur 2004). Kahin (1997) claims that due
to the low status of the Somali language in the British school system and British
society in general, caused in part by ignorance, prejudice, and discrimination, En-
glish has already become the main language of communication for the younger
generations of Somalis in Britain, a claim that has also been borne out by our
research evidence, although the ignorance, prejudice anddiscriminationagainst the
Somali community, including Somali youth, show little signs of diminishing.

The relationship between language and identity is a complex one (Preece 2016),
and different generations and groups within the diasporic communities deal with
languageand identity issues indifferentways. Inher studyof youngSomalis and the
problematization of culture, Liberatore (2017) discusses how culture is used across
thepolitical spectrumas away to stereotypegroupsanddemonize themas creatures
bound by their cultural practices without any real sense of autonomy. In the Somali
community in Britain, the social prejudice and racial discrimination that has been
levelled against them have pushed the older generations to hold firmly onto their
cultural heritage, including language. They also want their children to inherit and
maintain the ethnic language. The younger generations, though, do not tend to feel
that having the Somali language necessarily strengthens their position in British
society. They seek to develop a more complex identity as British Somalis who can
operate in both Somali and English. Abikar (2013), for example, showed that the
Somali parents in his study regarded the Somali language as a core constitutive
factor of being part of the Somali community in Britain and would insist on the
children, irrespective of where they were born, acquiring the Somali language.
Amongst the Somali youth that Abikar studied, however, the Somali-born oneswere
experiencing language attrition and loss whilst the British-born ones had never
acquired the language to such a level that they could comfortably use it in everyday
social interaction. Indeed,many of the British-born Somali youth havenever been to
Somalia and cannot fully identify with the nation, its culture or language. They
regard themselves as British, or more precisely British Somali. From both the in-
terviews with the Somali youth and conversations with the children in the families
during ethnographic fieldwork, the younger generations of Somalis resonated with
the idea that English as their primary languagewas just a fact of their circumstances.
This ismore of a case of accepting their present position inBritish society rather than
actively identifying with the language and culture. Some of them expressed a
sentiment that they couldnever really beBritish because theyarenotwhite. Theyare
trying to forge a new and complex Somali British identity through English-
dominated bilingualism, but are clearly struggling with it.
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The intergenerational differences in language preferences and proficiency and
in social identification have a major impact on the family dynamics in migrant
communities. Often grandparents and grandchildren are unable to communicate
smoothly with each other because the children have not acquired a sufficient level
of their heritage language whereas the grandparents have not acquired a sufficient
level in the dominant language of society. In many families, even the relatively
young parents have limited English and operate primarily in their ethnic and
community languages. Barwell (2005) highlights the linguistic generation gap
within the Somali community in Britain, where interactions between the Somali-
born and the non-Somali-born generations are becoming quite problematic due to
differences in language proficiency and attitude. There are of course diverse and
complex reasons why the younger generations have not acquired sufficient Somali
and the older generations have not acquired sufficient English. But the conse-
quence of the apparent linguistic generation gap is that elderly grandparents,
particularly grandmothers who are less likely to venture out and form social circles
of other women of similar ages, can sometimes find themselves isolated, as other
family members have little time to interact with them in Somali (Kensington and
Chelsea Social Council 2011), whilst Somali youth feel pushed to seek a different
identity from their parents and grandparents. Moreover, the identities of grand-
parents as elders of great importance within the family, as mandated by clan
structures (Griffiths 1997) is also affected by the language preferences of, and
subsequent reduced interaction with, the youth, thereby creating an identity crisis
in the older generation as well. As Sporton and Valentine (2007) and Palm et al.
(2019) pointed out, the young Somalis who have grown up outside of Somalia have
very limitedmemories and experiences of the homeland for them to draw upon. As
reported by the Somali youths in our project, their primary source of under-
standing of Somali culture is their families and communities. Yet their natural and
genuine desire to be part of the British youth generation and culture means that
they feel the need to own the English language first. In this sense, what seems to be
a practical, context-induced language choice becomes identity-driven. For the
parents and grandparents, on the other hand, maintaining Somali is more of an
emotional investment as it may help to preserve aspects of their memories and life
experiences that are vital to their own identity (see also Little 2017).

6 Conclusion

The Somalis in Britain are a diverse group, with different reasons for and histories
of migration, countries of birth, clan affiliations and languages. Further differ-
ences have emerged as a result of intergenerational changes that are happening
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within the community. In this regard, differences in language preference and
proficiency are most prominent and impact on individual identity, family dy-
namics and community cohesion. The failure of the media and public policies in
the UK to recognise the internal diversity of the Somali community has led to
misunderstanding, prejudice and discrimination. There is a false impression that
the Somali community in Britain as a whole is somehow unwilling to integrate into
the British culture and society. Yet, the Somali community believes that the
younger generation, especially the British-born generation, have shifted too much
from their traditional values and practices and no longer identify themselves, or
could be identified, as Somalis only, but as British Somali or even simply British.
As the examples we have looked at in this article show, language plays a crucial
role in the internal tensions the Somali community is experiencing. The differences
in language preference and proficiency are symptomatic of the intergenerational
changes that are taking place. The language experience of the younger generations
means that closer connections with elders in the family are difficult to form and
sustain. Similarly, there is difficulty from the elders’ side in relating to the expe-
riences and struggles of the British-born youth. As a consequence, relationships
and emotional bonds across the generations grow strained. The preference of
English amongst Somali youth is causing a great deal of concern to the community
as a whole. Community organisations and the key stakeholders are very much
aware of these issues. Grassroots initiatives tend to take a pragmatic approach by
creating spaces for both Somali and English to co-exist and to be co-used, whilst
encouraging an increased engagement with Somali literacy at the same time in
hopes of boosting the maintenance of the Somali language and identity, as well as
the community’s general status in society. Nevertheless, as our examples show,
not all the families and individuals respond to the community organisations’ ini-
tiatives in the same positive way. It is fair to say, then, that the Somali community
in Britain as a whole is struggling with a coherent identity and appropriate ways of
addressing the internal diversities. The nature of Somaliness in the diasporic
context is a question for the community to explore and reflect on in the years to
come.

Understanding the struggles that the Somali community in Britain is experi-
encing in dealing with internal diversity as manifested in the changes of language
preference and proficiency and the associated changes in identity is, in our view,
an important step towards developing appropriate social policies that avoid ste-
reotypes and discrimination and meet the different needs of different sections of
the community. The largely negative andmonolithic portrayal of the Somalis in the
British media, alongside one-size-fits-all government policies for ethnic minority
communities generally, have been counter-productive for the community when
trying to address significant changes that have taken place across generations, as
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well as young Somalis’ ability to find grounding in their British and Somali
identities.Wehope that our study helps to reveal some of the key issues of diversity
and change that the community is dealingwith, issues to which policy-makers and
the media will begin to pay more attention.
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Appendix: Data from the study for this article

Tools of enquiry Participants Time or fre-
quencies of
data collection

Data collected Key questions

Focus group Group :
twelve women in
Luton
Group : seven
mothers in London
Group : five
young people
(–) in London

One sitting for
each focus
group

Approx. . h of
recording per
sitting

Family language pol-
icy (FLP) questions
Identity questions
Community
perception

Individual/pair
(two interviewees)
interviews

 mothers
 young people
aged (–)
Five community
stakeholders from

One interview
per sitting

Approx. –
 min each

Individual migration
histories
Identity questions
FLP questions
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(continued)

Tools of enquiry Participants Time or fre-
quencies of
data collection

Data collected Key questions

Somali led
organisations
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nity responses

Online family
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returns

Language practices
and attitudes
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