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Abstract 

Reduplication is more common in South African English (SAfE) than in many other varieties of English but has not 
received much attention in research. This article examines the use of the reduplication what-what. The scope of redu-
plication in English globally is surveyed before considering the use of reduplication in SAfE alongside possible influ-
ences of other languages in the local linguistic ecology. Thereafter, a corpus analysis is undertaken of two corpora, 
representing user comments on television soap operas (2006–2023) and news and comments from the NOW corpus 
(2010–2023). The results indicate that what-what conveys the meanings of ETCETERA (‘there is more like this’), WHATEVER 

(a general indicator of something vague that is not spelled out), and a SPECIFIC THING or QUALITY (which is deliberately not 
named). While many reduplication forms can be linked to antecedents in other South African languages, the results 
show that what-what has acquired new meanings since coming into use in SAfE, which creatively extend the potential 
of the construction beyond mere transfer from other languages. Reduplication is not only an entrenched grammatical 
construction for coining new words in SAfE, but it has also become a way to express local identity for users of SAfE.
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

Keywords: Corpus linguistics; Language change; Language contact; Linguistic creativity; Reduplication; South African 
English; Transfer 
1. INTRODUCTION 

Reduplication has been present in the English language since the eleventh century, according to Dienhart (1999), 
Miller (2014) and Minkova (2002). These authors observe that the earliest attested type is copy reduplication, in which 
the two forms are exact copies of each other (e.g. boo-boo). This represents an instance of total reduplication, by 
Moravcsik’s (1978) classification. By the fourteenth century, rhyming replications with different initial consonants came 
into use (e.g. hocus pocus), and from the fifteenth century, a third pattern also emerged, usually called ablaut
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(or apophonic) reduplication (e.g. mish-mash; see Miller, 2014). These two more recently attested types are instances of 
partial reduplication, as defined by Moravcsik (1978). Mattiello (2013) notes that reduplication is a marginal phe-
nomenon in Western European languages. However, English is named as an exception owing to its extensive use 
of reduplication, even if just for the purposes of word formation, as opposed to part of the grammatical morphology. 
Kołłaz taj (2016) notes the ongoing productivity of the process for coining new words in the domain of slang in particular. 

Nevertheless, in several comprehensive overviews of English morphology, it is observed that reduplication remains a 
minor process (Bauer, 2006; Bauer et al., 2013: 630) and not very important to the lexicon of English (Minkova and 
Stockwell, 2009: 22). Copy reduplication (Mattiello, 2013), with the exception of contrastive focus reduplication 
(Ghomeshi et al., 2004), and ablaut reduplication (Miller, 2014) are no longer as productive as they were in Early Mod-
ern English. However, Miller (2014) notes that a particular type of rhyming reduplication called shm-reduplication (e.g. 
fancy-shmancy) became an established pattern by the middle of the twentieth century. This pattern was transferred from 
Yiddish by bilingual Yiddish–English speakers in the United States. Most of the reduplication forms of native varieties 
are available to non-native varieties; Mesthrie (2008) nevertheless observes that the Outer Circle varieties of English (in 
terms of Kachru’s 1985 concentric circles model) make more extensive use of reduplication. The construction serves 
grammatical and lexical functions in several Outer Circle varieties, including West African Englishes (Bamiro, 1995), 
Cameroon Pidgin English (Sala, 2012) and Singapore English (Wee, 2003), to the extent that Bao (2010) regards redu-
plication as one of the iconic features of Colloquial Singapore English (known as Singlish). The transfer of reduplication 
patterns in other languages in the linguistic ecology of these Outer Circle Englishes is usually given as the main expla-
nation for the extended use of reduplication. However, Bao (2010) argues that the limited productivity and functional 
range of reduplication in the grammatical system of English constrains the extent to which Singapore English is able 
to adopt reduplication patterns and functions from Chinese, Malay and other substrates in Singapore. He therefore 
questions the productivity of reduplication in Singapore English.

South African English (SAfE) is a site of interaction between native and non-native varieties of English, with bidirec-
tional influences among varieties of English and between English and other South African languages in this context. The 
other languages in the South African language ecology all make productive use of reduplication as a word-formation 
process and, except for Afrikaans, as a construction with grammatical functions. See, for instance, Ekanjume-Ilongo 
(2013), Madondo (2000) and Nintemann (2018) for various indigenous Bantu languages; Botha (1988), Van 
Huyssteen (2000), and Van Huyssteen and Wissing (2007) for Afrikaans; and Mesthrie (1992) for the ancestral lan-
guages of India, which played an important role in the development of Indian South African English (IndSAfE). Redu-
plication is widely attested in spoken SAfE, and written records also contain ample evidence of reduplication, but the 
phenomenon has not attracted much scholarly research. Mesthrie (1992: 52–55) reports on reduplication in IndSAfE 
across multiple word classes and accounts for the usage as being transferred from options available in the ancestral 
languages of India that were brought to South Africa. Bowerman (2008: 478–479) notes the prevalence of a single, very 
specific reduplication in White South African English, now-now, which is modelled on the form and semantics of the 
Afrikaans cognate form nou-nou ‘in a while’. The lacuna in research on reduplication in SAfE is striking, given its 
emblematic quality. The form now-now is widely described in popular and jocular sites on English in South Africa, often 
as a source of confusion or amusement for foreigners (Bowerman, 2008). It is identified as a typical South African phe-
nomenon, and outsiders are informed that it does not denote urgency but a sense of postponement. This sense is clear 
from the following examples, taken from the News on the Web (NOW) corpus.1 Example (1) is written in an otherwise 
fairly standard form of English, while example (2) is a direct quotation from an interview with an unemployed older black 
man for whom English was a less preferred language.2 The corresponding Afrikaans usage is illustrated in example (3), 
from the VivA Corpus Portal,3 to make the similarity visible.
1 The News on the Web or NOW corpus (Davies, 2016–) contains more than 20 billion words of data from web-based newspapers 
and magazines (at the time of writing). See Section 4 for more details. 
2 All corpus examples included in this article are reproduced verbatim to preserve their authenticity, and no ‘linguistic errors’ were 

corrected or marked with [sic]. We are aware that the expression “the works starts” in example (1) violates standard English concord 
rules. In the context of this particular text, it is likely an editorial mistake. In many other examples in this article, we deal with intentional 
informal usage where such judgements are harder to make in a consistent manner. We therefore resist making such judgements, as it 
would not have much bearing on the analysis that we pursue. 
3 The Virtual Institute for Afrikaans (also known as VivA and VivA-Afrikaans) Corpus Portal currently contains the largest database of 

Afrikaans corpora available. At the time our queries were made, the Portal contained 13 corpora from a variety of registers and 
encompassed more than 220 million words. VivA’s Corpus Portal can be accessed on their website: https://www.viva-afrikaans.org. 
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(1) 
4 T
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The works starts right now not now now. With your help let's make our shared campaign viral sign the petition 
and spread the message. (NOW, 2016, from thesouthafrican.com, emphasis added)4 
(2) 
Despite existing on the margins of Johannesburg, Ratladi has a long-standing connection to the city. He prefers 
conversing in Afrikaans, explaining that in Johannesburg, “Afrikaans came first, English he come now now. Before 
if you went to the shops and said you want bread the people won't understand you. Now the schools all teach 
English. English makes me dom [stupid].” (NOW, 2013, from Mail and Guardian) 
(3) 
Na 'n halfuur het hy met die plathand aan die badkamerdeur gaan hamer. “Hallou-ou!” het sy geroep. “Ek is nou-
nou klaar!” Nou-nou was meer as 'n uur later. (VivA-Corpus Portal) 
After half an hour he went hammering with an open palm on the bathroom door. “Hello-o,” she called. “I’ll be done 
now-now!” Now-now was more than an hour later. (translation by authors) 
In example (1) the writer emphasises that the work should start right away. The words now now are contrasted with 
right now, therefore indicating that now now refers to an unspecified time in the future and does not express imminence 
or urgency. In example (2) now now is used to express the meaning ‘subsequently’ or ‘later’. Example (3) shows typical 
Afrikaans usage, in which the lack of urgency is signalled by the reduplication nou-nou ‘now-now’. 

The South African usage of now-now was harnessed for the title of the 2013 novel Apocalypse now now by Charlie 
Human. The expression not only relies on the local meaning, but also indexes South Africanness very explicitly, as the 
author himself remarks in the preface to the novel. Other metalinguistic commentary, such as the critical appraisal of the 
novel, confirms this. For instance, in a review of literature published in South Africa in 2013 for the Journal of Common-
wealth Literature, Warren (2014: 620) singles out the book title as the best title of the year and points out, for the inter-
national readership, that the expression now now is a South Africanism. Similarly, Nel (2018: 206) argues that the title is 
a simultaneous gesture towards popular culture (the well-known film Apocalypse now) and South African colloquial cul-
ture (through the reduplication). 

The form what-what is another signature South African reduplication. Even though this form occurs more frequently 
than now-now in the South African NOW corpus data, it has not attracted any analysis that we could locate. Unlike now-
now, what-what does not have a clear source in transfer from Afrikaans and seems to be a more recent addition to the 
verbal repertoire of South Africans. What-what has risen to similar prominence in the South African public sphere since 
its use as the subtitle of Ivan Vladislavić’s (2006) narrative of his wandering around in the city of Johannesburg entitled 
Portrait with Keys: Joburg & what-what. Whereas now-now was retained in the title of Human’s novel both in the South 
African and international editions, the South Africanism what-what was not considered sufficiently interpretable for the 
international distribution of books by Vladislavić’s publishers. The title was changed to Portrait with Keys: The city of 
Johannesburg unlocked in the Vladislavić (2007) Portobello edition and other subsequent English-language editions 
published internationally. 

What-what has also been harnessed by South African marketers. Examples include a 2008 campaign for Axe 
deodorant, which contained the line “now with added what-what”, and a Vodacom prepaid mobile airtime advertisement 
from 2011, in which the line “warra-warra what-what” was used repeatedly. In the case of the latter catchphrase, the first 
reduplication warra-warra, which is used widely in Afrikaans, refers to incessant talking, and in combination with what-
what, it denotes talking about anything – exactly how one wants to advertise prepaid mobile telephone services. What-
What was furthermore the title of a 2013 stand-up comedy show by award-winning Rob van Vuuren. According to a 
review by Millar (2013), through the range of subjects he covers in the show, van Vuuren answers the question of 
the expression’s meaning: 

So what does WHAT WHAT mean? Is it a statement of surprise, or an expression of awe, or maybe just an indication 
of a lack of interest?
he target reduplication structure is marked in bold for emphasis in all cited examples throughout the article. Where similar 
asis was part of the original text, it is indicated; all other instances of emphasis are ours. 

http://thesouthafrican.com
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This is what Van Vuuren sets out to explain. Telling stories about topics as varied as Koala Bears, being lost in Sand-
ton City, gay slang, parenthood, Australians, and his dog Bella, he always manages to weave his way back to the 
statement What What.5 (Italics and capitalisation in original.) 

This article aims to analyse and explain the use of reduplication in South African English, with particular attention to 
the form what-what. The analysis is embedded in a larger discussion of the possibilities of and constraints on the use of 
reduplication in varieties of English across the world and its possible social meaning, an issue that has also been raised 
for Singapore English. The social meaning pertains to the expression of South Africanness (or Singaporeanness), which 
is an important matter for postcolonial varieties of English, with Inner or Outer Circle provenance, when viewed from the 
perspective of Schneider’s (2003) Dynamic Model. Schneider (2003) argues that the development of a local identity is a 
strong precondition for the acceptance of local linguistic innovations. In terms of his model, the innovations, which arise 
through borrowing, coinage or nativisation, continue to develop during the first three stages of the life cycle of a post-
colonial variety of English. However, by Stage 4 (endonormative stabilisation), the local variety gains acceptance and 
domestic prestige, whereby it becomes an expression of the local identity. 

The question is whether South Africa’s variety of English has reached Stage 4. Schneider (2007) perceived early 
signs that it has, but other researchers (e.g. Bekker, 2019; Van Rooy, 2014) have raised several concerns. Van 
Rooy and Terblanche (2010) found convincing evidence of endonormative acceptance for borrowed vocabulary but very 
little acceptance for morphological innovation. If the use of reduplication therefore goes beyond “mere” borrowing and 
loan-translation of vocabulary items from other languages – the restriction that Bao (2010) has identified for Singapore 
English – then we will have evidence for more advanced nativisation in South African English. If a clear link with identity 
can be established, then both the linguistic and social development of SAfE will indicate progress to Stage 4. Should 
there be evidence of widespread usage across the subvarieties of SAfE, a shared feature of all SAfE will be in evidence, 
addressing the reservations that Bekker (2019) and Van Rooy (2014) voiced. 

The next section considers previous research into reduplication in English worldwide (Section 2), before turning to 
reduplication in South Africa (Section 3) – both in English and other languages. This is followed by the research method 
(Section 4), the results (Section 5) and conclusion (Section 6). In interpreting the results, we go beyond the corpora to 
consider other sources of information, including metalinguistic commentary available online or obtained through per-
sonal communication. 

2. REDUPLICATION IN ENGLISHES WORLDWIDE 

Reduplication is a well-studied word-formation process in many languages of the world, by which all or part of a base 
form is repeated and the resulting form is paired with a recognisable meaning. Moravcsik (1978) sets the criterion that 
this form–meaning pair should not be once-off but recur in other instances in the same language, where the same formal 
repetition pattern is also associated with a similar meaning. Her formulation can be interpreted from the perspective of 
construction grammar as a schematic grammatical construction. Scholarship has contributed insight into the morpho-
logical shape of the element that repeats as reduplicant to the base, and in the case of partial reduplication, into the 
constraints and mechanisms that yield the shape of the reduplicant in comparison to the base, phonologically and mor-
phologically (Moravcsik, 1978; Urbanczyk, 2017). Certain grammatical meanings are expressed across languages 
(Moravcsik, 1978), ranging from iconic meanings that project into the semantic domain the quantity difference of the 
formal repetition (e.g. distributed plurals), to more abstract meanings that are difficult to define, as Urbanczyk (2017) 
notes. 

English also has its stock of reduplications, as set out in the introduction, but it is not a central morphological process 
in the language and therefore does not contribute much to general questions of morphological theory, according to 
Bauer et al. (2013: 630). Nevertheless, there is a lively tradition of research on English reduplications that contributes 
insight into the peculiarities of its language-specific usage. 

It is important to clarify what constitutes an instance of reduplication. In her foundational contribution, Moravcsik 
(1978: 301) took a broadly inclusive stance regarding what counts as reduplication by using the following English exam-
ple as her very first illustration of a “reduplicative construction”.
5 Readers may notice the inconsistency in spelling: It appears that the marketing for the show (e.g. announcements by theatres or 
arts festivals) used the spelling WhatWhat, but in the review by Millar (2013), the spelling is two words with a space and no hyphen (and 
in most cases all uppercase). Spelling for reduplications in South African English varies from two separate orthographic words, what 
what, to hyphenated what-what, to an occasional but rare one-word whatwhat, and likewise for now-now. When citing examples in this 
article, the spelling of the original source is retained, but for the sake of consistency, when spelling these forms in this article, the 
hyphenated form is used. 
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Table 1
Spelling

boo-bo
chit-cha
hocus-p
He is very very bright. (emphasis original) 
This inclusive perspective was also adopted by Ghomeshi et al. (2004: 309), who provided the following examples as 
instances of what they term intensive reduplication. 
(5)
 a. You are sick sick sick! 
b. Let’s get out there and win win win! 
c. Prices just keep going up up up. 
d. All you think about is you you you. 
Ghomeshi et al. (2004) argue that such cases are different from mere modifier repetition, because regular constituent 
repetition for emphasis is limited to modifiers such as adjectives (as in 5a), and only in syntactic positions before the 
modified constituent, rather than the predicative use in (5a). Intensive reduplication extends to verbs (in 5b), 
adverbs/prepositions (as in 5c) and even pronouns (in 5d), and can occur in sentence-final position. The repetition 
involves at least three identical forms, rather than two, to constitute intensive reduplication. 

Most scholars who have written on English reduplication (e.g. Dienhart, 1999; Merlini Barbaresi, 2008; Miller, 2014; 
Minkova, 2002) take a narrower view and do not include forms that could be regarded as syntactic repetition. The min-
imum requirement is typically that a single word results from reduplication – mostly regarded as similar to English com-
pounding, with either compound stress (on the first constituent), in the case of a monosyllabic base and reduplicant, or 
double stress, in the case of a polysyllabic base and reduplicant (Dienhart, 1999). When considering written language, 
stress assignment is not an available clue, and therefore one might look for clues in orthography. However, English is 
quite variable in the spelling of reduplications. While strongly entrenched ones such as boo-boo, chit-chat and hocus-
pocus are usually listed in dictionaries (e.g. the Oxford English Dictionary) as hyphenated, the actual written practice 
displays variability. The summary in Table 1 demonstrates the range of spelling variants of these three prototypical 
examples (illustrating copy, ablaut and rhyming reduplication, respectively), found in several sources in the NOW 
corpus. 

For partial reduplication, Dienhart (1999) proposes a filtering requirement that rules out accidental similarities. These 
could be monomorphemic forms such as the words baby and khaki,  or  Zulu and weenie, which resemble the ablaut and 
rhyming types of partial reduplication, respectively, but also regular compounds that happen to have sound patterns that 
fit one of these two partial reduplication types, such as cookbook or payday (Dienhart, 1999). Bauer et al. (2013: 412– 
413) point out that rhyming patterns are often exploited in compound formation for effect, such as culture vulture, hot 
shot and sin bin, but they should be regarded as compounds and not as instances of reduplication. These considera-
tions apply mainly to partial reduplication and fall beyond the scope of what this article considers. 

What is more challenging is the distinction between reduplication and (syntactic) repetition. Stolz and Levkovych 
(2018) offer a solution that dispenses with the requirement that reduplication necessarily take place within a word. They 
expand the concept to word repetition, but with an additional requirement: the repeated words should have a meaning or 
grammatical function that the unrepeated form does not have. They offer this as an explicit definition of a construction in 
which repeated forms, irrespective of their status as separate words or a single word-form, are regarded as an instance 
of reduplication if the construction yields a meaning that the single forms do not. They argue that (mere) repetition is a 
stylistic device with pragmatic value, but it does not change the meaning of the resulting form. This is closer in spirit to 
the original proposal of Moravcsik (1978), cast within the framework of construction grammar. They also contend, with 
reference to Fischer (2011), that there is a potential gradual transition from an initial case of repetition, which becomes 
grammaticalised or lexicalised over time to be recognised as reduplication. 

In this article, we adopt a similar constructionist perspective on reduplication, which demands that the pattern of rep-
etition be matched by a clear semantic or grammatical function associated with the reduplicated form that cannot be
 
 variation of common reduplications in the NOW corpus (date of extraction 1 November 2024). 

Two words Hyphenated One word 

o 2545 951 728 
t 2199 3341 2158 
ocus 6167 537 6 
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recovered from the singleton form alone. We take a slightly conservative perspective by regarding cases of emphasis or 
intensification as insufficient for an independent meaning and therefore not qualifying as reduplication. 

In principle, existing lexemes coined through reduplication and the potentially productive patterns for coining new 
reduplications are also available for use in the non-native varieties of English, although shm-reduplication retains a 
strong American association at present. However, reduplication is much more widely attested in the non-native vari-
eties, as Mesthrie (2008) points out in his synopsis of morphological and syntactic variation in Africa and South and 
Southeast Asia. In some non-native varieties, reduplication also encodes grammatical functions, over and above lexical 
functions that are known to native varieties. 

The reduplication of adjectives and adverbs usually results in intensifying meanings and is attested across varieties 
of English in West Africa (Bamiro, 1995), including West African Pidgin Englishes (Sala, 2012; Huber, 1999), South Asia 
(Kachru, 1994) and Singapore (Bao, 2010; Wee, 2003; Ziomek, 2020). The reduplication of verbs typically yields aspec-
tual meanings, such as iteration or the extension of the duration of the event over a longer period. Wee (2003) identified 
the additional meaning of attenuation in Colloquial Singapore English – restricting the full temporal extent of the activity 
usually denoted by the verb, in terms of shorter duration or in terms of reaching the goal for telic verbs. Noun redupli-
cation is widely attested in West African pidgins, with a grammatical function such as plurality or semantic contributions 
such as limiting the meaning (Sala, 2012). In Singapore English, noun reduplication also conveys the meaning of affec-
tion (Wee, 2003; Ziomek, 2020). Wong (2004) identified a deeper interpersonal meaning that accompanies some cases 
of adjectival reduplication in Singapore English. In an analysis of all instances of reduplication extracted from the Inter-
national Corpus of English (ICE)-Singapore corpus, Ziomek (2020) nevertheless found several instances that express 
types of meaning that have not been identified in previous research, suggesting more productivity in Singapore English 
than was previously acknowledged. 

In explaining the observed usage, Bamiro (1995) and Wee (2003) identify transfer from substrate languages as the 
main source. Bao (2010) adopts a more cautious approach, though. He points out that Colloquial Singapore English 
makes less extensive and productive use of reduplication than the substrate languages, which calls for the recognition 
of a mediating factor that prevents some forms of transfer. He argues that the morphosyntactic properties of the gram-
matical system of English constrain how widespread the use of reduplication is. While acknowledging the restriction 
observed by Bao (2010), there does seem to be general agreement that reduplication is used more widely in Singapore 
English than in native varieties, even if its use is less extensive than the substrate languages. 

3. REDUPLICATION IN SOUTH AFRICA: ENGLISH AND BEYOND 

Reduplication in SAfE has not been investigated extensively beyond the work of Mesthrie (1992) on IndSAfE. Mes-
thrie notes that, according to his data, reduplication is particularly prevalent among basilectal speakers; it becomes 
uncommon with mesolectal speakers and is infrequent among acrolectal speakers. However, he maintains that redu-
plication has remained a pervasive feature of colloquial IndSAfE and represents more than a transitional feature of 
less-proficient users. Bowerman’s (2008) passing remarks on now-now constitute the remainder of the publicly available 
scholarship. This does not mean that the phenomenon is not vibrant. SAfE has access to all those reduplications that 
have been lexicalised in English globally – the boo-boo, chit-chat and hocus-pocus types. The corpora used in this arti-
cle even reveal evidence of productive use of the shm-reduplication, for example, weaves shmeaves (TVSA corpus, 
2007).6 

There are several reduplication forms that are distinctively South African, and some forms that are also used else-
where have accrued unique meanings. At the top of this list is the productive use of reduplication for the nicknames of 
sporting teams. These coinages have come into use since the return of South African sport to global competition after 
the years of isolation during apartheid. The men’s senior soccer team is known as Bafana Bafana (‘boys boys’), while 
Banyana Banyana (‘girls girls’) was coined for the senior women’s soccer team by analogical extension. Bafana Bafana 
was first coined in isiZulu and then transferred to English when the (English-language) daily newspaper The Sowetan 
started using it in July 1992.7 The Sowetan subsequently coined Amabokoboko for the national men’s rugby team dur-
ing the 1995 Rugby World Cup, which South Africa hosted. The coinage has a plural isiZulu (and isiXhosa) class prefix 
ama-, followed by a phonologically adjusted reduplication of bok (from Springbok, originally an Afrikaans coinage, but 
also borrowed into South African English) (Grundlingh, 1998). By analogy to the rugby team, Amaglug-glug was 
adopted for the national under-23 men’s soccer team, after their sponsor, Sasol, a petroleum and chemicals company.
6 The TVSA corpus is introduced in more detail in Section 4. It consists of online user comments on the weekly trailers of selected 
television programmes posted on the website tvsa.co.za, and covers data from 2006 to 2023. 
7 Origin of the name confirmed in South African Football Association v. Stanton Woodrush (Pty) Ltd (2002) in the Appellate Court of 

South Africa. 
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In 1991 Sasol produced one of South Africa’s most memorable television advertisements (Kantar, 2019), in which a 
young boy repeats the form glug glug onomatopoeically when pretending to fill his toy car with Sasol petrol from a minia-
ture pump. (He also uses several other onomatopoeic forms while playing with his toy car.) In 2019, Sasol relaunched a 
glug-glug advertising campaign, having by then trademarked the word “glug-glug” in the spelling with a hyphen. In the 
television advertisement, a little girl plays with her toy fuel pump and uses the onomatopoeic glug glug glug at several 
points, usually three times in a row, with independent stress on each form. At the end of the advertisement, the tagline 
‘This isn’t just fuel / This is Glug-Glug®’ is displayed on screen, showing the elevation from onomatopoeic form to proper 
noun (with trademark sign displayed saliently) that denotes the fuel. Thus, framing the wording as an instance of redu-
plication was a deliberate move, reinforcing the salience of reduplication in the South Africa linguistic ecology. 

Signature South African reduplications go beyond sporting teams and brand taglines. Beside now-now and what-
what, the form sharp-sharp (spelled without hyphen more often than not) has as much public appeal. In Africa this form 
is most prevalent in Nigeria (the data from the NOW corpus confirm a frequency of 0.11 per million words, a total of 113 
instances out of 162 in the entire corpus), followed by South Africa (with 24 usages in the NOW corpus, at 0.03 per 
million words). However, it is characterised by a different meaning in South Africa. The Nigerian and global usage 
imparts a sense of urgency, as in example (6). This usage is also attested occasionally in South Africa, but the meaning 
of confirmation that everything is in order, as in example (7), is far more common in this country and not attested in the 
NOW corpus data for other countries. 
(6) 
I quickly Googled the states and capitals in Nigeria. Sharp sharp it came out (NOW, Nigeria, 2016) 
(7) 
SHARP SHARP: Limile, 5, is recovering well after he had a kidney transplant at Red Cross Children's Hospital. 
(NOW, South Africa, 2017) 
Example (7), from the online pages of the Cape Argus newspaper, was the caption to a photograph of a child who was 
recovering in hospital. In the picture, the boy was all smiles and showed two thumbs up to the camera, as if to say “ev-
erything is in order”. Building on the meaning in (7), sharp-sharp can be used as a salutation, although this usage is not 
strongly in evidence in the NOW corpus because of the nature of the data. The usage is referenced in a couple of news-
paper stories (included in NOW) that reported on the death and funeral of the well-known broadcaster Vuyo Mbuli in 
2013. Mbuli used to sign off at the end of his shows with the words “sharp sharp”. One of the reports, by Mokati 
(2013), quotes Mbuli’s son at the funeral as follows: 
(8) 
The teenager thanked his family for their support and fittingly addressed his father’s  coffin, bidding him farewell with 
his famous words: “Sharp sharp. Heita daar. ”
The indexical value of sharp-sharp is confirmed by metalinguistic commentary such as the following, from public media 
(included in the NOW corpus). 
(9) 
It’s that proudly South African feeling that makes you want to hug someone when you’re overseas, and hear 
someone say “Ettarra” or “sharp sharp” or “Howzit!” (NOW, South Africa, 2018) 
(10) 
When a target audience just didn’t get the original outdoor text – ‘From Ow Ow to Wow Wow’ – changing this to 
‘From Eish Eish to Sharp Sharp’ made all the difference. (NOW, South Africa, 2021) 
Example (9) was spoken by a member of parliament in official parliamentary proceedings, who took the South African-
ness of the expression sharp-sharp as self-evident. Example (10) reports the comments of a marketing executive who 
was explaining how localised English on billboards helped to communicate with a multilingual society despite not using 
everybody’s individual first languages. The localisation, signalled clearly through reduplication, achieves an equivalent 
effect. This may or may not be true from a marketing perspective – the source is not a peer-reviewed piece of research, 
but an interview with an expert practitioner published on a popular news site. The point is that another ordinary language 
user signals the South Africanness of reduplication through metalinguistic commentary. 

The reduplication form of principal interest in this article is what-what. Traditionally, what is used as an interrogative 
form, as pronoun, adverb or, by extension, adjective. The Oxford English Dictionary (n.d.) also recognises the use of 
what as a relative pronoun with a generalised or indefinite sense, as a noun in a similar meaning to the interrogative 
pronoun, and as an exclamation. It does not mention a reduplicated variant. When reduplicated, however, the typical 
part of speech that results is not an interrogative pronoun or adverb, but a noun or adjective, as illustrated in examples
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(11) and (12). What-what is also used in a fixed expression with the conjunction and in sentence-final position, as illus-
trated in example (13). 
(11) 
8 Tha
The rules of Parliament are the rules, and if Public Protector Busisiwe Mkhwebane disagrees, the only way to get 
them changed is to go to court. Not publicly calling for a ‘temporary suspension’ of the parliamentary process now 
under way to look into her removal for some so-called ‘amicable’ what-what. (NOW, 2020, from Daily Maverick) 
(12) 
at the onset of the pandemic, a whole host of economic reconstruction and 'what-what' plans were being tabled 
by our government, (NOW, 2020, from moneyweb.co.za) 
(13) 
They just told me the coach says I was no longer in his plans and what-what. (NOW, 2020, from kickoff.com) 
The reduplication of the interrogatives who, where and what in IndSAfE was recorded by Mesthrie (1992) in fieldwork 
data from the 1980s. These reduplicated interrogatives convey distributive meanings, as shown in examples (14) and 
(15), taken from Mesthrie (1992: 55). Mesthrie’s paraphrases (in brackets) make it explicit that the question is asked 
about several referents, rather than just one. The reduplicated form still serves as an interrogative, but with an additional 
grammatical feature. 
(14) 
Who-who came? (= ‘Who of several people came’) 
(15) 
What-what he told you? (= ‘What of several things did he tell you’) 
The likely source of the IndSAfE reduplication of interrogatives is the reduplication of interrogatives in Indic languages 
(Mesthrie, 1992: 204). The more recent use of what-what, which is the subject of the corpus analysis to follow, does not 
have a similar meaning, nor are the other interrogatives subject to this reduplication. However, the other South African 
languages all use reduplication more extensively than English, and therefore, support for the innovative use might still 
be derived from the linguistic ecology. This was already clear in the Bantu language sources of the nicknames of sports 
teams (also incorporating a variant of the Afrikaans noun bok ‘antelope’ for the rugby team), and in the Afrikaans source 
of the form now-now. 

In the Bantu languages of South Africa, similar to many other languages of this family, verbal reduplication is wide-
spread, with a range of established meanings, while the reduplication of adjectives and nouns is also attested to a lesser 
extent (Hyman, 2009; Nintemann, 2018). The reduplication of verbs often signals a change to the aspectual profile of the 
verb, for example, by showing that an action is repeated often or undertaken to a limited degree, rather than the full 
prototypical degree. This is illustrated by the Sesotho verb bua ‘speak’ that becomes bua-bua ‘speak a little bit’ when 
reduplicated. In some contexts, bua-bua also acquires a pejorative meaning of ‘talking nonsense’ (Ekanjume-Ilongo, 
2013: 28–30). Madondo (2000) shows that verbal and nominal reduplication in isiZulu also frequently expresses eval-
uative meanings, usually negative judgement, about the event or object being mentioned. 

Afrikaans makes use of reduplication across multiple word classes, with a range of meanings that do not overlap with 
those of the Bantu languages, except for intensity in adjectives. Based on corpus frequencies, Van Huyssteen and 
Wissing (2007) identify intensity (especially with adjectives and adverbs, e.g. gou-gou ‘quickly-quickly; very quickly’) 
and aspectual continuation – often converting verbs into manner adverbials (e.g. buk-buk ‘stoop-stoop; in an ongoing 
stooping manner’ or speel-speel ‘play-play; in an ongoing playful manner’) – as the most frequent meanings of Afrikaans 
reduplication. Other salient meanings include iteration (drup-drup ‘drip-drip; repeatedly dripping’), distribution (especially 
with spatial nouns, e.g. plek-plek ‘place-place; in several discontinuous places’), and grouping (with numerals, e.g. 
twee-twee ‘two-two; two at a time, pairwise’). 

The contemporary use of what-what does not correspond to usage in Bantu languages or Afrikaans, nor to the iden-
tical forms that are used as distributed interrogatives in IndSAfE. Online attestation of what-what dates only from 2006, 
but it is logical that the form had to have been established in spoken usage earlier. The earliest recorded usage we could 
locate is in a poem “Ou China en die Amper-Intellectual” [Old chum and the almost-intellectual] by Farouk Asvat (1988), 
a struggle poet who has been publishing since the 1970s.8 Although Asvat writes mostly in English, he has written a few 
of the poems in his published volumes in Cape Vernacular Afrikaans, a variety of Afrikaans that is characterised by 
extensive code-switching with English (McCormick, 2002). “Ou China”, published in the literary magazine Staffrider 
in 1988, is one such poem.
nks to Graham Riach for drawing our attention to this poem. 

http://moneyweb.co.za
http://kickoff.com
move_fn8
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En hy bêgênne woerawara in so’n highbrow lingo 
Iets van die modus operandie of-iets van Capitalism 
En hy wietie what-what van Existentialism 

A fairly literal translation of these lines is as follows: 

And he begins waffling in such a highbrow lingo 
Something of the modus operandi or-something of Capitalism 
And he doesn’t know what-what of Existentialism 

The use of what-what in Cape Vernacular Afrikaans is also evident in an interview excerpt published by psychology 
researcher Adam Cooper. Cooper (2009) conducted these interviews as part of a research project into hegemonic mas-
culinity among boys awaiting trial for various crimes in the Western Cape. One of the interviewees, in an interview that 
was conducted mainly in English, stated the following: 

Galen: “I felt kwaai (cool) meneer. You see meneer,  it’s almost like the people see, man hey you you’re not a 
bangetjie you see meneer and they know if I, if you make me cross never mind who or what you can ma 
be who’s family, you can ma be the be the biggest drug lord’s family, I shoot you dead. You can ma bring your people 
I’m not worried I’m not scared. And my belief is this meneer, that what you can do I can also do, I’m then also a 
human just like you are. You can also get hurt just like I get hurt. Now who are you to keep yourself like a wat 
wat (what what/important person)? ”

Cooper (2009) chooses to provide translations in brackets for only some of the Afrikaans words in the passage (all 
printed in italics above), including kwaai (Afrikaans ‘angry’, but used in the meaning of ‘cool’) and wat-wat, here spelled 
in Afrikaans to suggest the Afrikaans pronunciation, and then glossed as ‘what what’, alongside a translation ‘important 
person’. Other Afrikaans borrowings such as meneer ‘sir, mister’, ma (a phonetically reduced version of conjunction 
maar) ‘but’ and bangetjie ‘the little one who is afraid’ are not translated, suggesting that they should be transparent 
to the intended audience of the article, published in a South African scholarly journal. 

Ivan Vladislavić (p.c., 2024) recalls that he had frequently heard the term what-what (being the expression he 
selected to use in the subtitle of his 2006 book) in informal conversation among working-class Coloured friends from 
an Afrikaans background. Therefore, the available leads suggest that the origin of the expression what-what may be 
found in Cape Vernacular Afrikaans, with its highly prominent code-mixing involving English, but it has subsequently 
generalised to the entire spectrum of SAfE users, as the data in this article make clear.

This provisional sketch shows that reduplication is widely attested in South African English. Some reduplication 
forms are regarded as an identity marker in the broader SAfE speech community, as demonstrated by the use of redu-
plication in nicknames for sporting teams and in titles of artistic creations, and also from metalinguistic commentary 
about forms such as now-now and sharp-sharp. In that sense then, reduplication is one of the better candidates for 
a grammatical construction that carries identity value for South Africans across the variety spectrum of SAfE. However, 
the meanings of what-what have not been investigated in detail, nor has its possible use to signal South Africanness. 

4. RESEARCH METHOD 

A corpus study has been undertaken to understand the meaning and use of what-what better. The oldest retrievable 
forms of the construction on the internet date from 2006, while corpora of spoken SAfE from the late twentieth century, 
such as the data in ICE-SA (Jeffery, 2003) or the spoken Xhosa English corpus (De Klerk, 2002) did not contain suf-
ficient material for analysis, with each corpus containing only one possible form of the construction. Two data sources of 
written language that do contain informal language (in full or in part) were therefore queried. The larger corpus was the 
South African data within the NOW corpus, which spans 2010 to the present (Davies, 2016–); we took 2023 as the cut-
off for the purposes of this study. The South African section of the corpus already exceeded 700 million words by 2023 
(Davies, p.c., 2023). The smaller corpus with exclusively informal language was the custom-built TVSA comment cor-
pus, previously used b y Van Rooy and Kruger (2018). It contains informal user comments on the soap opera trailers of 
the website tvsa.co.za. For the purposes of this study, we expanded the original corpus (2006 to mid-2016) by supple-
menting it with the data up to the end of 2023, which added an additional 1.11 million orthographic tokens to the 5.33 
million tokens used in the previous study. (The slower growth since 2016 suggests reduced activity on the website; 
nonetheless, the site was still active at the time of writing.) When web searches were conducted initially, using the Goo-

http://tvsa.co.za
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gle search engine set to South African websites, it was clear that tvsa.co.za was the website with the highest number of 
hits. 

Because of possible orthographic variation in the word boundary, all three possible spellings of the reduplication 
were used to extract forms from the corpora. In the case of the TVSA corpus, the metadata included in the corpus 
always contained the date of the comment and it was encoded in the dataset. In the case of the NOW corpus, retrieved 
instances were checked against the source text, where available, and in the process a few examples were assigned to a 
new date. The year of publication was coded for each example, and the context of use in the source text (namely, main 
body of the article text in the voice of the journalist; quotation attributed to an interviewee; user comment or tweet, 
depending on platform; or transcribed speech). This was not necessary for TVSA, which contained only user comments. 
The larger share of instances found in the NOW corpus were from user comments or tweets on the news websites and 
direct quotations of spoken language in news articles, while less than a third of the examples were produced by jour-
nalists writing in their own voice, as shown in Table 2. 

The linguistic classification of the data was performed in two consecutive steps. Both steps of the analysis were con-
ducted according to criteria jointly developed by the two authors, then applied separately and independently by both 
authors, before disagreements were resolved jointly and classification criteria refined. 

The first step was to determine the part of speech of the reduplication. In the vast majority of instances, what-what 
was used as a noun, as example (11) illustrates. Among the noun uses are a few instances that were intended as 
proper nouns, for instance, “MR SIMON WHAT WHAT” (TVSA, 2010), in which what-what is substituted for the 
surname. 

Several nouns occurred in clause-final position in a fixed expression with conjunctions “and” or “or”, as illustrated in 
example (13) above. In some cases, as illustrated by example (16), the clause-final what-what appears to relate to a 
verbal or clausal antecedent, rather than a noun. 
(16) 
Table 2
Textua

Text ty
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Direct q
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Table 3
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Chiefs management were thinking he is still injured or what-what. (NOW, 2020, from kickoff.com) 
We opted to put such uses into a separate category, which we labelled discourse marker. This is not a pure part-of-
speech category but captures an aspect of spoken and online usage that does not fit straightforwardly in the conven-
tional categories. It would be possible to determine a kind of syntactic antecedent structure and divide the various uses 
into typical part-of-speech categories, but that might miss a generalisation about the similarity in usage. More 
interjection-like uses of what-what, which were not syntactically integrated at all, were also classified as discourse 
markers. 

Furthermore, uses in adjective-like modifying slots were observed, as illustrated in (12) above, in addition to a small 
number of quantifiers/numeral-like roles, illustrated by example (25) below, and adverbs. 

A number of instances were set aside during this step of the analysis (see Table 3 for a quantitative breakdown). 
Where what-what was used as an interrogative pronoun, it was often not clear whether it was purposeful or a typing
 
l placement of expressions containing what-what in NOW corpus. 
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error/spoken language disfluency, even more so if this happened in the context of embedded interrogative construc-
tions, such as in example (17).
(17) 
This will help spread constant awareness of what what is happening behind the political grandstanding. (NOW, 
2022, transcribed interview from journalism.co.za) 
This usage, which was very infrequent in the TVSA corpus and only somewhat more frequent in the NOW corpus, could 
not be interpreted unambiguously and was difficult to differentiate from unintentional mistyping or misspeaking in the 
case of transcribed interviews. In terms of our criterion that a putative reduplication form had to have a different meaning 
from the unreduplicated base, these interrogative forms did not clearly qualify as instances of the reduplication construc-
tion and were therefore set aside. 

Apart from interrogatives, uses that relied on existing expressions that were quoted or referred to were identified and 
set aside under the label of mention because they do not represent instances of user-generated data. Such uses 
included cases in which what-what was used as part of an existing name, for instance, DJ What What and references 
to the comedy show of Rob van Vuuren (2013–2014) noted earlier, as well as a theatre production from 2014 entitled 
King Kong What What. Direct quotations from advertisements, explicitly attributed to the advertisement text, were like-
wise set aside as part of the mention category. 

Finally, it was clear in a small number of cases that the writer had made a typo (intentionally or not), where one of the 
two instances of what should be read as another word, as illustrated in example (18), in which the first what should be 
read as “from”. However, no spelling variations were omitted if it was clear that the intention of the speaker was to use 
what-what in the manner investigated in this article. 
(18) 
This is so far removed what what the whites have done and continue to do to us. (NOW, 2017, from 
BusinessTech) 
The second step of analysis was a semantic classification. We developed a set of categories inductively by reading the 
full set of concordances several times, seeking provisional generalisations and making the category definitions more 
precise. We proceeded through four rounds of independent classification, followed by joint resolution of disagreements 
in the classification. After each round of classification, the categories and definitions were refined before the next round 
was initiated. The final classification relied on three semantic functions of what-what, apart from the special instances 
that were set aside, as discussed above. These three categories were applied across the various parts of speech, with 
minor adjustments. The vast majority of examples were usages as nouns, and as set out below, we also used the ref-
erential properties of what-what to classify the cases. These categories represent interpretations by two readers and 
cannot be claimed to have the level of general validity of part-of-speech categories or other linguistic classifications 
commonly encountered in quantitative research. By means of paraphrases, we aimed for the most consistent semantic 
classification we could make, employing an approach to classification more typical of qualitative and hermeneutic work. 

We labelled the first semantic category ETCETERA; items in this category may be paraphrased as ‘another thing’ or, 
more appropriate to discourse markers, ‘and other things/and more’. The reference is to unnamed things, ideas or qual-
ities beyond those already mentioned in the preceding text. The following examples demonstrate cases that were 
labelled as ETCETERA. 
(19) 
Yet the president has consistently refused to act in any decisive manner against his enemies, prompting all 
manner of commentariat tosh that here was a master strategist playing a long game and what-what. (NOW, 2021, 
from politicsweb.co.za) 
(20) 
some rich bastard in Waterkloof who have underfloor heating and what what and insist on using it, (and has a big 
generator, [ ]) (NOW, 2018, from mybroadband.co.za) 
(21) 
You stay in the ghetto you become ghetto-fabulous with the status, money and what-what. (NOW, 2016, from 
Independent Online) 
Example (19) shows the use of a discourse marker with the meaning of ‘more related things could be said or added’ or, 
more succinctly, ‘elaboration is possible’. Example (20) shows a syntactically more integrated phrasal coordination of 
“and what what”, suggesting one (or more) other things similar to underfloor heating, and was therefore regarded as 
a noun rather than as a discourse marker, but the semantic function is the same. Example (21) shows an even more

http://journalism.co.za
http://politicsweb.co.za
http://mybroadband.co.za
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obvious case of a syntactic noun role in the semantic function of ETCETERA, since it follows a list of previous nouns without 
any conjunction separating the preceding two nouns. No other word classes were found to perform the ETCETERA role. 

The second semantic category was labelled WHATEVER, and its items may be paraphrased as “something”. The ref-
erence is to something that is vague and need not be specified, as in example (22). In the case of nouns, it sometimes 
concerns some referent whose name/label does not immediately come to mind, as shown in example (23). The adjust-
ment for adjectives is to denote some vague quality, in example (24), that can be paraphrased as ‘some quality’ of the 
soap bars in question. 
(22) 
This is the beginning of a decline what what what.8 (NOW, 2018, from Dispatch Live) 
(23) 
guys wat do they call that thing(black board portfolio what what) Khethiwe uses to hide her tummy with?? 
(TVSA, 2009) 
(24) 
so weather u uses Nonny's preferred sunlight bar or ama beauty what what soaps, if u've got good skin, u have 
it!!!!!. (TVSA, 2008) 
8 Example (22) is one of a small set of examples (n = 14) in which reduplications consisting of more than two identical 
forms were encountered in the data, mostly threefold repetition what-what-what, except one case in which the writer felt 
drawn to use six. Since they were semantically interpretable in the same terms (with possible additional emphasis or 
iconic signalling of quantity through repetition), they were included in the analysis. 

There were a couple of numerals that took the WHATEVER role, all in the same user comment in the TVSA corpus, 
where the numerical detail was summarised by what-what, as shown in example (25). These cases may be para-
phrased as ‘whatever further detail’. The example also illustrates the instability of spelling (one or two words), within 
the same textual exchange by a single writer. 
(25) 
no.1 generations 6, what what milionsviewers 
no.2 Muvhango 3, whatwhat milion viewers 
no. 3 rythm city 2. whatwhat milion viewers 
no.4 isidingo 1, what what milion viewers (TVSA, 2012) 
The final semantic category was labelled SPECIFIC THING/QUALITY, depending on whether a noun or an adjective was 
involved. In these cases, the word for which what-what is substituted is typically known or easily knowable, but the 
speaker or writer chooses instead to use what-what for effect. For instance, in example (26), it is clearly knowable from 
reading the entire news article that what-what stands for the word ‘code’ or similar. The journalist would not have quoted 
the direct words of the speaker if they felt that the readership would not understand the expression. In example (27), the 
presumed adjective in question has to be related to “on point”, for instance, ‘great’ or ‘fancy’. 
(26) 
He wondered why the committee was reacting to the Public Protector's remedial action against the “executive 
ethics what-what” and not addressing Mkhwebane's remedial action about the Sarb. (NOW, 2017, from 
News24.com) 
(27) 
i knw the dress was nt what what neh, but her make up en hair were on point! (TVSA, 2009) 
Examples from NOW were extracted using the online interface on the website English-corpora.org (Davies, 2016–), 
while examples from the TVSA corpus were extracted using Wordsmith Version 9 (Scott, 2024). They were consolidated 
into an Excel spreadsheet, upon which we made annotations. The source and the year were hidden during the classi-
fication of the two linguistic characteristics in order to minimise bias that may have arisen from our implicit expectations 
about particular sources and changes over time. Given the radically different nature of the orthography on the TVSA 
corpus, compared to the NOW corpus, it was not possible to mask the origin of examples in that respect, nor could 
we suppress background knowledge about South African affairs that might have helped us to date some examples 
implicitly. After all analyses were completed, we rechecked all linguistic classifications for consistency by comparing 
each example to all others that were assigned to the same class. A small number of final corrections were made to 
enhance consistency to promote the reliability of the classifications.

http://News24.com
http://English-corpora.org
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5. RESULTS 

The findings from the corpus analysis are presented in this section, starting with the frequency data and followed by 
the consideration of the syntactic and semantic categories. Table 3 reports the overall frequency of examples, including 
the special-use categories that were not submitted to the syntactic and semantic analysis. 

The overall frequency of innovative uses, after excluding the first three usage types, was 120 instances in NOW and 
130 instances in TVSA. Given the vastly different sizes of the corpora, the normalised frequency per million words was 
20.2 for the TVSA corpus and a mere 0.2 per million for the NOW corpus. Moreover, in the NOW corpus, as Table 2 
shows, it is very clear that the expression what-what occurred less frequently in news reports directly, but rather in 
user-generated comments/tweets that appeared below news stories, or within the story as part of direct quotations 
or longer transcriptions of speech. In view of the fact that the NOW corpus contains news stories as its main content, 
with user comments as a smaller part of the data, the informal nature of the what-what reduplication is thus further rein-
forced. In the actual newswriting itself, the relative frequency of what-what is therefore even lower. 

We turn now to the syntactic and semantic categories in the data, cross-tabulated in Table 4 for the two respective 
corpora. 

The data in Table 4 show that the WHATEVER sense is the most widely used, followed by the sense of a SPECIFIC THING 

(and rather less frequently, a SPECIFICQUALITY encoded by adjectives). ETCETERA was the least frequent sense, but certainly 
not negligible, especially in the NOW corpus. The WHATEVER sense utilises vagueness to suggest that something is not 
very important. This could be in a neutral sense, when referring to imprecise numerical values, as example (25) has 
shown, but it often carries a clear dismissive tone. Such dismissiveness is a strategic way to pass a negative value 
judgement on a piece of entertainment in the TVSA corpus or a political idea or politician in the NOW corpus. Such 
use is particularly apparent in example (28), a user comment on a news story, where no specific ministry is referenced, 
but the commenter suggests that several ministries amount to a waste of money and serve as a way to dispense favours 
to ANC cadres. 
(28) 
Table 
Syntac

Corpu

TVSA

NOW

Total
Incompetent ANCadre deployees, useless not-value-for-money ministries Duplications ministries wastes of our 
taxes Ministers of what-what and what-whats must all be fired. (NOW, 2017, from BusinessTech). 
Through examining the data according to date, the influence of external events on usage in the corpora becomes clear. 
Reference to television advertisements feature prominently in the TVSA corpus data. The Axe “with added what-what” 
advertisement was aired in 2008 and is mentioned several times in the corpus that year, while creative transformations 
of the wording of the advertisement were also found. A new boost for the use of what-what came in 2011, with the Voda-
com “warra-warra what-what” advertisement, which was likewise referenced several times in the corpus. In the NOW 
corpus, the stage productions and DJ What What are mentioned several times, especially around 2013 and 2014. 

An important twist is observed in the NOW corpus from 2013 onwards: politicians started to use the expression what-
what strategically to dismiss the viewpoints of their political opponents. In Smith’s (2013) report of an interview she con-
ducted with the minister of health, Dr Aaron Motsoaledi, she notes:
(29) 
The minister has lost patience with what he calls the “zama zama” system of a proposed risk equalisation fund 
(NOW, 2013, from The Star; emphasis added, but quotation marks in original)
— —

— —

— —

— —

4 
tic and semantic categories in the usage of what-what in the TVSA and NOW corpora. 

s Semantic category Noun Discourse marker Adjective Quantifier Adverb Total 

Etcetera 4 5 2 0 1 12 
Specific quality/thing 51 0 2 0 0 53 
Whatever 50 2 5 8 0 65 
Subtotal 105 7 9 8 1 130 

Etcetera 11 22 0 33 
Specific quality/thing 35 0 3 38 
Whatever 39 6 4 49 
Subtotal 85 28 7 120 

190 35 16 8 1 250 
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After the reduplication zama zama (‘illegal miners who work in abandoned mines’), which is often used to evoke asso-
ciations of lawless and violent behaviour, the article continues with a longer paragraph that contains the following quo-
tation attributed to the minister:
(30) 
“Risk equalisation is off the table, just like the PMBs,” he says. “The risk equalisation fund was a copped-out 
mechanism to plaster a health-care system that wasn’t working. That’s the bottom line. The fund, the what-what, 
prescribed minimum benefits, they’re not working. The lower scheme what-what option, the higher scheme, 
they’re not working. All those have never served the public (NOW, 2013, from The Star)
In 2014, several media outlets carried reports about politician Julius Malema’s using the expression what-what. Malema 
was a member of the African National Congress (ANC), the governing party in South African politics, and served as the 
leader of the party’s youth league. He was expelled in 2012, however, leading him to found the Economic Freedom 
Front (EFF), a new party, shortly afterwards. The EFF made significant inroads into the traditional ANC support base 
in the election of 2014. When Malema was interviewed about his expulsion from the ANC, he referred to his engage-
ments with the secretary general of the party, Gwede Mantashe, using the following expression to dismiss his opponent 
(on an even more personal level, as opposed to simply another’s viewpoint, as documented in the previous example). 
(31) 
“I've never had a temper problem. I've never gone to those things Gwede wanted to take me to anger 
management what what.” (NOW, 2014, from Politicsweb) 
These two politicians (Motsoaledi and Malema) found a new kind of use for what-what, a sense of dismissiveness rather 
than mere vagueness, which we have not seen in earlier textual records. However, this usage received a much more 
concerted boost in 2017, when more politicians began using the expression to deflect criticism. In example (26) above, 
Bongani Bongo, a loyal supporter of the then state president, Jacob Zuma, made light of criticism raised against Zuma 
by dismissing the “executive ethics what-what” as something not worthy of attention. Zuma’s political opponents began 
using what-what to criticise his actions and policy proposals, as illustrated by examples (32) and (33). In subsequent 
instances in the NOW corpus, these usage events have become fairly persistent intertextual reference points. 
(32) 
It would tell of an economy that was reduced to a tortoise and a society that was taught that this “ethics what-
what” was really not that cool. (NOW, 2017, from editorial on news24.com) 
(33) 
Which is a fine pursuit, I suppose, but not if you want to be president of this country in this era, fighting against 
bullshit rhetoric that posits White Monopoly Capital against Radical Economic What-What – an ideological battle 
so meaningless that it twists light and time and space into a celestial pretzel. (NOW, 2017, from opinion piece in 
Daily Maverick) 
There is a strong dismissiveness in the choice of what-what to deliver biting criticism in much of the political news writing 
by journalists and in the comments from the public. Despite the informal origin of the expression, it has made its way to 
the main body of newspaper text, even if somewhat infrequently, as Table 2 has shown. The journalists use the politi-
cians’ language to criticise them for the perceived damage that their policies or the manner of policy implementation 
inflict on the country, in much the same way that politicians criticise one another. It has developed into a strategic choice 
for amplified rhetorical effect. 

Yet, beyond the domain of politics, what-what retains a playfulness in many contexts, such as newspaper reporting 
on entertainment or sport, as shown in examples (34) and (35).
(34)
 they launched the Cactus, which surely must be the battiest, barmiest wonky what-what to hit the roads since 
the last mad Citroen. (NOW, 2015, from motoring review in Rand Daily Mail) 
(35) 
The Nun will be available at Ster Kinekor and Nu Metro cinemas from Friday 7 September. No 3D or IMAX “what 
what” here, just a big screen is enough to strike joyful fear into the hearts of moviegoers. (NOW, 2018, from film 
preview on thesouthafrican.com)

http://news24.com
http://thesouthafrican.com
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Even in non-political contexts in which what-what carries a negative sentiment, the dismissive sense is not present in 
the way that it has come to form part of the political rhetoric, as shown by example (36). The context in this example is 
that a bus carrying a visiting football team was blocked from entering the stadium by supporters of the home team.
(36) 
At our level, I mean really guys, we play World Cup and then the blocking of what-what is a problem and that’s 
why we lost? (NOW, 2022, direct quotation on thesouthafrica.com) 
The usage could best be interpreted as making light of the troubles, reducing their seriousness, in contrast to the what-
what in politics – at least since 2017 in the data available – which has turned into a serious weapon aimed at exposing 
the meaninglessness of an action or policy position of a political opponent. 

The patterns of use that emerge from the data analysis can be summarised as follows: The most frequent use of 
what-what is as a noun, most often in the meaning of WHATEVER. There is a second typical use of nouns in the meaning 
of a SPECIFIC THING, strategically not named, which can combine with judgemental tones. Since 2013, this use has been 
employed as a rhetorical weapon in the political domain, but it retains playful associations in other contexts. The third 
typical use of what-what is as a discourse marker, with the sense of ETCETERA. This is the sense that is used in the sub-
title of Vladislavić’s Portrait with Keys: Joburg & what-what (2006). 

6. CONCLUSION 

Reduplication in SAfE owes much to Afrikaans and receives further reinforcement from its prevalence in the indige-
nous Bantu languages. The widely attested reduplication now-now is a semantic replica of the corresponding Afrikaans 
construction. The productive use of reduplication to form nicknames for sporting teams draws on isiZulu and, to a lesser 
extent, Afrikaans. Reduplication is sufficiently productive in SAfE that many uses, and certainly the use of what-what, 
cannot be directly attributed to translation from Afrikaans or other languages. It has thus become a construction that has 
been nativised in SAfE and enables new forms to be created with new meanings unique to SAfE. The corpus analysis 
shows how ordinary South Africans use what-what with a range of meanings, such as commenting on South African 
issues and making light of their troubles. Politicians seem to have weaponised the expression in some contexts, using 
it not only to make light of an issue but also to attack an opponent or dismiss a viewpoint. This usage has furthermore 
been picked up by journalists to comment on the problematic actions or decisions of politicians in the local context. The 
vibrancy of the expression is evident from its wide range of uses and ongoing innovation in its use. 

Afrikaans usage does not constrain or determine English usage, which is perhaps most clearly evident from the fact 
that the single most frequent Afrikaans reduplication net-net, as determined from available written data by Van 
Huyssteen and Wissing (2007), does not occur in transferred form (‘only-only’) as reduplication in the available SAfE 
corpus data. Rather, ‘only just’ would be used as a translation equivalent or corresponding expression. However, the 
kind of mismatch in the systematic possibilities that Bao (2010) sees as a constraint on productivity of reduplication 
in Singapore English is not a constraint on SAfE. This is perhaps because Afrikaans provides a template for lexical inno-
vation rather than grammatical meanings. SAfE does not use the full range of reduplication patterns known to the other 
South African languages, but it does innovate forms and meanings that are not attested in the other languages. 

Reduplication is used as an index of identity in South African English, where the identity in question is a South 
Africanness in contrast to global English usage. This may be seen from metalinguistic commentary about the indexical 
value of several reduplications, such as sharp-sharp, now-now and what-what. The use of locally familiar reduplications 
in titles of artistic creations and in advertising further underscores their value of the expression of identity. This is illus-
trated very clearly by the way the novel title Apocalypse now now (Human, 2013) relies on the much better known 1979 
American film Apocalypse now but signals its localness through a reduplication that is recognisably South African. Like-
wise, a comedy show entitled WhatWhat or a DJ who calls himself DJ What What shows the usefulness of reduplication 
in attracting a local audience. The link to popular culture and South African identity is a persistent theme in literary dis-
cussions and reviews of books and theatre productions. In this way, reduplication – what-what as well as nicknames for 
sporting teams and other uniquely local forms, such as now-now and sharp-sharp – has become a clear manifestation of 
the kind of grammatical nativisation that has also gained the acceptance and identity value that one would expect of a 
variety reaching Stage 4 in terms of Schneider’s (2003, 2007) Dynamic Model. 

The limits of wider usage, and thus the clear signal of the South Africanness of some of these reduplications, can be 
seen from the decision by the international distributors of Vladislavić’s novel to change the subtitle and do away with the 
expression what-what. In contrast, on the home front, Vladislavić (p.c., 2024) notes that, at the time of publication, he 
received extensive positive feedback from acquaintances in the Johannesburg area about his use of a term from “their 
language”, especially from those who were not from a socio-economic and ethnic background of the prestige White

http://thesouthafrica.com
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South African English variety. This is precisely what a localised form should achieve: it should draw a boundary between 
the ingroup and the outside world, but include everyone within. 
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