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The Socio-Linguistic Function
of Code Switching

Bilingualism and multilingualism are common to
almost every country of the world. Depending on

how ‘bilingual’ is defined and the complex relationship
. between languages and dialects, current estimates of the
'_'" world’s bilingual or multilingual population oscillates
 between 50 and 70 per cent.

A person’s ability to master two languages was once
predominant in characterizing bilinguals. For example,
Bloomfield (1935: 55) specified bilingualism as the “native-
like control of two languages”. However, very few bilinguals
“ are equally proficient in both languages and tend to use their

languages for different purposes in different contexts and with
different people. In fact, a distinction between a second language learner and a bilingual
is arbitrary and artificial (Malmkjar 2004: 65). It follows that any language learner is an
incipient bilingual, and, conversely, any bilingual is/was a language learner.

As it is, recent characterizations of bilinguals do not focus on language ability. In
contrast, they tend to describe different purposes of dual language use: code switching
behaviors, parental strategies in raising bilingual children, and the economic/ social/
cultural/ religious/ educational and political use of bilingualism.

The present article aims at investigating code switching behaviors. Code switching
is a linguistic term referring to alternation between two or more languages, dialects, or
language registers in a single conversation, stretch of discourse, or utterance between
people who have more than one language in common'.

Crystal (1987) suggests that code, or language switching occurs when an individual
who is bilingual alternates between two languages during his/her speech with another
bilingual person. A person who is bilingual may be said to be one who is able to
communicate, to varying extents, in a second language.

It is worth mentioning that there are two principal directions in which code
switching research has developed. One direction of research concerns syntactic
constraints on switching. This is a line of inquiry that has postulated grammatical rules
and specific syntactic boundaries for where and why a switch may occur.

Code switching within a sentence tends to occur more often at points where the
syntax of the two languages align; thus it is uncommon to switch from to French after
an adjective and before a noun, because a French noun normally “expects” its adjectives
to follow it. It is, however, often the case that even unrelated languages can be “aligned”
at the boundary of a relative clause or other sentence sub-structure.

Code switching can occur in large blocks of speech, between or within ‘sentences’,
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even involving single words or phrases. It may occur between a base language and more

than one donor language in multilinguals (Myers-Scotton 1992, 1998).
Thus, linguists distinguish between:

1. Intersentential switching, switching outside the sentence or clause level, for

example at sentence or clause boundaries.

Intra-sentential switching, switching within a sentence or clause.

3. Tag-switching, switching a tag phrase or word from language B into language A
(this is a comurion intra-sentential switch).

4. Intra-word switching, switching within a word itself, such as at morpheme
boundary.

L

The other direction focuses on the social motivations for switching. It thus appears
that social and psychological factors, rather than linguistic ones, trigger code switching.

Aided by the expansion of the British Commonwealth and globalization of
American English, the English language has pepetrated into numerous non-English-
speaking communities. As a result, nowadays the most common bilingual setting and
hence the most common form of code switching (CS) is Other + English, where the
“other” may be Egyptian, Dutch, Hindi, Maori, Korean, Chinese, Armenian and so forth.
The present article is concerned with Armenian + English variety of code switching.

It is common knowledge that the number of bilinguals and even multilinguals
increases in Armenia day by day: the number of mixed marriages have increased; many
Armenians work with foreigners; many Armenians from English-speaking countries
frequented their visits to Armenia.

Furthermore, English is taught at schools and universities. Undoubtedly it has
become a prestigious language in Armenia: in order to get a good job in our country, one
should know perfect English nowadays. Naturally, in this situation code switching
occurs more often.

However, codeswitches mostly occur subconsciously. Monolinguals who hear
bilinguals codeswitch may view it negatively, believing it shows a deficit in mastery of
both languages. Bilinguals themselves may be defensive or apologetic, and attribute
code switching to careless language habits.

We should admit that there are a number of cases when unable to express
him/herself in one language, a speaker switches to the other to compensate for the
deficiency (Crystal 1978). As a result, the speaker may be triggered into speaking in the
other language for a while. This type of code switching tends to occur when the speaker
is upset, tired or distracted in some manner.

The mixing of Armenian and English is frequently done by western-educated
Armenian and half-Armenian children, most notably those living in bilingual
environments (e.g. working at international offices, attending bilingual or even
multilingual schools, etc).

This is the case with my neighbour’s two-year-old grandson whose father is
English. He speaks English to his father but Armenian to his mother and maternal
relatives. He even interprets the same sentence uttered in English into Armenian for the
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other members of the family or, to be more exact, he uses intra-sentential switching®.
However, sometimes he uses tag-switching and intra-word switching as well. Once he
turned to his father saying: ‘Will you give me my glkhhat (a blend of Armenian glkhark
and English haf), or when speaking Armenian to his grandmother he uses an English
word, e.g. Swwnhly inbu hs jwy thhpnp (peacock) £

Nonetheless, codeswitches may change according to who is talking, the topic, and
the context of the conversation (Myers-Scotton 1993). It is a valuable, rational and rule-
bound linguistic strategy. There is often purpose and logic in changing languages. As
David Crystal states ‘code switching may be used as a socio-linguistic tool by bilingual
speakers’ (Crystal 1978).

Some foreign words are inserted into the conversation because that word is more
commonly known for that object/concept than the equivalent in the other language.
Since English has become a kind of technical language, when discussing work an adult
may codeswitch, using technical terms known only in English, for example: mail, file,
logo and many others used in Armenian speech’.

Code swtiching to and from English is sometimes done in Armenian mainly by the
mainstream younger generation who find it to be “cool.” Modem Armenian songs are
rampant with codeswitches, which can hardly be understood by many youngsters.

There is, in addition, one more point to mention: code switching commonly occurs
when an individual wishes to express solidarity with a particular social group. Rapport
is established between the speaker and the listener when the listener responds with a
similar switch.

Switching may also be used to exclude others (those who do not speak the target
language) from a conversation. An example of such a situation may be found in Atom
Egoyan’s famous film ‘Ararat’. One of the main heroes, Rafi rings his mother up from
the Customs Office and makes it clear for her that he wants her to tell a lie to the officer.
In order not to be understood by her English speaking colleagues sitting in the car, she
switches into Armenian: Unighu np unun funupo:

It is worth mentioning that code switching is widely used in second-language
teaching and learning. Vivian Cook (2002) sees code switching as one way of second
language acquisition, and as a way to compensate for language difficulties.

The languages between which alternation is performed are the native language of
the students, and the foreign language that students are expected to gain competence in.
No doubt, the teachers’ use of code switching may also be performed either consciously
or unconsciously. The latter means that the teacher is not always aware of the functions
and outcomes of the code switching process. Therefore, in some cases it may be regarded
as an automatic and unconscious behaviour. On the other hand, the students’ attention
can be directed to the new knowledge by making use of code switching and, accordingly,
making use of native tongue. This has been suggested by Cole (1998): “a teacher can
exploit students’ previous L1 learning experience to increase their understanding of L2”.

Nevertheless, either conscious or not, it necessarily serves some basic functions
which may be beneficial in language learning environments. These functions are listed
by Mattson and Burenhult (1999: 61) as topic switch and repetitive functions. In case
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of topic switch, the teacher alters his/her language according to the topic that is under
discussion. This is mostly observed in teaching grammar instruction, when the teacher
shifts to the mother tongue of the students.

In case of repetitive function a phrase or a passage in another language can be
repeated: some teachers explain a concept in one language, and then explain it again in
another, believing that repetition adds reinforcement of learning and aids understanding.
Moreover, repetition may reinforce a request; for example, a teacher repeats a command
to emphasize it: ‘Be quiet children! Lnnipynil tpbfuwGhp . In a majority/minority
language situation, the majority language may emphasize authority.

As it 1s the case for teachers’ code switching, the students are also not always aware
of the reasons for code switching as well as its functions and outcomes. Although they
may unconsciously perform code switching, it clearly serves some functions, either
beneficial or not. Eldridge states the following functions: equivalence, floor-holding,
reiteration, and conflict control (1996:305-307).

The first function of student code switch is equivalence. In this case, the student
makes use of the native equivalent of a certain lexical item in target language and
therefore code switches to his/her native tongue. As mentioned above, this process may
be correlated with the deficiency in linguistic competence of target language, which
makes the student use the native lexical item when he/she has not the competence for
using the target language explanation for a particular lexical item. So “equivalence”
functions as a defensive mechanism for students, giving them the opportunity to
continue communication by bridging the gaps resulting from foreign language
incompetence.

The next function to be introduced is floor-holding. During a conversation in the
target language, the students fill the stopgap with native language use. It may be
suggested that this is a mechanism used by the students in order to avoid gaps in
communication, which may result from the lack of fluency in target language. Generally
the learners performing code switching for floor holding have the same problem: they
can not recall the appropriate target language structure or lexicon. It may be claimed that
this type of language alternation may have negative effects on learning a foreign
language.

The third consideration in students’ code switching is reiteration, which is pointed
by Eldridge as: “messages are reinforced, emphasized, or clarified where the message
has already been transmitted in one code, but not understood” (1996:306). The reason
for this specific language alternation case may be two-fold: first, he/she may not have
transferred the meaning exactly in target language. Second, the student may think that it
is more appropriate to code switch in order to indicate the teacher that the content is
clearly understood by him/her.

The last function of students’ code switching to be introduced here is conflict
control. For the potentially conflictive language use of a student (meaning that the
student tends to avoid a misunderstanding or tends to utter words indirectly for specific
purposes), code switching is a strategy used to transfer the intended meaning. The
underlying reasons for the tendency to use this type of code switching may vary
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according to students’ needs, intentions or purposes.

With respect to all the points mentioned above, it may be suggested that code
switching in language may be considered as a useful strategy in classroom interaction,
if the aim is to make meaning clear and to transfer the knowledge to students in an
efficient way. However, permanent code-switching can have the reverse effect on
foreign language learning process. Consequently, both teachers and students should
avoid frequent code-switches.

From the above discussion it may be concluded that code switching performs a
socio-linguistic function. Either consciously or unconsciously, people use code
switching for different social purposes: it allows a speaker to convey attitude and other
emotions, to emphasize points using a method available to those who are bilingual. Code
switching allows speakers to increase the impact of their speech and use it in an effective
manner.

Notes:

1. Code-switching is distinct from pidgin, in which features of two languages are
combined. However, creole languages (which are very closely related to pidgins),
when in close contact with related standard languages (such as with Jamaican
Creole English or Guyanese Creole English), can exist in a continuum within which
speakers may code-switch depending on context.

2. Until recently, a three-stage model of early childhood bilingual development was
accepted as accurate. This model, originating from Volterra and Taeschner (1978),
portrays the young bilingual mixing two languages, then moving to partial, and
finally full separation. A thorough review by DeHouwer (1995) finds little basis for
the three-stage model, as children as young as 2 years old separate their languages
rather than mix them (the case with my neighbour’s grandson).

3. This kind of code switching leads to word-borrowing. Thus many technical terms
have penetrated into Armenian in this way. It is worth mentioning that there are
different views on this matter. Thus, Myers-Scotton (1992) argues against
distinctions between code switches and loans, as they form a continuum rather than
two distinct and separate entities. However, some linguists have tried to distinguish
between ‘nonce borrowings’ (one time borrowings, as in code switching) and
established borrowings.
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tunupnud kqulwl whgndGlph
hwlpw-iqupwiwlub gnpdwnnypp

GunwGpp sk, np dwdwlwlwlhg whgbptlp (hwwlwwbu yipehGhu wib-
nhywl wwppbpwlip) nwpdb b hwdwuwphwipo Gowlwynipjwb |Ggnt b opb-
gop plnw)nud t hp wqnbgniejwl ninpunbtbpp: PGwlwlwpwp, <wjwunwp
stp Ywpnn qbipé d0w wyn wanbgnipyntbhg: depohlt wwubwdjwynud dep Gpy-
pnud Yunpnely wadty b epYybquneeniGp (huwybpbt b wigbiptt), wiqwd bnwbqg-
Unipyntlp (Ghpwnjw| rnwbpblp)” qpruwpenipjwlb qupgwgliwd, juwnp w-
dniubnientbGbbph, dhowaqquihl YuqiwybpwnipyntGGapp pup widh b wy gnp-
6nGGEph hwoyht:

Epybgqynipynibp ubipunnpbb Yuwynd b Gqulwh dh bplnyph hbw, Gpp
hwybpbl funupp hwitdynd b pGndhoyned £ wlq bipbb pwerbpnd, pwnwlwwwy-
gnupnubGtpny U Gnuybhuy GujuwnwunueyniGobpny: Wu Bplunyeh npubnpdwG
wwwndwnebbpb ne npwlb Gwwuwnnn gnpénGGbpp ny dhwyb |Gquywh, wyl hw-
uwpwlwlwb-hngbpwlwlwb G6: UG Yhpweyntd t hwuwpwluwlwt wiklw-
wwppbip npnpunbbpnud” Ypenipjwb plwgwywnenid ghnbhph wipwwtndwb b
wwnqwpwbiwb Owywwnwyny, wnopjw funupnid’ pwnwwwwph pwgp {pwglb-
(nt Yuwd funuwlygh Ypw npnawyh wanbgnipynth gnpstint Guywwnwyng b wy G:
NnuiGwuhpnueyniGllphg wwpgdnid t, np junuph dbe whgnuip hwjtipkbhg
whqtipkGh Ywpnn £ Gywuwnb Gub ginjuwnnepyniGobpp GeppwihwbgdwGp dh
(Equhg djnuhG’ npwlnyd huly hwpunwgbtiing hwytipbGh pwrwwwwpp: Ujnwu
4nndhg, wyn wagnuibtph Epywpwnb b hwdwwnwpws Yhpwenipyntlp Yupnn t
fuwpwpb| tgnll, wiqwy” uwwnlw| wqquwihl |Bquh wGwnwpunnpjwip:
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