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1
Introduction

1.1. Bilingualism, talk in two languages and Linguistics

Let me open with what is now a truism. Bilingualism1 is a world-wide
phenomenon. A simple analysis of the world map reveals that only
very few countries, if any at all, can claim to be monolingual. And
this should not be surprising as, notwithstanding the current unpre-
cedented loss of the world languages, there are still far more languages
in the world than there are countries. Of course, one could argue that
bilingualism is unevenly distributed and therefore that some coun-
tries can rightly claim to be monolingual. There is some truth in this.
Most of the world languages are found in the developing world, but
this does not mean that developed countries are linguistically homoge-
neous. For example, a country like the United Kingdom may claim to be
monolingual in English simply because English is its ‘official’ language.
However, this does not correspond to reality at all. The Ethnologue lists
14 living languages for the United Kingdom, and these do not include
the languages of the so-called ‘immigrant’ minority groups such as Urdu,
Bengali, Chinese and so on. Closer to home, a recent survey revealed that
106 languages were represented in schools in Scotland (Murray, 2006).
Finally, another country which is often claimed to be monolingual is
France, but even here, the situation is more complex than this. The
Ethnologue lists 29 living languages, not including the languages of
immigrant groups.

The situation becomes even more complex if one takes account of the
fact that the boundary between a language and a dialect is a fuzzy one
(Haugen, 1966). There is no objective difference between a language and
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2 Talk in Two Languages

a dialect. Dutch and Flemish are different languages and so are Kinyar-
wanda and Kirundi even though the languages in each pair are mutu-
ally intelligible. On the other hand, Cantonese and Mandarin are two
dialects of Chinese even though they are not mutually intelligible. In
fact, some people even find it difficult to accept that Mandarin is a
dialect, given its social prestige. So if there is no strictly objective differ-
ence between a language and a dialect, the many cases of bidialectalism
may be included in the count when one wants to determine whether
a country is monolingual or whether it is bilingual. Thus, the overall
picture is that of bilingualism being the norm rather than the exception.
In that sense, Jakobson (1953) was ever so right in maintaining that
‘bilingualism is [� � �] the fundamental problem of Linguistics’ (cited in
Romaine, 1995: 1).

To be sure, the need for Linguistics to concern itself with bilin-
gualism should not be seen as a matter of casual interest, but rather as a
priority. A number of scholars have clearly indicated that a good under-
standing of bilingual phenomena uniquely improves our understanding
of language in general and of the way it works. For example, according to
Muysken, the study of code-switching (hereafter referred to alternatively
as ‘language alternation’/‘talk in two languages’ for reasons I will specify
in Chapter 2) ‘is crucial for linguistics as a scientific discipline’, for it ‘can
uniquely contribute to elucidating and perhaps ultimately resolving’
some of the most crucial issues in modern linguistics, including that
of ‘the division of labour between the lexicon and the grammar of
a language’ (1995: 178). Likewise, according to Myers-Scotton, ‘bilin-
gualism offers a unique opportunity to understand the structures of a
particular language when we see how they pattern when in contact with
the structures of another language’ (2006: 12). For example, as we will
see in Chapter 4, in Kinyarwanda, there are 16 classes of nouns, each
one of which dictates agreement at the level of relevant verbs (subject-
verb) and adjectives �head noun + modifier/complement�. However,
when in contact with French, this structure of Kinyarwanda patterns
differently. While French verbs consistently show class agreement with
Kinyarwanda noun-subjects, French adjectives do not show class agree-
ment with relevant Kinyarwanda nouns. Thus, on this basis, it might be
possible to say that class agreement in Kinyarwanda is stronger between
the noun-subject and the verb than between nouns and adjectives.
Clearly, this intimate understanding of the structure of Kinyarwanda
can only be achieved by studying Kinyarwanda–French bilingualism.
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One of the most noticeable aspects of bilingualism is the phenomenon
of language alternation. Sometimes to the amazement of their mono-
lingual counterparts, bilinguals all over the world are often seen to be
using two or more languages within the same conversation. That is they
are found to be conducting talk in two languages. And this happens
independently of the language pairs involved. As indicated above,
bilingualism can be studied for the contribution it makes to our under-
standing of language in general. In addition to this and probably prior
to it, bilingualism, and talk in two languages in particular, is interesting
in its own right and must be studied as such. For example, from Saussure
(1995), we know that language is a ‘system où tout se tient ’ (Muysken,
1995: 196). A more recent formulation of this is what Myers-Scotton
(2002, 2006) calls the ‘Uniform Structure Principle’, the principle
according to which ‘a given constituent type in any language has a
uniform abstract structure and the requirements of well-formedness for
this type must be observed whenever the constituent appears’ (2006:
243). Given this, it is clear that language alternation is ‘impossible in
principle’ (Muysken, 1995: 196). Because of this theoretical impossi-
bility, an issue arises, how can its occurrence in specific instances of
talk in two languages be accounted for? This is what I will be referring
to in this book as the ‘problem of order’ in talk in two languages.
Therefore, talk in two languages can be studied, as a phenomenon in
its own right, in order to resolve this problem of order. This book is
an account of how this problem of order can, and indeed has been,
addressed.

1.2. From order in practical social action to order in talk in
two languages

To view and speak of language alternation in terms of order implies a
specific perspective from which it is viewed. In this book, I will adopt the
sociological perspective of Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967, 1968).
Roughly defined, the object of Sociology is to account for the social
order, however this is defined. Within Sociology, Ethnomethodology
proposes accounts of the orderliness of practical social action, and does
so, in Garfinkel’s own words, from a ‘member’s perspective’. This is also
known as an ‘emic orientation’ (Ten Have, 1999). Thus, Ethnometh-
odology describes community members of a community (ethnos) use
to produce order in practical social action (Garfinkel, 1968). From this
perspective, order is the very possibility of social action. Any action
which has been accomplished must be assumed to be orderly, to have
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been made possible by a particular order. The practical impossibility
of disorderly action was established by Garfinkel in his ‘breaching
experiments’. In these experiments, students were asked to ‘suspend’
the natural order (e.g. not to return greetings) and see what happens.
When students attempted to act as instructed, they either found that
they actually could not do it, that their behaviour was interpreted as
somehow strange and in need of an account, or simply that interaction
broke down.

Central to the Ethnomethodological notion of order is the view that
social action takes place in a normative framework. Any action which
has been accomplished refers (indexicality of social action) to a particu-
lar ‘social norm’ which has made it possible and with reference to which
it is interpreted as meaningful. In turn, with reference to a particular
norm, three types of acts can be identified. First, an act is a direct applic-
ation of the norm (normative action) or it is an instance of deviance
from it. In the second possibility, an act consists of functional deviance
or it consists of repairable deviance (Garfinkel, 1967; Heritage, 1984).
Take the social activity (referred to above) known as the exchange of
greetings. In most societies, there appears to be a norm that a greeting
calls for a return greeting. This norm accounts for the orderliness of
the many cases where a greeting receives a return greeting, but it also
accounts for the few cases where a greeting is not returned. If a greeting
is not returned, members customarily interpret the situation as ‘he/she
did not hear me’ and go on to attempt to make themselves be heard
(repairable deviance). Alternatively, if there is evidence that hearing has
taken place, members develop the further interpretation that ‘he/she is
ignoring me’ (functional deviance). Thus, not returning a greeting is in
no way taken as a challenge to the norm, but rather as further evidence
that the norm exists.

One particular area of practical social action which has attracted most
attention is that of ‘talk-in-interaction’ (Schegloff, 1968), resulting in
the specific name of Conversation Analysis (hereafter CA). The aim
of CA is to describe the orderliness of talk-in-interaction. Thanks to
CA, talk-in-interaction has been demonstrated to be highly orderly
and at different levels. It has been demonstrated to be orderly at the
level of turn-taking (Sacks et al., 1978); actions in conversations have
been demonstrated to come in pairs (adjacency pairs – Schegloff and
Sacks, 1973), entry into the conversation has been found to be orderly
(Schegloff, 1968) and so on. To illustrate the kind of order that CA
describes, take the opening sequence in general practice consultation
as described by Gafaranga and Britten (2003, 2005). General practice
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consultations, in the British context at least, open with a ‘concern
elicitor’ of the type ‘what can I do for you?’ or ‘How are you?’. Gafaranga
and Britten show that there is order here for ‘What can I do for you?’
is used when the doctor defines the encounter as a new consultation
(i.e. a visit in which the patient is to report a new problem) and ‘How
are you?’ is used when the consultation is viewed as a follow-up (i.e.
a visit about an on-going problem). In the great majority of cases, this
pattern is followed, but there are also a few cases in which it is not.
The example below (from Gafaranga and Britten, 2005: 83) illustrates a
case of repairable deviance. In the example, the doctor uses ‘What can
I do for you?’ thereby indicating that she sees current consultation as a
new one. In turn 2, P produces talk which is visibly disturbed (recycles,
hesitation) and even laughs. As Haakana (2001) shows, in doctor–
patient interaction, laughter often indicates ‘a delicate object’. All these
seem to be signalling that a problem has arisen. In addition, P uses the
possessive adjective ‘my’ which works as a ‘retrospective tying device’
(Firth, 1995) as if to tell the doctor, of course without stating it so many
words, that he is actually consulting about an ongoing problem, and
therefore that the consultation has to be seen as a follow-up. In turn 3, D
acknowledges P’s work and accepts the correction saying ‘Yes. Yes. Yes’.

Example 1.1

1. Doctor: Right. Okay. And what can I do for you today?
2. Patient: You – my blood test er from er my gout ((laughs))
3. Doctor: Right. Yes. Yes. Yes. Th:e uric acid is – is high
4. Patient: Is it. Yeah

The point to be made here is that the need to repair D’s action indicates
that, for participants, there is order in the opening sequence in general
practice consultation and that this order cannot be freely violated. If
there is no functional motivation for violating it, deviance must be
repaired, otherwise communication becomes impossible.

1.3. In search for common grounds in studies of talk in two
languages

In the study of language alternation, the CA methodology has already
been used, particularly by researchers such as Auer, Wei, Gafaranga
and others (see Chapter 6). These researchers have convincingly
demonstrated that, among bilingual speakers, language alternation is
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‘a significant aspect of talk organisation’ (Gafaranga, 1999), that bilin-
gual speakers use language alternation to structure the conversational
activity in which they are engaged. Consider the following instance
from Milroy and Wei (1995: 151). One aspect of conversational organ-
isation that conversation analysts have described is repair organisation
(Schegloff et al., 1977). They have noted, among other things, that
repair can be either ‘self-initiated’ or ‘other-initiated’, preference going
for ‘self-initiated self-repair’. On the other hand, research in talk in
two languages shows that language alternation can be used to signal
dispreference (Wei, 1994; Milroy and Wei, 1995; Shin and Milroy,
2000). Thus, in the following instance, alternation between Chinese and
English, corresponding to the repair initiator, can be seen as contrib-
uting to the organisation of repair, marking the other-repair initiation as
dispreferred.

Example 1.2

A: Da m do. Koeige telephone gonggan. Koei dang yatjan joi da.
[Can’t get through. Her telephone is engaged. She’ll ring again in
a short while]

B: She’ll ring?
A: Hai a, ngaw da.

[Yes, I’ll ring.]

However, because it has co-occurred with other research paradigms,
the CA methodology has often been misunderstood as if standing in
competition with them. Commentators such as Sebba and Wootton
(1998) and Wei (1998, 2002, 2005) explicitly contrast the CA method-
ology with other approaches, the Markedness Model of Codeswitching
(see Chapter 5) in particular. To be sure, competition between the
models is not to be blamed on commentators in the first instance;
rather it seems to be the motivation for the development of alternative
models. For example, one of the most central statements by Auer is that
‘any theory of conversational code-alternation is bound to fail if it does
not take into account that the meaning of code-alternation depends
in essential ways on its “sequential environment” ’ (original emphasis)
(1995: 116). Starting from this position, Auer argues for a ‘sequential
(i.e. CA) approach to code-switching’ which sees the meaning of
language alternation as a local accomplishment. However, not every-
body shares these views. For example, Myers-Scotton (1993b: 109–110)
writes,
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I cannot agree with those researchers who see the social meaning of
(language) choices as largely generated by the dynamics of the inter-
action. It is true that a part of the social meaning does develop in the
actual turn-taking of a conversation, but most of the interpretation
depends on the markedness framework which is provided by societal
norms.

Wei (1998) nicely puts this disagreement saying that the CA model
sees meaning in language alternation as essentially ‘brought about’ in
the interaction, while rational choice models, including the Markedness
Model, see it as ‘brought along’ from the community. This book is a
search for common grounds. It argues that all approaches to language
alternation, not just the above two, address the same issue, that of
order in talk in two languages, although they approach it from different
perspectives.

1.4. Focus and structure of the book

As indicated above, this book is a search for common grounds for
current approaches to language alternation. To help the reader make
up their mind as to whether to go on reading, it is important to make it
clear exactly what to expect, what the book is about and what it is not
about. The book does not purport to present any new theory of language
alternation. Every model of language alternation which will be discussed
has already been published in some form or other. However, the book
is not a simple review of the literature. In fact, an exhaustive review of
the literature on language alternation is not a humanely possible task
given the amount of literature that is currently available. Rather, in the
following chapters, I want to do two things: First, I will identify the main
approaches to language alternation, select representative work in each
approach and propose a reading of it as an account of order in talk in
two languages. Secondly, I will propose case studies in which I show how
ideas, concepts and methodologies discussed in the review of approaches
can be used to address specific issues of order in talk in two languages.

Thus, the structure of this book is as follows. Chapter 2, entitled
‘Quasi-theories of language alternation’, covers the various ways in
which language alternation is talked about and explained in non-
technical terms. Particularly, the chapter discusses lay people’s accounts,
including bilinguals themselves, of language alternation. The chapter
then moves on to survey the various ways in which ‘linguists’ refer
to language alternation in a short-hand fashion. Chapter 3, entitled
‘Grammatical order in talk in two languages’, shows that and how, from
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a grammatical perspective, the issue of language alternation must be
seen as that order. As Muysken (2000) and Auer (1999, 2000) argue,
from a grammatical view, two general patterns of language alterna-
tion can be found. Language alternation is either ‘insertional’ or it is
‘alternational’. Either way, however, language alternation can be seen
as an issue of order because, in principle, it runs against the Struc-
tural Uniformity Principle (see above). The chapter goes on then to
examine two approaches which account for the orderliness of language
alternation, one from the alternational end and the other from the
insertional end of the spectrum. Ideas developed in the survey are then
used, in Chapter 4, to address a specific issue of order in talk in two
languages, namely class agreement in Kinyarwanda–French language
alternation. In Chapters 5 and 6, emphasis shifts from the grammat-
ical perspective to the socio-functional perspective. Chapter 5 looks at
language alternation from an ‘identity-related’ perspective (Sebba and
Wootton, 1998), while Chapter 6 looks at it from an ‘organisational’
perspective (Torras and Gafaranga, 2002; Gafaranga, 2007). In each case,
a principle or a set of principles which allow(s) us to view language
alternation as an issue of order is identified before each perspective is
inspected for the account it proposes for the identified issue of order.
Following on from this, Chapter 7 uses ideas, concepts and methodo-
logies identified and develops an account of a specific issue of order in
talk in two languages, namely language alternation and direct speech
reporting in talk in two languages. Finally, in line with Heap’s (1990:
42) view that ‘any serious piece of scholarship presumes the existence
of a compelling answer to the twin questions of Why Speak/Listen and
Why Write/Read’, Chapter 8 shows how the study of language alterna-
tion as a problem of order can be used to address a real-life issue. The
specific issue used by way of an illustration is that of language shift in
the Rwandan community in Belgium, an issue which, as we will see, is
of significant concern for community members themselves.

1.5. A word on data

Data for my discussion will come mainly from my own corpus of
Kinyarwanda–French bilingual conversations and, where appropriate, I
will complement this data set with examples from a variety of sources
which, if published, will be explicitly acknowledged.2 In particular,
the three case studies are based on bilingual conversations I have
collected among the Rwandans in Belgium, first as part of my PhD
in 1996, and secondly as part of an ESRC-funded project on language
shift and maintenance in 2006 (Res 00-22-1165)3. The Rwandans
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in Belgium, among whom data were collected, settled in Belgium,
mostly after 1994, following the Rwandan civil war (1990–1994) and
the ensuing genocide. However, even before they arrived in Belgium,
these Rwandans were bilingual in French and Kinyarwanda (literally the
language of Rwanda) because of the then Rwandan language policies.
In Rwanda, both French and Kinyarwanda had been declared official
languages, with Kinyarwanda enjoying the further status of national
language (Constitution de la République Rwandaise, 1985). While
everybody acquired Kinyarwanda as a first language, French could only
be learned later through formal education (age 10 onwards). Actual
language use in Rwanda was such that monolingual Kinyarwanda,
just like monolingual French, was used only in very formal contexts
or when interacting with monolinguals. Otherwise, among bilingual
Rwandans, language alternation was the norm. This has led me to
argue that Kinyarwanda–French language alternation could be seen as
a bilinguals’ vernacular (Gafaranga, 1987a). At the level of grammar,
Kinyarwanda was the ‘matrix language’ (see Chapter 3) and this has
led me to argue that Kinyarwanda–French language alternation could
be seen as ‘Kinyarwanda-for-all-practical purposes’ (Gafaranga, 1997a,
1998, 2001a).

Notes

1. The term ‘Bilingualism’ will be used generically to mean access to more than
one language.

2. I am particularly indebted to Dr M. C. Torras for allowing me to access her data
of Catalan–Castilian and Catalan–Castilian–English service encounters. As I
have previously worked on these data sets in the context of joint publications,
no further acknowledgement will be needed.

3. The following conventions were used to transcribe these audio recordings:

Plain: Kinyarwanda
Italics: French
Underlining: Other languages
Bold: Target element
(.) perceptible pause
ba-: interruption
[overlapping talk
((laughter)) non-verbal vocal action
( ) inaudible

Free translation in English follows from original extracts.
Extracts from other data sets follow, except where indicated, original tran-
scription conventions.




