Introduction: Class and ideology in code-switching research

Session on Code-switching, class, and ideology

Il University of Vigo International Symposium on Bilingualism, Vigo, 22-26 October 2002

Celso Alvarez Caccamo

Departamento de Galego-Portugués, Francés e Linguistica
Faculdade de Filologia
Universidade da Corunha
15071 A Corunha, Galiza
Ixalvarz@udc.es
http://www.udc.es/dep/Ix/cac

This session deals with the rel ationshi ps between code-switching, class, and ideology. Itisan
ambitious session topic, and | apologize for having chosen it. The reason why it isambitiousisthree-
fold, asthe topic itself: One, we still don’t understand what exactly is subsumed under the malleable
label of “code-switching” (despite its multiple technifications). Two, there are various interpretations
of what “social class” means. And, three, we still don’t know what ideology is, or where it is.
Therefore, this session runsthe risk of beating around the bush. Thefault will not liein the individual
contributions, but in the adventure of putting them together. Fortunately, | trust that our discussant,
Monica Heller, will help us make some sense of our difficult triangle: code-switching, class, and

ideology.

| would just liketo lay out some reflections on the topic. One way to handle the session topic
isto look at how heteroglossic code-switching practices index or are produced by other constructs,
namely “class’, and “ideology”. | suggest that we read the session papers in this way. Another
approach (my own) isin a way metadiscursive: | would like to highlight some aspects of the very

discursive representations of code-switching in the research done so far.

Thefirst thing that hasintrigued me for sometimeishow, inthe 50 or so years of history of the
term “code-switching”, the literature has come to encircle such a number of varied communicative
phenomenainto asingle label, and how this label has been hypertechnified to the point of producing

offshoots such as* code-mixing”, “ code-shifting”, and so on. Itisalsointeresting that very little of this



technical discourseon code-switching, constraints, matrixes, contextualizations,etc., circulatesoutside
of the academic field. Thismight be said of many scientific notions, but by no meansall. Weall know
(or believe we know) what an “atom” is, or what a“black hole” is. At least wetalk about them. Asfor
the circulation of sociolinguistic terms themselves, “bilingualism” is amost a daily word, and its
technical sense approaches common semanticsquiteclosely: the use of two languages. Another central
term, “diglossia’, hasreached immense popul arity by way of the educational system, political activism,
and other channels, at least in bilingual communities where issues of sociolinguistic conflict and

national identity are prominent, such as here in Galiza and in other countries of the Spanish State.

However, “ code-switching” assuch barely circulatesoutsidetheacademic circles. Theeveryday
correlates that “code-switching” has in common speech are expressions such as “people mix
languages’, or “we constantly change languages’, or expressions of that sort. No doubt, labelings of
both the technical and popular kinds may reflect different language ideol ogies. But technical discourse
has had very little impact, | believe, on people’ s speech practices, that is, it has generated very little
reflexivity, except perhapsinthose groupsof young studentswho approach the study of code-switching
for the first time, and who, in one way or another, become initially fascinated with the topic. This
fascination isgood, but it is not good enough to really understand code-switching. The truth isthat the
types of questions being asked about code-switching by younger researchers are quite similar to those
posed ten or twenty years ago. The usua questions are, for example: “I am studying a bilingual
immigrant community. I’d like to know what triggers speakersto switch languages’. Or: “I livein a
nation without astate. The statelanguage dominatesthetraditional language. I’ d liketo know how each
language in my community works to signal the speaker’s ethnic or national identity”. Or, “I’d like to
find out the grammatical rulesthat permit the combination of elements from my two languages, A and
B. When do people code-switch and when do they transfer?’. Of course, all these questions are being

asked and answered in amonolingual language, in monolingual discourse.

Studying the particularities of code-switching between various pairs of languagesor dialectsin
different communities and contexts is no doubt interesting -- it isin this way that generalizations can
be obtained, although (I am afraid) very few of them exist nowadays nevertheless. But “interesting” is
not the same as “essential”. And | believe we need to focus with increasing urgency on, precisely, the
essential aspectsof code-switching ascommunicative behavior. Wemust re-situatewhat iscalled code-
switching within theuniversal human ability to communicate, that is, to make use of whatever signaling

resources humans differentially have at their disposal in order to convey intentions and meanings. We



must articul ate the study of code-switching, then, with the study of the material and the ideational, the
symbolic.

Thetriangle we are dealing with today (language, class, ideology) contains the main stuff that
makesup social reality: thematerial and theideational. Ontheonehand, “class’ representsthe material
basis of societal organization. We may take “class’ as structurally anchored in the system of material
and symbolic production, as economically based, as occupationally based, as culturally based, etc.; but
in thisworld it is hard to conceive of any respectable perspective on “class’ that does not deal with
acute economic inequality, not only difference. Second, we have “ideology”, which refersto contents.
We know, of course, that “ideology” is also a construction, as the content of the mind isirretrievable
for study. So, we may understand “ideology” (at least | do) asameta-term: assomething like acoherent
set of statable (but not necessarily stated) propositions which predicate about some dimension of social
reality. Anideology iscoherent by definition: coherencemay result fromlogical contradictionsbetween
propositions, true, but it is the analyst’s role to construct such coherence, not the role of statements
themselvesto be magically organized into coherence. | deologiesmay takethe shapeof ‘ beliefs’, ‘ideas
or ‘opinions’, and they may manifest themselvesin discourse or in other configurations of behavioral

signs.

Finally, we' ve got language and discourse at the top of thistriangle (at the top because we are
linguists, not sociologists), linking both socia classes and social ideol ogies. Language, discourse, and
therefore code-switching each participate in both the material and the ideational dimensions. We also
know that discourseis viewed by some as a set of sequential statements, moves or utterances, and by
others as a constellation of meanings. Discourse is socially (economically) generated and circul ated,

whileit carriesideological contents.

Research on code-switching has also selectively focused on one of these two dimensions
(material and ideational) that constitute communication. 1I’'m not trying to be binarist here: the
ideational (the mind) is an abstract property of physical processes and aresult of social ones. But the
history of the* code-switching” notion itself reflectsthe flowing intereststhat its constructors have had

on either dimension of social redlity.

It should be known by now that it all started in information theory and acoustics. From the

notion of “speech code” asavery graspable, material object anchored intheacoustic sciencesinthelate



1940's, functional structuralism (primarily under Jakobson’ swork) has abstracted the notion of “code”
to represent sets of unobservable grammatical rules, including the semantic. In a 1950 article entitled
“The information theory point of view in speech communication,” R. M. Fano referred to “ switching
codes’ as the mechanism by which speakers alternated mentaly between different phonetic
representations of phonemesin order to recognize “accents’. So, for example, what native speakers of
English in the audience are doing now in order to understand my words would be an instance of their
mental “switching of codes’ to match my non-native phonetics with their native phonologies. Inthe
1960's, the discourse on codes and switching veered toward “code-switching” (aterm coined by Hans
Vogt in 1954) as a form of bilingual behavior, and, in the 1970's, toward a discursive practice that
conveys pragmatic meanings and signals social identities. Therefore, we can see how thefield of code-
switching itself has fluctuated between the material and the symbolic. It isin thisindeterminacy where
it remains today, asthe study of a sort of particular phenomenon of a particular group of humanswho
would possess (so they say) two grammars within one competence (or was it one grammar within two

competences?).

Further, while practically any student of code-switching would defend Gumperz and
Hernandez-Chavez' pivota assertion that the aternation of languages may be equivalent to that of
dialects or accents in monolingual speech, and that therefore “code-switching” is broader as speech
variability, the fact is that the vast mgjority of work on code-switching has attended to alternation
between two supposedly distinct languages. In an equation that parallels academic research on
monolingual practices, much code-switching research has started from the assumption that, if two
languages were detectable, what should be looked for isthe rel ationships between these two languages
with two forms of socia identity, primarily, two ethnicities or two national groups. Some current
research (but by no means all) has fortunately overcome the reductions of assigning one-to-one social

indexical meanings to languages, so that “hybridity”, “bivalence’, “neutrality” and related notions
underscore the indexical complexity of language practices. But what remains even in these
contributionsis aview of the indexicality of code-switching as a subsidiary by-product of seemingly
preexisting unitary languages and monolithicidentities: only two (or more) thingscan “hybridize”, and
a given socio-indexical speech practice can be “neutral” only in regards to at least two previous
identities. When code-switching isclaimedto berelated to “new” identitiesand ethnicities, this* new”,

again, presupposes the precedence of the “old”.



So, what we aredealing with is, evidently, amatter of discursive representation within our own
field. Insummary, theterm“code-switching” wasinitially (aswith many scientific notions) ametaphor
to understand the workings of speech pattern aternation in its material sense: speech frequencies.
Coincident in historical (and political) time with a growing focus in western applied communication
research onthenotionsof code, encoding, encrypting, decrypting, ciphering, deciphering, and soon (we
are talking about the Cold War period), “code-switching” became strongly solidified around the
Jakobsonian core tenet of language as a code, an equation that raises more questions than it offers
answers. The term “code-switching” took on alife of its own, and the psychological “switching” part
becamebackgrounded, asintoday’ sfrequent lexicalization of “ codeswitching” without the hyphen, and
with only one main lexical stress over “code”, “ codeswitching”, which somehow reifies even further
thenotion and obscuresitsorigins. Further, nowadaysthe English termiswidely borrowed into research

in other languages, without translation.

One of the outcomes of thisreification isthat the active, “ switching” part (the onethat involves
agency) has been neglected, and hence comes the somewhat conceptual abhorration of “unmarked” or
“meaningless code-switching”, to refer to what Gumperz’ sfirst called simply “ code-switching style’.
For, if it isthe mind that does the switching between “codes’, and if this switching is* meaningless’,
which codes is then the mind switching between? Two meaningless languages-as-codes? Or two

languages that are only one code?

The easiest answer to this puzzleis, well, that if nothing substantial in terms of interaction is
being switched in “meaningless code-switching” when languages alternate, then there probably is no
switching at al. That is, we have two languages in sequentia contact. But, what types of codes might
these languages beif they do not contrast in discourse? Semantic, interpretive codes? Or “syntactic”,
surface codes, in Eco’ ssense? Theeffect of two juxtaposed languagesisthen comparableto that of two

juxtaposed sounds, not to that of two opposing terms.

On the other hand, when aternation between a pair of languages does carry interactional
meaning (that is, whenthereismental “ switching”), thequestionis, doesalternation carry such meaning
by virtue of the two languages being used? How is this possible, if in other cases the same two
languages do not carry opposing interactional meanings? What is, then, actually being “ switched”: the
surface form of languages, or two previous, relatively independent devices or principlesthat organize

interaction, and that we may call codes?



These issues are as yet unsolved. However, because of the strong primacy of a monoglossic
ideology centered around “language” and Language (with acapital “L") in the academic field, the fact
is that most research continues to view language aternation always as “ code-switching” even when
there is no switching of meaningful interactional codes involved. Thisis, in away, a betrayal of the

founding principles of code-switching as contextualization.

Onereason for thisinertiaand lack of reflexivity on the discourse about code-switching can be
looked for in the articulation of the academic field with other social domains. Bilingual studies
articulate, for example, with applied fields where issues of ethnic and national identity are manifest.
Inthe educational field, practicesof language choice and aternation amongst studentsin the classroom
affect issues such as the differential access to the curriculum, educational success and failure, biased
social categorization, or resistance to the educational institutions. In the field of language planning,
social hybrid practices such as daily language alternation defy totalizing notions about national and
ethnic languages being essential expressions of natural identities, as eliteideologies of linguistic unity
and purity are problematized. Inthe growing field of computational linguistics and its accompanying
“language industries’, language alternation in writing or speech poses enormous challenges for
automated language recognition, not to mention speech synthesis! In sum, in what concerns dominant
monogl ot ideol ogies, frequent language alternation asadaily social practiceisnot avery friendly reality
for some important practical goals of western class society, which, in terms of language, consist of
providing fully standardized school curriculaastoolsfor social reproduction, fully normalized national
languages as emblems and instruments of socia classification, and fully standardized language

technologies as differentially distributed commodities.

However, bilingual studies are oftentimes subject aswell to dominant monoglot ideologies. In
code-switching research, too, the objects are parcelled out, territorialized before they are effectively
found. By starting from predefined notions about languages and by focusing on discretenessrather than
on fluidity, the Language-Nation and Language-Ethnicity binomials (misrepresented forms of the
powerful equation Language-State) are reproduced. |mportantly, this equation foregrounds totalizing
identitiessuch asnation and ethnicity, whileit concurrently backgroundsother identities, such asgender
(indeed) and social class. And it does so in various ways. First, much of the discourse on code-
switching and bilingualismin general classifiesindividualsas*“bilinguals’ or “monolinguals’ whileit
ingeneral de-classifiesthem asbelonging to materially dispossessed or privileged groups (bilingualism
is by definition inter-classist, just as is the Nation, athough we should know with Heller that



bilingualism is not only a matter of degree of competence, but of social commaodification). In away,
a dippery social distinction between “code-switchers’ and “non code-switchers’ -- between those
speakers who “have’ code-switching, and those who don’t -- is drawn, which puts into question the
universality of communicative principles. Secondly, (asit could not be otherwise), research on code-
switching backgroundsthe very social conditionsthat allow for the representation of these speakersas
“bilinguals’ or as*code-switchers’, and for the representation of an array of heteroglossic discursive
practices under the common label of “code-switching” . These conditionsrefer to differential classand
epistemological positions. And finally, and importantly, this research and classification generates the
very discursive conditions by which the class position of the researcher is actualized and articul ated

with and within the institutions of knowledge and power: in other words, the field reproduces itself.

Perhaps these arguments are not extraordinarily new to all of us who reflect on how Science
works. But it isthistopic that occupies metoday. Now, if werecall some of the foundational work on
code-switching, namely John Gumperz's, the material dimension was ever present, though not always
explicitly articulated. The applied vocation of Gumperz's work was patent in his analyses of the
implicationsfor social advancement of diversecommunicative practicesby minority groupsin England
or the US. The point was not only that people alternate languages or registers, but that by so doing they
manage their identity capital, which depends on their structural position visavis other groups. This
materialist view is present a'so in work by Gal, Heller and other Gumperz' sdisciples. But it is absent
from a large part of the literature that has selectively capitalized (at times without due credit) on

Gumperz' s and others' contributions.

In thissense, | believe research on code-switching could benefit (as some research has already
done) from reflexively addressing the two issues that concern us today: the material bases for the
differential distribution and circulation of discursive resources, including languages, varieties, and
contextualization devices, and the differentia distribution and circulation of ideologies about those

languages and switching practices.

When speakers are categoricaly territorialized as “ethnic” or “nationa” groups over class
groups and gender groups, the constitutive gap between researcher and subjects is masked under
totalizing identity alliances. When, on the contrary, classidentities and positions are emphasized, then
this unbridgeable gap between researcher and subjects emerges clearly, and in this sense the class

exercise becomes apparent and effective, asit should bein Science. Itisby virtue of class position that



theresearcher isableto “find”, “discover” or “construct” which “languages’ the speakersare using or
switching, as it is only the researcher, by virtue of his or her class position, that has the key to a
technical inspection of the material basesof discourse practices. | supposethat something should besaid
here to exculpate the ethnomethodological programme in its attempt not to impose “expert”
interpretations on the data, including what “language” the speaker is using. But the fact is that
ethnomethodol ogistsare experts, too, expertsin ethnomethodol ogy, whichisalso aprivileged resource

that the speaking subjects do not possess.

In brief, when material conditions surrounding the production of so-called bilingual speech are
highlighted over other conditions and subjects’ identities, the researcher’s own class position is
effectively and transparently articulated through his or her practices of representation. The semiotic
contrast between the political transcription of the speaker’s* bilingual”, heteroglossic practices, on the
one hand, and the researcher’s monoglossic, monolingual discourse on those practices, on the other,
becomesforegrounded. Andthis, uncomfortably, leavesusvery littleroomfor avoiding reflexivity, that
is, for avoiding asking ourselves an essential question: How much do we know about language and
communication which legitimates us for representing in specific ways our subjects languages and

communicative practices?

And | believe we still know very little about what language is, what communication is, where
codes and ideologiesreside. Inour ignorance (at least, my own), sometimes we push forward to try to
understand the topographic detail s of |anguage boundaries, to detect the often undetectablein language
alternations, while weleave behind the necessary quest for, simultaneously, the universal principles of
communication and symbolization, the historically contingent bases of inequality through talk, and the

rel ationships between the two.



