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1. The Problem 
As Álvarez-Cáccamo (1996) notes, for any study of language alternation to be 

promisingly undertaken, “the question of ‘what language / dialect are we using now’” (my 

emphasis) must be solved. In this paper, I will argue that, for the study of code-switching, 

understood as a conversational strategy, the question is, not “what language / dialect we are 

using now”, but rather ‘what medium / code we are using now?’. The reason for this 

“respecification” is that, as Gumperz (1982: 99) has argued, in talk, speakers might not be 

attending to what grammarians call a language, but rather to their own code. Therefore, it is 

only knowing which code, which medium, is switched from that one can claim code-

switching to have taken place.  

Despite the importance of that question, however, as Deprez de Heredia (1991: 73) 

has argued, there is currently no systematic framework for investigating the “participants’ 

own code”, the “base language” of a conversation where two languages are used. More often 

than not, researchers start from the assumption that one of the two languages involved is the 

base code from which speakers switch for functional effects. At the same time however, as 

Auer (1984: 9) observes, at least two situations may be observed in bilingual contexts. There 

are situations where one of the two languages is indeed the base code and there are situations 

where language alternation itself is the medium. Auer speaks of a “new code” in the second 

case. The problem therefore is: how can the analyst tell if a particular conversation has 

adopted language alternation itself as the medium or if it has adopted one of the two 

languages? It is this question that this paper will seek to answer. 

According to Auer, one can speak of the “new code” if speakers are seen to use 

frequent language alternation within turns (1984: 84), but he does not say how frequent that 

alternation should be. As Auer (1984: 120) himself observes, if one language has been 

adopted as the base code, it works as a social norm, as a “scheme of interpretation” 

(Garfinkel, 1967: 120), a “‘grid’ of reference” ( Heritage, 1984: 120), with respect to which 

both speakers and analysts make sense of what is going on. In other words, the medium of an 
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interactional episode works as a social norm, in the ethnomethodological sense. Would 

language alternation itself be a social norm in the case the “new code” has been adopted?  

In this respect, two positions, none of which is actually adequate, has been adopted in 

the literature. In the first case, speakers’ conduct is seen as a mixture, possibly a random one, 

of languages, as ‘code-mixing’, while, in the second, language alternation is seen as a kind of 

language “in its own right” (Meeuwis & Blommaert, forthcoming). Views that language 

alternation is a mixture of codes must face the problem of explaining the orderliness of 

speakers’ conduct and, ultimately, that of its existence. In the lack of order, social action 

becomes impossible (Garfinkel, 1967). On the other hand, the view that language alternation 

is a “variety in its own right”, although it may be adequate in contexts of creolization such as 

those described by Meeuwis and Blommaert, may be inadequate in contexts where, depending 

on situations, the two languages involved can be kept separate by speakers themselves. In 

such contexts, would we say that people are, not bilingual, but trilingual in languages A, B, 

and variety AB?  

It is an alternative perspective to these two views that this paper will seek to establish. 

I will show that, in those instances where language alternation is frequent, speakers do neither 

feel they are mixing two distinct codes nor that they are using a ‘third language’, but rather 

that they are speaking one of the two languages “for all practical purposes”. Therefore, in the 

paper, I will discuss the methods participants can be seen to be using to reveal to one another, 

and to the analyst as well, which language they are speaking. My claim will be that it is 

because, from the participants’ own analysis of their talk, only one language is used that talk 

is orderly.  

To support the different claims, this paper will be based on some conversations I have 

collected among bilingual Rwandese in Belgium in September-November, 1996. These 

speakers have been arriving in Belgium since the Rwandese tragedy in 1994. Although these 

conversations were collected in Belgium, their wider sociolinguistic context is that of the 

Rwandese bilingualism where the two languages involved were French and Kinyarwanda. 

Space does not allow me to demonstrate why these conversations can be seen as typical of the 

Rwandese societal bilingualism (see thesis in progress). However, this is not a major problem 

as my analysis is not conducted in terms of that context as such, but rather in terms of 

observed features of talk itself.  
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2. Telling the Medium in and as Social Action 
As I have indicated above, the medium, the base code, of a conversation works as a 

social norm, i.e. as a “scheme of interpretation”, with respect to which speakers make sense of 

what they are doing. Therefore, to discover that norm, one must observe speakers’ activities 

which it informs. As we learn from ethnomethodologists, a social norm informs members’ 

acts in either one or the other of two ways. An act, any act, is either normative or deviant with 

respect to the relevant norm. It is because social norms do not allow any “time out” that social 

action is orderly. If the act is normative, it goes “unnoticed” by participants. If it is deviant, 

participants take note of its deviant nature and, “reflexively” confirm the norm. It is in that 

sense that ethnomethodologists advocate the methodology of “deviant cases analysis” (see 

Streck, 1983: 101; Heritage, 1988: 131) for investigating order in social action. Within the 

category of deviant instances, a distinction is made between functional deviance and 

repairable deviance.  

If the medium of a conversation is indeed a social norm, it too should have the above 

properties and it too should be discoverable by observing the way it informs speakers’ 

activities. One particular instance of deviance where speakers’ conduct can be seen to be 

informed by some norm and, therefore, where the medium can be “witnessed”, is what I have 

referred to as “medium repair” (Gafaranga, 1996). This is the fact that, if a particular medium 

has been selected, any departure from it is repaired, unless deviance is meant to be functional. 

This corresponds to what Auer refers to as “transfer” and explains in terms of “preference for 

same language talk”. For reasons I have detailed above, I prefer to rephrase the principle as 

that of ‘preference for same medium talk’ for the medium need not correspond to one 

language. Therefore, observation of this type of repair process in a conversation where two 

languages are used can reveal what medium, what code, speakers themselves consider to be 

using. In my data, this type of repair affects element from any language other than French and 

Kinyarwanda. That speakers repair the use of any other language and that the use of either 

French or Kinyarwanda is not repaired indicates that the use of these two languages is 

normative, that the alternate use of French and Kinyarwanda is the medium of those 

conversations. The following is one example of such repairs: 

 

Extract 1 

Participants are talking about the possibilities for a refugee to study in the UK. 

1. B:  noneho rero nka bariya b’ impunzi ukuntu bigenda (.) babagira ba (.) a a amashuri hano 
ni privé quoi (.) ni privé mbega (.) kuburyo rero kugirango aze muri iyi université 
agomba kwishyura (.) mais comme nta mafaranga afite ay yatse bourse le  
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2. A:         //umh 
3. B: babyita local government (.) local authority donc ni nka 
4. A:       //ni nka municipalité 
5. B:  ni nka municipalité c’est ça (.) municipalité yahano niyo yamuhaye bourse 
 ------------ 
1. B:  refugees like him are (.) schools here are private (.) they are private so that he must 

 pay to study at this university (.) but as he doesn’t have money he has had to apply 
 for a grant form the 

2. A:   //umh 
3. B:  they call it local government (.) local authority well it’s like  
4. A:       // it’s like a municipality 
5. B:  that’s right it’s like a municipality (.) he got a grant from the local municipality 

 

In the extract, speaker B uses an English element after signalling it as foreign (see 

‘babyita’), finds it problematic and produces “referential repair” (Couper-Khulen, 1992: 349) 

in the same language before he goes on to try to repair the use of English by attempting a 

gloss (‘donc ni nka’). Noticing this activity, speaker A provides the repair in turn (4). In turn 

(5), B ratifies the repair as proposed by speaker A. The problem here is: why has this single 

occurrence of English been taken note of and then repaired, while nothing such has been 

observed with respect to the many occurrences of either French or Kinyarwanda? The only 

answer to this is that the use of French and Kinyarwanda is normative. Therefore, one way 

bilingual conversations can be observed to discover whether their base code is monolingual or 

whether that code is the alternate use of two languages itself is, not to count the elements, but 

to look for instances of medium repair.  

As I have said above, any members’ act is either normative or deviant with respect to 

a relevant social norm. As deviance is avoided unless there are reasons not to, instances of 

medium repair may not be very frequent in conversations. Therefore, it must be assumed that 

speakers have other methods of “instructing” one another, and the analyst as well, what 

medium they are using. One such methods, and the only one I will refer to for lack of space, is 

what, paraphrasing conversation analysts’ concept of “other-initiated repair” (Schegloff, 

Jefferson & Sacks, 1977), I may refer to as ‘other language repair’. This method, 

understandable in terms of what ethnomethodologists refer to as “the reciprocity of 

perspectives” (Sharrock & Anderson, 1991: 66), consists of the fact that, one speaker missing 

the “mot juste”, other participants provide it in what may appear to be a language other than 

first participant was using and that the “other-languageness” of the proposed element passes 

unnoticed by first speaker. In my data, there are many instances of this method, but the 

following example will be enough to illustrate it.  
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Extract 2 

Participants have been talking about the linguistic situation of Rwanda, especially 

about the language policy which was in place before they left. Within this policy, a national 

commission (Urutonde) had been set up to develop the language. Its aims are the object of the 

extract. 
1. B: n’ibintu byo mu Rutonde (.) bavuga  ngo bakore ikinyarwanda (.) kitagize (.)  
2. C:         //pure 
3. D:                 //pure 
4. B:  umh ibyo narabirwanyaga dès le début (.) 
 
 ------- 
 
1. B:  like in the commission of Rutonde (.) where it was question of creating a kind of  

 Kinyarwanda (.) which was not (.) 
2. C:            // pure 
3. D:     //pure 
4. B:  umh I was totally against that since the very beginning (.) 

 

In the extract, participant B is trying to qualify the type of Kinyarwanda which was 

being promoted, but he has problems finding the right word as evidenced by the pauses and 

the ‘hesitation marker’ (“kitagize”). Noticing this problem, C provides the needed “mot juste” 

in turn (2) and participant D shows agreement and produces the same element in turn (3). In 

turn (4), B ratifies the repair and proceeds on with his talk. While B in (1) can be said to have 

been speaking Kinyarwanda, the repair in (2) and the agreement in (3) comes in French. Quite 

interestingly, in (3), while producing the same element in an overlap without noticing the 

‘languageness’ of the element in (2), D confirms that C’s use of French is normative in this 

conversational episode. Similarly, in (4), by ratifying the repair without any orientation to C’s 

and D’s conduct as deviant in comparison to his own in (1), B seems to be saying that the use 

of both Kinyarwanda and French is normative in this conversation. All three participants 

share the same perspective towards the use of the two languages in this conversation.  

In short, if “a detailed scrutiny of talk” is conducted, it becomes possible to tell which 

medium participants are using. That observation may reveal a particular conversation to be an 

instance of “monolingual talk” from which speakers switch for functional effects, but it may 

also reveal it to be an instance of “bilingual talk”, talk in which the alternate use of two 

languages is itself the norm. A general conclusion from this is that, if bilingual conversations 

can be instances of monolingual or of bilingual talk, a particular instance cannot be assumed 

to be of one type before it has been demonstrated to be through speakers’ own analysis of 

their talk.  
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3. Bilingual Talk as Kinyarwanda for all Practical Purposes 
As I have said above, in those instances where language alternation itself is the base 

code, authors explain the phenomenon either as a mixing of codes or as “a variety in its own 

right”. Also, as I have indicated, neither of these two views is “faithful” to the world it 

accounts for. An alternative view can therefore be to ask: what do speakers themselves 

consider this phenomenon to be? Do they consider it to be a mixing of codes, do they consider 

it to be “a variety in its own right” or do they consider it to be something else? From the 

analysts’ perspective, the question can be phrased: what methods do participants use to reveal 

to one another what they consider language alternation to be? 

I will refer to the method speakers use to reveal to one another their own definition of 

their medium as ‘structural embedding’. To understand this method, it is important to keep in 

mind that the medium of a conversation corresponds to what ethnomethodologists refer to as a 

“social norm”. According to ethnomethodologists, a social norm need not have the same form 

all the time. Rather, on each occasion, members can produce a locally relevant “version” of it, 

“a running index” (Heritage, 1988: 128) as it were, which they consider to be equivalent to 

the ideal norm for all practical purposes. Thus, a norm consists of its different “appearances”.  

A commonplace in linguistics is that the concept of language has many dimensions, 

the two most known of which are language as described in grammar books and language as 

used in actual instances of interaction (langue / parole). In this second dimension, also 

commonplace is that different versions of the same language will be produced depending on 

situations (see for example the “tu / vous” distinction). However, all those versions will be 

perceived by relevant actors as “The language”. In the following, I want to argue that, among 

bilinguals, language alternation is perceived as a local version of one of their two languages. 

Studies of structural aspects of language alternation have revealed that the two 

languages involved do not have the same status. One works as the “matrix language” 

providing content morphemes as well as system morphemes while the other, the “embedded 

language”, provides content morphemes only (Myers-Scotton, 1993). They have shown that 

elements from the embedded language are sometimes integrated in the morpho-syntactic 

system of the matrix language while, some other times, they are not. Among those elements 

which are not integrated, a distinction is often made between singly occurring elements and 

longer stretches. In the case of singly occurring elements, as Poplack (1997) has recently 

argued, elements might be seen as integrated after all. Therefore, if any problem of whether 

elements are integrated or not is left to be answered, it is that of longer stretches, or “El 
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islands” as Myers-Scotton calls them. Many objections can be raised against studies of the 

grammaticality of language alternation (see Sebba, 1995), but in my view, the most important 

is that they do not take account of the work speakers accomplish to realize that 

grammaticality.  

In terms of speakers’ own analysis of their talk, that they consistently integrate 

elements from one language in the system of another cannot be attributed to mere chance. 

Rather, it translates their own orientation to that language as the one they are using. That is to 

say, “congruence” (Sebba, 1995) or the grammaticality of language alternation is an 

“adhocing process” (Garfinkel, 1967) and that is the reason why it is probably impossible to 

come up with one universal grammar of language alternation. Ignoring the role of speakers, 

studies of the grammar of language alternation have concentrated on the element itself to see 

if it were integrated or not. If speakers’ work is taken into account in analysing the 

grammaticality, i.e. the orderliness, of language alternation, a different picture appears. In 

bilingual talk, elements, whether they are singly occurring or whether they are longer 

stretches, whether they are actually integrated or not, are perceived by speakers as belonging 

to one of the two systems for all practical purposes.  

Speakers’ own orientation to their talk as one language is obvious in those instances 

which are directly integrated and I need not illustrate it here. More interesting are those 

instances linguists consider not to be integrated while, for participants themselves, they are. 

Specifically, participants reveal their orientation to those elements as integrated in subsequent 

talk. Here is an example: 

 

Extract 3 

Participants are talking about returning to Africa and they mention Kenya as one 

candidate because it offers many job opportunities. 
A: ils ont des des des institutions d’enseignement supérieur nyinshi cyane (.) bafite 

abanyeshuri bag bagera kuri cinquante mille  
  
 ---------- 
 
A:  they have many higher education institutions (.) they have about fifty thousand 

 students  
 

According to current theories, the element ‘des des des institutions d’enseignement 

supérieur’ is code-switching for, consisting of more than one word and a complement to a 

verb in French, it has taken the French system marker ‘des’. However, if one looks at 
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subsequent talk, it becomes clear that, for the speaker, this is Kinyarwanda for the whole 

element is assigned to a particular noun class as revealed in the element ‘nyinshi’ where the 

prefix “n-” indicates its class belonging. If the speaker had perceived the element “des 

institutions d’enseignement supérieur” as French, this talk would have been impossible for 

French is not a class language. 

Even, speakers’ orientation to their talk as Kinyarwanda can be observed if one 

considers inter-turn phenomena. See extract (4) below. 

 

Extract 4 

Participants are explicitly talking about language use and code-switching 
1. B:  ni wowe nanjye turi kuvugana 
2. C: hee 
3. D: en fait vous privilégiez  
4. B:   //la notion de langue déjà 
5. C:      // ihita igenda 
6. B:  tu mets (.) la notion de langue  
7. C:    //igenda 
8. B:  dans mon travail je je la met en cause 
 
---------- 
 
1. B:  it’s you and me who are talking 
2. C: hee 
3. D: in fact you insist on  
4. B:   //the concept of language 
5. C:      //disappears right away 
6. B:  you put (.) the concept of language 
7. C:    //disappears 
8. B:  in my work I I question it 

 

In turns (5) and (7), speaker C reveals that he has taken the element ‘la notion de 

langue’, used by speaker B in turns (4) and (6) to be Kinyarwanda. He has assigned it to a 

particular noun class as revealed by the noun class prefix “i-”. 

Because of this possibility for participants to reveal their own orientation towards talk 

either in the element itself, in subsequent elements by same speaker or else in other 

participants’ talk within the same conversational episode, participants assume all the elements 

of the “embedded language” to belong to the “matrix language” for all practical purposes until 

they are proven to be wrong in and as social action, i.e. until the “other-languageness” of a 

specific element becomes relevant. 

In the conversations in my data, this embedding process invariably goes in the 

direction of Kinyarwanda and that is the reason why I consider those conversations to be 
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instances of Kinyarwanda for all practical purposes. In other words, in these conversations, 

participants demonstrably orient to language alternation, not as a mixing of codes, not as a 

“variety in its own right”, but as Kinyarwanda for all practical purposes. And it is because, 

from the participants’ own perspective, only one language, only one code, is demonstrably 

used that talk is orderly and has been possible in the first place.  

 

4. Summary and Conclusion 
This paper has started from the rather obvious observation that, for any study of code-

switching to be undertaken, the question of the base code, of the medium, which is switched 

from must be solved. It was noted that no systematic framework through which that medium 

can be established is currently available. This lack of a framework was felt to be a serious 

problem because conversations in which two languages are used may have adopted one of the 

languages involved as the base code, just as they may have adopted language alternation itself 

as the medium. The question I set out to investigate was therefore formulated as follows: in a 

conversation where two languages are used, how does the analyst know whether it is an 

instance of monolingual talk or of bilingual talk?  

To answer this question, the paper has argued, one must observe the interaction so as 

to see which code, which medium, speakers themselves reveal to one another, and to the 

analyst as well, to be using. I have argued that, the medium of a conversation is a social norm 

and therefore that, like any norm, it can be “discovered” by observing the methods speakers 

themselves use to “instruct” one another which norm they are attending to here and now. Two 

such methods have been illustrated in this paper, namely medium repair and other-language 

repair. If these methods (and many others) are observed in the conversations in my data, it 

becomes clear that the medium of those conversations is Kinyarwanda-French language 

alternation itself, that those conversations are instances of bilingual talk. 

Once it is established that the norm in those conversations is language alternation 

itself, a problem immediately arises. How can this possibility of using two languages as the 

medium be accounted for? Here, two positions were observed: in the literature, some account 

for this use of two languages in the same conversations as a mixing of codes while some 

others see it as a “variety in its own right”. As none of these two positions was found to be 

satisfactory, an alternative account was called for. The alternative account I have proposed is 

to rely on speakers’ own analysis of their talk. In the conversations in my data, speakers 

themselves see language alternation, not as a mixing of code and not as a “variety in its own 
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right”, but as Kinyarwanda for all practical purposes and reveal their own analysis of their 

talk as Kinyarwanda through a method I have referred to as ‘structural embedding’. 

If the proposed framework for discovering the base code, the medium of a 

conversation where two languages are used is accepted, a redefinition of the concept of code-

switching will be necessary. Without going into the details of the object of another paper, I 

suggest that code-switching, as a conversational strategy, be defined, not as a “juxtaposition 

of two languages” within the same conversation, but as any talk which is oriented to by 

speakers themselves as an instance of functional deviance from the base code, from the 

medium they are using. 

  

5. Transcription Conventions 
(1) Plain: Kinyarwanda 
(2) Italics: French or French-based elements 
(3) Underlining: other languages  
(4) Bold: target element  
(5) (.) : pause 
(6) // overlap 
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