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Abstract In the hyper-diverse landscapes of modern metropolises, linguistic boundaries are 
increasingly porous. This article explores the sociolinguistic phenomenon of 
code-switching—the alternating use of two or more languages or dialects within a single 
conversation—as a sophisticated cognitive and social strategy. Departing from traditional views 
that label linguistic hybridity as a deficit, this study utilizes Gumperz’s distinction between 
situational and metaphorical switching and Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model to analyze how 
urban speakers navigate social hierarchies. By examining "Linguistic Superdiversity" in global 
hubs like London and Lagos, the paper argues that code-switching is a primary vehicle for 
identity performance and "translanguaging," allowing youth and migrant communities to 
negotiate belonging in a globalized world. 

 

Introduction: Beyond the Myth of "Broken Language" 
For decades, the popular imagination—and occasionally early linguistic scholarship—viewed 
code-switching through a lens of deficiency. Terms like "Spanglish," "Hinglish," or "Chinglish" 
were often wielded as pejoratives, suggesting that the speaker lacked full competence in either 
language. However, contemporary sociolinguistics has debunked this "myth of the broken 
language." Far from being a sign of cognitive confusion, code-switching is a hallmark of 
linguistic competence, requiring a mastery of the grammatical constraints of multiple systems 
simultaneously (Poplack, 1980). 

In urban centers, code-switching is the heartbeat of communication. It is a dynamic, 
rule-governed process that serves as a bridge between the heritage of the home and the 
demands of the public sphere. As we introduce this inaugural volume of the Journal of 
Language & Society, we must recognize code-switching not as an aberration, but as the 
quintessential mode of human interaction in a mobile world. 

 

Theoretical Framework: The Mechanics of the Switch 



To understand why a speaker moves between codes, we must look at the social "signals" sent 
by these shifts. Two foundational theories provide the scaffolding for our urban analysis. 

Gumperz: Situational vs. Metaphorical Switching 

John Gumperz (1982) revolutionized the field by distinguishing between the contexts of a 
switch. 

●​ Situational Code-Switching: Occurs when the participants, the setting, or the topic 
changes. For example, a lawyer switching from English to Punjabi when their mother 
enters the room. 

●​ Metaphorical Code-Switching: This is more subtle. The situation remains the same, 
but the speaker switches to change the "tone" or "flavor" of the conversation. Switching 
to a heritage language to tell a joke or express a specific cultural emotion uses the 
language as a metaphor for a specific identity or social value. 

Myers-Scotton: The Markedness Model 

Carol Myers-Scotton (1993) advanced this through the Markedness Model. She posits that in 
any given interaction, there is an "Unmarked Choice"—the language expected by social norms. 
Choosing to speak the unmarked language reinforces the status quo. However, making a 
"Marked Choice" (choosing the language not expected) is a deliberate act of social negotiation. 
It can be used to claim authority, signal distance, or demand a change in the power dynamic of 
the conversation. 

 

Social Motivation: The Strategic Use of Speech 
Why do speakers switch? The motivations are as varied as the speakers themselves. 

1.​ Inclusion and Exclusion: A switch can act as a "linguistic gatekeeper." By moving into 
a dialect understood only by a specific peer group, speakers create a private space 
within a public one. 

2.​ Authority and Credibility: In many post-colonial urban centers, switching to a colonial 
language (like French or English) can be a "power move" to establish professional 
distance or expertise. 

3.​ Intimacy and Solidarity: Conversely, "the language of the heart" is often used to 
establish "we-group" solidarity. In the middle of a formal transaction, a brief switch to a 
shared mother tongue can soften a rejection or solidify a bond. 

 

The Urban Context: Linguistic Superdiversity 



The concept of Superdiversity, coined by Steven Vertovec (2007), is nowhere more apparent 
than in the modern city. In London, over 300 languages are spoken daily. In Lagos, Nigeria, the 
interplay between Standard English, Nigerian Pidgin, and hundreds of indigenous languages 
like Yoruba or Igbo creates a linguistic "stew." 

Cities act as "Contact Zones" where languages do not just coexist—they collide and merge. In 
these environments, the traditional concept of "a language" as a bounded, discrete entity begins 
to dissolve. Urban speakers inhabit a "Linguistic Third Space," where the fluidity of their speech 
mirrors the fluidity of their multi-layered identities. 

 

Identity Performance and Translanguaging 
For the youth in these superdiverse hubs, code-switching has evolved into Translanguaging 
(Garcia & Wei, 2014). Unlike code-switching, which implies moving between two separate 
"boxes," translanguaging suggests that bilinguals have one complex linguistic repertoire from 
which they select features strategically. 

Youth Culture and Hybridity 

In London, Multicultural London English (MLE) represents a hybridity of Cockney, Jamaican 
Patois, and West African influences. For the youth using MLE, the goal isn't to "switch" between 
being British and being Jamaican; it is to perform a new, localized identity that is both and 
neither. This hybridity is a tool for survival and social navigation, allowing them to move between 
street culture, the classroom, and the workplace with chameleon-like agility. 

 

Conclusion: The Mandate of the JLS 
As sociolinguists, our task is to document the "living lab" of the urban street. The Journal of 
Language & Society recognizes that speech is not just a carrier of information; it is a 
performance of power, a negotiation of space, and a declaration of who we are. 

By centering code-switching and translanguaging in our discourse, we move toward a more 
democratic linguistics—one that values the creative agency of the speaker over the rigid 
prescriptions of the grammarian. The future of language is fluid, and it is being written every day 
in the subways of New York, the markets of Lagos, and the high-streets of London. 
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