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Mareike L. Keller: Code-Switching: Unifying Contemporary and 

Historical Perspectives 
(Springer Nature. 2020. 94p.) 

 

Keller’s book Code-Switching: Unifying Contemporary and Historical 

Perspectives is divided into four main chapters that discuss code-switching from 

different angles.  

The first chapter introduces the concept of code-switching (CS) as a commonly 

used phenomenon not just in modern days but also in the past, throughout history. 

With a focus on both contemporary and historical perspectives, the chapter 

emphasises the structural aspects of code-switching and the morphosyntactic 

features of bilingual speech and written text. Myers-Scotton’s (2002) Matrix 

Language Frame (MLF) Model is introduced as a tool for analysing CS, and this 

is applied to historical bilingual texts from 14th century England. Keller argues for 

an integrated approach to the study of CS, incorporating insights from historical 

linguistics, palaeography, sociolinguistics, and psycholinguistics. She draws 

attention to the sociolinguistic context and the role of prestige in helping us to 

understand CS patterns. She also aims to bridge the gap between modern and 

historical studies of CS while demonstrating that insights from one domain can 

be beneficial to the other. 

The second chapter highlights various aspects of CS with a focus on social 

factors influencing language use and on the linguistic structures of mixed 

language, particularly syntax and morphology. The chapter includes an 

exploration of structural constraints on bilingual utterances. It emphasizes that a 

clear-cut distinction between sociolinguistic and structural approaches is not 

always useful, as structural variation can be relevant to sociolinguistic analysis. 

As the term "code-switching" has no universally accepted definition, the book 

focuses on "classic code-switching," where the grammatical structure of a clause 

comes from only one of the languages within that clause. The author mentions 

nomenclature disputes and differences in defining CS, such as Myers-Scotton's 

competence- and production-centered definition versus the function-based 

definition of Auer and Muhamedova (2005). Also, constraints on CS structures 

are discussed as being probabilistic rather than absolute. The historical 

development of such constraint-based approaches is briefly outlined, emphasizing 

the need for a nuanced understanding of grammaticality in CS. The development 

of structural models and constraints is highlighted by the MLF model’s 

Morpheme-Order Principle and System Morpheme Principle, which seek to 

explain the grammatical structure of mixed language constituents. Keller 

addresses criticisms and debates surrounding the MLF model, including its 

application to historical multilingual texts, as – according to her – it is challenging 

to distinguish between the medieval languages in these texts. Finally, the author 

draws attention to the limited interaction between modern CS research and 
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research on historical texts, as well as the challenges posed by mixed-language 

historical manuscripts. The author also mentions studies comparing historical and 

contemporary CS theories, using examples from medieval mixed language 

business texts and sermons, so as to illustrate the complexity of historical CS 

patterns and the importance of the consideration of sociolinguistic factors. While 

acknowledging the differences between certain theoretical views on CS, she 

claims – without taking sides – that these different approaches are not necessarily 

contradicting; simply, their goal is different. 

The third chapter presents historical CS through two case studies based on 

mixed Middle English and Latin sermons. The first case study explores mixing 

patterns around the noun phrase, while the second examines patterns within the 

verb phrase. The sermons exhibit instances of both inter-sentential and intra-

sentential code-switching. Their structure suggests intentional language mixing 

for rhetorical effect, thus being suitable for linguistic investigation. Two hundred 

mixed noun phrases are extracted from the sermons with the aim of determining 

whether the MLF model can explain the patterns observed. The analysis focuses 

on the distribution of English and Latin elements within determiners, adjectives, 

and nouns in mixed noun phrases. The author observes that, generally, English 

determiners are followed by English adjectives and nouns, while Latin nouns less 

consistently follow Latin determiners and adjectives. There are occurrences of 

Latin case markers on nouns in English matrix clauses, challenging the 

predictions of the MLF model. This phenomenon suggests variability which 

“might be a consequence of social factors like the prestige of Latin.” (p.61.) The 

last section of this chapter deals with the mixing constraints within verb phrases 

in contact situations. Two main points are highlighted in the discussion. The first 

main point is that the study generally supports the claim that lone embedded EL 

verbs are non-finite; however, a case in the sermon Amore Langueo contradicts 

this pattern, suggesting that rhetorical function and dramatic effect can play a role 

and might override strict grammatical considerations. Secondly, the author poses 

a question regarding the removal of infinitive markers in code-switching since 

some examples show the clipping of such markers when adapting EL verbs with 

ML morphology. 

The last chapter aims to combine the theoretical considerations and the 

empirical findings presented in chapters 2 and 3, respectively. Here, the 

similarities and differences between modern and historical code-switching data 

are considered. The author’s analysis reveals that the majority of mixed 

determiner phrases conform to the MLF predictions, while attention is drawn to 

the use of bare forms and the presence of Latin case markers. The author suggests 

that the sociohistorical context (high status of Latin) influences CS patterns. Her 

approach (based on the MLF model) “…allows us to see clearly (a) which features 

are peculiar to historical code-switching in general, (b) which features are peculiar 
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to a specific type of historical code-switching, and (c) which features of code-

switching remain stable through the centuries.” (p. 79.) 

In the last chapter, the book concludes by proposing future research directions, 

emphasizing the need for interdisciplinary collaboration and the creation of an 

‘inventory’ of mixed-language texts. Keller draws attention to sociolinguistic 

questions that cannot be addressed by structural models, and advocates the 

digitization and annotation of historical mixed texts to facilitate further linguistic 

analysis and comparison with modern code-switching data. The author provides 

a neutral and refreshing idea for investigation while raising intriguing questions 

concerning these previously not well-investigated areas. I would highly 

recommend reading it for anyone interested in the analysis of texts throughout the 

ages or code-switching in general. 
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