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Abstract: Malaysians generally use two languages which are Malay 
and English in professional discourse. Bahasa Melayu or the Malay 
language is the national language of Malaysia and is used in formal
discourse in government administration, while English is the na-
tion’s second language that is used in professional discourse in 
private organizations in Malaysia. Although the use of English in 
government administration has been a hotly debated topic, but in 
reality both languages are used interchangeably since many Malay-
sian professionals are bilinguals of Malay and English. This paper 
looks into two types of code-switching and how it is used in a Ma-
laysian parliamentary debate. The findings revealed that inter-senten-
tial and intra-sentential code-switching were used during the parlia-
mentary debate due to social factors as well as linguistic elements.

Keywords: code switching, parliamentary debate, inter-sentential, intra-sentential

1. Introduction

Background of Issue

Malaysia is a multilingual nation with a variety of languages used in discourse. Bahasa Malaysia or the Malay lan-
guage is the national language that is predominantly used in professional discourse in government organizations 
nationwide. On the other hand, English is the second language of the nation which is widely used in professional 
discourse in private organizations. Other languages such as Mandarin, Tamil, Iban, Melanau, Hokkien and Can-
tonese are generally spoken in daily informal discourse. The use of English language and Malay language among 
professionals are common and at times both languages are used interchangeably in professional discourse which 
includes business documents, business meetings and even parliamentary debates. As stated in the Standing Orders 
of the Dewan Rakyat, the official language to be used is Bahasa Malaysia, but Tuan Yang Di-Pertua may permit 
the use of English Language. Most of the interactions and debates were conducted in Bahasa Malaysia. However 
code switching also occurred where Members of Parliament (MP) used both Malay and English in their speeches. 
Thus, code-switching is apparent in professional communication in Malaysia.

Objective of Study

1. To analyse the types of code switching used in Malaysian Parliamentary debate.
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Research Questions

1. How is inter-sentential code-switching used during Malaysian Parliamentary debate?
2. How is intra-sentential code-switching used during Malaysian Parliamentary debate?

2. Problem Statement

The use of English language at the workplace, especially in government administration has always been an issue 
that is hotly debated in Malaysia. Despite of opposing views on the use of English in government administration, 
Tan Sri Lee Lam Thye, the vice-chairman of the Malaysia Crime Prevention Foundation (MCPF) said that the 
ministries and other government agencies should start using English to ensure a more effective two-way commu-
nication in language (Muhammad Yusri, 2018).
 
Subsequently, this brings about the issue of Malay-English code-switching language in professional communica-
tion. In an early study on code-switching by Poplack (1980), it was discovered that bilinguals of varying abilities 
(both fluent and non-fluent) were found to produce code switches regularly in which less fluent bilinguals tended 
to switch at sentence or clause boundaries, while fluent bilinguals tended to switch within a sentence itself. Zirker 
(2007) explained that inter-sentential switching are language switches at phrasal, sentence, or discourse bound-
aries while intra-sentential switching involves a shift in language in the middle of a sentence that is usually per-
formed without pause, interruption or hesitation. The use of inter-sentential code-switching can be influenced by 
social factors such as mood of the speaker, lack of equivalent terminology and to amplify and emphasize a point.
 
Meanwhile, intra-sentential code switching may involve linguistics elements like nouns, verbs and discourse 
markers. Therefore, this study aims to look at how inter-sentential and intra- sentential code-switching are used 
during a government administration parliamentary debate in Malaysia.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Inter-sentential Code-Switching

 Inter-sentential switching is a type of code-switching that occurs in two different sentences in which the 
first sentence is in full primary language (L1) and then followed by the second sentence in full second language 
(L2). Musyken (2011) defined inter-sentential switching as the code-switching that happens between two isolated 
sentences or two corresponding clauses that belongs to the same utterance. The study by Marzeih, Vigneswari and 
Shuh Jie (2016) showed that inter-sentential switching happens because of several reasons including to address
different audiences, lack of the ability to use proper register, pragmatic reasons, to emphasize a certain point and 
mood of the speaker. Another study by Nur Syazwani and Marlyna (2014) showed that inter-sentential switching 
is used when the speaker wants to emphasise, clarify and to quote a statement. Furthermore, Poplack (2000) de-
fined inter-sentential switching as code- switching that happens at the sentence or speech boundaries. The study 
by Mabule (2017) indicated that inter-sentential switching happens daily whether consciously or unconsciously 
in conversations due to lack of proper or equivalent terminology, to gain social acceptance, to elicit confirmation, 
to be understood better and to exclude people in conversations and to show ability of speaking more than one lan-
guage. Therefore, inter-sentential switching occurs in two separate sentences in an utterance because the bilingual 
speaker lacks proper or equivalent lexical resource, wants to be understood better by the other party of similar 
language ability and wants to show belonging to a certain group.
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2.2 Intra-sentential Code-Switching

Intra-Sentential code Switching is a type of code-switching. Yule (2014) defined it as a switching that occurs in 
a sentence where a word was switch to another or secondary language of the speaker. A study by Rasdi (2016) 
has identified that there are two patterns of Intra-Sentential Code Switching among Malays on their Facebook 
interactions; 1) Insertional Code-Switching and 2) Alternational Code-Switching. It was also found that there are 
six patterns of linguistics elements in the code switch samples which are Nouns, Verbs, Adjectives, Adverb, Con-
junctions and Discourse Markers. Out of all six, Nouns recorded the highest percentage at 49.4%, followed by 
Verbs at 27%, Adjectives at 10.3%, Discourse Markers at 4.7%, Conjunctions at 4.5% and lastly Adverbs at 4.1%. 
Hidayat (2012) found 45% of the switching was instigated by real lexical needs, 40% was used for a certain topic 
while the other 5% was used for content clarifications. San (2009) stated that higher number of code switching 
and code mixing were recorded if there is a strong emotion when discussing a certain topic.

2.3 Summary of Past Studies

Code-switching appears in many forms which include borrowing or intra-sentential; using a single word from 
a different language but with similar grammatical usage as the primary language, calque; directly translating an 
expression from another language without observing theproper use of syntax, and inter-sentential; using an entire 
sentence or phrase from one language and putting it into the primary language (Brice & Brice, 2000; Hammink, 
2000; Poplack, 1980) as cited in Hughes et al. (2006). Another study by Yusuf, Fata and Cynthia (2018) in their 
study of Indonesia-English code-switching found a list of four types of code-switching which includedinter-sen-
tential code-switching, intra-sentential code-switching, tag switching and continuity in code-switching.

As for code-switching in Malaysia, there are several reasons for bilingual speakers of Malay and English lan-
guage to use code-switching in their conversation at the workplace. The findings of a study on Malaysian bilingual 
speakers by Marzeih, Vigneswari and Shuh Jie (2016) indicated that some of the motivation factors include the 
ability of both the speaker and listener to speak and understand more than one language, the need to show identity 
or belonging to a certain group, lack of registral competence, emphasizing a point, pragmatic reasons, semantic
significance and addressing different audience are the underlying reasons to why bilingual speakers in Malaysia 
use code-switching in their discourse. According to a study done by Matiini (2017), the results showed that the 
participant code switch from English to Malay frequently than Mandarin. It was also found that the participant 
used inter-sentential and intra-sentential switching to code switch between English, Mandarin and Malay. 

Overall, previous studies have suggested that code-switching happens naturally among bilingual and multilingual 
speakers. Therefore, in the context of this research, the Malaysian parliamentary members are all bilinguals and 
multi-linguals since they come from a multiracial background and thus are capable of code-switching between 
Malay and English effectively.

3. Methodology

The nature of this research is a qualitative study which aims to identify how code- switching is used in Malaysian 
Parliamentary debate. A qualitative research is a broad frame that consists of various approach and method includ-
ing an analysis of text and images in which facts and hypothesis are drawn from (Ritchie et al, 2014). A content 
analysis was used to analyse a Parliamentary debate video with a duration of 1 hour and 3 minutes using the the-
oretical framework on code-switching by Hoffman (2014). The sample video was taken from an open database 
which is an official YouTube account that archives Malaysian Parliamentary Debates. The data is then analysed 
and compared with past studies on code-switching in professional communication. Findings of the data analysis 
are later discussed in the summary of findings in this research.



Shafiyah Mohamad Khalil,Mohammad Shazie Zaini, Mohd Shahril Firdaus 
INTER-SENTENTIAL AND INTRA-SENTENTIAL CODE SWITCHING IN PARLIAMENTARY DEBATE

Universiti Teknologi MARA, Vol. 2, No. 4 2018 32

The researchers chose to use purposive sampling to choose the sample in this study. Purposive sampling is “the 
deliberate choice of a participant due to the qualities the participant possesses” (Etikan, Musa and Alkassim, 
2015). The sample of study was a Parliamentary Debate video that was taken from a Youtube channel. The chosen 
parliamentary session was held on the afternoon of 7th August 2018. The duration of the video was 1 hour and 
3 minutes. In the Parliamentary debate video, the topic of discussion was mainly about Government Service Tax 
(GST) and Sales and Service Tax (SST). The researchers chose to use this sample due to the content which is high 
in code-switching.

The research instrument is a tool used by researchers when conducting research. The research instrument is used 
as the basis for obtaining data as required by the researcher to achieve the objective of the study. In this study, the 
researchers used the content analysis for analyze the data.

The researchers watched the video of Parliamentary debate in Youtube. Each researcher transcribed a portion 
from the video which added up to a transcription of 1 hour and 3 minutes worth of one afternoon session in the 
Parliament. The transcription was then analysed using a qualitative method.

The data from the video transcription was analysed using the theoretical framework on code-switching by Hoff-
man (2014). The subcategories and characteristics of each type of code- switching is drawn from the framework 
and later used to identify the type of code-switching aavailable in the video transcription. Last but not least, the 
code-switching used during the parliamentary debate is taken out and analysed by comparing it to past literatures 
on code-switching.

4. Findings
 
 The findings will be presented in a form of answering the research questions of this study. The findings 
below will answer to the first research question; how is inter-sentential code- switching used during Malaysian 
Parliamentary debate?
 
Musyken (2011) defined inter-sentential switching as the code-switching that happens between two isolated sen-
tences or two corresponding clauses that belongs to the same utterance. The use of inter-sentential code-switching 
can be influenced by social factors such as mood of the speaker, lack of equivalent terminology and to amplify 
and emphasize a point.

The english code-switching in Table 4.1 happened because the speaker was emotional when he uttered the state-
ment and possibly felt that by uttering the comment in English would better communicate what he wanted to say. 
This supports the study by Marzeih, Vigneswari and Shuh Jie (2016) which showed that inter-sentential switching 
happens because of several reasons including the speaker’s mood.
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The english code switching in Table 4.2 took place in the clause boundary as a strategy to cope with the absence of 
an equal terminology in Malay that can be used to describe the matter discussed. This finding supports the study 
by Mabule (2017) which indicated that inter-sentential switching happens daily whether consciously or uncon-
sciously in conversations due to lack of proper or equivalent terminology.

The english code-switching in Table 4.3 occurred because the speaker wanted to magnify and highlight her point 
in the argument as to why she wants a ruling from the chairperson (the House Speaker). This supports the study 
by Nur Syazwani and Marlyna (2014) that intersentential switching is used when the speaker wants to emphasise 
a statement. 

On the other hand, this section will answer the second research question; how is intra-sentential code-switching 
used during Malaysian Parliamentary debate?
 
Intra-sentential code switching happens as a speaker speaks in a certain language and then switched to another 
language in the same sentence (Yule, 2014). As code switch in general happens due to various reasons such as per-
sonalization of speech by a speaker, fulfilling communication function and others, there are a few parts of speech 
that are commonly code switched. Linguistics elements of nouns, verbs and discourse markers were among the 
commonly found to be code switch (Hidayat, 2012).
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Table 4.4 shows the usage of a discourse marker ‘in fact’, which was inserted by the speaker into his speech as 
he was showing a common expression of attitude. Hidayat (2012) found that the code switched discourse marker 
was used for content clarifications. This is shown as the speaker used the discourse marker, and then followed up 
with a supporting statement to defend himself.

In the Dewan Rakyat, when an MP is giving a speech, the MP from opposing party would tend to interrupt the 
speech and cause distractions. In preventing these incidents, a ‘point of order’ will be raised to get the attention of 
the house Speaker, where he then would set a ruling on the MP that caused the distraction and then let the MP to 
continue debating. Now, despite having Bahasa Malaysia as the official language, these MPs tend to code switch 
and use ‘point of order’ as the switching was instigated by a real lexical need as shown in Table 4.5.

Table 4.6 shows the usage of ‘zero rated GST’ which refers to the rate of GST which was brought down to 0% for 
a few months. Code switch occurred when a speaker want to talk about a particular topic (Hoffman, 1991) and the 
code switch in Table 4.6 occurred as the term has always been used by other MPs in their previous interactions in 
regards to the certain same topic.

5. Discussions

5.1. Summary of Findings

 The findings of this study indicated that both inter-sentential and intra-sentential code- switching were 
used in the Malaysian Parliamentary Debate dated on 7th August 2018. Intersentential code-switching was used 
during the debate due to social factors such as mood of the speaker, lack of equivalent terminology and to ampli-
fy and emphasize a point. As for intrasentential code-switching, linguistic elements such as discourse markers, 
nouns and verbs were used during the intra-sentential switching. Thus, the use of English-Malay code-switching 
at sentence boundary and within a sentence are all present in the afternoon session of the Malaysian Parliamentary 
Debate dated on 7th August 2018.



International Journal of Modern Languages and Applied Linguistics 
e-ISSN: 2600-7266

Copyright © The Author(s). All Rights Reserved.                                                                                                                 

© 2017-2019                                                                                                            
35

5.2. Implication of study

Code switch has various functions depending on the context of the conversation between speakers. This study 
showed the pragmatic approach used by these MPs in their parliamentary speech to distinguish themselves with 
one another. The reason of this may vary as a speaker may code switch to increase a social distance by using com-
plex English terms in their Malay speeches or decrease perceived difference between speakers by using common 
English terminology that could be understood by every MPs

5.3. Suggestion for Future Research

One suggestion for future research is to look at other types of code-switching that might be present in Malaysian 
parliamentary debates. Apart from that, future research on code-switching in Malaysian parliamentary debates 
can look at different topics discussed in the parliament such as issues on housing development, education and 
others.

6.Acknowledgements

A special thanks to Assoc. Prof. Dr. Noor Hanim Rahmat our research project supervisor; for her professional 
guidance, valuable support and constructive recommendation for this project.

7. References

Mabule, D., R. (2017). What is this? Is It Code Switching, Code Mixing or Language Alternating?. Journal of   
 Educational and Social Research, Vol. 5 No.1, 339-349. Doi:10.5901/jesr.2015.v5n1p339
Marzeih, H., Vigneswari, C., K., Shuh Jie, K. (2016). Social Factors for Code-Switching: A Study of 
 Malaysian-English Bilingual Speakers. International Journal of Language and Linguistics, Vol 4, No.3,   
 122-127. doi: 10.11648/j.ijll.20160403.15
Matiini, G. (2017). An Investigation of English-Mandarin-Malay Code Switching of A Singaporean Speaker.   
 Proceedings of the Ninth International Conference on Applied Linguistics (CONAPLIN 9). 
 doi:10.2991/conaplin-16.2017.17. Retrieved from
 https://www.atlantis-press.com/proceedings/conaplin-16/25874132
Muhammad Yusri, M. (2018). MCPF: Timely move by cops to use English at briefing. Retrieved
 from: https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2018/08/401763 /mcpf-timely-move-cops-use-
 english-briefings
Muysken, P. (2011). Codeswitching. In R. Mesthrie (Ed.), The Cambridge Handbook of Sociolinguistics (pp.   
 301-314). New York: Cambridge University. Retrieved from:
 Press.http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511997068.023
Nur Syazwani, H., Marlyna, M. (2014). The Functions of Code-switching in Facebook Interactions. Procedia -   
 Social and Behavioral Sciences, Vol 118, 126 – 133. Retrieved from www.sciencedirect.com
Poplack, S. (1980). ‘Sometimes I’ll start a sentence in Spanish y termino en español: Towards a typology of   
 codeswitching’. Journal of Linguistics, Vol 18, 581- 618. Retrieved from:
 http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/ling.1980.18.7-8.581
Poplack S. (ed.) . 2000. The English History of African American English. Oxford: Blackwell.
Yusuf, Y. Q., Fata, I. A., Cynthia. (2018). Types of Indonesian-English code-switching employed in a novel.   
 Kasetsart Journal of Social Sciences https://doi.org/10.1016/j.kjss.2018.02.004
Zirker, K. A. H. (2007). Intrasentential vs. Intersentential Code Switching in Early and Late Bilinguals. 
 (unpublished Master’s Dissertation). Brigham Young University, Provo


