Multilingual Switzerland as a European Model for International Communication

In the present paper, I wish to look at the Swiss linguistic situation from the point of view of language contact study, shedding light on possible communication models between the various language groups. Later on, I would like to show how these patterns could be applied to describe the linguistic situation of Europe, regarding Switzerland as a model for Europe in this respect.

First of all, I should briefly describe the linguistic situation of Switzerland, which is a classic example of multilingual societies; a country where – as opposed to the major part of Europe – there is no one-to-one correspondence between language and nation (Schläpfer–Bickel  2000: 11). With its four national (German, French, Italian and Romansh) and three official languages (German, French and Italian), it has by now become a model of peaceful linguistic co-existence, a widely-cited example in sociolinguistic literature. The two basic constituents of Swiss language policy are linguistic freedom (meaning that everybody can use their mother tongue freely) and the principle of territoriality. The latter means that communication between the public sphere and the individual takes place in the very language which is predominant in the given region or city (Dürmüller 1996: 12). According to the 2000 census, out of the nearly 7.3 million inhabitants of Switzerland, about 2/3 speak German as their native language and every fifth Swiss citizen is French-speaking. Speakers of the third national language, Italian, make up 6.5% of the population and as few as 0.5% of the people claim to be native speakers of Romansh (www.bfs.admin.ch). Owing to everyday myths and stereotypes, one may easily think that the people themselves of multilingual Switzerland are also multi-, at least bilingual and that the relationship of the four national languages is unproblematic; there is linguistic peace in the country. However, this somewhat idealistic picture often clashes with reality. Although the Swiss are commonly known as being able to communicate in various languages, on the one hand, this does not mean equal competence in each language and on the other hand, this situation can partly be explained with the efficiency of language teaching at schools. This view is further supported by the fact that only 6.2% of all Swiss claim to be bi- or multilingual, mainly in the non-German speaking regions (Clyne 1995: 5). Despite cross-cantonal migration and exchange programmes designed to study in a region with another official language, the number of natural bilinguals has diminished lately (Manno 2003: 50). The reason for this is that the boundaries of the various languages in Switzerland are sharp and clear; most cantons are linguistically autonomous. In other words, with the exception of three cantons (the officially bilingual Freiburg and Biel and the only trilingual canton, Grischon), we can speak about territorial monolingualism (Hoffmann 1991: 165). 

Today, the two most important issues in Swiss language policy are the linguistic situation of German-speaking Switzerland (that is, the delicate problem of diglossia between standard German and Swiss German dialects) and the problem of communication between the germanophone Swiss and the speakers of the other three national languages (Rash 2003: 108). In this paper, I wish to concentrate on the second question, from a point of view of language contact study. The basic question here is whether Switzerland is indeed a multilingual country par excellence where the linguistic regions are in constant contact with each other, or whether it is rather an artificial construct, consisting of four linguistic regions, held together by political and economic forces (Pedretti 2000: 269). Dürrenmatt, the famous Swiss dramatist also said the following: “the French Swiss and the German Swiss, but also the people from Ticino, do not live together at all, they live alongside one another” (cited from Dürmüller 1997: 28). Indeed, there are hardly any language conflicts in Switzerland, but this cannot be primarily attributed to the extraordinary tolerance of the Swiss but rather to the fact that the individual linguistic regions are largely independent of each other. The clearly definable language boundaries do not only constitute a linguistic issue but the existence of larger linguistic blocks is obvious in popular thinking too. There is a clear line marking off the French-speaking part from German-speaking territories, the so-called Röstigraben (Rösti is a Swiss German national dish and Graben means ‘ditch’), crossing the two major officially bilingual cities of Biel and Freiburg, even in which there is only rather passive bilingualism (Dürmüller 1996: 36-37). 

As an analogy for Röstigraben, some researchers also speak of a Polentagraben between the Italian- and German-speaking regions, but it seems rather unfounded, as this boundary is by far not that clear. As for the scarce Romansh-speaking population, they cannot form a distinguishable block, for they live scattered in Canton Grischon and most of them are bi- or trilingual. Thus, it can be claimed that it is them who correspond mostly to the national ideal of the multilingual Swiss (Coray 2003: 29). Although there is a standardized variety of Romansh, speakers of the other national languages do not tend to learn it, due to its low communicative value. It is a global tendency that linguistic adaptation is upward-going, which means that speakers of smaller languages (in Abram de Swaan’s terminology, of languages with a lower communicative value) have to adapt themselves towards the bigger languages and not the other way round. de Swaan’s economically and sociologically oriented theory about a global language system can well be applied to describe the linguistic situation of Switzerland. The theory is based on the idea that the individual language groups are unequal participants of a competition, taking place at various levels of a global linguistic context (2003: 28). In Switzerland, this competition occurs at the national level. The so-called Q value, which de Swaan also terms as communicative potential, is higher in the case of bigger languages because by learning that particular language, speakers of other languages gain a communicative advantage (idem 44). On the other hand, languages with a lower Q value will have to adapt to those with a higher communicative potential. In Switzerland, German has the highest and Romansh the lowest Q value.

Having seen that the four national languages are significantly different in their proportion, the question of a common language of communication seems inevitable. Statistically, one would expect German to be the language of intranational communication, both because of the great number of its native speakers and because of its high Q value. However, in practice this does not seem to be the case: it is much more common for a German-speaking Swiss to speak French or even Italian than for a speaker of French to be able (or rather willing) to communicate in German. Although both language groups have to study the other language at school, it is rather a question of attitudes and in this respect, the German-speaking Swiss tend to be more flexible. The above mentioned facts can be connected to one of the strong models which aim to describe communication between the various language groups, the so-called partner language model. According to the stronger version of this model, both participants of a conversation should be able to communicate in the language of the partner. However, the weaker version also allows the participants to use their native language, but also in this case, they have to know the other one too, at least in a passive way. High as the level of foreign language teaching may be in Switzerland, it would be rather naïve to posit that the stronger version can work well, that is, that every speaker can use the language of the partner for the purposes of communication. As for the weaker version, it seems somewhat more feasible but given the fact that Switzerland is a quadrilingual country, it cannot work in every relation between all languages. The partner language model offers a realistic description of the bilingual dialogue in countries like Canada or Belgium, where only two languages take part in the communication (Dürmüller 1996: 82). However, the linguistic situation of multilingual Switzerland seems to be too complex to be described by this model. 

The other possible model to describe intranational communication in Switzerland is the lingua franca model. This suggests that one language is placed hierarchically above the others by regulations of language policy (Dürmüller 1996: 74–78). In the present case, it seems impossible to elevate one of the four national languages above the other three so only a fifth, neutral language can come into question. When looking into possible models of communication between the various linguistic regions, we should not disregard the fact that Switzerland has the highest proportion of foreign residents in Europe, many of whom also speak English (Hoffmann 1991: 171). If we also take into consideration that English is today’s international language (in de Swaan’s terminology, the only hypercentral language); it becomes quite clear that the only realistic candidate to be the lingua franca in Switzerland can be English. The attitude of the Swiss towards English is not unified: while its opponents claim that it is and will always be only a foreign language, others argue that it is already the language of work in many large companies, anyway. Another important factor supporting the use of English as a lingua franca is that it not only serves as a language of intra- but also of international communication, especially in the financial and academic world. The debate on the spread of English is not only of linguistic nature but it also concerns everyday life. Hardly a day passes by without a newspaper article or a report on TV on the issue and it is also a common conversation topic in everyday situations. Also the early introduction of English at schools is an object of fervent debate, as Canton Zurich has recently launched a pilot project whereby children start English before French – a previously unprecedented example. Despite all observable tendencies, current Swiss language policy opposes the introduction of English as a lingua franca because it would work against the principle that all four national languages and minorities are supported by the state at the federal level (Franzen 2001: 17).
  We have seen that neither of the two proposed models can offer a perfect description of intranational communication in present-day Switzerland. Although it seems impossible to be introduced at the official level, it is still the lingua franca model that seems to work at the level of everyday life. Likewise, it seems to be the only possible alternative of today’s multilingual Europe.

Just like in Switzerland, the question also arises at all-European level: is hypercentral English a potential threat for language harmony or does it, on the contrary, offer a practical alternative for international communication? Although it is quantitatively not the largest language of the EU, its importance in the international dialogue cannot be denied. Its special status can also be supported by the facts that it has a higher number of non-native than native speakers worldwide and that it is official or co-official language in as many as 45 countries.

There are many possible ways of describing the present status of English. Most commonly, it is called an international language. It is also often referred to as a global or world language and of course a lingua franca. Other, largely synonymous terms used in the literature are international auxiliary language (Smith 1983: 1), critical language (Crystal 1998: 426), language of wider communication (Cseresnyési 2004: 144), link language (Berruto 2001: 73) and even language with a marketing value (Holden 1989: 3). De Swaan, as already mentioned, terms English a hypercentral language (the only such), which he places on top of his 4-level hierarchical model of the global language system. It is English, in his view, that has been keeping the entire global language constellation together, for about 50 years now (de Swaan 2004: 15). 

Whatever we call the current status of English, it is beyond doubt that no language of wider communication has ever been shared by so many people and has been so widely distributed. It is not an easy task to explain the world-wide dominance of English in the last 50 years. What can be taken for granted is that it is neither due to its relative grammatical simplicity and easy learnability, nor to the high number of its native speakers. Most likely, the strongest factor in English having acquired the status of an international language is the present position of the United States as a political and economic superpower and the centre of globalisation. In Crystal’s terms, the reason why a language becomes a global language has little to do with the number of people who speak it, rather with who those people are (2003: 7). Bruthiaux argues that English has such a strong position at present that other big languages (like French, Spanish, German or Chinese) can only challenge this at regional level (2003: 9). 

As I have already pointed out, the unstoppable spread of English in Europe is a frequently debated issue, both among linguists and everyday people. Undoubtedly, there are certain factors speaking for English becoming a lingua franca. The view about Switzerland, according to which there is a potential danger of isolation within Europe without an adequate promotion of English (Watts-Murray 2001: 5), can be projected onto an all-European level too. English is already in the process of becoming the “euro-language”, not only at the institutional levels of the EU, in the financial and academic world, but also in everyday communication between the people. Although in the EU, German has the highest proportion of native speakers (24%), English is the most commonly spoken language (13% native speakers and 38% speak it as a foreign language), as well as the one which Europeans consider to be the most useful to learn, that is, the language with the highest communicative value, in de Swaan’s terminology (www.europa.eu.int). Despite the fact that the EU regards all of its official languages to be equal, it would be impossible to treat them equally from the practical point of view, especially at the institutional level. In European bureaucracy, English and French are used as working languages but recently, English has outgrown French. Because of the high number of its official languages, we can say that in practice, the more languages are present in the EU, the more English is used (de Swaan 2004: 157). 

The major fear is seen in English as a “killer” of mother tongues and cultures (Joseph 2004: 19) — some researchers even speak about a linguistic genocide when describing the phenomenon that English poses a threat upon other languages. However, there are two major forces operating which make linguistic homogenisation impossible to take place. On the one hand, the imperatives of individual linguistic identity (that is, the individual demands variation and prefers comprehension) and on the other, those of national linguistic identity impede the loss of linguistic diversity. The latter force means that every nation has a great need to establish and maintain a kind of “imagined community” (Joseph 2004: 30). Obviously, these are factors speaking strongly against the view there could be one and only lingua franca in Europe. It is namely exactly the diversity of cultures and languages what makes Europe really European. At this point, a glimpse back to Switzerland seems necessary: also the myth of Switzerland and the essence of being Swiss lie in the fact that it is a pluralistic and diverse country with four different languages and cultures. 

Consequently, strong as the influence of English may be on the linguistic scenario of Europe (and even necessary in certain fields), it is exactly the identity issue that will make it impossible for English to intrude into all areas and serve as a lingua franca in Europe. This sort of linguistic globalisation would lead to the loss of linguistic diversity, which would be impossible to imagine under the current circumstances. 

Language policy and foreign language education also have a great responsibility, for it is mainly through official measures that a language can acquire a special role in a country where it is not (yet) official, for instance, it can be made a priority in the country’s foreign language teaching (Crystal 2003: 4), just like in the case of Switzerland. However, there is no real contradiction between using and supporting a lingua franca (e.g. English) in a country and a living multilingualism in other fields. The same is true of any other European country: the fact that the teaching of English should be supported (a tendency of our age which cannot be ignored, also due to its global importance) shall not mean that the national languages are to be abandoned. On the contrary: the two can, and should, live next to each other, mutually supporting one another. The same idea can also be formulated and interpreted to Europe as “English is necessary but not enough” (Salverda 2002: 7). 

Some sociolinguists speak of a new diglossia situation in Europe: English as a high variety (used in the fields of economy, politics etc.) and the national languages as low varieties (Salverda 2002: 6). de Swaan also mentions this phenomenon, however, he does not call it diglossia but a new kind of bilingualism (de Swaan 2004: 164). If we stick to the original, Fergusonian definition of diglossia, then de Swaan’s approach seems to be more adequate, for diglossia usually implies the use of two, functionally different varieties of the same language. In present-day Europe, the national languages still prevail in most domains of life, and the spheres in which they and English are used, are largely fixed. However, in the areas of fashion, music, entertainment, sports or advertising there is a strong competition between English and the national languages (de Swaan 2004: 164). This delicate balance should not be disturbed and as long as English does not make inroads into the domains of the national languages, this special situation will be maintained. National languages are not threatened and this unique kind of bilingualism (or diglossia) will not be disturbed because the European states strongly support national languages and consequently, European languages are too powerful to be degraded to a low variety. 

Projecting this view onto German-speaking Switzerland, we are confronted with an even more complicated picture, for there is an other, more obvious type of diglossia between Standard German (used mainly in writing) and the Swiss German dialects (primarily spoken). Consequently, positing that there is a new kind of diglossia with English would result in a situation of double diglossia. Georges Lüdi describes a dark future as a possible consequence of early English at schools. According to this view, the national languages would belong to the lower layers of society, used in a regional context, in a locally bound way, with minimal to limited communicative range. English, on the contrary, would be associated with the middle and upper classes, used overregionally, even in an international context, with maximal communicative range (Lüdi 2003: 278). Nevertheless, in my view this is unlikely to happen in the near future, mainly because — just like other European countries — the Swiss state gives strong support to its national languages and also the people feel to be identified with them.

We have previously seen that English tends to function more and more as the common language of communication between Europeans of almost any nationality. At the same time, we should not forget that it is not the only means of international communication, for example in the case of areal contacts close to borders or between speakers of related languages.

The new global and European tendency of English turning into a widely used link language also challenges the earlier views of language contacts; especially the status of areal contacts seem to change these days. In the mirror of seeing English as a new international language (not necessarily as a lingua franca yet), language contact study may have new findings and some of its traditional terms and models may have to be reinterpreted as well.
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