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Abstract
The central problem this study addresses is the empirical disconnect 
between traditional linguistic ideology and the real-life practices of 
bilingual individuals when discussing religion in the Arab world. Current 
sociolinguistic literature lacks studies based on naturalistic conversational 
data that can definitively illustrate how highly educated Arab bilinguals 
reconcile the sacred role of Arabic with their personal dominance of 
English. This study investigates how Egyptian bilinguals use Arabic, 
English, and Arabic-English code-switching to discuss religion. The 
research is based on data from informal interviews with students from the 
American University in Cairo. The analysis uses quantitative methods to 
classify instances of CS according to Muysken’s typology (alternations, 
insertions, and discourse marker switching), with insertions further 
examined using the Matrix Language Frame model. The results indicate 
that (1) code choice regarding Islam is not topic-specific but depends on 
other extralinguistic and contextual factors. Religiosity appeared to be the 
least critical factor when not reinforced by a strong ideological attitude 
concerning Arabic; (2) Islam- and culture-related terms and phrases 
constitute the most distinct category of Arabic insertions. However, 
(3) Allāh and God-expressions are among the least switched categories. 
Instead of using Allāh, participants resorted to rabbina (our Lord) or 
God; (4) terms that appear equivalent exhibit meaning specialization in 
the bilingual repertoire. Dīn predominantly referred to Islam or Islamic 
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tradition, while religion referred to religion in general, including Islam. 
Similarly, rabbina denoted only the Islamic God, while God referred to 
the Islamic God, God as a concept, or the object of faith; (5) English 
religion-related insertions were mostly limited to concepts with no 
exact Arabic equivalents and negative connotations in Arab culture, 
like atheism and agnosticism. The study highlights how code-switching 
in religious discourse is managed by complex pragmatic factors and an 
awareness of socio-cultural differences associated with the linguistic 
codes involved, leading to the functional and semantic specification of 
religious lexicon.

Keywords: Arabic, English, code-switching, religious terms, Islam, 
﻿Allāh expressions

Słowa kluczowe:  język arabski, język angielski, przełączanie kodów, 
terminologia religijna, islam, wyrażenia z imieniem Allaha

1. Introduction

The linguistic situation in the Arab world is referred to as diglossia, the co-
existence of two complementarily distributed language varieties that differ 
in functions and scopes of use – in this case, Standard Arabic (SA), common 
to all Arabic-speaking communities, and various vernaculars. SA is acquired 
through formal education and primarily used for written purposes. The ver-
naculars are Arabs’ first languages, employed in informal conversations and 
covering most everyday speech situations. 

Nevertheless, actual language use has never reflected this sharp linguistic 
dichotomy. Instead, native speakers tend to combine elements from two va-
rieties in a single speech event. Code-switching (CS), which I use as “a cover 
term to describe a range of linguistic behavior that involves the use of more 
than one language or language variety in the same interaction” (Li 2013, 360), 
takes two forms in Egypt – diglossic and bilingual. The first involves Egyp-
tian Arabic (EA) and SA; the second, EA and English or French.

English-Arabic CS gained prominence following the globalization and 
economic shifts in the 1970s. By the 1980s, English had become increasingly 
crucial for social mobility and career advancement (Ibrahim 1986). This con-
tributed to the increasing popularity of private and international schools of-
fering English instruction, which promised proficiency in the language and, 
with it, better job opportunities (Schaub 2000). Consequently, English became 
the dominant language for professional and social interactions among the 
upper and upper-middle classes, seen as a status symbol (Koning 2009, 61), 
and emerged as the primary form of linguistic capital (Haeri 1997).
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In most private and international English-medium schools, learning Ar-
abic is not obligatory or seen as a burden (Galegher 2012). In consequence, 
their graduates form, as Mehrez puts it, “‘an illiterate elite’ regarding Arabic 
language and culture” (2010, 210). Therefore, their graduates may speak EA 
but possess no or limited SA proficiency. This has contributed to a cultur-
al-linguistic dualism manifested through EA-English CS, which is primari-
ly the domain of young, well-to-do, bilingual speakers – “products of Ara-
bic-speaking parents and English-based educations” (Sperrazza 2011, 97) – 
for whom it serves as an unmarked form of communication. 

This study focuses on how Egyptian students of English-medium educa-
tion employ bilingual CS to discuss Islam. Inspiration for this research was 
the following example from data collected among bilingual students at the 
American University in Cairo:

(1) ana ʿayza aʿmil kida ʿašān a-please God
I wanting.FEM do.1SG this.way to 1SG-please God
[I want to do so to please God.]

I presented this example at an Arabic linguistics conference, where it aroused 
particular interest among the audience. From the perspective of Arabic soci-
olinguistics, switching to English when discussing Islam and using God in-
stead of Allāh – the most frequent content word in Arabic (Morrow 2006b) – 
may be surprising, since native Arabic speakers perceive Arabic as a sacred 
language and a crucial marker of their Muslim identity. Selecting the Arabs 
and Arabic for the prophecy was deliberate, as Arabic’s unique eloquence 
and structural clarity were essential to the preservation and precise under-
standing of the Qur’an across time (Warsi 2025). Importantly, the perception 
of Arabic as a sacred language is not confined to Arabs, but is also shared 
by at least some other non-Arabic-speaking Muslim communities (e.g., see 
Arifah et al. 2024 for Indonesia). 

Thus, for the Arab conference participants, preserving monolingual dis-
course or using Allāh in (1) would have been the most predictable and in-
tuitive linguistic choice. This belief aligns with the essentialist approach to 
identity in the Arab world and the prevailing linguistic ideology, which holds 
that religious discourse is reserved for Arabic and “the Arabic language is a 
main symbol of Islam, and therefore it is often invoked for constructing or 
reaffirming Muslim identity” (Albirini 2016, 170). Although SA marks legiti-
macy, linguistic purity, authority, and Arab unity (Bassiouney 2014, chap. 3.3), 
it is Islam that is often referred to as guaranteeing the maintenance of Ara-
bic. For example, 90% of Omani students participating in the study by Pessoa 
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and Rajakumar (2011, 167) believed that Arabic would not be lost due to its 
significance to Islam.

Hence, the central problem this study addresses is the empirical disconnect 
between traditional linguistic ideology and actual bilingual practice in dis-
cussions of religion in the Arab world. Current sociolinguistic literature lacks 
studies based on naturalistic conversational data that can definitively illus-
trate how highly educated Arab bilinguals reconcile the sacred role of Arabic 
with their personal dominance of English when discussing religious topics.

2. Linguistic codes and Islam

2.1. Arabic and Islam

Arabic and Islam have always been closely related. Not only is Arabic the lan-
guage of Islam, but Islam influenced its development and acquisition. Arabic 
was codified for religious reasons, and Koranic schools were the only educa-
tional institutions that taught Arabic until the rise of mass education. Religion 
still plays a crucial role as a source of Arabic knowledge, as it pervades the 
public sphere and media. Before beginning formal education, children familiar-
ize themselves with SA through their exposure to religious discourse, among 
other sources. At schools, Islam-related texts, including excerpts from the Ko-
ran, serve as the main examples in Arabic literacy education (Asmi 2013, 147). 
Thus, learning SA through religion is deeply rooted in Arabic tradition, rein-
forcing the common perception of language and religion as intrinsically related. 

2.2. God-expressions

One of the most distinctive features of Arabic is an inventory of phrases that 
explicitly or implicitly evoke Allāh, called God-expressions (Al Rifae 2017), 
God-wishes (Ferguson 1983), or the Allah lexicon (Morrow 2006a). Most of 
them are conventionalized politeness formulae used in everyday speech ex-
changes, irrespective of the speaker’s religious affiliation.1 Thus, they perform 
various pragmatic functions (Al-Saedi 2019; Clift and Helani 2010; Farghal 
1995; Migdadi et al. 2010) mostly without regard to their religious signifi-
cance as determined by social convention. As politeness formulae, they are 

1	  The exceptions are the shahada, an Islamic creed, and the phrase Allāhu akbar. Both, which 
strongly imply Islamic beliefs, are normally used exclusively by Muslims and traditionally 
whispered into Muslim newborns’ ears as the first words they hear (Al Rifae 2017).
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among the first phrases children learn (Davies 1987, 86), and they play a sig-
nificant role in linguistic socialization. 

God-expressions have also entered the languages of Muslim communities 
in which Arabic is not typically used in non-religious contexts. Thus, they 
are both pan-Arabic and pan-Muslim conventionalized formulae employed 
in similar contexts. Non-Arabic speaking Muslims insert them into their Eng-
lish conversations to mark their common Muslim identity (Almansour 2010). 
In Pakistani English, they form the most distinctive group of loans regularly 
used in public discourse (Mahboob 2009).

2.3. Arabic, English, and Islam

The growing role of English across the Arab world has led to a new type of 
diglossia. It consists in the relegation of Arabic “to domestic and traditional 
domains, functions, and usages, signifying in-group and national identity, 
solidarity and traditional values” while “English symbolizes high socio-ed-
ucational status, and high competence and prestige” (Abdel-Jawad and Abu 
Radwan 2011, 141). Implementing English as the language of instruction and 
its penetration into public institutions have advanced significantly in the 
Gulf. In some countries, especially Qatar (Asmi 2013) and the UAE (Al-Is-
sa and Dahan 2011), English is a de facto second language, raising concerns 
about the future of Arabic (Al-Issa and Dahan 2011). 

The official recognition of English provokes resistance from Muslim con-
servatives. Resentment toward English is markedly vivid in Saudi Arabia, 
where it is “regarded as a reflection of ‘corrupt’ Western values” (Elyas and 
Picard 2019, 80). Religious scholars criticize English when it does not serve 
Islam or satisfy “worldly needs” (Alrahaili 2019, 87). They accuse English of 
being the “language of infidels,” contributing to de-Islamization by instilling 
Western secular thought and values (Mahboob and Elyas 2014, 131). 

On the other hand, English serves Islam both to spread its message world-
wide and to construct local Islamic identities. The latter can be observed in 
English textbooks that show traditional Islamic features of textual composi-
tion. In Pakistan (Mahboob 2009) and Saudi Arabia (Mahboob and Elyas 2014), 
this includes, among others, beginning a text with the phrase bi-smi llāhi 
r-raḥmāni r-raḥīm (In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Most Merci-
ful) written in Arabic script. Another means to “Islamize” English textbooks 
is inserting God-expressions into English conversations, e.g., the phrase as-
salām ‘alaykum, a typical Muslim greeting, found in Saudi textbooks, which 
in turn sanctions the use of such phrases in everyday English discourse. 
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“Islamic ideology” also permeates academic discourse, where one can find 
references to Allāh and the Prophet in acknowledgments, as well as the use 
of traditional religious expressions. For instance, in Nouraldeen and Elyas’s 
(2014) article on learning English in Saudi Arabia, the phrase “peace be upon 
him” (or a variant) is frequently attached to the Prophet’s name.

3. Aim of the study

This is the first study based on empirical data investigating Arabic-English 
CS patterns in religious discourse, to the best of my knowledge. It aims to 
establish how and why Egyptian bilinguals employ the varieties they speak – 
EA, English, and CS – to discuss religious issues. 

3.1. Hypotheses

Since Arabic – especially when juxtaposed with English – is commonly as-
sociated with Islam and bilingual Arabs declare religion to be a topic trigger-
ing switching to Arabic (cf. Asali 2011 on Arab Americans’ attitudes towards 
CS), one can expect that (1) Arabic is the predominant code for discussing 
religion in the speech of balanced bilinguals.

	 God-expressions are fixed and formulaic, hence easily acquired. They 
are among the most frequent Arabic switches in non-native Arabic speakers’ 
performances (Bader 2003). English textbooks sanction their insertion into 
English discourse, and they seem the most convenient means for indicating 
one’s Islamic identity. Thus, the hypothesis is that (2) God-expressions and 
Allāh form the most common Arabic switches in the speech of English-dom-
inant bilinguals. 

	 Given that Arabic vs. English words and phrases express different reli-
gious concepts, I anticipate that (3) switching to English is mainly confined 
to concepts absent from Arabic religious discourse.

4. Data

The study is based on data obtained from interviews with students at the 
American University in Cairo (AUC) in 2015. The whole corpus comprises 
87,801 words. The interviews were informal conversations conducted in Ara-
bic, each lasting 45 to 170 minutes, with two or more participants discussing 
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topics intended to engage them in conversation. In total, 28 students partic-
ipated in the interviews.

Most interviewees were competent bilinguals raised with exposure to 
American culture. Some had grown up in natural bilingual environments 
(primarily those born to mixed marriages or brought up abroad). Others had 
acquired English in Egypt in either international (mostly English-medium) 
schools with Arabic as a non-compulsory subject or in private schools pro-
viding bilingual Arabic-English education. A few participants had gradu-
ated from state schools and been subject to intensive language instruction 
after their admission. All claimed that bilingual CS served as their natural 
form of communication – yet one challenging to control. They perceived 
CS as an automatic, unconscious, and most prevalent, hence unmarked, 
language variety in the AUC community. As competent bilinguals, they 
were aware of conceptual differences between the two languages and 
chose what best conveyed the intended meaning. Most participants con-
fined CS to the AUC environment and interactions with peers of similar 
backgrounds. 

5. Method

The data were analyzed quantitatively using Muysken’s (2000; 2007) typolo-
gy to classify them as insertions or alternations.2 Insertional CS conforms to 
the Matrix Language Frame model of Myers-Scotton (Myers-Scotton 1993). 
Its central premise is the assumption of a dominant language, i.e., the ma-
trix language (ML). The ML sets the grammatical frame, providing system 
morphemes and morpheme order in mixed constituents. The contributions 
of the other language – the embedded language (EL) – are mainly confined 
to content morphemes – usually nouns, adjectives, or verbs – which are 
usually integrated morphologically into the ML. Thus, the ML is identified 
based on the distributions of content vs. system morphemes. For example, 
in (2) below, Arabic and English each provide two morphemes. As a system 
morpheme, the suffix -i determines the ML as Arabic, since other elements 
are content morphemes:

2	  Muysken also distinguished a third type of CS – congruent lexicalization, which is typical 
of closely related languages and resembles style shifting in monolingual discourse. This type 
was excluded from the analysis presented herein as it does not include instances related to 
religion. 
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(2) ignor-i ayy negativity
ignore-2sg any negativity
[Ignore any negativity.]

Inserted elements may be single words or multi-word constituents, 
called EL islands. EL islands are monolingual and contain only mor-
phemes from the EL. Hence, they are well-formed according to the EL 
grammar and framed by the ML. In (3), the noun phrase closed commu-
nity observes English word order; however, it is framed by Arabic since 
the Arabic equivalent of very follows the phrase according to the Arabic 
word order:

(3) is-sa‘udiyya zaman kānit closed community ’awi 
the-Saudi.Arabia once was.FEM closed community very
[Saudi Arabia was once a very closed community.]

Alternation consists of switching between two languages without a struc-
tural relationship between the two clusters. Since the languages involved 
maintain their internal uniformity, it is considered the least intrusive 
type of CS. Switched clusters usually consist of several constituents, in-
cluding functional elements, and thus are longer and more complex than 
insertions. Such switches may occur between turns or utterances, at 
clausal boundaries, or within clauses. Therefore, they may be inter- or 
intra-sentential. 

The analysis herein differentiates between three main types of alterna-
tion: full-clause/sentence, multi-constituent, and single-element switches. 
Most single-element alternations consist of conjunctions, except for coor-
dinating ones. The latter are classified as discourse marker (DM) switching, 
distinguished by Muysken (2007) from alternation. DM switching includes 
emblematic or tag-switching, involving adverbs and discourse particles, fixed 
formulaic expressions, and other extra-sentential mixes. 

6. Results

Results are introduced twofold. First, the overall picture of religion-re-
lated codeswitches is provided in the context of all codeswitches in the 
data. Second, I present a case study of one interview, focusing solely 
on religion, to show how extralinguistic and contextual factors affect 
code choice.
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6.1. Religion-related codeswitches in the whole data

Table 1 shows the numbers and proportions of CS types in the data. AdvP 
stands for adverb phrase, AP – adjective phrase, NP – noun phrase, PP – 
prepositional phrase, VP – verb phrase. Total switches amount to 6,265. In-
sertions are the most common CS type. They constitute 45.75% of all switch-
es, followed by alternations (34.67%) and DM switching (19.58%). 

Given the purposes of this study, I will focus only on the details relating 
to how CS is involved in religious discourse, specifically multi-constituent 
alternations, DM switching, and insertions. 

Table 1: Overall distribution of CS types in the data

CS TYPE DETAILS N %

Alternation full-clause 1,329 61.19
multi-constituent 694 31.95
single-element (Ar) 128

6.86
single-element (Eng) 21
TOTAL 2,172  100.00   34.67

Discourse marker 
switching

EA 1,096 89.32  
English 131 10.68  
TOTAL 1,227 100.00   19.58

Insertion EA Single-
-word

Noun 109 45.42
Adverb 76 31.67
Definite 
article

14 5.83

Preposition 13 5.42
Pronoun 10 4.17
Question 
word

8 3.33

Negative 
particle

5 2.08

Adjective 5 2.08
TOTAL 240 100.00 68.57

Multi-
-word 
(island)

PP 56 50.91
NP 45 40.91
AdvP 7 6.36
AP 1 0.91
VP 1 0.91
TOTAL 110 100.00 31.43

TOTAL 350 100.00
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CS TYPE DETAILS N %

Insertion English Single-
-word

Noun 1,435 79.68  
Adjective 164 9.11  
Verb 86 4.78  
Adverb 68 3.78  
Pronoun 17 0.94  
Preposition 15 0.83  
Numeral 11 0.61  
Quantifier 3 0.17  
Question 
word

2 0.11  

TOTAL 1,841 100.00 71.58
Multi-
-word 
(island)

NP 544 76.08  
PP 93 13.01  
VP 31 4.34  
AP 27 3.78  
AdvP 20 2.80  
TOTAL 715 100.00 28.42

TOTAL 2,516   100.00
TOTAL 2,866     45.75

TOTAL 6,265 100.00

6.1.1. Insertions and alternations 

The largest group of religion-related switches is Arabic insertions, represent-
ed by two categories – nouns and NPs. 82 (75.23%) out of 109 Arabic noun 
insertions are culture-related, and another 11 are proper names. 49 out of 
these 82 nouns strictly pertain to religious discourse, e.g., (4), (5), (6). These 
items include, e.g., Qur’ān (the Koran), ḥadīṯ (hadith), sunna (sunnah), ṣaḥā-
ba (Companions of the Prophet), dīn (religion), šēḫ (sheikh, the title of a re-
ligious leader), āya (a Koranic verse), including items cited from the Koran. 
Religion-related items comprise 44.95% of all Arabic nouns and 59.75% of 
culture-related nouns. However, most of the remaining 33 nouns are also as-
sociated with Islam. 18 of them are ḥigāb (hijab) and its derivatives, e.g. (7), 
‘abāya (abaya), ramaḍān (Ramadan), or ḥarām (forbidden) and ‘īb (shame-
ful) – the latter two often used in a religious context to differentiate between 
what is religiously vs. culturally forbidden:
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(4) fa (so) let’s teach you ʿarabi (Arabic) through ʿibāda (worship)

(5) there is one āya (a Koranic verse) that I love so much

(6) I wanted to know exactly why a woman has ʿidda (waiting period)

(7) I saw a couple of muḥaggabāt (veiled women)

As for NPs, 35.55% (16) are religion-related. They are predominantly Islamic 
figures with their titles (8), proper names defined by the Arabic article -il (9), 
or forming idafa, a construction indicating possession (10):

(8) sayyidna muḥammad (Our Master Muhammad) used to begin his day, 
like every day, with miswāk (natural toothbrush made of Salvadora persica)

(9) I was just reading il-kahf (Surah The Cave) today

(10) he taught me ayāt il-kursi (verses of Surah The Chair)

English religion-related insertions are hardly encountered, although Eng-
lish nouns are the most common category of switches, comprising 50% of 
all insertions and 22.9% of all switches. The only item that occurs multiple 
times (6 times) is religion, e.g. (11), (12), which also occurs two times in EL 
islands, e.g. (13):

(11) mawḍūʿ ir-religion bi-n-nisbalna ḥāga muhimma giddan
[The matter of religion is very important for us.]

(12) mafīš contradiction ma bēn is-science wi-r-religion
[There is no contradiction between science and religion.]

(13) ana bakallim huwwa in our religion
[I’m saying this is in our religion.]

The occurrence of religion as a lone insertion deserves comment. Both re-
ligion and its Arabic equivalent dīn appear mostly in monolingual or sa-
me-ML clauses. The total number of dīn occurrences in the data is 101, 
while that of religion is 67. Although dīn is more numerous, it is inser-
ted into English ML only two times. This suggests that both terms are 
preferred in monolingual discourse. However, the analysis indicates that 
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dīn predominantly refers to Islam, especially in mixed clauses, while 
religion can refer to either Islam or religion in general, depending on 
the context. 

Apart from religion, the most common English terms related to religion 
are ‘atheist’ and ‘agnostic’. There are no instances of their insertion as lone 
items; however, their Arabic equivalent, mulḥid, was used only to clarify the 
difference in meaning (from the two English terms) that it denotes, e.g. (14). 
Thus, these two concepts apparently trigger the use of English, most proba-
bly due to the lack of exact Arabic equivalents, mulḥid’s negative connota-
tions, and its common use as an insult. 

(14) mulḥid basically targets ya‘ni (I mean) it’s anyone who doesn’t believe, 
whether agnostic whether actually atheist

Since atheism and conversion raise controversy in Islam, they are discussed 
in English or trigger switching to English, e.g. (15). In such cases, CS is most-
ly alternational and often flagged by hesitation, e.g. (16), (17), (18), suggest-
ing that speakers are aware of the negativity connoted by the Arabic terms. 
Thus, they choose neutral English terms to avoid a pejorative assessment of 
the phenomenon.

(15) ‘amalt a story about Egyptian atheists ‘andina fi g-gam‘a
[I made a story about Egyptian atheists here at the university.]

(16) kān miš (.) he was like a Buddhist slash atheist
[He wasn’t (.) he was like a Buddhist slash atheist.]
(17) ya‘ni, fa-in-nās, law inta, law inta, law inta, if you leave your religion
[I mean, so people, if you, if you, if you, if you leave your religion . . . ]

(18) wi-kamān il-bint miš (.) ya‘ni she doesn’t want to convert
[And the girl also doesn’t (.) I mean, she doesn’t want to convert.]

CS to English is also motivated by the need to express concepts absent in 
Islamic culture: 

(19) fīh ḥāga smaha the separation between the state and religion
[There is a thing called the separation between the state and religion.]

As shown in the examples above, most switches are multi-constituent alter-
nations. Thus, while Arabic provides most religion-related nouns and NPs, 
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English provides most religion-related multi-constituent alternations. Most 
of them contain the word religion:

(20) in-nās fakra in iḥna by religion and by being civilized, we are not greedy
[People think that we, by religion and by being civilized, are not greedy.]

(21) masalan ana bakkallim about religion, about my own religious views 
[For example, I’m talking about religion, about my own religious views.]

(22) makanš so much about religion
[There wasn’t so much about religion.]

(23) bass titkallimi ʿala religion in general
[But you’re talking about religion in general.]

On the other hand, Arabic alternations contain religion-specific nouns fou-
nd in the category of insertions, e.g. (24), (25), or Islam-specific terms (26):

(24) my grandmother was not (.) makatš muḥaggaba wi tḥaggabit
[My grandmother was not (.) she didn’t wear the hijab, and she started wearing it.]

(25) When you (.) inti tʾʿudi tiʿallimīni il-āya di
[When you (.) you keep teaching me this verse.]

(26) but I think il-ḫiṭāb id-dīni kamān
[But I think the religious speech as well.]

6.1.2. Discourse marker switching 

Table 1 shows two characteristic phenomena. Firstly, English insertions sub-
stantially outnumber Arabic insertions (87.8% vs. 12.2%), indicating that Ar-
abic is the ML in mixed clauses. Secondly, Arabic DMs dominate English, 
accounting for 89.32% of all DMs. Thus, in clauses with English as the dom-
inant language, Arabic is the source of DMs, which significantly outnumber 
Arabic insertions (1,096 vs. 350). 

Our study participants reported that they chose from their bilingual rep-
ertoire the elements that enabled them to communicate as effectively and 
economically as possible. CS is often prompted by the untranslatability of 
particular – usually culture-related – terms or their oddity in translation. 
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In this respect, God-expressions seem perfect examples of culturally moti-
vated switches. Since they are among the most common formulaic expres-
sions in monolingual discourse, they are highly accessible to even non-fluent 
Arabic speakers. Although the interviewees often used them to exemplify 
Arabic switches, they appeared predominantly in monolingual utterances 
and barely in bilingual ones. God-expressions number 17, constituting only 
1.55% of all Arabic DMs. The most common is waḷḷahi (really) – 6, followed 
by waḷḷāhi l-ʿaẓīm (for God’s sake) – 3, il-ḥamdu li-llāh (thank God) – 3, in 
šāʾ aḷḷāh (God willing) – 3, and ya rabbi (Oh my Lord!) – 2. 

6.1.3. Case study

The analysis so far shows that 1) religion-related terms constitute the most 
distinct category of Arabic insertions, 2) God-expressions hardly occur in 
bilingual clauses, and 3) both languages are sources of culture-specific con-
cepts of religious nature. To shed light on individual choices, I present here 
the results of the only interview whose main topic was religion.

The two interviewees were religious female students who were close 
friends – S1 and S2. They were profoundly knowledgeable about Islam and 
very confident in their religiosity, and both declared the significance of SA 
as a requirement for understanding the Koran. However, their linguistic 
preferences and attitudes towards Arabic differed markedly due to their lin-
guistic backgrounds.

S1 was a balanced bilingual raised mainly in Egypt. Like most partici-
pants, she used Arabic at home and English for academic purposes. While 
socializing, she employed all varieties, including CS, depending on interloc-
utors. What distinguished her from most other AUC students was her pro-
ficiency in SA in both writing and reading. 

S2 was raised abroad and attended only international schools. Her educa-
tion and international friendships affected her Arabic proficiency to the point 
that she stopped using Arabic at home. Thus, she was proficient in neither 
EA nor SA. However, she had learned how to read SA, mainly for religious 
purposes, and could read the Koran.

Although they participated in the same speech event and shared simi-
lar opinions on the topic, their linguistic behavior differed. Table 2 shows 
numbers and distributions of Arabic and English words in S1’s and S2’s ut-
terances. In S2’s entries, English is the dominant language, while in S1’s, it 
is Arabic. Language dominance refers to both monolingual and bilingual 
clauses. Thus, in general, S2 used English as the ML in mixed clauses, whi-
le S1 used Arabic. 
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Table 2: Overall distribution of Arabic and English words in S1’s and S2’s 
utterances

AR ENG Total

N % N % N %

S1 4370 68.58 2002 31.42 6372 37.63

S2 2192 20.75 8369 79.25 10561 62.37

TOTAL 16933 100.00

However, lexical distribution is not a decisive predictor of ML preferen-
ces. Critical are the types of CS the participants used and the morphemes 
they switched, provided in Tables 3 and 4 for S1 and S2, respectively. In 
S1’s entries, insertional CS dominates (58.79%). Most insertions are English 
(91.88%), indicating that Arabic is the ML. In S2’s performance, the distri-
butions of particular CS types and Arabic and English insertions are more 
balanced. A common feature of both participants’ language is the high 
proportion of Arabic nouns and NP insertions compared to the total data 
from all interviews (Table 1). This interview contains 66.79% of all Ara-
bic nouns and 48.88% of all Arabic NPs recorded. Most of these insertions 
(85.26%) come from S2’s entries and are religion/culture-related. Moreover, 
this participant produced 57.79% of all Arabic nouns and 40% of Arabic NPs 
recorded. 

Table 3: Overall distribution of CS type in S1’s utterances

CS TYPE DETAILS N %

Alternation full-clause 77 66.96

multi-constituent 25 21.74

single-element (Ar) 10
11.30

single-element (Eng) 3

TOTAL 115 100.00   28.89
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CS TYPE DETAILS N %

Discourse marker 
switching

EA 38 77.55  

English 11 22.45

TOTAL 49  100.00   12.31

Insertion EA Single-
-word

Noun 10 83.33  

Pronoun 1 8.33  

Question 
word 1 8.33

TOTAL 12 100.00  

Multi-
-word

PP 2 28.57

NP 4 57.14  

AP 1 14.29  

TOTAL 7 100.00  

TOTAL 19   8.12

English Single-
-word

Noun 128 73.14  

Adjective 25 14.29  

Verb 16 9.14  

Adverb 3 1.71  

Pronoun 2 1.14  

Numeral 1 0.57  

TOTAL 175 100.00  

Multi-
-word 
(island)

NP 30 75.00  

PP 7 17.50  

AP 2 5.00  

VP 1 2.50  

TOTAL 40 100.00

TOTAL 215    91.88

TOTAL 234 100.00 58.79

TOTAL 398 100.00
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Table 4: Overall distribution of CS type in S2’s utterances

CS TYPE DETAILS N %

Alternation full-clause 90

multi-constituent 36      

single-element (Ar) 16      

single-element (Eng) 1      

TOTAL 143    26.93

Discourse marker 
switching

EA 177 95.16    

English 9 4.84    

TOTAL 186 100.00   35.03

 Insertion
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Arabic Single-word Noun 63 85.14

Adverb 10 13.51

Adjective 1 1.35

TOTAL 74 100.00    

Multi-word 
(Island)
 
 

PP 5 20.83

NP 18 75.00

AdvP 1 4.17    

TOTAL 24 100.00    

TOTAL 98   48.51  

English  Single-word Noun 53 77.94    

Adjective 4 5.88

Verb 5 7.35    

Pronoun 3 4.41

Preposition 3 4.41

TOTAL 68 100.00    

Multi-word 
(island)

NP 29 80.56    

PP 7 19.44    

TOTAL 36 100.00    

TOTAL 104   51.49  

TOTAL 202 100.00 38.04

TOTAL 531 100.00
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As mentioned, this was the only interview that focused almost entirely on 
religion. Interestingly, religion was the turning point for the participants’ 
linguistic performance. The interviewers used Arabic, so participants mostly 
used insertional CS at the beginning. As time went on, they used more and 
more English until, presumably, they reached their natural modes of com-
munication. This interview began with a discussion of CS, the participants’ 
attitudes towards it, and their linguistic backgrounds.

S1 revealed a more ideological and emotional attitude towards Arabic 
than her friend. She emphasized the importance of Arabic as the language 
of Arab culture and as part of her identity. English, on the other hand, she 
declared a means to secure her future:

(27) bass it’s (.) your identity, il-ʿarabi, wana ḥabbēha, bass akīd wana fi 
š-šuġl, akīd wana fi l-lecture, akīd hatkallim English, lēh? la-in hiyya di 
l-luġa aw il-language illi hatḫalli ti-facilitate my movement baʿd kida
[But it’s your identity, Arabic, and I loved it, but of course, when I’m at work, 
of course when I attend a lecture, of course I speak English. Why? Because this 
is the language that will let me facilitate my movement later on.]

S2 emphasized her weakness in Arabic as a consequence of attending inter-
national schools abroad and not using Arabic at home. When she was back 
in Egypt, she did not know how to speak or write Arabic. Her deficiency in 
EA, as an Egyptian national, made her struggle after admission to the AUC. 
She could not make friends because her excessive use of English was per-
ceived as showing off, nor could she understand what other AUCians were 
talking about. As opposed to S1, she did not deem herself Egyptian, but rath-
er a world citizen, still with her identity shaped by Islam and belonging to 
the Muslim community:

(28) I was never raised (.) loyal to one’s country wi l-balad wi l-waṭan wi-
‘ālam wi l-kalām dawwan ill ana kunt šayfa il-ʿālam kullu in iḥna in-
ternational […] il-balad di ḥāga muhimma bass kāt fīh ḥāga māma kāt 
dayman bit (.) bitḥafiẓhalna kāt in, inta māši, inta mabtantamīš li-l- bal-
ad, bass inta btantami l-umma, btantami li-dīnak, btantami l-ʿaširṭak, 
btantami l-ahlak
[I was never raised loyal to one’s country, the country, the homeland, the world, 
and all that stuff. What I saw is that in the whole world we are international […] 
the country is an important thing, but there is a thing my mom was always pa 
(.) paying our attention to, you don’t belong to the country, but you belong to 
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the Muslim community, you belong to your religion, you belong to your kin, 
you belong to your family.]

This statement was a turning point in the interview, directing the conversation 
to Islam. Until then, Arabic and English were more or less evenly distributed 
in S2’s utterances. She tried to use as much Arabic as possible, though she of-
ten struggled, as evidenced by many hesitations and self-repairs. Discussing 
Islam, S2 began with Arabic’s importance and its relationship with religion, 
using Arabic as the ML (29). Then, she went on to how she learned Arabic (30):

(29) fa ana, kāt dayman ba-associate il-ʿarabi bi l-ʿibāda wana lamma 
badʿi rabbina, badʿi rabbina bi l ʿarabi ʿāšān di l-luġa l ana itʿallimt bīha 
l-qurʾān wi tʿallimt bīha l-ʿibāda
[So, I’ve always associated Arabic with worship, and when I pray to God, I pray 
to God in Arabic because this is the language through which I learned the Ko-
ran and learned the worship.]

(30) baʿdēn bāba ʾalli in muʿgizt il-qurʾan miš bass il-kalimāt, il-grammar 
bitaʿha barḍu fīha iʿgāz, yaʿni gabli ayāt il-kursi, ayāt il-kursi humma 
tisʿa ayāt wi fīhum symmetry bi- (.) bi-l-grammar that you would not know 
if you did not study Arabic grammar fa-ʿašān to get me interested in Arabic 
grammar, wa-āyat il-kursi is something that you pray every day with wa-it 
is supposed to protect you kida, fa (.) to get me to understand that grammar, 
concept of symmetry he taught me ayāt il-kursi to like see the symmetry of 
the first and the ninth and the second and the eighth. 
[Then, my dad told me that the miracle of the Koran is not only words; there 
is also a miracle in its grammar. I mean, he brought me the Throne verses. The 
Throne verses are nine verses, and there is symmetry in (.) in the grammar that 
you would not know if you did not study Arabic grammar so to, to get me in-
terested in Arabic grammar, and the Throne Verse is something that you pray 
every day with and it is supposed to protect you this way, so (.) to get me to un-
derstand that grammar, concept of symmetry, he taught me the Throne verses to 
like see the symmetry of the first and the ninth and the second and the eighth.]

In the first part of (30), S2 uses Arabic as the ML; English provides only two 
nouns. Then, she switches to English, establishing what we can characterize 
as her idiolect. It consists of alternational and DM switching with English as 
the dominant language and Arabic providing mostly short alternations, DMs, 
adverbs, and culture- and Islam-related nouns and NPs. A high frequency of 
DM switching, not much lower than that of insertions (35.03% vs. 38.04%), is 
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the most atypical characteristic of S2’s data. Despite S2’s conspicuous use of 
Arabic DMs, only two, exemplified in (31) and (32), are God-expressions, which 
constitute 1.13%, a lower proportion than in the study as a whole (1.55%):

(31) Are we all drug addicts? laʾ (“no”), I don’t think so (.) hopefully ya rabbi 
(“Oh my Lord”), we’re not all drug addicts.

(32) Recently il-ḥamdu li-llāh (“thank God”) there are šēḫs (“sheikhs”) who 
were educated outside of the bigot (.) bigotry that we live in.

The most distinctive feature of her insertions is the use of Arabic nouns with 
English articles. Typically, Arabic nouns are inserted in two ways. Indefi-
nite nouns appear as bare forms since there is no indefinite article in Arabic. 
Definite nouns are commonly used with the article -il, e.g. (9). However, S2 
used both a/an and the, e.g. (33), (34), although not consistently.

(33) a woman cannot be […] an imām (“imam”) cannot be a šēḫa (“sheik”.F)

(34) My father was telling me stories about how the ṣaḥāba (“Prophet’s com-
panions”) . . . 

English, as the dominant language in S2’s entries, affected S1’s performance, 
leading her to use English considerably more than before; however, both 
maintained their preferred code throughout the interview. We can see the 
difference between their performances in the number of Islam-related inser-
tions in each language. If we compare the word “religion,” we find that the 
English vs. Arabic item distributions are similar in S1’s data. Religion ap-
pears 13 times – eight times in English clauses, and five as insertions framed 
by Arabic. Dīn appears 16 times, always in Arabic clauses. S2 used religion 
11 times in monolingual English clauses, dīn twice – once in a monolingual 
clause and once as an insertion (35). The clause in which dīn-insertion oc-
curred is part of a more extended monologue, in which she relates herself 
to Aisha, Muhammad’s third wife. The excerpt is framed by English, with 
Arabic Islam-related insertions and Arabic DMs. However, she did not use 
dīn to mean “religion” but rather only the Islamic scriptures and tradition:

(35) seventy percent of the ḥadīṯ (“hadith”), seventy percent of the (.) of Proph-
et’s treatises and his sunna came along because of her, and that’s a woman who 
know, yaʿni (I mean), today they tell you that a woman cannot be part of the 
mosque, cannot be an imam (“imam”), cannot be a šēḫa (“a Muslim preacher”), 
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cannot be any of these things, and this woman is the reason for seventy percent 
of the dīn (“religion”) that you tell me I’m not supposed to know

We find an entirely different approach in the use of God vs. Allāh. Apart 
from DMs and other fixed phrases, Allāh was used only once by S1 during 
the whole interview in order to explain the meaning of rabbina (our Lord): 

(36) rabbina illi huwwa allāh, God, yaʿni
[Our Lord that is Allah, God, I mean.]

It is worth noting that both participants avoided Allāh; instead, they used 
rabbina in Arabic clauses and God in English clauses. This is also typical of 
other interviews. I decided to include the results relating to God/Allāh here 
since “God” (in either language) barely appears in the data – all instances 
recorded amount to 41. Table 5 shows the counts of all terms used to denote 
God and the contexts in which they appeared. As we can see, the most fre-
quent term is God, and it is also the only one that appears in non-same ML 
clauses. The difference between uses of God vs. rabbina is that the latter is 
used exclusively with the meaning of God the participants believe in (i.e., 
the Islamic God in these data), while God denotes the Islamic God, God, or 
(a) god, as the object of faith, and the concept of God.

Table 5: Overall distribution of God, Allāh, and rabbina in the data

Monolingual and same 
ML clauses Insertions TOTAL

God 17 5 22

Allāh 1 1

rabbina 18 18

TOTAL 36 5 41

In S2’s data, God appears five times, always in English monolingual clauses. 
S1 used it ten times – six times in monolingual or same ML clauses, and four 
times as insertions in (36), (37), and (38). In (36), it is a reiteration. In (37), our 
God is part of a longer utterance in which S1 provides Arabic quotes from 
the Koran and then explains them in English. Besides Koran quotes, she used 
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Arabic for side notes explaining the context (the Arabic clauses in this ex-
cerpt). However, her core message appears in English. Thus, our God is an 
insertion; however, it corresponds to the composition of the entire utterance 
in which she consistently used God. (38) is preceded by monolingual Arabic; 
a-please God is a switching point for the whole utterance; S1 continued in 
English as the ML with Arabic insertions and alternations. We can stipulate 
that her reason for using God was to avoid using Allāh. This triggered please 
since its Arabic equivalent raḍa is closely associated with the religious con-
text established by the expression allāh yirḍīk (May God please you). Thus, 
switching between please and God seems impossible:

(37) lamma kān rabbina l-awwal, innu huwwa byiḥuṭṭ bani admīn fi 
l-arḍ, ok, our God fi-l-qurʾān byiʾūl in iḥna, our job in this world is to make 
it a better place
[When Our Lord First of all (an epithet of God), when he put people on Earth, 
ok, our God in the Koran says that we, our job in this world is to make it a bet-
ter place.]

(38) ana ʿayza aʿmil kida ʿašān a-please God (.) a-please God, il-fikra God 
does not need to be pleased, he is doing, he is commanding
[I want to do so to please God (.) please God, by the way, God does not need to 
be pleased, he is doing, he is commanding.]

7. Discussion

In this section, I will discuss the results regarding the hypotheses that (1) Ar-
abic is the dominant code for discussing religion in the speech of balanced bi-
linguals, (2) God-expressions and Allāh are the most common Arabic switch-
es in the speech of English-dominant bilinguals, and (3) switching to English 
is confined chiefly to concepts absent in Islam. 

The results obtained from the case study seemingly confirm hypothesis (1). 
The main topic of the interview was Islam. As expected, S1 – a balanced bi-
lingual – used Arabic as her dominant code, while S2 – an English-dominant 
bilingual – mainly resorted to English. Given the participants’ similar stances 
towards Islam, differences in their linguistic backgrounds and Arabic profi-
ciency appear to be central to their linguistic choices. Thus, based on the CS 
patterns in this interview, we could infer that, for balanced bilinguals, Arabic 
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is the preferred code for discussing Islam. However, the other interviews do 
not support this assumption.

Although the participants usually gave religion as a topic specific to Ar-
abic, their language use did not confirm this. Participants’ metalinguistic 
responses probably reflected the common perception of the relationship be-
tween Arabic and Islam. However, while discussing religion, balanced bilin-
guals did not stick to Arabic. For instance, (39) is an utterance provided by 
a student who attended a private bilingual school, used Arabic at home, and 
assessed his knowledge of SA as advanced/proficient:

(39) But zaman they were more religiously conservative I think, la-innu, miš 
fi l-libs masalan bass masalan they’d still always pray, always fast, always 
do that bass ana ahli masalan, they don’t pray as much, they do fast masalan 
because ramaḍān is like this thing (inaudible) bass my mom doesn’t pray the 
five . . .
[But in the old days they were more religiously conservative I think, because, 
not in dress for example but, for example they’d still always pray, always fast, 
always do that, but my family for example, they don’t pray as much, they do 
fast for example because Ramadan is like this thing (inaudible) but my mom 
doesn’t pray the five . . .]

In (40), the same participant distinguishes giving information about Islam – 
e.g., quotes from the Koran or facts from Islamic history, which belong to 
the realm of Arabic – and discussing one’s religious views or religion in 
general. Commenting on the latter, the participant notes that he feels com-
fortable expressing his thoughts in English. This might be surprising to hear 
from a speaker who claims to be well-versed in Arabic. I believe we should 
understand this utterance as expressing a skeptical/critical attitude towards 
religion or religion-related phenomena. Arabic is not a natural choice to ex-
press such views. Arab culture does not recognize rebellion and criticism of 
authorities or revealed truths. English is the language of questioning and 
freedom of speech, the language in which they can express their ideas free-
ly. Thus, the two languages are employed for different purposes – Arabic to 
state facts about Islam and English to question or criticize these facts and 
express personal attitudes:

(40) Bass (but) I guess, I guess masalan, masalan ana bakkallim (for exam-
ple, for example I’m talking) about religion, about my own religious views, for 
example, aw (or) whatever, I am more comfortable expressing those views in 
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English than in Arabic because I can find the words to express myself in Eng-
lish more than in Arabic. 

The type of speech event, interlocutors, and university environment were 
other closely linked factors that influenced balanced bilinguals’ code choices. 
Most participants stressed that they used English and CS only when speak-
ing with people from linguistic backgrounds similar to their own. The AUC 
was where they resorted to these two codes most often. However, even at the 
AUC, the CS patterns they used varied across their interlocutors, as observed. 
Administering the interviews with at least two participants who knew their 
natural linguistic behaviors imposed a natural communication style. The topic 
of religion arose from social and/or political issues discussed, and never be-
gan an interview. Thus, we can assume it was discussed in forms typical for 
each participant. This allows us to claim that code choice is not determined 
by religion (or, more specifically, Islam) per se, but rather by a set of (often 
co-occurring and interdependent) contextual factors for balanced bilinguals. 

Regarding the case study, I suggest that, in addition to language compe-
tencies, participants’ attitudes towards Arabic as an identity marker might 
be an essential determinant of code choice. S1 stressed that Arabic was 
a crucial aspect of her Muslim, Arabic, and Egyptian identity. S2, raised 
and educated in an international environment, identified herself primarily 
as a Muslim. Her Arabic was free of ideology, and she considered it an ex-
pedient means of communicating with her peers at AUC and of performing 
her religious duties. When the interview shifted to Islam, she switched to 
English, her most spontaneous and comfortable code, which seemed natu-
ral as Islam, although inevitably connected with Arabic, is an international 
religion. Thus, for English-dominant bilinguals accustomed to using Eng-
lish in religious contexts, English, not Arabic, is a more natural choice for 
discussing Islam. 

S2’s performance appears typical of Egyptians raised abroad. In Ronesi’s 
(2011) and Badry’s (2011) studies, Egyptian participants who lived abroad 
and attended international English-medium schools reported communicat-
ing little with their families in Arabic, leading to their poor competencies 
in both SA and EA. 

Interestingly, this pattern is not common across all Arabic-speaking com-
munities but rather among Egyptians specifically, as Badry’s (2011) study in-
dicates. The author investigated Arab students attending an English-medium 
private university in the UAE. Egyptians’ language preferences differed sig-
nificantly from those of participants from other nationalities. They revealed 
the lowest level of self-identification with the Arabic language and identity. 
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They also reported their most common exclusive use of English as dealing 
with their parents (25%). The only group with a lower preference for Ara-
bic was Arab Americans. However, Arab Americans expressed much higher 
identification with Arabic than did Egyptians (38% vs. 8%), most of whom 
identified more closely with English (42%). 

Badry, commenting on the excessive use of English by Egyptian students 
at home, states that “additional background information about religious af-
filiations and other socio-economic variables may be needed to understand 
these patterns” (2011, 96). This suggests that religious affiliation may affect 
a family’s linguistic behavior, with Islamic families more inclined to use Ar-
abic than, e.g., Christian families. This study shows that it is not a factor in 
this matter. At this point, we can only speculate that Egyptians may indeed 
be inclined to educate and socialize their children in English, including at 
home, given its importance as a socio-economic marker in Egypt, but this 
idea warrants further investigation.

The results also falsify the second hypothesis – that God-expressions and 
Allāh are the most common Arabic switches in English-dominant bilinguals’ 
speech. The premise for this argument was that Allāh and Allāh-centered 
phrases, like other DMs, are among the most common and therefore the 
most easily acquired of language elements. Indeed, S2’s CS patterns (Table 
4) show that Arabic DMs are much more prevalent in the speech of English-
-dominant bilinguals than indicated by the mean values across all interviews 
(Table 1). Nevertheless, among all DMs she used, only two were God-expressions. 

Castleton (2006) and Morrow and Castleton (2011), reporting findings 
from survey studies of God-expression use among Arabs living in the Arab 
world and abroad, indicate that their employment differs depending on the 
language of communication. The respondents reported using 70% of the ex-
pressions investigated when speaking Arabic, but only 4% when communi-
cating in English. Moreover, they employed God-expressions, whether in Ar-
abic or in their English equivalents, in conversations with Muslims, “which 
suggests the existence of a double discourse, a standard secular English used 
with non-Muslims and an Islamic English used with members of their own 
community” (Morrow and Castleton 2011, 320). Interestingly, most respond-
ents pointed to discomfort when inserting God-expressions into their English 
speech, which means that English “does not provide space and acceptance 
for Allah expressions” (Morrow and Castleton 2011, 320). Castleton (2006) 
explains the reluctance to use God-expressions in English in terms of lan-
guage competence; as God-expressions primarily serve pragmatic functions 
without religious reference, proficient English speakers use their English 
equivalents to achieve the same communicative goals without discomfort.
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Age is another factor that may contribute to the decline of God-expres-
sions in general. According to Morrow and Castleton’s (2011) respondents, 
their children employed God-expressions much less frequently than they 
did. Alsohaibani (2017), who investigated how Saudi speakers use religious 
expressions in monolingual discourse, also notes a similar pattern. While 
all participants in the study utilized them, older age and greater religiosity 
increased their use. 

Thus, the studies above indicate language of communication (Arabic 
vs. English), interlocutor (Muslim vs. non-Muslim), language competence 
(the awareness of the incongruity of the two languages in terms of God-ex-
pressions and the felicity of their pragmatic English equivalences), age, and 
religiosity as factors determining how or whether God-expressions are used. 
The case study in this paper suggests that religiosity alone is not necessari-
ly a factor in bilingual communication. Results obtained in this study – the 
lack of God-expressions as switches (especially compared with other Ara-
bic DMs) – support Morrow and Castleton’s (2011) conclusions pointing to 
the language of communication and the idea of discomfort as more decisive 
factors. However, whether the interviewer’s religious affiliation is a factor 
limiting the use of God-expressions is challenging to determine.

The participants were Muslims; the interviewers were not. Did this affect 
the participants’ performances? We should bear in mind that the interviews 
were conducted in a context that encouraged participants to exhibit natural 
linguistic behaviors. The participants knew that the interviewers, who pre-
dominantly used Arabic, were well-versed in Islam and Arab culture. Impor-
tantly, most interviewees did not refrain from using God-expressions when 
speaking monolingual Arabic or when Arabic was the ML. Thus, I would as-
sume that the presence of non-Muslims was not necessarily a factor in this 
particular situation. It was rather English proficiency that controlled their us-
age of God-expressions. Although their linguistic choices were subconscious, 
the participants also demonstrated a profound awareness of the differences 
in the cultural bases of the languages involved. This is evident if we recall 
that, aside from God-expressions, they also showed remarkable restraint in 
using Allāh. In the data, it appeared only once, only to explain the meaning 
of rabbina (our Lord). Thus, avoiding Allāh and God-expressions may result 
from recognizing the differences in God-concepts between the two languag-
es and cultures and Allāh’s negative connotations in the West due to its fre-
quent use by extremist Islamic groups. Such awareness is an essential part of 
communicative competence, which I find much more adequate for explain-
ing bilinguals’ code choices than linguistic competence alone. The latter Cas-
tleton (2006) defines as the ability to use English pragmatic equivalents of 
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God-expressions. However, this alone cannot be the main reason for avoiding 
Allāh, since, as this study shows, Arabic DMs are the most common switches 
in the speech of English-dominant bilinguals. As proficient English speak-
ers, they could use English equivalents for all DMs, but they still chose not 
to use only particular Arabic DMs – God-expressions. 

It is worth noting that using God vs. Allāh to denote the Islamic God in 
English discourse is also a subject of debate among scholars. Doubts stem 
from the status of the word Allāh, meaning whether it is the name of God 
or simply a term for God (Ibrahim 2009). Seemingly, our interviewees treat-
ed it as an English equivalent of Allāh.

The analysis partially confirms hypothesis (3), that switching to English 
is confined chiefly to concepts absent from Arabic. I did not expect to en-
counter many English religion-specific terms since Islam was the religion 
discussed in the interviews. Thus, most insertions were Arabic switches con-
cerning Islam. Predictably, although English nouns are the most common 
category of switches, few relate to religion. Only two – atheist and agnos-
tic – can be defined as motivated by a lack of Arabic equivalents. Although 
they were not numerous in the data, the concepts of atheism and conversion 
consistently triggered switches to English, often in the form of alternations 
or EL islands. Thus, these concepts seem to require not only the use of Eng-
lish terms but also a shift to English ML to distance participants from the 
negative Arabic connotations. 

An unexpected finding from data analysis is numerous code-switches 
containing religion, either as insertions or within alternations. This result 
does not confirm hypothesis (3) since religion and Arabic dīn seem equiva-
lent. However, the analysis shows that the meaning of dīn is restricted to Is-
lamic tradition in bilingual performance; it appears to denote Islam, Islamic 
scriptures, etc. Religion, on the other hand, was used regarding both religion 
in general and Islam. The same applies to “God.” Contrary to expectations, 
God was the most frequent term used and the only god-word inserted into 
a different ML.

8. Conclusion

This is the first empirical study to examine Arabic-English CS in religious 
discourse, elucidating patterns in the speech of bilingual Egyptians attend-
ing English-medium education. The results indicate the following: 

 1. The topic of Islam does not necessarily trigger the use of Arabic. The 
dominant code depends on various factors, including language competencies, 
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language ideologies, and pragmatics. Religiosity appeared to be a less critical 
factor if not reinforced by a strong ideological attitude towards Arabic. In 
the speech of balanced bilinguals, pragmatics appeared crucial. The two lan-
guages were employed for different purposes – Arabic to state facts about Is-
lam by providing quotes from the Koran and terms specific to Islamic history 
and culture, enhancing communicative fluidity and effectiveness, and English 
to question or criticize Islamic tradition and to express personal attitudes.

2. Allāh and God-expressions are among the least switched items. Instead 
of using Allāh, participants resorted to rabbina or God. God-expressions ap-
peared virtually only in Arabic discourse, although Arabic DMs were among 
the most highly switched categories in the speech of English-dominant bilin-
guals. Thus, Allāh, and hence God-expressions, are deemed incongruent with 
English, which most probably results from speakers’ awareness of Allāh’s 
associations with political Islam. 

3. English religion-related insertions are mostly limited to concepts with 
no exact Arabic equivalents and deemed taboo, i.e. atheism and agnosticism, 
which always trigger switching to English.

4. Some Arabic and English religion-related terms that seem exact equiva-
lents were used in specific contexts and meanings, which suggests their me-
aning specification in the bilingual repertoire. This especially relates to religion 
vs. dīn and God vs. rabbina. Dīn mainly referred to Islam and religion to reli-
gion in general, including Islam. Rabbina denoted only the Islamic God or the 
God believed in by participants, while God might refer to the Islamic God or a 
religion-neutral concept of God, but not God as an object of personal worship. 

Some limitations may have influenced my findings. The interviews used 
for the analysis did not aim to gather data on religious discourse, result-
ing in the scarcity of such data in this study. The study results are relevant 
to one specific community – students of the American University in Cai-
ro – and reveal the qualities of their linguistic performance in a specific 
type of speech event. Thus, further studies targeting religious discourse 
are needed to validate my conclusions. Although the current study design 
prompted natural linguistic behaviors, the possible impact of non-Muslim 
interviewers on the use of Allāh and God-expressions should be clarified by 
involving community members in future research. Secondly, differences in 
linguistic behavior among speakers of different nationalities need further 
study. Compared to young Arabs of non-Egyptian nationalities, Egyptians 
attending English-medium educational programs seem to use less Arabic 
at home and disclose lower self-identification with Arabic. This may have 
implications for their religious discourse, as language ideologies can sig-
nificantly shape code choice. 
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