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Abstract
This research paper analyzes code-switching in popular Mandarin songs in contemporary China. It describes code-
switching patterns and investigates the functions of code-switching in the lyrics. It concludes with a discussion and
implications for language teaching.

Introduction
The  rise  of  the  multilingual  population  is  significantly  influenced  by  international  business,
communication,  and  immigration.  Numerous  countries  and  regions  in  Asia,  including Hong
Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore, officially or unofficially embrace multilingualism.
Today, there are more individuals who are bilingual or multilingual than those who speak only
one language, displaying the linguistic diversity worldwide (Li et al., 2012). Code-switching is a
common linguistic practice among multilingual speakers. 

Code-switching occurs when a speaker alternates between two or more language varieties
in a single conversation (Gumperz, 1982). This phenomenon manifests itself in diverse ways and
to achieve a variety of goals.  It  may occur within or between sentences; it may signify social
aspects  such  as  identity  or  solidarity  among  people  who  share  values;  and,  as  this  paper
demonstrates, it may serve the author’s personal ideas (Shartiely, 2016). 

This  paper  analyzed  the  English-Chinese  code-switching  by  American-born  Chinese
(ABC) singers in their songs. ABCs grew up in America because of family immigration (Jones &
Themistocleous, 2022). The majority of them are from Hong Kong and Taiwan. During their
childhood, they used English in their daily life but they spoke Mandarin or Cantonese at home.
They acquired multilingual language ability and can now switch back and forth freely. With their
music intelligence and multilingual capacity, their songs are composed of a mix of Chinese and
English which interests the young generation from mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan.
Songs  that  incorporate  code-switching provide  listeners with a multicultural  and multilingual
experience. It can also serve as a form of cultural expression, reflecting the artist's background
and the interconnectedness of different linguistic and musical traditions. Overall, code-switching
in music contributes to the dynamic and evolving nature of musical expression in a globalized
world. 

In this paper, I will first demonstrate the ways in which ABC singers code-switch in their
songs  and  discuss  the  potential  reasons  behind  these  lyric  choices.  Next,  I  will  explore  the
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message  is  well  understood.  Meanwhile,  it  is  important  to  inform other  observers  or
participants about the language background of the people involved. This can help them
understand why code-switching is occurring and facilitates effective communication.

● Code-switching with  ����	"������� involves  interjections  or  fillers.  It  is  a  natural  way for
individuals  who  can  understand  both  of  the  languages  to  convey  their  emotions  or
reactions which are felt appropriate or suitable at that moment. 

● Switching  for  ���	�#������ is  very  useful  and  common  when  the  multilingual  speakers
believe that a particular term or concept may not be well understood by the audience in
the original language. 

● Code-switching for �������$����#������ occurs when the speaker introduces the topic in one
language and elaborates on it in another language. It can be employed to emphasize or
amplify the content of the message. The message may be more vivid and expressive if the
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Code-Switching in Songs by ABC Singers
Research  by  Moody  (2020)  shows  that  while  English  functions  differently  from  industry  to
industry and in different cultures, each industry demonstrates bilingual creativity and linguistic
innovation that  has developed from the spread of  English into Asia.  Among many bilingual
communities, code-switching is thought to imply that a speaker lacks the capacity to use a certain
word in one language and can only express it in another language. Some people have labeled this
behavior as lazy,  careless, and demonstrating an inability to form correct  sentences  (Jones &
Themistocleous, 2022). However, over time, sociolinguists are beginning to acknowledge that this
hybridity is not a fault, but rather serves a purpose (Jones & Themistocleous, 2022). 

There are numerous instances illustrating the sophisticated utilization of code-switching
to  heighten  the  rhetorical  and  aesthetic  impact  of  lyrics.  These  examples  show  that  code-
switching  patterns  can  interact  with  elements  of  lyrical  structure,  including  rhyme,  line
segmentation, and chorus, and reinforce connections and distinctions in order to enrich various
forms  of  artistic  expression.  Furthermore,  code-switching  can  contribute  semantically  to  the
message conveyed by the lyrics. This occurs when it is employed to incorporate specific lexis or
diction typical of the genre, emphasizing specific lexical elements, drawing attention to semantic
comparison or parallels, or achieving patterns of parallelism, repetition, or rephrasing (Davies &
Bentahila, 2008a). For example, in Cheb Akil’s song “Diri Fiya Confiance,” almost all the lines in
Arabic rhyme with the repeated French phrase from the song’s title (p. 5). Another example is the
song “Ne me quitte pas” (Don’t give up on me) by Cheb Lamin. The French line which also
constitutes the title of the song is repeated 13 times among the Arabic lyrics (p. 7). Also, in the
song “Rani murak” sung by Cheb Hasni, the key lines “Ca fait longtemps” (it’s been a long time)
and “Pour me dire oui” (to say yes to me) are both repeated many times in French in a song
otherwise dominated by Arabic (p. 8). 

According  to  Chan’s  (2009)  research  on  songs  in  Hong  Kong,  code-switching  from
Cantonese to English has been primarily considered as quoting “Western” concepts and ideas,
conveying referential and connotative meanings absent in Cantonese. This, on the other hand,
paper examines the functions of English lyrics in Mandarin songs, finding they are more variable
beyond  a  symbol  of  “Western  culture.”  Particularly,  code-switching  fits  into  the  rhyming ,
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Methodology
This research paper analyzes eleven Mandarin popular songs by singers who are originally from
English-speaking countries (Table 1). 

Table 1
�����&��!�'�	�(���)����������������	���!�����	�*����	��

Singer Song title(s) Code-
switching
frequency

Artist’s Background

Khalil 
Fong

1. “A song I 
wrote to you” 

3 times born in 1983 and raised in Hawaii by Hong Kong parents;
performed mainly in Hong Kong then mainland China.

Active years: from 2008 to now (方大同, Khalil Fong, 2023)

Will Pan 1. “UUU”
2. “Do not 
wanna wake 
up” 

9 times 
8 times

born in West Virginia in 1980 toTaiwanese parents; grew
up in San Francisco; active from 2002 to now (“潘瑋柏,

Will Pan,” 2023)

Edison 
Chen

1. “The love I 
owe you” 

4 times born in Vancouver, Canada in 1980; grew up in L.A; his
family is from Hong Kong (“陈冠希, Edison Chen,” 2023) 

Leehom 
Wang

1. “In the 
remote place”
2. “Open your 
heart”
3. “Take your 
time” 

4 times

11 times 

10 times 

born in 1976 and raised in New York; graduated from
Berklee College of Music with a doctorate degree; his family
is from Taiwan. He has been performing since 1998 (“王力

宏, Leehom Wang,” 2023)

JJ Lin 1. “Always 
online” 
2. “Only told 
you” 

12 times

10 times

born in 1981 and raised in Singapore; his family is from
Fujian Province, China; with his traditional musical family

background, he started learning to play piano in his
childhood and received many awards for singing and

composing songs before he was 18. From 2003 onward, he
has always been ranked as a top popular singer (“林俊杰, JJ

Lin,” 2023)

Alex To 1. “Goodbye 
Louis” 
2. “I never 
meant to hurt 
you” 

4 times

5 times

born in Hong Kong in 1962 but moved to Canada
afterwards; spent his youth in both Canada and the United

States of America. He has been acting on the stage and
singing from the late 1990s until now (“杜德伟, Alex To,”
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All of the selected





��������	
�������	���	���

Excerpt 3: Song 8, “In that remote place,” by Leehom Wang (2005)

Original lyrics Pinyin English translation

1 Dance with me dance with me ������ �������!����� ������

2 Come on and dance with me .���������!�!����� ������

3  这首的节奏已播放在电话里 zhè shǒu de jié zòu yǐ bō
fàng zài diàn huà lǐ

����	�)��������-�������)�!��������
�����

4 Slide with me, slide with me ���!�� �����������!�� ������

5 Come on and slide with me .���������!����!�� ������

6  跟我一起唱 gēn wǒ yī qǐ chàng ���� �������

7  就拉近了距离 Sing jiù lā jìn le jù lí sing �	� ���������	������ ������

In Excerpt 3, the singer also uses inter-sentential  code-switching. By choosing the last
Chinese character “ ”  里 in line 3 and “ ”  离 in line 7, which are pronounced as [lǐ] and [lí]
respectively, Wang creates a rhyme with the last word in the English line: “me.”

Excerpt 4 is an example of  both inter-sentential and intra-sentential code-switching. In
lines 5, 7, 9 and 11, intra-sentential code-switching is employed to complete the clause. 
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8  我们连结了 穿越,  天空 银
 河 oh

wǒ mén lián jié le chuān yuè,   
tiān kōng   yín hé

��,	����������!���	����������
2��
)���)���

9 开始倒数, three two one kāi shǐ dǎo shù, three two one .�����-��
 �	!�����	���� �����

10 删除我的孤单 shān chú wǒ de gū dān ���������)�����������

11 More and more, 尽是深刻 more and more, jìn shì shēn kè 2�	����!���	����������!����

12 爱亮了,  爱笑了 ài liàng le,  ài xiào le ��/�����-	���������/�����������

13 I'm always online +1���� �)��������

As in Excerpt 2 above, not only does Lin rhyme the Mandarin lyrics together but he also
makes the English line rhyme with the Mandarin lyric lines above and below it. In line 5 and line
6, the last syllables of the English words “one” and “online” form a close rhyme with each other
and with the last Chinese character “ ” 散 [sǎn] in line 7. Also, in line 9, the English word “one” is
rhymed  with  the  Chinese  character  “ ”  单 [dān].  In  weaving  both  languages  together  in
interlacing  rhymes  like  this,  the  songwriter  and  singer  can  appeal  to  his  Mandarin-English
bilingual  audience  as  well  as  expressing  his  own  competent  bilingualism  and  fluid  Chinese
American identity.

Excerpt 5: Song 2, “Do not wanna wake up” by Will Pan (2012)

Original lyrics Pinyin English Translation

1 So baby tonight tonight ���-�-)��������������

2 掏出内心让你明白 tāo chū nèi xīn ràng nǐ míng bái 3	����)����	�������������)������

3   你的期待 依赖 nǐ de qī dài   yī lài ���	��4�����������!����!���)

4  能让辛苦变愉快 néng ràng xīn kǔ biàn yú kuài
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his love. Then, except for line 7, all the last Chinese characters of the remaining lines, “ ” 白 [bái],
” ” 赖 [lài], “ ” 快 [kuài ], “ ” 来 [lái], and “ ” 彩 [cǎi] rhyme together and form a slant rhyme with
the last syllable of the English word “tonight.” 

Excerpt 6 is from another classic song by Will Pan. 

Excerpt 6: Song 3, “UUU” by Will Pan (2010)

Original lyrics Pinyin English Translation

1 Tell me baby, I love u love u 
love u, 陷入梦幻催眠的魔术 

Tell me baby, I love u love 
u love u, xiàn rù mèng 
huàn cuī mián de mó shù

��������-�-)��+���/������/������/�����
���
������������!	���)��)�����������

2 So baby baby, tell me baby, I 
love u love u love u

���-�-)�-�-)����������-�-)��+���/������/�
����/���

3 爱情在潜意识被征服  ài qíng zài qián yì shí bèi 
zhēng fú

��/��������$��	�!����������-���������

4 I’m crazy over u u u u u +,���	�%)��/�	����������

5 如此疯狂的中了毒毒毒毒毒  rúHb
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line  6,  “u,”  is  rhymed  with  the  pronunciation  of  the  last  character  of  line  7,  “ 福 ,”  again
pronounced as [fú]. Repeatedly, the rhyme occurs in the next pair sequence of line 8 & 9. This
song applied both intra-sentential and inter-sentential code-switching.

Excerpt 7 is a song by JJ Lin that contains Mandarin, Korean, and English in inter-
sentential and intra-sentential code-switching (lines 2 and 3, respectively).

Excerpt 7: Song 6, “Only told you” by JJ Lin (2006). 

Original lyrics Pinyin and Korean ��������	���������

1   사랑해요 只 对你说 사랑해요 zhī duì nǐ shuō �사랑해요 7+���/��)��8����)���)����)��
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Excerpt 9: Song 1, “Goodbye Louis,”  by Alex To (2018)

Original lyrics English Translation

1 终于明白当时你的笑容 *�����)���!�	����!�)��	�����������

2  是留给我一辈子的礼物 +��������'������)� �������'�

3 每当经过我们走过的路 �����+������!����� �)� �� ��
�!

4 我知道你还留在我心底住 +�
�� �)����	����������/����������!�������'��)����	�

5 你唱的歪歌, 幽的默, 都记得 ����!�/���������)����������������	��+�	����-�	�������

6 你让我丢开烦闷 ������
������/����� �		)��

7 唤醒纯粹的快乐 ( �
�������	�����������

8   你陪我人生 最珍贵 的时刻 �����	��������������)������)� ������

9    在纷乱世界 闲着 +��	���4������������������� �	�!

10    谈 欢离悲合 笑着 ���
����-��������"�)�����/�����		� ���������

11 我的老朋友,  当下胜过永久 2)���!�'	���!��	������ ����-����	������'�	�/�	

12 单纯而自由, 成就不如享受 ��	����!�'	���������/������������-����	��������"�)����

13  在世间骑游 回忆就是宇宙 �	�/������������� �	�!������	)�����������/�	��

14 Don't wanna let you go ���1�� ���������)����

15 Don't wanna let you go ���1�� ���������)����

16 Don't wanna let you go ���1�� ���������)����

17 I'll never let you go +1�����/�	�����)����

18 Why did you have to go ��)�!�!�)�����/������

In this song, To uses Mandarin to recount his memories and feelings toward Louis, an old
friends  that  he  has  not  seen for  many years  (lines  1-13).  Near  the  end,  he  code-switches  to
English. The English line, “Don’t wanna let you go,” is a direct request to his friend, in contrast
to the self-reflection in the Mandarin lines above it. 

Excerpt 10 is from the song “Take your time,” composed by Leehom Wang in 2001. This
is a light, pleasant song with inter-sentential code-switching. 
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Excerpt 10: Song 9, “Take your time” by Leehom Wang (2001)

Original lyrics English translation

1 我用一刹那交换一个天长地久 +��4�����������������'�	����	���)

2 我用我现在交换你的从此以后 +��4�������)���!�)�'�	�)��	�'���	�

3 时间在你双手, hey yeah �����������)��	����!�����)�)���

4 time to fall in love ��������'���������/�

5 不管什么时候 �����/�	

6  一秒一个梦 (������!���!	���

7  转动爱的节奏 .���������������'���/�

8 time to fall in love ��������'���������/�

9  不管上下左右 +�!��,����	�� �����	�����!� �����'���	���

10  一秒一个吻 (������!���
���

11 一点也不保留 ���!��,�����!�-��
�������

12 time is in your hand �����������)��	����!

13 take your time take your time take you 
time yeah yeah 

��
��)��	��������
��)��	��������
��)��������)����)����

In the Mandarin lyrics (lines 1-3, 5-7, 9-11), Wang reflects on his flexible and free attitude
to love. When leaves the reflection and switches to actions with a directive (“time to fall in love”
in lines 4 and 8), he turns to English. The code-switch thus helps to enhance the switch in the
song’s moods and addressees.

Excerpt 11 is from the song “Only told you,” composed by JJ Lin.  This song uses a
Korean phrase, “사랑해요,” which means “I love you.”

Excerpt 11: Song 6, “Only told you” by JJ Lin (2006).

Original lyrics English translation

1 站在寂寞的舞台上 ����!���������������)�����

2   灯光下拖着自己的 影子 �	�����)�� �����!� ���!�	���������

3  音乐重复我们共同 的忧伤 ����������	���������	����	�!�	��'�
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Excerpt 12: Song 2, “Do not wanna wake up” by Will Pan (2012).

Original lyrics English translation

1  最近是忙了些 ;������)��������-������-���-��)

2   没顾好你有的感觉 +�!��������	��'�	�)��	�'������

3  我真的没有疏远 +�!������!	�'�����	�

4  也懂你担心的一切 <�� �����)��	� �		���

5  或许爱都有曲线 2�)-����/��������	/��

6   总是 会起伏蜿蜒 +�����������!���������!� ��!��

7 我们对彼此太了解 ���
�� ����������	����� ���

8  不该冲动说再见 ��������!�������/�����!�-)���������������

9 but I can’t just let you go~ 3���+����,��"��������)����=

All the Mandarin lyrics are about the singer’s reflection on what has happened recently
and his feelings and thoughts. In the final line, he switches to an action and uses English (“I can
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Excerpts 13 and 14 are examples of code-switching for simple expressions. 

Excerpt 13: Song 3, “UUU” from Will Pan (2010)

Original lyrics English translation

1   就像是失去神经，我感觉不到呼吸 ��
����������	/����+���������'�����)���'�-	�����

2 连空气都窒息，why why I love you so �/���������	�������0���� �)� �)�+���/��)�����

3  每秒钟胆颤心惊，迎战你给的惊奇 �����
����/�	)������!��+����'	�������� ��!�	�)���
��
�����'���

4  你与众不同的 love love，I want you girl ���	����$�����/����/���+� ����)����	�

5 Tell me baby I love u love u love u, 陷入梦
 幻催眠的魔术

��������-�-)��+���/������/������/��������
������������
!	�����)�����������

6 So baby baby tell me baby I love u love u 
love u

���-�-)�-�-)����������-�-)��+���/������/������/���

7   爱情在潜意识被征服 ��/��������$��	�!������-�������������

8 I’m crazy over u u u u u +,���	�%)��/�	����������

9   如此疯狂的中了毒毒毒毒毒 5�������������!��	�%��)
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Excerpt 14: Song 7, “Open your heart” by Leehom Wang (2005)

Original lyrics English translation

1 baby, 我爱你,  快乐永远来得及 3�-)��+���/��)�������������������������������'�	�/�	

2 so come on now and 放开你的心 ������������� ���!������)��	����	�

3 baby, 我爱你, 快乐永远来得及 3�-)��+���/��)������������/�	�������������#�!����������
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The common expressions are integrated into the clausal frames in intra-sentential code-
switching, e.g., “baby 我爱你, ” 快乐永远来得及 (lines 1, 3, 16). Another example is the lyrics in
lines 2, 4, 17, 19, where the singer starts a line with the a common English expression, “come on
now,” and completes it in Mandarin, “放开你的心.” The use of the common English phrase in
an imperative that is the central message of the song might add emphasis and draw attention to
the message. 

As seen in  Excerpts  13,  14,  and the  other  excerpts  above,  a large  number of  simple
expressions of English are used by ABC singers to make their songs catchy and easy to follow
while also expressing their bilingual identity.

Code-Switching for the Chorus
Choruses  are  usually  used  to  highlight  the  main  melody  and  the  meaning  of  songs.  In  the
Mandarin songs I  examined, many of  the chorus lyrics  are  in English.  Table  2 shows these
examples.

Table 2
�������.��	��������2��!�	�����������

Song
number

Song title Chorus lines Singer name

1 “Goodbye Louis” “Don't wanna let you go” (3 times) Alex To
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