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Abstract
Malaysia is a multilingual and multiethnic country with a substantial population of ethnic Chinese, who use standardized lan-
guages such as Malay, English, and Mandarin, as well as various Chinese dialects in their daily lives within and beyond Chinese
communities. Cantonese is a community language that significantly impacts the lives of local Chinese in the city of Ipoh,
Malaysia. This study aims to examine the vitality of Cantonese in Ipoh using the language vitality and endangerment (LVE) tool
developed by UNESCO. Nine LVE-proposed factors reflecting the degree of endangerment were investigated. Using a survey
method, 377 participants from various groups were randomly selected from the Chinese community in Ipoh, Malaysia during
January 6 to February 5, 2022. The result shows that Cantonese in Ipoh is rated as “Unsafe,” indicating that measures should
be taken to prevent its further decline. The result suggests that further research is needed to gain a clearer understanding of
the factors affecting language shift and maintenance, as well as the potential and challenges of linguistic and cultural diversity
in the contemporary world.

Plain Language Summary

The purpose of the study was to assess the vitality and challenges facing the Cantonese language in Ipoh, Malaysia, a
community where Cantonese has been traditionally spoken. The study used a variety of factors to assess the vitality of
Cantonese, including language transmission, the number and proportion of speakers, domains of language use,
government support, and community attitudes. The study found that while Cantonese has strong adaptability to new
media and high-quality documentation, the lack of intergenerational transmission, decreasing proportion of speakers,
and limited government support have made the language unsafe and endangered. The implications of the study are that
immediate action is needed to protect the Cantonese language and promote its importance to younger generations.
Encouraging intergenerational language transmission, increasing the proportion of speakers, and providing more
government support for the language are essential to preserve its vitality. The study’s limitations include a small sample
size and self-reported fluency levels, which may have resulted in variability in scores on language tests. The study also
did not investigate the impact of digital media and technology on Cantonese use and learning. Further research is
needed to provide a more nuanced understanding of the vitality and challenges of Cantonese in Ipoh and beyond, and to
develop innovative approaches to language revitalization.
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Introduction

Immigrant families often face the dilemma of language
selection due to their sense of duty to pass on their ances-
tors’ language and the practical requirements of daily life.
The term “heritage language” was coined by the Ontario
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Heritage Languages Programs launched in Canada in
1977 to refer to the language spoken by immigrants and
their children, which was distinct from the dominant lan-
guages in the United States and Canada. Language is an
integral part of family and cultural heritage, and the
home language is also referred to as the heritage lan-
guage, given that the family is the primary source of
intergenerational language transmission. The term “com-
munity language” is often used interchangeably with
heritage language as it emphasizes the importance of lan-
guage in the community and the role of the community
in the maintenance and revitalization of the language.
The term “community language” also reflects the fact
that heritage languages are not only the property of the
individual, but also of the community in which they are
spoken and transmitted across generations.

Cantonese is one of the Chinese dialects widely spo-
ken by ethnic Chinese in Malaysia, for instance in Ipoh,
a multiethnic city with a large Chinese population. The
use of Cantonese is declining, particularly among
younger generations, due to the coexistence and competi-
tion of other languages such as Mandarin, Malay,
English, Indian languages, and several Bumiputera lan-
guages. Ipoh has a rich history and cultural heritage, and
Cantonese is an important part in shaping the identity
and cultural practices of the Chinese community in the
city. However, the decline in the use of Cantonese in
Ipoh, especially among the younger generation, is
becoming increasingly obvious, which raises concerns
about the potential loss of cultural heritage and identity
associated with the language. Additionally, the use of
Cantonese in specific domains, such as family and reli-
gious settings, is also decreasing, and this further exacer-
bates the decline of the language. Therefore, this study
has chosen Ipoh as a research site in order to investigate
the current status of Cantonese use in the city and to
identify the factors that contribute to the decline in
Cantonese maintenance. The findings of this study can
help inform efforts to promote the use and vitality of
Cantonese in Ipoh, and potentially in other parts of
Malaysia as well.

To obtain a theoretical reference frame for the devel-
opment of strategies for the protection, legacy, and use
of Cantonese, this study analyzes nine reflective factors
using UNESCO’s language vitality and endangerment
(LVE) assessment tool and makes suggestions for enhan-
cing the vitality of Cantonese and reversing its decline in
Ipoh. The study aims to answer the following research
question: What is the overall level to Cantonese in Ipoh,
reflecting the language’s vitality, according to the LVE?

To enhance Cantonese vitality, steps based on LVE
factors should be taken and implemented through a
coordinated effort involving various stakeholders, such
as policymakers, educators, community leaders, and

language speakers. These actions have the potential to
increase the use and development of Cantonese in Ipoh,
or at least slow its decline.

Literature Review

Studies on Community Language

The factors that influence language shift and community
language maintenance have been the focus of the acade-
mia. The sociopolitical status of a language, its presence
in education, and the extent of public use all affect
speakers’ attitudes and beliefs, which in turn influence
language practices and use patterns (Montrul, 2012).
Family plays a critical role in the natural acquisition of
the community language, and the intergenerational
transmission of community languages is in decline.
Reducing contact with the community language and
increasing opportunities to learn standard languages in
early elementary school increases the likelihood that chil-
dren will lose their community language, resulting in less
communication and weakened family ties (Wong, 2000).
However, it has been claimed that if parents use positive
and engaging methods to maintain and develop the com-
munity language, encouraging their children to use it,
they can help their children achieve a rudimentary level
of competence (Guardado, 2002; Guo & Li, 2016; Lao,
2004). Ethnic organizations in the immigrant commu-
nity, such as heritage communities, venues for religious
activities, and clan associations, can compensate for the
lack of community language education and encourage
the younger generation to learn it (Cho, 2000; Hinton,
1999; Pak, 2003). In some cases, after a period of shifting
from the community language to the majority language,
some in-group members recognize that the community
language is dwindling and attempt to promote its use,
leading to a tendency to reverse the process (Appel &
Muysken, 2005). Although such efforts may not restore
the original language’s functions, they frequently succeed
in slowing its decline (Fishman, 1991).

Language Vitality

The preservation of community languages has been a
topic of great interest to scholars, with many studies
focused on why speakers cease transmitting their lan-
guage (Kruse, 2021). When developing strategies for
reversing language shift, the vitality of the community
language is typically considered the most critical initial
step (Dwyer, 2011, p.11). Language vitality is defined as
a languages ability to thrive and survive in its sociolin-
guistic context, with a high level of vitality allowing an
ethnolinguistic group to behave as a distinct and active
collective entity in intergroup situations, maintaining or
even expanding the use of its community language, while
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a low or no vitality often results in the group choosing a
more dominant language or a more prestigious vernacu-
lar (Giles et al., 1977).

Various aspects contribute to language vitality, such
as the number of speakers, their age distribution, the
domains of language use, the status of the language in
society, and attitudes toward the language (Grenoble &
Whaley, 2006). Recent research on language vitality has
examined several themes, including language policy and
planning (Crawford & Muntigl, 2021), language contact
and change (Wei & Zhao, 2021), language revitalization
and revitalization movements (Heugh & Skutnabb-
Kangas, 2021), multilingualism and language diversity
(Gorter et al., 2021), language and identity (Kasstan,
2021), and the role of technology in language vitality
(Lepora et al., 2022). Some studies have also demon-
strated a connection between language vitality and social
justice, human rights, and sustainable development,
arguing that promoting language vitality can foster lin-
guistic and cultural diversity, empower marginalized
communities, and enhance their well-being (Hinton
et al., 2022; May et al., 2021; Smith-Christmas, 2021).

Overall, the literature on language vitality provides
insights into the complex and multifaceted nature of lan-
guage use and change, highlighting the need for interdis-
ciplinary and community-based approaches to address
the challenges and opportunities facing languages and
their speakers in the 21st century.

Tools for Determining Language Vitality

Language vitality assessment tools have been developed
to help immigrant communities assess the level of threat
to their community languages. Among the five com-
monly used tools, the “three-variable” ethnolinguistic
vitality model (Giles et al., 1977) is a primitive one that
is challenging to use due to a lack of specific descriptions
and assessment methods for some factors, and it does
not provide an overall vitality score. The Language
Endangerment Index (LEI; Lee & Van Way, 2016) and
the Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDS;
Fishman, 1991), and its extension, the Extended Graded
Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS; Lewis &
Simons, 2010), overlook significant factors such as the
quantity and quality of documentation and the propor-
tion of language speakers. Though GIDS (1991) and
EGIDS (2010) provide an overall vitality score, the “five
key questions” are often believed too simple to evaluate
language vitality. Conversely, UNESCO’s (2003) lan-
guage vitality and endangerment (LVE) tool evaluates
the vitality of a language by examining nine factors that
include intergenerational language transmission, abso-
lute number of speakers, proportion of speakers within
the total population, shifts in domains of language use,

response to new domains and media, availability of
materials for language teaching and literacy, governmen-
tal and institutional language attitudes and policies,
community members’ attitudes toward their own lan-
guage, and quantity and quality of documentation. It
provides a comprehensive assessment of language vitality
and endangerment by taking into account multiple fac-
tors, a standardized framework for assessing language
vitality that allows for comparisons between different
languages and communities, and continuous updates
based on new research and user feedback (UNESCO,
2011).

Methodology

The survey, aimed at investigating the vitality of
Cantonese among the Chinese community in Ipoh, was
conducted using a typical survey method from January 6
to February 5, 2022. Participants were all ethnic Chinese
who were randomly recruited from various groups,
including school students, vendors, customers from
Chinese markets, and housewives residing in the city cen-
ter of Ipoh. The age of the respondents ranged from
teenagers with good reading comprehension skills to
elderly individuals. To ensure the validity and reliability
of the questionnaire items, they were pre-tested before
the actual survey. The questionnaire was designed based
on LVE’s nine factors, with each factor exploring differ-
ent aspects related to Cantonese usage, transmission,
and attitudes toward the language. For instance, factor 1
(Language Transfer) examined respondents’ age and
proficiency in Cantonese to observe the changes in lan-
guage fluency with age. Factors 2 and 3 explored the sta-
tus quo and the future development of the Chinese
population in Ipoh, by inquiring about the number of
children born to the respondents’ parents and the abso-
lute number of speakers, respectively. The study exam-
ined the language use patterns of the respondents with
colleagues/classmates, friends, and family members for
factor 4, while factor 8 explored attitudes toward
Cantonese based on the participants’ opinions of the lan-
guage. Factors 5, 6, 7, and 9 were evaluated by combin-
ing official data with relevant literature.

Prior to participating in the study, all participants
were informed about the research and provided written
informed consent. After collecting the questionnaires, the
responses were entered into a Microsoft Excel spread-
sheet, and the frequency of each option’s selection was
calculated. In total, 377 valid questionnaires were col-
lated, with 87 in the Below 25 group, 83 in the 25 to 34
group, 89 in the 35 to 44 group, 75 in the 45 to 60 group,
and 43 in the over 60 group. Descriptive and inferential
statistical analyses were conducted to answer the research
question and achieve the research objectives.
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Results

Factor 1: Language Transmission

In Ipoh, not all ethnic Chinese are Cantonese descen-
dants, with many being from other language groups such
as Hakka, Hokkien, and Teochew. Cantonese is often
taught and transmitted as a community language, along
with other Chinese dialects. The study aimed to deter-
mine self-reported fluency in Cantonese without adminis-
tering a proficiency test due to the variability of scores on
language tests. Table 1 shows the results of self-reported
fluent Cantonese speakers.

The results in Table 1 show that respondents generally
claimed to be fluent in Cantonese, with older age groups
reporting higher levels of proficiency. However, the study
notes that younger respondents self-reported a relatively
limited repertoire, and some Malay Chinese (Peranakans)
were excellent listeners but poor speakers of Cantonese.
Based on UNESCO’s LVE interpretation of factor 1, the
situation in Ipoh can be classified as Grade 4 “Unsafe,”
where “most but not all children or families of a particu-
lar community speak the language as their first language,
but it may be restricted to specific social domains.” These
findings suggest the need for continued efforts to promote
the use of Cantonese in Ipoh and support language revi-
talization efforts for minority language groups.

Factors 2&3: Number and Percentage of Cantonese
Speakers

Small speech communities face a greater risk of decimation
due to their vulnerability to disease, warfare, natural

disasters, and other such calamities (UNESCO, 2003). In
the most extreme case, a small language group may lose its
language and culture by merging with a neighboring
group. While the LVE framework does not evaluate the
absolute number of speakers (factor 2) due to the difficulty
in establishing a hard and fast rule for interpreting absolute
numbers, population size can be useful for preserving a
community’s language if it is large enough to maintain the
distinctive characteristics of its ethnic group. From both
theoretical and practical standpoints, the Chinese commu-
nity in Ipoh appears to have succeeded in preserving its
ethnic identity in several respects, as evidenced by the fact
that ethnic Chinese constitute 44.11% of the city’s popula-
tion of 657,892, according to the 2010 data from the
Malay Department of Statistics. Additionally, Cantonese
is widely regarded as the lingua franca of ethnic Chinese in
the central region of the Malay Peninsula, and almost all
ethnic Chinese in Ipoh, along with some Bumiputera and
Indian residents, speak Cantonese to some degree, suggest-
ing that Cantonese is a critical component of the Chinese
community’s cultural identity in Ipoh.

To investigate not only the current status and also the
future trends of community language transmission within
the Chinese community Ipoh, a survey was conducted in
which respondents were asked about the number of chil-
dren their parents had. Table 2 presents the distribution
of responses across different age groups.

Table 2 presents the distribution of responses across
different age groups. The data shows that while some
families have one or two children, a significant propor-
tion of Chinese families in Ipoh have three or more chil-
dren. However, the overall trend suggests a decline in
fertility, which could have significant implications for the
future population of ethnic Chinese in Ipoh. It is impor-
tant to note that the survey only included respondents
who came from families with at least one child. This
means that the fertility rate among the Chinese popula-
tion in Ipoh is likely to be even lower, indicating a fur-
ther decline in the population. The situation is even more
worrying for Cantonese speakers, as they are categorized
as “definitively endangered” according to UNESCO’s
criterion that “the majority speak the language.”

Table 1. The Proportion of Self-Reported Fluent Cantonese
Speakers.

Age group Number Proportion (%)

Below 25 71 81.6
25–34 73 88.0
35–44 82 92.1
45–60 75 100.0
Over 60 43 100.0

Table 2. How Many Children Have Your Parents Given Birth To?

Age group

One child Two children Three children Four children Over four children

N % N % N % N % N %

Below 25 14 16.1 27 31.0 33 37.9 11 12.6 2 2.3
25–34 8 9.6 20 24.1 29 34.9 19 22.9 7 8.4
35–44 3 3.4 19 21.3 35 39.3 23 25.8 9 10.1
45–60 1 1.3 14 18.7 23 30.7 22 29.3 15 20.0
Over 60 0 0.0 3 7.0 12 27.9 17 39.5 11 25.6
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Overall, the data presented in Table 2 highlights the
need for further research into the factors influencing the
fertility rate of the Chinese population in Ipoh. In partic-
ular, urgent attention should be given to the endangered
status of Cantonese, as this has important implications
for the preservation of cultural and linguistic diversity in
the city.

Factor 4: Changes in Domains of Language Use

This section provides an analysis of the use of Cantonese
in three domains of ethnic Chinese population in Ipoh,
as presented in Table 3. The three domains were designed
according to the different levels of intimacy that exist in
social contexts. The family domain represents the most
intimate context, where individuals use their native lan-
guage more frequently and comfortably. The friendship
domain represents a slightly less intimate context where
individuals may not use their native language as fre-
quently. Finally, the work/education domain represents
the least intimate but rather formal context where indi-
viduals may not have the same level of language profi-
ciency as in other domains. The analysis of the use of
Cantonese in these three domains in the ethnic Chinese
population in Ipoh is presented in Table 3.

The results show that Cantonese is most frequently
used with family members across all age groups. This is
consistent with the findings of previous studies on lan-
guage use among the Chinese Malaysian community,
which found that Mandarin and English were more com-
monly used in communication with friends, colleagues,
or strangers within the community (Hong & Liu, 2012).

Despite a decline in the use of Cantonese, it remains
an important domestic language in the community. The
description of each grade for Factor 4 by UNESCO
(2003) indicates that Cantonese speakers in Ipoh meet
the criteria for Grade 3 “Multilingual parity,” which sug-
gests that the dominant language(s) are primarily used in
most official domains within the community, while the
minority language(s) are used in informal and domestic
contexts. The non-dominant language(s) is still impor-
tant in some public domains, particularly in traditional

religious institutions, stores, and places where commu-
nity members interact. This creates a diglossic situation,
where speakers use each language for a different func-
tion. However, given the low birth rate as stated in the
above chapter among the ethnic Chinese population in
Ipoh, the future of Cantonese in the community is in jeo-
pardy. It is important to recognize the significance of
Cantonese as an integral part of the ethnic Chinese cul-
ture in Ipoh and take steps to preserve and promote its
use, particularly among the younger generation. This
may involve initiatives such as language education pro-
grams, cultural events, and the promotion of Cantonese
media.

Factor 5: Response to New Domains and Media

The influence of media on language preservation in a
community is significant. In Ipoh, popular literature in
the community language is available through media and
has been found to promote the inheritance of the lan-
guage and generate interest in learning the language,
especially among young people (Ang & Ng, 2019). In
addition, accessible radio and television programs on
heritage culture are currently Mandarin-Cantonese bilin-
gual, making Cantonese accessible through various plat-
forms, including television channels, Facebook, and
YouTube. Cantonese is the official spoken form of
Chinese in Hong Kong, whose popular culture, espe-
cially drama series and popular music, greatly impact
Chinese communities in Southeast Asia (Sim, 2012).

Apart from media, the Cantonese language is also
present in other domains in the community. For exam-
ple, Cantonese is commonly used in traditional religious
institutions, stores, and places where community mem-
bers interact. Cantonese is also used in informal and
domestic contexts, while Mandarin is used in official and
public contexts (UNESCO, 2003). Furthermore, in the
education system, Cantonese is the medium of instruc-
tion in some Chinese independent high schools, while
Mandarin is the medium of instruction in government-
funded schools. In terms of print media, while newspa-
pers such as Nanyang Siang Pau, Sin Chew Daily, and

Table 3. Use of Cantonese with Subjects of Three Types.

Age group

Colleagues/classmates Close friends Family members

N % N % N %

Below 25 26 29.9 31 35.6 57 65.5
25–34 29 34.9 40 48.2 68 81.9
35–44 34 38.2 45 50.6 79 88.8
45–60 33 44.0 43 57.3 71 94.7
Over 60 26 60.5 35 81.4 42 97.7
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China Press are available in Ipoh, they are only in stan-
dard Chinese.

In conclusion, the preservation of Cantonese in Ipoh
is due to its presence in various domains, including
media and traditional institutions. The media’s promo-
tion of Cantonese through popular culture and the use
of Cantonese in different media platforms has also con-
tributed to the language’s preservation, despite the grow-
ing use of Mandarin. The language’s continued presence
in the education system, albeit in specific institutions,
also helps to promote its inheritance. Overall, the med-
ia’s response to new domains and the robust use of
Cantonese in various media platforms in Ipoh is consis-
tent with UNESCO’s Grade 4, “Robust/Active,” where
the language is used in most new domains (UNESCO,
2003).

Factor 6: Availability of Materials for Language
Education and Literacy

According to a report by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), the development of written materials in a
language is crucial for language education and literacy.
Written materials enable students to learn and practice
reading and writing, thereby improving their literacy
skills. In addition, language education needs to cater to
the linguistic needs of different groups within the com-
munity to promote inclusivity and preserve cultural
heritage.

Malaysia’s Chinese education system has been estab-
lished as a means of preserving the Chinese language and
culture in the country. However, the availability of mate-
rials for language education and literacy in Chinese may
be inadequate in some areas, such as Ipoh. While stan-
dard Chinese is the medium of instruction in Chinese
schools, written Cantonese materials are limited to spe-
cific contexts such as entertainment magazines, social
media, and advertisements. Additionally, literacy educa-
tion in the Cantonese language is not included in the
school curriculum, and this can lead to a lack of profi-
ciency in written Cantonese among students. According
to the grade descriptions for Factor 6, the situation in
Ipoh corresponds to Grade 2: “written materials exist,
but they may only be useful for some members of the
community; for others, they may have a symbolic signifi-
cance. Literacy education in the language is not a part of
the school curriculum” (UNESCO, 2003).

To improve language education and literacy in
Cantonese, it is essential to provide more written materi-
als in Cantonese and introduce literacy education in the
school curriculum. One way to promote written
Cantonese is through the publication of books, newspa-
pers, and other printed materials. Additionally, digital

platforms such as websites and mobile applications can
also provide access to written Cantonese materials, mak-
ing them more accessible to the community.

Factor 7: Governmental and Institutional Language
Attitudes and Policies

Language preservation and language shift are signifi-
cantly impacted by the attitudes and policies of the gov-
ernment and institutions. As stated by Fishman (1991),
the government’s language policy and support is instru-
mental in the preservation or decline of a language. In
Malaysia, the government’s language policy has priori-
tized the development of Malay as the official language,
which creates difficulties for ethnic Chinese in retaining
their community language. The government’s lack of dis-
tinction between standard Chinese and Chinese dialects
also contributes to the challenge of preserving the
Chinese language. The certification of both standard
Chinese and Chinese dialects as heritage languages
undermines the importance of dialects to the Chinese
community, leading to a lack of support and resources
for language preservation (Lau, 2009).

Additionally, government funding for Chinese schools
is inadequate, leading to a reliance on donations from
the ethnic Chinese community. This insufficient funding
further reinforces the devaluation of Chinese education
and undermines the importance of the Chinese language,
contributing to the language shift toward Malay. The
lack of support from the government in preserving the
Chinese language has resulted in the “passive assimila-
tion” of Chinese Malaysians, where the dominant group
does not care if its members speak the community lan-
guage (UNESCO, 2003).

To address these challenges, the Malaysian govern-
ment needs to adopt a more inclusive language policy
that values the preservation of not only the official lan-
guage but also minority languages such as Chinese. The
government should also provide adequate funding and
support for Chinese language education to ensure that
the language can be preserved and promoted in the com-
munity. Furthermore, it is essential for the government
to recognize the importance of dialects to the Chinese
community and provide resources for their preservation
(Lau, 2009).

Factor 8: Community Members’ Attitudes Toward
Their Own Language

The present study examines attitudes toward Cantonese
through two questions: “In your view, which language(s)
will develop best in the future?” and “What language(s)
do you prefer your children to speak?” These questions
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provide an introspective method for determining the sta-
tus of Cantonese in respondents’ perceptions.

The results in Table 4 show that Cantonese is far
behind English and Mandarin, with only 7.7% of respon-
dents believing that it will develop best in the future.

However, Table 5 shows that 52.5% of respondents
want their children to learn Cantonese, which signifi-
cantly outnumbers those who are optimistic about its
future. Moreover, most respondents expect their children
to learn multiple languages, reflecting the practical
requirement of the multilingual environment in Ipoh.

It is important to note that attitudes toward
Cantonese cannot be fully captured by the two questions
asked in this study. While Cantonese is perceived to have
a low status compared to English and Mandarin, it is
held in high esteem in a few religious sites and regional
clans. Additionally, several non-governmental organiza-
tions have advocated for the preservation of Cantonese
(UNESCO, 2003). These nuances in attitudes toward
Cantonese suggest that the situation in Ipoh meets the
criteria for grade 4 in factor 8 of language vitality, which
states that “most members support language mainte-
nance” (UNESCO, 2003).

To further understand the attitudes toward Cantonese
and its status in Ipoh, future studies could consider
exploring the attitudes of Cantonese speakers toward the
language beyond the two questions used in this study. In
addition, research could investigate the reasons behind
the practical requirement of learning multiple languages
in the multilingual environment of Ipoh and how this
affects language attitudes and use. Such studies can pro-
vide a more comprehensive understanding of the vitality
and status of Cantonese in Ipoh.

Factor 9: Quantity and Quality of Documentation

The quantity and quality of language materials, particu-
larly written texts and annotated audio-visual recordings,
play a crucial part in determining the urgency of lan-
guage documentation. These materials not only support
the language community in developing specific tasks but
also assist linguists in designing research projects. In the
case of the Chinese community of Ipoh, there is an abun-
dant and diverse collection of high-quality language

documentation available, both within and outside the
community.

The availability of comprehensive grammars and dic-
tionaries, extensive texts, and a constant flow of lan-
guage materials, including annotated high-quality audio
and video recordings, meets the UNESCO’s Grade 5
“Superlative” criteria for Factor 9. This highlights the
ample resources available to the community for language
documentation and preservation.

To further expand on the discussion, it is important
to note that while the quantity and quality of documen-
tation is necessary for language documentation, it is not
sufficient. The community’s involvement in language
documentation efforts is essential for successful preserva-
tion. Documentation that involves community members’
active participation can lead to the development of a
broader range of language materials that better represent
the language in use. In addition, community members’
active involvement can also lead to the development of a
stronger sense of ownership and agency over language
preservation efforts (Hale et al., 1992). Therefore, while
the Chinese community in Ipoh has a wealth of language
documentation, continued community involvement is
crucial for long-term language preservation.

Discussion

The vitality of Cantonese in Ipoh was analyzed according
to LVE in Table 6.

Factors 2 and 3, which contribute to the preservation
of Cantonese, are deteriorating, likely contributing to the
language’s gradual decline. However, factors 4 and 6,
which are largely dependent on the language ecology and
the nature of Cantonese, are difficult to alter. Therefore,
the changeable factors are probably 1, 6, and 7, due to
changes in the attention paid to the preservation of the
Cantonese of ethnic Chinese by community leaders, the
host government, and the government of the country of
origin, China, considering the importance of Cantonese
as part of the world’s linguistic diversity. The overall
vitality of Cantonese in Ipoh is roughly estimated to be
3.6, which is closer to Unsafe. The lack of intergenera-
tional language transmission, a decreasing proportion of
speakers in the population, and limited government

Table 4. In Your View, Which Language(s) Will Develop Best in
the Future?

Language Number Proportion (%)

Malay 13 3.4
English 246 65.3
Cantonese 29 7.7
Mandarin 232 61.5

Table 5. Which Language(s) Do You Prefer Your Children to
Learn?

Language Number Proportion (%)

Malay 118 31.3
English 287 78.8
Cantonese 198 52.5
Mandarin 267 70.8
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support have resulted in the high degree of endangerment
faced by Cantonese. However, the language’s adaptabil-
ity to new domains and media and the availability of
high-quality documentation provides some hope for the
language’s future.

It is important to note that ethnic groups with strong
economies, large populations, and historical cultures have
more advantages in terms of language competition, while
those without these advantages tend to voluntarily or
involuntarily adopt the language of ethnic groups with the
mentioned advantages. Ethnic Chinese in Ipoh are a pre-
ferred ethnic group considering their economic, demo-
graphic, and cultural performance. However, the decline
of Cantonese and its functional atrophy has become a
fact, even though it has long been used as a community
language. Therefore, immediate action is required to pre-
vent the further deterioration of this community language.

Cantonese is not a political or social priority in Ipoh,
and its usage domains are shrinking, resulting in
morpho-syntactic and lexical vulnerability. It is only
through conscious maintenance, transmission, and use of
the ethnic language that its dangerous state can be
reversed. Teachers, parents, and students must recognize
the misconceptions about multilingualism and its nega-
tive consequences at home and school.

In order to protect Cantonese, it is crucial to address
the issues highlighted in Table 6. This includes encoura-
ging intergenerational language transmission, increasing
the proportion of speakers in the population, and pro-
viding more government support for the language. It is
also essential to promote the value and importance of
Cantonese and its role in cultural identity, particularly
among younger generations. By taking these steps,
Cantonese can be preserved and continue to play a vital
part in the linguistic diversity of the world.

In conclusion, the analysis of Cantonese’s vitality in
Ipoh provides insights into the current situation and
potential future of the language. Immediate action is
required to prevent the further deterioration of this com-
munity language. Through conscious efforts to promote

the language, it is possible to preserve and promote the
value and importance of Cantonese.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the present study has provided a compre-
hensive analysis of the vitality and challenges of
Cantonese in Ipoh, Malaysia. However, there are still
several aspects that require further investigation and
exploration. Firstly, more detailed and nuanced data on
language use, attitudes, and proficiency among the eth-
nic Chinese in Ipoh would provide a clearer picture of
the factors that affect language shift and maintenance.
Secondly, the impact of digital media and technology on
Cantonese use and learning in Ipoh deserves attention,
as it may offer new opportunities and challenges for lan-
guage revitalization. Thirdly, comparative studies of
Cantonese vitality and revitalization in other Chinese
diaspora communities, both within and outside
Malaysia, could provide valuable insights into the shared
and distinctive factors that influence language mainte-
nance and change.

These research areas could be explored through sur-
veys, interviews, ethnographic studies, and comparative
analyses. It is important to involve a diverse range of
Cantonese speakers, including young and old, urban and
rural, and different social and educational backgrounds,
to capture a comprehensive and nuanced understanding
of the vitality and challenges of Cantonese in Ipoh and
beyond. Collaboration with researchers and practitioners
in other linguistic and cultural contexts can also facilitate
the sharing of best practices and innovative approaches
to language revitalization.

In conclusion, further research on the vitality and revi-
talization of Cantonese in Ipoh and beyond could con-
tribute to a deeper understanding of the complex and
dynamic processes of language shift and maintenance, as
well as the potential and challenges of linguistic and cul-
tural diversity in the contemporary world. It is crucial to
recognize the value of linguistic and cultural diversity

Table 6. Summary of the Vitality of Cantonese in Ipoh.

Factor Grade Degree of endangerment

Factor 1. Intergenerational language transmission 4 Unsafe
Factor 2. The absolute number of speakers 657,892 —
Factor 3. The proportion of speakers in the total population 3 (44.11%) Definitively endangered
Factor 4. Shifts in domains of language use 4 Multilingual parity
Factor 5. Response to new domains and media 4 Robust/active
Factor 6. Availability of materials for language education and literacy 2 —
Factor 7. Governmental and institutional language attitudes and

policies, including official status & use
3 Passive assimilation

Factor 8. Community members’ attitudes toward their own language 4 —
Factor 9. Amount and quality of documentation 5 Superlative
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and to support efforts to preserve and revitalize unsafe
languages like Cantonese.

Appendix

Questionnaire in English, Chinese, and Malay

English Version. Thank you for taking the time to
participate in this survey. The purpose of this survey is to
gather information about the language vitality of
Cantonese in Ipoh, with the aim of maintaining language
diversity. Your participation is completely voluntary,
and all of your responses will be kept confidential.

Please read each question carefully and for each ques-
tion select one response that best reflects your opinion or
experience.

1. Your gender:
A. Male B. Female

2. What is your age?
A. Under 25 B. 26–45 C. 46–65 D. Over 65

3. Can you speak Cantonese fluently?
A. Yes B. No

4. How many children have your parents given birth
to?
A.1 B.2 C.3 D.4 or more

5. You speak Cantonese with ______?
A. My colleagues or my classmates
B. My close friends
C. My families

6. In your view, which language(s) do you think will
develop best in the future? (Choose all that apply)
A. Malay B. English C. Cantonese D. Mandarin

7. Which language(s) do you prefer your children to
learn? (Choose all that apply)
A. Malay B. English C. Cantonese D. Mandarin

Thank you for completing this survey. Your input is
valuable in helping us better understand the language
vitality of Cantonese in Ipoh.

Chinese version. 感谢您抽出时间参与本次调查。本次

调查旨在收集关于怡保粤语的语言活力的信息，以维护

语言多样性。您的参与是完全自愿的，所有回答都将保

密。
请仔细阅读每个问题，并选择最能反映您的意见或经

验的答案。

1. 您的性别是：
A. 男性 B. 女性

2. 您的年龄是多少？
A. 25岁以下 B. 26–45岁 C. 46–65岁 D. 65岁以上

3. 您能流利地说广东话（粤语）吗？
A. 能 B. 不能

4. 您的父母共生了几个孩子？
A. 1个 B. 2个 C. 3个 D. 4个或更多

5. 您平日里和谁讲广东话（粤语）？
A. 同事或同学 B. 好朋友B. 家人

6. 您认为哪些语言未来会发展得最好？（可以多选）
A. 马来语 B. 英语 C. 广东话（粤语）D. 华语

7. 您希望您的孩子日后可以学习哪些语言？（可以多

选）
A. 马来语 B. 英语 C. 广东话（粤语）D. 华语

感谢您完成本次调查。您的意见对于帮助我们更好地

了解怡保粤语的语言活力至关重要。

Malay Version. Terima kasih kerana mengambil masa
untuk mengambil bahagian dalam kaji selidik ini.
Tujuan kaji selidik ini adalah untuk mengumpulkan
maklumat tentang kehidupan bahasa Kantonis di Ipoh,
dengan tujuan untuk mengekalkan kepelbagaian bahasa.
Penyertaan anda adalah sukarela, dan semua jawapan
anda akan dirahsiakan.

Sila baca setiap soalan dengan teliti dan pilih jawapan
yang paling mencerminkan pendapat atau pengalaman
anda.

1. Jantina:
A. Lelaki B. Perempuan
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2. Berapakah umur anda?
A. Di bawah 25 tahun B. 26–45 tahun
C. 46–65 tahun D. Lebih daripada 65 tahun

3. Adakah anda boleh bertutur Kantonis dengan
lancar?
A. Ya B. Tidak

4. Berapa banyak anak yang dilahirkan oleh ibu bapa
anda?
A. 1 B. 2 C. 3 D. 4 atau lebih

5. Anda bercakap dalam bahasa Kantonis dengan
______?
A. Rakan sekerja atau rakan sekelas saya
B. Rakan karib saya
C. Keluarga saya

6. Menurut pandangan anda, bahasa-bahasa mana
yang anda rasa akan berkembang dengan baik
pada masa depan? (Pilih semua yang berkenaan)
A. Bahasa Melayu B. Bahasa Inggeris
C. Bahasa Kantonis D. Bahasa Mandarin

7. Bahasa-bahasa mana yang anda ingin anak anda
pelajari? (Pilih semua yang berkenaan)
A. Bahasa Melayu B. Bahasa Inggeris
C. Bahasa Kantonis D. Bahasa Mandarin

Terima kasih kerana melengkapkan kaji selidik ini.
Maklum balas anda adalah berharga dalam membantu
kami memahami dengan lebih baik tentang kehidupan
bahasa Kantonis di Ipoh.
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