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Language choice and use are sociolinguistic phenomena. The choice and use of language refers
to selecting languages for different purposes in different contexts. In a bi-/multilingual
society, these phenomena are very important issues. Fishman’s (1972) domain analysis
is used to investigate the choice of language in a multilingual context in this study. The
analysis answers questions directed at ‘who speaks what language to whom, when,
where and even why’. In answering these questions, a host of variables come into play.
These variables are language planning and policy, language user’s social background,
linguistic profile, profession, educational background, and social domains. The
objectives of this study were to identify UPM undergraduates’ patterns of language
choice and use in the domains of family, friendship, neighborhood, transaction,
education, office, religion and media; and to investigate the effect of ethnicity, gender,

discipline of study and proficiency on their patterns of language choice and use.



Data for the study were collected through a questionnaire survey administered to 300
UPM undergraduates. The analysis of data was done both quantitatively and
qualitatively. SPSS was used to get percentage values and frequencies through
descriptive statistics and correlations between variables were obtained through Chi-
square tests. The strength of relationship was measured using Contingency Coefficient

and the relationship was interpreted with reference to Guilford’s rule of thumb.

Findings of the study indicate that the informants chose and used different languages in
different domains with consideration to the status of the domains. They were found to
use ethnic languages in those domains which were more informal and intimate such as
family, religion and media. Bahasa Melayu and English were chosen in more formal
domains such as education and office. In the patterns of language choice among the
informants, the study found the influence of ethnicity and language proficiency in all the
domains investigated. The discipline of study was also found to influence language
choice partially, while the influence of gender was not found. In short, this study found

variation of choice of languages to be constrained and influenced by different factors.
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Pemilihan dan penggunaan bahasa adalah satu fenomena sosiolinguistik yang melibatkan
pemilihan bahasa untuk kegunaan tertentu dalam konteks yang berlainan. Dalam
masyarakat dwi/pelbagai bahasa, fenomena ini merupakan satu isu yang sangat penting.
Teori analisa domain yang diperkenalkan oleh Fishman (1972) digunakan untuk
mengetahui tentang pemilihan bahasa dalam pelbagai konteks. Analisa ini menjawab
soalan tentang “siapa yang menggunakan bahasa tertentu kepada siapa, bila, di mana
dan juga mengapa”. Dalam usaha menjawab soalan sebegini, banyak angkubah penting
perlu diambil kira; contohnya, perancangan dan polisi bahasa, latar belakang sosial
pengguna bahasa, profil linguistik, pekerjaan, latar belakang pendidikan dan domain
sosial. Objektif kajian ini adalah untuk mengenal pasti corak pemilihan dna penggunaan
bahasa di kalangan pelajar UPM dari segi domain kekeluargaan, persahabatan, kejiranan,

transaksi, pendidikan, pejabat, keagamaan, dan media; serta untuk mengetahui kesan



etnik, gender, bidang pembelajaran dan tahap kefasihan terhadap corak pemilihan dan

penggunaan bahasa.

Data kajian ini diperolehi melalui soalselidik yang melibatkan 300 pelajar UPM di
peringkat bacelor. Analisa data dibuat secara kuantitatif dan kualitatif. SPSS digunakan
untuk mendapatkan peratus nilai dan frekuensi melalui statistik deskriptif dan korelasi
antara angkubah diperolehi melalui kajian Chi-square. Kemantapan hubungan diukur
menggunakan Contigency Coefficiency dan diinterpretasikan melalui Guildford’s rule of

thumb.

Hasil kajian menunjukkan responden memilih serta menggunakan bahasa yang berlainan
dalam domain yang berlainan dengan mengambilkira status domain berkenaan.
Responden didapati menggunakan bahasa etnik dalam domain yang kurang formal serta
berkaitan faktor etnik seperti keluarga, agama, dan media; manakala bahasa Melayu dan
bahasa Inggeris pula digunakan untuk domain yang lebih formal seperti pendidikan dan
pejabat. Dari aspek corak pemilihan bahasa pula, pengaruh etnik dan kefasihan
berbahasa dalam semua domain telah dikaji. Bidang pembelajaran didapati
mempengaruhi pemilihan bahasa walaupun tidak sepenuhnya, manakala pengaruh
gender tidak dapat dikesan. Pada keseluruhannya, hasil kajian ini menunjukkan variasi

pemilihan bahasa dikekang faktor pengaruh yang berbeza-beza.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview

This chapter provides the introduction to the study. The chapter begins with the
background of the study followed by a description of the linguistic situation in Malaysia,
statement of the problem, conceptual framework of the study, purposes of the study,
research questions, significance of the study and delimitations and limitations of the

study. Finally, the chapter concludes with a summary.

1.2 Background of the Study

A state of multilingualism allows people to grow up with access to two or more
languages resulting in them being able to exercise a choice in using languages for
different purposes in different contexts. Some people perceive this exercise of choice as
an advantage since it provides opportunities for choosing suitable languages for
communication from their linguistic repertoire whereas others view it as a problem since
it causes hindrance and difficulties in communication because exercising choice of
languages in different contexts is a complex task. As Edwards (2005:46) says, however
proficient we become in a multilingual setting, communicative difficulties would

remain.



Language choice and use may be constrained by several factors which include language
policy, language proficiency, ethnicity, gender, attitude, profession, socio-cultural
background and in particular, the domain in which language is used. Domain, in its
simplest terms, refers to the context of language use, for instance, that of family,

friendship, education, and transaction. As Fishman states,

“Domains are defined in terms of institutional contexts or socio-ecological
co-occurrences. They attempt to designate the major clusters of interaction
situations that occur in particular multilingual settings. Domains enable us
to understand that language choice and topic...are...related to widespread
socio-cultural norms and expectations” (see Dil, 1972:248).

Languages are chosen with consideration to formality and informality of contexts of
language use. Formal context refers to high domain (e.g. education, court and office)
and informal context refers to low domain (e.g. family, friendship and neighborhood). It
is the standard or prestigious variety which is chosen in the high domains whereas
vernacular or colloquial variety is chosen in the low domains. Quoting Chatterjee,
Coulmas (2005: 126) says “ridiculous or sometimes comical will be the effect if the

norms of situational selection between the two are violated”.

With Malaysia being a multilingual, multicultural and multiracial country, it is not
surprising that everyone in Malaysia speaks at least two or more languages. Such a
multilingual situation leads people to choose and use different languages for different
purposes in different domains. Even within a single domain, the choice of language may
vary depending on context, topic and participant involved. This study investigated the
patterns of language choice and use in selected domains along with an examination of

the influence of different factors that constrain the choice in a particular multilingual

1.2



ecology. This multilingual ecology is peculiar to the setting of Malaysia which had come
about due to the history of the country. The next section situates the study by explaining

the linguistic situation of the country.

1.3 The Linguistic Situation in Malaysia

Historically, the first European language that came to Malaysia was Portuguese, and this
was followed by Dutch and then English, with the British colonization. During this
period, Chinese and Indian languages also set foot with the migration of Chinese and
Indians to Malaysia. This, in fact, contributed in no small measure to Malaysia’s growth
as a multilingual country. As a British colony, the use of English occupied several
formal and informal domains; it was the official language and used in court and
education to a large extent. The use of English spread rapidly moulding an elite group of
local users among the Malays, Chinese and Indians. As English was the language of the
‘ruler’, people with knowledge of English were given privileges. This helped increase
the number of English speakers leading to an increase in the corresponding number of
English medium schools in Malaysia. This increase of English medium schools was
linked likely to the increasing popularity of the language. English became very
influential and was used in so many domains so much so it remained the official
language even after ten years from gaining independence in 1957 (Ain Nadzimah and
Chan, 2003). However, after independence, the English language gradually diminished
in importance as the language of education since the medium of instruction was changed

to Bahasa Melayu.
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With its independence, Malaysia experienced a lot of changes that affected language
choice and use. Like any other newly born state, Malaysia (Malaya then) strongly felt
the need to have a unique national and official language in order to get a national
identity; to forget the linguistic influences of the past colonial periods and to unite
different races through the use of a common language for the development of the
country. Accordingly in 1963, Bahasa Melayu (BM) was declared the national and
official language of Malaysia with the passing of the National Language Act. To declare
BM as the national and official language of Malaysia was a deliberate effort when the
state had Malays (about half of the total population), Chinese (just over a third of the
total population) and Indians (10% of the total population) (Gill, 2005). BM was chosen
over other languages on several grounds but one of the most important was that “To the
Malays and bumiputera people, that the choice fell on Malay was the most natural thing.
It is the language of the soil. Of all the bumiputera or indigenous languages, Malay is the
most advanced in terms of its function as language of administration, high culture,
literary knowledge and religion” (Asmah, 1987:65). In order to achieve the goal of the
declaration of BM as the national and official language, BM was made the only medium
of instruction to be used in national schools and an exclusively BM medium first public
university called National University of Malaysia (Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia) was
established in 1970. By 1983, all subjects irrespective of disciplines were taught and
learnt through BM. The implementation of the BM policy was accelerated through
declaring that all government appointees must have competence in the national
language, BM, and that entrance to government secondary schools also depended on
competence in BM (Ridge, 2004). However, other minority and indigenous languages

continued to be used obviating issues of language conflict. The Chinese and Tamil
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vernacular primary schools were constitutionally allowed to continue with the respective
ethnic languages as the medium of instruction. Amidst these changes, the status of
English decreased to such a level that it became simply a subject of study like other
subjects such as history, geography and physics. The consequence of such a policy
promoted bilingualism especially among the non-Malay children in independent

Malaysia.

By the mid 1990s, tremendous changes impacted education. The government of
Malaysia felt it necessary to give new emphasis on the learning of English which was
and still is increasingly seen as crucial in the advancement of trade and commerce as
well as giving the country a competitive edge. A milestone change is the green light
given by the government to start teaching scientific and technical subjects in English at
tertiary education (Ridge, 2004). In addition, the then Prime Minister Tun Dr. Mohathir
Mohamad made it public in 2002 that mathematics and sciences will henceforth be
taught in English from the first year of primary school. This unexpected announcement
brought a drastic change in attitude among the people towards languages and the

linguistic situation in Malaysia.

The preceding discussion reveals that bilingualism and multilingualism in Malaysia did
not happen overnight. Rather it took place through several phases with the changes of
language planning and policy in the passage of time. Generally, it set the direction
towards a greater emphasis on Malays becoming bilingual (with BM and English) and
non-Malays to be trilingual or multilingual (with BM, English and their respective ethnic

language or languages).
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