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Abstract

In the present era, minority/less dominant languages are spoken lesser and lesser
due to language shift that is taking place. This situation is worrying because these
languages are facing endangerment. Hence, it urges for a call to examine people’s
perceptions of speaking them and efforts to maintain them. Using the Chinese
community in Penang, Malaysia as a case study, this study investigates the stated
issues. Data collection took place in 2016 with 22 young Malaysians aged 20-40
years old. A semi-structured interview was conducted with the participants and the
transcripts were analysed using thematic analysis. The findings reveal that the
participants are keen about the continuation of speaking Chinese community
languages due to three main reasons: (i) Chinese community languages are a
representation of history and family roots, (ii) speaking to them represents
possessing multiple identities and (ii1) they act as a living culture. They reported
that many efforts were made to maintain the continuous usage of Chinese
community languages. This study concludes that youth need to be engaged with
those efforts to ensure that the Chinese community languages do not disappear in
the future. This can be done by including the use of digital technology in those
efforts.

Keywords: Chinese community language, language maintenance effort, Malaysia,
perceptions, use of technology

Introduction

In today’s globalised world, majority/dominant languages, such as English,
Mandarin Chinese, Spanish, Arabic and Hindi, are widely spoken by young and
older generations due to the perceived values these languages have for education
and economy sectors. The less-dominant languages, particularly community
languages, are being spoken lesser and lesser. This situation is worrisome because
in the long run, the less-dominant languages including community languages will
be lost and there will only be carbon copies of the young generation speaking
majority/dominant languages. In other words, we are abandoning our unique
characteristic of bi-/multilingualism and turning blocks of the world into
monolingual societies.
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Taking the case of a multilingual country in South-East Asia, Malaysia is a
country with 34.Imillion people (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2025). It
consists of three main ethnic communities — Bumiputras (58.1%), Chinese (22.4%)
and Indians (6.5%) — and other small ethnic communities (13%). According to the
Federal Constitution, Islam has a special religious status in the country but other
religious denominations, such as Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism and Christianity, are
practised. Eberhard et al. (2024) report that there are currently 111 living indigenous
languages in the country while two indigenous languages are now extinct.

Modern Malaysia is regarded as “ethnolinguistically dynamic” (Albury &
Aye 2016, p. 71) due to its lively melting pot of ethnicities who practice
multilingualism and multiculturalism. Nevertheless, it faced many challenges in the
process of nation-building prior to independence in 1957. When the British
colonised Malaya (previous name for Malaysia), they regarded the Malays as
unskilled and unable to develop the colonial economy. As a result, they brought in
Chinese and Indian migrants to work as labourers. These migrants brought along
their community languages so that they were able to communicate and stay close to
help one another. Each ethnic community was allocated a specific work domain,
which resulted in an economic system that was structured according to ethnic
groups and professions. Schools for the locals’ and migrants’ children were also
divided according to different languages of instruction. In short, the colonial
government did nothing to integrate the nation or establish a national identity—the
migrants were living in their own enclaves “without the feeling of being part of a
nation in the new land which [was] their host country” (Daud & Majid, 2019, p.
35). As Chai (1977, p. 5) asserts, the situation “provided no natural basis for
national integration”, which led to the “fragmentation of Malaysian society along
ethnic and socioeconomic lines” (Albury, 2021, p. 2).

Following independence in 1957, the Malaysian government continued to
face challenges in the process of nation-building as reflected in its policies. Daud
and Majid (2019, p. 36) explain, “each ethnic [community] continues to maintain
their own interests and identities without nurturing common shared values and
national identity”. At present day, Malaysia has developed into a contemporary
nation. Some of the traits mentioned earlier have attenuated because each ethnic
community has generally accepted one another. With the influence of local and
global economic, social, and political forces, the boundaries between ethnic
communities have become more fluid/porous, allowing for cross-cultural
integration and acculturation (Mansor, 2000). Nevertheless, various ethnic
communities are keen on cultivating their unique identity and maintaining their
cultural heritage and traditions. As such, while Malaysia is branded as a unified and
cohesive multicultural nation, smaller communities aim for more visibility and
cultural recognition.

Influenced by economic and political pressure, as well as an exam-oriented
education system, children in Malaysia can speak a minimum of two languages —
Standard Malay (the country’s sole official and national language) and English (the
country’s language of interethnic communication, and local and international trade)
— due to the country’s education system. Those children from smaller communities
who undergo the Chinese or Tamil education system at primary level are able to
speak an additional language, Mandarin Chinese or Tamil. Children living in East
Malaysia also have the opportunity to learn indigenous languages in school. Despite
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being bi-/multilingual, many children nowadays rarely speak community
languages, which are regarded as languages spoken and passed down by their
ancestors. For example, past studies conducted in various states in Malaysia, such
as Ding (2016), Ong and Ben Said (2020), Ong and Ting (2023), Ong and Troyer
(2024), Ting and Puah (2010) and Wang (2010, 2016, 2017), have demonstrated
that many Chinese descendant children are no longer speaking Chinese community
languages, such as Hokkien, Hakka, Hainan, Teochew, Cantonese and Foochow,
and shifted to using dominant languages, such as English and/or Mandarin Chinese.
In most cases, Ong (2021) and Ong and Ting (2023) demonstrated that it is these
children who exercise their power in deciding the family language for
communication rather than their parents/grandparents. Likewise, studies have also
shown that many Malay children are not speaking Malay community languages,
while Indian children are not learning Telugu, Gujarati, Punjabi and Malayalam
(Ting & Mahadhir, 2009). In East Malaysia, many indigenous languages are facing
endangerment of extinction due to the younger generation not wanting to learn and
speak those languages (Kayad & Ting, 2021; Norahim, 2010; Riget & Wang, 2016;
Ting et al., 2025).

Such alarming situation raises questions regarding the survival of community
languages in Malaysia. Hence, it urges for the need to understand the perceptions
of young Malaysians regarding speaking community languages because they stand
in between the older ones who usually speak community languages and the younger
ones who do not speak to them. This study addresses the issue by using the Chinese
community as an exemplary case study and finds out whether are there efforts made
to maintain those languages. The next section discusses the methodology issue,
followed by a report of the findings. The study ends by providing some
recommendations for language maintenance using digital technology.

Method

As part of a larger study, data collection took place in 2016 in Penang,
Malaysia. Penang was chosen as the research site due to its long-established history
of the Chinese community. In the 17th century during the Manchu invasion of the
Fujian province in China, the Chinese were looking for a place to escape when they
found a port in George Town, the capital of Penang. Established by the British, the
port attracted many merchants from different countries in Asia to trade. The Chinese
traded with the Europeans and redistributed the goods back to China. Gradually,
they set up shops in George Town to expand their businesses. When the tin mining
industry in Perak halted, many Chinese migrants moved to George Town to look
for work opportunities. All in all, the Chinese married and settled in Penang and
built families. When they came from China, they brought along their community
languages and continued to speak in Penang. Over time, Hokkien, the most widely
spoken Chinese community language there, is better known as Penang Hokkien due
to its distinctive lexis, intonation and syntax that have incorporated lexis from
Malay and other Chinese community languages (Ong & Ben Said 2020). Despite it
being a popular community language, it is not taught in schools (Ong, 2018).

A total of 22 young Malaysians from the Chinese community in Penang, aged
20-40, were recruited via a purposeful sampling strategy (see Appendix 1 for
participants’ profile). This age group was chosen because it represents the working
class. The inclusion criteria for the participants were that they must be able to speak
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at least one of the Chinese community languages listed above. As past studies, such
as Albury (2017) and Wang (2017) have demonstrated, the younger generation
including those still schooling, is shifting towards speaking Mandarin Chinese.
Thus, they were not recruited as they would not provide information needed in this
study. To understand the perceptions of the recruited participants, a qualitative
methodology was employed, which allows the researcher to understand the
investigated issue through the eyes of the participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) in
their local contexts (Flick, 2014). A semi-structured interview was conducted with
the participants, either at their homes or conducive places chosen by the
participants. Lasting approximately 40 minutes, the interviews were conducted in
English to align with the publications of this study. After completion, all interview
data were transcribed verbatim and the morphosyntax was not corrected to retain
authenticity. Participants were labelled with a unique code to maintain
confidentiality. Content analysis in the form of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006), was conducted with the transcribed data.

Findings and Discussion
The findings are reported in two sections: (i) perceptions of speaking Chinese
community languages and (ii) efforts made to maintain them.

Perceptions of speaking Chinese community languages
The findings of this section are reported in three themes, as shown in Figure
l:

Historical
and family
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Figure 1. Perceptions of speaking Chinese community languages
The first theme is related to understanding community’s culture, history, place

of origin, kinship, and patrimony because language and ethnicity are connected
(Fishman, 1999). When community languages are used continuously, the
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community’s mental and physical wellbeing will be improved because the older
members of the community do not feel lost as they can continue to express
themselves comfortably while the young members are able to learn and understand
their heritage. In other words, the uninterrupted use of community languages
continues to evoke a sense of belonging to the community, reflect the community’s
identity and contribute to the language longevity.

Participant 1 explained, “When you speak your own community language,
that is your root. You must be able to speak your own community language so that
your root is not being cut off. If you are Teochew, you speak Teochew. If you are
Hokkien, you speak Hokkien. These are not new founded languages but from years
of great-great-grandfathers coming down.” What participant 1 meant is that when
one continues to speak their community languages, one is showing appreciation to
their ancestors because knowing family roots including surnames, language groups
and origin of ancestors is an essential aspect in the Chinese society. Ong (2020)
likens such community language use metaphorically as a family’s cultural umbilical
cord.

Adding on, participant 11 stated, “Speaking all these Chinese community
languages is important because it’s the soul, it represents who we are, our ancestors,
the history and everything. At the Hokkien association, I was launching my book
and talking about this. Today, people don’t know their lineage. Parents don’t tell
you your district, you are Hainan or Hokkien. Of course, we Khoo and Cheah
associations are not scared because we have educational grants to go to the
descendants. Every time they come and submit the application form they must fill
in which Hokkien group and what is their lineage because they are 13 lineages.” In
the olden days, Chinese families used to have many children but nowadays, they
have only one or two children. Such situation is shrinking the size of the Chinese
population in Malaysia. Moreover, modernisation and globalisation are causing the
diminishing practice of Chinese cultures and languages. Therefore, to prevent them
from disappearing in the near future, participant 11 urged the young generation to
learn about their family lineage and historical roots so that such information can be
passed down to the next generation.

The second theme is associated with the establishment of various identities
when speaking community languages alongside majority/dominant languages,
which is beneficial in playing a role for the development of one’s personality and
appreciation for the community. Participant 4 stated, “There is a self-identity. I'm a
Hokkien, I think speaking of Chinese community languages enriches us. In a sense,
it is not only about your traditional historical roots but also who you are at this
present point. So, I’'m not just a Malaysian, I’m not just a Chinese, I’m not just a
Christian or a politician or a father but I’'m also a Hokkien. It enriches the person
itself and that sense of community you have among Hokkiens, it gives you more.”
What participant 4 meant is that identity can be considered as a “multiconcentrated”
concept—meaning that one can have several identities, such as being a Malaysian,
a Chinese, a Christian, a politician, a father and a Hokkien.

Providing further explanation, participant 2 said, “With these community
languages, they really reflect your locality. Penang Hokkien is being Penang
Hokkien. It sounds very different from other Hokkiens because it’s very colloquial
and fusion. And I think that’s why I like it because it really gives you an identity as
a Penangite. You know only Penang people speak like that. So, I think that’s great.”
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What participant 2 meant is that when one speaks community languages, one does
not only represent their identity of a parent, sibling or wider family members but
also reveal their hometown or place of growing up. In participant 2’s example,
speaking Penang Hokkien signifies a local identity due to its unique accent that
differs from Hokkien in other states of Malaysia or countries. Therefore, participant
4’s and participant 2’s words align with Hall’s (1997) and King and Ganuza’s (2005)
argument that identity is regarded as fluid, negotiated, contextually embedded and
constructed through interactions.

Participant 5 summarised, “I think language plays so much a role in helping
people to define themselves an identity. So, the loss of a language will ultimately,
will most definitely be the loss of cultural practices as well.” Participant 5’s
summary suggests that when languages are lost, the culture and identity of the
community will be lost too. Thus, having different identities helps in promoting the
value of respecting oneself and others in the community. On the broader level, these
identities represent who we are in today’s globalised world.

The third theme is associated with the continuation of a living culture when
speaking community languages. Fishman (1989) states that cultural change and
language shift between ethnic groups is natural and on-going due to power
differentials. Despite these changes, speaking community languages evokes a sense
of ethnic continuity because community languages have symbolic values and are
essential in contributing to the establishment of an ethnic community’s social class
and status in any society.

Speaking community languages plays a significant role in the continuation of
Malaysia’s establishment as a multilingual and multicultural country. As participant
8 mentioned, “A living heritage is about the people. We practise multiculturalism
and that is about everyone. So, we don’t promote any single one, we promote
everyone. For me, heritage is about universal interest by humanities. We don’t just
focus on a single ethnic group.” Participant 22 added, “I regard Penang Hokkien as
the intangible heritage and cultural asset of Penang that is distinct from Hokkien
spoken elsewhere. Singapore Hokkien may be regarded as a community language,
but it bears greater resemblance to Taiwanese Hokkien than Penang Hokkien. It is
important to preserve and continue developing Penang Hokkien as a language
unique to the northern part of Malaysia for our own cultural identity.”

In today’s modernised era, more and more traditions are no longer being
practised due to the advancement of technology that has standardised our daily
activities. Many young community members also feel that practising traditions
takes up a lot of time and effort. Hence, only the continuous speaking of community
languages such as Penang Hokkien, as exemplified by participant 22, is able to keep
one’s culture alive and retain a sense of ethnicity.

Efforts made for Chinese community language maintenance

As shown above, the participants regarded speaking of Chinese community
languages is vital in ensuring of the survival of these languages. Various efforts
have been made to maintain them, as summarised in Figure 2:
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Figure 2. Efforts made to maintain Chinese community languages in Penang

The first effort is about producing language materials. During the time of
interview, various Chinese community language associations in Penang were found
actively producing language materials that could be used in language classes or for
self-study support. For Hakka, participant 20 explained, “A professor from Jiaying
University in Guangdong province, China has written a [Hakka] book and did some
recordings. So [the Hakka association] is going to launch and publish the book next
year. It’s written using Chinese characters but there’s a disc in Hakka. She speaks
and records it so that we can publish and introduce it, hopefully throughout
Malaysia to other associations too.” For Hainan, participant 12 revealed: “[My
Hainan] association produces CDs to learn Hainan. A disc costs RMS5.” For
Hokkien, a Penang Hokkien-English dictionary was published in 2016 by Tan Siew
Imm, a lecturer from a private college in Malaysia, to help those interested in
learning Penang Hokkien (see Figure 3). This dictionary is available in most
bookstores in Malaysia.
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Figure 3. A page example of the Penang Hokkien-English dictionary

These efforts to produce language materials align with Batibo’s (2009, p. 196)
claim that “language documentation is expected to be lasting as it is not only meant
for immediate use, but also for the use of future generations”. As participant 14
wrapped up, “The track of losing the language, I think documentation is very
important. If you are able to document a language, you do not need to feel worried
that you could lose it. Intangible culture heritage including language is something
very organic. Organic means you stand tall, you expand, you fall down, you might
die. But between you are dead and you are born again, there’s a gap of
documentation. Once you are able to document the steps and more important the
information there, you’ll be able to revive that cultural heritage if the community
wants it.”

The second effort is associated with language classes. As participant 11
informed, “There are Penang Hokkien classes [in the Hokkien clan association]
catering for doctors and nurses who were transferred from other states and the
Government department and council. They have it at 4pm, after office hours for the
Malay staffs at the service counter in Komtar [name of the Penang Government
building], then at the police station, they will teach Penang Hokkien to all the
policemen and even make a Penang Hokkien play. The private classes are mostly
for doctors and professionals from other states who come to work in Penang.” For
Teochew, participant 9 added, “Last year, our president collaborated with several
organisations to conduct Teochew language classes, encourage younger generation
to learn Teochew and invite a Teochew celebrity for a radio broadcast interview to
encourage children to speak Teochew. This was what we started doing since last
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July and the responses were quite good. So, we decide to organise Teochew karaoke
and singing competition through this broadcast with the hope that there will be more
people coming in to learn the Teochew language and culture. We also have Teochew
language classes weekly so that children can learn them.” Such efforts correspond
with Pauwels (2008, p. 732) who states that community language classes are acting
as “an important tool for language maintenance”.

The third effort discusses about entertainment production. Studies, such as
Leuner (2007) and Moriaty (2009), have demonstrated that mass media has an
indirect effect on language practices, particularly for those communities living in
abroad. The reason behind is that mass media holds the power in penetrating a
culture more deeply into the community than any other technology (Alia, 2010).
Moreover, it allows the community to strengthen valuable kinship affiliations with
their homeland (Forde et al., 2009).

For similar reasons, a Penang Hokkien movie entitled Hai Kinn Sin Loo
(translated as ‘You Mean the World to Me’, see Figure 4) was produced by a
Penang-born filmmaker. Filmed in well-known locations in Penang, it was the first
Malaysian movie produced entirely in Penang Hokkien and was released in cinemas
across Malaysia in 2017. The filmmaker stated that when auditing for a child actor
to be included in the movie, he found that only half of the hundred children
auditioned could speak fluent Penang Hokkien, which raises question regarding its
survival in the near future (Tan, 2017). Nevertheless, the production encourages
filmmakers to rethink of the values of creating movies using Chinese community
languages.

E& You me |n

weWorld “V
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Figure 4. Penang Hokkien movie poster (Source: Astro Shaw)

For Teochew, participant 13 highlighted, “There are Penang Hokkien,
Teochew and Cantonese operas but we perform Teochew opera only. We use
Teochew in our performances. The performances in Chinese temples usually have
no subtitles because subtitles need more equipment to put up. Due to their financial
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status, they usually can’t afford subtitles. When we perform in theatre or bigger
places, we will have subtitles. I think that the understanding is not a problem
because we don’t understand Italian, but we still enjoy Italian opera shows. I think
besides understanding the art, we can still appreciate it from different perspectives
and the feelings in it. We also have workshops to teach this opera and the number
of people who attended were quite a lot.” Participant 11°s statement sheds light to
the importance of appreciating such form of art not purely by focusing on language
and hoped that the tradition of Chinese opera could be passed down to future
generations.

The fourth effort discusses the use of Chinese community languages in
religious setting. Gal (1979) and Wiley (1998) state that religion acts as a facilitating
factor for community language maintenance. This statement aligns with Wang’s
(2016) study, which found that even though Mandarin Chinese is the main language
of community in a Catholic church in Penang, the older generation parishioners are
still using Hakka for prayer sessions and Bible reading.

For Buddhism, participant 17 described some efforts made, “In this temple,
the older generation usually use Penang Hokkien for chanting. The chanting script
is written using English alphabet. When I speak to the devotees, I will use my own
community languages. Like to the Teochew devotees, I will use Teochew to explain
about Buddhism. At Penang Buddhist Association, the monks speak in Penang
Hokkien and in Ipoh [another city in Perak, Malaysia], they speak in Cantonese to
the devotees.” For Christianity, participant 18 highlighted, “If I go to Kuala Lumpur
or Hong Kong, I preach in Cantonese. And when I go to Medan [a city in Indonesia],
there are a lot of Chinese people and they speak in Hokkien. I speak in Penang
Hokkien to them because they understand Penang Hokkien. When it’s the youth, I
will preach in English, simple English. I see the needs of the church. If it’s a Penang
Hokkien church, I will definitely preach in Penang Hokkien. For Chinese church, I
preach in Chinese and English church, I preach in English.” These efforts
demonstrate the determination of monks and pastors in Penang to continue using
Chinese community languages for religious purposes despite the younger
generation’s preference of using Mandarin Chinese and/or English.

Conclusion and Recommendations

In concluding this study, by understanding the perceptions of speaking
Chinese community languages by young Malaysians living in Penang, we definitely
know that community languages are still valued and therefore, we need to play a
vital role in encouraging the youth to speak to them in everyday life. As efforts to
maintain them have been made, a more conducive community language speaking
environment should be created to encourage its usage. This is definitely easier said
than done because majority/dominant languages are penetrating most domains and
subsequently allowing fewer opportunities to use community languages.
Nevertheless, the youth should continue to connect with their languages, cultures
and traditions to have a sense of belonging to their ethnic community.

In this digital era where youth are always engaged with their smartphones and
other digital gadgets, efforts to maintain community languages should adopt digital
technology to make relevant to them so that they are not left behind. For example,
in Singapore, the Chin Kang Huay Kuan (Chin Kang clan association) has recently
developed a mobile app that allows users to watch videos using Hokkien, access to
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a Hokkien audio dictionary and play games involving Hokkien idioms (Chin, 2025).
Additionally, the Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan (SHHK) has also digitalised more
than 5000 news articles, literacy works, records and stories regarding the
association and the Hokkien community (Chin, 2025). The reason behind such
efforts is to bridge the gap between the older and younger generations and ensure
that resources are made accessible to everyone to have the opportunity to engage
with their cultural legacy (Chin, 2025). By doing so, everyone in the society is
playing their part in ensuring community languages and cultures continue to live
and flourish. Remember that the seeds of community languages need to be planted
from young
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Appendix
Table 1. Participants’ Profile
Participants’ Gender Occupation Community
unique code language group

1 M State assemblyman Cantonese
2 M Member of parliament Malay
3 M Member of parliament Teochew
4 M Member of parliament Hokkien
5 F State assemblywoman Hakka
6 M Member of parliament Teochew
7 M Research fellow Hakka
8 F Research fellow Hokkien
9 M Translator Teochew
10 F Lecturer New Zealander
11 M Banking associate Hokkien
12 M Manager Hainan
13 F Director Hokkien
14 F Finance manager Hokkien
15 M Manager Cantonese
16 M Manager Hokkien
17 M Chief monk Hainan
18 M Pastor Hokkien
19 M Teacher Hokkien
20 F Doctor Hakka
21 F Principal Taishan
22 M Engineer Teochew
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