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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Singapore is a small island state, but the multiple and interrelated identities of its 

population contradict its small size. Among the many descriptions that can be applied to 

Singapore are the few that almost always accompany an introduction to the nation-state: 

multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, multi-cultural and multi-religious. At the same 

time, political leaders in the government are well known for designing effective and 

restrictive policies that attempt to homogenize the profile of its people. These policies 

seek to define the population by assigning one mother tongue to each of the three major 

ethnic groups and one working language to the entire population. This paradoxical 

attempt to maintain multiplicities while also ensuring a certain level of homogeneity is 

especially pronounced in the realm of language and its uses in the nation-state. As a 

result, matters of language, race and religion are seen as sensitive issues to pursue in 

public discourse (see discussions in PuruShotam 2000; Shepherd 2005). At the same 

time, the policies governing language use and definitions of ethnic identity permeate the 

family domain, as well as individual behaviors.  

Language as a resource in Singapore is legitimized through a differentiating 

attribution of linguistic capital in which the four official languages are valued more than 

the heritage languages. Furthermore, among these official languages, English is 

legitimized as the language of the workplace and is also the code of choice for interethnic 

communication. The different positions that the different languages are given in a 

hierarchy of value and prestige, in turn, project indexical values onto their speakers and 
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their respective linguistic behaviors, such that speakers who use Hokkien profanities are 

seen as coming from a lower social and economic class than those who swear with a 

British-accented variety of English. Taking a discourse-centered approach that is mindful 

of socio-historical developments, this dissertation provides an in-depth analysis of 

language patterns in multigenerational Singaporean families, with consideration of the 

socially mediated language experiences of each family member. In particular, this 

dissertation focuses on examining the use of heritage languages and the processes 

through which they are transmitted in multigenerational homes. This dissertation also 

attempts to untangle the various language ideologies surrounding the different linguistic 

resources of the ethnic Chinese community in Singapore and examines the effects of 

these language ideologies on identity formation and intergenerational interactions in 

which different language competencies are featured.  

1.1 RESEARCH MOTIVATIONS AND ANALYTICAL AIMS 

As it has been more than half a century since the emergence of postcolonial 

nation-states in much of Southeast Asia and the African continent, as well as the national 

projects of language management that have accompanied their ascent, it is vital to 

understand the relationship between speakers’ subjective language experiences and the 

language management policies undertaken by policy makers. Singapore provides an 

excellent site for such a task due to its status as a postcolonial multiethnic and 

multilingual country with a government that attempts to advocate “multiculturalist” 

language policies while simultaneously seeking to maintain national unity. After 
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Singapore became a nation-state in 1965, in an effort to satisfy both nationist goals (those 

which strive to maintain a functioning state bureaucracy) and nationalist goals (those 

which strive to forge a unified national identity (Anderson 1991; Gellner 1983)), the 

government implemented a language management project that recognized four official 

languages, namely, English, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil. This language management 

project sought to reconfigure the language practices of the multilingual population so that 

each individual would speak a common mother tongue when communicating within their 

own ethnic group and a common language when communicating with other ethnic 

groups. Due to the promotion of the language policies, as well as the social prestige and 

economic importance attached to the official languages, there has been a rapid language 

shift in the country towards a wider use of the official languages by the general 

population. The language shift is especially salient between generations and has 

implications for the ways speakers of different age groups and language backgrounds 

view, evaluate, and appropriate the various linguistic resources in the community, as well 

as how they construe their users. Based on twelve months of participant observation in 

four multigenerational families in Singapore, this dissertation focuses on examining the 

language situation and attitudes among ethnic Chinese in Singapore, looking specifically 

at intergenerational interactions involving language choice and heritage language 

maintenance. 

The concepts of iconicity, fractal recursivity, and erasure (Gal and Irvine 1995; 

Irvine and Gal 2000) provide a complex and layered framework for identifying and 

analyzing semiotic linguistic processes that have resulted from the various national 
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language policies. Bucholtz and Hall’s (2004) semiotic processes of identity formation 

highlight the situatedness of purposeful action, as well as the agency in interactive 

negotiation for representation. In addition, Bourdieu’s (1991) notions of cultural and 

symbolic capital in a linguistic market contribute an important politico-economic 

dimension to the investigation. Through a sensitive integration of these theoretical 

approaches, I uncover the discursive layers through which language ideologies develop, 

as well as the creative ways speakers make use of them as they negotiate identities, build 

status, and develop relationships.  

1.1.1 Research Topic and Questions  

This project seeks to answer the following research questions, which cluster into 

three main research trajectories. 

The first main research trajectory this project undertakes examines patterns of 

language behavior in multigenerational homes, focusing on areas of observable patterns 

of home language behaviors among family members with different linguistic 

backgrounds. Questions examined include: how can we best describe patterns of 

language use and choice in these households? Is national language policy and ideology a 

dominant factor in determining linguistic convergence or divergence in these households, 

as reflected through consultants’ linguistic practices and identified in their interviews? 

What linguistic and social features do speakers utilize from their repertoire of skills? For 

example, in what ways do speakers communicate across linguistic boundaries using what 

is sometimes a minimal set of shared resources?  
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The second trajectory is concerned with the values community members attach to 

linguistic resources. For example, what are the values that consultants attach, and claim 

to attach, to the different languages available in the community? How do speakers 

discuss, manage, and linguistically realize the State’s notion of “authentic Chineseness” 

in spite of major differences in intergenerational language use within the same family? 

The final main trajectory will examine the effect of these linguistic practices and 

values on the lives of participants, as illuminated through intergenerational relationships 

and religious and cultural practices. In particular, what are some of the effects of 

Singapore’s language management program on family life, including intergenerational 

interaction, as well as heritage language maintenance, and religious practices?  

1.1.2 Uniqueness of Research Site 

Given the unique linguistic situation in Singapore, it is particularly interesting to 

study language use within multigenerational families. Due to rapid language shift in the 

ethnically Chinese community, the grandparent, parent, and grandchildren generations 

are likely to have had different linguistic backgrounds and experiences in terms of home 

language use, as well as the changing language environments in which they were raised. 

This research setting is conducive to examining the home language use of speakers with 

different linguistic backgrounds, intersecting with axes of age, gender, and education 

background. A familial perspective also permits an investigation of the effects of national 

language ideology projects on daily language use in the household. In addition, 
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multigenerational families provide important data for comparing relationships between 

speakers’ linguistic backgrounds and their language attitudes across generations. 

1.2 FIELDWORK RESEARCH 

The fieldwork conducted for this dissertation study is informed by the field of 

linguistic anthropology and combines ethnographic participant observation with a 

discourse-centered approach. I conducted my study between February 2006 and January 

2007 with four multigenerational families in Singapore. I audio- and video- recorded 

naturally occurring talk within a family setting that involved members from at least two 

generations to look at language patterns and behaviors in three-generational families. I 

conducted interviews with members from these families in order to better understand how 

these individuals and their communities categorized and valued languages and their 

speakers. With my consultants’ consent, I also collected audio-recorded interactions 

between family members in public spaces like restaurants, churches, crematoriums, and 

political rallies in order to investigate how such talk differs from interactions in the 

private sphere of the home. Throughout my study, I systematically observed speech 

events for ethnographic detail. 

1.2.1 Collection of Data 

I gained access to the four three-generational households examined in this 

dissertation through social networking tactics. I sent out emails, made calls, and sent 

mobile phone text messages to my friends and former colleagues in Singapore, 

explaining to them that I was conducting my dissertation fieldwork on language use in 
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multigenerational households in which at least one member from the parent generation 

had a Cantonese ancestral heritage. The search did not come back with many potential 

consultants. Of those with whom I communicated over the phone or via email, a number 

of potential consultants declined the opportunity to participate in the study due mainly to 

the poor health of the elder family member(s), who might have been bed-ridden. I also 

staggered my search over the 12 months so that I would be able to spend enough time 

with each family. In total, five families confirmed with me their intent to participate in 

the study. However, one family decided to terminate its participation at the second 

participant observation session because a family member related that he was not 

comfortable with the idea of being video-recorded during family dinners.  

Of the four families with whom I conducted my field research, the Chan family 

(pseudonyms are used for all consultants) was introduced to me by a Singaporean friend I 

met in Austin. The Yip family was a neighbor of my mother-in-law before both families 

moved into their current residences. I met the Kwok family through a former colleague 

who is a relative to the Kwok family. The Ng family was also introduced to me by one of 

my former colleagues who is a family friend. All four multigenerational families 

consisted of a set of parents and their children, and a parent’s own parent(s).  

In accordance with the ethical code of social science research, all consultants in 

this study provided their informed consent and/or assent (for consultants below the age of 

13) before recordings of any sort began.  

In total, my primary consultants consisted of 21 family members from the four 

households. I also observed and interviewed several extended family members who did 
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not reside in the same households as the four core families. The table below lists the 

demographic details of the consultants, as well as their education levels, occupations, and 

housing types. Housing type is often used as one of the criteria to determine a person’s 

socioeconomic position. “HDB apartments” are apartments built by a statuary board—the 

Housing Development Board in Singapore. Each Singaporean citizen is entitled to 

purchase one highly subsidized HDB unit from the government. Eighty-five percent of 

the Singapore population lives in a HDB unit. The number of rooms in the apartment 

usually correlates with the higher socioeconomic power of its residents. 

Table 1.1 Demographic Details of Consultants  

Family‐Member’s 
Pseudonyms 

Gene‐
ration 

Gen
‐der 

Age (at 
2006) 

Highest Education  Occupation 
Housing 
Type 

Chan‐Mdm Wong  1st  F  81  Nil  Home Maker 
HDB 
5‐Room 
apartment 

Chan‐Mike  2nd  M  50  Secondary  Self‐employed 

Chan‐Asha  2nd  F  49  Master degree  Educator 

Chan‐Hebe  3rd  F  18  Pending diploma  Student 

Yip‐Mdm Lum  1st  F  78  Nil  Home Maker 

HDB 
4‐Room 
apartment 

Yip‐Kai Wing  2nd  M  56  Secondary  Supervisor 

Yip‐Pek Har  2nd  F  57  Primary  Service Staff 

Yip‐Lila  3rd  F  27  Bachelor degree  Executive 

Yip‐Wenjun  3rd  M  25  Master degree  Engineer 

Kwok‐Mdm Tham  1st  F  74  Nil  Home Maker 

HDB  
5‐Room 
apartment 

Kwok‐Chor Sang  2nd  M  46  Secondary  Government Officer 

Kwok‐Kelly  2nd  F  45  Diploma  Executive 

Kwok‐Gerald  3rd  M  16  Pending secondary  Student 

Kwok‐Sean  3rd  M  13  Pending Primary  Student 

Ng‐Dr. Ng  1st  M  69  MD  Retired Doctor 

Landed 
property 

Ng‐Mdm Tang  1st  F  63  Bachelor degree  Retired educationist 

Ng‐Yew Seng  2nd  M  34  MD  Doctor 

Ng‐Siu Yun  2nd  F  33  Master degree  Manager 

Ng‐Brian  3rd  M  7  ‐  ‐ 
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Ng‐Casey  3rd  F  4  ‐  ‐ 

Ng‐Jay  3rd  M  5 months ‐  ‐ 

I was able to schedule my visits to these four families at approximately three-

month intervals over the twelve-month period, except for a one-month overlap for the 

Kwok and the Ng families during which I recorded both families concurrently. On 

average, I spent three months with each family collecting naturally occurring 

interactional data and interview data. For each visit, I stayed at the house for varying 

periods of time, ranging from two to six hours. As an ethnographer, I observed and 

documented the linguistic practices of consultants on each of these occasions. In all of 

these families, I adopted the recording technique used by pioneering studies on dinner 

table talk (Ochs and Taylor 1996). I positioned a single camera at one end of the table. 

The camera was fitted with a wide-angle lens in order to capture all consultants involved. 

All recordings were carried out using Duranti’s (1997) and Goodwin’s (1993) guidelines 

for recording human interaction in natural settings. Care was also taken to minimize the 

effects of the “observer’s paradox” (Labov 1972). For example, for initial visits, I arrived 

early and set up equipment before the start of the events. I also arranged to conduct 

interviews with family members during most of my visits so as to be personally 

acquainted with them.  

Over the twelve-month period, I observed and recorded a total of twenty dinner 

sessions, thirteen television-watching sessions, four other types of in-home family 

activities (story telling times, play time for children, family discussions, and ritual 

practices), and family social outings. During two family outings, the family preferred to 
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audio-record the outings themselves. I then provided the family with an audio recorder 

and asked for relevant details about the outings after obtaining the recorded data. In all of 

these activities, at least one member from each of at least two generations was present. 

During some of the occasions, members of the participants’ extended family or family 

friends were involved. A majority of the dinner sessions and television-watching sessions 

involved members from all three generations. Details of the data collected for each family 

are listed in the table below: 

Table 1.2:  Details of Data Collection  

 
Number 
of Visits  Activities Observed  Interviews Conducted with 

Chan 
Family 

16  5 Dinners, 3 TV sessions, 3 outings 
All family members, 5 extended 
family members 

Yip 
Family 

13 
5 Dinners, 3 TV sessions, 1 outing, 1 
ritual practice, 1 family discussion 

All family members, 1 extended 
family member 

Kwok 
Family 

13  5 Dinners, 6 TV sessions, 2 outings 
All family members, 5 extended 
family members 

Ng 
Family 

14 
5 Dinners, 1 TV session, 2 outings, 1 
kids playtime, 1 bedtime story 

All adult family members, 3 
extended family members 

 
Total hours of video recording = 41 Total hours of audio recording: 46 

Dinner Talk 

These four families displayed a variety of mealtime arrangements and practices. 

In the Chan and the Yip families, family members did not always have dinner together. 

This was especially prominent in the Yip family where all adults in the family were 

working, except for Madam Lum. The practice in this family was for the family members 

to schedule dinner so that each member could eat as soon as he or she returned home for 
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the evening. During festive times, efforts were made for more family members to be 

present at the dining table. For the Kwok and Ng families, the entire family dined 

together for most of the time I was present to gather data. 

Dinnertime interactions and family activities (for example, family discussions, 

children’s playtime, and story time) presented moments of negotiation among members 

of the family with regard to language choice (who spoke which language to whom, why, 

and how). Some of the specific linguistic phenomena that I observed included 

codeswitching between more than one language and variety in a single conversation, 

language style shifts, and stylistic performances in which stereotypical speech styles were 

reported or performed. For example, a grandson might adopt language features 

characteristic of his grandmother’s speech in a performance of mock accommodation. I 

also observed the communicative functions that resulted from language choice. For 

example, the use of Mandarin by a bilingual family member might serve as a strategic 

move excluding a non-competent speaker at the dining table.  

Family Activities 

 Among the family activities that I observed in these four households, television 

watching was the most common among them. The other family activities included family 

discussion of a member’s wedding banquet arrangement, storytelling time and playtime 

in the Ng family, and ritual practices in the Yip family.  

Care and recording ethics were observed in the recording of television-watching 

sessions and other family activities. Watching television is a common pastime in many 



 12

Singaporean households. Following national language policy, all television programs are 

required to abide by the official language regulation: no heritage languages are allowed. 

Therefore, television-watching events allowed for negotiations among family members in 

which Cantonese-monolingual family members asked bilingual family members for 

explanations of English and/or Mandarin television program content. Negotiations also 

took place over the choice of which television program to watch. In the Chan family, 

Madam Wong had a television set in her room, and so she watched television by herself 

most of the time. She commented that she did not like the television programs that the 

other family members watched as they were “loud and noisy.” The Kwok family had 

regular television-watching sessions during and after dinner. The family dining table 

faced the living room where the television set was, and the family usually watched the 

news and other television programs during and after dinner. The Ng and the Yip families 

allocated different spaces to having meals and watching television, and so the two 

activities were seldom mixed.  

In my analysis of all of these family activities, I paid special attention to 

intergenerational interactions. I looked for patterns of codeswitching, interlocutor 

reactions when codeswitching occurred, and any other forms of negotiation pertaining to 

language use and language choice.  

Social Outings 

In each social outing that I observed, one or more members from at least two 

generations of the household were involved. These outings included visits to 
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marketplaces, political rallies, churches, hospitals, enrichment classes, as well as dining 

out. Data collected during these outings allow for analysis of the linguistic interactions 

between family members in the presence of people outside their immediate household. 

Comparing and contrasting language practices in private and public spheres sheds light 

on the relationship between the two spheres.  

Native Ethnographer 

As a native ethnographer practicing participant-observation, one of the challenges 

I faced was managing situations where the observation of local cultural customs risked 

upsetting the quality of the data to be collected. In particular, when I was invited to join 

family dinners, my positioning as an ‘outsider’ to the family frequently led the hosts to 

engage me in their conversation. This act of courtesy sometimes affected the dinner table 

dynamics and the intergenerational interactions that I have come to observe. Being a 

Chinese Singaporean, and, hence, an ‘insider’ to Chinese culture, I was aware that it 

would be inappropriate for me not to reciprocate the kindness of the hosts by declining 

them the opportunity to showcase their hospitality. This would also risk the interpretation 

that my years of overseas training had transformed me into an ‘outsider’ of the local 

culture. To protect both the integrity of the study, as well as to observe customary 

practices, I adopted several strategies that allowed the hosts to express their hospitality 

while keeping the dinner talk mainly among the family members. For example, I 

sometimes ate a bowl of soup with the family, and after completing this quintessential 

course in a Cantonese meal, I excused myself from the dining table. One of the families 
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solved this delicate situation by deciding with me that I would join the family dinner on 

my last day of observation. Our negotiation of these hospitality customs illustrates that a 

native ethnographer should always critically and reflexively examine the relationships 

between herself and the consultant/community, as her membership in the community can 

be problematic and requires contestation (Davies 1999:35). 

Naturally Occurring Conversations 

Conversational interaction, a complex, highly structured, and mutually 

coordinated activity, reveals much about how shared knowledge is managed 

collaboratively within a group. It allows for direct analysis of daily linguistic practices 

and, at the same time, provides information about socially conventionalized linguistic 

behaviors within a specific setting. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviews were conducted in order to elicit speakers’ beliefs and attitudes toward 

the different languages spoken within the Chinese Singaporean community. These 

interviews solicited demographic information about the consultants, as well as about their 

language experiences, their language practices both inside and outside of the home, and 

their language attitudes toward the different languages and varieties spoken in the 

community, including their beliefs about speakers of these languages. Interview data 

supplement interactional data to provide insight into speakers’ rationalization of and 

attitudes towards their own and others’ linguistic practices. I audio-recorded interviews 

with all members in each family (aged 13 and over), as well as with a number of 
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extended family members who agreed to be interviewed. Each interview session lasted 

approximately one and a half hours. The interviews included a series of open-ended 

questions designed to initiate narrative responses from consultants. To allow consultants 

to have control over the structuring of their narratives, interruption was kept to a 

minimum. For the same reason, all sessions were only audio-recorded with a large-

capacity mini-disk recorder so as to reduce the imposition and interruption of changing 

recording disks.  

To supplement my collection of interactional and interview data, I also made 

extensive fieldnotes during my participant observation of these families. This non-

obtrusive methodology allowed me to collect a breadth of materials including my 

observations and interpretations, as a researcher, of situational happenings in conjunction 

with locally produced, meaningful data.  

The twelve months of observing and recording everyday intergenerational 

interactions have yielded exciting data. Careful analysis of theoretically rewarding data 

from the collection confirms my anticipation that everyday activities are rich resources 

for identifying locally mediated ideologies and pervasive communication systems that 

may easily be overlooked. For example, my methods allowed me to examine the social 

meaning behind such events as a grandson’s joking with his brother about the wrong 

enunciation of an English word by their grandmother, a grandfather’s insistence that he 

will answer his grandson’s query only if the latter uses Cantonese, and a husband 

responding to his wife’s English utterance in Mandarin. All of these cases point to 

interesting negotiations involving family structure, power construction, literacy, language 
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ideology, and code choice. I explore in my dissertation the vastly complex ways in which 

seemingly simple daily interactions intersect with these various axes of meaning.  

1.2.2 Data Analysis 

All data collected were converted to digital formats for transcription and storage. 

All interviews were transcribed, as were selected segments of video recordings. I used 

qualitative data analysis software—MAXQDA—to code transcripts and then run queries 

using the coding to generate meaningful patterns for analysis. For example, I identified 

linguistic practices that pattern across conversations and contexts and examined the 

relationships between them. Linguistic data collected for this project were analyzed with 

the intention of understanding the relationship between the linguistic system and the 

social structure that produces it. Adopting a discourse-centered approach, I treated the 

data collected from interactions and interviews as different representations of 

experiences. 

Discourse-Centered Approach 

Discourse, as a collection of statements, is imbued with complex relationships 

interior and exterior to it. This project adopts a discourse-centered approach (Sherzer 

1987) that situates language use as a process related to social, political, and cultural 

factors. In this perspective, language not only reflects, but also shapes, the social order 

and individuals' interaction with society (Jaworski and Coupland 1999b).  

Having a discourse-centered theoretical framework is particularly useful in the 

study of ideologies. As aptly pointed out by Sherzer (1990b), discourse is “the locus of 
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the expression of ideology and especially of the playing out and the working out of 

conflicts, tensions, and changes inherent in ideological systems” (p.7). This notion of 

discourse illustrates the dialectic nature of the formation of ideological systems, as well 

as permits it to encompass the complexity of ordered indexical values (Silverstein 1996). 

The examination of the dialectic formation of ideologies and the complexity of their 

indexical values is highly relevant to this study and provides insight into how the 

relationship between language, identity, and ethnicity is constructed in a postcolonial 

context. 

1.2.3 Transcriptions and Translations 

A person living in Singapore can draw on the official languages, the Chinese 

heritage language, and localized varieties for his or her daily interactions, both inside and 

outside of the home. Codeswitching among these languages is a commonly observed 

linguistic feature. To facilitate easier reading of the transcripts presented in this 

dissertation, the dominant or base language (Myers-Scotton 1997) is not marked. 

According to the transcription conventions listed below, only the codeswitched segments 

are marked for language spoken. For example, in a Cantonese interview excerpt with 

switches to Mandarin or English, only the codeswitched segments in Mandarin and 

English will be marked. Each example in the following chapters will be labeled clearly to 

show the dominant language being used in the examples, as well as the other codes being 

utilized. The transcription conventions listed below are reproduced in the Appendix for 

easy reference. 
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Transcription Conventions 

Italic Cantonese  

Italic underline  Mandarin   

Underline Local variety particle 

Bold  English 

Bold Italic Hokkien 

Bold underline Malay 

= No pause between words 

[  Overlapping speech 

(0.x) Tenths of a second of pause 

((   )) Contextual information 

(xxx)  Explanation 

:  Lengthening 

-  Sudden cut-off 

For Chinese texts, Mandarin is transcribed using simplified Chinese characters 

and Cantonese is transcribed using traditional Chinese characters. In places where 

phonological representation is required, Mandarin Chinese is Romanized using hanyu 

pinyin and Cantonese using jyutping; both are predominantly used in linguistic literature. 

In addition, the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) system is used in places to show 

phonetic and phonological contrast. 

To ensure anonymity, pseudonyms are chosen for all consultants. With agreement 

from consultants, I selected the pseudonyms at random, with careful consideration given 

to retain the characteristics of the real names. That is, for consultants who have English 

names (or more commonly known as “Christian names” in Singapore), English 

pseudonyms are chosen. For names that use pinyin Romanization or dialect 
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Romanization, equivalents are chosen respectively. And for names that show an ethnic 

characteristic, for example, a Malay-sounding name, a similar pseudonym is selected. 

Consultants belonging to the grandparent generation are given titled pseudonyms to 

reflect the cultural practice of addressing elder people in the community with honorifics. 

1.3 OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION 

The next chapter, Chapter 2, introduces the historical and sociolinguistic 

background of Singapore. This chapter discusses the various developments in language 

management in Singapore, focusing on policy changes and their impact on the 

population, with particular attention to the Chinese community. The discussion in this 

chapter provides an essential platform upon which the other analysis chapters are 

positioned. Chapter 3 introduces the theoretical framework for data analysis, discussing 

the semiotic processes of ideologies of differentiation and identity formation. It also 

provides a framework through which to understand the various languages in relation to 

each other with respect to their economic, cultural, and linguistic values.  

There are three analysis chapters that follow. Chapter 4 first gives an overview of 

the language patterns in the four families observed and then gives an analysis of the ways 

in which external language environment can impact personal language preferences and 

attitudes. This chapter also discusses the changes in family structure as well as the 

different roles that family members can play with regard to heritage language 

transmission. In Chapter 5, I look at the various values that are being associated with 

different languages in the Chinese community, unveiling the discursive formation of 
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language ideologies that govern differentiation among the languages as well as their 

speakers. I also discuss the historical development of Chinese, English, and Cantonese as 

linguistic resources within the Chinese community. These two areas of discussion are 

essential for an analysis of the identity formation of individual speakers in situated 

interactions, as well as for an investigation of the vitality of the heritage language within 

the Chinese community. Chapter 6 allows us to see language ideologies at work through 

an analysis of intergenerational negotiations. This chapter examines the creative ways 

that family members employ to facilitate effective communication in contexts where 

interlocutors speak different languages or have different competencies in the main 

language of the interaction. The analysis of intergenerational interaction in this chapter 

also includes an analysis of religion as a contributing factor of possible conflict. The 

multi-faith trend among family members presents new challenges to traditional Chinese 

family structure and values, as well as concerns about the continuation of familial 

lineage, which also includes the vitality of the ancestral heritage language. Chapter 7 

provides concluding remarks on the discussions in the previous chapters and lays out the 

contribution this dissertation makes to various related fields of academic inquiry.
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Chapter 2:  Language Environment in Singapore 

2.1 NATION BUILDING AND LANGUAGE MANAGEMENT POLICIES 

Singapore became a British colony in 1819, and soon after many ethnic Chinese 

from the region started migrating to the entrepot looking for work. By the turn of the 

twentieth century, the residents of the island were more than 70 percent Chinese. The 

latest Census Report (Leow 2001b) identifies the island’s population as composed of 

Chinese (76.8 percent), Malays (13.9 percent), Indians (7.9 percent), and “Others” (1.4 

percent). Each of these ethnic groups brought with them their heritage languages and 

cultural practices, including rituals and religious practices. During the colonial period, a 

variety of heritage languages were spoken within the Chinese, Malay, and Indian 

communities, as listed in Table 2.1 below.  

Singapore attained self-governance from the British in 1959 and became an 

independent state in 1965. To forge a common national identity, the government 

embarked on a language management project as early as 1959 where four official 

languages were introduced. Mandarin Chinese, Malay, and Tamil were selected as the 

official mother tongues for ethnic Chinese, ethnic Malays, and ethnic Indian 

Singaporeans, and English was stipulated as the working language. This was a concerted 

effort to situate Singapore as a multilingual and multicultural nation-state in the Malay 

Archipelago (Kwok 1994; Tan 2002). The nation’s inaugural team of leaders was faced 

with several concerns with respect to national unity, including the country’s unique 

history of merging with the Malaysian peninsula. However, the country was forced to 
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withdraw from the federation after two short years due to various racial riots that erupted 

in Singapore and surrounding countries, as well as the potential threat of the rising 

Chinese communist movement. Hence, the challenges were for the team to foster 

amicable relations with other national entities in the surrounding seas and to avoid being 

seen as a “Chinese State” with the majority of its population consisting of the ethnic 

Chinese. In view of these concerns, the national government has emphasized its ideology 

of multilingualism by assigning an official language to each of the three main ethnic 

groups as described above. Acknowledging its colonial background and a history of 

British influence, English has been designated as the fourth official language and is the 

language sanctioned for use in administration. In addition, English has been promoted in 

official discourses as a “fair” language for inter-group communication, such that no 

preference is given to any of the three identified ethnic varieties. Table 2.1 gives an 

overview of the language situation in Singapore (Leow 2001b; PuruShotam 2000) after 

the implementation of the official language policies. 
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Table 2.1:  Population and Languages in Singapore  

  Official Ethnic Designation 
  Chinese  Malay  Indian 

Population (%)  76.8  13.9  7.9 

Native Mother 
Tongues 

Hokkien, Cantonese, 
Teochew, Hakka, 
Hainanese, etc. 

Malay, Javanese, 
Bawaenese, Arabic 

Hindi, Tamil, Bengali, 
Punjabi, Malayalam 

Official Mother 
Tongues 

Mandarin Chinese  Bahasa Melayu  Tamil 

Working Language   English 

National Language  Bahasa Melayu (Malay Language)1 

The remaining sections of this chapter provide an overview of the Chinese 

community in Singapore, with a focus on the Cantonese community, the historical 

development of the Chinese language, and the accompanying relegation of other Chinese 

heritage languages to “dialects.” The chapter then builds on this discussion to examine 

the language environment in Singapore, providing information about the circumstances 

that encouraged the formation of various language ideologies within the community (as 

will be discussed in Chapter 5).  

2.2 THE CHINESE COMMUNITY IN SINGAPORE 

People of Chinese heritage make up more than three quarters of the four million 

people residing in the country. They are descendents of immigrants from the southern 

provinces of China, including Guangzhou, Fujian, and the Hainan Island. The Chinese 

became the majority population of Singapore beginning in 1957 (Kuo 1976), and they 

                                                 
1  Bahasa Melayu shows influences from English and the local Malay dialects. In Singapore, the status of 

national language in Singapore retains only ceremonial significance nowadays. 
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have remained the biggest ethnic group on the island ever since. Although the population 

has been homogenously described as the “Chinese” population of Singapore, there is 

great heterogeneity within this group in terms of languages spoken and cultural practices. 

Members of this Chinese community are subdivided according to the ancestral heritage of 

their father. For example, if a child is born to a Cantonese father and a Hokkien mother, 

the child is categorized in census reports as being Cantonese. This patrilineal association 

plays a large role in ensuring the continuation of ancestral familial lines. These ethnic 

subdivisions have historically been closely tied to a family’s ancestral heritage language. 

In the decades immediately before and after the independence of the nation, having 

Cantonese ancestral heritage commonly indexed one’s being competent in the Cantonese 

language. However, as shall be discussed in Chapter 5, this semiotic association is 

frequently contested today as many children who are born into a Cantonese ancestral 

heritage may not be able to speak the heritage language. When the official languages 

were introduced to the Singaporeans, all non-official languages were portrayed as 

“impurities” and “obstacles” to effective communication and associated with low social, 

as well as economic, values. The attempt by policy makers is to replace the heritage 

languages spoken at home with the official mother tongue of Mandarin Chinese for 

anyone of Chinese descent. These heritage languages are classified as “dialects” in 

official discourse. Following the linguistic categorization, one’s ancestral heritage 

becomes one’s “dialect group,” such that “Chinese dialect groups are sub-divisions of 

Chinese ethnicity, and Chinese dialects are sub-divisions of the Chinese language, 

Mandarin” (Tay 1983:1). Table 2.2 below shows the population of the different “dialect 
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groups” in Singapore (Lee 2001). In the 2000 census, although differentiation is 

acknowledged among people who came from different ancestral heritages, the same 

differentiation is being erased with respect of one’s heritage language usage at home.  

Table 2.2:  Chinese Resident Population by Dialect Group  

  1990 (%)  2000 (%) 
Hokkien  42.1  41.1 
Teochews  21.9  21.0 
Cantonese  15.2  15.4 
Hakkas  7.3  7.9 
Hainanese  7.0  6.7 
Foochows  1.7  1.9 
Henghua  0.9  0.9 
Shanghainese  0.8  0.9 
Hockchia  0.6  0.6 
Others  2.4  3.7 

The proportion of citizens belonging to the various ancestral heritage groups has 

remained roughly constant from 1990 to 2000. Cantonese individuals constitute slightly 

more than fifteen percent of the Chinese population, while Hokkien is the largest 

ancestral heritage group in Singapore, with the Teochews in second position.  

Differentiation among the various ancestral heritage groups during the pre-

independence period and the initial years of nation building was mainly maintained by 

geo-linguistic clan associations. People who migrated from the same locations speaking 

the same heritage language and its various dialects would congregate within these 

associations for social purposes (meeting friends and finding spouses), cultural purposes 

(performing rituals or religious practices), educational purposes (attending schools set up 

by the association), and economic purposes (job searches and economic networking). 
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Several policies serving nation-building aims—including the resettlement of the 

population from their ethnic enclaves to various parts of the island, language policies that 

erase differences among the ancestral heritage groups, the institutionalization of 

education, and the promotion of a Singaporean identity over an ethnic one—have all 

contributed to the diffusion of the ancestral heritage bond. In Singapore today, 

differentiation along one’s ancestral heritage is most prominently reflected in distinct 

food cultures, as well as in rites and rituals pertaining to childbirth, wedding and wake 

ceremonies, and religious practices. Many of these practices retain a strong oral tradition 

in which related myths, legends, rhymes, and ceremonial routines are passed down from 

generation to generation through their respective heritage languages. 

An interesting phenomenon has also developed: popular culture imported from 

other Asian countries is contributing to the maintenance of, or cultivating renewed 

interest in, several of the ancestral heritage cultures and languages. In the following 

excerpt, Hebe, a teenager, comments on the aesthetic value of Cantonese, which she 

considers “softer than Mandarin” (line 5), and acknowledges the important role played by 

Hong Kong popular culture in fostering an appreciation of Cantonese within the Chinese 

community in Singapore. 

(1) It’s because of Hong Kong popular culture (F1GDHebe265) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
 

Hebe: Cantonese is quite, is quite an appreciated, dialect, even though we can’t 
speak it, because of Hong Kong, Edison Chen, Nicholas Tse, Daniel Wu, all 
those Hong Kong people. So they tend to listen to Hong Kong, uh, Cantonese 
songs. And they like the sound of Canto. You know Canto is not softer than 
Mandarin. Mandarin is like “zhi-zhi-zhi-zhi ((spoken in a forceful tone))” 
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6 like that one, but Canto is like “ah-ah-ah ((spoken in a soft and light tone)).” 

Although there are restrictions on locally produced television programs regarding the use 

of heritage languages, there has been some relaxation on the “dialect” rule for paid 

television channels. Viewers in Singapore can now subscribe to an all-Cantonese channel 

managed by a television station in Hong Kong. Cantonese movies and drama series are 

often dubbed in Mandarin Chinese and broadcasted on the local television channels. 

Local movie rental shops stock a large proportion of Cantonese drama series and movies 

as compared to media in the other heritage languages. 2  Comparatively, although 

Hokkiens make up the largest proportion within the Chinese community in Singapore, 

there has not been as much Hokkien heard on television as Cantonese. An interesting 

phenomenon in Singapore is that viewers can watch Japanese, Korean, or even Spanish 

and French programs in their original languages on free local television channels, but 

they are denied the opportunities to watch programs in their own heritage languages on 

the grounds that the latter interferes with the national language policies. 

In general, there are four groups of people who would use Cantonese in Singapore 

today: the first group is the ethnic Cantonese Singaporeans who retain the use of their 

heritage language. The second group consists of recent immigrants from Hong Kong or, 

to a lesser extent, people from Guangzhou. Malaysians who cross the border to work in 

Singapore make up the third group of Cantonese-speaking population. And the fourth 

group consists of people of other heritage groups who acquire the Cantonese language 

                                                 
2  Japanese and Korean drama series and movies have been gaining in popularity over the years. Many 

viewers also rent Cantonese, Japanese, and Korean shows that are dubbed in Mandarin Chinese.  
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either through social networking or through exposure to Hong Kong popular culture. No 

studies have been conducted on the size of each of these groups. The Cantonese language 

is generally appreciated in the local Chinese community, and the threat of it being 

completely replaced by the step-mother-tongue of Mandarin Chinese is slim compared to 

the threat to other heritage languages, which have smaller populations of speakers and are 

less audible and not supported by a lively sub-culture.  

2.3 LANGUAGE ENVIRONMENT AND LANGUAGE SHIFT IN SINGAPORE    

2.3.1 Chinese Language in Singapore 

As illustrated in Figure 2.1, the State’s official language policy has affected the 

way speakers categorize languages. Before the implementation of the official language 

policy, there was no standardized way of describing the languages spoken by Chinese 

Singaporeans. Languages were closely tied to the geographical region of one’s ancestors 

in mainland China. For example, a person from the Fujian province and a person of 

Cantonese descent would most probably have spoken Hokkien and Cantonese, and would 

have described their ethnicities as “Hokkien” and “Cantonese,” respectively. In other 

words, language categories more or less coincided with ancestral heritage groups. In the 

1950s, Mandarin, which was an acquired language for the Chinese Singaporean 

population of the time, was clearly known as the “国语 guo-yu” or the “National 

language (to mainland China)” (Freedman 1957). The ancestral heritage languages were 

not essentialized into a category, but were seen as one’s own language from one’s 

hometown, a connotation that aligns with descriptors such as “heritage language,” “ethnic 
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language,” or “mother tongue.” Because of Mandarin’s official status in mainland China, 

which the Chinese community in Singapore viewed as the main provider of Chinese 

culture, Mandarin Chinese was selected as the representative Chinese language for 

Singapore. 

After Mandarin Chinese was assigned its official status as the “mother tongue” of 

all Chinese Singaporeans, the government portrayed the many Chinese heritage 

languages spoken in the community as undesirable for effective communication and 

national development and labeled these languages “Chinese dialects,” indicating their 

lower position in the hierarchy of language ideologies as compared to Mandarin. These 

“dialects” were the target of eradication in the “Speak Mandarin Campaign” launched in 

1979, an objective that persisted for more than a decade. The slogans of the campaign 

played a major role in redirecting speakers’ linguistic practices. One of its many slogans, 

“华人讲华语，合情又合理 (It is both sensible and logical for a Chinese person to speak 

Mandarin) suggests a natural and essential link between speaking Mandarin and being 

Chinese (Chiang 2004) despite the fact that most Chinese Singaporeans could not read or 

speak Mandarin Chinese at the time the government’s official mother tongue policy was 

implemented. The mother tongue policy has been so effective that today, speakers 

themselves typically refer to Mandarin Chinese as their “mother tongue,” although they 

may have grown up speaking a non-Mandarin Chinese language and learned Mandarin 

only at school. 
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Figure 2.1:  Comparison of Language Categorizations Before and After the 
Implementation of Mandarin Chinese as the Official Language for Chinese 
Singaporeans. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Singapore, the Chinese character “华 (hua)” has two meanings. It may refer to 

“华人 (huaren)” or “a person who is of Chinese origin,” which includes people who are 

Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, etc. At the same time, the character may refer to the 

language “华语 (huayu)” or “Mandarin Chinese,” which points specifically and only to 

Mandarin Chinese and excludes the other Chinese heritage languages. Hence, the Chinese 

character “华 (hua)” simultaneously indicates an encompassing ethnic origin and a 

constraining language category.  

The legitimizing and essentializing of Mandarin Chinese as the official mother 

tongue for ethnically Chinese individuals living in Singapore provides a unique case for 

the study of language differentiation within a postcolonial power structure. The semiotic 

linguistic processes at play warrant deeper investigation into the contestation between the 
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ways in which State and speakers, including speakers of different linguistic backgrounds, 

draw boundaries and hierarchies among language categories and speaker identities as 

they take part in the process of differentiation. 

An important point to note here is that, as mentioned previously, a Singaporean 

person’s ethnic/heritage origin is determined patrilineally. That is, a child born to a 

Cantonese father and a mother of non-Cantonese origin is officially classified as 

“Cantonese” in Singapore. This renders the meaning of “mother” tongue as it is officially 

defined in Singapore more complex, as a mother tongue is not necessarily the language of 

one’s mother but that associated with one’s father’s heritage “origin.” At the same time, it 

is also not a “father’s tongue,” but a “national tongue” or “step-mother-tongue,” as 

defined by state ideologies of language, ethnicity, and culture. 

2.3.2 English as an Official Language  

In addition to assigning an official mother tongue to each of the three major ethnic 

groups in Singapore, the government promotes what it sees as an “international language 

of science and technology”—English—as the most appropriate language for use at the 

workplace and during inter-group communication. In order to ensure the economic 

competitiveness of Singapore in the global market, the government has mandated since 

1987 that all schools use English as the main language of instruction. Students are also 

required to study their official mother tongue as a second language with an emphasis on 

acquiring spoken competency over reading and writing proficiency. 
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The 2000 census report cited earlier also presents a strong correlation between 

household language and type of dwelling, which is also reflective of family income. 

Among the ethnic Chinese, residents of private apartments and houses, who are on the 

upper end of the social-economic stratum, tend to adopt English as a home language (64 

percent) as opposed to Mandarin (26.4 percent) or a Chinese heritage language (17.1 

percent) (Leow 2004). A higher income and better living environment serve as pull 

factors in the community for acquiring higher competence in English. 

Table 2.3: Resident Population Aged 5 Years and Over by Languages Most Frequently 
Spoken at Home and Type of Dwelling 

Ethnic Group/Language 
3‐Room 

Apartment (%) 
4‐Room 

Apartment (%) 
Private Apartment 
and Houses (%) 

Chinese       
     English  9.3  14.3  55.9 
     Mandarin Chinese   45.9  52.6  26.4 
     Native MT  44.4  32.8  17.1 
     Others  0.4  0.3  0.6 
Malays       
     English  3.7  6.1  41.1 
     Malay  95.8  93.5  56.8 
     Others  0.5  0.4  2.1 
Indians       
     English  19.9  29.8  64.9 
     Malay  13.3  13.7  1.7 
     Tamil  56.2  47.2  16.4 
     Others  10.6  9.3  17.0 

 
Although Singapore embraces “multilingualism” by having four official 

languages—that is, a mother tongue for each major ethnic group and English for all 

Singaporeans—and advocates that an “equal playing field” is made available to all 

Singaporeans regardless of their ethnicity, such language egalitarianism does not, in fact, 
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exist in Singapore. Instead, hierarchical pluralism is manifested in the English-

preferential education system, as well as in the higher valuation of English for use in the 

workplace. As shown in the above table, English speakers have greater economic 

mobility among ethnic Chinese, indicating that hierarchical language policies have real 

effects on the community’s standard of living.  

2.3.3 Language Shift in the Chinese Community 

Accompanying the official language policy, there has been a reorganization of 

ideological and symbolic valuing of available linguistic codes (Philips 2004) within the 

ethnic Chinese community. The policy has also transformed the language ecology not 

only by introducing to the local linguistic scene two official languages that originally had 

few native speakers, but also by giving them a much higher profile and prestige than the 

existing Chinese heritage languages.  

Not surprisingly, within the ethnic Chinese population of Singapore, there was a 

rapid shift in self-reported home language use from the various heritage languages to the 

two official languages—Mandarin and English. According to census reports, within two 

decades (1980 to 2000), there was a huge decline (~45.5 percent) in the number of 

families retaining the use of the regional Chinese languages as a home language, and a 

shift to adopting either Mandarin (an increase of 32 percent) or English (an increase of 

13.7 percent). By the year 2000, nearly 70 percent of children in ethnic Chinese 

households were born into an environment where either Mandarin or English was 
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preferentially spoken. This provides an interesting setting for examining the language 

practices across generations, as will be discussed in Chapter 4. 

2.4 LANGUAGE, DIALECT, AND THE WRITTEN TEXT OF CHINESE 

Is Cantonese a language or a dialect? If mutual intelligibility is a criterion 

(Hudson 1996), then Cantonese, Hokkien, and Mandarin are, in fact, different languages, 

as their monolingual speakers do not understand each other. If written text is the deciding 

factor, and since the Chinese writing system is the written orthography for all Chinese 

languages, why would Cantonese not be considered a language by some while Mandarin 

would? This linguistic question thus becomes a politically laden question. Any answer 

offered only makes sense after one takes into consideration the socio-political and 

politico-linguistic environment in which the argument arises.  

According to Singapore language policy, Cantonese, along with Hokkien, 

Teochew, Hakka, and the other heritage languages, is seen as a “dialect” and is 

constructed as a “low” language with low prestige that imparts impurities to the 

surrounding linguistic environment (Borkhurst-Heng 1999). In addition, it is seen as a 

language without a writing system. However, as I seek to illustrate in this dissertation, the 

above ideologies are constantly being contested and negotiated by speakers in their daily 

encounters. Thus, I see it appropriate to leave the question open in this dissertation. 

Cantonese, Hokkien, Teochew, and other languages that have been introduced to the 

linguistic environment of Singapore through migration will be presented in this 

dissertation as speakers’ “heritage languages” or “ancestral languages,” acknowledging 
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the historicity of these languages. “Dialect” is reserved to refer to regional varieties of the 

heritage languages, for example, the Seijap, Donggoon, Namhoi varieties of the 

Cantonese language. Official categorizations of “mother tongue” and “dialect” will be 

used in contexts where these specifications are required. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework  

INTRODUCTION 

This section lays out the various theoretical frameworks that this dissertation 

employs, particularly the semiotic processes affecting heritage language maintenance in 

multigenerational families. I first look at how semiotic processes are pursued and 

examined in the domain of linguistic anthropology and related fields, with a focus on 

three theoretical trends: indexicality (Ochs 1992; Silverstein 1996), the three related 

semiotic processes developed by Irvine and Gal (Irvine and Gal 2000), and language 

valuing in terms of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1991). I then turn to a discussion of how 

these semiotic processes affect the identity formation of speakers. 

3.1 LANGUAGE IDEOLOGIES AND THREE SEMIOTIC PROCESSES  

For those undertaking ethnographic investigation from an anthropological 

perspective, examining language ideologies is a useful means of understanding the link 

between social structure and forms of talk (Woolard 1998; Woolard and Schieffelin 

1994). Particularly meaningful observations can be made in the areas of intersection 

between language and social groups, personal identity, aesthetic judgments, morality, and 

social inequalities. Studies on language ideologies have attracted much attention in the 

field of linguistic anthropology over the last decade (for example, see collections in 

Kroskrity 2000, 2004). In this dissertation, I adopt Susan Gal’s (2005) approach to 

language ideologies, which states that ideologies “posit close relations between linguistic 

practices and other social activities and have semiotic properties that provide insights into 
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the workings of ideologies more generally” (p.24). These relations are inherently 

dialectic and indexical in nature (Silverstein 1998); ideologies are rationalized, 

systematized, and naturalized into schemata “that ‘explain’ the indexical values of signs 

in terms of some order(s) of phenomena” (p.129) (see also Silverstein 1996 for discussion 

on the orders of indexicality). Within the community presented in this dissertation, these 

naturalized ideologies lead to social differentiations and classifications. In turn, the 

interpretation of indexical meaning, social diversity, and identity distinction provided by 

the semiotic links guide speakers’ linguistic behavior and provide impetus for an 

ideological construction of situated identities.  

Our world is full of culturally constructed symbols, and ideologies imbue 

languages with aesthetic value, pragmatic significance, and beliefs about speakers and 

their social relations. We negotiate through different layers of symbolism to make sense 

of our daily lives. A speaker’s language choice may tell us of her education or family 

background; her spoken language proficiency may suggest particular language 

socialization experiences; and her use of a certain speech form or accent could signify a 

particular attitude towards certain language ideologies pertaining to the different 

language varieties or codes used in the community. The interpretation of these symbols 

and the various symbolic acts they imply modifies, reproduces, and stabilizes them as 

communicative resources in the community. When we use a linguistic variety, we are 

also drawing on its symbolic power. We make sense of the world in a way that we can 

control, by assigning values to the symbol, by making it “work” for us, and then by 

mobilizing it and adapting it to our own environment and our own experiences. 
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Originating from Peircean (Merrell 2001) indices of signs where smoke indexes fire and 

clouds index rain, this dissertation sees semiotic interpretation as a process, not as a 

predetermined fact. 

3.1.1 Language Ideologies of Differentiation 

This dissertation draws on a tripartite semiotic process model in which language 

ideologies of differentiation operate through the notions of iconicity, fractal recursivity, 

and erasure (Gal and Irvine 1995; Irvine and Gal 2000). Investigating these three semiotic 

processes allows us to examine how speakers define themselves in relation to some 

imagined “Others.” The first of Irvine and Gal’s notions, iconicity, exemplifies the 

ideological links, often seen as natural, between linguistic features and social groups or 

images. In my data, languages themselves, instead of particular linguistic features, 

become iconized as social images. Due to a language policy that values the official 

mother tongue, Mandarin, over the various Chinese heritage languages spoken in 

Singapore, speakers of these heritage languages have become iconized as outdated and 

unfashionable. Speakers who use Chinese profanities are also seen as demonstrating a 

lack of refinement and being less educated in comparison with speakers who swear in 

English. The process of iconization is used for differentiation of social positions, 

identities, moral attributes, or economic status. Iconization becomes apparent in the 

situated linguistic practices outlined in this dissertation, as community members ascribe a 

seemingly inherent link between linguistic image and social image. However, the iconic 

image of speakers of heritage languages as uncultured may be reversed in another 
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situation, where a speaker of Cantonese may be seen as “hip” and “cool” when 

interlocutors are discussing Hong Kong popular culture. This internal differentiation of 

social images with the same linguistic image allows iconization to occur simultaneously 

at different levels. The fluidity of the iconization processes that occur in my data 

contributes to current research that conceptualizes this semiotic process.  

The second semiotic process outlined by Irvine and Gal, fractal recursivity, 

involves the projection of an opposition from one level of relationship onto some other 

level. Importantly, the distinction must be co-constructive, as we see in our understanding 

of concepts like “right/left” and “east/west” (Gal 2005). This semiotic process permits us 

to examine the creation and maintenance of dichotomies and binary oppositions, 

regardless of their historical or cultural motivations. The binary distinctions created can 

then be projected onto other levels of comparison of different scopes and sizes. The 

dichotomous nature of the process of fractal recursivity differs from the fluidity of 

iconicity. In the process of iconization, the same social image can take on different icons 

at different situated moments; in fractal recursivity, however, the same iconic 

representation of “refined” and “rough” that distinguishes “profanity spoken in English” 

from “profanity spoken in Hokkien” is projected onto other distinctions at other social 

levels. For example, the iconic representation is projected onto the English-speaking 

community where there are speakers who are seen as swearing in a more refined style 

than others. At each recursion, the semiotic images of “rough” and “refined” may take on 

different contrastive meanings. In the Chinese Singaporean community, the ideology of 

the West being the superpower and the East being weak and underdeveloped is projected 
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onto the representative languages in the community, namely, English and Mandarin, and 

their speakers. In another recursion within the Mandarin-speaking community, bilingual 

English-Mandarin speakers are seen as stronger social and economic actors in the 

community than are monolingual Mandarin (or Mandarin-heritage language bilingual) 

speakers. Such a projection contrasts with an alternative ideology, according to which 

Mandarin Chinese is seen as a source of symbolic capital as a result of its status as the 

official mother tongue for all ethnic Chinese. In Chapter 5, consultants’ 

metacommentaries on their own and society’s valuing of different languages provide 

evidence of competing ideological values in the context of linguistic change.  

The third semiotic act described by Irvine and Gal, erasure, accounts for the 

ideological rendering of some linguistic features or persons as invisible or insignificant. 

In the Singapore context, erasure occurs during processes that essentialize the 

relationship of a language (Mandarin) to a social group (people of Chinese origin). This 

relationship assumes the ethnic Chinese community to be homogeneous despite the fact 

that many did not speak Mandarin before the implementation of the official language 

policy. This semiotic linkage that posits Mandarin as the mother tongue for all ethnic 

Chinese shows that some degree of erasure has taken place.  

These three notions provide a complex and layered framework for identifying and 

analyzing important differentiation processes that result in a coherent, dominant language 

ideology. Applying these notions to the case of Singapore not only tests the rigor of these 

notions, it also contributes to our understanding of language ideologies in a multilingual, 

non-Western setting. 
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3.1.2 Language and Symbolic Capital 

Bourdieu’s (1991) notions of legitimized language and symbolic capital are useful 

concepts that posit language and language varieties to be hierarchically arranged 

according to their values in linguistic markets. Bourdieu’s theory allows a nuanced 

understanding of how policies of multilingualism may be better described as hierarchical 

pluralistic policies (Spitulnik 1998) valuing certain languages and varieties over others 

and influencing ideologies that inform language and code differentiation.  

Speakers of different languages in Singapore possess different symbolic capital 

and are empowered and marginalized in their own ways. For example, Mandarin speakers 

possess greater cultural capital through their competence in the official “mother tongue” 

and are legitimized as more “authentically” Chinese than their English-speaking 

counterparts. English speakers, on the other hand, possess the linguistic resources needed 

to participate in mainstream interethnic discussions about national issues, which are 

mainly conducted in English. Using these notions, this dissertation examines the 

positioning of the various languages and local varieties relative to the official languages 

of Mandarin Chinese and English within the community, as well as the different 

prescriptive values (values given by people in power) and descriptive values (the 

linguistic character of the language) that are being reinforced. The notion of symbolic 

capital provides a platform for investigating different kinds of prestige, such as covert 

and overt prestige (Trudgill 1983), that speakers attach to different languages in local and 

official contexts. This dissertation also examines the transmission of these prestige values 
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onto speakers through the aforementioned semiotic processes with regard to language and 

speaker group differentiation. 

3.2 IDENTITY STUDIES 

Similar to social language use, identity enactment is also context-based and 

ideologically mediated. Previous research has shown that a shared linguistic variety does 

not necessarily indicate or create a unified ethnic unit or community among its users 

(Gumperz 1972[1968]). Linking a fixed identity to a social group has the risk of 

perpetuating stereotypes and reifying dichotomies of differences among different social 

groups. It also bears the risk of attributing “authenticity” to a certain language-identity 

link without fully considering the “authenticating” process behind the association 

(Ahearn 2001). In contrast, looking at identity as practice acknowledges the instability of 

the multiplicity of identities a single speaker can embody and allows researchers to avoid 

seeing the use of a marked language or a marked identity as a definite act of resistance. 

Rather, it is the utilization of another identity resource by the actor. Sharing a critical 

stance toward studies that draw on essentializing attributes to investigate identity, 

Bucholtz and Hall (2004) suggest that it is important to look at identity as a situated 

practice, directing attention to identity formation as encompassing “situatedness” and 

invoking the notion of “practice.” The idea of practice is essential to a full understanding 

of identity formation because social actors move within different communities of practice 

in their daily lives, performing acts of identity (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985) 

guided by the dispositions into which they are socialized, and invoking indexical 
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meanings in the semiotic process of identity formation. Bucholtz and Hall propose three 

pairs of tactics of intersubjectivity to “examine the relational dimension of identity 

categories, practices, and ideologies” (p. 383), highlighting the situatedness of purposive 

action, as well as the agency involved in interactive negotiation. This dissertation adopts 

these three pairs of tactics in order to discuss a range of identity formation processes.  

The three pairs of tactics are 1) adequation and distinction, 2) authentication and 

denaturalization, and 3) authorization and illegitimation (Bucholtz and Hall 2004:382-

387). Adequation and distinction regard the processes of similarity and difference 

construction in identity formation, where adequation involves establishing sameness 

between individuals or groups for identity preservation or coalition building. Conversely, 

distinction highlights differences between individuals or groups that are marshaled in the 

construction of hierarchical or stratified relations. The second pair concerns the 

genuineness of identities and highlights the agency of social actors. The process of 

authentication, thus, denotes tactics used to assert that the identity claimed is “real,” often 

as a mean to satisfy an imagined nationalist or social group. Denaturalization denotes the 

process whereby the claim to “realness” is severed or separated such that a symbolic 

claim is made to seem artificial and non-essential. The third pair of tactics involves the 

possession or withholding of institutional and structural power. In authorization, an 

identity is legitimized by a speaker using a language that is recognized and approved by 

the authority; depending on whether a local or a national identity is desired, the tactic of 

authorization can be used either to conform to or to contest dominant forms of power. 

Similarly, illegitimation can tactically support or undermine hegemonic authority; in the 
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former case through language management policy that takes away authority from non-

official varieties, and in the latter, through alternative language ideology that may allow 

institutionalization of non-official language varieties thereby undermining national 

authority. This pair of tactics can be employed simultaneously; for example, a non-

official language can be illegitimized by the State and at the same time authorized by an 

alternative ideology that causes it to gain institutionalized status in the community.    

Looking at the process of identity construction in this way is particularly helpful 

in understanding speakers’ varied responses to the Singaporean government’s language 

management project that seeks to essentialize the link of Mandarin Chinese to 

Chineseness, to value English as a working language over the other mother tongues, and 

to relegate the various heritage languages to marginalized status as “impurities” 

threatening the language environment in Singapore. The tactics of intersubjectivity also 

provide a perspective for acknowledging heterogeneity of symbolic resources and 

identities. By contesting that speakers have diverse linguistic and social perspectives, 

rather than simply accepting the official designations offered by the government, these 

three tactics allow us to examine how speakers of different language affinities negotiate 

their identities through strategic language use. 

3.3 DISCOURSE 

"Discourse," according to Foucault (1972), refers not to language or social 

interaction but to the historical transformation of ideas. Foucault outlines how discourse 

can be reproduced, formalized, and transformed. Discourse, as a collective of statements, 
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is imbued with complex relationships both interior and exterior to it. Taking the statement 

as unit of analysis, Foucault defines the statement as referential meaning that "is made 

up...of laws of possibility, rules of existence for the object that is named, designated, or 

described within it, and for relations that are affirmed or denied in it..." (p.91). That is to 

say, in a certain historical period, we are governed by specific rules to act only in certain 

ways. Applying Foucault’s theory to language, we find that discourses on language both 

constrain and enable the way we think, speak, and write about it. As a result, discourse 

not only reflects reality, but also produces it. At the same time, this characteristic of 

discourse also constitutes its discontinuity; as times change, the historical limits 

encompassing discourse will also change. 

By constantly contrasting discourse analysis and linguistic analysis and by 

illuminating the inadequacies of the latter, Foucault, with his discourse and discursive 

formation, has influenced scholars in linguistics-related fields to rethink the relationship 

of speech, intertextuality, and subjectivity. This tendency is especially prominent in 

sociolinguistics, ethnography of communication, discursive psychology, and narrative 

analysis. The central concern, similar to that of Foucault, in discourse analysis done 

within these fields is to situate language in use as a process that is relative to social, 

political, and cultural formations. In these fields, the focus of study is a "language 

reflecting social order but also language shaping social order, and shaping individuals' 

interaction with society" (Jaworski and Coupland 1999a:3). There is also great awareness 

that analysis of linguistic representation should not stop at the level of language, but 

instead go beyond language, as all texts and images are mediated and value-laden. 
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Although researchers do not always prevent themselves from doing "interpretation," as 

did Foucault, their analyses of discursive formation seek to trace the rules and effects of 

discourse, rather than its referential or inferential content. 

Discourse, as a collection of statements, is imbued with complex relationships 

both interior and exterior to it. This dissertation respects this complexity by adopting a 

discourse-centered approach (Sherzer 1987) that situates language use as a process 

related to social, political, and cultural factors.  

3.4 ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO FAMILY 

This dissertation approaches family, age, and religion as systems of symbols 

imbued with meanings. Traditionally, family discourse in the field of anthropology 

focuses on establishing kinship relationship and organization in non-Western societies 

(Kroeber 1909, Malinowsk 1930, Radcliffe-Brown 1941). This dissertation shares similar 

interest in examining kinship relationship, particularly on intergenerational interaction, 

including language socialization processes, interactional patterns, and linguistic and 

cultural negotiation. The examination of these processes treats family, language, and age 

as symbolic systems and resources, where their inherent meanings could be utilized, 

constructed, negotiated, or modified through practices of social agents who are also 

family members. The investigation, thus, inevitably interacts with the greater social and 

national environment to include the investigation of discursive formation of ideological 

systems and the practice of identity formation for the personal self, as well as the national 

self, the aging self, and the religious self. 



 47

Chapter 4: Home Language Patterns and Heritage Language 
Transmission  

It’s after dinner. Daddy is doing the washing and aunty (domestic helper) 
is cutting up fruits. The boys and mummy join grandma in front of the TV 
ready for their weekly dose of the local sitcom in English. The Cantonese 
monolingual grandma laughs a second after the others, as if confirming 
that what she is seeing – What the funny contractor wearing a pair of 
yellow boots just did on the TV show – is indeed something funny. During 
commercials, she holds and pats the hands of her elder grandson, 
commenting in Cantonese how slim and pretty they look, just like a girl’s.   

(F3TV1122 Fieldnotes) 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, I lay out the family language 

situations for the four multigenerational families under study, giving both an account of 

how each multigenerational family as a whole uses languages in the household, as well as 

a brief account of the language experiences of each family member, tracing any shifts 

that have occurred since childhood to his or her current stage in life. From 1988 onwards, 

all heritage Chinese languages have been excluded from the census questionnaires.  

Ethnographic details of language patterns of multigenerational household provide an 

alternative view of family language situation not captured by national censuses. This 

account would provide clues on the vitality of Cantonese as a home language after thirty 

years of the rigorously promoted Speak Mandarin Campaign, one of the major goals of 

which was to replace the various heritage Chinese languages (including Cantonese) 

spoken in the homes of ethnic Chinese families, with Mandarin. The account also 
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provides a basis for examining language socialization across generations within 

multigenerational households.  

Second, responding to the call to consider the notion of history in linguistic 

anthropology (Inoue 2004), in this study, I discuss the descriptions of speakers’ language 

behaviors and their changes within the context of historical development, spanning over 

the periods of pre-war (WWII) colonial governance, post-war colonial return, to anti-

colonial struggle, and post-independent nation building. Looking at the different time 

frames in which speakers from different age groups experience the various languages 

reveals the diachronous complexities surrounding a speech event, in addition to 

uncovering synchronous evidences. For example, the insistence of a grandfather to speak 

Cantonese with his grandchildren could draw inferences from an early experience as a 

teenager of being mocked as a “communist” due to his prior language education, and not 

simply interpreted as an act of resistance to the national language ideology, or a 

pragmatic response to the growing China market, or even of him being an old-fashioned 

cultural chauvinist. Situational evidences get layered upon one another and may be 

compressed over time. Giving historicity due respect in analyses uncovers these 

evidences to be understood in their own unique account. This discussion also forms a 

basis for the analysis of the constitution of speakers’ current language behaviors and 

attitudes and their changes across time (discussed in Chapter 5). 

After understanding the familial language situation within a historical perspective, 

the third purpose of this chapter is to examine the process through which 

intergenerational heritage language transmission takes place in these multigenerational 
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families. Paying particular attention to changes in marriage trend within the ethnic 

Chinese community and its effects on women’s roles and expectations in family, work, 

and child rearing, this chapter examines the process through which heritage language 

transmission is being modified in multigenerational families.  

TGOR (Three-Generation-in-One-Room) Families 

Multigenerational families were the norm in the local ethnic Chinese community 

before and during the early days of the nation’s independence. This trend slowly gave 

way to the formation of nuclear families due to a variety of reasons. One that most 

immediately affected a bourgeoning number of nuclear families was population 

redistribution for nation building. After independence, land was acquired across the 

island for infrastructure building. In what some referred to as “forced settlement” 

(Tremewan 1994), the population was redistributed from their ethnic enclaves that were 

formed during the colonial days to newly built residential areas where residents can 

purchase a highly subsidized housing unit from the government.3 The apartment units in 

these newly built high-rise blocks (locally called “flats”) were designed for small nuclear 

families. Extended families were often downsized into several nuclear families during 

relocation, or children moved out of their parents’ place after they got married. The 

relocation generally resulted in a change in living and social environment from spacious 

                                                 
3  More than 80 percent of the Singapore population now owns an apartment unit developed by the 

national Housing Development Board. One of the objectives of providing home ownership is to nurture 
a sense of permanence and commitment to the land. Also, to provide a “balanced racial mix” roughly 
resembling the nation’s population composition, the maximum percentages of ethnic groups residing in 
a single housing apartment unit are capped at Chinese 84 percent, Malay 22 percent, and Indians/Others 
13 percent (see Tremewan 1994). 
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village houses with strong communal support to small concrete blocks of units in 

unfamiliar areas with unfamiliar faces as neighbors. Family members who used to sleep 

in rooms next to each other might now reside at different corners of the island.   

Amongst the many political and social implications that have been suggested for 

the public housing policies (see Chua 1994; Tremewan 1994; Wilson 1978), the language 

environment, in particular the home language environment, has been affected. With 

regard to lived linguistic experience, moving away from a relatively linguistically 

homogeneous community to a linguistically diverse environment may have required one 

to acquire a broader linguistic repertoire. In addition, moving out of an extended family 

to form two-generational nuclear families may have altered home language dynamics, 

such that speakers would use more or less of one language or another. Although not 

explicitly promoted, the population relocation rationalized the national official language 

policy, that is, to have an official mother tongue to facilitate communications within each 

ethnic group and to have English as a common language for interethnic communications.   

In response to the increasing rates of population relocation and formation of 

nuclear families, the housing policy reflects the State’s determination to promote Asian 

family values and ideology by emphasizing traditional family relations and strengthening 

extended family ties. Slightly more than a decade after independence in 1978, a policy 

was put in place to give priority to three-generational families to apply for public 

housing. The reasons for such a move included a decline in birth rate due to the success 



 51

of another State policy, the “Stop at Two” family planning policy,4 and to an aging 

population.5 There was also a higher need for the labor force in the industrialized young 

nation; as such, mothers were encouraged to return to work soon after delivering a child. 

One of the less expensive childcare options for dual-income families was, and still is, to 

arrange for the grandparents to take care of the grandchildren. Rearranging housing plans 

to cater to a multigenerational household, hence, became an attractive option for families 

in need of such a form of childcare. Socially, there were reportedly more and more 

neglected parents left to care for themselves, thereby placing an increasingly heavy 

burden on the government. Determined not to follow the path of a welfare state, the 

Singapore government attempted to slow down, if not reverse the trend, by promoting 

stronger family ties to the older generations through its intervention in housing structure. 

Several policies were designed for the above purposes. The HDB provided various 

schemes over the years to help family members to stay together in the same unit, or near 

each other in the same housing precinct: the Joint Balloting Scheme (in 1978); the Mutual 

Exchange of Flats Scheme (in 1978/81); the Reside Near Parents/Married Children 

Scheme (in 1979); Multitier Scheme (1982), Multigenerational Flat Scheme (in 1986); 

and the most recent Married Child Priority Scheme (in 2004) (Teo, et al. 2006).  

                                                 
4  During the early days of independence, to curb population growth, a family planning program was 

launched in which couples were advised to “Stop at Two (children).” In recent years, due to declining 
birth rates, the government has reversed the policy by giving cash incentives to parents of newborns, 
with the amount of the incentive proportional to the number of children in a family. For example, the 
third child born into a family will receive approximately US$12,400 in baby bonuses, while the first 
child born into a family will receive approximately US$2,000. 

5  In 1999, 31 percent of the Singaporean population, or half of the labor force, was born during the baby 
boom (1947 to 1964). Twenty years later in 2019, this group of people will constitute the aging 
population. 
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These three-generational families are called “三代同堂 (san-dai-tong-tang)” in 

Chinese, which literally means “Three Generations in One Room” (hereafter referred to 

as TGOR). Traditionally, this type of family is very common in the villages from which 

Chinese migrants to Singapore came. In these villages, having three or more generations 

staying under one roof would mean prosperity for the family, as there would be more 

manpower to farm the family land. Overseas Chinese in Singapore today modified many 

of the cultural practices and beliefs they brought with them in order to fit in with modern 

living. Generally speaking, although the number of offspring no longer symbolizes 

prosperity, caring for one’s parents as a form of filial piety, especially by the eldest son, 

is still very much upheld in the Chinese community in Singapore (Göransson 2009).  

Today, it may be a norm for couples to have their own places after marriage. 

However, it is not uncommon for a couple to stay with either of their parents, partly for 

the younger generation to care for its elder family members, and also for the first 

generation to help take care of the grandchildren. In the four families that I observed, 

three out of the four families have grandparents staying with their sons (in two of these 

cases, the eldest son), and one family features a grandmother staying with the family of 

her youngest daughter. Two families in my study took advantage of the housing policy 

that encourages TGOR and moved into their current apartment unit as multigenerational 

families. Two families were three generational when the grandchildren were born, one 

family was four generational at one time, and one family was a nuclear family before a 

grandparent moved in with the family. At the time of study, only one household had both 
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grandparents staying together. The grandfathers in the other three families had passed 

away within the last decade. In all four families, the second generation parents were 

working parents. 6  The first generation grandparents helped take care of their 

grandchildren when they were younger. Three families in my study each employed a 

domestic helper, who lived with the family.7 Table 3.1 below lists the characteristics of 

the four families that I observed. For easy reference, in these three-generational 

households, members of the eldest generation are referred to as the grandparents (or 

grandfather/grandmother), the middle generation as parents (or father/mother), and the 

youngest generation as grandchildren (or grandson/granddaughter).  

  

                                                 
6  Siu Yun from the Ng family was on maternity leave at the time of study. 
7  The domestic helpers in both the Chan and the Ng families did not participate in the family activities 

that I observed. For the Kwok family, the domestic helper joined the family for dinner, and so her 
informed consent was obtained before recordings began. 
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Table 4.1: Details of the Four Families 

  Chan Family  Yip Family  Kwok Family  Ng Family 

Age range of 
members in 2006 

18‐81 years   25‐78 years   13‐74 years   5 months‐69 
years 

Residential type  5‐room public 
housing 
apartment 

4‐room public 
housing 
apartment 

5‐room public 
housing 
apartment 

Private landed 
property 

Number of 
working adults 

2 parents  2 parents 
2 grandchildren 

2 parents  1 grandparent 
2 parents 

Grandparents 
background 

Grandparents 
were born in 
China 

Grandparents 
were the 1st 
generation born 
in Singapore 

Grandmother was 
the 2nd generation 
born in Singapore 

Grandparents 
were the 1st 
generation born 
in Singapore 

Multigenerational 
household 
composition 

Grandmother 
stays with her 
youngest 
daughter’s family 

Grandmother 
stays with her 
eldest son’s 
family 

Grandmother 
stays with her 
eldest son’s 
family 

In‐marrying 
daughter‐in‐law 
stays with 
husband’s family 

Dominant home 
language  

English   Cantonese, 
Mandarin  

English   Cantonese  
 

In later sections in this chapter, I discuss two prominent developments in family 

organization over the years: the phenomenon of linguistic intermarriage between heritage 

groups and the shift in language socialization responsibilities from parents to the 

grandparents as a response to the trend of an increasing number of working mothers. 

Before discussing these issues, I first describe the linguistic background of each member 

in the four families that I observed. I also examine the language situation in the homes of 

these four families at the time I conducted this study, from 2006 to 2007. A longitudinal 

perspective is adopted in my study where consultants were interviewed on their early 

language acquisition experiences, language use in different context, as well as any form 

of shifts in language use or attitude that they report to have experienced. The detailing of 
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the language experiences of each family member and, consequently, of the three 

generations, is essential in mapping any changes in home language over the years, as well 

as the background for these shifts.  

4.1 THE FOUR FAMILIES 

To examine the vitality of the heritage language in multigenerational Cantonese 

families, this dissertation first gives an overview of the home language situation in the 

four families under study. Contrary to the general belief that heritage languages have 

been largely replaced by either Mandarin or English in ethnic Chinese families, in all four 

families under study, Cantonese is used daily, to varying degrees, in each household, 

depending on the language competencies of the majority of the family members and the 

interlocutors who are involved in the conversation. In general, Cantonese is used in 

intergenerational interactions involving a grandparent, regardless of the grandparent’s 

competencies in English or Mandarin. The third generation tends to use more English at 

the intra-generation level than the other generations. A finding quite contrary to a 

perceived trend in dominant discourse about language shift in Singapore is that Mandarin 

is used the least in the four families that I observed. In two of the families in which 

members other than the monolingual grandmothers are predominantly English-speaking, 

Mandarin is almost not heard at home, except for the occasional borrowings in 

codeswitched instances, or from the sounds of the television set when a Chinese language 

program is broadcasting, usually when a grandparent is around. The language 

experiences of each family member contribute to the language ecology and dynamics at 
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home, including how each member decides on a language choice when interacting with 

other family members, how a family member negotiates and adapts to the unspoken rules 

of family language management (King and Fogle 2006, 2008; Spolsky 2009), and how 

language ideologies are contested or reinforced within the family.  

In the Chan, Yip, Kwok and Ng families discussed below, the relationship of how 

a member of the family is related to another is illustrated through family trees (adopting 

family tree model from Haviland, et al. 2005). In Singapore, most married women retain 

their maiden family name. Only male descendents carry the family surname. The oldest 

male in the family that bears the family name is highlighted in the figure, which may or 

may not be the EGO from whom the family tree develops. Most of the time, the 

highlighted person is seen as the head of the household. The ethnicity of the father also 

determines the heritage ethnicity of his children That is, if the father is Cantonese, his 

children are also Cantonese, even if their mother is Teochew or if they speak Teochew as 

a dominant home language. Although heritage ethnicity is no longer emphasized after the 

launch of the official language program, it is still used as an identity token in the 

community. For example, when one is asked, “Which dialect group are you from?” the 

‘dialect group’ in question refers to the heritage ethnicity of one’s father, and hence, 

one’s own. Most people would still be able to comprehend the question and know what it 

seeks to find out about one’s heritage, although some of the younger generations may not 

have the answer to it.   

Pseudonyms were chosen for all consultants. With agreement from consultants, I 

selected the pseudonyms at random, with careful consideration given to retain the 
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characteristics of the real names. Below each figure are some details regarding individual 

member, including the age, working status, and religious belief. Singaporeans enjoy the 

privilege of practicing free religion. Children are free to choose their own religion (unless 

the religion obligates it, like Roman Catholism) and, so, it is not uncommon to find 

people of different religions residing under one roof. This information is stated here for 

references, Chapter 6 discusses in detail the relationship between religion and language, 

and that of religion and family structure.  

Legends for the Family Trees: 

 female 

 male 
  deceased male 
 = marriage 
 | descendants 
 siblings 
 ethnically non-Cantonese  
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4.1.1 The Chan Family  

Figure 4.1 The Chan Family 

 
                                                                          
 
 
 
                                                       
 
                                            
 

Madam Wong  Mike   Asha  Hebe 

81 years old 
Non‐working 
Buddhist  

50 years old 
Self‐employed 
Christian (adult) 

49 years old 
Educator 
Christian (adult) 

18 years old 
Student 
Christian (teenage) 

Madam Wong left her hometown in Seiyup8 (四邑), Guangzhou (广州), and 

followed her mother to Singapore when she was six years old. She was married to her 

husband who was from Hoipeng (开平), Guangzhou, at age sixteen. She visited her 

husband’s hometown almost annually when she was still mobile, and following the wish 

of her husband, all of her five children also have visited their ancestral hometown at least 

once. Madam Wong had ten grandchildren at the time of interview, and in her opinion, all 

could speak Cantonese, but most could not speak it well. She took care of several of her 

grandchildren when they were small, and they acquired Cantonese from her and her 

husband. With regard to whether the grandchildren would continue speaking Cantonese, 

she said, “it was up to their (nuclear) family” when the grandchildren went back home to 

their parents. When Madam Wong’s husband died nine years ago, she moved in with ther 
                                                 
8  Romanization of place names of heritage villages and towns in this dissertation follow how they are 

pronounced in Cantonese. Romanization of bigger cities and provinces follow the conventional hanyu 
pinyin romanization based on Putonghua or Mandarin Chinese in Singapore. 

One elder brother, three elder sisters
Madam Wong (1st gen immigrant) 

AshaMike Chan 

Hebe 
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family of her youngest daughter, Asha. Madam Wong speaks Cantonese most of the time 

although she understands Mandarin and a little English. She also uses simple Malay with 

the domestic helper that the family employed.   

Like Asha, her husband Mike is also from a ‘pure’ Cantonese parentage in that 

both his parents had Cantonese ancestry. His parents came to Singapore in their teens 

from Guangzhou, although Mike is unsure of the province that his parents were from.  

Mike is the youngest in the family and has six siblings (four sisters and two brothers) 

who are at least 20 years older than he is. They all had an English education, a deliberate 

choice made by his parents due to the negative reputations that Chinese schools had 

acquired during the sixties. Mike also rationalizes his father’s choice of sending them to 

English schools as follows: 

(2) Parents rather put their children in English schools (MikeF1F160) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

Mike: So, I supposed in those days, parents would rather put their children in 
English schools, but to get into mission schools, it's quite difficult. Ah, you 
must have certain connection. Must be Christians, we were not Christians, so 
we lost out on one. Ah, my father wasn't a high-ranking person like the 
other, you know so, uh, he did what he could and put us in government 
schools. And government schools by then, ah, I think there was a larger ratio 
of English- than is compared to Chinese-speaking. 

Mike recalls speaking predominantly Cantonese at home in his childhood. Because he 

resided in a Cantonese enclave at that time, called ngau-ce-seoi (or literally, “cow-cart-

water,” it is now known as Chinatown),9 he did not have to speak any language other than 

Cantonese in his daily life. His first experience of a personal language shift came when 
                                                 
9  I chose to retain the Cantonese name of ngaw-ce-seoi in this dissertation to reflect the ethnic essence of 

the place before city redevelopment and resettlement. 
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he was about nine years old and his eldest sister requested that her siblings speak English 

with each other: 

(3) Let’s make up our mind to learn English (MikeF1F155) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

Mike: I was probably about that, yeah, eight, nine years old. I remembered she 
(eldest sister) came in one day and told all of us: okay, then let's make up our 
mind to learn English. From then on, uh, I began to take interest in English. 
And I began to mix around with English-speaking friends, try and speak 
more English. By and by the influence, I would say, from my family, uh, 
since everybody speaks English, uh, so, English it is. 

However, the “everybody speaks English” did not include Mike’s parents, who continued 

to speak Cantonese at home despite the language shift among their children. Mike’s 

English preference stayed with him from then on, although his past and current social 

circles include friends who are Hokkien- and Cantonese-speaking. He recalled that his 

daughter, Hebe, once passed the following comment: “Dad, you're a very strange man. 

You are an English-speaking Ah Beng, you know?” implying he has an “Ah Beng” 

appearance, but speaks English, and this, to her, is a “strange” combination. “Ah 

Beng/Ah Lian” are labels that emerged in the eighties that describe a group of people 

who are perceived as generally having bad fashion sense, coming from the middle-lower 

or lower strata of the society, and having poor English skills. Linguistically, they are 

characterized as having a preference for using Mandarin, the heritage languages, or 

Singlish, a localized version of English. Hebe’s comment reveals a language ideology 

that English-speaking people are usually not associated with people who might be “Ah 

Bengs” (see Chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion on language ideologies). When 
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Mike started his own family, he used English with Hebe since she was a baby, as “I 

wanted her to speak, um, good English” (MikeF1F310). His family language philosophy 

was also shared by his wife, Asha.  

Like Mike, Asha spoke Cantonese at home from birth. Unlike Mike, Asha 

continues to use Cantonese with some of her siblings and English with the others. She 

uses Cantonese with her parents as they were not educated in English. Her good friends at 

different stages of her life were all coincidentally Cantonese. Among Asha’s five 

siblings, only her eldest sister was sent to a Chinese medium school; all the rest had 

English education. The reason that their parents gave was that, to maintain ties with their 

ancestral family in China, there must be someone at home who could read and write 

letters in Chinese, and that responsibility was bestowed upon Asha’s eldest sister. Asha 

and her other siblings were sent to English schools. Being the youngest, Asha had the 

opportunity to study in England in her mid-teens. She returned after she completed her 

Bachelor’s degree. She was very fond of the British culture and language and often 

described herself as an “Anglophile”: 

(4) Their English is so darn refine (AshaF1M139) 

(Excerpt in English and Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

Asha: You know, 嗰啲英文啊講到好靚

=even now 你睇嗰啲 British show 
hah, 好鬼 refine 㗎咧。睇嗰個 
Nania 啊你睇嗰個 Nania 哎呀好耐

冇聽到 British accent. When 我 
watch 嗰個 Nania 啊, The Lion the 
witch and the wardrobe, my 

You know, the English is so nicely 
spoken=even now if you watch British 
show hah, it’s so darn refine. Watch 
Nania, if you watch Nania, oh! It’s been 
so long since I heard the British accent. 
When I watch that (movie) Nania, the 
Lion the witch and the wardrobe, my 
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8 
9 
10 

goodness I told myself I’m back in 
England. 嗰啲英文幾好聽啊！咁

鬼 refine. 

goodness I told myself, I’m back in 
England. The English is so darn nice to 
hear! So darn refine. 

When she was in England, the family she stayed with, her best friend there, and 

the owners of the two takeout places where she worked were all ethnic Cantonese and 

spoke the language with her. These experiences gave her abundant opportunities to use 

Cantonese. After she returned to Singapore, she worked as an administrator and public 

relations officer before finally quitting her job to help with her husband’s business. Her 

affiliation with Cantonese did not contribute much to her Chinese/Mandarin language 

learning experience. She disliked the Chinese language and speaking Mandarin 

reportedly because Chinese classes in school were uninteresting. She started acquiring 

Mandarin again in 2001 when she became an English teacher to predominantly Mainland 

Chinese students and realized the need to speak Mandarin to communicate better with her 

students. Her language shift also implies a change in language attitude from disliking and 

not using the language at first, to using it more often now, as she mentioned in her 

interview: 

(5) I used to not speak Mandarin (AshaF1M85) 

(Excerpt in English and Cantonese and local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

Asha: This is how I improve my Chinese 
lah, the last couple of years ah, 唔
係話講得好叻啦，but, at least 好
似我 sister 話頭，she is quite 
surprised that I speak Chinese 
now=我 elder sister, 佢冇聽我講

中文㗎，以前我唔講㗎你知嘛？

This is how I improve my Chinese lah, 
the last couple of years ah, I didn’t speak 
very well, but, at least like my sister 
commented that, she is quite surprised 
that I speak Chinese now=my elder sister, 
she had not heard me speak Mandarin, I 
used to not speak (mandarin) you know? 
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8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

你同我講中文 I answer you in 
English 㗎你知冇？So she was 
quite surprised that nowadays at 
least I speak, you know, a little bit 
more, you know. 

If you speak to me in Mandarin, I’ll 
answer you in English, you know？So 
she was quite surprised that nowadays at 
least I speak, you know, a little bit more, 
you know. 

Note how Asha is using “Chinese” to mean “Mandarin,” conforming to dominant 

language ideology that the Chinese language is Mandarin, exclusively, such that the two 

terms can be used interchangeably. This has a serious implication on heritage language 

maintenance, because when Mandarin becomes misrecognized as the true- or step-

mother-tongue of more and more speakers, the maintenance of the heritage language 

becomes of secondary concern. When this happens, it would possibly trigger an identity 

shift or even nullify a “Chinese” identity to a “Singaporean” one for non-Mandarin 

speakers, as shall be discussed in the next chapter.  

Similar to Asha’s experience, Hebe was exposed to one dominant home language 

in her childhood. However, unlike her parents, it was no longer her heritage language, 

Cantonese, but the national lingua franca, English. She was exposed to the occasional 

Cantonese spoken to her by Asha and visiting relatives. Hebe’s first consistent exposure 

to Cantonese was when she was six years old and Asha had returned to work. Hebe was 

taken care of by her Cantonese-speaking grandparents during the day. When Hebe grew 

older and spent more time in school, her exposure to Cantonese lagged behind English 

and Mandarin. It was only after Madam Wong moved in with the family nine years ago 

that Hebe resumed her daily exposure to the Cantonese language. However, the language 

she was mainly exposed to continued to be English. She sees the Chinese language as a 
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subject to be learned in school. Upon her enrollment in a polytechnic for her post-

secondary education, there was no longer the need to study Chinese, and most of her 

coursemates used English as their (preferred) language of communication. Like her 

mother, Hebe did not like Mandarin, and even “hated” it, and Chinese was a subject that 

she would have loved to drop. However, there was an attitude and language change when 

she was twelve years old. She was introduced to a popular period drama series called 

Return of the Princess Pearl (还珠格格) that depicts the legend of a Qing princess. Hebe 

liked the show so much that she started learning about the Chinese culture and history, 

and even designed a website for the lead actress who played the role of the princess in the 

series. She also translated materials collected from other Chinese websites into English. 

She describes her newfound interest in the language as follows: 

(6) Suddenly the dam opened (HebeF1GD312) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
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Hebe: Then, it was in my…primary six year, when I realized that Mandarin is a 
very, very nice language. A lot of history, a lot of tradition, a lot of culture, a 
lot of ways of expressing yourself. So once the interest was there right, my 
whole, knowledge of it went up. It’s like suddenly the dam opened you 
know. The, the barrier I keep on placing on Chinese disappeared. So, I mean 
to understand it very well, um, I failed my Mandarin until that point. Eh, I 
got a B in, ‘O’ levels. 

It is interesting to note that Asha’s shift in language attitude in which she began to 

learn and speak Chinese happened around the same time when Hebe realized her 

newfound interest in Chinese. However, their home language has not been affected, and 

they continue to speak mainly in English and the occasional Cantonese. The national 

Speak Mandarin Campaign did not have any effect on this family’s home language or the 
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family members’ personal language behaviors. Mandarin remains a language they use 

outside the home with acquaintances, in contexts in which they deem speaking Mandarin 

to be more appropriate than speaking Cantonese. Cantonese as a heritage language is 

retained to a certain extent in the family, as all family members are competent in 

speaking the language if the need arise, or if the focal point in a conversation involves 

Madam Wong, who is monolingual in Cantonese. 

4.1.2 The Yip Family 

Figure 4.2 The Yip Family 
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Madam Lum was born in Singapore. She visited her paternal ancestral village in 

Saamseoi (三水), Guangdong, when her younger brother was born. Madam Lum returned 

to Singapore when she was nine years old and has lived there ever since. Madam Lum 

and her siblings did not receive formal education. She helped in the family’s vegetable 

farm and later worked at a rubber factory. She met her husband through matchmaking. 
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They had three children: two sons and a daughter. They sent their eldest son and youngest 

daughter to Chinese medium schools and their second son to an English medium school. 

Although her father insisted that she marry a Cantonese from the same Saamseoi 

province, Madam Lum did not insist on the same practice for her children. However, her 

eldest son, Kai Wing, was match-made to marry a Cantonese wife whose ancestors were 

from Saamseoi; her second son’s wife is a Hokkien; and her son-in-law is Hakka. As for 

language experiences, Madam Lum has used Cantonese for most of her life. She acquired 

Hokkien from her friends before marriage, but she supposedly lost her competence in it 

when they lost contact. She was able to use predominantly Cantonese outside her home 

as she stayed in a Cantonese enclave and had no problem using Cantonese with her 

neighbors, as well as street vendors and shopkeepers. Her co-workers at the rubber 

factory also used mainly Cantonese with her. When she moved to her current residence, 

she realized Mandarin was spoken more than Cantonese at markets. However, after she 

became familiar with the store owners, they usually switched to Cantonese with her, as 

she describes below: 

(7) They speak Cantonese with me (MdmLumF2GM257) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

Lum: ……好似我搬嚟哩度先，出巴

刹嗰陣時又話又話，多講華

語。有幾次講華語佢佢知道，

有啲賣慣賣慣咗好似我哩度巴

刹咁樣，買慣佢都同你講廣府

話㗎，係咪，佢都唔同你講華

語係咪？佢知道我唔係好識講

…like after I moved here, when I go to the 
market, we are encouraged, to speak more 
Mandarin. (We) Spoke several times in 
Mandarin, he he, he knows, some who know 
me in the market, you patron him for some 
time, he speaks Cantonese. He won’t use 
Mandarin. He knows I can’t speak, so he 
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8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

嘛。買乜嘢都同你講廣府話

多。佢同嗰啲後生嘅多数講華

語啦。佢睇到你嗰年，你嗰年

龄都好乜嘢啦係咪？咪就同你

講廣府話囉。 

speaks Cantonese most of the time when I 
buy things from him. He mainly uses 
Mandarin with young people. He looks at 
your age, looks like you (have piled on some 
years), and so he uses Cantonese with you. 

From Madam Lum’s experiences with market vendors, Cantonese or some other 

heritage language is used as a tool for relationship building outside the act of an 

immediate transaction. The vendor’s shift in language choice even after Madam Lum 

showed her (limited but sufficient) proficiency in Mandarin indicates a more intimate 

personal relationship is built on top of a commercial one, as well as a recognition of 

Madam Lum’s past language experiences, that is, that she may not be fully competent in 

the Mandarin, which she acquired more recently than Cantonese.  

When Madam Lum and her husband started their own family, they were staying 

next door to Madam Lum’s step-mother-in-law. At one time, the family consisted of four 

generations. The members were Madam Lum’s step-mother-in-law, Madam Lum and her 

husband, their eldest son Kai Wing and his wife, and Kai Wing’s children. The family 

moved twice but remained a multigenerational family unit. Madam Lum and her husband 

took care of their grandchildren while Kai Wing and his wife went to work.  

Kai Wing recalls having Cantonese as his home language in his childhood. He 

was sent to a Chinese medium school near their house and received education through the 

secondary level, after which he worked as a mechanic in a factory. The common 

languages used at his work place were Cantonese and Hokkien. Mandarin was not used 

as frequently. Socially, he started using more Mandarin recently, especially with 
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acquaintances. Kai Wing met his wife, Pek Har, through matchmaking. Pek Har’s 

ancestral family was also from Guangdong Saamseoi province. She was born in 

Singapore. Kai Wing disclosed that during his time, there was still a preference to get a 

partner who was Cantonese. Many people engaged matchmaking services to look for 

suitable candidates. Kai Wing and Pek Har got married in 1977 and had a daughter and a 

son. 

Comparatively, Pek Har has a wider range of language experiences than Kai 

Wing. Pek Har has three brothers and two sisters. She was sent to a private Chinese 

medium school set up by a clan association. Her brothers did not have much of an 

education due to family hardship. As their home financial situation improved, her two 

sisters were sent to English medium schools because that was thought to be a better 

choice during those times. Pek Har worked in the hotel service industry and had 

colleagues who spoke Hokkien. She acquired Hokkien there and could reportedly speak it 

with a near native proficiency. In fact, she sometimes speaks Hokkien with her siblings or 

even at home with family members, as observed by her daughter. She also acquired 

Mandarin from her brief Chinese education when she was young, as well as from work 

and by listening to Chinese radio programs.  

Lila and her brother, Wenjun, were taken care of by their grandmother when they 

were born. Lila recalls that there were other kids from her neighborhood who spoke 

different heritage languages. She remembered communicating with them in either 

Mandarin or English. Lila maintained her Cantonese home language habit after she 

started going to school and started working. Lila prefers to use Cantonese at home not 



 69

only to her grandmother, but also to her parents, even when she was spoken to in 

Mandarin. She would also answer the home phone with the Cantonese “喂 (waai)” and 

not use the more conventional “Hello,” symbolically marking her Cantonese identity. At 

the time of study, Lila was planning her wedding ceremony. Her fiance’s family is 

Teochew, but the family speaks mainly Mandarin and a little Hokkien at home. She 

anticipated using more Mandarin than Hokkien when she moved over to stay with her in-

laws after her marriage. Outside the house, Lila has had several opportunities to speak 

Cantonese, such as in her previous work place, where she used Cantonese with 

colleagues who were proficient in that language, and when she is in Chinatown, a 

historically Cantonese enclave. Otherwise, she uses English most of the time and 

comparatively less Mandarin.  

Wenjun on the other hand, uses Mandarin more than English in his social circles, 

although he uses English more in his work place. Unlike his sister, he has no preference 

between Cantonese or Mandarin when interacting with his parents and would use 

whichever language he was spoken to. By the time Lila and Wenjun went to school, all 

schools taught English as a first language and used English as the language of instruction. 

Wenjun recalls that when he was in primary school, he would seek out friends who 

preferred to speak Mandarin, as expressed in the following interview excerpt: 

(8) Same language easier to communicate (WenjunF2GS102) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

WJ: Because I remember during my primary school days…that time was, I was 
from a Chinese-speaking family, so I tends to look for the one speak Chinese 
more, common. Because at least you speak Chinese, speak the same 
language is, at least, easier to communicate and easier to build bond…so, 
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5 
6 

that time primary school I was more common, with, mixing with those 
speak Chinese-speaking one. Yeah. 

The advantages that Wenjun sees with regards to having friends with a similar language 

preference (Mandarin-speaking) are similar to those that Madam Lum has built with the 

Cantonese-speaking market vendor; that is, the advantages include an easier bond 

building process and ease of communication (line 5). An additional reason that he 

disclosed during his interview for his preference is that he is able to reduce the chances of 

being corrected on his English language competence if he mixes with Mandarin-speaking 

friends.  

Wenjun’s preference continued when he advanced to secondary school. His first 

language shift happened when he was pursuing a diploma at a local polytechnic. He 

attributed the shift to having friends from more diverse backgrounds and the need to be 

prepared for work in a predominantly English-speaking corporate world; thus, he started 

using more English with his coursemates. After serving two years of compulsory national 

service, he went to Australia to pursue a Master’s degree. While in Australia, he used 

Mandarin with a mix of English and Singlish with friends from Singapore. In general, 

Wenjun reports that he is sensitive towards the language preferences of his interlocutors 

and would switch to their preferred languages in social interactions.  

The Yip family has a relatively complex home language situation. Although 

conversations with the monolingual grandmother are in Cantonese, the other family 

members use a mixture of Cantonese, Mandarin, English, and even Hokkien among 

themselves. While Lila and Wenjun shared the same growing up environment, they 
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developed different language behaviors, based on the schools they attended, their social 

circles, and their ideologies about language and its uses, with Lila orienting towards 

expressing her preference to speak Cantonese, and Wenjun accommodating to the 

language in which he is spoken to. 

4.1.3 The Kwok Family 

Figure 4.3 The Kwok Family 
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Madam Tham was one of five girls and five boys in her family. She is a third 

generation Chinese, born in Singapore. Her ancestors were from Dunggun (东莞 ), 

Guangzhou. By her generation, the family had not maintained any familial ties with their 

ancestral home in China. However, she constantly refers to herself as “我地东莞人 (We, 

the Dunggun people) in her interview. In her childhood days, Madam Tham lived in a 

village that consisted of mainly Cantonese residents. She did not have any formal 

education as the girls in the family were not given opportunities to go to school, while all 
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the boys were sent to English medium schools. Madam Tham met her husband (who was 

from Seijap (四邑), Guangzhou) at a wedding, in which she was the bridesmaid and he, 

the groom’s brother. After they got married, Madam Tham stayed home to look after 

their children. They had four sons and three daughters. After her own children got 

married, Madam Tham helped to take care of several of her grandchildren, and they all 

learned Cantonese from her. Madam Tham and her husband had been living with their 

son, Chor Sang, since he got married. Madam Tham’s husband had three years of 

education and self-taught English through reading the newspaper and working as a clerk. 

He often was the interpreter at home between the grandchildren and Madam Tham before 

he passed away several years ago. At home, Madam Tham uses Cantonese exclusively. 

Outside the home, Madam Tham reportedly speaks a little Hokkien, Teochew, Mandarin, 

and Malay and, depending on the interlocutors, she could hold simple conversations and 

do greetings using these languages.  

Chor Sang was the first son in the family. He has another younger brother and 

three sisters. The boys in the family were sent to English medium schools, while the girls 

were sent to Chinese medium schools. In his interview, Chor Sang explains the situation: 

(9) Girls should not have too high education (ChorSangF3F108) 

(Excerpt in English with local variety particle) 

1 
2 

WF: So do you know why two of you went to English school and your sisters went 
to Chinese school? 

3 
4 
5 

CS: Orh, uh, my father believed that uh, for, girls at that time, should not have uh, 
too high education. After that they will be married off so, that’s why that 
three sisters is Chinese-ed(ucated) and then two of us, myself and my brother 
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6 is English. 

7 WF: Orh. did, did he explicitly said that to explain to you all? 

8 
9 

CS: Uh:: didn’t explain lah, but through what uh, through what uh, through my 
mother say on this and then uh, all of us know that lah. Yeah. 

Chor Sang recalls his childhood days in a Cantonese neighborhood. A lot of Cantonese 

was spoken both inside and outside of the house. When Chor Sang graduated from 

secondary school, he worked for two years in his father’s business before joining the civil 

service. While serving his contract, he attended night school to pursue a diploma 

qualification. Chor Sang’s father was educated and could speak English. There had been 

a variety of languages spoken at home by the time Chor Sang started school. He would 

speak Cantonese to his parents, Mandarin to his sisters who attended Chinese medium 

schools, and English to his brother who, like him, was English-educated. However, he 

has reportedly lost part of his proficiency in Cantonese while growing up, which he 

describes metaphorically as being “eroded” (Excerpt 10, line 6) by the constant exposure 

to an English-speaking environment. He made the switch to speaking English with his 

father at the time that he started working, as he explains below: 

(10) My Cantonese eroded (ChorSangF3F614) 

(Excertp in English with local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

CS: Uh:: in at the initial, of course he (his father) speak Cantonese to my mum, in 
the initial stage my sister is speak more Cantonese. Only at the certain=s, at 
the certain stage uh, when I go into school, and then primary school not so 
lah. Think, I think maybe not even secondary school, only that after I come 
out to work, then we, then he start to, then we start to speak more English. 
Maybe I think my Cantonese eroded ah, so end up I start speaking English to 
him. Yeah. 
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Chor Sang and his wife, Kelly, were secondary schoolmates. They met again 

when they were both working. They now have two sons. Kelly is a Teochew who could 

not speak Cantonese fluently when she met Chor Sang. Kelly’s parents were educated 

through the secondary level and both could speak English. Kelly and her other five 

siblings were sent to English medium schools. However, as Kelly recalls, Teochew was 

the main language used at home, with a mixture of English and the occasional Mandarin 

when they watched Chinese television programs. At the time of study, Kelly reported that 

she communicates with her siblings mainly in English, but prefers to use Teochew with 

her mother.  

Kelly had a difficult time learning Chinese in school, and she disliked the subject 

as well as using the language. Her friends in school were mainly English-speaking. When 

she started working, Mandarin was spoken at her work place, which is where she 

acquired the language. Her biggest language shift occurred after she got married and 

moved in to stay with her mother-in-law. While, previously, she used English as her 

dominant daily language, upon getting married, she had to use Cantonese with her 

mother-in-law, and Mandarin with her sisters-in-law. She acquired these languages 

through daily interactions and can use them without much difficulty these days. Kelly 

was also learning Korean at the time of study, as she uses the language at work quite 

frequently.  

Chor Sang and Kelly use English with their two sons. Their eldest son, Gerald, 

was taken care of by Madam Tham since he was born. When their second son, Sean, was 

born, the family employed a foreign domestic helper, Rhoda, who speaks English with 
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the family members. Rhoda was Sean’s main caregiver, but Sean managed to acquire 

some Cantonese from Madam Tham. Gerald and Sean speak English at home most of the 

time, except when interacting with Madam Tham. Both Gerald and Sean are close to their 

grandmother and find time to chat with her in the afternoon or to watch television 

programs with her. It is also during these times that they encounter certain language 

issues, as described by Gerald: 

(11) I just pretend that she is correct (GeraldF3GS1249) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Gerald: …sometime we watch, television or I watch movie then she ask me what 
show? Then I don’t know how to say also. Then I will say it’s about this and 
that, and then, she roughly understand ah sometime she hear wrongly also, I 
just pretend that I, she she correct. 

Gerald and Sean do not use much Mandarin in their daily lives. Gerald has 

difficulties with studying Chinese as a school subject and often does not do well on tests. 

On the other hand, although Sean does not speak much Chinese, his Chinese subject 

grades are, in his own words, “much much better” than his English grades.  

The Kwok family presents a similar situation as the Chan family in that all family 

members except the monolingual Cantonese grandmother are English-speaking. There 

has not been any major shift in home language for the family. On the personal level, 

Kelly experienced a language shift when she was married into the family and started to 

use more Cantonese and Mandarin. 
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4.1.4 The Ng Family 

Figure 4.4 The Ng Family 
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The Ng family lives on landed property. All adult family members have 

university education and are trilingual in Cantonese, English, and Mandarin. Dr. Ng has a 

unique educational background. He went to a Chinese medium primary school managed 

by a Cantonese association before joining a Chinese medium secondary school. Dr. Ng 

recalls his father’s decision as follows: 

(12) We don’t know if we will go back to China (DrNgF4GF286) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin) 

1 
2 

Ng: ……因为我父亲是，不让我

们不受母语教育。 
…because my father, he would not let us to 
not be educated in our mother tongue. 

3 WF: 他有讲过为什么吗？ Did he mention why? 

4 
5 
6 

Ng: 因为我们不知道将来会不会

再回去中国生活，很难讲。

因为，你来这边还，立足

Because we don’t know if we would go back to 
China in the future, it’s difficult to say. 
Because, you came here, to stay, but you don’t 

One elder brother One younger brother

Brian 
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Jay 
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7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

啊，你还不知道那个时候，

人家需要不需要你，而且当

时英国的殖民地政府也没

有，不鼓励你学英文。只是

让你学英文。 

know at that time, if you were wanted or not, 
also, at that time the British colonial 
government did not, encourage you to learn 
English. (It) only allows you to learn English. 

As explicated in the excerpt, during the time when Dr. Ng was growing up, the sense of 

belonging to Singapore was not strong for the Chinese immigrants, and many still 

pledged loyalty to their “homeland” in mainland China. This acted as a motivational 

force for them to educate their children in their heritage mother tongue or Mandarin 

Chinese. 

Dr. Ng switched to an English medium school for his ‘A’ levels because the 

Chinese schools were involved in student demonstrations with suspected communist 

infiltrations. He later went on to medical school and became a medical specialist. His 

seven siblings all went to the same primary school, with two of them moving on to 

English medium secondary schools. Dr. Ng and his wife attended the same primary 

school and have known each other since then, but it was not until they were in their final 

year in university that they started seeing each other romantically. Dr. Ng confessed that, 

ideally, he wanted his wife to be a Cantonese, because there would be fewer cultural 

conflicts or differences, which he sees as greater ease of communication. Madam Tang 

shares the same view that it is easier to communicate with ethnic Cantonese. All her five 

siblings were also married to ethnic Cantonese, although she did not recall her parents 

ever expressing the preference to her or her siblings. All her siblings, as well as herself, 

were Chinese-educated. Both Dr. Ng and Madam Tang share several similar backgrounds 
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and experiences: they are both second-generation immigrants and their parents came 

from Dunggun (顺德) and Naamhoi (南海), respectively. Their families stayed in the 

Cantonese enclave, Ngau-Ce-Seoi, and had mainly Cantonese neighbors. All their 

siblings were sent to Chinese medium primary schools, and Cantonese was spoken at 

home before marriage. They both had opportunities for immersion in English-speaking 

environments later in life. Dr. Ng had an English education, while Madam Tang’s first 

job was that of an administrator in the civil service, where she needed to write English 

reports and communicate with her colleagues mainly in English. Madam Tang was also 

an executive level school administrator before she retired, and she had to use 

predominantly English in dealing with administrative work as well as in making English 

speeches. In spite of their high competencies in both Mandarin and English, they are 

committed to maintaining Cantonese as the home language, as shown in the following 

excerpt: 

(13) It’s very natural to speak Cantonese (MdmTangF4GM516) 

(Excerpt is in Mandarin) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Tang: 是很自然的，刚好我们两个

都是广东人囉，我们在家里

是讲广东话，那到妈妈家讲

广东话，到婆家也是讲广东

话，所以很自然。那么早期

还有那种广东工人嘛，是请

来的，那么也跟他们讲广东

话。但是我们不会说担心…

啊他们改天华语不好或者是

英文不好。我总是觉得语言

It’s very natural, it just happened that we were 
both Cantonese lor, we speak Cantonese at home, 
we speak Cantonese when we visit my mother, 
we also speak Cantonese when we visit my in-
laws, so it’s very natural. Also in those days there 
were those Cantonese maids, if you employed 
them, you spoke to them in Cantonese. But we 
were not concerned…that they would not do 
well in Mandarin or English. I always thought 
that spoken language is different from writing 
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11 跟写跟考试是两回事啦。 and taking exams. 

As a result, Yew Seng and his two brothers spoke Cantonese at home and with each 

other. They were all sent to a primary school with a strong Chinese tradition that was 

established by ethnic Chinese philanthropists, and all three brothers chose to attend 

special aided secondary schools where both Chinese and English were taught as first 

languages. Outside the house, Yew Seng had more exposure to Mandarin and English, as 

he had roughly equal opportunities to use the two languages in school. This situation 

changed when he attended university, where English was mostly spoken. There was 

another personal language shift when he started working as a medical doctor in hospitals, 

where he encountered patients speaking the heritage languages. He acquired Hokkien, in 

addition to speaking Cantonese with his patients as well as some colleagues. Yew Seng’s 

wife, Siu Yun, stayed in the same dormitory when they were studying at a local 

university.  

Siu Yun became more aware of her own Cantonese ancestry when she married 

Yew Seng; this was when she found out that her paternal heritage was from Dunggun, 

Guangzhou. Her mother is Hokkien and moved to Singapore from Indonesia. Siu Yun’s 

home language during her childhood was a mixture of Mandarin, spoken with her mother 

and her siblings, and Cantonese, spoken with her father and relatives from his side of the 

family. Her first shift in language behavior happened when she started school and began 

using more English with her siblings. However, Mandarin remained their more 

commonly used language of communication. In her primary school, she began to speak 

more English outside the house, especially with her best friend, who was not ethnic 
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Chinese. Her language preference also shifted to English from then on, until she met Yew 

Seng; they conversed in English when they started dating. When Yew Seng found out 

that Siu Yun was an ethnic Cantonese, he encouraged Siu Yun to speak more Cantonese 

and Mandarin, as she describes in her interview: 

(14) You must speak mainly in Mandarin (SiuYunF4M299)  

(Excerpt in English with Mandarin and local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

SY: …so anyway with Yew Seng it obviously it was English first. After a while, 
slowly lah along the way then, he realized that I was a Cantonese, then he say, 
“oh, you must brush up on your Cantonese alright?” Then “you must, okay you 
must speak mainly in Mandarin.” Then I say, “Why must I speak to you in 
Mandarin?” right? Then he say, “because it’s more 亲切 (closer to heart)” I was 
like, “Huh?” but I feel more comfortable to speak in English ah…but anyway, 
till now, it’s still Chinese English Chinese English, that’s how we 
communicate to each other=but, but when we talk to each other right now, is 
you find that I’m, speaking mostly to him in Mandarin. Yeah. So now is, now 
is changed already, my friends is still in English but with Yew Seng it’s 
Chinese. 

Siu Yun’s shift occurred when she moved in with Yew Seng’s family and adapted 

to using Cantonese as the main home language, as well as to speaking Mandarin to Yew 

Seng. With their three children, there is a mixture of English, Cantonese, and Mandarin, 

as shown in the following interaction between their eldest son, Brian, and Siu Yun: 

(15) What do you want for lunch? (SiuYunF4M169) 

(Conversation in English, codeswitched with Cantonese, Mandarin, Hokkien and 
local variety particle) 

1 
2 

Brian: Mummy what do you want for 
lunch? 

Mummy what do you want for lunch? 
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3 SY: Oh, why? Oh, why? 

4 
5 

Brian: Because we want to buy now. 
It’s almost twelve o’clock. 

Because we want to buy now. It’s almost 
twelve o’clock. 

6 
7 

SY: Oh 我们去买，你们要去哪里

买？ 
Oh, we are going to buy, where are you 
guys going to buy? 

8 Brian: 隔離 Next door 

9 
10 
11 

SY: Oh 隔離 hah? Um::, can I have, 
are you going to buy 嗰個 tzi-
char one is it? 

Oh next door hah? Um:::, can I have, are 
you going to buy that stir-fry (the) one 
(next door) is it? 

12 Brian: Huh? Huh? 

13 SY: How about? Is it twelve o’clock? How about? Is it twelve o’clock? 

14 WF: It’s going to be twelve. It’s going to be twelve. 

15 SY: Okay. Okay. 

16 Brian: That clock is spoilt. That clock is broken. 

17 
18 

SY: I tell you what, 我要香港面可以

吗？ 
Let me tell you, I want Hong Kong 
noodle, okay? 

19 Brian: 香港面。 Hong Kong noodle. 

20 SY: Mm, thank you. Mm, thank you. 

As observed, conversations like the above are quite common in this household, especially 

between the second generation parents and their children. However, Dr. Ng and Madam 

Tang both expressed their preference for their grandchildren to use Cantonese with them, 

without any codeswitching to other languages.   

The Ng family is different from the above three families in that both grandparents 

are highly educated and are effectively trilingual in Cantonese, Mandarin, and English. In 

fact, all of the Ng family members are trilingual to different degrees. Among these three 

languages, Cantonese is maintained as a dominant home language through conscious 
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effort, therein obligating Siu Yun, a relatively new adult member to the family, to make a 

personal language shift. 

4.2 LANGUAGE PATTERNS IN THREE-GENERATIONAL FAMILIES 

After introducing the individual families, this section gives an overview of the 

language practices in the four households. These four households seem to have 

maintained the use of Cantonese at home, to varying degrees. Also, Mandarin has not 

become the dominant home language. The Chan and the Kwok families speak mostly 

English at home, while the Ng family retains Cantonese as a home language. The Yip 

family is the closest to replacing Cantonese with Mandarin as a home language, except 

for a third generation granddaughter who still prefers Cantonese over Mandarin when 

speaking to her elder family members. The following table shows the language choices of 

each family member (excluding 5-month old Jay) when interacting with family members 

from different generations, as well as with personal friends in social settings and with 

colleagues at work. 

Table 4.2 below shows that, for all four TGOR families in this study, interactions 

between the grandparents and other family members are conducted in Cantonese 

exclusively, even when the grandparents are multilingual, as is the case with Dr. Ng and 

Madam Tang. Home language shift across generations is obvious in the table. There is a 

clear trend for people under the age of fifty to have English as their personal dominant 

language, except for Yew Seng and Wenjun. English also shows up as the first language 

choice when they are interacting with members from the third generation. The only 
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exception is again Yew Seng, who adheres to the family language policy of using 

Cantonese first. As for interactions with members from the second generation, people 

with English as a dominant personal language show the same language preference. 

People who speak more than one language in their daily lives tend to choose to use 

Cantonese with members from the second generation, although the trend does not 

continue in interactions involving the third generation. Mandarin surfaces mostly as a 

second language choice both at home and at work, and only Wenjun recognizes it as his 

dominant personal language. However, for Mandarin-knowing adults, Mandarin tends to 

be the first language choice with friends. Another observation is that there seems to be a 

correlation between Mandarin use and bilingualism for these four families, as people with 

English or Cantonese as their dominant personal language tend to be monolingual in 

interactions of all kinds, while people who have Mandarin as (one of) their dominant 

language(s) tend to be bilingual at home and elsewhere. 
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Table 4.2:  Home Language Spoken by/to Family Members (Sorted by Age) 

C is Cantonese; M is Mandarin; E is English. Where there are two or more languages in a cell, the language 
choices are listed in order of preference 

Pseudonyms  Gene‐
ration 

Fam‐
ily 

Age Gen‐
der

Personal 
Dominant Lg

Lg Use with 1st 
Generation

Lg Use with 2nd  
Generation

Lg Use with 3rd  
Generation

Lg Use with 
Friends

Work 
Lg

Mdm Wong  1  Chan  81 F C   C C C NA

Mdm Lum  1  Yip  78 F C   C C C NA

Mdm Tham  1  Kwok  74 F C   C C C NA

Dr. Ng  1  Ng  69 M C M C C C M E C E M

Mdm Tang  1  Ng  63 F C M C C C M E C NA

Pek Har  2  Yip  57 F C M C C M C M M M

Kai Wing  2  Yip  56 M C C C M C M C C

Mike  2  Chan  50 M E C E E E E

Asha  2  Chan  49 F E C E E C E E

Chor Sang  2  Kwok  46 M E C E E E E

Kelly  2  Kwok  45 F E C E E E E

Yew Seng  2  Ng  34 M C M C M C C M E M E E M

Siu Yun  2  Ng  33 F E M C M C E  E M C E E M

Lila  3  Yip  27 F E C C E C E E M

Wenjun  3  Yip  25 M M C C M E C M E E M

Hebe  3  Chan  18 F E C E NA E NA

Gerald  3  Kwok  16 M E C E E E NA

Sean  3  Kwok  12 M E C E E E NA

Brian  3  Ng  7 M E C C C/E  M  E C M NA NA

Casey  3  Ng  4 F E C C C/E  M  E C M NA NA
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Cantonese and Mandarin, and these are the two languages they use with their children. 

For intra-generational interaction, Lila and Wenjun (third generation of the Yip family) 

do not use Mandarin to communicate, but rather, they use English predominantly, and 

then Cantonese. For the Ng family, the parent generation is trilingual. However, they use 

Cantonese and Mandarin among themselves, as well as in inter-generational interactions. 

Siu Yun, the second generation mother, uses more English with her children, while Yew 

Seng uses more of the other two languages with the third generation. Overall, it is 

observed that there is more English spoken among the third generation, although the 

other two languages are also used. The government has stressed that one of the rationales 

of the Speak Mandarin Campaign has been that, if there is no encouragement for the use 

of Mandarin among ethnic Chinese Singaporeans, English would potentially replace all 

Chinese languages. My findings coincide with this prediction of the trend of change at 

this point.  

The following figures exclude the three monolingual grandmothers in order to 

look at language choice among speakers of effectively bilingual or trilingual 

competencies. Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8 show the percentages of reported frequency 

when one language is chosen over the other in interactions involving members from the 

second and the third generations, respectively.  
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Both figures show a similar language pattern for interactions with the second and the 

third generations: in order of preference, English is the preferred choice, Cantonese 

second; and Mandarin is the least preferred. Comparison of the two figures shows that 

multilingual family members use English almost 10 percent more often in interactions 

involving the third generation than in interactions involving the second generation. 

Cantonese is used only slightly less with the third generation, and Mandarin usage is 

significantly lower in interactions involving the grandchildren, as compared with that of 

the parent generation. The home language situation for these four TGOR families does 

not align with the objective of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, which intended for 

Mandarin to replace the heritage mother tongues to become the home language of the 

ethnic Chinese community. In fact, Cantonese usage only decreases slightly (3 percent) 

across the second and the third generations, while there is a greater decrease (6 percent) 

in Mandarin usage for the third generation. In these four families, while the trend is for 

younger generation to prefer to speak English in the household, there is also strong 

evidence that efforts are made to retain their heritage language. Any shift away from 

Cantonese seems to move towards English instead of Mandarin. While the trend of 

language shift is correctly identified by the government and used as a rationale to 

promote a campaign to modify speakers’ language behaviors, the effects have been slow 

to show. However, these results cannot be seen as representative of the Chinese 

community or used to generalize a trend. They should be taken as case studies showing 

the processes through which language shift has or has not occurred. 
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The following two figures show the percentage of reported frequencies of the 

different language choices by consultants outside the home. Figure 4.9 shows the 

consultants’ first language choice with friends, and Figure 4.10 shows their first language 

choice at work. Looking at these two figures, we can see that English is the language 

most consultants use in both situations. Among the working adults, 82 percent use 

English predominantly at work, and two thirds of them prefer to use English with friends. 

About a third of the consultants prefer to use Mandarin with friends, and only 7 percent 

prefer to use Cantonese. Within the community, English is promoted as the language for 

business, science, and technology; thus, English is expected to be the most spoken 

language at work. As for interactions with friends, the language choice shows signs of the 

effectiveness of the national language management program. In Table 4.2 listed above, an 

approximately equal number of adult consultants who are age seven years old and above 

have English and Cantonese as their personal dominant languages. Only six consultants 

cited Mandarin as one of their personal dominant languages. However, in Figure 4.9, one 

third of the consultants prefer to use Mandarin with friends, while only 7 percent would 

use Cantonese with friends. The majority of consultants (60 percent) prefer to use 

English. Family members move within different communities of practice in their daily 

lives, building their identities in situated contexts based more on activities than on 

categories. Generally speaking, for members in the four TGOR families that I observed, 

the heritage language of Cantonese has remained a prominent language at home, whereas 

the official languages of English and Mandarin are the preferred languages of choice 

outside the home boundary.  
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individual family members. Several findings are obvious at this stage: English is the 

dominant language spoken at home for bi/trilingual family members from both the 

second and third generations. Contrary to one of the objectives of the Speak Mandarin 

Campaign to replace the heritage language with Mandarin as the dominant home 

language, in the four families that I observed, the heritage language of Cantonese is still 

spoken considerably at home. The heritage language is used not only with the often 

monolingual grandparents, but also among the multilingual second and third generations. 

Mandarin, on the other hand, is the least spoken language at home. However, in the 

public sphere of the work place and social interactions, Mandarin is used more than 

Cantonese, but with English as an obvious first language choice. This conforms to the 

national language ideology of having English as a de facto lingua franca for the country 

as a whole and is reflected in the Chinese community as well. The national language 

ideology also regiments Mandarin as an official mother tongue preferred over the various 

“dialects” or heritage languages within the ethnic Chinese community.  

4.3 HISTORICITY OF LANGUAGE EXPERIENCES 

This section looks at the different historical periods through which consultants in 

different age groups have lived, and it examines how events of these periods constitute 

the language experiences of these consultants. Consultants are grouped according to their 

ages, using major historical development milestones during their formative years (e.g., 

colonial-independence, prewar/postwar) to mark the time frames. Age is, hence, 

highlighted as a factor contributing to language shift and maintenance processes that are 
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often not fully discussed in previous studies of language shift and language socialization 

processes. 

4.3.1 Above 70 Years Old (Pre-War, Colonial Period) 

Consultants in this age group: Madam Wong, Madam Lum, Madam Tham (Grew 

up in pre-war, colonial period) 

This group of people grew up in a monolingual heritage language environment. 

They were either born in Singapore or migrated to Singapore at a young age. Familial and 

heritage links to ancestors in mainland China were strong. Madam Wong visited her 

husband’s hometown in mainland China10 almost annually, and all of her five children 

have also visited their ancestral hometown at least once. Madam Lum of the Yip family 

grew up in a village in China and was familiar with a traditional practice in her ancestral 

hometown. It was a tradition for a village member who was bestowed with a newborn 

child to emblaze the familial lantern and to throw a feast after the ritual. This ritual 

practice symbolizes prosperity and longevity for the family line. After Madam Lum 

immigrated to Singapore with her parents, her younger brother was born. Madam Lum’s 

father brought Madam Lum and the newest member of the family back to their ancestral 

home in China to carry out the ritual for her brother. In his old age, Madam Lum’s father 

chose to return to his village in Saamshui so that he could die there, and not in Singapore, 

which he considered to be a foreign land. Madam Lum last visited both her husband’s 

                                                 
10  When a woman gets married, she concedes her own ancestral heritage and takes on her husband’s. She 

also may change her family name to that of her husband’s. However, many still keep their maiden 
family names in Singapore (for reasons that require further studies), even when they have shifted 
ancestral loyalty. 
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and her own ancestral hometown about twenty years ago. She does not have as strong an 

affiliation to China as her father; however, she observes and performs Chinese rites and 

rituals diligently (more discussion on this in Chapter 6). Madam Tham from the Kwok 

family is a third generation descendent born in Singapore; she frequently refers to herself 

as someone from Dong-Goon, her ancestral hometown. Marriages for this age group were 

often arranged, and usually match-made with a spouse who was also Cantonese, if not 

someone from the same province. As a result, the heritage language naturally became the 

home language and was transmitted to the next generation. They usually resided in 

Cantonese enclaves, where the same language was used at home and outside.11   

The three monolingual grandmothers in this study have similar language 

experiences. Their family genealogies feature a Cantonese-only lineage and heritage up 

until their own generation. Their husbands were also Cantonese, and hence, they passed 

on their Cantonese lineage to their children. The three grandmothers grew up in 

Cantonese-speaking families and all had lived in former Cantonese neighborhoods. They 

could get by in their daily lives with speaking only Cantonese in the neighborhoods. 

Females in those days did not have equal opportunities to formal education, especially 

English education. However, they were exposed to a variety of languages, through 

socializing with friends and colleagues and in their daily interactions with people. All 

three acquired languages like Hokkien, Malay, and Teochew when they were young 

adults. However, soon after they got married to their Cantonese husbands and had 

children, they became full time home-makers and sole caregivers to their children. They 

                                                 
11  There were several Cantonese dialects spoken in the community.   
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slowly lost their competencies in these acquired languages due to reduced social network 

provider, exposure, and frequency of use. This generation of people was not exposed to 

many opportunities to speak Mandarin in their most socially mobile years as young 

working adults. In the following excerpt, Asha recalls that her mother, Madam Wong, did 

not have to use Mandarin in her daily encounters in the sixties, as not many people spoke 

in Mandarin then. Communications were based mainly on the various heritage languages 

including Cantonese. 

(16) What is there to learn about Chinese? (F1MAsha222) 

(Excerpt is in English and Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

Asha: Then to us in those days (the sixties) 
Mandarin wasn’t that, uh, popular. 
Dialect was more popular in those 
days. 我嗰 mother 嗰 group, 你去巴刹

吓，你講中文冇人同你講中文㗎，個

個同你講福建潮州，同埋 Cantonese 
㗎咧。So what, what is there, to learn, 
what is there to learn, and you are not 
interested in Chinese. The only thing 
係你，如果你爱讀 Chinese 你讀 
newspaper 囉. 

Then to us in those days (the sixties) 
Mandarin wasn’t that, uh, popular. 
Dialect was more popular in those 
days. My mother her (age) group, 
when you go to the market, you spoke 
mandarin no one spoke mandarin to 
you, everyone spoke Hokkien and 
Teochew with you, and Cantonese. 
The only thing is that you, if you like 
to read Chinese then you read (the) 
newspaper. 

As this group of people has advanced in age, all three have reverted to the 

language that they are most comfortable with, which is their heritage language. And 

although the Speak Mandarin Campaign has had little influence on their spoken language 

competency, the three grandmothers are avid viewers of Mandarin television programs 

broadcasted by the local television station following a ban on dialect programs in 1979. 
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They also watch some English programs if the show was selected by other family 

members. To fully understand the plot and development in these shows, they occasionally 

rely on translations and explanations by other family members, or, for most of the time, 

by interpreting gestures and expressions of characters in the shows, and through logical 

guessing, as expressed in the following examples. To Madam Tham, watching Chinese 

and English movies does not differ much from watching Tamil movies (see Excerpt 20).  

(17) You can tell from their expressions (MdmWongFM1GM488) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Wong: ……不過你睇慣戲睇表情都識

㗎啦。係咪？啊，睇表情都，

成日睇慣戲睇表情都知㗎啦。

唔識多識少啦，哈哈。 

…but you watch TV you can tell from their 
expressions, right? Uh, from the expressions 
you can, if you watch frequently you’ll know. 
More or less, hahaha. 

(18) They don’t have time (MdmLumFM2GM266) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 

WF: 咁你睇唔明有冇問一下佢地

啊？有冇問一下你啲孫啊？ 
If you don’t understand (the TV program) do 
you ask them? Do you ask your grandchildren to 
explain it to you? 

4 
5 

Tham: 冇啦！佢邊度得閑？啊，係

咪？ 
Oh, no! They won’t have time for that! Uh, 
right? 

(19) I understand those simple ones (MdmLumF2GM265) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
 

Lum: 冇乜，冇乜嘢識得聽，好似

淺淺嗰啲識啦，係咪？淺淺

嗰啲識聽啦。好似知道明白 

Not quite, I don’t quite understand, I understand 
those simple ones, right? The simple ones I 
understand, like I know who is this person and 
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4 嗰個係邊個邊個咁樣囉。 that, just like that. 

(20) You can tell what is going on (MdmThamFM3GM493) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 

WF: 你明唔明白啊？睇英文嘅？ Do you understand? If you watch English 
(TV programs)? 

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Tham: 啊？就係有啲意思就明啦，有

啲又唔明啦。啊，睇佢嗰意思

咁樣咧，就明白啦。好似嗰啲

印度戲啊，有啲意思，就知道

佢點樣點樣，不過唔明哈哈

哈。啊少少咁樣啦。 

Huh? I can understand some of the stuff, and 
some I don’t. Uh, I’ll look at the meaning, 
and can understand. Like those Indian 
movies, it’s interesting, you can tell what is 
going on, but I don’t understand hahaha. Just 
a little bit. 

Their interactions with other family members are carried out predominantly in 

Cantonese. At times when Cantonese is insufficient for effective communication, either 

Mandarin or English is used. In this study, the three monolingual grandmothers seem to 

have symbolic power (Bourdieu 1991) in which the oldest persons in the household 

garner respect from their interlocutors, such that the younger interlocutors use 

predominantly Cantonese in interactions with them. However, the same cultural 

assumption cannot be made in all multigenerational families, as there are repeated 

instances where monolingual grandparents need to acquire either basic Mandarin or 

English so as to communicate with their English monolingual or English-Mandarin 

bilingual grandchildren, whether they are living under one roof or not (Göransson 2009).  
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4.3.2 From 50 to 69 Years Old (Anti-Colonial Struggles) 

Consultants in this age group: Madam Tang, Dr. Ng, Mike, Asha, Kai Wing, Pek 

Har (Grew up experiencing anti-colonial struggles) 

Beginning to move into retirement, this group of people includes grandparents 

and parents with grown adult children. Members of this group were likely to have been 

born in a monolingual environment and to have spent their childhood in that 

environment. They were most likely born in Singapore, to immigrant parents, or were 

locally born second generation Chinese. This group of people had better educational 

opportunities than the group described above and had a choice to be educated in the 

Chinese medium or the English medium schools. Madam Tang and Dr. Ng continued 

their education at local universities. Although gender bias for education was reduced 

when they were students, preferences for males to be educated in the English stream, and 

females in the Chinese stream, were still prevalent. In addition, older siblings in the 

family generally received less education than their younger siblings, as they were often 

required morally to care for their younger siblings, even if that meant sacrificing their 

own educational opportunities. It was also more frequent for the eldest child in the 

family, male or female, to receive Chinese education, so as to make sure that there was 

someone in the family who could write letters to the family’s ancestral hometown for 

heritage maintenance. Asha’s eldest sister, Kai Wing, as the eldest son in his family, and 

Chor Sang’s three sisters were sent to Chinese medium schools for the same reason. 

Arranged marriages were not common by this time. However, it was not uncommon and 

was socially acceptable to pursue one’s preference of finding a spouse who shared the 
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same heritage culture and language, as with the following couples: Dr. Ng and Madam 

Tang, and Kai Wing and Pek Har.  

Most of the people from this group were born during the British colonial period. 

This group of people witnessed Singapore’s struggles for national independence from 

colonial powers, and they lived through the initial turbulent period of nation building. 

Their growing up environment featured political, cultural, and linguistic ideological 

conflicts and negotiations. These unique experiences directly molded their language 

behaviors as well as influenced their language attitudes (as shall be discussed in the next 

chapter). They were usually born into a monolingual family environment and spoke their 

heritage language until they went to school. They were then exposed to a variety of other 

languages and also learned either Mandarin or English in school. In many cases, this 

caused a change in their personal dominant language, while their home language usually 

remained unchanged. Within the Chinese community, categories that are constructed 

according to the language stream in which one was educated, like “English-educated” 

and “Chinese-educated,” were commonly ascribed to community members. Associated 

with these labels were distinctive physical characteristics and even moral values (Chiang 

2009) that are commonly used for identity differentiation of the “self” and the “other.”  

In general, members from this age group form their own personal dominant 

language when they have established stabilized social networks. The bi/trilingual 

grandparents are about 10 years younger than the monolingual grandmothers; they were 

born in Singapore and had better opportunities for education in the fifties and sixties. 

There was an English university, as well as a Chinese one, offering opportunities for both 
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the English-stream and Chinese-stream students to pursue their studies locally. Both Dr. 

Ng and Madam Tang received university education. During those days, people were 

educated either in the English stream or the Chinese stream, acquiring English or 

Mandarin/Chinese as a second language in addition to their heritage language. Madam 

Tang observes that people at that time were more “traditional” and retained their heritage 

language and cultural values, which may explain why their own dominant personal 

language remains Cantonese even when they had high level competencies in both English 

and Chinese.  

(21) They keep a lot of Chinese values (MdmTangF4GM552) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Tang: 嗯。那么我就觉得，像我这一代，

比如说60、70，我接触的那些受英

文教育的，这样的，的一些朋友，

他们虽然是受纯英文教育，可是他

们还是讲方言，在家里跟父母亲讲

方言，所以他们，他们也是非常传

统的，他们的思想啊，他们的呃做

人等等啊，都保留了很多那种，那

种所谓的，嗯那个，华人的那种，

那种价值观。 

Um. I feel that, like people in my 
generation, let’s say in the sixties, 
seventies, the English-educated people 
that I met, these friends, although they 
had pure English education, but they still 
speak their dialects, speak dialect at home 
with their parents, and so they, they are 
very traditional, their attitudes, their 
values in life, etc., they keep a lot of those, 
those like, um that, Chinese, values. 

During the time when the consultants in this age group were working adults, the 

Speak Mandarin campaign was launched. The national ideology of seeing language as a 

unifying agent was widespread and carefully and diligently managed. As a result, 

Mandarin Chinese and English gained linguistic capitals in the ethnic Chinese 

community, which affected many families in their home language management, 
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especially pertaining to the language education for their future generations. The two 

examples below show two different views. Excerpt 22 portrays a general trend where 

parents placed greater emphasis on English as a home language. 

(22) Madam Tang (MdmTangFMGM554) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin) 

1 
2 

WF: 他们的下一代，有讲，继续

讲方言吗？ 
What about their next generation, did they 
continue to speak dialects? 

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

Tang: 他们的下一代就好像我们的

下一代一样啦。嗯，他们也

不跟他们讲，因为他们也受

到政府的影响嘛。而且他们

本身受了英文教育之后觉得

孩子去学校，读英文我跟他

讲英文他的英文考试应该都

没问题。结果他们的下一代

呢就，就没有了。所以有时

候他们看到我们跟孩子啊，

孩子的华语也不赖，那么他

们的方言又保留，他们是非

常羡慕啦。都说：呃你们做

对了。 

Their next generation is like our next 
generation. Um, they (parents) do not speak to 
them (children), because they were influenced 
by the government. Also because they are 
English-educated, they thought that when their 
kids go to school, to study English so if I speak 
English to him, he should have no problem with 
English exams. And so their next generation, no 
more (speak the heritage language). So 
sometimes they see us and the kids, the kids’ 
Chinese not too bad, and also retained their 
dialect, they (English educated friends) were 
envious, and said: You’ve done the right thing. 

The correlation of English proficiency with higher socioeconomic mobility, the 

government’s attribution of symbolic values to the language as being a “neutral”, 

“universal” language for interethnic group communication, as well as the association of 

the language with economic advancement that brings the country forward, formed 

motivational forces to push families away from transmitting their mother tongue, both 

official and heritage, to the future generations, in order for them to focus on pursuing 
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English to ensure excellent competency. As consultants mentioned in several interviews, 

English was, and still is seen as a “cool” language and a language that indexes 

advancement in science and technology. It is the language that took men to the moon, 

among other things, whereas Chinese is seen as backward, archaic, and indexical of a 

communist identity for its speakers. More will be discussed in the next chapter on the 

values that are associated with the different languages across generations.  

As for the effect of the national language ideology on home language policies for 

different families, consultants who went through this period of intense language 

management show varied degrees of assimilation. For example, Pek Har fully embraces 

the ideology of having Chinese as the official mother tongue for the ethnic Chinese and 

feels that her identity is threatened when her daughter uses Cantonese with her in public. 

However, Asha and Mike report that the Speak Mandarin Campaign did not have any 

effect on their personal or family language practices.  

Generally speaking, people from this age group display great diversities in their 

language experiences in terms of their education backgrounds, as well as their family 

language policies. Changes in the external language environment from colonial days to 

independence provided additional impetuses that helped to formulate their respective 

ideologies towards the different languages used in the community, as well as towards 

their speakers. This group of people also shows the greatest inclination towards a 

Whorfian attitude (Carroll 1998[1956]) that associates certain worldviews with speakers 

of certain languages. For example, viewing English-educated speakers as individualistic, 
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and linking Chinese-educated with a pro-communist stance, etc. A more detailed 

discussion will be presented in the next chapter.   

4.3.3 From 25 to 46 Years Old (Independent Singapore)  

Consultants in this age group: Chor Sang, Kelly, Yew Seng, Siu Yun, Lila, 

Wenjun (Grew up in independent Singapore) 

In their prime years now, this generation grew up in an independent Singapore  in 

which families generally have higher household incomes and higher standards of living in 

an industrialized society. Education is compulsory for children who have reached the age 

of seven years old. The Speak Mandarin Campaign was launched around the time that the 

older members were beginning school and when the younger members were born. The 

former group of people, similar to people from the age groups above, typically grew up in 

monolingual environments until they started going to school, whereas the latter group 

might have been born into multilingual home environments. By the time this age group 

was looking to form a family, there was no longer the emphasis on finding a spouse from 

the same cultural or language heritage. Kelly and Siu Yun are the offspring of linguistic 

intermarriages, whereby their parents belong to different language heritage groups. The 

spouses of Lila and Chor Sang are also non-Cantonese. Except for Siu Yun, who grew up 

in a predominantly Mandarin-speaking family environment, the rest of the consultants 

from this group were Cantonese-speaking during their pre-school childhood. As for 

people who were younger than 40 years old (in 2006), by the time they entered school, 
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there was no more language medium differentiation. All schools have used English as a 

main teaching medium since 1980.  

As for language exposure, although many members of this generation may have 

been born into a family that is multilingual, either due to linguistic intermarriages of their 

parents or the influence of the official mother tongue policy, they have had much fewer 

opportunities, as compared to people of earlier age groups, to come in contact with the 

various heritage languages of the Chinese community, including Hokkien, Teochew, 

Hakka, and Hainanese. The national language management project also stipulates English 

as the language for inter-ethnic communications, and so a smaller number of people from 

this generation have acquired Bazaar Malay, unlike people from their parents’ generation. 

It is observed that, for people of this age group, if they were born into a non-English 

dominant family, they usually attained bilingual competencies, and for people who stayed 

with their grandparents, it is highly possible that one of their language competencies 

includes Cantonese, like Lila and Wenjun. However, people who grew up with English as 

a dominant home language may not have acquired another dominant language other than 

English, or they may have replaced competency in the language they grew up in (usually 

Cantonese) with that of English, which they began to use more after starting school, as 

was the case for Kelly, Chor Sang, and Siu Yun. In Excerpt 23, Madam Tang describes 

her children’s generation and the effect of the language shift that happened across 

generations: 
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(23) Madam Tang (MdmTangF4GM549) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin with codeswitching to English) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

Tang: 我们的第二代，我的第二代，

大多数的家庭他们已经完全放

弃方言了。那么，也因为这一

代的人呢，也因为他们都很紧

张地去学好英文，所以他们不

重视华语了……所以现在你就

看到那种30多岁的这堆人，他

们没有了方言，他们的母语也

没有用心去读，那么读到 ‘O’ 
level 就很高兴不用再读了。所

以他，他们这种人反，反而变

成，一个单语的人。 

Our second generation, my second 
generation, most of the families had given up 
dialects completely. And, because people of 
this generation, because they were anxious to 
learn English, they did not think Chinese is 
important…as a result, you see those people 
in their thirties now, they don’t have dialects, 
they did not put in effort to learn their 
mother tongue, once they reach ‘O’ level they 
were happy to not have to study it any more. 
And so they, these people became a group of 
monolinguals. 

Besides observing that English-speaking parents who have adopted a home 

language policy that does not emphasize the transmission of both the heritage language 

and the official mother tongue, Madam Tang also observes that some parents of her 

generation who are Chinese-educated have also adopted the same home language policy, 

preferring to speak to their children in English, a language that the parents themselves are 

not fully competent in using. As for these children, they grow up not knowing their 

heritage language and not developing a cultural or linguistic attachment to the official 

mother tongue, and they are eager to stop learning the language as soon as the education 

system allows them to do so.  

Language socialization studies on families in the U.S. have shown correlations 

between certain family activities and children’s school performances (Heath 1982; Ochs 

and Taylor 1996). These studies show that middle-class children are socialized early into 
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the skills of reading and storytelling, either at bedtime or at the dinner table. Children are 

encouraged to make elaborations and draw associations from their daily lives when 

telling their stories. These acquired skill sets seem to help these children transition better 

into schools, in which similar activities and knowledge skills are also valued. In 

Singapore, attaining at least a post-secondary education level often correlates to greater 

social mobility and better economic success. Parents are anxious to make sure that their 

children are on equal footing with other children, if not attaining a head start. Similar to 

parents in the U.S. studies, Singaporean parents in this generation are eager to socialize 

their children, at an early age, into acquiring the mainstream skill sets. One of the most 

important skills, given the standardized language of instruction in school, is to speak 

English and to speak it well, so as to ensure a better edge in grasping the knowledge and 

skills that are imparted through this medium of instruction in school and to do well in 

exams, as explained by Pek Har in the following interview excerpt.  

(24) Their parents were afraid that their English is not good (PekHarF2M247) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

Tang: 有啲家庭係華人來嘅但係

佢咪講英文嘅。因為佢父

母同佢講英文嘛。有啲父

母鍾意啲仔女講英文嘛，

驚佢地讀書唔識咁樣啦。

所以方言都唔識。 

Some families are ethnic Chinese, but they all speak 
English. Because their parents speak English to 
them. Some parents prefer their children to speak 
English, (they were) afraid that their children can’t 
catch up with school work. That’s why (the 
children) don’t know the heritage languages. 

Language is closely tied to scholarly advancement; in particular, doing a good job 

of learning English is seen as a passport to getting better school results. In addition, 
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parents of this age group are mostly working parents (elaborated in Section 4.4 below). In 

the limited time that they spend with their children every day, many parents prefer to 

instill a more “useful” language that could help their children to excel at school work, 

even at the expense of “giving up” on maintaining the heritage language at home. 

Compared to their parents’ generation that actively contested their language 

preferences through various language ideologies during the era of postcolonial struggles 

and post-independence nation building, this age group seems to have grown up in 

predetermined language environments; their agency for negotiation with regards to the 

formation of their personal dominant language and ideologies toward the various 

languages used in the community is expanded when their social circles become broader.  

4.3.4 From 10 to 20 Years Old (Born after independence)  

Consultants in this age group: Hebe, Gerald, Sean  

Singapore’s language environment and corresponding educational language 

policies stabilized in the eighties, and so this group of adolescents has similar language 

experiences as the generation before them. Depending on the dominant languages of their 

parents, they may be have been born into an English dominant home, a Mandarin 

dominant home, or a mixed language home environment. In this study, all members from 

this age group came from an English dominant family. Although all of them acquired 

Cantonese from their grandparents, and they learned Chinese in school, none of them 

affiliates him- or herself with these languages strongly enough to include them as a 

dominant personal language. However, language shift may still happen. For example, 
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Hebe shifted from disliking all things Chinese to loving the Chinese culture, history, and 

language after becoming an avid follower of a popular Taiwanese period drama series. 

Gerald, serving national service at the time that this dissertation is being written, likely is 

being exposed to a new language environment as he meets fellow national servicemen 

from all walks of life and espousing different language preferences. He will have 

opportunities to interact with Hokkien and Mandarin-speaking people and will have to 

negotiate a way for effective communication.  

In the Singapore educational system, each student goes through 10 years of basic 

education (Primary six years, and Secondary four years), during which they are required 

to study English as a first language and their assigned official mother tongue as a second 

language. The latter would be the Chinese language for ethnic Chinese. Of the three 

teenagers in this group, two of them recount unpleasant Chinese language learning 

experiences in school, and have classmates who dislike learning and using the language. 

On the other hand, Sean, a 13 year old boy, said he scores better in the Chinese language 

than the English language, even though he reads only English novels and uses English 

predominantly in his daily life. He attributes the good school results to having a good 

private tutor who helped him improve greatly in his Chinese subject. When students 

advance to junior colleges or polytechnics, they are not required to do any language 

courses. Students might have no exposure to the Chinese language if they do not have 

any Mandarin-speaking friends in their social circles. For example, Hebe knew only three 

friends who spoke Mandarin when she was doing her diploma course, “But then again 

their English, their spoken English is fluent too, so I speak to them, primary, primary 
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language English, secondary language, Mandarin” (HebeF1GD341). The teenage years 

are usually the period during which adolescents start to establish their linguistic 

identities. Hebe describes how language serves as an important indicator of whether 

someone could be a friend in the following example. 

(25) Language is a very big factor in finding friends (HebeF1GD136) 

1 
2 

WF: Okay, so um, were, was language an important factor when choosing friends 
during, during your primary school and your secondary school days? 

3 
4 

Hebe: Um… primary school not so. Secondary school, yes. Very, very big factor. 

5 WF: Very big factor. 

6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
 

Hebe: Yeah, you tend to hang out with around those who can speak English, well. 
And, even though you are friends with those who don’t speak English that 
well, you don’t really hang out with them. You won’t call them or anything. 
Maybe you just talk like, “Hey, hi, so how, how’s this uh-uh-uh..?” But, you 
won’t, you won’t um talk to them much and all that. Yeah, language is very, 
very big. It’s what defines the cliques. 

12 …… 

13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 

Hebe: And, uh, I was in a class that, that was separated into, three gangs, I mean 
among, no, four gangs among the girls. First gang was my gang, the English-
speaking gang. Second gang, was the “Ah-Lians”, Mandarin with a little bit of 
English. Third gang was the very very cheena one, they that, purely Mandarin. 
Fourth gang was the Malays, Malays with a bit of English mixed in. And we 
really had a lot of language problems. I mean, the:: Ah-Lians couldn’t speak 
good English and I couldn’t speak good Mandarin, and um, the cheena gang 
couldn’t speak good English and I couldn’t speak good mandarin, so, um we’ll 
converse in Singlish. 

Hebe recounts an amazing identity differentiation along linguistic lines in her 

secondary school days, even when the medium of instruction in school had been 
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standardized. Identity’s role in adolescent development has been identified as important 

in language studies (Bucholtz 2009; Chun 2009; Reyes 2007) where teenagers explore 

and construct different identities through role play, style crossing, and mocking practices. 

Coinciding with findings from these studies, Hebe comments that this was the only time 

in her educational experience that language has played such a significant role in 

friendship (lines 7-13). In her case, it was the iconization of a language with its speakers 

that counts, although crossing and role play do certainly occur in their interactions, which 

is regretfully outside the scope of this dissertation. And, as she already has started to 

experience, this identity will be constantly negotiated as people from this age group move 

on in life.  

4.3.5 Under 10 years old (Turn of the Century) 

Consultants in this age group: Brian, Casey, Jay (Born after the turn of the 

Century) 

The linguistic repertoire that a speaker acquires during the first ten years of 

his/her life is highly dependent on the family language and the policy governing it. In 

Singapore, children are entitled to formal education from the age of seven. Most attend 

pre-schools at three years old, and some are put in childcare centers from as young as two 

months old. Parents, mostly those from nuclear families, see putting their children in 

childcare at the end of a mother’s entitled four months’ maternity leave as an attractive 

option. In the case of Brian, Casey and Jay, they are taken care of by their grandparents 

when their parents are at work. In this family, there is a family language policy of using 
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Cantonese with the grandparents. Although both grandparents are trilingual in Cantonese, 

Mandarin, and English, they would like their grandchildren to acquire Cantonese, and 

they actively assume a responsibility in transmitting their heritage language to subsequent 

generations. Having read books and done research on early childhood capabilities, both 

Dr. Ng and Madam Tang believe that children should be exposed to as many languages 

as possible when they are small, and contrary to an ideology circulating in the community 

that a person could only master one language well, they believe children are especially 

capable of being effectively multilingual. Their ideology is conveyed in the following 

excerpt. 

(26) There is no conflict in teaching more languages (MdmTangF4GM631) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin with local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

Tang: ……零岁教育告诉我们小孩子在七

岁以前可以吸收很多很多不同的语

言。那么他可以打好一个，一个很

好的基础。那么哪怕他去了学校很

少用，到最后呢，他慢慢地，他在

用起来的时候他的语言就回来了。

所以，只要我们能够，呃给他们这

个环境，在家里就直接跟他讲，

讲，讲方言，那么让他去到幼稚园

学华语。或者是家里一个讲华语一

个讲方言…… 

…Pre-school education tells us that our 
children can absorb a lot of different 
languages before seven years old. So he 
can have a very good foundation. Even if 
he does not use much in school, 
eventually, slowly, the language will 
come back when he needs to use it. So, if 
we can, um give them the environment, 
talk to them directly at home, in, in 
dialect, then let they learn Chinese in 
kindergarten. Or, one use Mandarin and 
one use dialect at home… 

13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

 她跟其他小孩子，在一起 hah，

老师讲的话，她领悟的能力很高。

她也懂得用适当的华语来回答。因

为华语跟，跟那个方言，倒是有很

多相似的地方。嗯。 

Comparing her (Casey) with other kids, 
together hah, the teacher says, she has 
excellent comprehensions. She could 
reply appropriately in Mandarin. Because 
Mandarin and, and dialect, they are 
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18 actually very similar. Um.  

19 
20 
21 
22 
23 

 所以我，我们，呃，呃我，我觉

得，我们呃，其实如果家里大，能

够有人可以把这种方言来传授给他

们的孩子的话，就应该在他7岁以

前把这种语言传授给他们。 

And so I, we, uh, uh I, I think that, we 
uh, actually at home, if there is someone 
to teach dialect to their kids, they should 
do it before the kids reach seven years 
old.  

24 
25 
26 
27 
28 

 那么因为他的吸收力很强嘛，所以

你，你给他学这个方言的时候你同

时也可以学英文你同时也可以教

他，教他这个，这个，呃呃呃华语

的嘛，都，都不相冲突的。 

That’s because they have good absorbing 
power, so you, when you teach dialect to 
her you can also teach English at the 
same time, can teach her this, this, uh uh 
uh Chinese too, there is no, no conflict. 

 
Besides enforcing a “speak to me in Cantonese” home language policy for their 

grandchildren, Dr. Ng and Madam Tang also created their own Chinese word cards and 

pasted them around the house to expose the children to the Chinese characters, even for 

the five month-old Jay. Brian and Casey could speak Cantonese fluently, as well as 

English and Mandarin.  

This type of situation is not common in Singapore. As mentioned above, most 

parents whose children are under ten years old generally like their children to acquire 

either English or Mandarin as their dominant language. And so, many children of this age 

group are not able to speak their heritage language fluently. Compared to the generations 

before them, there are greater numbers of linguistic intermarriages comprising couples 

from different heritage language groups. Frequently, Mandarin and English are used 

together or separately as the common home language in these households. The presence 

of grandparents, especially monolingual ones, adds a supplementary language to the 

household. Depending on family language policy and personal language practices, the 
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younger generation may or may not acquire the heritage language. In the next example, 

Madam Tham describes the language experiences of her grandchildren from the time they 

were born, and how these experiences affect their language competencies.  

(27) They all speak English (MdmThamF3GM717) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

Tham: 啊，窿鍾講英文嘛……都

係依家怕乜嘢啦，放嗰啲

细佬哥咧，嗰啲托兒所

咧，講華語㗎，啊英文

㗎……啊，唔會㗎，嚟哩

度，佢識得叫，叫嘖。有

時講乜嘢乜嘢都冇，唔識

得都係。啊哩两個就會

啦，哩两個爭啲。 

Oh, they all speak English…because now people 
are scared that, (they) put (their) children, at 
childcare centers, speak Mandarin, and English 
(there)…(they) don’t know (Cantonese), when 
they are here, they know how to address (me), 
only addressing (me). Sometimes I said something 
and they, do not understand. Um, these two 
(Gerald and Sean) could (speak Cantonese), these 
two are better. 

Pre-school language acquisition tends to take on different forms than the well-

regulated formal education system. However, institutionalized learning in pre-school 

years also involves a system that imposes and legitimizes the official languages. 

Although Madam Tham is talking about her grandchildren who are currently in their 

teens, she gives an overview of what children these days go through with regard to their 

language training outside the house during their pre-school years. 

As concluding remarks for this section, Singapore has gone through many 

changes over the years. Each era is accompanied by its unique language environment and 

characteristics, allowing for the people living in it to be exposed to situations that require 

constant construction and negotiation of linguistic identity and language practices. The 
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highlighting of the age factor in the analysis, hence, better captures the nuances that 

different temporalities afford and gives due attention to the unique language experiences 

that speakers go through in their life courses.  

Gender is another prominent factor affecting the language acquisition process in 

the discussion above. In particular, for the older generations, gender roles and 

opportunities are clearly demarcated. First, girls generally were not educated, although 

some received private tutoring at home. Second, if they had the opportunities to be 

educated, more often than not, they were enrolled in the Chinese medium schools, a less 

prestigious choice as compared to receiving a predominantly English-based education. 

The third point, and also a reason for women to have received a Chinese dominant 

education, is that women were expected to maintain a link with relatives in China and, 

therefore, were required to be literate in the Chinese language to write letters. Such a 

requirement stemmed from a domestic concern rather than a consideration for the 

advancement of the individual. Fourthly, there was intra-gender policing based on the 

ideologies about what women could do and should do in society, such that mothers were 

often the ones regulating and explaining their daughters’ ligatures (home binding) and the 

sons’ options (outward development) in life (Corson 1997). The following section 

examines how gender acts as one of the contributing factors in linguistic processes in 

TGORs in post-independence Singapore.  
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4.4 FACTORS AFFECTING HERITAGE LANGUAGE TRANSMISSION   

So far, I have examined the home language situation of multigenerational 

households and have found certain language shift and maintenance trends. I have 

highlighted the historical environments and developments crucial to the living 

experiences of the consultants in an attempt to understand how these possibly contribute 

to their linguistic identities and attitudes, thereby affecting their language ideologies and 

language choices in their daily lives. This section looks at gender as another factor that 

contributes to heritage language shift and socialization within the household. In 

particular, this section investigates the effects on home language situations in linguistic 

intermarriages where in-marrying wives speak a different heritage language. A 

phenomenon of skipped-generational heritage language transmission is also examined in 

relation to the struggles of working mothers and the contributions of residential 

grandparents in multigenerational households.  

The Chinese community in Singapore remains fundamentally a patriarchal 

society. The decision for language education, and hence, formal language socialization 

was, and may still commonly be, in the hands of the male figure in the family (father or 

grandfather). A woman’s role in language maintenance lies, in part, in the socially 

stipulated task of child rearing, which includes socializing children into using their home 

or heritage language(s), as well as other social languages. This was a relatively 

straightforward responsibility in the early days, when inter-heritage/dialect-group 

marriages were not so common. Marriages in the fifties and sixties were usually match-

made with persons from, or descended from, the same province in China, if not the same 
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local neighborhood. Three out of the four sets of grandparents in my study had match-

made marriages, and one set of the parents was match-made. In these families, Cantonese 

was maintained as the home language during the pre-school years of their children. 

Linguistic intermarriages (Piller 2001, 2002) whereby marriage occurs between 

speakers of different languages, and a similar concept of linguistic exogamy (Jackson 

1983), whereby only speakers of different languages are permitted in a marriage 

observable among the Tukano people in the Northwestern Amazonian area, ensure 

multilingualism in the family. In the first instance, the assimilation to a dominant or 

hegemonic language may eventually take place; in the second instance, language shift 

may occur among the various indigenous languages. In the Singapore situation, linguistic 

exogamy was not practiced, but linguistic intermarriages were not unusual even in the 

pre-independence days. No studies so far enlighten us on the language shift situation in 

these families or indicate if multilingualism was maintained. Post independence, 

linguistic intermarriages gained increasing popularity within the ethnic Chinese 

community. As discussed earlier, this growing trend is partly due to a forced resettlement 

that moved people out of their heritage ethnic enclaves. Also, as part of the nation 

building project, the State’s ideological categorization of all ethnic Chinese under the 

same “race” and “mother tongue,” despite their heritage ancestries and languages, also 

attempted to erase the lines of distinction between the various heritage or dialect groups. 

In the four families in this study, two of the second-generation parents are examples of 

linguistic intermarriages. The only married couple from the third generation also featured 

linguistic intermarriage. Compared to families in which the married couple is from the 
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same heritage group, home language management in these families with linguistic 

intermarriages becomes a more complex issue. There are decisions related to which 

language to use, by whom, to whom, who is responsible for heritage language 

maintenance, and if this maintenance is seen as essential. However, contrary to the notion 

that linguistic intermarriage ensures multilingualism in the family, linguistic 

intermarriages in Singapore may provide the rationale for the replacement of heritage 

home languages with the official “mother tongue” of Mandarin Chinese, a fractal 

recursive projection from the community to the homes of linguistic intermarriages, to 

reproduce the ideology of having a common language for effective communication 

among speakers of different languages, with or without overlaps in competencies.  

A factor closely related to language maintenance in the family concerns the role 

of the mother in language socialization. A brief background on Singapore women and 

their role shift over the years is necessary to examine the process of change in heritage 

language transmission in families. Comparing Census data in 1970 and in 2000, 50.2 

percent of the female population participated in the workforce in 2000, while only 28.2 

percent was reported in 1970 (Census 2009), an increase of 22 percent over three 

decades. There was rapid economic development during the post-independent period, 

with high growth rates in the labor-intensive manufacturing sector, providing job 

opportunities for Singaporeans of both genders. In accordance with the national ideology 

of meritocracy, women were promised equal education as men, as well as equal 

opportunities for training and job advancement. They soon became an indispensable part 

of Singapore’s labor force. When women got married and had children, they were 
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encouraged to stay in the workforce with help from the government on childcare policies. 

The benefits dispensed by the government included paid maternity leave (recently revised 

to four months for the mother and a week for the father), childcare subsidy to place a 

child in a licensed childcare center, and part-time employment schemes, etc. In 2000, 

there were 40.9 percent dual-earners among all married couples (Leow 2004). Married 

career women with children soon acquired the flattering yet demanding “super-mom 

syndrome” (Straughan, et al. 2009), at the same time shouldering the responsibilities of 

excelling at work, in home-making, and at child rearing. Such a characteristic of married 

working mothers has persisted to this day. Compromises and arrangements tend to be 

made in real life in order for ‘super-mom’ and the family to cater to everyday living, and 

grandparents are often engaged in caring for their grandchildren while the parents are at 

work. This arrangement would start as early as childbirth in TGOR families for some, or, 

for others, after the paid maternity leave has expired. Such skipped-generational 

socialization, where grandparents spend more time with the grandchildren than their 

parents do, has several effects on language socialization processes. 

So far, I have discussed two important features that may affect the language 

socialization of family members in the Singapore Chinese community: the first is the 

increasingly common practice of linguistic intermarriages, whereby each parent is from a 

different heritage language group, adding complexity to home language management. 

The second is that, the super-mums from the second generation relinquish part of the 

childcare responsibilities to the grandparents (usually grandmothers because of their 

longer lifespan than the grandfathers), resulting in a skipped-generational language 
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socialization process. These two factors affect not only language acquisition, but also 

language values and intergenerational relationships. This chapter focuses on the first 

issue, while the other two issues will be discussed in greater detail in the following 

chapters.  

The study of gender and language has become a major inquiry in the field of 

linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics in the last few decades, enlightening us on 

the ideologies governing gendered speech (Gal 1978; Hill 1987; Keating 1998, 1999; 

Walters 1996), the co-construction and negotiation of language and gender (Eckert 2000; 

Hall and Bucholtz 1995), the appropriation of style and linguistic resources from out-

group(s) for identity negotiations in in-group communities (Chun 2009), as well as 

gender roles in language socialization processes (Ochs 1992). In studies of language 

socialization and acquisition, females are seen as both important agents in heritage 

language maintenance efforts and “more inclined to docility,” hence, more likely to adopt 

the legitimate language as it gives them symbolic power. On the other hand, women are 

also revealed as initiating language change despite their traditional role as language 

educator for the young (Gal 1978). There is also increasing interest in interdisciplinary 

fields on language socialization across life spans, whereby speakers acquire new 

communicative skills and practices in new speech contexts (Garrett and Baquedano-

Lopez 2002). However, despite the call at the beginning of this decade by Pavlenko and 

Piller (2001) for more studies on gender issues in multilingual societies, few have 

emerged (but see Luykx 2003), and even fewer on heritage language maintenance or 

language shift issues. Prior to the establishment of the Center on the Everyday Lives of 
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Families, which aims to look, in particular, at dual-earner families and the ways family 

members are adjusting to the change (see Paugh 2008 for more details on the center), 

previous studies on language socialization mostly explore nuclear families with a single 

parent working, with the mothers as the traditional caregivers of the children. Mothers in 

these households carry the familial, as well as social, obligations to ensure heritage 

language maintenance. They are also mostly parents of households with a single 

dominant heritage language, although some are immigrants to a place that requires them 

to integrate and hence learn the host dominant language (Bayley and Schecter 2003; 

Kumar 2005). My study provides a significant contribution to this area of research in 

three ways. Firstly, the geographic area of research is beyond the traditional American 

and European countries where the various CELFs are based. Secondly, the Singapore 

multilingual and multiethnic society provides a unique and complex language 

environment to look at heritage language socialization. And thirdly, my study examines 

the phenomenon of the skipped-generation language transmission process, which has not 

been discussed in previous language socialization studies. 

4.4.1 Linguistic Intermarriage in Multilingual Society 

In the four families that I observed, the second or parent generation of the Kwok 

family is a case of Cantonese-Teochew linguistic intermarriage. Kelly, the second-

generation mother, did not speak the Cantonese language at the time that she married 

Chor Sang. However, both Kelly and Chor Sang were English-speaking by the time they 

were in school, and they have maintained the same language affinity since. Although this 
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couple could qualify for a case of linguistic intermarriage, their linguistic competencies 

are very similar. For the Ng family, Siu Yun is a second-generation mother. Her parents’ 

marriage is a case of Cantonese-Hokkien linguistic intermarriage, and she spoke 

Cantonese to her father and Mandarin to her mother during childhood. She later acquired 

English in school and has English as her dominant personal language. Although Siu Yun 

and her husband Yew Seng are both ethnically Cantonese, according to patrilineal 

lineage, Siu Yun has a linguistic affinity that is different from her husband, who grew up 

speaking Cantonese and has a greater affinity towards Cantonese and Mandarin than 

English. Siu Yun and Yew Seng met in an English-speaking environment in their 

university hostels, and they used English to communicate in the initial period of their 

relationship. Contrary to studies that show couples continuing with the inertia condition 

of speaking the same language that they first established (see Spolsky 2009), Siu Yun and 

Yew Seng negotiated a modification. When Yew Seng realized that Siu Yun’s heritage 

language was Cantonese, he wanted to re-socialize her into using both Cantonese and 

Mandarin in their interactions. And when Siu Yun moved in to stay with Yew Seng and 

his parents upon marriage, she was also subjected to the expectation of using Cantonese, 

as that was the dominant home language. Although Yew Seng and Siu Yun’s marriage 

may not qualify as a case of linguistic intermarriage by definition since they both have 

Cantonese heritage ancestry, their communicative history features similar struggles and 

negotiations that typical linguistic intermarriages go through, as will be shown below.  
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(28) What did you say (SiuYunF4M306) 

(Except in English with Mandarin and local variety particle) 

1 WF: So you didn’t, you didn’t encounter very much, [problem? 

2 
3 

SY:                                                                                  [We didn’t have, no, we didn’t 
quarrel over it. 

4 WF: Right. 

5 
6 
7 

SY: Yeah, I mean obviously during transition period there will be times I, forget 
right, and I’ll start out bra-bra-bra-bra-bra in English and he’s like, “你讲什么

(What did you say)” [((laugh)) I [just ((laugh)) 

8 WF:                                       [He he, he will do that? ((laugh)) 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 

SY: Yeah. “你讲什么” ((laugh)) Argh::: ((laugh)) I mean I told him, “Look, when 
I’m, when I’m with the flow alright, when I have something, to tell you, you 
don’t, don’t play that kind of game with me lah, okay. But obviously if I, forget 
you know, ah, you can remind me=but, don’t do that to me.” So, he he got the 
gist as well. 

 
Yew Seng prefers Siu Yun to communicate with him in Mandarin or Cantonese. 

However, Siu Yun’s preferred language is English. While Yew Seng would feign 

ignorance and pretend that he did not know what Siu Yun was talking about when she 

used English with him (lines 5 to 8), Siu Yun reciprocated the expectation that Yew Seng 

also make different language choices and not insist on using Mandarin or Cantonese in 

certain circumstances. The dialectic socialization process allows both parties to find a 

communicative pattern that is conducive to their language preferences and practices. 

Although “this game” was not played to its full extent, negotiations continue to exist in 

their interactions. As observed in a dinner occasion (F4Dinner1110T1b), Yew Seng was 

asking Siu Yun a question. Siu Yun replied to him in English, and Yew Seng followed up 
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in Mandarin. While Yew Seng did not request for Siu Yun to repeat the answer in 

Mandarin, he also did not accommodate to Siu Yun’s language preference, maintaining 

the power hierarchy where an in-married wife is expected to adjust to the home language 

of the husband. The same situation can also be observed in the Kwok family, where 

Kelly, a Teochew by birth, needed to acquire Cantonese after moving in with her 

husband’s family upon marriage. What the Kwok and the Ng families have in common is 

that, as daughters-in-law, both Kelly and Siu Yun were married into a Cantonese 

household, where Cantonese is a home language that is used daily, and the acquisition of 

this language to a satisfactory competency was expected of them to become fully 

participating members of the family. In fact, Siu Yun recalls observing her mother, who 

was a Hokkien by birth and was married into a Cantonese household, going through the 

same process, as she describes below: 

(29) She’s an amazing woman (F4MSiuYun69) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

SY: My mom, um, is actually a Hokkien…she is a Hokkien speaking. So anyway 
the two of them were match-made and they married. So my mom actually I 
have to hand it to her a very amazing woman. Um, so she spoke no Cantonese 
before that and after that I think she, when she has assimilated in the family 
she just assimilate the language as well. Now, obviously, being a non-native 
Cantonese speaker, I think she did surprisingly well. But, even then I guess she 
is not comfortable speaking Cantonese with us. So she use mainly Mandarin, 
with us when I was growing up. But with our dad and my dad side of the 
family we spoke Cantonese. 

What Siu Yun sees as an amazing act of “assimilation” (line 5) by her mother is also her 

mother’s effort in securing symbolic power in the hegemonic or legitimate language at 
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home and fulfilling the obligations of transmitting the patrilineal heritage language to the 

younger generation. On the other hand, because of the lack of emotional attachment, and 

probably as resistance to the ethnolinguistic identity bestowed upon her through 

marriage, she adopted a third (neither her own nor her husband’s) language, Mandarin, to 

communicate with her children. This constitutes a pragmatic function of Mandarin rarely 

mentioned in related studies. The language change this initiates within the family allows 

her children to grow up in a multilingual setting, giving them access to Cantonese, 

Mandarin, and a little Hokkien. As a result, Siu Yun grew up speaking Cantonese to her 

father and mainly Mandarin to her mother, and she now has better proficiency in 

Mandarin than in Cantonese. 

4.4.2 Skipped-Generation Heritage Language Transmission 

Ideologies about gender in society are not unitary and can be multiple, circulating 

and reproducing at the same time (Philips 2003). For example, while women in 

Singapore today are valued for their working capabilities and their contributions to the 

labor force, there is also the expectation for them to care for the family, especially in 

childcare and socialization, as reflected in the “super-mom” label.  

In my study, all four women of the second generation are working mothers. Asha 

and Siu Yun quit their jobs temporarily when their children were young. Asha worked at 

home to assist in her husband’s business and took care of their daughter for six years. Siu 

Yun took one and a half years of unpaid leave after she had her third child. In all four 

families, the grandparents became caregivers to their grandchildren. Madam Wong took 
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care of Hebe when Hebe’s mother, Asha, returned to work. She later lived with Hebe’s 

family until she passed away in 2008. Madam Lum has been the sole caregiver for both 

Lila and Wenjun since they were born. She shared a bedroom with Lila until Lila got 

married and moved out in 2006. Madam Tham took care of Gerald when he was born and 

played a supporting role to a domestic helper in taking care of Sean (Gerald’s younger 

brother). The grandfathers of these three families also played a supporting role in care 

giving before some of them passed on. Madam Tang and Dr. Ng shared with a domestic 

helper the role of taking care of their three grandchildren. All four sets of grandparents 

played pivotal roles in their grandchildren’s language acquisition processes, especially in 

the role of heritage language transmission. Examples 30 to 33 are excerpts of interviews 

with the second-generation parents on the pivotal role the first generation grandparents 

played in their children’s language education and development. In Excerpt 30, Asha 

recounts a family language policy that she negotiated with her parents who were staying 

with her during her daughter’s childhood. The agreement was for Madam Wong and her 

husband to speak to Hebe in Cantonese and Mandarin, while Asha and Mike spoke 

English with Hebe. 

(30) I told my father to speak to her in Cantonese (F1Asha2-97) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese and English) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Asha: 嗰陣時我有同我老豆講，我話你

唔好，你最好就同佢講

Cantonese，因為嗰陣時我好少同

我女講 Cantonese，我擺擺講英

文，我就同我阿媽講，你最好你 

At that time I told my father, I said you 
don’t, it’s better if you speak Cantonese, 
because at that time I seldom speak 
Cantonese with my daughter, I spoke 
English all the time, so I told my mother, 
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6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

since 你依家同我住嗬，你同老豆

吓同佢講，講中文啦，that means 
Mandarin and Cantonese。所以我

個女吓，grow up, actually she 
grew up on Cantonese. But 都係講

得好似，啊好似 American 咁
樣。好似 American accent。哈

哈。But, 叫做唔错㗎啦。At least 
佢仲識講啦。 

it’s better since you are staying with us, 
you and father speak to her, speak 
Chinese, that means Mandarin and 
Cantonese. So my daughter, grow up, 
actually she grew up on Cantonese. But 
(she) does not speak very well, like 
American, with American accent. Haha. 
But, it’s not bad I would say. At least she 
can speak. 

Later in the interview, Asha reveals her rationale for her family language 

management. She wanted Hebe to learn to speak Cantonese, Mandarin, and English at a 

young age. She realized at that time that Hebe most probably would speak English with 

her cousins and that she would learn Chinese in school, but since English is the dominant 

personal language for Asha and Mike, Hebe would not have much opportunity to practice 

speaking Mandarin or Cantonese. Thus, she asked her father to speak Cantonese to Hebe, 

and Madam Wong to use Mandarin with her. Compared to Asha’s active role in family 

language management, Pek Har lamented on her passivity in her children’s language 

education at home. In fulfilling her role as a working mother to bring income to the 

family, she had to put her children to the care of the elders at home.  

(31) They speak what they speak (PekHarF2M171)  

(Excerpt in Cantonese codeswitched with English) 

1 
2 
3 

WF: 有咗仔女之後，有冇商量過要

教佢地乜嘢話㗎？ 
After you had children, did you discuss (with 
your husband about) which languages to 
teach them? 

4 
5 

PH: 冇喔。因為嗰時我地都做工

嘛。咁交畀佢。嗰時又冇話推

No. Because we were working then. So we 
passed (the children) to her (Madam Lum). 
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6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 

行講華語嘛。哎呀，心話：你

讀書啦，講乜嘢話咪講乜嘢話

囉係咪，又冇話推行講華語叫

人地，咁佢又廣府話嘅。我两

个仔女遇到佢囉，咪要講廣府

話囉。And then 佢地讀書咪識

講英文啊，識講乜嘢話囉，我

講。冇變，係咪……所以到依

家陣囉就係。所以我，講嗮方

言囉。我個仔仲同我講華語嘅

係屋企，有時。哎呀 Lila 唔會

㗎。 

There was no speak Mandarin campaign at 
that time. (I was) thinking: when you go to 
school, you speak whatever you speak, right? 
There was no campaign to speak more 
Mandarin, and she (Madam Lum) speaks 
Cantonese. My two children met her, and so 
have to speak Cantonese. And then when 
they go to school they will learn English, 
learn other languages, I said. (There is) no 
choice, right…so it has been this way till 
now. And so I, all speak dialect. My son still 
speaks to me in Mandarin at home, 
sometimes. Oh, Lila won’t. 

When both of her children were born, Pek Har and her family were staying with 

her mother-in-law, her father-in-law, and her step grandmother-in-law. They were all 

monolingual Cantonese. Pek Har’s two children eventually acquired Cantonese from the 

older members in the family. Lila, in particular, has developed a strong affinity for 

Cantonese and uses it in the public sphere despite Cantonese being a marked language 

and despite her mother’s disapproval of her language preference. Lila’s brother, Wenjun, 

grew up in the same home language environment, but is more open to using whichever 

language his interlocutor uses with him. Pek Har acquired Mandarin from work and has 

developed an affinity towards using Mandarin. She feels that Lila’s use of Cantonese in 

the public sphere jeopardizes their Singaporean identity, for fear that onlookers might 

think that they are from Hong Kong. Although not explicitly expressed, Pek Har is aware 

that her responsibility as a mother for her children was not fully accomplished because of 
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her implicit reasoning that her other role as a working adult had caused her children to 

(prefer to) speak their ‘dialect’ instead of the more socially acceptable Mandarin. 

Like the Yip family, the Kwok family did not articulate a plan for family 

language management. Although Chor Sang and Kelly speak English to their children, 

the children acquired the dominant language of their caregivers while their parents were 

at work. The elder son, Gerald, acquired Cantonese from his grandparents, while Sean, 

the second son, took longer to acquire Cantonese because he was taken care of by a 

domestic helper who speaks English. The home language situation is explained by Chor 

Sang in the following excerpt. 

(32) My son picked up Cantonese from my parents (ChorSangF3F544) 

(Excerpt in English with local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

CS: … before I got married, the, usually when I speak to my parents will be in 
Cantonese. So after uh, after got married when start to have my own children, 
then we actually uh, in fact we didn’t try to speak Cantonese. In the start is 
actually English, yeah. So when they are baby we already start to speak 
English already. Yeah. 

6 WF: That time when you stay with your mother? 

7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

CS: Ah yes, I, I stay with my mother. So uh, my, we ini, okay my elder son is 
taken care by my parents ah, so uh, of course then he picked up Cantonese 
lah, but then, when he, when he speak to uh, me and my wife is also, still in 
English. So he know where, when to speak, yeah, okay. And then my second 
one brought up by my maid. So he also know, would start with English lah. 
Then same, same thing, he, he didn’t catch uh, up with Cantonese so fast as 
my elder one which is actually uh, when he was born he’s already care by my 
parents. So he slowly, when he grow bigger, then he, he try to then speak to 
my parents, yeah, in Cantonese. Yeah. 
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Kelly, a working mother whose heritage language is Teochew, discloses in the interview 

that she would like her children to acquire Teochew, and she tries to facilitate that by 

making use of available opportunities to teach Teochew to her children. However, 

because she is a working mother, her children spend a large part of their time with their 

grandmother and the family domestic helper; as such, her control over their language 

socialization process is limited.  

Among the four families, the Ng family has the youngest set of grandparents. 

Both Dr. Ng and Madam Tang have university education and established careers at the 

time that their children got married and formed their own families. Their second son’s 

family did not move out to form their nuclear family, but stayed on to form a TGOR. The 

home language in the Ng family has been predominantly Cantonese, and it remained this 

way when Siu Yun, a Cantonese by ethnic heritage but not an avid Cantonese speaker, 

joined the family. The family language management has continued after the third 

generation was born. With their grandchildren, Dr. Ng and Madam Tang persist with the 

same family language policy that they had with their own children, and they try to 

inculcate a habit of speaking Cantonese at home, at least to the two grandparents. At the 

ages of seven and four years old at the time of this study, Brian and Casey were trilingual 

in English, Mandarin, and Cantonese. They could switch languages depending on their 

interlocutors, or mix languages in their interactions, as shown in Example 15 listed earlier 

in this chapter. In general, they use mostly Cantonese with their grandparents, and 

although they use all three languages with their parents, it is observed that they tend to 

use more English with Siu Yun and more Cantonese with Yew Seng. In terms of heritage 



 130

language transmission, Siu Yun sees herself as playing a small role in the process and 

credits the achievement to her in-laws and her husband.  

(33) I didn’t teach them Cantonese (SiuYunF4M486) 

(Excerpt in English with local variety particle) 

1 WF: Are you proud of the fact that they (her children) could, speak Cantonese? 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 

SY: (0.4) Proud? Eh…Mm (0.3) okay, I have to, sorry maybe I have been 
examining too much but, I don’t think, there is any, need for me to feel a 
sense of pride. I mean this, ble-ble-ble-ble-ble if anything, is, okay, firstly it’s 
definitely not due to me, okay, I didn’t teach them Cantonese. Right. If 
anything, is, has got a lot to do with the grandparent, as well as their daddy. 
Okay, so, I don’t have a hand in it lah. So it’s not because, I plan it and 
therefore I harvest it, it was somebody else effort, is like? So, good for them, 
good for the kids. Okay? Um, am I happy, that they are able to, I’m happy 
obviously because it’s a learned skill. Anything that you can acquire anything 
can learn successfully I think, I can only be happy for them. Proud for them, 
but I don’t feel, I don’t have my own sense of pride, yeah, so that’s where I’m 
coming from. 

The skipped-generation heritage language transmission process has shifted the mother’s 

traditional participation from the household center to the periphery, in this case, as 

evidenced in the lines 2 to 4, where Siu Yun indicates her dispreferred response, i.e., 

disagreement (Sacks, et al. 1974), to the question of whether she is proud that her 

children could speak Cantonese. In lines 4 and 14, she explicitly comments that she does 

not have her own “sense of pride” because she does not “have a hand” (line 8) in the 

teaching of the heritage language of Cantonese to her children.  

In summary, the role of heritage language transmission in TGOR families has the 

option of drawing on the expertise of the first generation. This option is especially useful 
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for families that feature linguistic intermarriages and second generation working parents. 

Overall, grandparents play an essential role in the four multigenerational households in 

socializing their grandchildren into learning and using Cantonese. In fact, they are the 

reason that there is a strong vitality of the heritage language at home, despite strong 

external influences that incline citizens to replace their heritage language with the official 

mother tongue of Mandarin. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I examined the pattern of language choice in the four families and 

the varying language socialization processes of the different generations. This chapter 

also examined the continuity and discontinuity of heritage language use at home, and its 

contestation of the dominant historical narrative about an official mother tongue, which 

often portrays a linear, stable, authoritarian, and legitimate language ideology and 

movement, forcing a temporal homogeneity in the community. Although Mandarin has 

become a common language among the ethnic Chinese in interactions outside the home 

domain, the four case studies dispute the constructed homogeneity in that, despite the 

dominant national language ideology to create a new mother tongue of Mandarin, this 

language is not prevalently used in the four Cantonese homes that I observed; however, it 

has become a common language among the ethnic Chinese in interactions outside the 

home domain. In addition, English is used widely outside the home, and it is used 

increasingly among the younger generations at home. Through this chapter, I have 

illustrated the point that a diachronic consideration that takes different historical 
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temporalities into account complements cross-sectional examinations of familial 

linguistic practices and language socialization. An important contribution of this chapter 

is to highlight linguistic intermarriages and skipped-generational heritage language 

transmission as two factors that affect heritage language shift and maintenance. 
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Chapter 5: Ideologies of Languages and Language Identities 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to look at the semiotic processes involved in the 

formation of ideologies and identities and their implications for the language 

environment in Singapore. After introducing the semiotic processes that are employed for 

analysis in this chapter, the following section examines the formation of stereotypes 

through looking at the semiotic processes through which certain values are linked to a 

language or its speakers, allowing for differentiation to occur. As one focus of this 

dissertation is to address historicity, the next section examines how certain ideologies and 

discourses have been established over the years around the different languages in 

Singapore, in particular, Chinese, English, and Cantonese. The purpose of doing so is to 

unveil the discursive layers of meaning accumulated over time that construct these 

languages. I use ‘discursive’ in the Foucauldian (Foucault 1972) sense, where discourse 

as a collection of statements is imbued with complex relationships interior and exterior to 

it. This allows us to understand how speakers make sense of their own identities through 

circulating ideologies. After examining the language ideologies in the community, the 

next section of this chapter looks at the speakers’ identity construction vis-à-vis these 

ideologies, paying particular attention to how the symbolic values that are attached to the 

different languages are being projected onto the speakers. Just like ideologies are layered 

upon each other, there are multiple identities a person can embody. This chapter looks at 



 134

the intersections of these various forms of identity. The last part of this chapter looks at 

language maintenance issues, with regard to language ideologies and identities, as a way 

to assess the vitality of the various languages used in the community.  

Language is a powerful tool for differentiation that builds on ideologies. Irvine 

and Gal (2000) articulate the ideological aspects of linguistic differentiation to be 

the idea with which participants and observers frame their understanding of 
linguistic varieties and map those understandings onto people, events, and 
activities that are significant to them. (p.35) 
 
Although this chapter does not examine linguistic varieties, it does draw on the 

above articulation to look at the meaning construction by consultants in the Chinese 

Singaporean community about the ways languages like English, Mandarin and 

Cantonese, and their speakers, are perceived in the community. As this chapter is looking 

at various ways of constructing people, activities, and linguistic practices, I find it useful 

to employ Irvine and Gal’s terminology to describe the language ideology of 

differentiation (Gal and Irvine 1995; Irvine and Gal 2000), namely: 

Iconicity is the process of the linking of a sign relation between linguistic features 
and social images. 

Fractal recursivity denotes the projection of an opposition salient at one level to 
another level.  

Erasure is the process that renders some persons or activities invisible.  

In addition to these three semiotic processes, this chapter also makes use of three 

pairs of identity construction processes that Bucholtz and Hall (2004) introduce for 
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looking at identity construction of the self and the “others.” The three pairs of process 

and their definitions as provided by the authors are listed below: 

Adequation denotes both equation and adequacy; the relation thus establishes 
sufficient sameness between individuals or groups. (p.383)  
Distinction is the mechanism whereby salient difference is produced…difference 
is underscored rather than erased. (p.384) 

Authentication highlights the agentive processes whereby claims to realness are 
asserted. (p.385) 
Denaturalization is the process whereby identities come to be severed from or 
separated from claims to “realness”…often tends to highlight the artificiality and 
non-essentialism of identity. (p.386) 

Authorization…involve(s) the attempt to legitimate an identity through an 
institutional or other authority. (p. 386) 
Illegitimation…involve(s) the effort to withhold or withdraw…structural power. 
(p. 386)  

The abovementioned processes are useful analytical tools to examine the identity 

formation of consultants when they perform meaning-making acts through language use 

in a managed linguistic environment. Among these concepts, I find the three semiotic 

processes of differentiation to be most useful in explaining the Singapore language 

situation, and although all three pairs of the semiotic processes of identification apply in 

varying degrees to the analysis in this chapter, the adequation/distinction pair and the 

concept of authentication and authorization serve the greatest purposes. 

Differentiation that is manifested in the attitudes that community members have 

about an individual language, and its speakers, can be an important factor in the language 

revitalization process of a minority language, or any low language (Ferguson 1959), 

within a hierarchical language structure. In the case of Singapore, it is useful to look at 
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how language differentiation affects the vitality of the heritage languages, for which the 

identification links to speakers are being erased through the State’s illegitimation of their 

statuses as the mother tongues of speakers. With regard to Mandarin and English, the 

distinction that is discursively formed around these two languages is being iconically 

linked to their speakers, and their distinction on the national level is projected in a fractal 

recursive manner onto smaller communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991) that are 

encountered by speakers in their everyday lives.  

 The investigation of semiotic processes of differentiation, in terms of ideology or 

identity, involves examining the kinds of values that are attached to the three languages 

studied in this dissertation, with specific attention to how these ideologies are stabilized, 

modified, or reproduced across generations. Investigation will be performed 

diachronically across generations, as well as synchronically within age-groups. Particular 

attention will be given to the historical development of these ideologies, which include 

identifying historical actors and looking at temporalities moving parallel to each other, 

with one operating at the societal level and the other within the family sphere. This 

investigation is important for heritage language transmission because studies have found 

that languages with more positive values attached tend to encounter less resistance from 

speakers to both learning and using the language (Bradley 2002).  

The previous chapter laid out several findings in multigenerational Cantonese 

families in Singapore. The first was that although the heritage language is a target for 

elimination, it continues to be spoken daily by most family members in the four families.  

Second, Mandarin is used the least at home in these four household. Third, English is 
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gaining popularity among the younger generation. This chapter focuses on investigating 

the possible reasons for these phenomena with respect to the attitudes and ideologies 

attached to English, Mandarin, and Cantonese in the ethnic Chinese community in 

Singapore. In language maintenance studies, the trend of the replacement of a lingua 

franca over the heritage or minority language among the third generation signifies a 

language change within the community and may eventually lead to a total elimination of 

the minority or heritage language from the community (Dorian 1986). If language 

patterns across generations can accurately predict the vitality of a language, and there is a 

strong correlation between positive language attitudes with positive language 

maintenance successes, then examining the attitudes of community members toward a 

language and its speakers would provide a basis for suggesting effective and efficient 

efforts to ensure that a language tends towards vitality. This chapter, thus, takes on the 

task of examining the various values and associations consultants assigned to English, 

Mandarin, and Cantonese, to see if they correlate with the outcome of language behavior 

across generations as observed.  

5.1 OVERVIEW OF SEMIOTIC ASSOCIATIONS TO LANGUAGES AND THEIR SPEAKERS 

This section opens with an overview of the various semiotic associations that 

consultants ascribe to English, Mandarin, and Cantonese, as well as their speakers, as 

listed in Table 5.1 and Table 5.2, respectively. The data from these two tables were 

drawn from in personal interviews, mainly from the responses that the consultants gave to 

the questions (asked in the respective language of the interviews) “What does 
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English/Mandarin/Cantonese mean to you?” and “What values do you see in them?” 

Some data come from consultants’ voluntary disclosures in other parts of the interview 

not specifically directed at language attitude or opinion. 

5.1.1 Semiotic Associations of Values 

There are basically five areas of association with these three languages: (1) the 

quality of the languages, including aesthetic and cultural quality, where aesthetic value 

here is defined as the judgment of sentiment and taste with regard to the languages; (2) 

the function of the languages, which pertains to the languages’ pragmatic uses in social 

lives, at work, and for the country; (3) temporal associations that cut across time and that 

relate to histories and historical events; (4) spatial associations, which include physical 

places as well as generalized categories; and (5) class association pertaining to social, 

economic, and educational ranking.  

The evaluations of the three languages reveal certain stereotypes and language 

ideologies circulating in the Chinese community in Singapore. In general, English is the 

more appreciated language with generally positive associations. Cantonese is not 

associated with any social groups that conjure status values. Being the heritage language, 

Cantonese does not have any temporality component like English or Mandarin. In other 

words, it is “timeless,” as expressed by one of the consultants: “Cantonese (is our mother 

tongue), so no matter what, you won't lose it” (F1FMike006). Comparing the general 

perceptions of these three languages, English is viewed the most positively as no one says 

anything negative about the language. On the one hand, Cantonese does not show 
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prominent temporal or class significances; on the other hand, Cantonese is viewed 

negatively, with several comments addressing its (lack of) pragmatic functions. 

Consultants’ opinions about the different languages feature polar evaluations of the same 

language. For example, Mandarin is seen as having the positive quality of being a 

beautiful language, but on the other hand, it is not a cool language.12 In Wikipedia, 

“Cool” is explained as “an aesthetic of attitude, behavior, comportment, appearance and 

style...(there are) varied and changing connotations of cool, as well its subjective nature, 

the word has no single meaning. It has associations of composure and self-control (cf. the 

OED definition) and often is used as an expression of admiration or approval” 

(Wikipedia 2009). And while Mandarin is seen to hold cultural capital (Bourdieu 1991) 

for value transmission across generations, as well as to be a tool for building cultural 

identity, it is not an essential language for living in Singapore. In the same vein, 

Cantonese is an appreciated dialect, but has unattractive cultural traditions. 

As for the functions of the languages, English is prominently featured as the 

preferred language for work and for job advancement. Competence in English is highly 

valued, to the extent of “equating” it with the work capabilities of the speakers, as 

suggested by one consultant. Mandarin serves as a second language to English at work 

and Cantonese has no association with work. In contrast to the perceived function of 

English as a “fair” language for inter-ethnic communications, Mandarin is seen as the 

language for intra-ethnic communication, which is in congruence with the national 

                                                 
12  The latest slogan for the Speak Mandarin Campaign (since 2008) is “Speak Mandarin, Cool,” an 

attempt to attach a semiotic value to the language.  
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language policy of its official mother tongue status. Mandarin and Cantonese share 

several common functions as tools for intergenerational communication. Each is also 

valued as a tool for the transmission of traditional cultural values. To their speakers, 

Cantonese and Mandarin can be useful resources for making jokes and can even function 

as secret codes among speakers of the same language. However, all these functions do 

not make Mandarin or Cantonese essential languages for living in Singapore. In fact, 

knowing these languages can be seen as an obstacle. Knowing Mandarin is considered 

mutually exclusive to learning English. The discourse of bilingualism in Singapore is an 

English-preferred one (Pakir 1991): it is believed that learning Mandarin Chinese would 

take time away from mastering English and that a person who learns two languages is not 

capable of attaining excellent competencies in both languages. And so, the preference is 

for students to learn English as a first language in school. This was the official reason 

given for standardizing the medium of instruction in school to English; the idea idealized 

in dominant discourse was to make sure that every student would then be on a “level 

playing field” (see Chiang 1997b; The Straits Times, 1997) idealized in dominant 

discourse with equal opportunities for social and economic successes. See the excerpt 

from a political speech made by the then Prime Minister of Singapore: 

"We use English as a common working language. If you are Malay, you master 
English and you get into this big, open playing field to compete with the Chinese, 
Indians and Eurasians. So we are all equal, because we all have this knowledge of 
English." 

Goh, Chok Tong, Prime Minister of Singapore  
(The Straits Times, 1997) 
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This language ideology does not take into consideration the unequal access to 

language acquisition opportunities and the uneven language socialization process. It also 

provides institutional authorization to link job opportunities with the mastering of the 

English language. As for Cantonese as a heritage language that is targeted for erasure 

from the linguistic repertoire of ethnic Chinese since the Speak Mandarin Campaign, it is 

seen as a dysfunctional language with regard to inter-ethnic communication and national 

identity formation. It is also seen as a marked language to be used in public, showing the 

internalization by some speakers of a diglossic language environment where only the 

official languages should be used in the public sphere.  

Furthermore, the recognition of language pluralism does not equate language 

egalitarianism; a society might easily privilege some languages over others depending on 

their different valuations and evaluations (Spitulnik 1998). In Singapore, evidence of 

such hierarchical pluralism can be found in the English preference educational system, as 

well as in a higher valuation of English in the workplace and in most official dealings. 

Historical references were made with regard to English and Mandarin when 

consultants reported that they valued English and thought of it as a gift from the British 

colonial power. Singapore is one of the rare places where anti-colonial struggles did not 

lead to bloodshed or major social unrest. The founding leaders maintained good 

relationships with the former colonial masters, and the latter acted as mentors in a variety 

of areas. Stamford Raffles, the person who bought the island from the natives on behalf 

of the British East India Company, was commemorated with two statues and an elevated 

historical status for ‘discovering’ Singapore. In a National Library Board reading package 
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and music CD intended for newborns and pregnant mothers, there is a song 

commemorating Sir Stamford Raffles. The lyrics appear below:  

Lyrics of the Rhyme “Raffles” (Chia and Gan 2007) 
Do you know who Raffles was  
Who Raffles was? 
Who Raffles was? 
Do you know who Raffles was 
He founded Singapore 
 
Long before your time he came 
So long before 
So long before 
Long before your time he came 
From England’s shores he sailed 
 
See him stand so tall and white  
So tall and white 
So tall and white 
See him stand so tall and white 
Just where his ship touched land 

The iconization of Sir Stamford Raffles and his whiteness and tallness13 forms part of the 

narrative of a national identity building process.  

In contrast to English, which has been a celebrated language from the beginning 

and throughout the various historical periods, the status of Mandarin Chinese has gone 

through several stages of development, from being a minority language in the pre-war 

period, to being officiated as the mother tongue for all ethnic Chinese in Singapore, to 

                                                 
13 There are two statues of Sir Stamford Raffles. A dark bronze statue and its replica made of pure white 

polymarble. The white statue now stands at an area which is commonly believed to be Raffles landing 
site (Singapore 1998-2009 ; Tan 2004) . The lines from the lyrics that say Raffles who “stand(s) so tall 
and white” could be referring to the build of the statue of Sir Stamford Raffles; however, the symbolic 
recognition of his identity and admiration of his contribution as a colonial master cannot be ignored. 
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suffering from the association of the leftist movement and communist infiltration during 

the days of anti-colonial struggle, and to the recent boost in the status of the language as 

the tool to success in the future world market. However, despite the Chinese language 

attaining greater pragmatic, economic, political, and social status both globally and 

locally, the Chinese language still carries the historical and ideological baggage that links 

it to communism and cultural chauvinism, as described below. 

Spatially, English is seen as the language with the greatest mobility as an 

international language, as well as a language for the superpowers. In accordance with a 

focus on pragmatic function, English is also seen as a language of technology. While 

English is portrayed as a language of modernity, Mandarin is seen as an upcoming player 

in the future global market. Cantonese, on the other hand, is confined to a localized 

context but with a sense of intimacy of being a language used at home.  

Overall, English seems to have the consistently positive image of being a useful 

language from a great tradition that is currently widely used and influential 

internationally. It is, hence, seen to enjoy high social, as well as economic, status within 

the Chinese community. Mandarin shows some conflicting components. On the one hand, 

it is seen as a beautiful language, a promising language for participating in the future 

global market, an ethnically unifying language, and a language that allows speakers to 

enhance bonding with interlocutors when it is utilized in social practices like joke-

making. On the other hand, it is not a cool language to speak, and it might even 

jeopardize the acquisition of good English. This attitude may explain why Mandarin is 

thought to be spoken by people who are poorly educated and who supposedly do not have 
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a good enough command of English to survive in the English dominant educational 

system. Cantonese shares many of Mandarin’s functions while having better acoustic 

quality than Mandarin. It is seen as a more-appreciated language than Mandarin by some 

of the consultants. The sentiments attached to Mandarin seem also to be transportable to 

Cantonese. These sentiments are further reproduced and continue to circulate in the 

community, with the visible trend of convergence of the two languages in terms of their 

associated ideologies. On the whole, while English is monolithic and focused, Mandarin 

and Cantonese show more diversities and complexities.  

When a language or a linguistic feature is more highly valued by the public, 

scholars have shown that its speakers are, too, and vice versa (For example, Bailey 2000; 

Bucholtz 1999). However, this study offers an alternative situation. Figure 5.2 below 

shows the opinions of consultants on the images of the speakers of the three languages 

discussed above. These evaluations are grouped as positive, negative, and neutral. The 

comments that the consultants made are based on observations and their personal 

experiences with people from their own generations. 
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Comparing the three groups of speakers, most consultants have more to say about 

English and Chinese-speaking persons, and much less about Cantonese speakers. Across 

generations, most of the comments about the characteristics of the different speakers 

came from parents and grandchildren. This could be due to the fact that language 

differentiation within the ethnic Chinese community in terms of educational background 

was not so pronounced before independence, as compared to geographical and ancestral 

heritages. Also, less than one percent of the Chinese population spoke Mandarin during 

1950s (Kuo 1985b). Hence, whether a person was Hokkien or Cantonese, or whether he 

or she was Saamsoei Cantonese or Hoiping Cantonese, was more relevant than the 

difference between English-speaking Chinese or Mandarin-speaking Chinese at that time.  

Looking at the values that are assigned to the English-speaking population, while 

the English language enjoys all-round praise from the consultants and has attained high 

symbolic and linguistic capital, its speakers do not enjoy the same degree of privilege. 

Although they are seen to possess a number of good qualities, they are also seen as 

exemplifying certain undesirable characteristics. In general, this group of people is 

defined by their ability to acquire a “high language” in a diglossic situation (Ferguson 

1959) that by default gives them higher social and economic mobility. They are, hence, 

seen as indexically linked to high social status, rich, with a global outlook and wide 

social network, have good oral skills, and are confident, cool, and fashionable. On the 

other hand, they are seen as elitist, proud, aloof, like to show off, and pretentious. 

English-speaking people are usually stigmatized by their lack of Mandarin Chinese 

competency, and so are often seen as culturally rootless. And while they are seen as being 
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direct with their opinions, they are also evaluated as confrontational and individualistic in 

terms of caring for others’ feelings. Language attitude in the community seems to 

differentiate between the English language and the English-speaking individuals.  

In studies of language differentiation, the attention so far has been focused on 

differentiating among languages or their varieties, or among speakers. That is, attitudes 

towards (a variety of) language are assumed to be the same as attitudes towards its 

speakers; for example, if African American English indexes masculinity, then 

interlocutors using, or crossing over to use AAE, are seen as personifying a masculine 

image (Bucholtz 1999; Chun 2001). For the case of English in the Singapore context, the 

signification of the language and its speakers does not match entirely. As will be 

discussed in the sections below, this phenomenon may be due to ideologies circulating in 

the community that focus more on what the English language can do and achieve—that 

is, its high functionality for the nation, as well as the individual—and less on its 

associated cultural values. However, some of these values, often undesirable, get 

projected onto the speakers or highlighted in identity constitution and differentiation.  
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Chinese-speaking individuals are perceived to be grounded at the grassroots level 

with limited global mobility. They are often described as unfashionably conservative 

during the early days, with uniform tucked-in shirts and neat combed back hair, a style 

that was deemed “not cool.” Despite appearances, as people they are seen as sincere, 

honest, considerate, and optimistic, with keen sensitivity towards upholding a cordial 

relationship and likely to avoid direct confrontation, even when it means giving in to 

differences. As mentioned above, political and ideological struggles at the national level 

have historically linked communism with the Chinese language, which has been 

projected to Chinese speakers as well. The iconization (Irvine and Gal 2000) of language 

affiliation to ideological struggles was widespread in the community during the first two 

decades after independence. Government action against communist insurgency across the 

island during those times resulted in unfavorable sentiment toward the Chinese-educated 

who were seen as sympathizers with Communist China. Their perceived general lack of 

English competency also placed them in an unfavorable position when looking for jobs. 

Narratives circulating in the community, especially within the circles of the Chinese-

educated or speaking, often tell of Chinese-educated graduates excelling overseas, despite 

being seen as not up to par or substandard in Singapore, and often receiving poorer job 

benefits or advancement as compared to graduates from the English medium university 

(Chiang 2005). Hence, a Chinese-speaking person is often seen as exuding the feeling of 

being victimized, being looked down upon, and feeling inferior. This group of Chinese-

educated is also often referred to as the “silent majority.” The label “silent majority” 

refers to the estimated 770,000 low income citizens, most of whom are Chinese 
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monolinguals according to the census of 1990. The characteristics of this social group are 

closely tied to their linguistic competence.  

“Their main grouse was that they had suffered for years a combination of 
‘economic disadvantage, socio-political alienation and cultural dislocation’ 
because of their language handicap—they are Chinese-speaking in an 
environment dominated by the English-speaking. But they are uncomplaining 
(‘silent’) because they have difficulty in communicating with the English elite – 
gain, due to their language handicap” (Alsagoff and Lick 1998:206) 

Associations of this nature were a common experience of the parent generations, and 

several of them talked about this in their interviews. No one from the younger generation 

of the grandchildren mentioned anything of this sort; the closest was Hebe’s association 

of the color “red” with Chinese-speaking persons in her secondary school. 

As mentioned above, Cantonese, and its speakers, is the least talked about among 

the three languages. Having Cantonese as an additional language in one’s linguistic 

repertoire for the grandchildren generation does not garner much symbolic capital for 

them. They are only seen as someone with trilingual ability. Consultants generally do not 

voluntarily disclose this linguistic competency unless being asked. However, some do 

feel a sense of pride to know that they stand out among their peers to be conversant in 

their heritage language, which many of their peers are not. On a subcultural level, 

knowing Cantonese could mean that the speaker has better access to popular culture from 

Hong Kong, something seen positively in the community over the years. In contrast to 

this trendy image is the image of older folks undertaking ritual and religious practices 
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using the Cantonese language, which indexes the language with feudalism, conservatism, 

traditionalism, and being old-fashioned—in general, things that are not “cool.”  

There are three phenomena that I would like to highlight here with regard to 

Tables 5.1 and 5.2. First, as briefly mentioned, there seems to be a divergence in the way 

consultants view language and its speakers; that is, the two seem to be separated and can 

be evaluated through parallel temporalities. While the English language is seen as 

moving from being a colonial language to a unifying language for the nation, its speakers 

remain somewhat stable in being seen as occupying higher social and economic status in 

the community, and hence, are seen as confident, rich, or even proud and culturally 

rootless. Similarly, Chinese progresses from a language of a backward primitive society 

to one that promises a bright future, but the economic power does not give its speakers 

higher socioeconomic status as it does for English. The speakers continue to be seen as 

conservative, locally bounded, and with lower socioeconomic capital, albeit sincere with 

strong perseverance.  

Secondly, there seems to be a convergence of Cantonese with Mandarin (or vice 

versa) in terms of what these languages can do and are expected to do in and for the 

community. Both Mandarin and Cantonese are seen as functional for intergenerational 

interaction and as tools for cultural value transmission. Interestingly, they are both used 

by speakers as a resource for making jokes, as well as a secret code. According to 

consultants, laughing at oneself and laughing at others in informal settings based on the 

(usually poor) Mandarin or Cantonese proficiency of speakers can actually be an activity 

that builds solidarity, often used in the home domain (see Chapter 6 for more discussion). 
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When two interlocutors are among speakers who are incompetent in either Mandarin or 

Cantonese, the languages can be used as a secret code between the two interlocutors, 

often in the social public domain. Both of these situations are based on the language 

incompetency of oneself (in joke making) and of others (in both joke making and secret 

code usage). Despite having the above functions, these two languages are not considered 

to be essential languages for living in Singapore. In fact, they are seen as obstacles to 

communication at different levels: Mandarin is seen as an obstacle for learning English, 

and hence, as an obstacle to inter-ethnic communication, while Cantonese is seen as an 

obstacle for intra-ethnic communication. The convergence in ideologies regarding 

Mandarin and Cantonese signifies the intersection of two temporalities. This is highly 

possible because of the shift in mother tongue from the heritage languages to Mandarin 

Chinese as officiated by the government in the national language management program. 

Several consultants, especially among the younger generation, comment that Cantonese is 

part of Chinese, and that they share the same fate or vitality. If the convergence continues 

to be (mis)recognized (Bourdieu 1991) in the community, the vitality of one language 

would greatly affect that of the other, which we are beginning to see in the community. 

Thirdly, in contrast to the evaluative merging of Mandarin and Cantonese, 

speakers of English and Mandarin are constituted as opposite to each other, delineating 

them into two temporalities as if they were living in two different worlds, as discussed in 

the section below. 
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5.1.2 Stereotypes of Differentiations 

Stereotypes of social groups often create implicit and explicit sets of oppositions, 

serving the social function of differentiation of oneself from others. This section focuses 

on the social images of two distinct groups of speakers among the Chinese 

Singaporeans—namely, the English-speaking and the Chinese-speaking Singaporeans. I 

examine the durability of stereotypes that are formed across generations despite language 

management policies designed to erase differences between these groups. The semiotic 

process of erasure deems certain characteristics of the social group as invisible, 

specifically by promoting English as the language for interethnic group communication 

and by standardizing English as the language of instruction in schools. The two groups—

the Chinese-speaking and the English-speaking—are co-constitutive like the East and 

West, positing themselves against each other in discourses and defining each other by 

contrasts that span across dimensions like speakers’ appearance and demeanor, 

personality, life values, and social class, as shown in Table 5.3. 
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Table 5.1  Oppositional Constitution of the English and Chinese Speakers 

  English Speaker    Mandarin Speaker 

Appearance and 
Demeanor 

Fashionable 
Cool 
Well behaved  

 
 

Unfashionable/Square 
Not cool 
Loud/Gangster 

Personality  Confrontational 
Direct 
Open‐minded 
Proud 
Rebellious 
Pretentious 

 
 
 
 
 

Avoid confrontation 
Considerate 
Conservative 
Sincere 
Persevering 
Honest 

Life Values  Bourgeois/Capitalist 
Coward   

Communist 
Revolutionist 

Social Class  Felt superior 
Self‐perceived and socially 
identified high social status 

 
Felt inferior 
Self‐perceived and socially 
identified low social status 

The distinction constructed between the English-speaking and Chinese-speaking 

communities14 started when Singapore was a colony under British rule. Before Singapore 

became independent in 1965, English schools were set up by the colonial government to 

train local people to fill civil service positions. People who attended these English 

medium schools were categorized as English-educated, contrasting with the Chinese-

educated students attending Chinese medium schools set up by the Chinese clans and 

self-help associations. In 1955, a Chinese university, Nanyang University or amicably 

called the Nantah, was funded and established by the local Chinese community, creating 

a full circle for Chinese education on the island. A few years after Nantah was 

established, there were suspected communist infiltrations on the university campus, as 

well as in some Chinese medium schools. Students and teaching staff were arrested for 
                                                 
14 Like all labels, these two terms are essentializing and excluded those who had opportunities to be 

educated in both languages, as is the case with one of my consultants.   
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suspected communist activities. After independence, the national government 

implemented the official language policies that promoted English as the common 

language for all, and as the language for business, science, and technology. Privately 

owned schools were gradually converted to government-subsidized schools. With the 

enhanced social and economic values given to English, and a stigmatized reputation for 

the Chinese medium schools, there was a decline in enrollment for the Chinese medium 

schools. Nanyang University was eventually merged with the English medium University 

based mainly on this reason. Starting in 1987, English was taught as a first language in 

school (Gopinathan 1999[1994]), such that effectively, there were no more Chinese 

medium schools. This move was the government’s attempt to erase the distinction—note 

both erasure and distinction are semiotic processes—between the “English-educated” and 

the “Chinese-educated” “within a generation.” However, the distinction survives the 

intervention, as shown in the following excerpt of a speech made by the then Deputy 

Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Hsien Loong (Lee 1995). The topic of his talk was 

“Preparing for the 21st Century.” He gave this talk at the anniversary celebration of a 

High School with a strong Chinese language educational tradition.  

(34) Excerpt of speech by the then Deputy Prime Minister (DPM), Lee Hsien Loong   

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

... 

Over the years, through patient nation building, we have brought the different 
groups closer together. But these differences will not disappear, not even among 
the Chinese. The Government had thought that now that all schools teach in 
English, within a generation the difference between the Chinese- and English-
educated would disappear, and Chinese Singaporeans would merge into single 



 156

8 English-educated but bilingual group. But this has not happened.  

 
Openly acknowledging the failure to erase the distinction also gives credence to 

the stability of the two distinctive groups. What the language management program and 

the education policies managed to achieve was to invalidate the categorizations of 

“Chinese-educated” and “English-educated,” but they failed to remove the discernible 

imagined communities (Anderson 1991) of people who speak more Mandarin Chinese 

than English and vice versa. Since English was made the main language of instruction in 

school, the salient quality for distinction is now the language preference of speakers, 

manifesting in the categorization of the Chinese-speaking people and the English-

speaking people, rather than the education background of the speaker.  

The remainder of this section examines how consultants talk about this distinction 

and how members from the three generations have shifted their perceptions of these two 

social groups. In Excerpt 35, Dr. Ng, a 69-year-old retired medical doctor who spent his 

first few years in a Chinese school before transferring to an English school, chuckles as 

he describes stereotypical perceptions of Chinese-educated individuals like himself as 

being communist revolutionaries.  

(35) You speak Mandarin? Then you are Communist (Mandarin) (DrNgF4GF206) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin codeswitched with English word) 

1 
2 
3 

WF: 嗯，那华校生呢华校生给人的

印象是怎样？ 
Um, what about the Chinese-educated? What 
impressions did the Chinese-educated gave 
people? 

4 Ng: 反动。 Revolutionist. 
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5 WF: 反动。 Revolutionist. 

6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

Ng: 啊。哈哈。都是那些共产党。

但是，但是我们，啊:: (0.2) 后
来我转去英校嘛因为学校，因

为学校被被封查封嘛。我父亲

说不可以不读书，所以转去英

校读书。去到英校不久他知道

我会讲华语，就是讲国语啦那

个时候，他们，每个人都叫我

说：Communist 啊，共产党员

啊。 

Revolutionist. (0.1) Hahaha. All (of us) are 
Communists. But, but we, a::h (0.2) I went to an 
English school later on because my school was 
shut down. My father said we cannot don’t go to 
school, and so we were transferred to an English 
medium school. When I was there and they 
knew I could speak Mandarin, which was called 
‘guoyu (national language)’ at that time, they, all 
of them called me ‘Communist’, ‘gong-chan-
dang-yuan (Communist)’. 

16 WF: 啊是吗？ Oh, really? 

17 
18 
19 

Ng: 因为，他们英校生的印象 (0.2) 
等号，华校生是共产党。 

Because, in the minds of the English-educated 
(0.2) it’s equal sign, Chinese-educated are 
communists.  

The above excerpt indicates that interpretations of meanings by members and 

outsiders can vary over a wide spectrum. When there is a differentiation in ideologies, the 

marginalized insiders frequently fall victim to the ideologies of the powerful others 

(Rymes 1996), who, in this case, are the English-educated. As Bourdieu argues, naming 

has a role in the social construction of reality; an authorized act of naming helps to 

establish the structure of this world by structuring the perception of the social agents 

(1991:105). The attribution of the label of “communist” to people who speak Mandarin or 

are Chinese-educated on the one hand reinforces the indexical link of the language and its 

speaker to mainland China and its official language—Mandarin Chinese; on the other 

hand, it imposes the contrastive dichotomies of communist-capitalist, East-West, 

traditional-modern, traditional-scientific, and Chinese language-English language fractal 
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recursively onto a distinction made within the Chinese community in Singapore, where 

the Chinese-educated are distinguished from the English-educated Singaporeans.  

Three other consultants in my study also suggest the same stratified relationship 

that is symbolically constructed through this semiotic process of distinction. Madam 

Tang, a 63-year-old retired educator, had a similar experience when she was an 

undergraduate in a local university. She was called a “communist” by her English-

educated counterpart based solely on her Mandarin Chinese language preference and 

education (F4GMMdmTang277). Mike, a second generation English-speaking person, 

also talks about his opinion of peers of his time who “wanted” communism as an 

alternative ideology. It was during the time of anti-colonial independence struggles, and 

there was an East-West imbalance in power and development. In his opinion, these 

students wanted a Chinese ideology as an alternative to the Western “bourgeois American 

capitalist” so as to “gain power and authority” (F1FMike13). Hebe, an 18-year-old 

student at the time of interview, mentioned the color red as what pops to mind when she 

thinks of the “Cheena group” in her class who speaks predominantly Mandarin. Although 

not an explicit reference, the color red is commonly associated with Chineseness, China, 

and may even index communism.15  

The construction of distinction is a shared activity among members of the two 

groups. While the English-educated construct a “communist” iconization of the Chinese-

educated, the Chinese-educated also make a distinction between the identities of both 

groups such that they are oppositional and contrastive to each other. Madam Tang 

                                                 
15 “The reds” and “the red commies” index communism in the U.S. 



 159

expresses this in Excerpt 36 where she describes an incident in the university dormitory 

in which an English-educated woman came back wearing a men’s shirt, which implied a 

carefree attitude among the English-educated (who also love “hot dancing party”). In 

contrast, the Chinese-educated, like herself, would prefer going to the library over 

partying. In relating the story, Madam Tang reproduces the stereotypes of the Chinese-

educated as being studious and conservative and as preferring quiet activities like reading 

to dancing and partying, while the English-educated were more “Westernized,” fun 

loving, and sexually liberal.  

(36) She came back with a man’s shirt on (MdmTangF4GM277) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin codeswitched with English and local variety particles) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

Tang: 那么，宿舍里边有什么，呃呃

呃，呃 ball 啦呃舞会啊，我，我

们也不去啊，跑去图书馆读书的

我们几个华校生。她们就，跳到

很热啊！那还有一个女孩子啊，

哇她每，她时常有很多 boy friend 
的，她以，引以为荣的 lor。那么

后来传说有一天晚上呢，她回来

的时候啊，她的，她穿一个男人

的 shirt 咧……所以，你，我们会

感觉到嗄，大家有不一样的，想

法。 

… And, the dorm had, uh, uhuh, uh ball or 
dance parties, uh I, we won’t go too, the 
few of us, the Chinese educated would go 
and study in the library. They (the English-
educated) would, would have a hot 
dancing party. Then there was one girl, 
wow! She every, she had many boyfriend, 
she was proud of it lor. Then there was a 
rumor that one night, when she came back, 
she was wearing a man’s shirt…So, you, we 
felt that, we all have different, ways of 
thinking. 

In the excerpt, Madam Tang makes indirect references through hinting at the intimacy of 

the borrowing of clothes by an English-educated woman who had many boyfriends. She 

places herself in the category of the English-educated who like partying, in an attempt to 

construct similarity among these practices to adequate an identity of the English-educated 
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to be carefree, fun-loving people who like to show off. To her, the Chinese-educated 

“have different ways of thinking.” Madam Tang subtly objects to the lifestyle of the 

English-educated, showing her preference for that of the Chinese-educated, like herself, 

who are studious, cautious, and have higher moral values in terms of sexuality. The 

change in the use of personal pronoun from “I” to “we” in line 2 shows her construction 

of an identity for her “group” instead of for her “self.” This semiotic process of 

distinction necessarily establishes solidarity, and at the same time, it essentializes the two 

social groups and erases any heterogeneity within them.  

The next example shows the view of a third generation consultant on the two 

linguistically defined social groups. Excerpt 37 is a quotation from Hebe, an 18-year-old 

student who attended a neighborhood secondary school where the students were mainly 

Mandarin-speaking outside of class and most came from lower to middle income families 

living in the neighborhood. At the time of study, she was doing a diploma course in mass 

communication in one of the polytechnics in Singapore. She comments that, from her 

experience, a distinction is still very much perceivable between people with different 

language affinities in terms of lifestyle, ways of thinking, and even swearing. The “ang-

mo” that Hebe uses in the following excerpt is a Hokkien term that literally means “red-

hair” and is used to describe anyone with white skin color, or more generally, the 

Caucasians or people from the West.16 This term is still commonly used in Singapore 

today, generally without any negative connotations, as in this case. Hebe uses it to 

contrast with things that are Chinese.  

                                                 
16  Generally, there is no distinction made between Europeans or Americans in Singapore.  
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(37) We’re just different (HebeF1GD604) 

(Excerpt in English codeswitched with Hokkien and local variety particles) 

1 
2 
3 

Hebe: …[in] English-speaking school, the people there behave more Caucasian. 
Hokkien, Chinese-speaking are still very Hokkien, Chinese-speaking in their 
ideas. 

4 WF: Like, like how? Can you give example for both? 

5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

Hebe: Hokkien, Chinese-speaking uh, still very, tza-tza-tza-tlok-tlok Their whole 
lifestyle, is more, tza, more Asian, in the way they think and everything. 
Whereas eh… for the English-speaking people, they are very Ang-mo-ised 
(Westernized). They listen to English music, they do English stuff, they, they 
read English books, they go to English clubs, uh… and they despise Asian stuff 
((Someone talking in the background)). Whereas the Asian, the Asians on the 
other hand, would, would like, more likely read Chinese newspaper then 
English newspaper. Speak, swear in Hokkien then swear in English. They do not 
say the “F” word that much, they’ll say something like “K-N-N”, “C-C-B”, okay, 
I need to translate right? Kan-ni-nia (fuck you), chao-chee-bai (smelly ass) 
((Both interviewer and interviewee laugh)). Or “K-B-K-B”, kao-bei-kao-bu 
(literally, cry-father-cry-mother, meaning excessive complaining). 

17 Asha: I think I prefer the acronyms hahaha. 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
 

Hebe: Uh, they do not, they will not say “shit” or “god damn you” or “F you”, you 
know? And, they will, they will tend to hang out more in, in market places, and 
all there, where people as a whole speak Mandarin and Hokkien. Whereas the 
English ones will hate the market place. They’ll always want to be those very 
high-class kind of places…air-con places. Food court, uh, fast food, Marché, 
Seoul Garden, so= 

24 WF: Seoul Garden hahaha? How did that become a, English place? 

25 
26 
27 
28 
29 

Hebe: Uh, that’s the difference, between my secondary school people and my Mass 
Comm(unication) people. We all seem to have this notion that, the more 
English you are, they more high class you are. The more Chinese you are, the 
more low class you are. The more English you are, the more educated you are. 
The more Chinese you are, the more uneducated you are. You are a hillbilly. 



 162

30 WF: Even now with the China market being so strong? 

31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 

Hebe: Even now. Even now we still think that way. China is still third world, full of, 
farmers, people who still drink from wells, haha, who still cook over like, like 
you know those kind of old fashion kind of pans, hahaha, whereas everything 
ang-mo  (Western) is good and high tech. and we also tend to think that, that 
Asians are less productive, less clever. We all know that it’s not true, whether 
you are clever or not doesn’t depend on the color of your skin. But, maybe 
because American is the superpower, and English is the international language, 
we feel we, feel that way. And, is quite, I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s 
different lah. Their personalities, their lifestyle, their attitudes, their way of 
talking’s: all different. 

In the excerpt above, Hebe describes the distinctiveness of each group of 

speakers, at the same time creating sameness among in-group members. Strong 

preferences are evoked, for example, “they (the English-educated) despise Asian stuff” 

(line 9) and “the English ones will hate the market place” (line 21) to clearly mark the 

distinction. Images of a global East-West political ideological struggle and power 

imbalance are again projected onto the different language speakers, with the “ang-mo” 

being a White, high tech, superpower who speaks English as an international language 

and swear with more refined vulgarities; whereas the Chinese is colored, backward, less 

productive, less clever, and swears with vulgar profanities. This process of fractal 

recursivity projects a symbolic differentiation that is constructed at one level to another 

level. In this case, it is the East-West global dichotomy being applied to the local 

community of speakers with different language preferences. The same fractal recursive 

projection is discussed above regarding the song commemorating Sir Stamford Raffles, 

showing that this ideology of differentiation is constantly being utilized and reproduced 
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in the society. Interestingly, Hebe acknowledges the misrecognition towards the end of 

her narrative by shifting the attribute for symbolic differentiation from language to race 

to skin color. She then aligns herself with the English-speaking group which she had not 

done at the beginning.  

The examples above show that the distinction between the Chinese- and the 

English-speaking people remains across generations and that these two groups are often 

constituted in opposing images. Opinions and beliefs pass down over time and across 

generations; they reinforce certain attributes assigned to certain social groups even when 

the attributes themselves are no longer valid. The semiotic association of iconization, 

fractal recursivity, and erasure may not be permanent and may only be valid in situated 

interactions where the association is invoked. However, there may also be long lasting 

effects. Just as there is no longer a prevalent threat of communism in the Singapore 

community, the question of an ideological preference is no longer valid for local born 

Singaporeans. Similarly, Mandarin Chinese is recognized globally and positively in terms 

of its linguistic, technological and economic power. However, speakers with an affiliation 

towards Mandarin Chinese still suffer the association of the redness of the unfashionable 

and even the undesirably constructed Chineseness of the past. The ongoing semiotic 

process ensures the durability of these stereotypes, as well as reinforces the ideological 

differentiation along linguistic lines within the ethnic Chinese community in Singapore.  
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5.2 HISTORICITY OF THE IDEOLOGIES OF ENGLISH, MANDARIN AND CANTONESE  

This section looks at the attitudes that consultants have regarding how and why 

English, Mandarin, and Cantonese emerged with their present inter-relationships in 

Singapore through looking at the discursive formation of the ideologies concerning these 

languages. The purpose of doing so is to explore whether there is a correlation between 

attitude preferences and language vitality. There have been many studies conducted 

regarding language management in Singapore and its effects (Kuo and Jernudd 1993; 

PuruShotam 2000; Shepherd 2005). These studies uncovered important aspects of the use 

of language as a resource for forging national cohesion, especially during the early days 

of independence, and the management of multilingualism and multiculturalism in the 

country. To complement these studies, it is also important to trace the ideological 

interpretations of lived linguistic experiences to the historicity of languages in the 

country. I argue that an important aspect of this analysis is in examining the discursive 

formation of ideologies concerning speakers’ attitudes toward the State’s regulation of 

speakers’ linguistic habits, their meaning making in everyday linguistic experiences, as 

well as any paradoxical negotiations pertaining to personal language choice and State 

language ideology. This section, hence, first traces the historicity of English, Chinese, 

and Cantonese as conceptualized by the consultants, and then examines how consultants 

look at the ideological motivation of language management policies and how they make 

sense of the practical consequences felt at the level of local interactions. The next 

subsection considers language and language use as socially purposive actions and 

examines consultant’s evaluations of English, Chinese, and Cantonese in terms of their 
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importance to ethnic identity formation. These ideological interpretations of language use 

shed light on the choice that consultants (might) make regarding their own language 

socialization trajectory or that of others under their care. When different temporalities are 

considered, actors from various positions are able to interpret each other’s trajectory 

dialectically, and the direction of language change and socialization just may take an 

unintended path from the one originally planned by language managers.  

5.2.1 Why Chinese? 

Mandarin is spoken in Singapore as one of the languages that immigrants brought 

with them. Less than 1 percent of the Chinese in Singapore (0.1 percent in 1957 and 0.8 

percent in 1972) spoke Mandarin Chinese during the early days of independence. 

Hokkien and Cantonese were the two heritage languages that had the greatest number of 

speakers at 30 percent and 15 percent respectively (Kuo 1985a:41). How then, did a 

minority language acquire official status in the nation? What kind of ideological debates 

took place to facilitate that the ethnic Chinese community in Singapore adopt Mandarin 

as their official mother tongue? There are basically two recognized public discourses 

within the Chinese community about the development path of Chinese in Singapore: the 

first focuses on its economic value and the second draws on the pragmatic value of the 

language. 

The first commonly recognized ideology surrounding Mandarin Chinese as the 

mother tongue highlights the economic advantage the language would bring to its 

speakers. This ideology for why Chinese is promoted in Singapore gained momentum in 
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the past decade during which there has been heightened global awareness of China as a 

growing economic market. This discourse highlights the economic value of the language 

instead of its pragmatic function of homogenization. Asha, a teacher in her mid-fifties, 

commended the farsightedness of Lee Kuan Yew, the nation’s first prime minister, who 

saw the emergence of the Chinese market in the seventies and promoted Mandarin 

Chinese in Singapore so as to “up the standard for Chinese, and make sure everybody 

must speak Chinese” (Excerpt 38, lines 21-22), rationalizing the widespread use of the 

language in Singapore. 

(38) That’s why Singaporeans have to speak two languages (F1MAsha226) 

(Excerpt in English codeswitched with Cantonese and local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 

Asha: So basic, coming back to this 1960s, 
so from 1960s to 1970 English is still 
THE language. It’s only when China 
開放啊 in 1979, okay. And then 李
光耀 come back. I think it’s only 
1990s, that Chinese, you know really 
took off. But 李光耀 was smart. 李光

耀 when he came back in ninety 
seventy-something, he already told 
the Ministry of Education to change 
the syllabus. We were 10 years 
ahead, at least ahead of a lot of other 
countries. Because 李光耀 he was 
very intelligent. 佢去到嗰度佢睇情

形佢知道 China is going to be the 
next, biggest emerging market…佢

差唔多吓三十年前佢已經 predict 
that China is going, so that’s why 

So basic, coming back to this 1960s, so 
from 1960s to 1970 English is still THE 
language. It’s only when China opens its 
door in 1979, okay. And then Lee Kuan 
Yew come back. I think it’s only 1990s, 
that Chinese, you know really took off. 
But Lee Kuan Yew was smart. Lee Kuan 
Yew when he came back in ninety 
seventy-something, he already told the 
Ministry of Education to change the 
syllabus. We were 10 years ahead, at least 
ahead of a lot of other countries. Because 
Lee Kuan Yew he was very intelligent. 
He went there and saw the situation and 
he knew China is going to be the next 
biggest emerging market…Almost 30 
years ago he already predict that China is 
going, so that’s why hah when he 
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19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 

hah 嗰陣時佢返嚟吓佢即刻叫 MOE 
change the syllabus, up the standard 
for Chinese, and make sure that 
everybody must speak Chinese. And 
if you want to go JC, you must pass 
Chinese. So to give Singaporean ah, a 
a standard of Chinese ah that can get 
them into China. 你明白我意思冇？ 
So that was the reason why ah, 
Singaporean have to speak at least 
two languages. 

returned hah he immediately told the 
MOE (to) change the syllabus, up the 
standard for Chinese, and make sure 
everybody must speak Chinese. And if 
you want to go JC, you must pass 
Chinese. So to give Singaporean ah, a a 
standard of Chinese ah that can get them 
into China. Do you know what I meant?  

So that was the reason why ah, 
Singaporean have to speak at least two 
languages. 

The rationalization provided by Asha of why Mandarin became important in Singapore is 

a widely circulated and accepted reason in the Chinese community. There is no 

consideration for ethnic or cultural elements in this rationalization. Hence, there is no 

attempt to build any symbolic relationship with speakers’ identity. The semiotic process 

involved is the iconization of Mandarin Chinese as an economically viable language, 

with the growing Chinese market as an alluring factor.  

The second discourse stipulates Mandarin Chinese as the tool for unifying the 

ethnic Chinese community in Singapore. One consultant considers it a political move 

when the inaugural team of leaders of the newly independent Singapore decided to adopt 

China’s decision in selecting Mandarin Chinese as the official mother tongue for the 

ethnic Chinese. The Beijing vernacular was promoted as Putonghua in China in 1955, the 

year that the anti-colonial quest for self-governance began in Singapore. Dr. Ng is one of 

the consultants who attribute the decision to adopt Mandarin Chinese as the official 

mother tongue as politically motivated, as he explains in the following example: 
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(39) Everyone knows the Chinese language unified China (F4GFDrNg155) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

Ng: 其实华语，就是，就是因为

一个政治的因素所以后来才

开始有讲华语运动，大家知

道华语是统一中国，因为，

中国的那个国语，那个时候

的那种影响力还是在的嘛。

中国选了北京话作国语，而

且他们全国要讲国语，所以

中国比较 ((多元？

unclear))，我们就跟着囉。

跟它讲国语囉。哈哈。 

In fact Chinese, was, it was because of a political 
reason that caused the beginning of the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign, everyone knows the Chinese 
language unified China, because, the national 
language of China, it was still influential at that 
time. China chose the Beijing language as the 
national language, and they wanted the whole 
country to speak the national language, that’s why, 
china is more ((diverse, sounds like)), we followed 
suit. Followed. Do as they did in speaking the 
national language. Hahaha. 

The “political reason” that Dr. Ng claims in his interview refers to the commonly held 

idea that “the Chinese language unified China” and that this linguistic unification was the 

main reason that the policy makers of Singapore adopted the same practice to make 

Chinese the official language for the ethnic Chinese, so as to “unify” the ethnic group 

through language. The discursive formation of Mandarin Chinese as a unifying language 

allows institutional authorization to tie an ethnic identity of Chinese to a single language, 

Mandarin Chinese. This ideology of a unifying language appreciated for its pragmatic 

value (as compared to, for example, a cultural one) rationalizes its hegemonic position 

over other heritage languages. It has been promoted this way to the general public, and to 

some consultants, it has become part of their subconscious linguistic habitus (Bourdieu 

1977), as shown in the following excerpts. 
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(40) You don’t even think about it (F4MSiuYun392) 

1 
2 

SY: Mm. (0.2) Mother tongue is definitely Chinese, for no other reason but that’s 
because, you’ve been told that your mother tongue is, Chinese. Right? 

3 WF: Okay, have you ever have doubt about that? 

4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

SY: That Chinese is my mother tongue? I guess, you don’t even think about it. 
When you’re in school, they always say that. So, you know sort of that, English 
is your first language, everybody has to learn, that’s number one, and then you 
go back to, yeah, go back to your number two, which is your mother tongue, 
and everybody back to your own house that kind of thing. Yeah. 

(41) My mother tongue is Chinese because I’m Chinese (F3GS1Gerald302) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Gerald: My mother tongue is Chinese. Because I’m Chinese lor I’m supposed to know 
Chinese. Yeah. So and, yeah I’m not Indian so, my mother tongue is not Indian 
((referring to Tamil, the official mother tongue of the ethnic Indians)). Yeah. I 
don’t know how to say lah. 

(42) Mother tongue should be Chinese (F2FKaiWing373) 

(Excerpt is in Cantonese codeswtiched with Mandarin) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 

KW: 母语係講，應該係講華語

啦嘛。母语係華語=母語係

華語啦嘛。方言係，廣

府。好像母语係，應該係

講華語。係咪？母语係講

華語。你的母语係华语，

方言係即係講，佢家己識

嗰啲，個話，广东啊、福

建啊、海南啊、潮州啊嗰

啲，方言。母语係講，即

係華語。华人，就講华

语，照我睇係，母語係華

語啦。 

Mother tongue is, should be said to be Chinese. 
Mother tongue is Chinese. Mother tongue is 
actually Chinese. Dialect is, Cantonese. Like 
mother tongue is, should be considered to be 
Chinese. Right? Mother tongue is considered 
Chinese. Your mother tongue is Chinese, dialect 
is, that is to say, his/her own (language) that 
he/she knows, that language, like those 
Cantonese, Hokkien, Hainanese, Teochew, 
dialects. Mother tongue refers to, it is Chinese. 
Chinese people, should speak Chinese language, 
from my point of view, mother tongue is 
Chinese. 
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For Siu Yun and Gerald, the idea that Mandarin Chinese is their mother tongue became a 

habitus that predisposes them to recognize the authorized language without doubt. This 

was especially true for Siu Yun when she was in school, where the languages were 

compartmentalized into their hierarchical functions. English was a must-learn for 

everyone, and Mandarin Chinese was a mother tongue, as well as a second language to 

learn and to be used when everyone is “back to your own house” (Excerpt 40, lines 5-8). 

Gerald, a secondary school student, could not find any other ways of articulating the 

authorized link, evidenced by the use of the Singlish17 particle “lor” (Excerpt 41, line 1) 

which accentuates the connotation of the idea of “matter-of-factly.” In Excerpt 61 below, 

Mike’s categorization of “our own mother tongue,” which would include the heritage 

languages, is also seen best to be retained “within our homes” (lines 4-5). Their 

rationalization allows the ideology that “Mandarin Chinese is the mother tongue of ethnic 

Chinese” to stabilize in a hierarchical system with English as a top priority for learning, 

followed by Mandarin and then Cantonese. 

In comparison, the response in Excerpt 42 of Kai Wing, who belongs to an older 

age group than Siu Yun, some hesitance in articulating this concept, although he 

positively acknowledges the officiated link. Evidence for this includes the fact that Kai 

Wing utters the terms for mother tongue “母語 (muyu)”, dialect “方言 (fangyan)”, and 

the references to the various heritage languages in Mandarin. In the monologue, both 

mother tongue “母語  (muyu)” and dialect “方言 (fangyan)” were uttered only in 

                                                 
17 A variety of English used in Singapore. For detailed discussions of Singlish particles, see (Chiang 1997a; 

Gupta 1992; Wee 2003). For discussion on Singlish, see for example (Alsagoff 2007; Chng 2003; Foley 
1988) 
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Mandarin, showing his predisposed habitus, when referring to and speaking of these 

terms, just like in the dominant discourse. In addition, the first two lines of his answer 

show some hesitance as to whether he thinks his mother tongue is or should be Mandarin, 

where the former connotes an internal acknowledgement by the speaker while the latter 

connotes the relationship as externally imposed on the speaker. This seems to continue in 

his monologue that follows. In line 6, instead of using the first person possessive pronoun 

of “my” to refer to “my mother tongue,” he chooses to use the second person possessive 

pronoun of “your” and says “your mother tongue is Chinese,” as if repeating what he has 

been told many times by the dominant discourse, naturalizing and legitimizing the link. 

After much self-negotiation in his monologue about whether he thinks his mother tongue 

is or should be Mandarin, he comes to the conclusion at the end of the utterance in lines 

12-13 to say decisively say that he views his mother tongue as Mandarin Chinese. In his 

monologue of self-negotiation, he frequently juxtaposes Mandarin Chinese to “dialects”; 

reflections of how these two ideas are constructed in opposition to each other. And so, if 

Mandarin Chinese is the “mother tongue” for all Chinese, then Cantonese must be a 

“dialect” that belongs to one. According to Foucault, "the correlate of the statement is a 

group of domains in which such objects may appear and to which such relations may be 

assigned" (Foucault 1972:91). By assigning the mother tongue of the ethnic Chinese to be 

Mandarin Chinese, the discursive object “mother tongue” becomes encrusted with new 

forms. The historical idea of "mother tongue" signifying the tongue that one's mother 

speaks to one when one is growing up is transformed into the tongue that one's 

government assigns to one. And in this transformation, the discursive subject has changed 
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from the colonial master to the independent government, but the subject's position of a 

governing power has not. While Kai Wing went through the period during which a new 

discursive meaning of “mother tongue” was assigned, people from the generations of Siu 

Yun and Gerald were exposed to the transformed statement and experienced little of the 

ideological debates surrounding the issue. In other words, they were predisposed to 

recognize Mandarin Chinese as their mother tongue by the time they went to school. 

5.2.2 Why English? 

Similar to the promotion of the Chinese language in Singapore, the discourses 

around English highlight its pragmatic value and its “neutrality” in not belonging to any 

of the three major ethnic groups in Singapore. However, there is also a clear association 

between English and the country’s colonial history. When a consultant discusses the 

value she sees in English, she thinks of it as a “gift” from the colonial master.  

(43) The British gives us English (F1MAsha209) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

Asha: …when the British came in they introduce English. In fact they colonize us, they 
give us the English language, they give us the British law, of course they taught us 
a lot of things. And ah, if you want to get a job in those days, you know, with the 
government, which is actually the British, you must have, some knowledge of 
English. I think that’s the reason why ah, when when ah, in 1960s ah, my parent 
want to put us in, English school, to give us, a leg up lah so to speak. 

The symbolic capital that the English language embodied is obvious from the example 

above. Among other things, knowing English would enhance one’s chances of getting a 

job ‘with the government,” (Excerpt 43, lines 3-4), and that was considered a prestigious 

job in the pre-independence period. Parents, wanting the best for their children, find ways 
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to send their children to English medium school in order for their children to acquire and 

be socialized into using the language ahead of others who were not presented with the 

same opportunities. The awareness that unequal socialization might bring different life 

opportunities serves as impetus for parents or grandparents to secure good fortune for 

their younger family members by arranging for them to have the appropriate language 

education. In the following excerpt, Madam Tham reports that her father insisted on 

English education for the boys in the family: 

(44) Study English easy to find job (MadamThamF3GM338) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Tham: 我我阿爸叫我咁樣做嘛。佢

話男仔讀英文好嘛，易搵食

嘛，女仔嫁唔駛讀英文嘛，

嫁畀人㗎嘛佢話。 

My my father told me to do that. He said it’s 
better for boys to study English, easy to find jobs, 
girls get married no need to study English, (they) 
will be married off, he said. 

The discourse of the English language and its symbolic association with higher social 

status, better job opportunity, and of being a language spoken by the white colonial 

masters continues into post-colonial Singapore. The continuity of the discursive 

formation of English as a highly desirable language motivates a consultant to project its 

usefulness to the “entire universe,” as shown in the following example: 

(45) English is the entire universe (F4MSiuYun424) 

1 
2 

SY: Mm, it [English], it is a tool, but it is more than just a tool you know, it is the, 
entire universe. Hahaha. Yeah. Mm. it’s the entire universe. 
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The discourses of Mandarin Chinese in Singapore often posit it against the other 

heritage languages. Similarly, Mandarin Chinese is a resource for comparison in the 

discourse of English. The reasons given by a consultant for why the English language can 

serve as an international language while the Chinese language cannot, rely on the 

historical development of their respective linguistic features.  

(46) English is an international language (F1MAsha137) 

(Excerpt in English codeswitched with Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

Asha: …你英國，English only 400 years 
history 嘖你知嗎？And English hah, 
basically it’s a::, it’s a very, ah it’s a 
language with very few words. Most 
of the words are actually ah, taken or 
adopted from other languages. You 
know, down the years. That’s why 
it’s an international language. 你
Chinese 唔同喔，Chinese basically 
ah, it has 5,000 years history, and it’s 
very original. In fact many of the 
words has gone obsolete. 

…you know England, English only 400 
years history do you know? And English 
hah, basically it’s a::, it’s a very, ah it’s a 
language with very few words. Most of 
the words are actually ah, taken or 
adopted from other languages. You 
know, down the years. That’s why it’s an 
international language. You know 
Chinese is different. Chinese basically ah, 
it has 5,000 years history, and it’s very 
original. In fact many of the words has 
gone obsolete. 

Asha, a second generation mother, notes that the Chinese language has a much longer 

history than English, which is “only 400 years” old (lines 1-2). In her utterance, she 

traces the Chinese language back to its earliest form in “甲骨文 (jiaguwen)” or “oracle 

bone script,” where pictographic scripts were inscribed on animal bones in civilizations 

of more than 3,000 years ago. On the other hand, Asha does not make reference to old 

English, which can also be traced back to pre-medieval times. And today, while no one 
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uses the Chinese classical text that Confucius writes, similarly, very few English-

speakers would use “thee, thou” from the Shakespearian English language. The symbolic 

differentiation that is constructed between the two languages in Excerpt 46 above relates 

back to the first section in this chapter where we see oppositional values being associated 

with the two languages. Recall that in Excerpt 37, Hebe associates the English language 

with science, technology, advancement, and the future, while Chinese is symbolically 

associated with technological backwardness even though China’s global economic power 

has increased over the years. The local framing of the “agedness” of the Chinese 

language and the “youth” of the English language continues to reproduce the dichotomy 

of differences across generations.   

5.2.3 Why not Cantonese? 

As mentioned above, Cantonese was the language that 15 percent of the ethnic 

Chinese population spoke at the time of the implementation of the official languages. 

After the Speak Mandarin Campaign was launched, Cantonese was used less and less in 

public and Mandarin Chinese slowly became a lingua franca in public interaction within 

the ethnic Chinese community in Singapore. In the excerpt below, Mike describes how it 

felt during the days when the campaign was rigorously promoted, and executed. 

(47) Cantonese was shot (F1FMike215) 

(Excerpt in English with localized variety particles) 

1 WF: So Cantonese, what about Cantonese? 

2 Mike: Cantonese was killed by the government. 
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3 WF: Was killed by the government. 

4 Mike: Shot it. 

5 WF: Okay, can you elaborate? 

6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

Mike: They came out with the Chinese campaign, the Speak Mandarin Campaign. 
Ah, and, as usual, government is very good at carrying out their orders, 
whatever, the upper fella said, the bottom ones are, always they will like to 
not only do it but, above and beyond. And so they introduce Mandarin so 
quickly and so harshly into the environment, into the people that not 
speaking Mandarin is like a crime you know. Hah? And they and they attack 
us at the...at the grassroot level you know, they went to the to the hawker 
center, they went to the cabbies, and they encourage them, literally not 
encourage them maybe just standing there you know, if someone speaks to 
you in Cantonese you reply in Mandarin. That was one of the most effective 
way of making people speak Mandarin. 

In Mike’s experience, the language shift instituted by the government was carried out 

“quickly” and “harshly” (line 10), so that speakers were pressured to shift their language 

practices to accommodate the authorized requirement. His description of the execution by 

top level officials reminds one of panoptical surveillance (Foucault 1979). The discussion 

also shows an abrupt transformation of the discursive object of Cantonese from a 

naturalized language of one’s ethnic and heritage background to a highly marked 

language to be used in the public. Mike’s descriptions of the Cantonese language being 

“killed” (line 2) and “shot” (line 4) and its speakers being “attack(ed)” construe the 

language as a living thing that was being criminally assaulted and eliminated by 

dedicated government officials. However, these harsh measures were “most effective” 

(line 15) in changing speakers’ behavior. Mandarin, on the other hand, is 

institutionalized, legitimized, and naturalized in the community. 
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Taking a different perspective, Dr. Ng, who lived through the same language shift 

period, argues for agentivity in speakers. Dr. Ng points out in the following excerpt that 

no one was obligated to not speak their heritage language, but he also laments that 

speakers at that time adhered to the policy more strictly than the policy warranted, which 

resulted in a proportion of the Chinese population changing their linguistic practices to 

not use, or to greatly reduce the use of, their heritage languages over a short period of 

time: 

(48) Speak less doesn’t mean don’t speak! (F4GFDrNg521) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin) 

1 
2 
3 

WF: 那当初是，推广那个讲华语运

动的口号就是说，华人要多讲

华语啦。 

Initially, the slogan for promoting the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign was, speak more 
Mandarin for ethnic Chinese. 

4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Ng: 多讲华语，少说方言。它没有

说不讲方言。但是很多人很，

认为很对，等于就是结果连方

言也放弃了啦。实在很可惜

啦。 

Speak more Mandarin, speak less dialect. It 
didn’t say don’t speak dialect. But many 
people, think it’s right, and so in the end 
(they) even abandon their dialects. It’s such a 
pity. 

9 
10 
11 

WF: 那你觉得就是说，当时是说华

语可以帮助，华人彼此之间沟

通，你觉得？ 

What do you think, at that time it was said 
that Chinese could help, communication 
among Chinese, what do you think? 

12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 

Ng: 沟通也不需要，我我我，我记

得那个时候我也是不讲华语，

也是跟福建潮州人沟，没问题

的嘛。他学我的我学他的。这

个是百花齐放多姿多彩。更好

啊，其实更好。好像中国＝你

看中国这样多方言。当然他们

是用双语，因为他们也是讲华

Communication does not need, I-I-I, I 
remembered I didn’t speak Mandarin at that 
time, I communicated with Hokkiens and 
Teochews, no problem. They learned mine 
and I learned theirs. It’s colorful and diverse. 
Better, better in fact. Like China=you see 
China has so many dialects. Of course they are 
bilingual, because they also speak Mandarin… 
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20 语…… 

Dr. Ng offers an alternative language situation and describes the dynamics he had with 

friends who spoke a different heritage language than he did. In this situation, 

interlocutors learn each other’s language to facilitate communication, which he thinks 

gives rise to a more diverse and exciting language environment. Dr. Ng also points out 

that people in China keep their heritage language because most of them are bilingual in 

their own heritage language, as well as the official national language of Putonghua. 

However, Singapore practices an English-preferred bilingualism: the slot for a common 

first language is taken up by English, the second language slot is now allocated to the 

official mother tongue of Mandarin Chinese for the ethnic Chinese population, and a third 

language is discouraged, fearing that it might hinder the acquisition of the first two 

languages. Dr. Ng shows his disagreement with this ideology, as he feels a child is 

capable of learning up to seven languages if given the right environment and stimulation. 

He also thinks that getting a firm foundation in a more “difficult” language, which most 

perceive the Chinese language to be, would give an edge to learning English instead of 

hampering the process. It is for these reasons that he wants his grandchildren to acquire 

and use Cantonese at home.  

Bokhorst-Heng (1999), in reviewing the Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign, 

consolidates a list of contrasting values that were attached to Mandarin and the various 

“dialects’ in the Speak Mandarin campaign slogans and government speeches (p. 250-2): 

--Dialects are vulgar, polluting, and associated with the uneducated; Mandarin is 
refined and part of the literary culture.  
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--Dialects are divisive, fragmentary, and a major cause of miscommunication and 
misunderstanding; Mandarin is the language of unity, cohesion, and a bridge 
between the different members of the Chinese community.  

--Dialects have no value, neither culturally nor economically; Mandarin is linked 
to a 5,000-year old history, rich in culture, and bears immense economic potential 
with the opening up of China’s markets. 

--Dialects represent the past and are primitive; Mandarin is the future. 

These conceptions were mainly promoted in the eighties; in the 1990 census, 

about half the number of families reported switching to using Mandarin Chinese at home 

from a heritage language. Looking again at Tables 5.1 and 5.2 at the beginning of this 

chapter, most of what was promoted for Mandarin has been accepted by the consultants 

and is reflected in the values that consultants associate with the language. In addition, 

Mandarin has taken on some undesirable values that were meant for Cantonese and other 

heritage languages, like being associated with people who are less educated, as well as 

being perceived as divisive of a Singaporean identity and without strong economical 

value for living in the country. We again see a convergence of the discourses of Mandarin 

and Cantonese to some degree. In fact, several consultants talked about the fluidity of the 

Singapore language policy, pertaining in particular to Mandarin Chinese, on the one hand 

showing its adaptability to global forces, and on the other hand displaying a sense of 

uncertainty about the future of the Chinese language, as shown in the following 

examples: 
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(49) The policies are so contradictory (F2FWaiKok349) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese codeswitched with Mandarin) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

WK: ……改咗改南大，改南洋理

工。之後一路，嗰啲華語冇

乜嘢注重。啊。收尾又提，

叫你地啊讲华语运动。係

咪，好矛盾。係咪。 

…change Nantah, into Nanyang Technological 
(Institute). Since then, Chinese loses its 
importance. Yeah. And after some time, (they) 
launched the Speak Mandarin Campaign. Right? So 
contradictory. Right?  

(50) It all depends on you yourself (F1GMMdmWong602) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Wong: 依家陣，哈哈，依家政府又叫你

地去學，中文學多啲，因為你愛

去中國啊嘛。叫你地注重中::國
啦。英，英文都係要啦。英文係

新加坡本身㗎嘛。係唔係。中

文，中文依家叫你，要學啦。依

家個個都要學，因為你愛，中國

做生意啊嘛，所以叫你地學。哎

呀，好艱難講㗎啦，哩啲要你本

身啦，係唔係？ 

Nowadays, haha, nowadays the government 
wants you to learn, learn more Chinese, 
because you need to go to China. Told you 
to look towards Chi::na. Eng-, English also. 
English is for Singapore. Right. Chinese, 
Chinese now told you, to learn. Now 
everyone must learn, because you need, to 
do business in China, so (they) told you to 
learn. Aiyah, it’s difficult to say, it depends 
on you yourself, right?  

(51) We just flow with the tide (F1FMike56) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

Mike: So, we are (a) bunch of fellas, who just flow with the tide, you know. 
Wherever it follows, if suddenly the Indonesians became world power, we all 
speak Indonesian. And there will be Speak Indonesian Campaign. I think 
that's how Singaporean, uh, are taught to do, we are survivors, we know 
where to change very quickly, the tide…And now China, so everybody 
speaking Chinese. I don't know whether you remember the time when 
everyone trying to learn Japanese. 

Mike likens the external influences on the language environment in Singapore to “tide(s)” 

(Excerpt 51 lines 1 and 5). Tides are inevitable, irresistible, cyclical, powerful, and also 
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can be destructive. In his opinion, Singaporeans are trained surfers who “flow with tide” 

(line 1 and 5) and speak the language that seems the most viable. Madam Wong displays 

similar sentiments in Excerpt 50, commenting that the English and Mandarin Chinese are 

the two languages that Singaporeans are encouraged to learn now, but she also recognizes 

speakers’ agency in deciding their own language experiences.  

As final observations for this section, the historicity of the ideology English goes 

back to the colonial history of Singapore, which is celebrated instead of shunned as in 

many ex-colonial nations. Comparatively, the historicity of the ideology of Chinese 

originates from when Chinese was made the official mother tongue of the ethnic Chinese 

community after independence. However, the momentum of this ideology increased only 

after the first prime minister introduced the Chinese language as a language of the future 

to Singapore. The discursive formation of the Chinese language faces contradictions from 

the discourse of Cantonese in the community. The ideological debates began with the 

declaration of the Chinese language as an official language and its rationalization as an 

encompassing language with a writing system that is intelligible to all other heritage 

language users. However, these heritage languages are excluded from the discourse of the 

official Chinese language, causing a sense of confusion and instability among the general 

Chinese language users, including Mandarin-speakers and speakers of the heritage 

languages. 

In addition, the discourse of mother tongues seems to be undergoing another 

transformation in today’s Singapore. While in the last decades languages were generally 

tied to race, after independence, language becomes increasingly related to class. After 
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bilingualism was introduced, particularly after English was made the sole language of 

instruction in 1987, most drop-outs from school have occurred because the students could 

not maintain a satisfactory proficiency in English, which also affected other important 

subjects like science and mathematics. In most cases, these students are more fluent in 

their mother tongues (official and/or non-official) than in English. Considering the ethnic 

make-up of the population, Mandarin and other Chinese languages thereby became major 

"working-class" languages. Academic capability, and hence, social and economic upward 

mobility, become tied to one's English competency. 

5.3 IDEOLOGIES OF LANGUAGE WITH RESPECT TO IDENTITY  

Among the three pairs of semiotic processes of identity construction discussed at 

the beginning of this chapter, the concepts of “adequation,” which is the construction of 

sameness, and “authentication,” which is the agentive claim to genuineness, are most 

useful for evaluating the relationship between language and identity in my study. 

Specifically, I investigate the importance of ancestral membership and heritage language 

competence to identity formation in various situations.  

Before Mandarin Chinese was made the official mother tongue of the ethnic 

Chinese, one’s ethnic identity followed one’s father’s ancestry, and the home language 

was usually the ancestral heritage language, which would constitute the linguistic identity 

of family members. Language competency in the heritage language was assumed for all 

of family members. The ideology about the bonding of linguistic identity and ethnic 

identity was generally accepted, as well as assumed, in the community and socialized 
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through generations. This ideology is still held by some consultants in modern day 

Singapore. After Mandarin Chinese was made the official mother tongue for all Chinese 

Singaporeans, members from this community now have to negotiate two sets of linguistic 

identities, namely the State-given linguistic identity (hereafter referred to as “national 

linguistic identity”) of being a Mandarin Chinese speaker and one’s heritage linguistic 

identity. With linguistic intermarriages, a woman could have as many as three linguistic 

identities to negotiate in her daily lives: the national linguistic identity, her own heritage 

linguistic identity, as well as her husband’s heritage linguistic identity. The authenticity 

of one’s identity and the process of authenticating one’s identity become implicated with 

the language behavior of the speaker and influenced by the hierarchical positions each 

language holds within the community, as well as its associated values, attitudes, and 

power relations. This section examines how consultants look at the intersection of their 

ethnic Cantonese identity, racial Chinese identity, national linguistic identity, and 

ancestral linguistic identity. Speakers construct the “realness” of their various identities 

through the semiotic act of authentication, or conversely, the process of denaturalization 

of the self and the “others”, or by collapsing ethnic/racial identity with national/ancestral 

linguistic identity. This section also discusses the ideological debates concerning this 

myriad of identities. 

5.3.1 Discursive Rupture and Identity Formation 

I present the different configurations of identities that are found among my 

consultants in this study. The first configuration is commonly found among the 
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grandparent generation. Although some of them may be the second or third generation 

born in Singapore, they continue to identify more with their heritage ethnicity and 

heritage language rather than those developed in their host country. For people in this 

generation, their ancestral heritage language was often their home language and the 

language they used most of their lives as discussed in the previous chapter. Evidence of 

this ideology can be seen in Madam Wong’s insistence on her granddaughter’s linguistic 

identity in the following example. Madam Wong and her daughter, Asha, are discussing 

the reason that one of Madam Wong’s granddaughters is able to speak Cantonese with 

excellent proficiency. Madam Wong attributes it to the ethnicities of both her parents as 

being Cantonese. Asha, on the other hand, ascribes a more pragmatic reason to it. She 

attributes the excellent Cantonese proficiency of her niece to the fact that she had worked 

in Hong Kong for several years where Cantonese is predominantly spoken. Her negation 

of Madam Wong’s reasoning in the beginning of her next turn in line 5 shows that she 

sees the working experience as a more important factor contributing to her niece’s 

excellent Cantonese proficiency.  

(52) Her parents are Cantonese (MadamWongF1GM360) 

(Conversation in Cantonese codeswitched with English) 

1 
2 

Asha: Yvon 講得好因為佢喺香港做啦

嘛。 
Yvon could speak (Cantonese) well 
because she worked in Hong Kong. 

3 
4 

Wong: 佢係廣府人啦嘛佢老豆老母。 She is Cantonese, that’s why, her parents 
too. 

5 
6 

Asha: 冇啦，also because 佢去香港做咗

幾年。 
No, (that’s) also because she worked in 
Hong Kong for several years. 
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The above moment-by-moment contestations of identities by a mother and a daughter 

shows a “rupture” in the discursive formation of what “ethnic/linguistic identity” means 

in the Chinese community. The Foucauldian sense of “rupture” (Foucault 1972) 

showcases the dialectic of continuity and discontinuity, where there are some “old” in the 

“new”, and where “although there are new rules of a discursive formation redefining the 

boundaries and nature of knowledge and truth, there are significant continuities as well” 

(Best and Kellner 1991:44). The boundary of who counts as “Cantonese” changes across 

the generations betweeb Madam Wong and her daughter, Asha. In Madam Wong’s era, 

“Cantonese” describes a person of ethnic Cantonese descent who speaks the Cantonese 

language; to Asha, the boundary of “Cantonese” is redefined to mean someone who is 

ethnically Cantonese, but does not have to be authenticated by one’s competence in the 

heritage language. In the conversation above, while Madam Wong focuses on the 

continuity of an “ethnic identity,” Asha reminds her of the discontinuity of the linguistic 

element in it, disclosing that a new discourse of linguistic identity is circulating in the 

community.  

As a result, across the two generations, the ethnicities of parents no longer 

guarantee heritage language transmission to the future generation. During Madam 

Wong’s time, if both parents were Cantonese, it was almost certain that their children 

would be socialized into using the language, forming a strong link between language and 

ethnicity. By Asha’s generation, due to changes in the external language environment, as 

well as in family structure, this transmission process may not take place (see Chapter 4 

for discussion of skipped generation heritage language transmission). Asha and Mike are 
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both descendents of pure Cantonese lineage; however, both their dominant personal 

language is English, and so is their daughter’s. And so, Asha characterizes a second 

configuration of identities within the Chinese community in Singapore where ethnic 

identity and linguistic identity are separated.  

In addition to a detachment of linguistic identity from ethnic identity, a distinction 

is also made between national and ancestral linguistic identities such that one’s linguistic 

behavior may not reflect one’s assigned linguistic identity, as Asha discloses at different 

places during her interview: 

(53) I told them I’m not Chinese (F1MAsha135) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Asha: I told them I am not Chinese. Then they look at me, argh::, I said, “when I said 
I’m not Chinese,” I say, “doesn’t mean my, ancestral (root) is not Chinese you 
know, it’s just that my thinking is not Chinese.” I said, “even though I was 
brought up in a Chinese family, I really don’t have much love for the Chinese 
language. That’s one thing. 

(54) I can choose to be a Singaporean or a Chinese (F1MAsha142) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

Asha: …I have the benefit of being brought up in a multiracial country, I have a 
choice to choose whether I want to be a Chinese or a Singaporean. I choose to 
be a Singaporean because I am not proud of my Chinese ancestry. Base on 
Chinese history you know, I said I am not proud. Okay, that’s why I never 
want to be a Chinese. I never want to associate myself with the Chinese 
language, that’s one of the reason. 
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(55) I’m a Chinese who speak English (F1MAsha178) 

(Excerpt in English codeswitched with Cantonese and local variety particle) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Asha: I just consider myself as a Chinese 
who speak English. Um, that’s me 
lah. 我好，我好 anglophile 㗎嘛，

我都話。 

I just consider myself as a Chinese who 
speak English. Um, that’s me lah. I’m 
very, I’m very anglophile, as I said. 

(56) Excuse me! I’m Cantonese (F1MAsha75) 

(Excerpt in English codeswitched with Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Asha: Then, after that they learn that 
actually I can speak Cantonese…all 
f=sw=shock how come I can speak 
Cantonese you know? Then 佢地問

我，”Teacher,” 問我 you know, 
“You can speak 廣東話?” I said, 
“Excuse me, my father and mother 
is from 廣-廣州 you know?” 

Then, after that they ((her students)) 
learn that actually I can speak 
Cantonese, all f=sw=shock how come I 
can speak Cantonese you know? Then 
they ask me, “Teacher,” ask me you 
know, “You can speak Cantonese?” I 
said, “Excuse me, my father and mother 
is from Guang-Guangzhou you know?” 

Asha exemplifies the complexities that one might encounter regarding the various 

configurations of her identities. As a person, she can be a “Chinese,” which is a racial 

category on her citizen identity card issued by the country in which she resides; she can 

also be a “Cantonese,” an ethnic category that she was born into. Culturally, she has a 

choice, as she mentions in Excerpt 54 and 55, to be either a “Chinese”, a “Singaporean” 

(Excerpt 54, lines 2-3), or an “anglophile” (Excerpt 55, line 3) regarding her worldview. 

Asha’s attitude towards the various elements that made up an identity can be represented 

in the table below: 
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Table 5.2 Contributing Elements to Various Identities in Asha’s Comments 

(+ve indicates positive association, -ve indicates negative association) 

Contributing Elements I am Chinese I am Singaporean I am Cantonese 
Ancestral root +ve -ve +ve 
Thought system -ve   
Affiliation to heritage language    +ve 
Affiliation to English   +ve  
Affiliation to Mandarin  -ve -ve -ve 

Linguistically, she can choose to identify with “Chinese-speaking,” which is encouraged 

by the State to mark her racial identity, or she can continue to be “Cantonese-speaking,” 

which is her ancestral linguistic identity, or she can be an “English-speaking” person 

based on her education and her most preferred language choice. Exemplified through 

Asha, identity is, hence, fluid and situated. It is also clear from the above table that, 

Mandarin is the least important factor for Asha for the construction of the three identities. 

In Excerpt 53 and 54, she does not “want” to be a Chinese because she does not identify 

with the Chinese culture or language. In Excerpt 55, she reconciles the contradiction and 

identifies herself as “a Chinese who speak(s) English.” And in excerpt 56, she is someone 

who inherits her parents’ ethnicity that is bonded with the heritage language and is, 

undoubtedly, a Cantonese who speaks the Cantonese language. In lines 7-8 of Excerpt 56, 

the land of Guangzhou indexes both the ethnicity and the heritage language such that 

someone who is from Guangzhou is a Cantonese (by birth of locality) who speaks the 

Cantonese language. Contrary to her disengagement of ethnic identity with linguistic 

identify when she was negotiating the authentication of a “Cantonese” identity with her 

mother (as shown in Excerpt 52), Asha’s stance towards ethnic and linguistic identity 
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here resembles that of her mother, in which the adequation of one’s ethnic heritage is 

fulfilled by one’s heritage language competency. It should be highlighted here that the 

language that Asha wanted to separate from her identity is the official mother tongue and 

not her heritage language that she speaks with excellent fluency. 

Asha also differentiates between “thinking” and her identity as a “Chinese” in 

Excerpt 53, emphasizing that she is not denouncing her ethnic identity as an ethnic 

Chinese person, but only that her “thinking” is “not Chinese” and that she does not have 

“much love for the Chinese language.” The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis states that our 

language shapes and reflects the way we conceive of the world (Lucy 1997). To Asha, it 

is important to distinguish one’s linguistic identity and thought system from one’s racial 

category in order to reconcile her identity as being a person of the Chinese “race” while 

not performing the act of identity (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985) in speaking the 

Mandarin Chinese language that is generally accepted in dominant discourse as the 

mother tongue for a Chinese person. 

Similar to the contesting ideologies held by Madam Wong and Asha, Lila, a third 

generation working adult, also encountered an identity struggle with her mother, Pek Har, 

regarding the way to express one’s identity in the public versus the private spheres. Pek 

Har sees the use of Cantonese in public as a political act against the State, while Lila sees 

it as an act of appreciating and preserving her own linguistic culture (see Examples 57-

59). Pek Har comments that Lila likes to use Cantonese with her, which makes her feel 

especially uneasy when they are outside the home. Pek Har feels that they should be 

using the national official mother tongue of Mandarin Chinese, as this would be the 
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unmarked language to use in public to avoid embarrassment. Lila, on the other hand, 

prefers to use her heritage language of Cantonese, an act of identity that she thinks may 

not survive the times to come as fewer people from her younger generation now use their 

heritage languages. In Excerpt 58, Pek Har rationalizes her disapproval of Lila’s speech 

act (Austin 1962) by insisting that one’s ethnic identity comes with birth and that there is 

no need to authenticate the identity through speaking the language in public. Her view 

here coincides with the first configuration of identity discussed above where heritage 

linguistic identity is bonded with one’s heritage ethnic identity.  

(57) What else are you? (PekHarF2M141) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

PH: 你唔同佢講佢鬧鬼你啊。你同

佢講華語佢又同你講廣府話。

佢唔鍾意講華語㗎°Lila°。“英
文你又唔識聽！”佢話。“講廣

府話囉。” “你講華語得唔得

㗎？”“唔愛啊”佢話，“講廣府

話好啊。” 

If you don’t speak (Cantonese) with her, she 
scolds you. You talk to her in Mandarin, she will 
reply in Cantonese. She doesn’t like to speak 
Mandarin, Lila. “You don’t know English!” She 
said. “(I have to) speak Cantonese (to you)” 
“Can’t you speak Mandarin?”“I don’t like to.” She 
said. “It’s good to speak in Cantonese.” 

8 WF: 點解佢唔愛講華語咧？ Why doesn’t she like to use Mandarin? 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 

PH: 點知佢啊？佢鍾意講廣府話。

佢話：“好啊！唔係等間第擺

第擺唔記得咗自己係乜嘢

人。”  “哎::喲！你廣府人啦！

乜嘢人。” 

How would I know? She likes to use Cantonese. 
She said, “It’s good! Or you will forget what you 
are in time to come.” “Oh gosh! You are 
Cantonese! What else?” 
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(58) Very few Singaporeans use Cantonese? (PekHarF2M141) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese with Hokkien phrase) 

1 
2 

PH: 我講：“我同你出街我都，

malu 啊。” 
I said, “I go out with you I felt, embarrassed” 

3 WF: 點解你会覺得 malu 啊？ Why would you feel embarrassed? 

4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

PH: 唔會咩，人地個個以為你係香

港来㗎。因為依家多數人都係

講華語嘛。你好少新加坡人講

廣府話㗎。好笑嗬。除非係香

港嚟啦。 

Won’t you, everyone would think you are from 
Hong Kong. Because now most people speak 
Mandarin. Very few Singaporeans use Cantonese 
(in public places). Very funny. Unless you are 
from Hong Kong. 

 

(59) When are you going to use it? (F2GDLila560) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese with localized variety particle) 

1 WF: Your mother feel embarrassed lah. 

2 Lila: I think she feel embarrassed. 

3 WF: Yeah, but do you feel embarrassed? 

4 
5 
6 

Lila: No. it’s just one of the language. I mean if you don’t use it [Cantonese] now 
right, when are you going to use it? And the next generation they may not 
even know their dialect group. 

 
Pek Har’s objection to Lila’s use of Cantonese in public and her preference to use 

Mandarin Chinese instead reveals a semiotic process of authentication of her Chinese 

Singaporean identity through using the State-naturalized official mother tongue for ethnic 

Chinese. Lila’s determination to use Cantonese, however, is an authentication of her 

Cantonese heritage identity through using the Cantonese language, which, although not 

denaturalized from her ethnicity, is illegitimized by the State.  
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Pek Har’s reasoning in Excerpt 58 is again evidence of a discourse that binds 

one’s linguistic identity to one’s ethnic identity, as expressed by Madam Wong in 

Excerpt 52 and by Asha in Excerpt 56. The State’s official language policy draws on the 

same ideology, such that there is a continuity of an ethnic identity being bound to a 

linguistic identity, at the same time it also features a discontinuity where the discursive 

object is transformed from the various Chinese heritage languages to the official mother 

tongue of Mandarin Chinese. 

5.3.2 The Intersections of the Various Forms of Identities 

As seen in the above examples, there are several ideologies circulating in the 

community pertaining to language and identity, as well as several ways that these 

intersect with each other. First, the nationally recognized racial identity is coupled with 

the national linguistic identity where the former requires the semiotic process of 

authentication by the latter. And the national linguistic identity is authenticated by the 

actor speaking one or more of the official languages. Due to the ideology of an English-

preferred bilingualism, among the four official languages (that is, English, Chinese, 

Malay, and Tamil), English is the most valued, as shown in Figure 5.3.  And English and 

Mandarin, as official languages, are used to authorize a “Singaporean” identity as well as 

a racially “Chinese” identity, while the link of Cantonese language to a “Chinese” 

identity is being illegitimized due to the language’s unofficial status. Cantonese still 

authorize the ethnic Cantonese identity for some people, particularly people in older 

generations, in the Chinese community.   
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Figure 5.3 Linguistic Elements within Chinese Singaporean Identity  

I am Chinese Singaporean 

   
High  English  

va
lua

tio
n    

Mandarin

Low  Cantonese  
 

 

      Racial Chinese Identity    Singaporean Identity 

  Ethnic Cantonese Identity     

An English-speaking consultant like Asha is comfortable with authenticating her Chinese 

Singaporean identity by speaking English. To Pek Har, the reason why Lila prefers using 

Cantonese with her is that Pek Har does not speak English, and Lila doesn’t like to speak 

Mandarin, and so Cantonese is the reasonable next choice for Lila. Since Lila already has 

English competency, she is not obligated to like Mandarin Chinese or use the language; 

the same is true for Asha and other speakers with English as their dominant personal 

language. For English-speaking Lila, her nationally recognized racial identity of Chinese 

Singaporean is authenticated by her English-speaking capability, and so she would not 

feel her Singaporean identity threatened even if she chose to use the marked Cantonese in 

public, which would highlight her ancestral ethnic identity; she could easily codeswitch 

to English if she wants to. However, for Pek Har, without English competency, she 

requires another official language to authenticate her nationally recognized racial identity 

of being a Chinese Singaporean, and Mandarin satisfies this function well. Her choice for 

illegitimized link authorized official links 
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using Mandarin over Cantonese is especially essential in the public domain where the 

nationally recognized racial identity is valued more highly than one’s ancestral ethnic 

identity. As for monolingual grandparents who are not able to authenticate their 

nationally recognized racial identity by speaking any of the official languages, they 

choose to retain their ancestral ethnic identity. For example, Madam Tham, a third 

generation born in Singapore, consistently referred to herself as “someone from 

Donggun” (discussed in Chapter 4), justifying her linguistic behavior of using the 

heritage language despite the national Speak Mandarin Campaign denouncing the value 

of that language. The three grandmothers who speak mostly Cantonese have sufficient 

proficiency in comprehending Mandarin Chinese (and English for Madam Wong) to 

communicate with market vendors, neighbors, and bus drivers when they are out of the 

house. They are also able to watch the local productions of Mandarin drama series and 

news programs on television. An important aspect to note is that these monolingual 

grandmothers display a sense of having to “catch up” with the times so that they can 

participate in the temporality of the changing world, with varying strategies and varying 

degree of success.  

A Second ideology pertaining to language and identity that circulates in the 

community is the pairing of ancestral ethnic identity with heritage linguistic identity is 

commonly assumed by the grandparent generation and some members of the parent 

generation. That is, an ancestral ethnic identity of being Cantonese is assigned at birth, as 

is the heritage linguistic identity of being a Cantonese-speaking individual. Since usually 

only one heritage language is associated with the heritage linguistic identity, having a 
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Cantonese heritage identity would necessarily mean speaking the Cantonese language. 

However, as pointed out by several consultants, the pairing is losing out over time, as 

illustrated in Figure 5.4, such that ancestral ethnic identity no longer guarantees a 

heritage linguistic identity or Cantonese language proficiency.  

That means an ethnic Cantonese person may no longer need to identify with the 

Cantonese language or be able to speak it. As a result, the ancestral ethnic identity is 

authenticated solely on ancestral patrilineage, with little or no linguistic element in it. For 

example, both Hebe and Yvon were born into Cantonese families and both of their 

parents are ancestrally ethnic Cantonese, yet they obtained different levels of Cantonese 

proficiencies. Madam Wong in Example 52 naturalizes Yvon’s ancestral ethnic identity 

with her heritage linguistic identity, equating both as co-occurrences of each other, 

thereby rationalizing her excellent Cantonese proficiency. Regarding Hebe and her other 

grandchildren, Madam Wong says, “they all could speak Cantonese, some better than the 

other,” showing a shift in attitude towards the essentializing link. This ideology of pairing 

ancestral ethnic identity with heritage linguistic identity or competence may have 

motivated the skipped generation heritage language transmission discussed in the 

previous chapter, where the grandparents assume or are given responsibilities of 

socializing their grandchildren into using the heritage language. 
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authenticate these identity categories have a direct effect on the vitality of these 

languages in the community. The remainder of this section looks at how consultants see 

the value of the various languages in authenticating the various categories of identity that 

a speaker could embody. 

5.3.3 The Importance of Language in Identity Formation 

As has been pointed out in several places in this dissertation, the hierarchical 

pluralism (Spitulnik 1998) of language use in the Singapore community values English 

over all ethnic heritage languages, and the ethnic heritage languages are in contestation 

with the national racial mother tongues in situated interactions for identity formation and 

stance making. In line with the national language policy, dominant discourses privilege 

and encourage individuals to place the nationally recognized racial identity over the 

ancestral heritage identity, and several of the consultants display a similar stance towards 

this ideology. Mike, in Excerpt 60, emphasizes the importance of keeping alive a heritage 

linguistic identity so as not to be seen as forgetting one’s “roots.” To him, being able to 

speak “any of the dialects” would be sufficient to authenticate one’s roots. 

(60)  Totally lost your identity (F1FMike269) 

1 Mike: I felt, I felt that we should still have some identity. 

2 WF: Identity in what sense? 

3 
4 
5 

Mike: In in in that, uh our Chinese roots. Which you at least know a little bit of 
our, if not read writ, written, at least spoken, Chinese, in what=whatever 
form. 

6 WF: Whatever form meaning? 
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7 Mike: Any dialects, any language, any of the dialects. At least something you know. 

Mike revisits this topic later in the interview, this time, distinguishing between the 

Westernized “they” and the non-Western “we”: Mike restates the importance of retaining 

at least one mother tongue to be used in the home domain, as well as retaining “some of 

the good stuff” that the language entails and not merely knowing how to speak a 

language.  

(61) They have forgotten their entire roots (F1FMike371) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Mike: It (language) is everything. Uh:: you are nothing, without a language…we 
should not be too Westernized. If we simply go by language, then we'll 
become too Westernized. That's not us. We cannot accept their ways. And so 
I think there should be a balance. We should still retain some of our own ah 
mother tongue, within our homes. 

The English language is generally valued highly in the Singapore society in terms of its 

pragmatic usefulness in business, technology, and the general advancement of the 

country. At the same time, as shown in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 at the beginning of the chapter 

regarding the different values consultants attached to speakers of English, Mandarin, and 

Cantonese, we see certain values with negative connotations like “proud,” “culturally 

rootless,” “confrontational,” “rebellious,” and “elitist” being associated with the English 

speakers. These values are often characterized as undesirable by the political leaders and 

who see a need to monitor or even curtail their proliferation through the deployment of a 

discourse of Asian values to act as counterbalance. The three main themes of Asian 

values as espoused by political leaders and discussed in dominant discourse are 

communitarianism, discipline in politics, family, and the workplace, and concern for the 
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common “good” of the society (Jayasuriya 1998).18 The ideological debates of these two 

worldviews set limits on identity boundaries that are also linked to language and its uses.  

In Excerpt 61, Mike suggests retaining “some of our own…mother tongue, within 

our homes” (line 5-6) to counterbalance Western influence. However, his view on 

retaining an ancestral, ethnic, heritage identity is not shared, entirely, by some of the 

other consultants, all younger than he is. Both Chor Sang and Siu Yun link language to 

income potential and judge income potential to be a more immediate concern than 

constituting heritage continuity. For Chor Sang (Excerpt 62), economical survival weighs 

against cultural or racial identity. The criterion to justify learning a language is whether 

that language ability is listed as one of the required items in job postings. Siu Yun (in 

Excerpt 63) cites a cultural reason, or the lack thereof, for not having to retain a sense of 

ethnic or racial identity for the younger generation.  

(62) Job is more important than identity (F3FChorSang735) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

CS: Uh:: I think uh, actually in today society, eh, for my personal view lah, uh, 
it’s not, identity uh, is not as important than in today uh, learning a language 
due to uh, economy. Uh:: like uh, getting a job, it’s a requirement uh, the 
language as requirement in the job, in your job is more important than 
identity. 

(63) Singapore is simply too small (F4MSiuYun520) 

1 
2 
3 

SY: Mm, my personal view is that um, the world is getting smaller, okay. Um, 
precisely because the world is getting smaller, and I think it’s very easy to 
(0.3) because the world is getting smaller, it is important for one to learn how 

                                                 
18  This set of values is also interpreted as “reverse Orientalism,” that is, “a largely Western social 

scientific artifact which was later adopted by Asian leaders as an ideological component of their nation-
building projects” (Hill 1999). 
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4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 

to merge, with their immediate surroundings. And therefore, I think 
language is important for you to be able to assimilate, easily into the 
surrounding… But at the same time, you must, in order to, know, have a 
sense of identity, know where you come from, then you should, um, be 
anchored strongly, for, at least for us as Chinese, to anchored strongly 
especially in, in Chinese per se. um, in, having a sense of self. But I think 
more and more, I think maybe for this generation of people, may not be 
important for them to, know where I come from. May not be important for 
them anymore. May not even be important for some of the people in my 
generation. 

14 WF:  Why is that so? 

16 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 

SY: Simply because Singapore is too small. Simply because Singapore is too small. 
It’s a different, I think it’s a different picture if you are a Chinese in China, 
where knowing, having a strong, it is um, it is an incentive, and it is, in fact a 
necessity, in order to be considered a cultured person in the society, to have a 
strong grasp of your language because, it then, enables you to know your 
culture, in your, and the history and all ((unclear, someone speaking in the 
background)). I guess our culture, our our history is so, so s-, so s, so short, 
our country is so small, I don’t think there’s a, yeah. It is not important. 

Siu Yun highlighted spatial dimension and temporalities as important factors for 

consideration in identity formation. Having a strong grasp of one’s own language, 

knowing where one comes from, and knowing about one’s history are all part of one’s 

sense of identity. Siu Yun comments that such knowledge is important for people living 

in a big country with a long history so as “to be considered a cultured person in the 

society” (lines 18). However, these spatial dimensions and temporalities are no longer 

important for her generation and the younger generations who are living in Singapore, 

although it was considered good previously to be able to position oneself within one’s 

ethnic or racial identity. The comments of Siu Yun and Mike form a site of ideological 
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debate in the community: whether one should have some kind of anchorage in a physical 

place and historical time to retain one’s roots, or whether one should assimilate to the 

culture in which one finds oneself located.  

CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter discusses the values that are associated with English, Mandarin, and 

Cantonese, as well as their speakers, in an attempt to uncover the discursive layers of 

meaning that are used to construct these languages and their relationships to their 

speakers. In accordance with the hierarchical pluralism of the language management 

ideology, English is consistently viewed as having important pragmatic values while 

there seems to be a convergence of the ideologies concerning Cantonese and Mandarin as 

a result of the misrecognition of Mandarin Chinese as the mother tongue of the politically 

homogenized ethnic Chinese. The two social groups of English-speaking and Chinese-

speaking people continue to be constructed in opposition to each other, drawing on 

stabilized ideologies and images that these two groups index. Throughout the years, there 

have been several ruptures in the discursive formation of what constitute a “mother 

tongue,” as well as the various forms of identities. In situated interactions, speakers with 

different language preferences may go through ideological debates with respect to their 

own lived experiences and externally imposed configurations to negotiate an identity that 

represents them at that situated moment.  

Managing conflict and negotiation concerning language, ethnicity, and identity 

(heritage and national) is an everyday exercise for many Singaporeans, as depicted in the 
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following example. This is an email that was forwarded to me while I was writing this 

dissertation. There is an active circulation of parodies, satires, and jokes that draw on 

subjects like ethnicity, language, and religion in the online community in Singapore, a 

creative way of using the new media by Singaporeans to voice opinions that may 

contradict dominant discourses on the subjects. The content of this email presents a 

dialogue between two ethnic Chinese people talking about a recent visit by the Senior 

Minister of State, Mr. Goh Chok Tong, to his ancestral homeland. The conversation 

relates many of the issues discussed in this chapter, including the “killing” of one’s 

heritage language by the government, the ideological differences between dominant 

discourses on language and identity and one’s lived experiences, as well as the various 

values attached to the Chinese culture and people, as shown below: 

(64) Email parody on finding one’s roots  
(The format, speech and font style of the email are retained in the example. To 
preserve the flow of the email message, explanations of terms and contexts are 
given at the end of the example) 

1 ----- Forwarded Message ---- 
Sent: Thu, October 29, 2009 10:48:01 PM 
Subject: getting to know you 

2 Getting to know you… 

3 October 29, 2009 
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4 

 [1] 

5 
6 

Do you know your ancestors? 
No, I’m not into séances [2]. 

7 
8 

No, no, are you in touch with your relatives? 
My uncle stroked my bum once many years ago but he told me not to tell anyone. 

9 
 
10 

Not that kind of “touch” stoopid. 
He gave me a lolly-pop. 

11 
12 

Gross. Let’s start again. Do you maintain your ancestral links? 
Oh, no why? 

13 
14 

SM Goh says Singaporeans must keep in touch with where their forefathers came from.
Isn’t what chap gor meh [3] 

15 
16 

Stop with all that spirits stuff. I’m talking cultural history here. 
Why? Since when? 

17 
18 

Since SM Goh went to China and visited his father’s village called Wu Ling [4] in Yong 
Chun [5]. He was so taken up by seeing the room where his father was born that he 
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19 
20 

called all Singaporeans to get in touch with their ancestors. 
But I don’t speak Hakka [6]. 

21 
22 
23 

Minor impediment. I don’t speak Cantonese either. 
So we have to get to know our ancestors and distant relatives without speaking the 
language? 

24 
25 
26 
27 

That’s the problem with you government critics. The damn glass’s always half empty. 
Next you’ll be saying you have nothing in common with a ruddy-face peasant farmer 
who earns $2 a day scooping pig shit. 
Was that what your ancestors did? 

28 
29 
30 

Think so. Didn’t you know, “humble” is the new cool! SM Goh said “It is in a way 
humbling to know that my origin was that humble”. 
My great grandfather was a magistrate. 

31 
32 

You should be ashamed of yourself. 
Sorry. 

33 
34 
35 

Anyway, SM Goh says it’s important to keep in touch with your ancestors. 
Like I said, I don’t speak the dialect anymore…*sob* The government’s systematic 
efforts to kill off our dialects over the years has torn me from my motherland *sob*. 

36 
37 
38 

There, there… don’t take it too hard. Just think of it as propaganda and reality passing 
each other like two ships in the night. 

A bit like chopping off a man’s legs and then asking him to jog to keep fit? 

39 
40 
41 

Ouch. Yes. But SM Goh also said all Singaporeans should be loyal to Singapore. Even 
the new ones. 
What new ones? 

42 
43 

Those that aren’t maids, construction workers, or masseuses on social visit passes. 
But those make the best Singaporeans! 

44 
45 
46 

Meaning? 
The maids are abused, the construction workers are worked to the bone and the 
masseuses are constantly screwed. 

47 
48 

Abused, worked to the bone and screwed? 
The perfect Singaporean. 

49 None of your wise cracks now. Be serious. There was a time when people said that 
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50 
51 
52 

Singapore won’t make it, but we did. There was a time when trouble seemed too much 
for us to take, but…. [7] 
Vomit. 

[1] The picture portrays an elder man  in the civil servant official robe during the Qing dynasty. 
Being a government official brings pride to the family. It is common to find portraits like this 
in the homes or ancestral halls in China.   

[2] An attempt to communicate with the spirit 
[3] A Hokkien colloquial reference to the Qingming Festival, that commemorates the deceased 

ancestors 
[4] [5] Names of Places in mainland China 
[6] A Chinese heritage language, commonly classified as “dialect” in Singapore  
[7] “There was a time…”  is part of the  lyrics from a patriotic song written for the national day 

celebration 

There is a strong link between language identity, ancestral heritage, and even 

religion in the forwarded email parody. Lines 5-6 and 13-17 display an attitude towards 

“the link” one should establish with one’s ancestor, parodying that it is one done through 

a spirit medium to connect with the ancestors many generations before, in the Qing 

dynasty. This suggests that keeping links with one’s ancestral home in China may not be 

a common practice in today’s Singapore. There is also the preference that cultural or 

historical content is preferred over a ritualistic or religious based connection with one’s 

ancestor. Lines 18-24 and 34-41 describe the government’s involvement in the severance 

of one’s “mother tongue” ties with one’s “motherland.” One of the protagonists uses the 

same word choice of “kill,” just like a second generation consultant in my study did (see 

Excerpt 47), indicating a stance of disagreement regarding the severance. And the choice 

of the idiomatic expression of “ships passing in the night” portrays reality and the lived 

experiences of speakers as far away from the propaganda and its discourses. On the other 

hand, there is an attempt in line 42 to transform the unhappiness regarding the severance 
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of ties with the cultural past into a patriotic act of serving the good of the nation and 

being loyal to it by having a common language. In the next chapter, I will discuss the 

relationship of ritual and religious practices, including ancestor worship, with language 

policies and heritage language maintenance. There also will discussion of 

intergenerational negotiation with regard to the creative use of language choices for 

effective communication, such that speakers who are family members with different 

language competencies will not become “ships that pass in the night.” 

.  
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Chapter 6: Age, Language, Religion 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As observed by Nikolas Coupland (2004), “Age is sociolinguistics’ 

underdeveloped social dimension” (p.69) except for works concerning the language of 

development, variation, and use in childhood and adolescence. Beginning with 

socializing children to function competently in society, language socialization remains 

central to lived experiences in all stages of life, including the adult life. Abundant 

anthropological work has been done on kinship and family type; however, topics 

regarding how one’s relationship to other actors and the society changes when one ages 

only began to attract the attention of anthropologists in the eighties. Their works are 

reflected in the multidisciplinary studies of social gerontology (see Amoss and Harrell 

1981; Cohen 1994; Rubinstein, et al. 1990). This chapter adds to the body of current 

work by attempting to examine the way age factors into language studies through its 

various symbolic markers that are infused with ideological associations that go along 

with physiological characteristics like decreased physical mobility, slowness of speech 

and thought processing, and the degradation of speech comprehension and enunciation, 

all of which creates less competent interlocutors. These ideologies in some cases create 

potential conflict in intergenerational relationships, as typical as generational gaps, due to 

differences in language competences and living experiences. They also could motivate 

ideological differences pertaining to practices of familial rituals communicated through 



 208

the heritage language. In other cases, there is the reverse order of normative 

communicative practices in intergenerational interactions where relational hierarchy is 

founded on linguistic capital that typically privileges the younger generation instead of 

cultural capital that generally benefits the elder generation. On a third level, age 

distinction gets projected onto practices that symbolically differentiate modern, 

advanced, Western, English-oriented activities from traditional, backward, Asian, 

Chinese language-oriented activities. This distinction is especially prominent in the 

ideological categorization of the various religious practices in the Chinese community in 

Singapore. Hence, foregrounding age in analyses of social interactions acknowledges 

speakers’ life experiences in different temporalities and directs language analyses to 

reveal age-based prejudices, as well as to critically review ideological assumptions. 

As mentioned, age is often accompanied with physical markers like graying and 

thinning hair, decreased visual and auditory capabilities, and muscular weakness. At the 

same time, these biological manifestations of aging “are inevitably interpreted and 

experienced via the legacy of idioms and values, the web of meanings, that form a given 

cultural context” (Traphagan 2000). In this sense, age is as much a cultural construct as a 

biological one. Thus, the construction of images relating to the aging population differs in 

various societies. In Singapore, people who are in their sixties are commonly referred as 

“senior citizens” or “乐龄  (leling, meaning ‘people of a happy age’)” in Mandarin, 

indicating their position in life and in society, as well as the lifestyle that they are 

expected to have. In the Chinese culture, it is generally regarded that the fortunate 

grandparents of this age group would be able to “live a life of peace and leisure (享清福 
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xiangqingfu)” and enjoy the accompaniment of their grandchildren ( 含 饴 弄 孙 

hanyinongsun). This expectation allows the construction of the life of old age as simple 

and without stress, and intergenerational interactions are amicable and enjoyable. This 

iconic image of the aging person is, however, opened for negotiation in the everyday life 

in a multigenerational family. The following excerpt shows a grandson’s response to the 

question of whether he thinks the elder population is adapting well to the changing 

language environment in Singapore. 

(65) They don’t really care (WenjunF2GS368) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin) 

1 
2 

WJ: 啊，我觉得他们很像不是很在乎。 My feeling is that they don’t really care. 

3 WF: 他们不是很在乎。 They don’t really care. 

4 
5 
6 
7 

WJ: 他们不是很在乎，因为，他们，有

些老人，会，觉得，缺乏沟通。因

为[现在的年轻人…… 

They don’t really care, because, they, some 
old people, would, feel that, lack in 
communication. Because                         
[the young people today 

8 WF:     [跟谁沟通？  [Communication with who? 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

WJ: 年轻一代，缺乏沟通的话，思想很

像去在，老人院，他们也是缺乏沟

通……他们也是，无可奈何。因为

他们觉得，他们已经是老了，很像

在，疗养院，他们也不能做什

么…… 

The younger generation, lack in 
communication, (their) thinking is like, in 
Old Folks Home, they too lack 
communication (there)…they are, left with 
no choice. Because they (the aged) think, 
they are old, it’s like in old folks home, 
they can’t do much… 

16 
17 
18 
19 

 不是他不想学，可能是他没有那个

机会去学。所以他们就，觉得，算

了。他都已经活了，大半辈子，可

能时间到要走的话，他学这样多也

not that s/he don’t want to learn, but s/he 
has no opportunities. And so they think, 
forget it. S/he has lived a big part of his/her 
life, maybe when it’s time to go, it’s going 
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20 是一样…… to be the same how much s/he learns… 

21 
22 
23 

 先可以，一天三餐可以解决的话，

他们就觉得，满意了。啊…… 
the priority, if the three meals of the day 
are taken care of, they feel satisfied. 
Yeah… 

24 
25 
26 

 所以他们，还是健康的话，他们就

可能会要快点，心思下去学…… 
So if they, are still healthy, they might 
want to quickly, put in their heart to 
learn… 

27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 

 我已经一把年纪，你不可能要求我

去学好什么，应该是年轻一代来配

合老一辈的，所以他们也是不是说

很，在乎说，哦你听不懂就算了，

至少我一天三餐解决的了，我就满

意了。 

I’m so old, you can’t expect me to learn 
anything, the young should adapt to the 
old, and so they don’t really care, oh, if you 
can’t understand (me), too bad, at least I 
have my three meals fixed I’m satisfied. 

Various ideologies are apparent from this excerpt about elder people in the society, as 

listed below. Although this list of ideologies is not representative of the general 

perception of the elder people in the Chinese community in Singapore, the list shows 

some ideologies that have been circulating in the community: 

• Old people go to retirement homes 

• Nothing much is done in retirement homes 

• There are no opportunities for elder people to learn (e.g., a new language) 

• Older people have lived long enough and maybe it’s time for them to go, so 
learning new things or not does not matter 

• The priority for older people is taking care of their three meals a day 

• If older people are healthy, they may make an effort to learn new 
languages/things 

• Older people expect younger people to accommodate to their needs, not the 
other way round 

• Older people do not really care if they are understood by younger people; as 
long as their three meals are taken care of, they are satisfied 
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The social group of the aged has acquired symbolic meanings about itself in 

Singaporean society. Studies of aging population in Singapore (Teo, et al. 2006) suggest 

that dominant discourse about the aging population and the “problems” it brings to the 

nation may affect how the general public perceives the aging population, the quality of 

life that older people can expect, and their attitude toward growing old themselves. The 

image portrayed in the above excerpt does not quite coincide with the iconization of the 

labeling of “乐龄  (leling, happy age).” However, it provides an insight to other 

circulating ideologies and images regarding the aging population in the community. One 

of these circulating ideologies represents elderly persons as only concerned about 

satisfying their biological needs of being fed three times a day. Socially, the elderly are 

seen as outcasts relegated to nursing homes with nothing much to do and no opportunities 

to learn anything new. As to their attitude in life, the elderly are seen as lacking 

enthusiasm and as being heedless of the changes that occur in the society they are living 

in, as long as they have their three meals supplied to them. Indeed, television news often 

reports events that depict aged populations as passive and deficient, excluded from 

participation in concerns affecting younger generations: philanthropic organizations or 

social workers are shown distributing food and living necessities to elder residents. Even 

when shown in agentive roles, the ageing population is depicted helping each other rather 

than participating in interactions with the younger generations. Comparatively, there are 

even fewer public visuals of intergenerational programs (Chong 2001; Thang 2001) that 

feature participants across a wide age range. This social process, as well as Wenjun’s 

narrative of identity distinction, symbolically juxtaposes the lonely elder population 
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against the carefree young people of today, portraying not a breakdown in 

communication due to language differences, but more of a lack in communication 

opportunities. In addition, the list above also shows a distinction being made between 

dependency and autonomy, indicating the elder population as having less healthy bodies 

that negatively impact their mobility and enthusiasm to learn new things. The semiotic 

process involved in the social construction of who the aged are and of what they do and 

can do becomes an available resource for interlocutors in intergenerational interactions, 

as will be discussed below. 

There are two main areas of discussion in this chapter. The first concerns 

intergenerational interactions where the seniority of age is marked by interlocutors in 

order either to elucidate certain perceived age-specific characteristics or to suggest 

corresponding socializing, as well as socialization, processes. The former concerns the 

inclusion or exclusion of elder members in social interaction, while the latter refers to the 

acquisition of expert knowledge, in this case regarding age-related roles such as learning 

how to take on the role of aging parent or of caregiver for one’s aging parents and 

grandparents. Ideologies of age-related language differences in intergenerational 

interactions can also be locally mediated, resulting in processes such as solidarity 

building through joking relationships. In the second half of this chapter, an additional 

factor, religion, is introduced into intergenerational negotiations that address conflict 

provoked by family members’ religious conversions and their implications for the 

continuation of a familial ritual of ancestor worship, as well as their implications for 

heritage language transmission across generations. The discussions show that similar 
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ideologies of differentiation among the different language resources in the Chinese 

community are also projected onto the construction of differentiation in religious beliefs 

and practices. As will be discussed below, although there is a changing trend towards 

greater homogeneity of language use in activities organized by the various religious 

institutions, the trend now shows more English-speaking adherents for Christianity and 

Catholicism, the perceived “Western” religious beliefs in the community, than for 

Buddhism and Taoism, the traditional Chinese religions. The potential shift to a different 

world view as a result of religious conversion presents a challenge to traditional family 

values, as well as a reconfiguration of intergenerational relationships pertaining to 

familial lineage. This chapter attempts to bring age, language, and religion together, with 

language as the mediating link between the other two factors and the factors of age and 

religion providing symbolic meanings and values that are communicated through 

language. 

6.1 INTERGENERATIONAL COMMUNICATION: CREATIVITY AND EXCLUSION 

This section discusses three aspects in intergenerational interaction, the first being 

the creative efforts made by both elder and younger interlocutors to bridge language 

differences by adjusting their linguistic practices and incorporating linguistic resources 

from other languages into their variety of choice. The creative use of the joking genre by 

younger interlocutors on the one hand acknowledges language differences, but on the 

other hand, builds solidarity among young and old interlocutors despite their differences. 

The second part of this section looks at intergenerational negotiations that draw on age-
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related associations for out-socializing, as well as socialization practices through 

language choice by younger interlocutors.  

6.1.1 Creative Use of Language to Bridge Language Differences 

As discussed in Chapter 4, due to the rapid shift in language environment and 

attitudinal changes regarding the different languages spoken in the community, each 

family member in multigenerational families may have very different language 

experiences, language competencies, and attitudes towards the linguistic resources 

available to them. Residing under one roof, “younger and older people may find 

themselves conversing across a cultural divide, predisposed by their predictably varying 

social experiences, social attitudes and priorities for interaction” (Coupland, et al. 

1991:152).  

In my data, there is evidence of family members adjusting their linguistic 

behaviors to facilitate better communication across generations. One of the common 

strategies used is for one interlocutor, usually an elder interlocutor who has higher 

competence in the language of communication, to select phrases or terms that the 

other/younger interlocutor can understand. On one occasion in the Ng family’s living 

room, Madam Tang was talking over the phone with her grandson who did not live with 

the family. After she hung up the phone, she related part of the conversation to the other 

family members who were present in the living room, including her husband, Dr. Ng, her 

son, Yew Seng, and her daughter-in-law, Siu Yun, who are competent Cantonese 

speakers. Madam Tang said that the grandson she just spoke with could not understand 
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what she meant when she used the Cantonese phrase “收尾 ([s m-mei])” which means 

“after that” or “and then.” Madam Tang then selected the Chinese textual version “後來 

([h u- I i])” and spoke it in Cantonese to convey her message (F4061101Fieldnote).  

As explained in Chapter 2, which discusses the development of the Chinese 

language in mainland China, a single script was selected as the standard for all the 

heritage languages. It is for this reason that dominant discourse often simplistically 

declares that all Chinese languages share the same writing system. And since that writing 

system was based on the Beijing dialect which later developed into the national standard 

of Putonghua in mainland China, or Mandarin Chinese as it is known in Singapore, the 

idea became prevalent that only Mandarin Chinese can claim a writing system.19 It is 

important to note that, although the same text could be read in various Chinese languages, 

this remains a written language for all non-Mandarin heritage languages. It does not 

replace the individual spoken language, and neither does it claim sole representation of 

all Chinese languages in their written form. For example, there are two ways to write 

Cantonese. Cantonese can be "translated" into Mandarin Chinese text, or it can be 

represented in written Cantonese script. A non-Mandarin speaker would be able to 

understand the Chinese characters in any Mandarin Chinese text, because the characters 

can be read and understood in Cantonese or any other Chinese language. However, a non-

Cantonese would not be able to understand written Cantonese, although the script is made 

up of Chinese characters as well. This is because, in Cantonese scripts, while each 

                                                 
19  This textual representation has often been cited as the reason for justifying that Mandarin Chinese has a 

written system while the other heritage languages do not. 
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character is a “Chinese word,” the combination of these characters to form a Cantonese 

sentence is unintelligible to a non-Cantonese speaker. That is to say, one with Mandarin 

proficiency can probably read all the characters in written Cantonese, but he/she will not 

be able to understand what is being said. Excerpt 66 shows the differences in the writing 

systems for the classical literary style (wenyan) and the contemporary style for Mandarin 

Chinese, and that for colloquial Cantonese for the saying, “You are not fish, what do you 

know about the happiness of fish?” The differences in the classical literary style for both 

spoken Mandarin and Cantonese are not pronounced except for certain phonemic 

representations. However, in the contemporary style for written Mandarin Chinese, we 

see greater discrepancies in the two spoken languages, Mandarin Chinese and Cantonese. 

While a written Mandarin Chinese sentence is intelligible when read in Cantonese, the 

reverse is not true. That is, when a sentence or an utterance in Cantonese is read in 

Mandarin Chinese verbatim, the sentence or utterance will not make any sense to a 

listener. 
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(66) Differences in Wenyan, standard Mandarin and Cantonese representations 
Classical Literary Style (wenyan) 
Written Chinese  子 非 鱼，焉 知 鱼 之 乐 也？ 
Spoken in Mandarin   zi  fei  yu  yan  zhi  yu  zhi  le  ye 
Spoken in Cantonese   ji  fei  yu  yin  ji  yu  ji  lok  ya 
 
Contemporary Style (baihua) 
Mandarin Chinese  你 不是  鱼 怎么 知道 鱼 是不是 快乐？ 
Spoken in Mandarin   ni  bushi  yu  zenme  zhidao  yu  shibushi kuaile 
Spoken in Cantonese   nei batsi  yu  jammo  jidou  yu  sibatsi  faailok 
 
Cantonese  你 唔係 鱼，點知 鱼 係唔係 快乐 啊？ 
Spoken in Cantonese  nei mhai  yu  dimji  yu  haimhai faailok  a 
(Spoken in Mandarin)   ni  wuxi  yu  dianzhi  yu  xiwuxi  kuaile  a 
  
In Singapore, only Mandarin Chinese is taught in school; that is, Chinese texts are 

read in Mandarin by students. Any textual representation of spoken Cantonese will have 

to be translated into Mandarin first before it can be written as Chinese text. Hence, there 

is a common misrecognition (Bourdieu 1991) in Singapore that Cantonese (as well as all 

other Chinese heritage languages) lacks a writing system. Children who grew up learning 

Mandarin Chinese in school and who do not have the opportunity to be socialized into 

their heritage language frequently rely on the Mandarin Chinese they learned in school to 

locate words to be used in Cantonese. In the incident that Madam Tang related above, to 

denote “afterwards, later, then,” the Mandarin Chinese term to use would be “后来 

(houlai) (simplified script of “後來”).20” It is used in both spoken and written Mandarin. 

However, this is not a colloquial Cantonese term, and a competent speaker would use “收

                                                 
20 Cantonese conventionally uses the traditional script, while Mandarin Chinese in Singapore uses the 

simplified script. 
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尾 ([s m-mei])”21 for the same referent meaning, as Madam Tang did when she first 

made the referent meaning in her phone conversation with her grandson. When Madam 

Tang realized that her grandson could not comprehend the Cantonese term, she then 

selected the Mandarin Chinese term that denotes the same meaning and spoke it in 

Cantonese. There are numerous examples like this in intergenerational conversations in 

my data. Yew Peng, a second-generation family member who resides in the United 

States, came back to visit his family. During a dinner conversation, he used the Chinese 

word “选 ([sy n]),” instead of the Cantonese “揀 ([ka n])” in his Cantonese utterance to 

refer to “choose” (F4061227dinner). Yew Peng grew up speaking Cantonese as a 

dominant home language. When he moved to the United States to pursue his education 

and then a job opportunity, he missed out on opportunities to use Cantonese on a daily 

basis. Lila, a granddaughter in the Yip family, uses the same word choice as Yew Peng 

during a dinner conversation (F20531dinner_fieldnote), indicating that this is a common 

phenomenon observable across families. 

In another family, a member of the third generation discloses that he utilizes his 

Mandarin Chinese competency to aid in his Cantonese conversations with his 

grandmother: 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 There are different ways of saying “收尾” in the various Cantonese dialects. In my data, Madam Tham 

says it as [h m-mei] while Madam Tang says it as [s m-mei]. 
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(67) I change Chinese words into Cantonese (F3GSGerald250) 

(Excerpt in English with Mandarin, Cantonese and local variety particle) 

1 
2 

Gerald: …like I change Chinese words into Cantonese it’s like, I don’t how to say, 
change it to more Cantonese-like. So= 

3 WF: =Like how? 

4 
5 
6 

Gerald: Um:: Chinese word ah? Because “花 ([xu̯a])” is like “花 ([fa ])” so, I mean is 

like, Cantonese word, Chinese word that I know that is=are Cantonese, then 
I will just like, make it, I mean just convert directly ah.  

Gerald admittedly searches for Chinese words when he needs to express something in 

Cantonese to his grandmother, so that he can "convert (the Chinese word) directly" (line 

6) into Cantonese to convey his meaning. “Conversion,” or calque in the linguistic 

literature, of morpheme-to-morpheme or word-to-word loan translation from one 

language to another (Romaine 1995), serves an important purpose in situations such as 

those described by Gerald, in that language differences are being bridged. In the example 

that Gerald provides, the word to denote “flower” in Mandarin “花 ([xu̯a])” shares the 

same written character in Cantonese but is pronounced differently as “花 ([fa ]).” Using 

the linguistic practice to calque a Chinese word into Cantonese strategically facilitates 

communications among speakers who have varying degrees of Cantonese competencies.  

This linguistic practice may trigger a linguistic shift similar to a phenomenon 

observed in Hong Kong,  where for example, speakers of the younger generation are 

beginning to drop the “[ ]” in some phrases, such that “我 [ ]” for “me/I” becomes “[
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].” 22  In Singapore, when more and more young speakers of Cantonese are not 

socialized competently into the spoken language, but rely heavily on calques of Mandarin 

Chinese text into spoken Cantonese, a situation may arise where more forms of written 

Cantonese/Mandarin show up in spoken Cantonese in the community. Language features 

may then become age-specific, where the usage of one form of spoken language indexes 

the age group of the speaker. 

6.1.2 Joking for Solidarity 

Similar to the strategic word choice and word calquing described in the above 

section, intergenerational joking observed in these families builds solidarity among 

interlocutors and removes language differences among speakers for more effective 

communication. Based on reports by ethnographers from North America, Oceania, and 

Africa, Radcliffe-Brown (1952) expounds upon a “joking relationship” as one in which 

“persons standing in certain relationships resulting either from kinship, or more usually 

from marriage, were permitted or required to behave towards one another in a 

disrespectful or insulting way at which no offense might be taken” (p. 105). In traditional 

Chinese culture, intergenerational relationships are built on respect for the elder persons 

and for the hierarchical structure. Intergenerational joking would not be appropriate, as it 

is often interpreted as a frivolous and disrespectful stance.23 For example, when Madam 

Tang was growing up in the 1950s, her siblings often secretly referred to their father as 

                                                 
22  For more examples and discussions on the “lazy sounds” phenomenon observed in Hong Kong, see 

(Leung and Law) and also the website on Learn Cantonese (Kisa 2002-2008)  
23 While intelligently executed humor might have been appreciated, joking was generally not tolerated.  
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“professor,” mockingly comparing his long speeches at dinnertime to the lectures given 

in universities. A direct joking reference to her father may not have been appropriate 

during those days. However, in the same setting at a dinner table in Singapore today, a 

more prominent joking relationship is observed in the Kwok family. As Howe and 

Sherzer (1986) point out, “Humor is not just about something but is a way of dealing 

with something” (emphasis original) (p. 691). The two grandsons’ act of mocking their 

grandmother’s speech is simultaneously also an effort of accommodation, as they use 

language creatively to remove the perceived obstacle to effective communication. In my 

data, there are many occasions where language competences, or the lack thereof, are 

being used as resources for making jokes. In some cases, this is considered by consultants 

to have a special bonding effect on their relationship, by positioning themselves vis-à-vis 

people who are more or less competent speakers than themselves. In other occasions, 

these jokes draw on circulating ideologies about the aging process or the life of the aged 

persons, as shown in the following two examples. And in both cases, something is being 

dealt with, either an obstacle to effective communication through mock accommodation 

(Chun 2009), or an affirmation of affection through the use of a mocking threat.  

In the following example of dinnertime conversation, Gerald and Sean draw on a 

linguistic feature misused by Madam Tham to tease her. Although we might expect to 

find this type of teasing across age groups, that is, it could happen with older members 

teasing the wrong use of linguistic features by younger members and vice versa, the latter 

is more commonly observed in my data. Example 68 takes place at a dining table, where 

father Chor Sang offers a fish dish to his mother, Madam Tham, first in English and then 
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in Cantonese. Although Madam Tham shows complete competence in understanding 

what Chor Sang was referring to, and which Chor Sang affirms in lines 4-5, Gerald and 

Sean begin to tease her, drawing on the stereotypical image of inability of elder speakers 

to enunciate certain phonemes, like the -sh [ʃ] in “fish [fɪʃ].” And so Gerald jokingly 

suggests altering the difficult and problematic phoneme in the word “fish” to 

accommodate to Madam Tham’s linguistic capability by substituting the -sh [ʃ] with a 

glottal stop “[ʔ]”. 

(68) Must say “fit” not “fish” (F3Dinner061122-03:00) 

(Conversation in English and Cantonese with localized variety particles) 

1 CS: Mother fish, 鱼愛唔愛？ Mother fish, do you want fish? 

2  ((a voice in background question if Madam Tham could understand)) 

3 Tham: 愛啦。 Yes (I want the fish). 

4 
5 

CS: She can, hear one what, fish. 
Mother, fish. 

She understands, fish, mother, fish 

6 
7 
8 

Gerald: Cannot say “fish” must say “fit-
fit”, then she know what is it. 

You can’t say “fish [fɪʃ]”, (you) must say 
“fit-fit ([fiʔ-fiʔ]),” and then she’ll know 
what it is. 

9 Sean: 嬷嬷有 “fit” 啊。哈哈。 Grandma, there is “fit [fiʔ]”. Haha. 

10  ((Madam Kwok did not respond)) 

Palmore (1999) studied 264 jokes about aging and elder members in the society 

and conducted content analysis on the data. He found that more than half the jokes, 

although heartening and playful, reflected negatively on the aging process or the elder 

population. Other studies in this area arrive at similar conclusions: positive humor about 
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aging is rare. The attributes that invite the most associations with images in ageist humor 

include intelligence, physical agility, sexuality, and appearance. In the example above, 

the elder family member is negatively portrayed as having decreased enunciation skills in 

English. And although the mocking of the grandmother’s perceived poor language skill 

violates the traditional kinship expectations of maintaining appropriate distancing and 

respect in an ethnic Chinese household, it signifies a more egalitarian relationship with 

members across generations achieved through the creative use of language as a mediating 

tool in an act of linguistic accommodation (Giles 1991).  

The next example draws on a different ideology of the aging population. Contrary 

to the “happy age” construction of old age life, the association of loneliness and isolation 

from family members with the aging population is commonly implicated in news reports 

in the media and in public discourses about the challenges faced by elder members in the 

society. In the excerpt below, Gerald recalls how he teases his grandmother with a mock 

threat to send her to a nursing home:  

(69) I send you to Old-folks Home (GeraldF3GM260) 

(Excerpt in English codeswitched with Cantonese, Mandarin and local variety 
particle)  

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Gerald: I’ll make fun of her ((giggling)) 
((unclear)) ah, she cannot hear 
then cannot see properly, then I 
say just jokingly then she say, 
“我唔锡你啊？”Then I say, 
then after that say, “Sorry，嬷

嬷我真嗰好锡你”like that. Just 
joke with her, she say, “冇人爱

I’ll make fun of her ((giggling)) 
((unclear)). She can’t hear clearly and 
can’t see clearly, and so I’ll (joke with her) 
and she says (he meant, I’ll say), “I don’t 
love you.” Then I’ll say, then after that I’ll 
say, “Sorry, granny, I really love you very 
much.” I’d just joke with her. She would 
say, “nobody loves/wants me.” Then (I’ll 
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9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 

我。” Then “我带你去老人院

啊” “老人院。” Ah that’s 
how I convert ah, something like 
that. Say call my father bring you 
there hahaha. No lah then she 
knows I’m joking also because I, I 
just like that quite often. I just 
cannot control myself, especially I 
still love her quite a lot. Because 
stay with her. 

say), “I send you to Nursery Home,” 
“Nursery Home.” So that’s how I convert 
(from Mandarin term to Cantonese), 
something like that. (I’ll say to her that 
I’ll) ask my father to send her there 
hahaha. Actually that’s not true. She 
knows I’m joking because I, I’m just like 
that quite often. I just cannot control 
myself; because I still love her a lot. 
Because I stay with her (at birth). 

In the above excerpt, Gerald affectionately teases his grandmother by mocking a threat to 

rearrange her living situation for her, indicating a reorganization of an age-based kinship 

hierarchy where traditionally, the elder member in the family supposedly has the greater 

power and authority in deciding the various life choices of the younger family members. 

However the humorous framing of the mock threat reverses the traditional hierarchy, 

while informing another social project that maintains a closely-knit, intergenerational 

relationship. Gerald’s confession of a compulsion to tease his grandmother, in this case 

with a mock threat, due to the fact that he “love(s) her a lot” (line 17) may seem 

contradictory. However, even though this locally negotiated meaning points evidently to 

an acknowledgement of an age difference, it is also an effort to decrease any distancing 

that may have been socially constructed as a result of this difference. As pointed out by 

Sherzer (1990a), joking as a form of speech play “involves both harmony and tension and 

is both verbal and social” (p.87), and the manipulation of linguistic elements should be 

viewed in relation to the social interactional context in which the production of the 

speech play occurs. 
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6.1.3 Out-Socializing and Socialization of New Roles 

The perceived image of the elder population as being monolingual on the one 

hand, and dependent on younger generations to provide information about the world they 

live in on the other, has erased part of their diverse language experiences where they were 

once multilingual adults (see discussion in Chapter 4). Michael Clyne (1977) finds that 

elderly German-English and Dutch-English bilinguals revert to their first language due to 

a change in their social network that may not require multiple language use or 

codeswitching. This observation coincides with the language experiences of some of the 

grandparents in my study, in particular, those who now prefer to use only their heritage 

language—Cantonese—in their daily lives. The data from my study show that the 

language socialization of the elder members in the multigenerational families is 

dependent upon younger members in the family who possess the competency of the 

language of greater pragmatic and socioeconomic power. In Chapter 5, I discussed the 

various values that have become attached to the different languages in Singapore and 

showed the symbolic differentiation of English and Mandarin, with the former being 

valued as an international language with higher social and economic values than the 

latter. This distinction is projected from the community and national level to the domain 

of the family via processes of fractal recursivity. Here, the symbolic differentiation is 

made between English-Cantonese or Mandarin-Cantonese, where English and Mandarin 

are both languages with pragmatic functions for social mobility, while Cantonese is 

confined to home usage. As for the three monolingual grandparents, they are dependent 

on their family members, in a large part, to socialize them into acquiring Mandarin (and 
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English for Madam Wong) and its uses, which are much reduced as compared to the time 

when they were younger and working. The official language knowledge and competence 

would enable them to gain more confidence, as well as motivate them to participate in 

more socializing activities outside of their homes. 

In the following two examples, we see different degrees of what I call out-

socializing acts, acts in which elder members in the interaction are denied opportunities 

to further pursue their interest or are shielded from information that may allow them 

greater participation in social activities. This is done through the strategic language 

choice of younger interlocutors, who mask certain information as opaque to the elder 

interlocutors because they use a language that their elders do not understand. The out-

socializing act simultaneously performs role socialization of younger family members 

into caregiver roles with respect to their elder family members. In Example 70, Madam 

Tham and her two grandsons are chatting while watching TV. Madam Tham asks about 

the content of a brochure printed in English, which Sean takes and reads out loud. 

Madam Tham seeks to know if it is an advertisement for tutoring (paid home study with a 

tutor); however, her query is never answered.  

(70) It’s nothing, grandma (F3TVsession061214a-04:10) 

(Excerpt in English and Cantonese) 

1 Tham: 問你賣唔賣屋係嗎？ (Is it) asking if you want to sell your house?  

2  ((soft utterance in background, unclear)) 

3 
4 

Gerald: 畀我睇。What is that? 
Buy house or buy what? 

Show me. What is that? What is it asking you to 
buy? House or something else? 
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5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Sean: Hmm, “Dear residents ((Sean started reading the pamphlet content regarding a 
newspaper recycling project to help the Children Aid Society. While Sean was 
reading it, Madam Tham asked twice if it was an advertisement for “補習 
(tuition).” No one replied to her query. She repeated the same question right 
after Sean finished reading the content of the pamphlet)) 

11 Tham: 補習啊？ (Is it about) tuition? 

12 Sean: 冇嘢㗎啦。 Oh, it’s nothing. 

13 Gerald: Let me see, Sean. Let me see, Sean. 

14 Sean: It’s advertise. It’s an advertisement. 

15 
16 

 ((Gerald looks at the pamphlet. Madam Tham changes to a new topic with 
Sean, asking if he has finished dinner.)) 

In the above example, there are two social actions taking place simultaneously. First, 

there is the possible exclusion of Madam Tham from participation in a social activity. 

Second, there is a role reversal where the grandchildren are caring for the welfare of the 

grandmother. In Singapore, printing flyers and brochures and distributing them to every 

household unit is commonly practiced. Depending on where one lives, there may be 

about five to ten brochures either distributed to one’s doorstep or in the house’s mailbox 

every day. Depending on the target readers, the brochures are printed in a mix of English 

and/or Chinese. Many of these flyers or brochures are from property agents if the resale 

value of the unit one lives in is high. Due to the generally high concern of parents for 

their children’s education, home lessons with a tutor are common after-school activities 

for school children. Madam Tham’s queries about whether the brochure is about real-

estate or in-home tutoring demonstrates her knowledge about the flyers. According to the 

content read out by Sean, the flyer is about a recycling project for the Children’s Aid 
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Society. As such kinds of recycling projects are usually carried out in the day time when 

parents are working and children are in school, if Madam Tham had been presented with 

the information in the flyer, she may have been more prepared to answer the door when 

the people involved in the recycling project stopped by the residence. Perhaps the 

grandsons did not want to disclose the information to her because the family employs a 

domestic helper who takes care of such matters, and the grandsons may not have wanted 

to concern Madam Tham with details of the recycling project. As a participating family 

member, Madam Tham was curious about the content of the brochure and showed 

interest in finding out more about it, whether it was regarding a possible home sale or an 

opportunity for engaging home tutoring for the grandchildren. Her enquiry, if answered, 

would have given her the details of an upcoming event for which she then would have 

had sufficient knowledge to decide her level of participation; at the same time, it could 

have served as a socializing resource when she makes small talk with neighbors during 

her routine morning walks around the neighborhood. 

In this intergenerational interaction, Madam Tham is potentially being excluded 

from an activity despite her negotiating effort to gain more knowledge of the matter. The 

younger interlocutors hold the linguistic power (Bourdieu 1991) to withhold or 

disseminate information regarding a social event. Their linguistic behavior also 

naturalizes or authenticates the association between aged persons and reduced activity 

level; according to these beliefs, the elderly are only (allowed) to pursue activities that 

are sanctioned by other family members. And as the sanctioning members, Madam 
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Tham’s grandsons are socializing themselves into the role of caregivers for their 

grandmother.  

In the next interview excerpt, Wenjun, a grandson from another family, 

rationalizes his language choice in interactions with his grandmother, Madam Lum. On 

occasions where he wishes to disseminate certain information to Madam Lum, he uses 

Cantonese so that she can understand the message content. On occasions where he wishes 

to withhold information, he switches to Mandarin to speak to his other family members. 

In his point of view, it is important to convey to Madam Lum messages concerning safety 

issues like locking the doors and shutting the windows to prevent people from breaking 

into the house. Accordingly, Wenjun would convey this type of information in 

Cantonese. Wenjun considers information about new happenings in town “unimportant 

stuff” that does not necessitate Madam Lum’s knowledge or attention. He justifies his 

decision not to share this information with Madam Lum by saying he is protecting her 

from getting lost, spreading incomplete information to non-family members, and 

becoming confused. He also finds the situation difficult to handle when Madam Lum asks 

for more information while he is talking to someone else.  

(71) How to talk to two people at the same time? (F2GSWenjun266) 

(Excerpt in Mandarin codeswitched with English) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Wenjun： 有时候婆婆她也是好奇，她要

懂，哇，这个什么新闻。

Then 你刚刚好你在讨论这个

东西， then 她又要来问你，

then 你一个嘴巴你怎么跟两

Sometimes grandma (Madam Lum) is curious 
as well, she wants to know, oh, what this 
news is about. Then you are talking about 
this (with someone), then she asks you about 
it, then you only have one mouth, how can 
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6 个人，同时跟两个人讲…… you talk to two people at the same time… 

7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

 有什么事情，是不要让她懂太

多。除非是 like 可能是说，哦

家里门要锁好，窗要关好，以

免人家啊，进来，坏人，还是

什么。啊这种，可能就会用广

东来讲…… 

If there is anything, (we) would rather not let 
her know too much about it. Unless it’s like, 
maybe, oh, lock the door to the house, close 
the windows, so no one can, get in, bad 
people, and things like that. For such matters, 
(I) will probably say them in Cantonese…  

13
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 

 某某地方开了个新的店，then 
去那边看一下，就，那种，不

是很重要的事情，所以就用华

文。啊，免得到时候，“啊，

哪里哪里？”Then 她自己要去

看，then，then 自己又不懂哪

里，不懂头不懂尾…… 

Things like new shops opening somewhere, 
then (she) wants to visit, that type (of 
information), unimportant stuff, (I’ll) use 
Mandarin. Yeah, in case (she asks,) “Where? 
Where?” Then she wants to check it out 
herself, then, then she doesn’t know where is 
it, doesn’t know head or tail about it… 

20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 

 让她懂太多也是没有什么必

要，因为到时，到时候，她懂

一点，她到处，外面去跟人家

说，then 又，又说到一头雾

水又回来，又要问回你，

then ，又听，弄到，很，复

杂啊到时候。 

(It’s) not necessary to let her know too much, 
because when, when she knows a little, she’ll 
go, outside and tell other people, then and, 
and come back with many questions, and 
want to ask you again, then, she listen, makes 
things, very, become complicated by the time 
(she finds out more). 

Madam Lum does not possess the linguistic capital that allows her to acquire information 

freely, as most public information is produced in an official language. She relies on other 

family members, in particular, those who are competent in both English and Mandarin, to 

gain new knowledge regarding her personal safety, as well as social happenings. On the 

other hand, younger family members construct a participation framework that assigns a 

passive role to the monolingual grandmother. Their strategic use of language resources 

controls the content, as well as the direction of the conversation, and thus, creates a 

particular recipient design (Goffman 1981; Goodwin and Goodwin 2004) in which the 
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grandmother is defined as an unintended over-hearer. Wenjun’s remark that “you only 

have one mouth, how can you talk to two people at the same time” (lines 5-6) shows the 

potentially complex negotiations involved in intergenerational interactions, not only over 

the distribution and withholding of information in the conversation, but also over identity 

management regarding the extent of the information Madam Lum would gather and 

would disseminate in the community.  

In this section, I have discussed how language differences can be use to build 

solidarity, as well as a tool for exclusion, contesting the notion that there is necessarily a 

“barrier” when speakers speak different languages. At the same time, speakers also 

metalinguistically acknowledge the distancing that speaking a different language entails 

for a relationship. I also looked at the underlying age-based linguistic differences in 

intergenerational interactions and showed that this difference is creatively managed by 

both elder and younger interlocutors. These creative practices include transforming 

language differences into various locally meaningful constructs—a tool for exclusion, a 

source for solidarity building, or an opportunity for caregiver role socialization. As a 

concluding remark for this section, age-based ideologies invoked in intergenerational 

interactions within the households deserve further investigation as these directly affect 

the quality of life of elder members in the family, as well as decisions made about their 

care, including their activity types and opportunities. At the same time, limitations placed 

on their physical capabilities may result in premature curtailing of elderly people’s level 

of independence (Williams and Harwood 2004). Along similar lines of intergenerational 

negotiation, the next section discusses the association of certain languages in the Chinese 
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community in Singapore with certain religious beliefs, and how religious trends can 

affect language maintenance efforts, specifically in multi-faith, multigenerational 

families.  

6.2 AGE, LANGUAGE, AND RELIGION 

“The tower of Babel. In the first book of the bible, the book call [sic] 
Genesis… because, god created man, and so there is only one man. From 
one man we get all the descendents, and with all the descendents, they 
have one language. One language, in one land. And the land was 
undivided, one continent. I mean that’s the world lah.24 When the world, 
was divided into continents, people went away, but the one language 
continues. And so what these people did was, one fine day they fool 
themselves, they want to build a tower that will bring them to heaven. And 
god says, these people, whatever they put their mind into it, they can do it. 
Because they are one people. So they build a very tall tower…god came 
and says, okay, let’s put an end to this nonsense. Nobody gets to heaven 
unless I say so. You cannot make your own way there. So, of course, broke 
down the tower, and, confuse the language of everybody, so that they 
cannot understand each other anymore. So that’s the origin of 
languages.” 
 (MikeF1Dinner060307-09:12) 

 
In one of the early days of my fieldwork, the above was related to me during a 

casual talk after dinner when Mike, a second generation father, asked about my religious 

belief (of which I have none) and if I knew the origin of language given my field of study 

in linguistic anthropology. His intention to enlighten me on the subject is much 

appreciated, and more importantly, I became more aware of the intricate interplay of 

language and religion in the daily lives of my consultants. I paid attention and continued 

to observe religious activities and rituals that I was invited to, including the monthly 

                                                 
24  This is a local variety particle. 
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ancestor worship ritual, the Qingming festival (for tending to the ancestors’ graves), also 

known as the Tomb Sweeping Festival. 

In this chapter, I first introduce two Chinese festivals and a family ritual that is 

widely celebrated and practiced in the Chinese community in Singapore. I then discuss 

the significances of religion in language maintenance efforts in the community. The first 

of the two festivals is the Qingming Festival (清明节). Qingming falls on the fifteenth 

day of March on the lunar calendar. Traditionally, as practiced in the villages where the 

first generation came from, deceased family members were buried in the family burial 

ground, which can be far away from the living quarters of the decedents. While the 

deceaseds’ tablets were cared for in the Chinese homes or family temples, the grave yards 

were visited only on the festival date or to correspond with significant events (e.g., family 

marriage, births, new deaths, etc.). In modern Singapore, few traditional burial grounds 

remain. Today, most families elect to have the deceased cremated and to preserve the 

remains in an urn in a crematorium. Spaces at the crematoriums are usually pre-booked 

for the other spouse after one spouse dies (some have both slots booked before their 

deaths). Descendents pay respect to their ancestors at crematoriums during Qingming by 

preparing food offerings and burning paper offerings (e.g., clothing, paper money, and 

even credit cards, houses, cars, computers, etc.) to the deceased to make sure that their 

afterlives are being taken care of. A point to note is that, traditionally, wives show loyalty 

to her husband’s ancestors over those of her own.  

Another significant local festival is the Chinese Hungry Ghost Festival, which 

commemorates the deceased. This second widely celebrated festival is commemorated by 
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both the Taoists and the Buddhists and is extensively observed by members of the 

Chinese community. Many companies also observe this festival and organize 

commemorative events during the lunar seventh month. These events are commonly 

attended by non-Chinese and non-Singaporean employees. 

John Clammer, a scholar who pioneered research studying the relationship 

between language and religion in Singapore (1985), calls attention to the intricate 

intersection of language, ethnicity, and religion, as well as the importance of examining 

the religio-linguistic diversity and its implications in the Singaporean context. In a 

subsequent monograph (1991), Clammer devoted a chapter specifically to discussing the 

religion of the Chinese community and its relationship to the maintenance of various 

Chinese languages, and in particular, the heritage languages. In recent years, several 

studies have been carried out regarding the relationship between language shift and 

religion in Singapore, testifying to Clammer’s original observation that a correlation 

exists between religion and language. Chew (2006) links the shift in religious practices 

from Taoism to Buddhism and Christianity to the decreased use of heritage languages in 

the Chinese community in Singapore. However, this situation is not observed in other 

ethnic communities. A recent study shows that within the ethnic Indian community, 

active Tamil language maintenance is observed even when there is an observable trend in 

religious conversion in the community to Islam (Vaish 2007). The results of another 

study by the same author, this time on language use in different domains including the 

home and for religious purposes (Vaish 2008), show an English-speaking trend among 

Christians, and Mandarin and Pali for the Buddhist community. In a survey (Pang 2009) 
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that looks at language use in a youth group at a Buddhist temple in Singapore, the author 

finds that there are concerted efforts to introduce more use of English in its activities and 

printed brochures, showing a trend of English slowly replacing Mandarin as the dominant 

language use in the youth group. In other parts of the world, studies on the role religion 

plays in language maintenance projects have largely focused on research on religious 

language (Keane 2004). As observed by Spolsky (2003), the close interactions between 

religion, whether from beliefs or practice, and language contact began to gain more 

attention among sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropologists over the past few decades, 

including the relationship between language contact and changes due to religious 

conversion. For example, in Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo’s (1991) study of the Solomon 

islanders, there is no significant language shift observed in the community even when a 

large proportion of the lslanders convert to Christianity.  

The discussion in this chapter adds to current studies by looking at the religious 

and traditional ritual practices both at home and at the community level to examine if 

there is any language shift associated with these practices, and vice versa, if changes in 

ritual practices affect language maintenance in the community. This section first gives an 

overview of the changes regarding the religious make-up in the Chinese Singaporean 

community and then moves on to examine how the trend of language maintenance 

becomes implicated in religious trends, with a final discussion on age being a third factor 

that interplays with language and religion in the multigenerational families that I 

observed in two case studies of elder member conversion to Christianity. The discussion 

focuses on ancestor worship as a Chinese ritual practice as this is an important aspect of 
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the Chinese family and its traditional ideology of subsistence. This ritual currently faces 

increasing pressure to change, or even to be sacrificed, in Singapore’s urban living 

environment. A popularly celebrated Hungry Ghost Festival is also discussed for its 

response to shifts in Singapore’s sociolinguistic environment.  

6.2.1 Religion and Familial Ritual Practices in Singapore   

The table below shows the changes in the representations of the different religious 

beliefs within the Chinese community over the years, particularly over the last two 

decades of the 20th century.  

Table 6.1 Ethnic Chinese Resident Population Aged 15 years and Over by Ethnic 
Group and Religion  
(Leow 2001a) *(Tong 2007:1-3)  

Religion  1920*  1980  1990  2000 

Buddhism 
98.0 

34.3  39.4  53.6 
Taoism  38.2  28.4  10.8 
Christianity  2.0  10.9  14.3  16.5 
Other Religions  (not collected)  0.2  0.3  0.5 
No Religion  (not collected)  16.4  17.7  18.6 

Within the ethnic Chinese population, there is a diversity of religions being 

represented. According to the 2000 census in Table 6.1, more than half (53.6 percent) of 

the Chinese population reported to be Buddhists with another 10.8 percent Taoists. 

Christians (including Catholics) make up 16.5 percent of the Chinese population. Other 

religions that have a smaller population of followers include Islam, Sikhism, Soka 

Gakkai, Sathya Sai Baba, Bahai, etc. Christianity saw the greatest growth from the pre-

war period to post-independence industrialization. Although Haviland (1996) claims that 
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“we know of no group of people anywhere on the face of the earth who, at any time over 

the past 100,000 years, have been without religion.” (p.362), slightly less than a fifth of 

the ethnic Chinese population in Singapore do not commit to having a personal religious 

belief. Historically, Chinese immigrants to Singapore came mostly from villages in the 

Southern parts of China, and many had little or no education. Many of these immigrants 

kept the religious practices that they were doing at home before they came to Singapore, 

including paying tribute to the gods from their villages and honoring their familial 

ancestors. In their host countries, they built temples and congregated to perform familial 

ritual practices. Due to inter-religious contact and the increase in linguistic 

intermarriages, various forms of religious beliefs and practices in one religion have 

become assimilated into other religions. As a result, a prominent feature of religious 

practices in the ethnic Chinese community is multiple-god/deity worshiping, which 

usually includes ancestor worship and one of the following medium consultations: 

animism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. This tradition has continued post-

independence. It is also common to find a person, usually first generation, to practice 

ancestor worship, engage in medium consultations in times of need, to pray to various 

deities according to his or her family traditions and personal needs, and then to profess 

him/herself to be a Buddhist (or Taoist) to census personnel when asked for a religious 

belief, as a reflection of one’s conceptual consciousness of one’s religious beliefs.  

The second and third generations born in Singapore, and especially those born 

after the nation gained independence, enjoy better educational opportunities, and with the 

increased valuing of scientific rationalization and personal rights, this cohort generally 
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enjoys free choice over their personal religion in their adult lives, even if they inherited 

the family religion at birth. There is also greater demand by the younger generation 

regarding knowledge and rationalization on the religious practices and beliefs inherited 

from their parents. This, coupled with enthusiastic recruitment by some religious 

organizations, has resulted in a redistribution of religious faiths among the ethnic Chinese 

community, as reflected in the census figures in 1990 and 2000 (see detailed discussions 

in Tong 2007). There is also a group of people who do not commit to any religious belief. 

They were once referred to as the “free thinkers,” but this term has dropped out of recent 

census reports. Although this group of people does not claim allegiance to any religion, 

many do oblige in ancestor worship at home or invitations to churches or Buddhist 

temples. The explanation below may partly explain why this group of people does not 

obligate themselves to any personal religious belief.  

Researchers who examine demographic features across the various religious 

groups have found some interesting phenomena (Clammer 1985; Tong 2007). These 

studies found that there is a strong ethno-linguistic link with religion. For example, the 

Chinese folk religion (deity worshiping, medium consultation, etc.), Taoism, and 

Buddhism are mainly practiced by the ethnic Chinese, and among them, there is a larger 

proportion of the adherents who came from Mandarin-speaking or other Chinese heritage 

language-speaking families than English-speaking families. On the other hand, the profile 

of Christians who are also ethnic Chinese are mostly English-speaking, from younger age 

groups, and from families with higher incomes. Contrary to ideological construction of 

Christianity being an “ang-moh (red-hair in Hokkien),” or Englishmen’s, religion, the 
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religion has developed into an ethnic Chinese one, where the largest proportion of 

Christians in Singapore is made up of the ethnic Chinese. The ideological construction is 

now grounded not on ethnicity, but on language preference of adherents as there are still 

more English-speaking Christians then Christians who speak Mandarin or other heritage 

Chinese languages. In fact, this is reflected in my data as well (see Table 6.2).  

Table 6.2 Religious Beliefs and Personal Dominant Languages of Consultants  

Consultant  Reported 
Religious 
Beliefs 

Personal Dominant 
Language  

Life Stage of Conversion (if any) 

Mdm Wong  Buddhism  Cantonese     
Mike  Christianity English   Adult conversion from no religion 
Asha  Christianity English  Adult conversion from no religion 
Hebe  Christianity  English  Teenage conversion from no religion
Mdm Lum  Buddhism  Cantonese     
KaiWing  Buddhism  Cantonese     
PekHar  Buddhism  Cantonese  Mandarin   
Lila  Buddhism English   
Wenjun  Buddhism Mandarin   
Mdm Tham  Christianity  Cantonese    Old age conversion from Buddhism 
Chor Sang  Catholicism  English  Adult conversion from Christianity 
Kelly  Catholicism  English   
Gerald  Catholicism  English   
Sean  Catholicism  English   
Dr. Ng  Taoism  Cantonese  Mandarin    
Mdm Tang  Taoism  Cantonese  Mandarin   
YewSeng  Christianity Cantonese  Mandarin  Adult conversion 
SiuYun  Christianity English Mandarin  Adult conversion 
Brian  No Religion  English Cantonese     
Casey  No Religion  English Cantonese     

From the above table, among the ten people who profess to follow Christian and Catholic 

religious practices, eight of them have English as their personal dominant language. 
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Among the eight persons who reported to have Buddhism and Taoism as religious 

beliefs, only Lila speaks English as her personal dominant language; however, her 

preferred home language when speaking to her parents and grandmother is Cantonese. 

All seven cases of religious conversions are conversions from either a traditional Chinese 

religion like Buddhism or Taoism, or the actor did not have any previous religious 

beliefs.  

As for religious conversion during old age over the years, as shown in Table 6.1, 

there has been a substantial increase in the number of Christian converts. According to 

Tong (2007), up until the 1980’s, the strategy of the Christian church in Singapore was to 

target young educated persons to convert. This strategy saw great success over the years. 

From the eighties onwards, the churches started to target the older population (Lee 2000) 

in its outreach program, and this group subsequently registered a significant growth 

among Chinese Singaporeans converting to Christianity. Among the Chinese religions, 

the number of Taoists saw constant drops over the last two decades of the century while 

the number of Buddhists shows a revival trend from the 1990 census data. The strong 

growth in Buddhism in the last decade of the century is also due to a response by the 

Buddhist faith to adopt a similar strategy as the evangelical Christian activities, targeting 

young educated Singaporeans, offering multilingual services, and enhancing the doctrinal 

aspects rather than the practices of the religion, in attempts to distance the religion from 

the perceptually backward and superstitious traditional folk religious practices.  

In the above discussion of the census data, ancestor worship as an important 

aspect of a ritual practice in Chinese family is not being sufficiently captured, although 
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most researchers studying religion in Singapore would consider that as a form of cult 

religion with its own communal structure and organization (Elliott 1990; Tong 1992). A 

main reason for its contestation to be a “real” religion is that ancestor worship does not 

have a central figure of worship housed in a communal space, but is practiced within the 

private homes of the believers with each family worshiping its own deceased ancestors. 

In the Chinese culture, when an ancestor dies, he or she becomes deified (for example, 

deceased family members now symbolically consume incense sticks which are offered to 

deities and gods) and is believed to then possess supernatural powers to protect the 

family. 25  It is the duty of the living family members, usually the elder females, to 

continue to care for and pay respect to the deceased members. According to Maurice 

Freedman (1957), an anthropologist who documented26 the lives of Chinese families in 

Singapore in the early fifties, “Religion, as Chinese themselves often say, is women’s 

business…[women] are chiefly responsible for the daily, monthly, and periodical 

offerings of incense and food…these ritual acts fall primarily on the shoulders of the 

senior female member” (p.45). He also observes that the Chinese household is 

ideologically constructed as a unit that stands in solidarity vis-à-vis the outside world, 

with a complex web of social relationships forming a system that organizes familial 

activities and ensures the wellbeing of individual members in the family. While the 

women, in particular the elder females, take care of religious maintenance of the 

household, the senior man is the head of the household and represents the family outside 

                                                 
25 According to some studies, deceased ancestors are thought to be able to hurt their families (Hsu 1985). 
26 The documentation was intended as a report submitted to the British Colonial Social Science Research 

Council, and through the Council, to the Government of the Colony of Singapore. 
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the household in dealing with official matters such as applying for new housing units, as 

well as in social matters such as settling disputes.  

In general, what Freedman described in the fifties with regards to elder females in 

the household being responsible for managing religious practices and responsibilities in 

the family is still observable in today’s Singapore. For example, Madam Lum of the Yip 

family explained to me while she was preparing for one of her monthly praying rituals 

(F2Activity060531Fieldnotes) that she manages the rituals of caring of the ancestral 

tablet, which is placed on an altar in the home. The tablet bears the family name and the 

given names of her father-in-law, her two mothers-in-law, and her husband, as well as the 

date on which each of these family members passed away. On every first and fifteenth 

days of the lunar month, she purchases some buns and offers them to the deceased 

ancestors for breakfast, in addition to preparing a cooked chicken and rice as offerings for 

them for the other two meals on those days. On festival days, she buys a whole chicken 

and steams it for prayer, as a full chicken with its head and tail on symbolizes a 

wholesome fortune for the family. On the death anniversaries of her husband and in-laws, 

she prepares their favorite food items as offerings. Small tea cups and wine cups filled 

with tea and wine, respectively, are placed on the altar.  

Madam Lum also has a Goddess of Mercy statue placed next to the ancestor 

tablet. On the same day that she gives offerings to the deceased ancestors, she also offers 

vegetarian items to the Goddess of Mercy. Madam Lum commented that she has been 

paying respect to the Goddess of Mercy for more than sixty years, and she brought the 

Goddess’ statue with her the two times she moved. According to Madam Lum, the 
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Goddess of Mercy has protected her and her family very well, and all her pleas to the 

Goddess have been answered. Although other family members are not required to 

participate in the periodic rituals, on important festive occasions, they are required to be 

home and have meals together “as a whole unitary family.” During these occasions, a 

feast is often prepared. Dishes include the offerings that were served to the gods and 

deities. These food items are believed to be blessed, and eating them brings good health 

and good fortune to the family members.  

Although male members are not typically required to participate in periodical 

ancestor worship, they are key participants when it comes to any family ritual that 

symbolizes the prosperous family lineage. When Madam Wong led her family to perform 

a ritual cleaning of the tombs of their deceased ancestors during the Qingming Festival 

(F1Activity060328Fieldnotes), Asha’s eldest brother, who was a Christian at the time, 

considered this his duty as the eldest son in the family to pay respect to his ancestors. He 

accompanied his mother to the crematorium where the remains of his father and several 

of his ancestors were housed. Due to scarcity of land, land burial is rare in modern 

Singapore. Most deceased are cremated and their remains placed in an urn to be brought 

back to the home of one of the family members or housed in a crematorium where service 

personnel are paid to perform memorial rituals for the deceased on behalf of the family 

members.  

These crematoriums usually have strong ethnolinguistic associations. For 

example, the Pek San Teng Crematorium that was built and is maintained by a Cantonese 

clan association attracts many clienteles from the Cantonese heritage group. This 
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participation in ancestor worship is understood as fulfilling one’s filial piety to one’s 

living parent(s) and deceased ancestors. In some families, the ritual is clearly demarcated 

from religious undertakings but conceptualized as a familial obligation. This creative 

interpretation of the practice of ancestor worship allows for family members who become 

Christian (or another religion) converts to reconcile their own religious identity while 

also keeping their identity as family members representing the family lineage. In the Ng 

family, while the second generation parents were both adult Christian converts, all 

members of the three generations attend the commemoration of their ancestors at the 

crematorium during the Qingming Festival. Family members agreed on simplifying the 

traditional ritual practices by not preparing and burning paper offerings but having all 

family members bow three times to their ancestors’ tablet housed in the crematorium. 

This modification of ritual practice also helps preserve the Chinese rituals, which in turn 

offers a pragmatic function for the heritage language that both families employ as a 

communication tool to transmit cultural values related to ancestor worship, as well as to 

socialize family members into their respective roles and hierarchical positions in the 

family structure. For example, the eldest son would take the lead in some of the ritual 

practices, while women or girls may be excluded in certain circumstances. 

In his ethnographic study, Freedman accurately identifies two elements of 

ancestor worship in Chinese families, kinship solidarity and memorialism. Ancestor 

worship practiced as a collective rite enables kinship solidarity “in which worship of the 

focal ancestors brings together…groups of persons who are related by being the 

patrilineal descendants of the souls served” (p. 218). Moreover, ancestor worship also 
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“demonstrates the continuation of the proper attitudes of child to parent beyond the line 

drawn by death…It enshrines respect, certainly, but its prime concern is with the duty of 

children to support their parents both living and in return for the gift of life and succor in 

infancy and childhood” (p.219). It is this prominent and symbolic meaning of 

commemoration of the deceased ancestors that differentiates ancestor worship from the 

worship of gods and deities. And this is the reason why some members of Chinese 

families who claim to have no religious beliefs, and even some who profess to be 

Christians, are seen worshiping their ancestors and could reconcile the seemingly conflict 

in their behavior. This, however, is facing stronger challenges today with the generally 

higher educational level of the population that values scientific rationalization for logical 

reasoning that in some ways homogenizes ideologies of worship into only containing 

religious connotations.  

I have shown in this section a brief overview of religions in the Chinese 

community in Singapore, as well as an important ritual/familial practice of ancestor 

worship within the family domain. The next section pays special attention to the 

implications of religious activities on the vitality of heritage language and its 

maintenance. 

6.2.2 Religio-linguistic Implications in Singapore   

John Clammer (1991) identifies three strongholds which the government policy of 

the official mother tongue finds difficult to penetrate. The first area is in “casual 

interpersonal relationships that exist between friends, or between customer and hawker in 
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market places. The second area is in the domestic sphere where people may still speak 

their own heritage languages. The third area Clammer identified was religion, where 

“religion provides an important (and largely unchallengeable) vehicle for the 

consolidation and perpetuation of vernacular languages” (p. 24). It is based on this 

premise that he argues for religion as an important mechanism for heritage language 

maintenance and predicts that the vitality of the heritage language may face lesser 

challenges in the future if the Chinese cultural and religious practices continue in the 

heritage languages that basically define them. 

Religious activities in Chinese homes involve two main categories of rituals: 

ancestor worship (拜祖先) and deities worship (拜神). Deities worshiped at home may 

include any of the followings (see Elliott 1955; Tong 2007): DaboGong (大伯公 Good 

Fortune Deity), Guangong (关公 War Deity), Lord YuHuang (玉皇大帝 Emperor Jade), 

Lord Baosheng (保生大帝 Lord of Life), Santaizi (三太子 Third Dragon Prince), Mazu 

(妈祖  Goddess of the Sea), and other deities. Similarly, some Buddhists may have 

Guanyin (观音 Goddess of Mercy) or/and Fozu (佛祖 Buddha) for home worship. In 

addition, families also practice, to different extents, cultural rituals and rites with regard 

to child birth, post-natal confinement for the woman, marriage, birthdays of certain ages, 

death of kin, as well as observations of the various Chinese festivals, with the five highest 

rates of observances for the festivals of the Chinese New Year, Qingming (清明节 Tomb 

Sweeping Festival), Zhongqiu (中秋节 Mid-Autumn Festival), Duanwu (端午节 Rice 

Dumpling Festival), and Zhongyuan (中元节 Hungry Ghost Festival) (Tong 2007). 
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These festivals are celebrated within the ethnic Chinese community. Although religious 

elements might be included for families who practice ancestor worship or deity worship 

where family members who are believers perform celebratory rituals and make offerings 

to deceased ancestors and deities, these festivals might be simply observed or participated 

in kinship solidarity and memorial purposes. Many people who are not adherents to 

Buddhism or Taoism participate in these festivals or ritual practices to the extent they 

deem fit. 

Linguistically speaking, rituals and cultural practices of the above mentioned 

features require the use of the family heritage language because many of these practices 

rely on strong oral traditions passed down from one generation to the next. And although 

there are socially and culturally accepted guidelines and rules on how a ritual should be 

performed, there are often details that are particular to each family or to each heritage 

group.27 In the rituals and festive practices that I observed, the grandmothers were the 

“masters of ceremony” giving out orders to their children and grandchildren on what to 

do, where to go, what to say, and what not to say. However, the involvement of family 

members may not be as enthusiastic or conforming as before. As noted by Madam Lum, 

nowadays, by the time the grandchildren come home from work, it is too late to start any 

ritual processes, so she does not follow closely to the calendar date for festival 

celebrations and usually selects the weekend before to perform the festive rituals so that 

more family members, if not all, can attend and so that each member can be blessed and 

                                                 
27 Tong (2007) observes a crossing or merging of certain ritual practices due to the increasing number of 

linguistic intermarriages. 
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protected. Potential future family members like the girl/boyfriend of the grandchildren 

are also invited to festival dinners and to participate in ancestor worship rituals. Wenjun’s 

girlfriend joins the family for the festival dinner to commemorate the Hungry Ghost 

Festival and participate in the burning of offerings ritual after dinner.  

There is no official way of assessing the vitality of ancestor worship in Chinese 

families in Singapore, as neither the census nor other studies have collected data on this 

matter. From the four multigenerational families that I observed, two families practiced 

ancestor worship at home, one family had only one family member (the grandmother) 

who practiced ancestor worship at temples, and one family no longer practiced ancestor 

worship at home after the grandmother, a recent Christian convert, transferred the 

responsibility of ancestor worship to a temple. In the two occasions of ancestor worship 

that I observed, the heritage language was used extensively for description, explication, 

and instruction of the ritual details and procedures. English and Mandarin were used by 

participating family members in response to an order or in interactions among English 

and Mandarin speakers. The family feasting that is associated with ancestor worship only 

occurred in the families where the ritual was practiced at home. For the other families, 

both the ancestor worship and the family meal took place outside the house. For one 

family, the family members had lunch at a restaurant after performing the ritual at a 

crematorium. The main reason for the ritual to be performed outside the home for this 

family was that the grandmother was residing in the home of one of her children whose 

family members were all Christians and who viewed ancestor worshipping as conflicting 

with their religious beliefs. The grandmother had been notified of her child’s family’s 
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wish for her not to perform any religious rituals or rites within their home as a form of 

respect. In this case, the authority that the elder family member ideologically possessed 

was being challenged and negotiated in the context of religious differences at home.   

As pointed out above, religious organization in the ethnic Chinese community 

was initially organized based on geographical proximity of villages of the early Chinese 

immigrants, which also featured strong ethno-linguistic ties, as one might expect. 

However, this pattern is changing, partly due to the national language policy that 

promotes greater use of English and Mandarin Chinese among the ethnic Chinese, and 

partly due to the strategy of the various religious organizations in their attempts to expand 

their pool of followers. While Christian churches tend to attract more English-speaking 

followers, there are also services conducted in Mandarin, as well as the various heritage 

languages. In Clammer’s study of 141 churches (1991:105), there were nineteen Hokkien 

congregations, sixteen Cantonese ones, and five Teochew ones. On the other hand, the 

Buddhist and Taoist organizations today are also responding to the Christian evangelical 

strategy of attempting to change traditional public perceptions of Chinese gods and 

deities, on the one hand, by strengthening doctrinal and theological aspects of the 

religions (particularly for Buddhism), and on the other hand, by revamping the 

monolingual image of their gods by publishing English pamphlets and organizing English 

services and activities. According to a recent local newspaper report (in Chinese) with the 

heading “神明讲英语，年轻信徒增40% (When the Gods Speak English, Young 

Followers Increase by 40 percent)” (The Shinmin Daily 2009), Ju-Shi-Lin, a renowned 

Buddhist temple in Singapore, reported a three fold increase in their young followers as 
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compared to 15 years ago, and a Taoist Da-Bo-Gong temple reported a 40 percent 

increase in younger followers. The strategies undertaken by the various religious 

organizations seem to diversify their linguistic repertoire by offering services in a greater 

number of languages; however, in effect, the act has assimilated speakers to the national 

official language ideology. For example, there are now more Mandarin services 

organized at Christian churches; thus, services using the various heritage languages are 

declining proportionately. Likewise for Buddhist and Taoist activities where traditionally 

the various heritage languages were represented in their respective temples, these are now 

gearing towards using the official languages of Mandarin and English in the hope of 

expanding membership. Religion is a potentially powerful tool in language management 

processes, either driving language maintenance or language shift (Baker and Jones 1998; 

Grosjean 1982). In the case of Singapore, almost three decades after Clammer’s 

observation, the general convergence with the ideology of national language management 

has resulted in a situation in which minority heritage languages may eventually be 

replaced or reduced to minimal representation (see also Chew 2006; Vaish 2008 on 

similar research results).  

Unlike the home domain where official language policy does not penetrate fully, 

there have indeed been interventions in linguistic practices at public religious events. In 

fact, the Speak Mandarin Campaign began targeting the Chinese religious and ritual 

practices in the eighties to encourage the replacement of the use of the heritage languages 

with Mandarin at public auctioneering events commonly carried out during the Hungry 

Ghost Festival, where items blessed by the deities are auctioned off to the highest 
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bidders. The auctions were conducted mainly in Hokkien in the past. Based on Kuo and 

Jernudd’s (1988) observations during the late eighties, the stronghold of the heritage 

language in these sessions was slowly giving way to Mandarin. In some occasions, 

Hokkien was used alongside Mandarin because “auspicious and time honored phrases 

and idioms cannot be directly translated” (p.25). Over the next few decades, this 

linguistic pattern was sustained. Today, the Hungry Ghost festival remains one of the 

most celebrated Chinese festivals in Singapore, if not the most visibly and publicly 

commemorated one. On religious grounds, this festival is jointly celebrated by Taoists 

and Buddhists. The Taoists believe that every year in the seventh month of the lunar 

calendar, the Jade Emperor, who rules heaven, will take a break and transfer his authority 

to the Earth Lord. At this time, the gate to hell opens, letting out the wandering ghosts. 

To prevent these ghosts from causing harm to the living, people perform philanthropic 

acts and make offerings to these wandering ghosts. It is believed that the philanthropic 

acts that humans accumulate in this life will be credited to one’s afterlife. For the 

Buddhists, the origin of the festival is based on a legend of a monk, Mulian, who was 

very filial to his mother and who could not bear to see his mother suffer in hell. He 

finally succeeded in finding a way to hell to try to save his mother. However, the food 

that he offered to his mother was snatched by the hungry ghosts. Buddha was touched by 

his filial act and gave a sacred bowl to Mulian so that he could offer food items in the 

bowl on the fifteenth day of the seventh month; the hungry ghosts would not dare snatch 

food from the sacred bowl. The symbolic meanings from these two religious legends are 
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merged in Singapore today for the general public, as well as for Buddhists and Taoists, to 

celebrate the festive event together.  

A common ritual practice in this festival is to give offerings to one’s deceased 

ancestors, as well as to pacify the wandering hungry ghosts. These wandering spirits are 

the spirits of people who do not have any descendents to care for them in their afterlife, 

or who were sojourners who died far away from their homeland. They are called “孤魂野

鬼 (guhun-yegui), the lonely spirit and wandering ghosts.” An interesting phenomenon is 

that these hungry ghosts are referred to as one’s “good brothers (好兄弟 hao-xiong-di)” 

and are given a symbolic kinship relation to the living. Having been conferred a symbolic 

kin relation, the wandering spirits become pseudo-family members due to the extension 

of philanthropist act by individual families who feed these spirits when they are feeding 

their deceased ancestors by making food offerings. The symbolic kin relation deters the 

wandering ghosts from harming their living “brothers and sisters” in a way to bring social 

order to the unique setting in this unique month where the living and the dead co-exist. 

Because the “good brothers” since the good brother could be of any ages, their 

competencies in heritage languages are also taken into consideration in the festive 

commemoration by the living community.  

On the community level, communal commemoration tents are organized and set 

up by grassroots members for neighbors living in nearby precincts to collectively practice 

the rituals, a reminiscence of collective clan praying during the early days in Singapore or 

back in the villages in China. In more elaborate celebrations, blessed objects are 
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auctioned. Many charities participate in these auctions as part of their annual fund raising 

program. There are also free performances put on for everyone, the living and the dead, 

within the tents. These usually include a staged performance of traditional Chinese opera 

intended for the “good brothers” who are from a time of the past and who would 

appreciate this form of theatrical art. More often than not, there will also be a free 

concert, called “歌台 (getai)” or literally “song-stage,” performed by live bands and 

celebrity singers. These concerts have attracted huge followings and are attended by 

people not only from the neighborhood, but also across the country. The Chinese opera is 

performed solely in one of the heritage languages, and performers at getai belt out a 

combination of Mandarin and Hokkien, and less frequently, Cantonese, in singing and in 

speech. Although there has been an observable language shift over the years, the 

inclusion of heritage languages remains a prominent feature in the event. Historically, 

stage performances of the Chinese opera and getai during the Hungry Ghosts Festival 

started in the sixties when Cantonese and Mandarin songs were more popular. Cantonese 

songs slowly gave way to Hokkien songs as getai became more and more popular (Ding 

and Lew 2009). The heritage languages, in particular, Hokkien, used to be the unofficial 

lingua franca within these tents of commemoration. Although it has been observed that 

more and more Mandarin is being used to cater to a larger group of attendees from mixed 

heritage language backgrounds, the trend of Mandarin replacing Hokkien at these events 

is not an immediate threat. Interestingly, while television and radio programs are 

restricted by laws in limiting the use of heritage languages to less than 10 percent of the 

programs, organizers of getais are not required to apply for Public Performance License 
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which limits performances in heritage languages. In this unique setting, one sees the 

intricate balance of the new and the modern, the living and the dead, the revered and the 

despised, the past and the future—a strikingly reflective image of the tension between the 

various languages that are being used for the occasion, openly and vivaciously striving 

for their functional and symbolic place in the community, as well as in the homes of 

many of the ethnic Chinese.  

Through examining the religious commitment of the ethnic Chinese population, 

the religious celebration at the local/grassroots level, and familial ritual practices at home, 

we see a trend of a greater communal commitment to the organization of religious 

activities and to the maintenance of the use of heritage languages in these activities. On 

the other hand, there are uncertainties regarding the vitality of traditional ritual practices 

in the homes of the ethnic Chinese since only positive attitudes towards these practices 

provide another functional use for the family heritage language. Along a similar line, 

there is also a trend of family members embracing different religious identities due to 

adult religious conversions. This latter trend can potentially weaken the traditional 

conception of a unified family unit that builds on a lineage that requires active 

commitment by living family members to ensure continuation through the ritual practice 

of ancestor worship. This trend inevitably creates tension and anxiety within the 

household and compels reactions from the persons who are traditionally responsible for 

ensuring familial lineage continuation: the aging grandmothers in the multigenerational 

families, as will be discussed with two case studies below. 
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6.2.3 Religious Conversion of Elder Family Members 

As mentioned above, religious conversion among the elder people has been on the 

increase, especially for conversion to the Christian faith. This section discusses two case 

studies against the religo-linguistic backdrop laid out above, examining the implications 

of the conversion for the family, as well as the individual.  

Case Study 1: Madam Tham 

Madam Tham and her husband, Mr. Kwok, converted to Christianity in old age. 

Before that, Madam Tham practiced ancestor worship and prayed to the Goddess of 

Mercy. The idea of converting to Christianity arose when her mother-in-law, who was 

101 years old then, became sick and stayed in an eldercare center. According to Madam 

Tham, there was a church next door to the eldercare center and missionary personnel 

visited the center quite frequently. When Madam Tham’s mother-in-law expressed her 

wish to convert to Christianity, there were no objections from the family. She became a 

Christian before her death. Madam Tham comments that she thought of her own 

conversion after this, as shown in the excerpt below: 

(72) Everyone is Christian (F3GMMdmTham536) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

Tham: 洗禮咁我我又想，我嗰仔

都係食教嘎，两個仔食教

嘛，啊孫女又食教，那些

嬸母又食教，我嗰啲侄又

食教，咁我同我老公講：

“不如我地食教洗禮。” 

[my mother-in-law was] baptized and I thought [to 
myself], my son is a Christian, my two sons are 
Christians, uh (my) granddaughter is a Christian, 
my sisters-in-law are Christians, my niece is a 
Christain, and so I told my husband, “why don’t we 
convert to Christianity and be baptized?” 
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Mr. Kwok hesitated when his wife brought this up to him as he thought Christianity and 

Taoism were both religions and thus the same in essence. Madam Tham said she thought 

about it for some time and decided that she wanted to go through with the conversion. 

She told her decision to her husband, and he agreed to be baptized with her, as Madam 

Tham explains in the excerpt below.  

(73) Praying and baptizing is the same (F3GMMdmTham536) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Tham: ……咁我同我老公講：“不如

我地食教洗禮”咁樣嘛，咁樣

佢話：“拜神洗禮一样嘖”咁
樣。咁樣講我，我講我都係

洗禮啦，我話：“你點啊？”
（佢話：）“你點就點囉”咁
樣。後來我講，你，我話：

“食邊個教啊？”佢話同佢妈

嗰個囉。同我家婆嗰個囉。

咁樣就洗禮囉。 

…and I told my husband, “why don’t we 
convert to Christianity and be baptized?” And 
he said, “praying to (Chinese) god and getting 
baptized are the same.” Then I said, I said I still 
wanted to be baptized, I said, “how about 
you?”(he said,) I’ll follow what you do.” In the 
end I said, “you,” I said, “which sector shall we 
choose?” He said the same as the one his 
mother’s. The same as the one for my mother-
in-law. That’s how (we got) baptized. 

Madam Tham and her husband were baptized at home because, by then, Mr. 

Kwok was immobilized from illness. Madam Tham recalls that “priests came and prayed 

for him, uh, asked him was there anything that he could not let go of. Not long after, 

things became the way it is [that Mr. Kwok passed away].” This had happened less than 

two years prior to my study. As for her religious life after conversion, Madam Tham 

started going to church about a year after her husband passed away. Her granddaughter 

had asked her to go earlier, but she decided that she needed time and told her 

granddaughter that she would go when she was ready. I went with Madam Tham on her 
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second visit to the church. It was a Mandarin congregation attended by mostly elder 

people from the area, which traditionally consisted of a greater proportion of Cantonese. 

At the congregation, there were prayers, singing, and sharing. After about an hour at the 

main chapel, the crowd moved to a pantry area and was served simple snacks: a cake and 

a packet of drink. When I asked in my subsequent visit about her experience, Madam 

Tham commented that she could not quite understand what was being said in church. She 

also did not know the songs that had been performed at the event and could not read the 

lyrics that had been projected onto the screens at the front. She could follow what was 

being said in the sermon when it was spoken slowly. Madam Tham was living with her 

eldest son’s Catholic family, and her second son’s family is Christian.  

Case Study 2: Madam Wong, Asha, and Her Father 

Several of Madam Wong’s children converted to Christianity at different stages of 

their lives, and her husband became a Christian several years before he passed away. 

Asha, Madam Wong’s youngest daughter, became a Christian when she was 27 years old. 

She was invited by her sister Macy, who was already a Christian, to go to church. Asha 

also invited Mike, her then-boyfriend, to join her. According to Asha, she was attracted to 

the live band performance at the service she attended; she says, “at that time, I went to 

the church more for the music than for anything else” (Asha2F1M13). She converted to a 

Christian from a “Free Thinker” before she married Mike. She recalls some objections 

from her parents regarding her decision (see Example 74); the reasons given include the 

fact that Christianity is a Western religion and that her parents feared that once Asha 
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became a Christian, she would renounce her tie with the Chinese culture and, thus, her 

concerns for her parents.  

(74)  Objections from parents (Asha2F1M20) 

1 
2 
3 

Asha: They actually never wanted me to be a Christian, especially my, uh, my dad. 
You know, he was actually very against it. He was very against it when Macy 
became a Christian. 

4 WF: Or::h. What happen? Do you remember? 

5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

Asha: U::m, because he felt that, being a Christian alienate you from your parents. 
That you will you will sort of like lose your Chinese culture and, you know, 
thinking and beliefs and everything…He told me that, ah, “you know, you 
don’t love your parents, you don’t want your parents,” you know, “you are 
only concerned with going to church, and all your church activities and all 
your church friends.” So he was actually not happy. And my mother even 
threaten me, that if I, you know, if I become a Christian she will not attend 
my, wedding. 

Asha had a chance to explain to her father some time later that her conversion had 

actually enhanced her sense of filial piety emphasized in the Chinese culture and that she 

had learned to honor her parents. Her father converted to Christianity in his old age. 

(75) My father accepted Christ (Asha2F1M20) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

Asha: And I remembered at one stage my father asked me, why did I want to 
become a Christian. So I told my dad…I said do you know that before I 
became a Christian, I never knew that I have to honor you, I know I have to 
love you. I know I have to take care of you, I don’t know I have to honor you. 
But since becoming a Christian, you know, I believe that I really have to 
honor you, you know, and my mother. And I told my dad that it’s because I 
became a Christian that I learned you know, to love you more. So, my dad was 
like, kind of like, s- touched and surprised and then, I think um, I think how 
many years later ah, he accepted Christ. 
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Asha recalls in her interview that the time when his father first approached her regarding 

the thought of conversion was after he attended the Christian funeral of Asha’s mother-

in-law. He then talked to Asha about life after death and later went on to convert his faith 

to Christianity. However, he did not manage to convince his wife to do the same and 

Madam Wong remained a Buddhist throughout her life. When Asha’s father died, there 

was an initial tension among the siblings as to which religious rites would follow. The 

living spouse, the eldest son, and one of the four daughters were Buddhist at that time; 

the deceased and two of her daughters were Christians, and the eldest daughter claimed 

Japanese Buddhism. In the end, a Christian funeral was held in recognition of the 

deceased’s last religious affiliation. In Asha’s description of the funeral in Example 76, 

she constructs religious “self” and “others,” evidenced in her choice in the terms of 

reference of “we” and “they/them/the other party,” as referring to the Christians and the 

non-Christians, respectively. The word choices construct a symbolic system of hierarchy 

among the adherents of the different faiths and reveal forms of negotiation within the 

relationship. 

(76) We allowed them to pray (Asha2F1M57) 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Asha: …it [the funeral] was very good, because we allowed the o-, the other party to 
come in. That means the other p-pray over my dad. We didn’t, we didn’t say 
anything, we didn’t fight about that. They came and they prayed, and we 
allowed them to do that, you know. 

The next person to convert to Christianity in the family was Asha’s eldest brother, 

Ted, when he was in the hospital for cancer treatment. Compared to Asha, her brother’s 

conversion was a more complicated matter as he was the eldest son in the family, and the 



 260

Chinese culture requires that he and his family inherit the responsibilities of ancestor 

worship after his parents pass on, as well as to mediate the symbolic representation of the 

familial lineage at rites and ritual occurrences. For example, during Madam Wong’s 

Buddhist funeral, Ted was required to perform certain rites that contradicted his religious 

restrictions. During the time, Asha helped her brother to reconcile the conflict by helping 

him to see himself as fulfilling his responsibilities as a “son” honoring his mother instead 

of as a “Christian.” This act was reframed as enacting both kinship solidarity, as well as 

the memorial of the deceased as discussed in the previous section. 

Tension, Anxiety, and the Family Unit 

Anthropological studies of religion regard rituals to be religion in action, 

performed to cope with a reality of uncertainties and anxieties that need to be “fixed.” 

Ironically, in the families in my study, religion or ritual itself was a source of anxiety and 

tension. 

The religious conversions of the two families reflect the generally observed trend 

of religious belief shift in the community: firstly, Christianity tends to attract English-

speaking individuals who are adolescents or young adults (Asha, Mike, Chor Sang, Kelly, 

Siu Yun). Secondly, there has been a recent movement to recruit members of the older 

age group to the faith (Madam Tham, her husband, and Asha’s father). A third common 

characteristic, which has not been discussed elsewhere, is that many conversions (to any 

religion) occur when a person is in poor or terminating health (Madam Tham’s mother-

in-law, Madam Tham’s husband, Asha’s brother). This could be because modern science 
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and technology does not appear to be able to eradicate the anxiety and the uncertainty 

stemming from the illness and so an alternative form of dealing with the situation is 

sought. Two issues arise from these three characteristics of religious conversion in the 

Chinese community: the conflict of religious identity and familial identity and the 

reorganization of the family unit due to intergenerational conflict with regards to ancestor 

worship and lineage continuation. These conflicts are often mediated through language. 

It should be clear by now that the conception of an “afterlife” lies prominent in 

traditional Chinese religious and ritual practices. For some, planning for one’s afterlife is 

almost as important as planning for one’s old age in the living world. One should decide 

where one wants to go or belong after one leaves the human world and which rites to 

follow for one’s funeral (if none is chosen, the family religion would be the norm). For 

senior female family members, there is the additional responsibility of passing down the 

care for the family lineage and the practice of ancestor worship to younger generation.28 

In the two case studies explicated above, we see that two elder women, who were 

bestowed with the traditional responsibility of ancestor worship, have taken different 

paths in response to their needs at the time. Madam Tham convinced herself and her 

husband to convert to a religion practiced by their children and grandchildren, while 

Madam Wong remained a Buddhist even when her husband and her eldest son became 

Christians. However, she made the final decision to end ancestor worship for future 

                                                 
28 According to the Confucian ethics, the greatest sin a person can commit during his/her lifetime is to not 

produce offspring to continue the lineage of the family.  
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generations. Although the paths they took were different, both made efforts to ensure 

ancestor worship was upheld in their lifetimes, either directly or indirectly.  

When Madam Tham and her husband were considering religious conversion, her 

main concerns were not of religious doctrines but the affinity with the religious beliefs of 

her family members. Madam Tham’s mother-in-law, both her sons, and some of their 

grandchildren were/are people who “食教 (sik-kau),” or literally “consume,” another 

religion (see Excerpt 72 and 73). Being a Christian or Catholic is commonly referred to 

as “食教” or “进/入教  (zun/yap-kau),” or literally “enter-beliefs,” in the Chinese 

community, usually by the elder people, without a distinction among the beliefs. The 

term signifies a move from one belief to another or the “consumption” of a different 

belief system. In a material sense, the consumption of prayer food from ancestor worship 

establishes a symbolic connection with ancestors. When there is a change in religion for a 

family member, the change signifies the consumption of another ideology by the family 

member. It indexes a different attitude towards eating, one in which the convertor may no 

longer consume food in the family that has been offered at the altar for either ancestor or 

deity worship. The religious conversion also defines a different place of being for the 

convertor’s afterlife, as he or she will no longer be in the realm of his or her deceased 

ancestors. The conceptual organization of the Chinese family undergoes a fundamental 

change once the conversion happens, which signifies a symbolic break with the past and 

a move from a temporality that includes one as a node in a family tree that may date back 

tens or hundreds of generations. 
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 To Madam Tham, shifting from one religion to the other was more symbolic than 

practical because it did not initiate a fundamental change in faith and practices, or even 

identity. Her identity remains that of a religious person, but not a devoted one. She 

reveals in the following excerpt that she was not a devoted Taoist before the conversion 

and did not have any elaborate religious practices, and that she continued the same way 

after her conversion. That is, she does not devote too much time and effort to religion and 

only incorporates it into her life when she feels like it.  

(77)  I didn’t really pray (F3GMMdmTham538) 

(Excerpt in Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Tham: 我拜神唔係點拜啦，鍾意就

去一下廟，啊，觀音廟咁樣

啦。啊唔係話好誠心咁樣

啦，好似係食教咁樣，鍾意

就去行下咁樣啦。 

I didn’t really pray when I was doing deity 
worship, as and when I feel like it I’d go to the 
temple, yeah, like Guanyin Temple. Oh, not very 
sincere, just like being Christian, as and when I 
feel like it, I’d just go and look around. 

When Mr. Kwok and Madam Tham decided to do the conversion, Madam Tham moved 

the ancestor tablets that was worshipped at home to a temple so that they could be taken 

care of there. She did not perform any rituals regarding ancestor worship after she was 

baptized. She now gives money to her brother-in-law as her contributions to the 

procurement of offerings during festive seasons. It seems that Madam Tham employs all 

three semiotic processes of identity formation by having her new identity as a Christian 

officially authorized by the church through a ceremonial baptism and by authenticating it 

through the symbolic act of going to services when she is ready. However, the semiotic 

process of adequation constructs a sameness in religious identity with her children and 
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grandchildren, rather than with her fellow “brothers and sisters” at church. I argue that it 

is the process of adequation that is most significant in the religious conversion of elder 

females in multigenerational households such that a familial unity with her immediate 

family could be maintained in all aspects. The unity with ancestor lineage is, in effect, not 

entirely broken or erased, but the responsibilities are transferred to another family 

member of the same lineage. What Madam Tham gave up is the ability to perform the 

symbolic ritual practices of ancestor worship such that memorialism would be scarified 

but could be revived through other means, for example commemoration by individual 

descendents at separate times and places. Kinship solidarity can still be maintained with a 

different religion through the new religious practice of going to church and celebrating 

Christmas and Easter.  

While religious conversion was peacefully and calmly carried out in Madam 

Tham’s case, the process can induce violent disturbances in other families. It was 

reported that some Singapore Christians practice destruction of deity statues and ancestor 

tablets found in homes of converts (DeBernardi 2004) as a symbolic act to denounce their 

ties to “idol worshiping,” requesting a distinction of religious identity to be made clearly 

on the part of the convert. It is precisely this fear of a symbolic severance of ties in 

religious conversion from any traditional Chinese religion that fuels tension in the family 

when a family member shows an interest in a non-Chinese religion. In Excerpt 78, Asha 

relates the tension she had with her mother regarding ancestor worship after her father, 

her eldest brother, her sister (Macy), and she herself became Christians. As indicated in 
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the excerpt, a religious conversion to Christianity (or Catholicism) distinguishes a convert 

from a non-convert in terms of their relationships in this life and thereafter.  

(78) I will not go and pray to his ashes (F2MAsha2xxx) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

Asha: … my mother wanted us to, pray to my dad, every Qingming when my dad 
died. But I told her “no.” I told my mum, I’m sorry, because dad is a Christian, 
I’m a Christian. Dad is in heaven now. I will not go and pray to his ashes, 
because dad is in heaven. One day I will see my father. So I told my mum, I 
said, I’m very sorry I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but this is my belief. I will 
do what you want me to=I will honor you and respect you when you are alive. 
I said, you know. But don’t ask me to do all these things. Because I don’t 
believe in it. If I don’t have the heart and the passion I told my mum, please 
don’t force me to do it, because I will do it very unwillingly. So that’s why my 
mum never ask me or Macy to do it. But my brother has to, because he is the 
eldest son. But he willing, willingly, you know, do it. 

As the youngest daughter, Asha is not obligated to the practice of ancestor 

worship. However, her eldest brother, Ted, has to keep a cultural/familial identity 

separate from a religious one so that he can fulfill his responsibility as the eldest male in 

the family and as a symbolic act of filial piety to his mother. However, due to doctrinal 

constraints, a religious shift of one’s child to Christianity clearly signifies the child’s 

declaration of his or her wish to denounce the responsibility of caring for the afterlives of 

his or her parents and grandparents (and all ancestors before that), which also symbolizes 

that one would become a wandering soul in the next world without any ties with her 

current family in the human world. Madam Wong’s response to this situation was to 

acknowledge the fact and to make her decision to terminate ancestor worship in the 

family for future generations. She chose to have her own ashes and her husband’s 
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scattered into the sea so that there will be no remains for future generations to worship. 

Asha relates the last wishes of Madam Wong regarding her decision for her own afterlife: 

(79) They won’t do it, so throw into the sea (Asha2F1M76) 

(Excerpt in English and Cantonese) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 

Asha: U:::m, actually before my mum 
died, she was very sweet. She 
told Peggy, 我知道你地個個，你

地三个已经become 
Christian……我唸唸吓都係唔好

啦，我唸唸吓你咧嗬，最好我

死咗你就 cremate，既係火葬。

And then 攞個啲 ash 嗬，個啲

灰 嗬，我同你個老豆嗰去，即

係 throw into the sea. 

U:::m, actually before my mum died, she was 
very sweet. She told Peggy [her fourth 
daughter who is Buddhist], I know you all, 
three of you have already become 
Christian…I thought to myself and think the 
best way is that, I think you better, cremate 
me when I die, which means cremation. And 
then you take the ash(es), those ashes, mine 
and your father’s, and throw [them] into the 
sea. 

Fishman (1980, 1985) maintained that the vitality of minority language requires 

the acknowledgement of religious, political, fiscal and social rewards that enforce and 

recognize speaker’s membership within the family, community, and society. Culture is a 

collection of thoughts and ideas; it is a process of constructing social norms that frame 

our dispositions and govern our behavior. Not all members in a society share the same 

cultural values; social actors adapt and select certain aspects of it to construct a coherent 

narrative about various religious practices and paradigms. At the same time, cultures also 

change with time. The traditional cultural values of parent or ancestor honoring and care 

acquire new meanings in urban living in a multi-religious family setting where children 

with different religious faiths now perform different memorial practices governed by 

different ideologies. As a result, kinship solidarity and memorialism, which are so central 
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to ancestor worship and to the construction of a unitary familial lineage, are subjected to 

great challenges in modern living.  

With regard to sociolinguistic implications for the community, as I have shown in 

this chapter and have been reminded by other researchers, religion is an important facet 

of life in Singapore, although it is often not highlighted. Religious practice is a central 

cultural practice, and, as predicted by Clammer, if the practice continues to flourish, it 

could provide a domain for the functional use of the heritage languages, providing in turn 

an impetus for their vitality. Ancestor worship as a central concept of ritual practice 

among the ethnic Chinese provides opportunities for family members to gather, feast, 

talk, and learn about the nuances of prayers, the terms of references for family members, 

and the members of one’s ancestral lineage. However, it is facing greater challenges 

internally from a larger number of multi-faith families, as well as externally from a 

language shift conundrum. On the other hand, the flourishing scene at the annual Hungry 

Ghosts Festival, where heritage languages are used as binding and bonding agents 

between the performers and the audience, between the living and the dead, shows an 

encouraging trend as far as religion’s role in language maintenance is concerned.   
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

 
I have employed different methodologies in the preceding chapters, including 

thick ethnographic description (Geertz 2000[1973]), linguistic analysis based on naturally 

occurring interactions and metalinguistic commentaries, as well as discourse analysis, to 

examine the complex language environment in Singapore and in multigenerational family 

settings. The phenomena investigated include the intersecting effects of language values, 

personal identities, and national ideologies on language behaviors, as well as heritage 

language maintenance. In this concluding chapter, I revisit the research questions set out 

at the beginning of this research that address the observable language behaviors in 

multigenerational homes, language values and identity formation, and the effects of 

changes in linguistic and cultural practices on heritage language maintenance in 

multigenerational families. I then discuss the theoretical implications and contributions to 

the various disciplinary fields that this dissertation presents. 

7.1 REVISITING RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

What are the observable language behaviors in multigenerational homes? 

The four families that I observed do not share a common pattern of language 

behavior; in fact, there is great diversity among the family members in two of the families 

that I observed. However, there are several generally observable trends with regard to 

family language use in multigenerational homes. First, Cantonese is used in all four 

families to varying degrees depending on the level of participation of the grandparent(s) 
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in household interactions. This is because all four families use Cantonese when the 

grandparents are involved as interlocutors. By level of participation, I mean the amount 

of engagement the grandparent invests in interaction involving younger family members, 

whether s/he actively pursues conversational turns, or whether s/he waits for other family 

members to engage her/him in their conversation by asking questions. Conversely, it is 

also about the frequency younger family members show in engaging grandparents in their 

interactions. This leads to the second generally observable trend: for interlocutors whose 

personal dominant language is English, there is a higher chance that English is used in 

both inter- and intra-generational communication, except when a monolingual 

interlocutor is involved. It is also observed that in families where there are more family 

members who are English-speaking than Mandarin- or Cantonese-speaking, there is a 

higher occurrence of codeswitching during dinner time talk. The third common trend 

shows a higher usage of Mandarin outside the home than within. This is true for all four 

families, regardless of the personal language preferences of the family members. The 

observed trend described above shows a divergence from the national language ideology 

of replacing the home heritage language with the official mother tongue of Mandarin 

Chinese. If there is an observable language shift in the household, the heritage language 

is replaced by English, as in the Chan and the Kwok families.  

With respect to intergenerational interactions, there are creative uses of linguistic 

resources by interlocutors to facilitate effective communication, as well as to maintain or 

renegotiate relationships among the interlocutors. Contrary to general beliefs in 

Singapore that language barriers necessarily exist across generations, my data show that 
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speakers are agentive in sourcing among their own linguistic repertoires to narrow the 

linguistic gap caused by different educational and socializational backgrounds of family 

members across generations. For example, a third generation grandson, Gerald, draws on 

Mandarin-to-Cantonese calques to articulate his ideas, while Madam Tang replaces 

Cantonese usage with a Cantonese enunciation of a Mandarin textual phrase to 

communicate with her grandson. Family members are also able to capitalize on each 

other’s linguistic competencies for conversational inclusion or exclusion through 

strategic codeswitching. This has particular influence on monolingual, usually elder, 

family members with regard to their socializing, as well as socialization capabilities, as 

examined in Chapter 6. 

What are the values attached to the different languages and how are identities formed? 

Consultants associate the different languages they encounter in their daily lives 

with five types of values: aesthetic, pragmatic, sociocultural, historical, and spatial. 

Aesthetically, they view Cantonese as having higher value than Mandarin or English. Yet 

English is regarded as having the greatest pragmatic value, as it is the language for 

science and technology, which index social and economic advancement in the society. On 

the other hand, while Mandarin and Cantonese are seen as non-essential languages for 

living in Singapore, these two languages serve social and cultural functions, including 

building bonds in joking relationships with family members by mocking their own and 

others' linguistic incompetence, as well as transmitting cultural values across generations. 

Such cultural transmissions are observable in ritual and religious activities where 
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Cantonese is mainly used by the first-generation grandmothers to convey information 

about the activities and the rituals associated with them. Historically, English has been 

associated with colonialism while Mandarin has been linked to communism. Speakers 

have historically and discursively constructed a dichotomy of place (West and East) that 

maps onto dichotomies of language (English and Mandarin). This fractal recursive 

mapping of dichotomies was consistently brought up by my consultants in their 

metalinguistic appraisals and used to rationalize their language choices as pragmatic 

ones. Finally, both English and Mandarin are valued differently according to their spaces 

of use: consultants acknowledge the economic value of English in the global 

marketplace, while they identify Cantonese as a language to be used in the home. Yet it is 

clear that English enjoys an uncontested social and economic status in Singaporean 

society.  

These values and ideologies about languages and their uses strongly influence 

speakers’ identity formation. These values are used to construct oppositional stereotypes 

that can be investigated using the semiotic processes of fractal recursivity (Gal 2005; 

Irvine and Gal 2000) and the identity practice of the adequation/distinction paradigm 

(Bucholtz and Hall 2004) with respect to the English-speaking and Chinese-speaking 

groups within the ethnic Chinese community in Singapore. This is despite governmental 

attempts to erase the distinctions between these two linguistic groupings by designating 

English as the unified medium of instruction in schools. The semiotic construction of 

identity differentiation has had long-lasting effects in the community; for example, the 

Chinese language and its speakers are still perceived by some consultants as embodying 
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the unfashionable and even undesirable constructed “Chineseness” of the past. These 

stereotypes reinforce the ideological differentiation along linguistic lines between these 

two groups in the Chinese community.  

I have also shown the complexity of different identity configurations a person can 

use to reflect his or her ethnic, heritage, linguistic, national, and nationally-defined-racial 

affiliations. My discussion in Chapter 5 demonstrates that there are several ideologies 

circulating in the community pertaining to language and identity and several ways that 

these intersect with each other. First, the nationally recognized racial identity is coupled 

with the national linguistic identity in a dynamic where the former requires the process of 

authentication (Bucholtz and Hall 2004) by the latter. And the national linguistic identity 

is authenticated only when social actors speak one or more of the official languages. In 

addition, the national ideology of English-preferred bilingualism places higher value on 

English-speaking capability, such that speakers proficient in English can then 

authenticate their national identity through the stragetic use of English. However, 

speakers who do not command knowledge of the English language have to rely on one of 

the officially recognized mother tongues to authenticate the Singaporean identity in the 

public sphere. This dissertation also provides evidence that the pairing of ancestral ethnic 

identity with the heritage linguistic identity commonly assumed by the grandparent 

generation is facing strong challenges in Singapore today, such that ancestral ethnic 

identity no longer guarantees a heritage linguistic identity or Cantonese language 

proficiency 
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How do changes in linguistic and cultural practices affect intergenerational 
relationships and heritage language maintenance in multigenerational families? 

There are two domains in which heritage language maintenance is discussed in 

my dissertation. The first is within the multigenerational household, where I pay 

particular attention to changes in marriage trends and women’s roles and expectations in 

the family, in the workplace, and in child-rearing. The findings show that heritage 

language transmission is being modified in these families, as grandparents have assumed 

a greater role in heritage language maintenance. The skipped generational transmission 

and socialization into a heritage language is also motivated by the occurrence of more 

and more linguistic intermarriages between spouses who speak different heritage 

languages, as well as by the increasing number of dual-income families where both 

parents work full-time outside of the home.  

Within the multigenerational household, traditionally, it is frequently the elder 

female in the household who manages rituals and religious practices for the family. This 

trend is still observable today, which introduces the element of religion and its associative 

practices into moments of intergenerational interaction. Traditional rituals or religious 

practices at home provide an additional pragmatic function for the heritage language use. 

As discussed in Chapter 6, the vitality of Chinese rituals and religious practices may 

correlate with the vitality of the heritage language in the family, as well as in the 

community. The site of ritual practice is also the site for conducting linguistic activities 

such as the observation of memorial services, the building of kinship solidarity, and the 

socialization of others into the various ritual practices and their significance. These sites 



 274

not only offer opportunity for pragmatic use of the heritage language, they are also 

valuable sites for intergenerational interactions where socially important linguistic 

negotiations often take place. Intergenerational interactions also feature dialectic 

socialization processes involving both the elder family members, as well as the 

grandchildren’s generation, where language is creatively used to mitigate relationships 

with interlocutors who have different language proficiencies, as well as religious 

adherences.   

7.2 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS TO THE FIELD OF LINGUISTIC ANTHROPOLOGY 

Language maintenance and language shift studies have been traditionally focused 

on pedagogical aspects (see for example, Baker and Jones 1998; Tannenbaum and 

Berkovich 2005), an important dimension that allows educators to design programs to 

reverse or retard language shift according to the needs and desires of the community. 

Other studies look at language shift across generations (Kulick 1992; Kumar 2005; Li 

1994; Zentella 1997), identifying trends of change and assimilation within the family, as 

well as in the community. Many of these studies concern bilingual immigrant 

communities in North American and European societies where assimilation to the host 

language and culture is highly valued and preferred. Even in non-Western settings (Gal 

1979; Sandel, et al. 2006), the Western model of language maintenance and shift in an 

environment where a dominant social group and its language are posited against a 

minority group and its language has been influential. Building on these studies, this 

dissertation offers an alternative research methodology and explanation through 
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examining the semiotic processes in language shift phenomena, identifying language 

ideologies that provide the motivation and rationalization for both shift and maintenance 

efforts in a multilingual, post-colonial society in Singapore and by examining the way 

these ideologies are being employed by speakers to construct language attitudes and 

identities. Building on investigations in linguistic anthropology that acknowledge the 

value of non-dominant languages in societies (Irvine 1989; Woolard 1985), these case 

studies of multigenerational Cantonese families in a non-Western society presents a 

unique language ecology where the heritage language, the official mother tongue, and the 

language for interethnic communications are constructed in relation to each other. Unlike 

the domination-subordination polarization in a bilingual society, the relation between 

these three languages can be shifting and unstable depending on which semiotic 

process(es) are employed in the interactions, such that these languages are in constant 

contestation both at home and in the society for economic, cultural, and social capitals. In 

addition, using multigenerational families as research sites allows this study to take a step 

further to include investigations on language and culture shifts and their effects on 

intergenerational interactions and changes in family values. 

My study enables language socialization projects to be examined dialectically 

between child-adult, adult-adult, and child-child situations, in line with the current 

concerns of language socialization studies in which previously only adult-child 

unidirectional practices were commonly investigated. As mentioned above, speakers 

whose heritage language is lost may not see themselves as victims of a dominant 

language policy. Instead, they may be active agents in promoting this shift, as in the 
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Kwok family, and to some extent in the Chan family. Studies on other intergenerational 

research reflect similar findings due to the strong influence for assimilation to the host 

country (Kumar 2005). However in other studies, children are found to resist dominant 

language socialization trajectory. For example, Fogle’s (2009) study shows adoptive 

children resisting language assimilation into the language behavior of their parent 

generation and maintaining their own heritage language. My study contributes to this 

emerging pool of intergenerational language socialization studies that take into account 

the dialectic socialization trajectory instead of a unidirectional adult/expert to 

child/novice transmission of heritage language. My study adds to the current literature by 

considering multigenerational influences and the importance of skipped generational 

heritage language transmission, a prevalent model in the Singapore situation. 

Regarding the models of inquiry for this dissertation, I explored my research 

questions using two analytical paradigms that are designed specifically to examine 

semiotic processes: the semiotic processes of ideologies of language differentiation 

proposed by Gal and Irvine (1995; and their subsequent work 2000), and the semiotic 

processes of identity formation proposed by Bucholtz and Hall (2004). The first paradigm 

examines ideological representation of linguistic differences at the discursive level. The 

second paradigm utilizes the ideologies of language differentiation and identifies three 

pairs of semiotic processes for identity formation at the interactional level. In some 

situations in my study, the layers of ideologies of languages in a multilingual society 

were not satisfactorily accounted for using the somewhat dichotomized pairs of the 

proposed semiotic processes of identity formation. A possible reason is that these 
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paradigms seem to rely heavily, in my view, on the polarizing concept of differentiating 

“self” versus the “other” in the processes of identity formation. It presents some problems 

when this concept is applied to the family context because the idea of “the other” is 

contradictory to the intimate kinship relationship that one finds in family relationships. 

This model could be modified to more accurately capture the nuances in identity 

contestation among family members. 

Another theoretical implication that my study has for the field of linguistic 

anthropology is that, unlike communities where distinctive social groups are negotiating 

for the rights of their language to be recognized (Managan 2004), Singapore presents a 

unique case where the Cantonese people do not form a social group that opposes the 

dominant language ideology, although language shift and maintenance issues are 

relevant. Hence, the Western domination-subordination model for analyzing language 

shift and maintenance does not fully capture the nuances in this community. In applying 

the proposed framework to examine the semiotic processes of language differentiation 

and identity formation, I found that the processes proposed may not address important 

theoretical contradictions that the Singapore situation presents. A contradiction as pointed 

out in this dissertation indicates that a speaker can embody different attitudes towards a 

language and its speakers. For example, on the one hand, the Cantonese language is 

iconized as having less socioeconomic power than the other two languages, while on the 

other hand, speaking the language is considered to be cool and fashionable on some 

occasions. This attitude not only relates to the relative positioning of linguistic resources 

in situated interactions, but more importantly, it considers the historicity of how these 
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linguistic resources emerged in the community, and how language ideologies are reified 

by speakers’ lived experiences, which although featuring a subordinated language, does 

not characterize a subordinated social group. The multilingual research site in this study 

provides a case study that allows investigation of Western assumptions in existing 

paradigms that may constrain examination of identity and ideology which are reflected in 

other parts of the world. My study calls for greater exploration and comparison of similar 

communities that are characterized not only by language contact, but that also take into 

account intergenerational perspectives, such that theoretical inquiry includes examining 

ideologies of language and how theory intersects with language ideologies through 

consideration of historicity or historical processes.  

7.2.1 Multilingual and Multigenerational Family as a Research Site 

There are several ways that the multilingual and multigenerational family as a 

research site contributes to the field of linguistic anthropology. Firstly, it illustrates 

alternative linguistic markets and presents a unique political economy due to the varied 

linguistic experiences, practices, and ideologies of family members, intersecting with 

axes of age and gender as additional analytical factors. The examination of this research 

site provides important opportunities for looking at negotiations of linguistic capital with 

the different linguistic resources within the household. This could be compared with 

similar linguistic practices in the larger speech community, as well as in nuclear families, 

to see where and how they overlap and interact. 
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Secondly, the multigenerational family offers a useful site to look at the treatment 

of sociotemporalities and sociospatial aspects of experience by members of different 

generations. For example, grandparents may be seen as living in a temporality where 

heritage language is prominent and ancestor worship is practiced. This temporality may 

not coincide with that of the younger generations. In addition, members from different 

temporalities are constantly seeking ways to intersect or avoid each others’ temporalities. 

For example, grandmothers gave up their traditional ritual practices to become Christian 

converts so as to participate in the temporality of religious practices of the younger 

generations. On the other hand, grandchildren may choose to converse in a language 

inaccessible to their grandparents so as to maintain distinction between their 

temporalities. Elder consultants recalling streets and landscapes by their former names 

also make their temporality impenetrable to younger consultants. The situation presented 

in this dissertation calls for a more complex framework to examine changes in culture, a 

key field of inquiry in the field of anthropology. 

Thirdly, due to the unique makeup of the multilingual and multigenerational 

family setting, there are more linguistic resources available at home for family members 

than there are in a nuclear family setting or in the public sphere, both of which might 

better reflect the national language policy and often only reflect bilingual or monolingual 

situations. Multilingual and multigenerational family settings, thus, provide the 

opportunity to examine language choice and behavior in more complex, yet close, 

personal relationships in an intimate setting.  
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Fourthly, the structure of a multigenerational family differs from that of a nuclear 

family. Among other differences, the multigenerational family presents the observation of 

skipped-generational heritage language transmission. This offers a good model to 

compare with language socialization in the nuclear family, which may feature different 

family language management, as well as possibly a narrower range of traditional cultural 

practices, which this dissertation has proved to have direct consequences on language 

maintenance and socialization trajectory.  

7.3 CONTRIBUTIONS TO DISCIPLINARY FIELDS 

7.3.1 Contributions to the Field of Linguistic Anthropology 

As identified by linguistic anthropologists, the study of language ideology 

concerns multiple social aspects. Singapore provides a complex postcolonial, 

multicultural setting that allows different entry points into local practices and ideas. The 

study of language ideologies, thus, necessarily encompasses the multiple and interrelated 

axes of language, gender, educational background, macro-policy changes, and colonial 

discourses.  

This study also adds to the existing language and identity literature. This 

dissertation looks at how groups that are constructed by the State as linguistically 

homogeneous use multiple linguistic resources variously to conform to, contest, or define 

their members’ own linguistic affinities and identities. Important theoretical questions are 

addressed in the analysis, including the degree to which a State-instituted official 
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language can enforce notions of authenticity, in contrast to the ways in which speakers 

constitute what counts as “authentic.”  

In addition, this study integrates age and religion as two important factors for 

research in addition to the traditional kinship studies in the field of anthropology, 

highlighting the need for the consideration of temporalities and historicity in 

anthropological inquiries, as well as bringing together the related fields of social 

gerontology and gerontolinguistics (Makoni and Stroeken 2002).  

7.3.2 Contributions to the Field of Transnational Chinese Studies  

This project has important implications for the sociolinguistics of the Chinese 

language. The Chinese language has one dominant Chinese writing system (featuring two 

forms, one traditional and the other simplified) used in the service of many mutually 

unintelligible spoken varieties. This feature causes an ambiguous relationship between 

the writing system and the different spoken languages (Hannas 1997) and can be 

problematic and misleading at times when appropriate distinctions are not made 

(DeFrancis 1984). Mandarin Chinese, the official language in China, emerged in past 

centuries as the dominant language associated with the Chinese language writing system 

(Chen 1999). The ascendance of Mandarin Chinese has often relegated other varieties to 

the secondary position of “dialects.” Few sociolinguistic studies have addressed this issue 

despite the real social effects this hierarchy has on populations. Singapore offers an 

excellent site for the investigation of this disjuncture.  
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Situating this study in Singapore provides a unique case study and has 

significance for transnational Chinese studies. On the one hand, external transnational 

influences from the West perpetuate a political economy in Singapore so that English is 

viewed as a language with a particularly high economic value. On the other hand, a heavy 

influx of new Chinese immigrants into the country has been accompanied by the opening 

up of the mainland Chinese economic market and an attendant increase in the perceived 

value of Chinese languages. This study provides a better understanding of how language 

mediates local responses to global challenges. For example, it examines how changing 

conditions are negotiated through language practices and language attitudes, as well as 

how these responses challenge the State policy of enforcing unifying languages within 

ethnic communities, as well as within the nation-state as a whole. There are several 

studies that discuss social cohesion and division in the Chinese community (Kuo and 

Jernudd 1988; Kwok 1994); however, these studies have not adequately considered the 

unique linguistic practices of Chinese Singaporeans, including their contestation and/or 

local reproduction of language ideologies. This dissertation fills this gap by performing 

an in-depth investigation designed to contextualize this process.  

7.3.3 Broader Impact on Society  

This dissertation is the first extensive linguistic anthropological study of Chinese 

Singaporeans that utilizes the ethnographic method as the main research apparatus. This 

systematic study of language shift, language practice, and identity formation contributes 

to a better understanding of the different language affinities among Chinese Singaporeans 
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and potentially generates a vibrant discussion relating to language and ethnic identity 

within the community, as well as nationally. By questioning the link between ethnic 

language and ethnic identity that government policies assume, this study permits 

policymakers to better assess the consequences of this assumption. This project also 

foregrounds the experiences and practices of speakers, bringing attention to 

normalization processes of linguistic practices in Singaporean society. In addition, this 

research challenges the officially prescribed classification of “Chinese Singaporean” and 

allows consultants to portray their own authenticity as they discuss the authentication 

process with regard to their own linguistic practices. 

Although this research focuses on the ethnic Chinese community, it also has 

significance for the Malay and Indian communities in Singapore. These communities 

share similar situations in terms of language shift, as well as language and identity issues 

(Chong 2002; Kwan-Terry 2000; Ooi 2001; PuruShotam 2000). However, an extensive 

and systematic study of a single community has not yet been undertaken to understand 

how community members may deal with the changing language situation caused by 

language policies, as well as by political and economic changes on both the national and 

global level. This dissertation presents the first detailed study of this sort within the 

ethnic Chinese community in Singapore. 

This dissertation finds a convergence of ideologies pertaining to Cantonese and 

Mandarin due to the national language management program, such that the vitality of one 

language may affect that of the other, which may trigger unintended, undesirable 

consequences for language shift trajectory in the community. My study also shows 
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evidence that multigenerational families living together promote heritage language 

maintenance. This has not only affected the way younger generations are being socialized 

into speaking their heritage language, but also has implications for promoting 

intergenerational communication. In addition, the four case studies in this dissertation 

provide several home models for ensuring Cantonese heritage language vitality in the 

home domain. These findings could serve the various purposes of policy makers, social 

workers, and educators in designing language and/or family related policies or activities 

in the Chinese community in Singapore. 
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Appendix: Transcription Convention 

Transcription Conventions 

Italic Cantonese  

Italic underline  Mandarin   

Underline Local variety particles 

Bold  English 

Bold Italic Hokkien 

Bold underline Malay 

= No pause between words 

[  Overlapping speech 

(0.x) Tenths of a second of pause 

((   )) Contextual information 

(xxx)  Explanation 

:  Lengthening 

-  Sudden cut-off 
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