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Abstract

Previous research has demonstrated that the increasing importance of Mandarin in
education and publiclife hasled many younger Chinese-Malaysians to regard Mandarin
as their mother tongue and part of their cultural identity rather than a heritage
language. Fewer studies have documented the language repertoires of middle-aged
and older Chinese-Malaysians. This paper presents a qualitative study of Mandarin use
conducted with six Chinese-Malaysians aged 40 and older. The participants reported
extensive use of Mandarin in the domains of home, work, religion, and cultural
maintenance, which were served by a heritage language in the past. This indicates that
the use of Mandarin by the older generation Chinese-Malaysians to engage with the
contemporary linguistic world is influenced by hegemonic local and global factors.
This study therefore highlights the significance of Mandarin as both an element of
cultural identity and an instrument of heritage language loss.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, the rise of China’s economic and political power has turned
Mandarin into a global language and the language-in-demand among the
Chinese diasporic population of both recent immigrants and heritage lan-
guage users (Everson & Shen 2010; Kecskés 2013). The choice of Mandarin is,
however, a double-edged sword for many ethnic Chinese in Malaysia — while
it allows families and individuals to maintain a Chinese cultural heritage, in
the Malaysian context and many other ethnic Chinese communities outside
of China, this maintenance often comes at the expense of a language shift
away from Chinese heritage languages.! The choice is a difficult one and ethnic
Chinese face several challenges and disappointments related to their shift to
or maintenance of Mandarin in a crowded linguistic marketplace affected by
global and local sociocultural and political forces.

Consequently, many scholars have turned their attention to examining poli-
cies, programs, curricula, and outcomes related to Mandarin use outside China.
There is now a rich and growing body of research on this issue in diaspora com-
munities around the world, including Canada, the United States, Australia, the
United Kingdom and Singapore (e.g., see Curdt-Christiansen 2013; Duff 2014;
Duff & Li 2014; Li & Duff 2008; Li & Zhu 2010; Zhu & Li 2014). Factors involved
in promoting the utility and importance of acquiring Mandarin include China’s
recent boom in the economic markets, the affordability of high-speed tech-
nology and communication, the availability of Mandarin-medium schools, the
financial means of parents, and the political will to support Chinese heritage
education in environments where Mandarin or another Chinese heritage lan-
guage is not dominant (Duff et al. 2015; Mu 2016). Most of these studies have
employed questionnaires and surveys to determine the attitudes that ethnic

1 Though many ethnic Chinese and some scholars refer to the different languages
used throughout China as Chinese “dialects,” we are following the classification and
nomenclature practices commonly used by linguists, so we refer to these linguistic codes
as “languages.” Furthermore, in this article we refer to the languages spoken by pre-2oth
Century immigrants from China as “Chinese heritage languages.” Because Mandarin was not
spoken by any of these groups and not introduced to Malaysia until the mid-2oth Century,
long after the initial periods of Chinese immigration, we are not regarding it as a “Chinese
heritage language” in the Malaysian context.
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THE DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD OF MANDARIN 3

Chinese heritage speakers hold regarding language and Chinese cultural iden-
tity as well as their past and present learning and use of Mandarin.

Similar research in the Malaysian context has revealed that Chinese-
Malaysians have increasingly chosen to speak Mandarin instead of Chinese
heritage languages due to the perception of Mandarin as a language of sol-
idarity (Ting & Puah 2010) and its higher social status and wider functional
value (Ting & Puah 2017). Albury (2017) and Wang (2007) reported that some
Chinese-Malaysians regard Mandarin as a symbolic language and treat it as
the only Chinese language representing their ethnic identity. Consequently,
Mandarin is overtaking Chinese heritage languages as the main language of
communication in many Chinese-Malaysian families today (Low et al. 2010;
Puah & Ting 2015; Ting 2010; Wang 2005). These studies have primarily utilized
quantitative methodologies and relied on participants in their 20s and 30s
(Albury 2017; Low et al. 2010; Puah & Ting 2015). Given the lack of qualitative
studies with a similar research focus and the attention that has been given to
populations under 30 years old, this study sought to capture the perspectives
of middle-aged and older Chinese-Malaysians living in Penang.

2 Background of Malaysia and its Chinese Communities

Malaysia has a pre-independence history of Dutch, British and Japanese colo-
nisation (Asmah 1992) and is presently composed of three major ethnic groups:
Malay, Chinese, and Indian. The Chinese are the second largest group, consti-
tuting 22.6% of the country’s overall population of 32.7 million (Department
of Statistics Malaysia 2020). They are further divided into different ethno-
linguistic groups, namely, Hokkien, Cantonese, Hakka, Teochew, Hainanese,
Taishanese, and Fuzhou. Regarding language policy, the Federal Constitution
mandates Bahasa Melayu as the country’s sole official and national language.
However, as a contemporary linguistically diverse nation, there are no laws or
sanctions against other languages being used.

Chinese immigration to the Malay Peninsula began in the 1400s when a
trading post established in Malacca attracted merchants from India, South
East Asia, and China (Andaya & Andaya 2017). Starting in the 1780s after the
British declared Penang as a free-trading port, more Chinese came to Malaya
to work in response to the need for workers in the mining industries and plan-
tations (Andaya & Andaya 2017).

These periods of immigration from various provinces in China, mainly
Fujian, Guangdong, Hainan, Guangxi, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang (C. B. Tan 2000),
led to immigrant communities who spoke Hokkien, Cantonese, Hakka,
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4 ONG AND TROYER

Teochew, Hainanese, Taishanese, and Fuzhou. Despite the common pattern
of minority language shift to the dominant language over three generations
(Wardhaugh & Fuller 2015), these Chinese communities maintained their
heritage languages for many generations as children and grandchildren spoke
these languages in the family and community domains.

2.1 The Development of Chinese-Medium Education in Malaysia
According to Linton (2009, 21) “schools are a (if not the) primary vehicle for
the transmission of culture and a sense of national identity.” In order to under-
stand the current roles that Mandarin and Chinese heritage languages play in
contemporary Malaysia, it is essential to explain the development of Chinese-
medium schools in the historical context of Malaysian educational policies.

During the early British colonial period (1786-1920), the colonizers were not
willing to spend money on educating minority groups because these ‘immi-
grants, despite their long-standing communities, were regarded as “birds of
passage” (Gill 2007, 111). With public education only extended to Malays (Pong
1993), Chinese-Malaysians were left to their own initiative to educate their
children, so they raised funds to set-up sishu, small traditional Chinese schools
that used Chinese heritage languages as the medium of instruction (L. E. Tan
1997, 2000).

In the early 20th century, these sishus gave way to the establishment of
new Chinese schools that used Mandarin as the language of instruction (Mak
1985). These schools still depended on private funding and they imported their
curriculum from China. Gradually, more Chinese-medium schools were estab-
lished in rural areas in response to the increased number of Chinese children
born after many Chinese immigrants had decided to permanently settle in
Malaya (L. E. Tan 2000).

After wwil ended, the reopening of schools became a turning point for
Chinese-medium education in Malaysia. The British attempted to convert
Chinese-medium schools to English-medium schools but this only resulted
in a social movement to save Chinese-medium education. By 1952, textbooks
imported from China were replaced by new textbooks based on the Malaysian
context to reflect local life and culture but the early 2oth century influence
of Mandarin in China leading to its adoption as the official language of the
People’s Republic of China in 1956, led to its hegemonic role in Malaysian
Chinese-medium schools.

From 1956, the year before Malaysian independence, through the 1960s,
several significant educational reports were conducted and their recommen-
dations were subsequently enacted in policies. Ultimately, the effects were
that Chinese-medium primary schools could receive government subsidies
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as “national-type” schools while Chinese-medium secondary schools had to
either adopt Bahasa Melayu as the medium of instruction or become inde-
pendent schools (Raman & Tan 2010).

In 1972, a revival movement for Chinese independent secondary schools
spread across the country resulting in the introduction of the Unified
Examination for Chinese Independent Schools. However, graduation certifi-
cates from Chinese independent secondary schools were not recognised by the
government because the Education Act of 1961 stated that all graduating exams
of secondary schools must be in English, and later, Bahasa Melayu only. This
situation again raised concerns for the Chinese community who later estab-
lished private colleges for tertiary education using Mandarin as the medium of
instruction (Tay 2003).

2.2 The Current Situation

Today government-funded schools mandate Bahasa Melayu as the medium of
instruction with English and/or Mandarin available as subject languages and
the option of conducting maths and science lessons in English made at the
local school level (David et al. 2009). Chinese-medium educational institu-
tions in Malaysia, all of which use Mandarin, comprise more than 1280 primary
schools, 60 independent schools, and three tertiary-level colleges. In recent
years, the enrolment rate at Chinese-medium primary schools has increased
(Gill 2014; “Government to present Chinese schools” 2013). Extracurricular
classes and private tutoring are a lucrative business, and Mandarin is availa-
ble as a subject. Regarding Chinese heritage languages, some Chinese cultural
associations offer classes and self-study materials; however, our interviews
indicated that these are not well attended or utilized.

As Chinese-medium schools and popular extra-curricular programs offer
only Mandarin and the Chinese-Malaysian community is increasingly adopt-
ing Mandarin, Chinese heritage languages remain only in limited domains and
are in danger of being lost. Previous research has reported that many Chinese-
Malaysian parents perceive Chinese-medium education as the only way of
transmitting Chinese language, heritage, beliefs and values to their children
in Malaysia (H. G. Lee 2012; Wang 2016a). They believe Chinese-medium edu-
cation’s incorporation of Chinese culture, literature and performing arts, such
as Chinese music, in the curriculum will lead to building a stronger Chinese
identity (D. P. Y. Lee & Ting 2016). Parents further believe Chinese-medium
education is needed to ensure the survival of their language and culture in a
Malay-dominant country (H. G. Lee 2012).

Furthermore, non-Chinese parents also send their children to Chinese-
medium primary schools, with non-Chinese students accounting for
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approximately 11% of their overall enrolment (J. Y. Y. Tan 2015). The growth of
Chinese-medium education is linked to the importance of Mandarin resulting
from China’s rise as a leader in the economic world (Gill 2014). Subsequently,
Mandarin was introduced as an elective subject in national primary schools in
Malaysia in 2006.

For the middle-aged and older participants in this study, the Malaysian edu-
cational policies regarding language that have been enacted following inde-
pendence are the essential context that influenced their language repertoire
and choices. Among the younger generation of Chinese-Malaysians, the use
of Mandarin as the language of instruction and the role of English as an addi-
tional language have led many to speak Mandarin or English at home (Carstens
2018; Wang 2017). Although Bahasa Melayu is also taught in Chinese-medium
schools, C. B. Tan (2000) and Wang (2010) report that it is uncommon for the
younger generation of ethnic Chinese to speak Bahasa Melayu among them-
selves or to their Chinese friends.

3 The Study

The literature reviewed in the previous sections demonstrates that Chinese-
medium education has become a popular choice for children of many Chinese-
Malaysian parents due to the economic value Mandarin offers, its usefulness
in international settings, and its cultural value as a heritage language in a
Malay-dominant country. These benefits are offset by the negative effect on
Chinese language diversity in Malaysia as the various Chinese communities
have shifted from speaking Chinese heritage languages to speaking Mandarin.
As stated in the introduction, previous studies in Malaysia have recruited
younger generation Chinese-Malaysians as participants while this study sought
insights into language shift and repertoires by answering the question “What
is the role of Mandarin in the language repertoire of middle-aged and older
Chinese-Malaysians?” To this end, we employed semi-structured interviews
with six Chinese-Malaysians living in Penang, aged 40 and above, in order to
learn about:
— the domains of daily life in which they use Mandarin,
— the role that Mandarin plays in their construction of identity at home and in
the community, and
— the social factors that motivate them to use Mandarin.
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3.1 Data Collection

Recruitment of participants (part of a larger study) was done through snowball
sampling in Penang, where the primary researcher was based when the study
took place. The researcher, a Chinese-Malaysian in her 30s from Penang, was
warmly welcomed by all six participants who were keen to discuss mainte-
nance of their cultural heritage and willing to engage in deep conversations
regarding the topic.

First, the researcher provided the participants with a simple questionnaire
to gather information about their demographics and languages spoken in
daily life. This was followed by a semi-structured interview of approximately
one hour to gather information regarding Mandarin language use. The inter-
view also allowed the participants to freely discuss their experiences with the
researcher. The interviews were conducted in English, except for one non-
English speaking participant whose interview was conducted in Mandarin.
The primary researcher is highly proficient in Hokkien (her first language) as
well as English and has functional use of spoken Mandarin; this flexibility and
the researcher’s membership of the Chinese-Malaysian community afforded
in-depth dialogue during the interviews and cooperative sharing of experi-
ences by the participants. Consent was given by all participants for their inter-
views to be recorded.

3.2 Participants

A short profile of the six participants is shown in Table 1. All participants
were males who were born in Malaysia with some being educated in English-
medium schools while others attended Chinese-medium schools (see individ-
ual interview results and discussion). Because they were from the generation
of Chinese-Malaysians born before Mandarin became popular outside schools
in Malaysia, they spoke Chinese heritage languages as their first language.
These interviews were conducted as part of a larger study in which only the
age range of participants was recorded, not their specific ages.

3.3 Data Analysis

The interviews were transcribed and, in the case of the interview conducted in
Mandarin, translated into English to align with the rest of the transcripts. There
were no corrections made to the morphosyntax apart from minor changes
for the sake of intelligibility. All participants’ names were removed and they
were given pseudonyms to ensure their anonymity. Once complete, all tran-
scripts were analysed following what Patton (1990) called an iterative process
in which recurrent themes in the data were identified, a thematic coding sheet
was created in line with the study’s framework and the themes, codings, and
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TABLE 1 Profile of participants
Participant Gender Age L1 Additional languages =~ Occupation
Tony Male 40—49 Teochew, Bahasa Melayu, English, Translator

Mandarin  Hokkien, Cantonese
Bob Male  40-49 Teochew, Bahasa Melayu, English, Policymaker
Mandarin  Hokkien, Cantonese
Noel Male 40 —49 Hokkien Bahasa Melayu, English, Pastor
Mandarin, Cantonese
Kok Leong Male 50-59 Cantonese BahasaMelayu, English, Policymaker
Mandarin, Hokkien,
Hakka
Chong Meng Male 50 -59 Hainanese Mandarin, Hokkien, Chief monk

Cantonese
Simone Male  6oand Cantonese Bahasa Melayu, English, Businessman
above Mandarin, Hokkien,

Hainan, Taishan

data were subsequently triangulated and verified by the researchers. This qual-
itative content analysis (Stemler, 2001) aligns with approaches taken by other
researchers studying language shift in Chinese diasporic communities (Li &
Zhu 2010; Wang 2016b) and language use in interlingual families (Yamamoto
2005).

4 Results and Discussion

We have organized participants’ responses to questions regarding the role of
Mandarin relative to other languages in their daily lives into the following
domains of usage that emerged as salient during the interviews with particular
individuals: at home (Tony and Bob), for occupational use (Kok Leong) and
during religious services (Chong Meng and Noel). A fourth section addresses
the role of Mandarin in cultural transmission via naming practices (Simone).
In the results, it is evident that participants’ choice of Mandarin is a dou-
ble-edged sword, affording interaction and cultural values on the one hand,
while on the other hand it detracts from the use of Chinese heritage languages
that have traditionally connected families and community members.
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4.1 Mandarin as a Home Language

Tony, born in the 1970s (in his 40s at the time of the interview), belonged
to the population of Chinese-Malaysians who were educated in a Chinese-
medium school and spoke Mandarin with his friends. However, he would shift
to Chinese heritage languages when speaking to his parents and grandparents
because they did not know Mandarin. While his grandparents, who had emi-
grated from China, only spoke Teochew, his parents, born in Malaysia, were
educated in English-medium schools before the change of the medium of
instruction to Bahasa Melayu took place. They sent Tony to a Chinese-medium
school, hoping he would not lose his Chinese identity in a Malay-dominant
country. Despite speaking Teochew to his parents and grandparents, Tony
spoke Mandarin to his siblings. When asked the reason, he stated:

I speak Mandarin to my siblings. So I feel closer with Mandarin. It de-
pends on what language you grew up with. You grow an emotional con-
nection to that. Language maintenance can only be done, the rhetoric of
maintaining a language because you are emotionally connected.

Tony’s switching between languages is a common practice in Malaysia.
Carstens (2018) found in her survey with 314 Chinese-Malaysian families, the
middle generation tended to switch between Chinese heritage languages and
Mandarin.

Issues of agency, “the socioculturally mediated capacity to act” (Ahern 2001,
112), are central to power relations and language choice. Ruohotie-Lyhty and
Moate’s (2015) conception of reactive and proactive agency provides an insight-
ful explanation of Tony’s agentive code choice. Reactive agency describes an
individual’'s choices that, while personally chosen, are influenced by others
who are perceived to have more control. Proactive agency, in contrast, sug-
gests “a knowing and active individual, whose activity is oriented towards one’s
own goals instead of being driven from the outside” (Ruohotie-Lyhty & Moate
2015, 55). Tony’s use of Teochew with his elders demonstrates reactive agency
as he defers his choice to the preferences of his parents and accommodates his
Teochew-speaking grandparents. However, his use of Mandarin with his sib-
lings reflects proactive agency allowing Tony to interact using a language that
he feels a stronger emotional connection to. In Tony’s case, these two aspects
of his identity (bending to the will or needs of others vs. exerting his own pref-
erences) are enacted by using either a heritage language or Mandarin and his
proactive choice is for the language that was the medium of instruction in
school, not his heritage language.
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10 ONG AND TROYER

Like Tony, Bob (in the same age group) went to a Chinese-medium school;
however, Bob would speak Teochew among both his parents and other family
members. He then switched to Mandarin when speaking to his wife, giving the
reason below:

Even I am Teochew, my wife is Teochew but I cannot understand her
slang because she comes from Nibong Tebal [an area in Penang]. Her
slang is totally different. So, I cannot converse in Teochew with my wife.
We can only converse in Mandarin, so when we speak Mandarin, our
children will communicate in Mandarin too. If parents cannot converse
with them using heritage languages, they can only converse in Mandarin.
Mandarin is like the language of communication between different sub-
ethnic groups.

In contrast to Tony, Bob’s proactive agentive choice would be to speak his
variety of Teochew at home; however, Bob and his wife choose to speak their
shared language, Mandarin, as a reaction to their lack of a mutually intelli-
gible heritage language. Thus, regardless of the form of agency, the result for
both Tony and Bob is a shift away from Teochew to Mandarin. The difference
in agency between Tony’s proactive choice of Mandarin and Bob’s reactive
choice demonstrates the kinds of personal conflict that middle-aged Chinese-
Malaysians face regarding which languages they use.

Bob claimed that many families faced similar issues: Mandarin had replaced
Chinese heritage languages as the medium of communication in the home
domain due to intermarriages among different ethnolinguistic groups. The role
of the educational system in this shift was highlighted by Bob as he explained
that Chinese-Malaysian parents today focus on speaking Mandarin at home
with their children to improve their children’s language proficiency so they
can achieve high grades in the exam-orientated education system of Malaysia.
Wang's (2017) study, likewise, found that Hakka parents in Penang switched to
speaking Mandarin with their children to ensure a smooth linguistic transition
from the home domain to the school environment.

4.2 Mandarin as an Occupational Language

Being able to speak several languages is an important skill for a policymaker in
multilingual Malaysia. Kok Leong, in his 50s at the time of the study and orig-
inally from Kuala Lumpur, had been educated in an English-medium school.
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Although he was of Hakka origin and able to speak Hakka, he had better flu-
ency in Cantonese because he grew up in Kuala Lumpur, where Cantonese
was the lingua franca among Chinese ethnic groups. Since entering politics,
Kok Leong has picked up other Chinese heritage languages and Mandarin
to engage with constituents. Several years ago, he moved to Penang, where
Hokkien is the most widely spoken Chinese heritage language (Ong 2020).
Because Kok Leong was unable to speak Hokkien fluently enough to deliver a
speech in Hokkien, he often switched to Mandarin. He claimed that Mandarin
is a useful language for meetings, festivals and cultural events, which is evident
in the excerpt below:

Mandarin has evolved as a dominant language for Chinese-Malaysians in
the past 30 or 40 years. Chinese-medium schools are also one of the very
important factors in our politics. Mandarin has now been entrenched in
the education system and as a language for communication, business and
association activities. I usually use some dialect in my speech and then
revert to Mandarin, although some associations may-hope that I will give
the speech in my dialect but the lack of command forces me to shift to
Mandarin halfway or even immediately after I have started.

The distinction between proactive and reactive agency here demonstrates that
while Kok Leong would prefer to speak in a heritage language (“dialect”), he
must resort to using Mandarin, a language that, unlike many younger genera-
tion Chinese-Malaysians, he had to learn as an adult. When asked how he had
learned Mandarin, Kok Leong replied:

It is in particular in the nature of my work, community engagement, and
my lack of Hokkien because I am not native here, so I have to speak Man-
darin more often.... It is a challenge, so in my work, I have the necessity to
use Mandarin very often, so it builds up over the years.

Kok Leong’s impetus to learn Mandarin is similar to that of many adult learners
in contemporary multilingual societies. Tasker’s (2012) doctoral study investi-
gated this issue in Australia, where seven individuals from a large data sample
were interviewed regarding their learning activity of Mandarin as an additional
language. She found that the learning and use of Mandarin among the indi-
viduals in her study reflected the principles of complex dynamic systems that
operate across the entire life-span. As Kok Leong’s account testifies, changes
to an individual’s language choices are not limited to certain life stages (i.e.,
childhood, adolescence, young adulthood), but continually evolve throughout
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the lifespan as the social and linguistic environment changes requiring the
individual to make agentive choices. In this case, Kok Leong’s instrumental
motivation for learning Mandarin is a reaction to the ubiquity of the language
in the public sphere of contemporary Chinese-Malaysian communities.

4.3 Mandarin as a Religious Language

According to Carstens (2018), most of the religions practised by Chinese-
Malaysians, such as Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity, and Catholicism, have
connections with overseas organisations. This section discusses the use of
Mandarin in two common religious practices of the Chinese community.
Chong Meng, in his 50s during the study, grew up in a Hainanese family and
speaks Hainanese as his first language. He was educated in a Chinese-medium
school and had a great passion for Buddhism from a young age. After second-
ary school, he went to Taiwan to pursue Buddhism studies and completed his
diploma in Mandarin because it was the medium of instruction in the college
in Taiwan. He then returned to Malaysia to serve as a chief monk in a tem-
ple in Penang. When asked about his use of Mandarin in Buddhist temples
in Malaysia, Chong Meng claimed that Mandarin was becoming the “public
language” in these temples:

We use Mandarin for chanting, this is for similarity purposes. If people
use Hokkien and Mandarin together, the chant will be in a mix of all lan-
guages. It may end up very confusing to people.... When we chant, we use
Mandarin as a public language and the main language of communication
for everyone. Mandarin is seen as a common language for most people.

Similarly, Noel, in the 4o0s age group, was also educated in a Chinese-medium
school and studied theology courses using Mandarin and, at the church where
Noel worked, he preached in Mandarin. When asked the reasons for his lan-
guage choice, Noel explained that because Mandarin had been his language
of education from a young age, he was comfortable using it for studying and
working purposes. Being a fluent Mandarin speaker, Noel spoke the language
to his children because he wanted them to master it for better academic and
job opportunities and he ensured that his children perform their prayers
and read the Bible in Mandarin. Thus, the language of religion in both public
and his household was not the Hokkien and Mandarin of Noel’s youth experi-
ences but solely Mandarin for his children.

Chong Meng’s and Noel’s use of Mandarin for religious purposes is becom-
ing a common trend among the Chinese community in Malaysia. Wang (2016b)
observed similar phenomena when studying language use in the Church of
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the Holy Name of Jesus in Balik Pulau, Penang. She stated that prior to 1963
the Sunday mass was conducted in Latin but after reformation in 1963, it was
replaced with Mandarin as the language of the mass. Today, Mandarin is used
for the homily, Bible reading and hymns; as the language of administration
in the church; and the language of communication between priests and the
congregation Wang (2016b).

As Vollmann and Soon (2018) observe, Chinese heritage languages survive
in Malaysia through a spoken rather than written mode. It is, thus, signifi-
cant that in the predominantly oral domain of religious services, Mandarin
has become the default language. As highlighted throughout this article, both
Chong Meng and Noel attribute their choice of Mandarin not to their family
heritage but to a combination of educational background and as a reaction
to the need for a lingua franca in public religious services. The hegemonic
forces of institutionalized education and religion at the local level which are
responses to the global hegemonic force of Mandarin are manifested in the
individual shift away from heritage languages.

4.4 Mandarin as a Language for Cultural Transmission
According to Zhang (2008), heritage language maintenance is inseparable from
heritage culture participation, which includes customs and values embraced
by an ethnic group including naming practices. In Malaysia’s neighbouring
country of Indonesia, Chinese-Indonesians had to adopt Indonesian-sounding
names but to maintain their Chinese identity and they incorporated elements
of their Chinese family names into their Indonesian adaptations (Irzanti 2004).
The case was different in Malaysia where, Chinese-Malaysians were resil-
ient in maintaining their Chinese heritage, cultures, and traditions and the
Malaysian Constitution has allowed them to retain their traditional family
names. However, because Chinese written characters have never had official
use in Malaysia, Chinese-Malaysians names needed to be written using Roman
letters. Before the 1960s, ethnic Chinese names in Malaysia were spelled
according to their respective heritage language groups’ pronunciation allowing
one to maintain and convey to others their particular identities. While these
spellings could potentially lead to ambiguous pronunciations by speakers of
other Chinese heritage languages, among the larger Chinese-Malaysian com-
munity, these spelling practices allowed heritage users to convey their group
identity. However, with the rise of Mandarin and the Hanyu pinyin (Roman
letter) writing system that is taught in schools, many Chinese-Malaysian have
begun spelling their family names using standardized Hanyu pinyin which
reflects the pronunciation of Mandarin.
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To Simone, the oldest of the participants, in his 60s, this standardization is
seen as beneficial:

When we use Hanyu pinyin, it’s pinyin for Mandarin pronunciation.
Pinyin is actually more accurate, such as Li instead of Lee.... Last time
[during the olden days], we used Hokkien or Teochew pronunciation and
it was very confusing. If someone had a very strong Teochew accent, his
surname would be written according to his Teochew pronunciation....
Nowadays, most parents use Hanyu pinyin when naming their children.
Just like my nephew; we renamed his Lee into Li and wrote it according to
pinyin pronunciation.... Therefore, I feel that the best is to go according
to Hanyu pinyin pronunciation so that we won't be confused whether
the name is written in Hakka, Teochew or Hokkien pronunciation.... Last
time, when naming the children, the Malay officers at the registration of-
fice would write according to what they hear. Now, parents are allowed to
fill in the forms at home before submitting. Most important is we have to
preserve our Chinese surnames and culture. We are supposed to encour-
age parents to let their children know about their origin through their
ancestors’ history.

Indeed, this situation is, as Simone put it during the interview, “very compli-
cated.” On the one hand Chinese-Malaysians now have proactive agency to
choose how to spell their surnames. However, Simone’s embrace of Mandarin,
which is standardized by educational institutions, comes at the expense of a
name spelling that reflects one’s heritage language. At work, there is an ide-
ological shift away from linguistic plurality that in the past allowed Chinese-
Malaysians to signal membership in both the local diasporic community and
the macro Chinese culture. In place of this dual indexicality, Simone believes
that Chinese-Malaysians should use standard Mandarin as their conduit to
Chinese culture.

5 Conclusion

The interviews with six middle-aged and older Chinese-Malaysians in Penang
with the goal of understanding how they use Mandarin relative to Chinese her-
itage languages in their daily lives, their constructions of identity, and their
motivations revealed the double-edged sword of Mandarin in this context.
What is gained in a language of mass communication is offset by a reduction
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in the use of traditional heritage languages. What is found in the connections
to Chinese culture of the mainland is a loss of connection to local diasporic
histories. What is communicated via standardized orthography and pronunci-
ation is not what is indexed by a name that is written according to local norms.
These are not trade-offs that the participants lamented — certainly not when
their choices demonstrated proactive agency but also not when their agency
was a reaction to larger hegemonic forces.

We see in these cases that a complex set of global and local influences shaped
the participants’ decisions about their use of Mandarin relative to Chinese lan-
guages in various domains. As Blommaert (2010, 17) contends, global processes
are “not one process but a complex of processes, evolving and developing at
different scale-levels, with differences in scope, speed and intensity.” At the
global level, the impact of China as a world economic power likely encourages
ethnic Chinese in other countries to maintain pride of heritage even after many
generations have lived in diasporic communities outside of the mainland.
The adoption of Mandarin as the official language of the People’s Republic
of China solidified the language’s status and led to its exclusive use in local
Chinese-Malaysian schools which, for several of the participants, resulted in
their adoption of Mandarin in their homes and religions because the language
had become more familiar to them and those around them. Following this shift
from heritage languages to Mandarin by middle-aged members of the house-
holds and communities, many younger generation Chinese-Malaysians speak
Mandarin in many settings because they regard it as their mother tongue and
the language that represents their Chinese identity in multilingual Malaysia.

The middle-aged and older generation of Chinese-Malaysians maintain
their traditional ideology of valuing their Chinese identity in multilingual
Malaysia. They also continue to ensure that the younger generation receives
Chinese-medium education as a way of maintaining their “Chineseness” in a
non-Chinese environment, though the schools’ use of Mandarin leads to loss
of distinct language communities that used to be held together by the use of
Chinese heritage languages.

In conclusion, the middle-aged and older generation of Chinese-Malaysians’
use of Mandarin to engage with the contemporary linguistic world is influ-
enced by hegemonic local and global factors. Within this context their lan-
guage choices are strategic and intentional and Mandarin competes with
Chinese heritage languages in different domains. As scholars call for further
investigation into the influence and impact of acquiring and using Mandarin,
it is essential that we include qualitative sociolinguistic studies that document
the effects of language maintenance and shift on users at all ages of the lifespan
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in order to ensure a holistic understanding of the significance of Chinese lan-
guages in diasporic environments.
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