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Abstract 

Adopting Cooper's (1982) framework of language spread, this paper 
focuses on the spread of Mandarin in the Chinese community in the 
state of Johore, Malaysia. Survey results published by the present author 
already show some evidence of the spread of Mandarin among Chinese 
Malaysians. Specifically, those previous studies have focused on 
language choices in the family domain (Wang, 2007) and the role of 

mass med,a played in the process of Mandarin spread (Wang, 2005, 
2006a). The present study complements the previous ones by focusing 
on the language choice behaviors in public sellings. Observations on 
language use were made in public places such as shopping centers, 
night markets, food stalls, and coffee shops. Unintrusive observation 
techniques complement the instrument of questionnaire used in previous 
surveys. 201 interactions between 102 sales persons and customers 
were recorded in the observation form by the researcher. Four towns in 
the state were chosen for the study, namely JollaI' Baru, Killang, Baril 

Pallal and Milar The results show the spread of Mandarin among the 
Chinese Malaysians in the towns studied. Agc and gender are proven 
to be two significant factors IOnuencing the language choice of the 
salespersons and the customers. The younger the speakers are, the 
morc Mandarin is used during the interactions. Meanwhile, the female 
speakers tend to use more Mandarin than the male speakers. Slightly 
SIgnificant difference is found across 6 public settings in terms of 

I This paper was presented at 4-lntemational Conference on Chinese and European Sociolinguistics 
(Mannheim. Gcmlany, 13'" 15" July. 2006). I appreciate the feedback from the scholars at the 
conference. I also want to thunk the reviewers of Modern Ltmg/lage Journal for their comments. 
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language choice. However) who speaks first is not a significant factor 
innuencing the language choice in the interaction. Present findings 
complement previous ones: Mandarin is gaining ground not only in 
private seulngs, but also in public seuings, where Chinese dialects used 
to dominate. 

Introduction 

Mandarin as one of the transnatIOnal languages (Foley 2006:60) in the 
world has been extensively used in the Greater China, namely, mainland 
China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. It has become one of the core symbols of 
ChlOese Identity, not only in the above areas, but also 10 Singaporean and 
Malaysian ChlOese communIties. As Ting and Sussex (2002) claim, 
Mandann Chmese has become the language of wIder commUnIcatIon wlthlO 
the Chll1ese communIty 10 Miri, a CIty 10 Sarawak, East MalaysIa. It IS also 
true for the ChlOese 10 the state of Johore, West MalaysIa. To be specific, 
Mandann is reported to be used not only in publIc setttngs (Wang 2006a), 
but also tn private setttngs, such as the family domain (Wang 2007). In 

prevIous studIes done by the present researcher, the factors contributing 
to the spread of Mandarin in the state of Johore, the southernmost state 
tn West Malaysia, have also been explored (Wang 2005). Mass media In 
Mandarin from the nelghbonng country Singapore has been found to play 
an Important role 111 the spread of Mandann. In additIon to thIS, Chtnese 
education, language attitude, economIc and cultural values of Mandann 
are contributtng factors leading to the spread of Mandarin. 

The above findtngs are based on questionnaIre surveys or structured 
tntervlews, whIch matnly rely on the subjects' self report. To Improve the 
relIabilIty of the results, this study IS carried out through an unintrusive 
observatIon technIque. By dOIng so, It could complement the previous 
studIes. Public settings, such as shopping centers, markets (morning market 
and nIght market), street stalls, and coffee shops were chosen to be the 
observatIon locales in four towns 111 the state of Johore, namely Johor 
Barll, Kiliallg, Batll Pahat and Mllar A total of 20 I interactions between 
102 sales assIstants and customers were recorded in the observation form. 
The collection of language chOIce data was then compared to the results of 
the prevIous studIes obtamed vIa questIonnaire surveys. 

Fishman (1976/1989) pomts out that the issue of whether a language 
IS used is the first and baSIC tOpIC for the study of language mamtenance 
and language ShIft, without explonng which, neIther the where nor the 
why of the language use can be studIed. Hence, to document the spread of 
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Mandann is the first and Important task for this research. While analyzing 
the process of language spread, Fishman ( 1976/1989) dl fferentiates the 
LWC (language of wider communication) setting and the Immigrant setting' 
Where the spread of Mandarin is concerned, It is the former, namely the 
spread of a language of wider communication III the Chinese community 
Fishman (1989: 244) regards Chinese In Malaysia as an Immigrant language 
Island, where the acquisition of the national or bridgmg language may 
follow the LWC model He hypotheSizes that there are different processes 
In the two settlllgs. The diffusion of LWC may commonly stabilize at the 
stage of domain separateness. I t IS true for the use of Malay, the natIOnal 
language, and the spread of Mandarin in other states, like Selangor and 
Kuala Lumpur, but not for the diffusion of Mandarin in the state of Johore. 
It undergoes the Similar process as the Immigrant language settlllg which 
goes through the cycle of domain overlap, domain separateness, and domain 
overlap (Fishman, 1989 244). 

Against the above theoretical background, the spread of Mandann in 
the state of Johore could be speCifically discussed uSing Cooper's (1982) 
framework, I.e. Who adopts what, when, where, why, and how?(Wang 2005). 
However, the multilingual background and the special geographical location 
of the state of Johore makes the SituatIOn of the spread of Mandarin rather 
unique compared to other cases in the world, such as the spread of Enghsh. 

In the following sections, the Cilinese community III the state of Johore 
will be Introduced, followed by the general descnption of Mandann spread, 
section four reports the results of the current study, followed by diSCUSSIOn 
and conclUSion. 

1 LWC selling is defined as IJ selling in which a powerrul language enters into the social space o f  
a n  established population; and the immigmnl setting i s  B sClling i n  which a nonnally powerless 
population enters into the social space of an established language (Fishman 1989: 244). 
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The Chinese community in the state of Johore 

The sUb-composition of the Chillese commullity 

The state of lohore IS the southernmost state in Malaysia, adjacent to 
Smgapore 10 the south. It is also the second most populous state in the 
country, with 55% Malays, 36% Chmese, and 7% Indians accord 109 to the 
Census 2000 The proportion of Chinese (36%) in this state outnumbers 
the average in the country, which IS 26%. Obviously, the demographic 
advantage will be a positive factor for the maintenance and spread of 
Chinese languages and culture. It would also result in the minimal influence 
from Malay culture (Tan 2000' 55). With a large population, the compositton 
of the Chinese community is not homogeneous, but heterogeneous. 
Accordmg to the Census 1990, the Chll1ese community 111 Malaysia is 
composed of34.7% Southern Min Group, 23.5% Hakka, 18.3% Cantonese, 
and 23 5% others (Tan 2000). For the state of lohore, the composition of 
the Chinese commulllty IS shown in Table I below 

Table I The sub-ethnic composition of the Chinese community 
(census 1990) 

Dialect group Percentage 

Southern Min group 46.3% 

Hakka 19.8% 
Cantonese 1 0.2% 

Chaozhou group 14 1% 
Halilan group 4.9% 

others 4.7% 
Total 100% 

Table I shows that the Southern Mill group is the largest dialect group 
111 the Chinese community 111 the state of lohore, Hakka the second, and 
Chaozhou group the third. Accounting for half of the population in the 
Chillese commulllty, Southern Mill dialect was the linguafrallca in most 
towns in thiS state 10 the past. Accordll1g to a survey conducted by the 
author 10 the state of lohore 10 2002', 60.5% of the respondents reported 

The survey aimed to investigate the language usc and language attitude of the Chinese in the 
Stale of Johorc. which is based on questionnaires. Altogether 1636 students from 6 Chinese 
independent schools in six. lowns were investigated in the survey. 
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that Southern Min dialect IS the most often used dialect in their living 
areas. In contrast, Mandarin was reported to be the most popular language 
In local area by 79.5% respondents 111 a 2005 survey'; Southern Min dialect 
IS the second most popular language claimed by 44.8% respondents. This 
indicates that Southern Min dialect is the prestige dialect In the Chinese 
commumty In the state of lohore, which is also reported by other scholars 
(Tan 2000). 

Four towns were chosen for this study, namely Johor Barll. Killallg. 
Balli Pahat and Mllar The geographic location of the four towns is shown 
In Figure I below 

Figure I Map of the state of lohore' 

Endua Rompl" 
National Park 

� 

Dese 

• 
Tg. Bolungkor 

'\ SINGAPORE 

The survey focuses on the language use and mass media in the Siale of Johore. 4 18 respondents 
from four towns, namely Johor 8arll, KIIlOlIg. Balli Pollal ami Milar were investigated by 
questionnaires. Please refer to Wang (2005) for details. 

S This map is downloaded from Ihe following website: hup:/lwww.malaysia·maps.com/johor­
map. hIm 



2 12 JOURNALOF MODERN LANGUAGES 

The four towns are the most populous towns in the state. In addition, 
they also have the largest Ch111ese population. Table 2 indicates the ethnic 
composition In the four towns (Department of Statistics Malaysia 200 I). 

Table 2 Ethnic composition of four towns in Johore 

Ethnic grollp Johor Baril K/ual/g Ball.1 Pahal Milar 

Bumiplltra 47 6% 46.9% 51.2% 537% 
Chinese 41.5% 42.4% 46.4% 42.8% 
Indians 10.2% 10.3% 2.2% 3.2% 

Others 0 7% 0.4% 0.2% 0.3% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Chinese account for a large proportion (over 40%) of the total 
population In all four towns. According to census 2000", there are a total 
of 831,055 Chinese In the state of Johore, out of which 47 I % are 111 Johor 
Baril, 13 8% in MlIal; 12.7% in Balu Pallal, and 10.2% in K/uang TI1JS 
means 83.8% Chinese of the state live J1l these four towns. As for the 
composition of the Chmese commu111ty in the fOllr towns, it parallels that 
of the state. Table 3 shows the details. 

Table 3 Sub-ethmc composition of the Chmese community 
m four towns J1l Johore (Census 2000) 

Dia/eel grollp Jailor Bartl K/IIGl/g Balli Pallal Muar 

Southern Min 39 0% 45.2% 69.9% 67.9% 

group 

Hakka 22.2% 25.4% 5.2% 5 1% 

Cantonese 15.2% 16.1% 5 6% 5.3% 

Chaozhou group 11.4% 3 6% 10 5% 15 7% 

others 12.2% 9 7% 8 8% 7 0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 

� The unpublished data have been obtained from Department of Statistics Malaysia. 
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The sub-ethnic compoSilIon In Balli Pahal and M'lOr is similar, whcre 
more than 65%, of the Chmese population comprises the Southern Min 

group, while the Chaozhou group is the sccond largest dialect group. The 

situations in jo/ror Baru and Kluallg arc slightly different, whcrc Hakka is 

thc second largest dialect group and Cantonese the third. 

Lal/guage lise ill the C"ille.�e cOIt/llllmity 

As a multi-ethnic country, Malaysia IS also a multi-lingual socIety Malay 

IS the !illgl/aji-anra across ethniC groups. Mandarin and prestige dJalecL�, 
such as Cantonese, Southern M10 dialect and Ilakka arc widely used in the 

Chinese community Tamil IS the community language in the Indian 

community Besides, Engl ISh is the second most Important language 10 

Malaysia (Asmah 1992) with wide use 10 business, legal and educatlOn. 
As mentioned above, the heterogeneous Chinese community IS 

composed of vanous dialect groups. There Core, multiple languages and 
dialects can bc found Within the commulllty, among which Mandann is 

used as the !inguafranca by the commu111ty members. However, the extent 

of utlilzatlon of Mandarin vanes across different states 111 Malaysia. As 

proven by previous studies, Mandann IS more extensively used by the 

Clunese in the state of.lohore than those in Kuala Lumpur, PillGng, Klang, 

and Perak (Wang 2005, 2006b) 111 West Malaysia, Ting and Sussex (2002) 

also claim a generatIOnal shift from Fuzhou d13lect (Eastern M111 dialect) 

towards Mandann and Engilsh 111 the home doma111 in Sarawak, East 

MalaYSIa, Tan (2000) reports the extensive usc of Mandarin 111 Malacca 
and Sabah To be speedie, in the state of .Iohore, Mandarin IS found to be 

used III different domains, slich as markets, restaurants, cllnics, shopping 

centers, and banks. In addition to the wide use, Mandarin is also seen 
positively by the local Chl11ese in the state. 

QuestlOnna"e surveys reveal several factors leading to the spread of 
Mandann 111 the state of lohore (Wang 2006a). Mass media 111 Mandann 

from Singapore IS found to play an important role in the process of Mandarin 

spread. By adopt111g Cooper's (1982) framework of language spread, the 

follOWing conclUSions are drawn. ( I)  Hakka and Chaozhou respondents 

aged below 30 years old with secondary education and above from Chinese 

medium of education tend to use more Mandann than others; (2) the speed 

of Mandann spread has accelerated since I nos, (3) the more southern the 

city is located, the more Mandann is found 111 use (Wang 2006a). 
Structured IlItervlcws ofthree-gcneratioll Chinese families in the lour 

towns also reveal the shift of language chOice from Chinese dialects to 
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Mandann (Wang 2007). Generational difference 111 Mandann use could 
also be found 111 their social networks, which is shown in Figure 2 below 

G I Ch1l1ese dialects 

� � 

G2 Fathers more Chinese dialects, less Mandann 

Mothers. more Mandann, less Chinese dialects 

1 � 
G3 Mandann 

Figure 2 Social networks of three generations (N= 13 families) 

The children generation (G3) almost uses Mandarin exclusively 111 

their social networks, while the grandparent generation (G I) chooses 
Ch1l1ese dialects to 1I1teract with their friends, and the parent generation 
(G2) make use of both Mandarin and the dialects. 

The above studies provide eVidences for the spread of Mandann 111 

the state of lohore. However, they are based on questionnaire surveys or 
structured 1I1tervlews. Evidence from on-spot observations of language 
behaviors is needed for a complete and reliable research. The next section 
will introduce the current study on language choices in public sett1l1gs. 

Language choices in public settings 

VI/illtrusive observatioll 

Umntruslve observatiOn IS a valid way to collect data of language behaVior 
in public settings. It could avoid the bias which questionnaire survey may 
generate. van den Berg (1985, 2005) employed an observatiOn techmque 
that combl11es direct observation with the collection of massive data (van 
den Berg 1985 14) when he collected data in the context of buying-and­
sell111g 111 Taiwan and Shanghai In his studies, enumerators walk 
systematically through the various sections of the locale under study, and 
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note the language II1teractions they overhear on an observation sheet (van 
den Berg 198 5 IS). This IS a rapid way to obtain language use data 111 

public sethngs. Also unll1trusive observation combining With questionnaire 
survey could reveal the language situation under study more reliably 

Inspired by van den Berg's study, the author conducted unll1trusive 
observations in public settings In )o/lOr Barll, Kiliallg, BalLI Pallal and 
Muar to complement questionnaire surveys carned out before. A series of 
public setlll1gs were chosen, such as the morning market, night market, 
shopping centers, street stalls, food centers, and so on. The study aimed to 
collect first-hand data of language use in practice, espeCially the use of 
Mandann and Chinese dialects by the local Chinese. By doing so, the extent 
of Mandann spread could be measured. A total of 201 interactions between 
102 sales assistants and customers were observed in the four towns. The 
researcher and research assistants' VISited different locales and noted the 
interactIOns 111 the observation form. At a later stage, data were processed 
through SPSS (Statlshcal Package for Social SCience). The results of the 
study are reported in this section. 

The distribution of interactions between sales assistants and customers 
by areas and settings is shown in Table 4 below 

Table 4 DistributIOn of II1teractions by areas and settings 

Frequellcy Percell/age 

Areas Johor Baru 33 16% 

Kluang 46 23% 

Batu Pahat 56 28% 

Muar 66 33% 

Total 201 100% 

Settings markets 81 40% 

street stalls 12 6% 

food center 62 31% 
separate shops 21 10% 

shopping center 25 13% 

Total 201 100% 

1 1 wish 10 record my appreciation to my three research assistants: Miss Tam Jin Miin. Mr. Sim Wee 
Taur. and Mr Chan Kok Wah. I also appreciate the assistance provided by Southern College. 
Malaysia. 
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Out of the 20 I interactions between sales assistants and customers, 
40% are recorded at markets, which include morning markets and night 
markets. Mornlllg markets (known as pasar locally) are open daily where 
people buy vegetables, meats, etc. Night markets are organized weekly at 
fixed places, where variOUS products are sold. Both settlllgs could be 
regarded as IIlfornlal domains. Street stalls refer to those stalls on the street 
selllllg snacks such as soya bean, desserts, and so on. They are qUite popular 
in the state of Johore. Food centers include food courts, where a number of 
stalls sell different killds of meals and drinks, and small restaurants known 
as coffee shops. Separate shops are those shops with their own building on 
the street, not III a shopping center, such as shoe shops, hair salons, groceries, 
and so on. Shopping centers refer to the large scale shopplllg malls. 

In the observation form, both sales assistants' and customers' gender 
and age group were noted. The speaker of the first turn of the interaction 
was also recorded. Languages used for the first turn, the succeedlllg turns 
and the endlllg turn were noted dUring the observatIOn. Furthermore, 
language use among sales assistants and customers themselves were also 
noted. 

Lal/guage choice for differel/t films 

The follOWing table II1dlcates the language use between sales assistants 
and customers for different turns during the interaction. 

Table 5 Language chOice by sales assistants and customers 

Language Thejirst The succeedillg The ending 
variety tllmN=196 tlirnsN= 193 tllmN=190 

Mandarin 71.5% 70.5% 72.6% 

English 1 0% 0 0% 0.0% 

Southern M III dialect 22.5% 22.3% 2 1.6% 

Hakka 1 0% 1.5% 1 1% 

Cantonese 2.0% 2.1% 2. 1% 

Chaozhou dialect 1.5% 1 6% 1 1% 

others 0. 5% 2.0% 1.5% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
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Based on Table 5, it can be said that Mandarin is used most onen at 
all stages of the 1I1teractlOn, with the Southern M 111 dialect second. The 
other Ch1l1ese dialects, such as Hakka, Cantonese and Chaozholl are seldom 
lIsed by both parties. By comb1l1111g all the Chinese dialects, the trend of 
language chOice is revealed more clearly (see Figure 3) 

80 
70 
60 
50 
40 
30 
20 
10 
o 

Figure 3 Language lise between sales assistants and customers 

First turn succeeding 
turns 

o Mandarin 

I!I Chinese dialects 

ending turn 

Figure 3 above reflects the general trend of language use in public 
sett1l1gs In the Ch1l1ese commul1lly 111 the state of lohore. It shows that 
Mandarin IS the dominant language 111 use, while Chinese dialects are much 
less used generally 

The relatiollship betweell social variables alld lallguage choice 

To figure out the social vanables which may lead to sigl1lficantly different 
use of these two language varieties, the areas, settings, gender and age 
groups of the two parties were 1I1vestigated. Crosstabs were perfonned to 
check the relatIOnships between these social variables and language use in 
public settings. 

Table 6 Cross tabs between areas and language use during the 
1I1teractions (frequency) 

Areas Mandarin Chinese dialects Total 
Muar 32 28 60 
Batu Pahat 38 15 53 

Kluang 36 7 43 
lohor Baru 30 3 33 
Total 136 53 189 
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Table 6 above shows the crosstab result between geographical location 
and language use in public settings. To check if It is significant, chi-square 
was calculated. The result (x'= 19 14, df=3, p<.OO I) proves the significant 
relationship between the two variables, which means that the language use 
111 the four towns is significantly different. People from lohor Barll and 
Kiliang use less Chinese dialects and more Mandarin than those from Mllar 
and Balli Pallat. Cramer's V, which indicates the strength of the association 
between the two variables, IS .318. Thus, the effect size is considered to be 
medIUm or typical. Recalhng the composition of dialect groups, Southern 
M in group IS the dominant dialect group in both Muar and Batll Pahal 
with a proportion of more than 67% of the total Chinese people. What is to 
be noted IS that the more northern the City is, the less Mandarin is used In 

pubhc settIngs. The same conclusIOn was drawn based on the questionnaire 
survey in the four towns (Wang 2006a). The two studies veri fy each other 
111 terms of geographical variation of language use in public settings. 

The settll1gs of tillS study were categorized into five, namely food 
centers, shoppll1g centers, markets, street stalls, and separate shops. To 
verify the relationship between settings and language use, crosstabs were 
carned out and the results are shown in Table 7 below 

Table 7 Crosstab between settll1gs and language use during the 
interactIOns (frequency) 

Sellings Mandarin Chinese dialecls Total 
Food cen ters 41 17 58 

Shopping centers 22 I 23 
Markets 48 28 76 

Street stalls 7 4 I I  

Separate shops 18 3 21 

Total 136 53 189 

The Chi-square result shows a signi ficant relationship between the 
two variables (x'=11 71, df=4, p<.05), which means language chOIce for 
Mandann or Chll1ese dialects IS sigmficantly different in the five settings. 
Mandarin IS used more often at shopping centers, and Chinese dialects are 
spoken more often at markets. The other three settings are in between in 
terms of language choice. The strength of association between settll1gs 
and language chOIce is indicated by Cramer's V (.249), which IS medium 
or typical. Shoppll1g centers are the most formal setting among the five 
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settings observed, where 95 7% (N=22) of the mteractions are m Mandarin. 
In contrast, markets includmg morning market and night market are the 
most informal settings, where 36.8% (N=28) of the interactions are 
conducted in Chmese dialects. This means the more formal the setting is, 
the more Mandann IS used between the sales assIstants and customers. 
However, even III the most mformal setting, i.e. markets, the proportion of 
Mandann IS over 60%. This confirms again the spread of Mandarin in all 
settings, formal and informal. 

As for the gender of the sales assistants, It is not signIficantly 
associated with language use during the interactIons. This means male and 
female sales assIstants act the same in terms of language choice m public 
settings. However, SIgnificant relationship is found between sales assIstants' 
age group and language chOIce. FOllr age groups were identified. (I )20-30 
years old, (2) 31 -40 years old; (3) 41-50 years old, and (4) above 51 years 
old. The cross tab between age groups and language choice is shown in 
Table 8. 

Table 8 Crosstab between age groups of sales assistants and language 
choice (frequency) 

A.I!e f{roups Mandarin Chinese dialecls Total 
20 to 30 41 4 45 

31 to 40 24 5 29 

41 to 50 30 18 48 

Above 51 41 26 67 

Total 136 53 189 

Based on the frequencies given III Table 8, the chi-square was 
processed. The result (x'= 15.83, df=3, p=.OO I) shows that age group of 
sales assistants is significantly associated with language use during the 
interactions between the two parties. The younger the salesperson IS, the 
more Mandarin is used. For group 20-30 and group 31-40, more Mandarin 
IS used than expected. However, for group 40-50 and group above 50, 
more Chlllese dIalects are m use than expected. Cramer's V (.289) indicates 
the strength of the association between the two variables is at medium or 
typical level. This result again confimls the findings based on questionnaIre 
survey which reveals the SIgnificant association between age and language 
preference (Wang 2006a). 
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Although sales assistants' gender is not a significant factor Influencing 
the language choice during the interactions, customers' gender IS. Table 9 
shows the crosstab results between the two variables. 

Table 9 Crosstab between customers' gender and language choice in 
publIc settings (frequency) 

Gender Mandarin Chinese dialects Total 
Male 47 31 78 
Female 89 22 I I I  

Total 136 53 189 

According to Table 9, female customers speak more Mandann (80%) than 
dIalects (20%), whIle male customers tend to use more Chinese dIalects 
(40%). The chI-square result shows a slglllficant association between the 
two van abies (x'=9 01, df= l ,  p<.05). The strength of the assocIatIon 
indIcated by PhI value (-.218) IS medIum or typical. This result conforms 
to that from famIly interviews whIch shows that 02 mothers play an 
Important role In the spread of Mandann in families (Wang 2007). Both 
studIes prove the gender difference in the spread of Mandann. 

The same associatIon is found between customers' age group and 
language use as that between sales assIstants's age group and language 
use. The result is shown IS Table 10 

Table 10' Crosstab between customers' age group and language use In 
publIc settings (frequency) 

Age groups Mandarin Chinese dialects Total 
10 to 20 3 0 3 

21 to 30 46 4 50 
31 to 40 52 17 69 

41 to 50 19 12 31 
Above 51 16 20 36 

Total 136 53 189 

Table 10 shows that the older the customers are, the more Chinese 
dialects and the less Mandarin are used dunng the Interaction. For customers 
aged below 50 years old, more Mandarin is spoken. However, for customers 
aged above 51, more Chinese dialects are used. The ChI-square result 
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indicates the Significant associatIOn between customers' age groups and 

language choice (x'=26.77, df=4, p<.OO I). The strength of association IS 

medium or typical (Cramer's V=.376). 

Conclusion 

Based on the analysis above, eVidence for the spread of Mandarin in the 

state of Johore has been found through unintrusive observation in public 

settIngs. The main findIngs are as follows. 

Domillallce 

Mandarin IS domInantly used in publiC settIngs In the four towns, Southem 

Mill dialect IS stili the prestige Chinese dialect In Muar and Balli Pahat, 

but not In Killal/g and JollOr Barll. MInor dialects, such as the Chaozhou, 

Hainan, and Hakka are seldom used in public settIngs. 

Geographical difference 

Language use In public settings In the four towns is sigmficantly associated 

With the proXIITIIty to SIngapore. The more southern the city IS, the more 

Mandarin IS used. 

Formality 

The more formal the public setting is, the more Mandarin is found In use. 

Age differel/ce 

Age groups of both sales assistants and customers are signtficantly 

associated With language choice. The younger they are, the more Mandarin 

they will use durIng the IIlteractions. 

Gel/derdifferel/ce 

More female customers tend to speak Mandarin in public settings than 

males. 
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The above findings could be analyzed in Cooper's (1982) framework of 
language spread, in which seven items are mentioned: who adopts whal, 
whell, where, why, alld how For the language chOIce in public settings of 
this study, three of them are relevant: 

Who 
The study shows that young female customers speak more Mandarin in 
public settings. Age and gender are two important social variables in the 
process of Mandarin spread. 

Adopts 
Cooper (1982 I I ) di fferentiates four stages of adoption- awarelless, 
evaluatioll, proficiellcy, and usage. Usage means the speaker uses the 
language for a given function (Cooper 1982: 12). For the current study, 
Mandann IS used as a lillglla frallca In publIc settings. More tban 70% of 
the interactions are conducted in Mandarin. Therefore, the spread of 
Mandarin In the state of lohore is at the level of usage, the final stage of 
adoptIOn. Furthermore, the extent of spread at the level of usage is rather 
high. 

Where 
This item has a twofold meaning, the geographical locallon and social 
1I1teractions within certain social domains. In the first sense, this study 
reveals the significant difference among the four towns in terms of language 
use. It may be related to the sub-ethnic composition of the local Chinese 
community For the two northern towns, Muar and Batu Pahat, Southern 
Min group is the absolute dominant dialect group. Consequently, Southern 
Min dialect is still aclIve in publIc settings. However, it is not the fact in 
Killallg and Johor Baru where Southern Min dialect has declIned together 
with other minor Chinese dialects. The situation could also be explained 
by refernng to distance of the towns to Singapore. The closer they are to 
Singapore, the more influence they obtain from the country, which includes 
the language policy promoting Mandann through the mass media (Wang 
2005). Sommer (1997) also found similar geographical differences In the 
process of language shift from Siyeyi to Setswana in northwestern 
Botswana. In another sense, where refers to social domains where language 
spread occurs. In this study, various public settings were Investigated. 
Mandann is found to be extensively used in all these settings. However, 
the extent of its spread IS associated with the formality of settings. The 



TI IE SPREAO OF MANOARIN IN MALAYSIA EVIDENCE 

IN LANGUAGE Ct rDICES 1:-..1 PUBLIC SETTINGS' 223 

more formal the settl11g IS, the more Mandann IS used. This shows that the 

process of Mandarin spread IS from formal settings to informal settings. 

This study lllvcstigated the language chOice In pub I ic settings in the 

Chinese community in the state of Johore, West Malaysia. By conquering 

one settlllg after another, Mandann has spread itself not only in fonnal 

settmgs, but also In Informal settings. What is more, language choice 

analysIs enriches the study oflanguage spread, which IS defined by Cooper 

(1982·6) as 'Gil increase. over time, in the proportion ala communication 

lIetwork that adopts a given language or language variety for a given 

communicativefunction' In the process of the spread of Mandarin in the 

state of 10hore, language shift IS concomitant. It has been recorded that 

Chaozhou dialect was Widely spoken in lahar Barll and Muar in the past 

(Tan 2000:47). However, it IS not true nowadays. People have shifted their 

mother tongue from Chinese dialects, espeCially minor ones to Mandarin. 

As for the domain distrihutlOn of the spreading language and vanishll1g 

languages, It is not as Fishman (1976/1989) hypothesized. Thcy are not 

distributed over separate domains, but tend to overlap 10 domains and fi nally 

Mandann dominates in all domains. ln conclusIOn, Mandann spread in 

the state of Johore should be studied 10 the setting of LWC (language of 

WIder communication) with the process of domain overlap and finally 

domam dominance. 
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