




Series editor 
John Bacon-Shone 

Social Sciences Research Centre 

Hong Kong is a multilingual society where language issues are embedded in the complexities of public and private 
life; in government, law, education, media, entertainment, the home, and personal identity. This series sets out 
to publish research informed by social-scientific perspectives on language issues in Hong Kong, mainland China, 
and other Asian societies. It will publish titles dealing with the sociology of language, and other work r~lated to 
language in society. 



This book, Language and society in Hong Kong: The social survey of languages in the 1980's, comprises a research 
report of a major language survey carried out in Hong Kong in 1983, together with an additional commentary 
which evaluates the findings of that s~rvey. The reasons why we have now decided to publish the results of 
fieldwork from the I 980's are as follows: First, although a substantial amount of university-funded and government-
funded research on language issues has been carried out in the last ten years or so, there is still a surprising 
shortage of empirically-based research on large-scale (or'macro') lahguage issues such as: the numbers of speakers 
of the major and minor languages of Hong Kong, e.g. Cantonese, Putonghua, English; and the range of Chinese 
dialects spoken in the territory; the use of language mixing (or 'code-mixing'); and attitudes to language policies. 
The second reason is historical; during the I 980's, for whatever reasons, all questions on the knowledge and use 
of languages were omitted from census questionnaires. Census reports on language actually date from 191 I, 
and we have results in census reports relating to the knowledge of \:'arious languages for the years 1911, 1931, 
1961, 1966, I 97i, 1991, and 1996. What is remarkable is.the .. ·twerity-year gap for the years 1971-1991. To our 
knowledge the survey results presented in this volume report on the only territory-wide language survey carried 
out during these years. A third reason for publishing our research results in this form is in response to requests 
from colleagues working in the field of linguistics and language studies in Hong Kong. A summary of our findings 
was earlier presented to the Education Commission of the government, but until now, these have not been 
available for a wider audience. 

These results are still of interest today, as the I 980's was a period of rapid linguistic change. Because of 
changes in the education system, an increasing proportion of you~ger people were attending primary and secondary 
school and 'bilingualism' in English was quantitatively increasing rapidly. Simultaneously, the I 980's was also a 
period when Cantonese was inextricably linked to the culture of Hong Kong society and the use of the language 
in the popular media such as television, films, and popular music, as well as its functions in government, s.chools 
and other official domains, had elevated its status to that of the language of Hong Kong society. A third issue was. 
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'the China factor': After the Joint Declaration of 1984, more and more people in Hong Kong turned their 
attention to Putonghua, the national language of the People's Republic of China, and began learning the language, 
either as a school subject or through other means. As the number of Hong Kong entrepreneurs doing business 
in China increased rapidly during the decade, there was also a financial)ncentive to learn the language as well. Yet 
another factor was emigration, particularly towards the end of the decade when tens of thousands of Hong Kong 
people sought to emigrate, often to the diasporic ov.erseas Hong Kong communities located in such English-
speaking societies as Vancouver, Toronto, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Sydney and Auckland. The I 980's was a 
period of great social and political change, and these societal changes also found expression in the changing 
language habits of Hong Kong people. It is intended that this report will help document this period of social and 
linguistic change. 

This volume on languages in the I 980's will be supplemented by a second report on the I 990's entitled 
Language and Society in Hong Kong: the Social Survey of Languages in the 1990s, which will be published in the near 
future. These two books are part of a new series of publications from the Social Sciences Research Centre, 
called the Language and Society Series. We wish to thank the Louis Cha Fund ofThe University of Hong Kong for 
providing a grant to assist us with the publication of this volume. 
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LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY IN HONG KONG 

i .0 ~NTRODUCTION 

The first plans for a sociolinguistic survey of languages in Hong Kong were formulated and discussed in 
July 1982. These plans were then presented to the Census and Statistics Department of the Hong Kong 
Government and discussions were held between the researchers and the Census and Statistics Department 
(CSD) between August 1982 and April 198~. The advice.and co-operation of the CSD at this time was 
immensely valuable, as officials from the department were able to provide vital help and expertise with 
key questions related to the selection of a sample, questionnaire design, the training of enumerators and 
many other matters of professional and technical nature. 

Simultaneously, a research proposal was also presented to the Research and Conference Grants 
Committee of the University of Hong Kong, and in December 1982 and June 1983 two grants were 
received from the committee which enabled the research project to proceed. Accordingly, in the 
summer Ouly-August) of 1983, the fieldwork necessary for the first stage of the survey, a 'national' survey 
of language throughout the territory, was carried out. From 1983 to 1988 the results of this initial survey 
were codified on computer, and analysed in some detail. The results of that work are now presented 
here. 

This chapter describes administrative and methodological aspects of the sociolinguistic survey of 
language in Hong Kong. Specifically, below we set out to describe the most important features of the · 
survey design. These comprise the following: general organisational features, aims and objectives, the 
survey timetable, the development, pre-testing and re-formulation of the questionnaire, the sample design, 
the fieldwork operation and measures taken in the data-processing of the results. 

I.! ORGANGSATmON Of THE SURVEY 

From the outset, the sociolinguistic survey of languages in Hong Kong was conceived as a comprehensive 
and detailed investigation that would extend over a number of years. It was planned that the total 
operation of the survey should proceed in three broad stages: (i) through a series of quantitative 
sociolinguistic surveys using questionnaires and interviews; (ii) through an 'English in us.e' study based on 
a series of occupationally specific investigations of the use of English in key domains of activity such as 
commerce, industry and government; and (iii) through a 'Chinese in use' study, which was intended to . 
provide a parallel study of Chinese languages and dialects. 
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From the very beginning of the planning stage a major objective of the survey was to provide 
a reliable corpus of data relating to language use and language needs throughout the whole 
community. As the survey progresses through the various stages of its operation, therefore, it is 
intended to combine survey work with other techniques designed to elicit and analyze concrete 
language data. These will essentially involve in-depth observation, interviews, and tape recordings 
of language use throughout various sectors of society. 

The broad scope of our investigation can be illustrated below: 

Stage I 

Language surveys 

Stage 2 

English in use 

Stage 3 

Cantonese (and 
other Chinese 
languages) 

Methodology 

The administration and codification of (i) a general 'national' language survey 
(a language census) followed by (ii) detailed surveys in specific areas of 
employment (e.g. government, commerce, industry, etc.), using 
questionnaires and interviews. 

The classification and analysis of survey data (from Stage I) supplemented 
by further fieldwork and in-depth study in the various domains indicated 
above, using interviews, tape recordings, observation, and reports. 

The analysis of data from Stages I and 2, supplemented by 
further investigation and fieldwork. 

The survey presented and described in this report is thus part of a continuing multi-stage 
research programme which, it is hoped, wili proceed for some years to come. However, for the 
purposes of this report the term 'survey' will be used (unless stated otherwise) to refer to Stage 
I, i.e. the 'national' language survey, the results of which are presented in detail in this report. 
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L2 
As has been stated above, the starting point for a sociolinguistic survey of languages in Hong Kong was 
a 'national' survey of the community. The aims of this initial 'national' survey were partly descriptive and 
partly exploratory. One broad aim was thus to identify 'problem areas' for subsequent in-depth research. 
Another aim, however, was to elicit and codify valuable new data relating to basic questions of importance 
to the language situation in our community. Four basic questions of this kind which the survey set out to 
tackle were: 

(i) How many language and dialect groups are there in Hong Kong and what are their characteristics? 

(ii) How many people are 'bilingual' in English and Chinese, to what extent, and in which ways? 

(iii) How many people really use or really need English at work, and for what specific purposes? 

(iv) What attitudes are shown by speakers of certain languages and dialects to other languages and 
dialects, and what are the implications of these 'language attitudes' for language learning and teaching 
in Hong Kong? 

Other issues of particular importance to linguists and language planners included such questions as 
the recognition and acknowledgement of code-mixing and/or switching; age and degree of bilingualism; 
residential location and membership in a particular dialect group; social and educational status and 
bilingualism; language attitudes and language proficiency; social and educational status and attitudes to 
language policies; and the correlation between bilingualism and a perceived sense of identity. 

Cooper ( 1980), following Agheyisi and Fishman ( 1970), classifies the kind of sociolinguistic behaviour 
studied by language surveys according to a simple two-fold classification: language behaviour, and behaviour 
toward language, both of which can be observed at either the macro- or the microlevel (see Figure I). 
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Figure I Behaviours assessed by sociolinguistic surveys (Cooper 1980: I 16) 

level of observation 
Behaviour 

Language behaviour 

Proficiency 

Acquisition 

Usage 

Behaviour toward language 

Attitudinal 

lmplementational 

micro macro 

Proficiency refers to the languages that have been learned, acquisition to the sequence of learning, 
and usage to ho'« languages are typically used. At the microsociolinguistic level, surveys are concerned 
with particular features of language or particular linguistic items, for example, particular phonological or 
syntactic variables, as these may be discussed in terms of the individual's knowledge (proficiency), learning 
(acquisition), and use (usage) of particular variants. Conversely, at the macrosociolinguistic level, surveys 
describe what languages and different varieties of language different groups know, the order in which 
they learned them, and how they use them. Behaviour toward language can be classified as either attitudinal 
or implementational. An example of these two types of behaviour would be, first, a parent expressing an 
opinion about the 'medium of instruction' issue in Hong Kong, and second, making a decision about 
whether to send his child to either an English-medium or a Chinese-medium school. 

The 'national' survey of language in Hong Kong set out explicitly to study language behaviour and 
behaviour toward language at the macro-level of analysis in all five cells. The microstudy of language will, 
as has been mentioned, be covered by the in-depth surveys and ethnographic research that will follow in 
the later stages of the sociolinguistic survey. 
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1.3 THE TIMING OFTHE SURVEY 

The research timetable for the administration of the survey is set out below. The pilot survey (carried 
out May - June 1983) preceded the main survey Quly -August 1983). This was followed by the codification 
of results on computer and the subsequent analysis of survey data: 

Activities Time period 

I. Pilot Study 15th May - I 0th June 1983 

I. I Preparation of questionnaire for the 15th May - 25th May 1983 
pilot study. 

1.2 Letters to households 20th - 25th May 1983 

1.3 Training of interviewers 2nd May 1983 

1.4 Field work for pilot study 3rd May - 6th May. 1983 

1.5 Evaluation of pilot study results 7th - I 0th May 1983 

2. The main survey 

2.1 Recruitment of enumerators 30th May - 15th June 1983 

2.2 Finalisation of the questionnaire for the I I th June - 30th June 1983 
main survey 

2.3 Typing and printing of the questionnaires I st July - 20th July 1983 

2.4 Dispatch of letters to sample households 21stJuly 1983 

2.5 Training of interviewers 25th - 26th July 1983 

2.6 Field operation for the main survey 27th July - 20th August 1983 



2.7 Editing and coding of questionnaires 

2.8 Computer coding of survey data 

2.9 Checking and recoding of 
comput~rised data 

J. The analysis of survey results 

3.1 Preliminary data analysis 

Activities 

3.2 Detailed computer analysis of 

survey results 

3.3 Preparation of final report on the 

sociolinguistic survey 
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I 0th August - 20th September 1983 

20th September - I 0th October 1983 

I 0th October 1983 - March 3 I st 1984 

June 1984 - August 1985 

Time period 

August 1985 - August 1989 

August 1989 - August 1990 
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1.4 DEVELOPMENT AND PRE-TESTING OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.4.1 The questionnaire in the pilot survey 

The content of the questionnaire was directly related to the descriptive and exploratory aims 
discussed in 2.3 above. In the pilot survey, the questionnaire contained sixteen sections which 
were explicitly related to the rubrics for each section, which are listed below: 

I. Personal information 9. Language and social activities 

2. Language and home I 0. Language and travel 

3. Language repertoires 11. Language and religion 

4. Non-Cantonese dialects 12. Language and work 

5. Language and the media 13. Knowledge of English 

6. Language and friends 14. Language and school 

7. Language and the neighbourhood 15. Language policies and language attitudes 

8. Language and transactions 16. Language mixing 

Section I: This section collected information on the respondents' background in terms of 
sex, age, place of birth, ancestral home, educational background, occupation, family income, 
and length of residence in Ho~g Kong. 

Section 2: This section collected information on the use of language(s) within respondents' 
families. Typically the questions concerned patterns of dyadic use between father and child, 
between siblings, between grandmother and child, etc. 

Section J: This section dealt with questions relating to the 'mother tongue' of respondents 
and languages learnt since childhood, including English and Putonghua. 

Section 4: This section dealt with the acquisition and use of non-Cantonese dialects by 
those respondents who claimed knowledge of such dialects in Section 3 (above). 
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Section 5: In this section information was sought concerning patterns of language behaviour 
with reference to English-medium and Chinese-medium mass media such as newspapers, 
magazines, books, films, television and radio. 

Section 6: This section collected information on the use of Chinese, English and Chinese-
English Mix between respondents and their (Chinese and non-Chinese) friends. 

Section 7: This section collected information on the use of language varieties between 
respondents and their neighbours. 

Section 8: This section dealt with the use of language in markets, shops and department 
stores. 

Section 9: This section dealt with the use of language varieties in various kinds of social 
activities, e.g. social clubs, etc. 

Section I 0: This section collected information on the use of languages in travel abroad for 
leisure purposes. 

Section I I: This section collected information on the use of language varieties in religious 
services. 

Section 12: This section sought information on patterns of language use at work with 
reference to both oral and written communication for formal and less formal purposes. 

Section I J: This section sought information about the respondents' acquisition of English as 
a Second Language with particular reference to schooling and education. Respondents were 
also asked to provide a self-assessment of their own language proficiency in relation to the 
four basic skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. 

Section 14: This section was answered only by schoolchildren. It sought information regarding 
the use of language in schools and the attitudes of school children to language policies. 

Section 15: This section dealt with questions related to language policies including the 
medium-of-instruction issue and the provision of language courses for adult learners. 

Section 16: This section dealt with the use of Cantonese-English Mix in a variety of domains 
including home, school and work. 
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1.4.2 Translation and pre-testing of the questionnaire 

The questionnaire was first written in English and then translated info Chinese by members of 
the research team. After the Chinese version had been printed, it was then re-checked by the 
translators. Finally, during the pre-pilot training session there was an item-by-item examination 
of the questionnaire, accompanied by an explanation of the logic and ordering of its component 
sections. This gave the research team a further opportunity-to re-check the translation. 

The pilot survey itself gave us the opportunity to put the questionnaire to a real test. In the pilot 
operation, 80 addresses (40 temporary and 40 permanent households) from Hong Kong Island, 
Kowloon and the NewTerritoPies were provided by the Department of Census and Statistics. In 
addition, certain enumerators from non-Cantonese dialect backgrounds were also asked to sample 
18 non-Cantonese households. The numbers of successful cases from the pilot study were as 
follows: temporary households - 3, permanent households - 17, and 'dialect households' - 15. A 
total of 20 enumerators were employed during the operation. 

As a result of the pilot study, we were able to scrutinize the ·format of the questionnaire, with 
reference to the logic of its design, the clarity of the questions and the duration of the length of 
time required to complete an interview. 

The following problems were encountered in the pilot survey:-

Enumerators frequently experienced difficulty in conta~ting and interviewing the appropriate 
respondent (as identified by the use of a ra.ndom table) within a particular living quarter. 

Some enu_merators reported that they found the questionnaire far too long and time-consuming 
to administer, and commented on the dissatisfaction of some respondents with the length of 
time required to complete an interview. 

Partly as a result of the length factor some of the questionnaires were not fully completed, 
and questions in the final sections of the interview were often missed. 

Some errors were also detected with reference to the system used for coding answers on the 
questionnaire,-and a number of missing 'code-boxes' were also discovered. 

Finally, there were difficulties relating to the .ambiguity and lack of clarity of some of the 
qu~stions. For instance, those questions that asked for inf~rmation relating to the use of 
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English 'as a medium of instruction' or the 'teaching of English as a subject' within ~chools 
often caused difficulty, as many respondents misunderstood the terms being used. 

1.4.3 Amendments to the questionnaire 

As a result of the evaluation conducted after the pilot survey, a number of revisions were made 
to the questionnaire.There included the rephrasing of ambiguous or unclear questions, the provision 
and extension of response categories in a number of questions, the preparation of prescribed 
instructions to enumerators concerning the explanation of particularly troublesome terms used 
in the questions to respondents, and the preparation of series of 'flash cards' which could be used 
by enumerators both for speeding up the pace of interview, or for asking 'sensitive' questions 
such as the one relating.to household income. 

In order to further increase the ease and pace of the interviews and to make the whole 
process somewhat smoother, a system of 'colour coding' the various sections of the questionnaire 
was adopted. In this way, interviewers were thus able to select the appropriate sections of the 
questionnaire when interviewing particular groups of respondents, such as dialect speakers, school 
children or housewives. 

Finally, in order to explore an additional dimension of language use, it was felt necessary to 
include another section in the questionnaire one that dealt with 'Language and identity'. In spite 
of the disadvantages involved in further lengthening a very long interview, this was duly done, for 
reasons that are discussed more fully in Chapter 5 (below). 

1.4.4 The revision of the questionnaire for the main survey 

The final version of the questionnaire was then rewritten in Chinese. The English rubrics below 
were printed on ·to the questionnaire to identify its different sections which were now lettered. 
The component sections were also colourcoded in the fashion discussed above, with the pages of 
the questionnaire sections now printed in a variety of colours to improve the pace and speed of 
the interview. 

The final design of the questionnaire was shaped to a large extent by two guiding principles: 
first, a concern to ·assess major areas of 'macrosociolinguistic' importance, as discussed in section 
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1.2 above; second, a concern that the questionnaire probe and explore the nature of language use 
in particular domains of activity in Hong Kong. The table below sets out the organisation of the 
final version of the questionnaire. ro out of 17 sections are directly related to a domain-based 
analysis of language use: 

Colour Content 

White: all respondents A: Personal information 

B: Language and home 

C: Language repertoires 

Orange: speakers of non-Cantonese D: Non-Cantonese dialects 
dialects 

White: all respondents E: Language and transactions 

F: Language and the media 

G: Language and friends 

H: Language and the neighbourhood 

I: Language and social activities 

J: Language and travel 

K: Language and religion 

Yellow: working adults L: Language and work 

White: all respondents M: Knowledge of English 

Green: schoolchildren N: Language and school 



White: all respondents 
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0: Language politics and language attitudes 

P: Language mixing 

Q: Language and identity 

One weakness of this kind of survey that has already been noted is its heavy reliance on self-
report responses. There is, however, a dine here between more-or-less 'factual' responses and 
responses largely of the 'opinion' variety (see Fishman 1968), and, in fact, it was possible for the 
investigators .to. check the consistency of many of the responses, by for example correlating place 
of origin with knowledge of Chinese dialects, or proficiency in English with professed language 
behaviour. 

In the literature it has been frequently emphasized (Cooper 1980; Fishman 1968; Polome 
1982, etc.) that whenever possible, self-report measures should be balanced by other, more 
objective, measures of language proficiency and behav:iour, including language tests of some kind . 

. This was not felt to be appropriate at this stage but, as has already been emphasized, objective 
measures of assessment" and the collection and analysis of actual linguistic data will follow in later 
stages of the survey. One very practical reason why a language test or similar measure was not 
included at this point was, quite simply, the length of the questionnaire, which in its final form 
compris~d 84 items in all, in turn yielding a total of 437 separate variables. Another potent 
reason was that any kind of test administered in a survey of this kind and scope would be bound 
to cause widespread alienation on the part of the respondents and thus seriously jeopardize the 
successful administration of the survey. 

As is further discussed in the next section, the questionnaire was designed for use in a face-
to-face interview situation. For obvious reasons, this was considered by far the best approach. 
Self-completed mailed questionnaires have a number of notorious weaknesses, including a tendency 
to bias of various kinds, low rates of success, unreliable information, and potential misunderstandings 
on the part of the respondents. 

The final version of the questionnaire is included in its entirety in Appendix I (i). The English 
translation is to be found in Appendix I (ii). 
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1.5 THE SAMPLE DESIGN FOR THE MAIN SURVEY 
In the sample design for the main survey, careful consideration was given to factors related to. sampling. 
The important role of sampling in sociolinguistic surveys has been duly recognized and discussed in the 
literature. In particular, one should note such considerations as Cooper's ( 1980) cautionary remarks on 
the representativeness of survey samples and the generalisability of survey results; Le Page's ( 1980) 
concern with the number of cases in the eventual breakdown of the sample into various social categories; 
and Romaine's ( 1980) discussion of the question of randomness and the circularity of post hoc justifications 
for the use of statistically dubious samples. These observations were of crucial concern, and for the SLS 
every attempt was made to ensure, within our budgetary constraints, 

(i) that the sample size was reasonably large, so that the number of cases in finer categories of analysis 
would not turn out to be unacceptably small; 

(ii) that every attempt to select an unbiased sample was made at each stage of the sample design; and 

(iii) that a significant proportion of the survey finding would be generalisable to the population under 
study. 
In order that such aims be realized, the socio linguist, who is more often than not self-taught in social 

survey methods and statistics, is well advised to seek expert help and advice at the planning stage. It was 
fortuna~e that in Hong Kong there is a well-organized and efficient Census and Statistics Department in 
the government. Our first step was therefore to secure their advice and assistance, which proved 
invaluable throughout the survey, and it was they who provided us with t.he sample. 

At the outs.et, it was decided, in consultation with government statisticians, that the appropriate 
sample size be calculated from a fixed allowed cost.Although it is possible to calculate the sample size 
from a desired precision, this was deemeq impractical as the variables included in our survey were far too 
numerous. In this way, a sample size of about 1700 was adopted. 

The sampling method to be used had to be determined by taking into account a number of practical 
considerations. First, although the unit of enquiry is the individual speaker, a pers.on-based sample was 
not feasible, as there is no exhaustive list of persons, such as the Electoral Register in Britain, available 
locally. This necessitated the use of a cluster sample, where the living quarter is regarded as a cluster of 
persons. Second, although it might have appeared more attractive to stratify the sample in terms of such 
variables as age and sex, this could not be done for the same reason. However, a number of household-
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related variables, which will be mentioned later, were used in prestratification; but other than those, no 
other stratification factor was used. Furthermore, as the survey was essentially exploratory rather than 
confirmatory in nature, and as none of the relatively large number of social variables was considered 
predominant, it was decided it would be more appropriate to adopt the all-purpose random sample 
rather than a weighted one. 

As stated above, the sample frame was provided by the Department of Census and Statistics. Initially, 
a 20% stratified random sample was available from the 1981 Hong Kong Census. This 20% sample had 
been randomly divided into 40 sub-samples, each with a sampling fraction of 0.5%. Units in each sub-
sample were then sorted according to geographical location and housing type (i.e. public, private, and 
temporary), and further sub-divided into 4 random-parts. The 40 sub-samples thus gave a total of 160 
random-parts.A GHS 'monthly sample' consisted of 3 random-parts randomly selected from 3 sub-
samples; thus a monthly sample included 4,700 living quarters or approximately 0.375% of the population. 
For the purposes of the SLS, one random part of the GHS sample was selected, which ·thus gave 20% 
+ 160 = 0.125% of all the living quarters in Hong Kong. The sample available at this stage consisted of 1757 
living quarters in total.We thus obtained a one-stage random sample stratified in terms of geographical 
location and type of housing. 

The second stage of sampling then took place at the level of living quarter. At this stage, a method 
had to be used to translate the sample of living quarters into a sample of persons, as our population was 
the 'ethnic Chinese noninstitutional land civilian population' between the age of 12 and 70 in Hong Kong. 
The selection of one person per living quarter was randomise.d by first compiling a list of all members in 
the age-range 12-70 in the household and then consulting a random selection table in order to choose 
the target respondent. Assuming the random distribution in the population of social variables such as 
age, sex, place of birth, place of origin, income, educational level etc., we were then able to arrive at an 
unbiased sample of the popul~tion under investigation . 

. As stated above, the SLS began with a total number of 1757 living quarters. In the field-work operation 
where the second stage of sal)lpling took place, however, it was found that for various reasons significant 
numbers of these living quarters were not suitable for inclusion as they did not form part of the population 
under study. These included non-Chinese hou~eholds, non-domestic living quarters, demolished and 
vacant properties etc. The final total of potential respondents in the sample thus came to 1480. 
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1.6 THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE SURVEY 

As stated earlier in section 2.1, the preliminary work on the SLS began in August 1982, after consultation 
with the Census and Statistics Department of the Hong Kong Government.The design and development 
of the questionnaire continued throughout the winter and spring of 1983. The pilot study was carried out 
in May 1983 and the questionnaire was then revised on the basis of the pilot experience (as described in 
section 1.4 above). 

A team of 50-odd enumerators were recruited in May and June 1983. For the most part these were 
students from The University of Hong Kong, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, and Shue Yan College. 
In the meantime, questionnaires were revised and then printed, and on July 25th and July 26th a training 
session for enumerators was arranged with assistance of the CSD. The training session covered such 
topics as speci~c statistical terms in field operation, interview techniques and survey operation management. 
In addition, particular emphasis was given to the following points: 

(i) Each and every step in the administration of the questionnaire was to be strictly followed. In particular, 
the addresses assigned to enumerators had to be clearly located and identified, and the random 
selection table, which yielded the final sample after the list of household members had been compiled 
was to be carefully and consistently used. 

(ii) Special attention was paid to those questions which were particularly pron~ to 'unconsidered answers', 
e.g. the questions relating to the use of language mixing. 

(iii) There was a need for a conscious and tight control over the speed, fluidity, and clarity with which the 
questions were delivered. 
Each enumerator was then given around 30 to 40 assignments which were to be completed in a IO-

day field operation with target respondents in face-to-face interviews. In order to fulfil these requirements, 
more than one visit, sometimes up to five, was usually necessary. During the actual operation, r;noreover, 
the period required to administer the survey grew from an initial I 0 days to a total period of 31 h weeks. 
After an initial I 0-day intensive exercise, small teams of enumerators were then used to 'mop up' addresses 
in difficult or far-flung locations. The field work, predictably perhaps, therefore took much longer than 
expected. 

Immediately prior to sending enumerators into the field, a letter of explanation was sent to each 
household in the sample, and interviewers were also issued with cards with which they could identify 
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themselves to householders. A control centre with a telephone link was set up for the duration of the 
field operation to which both enumerators and respondents could call if there were problems with 
particular interviews. 

1.7 RESPONSE RATES FOR THE SURVEY 

As stated in 1.5 (above) the original sample frame contained 1757 living quarters. Of these, 1,432 (82.6%) 
were permanent dwellings, and 305 (17.4%) were temporary dwellings. The total number of successful 
cases was 1241 (70.6%) and the total number of non- response cases was 516 (29.4%). 

A list of the reasons contributing to the total of non-response cases is given below. The total number of non-
response cases was 516, of these 402 non-responses were from pennanent living quarters. 

1.7. ! Non-response cases in permanent living quarters 

Permanent living quarters 

Reasons Hong Kong The New 
for non-response Island Kowloon Territories Total 

01 Language problems 0 0 I 

02 Household demolished 6 10 4 20 
or not located 

03 Non-domestic premises 14 40 12 66 
04 Vacant premises 24 33 23 80 
05 Failure to contact . 21 42 24 87 

householders 
06 Respondent unsuitable for 3 3 7 

interview (because of a 
physical or mental disability) 

07 Non-Chinese householders 19 12 0 31 
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L7.2. 

08 Refusals 
09 Failure to contact 

selected respondents 
I 0 Respondents outside the 

age range 12-70 
I I Other reasons 
TOTAL 

15 47 
7 12 

4 9 

112 210 

Note: Total number of permanent living quarters: 1452 

7 

4 

3 

0 
80 

Total number of successful cases in permanent living quarters: I 050 
Total number of non-response cases in permanent living quarters: 402 

No1111-response cases in temporary living quarters 

Temporary iivi1111g quarters 

1Reaso1111s Hong Kong The New 
for non-respo1111se ~sland Kowloon Territories 

01 Language problems 0 0 0 
02 Household demolished 0 8 

or not located 
03 Non-domestic premises 9 14 8 
04 Vacant properties 2 20 
05 Failure to contact 2 7 19 

householders 
06 Respondent unsuitable for 0 0 2 

interview (because of a 
physical or mental disability) 

07 Non-Chinese householders 0 
08 Refusals 7 

69 
23 

16 

2 
402 

Total 
0 
9 

31 
23 
28 

2 

2 
9 
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09 Failure to contact 0 5 6 
selected respondents 

10 Respondents outside the 0 0 
age range 12-70 

II Other reasons 0 2 2 
TOTAl !6 25 13 114 

Note: Total number of temporary living quarters: 305 
Total number of successful cases in temporary living quarters: 191 
Total number of non-response cases in temporary living quarters: 114 

DEMOGRAPHIC THE SAMPLE 

Care was taken during the field operation to ensure that an unbiased sample of respondents was used. A 
comparison of the survey and the national characteristics (in terms of the major sociological features of 
the population) follows below. The percentages of respondents falling into various categories in the 
sample generally displayed a high degree of correspondence to the values for the population as a whole. 
Three exceptional areas, however, were household size, sex, and type of living quarter. 

In the case of household size, I - and 2-member households were under-represented. Apparently, 
judging from the experience of other researchers, this often occurs in surveys in Hong Kong because 
there are manifest difficulties in contacting members of such households who may not be found at home 
at such times when one would typically expect to make contact with a larger family, e.g. in the early 
evening. This, in turn, might be linked to the slight over-representation of males as opposed to f~males, 
although the reasons for such a link are not immediately obvious. The effects of bias in both these cases, 
however, -.yere considered to be rather marginal. 

In the third case, i.e. that of 'type of living quarter', the divergence between the sample values and 
population values were considered to be very important. In the survey the results from temporary 
housing dwellers were over-represented in comparison with the values for the population as a whole 
( 14.2% in the SLS, compared with 9.2% in the 1983 GHS). For crucial reasons relating to the general 
characteristics of temporary housing dwellers in sodologicaf terms, as well as the significance of type of 
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housing in the stratification of the original sample, it was later felt necessary to correct for this bias in the 
post-stratification weighting which took place in the data processing of results (see section 1.9 for a 
detailed discussion of this point). 

There now follows a comparison of survey characteristics and 'national' characteristics below: 

Survey characteristics and 'national' characteristics compared 

Table I. I Percentage of living quarters x type of living quarter 

Type of LQ SLS 1 NATSURV 1 

I. Public & aided housing, self-contained 34.I 33.5 

2. Public & aided housing, non-self-contained 7.4 8.0 

3. Private housing blocks 34.9 38.6 

4. Home Ownership Scheme 1.7 1.9 

5. Modern houses & village houses 2.4 2.5 

6. Simple stone structures 3.5 4.3 

7. Institutions 0.2 0.1 

8. Other permanent housing 1.5 2.0 

9. Temporary housing 14.2 9.2 

I 0. Non-residential quarters 0.1 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 
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figure I. I Percentage of living quarters x type of living quarter 
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Table i .2 Percentage of living quarters x area 

Area SlS NATSURV 
I. Hong Kong Island 23.8 23.5 

2. Kowloon 12.4 13.3 

3. New Kowloon 32.I 32.5 

4. New Territories 31.7 30.7 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 

figure I .2 !Percentage of living quarters x area 
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Table 1.3 Percentage of households x household size 

Household Size SLS NATSURV 

I. I person 4.3 12.7 

2. Two people 9.6 15.3 
3. Three people 14.8 16.9 

4. Four people 23.2 20.2 

5. Five people 19.7 15.4 

6. Six people 12.2 10.0 

7. Seven people 7.5 5.1 

8. Eight people 4.6 2.3 

9. Nine people 4.1 1.9 
TOTAL 100.0 100.0 

Table 1.3 Percentage of households x household size 
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Table 1.4 Percentage of persons x sex 

Sex SLS NATSURV2 

I. Male 47.7 51.6 

2. Female 52.3 48.4 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 

figure ! .4 IP'ercentage.of persons x sex 
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Table i .5 Percentage of persons x age grolU!p 

Age gro1U1p SLS NATSURV3 

12-14 3.7 6.3 

15-19 11.4 12.5 

20-24 12.7 14.8 

25-29 13.5 13.5 

30-34 15.9 II .3 

35-39 9.4 7.7 

40-44 5.8 5.9 

45-49 6.5 6.6 

50-54 6.9 6.5 

55-59 4.8 5.8 

60-64 4.5 4.7 

65-70 4.8 4.4 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 
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Figure 1.5 Percentage of persons x age group 
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Table 1.6 Percentage of persons x place of birth 

Place of Birth SLS NATSURV4 

I. Hong Kong 53.6 57.2 
2. China, Macao, Taiwan 44.7 39.6 
3. Other 1.7 3.2 
TOTAL 100.0 I 00.0 

Figure I .6 Percentage of persons x place of birth 
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Table 1.1 Peircell1ltage of persorns x edll..Jlcatiollllal attai111mel11lt 

IEch.ocation SLS NATSURV2 

No schooling 12.4 11.8 
Primary 30.7 33.0 
Lower secondary 23.4 20.6 
Upper secondary 24.6 23.9 
Matriculation, post-secondary 8.6 10.6 
Other 0.2 
TOTAL 99.9 99.9 

_figll..Jlre i .7 Percentage of perrsons x educational attainment 
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Table I .8 Percentage of household x household income 

Income SLS NATSUIR.V2 

Below $1,000 2.3 5.7 
$1,000-1,999 5.4 8.3 
$2,000-2,999 14.9 15.1 
$3,000-3,999 21.8 18.I 
$4,000-4,999 13.7 13.2 
$5,000-5,999 10.4 9.5 
$6,000-9,999 17.8 18.7 
$10,000 and above 9.1 11.4 

Don't know 4.5 
TOTAL 99.9 100.0 

Figure I .8 Percentage of household x household income 
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Table I. 9 Percentage of persons x status 

Occupation Status SLS NATSURV2 

Working full-time 57.6 60.3 
Studying full-time 12.4 IS.I 

Unemployed 1.4 2.6 
Homemaker 22.7 16.8 
Retired 4.2 3.9 
Working part-time 0.9 
Other 0.7 1.3 
TOTAL 99.9 100.0 

figure I. 9 Percentage of persons x status 
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Table 1.1 0 Percentage of persons x occupation 

Occupation SLS NATSURV2 

Pr9fessional 10.I 6.2 
Administrative & managerial staff 4.9 3.6 

Clerical (and related) staff 13.9 16.I 
Sales workers 9.1 10.4 
Service workers 12.4 15.9 
Agricultural workers, etc. 2.1 1.2 
Production workers & labourers 45.9 46.5 
Armed forces and unclassified 1.5 0.1 
TOTAL 99.9 100.0 

Figure I. I 0 Percentage of persons x occupation 

Professional 

Administrative & managerial staff 

c 
0 

~ 
c. 
:I 
u 
u 
0 

Clerical (and related) staff 

Sales workers 

Service workers 

Agricultural workers, etc. 

Production workers & labourers 

Armed forces and unclassified 

10 20 30 
Percentage 

DNATSURY2 

SLS 

40 50 



LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY IN HONG KQNG 

1.9 WEIGHTING THE SURVEY RESULTS 

One major problem that emerged in processing the survey data was that of weighting the results. As has 
been noted above in Section 1.9, there were some noticeable differences between the sample values and 
population values with reference to a number of major variables including household size, sex, status and 
occupation. There was also a marked difference between the sample and population values for temporary 
versus permanent housing. It was this last factor that was felt to be of major importance for the. purposes 
of weighting the data, however. A number of reasons are relevant here: 

As we explain in Section 1.6, the original sample frame was of a one-stage random sample stratified 
in terms of geographical location and type of living quarter. 

As far as the first of these strata were concerned, there was little notieeable difference between the 
sample and population values for the various geographical areas, at least as far as the grouping of 
locations into the four major areas of Hong Kong island, Kowloon, New Kowloon, and the New 
Territories were concerned. 

With reference to the second of these strata, type of living quarter, there was a major difference 
between the population value (9.2% of total living quarters) and the sample value (14.2%). Clearly, 
temporary housing dwellers were over-represented in the unweighted results. 

In addition, this was seen as a source of major bias for a number of reasons relating to sociological 
factors within Hong Kong: Temporary housing dwellers were likely to be more recent immigrants 
within the community; the level of income of households and the leyel of education of individual 
respondents were significantly lower than the comparable levels for permanent housing dwellers. 
Once we started to consider questions relating to the knowledge of languages and use of language 

· varieties comparable differences between the two groups also began to emerge. 

In effect, therefore, the central problem that needed to be tackled in computing and analysing the 
survey results was that in Hong Kong, there were, in effect, two 'sub-populations' marked by different 
sociological' and behavioural characteristics, i.e. the permanent living quarter population as opposed 
to the temporary household population. This in turn created two major problems with regard to (i) 
the calculation of frequency counts and population estimates for major variables, and (ii) the calculation 
of standard errors and confidence limits for individual values. 
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I. 9. ! Cakuiating the varriance, standarrd errrorrs and estimates 

After lengthy consideration, it was finally decided to adopt the following approach: 

The variance and standard errors were calculated by using a formula which applied weights to 
estimates derived from the values for the proportions of the 12-70 population living in the two 
types of housing under consideration. 
The weighting factors were based on the CSD figures presented below: 
Total number of households in Hong Kong ( 1983 GHS) 

Permanent - 1,220,805 
Temporary - 116,077 
Total 1,336,882 

Total number of individuals ( 12-70) by type of housing ( 1981 census) 

Permanent - 3,616,881 
Teniporary - 320,751 
Total 3,937,632 

Thus, for the calculation of the standard errors of estimates, the following formula (taken 
from Raj, 1968:64, SamplingTheory) was found to be appropriate: 

P; (I - p) 
V(p) = FW/ ( I - f,) n; - I 
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where W
1 
= proportion of individuals in permanent living quarters for the community 

36169 

39376 
= 0.918 

and W
2 
= proportion of dwellers in temporary living quarters for the community 

3208 
---=0.082 

3937 

From the above formula we were therefore able to calculate standard errors and confidence 
limits for all the estimates in the survey results. It was further necessary to recalculate the 'best 
estimate' for the values computed. For this the formula p =W1P1 

+Wl2 was then applied. 

These formulae were then programmed into the SPSS/X statistical package that was used to 
process the results at The University of Hong Kong. 

1.9.2 Computing cross-tabulations between variables 

It was further necessary to weight the frequency counts for individual variables in order to 
carry out cross-tabulations which would produce appropriately weighted results. For this, the 
formula below was used: 

W
1 

• = Proportion (of permanent housing dwellers in the popµlation) 

W 1 = Proportion Cof permanent housing dwellers in the population) 
1 Proportion (of permanent housing dwellers in the sample) 

(' 
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WI 
= U- where f1 = the numbers of dwellers in permanent housing in the sample, 

1 n and n = sample size. 

Therefore, the weighted total frequency 

This formula was also programmed into the SPSS/X system file, and this thus enabled us to 
ensure that all cross-tabulations were carried out using weighted frequencies. 

1.9.l Other issues related to the question of weighting 

During the examination of the survey results, thought was also given to the question of intra-
household and inter-household variability. As the essential unit of sampling was the living quarter 
(or 'household') some measures might have been taken to test for variability within living quarters 
and variability between living quarters. As far as the first of these measures is concerned, however, 
because of the sampling method adopted, with one interview per living quarter, information 
regarding intra-living quarter variability was totally lacking. 

Given the demographic characteristics of the population, moreover, one might also question 
whether such information was necessary for the purposes of the survey. Inasmuch as the sample 
frame aimed at a totally random survey of the population, it is statistically very unlikely that in a 
perfectly randomised survey that two respondents (in a sample of the size used in the SLS) would 
be drawn from the same household. 
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NOTES: 

Conversely, with reference to the question of variability between living quarters it would 
have been possible to compute weighted values for individuals simply by weighting household by 
family size for the· 12-70 age group. This method would have had the effect correcting for any bias 
that may have been created by variation. in the size of households. But there would have been 
disadvantages too. In particular, such an approach would have been based on a general assumption 
that important sociological and behavioural characteristics with respect to language would be 
shared by all family members. As the analysis of language behaviour in subsequent chapters 
demonstrates, however, this is patently not the case, as the knowledge of language varieties and 
patterns of language use are crucially related to the factors of age and educational level which can 
vary tremendously from family member to family member. Therefore, after having considered 
these issues at some length, it was considered most appr?priate to weight only for type of living 
quarter, using the method described above. 

I. The initials SLS = Sociolinguistic Survey. NATSURV (or 'NAT' in the tables) refers to the Hong Kong General Household Survey 
for the third quarter of 1983, unless otherwise stated. In some cases the f'igures have been taken from other sources, and in 
such cases, footnotes have been added to indicate the source. 

2. The f'igures quoted here are estimates made by the Census & Statistics Department for the age range 12-70 based on the 
General Household Survey for the third quarter of I 983. 

3. Mid-1983 population estimate (CSD). 

4. I 98 I Census f'igure. 
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2.0 BACKGROUND 
At first glance, Hong Kong has a high degree of cultural and linguistic homogeneity. The overwhelming 
majority of the population, perhaps 95%, may be described as 'ethnic Chinese' and typically regard 
themselves as 'Chinese' in terms of race, descent, nationality or culture, and the community as a whole is 
typically seen as a predominantly'Cantonese-speaking community'. Above and beyond general statements 
of this type, however, very little other information about patterns of language use in the Chinese community 
in Hong Kong has previously been available. We believe that much more information is needed with 
reference to the knowledge and use of varieties of Chinese and Chinese dialects in Hong Kong. 

Our discussion of the survey results in this chapter sets out to ask and, wherever possible, to answer 
a range of questions about the status and functions of Cantonese, Putonghua, and other Chinese dialects 
in the local community. How widely is Cantonese known and used? Do dialects other than Cantonese 
figure in people's linguistic repertoire? If so, to what extent and under what conditions are they being 
used? To what extent, if at all, is their vitality being preserved? , In what ways and at what rate are. 'home 
dialect' (e.g. Chiu Chau, Hakka, Hokkien, etc.) speakers adopting Cantonese as their first language? How 
widespread is the ability to speak two or more dialects? How widely is Putonghua spoken or understood? 
And how eager are people to master it? These are the kinds of questions into which little systematic 
investigation has hitherto been carried out. 

2.0. i Cantonese 

Before we proceed to examine these questions and analyse the resurts, it is necessary to clarify 
the usage of a number of key terms relating to the names of various languages and dialects. 

To begin with, 'Cantonese' is a somewhat ambiguous designation which has been used to 
refer to a number of quite different things. In its most narrow sense, Cantonese is sometimes 
used to refer to the kind of speech most commonly heard in Canton and Hong Kong, the kind of 
speech that one is most likely to encounter on radio and television programmes. But 'Cantonese' 
is also used sometimes in a wider sense to refer to a group of related dialects, including not only 
the provincial standard, but also a numbei:- of rural varieties. These are sub-varieties which are 
similar to the Canton variety in some respects and yet unlike it in others. 
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One may, therefore, set up an initial distinction between 'standard' Cantonese and a variety 
of Cantonese sub-dialects. (The scare quotes here are used to point to the fact that this so-
called 'standard variety' of Cantonese is nowhere nearly as consciously and institutionally 
standardized as, for example, Putonghua and English). In terms of this distinction, 'standard' 
Cantonese is that variety which has developed out of, and is still in many ways similar to, the 
dialect traditionally spoken in the city of Canton (Guangzhou), the provincial capital of Kwangtung 
(Guangdong). 'Standard' Cantonese is therefore essentially an urban phenomenon. In addition to 
.this, however, there are a range of rural or 'hoeng1-haa2' dialects spoken in various counties in 
Kwangtung and parts of Kwangsi (Guangxi). These we may refer to as Cantonese sub-dialects. 

A further complication sets in when one considers the use of 'Cantonese' in its widest possible 
sense as the superordinate term for the dialect group as a whole. The possibility of confusion 
arises when the term 'Cantonese' is used now to refer to the provincial standard and now to the 
entire range of urban and rural varieties as a collectivity. In order to avoid this difficulty, we shall 
reserve the term Cantonese for the urban 'standard', the term 'hoeng1-haa2' dialects for the rural 
sub-varieties, and use 'Yue' as the label for the dialect group as a whole, which is made up of five 
main branches:Yuehai, Qinlian, Gaolei, Siyi (Szeyap), and Guinan. 'Yue', in this sense, will be used 
to refer to one of the seven major dialect groups in China. 

Following on from this, when the observation is made that Hong Kong is predominantly a 
Cantonese-speaking community, the question immediately arises as to what kind of a linguistic 
system it is that is being referred to as 'Cantonese'. If by this is meant a well-defined, uniform, and 
stable linguistic system, then this cannot but be a gross simplification of the sociolinguistic situation. 
30% - 40% of the population of Hong Kong consists of migrants from Kwangtung and other parts 
of China, and this immigrant population is very diverse in linguistic backgrounds. It can be expected 
that many who now claim to be Cantonese-speakers in fact use the language with varying degrees 
of influence from their original dialect backgrounds. The development of'Canton Cantonese' in 
Hong Kong and its assumption of the pre-eminent role that it now enjoys, is, after all, a second-

. generation phenomenon. At present, therefore, if it is said of the entire community that over 
95% of the population have some knowledge of Cantonese, this knowledge will need to be 
understood as rather diffuse, fluid, and far from unif<?rm; with s.uch diffusion manifested in 
multifarious variations in accent, grammar, and vocabulary. 

Apart from 'standard' Cantonese and various dialects, other dialects belonging to the Yue 
family (such as Szeyap ), as well as a range of non-Yue dialects are still being used in the community. 
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These include Chiu Chau (Chaozhou), Hokkien (Fukien), Hakka (Kejia), Shanghainese, and 
Putonghua. Although the Chiu Chau and the Hokkien dialects may both be classified under the 
Min group, and they are to some extent mutually intelligible, we may still want to recognize two 
separate dialects due to a rather strong feeling of identity amongst the speakers of each of these 
dialects. Hakka, on the other hand, belongs to a dialect group distinct from Yue and Min, while 
Shanghainese is a Wu dialect. Putonghua is, in terms of dialect group membership, the pre-
eminent member of the Mandarin (or Northern) dialect group and the national language of the 
People's Republic of China. 

In summary form, the major Chinese dialects being used in Hong Kong and their inter-relations 
may be presen~ed as follows: 

YUE 

NON-YUE 

{ - Cantonese - [ - (a) 'standard' Cantonese 
{ [ - (b) 'hoeng1-haa2' dialects 
{ - (c) Szeyap and other Yue dialects 

{ - (d) 
{ - (e) 
{ - (f) 
{ - (g) 
{ - (h) 

Chiu Chau (MIN) 
Hokkien (MIN) 
Hakka (HAKKA) 
Shanghafuese (WU) 
Putonghua (MANDARIN) 

As far as the Yue dialects are concerned, we may postulate a linguistic continuum with 'standard' 
Cantonese at one end and broad 'hoeng1-haa2' dialects at the other. Speakers may, in spite of 
their common Yue origins, speak Cantonese with rural phonological and lexical features. Equally, 
speakers may approach 'standard' Cantonese from a non-Yue background (e.g. speaking Cantonese 
with a Chiu Chau accent), so that a similar continuum could be envisaged. Taken together, a 
picture emerges with Cantonese being the predominant language, though spoken with varying 
degrees ofYue and non-Yue accents, and containing features of dialectal admixture, particularly 
noticeable at the lexical level. 
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2.0.2 Gwok3 Jyu5 (Putonghua) 1 

Putonghua literally means 'common speech', and is the official term used in the PRC to designate 
the national standard based on the dialect of Beijing. The term has only been partly accepted in 
Hong Kong, and the term 'Gwok3 Jyu5' (guoyu), 'national language', is often preferred. Guoyu is 
also the common term in Taiwan. Yet another designation, Huayu, is used in Singapore. 

When it comes to writing, the term baihua is often used as a label for a set of written norms 
sharply at variance with the traditional ones. Baihua, which in this. particular sense might best be 
rendered as 'plain style', was first used around the turn of the century specifically to set up a 
contrast between two styles of writing: 'baihua', the 'plain style' on the one hand, and wenyan, the 
'classical style' on the other. The essential difference between the two styles is that baihua is 
more firmly grounded in the spoken vernacular, as exemplified in novels like Hong Lou Meng (The 
Dream of the Red Chamber), whereas wenyan was quite far removed from ordinary speech, and 
was in traditional China very much an exclusive property of the ruling class and their serving 
Mandarins. This is why baihua often conjures up liberalistic images, being associated with the 
Baihuawen Yundong (the vernacular language movement, a development of the May Fourth Movement 
in 1919), the aim of which was to promote a vernacular-based written language to replace the 
classical literary language, thereby making literacy more accessible to the common people. 

2.0.J Chinese (Zung' Man4
) 

Finally, mention inust be made of the term 'Chinese' within the Hong Kong context. In Hong 
Kong, 'Chinese' as the name of a language, is used as much in official documents as in informal 
conversation as a translation of the term 'Zung1 Man 4'. Strictly speaking, 'Man4' means text or 
writing, and therefore 'Zung1 Man 4' should in this narrow sense simply mean 'Chinese writing' 
(i.e. wenyan and/or baihua). But the common use of this term goes well beyond this restrictive 
reference. When it is said that 'Chinese' (Zung 1 Man 4) is one of the official languages, this is 
usually understood to mean not only that official documents may be published in baihua, but also 
that official speeches, such as addresses to the Legislative Council, may be delivered in Cantonese, 
as they increasingly were during the I 980's. Thus, in its wider and more usual sense, 'Chinese' in 
the local context really means 'the national standard in writing (i.e. Modern Standard Chinese) 
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plus Cantonese in speaking'. The ambiguity here between the sense of 'Chinese' as the national 
standard, both spoken (Putonghua) and written, and 'Chinese' as having a Cantonese element, is a 
characteristic feature of Hong Kong usage. 

2.0.4 Varieties of Cantonese 

The adoption of Cantonese as a common language for all the dialect groups in Hong Kong has 
been accompanied by a rapid expansion in its functional capacity. Today, Cantonese can and does 
serve an extremely diverse range of social functions: all the way from poetry writing to the 
writing of popular paperbacks and gossip weeklies, from government speeches and university 
lectures to banter and bargaining in the market place, from internationally-renowned film 
productions to soap operas on the television. 

As the language gathers momentum in further consolidating and diversifying its already 
impressive versatility, its roots begin to anchor all the more deeply into the society and culture of 
which it has become an integral part. The growth of Cantonese as a social and linguistic 
phenomenon should, when properly appreciated and ·understood, offer interesting insights into 
the growth ·of the community itself. There are signs that Cantonese in Hong Kong may well be 
developing into a distinct variety of its own, taking on features which diverge, and set it apart, 
from the old provincial ~tandard, the Cantonese of Canton. 

One major area of difference lies in the extent to which the two varieties have been influenced 
and re-shaped by Putonghua, the national standard. Canton Cantonese has, as one would expect, 
been more heavily influenced by Putonghua, relative to Hong Kong Cantonese. Apart from highly 
visible lexical differences like gung1 ngon 1 (Canton) vs. ging2 caat3 (Hong Kong), 'the police'; or 
soeng5 baan 1 (Canton) vs. faan 1 gung1 (Hong Kong), 'go to work'; there are less categorical, more 
subtle differences. For example, expressions like faan 2 jing3· 'anyway', and bei2 gaau3 'relatively', 
terms originating in Putonghua (fanzheng and bijiao) and having found their way into Cantonese, 

. are nowadays much more typical of Canton speechrthan Hong Kong talk. This is a difference of 
degree; not an absolute difference, but no less telling. 
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A second area of difference has to do with the way in which Cantonese in Hong Kong has 
been influenced and re-shaped by English. The contact between English and Cantonese in Hong 
Kong goes back to 1842, a much longer period than Putonghua has had a chance to make an 
impression on the language. Thus, as one would expect, English elements in Cantonese tend to 
be much more deeply entrenched in the vernacular than Putonghua elements. Many common, 
everyday words and expressions in Hong Kong Cantonese originated as loan words: baa1 si2, 'bus'; 
dik 1 si2,'taxi'; en' zin2 'engine'; si6 be 1, 'spare, extra'; faai 1 lou2 

, 'file'. The equivalent of these in 
Canton Cantonese often have their roots in the national standard. Thus, 'bus' and 'taxi' are 'gung1 

che1
' (public vehicle) and gai3 ching4 che1 (vehicle charging fees on the basis of distance) respectively 

- at least until the 1980s. Interestingly, the Hong Kong terms have rapidly caught on and to some 
extent are accepted even in Canton. 

Meanwhile, in Hong Kong a locally-born generation has grown up using Cantonese first as 
their school language, and then the language of everyday life, regardless of their parents' dialect 
background. As a result, a set of linguistic norms such as those mentioned above appears to be 
sharpening their focus. The dialect continua postulated earlier would seem to be contracting as 
far as the younger generations are concerned. Some evidence for this can be seen in the way in 
which non-Cantonese accents and words are becoming increasingly stigmatized - much more so 
than amongst the first generation. 

There is also some evidence that a set of 'innovative' phonological features are taking root 
and fast becoming defining features of Hong Kong talk. Some of the more prominent ones 
include: the replacement of syllabic 'ng' by 'm' (as in 'five'), and the neutralization of initial 'I' and 'n', 
final 't' and 'k', and final 'n' and 'ng'. 

It appears, therefore, that a set of linguistic norms in the use of Cantonese which has taken 
shape in the local community may well be establishing itself as a separate variety. Not only that, 
it seems also to be making its way into places in the social hierarchy which has traditionally been 
occupied almost exclusively by English and Putonghua. It is also beginning to redefine itself as the 
new standard through 'exporting' itself to Canton and other Cantonese-speaking communities 
around the world. 
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2.1 KNOWLEDGE Of CANTONESE AND OTHER CHINESE DIALECTS 

A number of questions sought to elicit information about the reported knowledge of respondents of 
Cantonese and other Chinese dialects. These included Question 9 (on 'Language and the home'), Questions 
I 0-12 (on 'Language repertoires') and Questions 13-24 (on 'Non-Cantonese dialects'). 

2.1.1 language in the home 

Question 9 sought information on patterns of language use amongst various dyads of family 
members. Results concerning patterns of response to the question: 'What language do family 
members normally use to each other?' are set out for a range of family dyads in Tables 2.1 - 2.3 
below: 

Table 2.1 Language in the home (I ) 2 

(Dyad: grandfather - grandmother) 

Variety of language 
Standard Cantonese 
Sze Yap 
Chiu Chau 
Hokkien 
Hakka 
Shanghainese 
Cantonese mixed with other dialects 
Shantong 
Tientsin 
Not applicable/missing3 

Percentage reported use 
2.53% 
0.18% 
0.28% 
0.18% 
0.37% 
0.18% 
0.09% 
0.09% 
0.09% 

96.10% 
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Table 2.1 would thus suggest that amongst grandparents in Hong Kong, 64.9% of this group 
'normally' speak 'Standard Cantonese' to one another, while 35. I% normally use a range of other 
dialects when conversing. In Table 2.2 below, we present a full range of results for various 
pairings within the family which are categorised in terms of 'Cantonese' and 'Other varieties of 
Chinese': 

figure 2.1 language in the home (I )2 

Standard Cantonese 

Sze Yap 

Chiuchow 
cu 
l),Q 
Ill Hokkien :J 
l),Q 
c 
.! .... 

Hakka 0 
~ cu 
·s:::: 
~ Shanghainese 

Cantonese mixed with 
other dialects 

Shantong 

Tientsin 

Not applicable/missing7 
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Table 2.2 Language in the home (2) 

Cantonese Other varieties Not applicable/ 
of Chinese missing 

(a) Grandfather - grandmother 2.53% 1.46% 96.10%3 

(b) Grandmother - grandfather 2.62% 1.37% 96.01% 
(c) Grandfather - father 3.77% 1.51% 94.80% 
(d) Father - grandfather 3.95% 1.32% 94.70% 
(e) Grandfather - mother 4.04% 1.41% 94.62% 
(f) Mother - grandfather 4.50% 1.14% 94.44% 
(g) Grandmother - father 9.00% 3.68% 87.41% 
(h) Father - grandmother 9.73% 3.08% 87.27% 
(i) Grandmother - mother 9.73% .3.77% 86.49% 
(j) Mother - grandmother 10.61% 2.89% 86.67% 
(k) Grandfather - grandchild 4.04% 0.87% 95.09% 
(I) Grandchild - grandfather 4.23% 0.51% 95.27% 
(m) Grandmother - grandchild 10.16% 2.93% 87.00% 
(n) Grandchild - grandmother 12.17% 1.15% 86.76%· 
(o) Father - mother 66.79% 10.99% 22.21% 
(p) Mother - father 66.75% 11.08% 22.17% 
(q) Father - child 65.56% 6.71% 27.82% 
(r) Child - father 67.22% 3.85% 29.01% 
(s) Mother - child 71.57% 7.26% 21.25% 
(t) Child - mother 72.73% 4.64% 22.72% 
(u) Sibling - sibling 63.07% 2.01% 34.89% 
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Figure 2.2 Language in the home (2) 
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The above table, Table 2.2, can also be recast to present percentages in terms of those families 
where dyadic relationships are applicable. This gives a somewhat clearer indication of the use of 
non-Cantonese dialects in the home. · 
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Table 2.3 language in the home (3) 

(a) Grandfather - grandmother 
(b) Grandmother - grandfather 
( c) Grandfather - father 
( d) Father - grandfather 
(e) Grandfather - mother 
(f) Mother - grandfather 
(g) Grandmother - father 
(h) Father - grandmother 
(i) Grandmother - mother 
(j) Mother - grandmother 
(k) Grandfather - grandchild 
(I) Grandchild - grandfather 
(m)Grandmother - Grandchild 
(n) Grandchild - grandmother 
(o) Father - mother 
(p) Mother - father 
( q) Father - child 
(r) Child - father 
(s) Mother - child 
(t) Child - mother 
(u) Sibling - sibling 

Cantonese 
64.9% 

65.7% 

71.4% 

74.9% 

74.1% 

79.8% 

71.0% 

76.0%. 

72.1% 

78.6% 

82.3% 

89.2% 

77.6% 

91.4% 

85.9% 

85.8% 

90.7% 

94.6% 

90.8% 

94.0% 

96.9% 

Other varieties 
of Chinese 
35.1% 

34.3% 

28.6% 

25.1% 

25.9% 

20.2% 

29.0% 

24.0% 

27.9% 

21.4% 

17.7% 

10.8% 

22.4% 

8.6% 

14.1% 

14.2% 

9.3% 

5.4% 

9.2% 

6.0% 

3.1% 
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From Table 2.3 above, we can see that what appears to be in progress in Hong Kong is a 
pattern of classic inter-generational language shift across three generations. Approximately 35% 
of dyads at the level of grandparents report 'normally' using non-Cantonese dialects at home; 
compared with approximately 14% of parent dyads and 3% of children. This is illustrated by the 
chart in Figure 2.3: 

Grandfather • grandmother 
Grandmother • grandfather 

Grandfather • father 
Father • grandfather 

Grandfather - mother 
Mother • grandfather 
Grandmother • father 
Father • grandmother 

Grandmother - mother 
Mother - grandmother 

Grandfather • grandchild 
Grandchild • grandfather 

Grandmother - Grandchild 
Grandchild - grandmother 

Father - mother 
Mother - father 

Father· child 

~ 

1--.J 
~ 

t====J 
1----1 
µ 

~ 

Child • father 
Mother • child 
Child • mothe 

Sibling • sibling 
rp 

bl: 

Figure 2.3 language in the home (3) 
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2.1.2 The 'mother tongue' 

Question I 0 asked respondents about their 'mother tongue' (which was glossed in Cantonese as 
'most familiar language'). The results for this question are set out.in Table 2A and Figure 2.4 
below: 

Table 2.4 Mother tongue 

Question I 0: What language would you say is your 'mother tongue' (mother tongue:'most familiar 
language') ? 

Language/variety Percentage 
Standard Cantonese 76.45% 
Chinese (Zung1 Man4) 7.99% 
Chiu Chau 2.90% 
Mandarin 2.53% 
Hakka 2.31% 

Hokkien 1.61% 
More than one 1.61% 

Shanghainese 1.47% 

Sze Yap 1.24% 
Other Cantonese dialects 1.06% 
Shantong 0.18% 

English 0.09% 
Others 0.18% 
Don't·know 0.28% 
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Figure 2.4 Mother tongue 
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2. ! .3 Language Jrepeirtoiires 

Question I I then went on to ask respondents to report on their passive knowledge and active 
knowledge of Chinese, dialects of Chinese and English (i) before they went to school, and (ii) 
'now'. The results are tabulated in Table 2.5 below under the sub-headings 'Understanding past', 
'Understanding present', 'Speaking past', and 'Speaking present', and illustrated by Figures 2.5a 
and 2.5b. 

Table 2.5 language repertoires 

Question I I: (i) What languages could you understand (by listening), (a) before you went to 
school, and (b) now? (ii) What languages could you speak (a) before you went to school, and (b) 
now? 

Percentage response 
Understanding Understanding Speaking Speaking 

language/variety past present past present 

Standard Cantonese 83.5% 98.6% 83.0% 98.5% 
Chiu Chau 9.7% 10.3% 7.3% 9.3% 
Mandarin 7.9% 39.5% 6.3% 31.9% 
Sze Yap 7.6% 8.2% 5.2% 6.3% 
Hakka 6.5% 9.3% 5.9% 7.5% 
Other Cantonese dialects 5.6% 6.3% 4.7% 4.7% 
Hokkien 3.8% 4.3% 3.8% 4.2% 
Shanghainese 3.7% 5.2% 3.4% 4.1% 
Others 1.5% 3.2% 1.2% 3.0% 
English 0.7% 43.9% 0.7% 43.3% 
Shantong 0.3% 0.4% 0.3% 0.4% 
Tientsin 0.1% 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 
Hunan 0.1% 0.1% 

------------------- -------
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From the above tables and charts it is possible to see quite clearly that a number of minority 
Chinese dialects have been maintained in Hong Kong, albeit with varying degrees of vitality. For 
exampt'e, 9.3% of respondents claimed to speak Chiu Chau , 7.5% claimed to speak Hakka, 6.3% 
claimed to speak Sze Yap, 4.2% claimed to speak Hokkien, and 4.1 % claimed to speak Shanghainese. 
In addition, 31.9% of the population claimed to speak Mandarin (see Figs. 2.Sa and 2.Sb). If we 
then tabulate the figures relating to the knowledge of Chinese dialects in a different fashion, an 
even clearer picture of multidialectalism, at an individual level, can be discerned. Table 2.6 (and 
Figure 2.6) below tabulates data referring to percentages of the population claiming an active 
knowledge of one or more dialect of Chinese (including Cantonese): 

Chiu chow 

Sze Yap 

Hakka 

Other Cantonese dialects 
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Others 
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Standard Cantonese 
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Table 2.6 Knowledge of Chinese dialects 

Language group 

Claiming a knowledge of one Chinese dialect 
Claiming a knowledge of two Chinese dialects 
Claiming a knowledge of three Chinese dialects 
Claiming a knowledge of four Chinese dialects 

CANTONESE AND OTHER CHINESE DIALECTS IN HONG KONG 

Percentage 
Active 
knowledge 
48.2% 

36.1% 
14.4% 

1.1% 

Passive 
knowledge 
37.9% 
42.6% 

17.8% 
1.6% 

Figure 2.6 Knowledge of Chinese dialects 
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From this data it can be seen that 'monolingualism' in Cantonese is by no means the norm. A 
total of 51.6% of the population claim to be able to speak two or more Chinese dialects, compared 
with 48.2% reporting knowledge of only one Chinese dialect (overwhelmingly, Cantonese). 

Other tabulations that were carried out indicated that an overwhelming majority of the 
population claimed a knowledge of Cantonese at both a 'passive' and 'active' level. The resul~s of 
the survey with reference to knowledge of Cantonese are present~d in Table 2.7 anq the 
accompanying figure below: 

Table 2. 7 Knowledge of Cantonese 

Language group 

Claiming not to know Cantonese 
Claiming to know 'Standard Cantonese' 
Claiming to know other Cantonese dialects 

Percentage 
Active 
knowledge 

1.1% 
94.6% 

4.3% 

Passive 
knowledge 

1.0% 
93.1% 

5.9% 

Thus, totally, 98.9% of the population claimed an active knowledge of either 'Standard 
Cantonese' or 'another Cantonese dialect', compared with a total of 99.0% claiming a passive 
knowledge of these varieties. 
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2. I .4 Mandarin (Putonghua) 
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Figure 2. 7 Knowledge of Cantonese 
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In the section of the questionnaire entitled 'Language repertoires', respondents were asked in 
Question 12 about their attitudes to learning Mandarin (Putonghua). As noted above, some 
39.5% claimed a passive knowledge of Mandarin in answer to Question I I, compared with 31.9% 
claiming an 'active' proficiency in Mandarin. The results from Question 12 further indicate that 
approximately 33. I% of the population considered that they already 'knew' Mandarin, to some 
degree, as indicated in Figure 2.8 below. Of the approximately 66% claiming no knowledge of 
Mandarin, only 25.6% expressed a desire to learn this variety. The results of this question are set · 
out in Table 2.8:. 
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Table 2.8 Attitudes to learning Mandarin (Putonghua) 

Question 12: Would you like to learn Mandarin? 

Response Percentage 
I would like to learn Mandarin 25.6% 
I would not like to learn Mandarin 40.2% 
Not applicable 33.1% 

Missing 0.9% 

Figure 2.8 Attitudes to learning Mandarin 
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2.1.5 Non-Cantonese dialects 

Section D (comprising Questions 13-24) was specified to be of relevance to only those who 
claimed an 'active' knowledge of a non-Cantonese dialect before attending school. In spite of the 
data tabulated in Table 2.6, which indicated that approximately 50% of respondents reported the 
knowledge of at least two Chinese dialects, less than 25% of the population responded to questions 
in this section. 

Questions 13, 14, 15 and 16 asked respondents about the use of 'home dialects' or minority 
dialects (such as Chiu Chau, Hakka, Shanghainese etc.), which are chiefly maintained in the 
'intimate' domains of home and friends. Table 2.9a presents results relating to the vitality of 
dialects amongst friends. 

Table 2.9a Home dialects and friends 

Question 13: Do you have home dialect friends in Hong Kong? 

Question I 4(i): Do you speak the home dialect to each other? 

Question 
Qu: Do you have 'home dialect' friends? 

Qu: Do you speak your 'home dialect' to to eacll other? 

Response 
Yes No Not applicable 
22.8% 1.8% 75.4% 
19.3% 3.5% 77.2% 

The data presented above thus give support to the hypothesis that minority dialects in Hong 
Kong do enjoy some degree of vitality. Further evidence for this claim also comes from the 
results of Question 14, part (ii). Those respondents who answered 'yes' to Question I 4(i) were 
also asked to indicate the frequency with which they used their home dialect in the friendship 
domain. Only 2.8% answered 'rarely'; 4.2% answered 'sometimes'; and a majority of 12.2% 
responded 'very often' (the total for 'not applicable' here was 80.7%) . 

. The results concerning respondents' membership of various 'hoeng1-haa2' (or 'clan') associations 
(Questions 15, 16, and 17) indicated that participation in social activities of these kinds was 
generally low. Only 1.5% of the population reported membership of such an association, and 
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Figure 2. 9a Home dialects and friends 
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only 1.74% of respondents claimed that they either 'sometimes' or 'very often' participated in 
'hoeng1-haa2' social activities. 

Questions 18 and 19 concerned respondents' habits in attending 'hoeng1-haa2' restaurants 
and shops. Approximately 7.3% of respondents claimed to eat regularly at 'hoeng1-haa2' restaurants, 
and 6.9% stated that they liked shopping at 'hoeng1-haa2' shops. Respondents in this 'hoeng1-haa2' 

group were also asked about their attitudes to neighbours and friends ·from the same home 
dialect background (Question 20). The results for this question are tabulated in Table 2.9b (and 
Figure 2.9b) below. 
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Table 2.9b Attitudes to 'home dialect' neighbours and friends 

Response 
Like Dislike Indifferent Not Applicable 

Attitude to 'home dialect' neighbours 11.2% 0.9% 12.2% 75.4% 

Attitude to 'home dialect' friends 11.9% 0.3% 12.1% 75.4% 

figure 2.9b Attitudes to 'home dialect' neighbours and friends 
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Questions 21 and 22 then went on to ask about attitudes to marriage with persons not from 
the home dialect group in question. Only a minority of respondents indicated that such a question 
was at all important in such a context. The overwhelming majority of unmarried respondents 
from home dialect backgrounds (4.1 % out of a total s.ub-sample of5.7%) reported indifference to 
the dialect background of the person they married. A small minority (0.6%) expressed the desire 
to marry someone from their own dialect1background. Similarly, only a sm~ll minority ( 1.1 %) said 
they would not allow a child to marry someone from another dialect group (compared with 7.1 % 
who said they would approve, and 15.2% who expressed indifference). 

Another indication of the vitality of home dialects was given by the results concerning home 
dialects and work (Question 24). The results for this question.are set out in Table 2.10 and 2.11. 

Table 2.10 Home dialects and work (I) 

Question 24(i): Do you speak your 'home dialect' at work? 

Response Percentage 
No 11.7% 
Yes 7.5% 
Not applicable 80.6% 

Figure 2.1 

applicable 
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Table 2.1 I Home dialects and work (2) 

Question 24(ii): How o~en do you speak your home dialect at work? 

Response Percentage 
Rarely 2.7% 

Sometimes 2.7% 

Very often 2.1% 

Not applicable 92.2% 

Figure 2.1 I Home dialects and work (2) 
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Cumulatively, then, the results for home dialect use amongst friends, neighbours and at work 
record varying levels of support for home dialects outside the family. There is some evidence 
(presented in Table 3. 9 above) that the use of 'home dialects' is important in the domain of 
friendship, but this does not seem to extend to formal 'hoeng1-haa2' associations, neighbours, 
work or patterns of marriage. 

Finally, in the section of the questionnaire which dealt with 'Non-Cantonese dialects', 
respondents were asked about their attitudes to their own dialect. The results that emerged in 
answer to this question (Question 23) are presented below in Table 2.12 and Figure 2.12: 

Table 2.12 Attitudes to home dialects (I) 

Question 23: What do you think about your own dialect? 

Response Percentage 
Does not sound nice at all 0.3% 
Does not sound nice 2.5% 
Neutral 9.3% 
Sounds nice 11.5% 
Sounds very nice 0.6% 
Not applicable 75.4% 
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figure 2.12 Attitudes to home dialects (I) 
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In broad terms, this result showed that a clear majority ( 12. I%) reported a positive attitude 
towards their own dialect compared with a much smaller group (2.8%) who displayed a negative 
view of their own dialect, and, perhaps, by extension, their own dialect group. 

In order to gain information about attitudes to specific dialects of Chinese, the variable Hdatt 
('Attitude to home dialect') was then cross-tabulated against Mt ('Mother tongue'). The results of 
this cross-tabulation are shown in table 2.13 below. Responses are grouped into the categories 
'negative response', 'neutral', and 'positive response'. The numbers indicate the numbers of 
respondents answering this question, and the percentages indicate the proportion of the dialect 
speakers sampled indicating a particular response: 
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Table 2.1 3 Attitudes to home dialects (2) 

Cross-tabulation between 'mother tongue' and attitude to home dialect 

Response 
Dialect/variety Negative Neutral Positive 

Chiu Chau I (2.80%) 8 (22.20%) 27 (75.00%) 
Hakka 2 (8.00%) 7 (28.00%) 16 (64.00%) 
Hokkien 7 (36.80%) 12 (63.20%) 
Shanghainese 6 (37.50%) 10 (62.50%) 
Sze Yap I (6.25%) 6 (37.50%) 9 (56.25%) 

figure 2.13 Attitudes to home dialects (2) 
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On the basis of these results, therefore, we might be able to point to a largely positive 
attitude amongst minority dialect speakers to their own dialects. For example, 75.0% of Chiu 
Chau speakers claim that their own dialect either 'sounds nice' or 'sounds very nice'; and at the 
other end of the scale there are few speakers of home dialects who would agree that such 
varieties 'do not sound nice {at all)'. However, such claims about attitudes to dialects would have 
to be qualified by warnings about the size of the sub-samples here, which are very small (ranging 
from 16-36 respondents) for each of the home dialect groups. 

2.2 FURTHERANALYSiS 

2.2.1 Mother tongue 

In response to the question, "Which language would you say is your mother tongue?", 76.5% of 
respondents gave an answer which was codable as 'Standard Cantonese', compared with I. I% 
who reported a non-standard variety of Cantonese in answer to this question (see Table 2.4). 
The term 'mother tongue' here was explained to respondents as your 'most familiar language', a 
quasi-definition which had the virtue of being understood by most respondents. 

It is clear from the results that a language majority of the population know and use Cantonese 
as their 'most familiar language', and that it is acquired by a large majority as the first language. Of 
the 70 I respondents whose ancestral home is the Yue-dialects region, 592 (84.4%) reported that 
Cantonese is their 'mother tongue' {in the sense defined above). Of the nine respondents giving 
Hong Kong as their ancestral home, eight indicated that Cantonese was their mother tongue, 
while one identified 'Chinese' as ·his most familiar language. Of the 536 respondents whose 
ancestral home is a non-Cantonese speaking region, 345 (64.3%) regarded Cantonese as their 
mother tongue. 

By no means all who reported speaking Cantonese 'at present', however, learnt the language 
before attending school. Some 15.5% of the sample (now claiming an active knowledge of 
Cantonese) reported not knowing the variety before attending school. However, an overwhelming 
majority of the sample, 98.5%, reported Cantonese as one of the languages they spoke, regardless 
of both thei~ background and their language repertoire before schooling (see Table 2.5). 
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Nevertheless, a number of non-Cantonese dialects were also identified as the 'mother tongue' 
of a minority of respondents. From Table 2.4, we can derive a total of 13.9% of t~e sample who 
claim a dialect other than Cantonese as their mother tongue. In this context, it is also interesting 
to note the identification ofthe response 'Chinese' in answer to this qtJestion. What is exactly 
understood by 'Chinese' might vary from individ.ual to individual, but typically it involves some 
notion of a written Chinese language based on characters, and some form of a Chinese dialect. 
Thus, the 8.0% who reported Chinese as their mother tongue.might be.just a small fraction of 
those who make no further identification beyond. a common Chine.se language. 

It is also interesting to note the relationships between 'mother tongue', ancestral home and 
age. Tables 2.14, 2.15, and 2.16 below show that the relationship between ancestral home and 
mother tongue works differently for different age groups: 

Table 2.14 Ancestral home by mother tongue, ages 12-29 

'Mother tongue' 
Cantonese and 

Ancestral home Cantonese dialects Other dialects Row total 
Yue dialect regions 237 38 275 
Other regions 191 52 243 
Column total 428 90 518 

{X2 = 5.2, with one degree of freedom, which is not significant at the 0.0 I level.) 

-.. ·· 
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Table 2.15 Ancestral home by mother tongue, ages 30-49 

'Mother tongue' 
Cantonese and 

Ancestral home Cantonese dialects Other dialects Row total 
Yue dialect regions 244 37 281 

Other regions 111 72 183 

Column total 355 109 464 

(X2 = 42.3, with one degree of freedom, which is significant at the 0.00 I level.) 

Table 2.16 Ancestral home by mother tongue, ages 50-70 

'Mother tongue' 
Cantonese and 

Ancestral home Cantonese dialects Other dialects Row total 
Yue dialect regions 124 21 145 
Other regions 53 58 111 
Column total 177 19 256 

(X2 = 42.0, with one degree of freedom, which is significant at the 0.00 I level.) 

Tables 2.14, 2.15 and 2.16 show that the relationship between ancestral home and mother 
tongue affects different age groups in different ways. Respondents with a non-Cantonese ancestral 
home belonging to the two older age groups (30-49, and 50-70) are more likely to report a non-
Cantonese dialect as their mother tongue, while those from a Cantonese background are more 
likely to report Cantonese (as their mother tongue). This relationship no longer holds for the 
younger age group ( 12-29) where there is a marked tendency to report Cantonese as one's 
mother tongue, regardless of the person's ancestral home. 

I 
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2.2.2 Bidialectalism 

2.2.2.1 Cantonese-Mandarin (Putonghua) bidialectalism 

Mandarin was acquired as a first language in childhood by a small percentage of the sample with 7.9% 
reporting a passive understanding of the language, and 6.3% reporting t~e ability to speak it, 
before schooling (see Table 2.5 above). There is, however, a marked increase in the numbers 

·reporting some knowledge of Mandarin at present, presumably as a result of both formal learning, 
and informal acquisition (through the media especially). In the survey, a total of 39.7% of the 
population claimed a passive knowledge, and 31.9% claimed an active knowledge of the language. 
In short, about one-third of the population claimed to speak the national language, and almost 
40% claimed to understand it. Of these totals, the vast majority claimed bilingualism in Cantonese 
and Mandarin. 

Table 2.17 Bilingualism in Cantonese and Mandarin (IPutonghua) 

'Passive' bilingualism 'Active' bilingualism 
482 respondents (38.8%) 390 respondents (31.4%) 

Whether all those who claimed a knowledge of Mandarin are 'fully competent' in Mandarin 
cannot be ascertained. It may be useful to think of the abilities of this 30% in terms of a dine of 
proficiency, similar to the dine of abilities that might be said to exist amongst English speakers. 
Nevertheless, the mere fact that so many people positively claim a knowledge of Mandarin is in 
itself a reflection of the importance attached to the language. 

When we consider the attitudes of respondents to learning Mandarin, another tendency 
emerges. Of those reporting no knowledge of the language, a majority (61. I%) expressed no 
desire to learn it; compared with a smaller total (38.9%) who did want to gain a command of this 
variety of Chinese. We then looked at the relationship between the desire to learn Mandarin and 
the variables of age, educational level and income. Cross-tabulations for these variables are 
presented in Tables 2.18, 2.19, and 2.20. 
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Table 2.18 Desire to learn Mandarin (Putonghua) and age 

Question 12: Would you like to learn Mandarin? 

Age (by numbers of respondents) 
Response 12-29 30-49 50-70 Row total 

No 152 160 187 499 

Yes 193 106 20 318 
Column total 345 265 207 817 

(X2 = I 17, with two degrees of freedom, which is sig~ificant at the 0.00 I level.) 

Table 2.19 Desire to learn Mandarin (Putonghua) and level of education 

level of education 
Post-secondary 

Response Primary and below Secondary and above Row total 

No 530 162 5 497 

Yes 88 212 . 16 316 
Column total 418 374 21 813 

(X2 = I 17, with 2 degrees of freedom, which is significant at the 0.00 I level.) 
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Table 2.20 !Desire to learn Mandarrin (Putonghau) and income 

Monthly family income 
Response $3900 and less $4000-$7999 $8000 and above Row total 
No 258 165 41 464 
Yes 116 146 49 310 
Column total 374 311 90 174 

(X2 = 27, with two degrees of freedom, which is significant at the 0.00 I level.) 

We can thus infer from these tables that the relatively younger (below 30), the relatively 
better educated (secondary schooling and above) and the relatively better-off are more likely to 
wish to learn Mandarin, if they do not already know it. In short, learning Mandarin seems an 
attractive option for younger, better-educated middle-class people in Hong Kong. This may well 
be a result of changing perceptions about the language. During the I 980's, a knowledge of the 
language was often considered desirable for those wishing to work in the areas of China trade 
and China finance, and increasing numbers of corporate employers advertised for staff with a 

. command of Mandarin. It might then be argued that nationalist associations with the language are 
today less prominent than the pragmatic and materialistic benefits associated with gaining a 
command of Mandarin. 

Finally, we might also note the results of a question posed in a later section of the questionnaire 
(Question 38), a large majority of respondents (86.4%) indicated that they believed that people 
should learn Mandarin, irrespective of their own, personal inclination: 
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Talbie 2.2 i learning Mandarin (Putonghua) in Hong Kong 

Question 38: Do you think Chinese people should learn Mandarin (Putonghua)? 

Response Percentage 

Yes 86.4% 

No 1.4% 

Neutral 11.9% 

Missing 0.3% 
Total 100.0% 

Figure 2.2 i learning Mandarin in Hong Kong 
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Whether the result above is a reflection of the respondents' perception of language as part of 
the 'great tradition' of Chinese history and culture, or simply the result of a growing perception 
of the variety as a language associated with certain pragmatic and material benefits is difficult to 
assess. Both factors probably play a part in influ~ndng responses to this question. 

2.2.2.2 Cantonese and non-Cantonese dialects bidialectalism 

In spite of the fact that Cantonese is the 'lingua franca' (or 'common language') of the Chinese 
community ,in Hong Kong, it would be wrong to underestimate the part played by various non-
Cantonese dialects in the community. Bidialectalism and multidialectalism are still important 
features of the Hong Kong Chinese speech community. 

If we exclude Mandarin (see above), and focus on other non-Cantonese dialects, we can start 
by considering the following set of results: 

Table 2.22 Knowledge of Cantonese and other Chinese dialects 
(excluding Mandarin and English) 

Number of dialects 
known (other than Understanding Understanding Speaking 
Cantonese) past present past 
Zero 785 (75.8%) 714 (58.4%) 856 (83.1%) 
One 243 (23.5%) 481 (39.3%) 168 (16.3%) 
Two 6 (0.6%) 27 (2.2%) 5 (0.5%) 
Three 2 (0.2%) 2 (0.1%) 2 (0.2%) 

Total (no.of 
respondents): 1036 1223 1031 

Speaking 
present 

796 (65.1%) 
403 (33.0%) 

23 (1.9%) 
0 

1222 

From Table 2.22 above, we can infer that, for example, before schooling 23.5% of the population 
had some knowledge of Cantonese plus one other dialect, whereas 'at present' the total percentage 
which claim knowledge of Cantonese plus another dialect (at the level of 'understanding') rises to 
39.3%. At an 'active' level, the comparable figures are 16.3% who claim a command of the spoken 
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language 'at present' rises to 33.0%. To some extent, these figures might be explained by individual 
speakers of Non-Cantonese dialects acquiring Cantonese through schooling and socialisation. 
However, it also seems true that significant numbers of 'core' Cantonese speakers also acquire a 
knowledge of non-Cantonese dialects in various ways as they grow older in Hong Kong society. 
This is shown by Table 2.23 below. 

Table 2.23 Knowledge of non-Cantonese dialects 

Understanding Understanding 
Past Speaking past present Speaking present 
'Core' 'Core' 'Core' 'Core' 
Cantonese4 Others5 Cantonese Others Cantonese Others Cantonese Others 

Cantonese 
Sub-dialects 69 58 78 0 58 0 

Sze Yap 61 34 33 32 68 34 46 34 
Chiu chow 62 47 44 47 81 47 68 47 
Hokkien 12 35 12 36 17 36 16 36 
Hakka 41 42 32 42 74 43 53 42 
Shanghainese 19 27 15 27 37 29 25 28 

We then went on to look at the responses to questions concerned with the 'usual' language 
of the home between certain dyads. A number of int-eresting results emerged from this analysis 
of the data. For example, it was found that I 0.6% of the population did not use 'Standard Cantonese' 
as the usual language in any dyad of the home, and a total of I 0.2% did not use any form of 
Cantonese as the usual language of the home. 
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Table 2.24 Chinese in the home ( ~ ): 
- homes where no Cantonese is used as a primary language 

Total no. of households where no Standard Cantonese is reeorted as usual 
for any family dyad 
Total no. of households where no Cantonese of any kind (i.e. including 'non-
Standard Cantonese') is reported as usual for any family dyad 

Percentage 
10.6% 

10.2% 

What is striking about the above result is the fact that (contrary to expectation, perhaps) 
there are approximately I out of I 0 of households in Hong Kong where apparently no Cantonese 
at all is spoken by family members to each other. In other words, this would indicate that non-
Cantonese dialects enjoy a strong 'vitality' in at least ten per cent of the territory's households, 
which thus again challenges the stereotype of Hong Kong Chinese society as a 'monolingual', 
'monodialectal society'. 

Table 2.25 provides additional information about the range of dialects spoken in households: 

Table 2.25 Chinese in the home (2) - use of non-Cantonese dialects 

Percentage UJsing a non-Cantonese 
Dialect dialect in at least one dyad 

Sze Yap 2.1% 
Mandarin 1.7% 

Chiu Chau 5.0% 
Hokkien 2.6% 
Hakka 2.8% 
Shanghainese 2.0% 
Other dialects 0.3% 
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figure 2.25 Chinese in the home (2) - use of non-Cantonese dialtects 
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The results for Table 2.25 thus indicate substantial use of six dialects in Hong Kong households, 
ranked in terms of estimated 'vitality' in the following approximate order: Chiu Chau, Hakka, 
Hokkien, Shanghainese, Sze Yap and Mandarin. 

In approximately 20% of households in Hong Kong, the father and the mother come from 
different dialect backgrounds (as indicated by 'ancestral home'). Of those who come from different 
dialect backgrounds, the proportion of those who reported having a knowledge of two or more 
dialects is indicated in Table 2.26 below: 

Table 2.26 Knowledge of dialects in 'mixed dialect' families 

Understanding (at present) Spoken ability in two 
of two or more dialects or more dialects 

Numbers of respondents 178 (257) 148 (257) 
Percentages 69% 58% 
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Table 2.27 Knowledge of dialects in 'same dialect' families 
Understanding (at present) Spoken ability in two 
of two or more dialects or more dialects 

Numbers of respondents . 407 (689) 333 (687) 
Percentages 59% 48% 

As might be expected the proportion of home dialect use in 'mixed dialect' families is significantly 
higher than in 'same dialect' families. 

2.3 COMMENTARY AND SUMMARY 

One of the most important findings that emerged from the survey was the extent of multilingualism 
and multidialectalism in Hong Kong society. The stereotyped picture of the Chinese speech community 
in the I 980's in Hong Kong was that of an almost totally monolingual Cantonese-speaking community in 
which there was a limited knowledge of other Chinese dialects, and bilingualism in English was confined 
to an extremely narrow group. This was evidently not supported by our data. 

As can be seen in Section 2.1 above, the Chinese speech community in Hong Kong is best characterized 
in terms of a multilingual and multidialectal society. Just under 32% of respondents claimed an active 
knowledge of Putonghua, and the totals for other Chinese dialects were 9.3% for Chiu Chau, 7.5% for 
Hakka, 6.3% for Sze Yap, 4.7% for 'non- standard' dialects of Cantonese, 4.2% for Hokkien, and 4.1 % for 
Shanghainese. A dear majority of the population, 51.6%, c;:laimed an active knowledge of two or more 
dialects of Chinese, compared with 62.0% who claimed an 'understanding' of two or more Chinese 
dialects. Conversely, this then gives us the figures of approx. 48% for Cantonese monolinguals claiming 
to speak only one variety of Chinese and 38% claiming to understand only one variety. Thus, at many 
levels, the stereotype of the Cantonese monolingual in Hong Ko~g is strongly challenged by these results. 

We could further note (in passing, as these and other results relating to English will be considered in 
more detail in Chapter 3) that 43.9% of the sample also claimed an understanding of English, compared 
with a slightly smaller total, 43.3%, who, claimed to speak English to some extent. We could also take on 
board the fact that many of those who had a knowledge of English would also 'mix' English and Cantonese 
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in their speech (see Chapter 4) .. Thus, the picture of the Chinese speech-community that emerges is 
substantially more complicated than the stereotype that was presented in the past. What we begin to 
find are highly complex patterns of multidialectalism and multilingualism intersecting and overlapping on 
different levels. 

A summary of the most important findings in this section is given as follows: 

(i) 'Home dialects' (such as Chiuchow, Hakka, Hokkien) were still widely used in Hong Kong families, 
particularly amongst older family members. 

(ii) Only 76.5% of the population clail)led 'Standar°d<:antonese' as their mother tongue. 

(iii) 5 I% of the population claimed an active knowledge of two or more Chinese dialects; and if we 
exclude Mandarin from this calculation, the proportion claiming active multidialectalism remains at 
41.6%. 

(iv) Approximately 25% of the population responded that they still used their 'home dialects', and attitudes 
to these dialects displayed a high degree of vitality. 

(v) In I 0% of households in Hong Kong; there was little if any Cantonese spoken among family members. 

(vi) Almost 32% of the population claimed an active knowledge of Mandarin, and younger, middle-class 
respondents indicated a high level of motivation to learn the language. 
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NOTES: 

I. The main reference system for the romanization of Cantonese used throughout this bookis the system adopted by the Linguistic 
Society of Hong Kong (LSHK). This is explained in some detail in the notes on romanisation on page 208. With the exception of 
place-names in Canton, all Chinese place-names are romanized in 'Pinyin'. 

2. The bar charts and pie charts which are included.in this book are numbered in order to correspond to the tables on which they are 
based. 

3. The figure of 96. I% indicates the total number of households where there were no 'grandfather-grandmother' dyads present. 

4. Total number of' core' Cantonese: I 042. 

5. Total number of'others': 192. 
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3.0 BACKGROUND 

In spite of the fact that 99% of the Chinese population claimed a variety of'the Chinese language' as their 
mother tongue, English occupied an extremely powerful position in the hierarchy of languages in the 
territory. In the I 980's, English was still a prominent language of law and government, and Chinese was 
only granted the status of a co-official language as late as 1974. In addition, English was widely used in 
secondary and tertiary education, and was the de facto language of international business, finance and 
trade. In 1997, the sovereignty of Hong Kong reverted to the People's J{epublic of China, and the balance 
between English and Chinese may shift significantly in future. Even now, however, English is still a language 
of crucial importance, not least for the thousands of secondary school students competing for hard-won 
places at the territory's universities. 

3.0.1 Hong Kong English 

The model of spoken English typically presented to local learners and users of English throughout 
Hong Kong is that of 'British English', although less through a political decision of any kind than as 
a reflection of Hong Kong's educational history, and the strength of British textbook publishers in 
the territory.A second competing model of pronunciation has also been provided by a 'General 
American' accent which seems to have gained in popularity in recent years, in some schools, in 
various sectors of employment, and in the mass media. 

In spite of the existence of these two external models, however, most local learners speak 
with an identifiable Chinese, or 'Hong Kong' accent, influenced by the phonology and intonational 
cadences of Cantonese. In spoken English in Hong Kong, 'transfer' from Cantonese in grammar 
and vocabulary also contributes to a distinctly localised type of English speech, a local style of 
'Hong Kong English'(HK English). Two earlier papers by Bolton and Kwok (1990), and Luke and 
Richards ( 1982) have presented a detailed analysis of the 'Hong Kong accent'. 

In the articulation of English vowel sounds, there is a typical contraction of vowel quality 
between long and short vowels of RP (British English 'received pronunciation'). Thus RP /i:/ and 
III, /::J:/ and lo/, /u:/ and /u/ lose contrast in a typical Hong Kong accent (or by extension, in Hong 
Kong English). In addition, there is a similar lack of contrast between le/ as in 'beg' and 
/re/ as in 'bag'; and the unstressed RP schwa /a/ is often realised by the Cantonese short vowel 
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la/ or as the longer Cantonese vowel /a:/ which resembles RP /a:/. 

In the case of consonant sounds, there are well-established patterns of substitution that 
occur RP /8/ is replaced by /fl, RP /o/ by Id/, RP /v/ by /w/, RP !JI by Isl, RP /n/ by /I/, and so on 
(see Bolton and Kwok, 1990). Typically, final /I/ is vocalised, and /wrl/ will becomes /wiu/, etc. 
Other patterns of pronunciation in HK English include the deletion of the final plosives such as 
/p/, /ti, and /kl and the simplification of consonant clusters, see Bolton and Kwok (ibid), Luke and 
Richards ( 1982).At the level of suprasegmental fe~tures of HK English, particularly amplitude and 
frequency, it has been found that the local HK accent displays a number of patterns unlike those 
of RP English. These include: (i) the use of a high-rising intonation for all questions; (ii) the 
prominence of what are normally 'unstressed' syllables in RP; (iii) the absence in HK English of 
what is, for RP, the usual patterning of contrastive stress within sentences (Bolton and Kwok, 
ibid). 

A number of points deserve mention in connection with this analysis of 'Hong Kong English'. 
First, what needs emphasizing perhaps is that few, if any, of the phonetic and phonological features 
mentioned above are unique to Hong Kong English. Indeed many of the segmental and intonational 
features described above may also be found in accounts of other Asian varieties of English, such as 
Singapore or Malaysian English, or even in non-standard native-speaker accents, such as the Cockney 
accent, or New York City accent.What seems to distinguish HK English, however, is the precise 
patterning or 'clustering' of such features, together with the suprasegmental rhythms of stress 
and intonation . 

. Second, the use of a HK English accent does not occur in a sociolinguistic vacuum. Bolton and 
Kwok ( 1990) speculate that, in terms of an 'acts of identity' theory of multilingualism (Le Page and 
Tabouret-Keller, 1985), the model for local learners of English is not the external norm of British 
English or American English, but is that model of linguistic behaviour provided by a local elite of 
Hong Kong bilinguals.A 1988 survey of students atThe University of Hong Kong indicated that, 
given a choice, 43% of males and 20% of females consciously chose 'Hong Kong bilinguals' (as 
opposed to 'British native-speakers') as target models of pronunciation. 

Third, a further complexity is raised by the whole question of the status of new varieties of 
English in societies where new ESL (English as a Second Language) or 'localised' varieties have 
emerged. Quirk ( 1990) draws a distinction between 'institutionalised' varieties of English (in Britain, 
the U.S.A. and Australia), and 'non-institutionalised' Englishes in other societies, such as the 
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Caribbean, East and West Africa, India, Malaysia, Singapore, etc. Quirk, in effect, argues against 
the recognition of localised features of English in ESL societies like Hong Kong, where putative 
new varieties of English lack the endorsement of institutions such as governments, dictionary-
makers and educationalists. Similarly, Gonzalez ( 1983) discusses the tension in Philippine English 
between the recognition of localised 'feat~res' of English and the identification of language-learner 
'errors'. In the context of Hong Kong, the discussion of this tension is particularly appropriate, as 
many local learners and users of the language, while recognising the existence of a local style of 
English, frequently identify HK English with an inferior, error-ridden, substandard variety of the 
language. 

When it comes to a discussion of the grammatical patterning of 'HK English', most local 
academics and researchers have similarly described spoken and written English in the territory 
less in terms of features, and more in terms of errors (see Boyle and Boyle, 1991; Bunton, 1989, 
1991; Potter, 1992). In Bunton's ( 1991) study of errors made by Hong Kong learners, the high 
frequency of a range of grammatical errors is noted.These include the use of verb forms, problems 
with 'word cla.ss', the use of countable and uncountable nouns, singular and plural forms, 
determiners, positive and negative forms, prepositions, the use of edl-ing adjectives, adjective 
forms, and the definite-indefinite distinction. But the problem of distinguishing errors from features 
remains. In Trudgill and Hannah ( 1982), for example, the divergence from English English grammatical 
n.orms with reference to count and mass nouns, prepositions, and verb forms are seen as 'lndianisms' 
and features of Indian English morphology and grammar. In Platt's ( 1977) account of Singapore 
English, the variable lack of noun plural marking, variable past tense marking, and the variable 
marking of third-person present tense marking are all seen as 'features' of Singapore English.As all 
these items are frequently found in the English used by Hong Kong speakers, the issue remains 
unresolved; and we might then ask:"Why is it that a 'feature' of Singapore English is an 'error' in 
Hong Kong English?" 

As part of a discussion of the various 'levels' of HK English, we might also consider the 
existence of a distinct set of Hong Kong vocabulary. Commentators have often pointed to a 
range of vocabulary items from diverse sources that have contributed to a local lexicon. These 
include: (i) A set of items that were imported in colonial times from a number of other British 
colonies; these include words like 'chop', 'congee', 'coolie', 'god own', 'nullah', 'praya', and 'shroff'. 
(ii) Words borrowed from Chinese, including, 'yum cha', 'dim sum', 'tai tai', 'lap sap', and 'gwailo' 
('gweilo'). (iii) 'Translation loans', such as 'triads', 'shark's fin', 'tea money', 'fish-ball girls', and 'iron 
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rice bowl' (see Chan and Kwok, 1985). There is a major problem in accepting this set of items 
above as part of a core HK English vocabulary, however, and that is simply this: With the exception 
of list (ii), which is. a list of Cantonese items most widely known amongst Westerners in the 
territory, few if any of the other items would be typically known to, or used by, local learners and 
users of English.The 'colonial' vocabulary of list (i) is better known to 'expatriate' residents rather 
than the Hong Kong people themselves. One might then conclude that this was further evidence 
that the notion of 'Hong Kong English' was si~ply untenable; but this conclusion may be somewhat 
premature, and research into the lexis ·of Asian Englishes has increased greatly in recent ye~rs. 

In addition, in the I 980's, knowledge of English spread throughout the Hong Kong community 
and English began to interact with Cantonese in a range of different ways. By the beginning of the 
I 990's at least, English was evidently having some impact on the slang of schoolchildren in Hong 
Kong, as a survey of slang in Yes magazine (a Chinese-language publication for schoolchildren) 
revealed. In a 1993 list of teenage slang published by Yes, a substantial number of .English words 
show up including 'in' (fashionable),'seven' (for the 7-11 convenience shop),'cheap' (mean),'call' 
(to page someone), and 'quali' (for qualification). If we wish to identify a local vocabulary of Hong 
Kong English, perhaps, we should look to the teenage slang of schoolkids as well as the lexical 
relics of British colonial rule throughout the Asian region. · 

Ultimately, however, the question of the status of HK English as a 'new variety of English' is 
not simply a matter of linguistic analysis. It is a question embedded in, to use Kachru's ( 1991) 
phrase, 'sociolinguistic realities' and a parallel consideration of such non-linguistic factors as the 
socio-historical context, and the economic and political dynamics of Hong Kong society. 

J.0.2 English language learning in Hong Kong 

English is very much a 'learnt' second language in Hong Kong.The conditions for language 'acquisition' 
(in the sense of picking up the language outside the classroom) simply do not exist in the way that 
they do in, for example, immigrant communities in North America, or even other Asian ESL 
situations such as India, Singapore or the Philippines.As a result, the major determining factor in 
language proficiency tends to be that of educational attainment, and typically the best English 
speakers tend to be those who have gained the benefits of university education, in Hong Kong or 
overseas. 
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~.I 

In the I 980's, English played a key role in education as language of education (or 'medium of 
instruction').Approximately ninety per cent of Hong Kong secondary schools (high schools) 
claimed to teach 'through English' ·at this time. In reality, many, if not most, secondary school 
teachers tended to teach subjects like mathematics, physics, chemistry, geography, etc. through a 
mixture of spoken Cantonese (interspersed with English technical terms) and textbooks written 
in English. The home-school language switch from Chinese to English, which occured at ten years 
of age for most children, represented a major hurdle to their progress through the system. In 
addition, the Hong Kong education system then as now was fiercely competitive, dependent on 
rote-learning and memorisation, and emphasizing formal achievement to the exclusion of almost 
every other consideration. 

English language learning for most secondary pupils is dominated by examinations, and there 
are two crucially important secondary-school examinations: First, there is the Hong Kong 
Certificate of Education (or HKCE) exams, the 'Q-level' equivalent, taken at the age of fifteen or 
sixteen in up to ten o·r twelve school subjects. Second, there are the Hong Kong Advanced Level 
examinations, typically taken in three or four specialised (arts versus social sciences versus natural 
sciences) subjects, which are taken at the age of eighteen or nineteen. 

3. ! . i The acq1UJisition of Engiush on the home 

In 1983, only one respondent (from a total of 1240) claimed English as their 'mother tongue', and 
only nine respondents (0.7%) claimed to have understood English before they attended school. 
Thus, the acquisition of English amongst Hong Kong people was massively dependent on exposure 
to the language within the educational system, to a far greater ~xtent perhaps, than other 'second-
language' settings such as India, Singapore and the Philippines, as mentioned above. 
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J.1.2 !Leaming of !English tlhurough education 

A number of survey questions attempted to gaugt;! the effects of education on the acquisition of 
English in Hong Kong society. First, Question 50 was directed at the whole population, in order 
to discover what proportion of respondents had in fact studied English: 

Table 3.1 The study of English (I) 

Question 50: Have you studied English? 

Response 

No 
Yes 

Percentage 
32.2% 
67.8% 

Figure 3.1 The study of !English (I) 
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The questions that followed concerning the acquisition and knowledge. of English were then 
put to only those respondents that had answered 'yes' to Question 50. Question 51 concerned 
patterns of studying English, and question 52 ~ttempted to investigate the effectiveness of various 
types of study (see Tables 3.2 and 3.3 below): ' 

Table 3.i The study of English (2) 

Question 51 :Where did you study English? (Respondents were able to choose more than one answer) 

Response Percentage 
School 63.9% 
University 3.3% 
Evening school 13.5% 
Language institutes (including the British Council) 9.3% 
Extra-mural department of a university 3.8% 
Private ·study (including private tuition) 12.9% 

Figure 3.l The study of English (l) 
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Table 3.3 Effectiveness of types of English study 

Question 52: How much did the activities listed below help you to learn English? 

Percentage response 
Not Quite Very 

Type of study at all helpful helpful 

English lessons at school 9.5% 33.5% 20.7% 

Other lessons taught in English 7.0% 24.9% 8.9% 

University studies 0.6% 2.0% 1.9% 

Private studies 0.8% 10.2% 5.9% 

Reading English books and magazines 2.4% 21.8% 9.1% 

Part-time study (evening school) 2.4% 12.7% 5.8% 

Radio, cinema, TV 13.1% 32.2% 4.9% 

Using English at work 3.0% 14.2% 8.5% 

Figure J.l Effectiveness of types of English study 
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Question 55 revealed that almost 5.3% of the population were currently engaged in the study 
of English in various ways. Question 56 followed up by asking for details of study patterns amongst 
this group: 

Table 3.4 Current English study habits 

Question 56:Where are you studying English now? 

Type of institution 
Language institute 
Evening school 

Extra-mural department 

Private study 

Other answer 

Not applicable 

Language institute 

Evening school 

Extra-mural department 

Private study 

Other answer , 

Not applicable 

0 

Percentage response 
0.55% 

1.06% 

0.18% 

2.80% 

0.69%. 

94.72% 

Figure 3.4 Current English study habits 
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Question 57 demonstrated that sizable numbers of respondents had taken (but had not 
necessarily passed) public examinations in English.Tables 3.5 and 3.6 present the results relating 
to this issue: 

Talbie 3.5 Public examinations in English (I) 

Question 57: Have you ever taken public examinations in English? 

Response Percentage 

No 32.08% 
Yes 35.68% 
Not applicable 32.19% 

f igu..1we 3 .5 Public examinafo:ms in English (I) 
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Table 3.6 Public examinations in English (2) 

Question 58: What public examinations have you taken (question asked to those answering 'yes' to 
question 57; multiple responses allowed)? 

Response 
Secondary school entrance or secondary 
school places allocation examination 
Junior secondary education assessment 
Hong Kong Certificate of Examination 
Higher level examination 
Advanced level examination 
University of London GCE 
TOEFL examination 
Other answer 

Percentage 
29.0% 

27.7% 
20.8% 

3.4% 
2.8% 
4.3% 
2.2% 
0.7% 

Figure 3.6 Public examinations in English (2) 
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J.2 PROFICIENCY IN ENGLISH 

J.2.1 Self-reports of proficiency in English 

A number of crucial questions attempted to investigate proficiency in the English language. 
These included Questions 59, 72 and 78. 

The results for the~e qu.estions were as follows: 

Table 3.7 Claimed knowledge of English 

Question 59: How well do you know English? 

Response Percentage 
Not at all 33.1% 
Only a few sentences 23.5% 
A little . 36.2% 
Quite well 4.8% 

Well 1.4% 

Very well 0.4% 

Not applicable/missing 0.6% 

Figure 3.7 Claimed knowledge of English 
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Table 3.8 Bilingualism ( i) 

Question 72: Do you consider yourself to be someone who knows both English and Chinese? 

Response Percentage 
No 65.1% 
Yes 32.0% 
Don't know 2.8% 
Not applicable/missing 0.1% 

Figure 3.8 Bilingualism (I) 
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Table 3.9 Bilingualism (2) 

QuestiofJ.. 78: Do you consider yourself to be a 'bilingual'? 1 

Response Percentage 
No 8.4% 

Yes 6.0% 

Partly 1.8% 

Uncertain 1.6% 

Did not understand 'bilingual' 82.1% 

Missing 0.1% 

Figure J.9 Bilingualism (2) 
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Respondents were also asked to give a self-report of their own differentiated language skills. 
The results to this question (Question 60) are set C?Ut here: 

Table 3. i 0 Reported English skills (I) 

Question 60(i): How good is your English with reference to the activities listed below? 

Reported level of skill (percentages) 
Not Only a Quite Very Not 

Skill at all few sentences A little good Good good applicable 

Speaking 3.5% 26.3% 31.0% 4.4% 1.0% 0.18% 33.62% 

Listening 3.0% 21.8% 32.3% 7.8% 1.3% 0.18% 33.62% 

Writing 7.1% 19.6% 31.0% 7.1% 1.6% o .. 18% 33.62% 

Reading 5.9% 17.5% 31.4% 9.6% 1.8% 0.28% 33.62% 

1Figu11re 3.10 Reported English skills (I) 
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In addition, as part of Question 60, respondents were also asked to rate their proficiency in 
the language skills identified above, by using numerals (I, 2, 3, 4) to indicate their individual 
orders of proficiency with reference to these skills. The mean scores for each of the skills a.re 
presented in Table 3.1 I below: 

Table 3.1 I Reported English skills (2) 

Question 60(ii):What are you best at (rank order I, 2, 3, or 4)? 

Language skill Mean (rating) scores 
Listening to English 2.21 
Reading English 2.2J 
Speaking English 2.68 
Writing English 2.74 

Figure J. I I Reported English skDlls (2) 
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3.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF ENGLISH 

Questions 61-64 attempted to gauge the perceived importance of English amongst respondents in the 
survey. Question 61 asked if respondents believed that an improved knowledge of English would help 
them at work. 

The results for this question are set out below: 

Table 3.12 Perceived importance of English at work (I) 

Question 61: To what degree do you feel that you need an improved knowledge of English to help you to do your 
job better? 

Response Percentage 
No 8.6% 
A little more 4.0% 
Quite a<fot more 17.9% 
A lot more 5.0% 
Very much more 3.1% 
Not applicable 61.2% 

Figure J.12 Perceived importance of English at work (1) 
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The following question (62) asked about the importance for the purposes of promotion. 

Table 3. I 2a Perceived importance of English at work (2) 

Question 62: If you were to apply for promotion in your present job, how important would it be if your knowledge 
of English were improved? 

Response Percentage 
Not at all 12.4% 
A little 6.3% 
Quite a lot 8.2% 
A lot 5.4% 
Very much 4.6% 
Not applicable 63.1% 

figure 3. I 2a Perceived importance of English at work (2) 
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3.4 THE USE SCHOOLS 

Questions 65-68 in the questionnaire dealt with the use of English in Hong Kong schools. Of the 
1,240 respondents, a total of 13 I were pupils at Hong Kong second~ry schools. These secondary school 
pupils were asked a number of questions about the use of English (~nd Chinese) at school. 

Pupils were first asked about the use of English in (a) English 'subject' lessons, and (b) in mathematics 
lessons: 

Table 3.B !English use in the classroom (I) 

Question 65: (a) In the English lesson, which language(s) does your teacher speak? 
(b) In the Maths lesson which. language(s) does your teacher.speak? 

Response English lesson Mathematics lesson 

All Cantonese 0.5% 1.9% 

Mainly Cantonese 0.8% 3.0% 

Half Cantonese and half English 2.8% 4.0% 

English mixed with some Chinese 4.7% 1.8% 

All in English 2.0% o~3% 

Not applicable 89.2%., 89.0% 

!Figure 3. ! 3 English use in t::he classroom (I) 
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Translated into percentages of the sub-sample (weighted percentage at I 0.8%) who were secondary 
pupils, the following tables indicate patterns of language use in this group: 

Table 3.14 English in the classroom (2) 

Response English lessons Mathematics lessons 
All Cantonese 4.6% 17.6% 
Mainly Cantonese 7.4% 27.8% 
Half Cantonese and half English 25.9% 37.0% 
English mixed with some Chinese 43.5% 16.7% 
All in English 18.5% 2.8% 

Figure 3.14 English in the classroom (2) 
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This group of secondary school pupils were also asked about their use of English in the classroom. 
Table 3.15 below indicates the proportions of students u.sing English for various school activities. 

Table J. i 5 English in school use 

Activity 
Asking questions in English lessons 
Answering questions in English lessons 
Talking to classmates in the classroom 
Talking to teachers outside the classroom 
Talking to classmates outside the classroom 

Never 
12.3% 
2.8% 

55.4% 

57.1% 
66.1% 

frequency 
Sometimes, but 
less than half 
the time 
47.2% 
28.7% 
43.0% 
34.9% 

33.2% 

Figure 3.15 English in school use 
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The questionnaire then went on to ask students in English-medium secondary schools to comment · 
on how difficult they found it to understand school subjects taught in English. Students in this category of 
school accounted for 54 respondents (weighted at 4.45% of the total sample).The percentages presented 
in Table 3.16 are thus percentages of students attending English-medium schools. 

Table 3.16 Difficulty in understanding English-medium lessons 

Question 6 7: How difficult is it for (a) most students and (b) you to understand lessons taught through the 
medium of English? 

Response Most students Myself 
Not at all difficult 18.7% 23.8% 
Slightly difficult 58.9% 62.0% 

Difficult 16.4% 12.4% 
Very difficult 
Extremely difficult 
Don't know 4.1% 20% 

Figure J.16 Difficulty in understanding English-medium lessons 
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Finally, all secondary students were asked to.respond to a P.olicy .issue, i.e. the use of English as the 
'medium of instruction' in secondary schools.The 'responses to this question are set out below.Again, 
responses are given in terms of the percentages of secondal'."y school students who responded to this 
item: 

Table 3.17 Attitude to English-medium schooling · 

Question 68: What is the opinion of (a) most students, and (b) yourself, about the use of English as the medium 
of instruction? 

Percentages 
Response Most students Myself 
Strongly disagree 1.6% 2.0% 
Disagree 32.8% 25.0% 
No idea 9 .. 2% 15.0% 
Agree 36.0% 50.8% 
Strongly agree 4.0% 4.8% 
Don't know 16.4% 2.4% 

Figure 3 .17 Attitude to English-medium schooling 
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3.5 ENGLISH IN SOCIETY 

This section of the report covers findings in various domains of society where English is used. The 
domains discussed in this section include, home, friends, transactions, travel, media and work. 

3.5.1 English at home 

The reported use of English at home was generally very low. Information concerning the use of 
English in this domain was obtained largely from the responses to Question 9, which contained a 
number of sub-questions relating to language use between certain dyads (e.g. father-mother, 
sibling-sibling, etc.) in a sampled family.While the results for the use of English in the home were 
generally quite low, the results relating to the use of'mix' often reached substantial levels.The 
results for English results for 'mix' are set out in Table 3.18 below: 

Table 3.18 The use of English and 'mix' in Hong Kong Chinese families 

Variety of language reported 
(by percentage of sample) 

Family dyad English Mix 
Father - mother 2.3% 9.8% 
Mother - father 2.3% 8.9% 

Father - child 2.0% 7.8% 
Child - father 2.2% 10.0% 
Mother - child 1.9% 6.3% 
Child - mother 2.4% 10.1% 
Child - child 7.7% 27.8%2 



LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY IN HONG KONG 

Figure 3.18 The use of English and 'mix' in Hong Kong Chinese families 
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J.S.2 English and friends 

Of the sample, the total percentage of .respondents claiming to have non-Chinese friends came to 
20.3%. Of this group, the majority indicated that they had a relatively small number of rion-
Chinese friends as Tables 3.19, 3.20 and 3.21 below illustrate: 

Table 3.i 9 Hong !Kong Chinese with non-Chinese friends (I) 

Question 30: Do you have any non-Chinese friends in Hong Kong? 

Response Percentage 
Yes 20.3% 
No 79.7% 

figure 3.19 Hong Kong Chinese with non-Chinese friends (I) 
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Table 3.20 Hong Kong Chinese with non-Chinese friends (2) 

Question 31: How many non-Chinese friends do you have in Hong Kong? 

Response 
1-5 
6 - 10 
11 - 20 
More than 20 
Not applicable 

Percentage 
12.9% 
3.4% 
1.3% 
2.7% 

79.7% 

figure 3.20 Hong Kong Chinese with non-Chinese friends (2) 
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Table 3.21 English and other varieties used when •talking to friends' 

Question 32: When talking to Chinese and non-Chinese friends, what language do you normally use? 

Variety 
Activity Cantonese Mix English Other dialects Not 

applicable 
Talking to Chinese friends 92.1% 0.1% 0% 7.8% 
Talking to non-Chinese friends 3.5% 0.2% 15.2% 0.7% 80.4% 

Despite the fact that virtually all respondents said that they normally used a variety of Chinese 
when talking to their Chinese friends, 35.3% of the sample then reported that they also mixed 
English and Chinese. This compares with a total of 7.0% who reported the use of 'mix'. with non-
Chinese friends. 

Figure 3.21 English and other varieties used when 'talking to friends' 
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Respondents were then asked about their patterns of behaviour when writing to friends 
(Chinese and non-Chinese) abroad. The results that this question (Question 33) elicited are set 
out in Table 3.22 below: . · 

Table 3.22 Writing English to friends abroad 

Question 33:When writing letters to friends abroad, what language do you normally use? 

Variety 
Activity Chinese Mix English 
Writing to Chinese friends 45.7% 5.0% .2.5% 

Writing to non-Chinese friends 0.8% 0.6% 11.9% 

Figure 3.22 Writing English to friends abroad 
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J.5.3 English in transactions 

Question 25 asked respondents to reply to a number of questions about the language(s) used for 
transactions in three types of places (i) local markets, (ii) neighbourhood shops, and (iii) department 
stores. No respondents identified 'English' as a 'normal' choice of 'language in any of these shops. 
There were, however, significant numbers of respondents who reported the occasional use of 
'mix' when shopping.The results for .this question are displayed in Table 3.23 below: 

Table 3.23 The use of 'mix' in shopping transactions 

Question 25: In the situations below, what language do you normally use? 

Type of shop Percentage of respondents declaring the use of'mix' 

Local markets 3.4% 
Neighbourhood shops 9.3% 
Department stores 22.0% 

Figure 3.23 The use of 'mix' in shopping transactions 
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J.5.4 English and travel 

Respondents were also questioned on the use of English for travel and tourist purposes. 
Approximately 26% of respondents claimed to have travelled abroad as tourists (to countries 
other than China, Taiwan and Macau). Respondents were then asked about the use of English 
when travelling abroad. The results for this question are shown below: 

Table 3.24 The use of English for travel purposes· 

Question 3 7 (ii): Did you use English on your trips abroad? 

Response Percentage 
No 7.7% 

Yes 19.1% 

Not applicable 73.2% 

Figure 3.24 The use of English for travel purposes 
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3.5.5 English in the media 

Respondents were asked to identify the language(s) they used for reading printed media, watching 
television, listening to the radio, and watching films in the cinema. 

The results for reading patterns for the printed media are set out in Table 3.25 below: 

Table 3.25 Reading English in the printed media 

Question 26:What Ianguage(s) do you use, when you read (a) newspapers, (b) magazines and (c) books? 

Type of printed media 
Response by language use Newspapers Magazines 
Chinese 72.8% 60.8% 
English 0.4% 1.2% 
Both Chinese and English 16.1% 14.9% 
Do not read such publications 8.2% 19.4% 
Not applicable 2.6% 3.6% 

Figure 3.25 Reading English in.the printed media 
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Table 3.26 English in TV and on the radio 

Question 2 7: What language do you normally use when watching television and listening to the radio? 

Response by language use Television Radio 
Chinese 60.7% 75.2% 

English 0.7% 0.2% 

Both Chinese and English 36.9% 12.0% 

Don't listen to the radio or watch television 1.5% 12.4% 

figure J.26 English in TV and on the radio 
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The questions on the printed media, television and radio were followed by questions on the 
use of English and Chinese at the cinema. Questions 28 and 29 asked about patterns of viewing 
English-language films (with and without sub-titles). The results for these questions are displayed 
below inTables 3.27 and 3.28. 

Table 3.27 English at the cinema (I) 

Question 28:When you go to the cinema, do you watch films in English? 

Response Percentage 
No 23.6% 
Yes 72.9% 
Not applicable 3.5% 

Figure 3.27 English at the cinema (I) 

D Not applicable 

Yes 

No 



LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY JN HONG KONG 

Table 3.28 English at the cinema (2) 

Question 2 9: If there were no Chinese sub-titles, would you still watch English films at the cinema? 

Response Percentage 
No 25.8% 

Yes 28.2% 

Yes, if it were a good film 17.1% 

Don't know · 1.5% 

Not applicable/missing 27.4% 

Figure 3.28 English at the cinema (2) 
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3.5.6 English and work 

A total of 14.8% of the sample indicated that they worked together with non-Chinese colleagues. 
In Question 44(b), respondents were asked to indicate what languages were normally used at 
formal meetings at work, where non-Chinese colleagues were present. 

Table 3.29 Speaking English at work (I) 

Question 44(b):What language do you normally use at formal meetings when non-Chinese colleagues are 
present? 

Response Percentage 
English 10.33% 
Cantonese 4.13% 
Mandarin 0.23% 
Not applicable 85.20% 

Figure 3.29 Speaking English at work (I) 
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Question 46 went on to ask respondents for further details of language use at work.Table 3.30 
below presents the results of responses to questions in this section of the questionnaire. The 
percentage responses in the 'language use' columns were elicited from Questions 46 (i) 'What 
language do you normally use with .. : , and 46 (ii) 'Do yoll mix Chinese and English when speaking 
to ... ?' 

Table 3.30 Speaking !English at work (2) 

language use (by language or variety) 
Not 

Interlocutor English Mix Cantonese Mandarin Applicable 
Chinese boss 0.30% 17.3% 45.4% 0.56% 51.8% 
Non-Chinese boss 11.30% 2.0% 2.1% 0.10% 86.2% 
Chinese colleagues 0.18% 19.2% 48.7% 0.40% 48.4% 
Non-Chinese colleagues 7.90% 2.3% 1.7% 0.10% 90.2% 
Chinese subordinates 0.20% 10.2% 26.8% 0.20% 71.8% 
Non-Chinese subordinates 1.70% 0.7% 0.9% 97.2% 
Other Chinese people at work 0.40% 14.6% 40.2% 0.20% 57.8% 
Other non-Chinese people at work 15.60% 3.5% 2.1% 0.10% 81.5% 



ENGLISH IN HONG KONG 

Figure 3.30 Speaking English at work (2) 
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Respondents were also asked about both writing and reading in English and Chinese. Questions 
47 and 48 dealt with writing at work. Question 49 then went on to ask for details of respondents' 
reading habits with reference to language use.The results for these questions are set out in Tables 
3.31-3.33: 

Table 3.31 Writing (formal) English at work (I) 

language use (by language or variety) 
Addressee English Chinese Mix Not Applicable 
Boss 7.8% 6.1% 1.0% 85.1% 
Colleagues 4.5% 7.9% 1.0% 86.6% 
Subordinates 3.6% 5.2% 0.7% 90.4% 
Others 6.6% 8.0% 1.2% 84.2% 

figure 3 .3 I Writing (formal) English at work (I) 
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Table 3.32 Writing notes or memos in English at work 

language use (by language or variety) 
Addressee English Chinese Mix Not Applicable 
Boss 9.4% 9.9% 1.9% 78.8% 

Colleagues 7.1% 12.4% 2.3% 78.0% 

Subordinates 4.9% 9.2% 1.4% 84.4% 

Others 6.4% 11.1% 1.5% 80.9% 

!Figure 3.32 Writing notes or memos in English at work 
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Table 3.33 Reading English-language materials at work (I) 

Response Reading materials by language 
Chinese 11.1% 

English 10.7% 

Chinese and English (mixed) 3.0% 

Not applicable 75.2% 

figure 3.33 Reading English-language materials at work (I) 
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If we examine the results concerning the use of English at work, a number of important 
inferences could be made, with reference to speaking English, as well as the writing and reading of 
the language. 

First, English is usually only spoken when a non-Chinese boss or colleagues are present. This 
is indicated byTable 3.28, where 11.3% of respondents claim to speak English with a non-Chinese 
superior, 7.9% claim to speak English with non-Chinese colleagues, and 1.7% claim to speak 
English with non-Chinese subordinates. If we recast these figures as proportions of the working 
population, however, the importance of English, even at this level of analysis can be seen to 
increase.As a percentage of the sub-sample that was engaged in work (i.e. 57.2% of the total 
sample), these percentages are recast as 19.8%, 13.8%, and 3.0% respectively. In this way, we 
could then infer from the data that almost 20% of the working population speak English at work 
to non-Chinese bosses, 13.8% speak English to non-Chinese colleagues, and 3.0% speak English 
to non-Chinese subordinates. 

Second, when we come to the figures for writing and reading the language an even more 
dramatic picture emerges. If we recast Table 3.31 so that percentages refer to percentages of the 
population that are working, the following set of figures emerge: 

Table 3.34 Writing (formal) English at work (2) 

Percentage of working population 
Addressee Writing English Writing Chinese Writing 'Mix' 
Boss 13.6% 10.7% 1.8% 
Colleagues 7.9% 13.8% 1.8% 
Subordinates 6.3% 9.1% 1.2% 
Others 11.5% 14.0% 2.1% 
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figure J.34 Writing (formal) English at work (2) 
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Then, if we go one step further and calculate results for that part of the population which 
writes at work, an even clearer picture can be seen.What we mean here is this:The data show 
that, in the 1983 survey, only approximately 15.8% of the population actually wrote (in either 
language) at work. If we recast Table 3.31 so that the percentages shown refer to percentages of 
that part of the population which (actually) writes at work (to designated addressees), this set of 
figures emerges: 
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Table 3.35 Writing (formal) English at work (3) 

Percentage of population 'using' written language at work 
Addressee Writing English Writing Chinese Writing 'Mix' 
Boss 52.3% 40.9% 6.7% 
Colleagues 33.5% 59.0% 7.5% 
Subordinates 37.9% 54.7% 7.4% 
Others 41.8% 50.6% 7.6% 

We are then able to make statements of the following kind: Of those required to write in 
either language (English or Chinese), 52.3% of the population does so in English when writing to 
superiors at work, comparE7d with 40.9% who do so in Chinese. Similarly, (of those who use the 
written language at work) 33.5% write in English to their colleagues, 37.9% do so when writing to · 

Figure J.35 Writing (formal) English at work (3) 
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subordinates, and 41.8% do so when writing to 'other' work contacts. 

In a similar way, one can also recast the figures for reading. English materials at work (see 
Table 3.33 above), so that percentages, this time, are expressed as percentages of that part of the 
population which reads at work. 

Table 3.36 Reading English language materials at work (2) 

Reading materials by language Response - as percentage of the population which 
reads (in either language) at work 

Chinese 44.8% 
English 43.1% 
Chinese and English (mixed) 12. I% 

Again, from Table 3.36, we can infer that almost half the population that actu~lly reads at work 
(memos, notes, letters, manuals or whatever) does so in English. If we then inclu,de the results for 
Chinese and English mixed we can further infer that some 55.2% of the population uses some 
English in reading materials in their workplace. 

Figure 3.36 Reading English language materials at work (2) 
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3.6 COMMENTARY AND SUMMARY 

Unlike some ESL (.English as a Second Language) societies, English in Hong Kong is primarily learnt at 
. school, through the education system (although Hong Kong people may later gain exposure to English at 

work). Less than I% of the sample claimed to have understood English before attending school. A relatively 
large proportion (67.8%) of the sample, however, reported having studied at least some English. Of these 
approximately 36% reported having taken examinations in English (20.8% having taken the HKCEE, 2.8% 
the HKAL, 2.2% the TOEFL examination, etc.). 

As far as proficiency in English is concerned, reported levels of ability varied dramatically. Some 6% 
of the sample claimed a good knowledge of English (see Table 3.7), compared with a total of 32.0% of 
respondents who stated that they knew both English and Chinese (Table 3.8). In addition, 6% of the 
sample also claimed to be 'bilingual' in both English and Chinese. Overall these results suggest that 
amongst those Hong Kong Chinese who can speak English, there is a dine of ability that ranges from a 
partial knowledge of the language to a higher range proficiency in the language. We might then estimate 
that the total 'bilingual' community (including English language learners and functional bilinguals) in the 
early I 980's was something like 30% of the community, and of this 30% something like 6% of the population 
had a high degree of proficiency in the language. Respondents generally felt that they were better at 
receptive skills such as listening and reading, rather than the productive skills of speaking and writing. 
Overall, respondents rated listening to English as the best skill, and writing English as their worst. 

The results for English in schools suggested that the use of Cantonese within English-medium education 
was quite widespread. For example, only 2.8% of the 131 sub-sample of schoolchildren reported that 
their Mathematics lessons were conducted 'all in English', and only 18.5% of the same group reported 
that their English lessons only in the English language. However, only a minority of schoolchildren reported 
significant difficulty in learning through the medium of English ( 12.4%). 55% of the sub-sample generally 
agreed with the use of English as a teaching medium compared with 27% who expressed disagreement. 

In the domain of the home the reported use of English was very low, but there were wide reports of 
English-Chinese code-mixing, with almost 43% of households with children reporting the use of 'mix' in 
their homes. One surprising result was in the domain of friendship, where 20% of respondents reported 
having non-Chinese friends. Of this 20%, 15.2% reported using English when talking to friends who were 
foreigners.Almost 12% also reported using English to write to non-Chinese friends abroad.The increasingly 
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cosmopolitan character of Hong Kong in the I 980's was demonstrated by the results for travel. 
Approximately 26% of respondents claimed to have travelled abroad as tourists {to destinations other 
than China, Taiwan, and Macau). Of this 26%, 19% reported using English duri.ng their.trips overseas. 

With reference to the media, approximately 16.0% of the sample reported reading English newspapers 
and magazines, and 26% reported reading English language books.Almost 37% reported watching both 
Chinese and English television programmes, compared with a comparable figure of 12.0% for English-
language radio.Wide exposure to (sub-titled) English language films in the cinema was also reported from 
79% of the sample; 28% also declared that they would continue to watch films in English even if there 
were no sub-titles. 

Within the domain of employment, the use of English varied in importance. I 1.3% reported using 
English with non-Chinese superiors, and 7.9% reported using the English language with non-Chinese 
colleagues. English was also widely used in writing and in reading materials. Of that sub-set of the population 
( 15.8% of the total sample) that actually wrote at work, around half wrote communications in the English 
language (e.g. 52.3% of the sub-sample used English when writing to their bosses). Similarly 43. I% of 
those using reading materials reported reading in English, compared with the figures of 44.8% for Chinese, 
and 12. I% for Chinese and English mixed. 

A summary of the most important results in this section includes the following points: 

{i) Almost 68% of the population had studied at least some English (and 5% of adults were engaged in 
its current study). 

{ii) The total number of persons estimated to be 'bilingual' was somewhere between 6% and 32% of 
the population. 

(iii) Cantonese was widely used in both subject lessons and English lessons in the so-called 'English-
medium' schools in Hong Kong, although schoolchildren reported relatively little difficulty in coping 
with English-medium instruction. 

{iv) The use of English in the home was generally very low, but the use of'mix' remarkably high (occurring 
in 42.8% of households with children) .. 

(v) 15.2% of the sample reported using English to talk to non-Chinese friends. 
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(vi) Approximately 16% of the population reported reading some newspapers in English, over 25% 
reported reading books in the English language; and English was also widely seen on television and 
in the cinema. 

(vii) A minority (I 0%-15%) reported using English as a spoken language at work. 

(viii) Quantitatively, written English and English-language reading materials were very important within 
the workplace; as approximately 50% of both written communications and reading materials at 
work were in the English language (for relevant groups of respondents). 
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Notes: 

I. The sentence spoken in Cantonese with the word 'bilingual' uttered in English. 

2. Translated into a percentage of all families with children, this figure rises to 42.8%. 
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4.0 BACKGROUND 

4.0.1 Code-switching and code-mixing in bilingual communities 

It has been shown in sociolinguistic studies of a considerable number of bilingual and multilingual 
communities around the world that an important, perhaps defining, feature of the linguistic 
behaviour of speakers in these communities. is the alternating use of two or more linguistic 
systems - English and French in Quebec; and English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil in Singapore, to 
name but two well-known examples. This chapter examines the language situation in Hong Kong 
with special reference to this aspect of people's linguistic behaviour, especially the 'mixing' of 
linguistic resources from Chinese and English. We will present results from the survey which will 
throw some light on the use of 'code-mixing' and its sociolinguistic features. 

But first, a word about terminology is in order. The term most widely used to describe the 
alternating use of linguistic codes in bilingual communities is 'code-switching'. In its broadest 
sense, 'code-switching' refers to the alternation, at certain points, in people's use of the linguistic 
repertoires that are available to them, between the use of one linguistic code and another. In this 
sense, it may refer to a whole variety of linguistic activities, ranging from those where a change in 
code is coterminous with situational boundaries - 'situational code-switching', to those where a 
change occurs within the same situation - 'metaphorical code-switching' (Blom and Gumperz, 
1972:424-425). Structurally, the alternations may take place across or within such syntactic units 
as the sentence or the phrase. In this connection, a distinction is sometimes made between inter-
sentential and intra-sentential code-switching (Saville-Troike, [ 1982] 1989:62). It is als? p~ssible 
to distinguish alternations which involve units above the phrase level from those where units 
below the phrase, in most cases single words, are involved. It is in this second sense that 'code-
switching' has sometimes been used to refer to alternations above the level of the short phrase, 
in contrast to 'code-mixing', which refers to alternations below this level. We find this distinction 
useful, but will suggest some necessary modifications in the following section. Whether the 
distinction is made in terms of the unit of the sentence or the phrase, the question must be raised 
as to what special significance such syntactic units may have in providing a basis for classification: 
what is there to gain for the sociolinguistic description in setting up such distinctions? It is important, 
for example, to ask whether code-switching and code-mixing so defined denote two different 
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kinds of linguistic behaviour, or simply two arbitrarily demarcated ends of a 'code-alternation' 
(Blom and Gumperz, 1972:409) continuum. It would also be interesting to address the question 
of what typological implications this may have for the description of bilingual and multilingual 
communities.We will consider these questions now as we look at some linguistic data collected 
in Hong Ko~g. 

4.0.2 Code-mixing in Hong Kong: some linguistic features 

We will begin with a few examples of what we mean by code-mixing in Hong Kong. This 
involves, in the simplest of cases, the. appearance of isolated English words or short phrases in the 
middle of a Cantonese sentence. 

I. Student: hai2 reception go2dou6 

at reception there 

[at the reception (desk)] 

2. Customer in a bank: m4goi1 saam 1baak3 man' jap6 current account aa1 

3. Scout: 

please three-h.undred dollars put-into current account PART 

[please put three hundred dollars into (my) current account] 

jau5mou5 hoei3 Scout trip aa3 

did-you go scout trip PART 

[did you go on the scout trip?] 

One way of looking at such speech data, using the idea of code-alternation, is to say that in I. 
an alternation takes place from Cantonese to English at the point where the first word ('hai2') 

ends. At the end of the second word ('reception'), code-alternation occurs again, this time 
shifting from English back to Cantonese, the code with which the utterance begins and ends. An 
alternative way of looking at this is to say that an English word has been 'inserted into' a Cantonese 
sentence. Similarly, in 2. and 3., the beginning and end of 'current account' and 'scout trip' may be 
said to mark the boundaries of the code-alternations in question, or it may be said that these 

i' 1' 
:I 

I 
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noun phrases have been inserted into sentences (2) and (3). In either case, the units involved are 
words and short phrases. 

However, not every example of code-mixing is as straightforward. Sometimes a linguistic 
item may be found which is not readily identifiable as 'an English word or phrase', but is associated 
with an English equivalent in some way. 

4. (In a bank) 

Customer: m4goi1 check1 go3 balance aa 1 

please check the balance PART 

[please check the balance] 

Cashier: sei1'fing2 ding6 koe1 ran2 aa3 

savings or current· PART 

[savings or current?] 

In the cashier'~ utterance, the word 'sei 1fing2' and 'koe1ran2
' appear to have a part Cantonese 

and part English identity. On the one hand, these words are obviously related to 'savings' and 
'current' in English: they have similar phonological shapes and meanings. But on the other hand, 
they have to some extent been 'assimilated' in Cantonese: tones have been assigned to_the syllables, 
the structure of which conforms to the requirements of the Cantonese phonological system 
(e.g. there are no consonant clusters in these words: the.final 's' in 'savings' and 't' in 'current' are 
missing). But then again in 'koe 1ran2', there is a phonetic segment ('r') which belongs to the 
English but not the Cantonese phonemic inventory, and so this word cannot be identified simply 
as a native Cantonese word either. In this sense, these and similar words, of which we will see 
more in the following examples, may be said to have a mixed or 'hybrid' identity. 

The notion of 'borrowing' has been used to handle this kind of phenomenon, so that, for 
instance, the word in question may be described as an item which has been borrowed from 
English, and is undergoing assimilation in Cantonese (Chan and Kwok, 1982). However,'the 
concept of borrowing, like interference, is by no means unproblematic. The assumption that the 
two (or more) linguistic systems concerned are 'mutually exclusive' (in the sense that any linguistic 
item must in principle be assignable to one but not the other system), and that t.hey remain essentially 
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intact in spite of the fact that they have come into contact with each other in the context of a 
bilingual community would, as these and further examples will show, run into difficulties (for a 
detailed discussion of this and other problems of description in multilingual communities, see Le 
Page, 1968). It is clear that whatever definition we may give to 'word borrowing', some stage 
prior to the complete assimilation of a borrowed item must be recognized, when the item in 
question gets 'inserted into' the utterances of the borrowing language. And when this happens, 
we must allow for the possibility of 'hybridization' (Whinnom, 1971 ). The cashier's word 'koe1 ran2' 

in example (4) suggests that it is not always clear what the justification is for assigning particular 
linguistic items to one or the other system. Any description of bilingual speech performance 
would have to take this into consideration. We do not wish to go into an elaborate discussion of 
this and related problems here. For our purposes, it is sufficient to note that one may have to 
allow for the possibility, for purely methodological if not theoretical reasons, that some linguistic 
units in bilingual speech may not be exhaustively and uniquely assignable to one and only one 
linguistic system on the basis of structural (e.g. phonological and syntactic) considerations alone. 

The next three items offer more examples to illustrate this problem. 

5. Student: me6trik1 zau6 dak1 

matric( ulation) PART can 

[it will do as long as one is matriculated] 

6. (Two students on a bus) 

A: jau5 go3 lou 1waa2 ge3 haai1/e 1fou2 jat1 A jat1 B 

there-is CL lower PART higher-level one A one B. 

[there is a (student) in Lower-six (who got) an A and a B in the Higher Level exam] 

B: bou3 bin 1 (0 1 aa3 bou3 saai1 an4si4 aa4 aa4 

apply which subject PART apply science PART physics PART 

[which subject (did he) apply? Science? Physics?] 
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A: bou3 po 1 li2 electronic 

apply Poly electronics 

[(he) applied (for admission to the) Electronics department of the Polytechnic] 

7. Student: ap 1 paa2 haau2 C U bou3 BA in 1 dou 1 mou5 dak1 in 1 

upper-six exam C U apply BA in(terview) even can't in(terview) 

[He sat the Chinese university entrance exam in Upper Form Six and applied for 
Business Administration, but didn't even manage to get an interview] 

'me6trik1' in (5), 'Iou 1waa2', 'haai 1le 1fou 2', 'saai 1an4si4', 'fi 1sik4', 'po'Ii2' in (6), and 'ap 1paa2' in (7) 
are further examples of 'mixed items', which cannot be assigned readily to one or the other 
system simply on structural grounds. They have more or less direct associations with the English 
words 'matriculation', 'lower (sixth form)', 'higher level (exam)', 'science', 'physics', 'poly(technic) 
' and 'upper (six form)', but contain at the same time some distinctive Cantonese features. In fact, 
most of these words are formed by a combination of phonemic elements from both systems. 

A second problem arises when we examine more closely the points where 'code-alternations' 
seem to take place. Notice that in.the customer's utterance in (4), 'go3', a Cantonese classifier, 
stands in between 'check' and 'balance'. An even better example is the second line of (7), where 
the word 'in" is embedded in th.~ construction "V dou 1 mou5 dak1 V" (where V must be a verb, and 
the structure may be glossed roughly as "can't even V"). According to our account of 'code-
alternation' so far, it would have to b.Ef said that in these utterances, quite a number of code-
alternations have taken place. In (4),'there would at least be four alternation points (one before 
'check', one before 'go3', on~ before 'balance', and one after it); in (7), alternations would have 
occurred before and after the first 'in 1', and then again before the second 'in 1'. But it is far from 
clear what motivations there might be for these alternations to occur in such rapid succession. 
For instance, if, as it apparently is the case with code-switching, a change in code is a device to 
bring about a re-definition of a situation, it is puzzling, to say the least, how the utterance in (4) 
can be described as going through four such re-definitions. Further, it can be argued that 'go3 

balance' is one constituent of the sentence (in this case, a noun phrase), as "in 1 dou 1 mou5 dak1 

ini" is a clause. If this is true, then we may be dealing not so much with the alternation between 
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two independent systems, but the integration of part of one system into another, resulting in 
something for which we have no better term than 'a mixed system', where such words as 'koe1 ran2' 

('current account') and 'in 1' ('interview') find their place, a phenomenon quite different from 
code.-switching. It must be said, however, that code-switching and code-mixing are closely related 
to each other in the sense that they both draw upon a multiplicity of source systems, much more 
so (though not fundamentally different) than 'monolingual' speech behaviour. After all, they both 
stem from very similar sociolinguistic conditions, namely, a variety of contact situations. 

Utterances like those presented above, which abound in the speech of people in Hong Kong, 
may therefore represent a kind of linguistic behaviour which cannot be dealt with entirely in 
terms of available models developed to handle the phenomenon of code-switching as documented 
in many other bilingual communities. Anecdotal evidence suggests that code-switching does exist 
in Hong Kong, but has a much more restricted currency than code-mixing. We will see some 
evidence for this from our survey data. For the moment, let us simply suggest that we can 
perhaps abandon the 'alternation model', and cease to describe the occurrence of'mixed items' 
in terms of the shifting between two independent, 'mutually exclusive', monolingual systems. In 
fact, if we accept the notion of the integration of (partial) systems, then these utterances may 
provide interesting insights into the kind of constraints that are at work when two or more 
linguistic codes interact in a contact situation. For instance, it appears from these examples that 
the items that most regularly get 'mixed into' another system are predominantly nouns, sometimes 
verbs and adjectives, but very seldom pronouns and determiners. For a more detailed discussion 
of the linguistics of code-mixing in Hong Kong, see Luke, 1997 and Li, 1997. 

It should now be clear in what sense we are using the term 'code-mixing' as distinct from 
'code-switching' in a sociolinguistic description the language situation in Hong Kong. In making 
such a distinction on the basis of the unit of 'short phrase', we will have gained at least two 
advantages. fjrst, we will have avoided the difficulties of 'borrowing' af.ld 'interference', and taken 
into account such important processes as hybridization and the integration of linguistic systems. 
Second, we will no longer be constrained by the alternation version of code-mixing, i.e. whereas 
in 'code-switching' it may be true (by and large) that speakers alternate between one linguistic 
system and another, it would be at least intuitively more appealing to say of such examples as 
those presented above that in Hong Kong, what is characteristic of people's linguistic behaviour 
in this respect, is not so much that they keep switching (often with no apparent motivation) from 
Cantonese into English and back again in rapid succession, but that there is available to some 
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speakers a 'mixed system', over and above other systems that are available to them, which interact 
with each other in ways that give 'mixed speech' its distinctive character. 

A third reason why the proposed distinction between code-switching and code-mixing may 
be useful has to do with the macro-description and classification of bilingual and multilingual 
speech communities. We suggest that a typological distinction might be made between those 
bilingual communities which rank code-switching more highly as a communicative strategy, and 
those communities which make heavier use of code-mixing, although it is probably true that both 
means of communication exist to some extent in all bilingual communities. Nevertheless, the 
'switching-communities' may be characterized by a need to assign societal functions to the two or 
more codes such that they can be used to mark .situational boundaries (e.g. between formal and 
informal situations). These are typically communities where a process of nativization of English 
(or some other colonial language) is taking place, which may in the course of time acquire a 
special local character, as has been documented in Singapore, Malaysia, Nigeria, India, and other 
countries. Hong Kong, however, is, according to this typology, a 'mixing' community, where the 
functions that English has to fulfill are quite different from those it regularly has in the 'switching 
communities'. lndigenization of the second language is limited, and exonormative mode1s (Luke 
and Richards 1982:55) of the second language are maintained along with a mixed system. It may 
even be that the systematic functional demands on such a configuration of communicative strategies 
may have an interesting basis in the bilingual speakers' construction of identity. We will examine 
these questions in more detail in the next chapter: . 

In the following section we will present the results obtained in the relevant parts of the 
survey questionnaire to see what light they may throw on language-mixing in Hong Kong. 

4.1 LANGUAGE-MIXING IN HONG KONG 

Questions 76 and 77 in the questionnaire asked respondents to report on language-mixing (or 'code-
mixing') in five domains: in the family; with friends; at school {applicable on~y to schoolchildren); at work 
(applicable only to those engaged in full-time employment); and in public places. 

The translation of the question 76 in the English version of the questionnaire reads 'Have you heard 
people mixing Chinese and English (in the situati.ons below)?'. In fact the Chinese version of the question 
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might be more accurately translated as 'Have you heard people use Chinese and English in a mixed way i"n 
the following situations?' 

The results for Question 76 are tabulated in Table 4.1 below: 

Table 4.1 Mixing Chinese and English (others) 

Question 7 6: (i) Have you heard other people using Chinese and English in a mixed way? 

(ii) How often do they use Chinese and English in a mixed way (in these situations)? 

Domain Whether mixing o'Ccurs Frequency of code-mixing 
Yes No Not applicable Very often Sometimes Rarely 

Home 45.1% 53.8% 1.0% 5.6% 15.6% 23.7% 
Friends 59.1% 40.7% 0.2% 13.0% 21.0% 24.8% 
School 11.8% 1.2% 87.0% 3.6% 4.0% 4.0% 
Work 35.6% :?2.2% 42.3% 11.2% 13.1% 10.8% 
Public 71.6% 28.0% 0.5% 19.4% 25.1% 26.4% 

The~e results might be summarized in the following way:45% of respondents reported hearing Chinese-
English mix at home; 59% among friends; 7.1.6% in public; I 1.8% in school (but note that this represents 
90.8% of all schoolchildren in the survey); and 35.6% at work (61.6% of the full-time working population). 
In addition, respondents also indicated the degree of frequency for the various behaviours investigated. 
For example, 19% of respondents claimed that they heard English-Chinese mixing 'very often' in public; 
13.0% claimed it occurred very often between friends; and I 1.2% claimed it occurred very often at work. 
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figure 4.1 a Mixing Chinese and English (others) 
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Question 77 asked respondents about their own behaviour with reference to code-mixing. The 
results for this question are set out in Table 4.2 below. 

Table 4.2 Mixing Chinese and English (self) 

Question 77: (i) Do you ever use Chinese and English in a mixed way? 

(ii) How often do you use Chinese and English in a mixed way (in the following situations)? 

Domain Whether mixing occurs Frequency of code-mixing 
Yes No Not applicable Very often Sometimes Rarely 

Home 30.5% 68.5% 0.9% 2.6% 10.1% 17.8% 

Friends 40.9% 58.6% 0.6% 5.7% 17.4% 17.5% 

School 10.5% 2.6% 86.9% 2.1% 4.6% 3.8% 

Work 26.4% 31.4% 42.2% 7.6% 9.4% 9.1% 

Public 31.4% 67.9% 0.8% 3.6% 11.9% 15.6% 

Figure 4.2a M_ixing Chinese and English (self) 
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figure 4.2b Mixing Chinese and English (self) 
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Table 4.2 thus presents a set of results similar to those in Table 4.1. There are, however, some 
differences: In all cases, estimates of the use of'mix' are much higher when other people's behaviour is 
reported. This can be clearly seen if we conflate the two sets of results into a simple table, as in Table 4.3 
below: 

Table 4.3 Mixing Chinese and English (self and others) 

Estimated use of Chinese-English 'mix' 
Domain Self Others 
Home 30.5% 45.1% 
Friends 40.9% 59.1% 
School I 0.5% (80.2%) I 1.8% (90.8%) 
Work 26.4% (45.6%) 35.6% (61.6%) 
Public 31.4% 71.6% 
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Figure 4.3 Mixing Chinese and English (self and others) 
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It can be seen from Table 4.3 that code-mixing is 'heard used' significantly in all of the five domains. In fact, 
the figures reveal a considerably higher degree of use of code-mixing than previous accounts of the local 
language situation would typically have us believe. With the exception of the Home domain, more 
respondents reported having heard code-mixing used than those who said they had not. 

just how frequently mixing is heard used is the subject of the next question, t~e results of which are 
given in Table 4 below. 
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Table 4.4 Frequency with which mixing is heaird used (by others) 

Rairely Sometimes Veiry often 
Home 52.6% 34.6% 12.8% N=553 

Friends 42.3% 35.7% 22.0% N=724 

School 34.9% 34.2% 30.9% N=l46 

Work 31.0% 37.5% 31.5% .N=432 

Public 37.6% 35.7% 26.7% N=877 

IFiguire 4.4 frequency with which mixing is heard used (by others) 
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It can be seen from this table that, with the exception of Home and Friends, roughly one third of the 
answers fall into each of the categories 'rarely', 'sometimes' and 'very often'. These figures would obviously 
fall short of an ideal 'objective' measurement, but they do provide us with a glimpse into the relative 
extents to which mixing is active across the domains of language use. For instance, it is clear that School 
and Work are the domains in which code-mixing is most active, as opposed to Home, where the proportions 
of 'rarely' are relatively high. 

The highest proportions of code-mixing were found in the School domain. We must hasten to point 
out that, by restricting our sample to those who were in the age range of 12 and 70, we have excluded all 
students at and below the primary level of schooling. With this qualification, and in the light of what we 
know about the education system, the finding that the School domain has the highest degree of code-
mixing is perhaps not surprising. After all, the majority of secondary schools in Hong Kong are 'English-
medium', and, as we will show in a later chapter, a great deal of teaching in these 'English-medium' 
schools is conducted in a mixture of Cantonese and English. We would expect the proportions to be 
considerably reduced if primary school students were included in the sample. Nevertheless, it is probably 
true that the education domain in general is one of the key 'breeding grounds' of functional bilinguals who 
build up, through constant, use a 'mixed' linguistic system which forms the basis for widespread code-
mixing in the school and other domains of language use. 

It is also interesting to note that the Public domain ranks second in terms of the number of positive 
responses to this question, suggesting that code-mixing is used to a considerable extent in public places. 
In both the domains ofWork and Friends there was evidence of considerable code-mixing. In a previous 
chapter on English, special attention was given to the Work domain, where a considerable degree of 
functional bilingualism seems to exist. This is an important prerequisite for the use of code-mixing. The 
Friends domain gives us an indication of the degree to which code-mixing is used in informal situations 
outside work and the family. It seems from the results that here too code-mixing flourishes. 

The fact that the Home domain has the lowest proportion of code-mixing must not blind us to the 
fact that this is in some ways the most significant finding in this section of the survey results. It is 
generally recognised that the home is the one domain which is most resistant to language shift, i.e. it is in 
the Home domain that one would expect to find, as it were, the last barricade to the onslaught of 
linguistic changes. The fact that this is without exception almost certainly a losing battle is interesting, 
but that is another story. The fact that 45% reported having encountered code-ll;lixing within the family 
must count as one of the surest indications of the vitality of this communicative resource in the community. 



LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY IN HONG KONG 

On the basis of this indication that code-mixing has 'crept into' the home, one may predict that the trend 
towards greater use of code-mixing is likely to continue. 

We shall now turn to the next set of questions which relate to the respondent's own use of code-
mixing. The first of these questions asked the respondents whether they themselves have used 'Chinese 
and English in a mixed way' in the same five domains as in the 'others' question. The results are shown in 
Table 4.5. 

Table 4.5 Use of code-mixing by self x domains 

Domain Yes No 
Home 30.5% 69.5% N = 1227 
Friends 40.9% 59.1% N = 1233 
School* 81.0% 19.0% N= 162 
Work** 45.2% 54.8% N= 716 
Public 31.4% 68.6% N = 1230 

* This question was answered only by those respondents _who were at school. 

** This question was answered only by those respondents who were in full-time employments. 

Two observations may be made about Table 4.5. First, the proportions of those who answered in the 
affirmative for each of the domains number consistently fewer that their corresponding cells in Table 4.3. 
In spite of this, one is left with a set of figures across the domains which are still rather high. Before we 
examine more closely the discrepancies between the two sets of results, let us confine ourselves for the 
moment to Table 4.5. alone, i.e. the frequencies with whic~ code-mixing is, according to the respondents, 
used by themselves in the domains in question. · 

As in the previous set of questions (the 'others' questions), the highest figures for both the 'whether' 
and the 'how often' questions are found in the School domain, indicating, with the same qualifications as 
described above, that this is where code-mixing is most often used. In view of the fact that both Chinese 
and English have long traditions of linguistic purism, and that the school is generally believed and expected 
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to be the guardian angel of 'correct' and 'pure' language, it might appear surprising that code-mixing 
should thrive under these conditions. The explanation for this is that it is in the domain of school (and 
some types of work) that an active English vocabulary is in use due to the practice of English-medium 
education. It is therefore only to be expected that the higher up the educational scale one gets, the more 
·likely it is for students to use English terms in their speech. We will present further evidence later to 
show that the more education one receives (especially if this is in the 'English-medium' schools), the 
more· likely one code-mixes. 

Figure 4.5 Use of code-mixing by self x domains 
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The next question, as in the previous set, asked the respondents to determine the frequency with 
which they themselves used code-mixing in the various domains. The results are given in Table 4.6. 
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Tabie 4.6 !Frequency with which mixing is used (by self) 

Rarely Sometimes Very often 

Home 57.8% 33.6% 8.6% 
Friends 42.9% 43.3% 13.8% 
School 36.5% 44.7% 18.9% 
Work 34.9% 35.7% 29.4% 
Public 50.5% 38.3% 11.7% 
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The proportion of positive ariswers to the question whether the respondents themselves used code-
mixing in the domains of Work and Friends had dropped below 50%, as compared to the parallel 'others' 
question, but the numbers are still considerable: 45.2% for Work and 40.9% for Friends. As our sample 
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included workers in a whole spectrum of jobs, manual, clerical, service, managerial, and professional, 
among others, it was interesting to see how the extent of mixing is related to job types. When a cross-
tabulation was done between the 'whether mixing was used' question and Occupation types, it was found 
that the proportions of positive answers rose considerably in the 'professional, administrative and 
managerial' as well as the 'clerical, sales and services' categories, but declined drastically in the 'production 
and agriculture' category. This indicates on the whole a wider use of mixing in high-status jobs and white 
collar jobs, as opposed to manual jobs. Table 4.7 below gives the distribution of answers by occupation 
types in the Work domain. 

Table 4.7The relationship between occupation and use of'mixing' at work 

Whether mixing 
used at work 
No 
Yes 

Professional, adminis-
trative and managerial 
19 

92 

Clerical, 
sales, services 
100 

153 

Production and 
agriculture 
256 

75 

Figure 4.7The relationship between occupation and use of'mixing' at work 
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It can be seen from Table 4.7 that the proportions of positive to negative answers in the three 
categories of jobs are quite different. Of the 'professional, administrative, and managerial' category, 
82.9% reported u.sing code-mixing at work, as compared to 39.5% of the second and 22.6% of the third 
job categories. A chi-squared test on this table gives a value of 154.7 with 2 degrees of freedom: significant 
at the 0.0 I level. In other words, there is a statistically significant relationship between the use of code-
mixing and occupation in the Work domain; and the same also holds true for the other domains. 

The Public domain has the most drastic drop in the proportion of positive answers to the 'whether' 
question, as well as the 'frequency' question. Only one third of the respondents admitted using code-
mixing in public, as opposed to over 70% who reported having heard others use it. It is of course true 
that 'public' being such an inclusive category, there is every reason to believe that it would be possible for 
speakers who do not themselves code-mix to have encountered its use. Nevertheless, this huge discrepancy 
between the results of the 'others' and the 'self' questions may well indicate that a relatively high degree 
of sanction against mixing exists in the Public domain .. 

As in the previous set of questions, the Home domain has the lowest percentage of mixing, but 
interestingly, when compared with Public domain, the drop in number from the corresponding 'others' 
question was smaller. This suggests that sanction against mixing in the family, though relatively high, may 
not be as great as the Public domain. The other main factor that works against the use of code-mixing in 
the home way well be the relatively low degree of functional bilingualism in the home, i.e. some speakers, 
especially of the older age groups, may remain predominantly 'monolingual', and may lack the linguistic 
skills necessary for code-mixing to be a viable choice. 

All in all, the results obtained are impressive. If we take the results from the 'others' question to be 
a most liberal estimate, and those from the 'self' question tq be the most conservative, then it might be 
possible to think of the mid-point between these two sets of results as a more realistic estimate of the 
extent to which code-mixing was used in these five domains in the community. If we do that, we are still 
left with a fairly high range of frequency, suggestive of the way code-mixing was gaining ground in ·Hong 
Kong. 
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4.2.1 The social functions of code-mixing 

Although it would require a separate investigation to specifically gather more detailed information 
about the social functions of code-mixing, we believe that the results obtained in this section of 
the survey give some indication of the functional properties of code-mixing in Hong Kong. 

If we look at the question on self's use of code-mixing again, and examine the results, paying 
special attention to the relationship between the positive answers in the different domains, we 
find that the Friends domain has a special feature, namely, that this is the domain where a person 
is most likely to use code-mixing. For instance, if a person responds positively to the question 
'whether self uses code-mixing' in the Work or Public domain, then chances are that he will use 
code-mixing in the Friends domain as well. Of those respondents who reported 'using Chinese 
and English in a mixed way' in the domains of Home, Public, School and Work, between 79% and 
89% also reported using code-mixing 'with friends'. On the other hand, mixing in the Friends 
domain does not imply, as strongly as it does in the other direction, its use in other domains: the 
proportions of respondents who reported the use of code-mixing in the friends domain who also 
reported its use in the other domains were lower (66.6% for Home and 71.9% for Public). This 
suggests that some speakers who are used to code-mixing in talking to friends may alter their 
speech behaviour at work, depending on the prevalence of code-mixing in their place of work, or 
perhaps the nature of their work. 

Such evidence suggests that code-mixing in Hong Kong is a communicative resource available 
to speakers who have a degree of functional bilingualism which is most naturally used among 
friends, though, perhaps, less desirable in public. It would seem, on the basis of such evidence, 
that there is an element of solidarity in its use. Its wide currency of use among students in the 
secondary schools provides a further indication of the kind of function which code-mixing seems 
to perform in the local community. However, we cann~t confirm this using the results from this 
survey alone. Further follow-up "."'ork on this specific area will be needed. 

Examining the Home and Public domains in the same way, we noticed that for both the 
proportions of those who answered 'yes' to the question whether code-mixing was used in 
another domain who also answered in the affirmative in Home or Public were relatively low. For 
Home, the figures are, from the c:lomains of Friends, Public, School and Work, 66.6%, 73.3%, 62.6% 
and 58.4%, respectively. For Public, the figures are, from the domains of Home, Friends, School 
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School and Work, 75.8%, 71.9%, 55.7% and 70.3% respectively. What this suggests is that for 
whatever reasons a considerable proportion of those who would code-mix in the Friends domain 
do not, for some reason, code-mix at home or in public.We believe that the reasons are different 
for Home and for Public. In the case of Home, the main factor working against the use of code-
mixing would be the functional bilingualism prerequisite, whereas for the public domain, the main 
factor would be a certain degree of sanction against its use. 

4.2.2 The sodal characteristics of code-mixing 

Cross-tabulations of self's use of code-mixing by the social variables of Age, Level of education, 
Type of education (Chinese-medium vs. English-medium), Sex, and Income were performed to 
find out the relationship between the use of code~mixing and the social characteristics of the 
habitual users. Chi-squared tests were carried out on each of the pairs to determine whether 
any significant relationships exist between each pair of variables. The significance level was set at 
0.0 I. We will not go into each of the cross-tabulations in detail here, but will merely give one 
example to show the procedures. The results of the chi-squared test on the results for other 
variables are summarized in Table 4.9. As an example, we might consider the relationship. between 
self's code-mixing and the variables of Public and Age. The results are set out in Table 4.8. 

Talble 4.8 The relationship !between self's use of code-mixing in the Public domain 
and Age 

Whether mixing used in public 12 to 29 30 to 49 50 to 70 

No 263 341 237 

Yes 256 115 18 

This table shows that the distribution of positive and negative answers to the question 'whether 
self uses mixing in public' differs significantly in the three age groups. The youngest group ( 12 to 
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!Figure 4.8 The relationship between self's use of code-mixing 
in the Public domain and Age 
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29) has 49.3% of positive answers, compared to 25.2% in the middle group (30 to 49) and only 7% 
in the oldest group (50 to 70). The contingency table has a chi-square of 156, which indicates that 
the relationship between the use of code-mixing in public and age is significant at the 0.0 I level. 
The same procedures were followed for each of the other combinations of code-mixing and one 
social variable, for each of the five domains. Table 4.9 summarizes the results obtained after the 
chi-squared tests. 

Table 4.9 The relationships betwe~n code-mixing in the five domains and-the social 
variables of age, sex, level of education, type of education, and income 

Age Sex level of Education Type of Education Income Occupation 
Home ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ 

Friends ++ + ++ ++ ++ ++ 

School NA* NA** ++ NA 
Work ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ 

Public ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ 
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Key 

++ Chi-squared test revealed relationship to be significant at the 0.0 I level. 
+ Chi-squared test revealed relationship to be significant at the 0.05 level but not at 0.0 I. 

Chi-squared test revealed relationship to be not significant at 0.05 level. 
NA Not applicable. 

Notes 

* 

** 

No test was performed on School and Age, as almost all of those respondents who were in 
school fell into the 12-29 age range. It was felt that further sub-divisions would not yield 
very meaningful results. 

As the sample in principle excluded any primary students, and included only a relatively 
small number of post-secondary students, it was felt that no meaningful chi-squared test 
could be performed on the School-Level of education relationship. 

It is interesting to note from Table 9 that with the exception of the School domain, Age, Level 
of education, Type of education, and Income are all significantly related to the use of code-mixing. 
On the whole, a person who is younger, more educated, through English-medium schools, from 
families in the higher income brackets, is more likely to use code-mixing. 

Sex is related to code-mixing in the Public and Friends domains, where men show a greater 
tendency to code-mix than women. In the other domains, however, the same pattern does not 
hold. That such a trend exists in the Public domain may be related to the fact that it is here that 
the social sanction against code-mixing seems to be highest. It has been found in many other 
studies that on the whole, women are more conscious of social sanctions on speech, and are 
more likely to monitor their speech accordingly. This can therefore be regarded as an extra piece 
of evidence supporting our claim about differential ,social sanctions against code-mixing in the 
various domains of language use. 
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The fact that the relationships that hold between code-mixing and a host of social variables 
no longer hold in the School domain is very instructive: it shows how the pervasiveness of mixing 
in the schools overrides all the other parameters of variation. It also shows that perhaps the 
most important factors determining the use of code-mixing are schooling and age. It is also 
interesting to note that, for students in secondary schools ahd above, it makes little difference, as 
far as their use of code-mixing in the school is concerned, whether they are in Chinese-medium 
or English- medium schools. 

4.3 COMMENTARY AND SUMMARY 

Perhaps the clearest conclusion to be drawn from the data obtained in this section of the survey is that 
the extent to which code-mixing was used across a whole range of situation types in the local community 
is widespread. It is clear from the survey results that code-mixing was fast becoming a very important 
means of communication and its use was being increasingly accepted. The indication that age is a determining 
factor in the degree of mixing in all domains of language use suggests that this trend is likely to increase 
with time. 

One of the essential social functions that code-mixing performs in Hong Kong is that it offers an 
additional form of communication which emphasizes the solidarity among friends, colleagues and fellow 
students. To what extent this is related to the construction of a common identity will be discussed in the 
next chapter. 

A summary of the most important information in this section would include the following points: 

(i) Code-mixing was widely reported across a range of domains: at home (45% of respondents), among 
friends (59%), in public (71.6%), at work (61.6% of working population), and at school (90.8% of all 
schoolchildren in the sample). 

(ii) Frequency of observed use varied somewhat: 19% reported mixing 'very often' in public; 13% reported 
its use 'very often' among friends; and about 37% of employed respondents heard it 'very often' at 
work. 

(iii) Self-reports of'mixing' presented a similar set of results: 30.5% at home, 40.9% among friends, 31.4% 
in public, and 45.2% at work. 
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(iv) The mixing of English and Cantonese was particularly associated with higher-status and 'white-collar' 
professions, and 82.9% of professionals, 39.5% of clerical staff, and 22.6% of manual workers reported 
using 'mix'. 

(v) The variables Age, Level of education, Type of education, Income and Occupation were all shown to 
have a significant relationship to code-mixing. Thus, younger, better-educated (and English-medium 
educated), well-to-do white-collar workers most frequently used code-mixing as a pattern of speech. 
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5.0 BACKGROUND 
It has been argued that the study of language in society is concerned essentially with the relationship 
between language and identity (Edwards 1985, Le Page and Tabouret Keller, 1985). Whatever the truth of 
this as a global generalization, it does seem to be the case that the relationship between language and 
identity in Hong Kong is not only fascinating in ,itself, but also crucial to an understanding of the society. 
No sociolinguistic description of the local community can afford to avoid these central questions: What 
common identities, if any, are available to the people in Hong Kong? In what way, if at all, are these 
identity sets constructed and presented through language? 

5.0.1 The development of a Hong Kong identity 

Looking back at the early stages of settlement, there was a curious identity problem to start with. 
Essentially an immigrant society, Hong Kong began acquiring its first inhabitants from China, many 
of whom had fled from political turmoil and difficult economic conditions in the mainland, in the 
hope of finding a place with more opportunities to offer, and more room with which to take 
advantage of these opportunities. The island that they had settled on, however, was never to be 
segregated entirely from the mainland. For one thing, its geographical position at China's doorstep 
facilitated communications between the two. Indeed, contacts between the immigrants and their 
relations in the mainland had remained very close from the start. 

The position of the early immigrants was essentially ambivalent. They had left their homeland 
to settle in a British colony, where they found a place to live which was relatively stable politically, 
relatively more open, and had abundant social and economic opportunities. And yet at the same 
time they felt close to their ancestral homes ('hoeng1 ha2'), as their home towns and villages were 
usually constantly within reach. People in Hong Kong were constantly reminded that in the north 
lay 'the real home', the land where they 'really belonged'. Under these circumstances a peculiar 
problem of identity emerged. Playing the dual role of being, by birth and 'in truth', a Chinese 
person, and by law and 'in name' a British colonial subject, living in a place owned and governed by 
Britain, and yet keeping close contacts with China, being faced always with the problem of dealing 
with the uncomfortable role of being'a special species': these were the rewards and punishments 
of early migration, the initial elements that weaved a complex identity problem for the first 
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generations in colonial Hong Kong. 

In the place they had by now set up a home away from home, there was not much of a sense 
of community to begin with; the place, through successive periods of immigration, was more like 
a refugee centre. There was, however, even from the very start, something that could provide a 
bud which, given time and the right conditions, might grow into a sense of togetherness. Most of 
the first immigrants were no doubt in a sense refugees, and yet even refugees fleeing from the 
same place under similar circumstances must have shared some common feelings and sentiments: 
the pain of leaving their homes, a distaste for political and social instability, a love for their cultural 
heritage, a pride in their race and history, a concern for the immediate present, perhaps even a 
dream for the future. 

After the Second World War, a sense of community gradually emerged, and this became 
discernible from the I 970's. A number of conditions helped to bring about this. Contacts between 
the local inhabitants and their relations in the mainland had, as mentioned, been intimate since 
the beginning, but were abruptly cut off during the cultural revolution. By the I 970's, the younger 
generations, especially those who were born locally, were already less emotionally tied to their 
ancestral homes in the mainland, and to the mainland in general. These traditional ties seemed 
more and more distant to them. The beginning of a gap was becoming apparent. This coincided 
with a period, following the cultural revolution, when Hong Kong enjoyed a spell of economic 
prosperity. Constant economic growth and increasing employment opportunities gave rise to a 
growing sense of achievement. At about the same time, partly because of the economic boom of 
the I 970's, a series of community-building projects got under way, the provision of public health 
facilities, public housing, social welfare, and a move towards education for all. A combination of 
these and other factors contributed to the widening of a gap between two ways of life, i.e that of 
the 'Hong Kong Chinese' (or 'Hong Kong people'), and that of 'mainland Chinese'. 

This trend towards greater separation, however, has to be balanced against another trend, 
beginning in the I 970's, whereby China began to play an increasingly visible role in the international 
scene. Officially accepted as a member of the United Nations in the I 970's, the PRC was to 
adopt an open-door policy, gradually strengthening its economic, cultural, and other relations 
with the west, in particular the United States of America. The emerging local sense of community, 
coupled with renewed national (and perhaps nationalistic) sentiments, was on· its way to finding a 
new balance. 
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Just as this new sense of Chineseness was being strengthened in the early I 980's, the 1997 
question came onto the agenda and gave rise to further complications. Two very different social 
and· economic systems were now to be united in one country or 'one country two systems'. In 
recent years, this has prompted local inhabitants to ask the inevitable question: would all this still 
be possible after 1997, when the PRC would begin to re-exercise sovereignty over the territory? 
The pride in both national and local achievements, and the privilege of a unique kind of social 
existence in the local community, began to feel threatened. Would local identity suffer because of 
this, or would it become strengthened instead as a result? These questions still remain unresolved. 

Against this background, over time, we can discern a number of interesting parallels in the 
changing sociolinguistic landscape.The first generations of'Hong Kong people' were characterized 
by relative linguistic heterogeneity. While it is true that the majority of the early immigrants were 
from the southern parts of China, and the province of Guangdong in particular, there were 
substantial proportions who came from non-Cantonese speaking regions, bringing with them a 
host of dialects, Chiu Chau, Hakka, Hokkien (Fukien), and Shanghainese, among others. Even 
today, many of the older generation are either unable to speak or do not habitually speak Cantonese. 
We have noted in an earlier chapter the trend whereby Cantonese is habitually used in all informal 
situations almost universally in this community by the younger age groups, regardless of their home 
dialect background. Here we see a clear case of dialect shift and cultural assimilation, a process of 
linguistic and cultural focussing (Le Page 1985:200-206), resulting at the present stage in relative 
linguistic homogeneity. · 

The rise of Cantonese as a common language, or 'lingua franca', contrasts quite interestingly 
with the experience of other cities within the People's.Republic of China. In Guangzhou (Canton), 
for instance, Cantonese is also an important vernacular, but the national language, Putonghua, is 
constantly in the background, exerting a powerful influence on linguistic usage. The variety of 
Cantonese used in Guangzhou has since 1949 undergone noticeable changes in the direction of 
the national language. In Hong Kong, however, the change has been attributable rather to the 
influence of English, resulting in recent years, in the development of a unique communicative 
resource, code-mixing (see Chapter 4). The special role that Cantonese began to play in Hong 
Kong correlates with the development of a relatively homogeneous local culture, moving further 
and further away from the Guangzhou experience. Cantonese, in Hong Kong, is much more 
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pervasive in its use across all kinds of situations than its counterpart in Guangzhou, and has 
become the vehicle of a local sense of community, undergoing a focussing process that needs to 
be recognized. 

Second, the development of code-mixing as a new communicative resource, arising as it does 
as a result of the growing importance of Cantonese and English, marks the beginning of the 
emergenc~ of a new identity characterised by a set of metropolitan, modern, and international 
attitudes and a way of life unique to the local community. In this respect, the influence of Putonghua 
up to the I 980's was minimal. We have seen in the last chapter how code-mixing as a communicative 
resource is assigned the function of marking solidarity among friends, colleagues and schoolmates, 
especially among the younger age groups. This paralleled the development of a new sense of 
identity in the I 980's. 

Third, as we pointed out earlier, the status of English has undergone a fundamental 
transformation, from a language which was associated with British imperialist interests, i.e. a 
colonial language, to one whose value is. essentially pragmatic, i.e. as a language of wider 
communication, an 'international language'. In this way, the relationship between Chinese and 
English in this community was transformed from one which was in many ways conflicting, generating 
tension in terms of identity construction, to one where there is almost an element of 
complemen~ariness. The learning of English has become not on.ly universally available; even the 
very nature of the motivation in learning English may have changed. It may no longer be seen as 
a move away from a 'Chinese' pole on an id.entity scale; and for many the acquisition of English has 
taken on much more positive values in recent years. 

Fourth, the status of Putonghua (Mandarin) has also undergone an important transformation. 
It used to have for many a strong communist/mainlandish connotation. Its place in the education 
system was negligible. Motivation for its learning was weak. In the I 980's, this trend became 
almost completely reversed. Numerous Putonghua teaching centres and special language schools 
came into being to meet the increasing demand for Putonghua teaching. It also became an 'in-
thing' to learn the language, largely because of its pragmatic value and its usefulness in the 'China 
trade' of recent years, but also, perhaps, because of renewed national and nationalistic sentiments. 
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5.0.2 Parameters for identity construction in Hong Kong 

In the above description we have identified a number of points of reference or 'poles' of identity, 
which we will now try to make more explicit. These 'poles' will serve as a set of signposts, or 
'poles of identity' with reference to which an individual's identity construction can be charted. If 
we take identity to be a function of systems of values and beliefs, then a person's, or a group's 
identity construction may be seen as a reaction in the face of a number of poles with reference to 
which identity constructions can be charted.A person's identity construction at any one time 
need not of course be describable exhaustively in terms of a single parameter. In fact, the whole 
point about this approach is that a person's identity cannot be adequately understood without 
making reference to all of the parameters at the same time. We may think of identity construction 
in this approach as 'positioning' in relations to the four scales. We may also think of these 
parameters as 'models', the availability of which is a pre-requisites for any act of identification. 
Relevant points of reference in the Hong Kong context are (i) 'ancestral home', (ii) 'Chinese', (iii) 
'Hong Kong', and (iv) 'the West'. 

5.0.3 Ancestral home ('hoeng1ha2 
') 

The ancestral home is where people's ties with their ancestors are to be found, where their 
forebears' spirits reside, and where, ideally, they return to in death. This is typically constructed 
at the geographical level of the prefecture or the town.within a province. For example, one's 
ancestral home may be in the Shunde prefecture of the province of Guangdong, or the city of 
Shanghai in the province of Zhejiang. In some cases, the boundaries may take different forms, 
defining groups not so much in terms of geographical location, but some other characteristics. 
The Hakka people, for instance, do not have one defining location, but are distinguished from 
other ancestral-home groups by their long-standing status of being migrants f;om other provinces 
into Guangdong and Guangxi. Orientation in the direction of ancestral home often takes the 
form of the maintenance and active use of the home dialect, which may be a sub-dialect within a 
superordinate dialect, e.g. the Shunde dialect, which is a sub-dialect of Cantonese. It may also 
find expression in sentiments for the typical customs and food of the home town or village, or the 
maintenance of communication and contacts with people 'back home', and fellow 'heung-ha-mates' 
in the local community through clan-based associations. 
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At a less localized level, identities may be constructed in terms of the 'home province', the 
province in which the ancestral home is located. For instance, someone whose ancestral village 
is Shunde may feel that on top of being a 'Shunde person', he or she is also a 'Guangdong person', 
Guangdong being the province within which Shun de is located. In the local context, the majority 
of the inhabitants' ancestral homes are to be found in the province of Guangdong. Frequently a 
distinction is made between a 'Guangdong person' and a 'ngoi6 saang2 yan4' (literally'outside province 
person'), someone from another province. The one thing that gives a 'ngoi6 saang2 yan4' away is his 
language: they either speak another dialect, or speak Cantonese with an other-province accent. 
There are more or less strong stereotypes associated with various 'other-province' groups: the 
Shanghainese are in the eyes of the Cantonese, pretentious and enterprising, Chiu Chau people 
are selfish and somewhat vicious, the Hokkien stubborn and in-group (all othe'r-province groups 
tend to be much too danish anyway!). Within the larger Cantonese group, speakers of sub-
dialects are often regarded as provincial and unsophisticated. 

5.0.4 Chinese 

The reverence for, and perceived links of descent with, one's ancestors go beyond the levels of the 
ancestral home and home province, and are operative also at the more general level of ethnicity 
and nationality. A person may, at one time or other, think of himself or herself as a Shunde person 
or a Guangdong person, but he or she may also, to a greater or lesser extent, think of himself or 
herself as a 'Chinese'. There is an ambiguity here between 'Chinese' as a label for ethnic and 
nationalistic identification, and its use as a label for nation-state belongingness. The two uses need 
not of course be in conflict with each other. A person may describe himself or herself as a 'Chinese', 
indicating in that description both ethnic/nationalistic and national identification. 

The distinction here between nationalistic and national identification, however, is of particular 
relevance in the local context. Orientation to the 'Chinese' pole as an ethnic and nationalistic 
category may take the form of a perceived link of descent with four thousand years of Chinese 
civilization, and sentiments directed towards a whole spectrum of cultural forms, including language. 
National sentiments, on the other hand, are directed to_wards the nation-state as a political-
territorial entity/unit. 

An examination of the common-sense thinking about language in the local community will 
throw some light on the interesting relationship between language and ethnic/nationalistic 
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identification. In Hong Kong, the common-sense category zung1 man4, 'the Chinese language', as 
in zung1 man4 wan6 dung6, 'the Chinese Language Movement', which provided the impetus resulting 
in the legislation that gave 'the Chinese language' official status in 1974 (Kwok, 1982), is a telling 
label. Just what is being referred to as the Chinese language? This is supposedly a language that 
can be used in speaking as much as in writing, for you can gong2 zung1 man4 ('speak Chinese'), just 
as you can se2 zung1 man4{'write Chinese'). In reality there is obviously no single lfnguistic system 
that will encompass the whole range of dialects, often mutually unintelligible, sp.~ken within the 
'Chinese-speaking world'. There is perhaps greater unity in writing, although here too one finds 
considerable variability. What this seems to boil down to is some abstract notion of a common 
linguistic core, shared by all speakers and writers who think of themselves as users of'the same 
language'. The circularity here is crucial: there can be no clearer expression of the intimate 
relationship between language and identity than in this very circularity. The Chinese characters 
are especially interesting in this respect: for many, they are the representation of the essence of 
'Chineseness'. Their simplification (and 'oversimplification'), not to mention replacement by roman 
letters, have caused vigorous emotional controversies over the decades. 

Ethnic and nationalistic identification need not, however, be coterminous with national 
identification. One of the unique features of the local community lies in the possibility of a 
separation between identification with Chinese ethnicity and nationality, and identification with 
the nation-state. The nation-state is a politico-territorial entity, united under an autonomous 
government. Nationality, however, need not, and in th~ distinction that is being made here does 
not, correspond to anything of that kind. It is a social-psychological construct based on group 
boundaries and contents. The two need not but may be in conflict. A person in Hong Kong may 
think of himself as a 'Chinese' ethnically and have nationalistic sentiments, without feeling for a 
moment that the People's Republic of China is where he really belongs. 

On the other hand, there may be an element of national sentiment in the label 'Chinese'. 
Orientation in the direction of the nation-state (the PRC) may take the form of feelings and 
emotions towards the nation-state and its achievements. The establishment of the PRC (in 1949) 
may be seen as an event that commands pride and respect. Equally, it can be a source of lamentation 
for those whose memories are of the difficulties which beset them and induced their migration. 
This is particularly relevant in the local community in which many of the first-generation immigrants 
left the mainland to escape from political and economic hardship. But as the PRC began to play 
an increasingly significant role in the world, and as it began to accrue technological and cultural 
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achievements, when 'the Chinese people' began to gain greater recognition world-wide, a sense 
of national belonging was strengthened. Here we see an interesting inter-relationship between . 
national and nationalistic identification: they are not always entirely independent of each other. 

5.0.5 Hong Kong 

Up to the I 980's, many local sociologists emphasised the 'Chineseness' of the Hong Kong 
community. In 1980, for example, Lethbridge declared that the 'Hong Kong Chinese continue to 
perceive themselves, in the abstract, as Chinese, for there is not yet any developed notion of a 
separate Hong. Kong identity .. .' (Lethbridge, 1980:54). Later in the same decade, however, a 
number of other commentators challenged that view. Lee ( 1982), for example, argues that the 
nationalist and communist commitment felt by various groups in the I 960's had, by the eighties, 
given way to a strong sense of belongingness to and identification with Hong Kong. Young (1985: 
I 08) comments thus: 'To speak of Hong Kong as a 'Chinese' society after intensive periods of 
modernization and industrialization (and even westernization) is to ignore totally Hong Kong's 
recent history ... Perhaps what is more sensible is to examine how the people of Hong Kong have 
been able to mix successfully their ethnic Chinese background with the demands of modernity ... 
gradually arriving as a new form of self-identity' (Young, I 985:ibid). 

Baker ( 1983) put forward a similar argument about a newly-emergent 'Hong Kong identity' in 
his description of'Hong Kong Man': 

He is go-getting and highly competitive, tough for survival, quick-thinking and 
flexible. ·He wears Western clothes, speaks English or expects his children to do 
so, drinks Western alcohol, has sophisticated tastes in cars and household gadgetry, 
and expects life to provide a constant stream of excitement and new openings. 
But he is not British or Western (merely Westernized). At the same time he is not 
Chinese in the same way that citizens of the People's Republic of China are Chinese 
(Baker, 1983; cited in Young, 1985: I 08). 

Baker's 'Hong Kong Man' may only be a stereotype, but by the mid- I 980's, it seems that this 
was a very powerful stereotype in Hong Kong films, television and other mass media as well. 
What was clear by this time was that Hong Kong people had come to share a unique sense of self-
identity. 
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Thus, to the extent that a unique set of values and attitudes have developed independently in 
the local community, we may speak of a 'Hong Kong' pole as another parameter relevant to 
identity construction in Hong Kong. Orientation in the direction of this pole may be manifested 
in such sentiments as the pride that one takes in local achievements, in particular, Hong Kong's 
role as a world financial and communications centre, and the recognition of a special 'way of life' 
distinct from the mainland experience, characterized by a relatively high standard of living, the 
availability of modern conveniences and high technology, metropolitan glamour and sophistication. 
Modern, Western education and a knowledge of English are further elements contributing to a 
local sense of community. There does seem to be a set of beliefs, values, and attitudes which are 
uniquely Hong Kong's own, vis.:.a-vis traditional Chinese values and those that are operative in 
present-day PRC, one major element of which is constituted by the kind of energetic pragmatism 
described by Baker above. 

5.0.6 The West 

The fourth and last model is provided by 'the West'. This is perhaps not a very apt term, for in 
many ways Japan, for one, plays a part in the Westernization of Hong Kong, too. A better term 
might be 'modernity', for the defining characteristic of this parameter is attitudes and sentiments 
towards a 'modern outlook'; which by the end of the I 980's, also involved a recognition of post-
modernism and post-modernity in the Hong Kong context. Orientation towards this pole may 
take the form of caring about 'what's-in', pop culture, modern fashion and products, 'the new 
look'. The most relevant models are provided by ~ritish and American culture. Britain, through 
its sheer colonial presence for over a century, America through the mass media; and Japan, 
through its economic power. For some, 'the modern outlook' is an essential ingredient for the 
successful person, and in a society where pragmatism reigns, success is an overriding consideration. 

There is, however, a potential conflict between traditional Chinese values and these models 
of modernity. Positioning vis-a-vis these two scales is always a delicate matter. ,In language, this 
is manifested in the tension between the knowledge and use of Chinese and English. We have 
noted a tendency to sanction the use of English in some areas of social interaction. The use of 
code-mixing often provides a way out of the dilemma. 

Another important consideration here is the British presence in Hong Kong. This generated 
a limited amount of identification in the direction of the British Commonwealth amongst some, 
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so that in the I 980's some Hong Kong people perceived themselves as to some extent belonging 
to Britain, as subjects of a British colony, albeit a British colony soon to become a Special 
Administrative Region of the People's Republic of China. 

5.1 LANGUAGEAND IDENTITY - SURVEY RESULTS 
Four questions (questions 79, 80, 81 and 82) addressed issues concerned with language and identity. 

Question 79 asked about the 'way of life' of respondents. The results are set out below in Table 5.1 ·below: 

Table 5.1 Way of life 

Question 79: What would you say your way of life is? 

Response 
Chinese 
Hong Kong 
Western 
Missing/Non-applicable 

Percentage 
23.6% 
74.8% 

0.9% 

0.7% 

Figure 5.1 Way of life 

D Missing/Non-applicable 0.7% 

II Western 0.9% 

D Hong Kong 74.8% 

Chinese 23.6% 
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Almost 75% of the sample chose Hong Kong as the best label to describe their way of life, compared 
with around 24% who chose 'Chinese', and 0.9% who said their way of life was 'Western'. 

The second question addressed the identity question directly by asking the respondents to pick an 
identity category out of four possible choices. The question con.cerned respondents' primary identities, 
and the four categories given were: 'Chinese', 'Hong Kong citizen', 'Hong Kong Chinese', and 'British 
Hong Kong'. The results are given in Table 5.2: 

Table 5.2 Primary identity 

Question 80: Which of the fo//owing categories would you say you belong to? 

Response Percentages 
Chinese 20.1% 
Hong Kong citizen 40.5% 
Hong Kong Chinese 29.7% 
British Hong Kong 8.7% 

Figure S.2 Primary identity 

British Hong Kong 8.7% 

• Hong Kong Chinese 29.7% 

[] Hong Kong citizen 40.5% 

Chinese 20.1% 
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Of the four categories 'Hong Kong citizen' (40.5%) received the highest proportion of answers, 
followed by 'Hong Kong Chinese' (20. I%), and 'British Hong Kong' (8.7%). 

The third question was designed to gauge the degree of cultural homogeneity of the population by 
asking respondents to state whether they consider themselves 'the same as' or 'different from most other 
people in Hong Kong. The results for this question are set out in Table 5.3: 

Table 5.3 Cultural homogeneity 

Question 81: Would you say that you were the same as, or different from, most Hong Kong people? 

Response Percentage 
The same 91.0% 
Different 8.3% 
Missing/non-applicable 0.7% 

Figure 5.3 Cultural homogeneity 

• Missing/non-applicable 0. 7% 

Different 8.3% 

The same 91.0% 
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Evidently, the high level of response (91.0%) claiming 'sameness' with others in the community may 
suggest a high degree of (perceived) social cohesion in the Hong Kong Chinese community at least. 

The final question in the 'language and identity' section of the questio.nnaire (Question 82) attempted 
to investigate the link between 'ancestral home' and identity. Respondents were asked to rank-order 
their identity in terms of three categories of group membership. ':-Y-he resulting rank combinations are 
given in Table 5.4 below: 

Table 5.4 Rdentity and 'ancestral home', Chinese' and 'Hong Kong' 

Question 82: With reference to the three categories below, how would you best describe yourself? 
(Rank order I, 2, 3). 

123 5.5% 
132 4.7% 
213 6.6% 
231 15.2% 
312 14.7% 
321 48.8% 

Key: I. = ancestral home 

2 = Chinese 

3 = Hong Kong 
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figure 5.4 Identity and 'ancestral home', Chinese' and 'Hong Kong' 

123 132 213 231 

Key: 
I = ancestral home 
2 =Chinese 
3 =Hong Kong 

312 321 

From the above results, we can see that 63.5% ranked 'Hong Kong' highest compared with 21.8% for 
'Chinese' and I 0.2% for 'ancestral home'. 

In addition to the questions on language and identity, there were also three questions included in the 
'attitudes' section which set out to provide some measure of cultural distance between Hong Kong 
people and western people (and Hong Kong culture and western cul~ure). These three questions, questions 
73(b), 73(d) and 73(g), focussed on language issues and cross-cultural contact. The results for these 
questions are set out in Tables 5.5, 5.6 and 5.7. 
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Table 5.5 Attitudes to foreigners (I) 

Question 75(b): All foreigners living in Hong Kong should learn Chinese (do you agree or disagree?). 

Response 
Strongly disagree 
Disagree 
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Strongly agree 
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Figure 5.5 Attitudes to foreigners (I) 
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Table 5.6 Attitude to foreigners (2) 

Question 75(d): All foreigners living in Hong Kong should learn about Chinese culture and the Chinese way of life. 

Response 
Strongly disagree 
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Uncertain/no idea 
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Strongly agree 
Do not understand 
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Figure 5.6 Attitude to foreigners (2) 
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Table 5.7 Attitudes to foreigners (3) 

Question 7 5 (g): I would like to learn more about the British and American way of life. 
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Figure 5.7 Attitudes to foreigners (3) 
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5.2 LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY -ANALYSIS 

5.2.1 Attitudes to cultural contact 

The three questions discussed above were irtclud~d in the 'Attitudes' section of the questionnaire 
to gauge the strength of ethnocentrism and the extent to which people have an interest in Western 
cultures. These were phrased in the form of statements to which the interviewees were asked to 
respond by indicating the degree to which they agreed or disagreed to them. The three statements 
were once again: 

(a) 'All foreigners living in Hong Kong should learn Chinese' 

(b) 'All foreigners living in Hong Kong should learn about the Chinese culture and way of life' 

(c) 'I would like to learn more about the British and American way of life' 

The responses to these statements are collated in Table 5.8. 

Table 5.8 Attitudes towards Chinese and Western culture 

(a) (b) (c) 
Strongly disagree 0.3% 0.5% 1.1% 
Disagree 16.0% 10.7% 21.0% 
Agree 59.5% 69.8% 55.0% 
Strongly agree 2.7% 3.4% 3.0% 
No idea/uncertain 20.5% 14.1% 16.5% 
Do not understand 1.0% 1.3% 3.1% 
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The respons~s to statements (b) and (c) were intended to provide a crude measurement of 
ethnocentricism and Westernization respectively in the local community. 73.2% believed that 
foreigners living in Hong Kong should learn about the Chinese culture and way of life, as opposed 
to I I% who did not think this was necessary. On the other hand, 58.0% expressed an interest in 
learning about the Western way of life, as opposed to 22% who did not, indicating a strong 
interest in the West. Although these statistics seem to suggest that between the two, ethnocentrism 
is the stronger force - there is more interest in 'you learning about us' than 'us learning about 
you', the difference should not be exaggerated. It might be argued that the responses suggest 
that nationalistic sentiments are by no means weak; but there seems to exist nonetheless a 
reasonable measure of symmetry between the two forces, bearing in mind that the relationship 
between the two may not be one of simple conflict or incompatibility. These results would tend 
to support the view that Chinese nationalism, in the form that it takes in contemporary Hong 
Kong society, has evolved some distance from nationalism when it first emerged around the turn 
of the century, which embodied a much stronger anti-foreign element. 
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Question (a) focusses specifically on language, and was designed partly to gauge the extent to 
which 'the Chinese language' is felt to be an essential component of Chinese culture. 62.2% said 
they thought foreigners living in Hong Kong should learn Chinese, as opposed to 16.3% who did 
not think so. Compared with the responses to question (b), there is both a slight drop in agreement 
and a slight rise in disagreement, showing that to that extent language may not be regarded as a 
necessary component of the Chinese culture. On the other hand, there is still a fairly large 
majority who believed that foreigners should learn the Chinese language. This may again support 
the observation that ethnocentricism is fairly strong; but that is only one possible inference that 
might be drawn from this set of results. 

5.2.2 Perceptions of identity 

If we now go back to that section. in the survey which related more to questions of identification, 
as noted above, we first asked the respondents to choose a descriptive label for what they 
perceived to be their way of life. The question asked was:"What would you say your way of life 
is?" The responses are set out in Table 5.1 above. 

The majority (74.8%) chose 'Hong Kong' as the most appropriate label to describe their way 
of life. A substantial minority (23.6%) thought 'Chinese' was the best description, and only a tiny 
proportion (0.9%) said their way of life was 'Western'. It is interesting to note that few respondents 
found the question difficult to answer: there was no query as to what the difference was between 
the 'Hong Kong' and 'Chinese' ways of life. The results suggest that there is a high degree of 
recognition within the local community of a way of life which is unique to the local society, which 
can be distinguished from the 'Chinese' and the 'Western' ways of life. It is also abundantly clear 
that the vast majority of them believe they are leading just such a kind of life. There is, however, 
a sizeable proportion who do not share such feelings, and believe that their way of life would still 
be best described as 'Chinese'. It is interesting that the proportion for 'Western' is surprisingly 
small, supporting the view that Westernization has not been absorbed part and parcel, but channeled 
through a 'Hong Kong filter'. 

A second question addresses the identity question directly by asking the respondents to pick 
an identity category out of four. The question asked was:'Which of the following categories would 
you say you belong to?' The categories given were: 'Chinese', 'Hong Kong citizen', 'Hong Kong 
Chinese', and 'British Hong Kong'. The results are given in Table 5.2. 



LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY IN HONG KONG 

The results for this question should give us some idea of the respondents' 'primary identity'. 
By 'primary identity' we mean that identity parameter which ranks highest in a person's positioning 
in relation to all of the other parameters. In spite of the fact that we are not dealing with a static 
phenomenon and that people's perceptions and presentations of'who they are' obviously change 
from moment to moment and situation to situation, it may still be the case that there is one 
category which is perceived to be the most fundamental in a range of interactional settings. 

The four categories are designed to capture the most salient identity construction issues in 
the local community. Ignoring for the moment the 'Ancestral home' parameter, the three remain'ing 
ones will account for the labels 'Chinese', 'Hong Kong citizen' and 'British Hong Kong'. However, 
_this would have left out an interesting category based on some combination of the 'Chinese' and 
'Hong Kong' categories. There was some anecdotal evidence to suggest that for many in Hong 
Kong, the primary descriptive label is 'Hong Kong Chinese', i.e. a Chinese person living and feeling 
to some extent belonged to the local community, without, however, losing touch with their 
'Chineseness'. We have thus included these four labels as the most important ones for investigation. 

Of the four categories, 'Hong Kong citizen' received the highest proportion of answers (40. 
5%), followed by 'Hong.Kong Chinese' (29.8%). There is an interesting difference between these 
two labels. The first n'ames a unique identity, relatively distinct froni and independent of the 
'Chinese' parameter, while the second indicates a positioning which is, as it were, half way in 
between the 'Hong .Kong' and 'Chinese' models. 

The 'pure Chinese' model accounts for 20.3% of the answers, lower than 'Hong Kong citizens', 
indicating what pre~umably has been a decline in ~he orientation in the direction of the 'Chinese' 
pole, and a concomitant rise in the extent to which 'Hong Kong' takes on a primary role amongst 
the parameters. Unfortunately, no statistics are available from earlier surveys to provide a basis 
for comparison. Finally, only 8.4% ch~se the 'British Hong Kong' label, an indication of ,the fact 
that those who had a positive orientation towards the British parameter formed only a small 
minority of the population. The results for this latter response may also be affected by the 
question of passport; and one might also assume that many of those responding affirmatively in 
this instance were British passport holders: 

In order.to gauge the degree of cultural homogeneity among the inhabitants of this community, 
a question was included which simply asked the respondents to say whether they thought they 
were 'the same as' or 'different from', most other people in Hong Kong (see Table 5.3 above). 
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90.7% said 'the same', and 8.6% 'different'. These responses alone do not of course tell us anything 
about whether there really is or is not a high degree of cultural homogeneity in the community. 
They should, however, give us an idea of the extent to which people in Hong Kong perceive 
themselves as, or at least the extent to which they wish to appear as, a unity. If this is true, this 
result provides further support for the observation that 'Hong Kong' has been gaining in importance 
as an identity parameter. 

The next question set out to examine the relative strength of the 'Ancestral home', 'Chinese', 
and 'Hong Kong' parameters more closely. The question asked was: "With reference to the three 
categories below, how would you best describe yourself? (Please give rank order)" The various rank 
combinations and their proportions of the sample are given in Table 5.4 above. 

The answers to this question tend to confirm the interpretation we adopted in analysing the 
previous questions. By grouping the six possible combinations into three sets, according to 
which of the three categories is ranked most highly, and then summing up the percentages within 
each group, a picture emerges indicating the extent to which each of the three parameters is 
primary in people's identification. I 0.5% of the sample ranked 'ancestral home' most highly, 21.8% 
'Chinese', and 63.3% 'Hong Kong'. This confirms our earlier observation that 'Hong Kong' is by 
far the most widely adopted identity label for the inhabitants in this community. Notice that the 
'ancestral home' parameter, though relatively weak, still has a small role to play: there are about 
I 0% of the people in Hong Kong who believe that they belong first and foremost to their home 
village or town somewhere back in the mainland. The 'Chinese' parameter accounts for about 
one-fifth of the answers, and, together w.ith the answers from the previous question, suggests 
that this figure should .be a good approximation of the extent to which 'Chinese' exists as a 
primary identity category in Hong Kong. 

Finally, we wanted to show how a picture can be constructed of the overall situation by 
examining the interrelationship between the three variables that we have just considered. This 
was done by examining the relationship between each of these three variables on the one h~nd, 
and a variety of social and sociolinguistic variables on the other. 

Looking first at the Age and Place of Birth variables, we found a strong relationship between 
them and the three identity variables. Chi-squared tests (all significant at the 0.0 I level, the same 
with all the other relationships reported below) revealed, (I) that the younger age groups, in 
particular those under 30, were more likely to describe their way of life as 'Hong Kong', and less 
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likely 'Chinese'; (2) that they were more likely to think of themselves as 'Hong Kong citizens' and 
'British Hong Kong' than 'Chinese' or 'Hong Kong Chinese', and (3) that the most likely ranking 
for them was Hong Kong-Chinese-Ancestral Home. A similar pattern holds for those who were 
born locally. 

A person's level and type of education, as well as knowledge of English, were also found to 
have sig'nificant links with identification. As far as education level was concerned, it was the 
'secondary education' group that showed the greatest tendency, more so than either the 'primary 
and below' or 'post-secondary and above' groups, to (I) describe their way of life as 'Hong Kong', 
(2) use the 'Hong Kong citizen' and 'British Hong Kong' labels to describe themselves, and (3) 
rank the 'Hong Kong' category more highly than the 'Chinese' and 'Ancestral Home' categories. 
The fact that the relationship here was not a linear one, where more (or less) education implies 
a greater tendency towards local identification, may be attributed ultimately to the Age and Place 
of Birth variables: the vast majority of those who were born locally and were under 30 years of 
age (i.e. those who were born locally in the I 960's and I 970's, coinciding with the period during 
which a number of factors, as described above, contributed to the development of a local sense 
of community) fell into the 'secondary education' category. However, closer investigation is 
needed to test this relationship. It is interesting to note in this connection that a parallel can be 
found when we examine the Knowledge of English variable. The mid-proficiency group had the 
greatest tendency of orientation in the direction of the 'Hong Kong' parameter, more so than the 
low- and high-proficiency groups, thus apparently confirming our observation with regard to level 
of education. As for the Type of Education variable, English-medium education, much more so 
than Chinese-medium education, was found to be a good predictor of local identification. 

Turning now to the language variables, we found a significant link between Mother Tongue and 
each of the three identity variables. Those who reported Cantonese as their mother tongue 
were much more likely than those whose mother tongue is some non-Cantonese language or 
dialect to exhibit the range of responses to the identity questions which show a clear tendency 
towards the 'Hong Kong' model. This confirms our earlier suggestion that the special status 
Cantonese enjoys in this community is related to the emergence and development of a local 
identity. 

Our results indicated that the use of code-mixing in various domains of language use was also 
(as argued in Chapter 4) a marker of a local identity. In this regard, significant relationships 
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obtained between the use of code-mixing 'with friends', 'at work' and 'in public' and orientation 
towards local culture and.society. Those who reported using at least some language mixing in 
these three domains were more likely to adopt the 'Hong Kong' parameter for primary identification. 
On the other hand, those who reported no use of mixing in these domains were more likely to 
highlight the 'Chinese' and 'Ancestral Home' parameters. 

The consistency of these findings indicate that by the I 980's a local identity was firmly established 
in Hong Kong, and that this was particularly noticeable among the younger generation who were 
born locally and educated through the local system. It also seems that Cantonese, as the mother 
tongue of the vast majority of this group and a lingua franca within the community, and code-
mixing, as an expression of solidarity amongst friends and colleagues, had taken on the function of 
being linguistic markers of this local identity. 

5.3 COMMENTARY AND SUMMARY 

It should be emphasized that the configuration of identification parameters described above is fluid 
and dynamic, and that people's positioning in relation to them will always be an evolving process, in 
response to changing demands. While it may be true that, by the I 980's, a local identity was fast establishing 
itself, one must not lose sight of the fact that new problems may appear in the future, and new solutions 
may also occur. Will the situation remain ·unchanged in the coming years? Will the local sense of 
community suffer as a result of the changing conditions? We can do no better than offer a few speculative 
glimpses at the future status and roles of the major communicative resources available at present. 

Putonghua will almost certainly play an increasingly more significant and active role in many aspects of 
social life in the future. Along with this, however, English may continue to enjoy the privilege of being the 
most important second language in the community, perhaps even continuing to play a key role in education. 
Against this background it would not be surprising to find the status that Cantonese enjoys at the moment 
to be subjected to a lot of pressure, particularly from the national language. Code-mixing, too, may 
become a target of linguistic intolerance in the future. The local identity of Hong Kong people may have 
a more difficult time struggling to assert itself. In the end, a new balance may be reached, where the 
relative strength of the 'Chinese' and 'Hong Kong' parameters may change places. The Western element 
may weaken further, as a result of these changing conditions. 
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The most important of our survey results relating to this important issue of'language and identity' 
include the following: 

{i) A substantial majority identified with the Hong Kong way of life (74.8%). 

(ii) The primary identity of most people in the territory was perceived by most in terms of a Hong Kong 
element, e.g. Hong Kong citizen (40.5%), or Hong Kong Chinese (29.7%) compared with Chinese (20. I%) 
or British Hong Kong (8.7%). 

(iii) Results relating to cross-cultural contact displayed 'mixed' tendencies indicating both the readiness of 
Hong Kong people to learn about the West (58.0%), and their expectation (73%) that Westerners 
should learn about things Chinese. 

(iv) Finally we suggest that a local Hong Kong identity also finds expression through certain language 
behaviours, notably the use of Cantonese, and the practice of code-mixing English and Cantonese. 
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6.0 BACKGROUND 
In this chapter, we are concerned with a number of .issues relating to language in education in the I 980's. 
We examine the language of instruction issue, looking initially at the use of English inside and outside the 
classroom in Anglo-Chinese (English-medium) secondary schools, to see the extent to which English was 
actually used for instructional purposes in schools where it was the official medium of instruction. We 
consider whether, and to what extent, in the eyes of the students themselves, the use of English as the 
teaching medium presented any difficulties in learning, and how they felt about learning through English, 
We then focus on parental attitudes vis-a-vis the two alternative media, Chinese and English, and also 
present findings on the general public's understanding of and their views on questions relating to language 
in education. And, lastly, we briefly discuss the role of Putonghua in education. 

6~1 SURVEY RESULTS ON LANGUAGE POLICIESAND LANGUAGE 
ATTITUDES 

6.1 . I The use of English in Anglo-Chinese schools 

With the exception of a handful of schools which catered specially for the children of British, 
American, Japanese and other nationalities from outside Hong Kong, and a small number of 
technical and pre-vocational schools, the overwhelming majority of secondary schools in the 
I 980's fell into one of the two main streams: the 'Anglo-Chinese gram,,'.,ar schools' and the 'Chinese 
middle schools'. According to the Hong Kong yearbook ( 1986), 'The Anglo-Chinese grammar 
schools .... offer a five-year secondary course in a broad range of academic and cultural subjects 
leading to the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE), with the medium of 
instruction mainly English. . ... Pupils at [the Chinese middle schools] also t(!.ke courses leading to 
the HKCEE. Instruction is mainly In Chinese with English taught as a second language.' (p.89) 
Presumably, then, the main difference between these two kinds of schools was that whereas in the 
former English was the 'main' medium of instruction, in the latter, the medium of ir:istruction was 
'Chinese'. Informal observation suggests, however, that this 'official version' bears little resemblance 
to what actually happened in mostAnglo-Chinese secondary schools. It appears that not all (or 



LANGUAGE POLICIES AND LAN.GUAGEATTITUDES 

even most) of the Anglo ... Chinese schools taught all (or even most) subjects in English. 

Short of conducting a full survey on this, we tried to obtain some data using one section of 
our questionnaire to throw some light on these informal observations. To discover how much 
English was used in the teaching of English and other subjects in the Anglo-Chinese schools, we 
asked those respondents in our sample who were then studying in a secondary school to indicate 
how much English was used by their teachers in (I) the English lessons, and (2) the Mathematics 
lessons. Confining ourselves to those who were studying in Anglo-Chinese schools, the results 
are given in Table 6.1 below. 

Table 6.1 Actual teaching medium in Anglo-Chinese schools 

Question 65 (a) In the English lesson, which language(s) does your teacher (if he is Chinese) speak? 

(b) In the Mathematics lesson, which language(s) does your teacher (if he is Chinese) 
speak? 

(a) (b) 

Teaching done entirely in Cantonese 
(apart from the mentioning of special terms in textbooks) 4.6% 13.8% 
Teaching done mostly in Cantonese 7.4% 25.6% 
Teaching done roughly half .in English and half in Cantonese 24.1% 39.2% 
Teaching done mainly in English, supplemented occasionally by Cantonese 43.5% 17.8% 
Teaching done entirely in English 20.4% 3.6% 

The most striking feature of Table 6.1 is the massive difference in the frequency with which 
English was used in the two kinds of lessons. This may not be surprising: one would expect more 
English to be used in the English lessons after all. What is interesting is that even within the 
English lesson, 36.1 % of the students reported a considerable degree of use of Cantonese in 
teaching, and only 20% reported the exclusive use of English as the medium of instruction in 
English lessons. If we assume that English Language was the subject which was taught with the 
most amount of English used, then it was only to be expected that in all other subjects in the 
school curriculum, English was used even less frequently for instructional purposes. 
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Figure 6. ~ Actuai teaching medium in Anglo-Chinese schools 
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In this connection, Mathematics offers an example of what the situation was like in the teaching 
of subjects other than English. Here, the pattern is almost completely reversed: 29.4% reported 
the exclusive or predominant use of Cantonese in the teaching, only 17.8% reported 'English 
mainly', and a tiny 3.6% exclusive use of English. 

Perhaps the most significant finding is that quite a substantial prbportion of students reported 
the use of 'half-Chinese-half-English' in both kinds of lessons: 24. I% in the case of English, and 
39.2% in the case of Mathematics. This suggests that the norm in most Anglo-Chinese schools 
was that subjects were taught- English Language not excepted - using a 'mixed language approach', 
whereby in conjunction with textbooks, which were written in English, classroom teaching was 
done using a 'mixture' of English and Cantonese (examinations were however, presumably 
conducted in English). The degree to which Cantonese was used for classroom teaching obviously 
varied from one individual teacher to another. The general pattern, however, seems clearly 
discernible from the data presented, and that is that far from teaching 'mainly' through the 
medium of English, what most Anglo-Chinese schools offered was some kind of 'mixed language 
instruction', using English textbooks. 
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There was a certain 'restrictedness' in the use of English in the school. Our data suggest that 
the kind of situation where English was often spoken by the students was one where they were 
asked a question by the teacher, especially in the English lessons. 70. I% of those studying in an 
Anglo-Chinese school reported the use of English 'over half of the time' when being spoken to 
and asked a question by the English teacher in the classroom. This dropped to 43.7% when they 
volunteered to ask a question in class. It drops even further, and more drastically, to 1.8% when 
they talked to fellow students in class, 9% to teachers outside the classroom, and 0.9% to fellow 
students outside the classroom. The full set of results are presented in Table 6.2 below. 

Table 6.2 Students' use of English in various situations in Anglo-Chinese schools 

Question 66: For what proportion of the time do you use English for the following activities in school? 

Never 
Asking questions to the English teacher in class 9.8 
Answering questions from the English teacher in class 2.7 
Talking to classmates in class 54.0 
Talking to teachers outside the classroom 56.8 
Talking to classmates outside the clas.sroom 66.5 

Sometimes, but More than 
less than half half of the 
of the time time 
46.5 43.7 
27.3 70.1 
44.2 1.8 
34.I 9.1 
32.6 0.9 

From the data presented, it seems clear that, far from using English as the 'main medium of 
instruction', most Anglo-Chinese schools 'operated with an 'unofficial' bilingual approach, where, 
depending in part on the subject concerned, varying degrees of Cantonese were used in the 
teaching of all subjects, including English. The use of English was also quite heavily restricted to 
'formal' exchanges between teachers and students in the classroom (even here, there was a bias 
in the teacher-to-student direction). The language used outside the classroom was predominantly 
Cantonese. 
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Figure 6.2 Students' use of English in various situations in Anglo-Chinese schools 
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What did students feel about the use of English, when it was used as the teaching medium? 
Those respondents who were studying in an Anglo-Chinese school were asked whether they 
themselves, and their schoolmates, experienced any difficulties when English was used in teaching. 
The results are summarized in Table 6.3. 
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Table 6.3 Reported difficulties with English as the medium of instruction 

Question 67: How difficult is it for (a) other students, and (b) yourself, to understand school subjects 
taught in English? 

Not Slightly 
difficult difficult 

Very 
Difficult difficult 

Extremely 
difficult 

Others in the school 12.9% 53.6% 22.3% 1.4% 3.6% 

Self 20.1% 57.2% 14.2% 4.9% 2.7% 

Figure 6.3 Reported difficulties with English as the medium of instruction 
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The majority of students reported, both for themselves (79.0) and on behalf of their 
schoolmates (80.9%) having various degrees of difficulty with English as a medium of instruction. 
20. I% said they had no difficulties, and 12.9% thought their schoolmates ·had no difficulties. 
However, the majority of those who reported having some difficulties said they found it 'slightly 
difficult'. Obviously, more detailed investigation is necessary before any conclusion can be drawn. 
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But it can be inferred, if we take the points at and above the 'difficult' category as indicating 'real 
difficulties', that about one-fifth to a quarter of secondary school students had real difficulties 
with instructions given in English: 27.3% and 22% for 'others' and 'self' respectively. 

When asked whether they, and other students of the school, thought it was a good thing to 
use English as the medium of instruction, the respondents came up with these answers: 

Table 6.4 Students' views on English as a medium of instruction 

Question 68: What is the opinion of (a) others in the school, and (b) yourself, about the use of English as 
a medium of instruction? 

Strongly No Strongly 
disagree Disagree idea Agree agree 

Others in the school 0.9% 30.9% 25.6% 38.3% 4.3% 
Self 0.9% 25.9% 18.6% 53.0% 5.2% 

Figure 6.4 Students' views on English as a medium of instruction 
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Very few students - 0.9% of those who answered this question, for both the 'self' and 'other' 
categories - had strong objections to the use of English as a teaching medium. In both cases, 
there were more who thought this was 'a good idea' than those who did not think so. It appears, 
therefore, that in spite of the 'slight difficulties' encountered, a substantial proportio.n of students 
felt positively about learning through the medium of English. On the other hand, there was a 
significant proportion (30.9% for 'others' and 25.9% for 'self') who felt otherwise. This may 
represent the proportion of students who felt least able to benefit from the education offered to 
them due to difficulties with the teaching medium. 

6.1 .2 Parental attitudes in the choice between English-medium and Chinese-
medium secondary schools 

One of the central issues surrounding language policies in education on which little empirical data 
is available is the question of parental attitudes vis-a-vis the language of instruction issue. The 
rapid decline, especially in recent years, of the student intake into the Chinese-medium secondary 
schools has been noted. There is no question that, in the I 980's, Chinese-medium secondary 
schools were fast being replaced by Anglo-Chinese schools, which were, as we saw in the last 
section, nominally English-medium. It would seem that parental attitudes played an important 
role in bringing about the Chinese-medium schools' demise. But just how parents felt when faced 
with the decision of sending their children to secondary schools of cine or the other kind is a 
question for which we sought to obtain some answers. 

One question in the survey asked actual and potential parents whether they would like their 
children to attend a Chinese-medium or English-medium secondary school. 63% said they would 
send their children to an English-medium school, 6% said they would choose a Chinese-medium 
school, while 3 I% would not commit themselves. It is obvious that on the whole, when a choice 
has to be made, parental preference was for English-medium education. It is also clear that 
Chinese-medium schools were favoured by only a small minority. 

One must not, however, overlook the fact that nearly a third of the population (31 %) felt 
unable to make up their minds one way or the other. Although there was no follow-up question 
to find out the basis for such an indecision, it seems reasonable to assume that there was a 
mixture of reasons. A proportion of those who were undecided may have been non-commital 
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simply because they were not actually in a position where such a decision had to be made, and 
consequently did not feel any real need to consider the question seriously. Others may not have 
felt very strongly one way or the other. Still others may have felt truly uncertain, seeing both the 
advantages of English-medium education and the value of education in 'the mother tongue'. 

An open-ended question which followed asked the respondents to state one primary reason 
why they opted for one or the other alternative. The most frequently given reasons for choosing 
to send their children to English-medium schools and their frequency distribution amongst those 
who stated a clear preference for English-medium education are set out in Table 6.5. 

pr-eference for IEngiish-medium education 

Question 69(1): As a parent (or potential parent), why would you like your children to attend on English
medium school? 

Reason 
Better work opportunities 
A need for English in the society generally 
English-medium schools offer 
better opportunities for the 
learning of English 
Study and/or work abroad 
English-medium schools offer 
better quality education 
English is an effective teaching medium 
Other reasons 
Tota~ 

% of those who stated a preference 
for English-medium education 

33.0% 
30.2% 
17.1% 

4.4% 

1.6% 

0.1% 

13.5% 
I 0(>.0% (N = 77 I) 



LANGUAGE POLICIES AND LANGUAGE ATTITUDES 

Figure 6.5 Reasons for parental preference for English-medium education 
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It is instructive that the predominant, indeed overwhelming, reason for this preference is 
pragmatic. Various facets of the pragmatic value of English were stressed: job opportunities and 
prospects; emigration and further education abroad; and general advantages (presumably economic) 
to be gained in society. In short, parental preference for English-medium education is first and 
foremost a realistic response to the role English plays in this society in terms of social and economic 
survival and mobility. Edwards ( 1985: 141-142) has noted a similar trend in other societies, and 
has emphasised the importance of this pragmatism in parental attitudes towards education and 
linguistic choices in education. 'Better quality education' is an interesting reason: there are indeed 
those who believe that English-medium schools offer not just more exposure to English, and 
better chances of learning it, and learning it well ( 17.1 %), but better education in general ( 1.6%). 
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Indeed, in Hong Kong it is generally agreed that many of the better schools are English-medium 
ones. It is also interesting to note the belief implied in many of the reasons given that English-
medium schools offer better opportunities for learning the language, although in reality, how 
much English a student gets exposed to in an Anglo-Chinese school depends very often on how 
much English is actually used in -the teaching of various subjects. In the last section, we present 
some findings which suggest that the extent to which English is actually used as the teaching 
medium varies from school to school, and in some cases this can be very low. Whether English-
medium education, in name or in reality, does provide a better environment for the learning of 
the language, or whether English as a teaching medium acts as a hindrance to the wider and more 
general goals of education, are, of course, separate questions. The fact remains that, given the 
widely-held belief that Anglo-Chinese secondary schools do provide more and better opportunities 
for the learning of English, coupled with the pragmatic assessment of the importance of English 
for social and economic survival and mobility in our society, any major changes in policy concerning 
the language of instruction would have to take parental attitudes into serious consideration. For 
instance, any legislation which could be seen as bringing about differential opportunities for the 
learning of English may cause widespread resentment, fear and insecurity among parents.Table 6.6 
sets out the most frequently given reasons for opting for Chinese-medium education. 



LANGUAGE POLICIES AND LANGUAGE ATTITUDES 

Table 6.6 Reasons for parental preference for Chinese-medium schools 

Question 69(2):Why do you wish your child to attend a Chinese-medium school? 

Reason 
% of those who stated a preference 
for Chinese-medium education 

National/cultural identification 
(e.g. 'Because we are Chinese') 
Educational goals more effectively 
achieved through Chinese 
Language loyalty (~.g. 'Because 
Chinese is our own language') 
Better job opportunities 
Other reasons 
Total 

56.7% 

13.7% 

8.0% 

1.4% 

20.1% 

100.0% (N = 71) 

Figure 6.6 Reasons for parental preference for Chinese-medium schools 
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The reasons cited here in support of the preference for Chinese-medium education are in 
stark contrast to those given for English-medium education. They include national and cultural 
identification, language loyalty, and effectiveness in the achievement of wider educational goals, 
rather than expedience or pragmatic considerations. It can be seen from a comparison of the 
two sets of reasons given that the predominant motivations for choosing English-medium education 
were pragmatic and instrumental, while the small minority that prefered Chinese-medium education 
invoked idealistic or integrative considerations as the essential reasons for their choice. 

On the whole, the answers from these two questions on parental preference confirm the 
earlier observation that student intakes in English-medium and Chinese-medium secondary schools 
have been widely disparate. There is no apparent discrepancy between what Cooper ( 1980) 
called 'professed attitudes' and 'implementation', i.e. what the parents say they feel about the 
choice, and what they actually do when faced with the choice. This can be seen from the huge 
difference in student numbers in the two kinds of schools in the I 980's. 'The Anglo-Chinese 
grammar schools had enrolments [in 1985] totalling 370,615 compared with 375,673 in 1984 .... 
[In 1985] there were 57 Chinese middle schools accommodating 35,295 pupils, compared with 
63 and 36,841 respectively in 1984' (Hong Kong Year Book, 1986:89). In other words, the ratio 
of student numbers in these two types of schools was roughly I 0.5 to I. Notice that the ratio of 
those parents who said they would prefer to send their children to English-medium schools to 
those who said they would prefer Chinese-medium schools was also about I 0 to I. Although 
these figures alone do not constitute proof that no discrepancy exists between professed attitude 
and implementation, at least they do not contradict this observation (for a detailed analysis of the 
trends, ·see So, 1992). 

A related question asked the respondents to assess how important, if at all, English was for 
their (actual or potential) children. Table 6.7 shows the frequency distribution of the range of 
responses: 
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Table 6. 7 The importance of English for children 

Question 70: (As a parent/potential parent) How important to your children's future is a knowledge of 
English? 

Not important 0.6% 

Of some importance 4.5% 

Rather important 28.7% 

Important 46.0% 

Very important 17.9% 

Figure 6.7 The importance of English for children 
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Parents' perceptions about the importance of English can be seen very clearly from these 
results. An overwhelming majority (97.1 %) thought that English was of various degrees of 
importance for their children; 63.9% thought it was 'important' or 'very important'. Only a tiny 
fraction (0.6%) thought that it had no importance at all for their children. Here again we can see 
the basis for the attitudes towards the alternative teaching media discussed just now. 

6.1.3 The public's knowledge of and views on the medium of instruction issue 

The question of whether English or Chinese, or some bilingual approach should be adopted as 
the medium of instruction for secondary schools in Hong Kong has generated considerable 
controversy aniong educationists, linguists, policy-makers, and to some extent the general public 
(see Luke, ed., 1992). Apart from theoretical treatments and statements of views, however, little 
empirical data is available on how much the public know, and what they feel about the issues 
involved. In this section, we will present some data from our survey to assess public awareness 
and opinion on some of the central questions. 

Three attitudinal ?tatements were included in the questionnaire which tried to elicit the 
respondents' opinions on the questions of whether Cantonese should be used as the medium of 
instruction, and whether there was any need for positive intervention on the part of the education 
authorities in the form of legislation. These statements were: 

(a) 'The government should pass a law to specify Cantonese as the medium of instruction up to 
Form 3.' 

(b) 'If English was taught very well as a subject, Cantonese should be used as the medium of 
instruction up to Form 3 level.' 

( c) 'The government should pass a law to enforce the use of one particular language (e.g. English 
or Chinese) as the medium of instruction in all secondary schools.' 

The responses to these statements are set out in Table 8 for comparison and cross-reference. 
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Table 6.8 Medium of instruction 

(a) (b) (c) 
No idea 6.8% 6.8% 10.4% 
Strongly disagree 1.2% 0.6% 2.3% 
Disagree 27.2% 21.5% 42.8% 
Uncertain 5.8% 5.3% 7.0% 
Agree 51.0% 54.0% 28.3% 
Strongly agree 3.5% 3.0% 1.6% 
Don't understand 4.5% ·8.7% 7.5% 

Key: 

(a) 'The government should pass a law to specify Cantonese as the medium of instruction up to 
Form 3.' 

(b) 'If English was taught very well as a subject, Cantonese should be used as the medium of 
instruction up to Form 3 level.' 

(c) 'The government should pass a law to enforce the use of one particular language (e.g. English 
or Chinese) as the medium of instruction in all secondary schools.' 
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Figure 6.8 Medium of instruction 
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Looking first at questions (a) and (b), it seems clear that the majority of respondents thought 
the use of Cantonese as the medium of instruction up to Form 3 was a good idea ('agree' or 
'strongly agree' 54.5% for [a], and 57% for [b]). The numbers went up only slightly when the 
condition that English should be 'taught well as a subject' was included (i.e. the figures became 
higher in (b) as compared to (a)). A significant minority - 28.4% for (a), and 22. I% for (b) - was 
explicitly not in favour of the idea ('disagree' or 'strongly disagree'). Again, the numbers who 
disagreed dropped when the condition on the teaching.of English was included. These two questions 
were deliberately set apart by three other questions, and were not asked one after the other, so 
that a comparison of their results could serve as some kind of a consistency check. With this in 
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mind, looking at the two sets of results again, a fairly clear pattern can be seen.While over half of 
the sample agreed that Cantonese was a desirable language for instructional purposes in the 
secondary schools up to Form 3, a significant minority felt otherwise. It also seems clear that 
whether the standard of English teaching can be maintained was one important consideration for 
at least that proportion of the sample who answered negatively to (a), but positively to (b). 

When we turn to the results for question (c), the pattern discerned just now ceases to hold. 
There are now 45. I% who did not think that the stipulation of one particular language as the 
medium of instruction in all secondary schools in Hong Kong was a good idea, as opposed· to 
29.9% who agreed. This apparent inconsistency can be explained as follows. First, notice that no 
level was specified in question ( c), i.e. the agreement obtained in (a) and (b) made special reference 
to the level up to which the medium of instruction could be Cantonese. When this was not 
specified, it can mean using Cantonese up to Form 5, or beyond. Second, the disagreement 
expressed could be in~erpreted as a disagreement not so much to the stipulation of Cantonese as 
the medium of instruction up to a certain level, but to the implication that just any language can 
be specified as the medium of instruction. Third, the results for this, as well as the other two 
questions, should in any case be read with caution, because, as will be shown presently, not even 
the basic facts needed for manifestly informed opinion on. these questions seem to be clearly 
known to the majority. 

There is another apparent inconsistency between the expressed preference for English-medium 
education and the extent to which Cantonese is regarded as a desirable medium. Again, this need 
not be a contradiction, if one realizes that the former is a practical issue, one that given the 
present situation, a choice has to be made, and the considerations on which such choices are 
based are naturally, and only rightly, governed by pragmatic considerations. The second question, 
on the other hand, is a hypothetical one, where one is concerned with what might be desirable 'in 
an ideal world'. 

How well did the general public understand the basic issues involved, i.e. the distinction between 
the teaching of English as a subject and the use of it as a medium of instruction; and the education 
authorities' official position on this matter? Two sets of questions were asked in the survey to 
find out about these issues. 

The first set included two questions on the distinction between teaching English and teaching 
through English. The first of these was: 'Is there any difference between teaching the English 

,'1 
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language as a subject and using English as the medium of instruction?' 40.3% said 'yes'; 18.7% said 
'no'; and 40.8% said 'don't know'. Those who thought there was a difference were then asked a 
second question:'What is the difference? Please explain it in one or two sentences: The trained 
enumerators then categorized the explanations offered by the respondents into three categories: 
difference understood, partly understood, not understood. Of those who a~swered 'yes' to the 
first question, 29.3% were judged to have been able to explain the difference; 22. I% managed to 
give a partial explanation; the rest (48.6%) either did not produce an explanation, or were unable 
to explain the difference in any way. Taking the two questions together, only 20.5% of the entire 
sample fully or partly understood the distinction, while almost 80% were either unaware of the 
difference or unable to explain it. This suggests that one should not take it for granted that the 
medium of instruction issue was an intelligible one for the general public in the first place. For 
many, the special attraction of the Anglo-Chinese schools may well be that 'there's more English 
in them', not necessarily that they supposedly teach in English, which for many may be unimportant, 
if not irrelevant. Informed opinions being obviously more valuable than uninformed ones, there 
is a case for the public to be better informed in these matters. 

The second set of questions had to do with government policies on the language of instruction 
issue. This consisted again of two questions. First, the respondents were asked whether they 
knew what the government's policy was concerning the use of English or Cantonese as the teaching 
medium in secondary schools. 91.1 % said they did not know; and 8. 9% claimed they did. Parallel 
to the last set of questions, those who responded in the positive were again asked to briefly 
explain what the policy was. Only 22.9% of those who claimed they knew were able to describe 
it satisfactorily, with the rest, 77. I%, un~ble to say what the policy was. Taken together, these 
two questions revealed that only a tiny fraction about 2% of the population were clearly 
knowledgeable and informed about these questions. The 'policy' the government adopted in the 
I 970's and I 980's, a 'laizzez-faire' policy of leaving it largely to the headteachers of individual 
schools to decide which subjects were to be taught in what language up to which level, had 
apparently not been understood by members of the public. The lack of awareness of most people 
of the important considerations that form the basis of any assessment of the situation may thus 
hinder the development of meaningful and constructive views on a matter that has long-lasting 
implications for the future of the community. 

One must not, however, be too hasty in assuming that somehow everything hinges on education. 
The issues discussed in this section are no doubt very important, but that does not mean that the 
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'standard of English' depends solely or even crucially on the resolution of these problems in the 
schools, still less the formal legislation on the language of instruction question. After all, however 
much one wants to teach the language well in the schools, those who have little use for it when 
they leave school will soon forget whatever they have learnt, while those who may not have the 
opportunity or the interest to learn the language may nevertheless seek and make good use of 
subsequent opportunities when they have on-the-job needs. 

On the question of whether priority should be given to English or Chinese in the curriculum, 
the question asked was:'At present, both English and Chinese are taught as subjects in the school 
time-table. Do you think that priority should be given to one of these languages, or equal emphasis 
should be given to both?' 67.7% of the respondents thought that the two languages should be 
given equal emphasis; 21.8% wished to see priority given to English; and 6.9% said they thought 
Chinese deserved more attention. These views were apparently fairly generally held in the 
community. Chi-squared tests showed no significant association with any of the following social 
variables: Age, Sex, Income, Level of Education and Type of Education. As expected, there was a 
significant (at the 0.0 I level) association with Preferred Medium. 

6.1.4 The future of Putonghua (Mandarin) in education 

Two pertinent issues concerning Putonghua were: whether it should be taught more widely than 
it had been previously; and whether it should be introduced as the medium of instruction in the 
future. 

We asked our respondents to indicate whether, and to what extent, they agreed with the 
following statement:'Putonghua should be included in the curriculum of all schools in Hong Kong! 
The responses are summarized in Table 9. 
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Table 6. 9 Whether Putonghua should be taught 

No idea 3.6% 
Strongly disagree 0.3% 
Disagree 5.8% 

Uncertain 2.4% 

Agree 74.4% 

Strongly agree 11.7% 

Do not understand 1.6% 

Figure 6. 9 Whether Putonghua should be taught 
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An overwhelming majority favoured the introduction of Putonghua as a language subject in 
the schools. Given the growing importance of Putonghua, the national language of the PRC, and 
the growing prospects in trade and other commercial dealings between the PRC and Hong Kong, 
the learning of the language was probably regarded as socially and financially advantageous. There 
seems no question that the inclusion of Putonghua in the curriculum was strongly supported. 
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The responses to a separate question, whether Putonghua should be used as the medium of 
instruction in all secondary schools in Hong Kong, were as follows: 

Table 6.10 Putonghua as the medium of instruction 

No idea 
Strongly disagree 
Disagree 
Uncertain 
Agree 
Strongly agree 
Do not understand 

No idea 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Uncertain 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

Do not understand 

7.0% 

2.2% 
42.3% 

8.1% 

34.2% 
3.4% 
2.6% 

Figure 6.10 Putonghua as the medium of instruction 
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There also appeared to be some support for using Putonghua, the national language of 
China, as the medium of instruction: 37.6% felt (strongly or not so strongly) that Putonghua 
should be used as the medium of instruction in secondary schools. This must, however, be qualified 
in the light of the following observations. First, there was an even higher proportion (44.5%) who 
did not think that Putonghua should be used as the medium of instruction. Second, when we 
consider the extent to which Cantonese and English both received some support as possible 
languages of instruction, there seems to be relatively more support for these two varieties than 
Putonghua. Just as there is no evidence to suggest that Putonghua would be preferred to English 
as a 'non-native' language of instruction, there is no reason to suppose that Putonghua would be 
educationally more effective and beneficial than Cantonese as the teaching medium. For most 
people in the community, Putonghua is something of a second language. Furthermore, the social 
gains associated with Putonghua may not, at this stage or even in the near future, be comparable 
to those associated with English. There is no escape from the fact that people's choices here are 
always going to be primarily pragmatic. One is therefore faced with a curious situation. On the 
one hand, nationalist sentiments would dictate the adoption of the national language as the language 
of government and education. In this respect, Cantonese is, in the eyes of many, 'only a regional 
dialect'. To the extent that Hong Kong has a role to play in the course of'national reunification', 
then, in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR), despite whatever educational 
considerations there may be for using Cantonese as the teaching medium, there are bound to be 
strong arguments for adopting the national language in the interest of national identification. On 
the other hand, there are significant reasons why the maintenance of the role of English in the 
community would ironically serve the nation's interest; the position of Hong Kong as an important 
international port and financial centre depends crucially on the maintenance of the special role of 
English in the community. The former colonial language may therefore turn out for some schools 
at least to be the only sensible choice out of the three. Here we see a complex and interesting 
case of an interplay between 'nationalist' and 'nationist' con.cerns (Fasold 1984:3-4).1 
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6.2 SUMMARY 

NOTE: 

The survey questions concerning language attitudes and language policies covered a wide range of 
issues. The following results are worth noting: 

(i) The figures clearly showed that 'mixed language instruction' was a wi.despread practice in mostAnglo-
Chinese schools (see 6.1.1.). 

(ii) Schoolchildren reported varying degrees of difficulty in coping with instruction through English at 
school (6.1.1.). 

(iii) Very few schoolchildren voiced strong objections to the use of English as a teaching medium, a 
majority (58.2%) favouring its use. 

(iv) Most respondents ( 63%) favoured an English-medium education for their children; only a small minority 
(6%) favoured Chinese-medium education. 

(v) A large majority of respondents ( 67.8%) were concerned to give equal importance to the teaching of 
both English and Chinese in the schools. 

(vi) A very large proportion of respondents (86.3%) were in favour of the teaching of Putonghua in Hong 
Kong schools. 

I. In March 1997, the Hong Kong government introduced new measures to enforce the promotion of' mother-tongue' teaching in 
Hong Kong secondary schools. From September 1998 it is intended that about 300 of some 460 secondary schools will teach 
in Cantonese. The medium of instruction policy also aims to discourage the use of mixed code, i.e. a mixture of Chinese and 
English, in teaching and learning (Hong Kong Government, 1998). 
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On the romanisation system for Cantonese . 

LSHK Romanization Yale Romanization 

Tone's (a) no distinction between high level (a) high level and high-falling are represented 
and high-falling differently 

(b) only tone numbers are used (b) tone marks are used and the letter 'h' 
(from I to 6) is used with the low tones 

Consonants (a) z (a) 
(b) c (b) ch 
(c) (c) y 

Vowels (a) oe (long), eo (short) (a) eu (no distinction made between long 
and short 'eu') 

(b) aa (written in the same way (b) aa (in all positions except the end of a 
in all positions, including the end syllable, where the a single 'a' is used) 
of a syllable) 

A full description of the LSHK Cantonese Romanization system can be found in Linguistic Society of 
Hong Kong ( 1997). 
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N: language and School 
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0: Language Policies and Language Attitudes 
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P: language Mixing 
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Q: language and Identity 
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The sociolinguistic survey of language use in Hong Kong: Phase one 

Reason for failure : DD 
DODD 

First Visit 

Date of interview 

Time of interview 

Enumerator 

Language/dialect used 

Result successful 

Result unsuccessful 

Remarks 

Reasons for failure 

D 0 I *Language problems 

D 02 Demolished or cannot be located 

D 03 Non-domestic 

D 04 Vacant properties 

D 05 Non-contact (household) 

D 06 No adults at home, refusal to 
be interviewed 

*Report to field centre immediately 

Questionnaire number: 

Second Visit 

D 07' Non-Chinese family 

D 08 Refusals 

Third Visit 

D 09 Non-contact (respcmdent) 

D I 0 Other reasons 

Please specify: ----------



Household address: 

Enumerator's name: 

(BLOCK LETTERS) 

Received and checked by: 

What is your (family) name? 

How many members are there in your family? 

Is there a Filipino maid in the household? 
(by enumerator's observation only) 

0 Yes 0 No 

Date: 

('Family' is defined here as those members who live together in the same living-quarters for four or more days 
in a week.) 



Please list all the family members from the oldest to the youngest in the following table: 

Rank Order 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

Sex Age Relationship with the one 
giving information 

Ancestral 
home 

Remarks 

** Put a•,)• in the 'Remarks' column against those family members who are between 12 and 70 years of 
age. Then determine the person to be interviewed by consulting the random selection table which 
follows according to: 

A: The total number of members of the family. If this exceeds I 0, choose the second digit. 

B: The last digit of the questionnaire number. 



Random table for the selection of respondents 

B \A 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

2 4· 4 2 5 7 8 

2 2 2 3 5 5 3 6 8 9 

3 3 4 6 4 7 9 10 

4 2 2 5 8 

5 2 2 3 2 6 2 2 

6 2 3 3 4 3 7 2 3 3 

7 4 5 4 3 4 4 

8 2 2 5 2 4 5 5 

9 3 2 2 6 3 5 6 6 

0 2 3 3 4 6 7 7 

Questionnaire No.: D D D D 

2 3 4 

No. of family members between 12-70 years old D 5 D 6 

No. of households in the given living quarters D 7 D 8 

Grandfather's ancestral home D 9 D 10 

Grandmother's ancestral home D II D 12 

Father's ancestral home D 13 D 14 

Mother's ancestral home D 15 D 16 



A: Personal information 

I. Sex 0 I Male 0 
0 2 Female 17 

2. How old are you? Age: 0 0 
18 19 

3. What is your place of birth? 
0 I Hong Kong 
0 2 China (including Macao and Taiwan) } 0 
0 3 Other, please specify: } " 4 20 

4. What was the year of your arrival in Hong Kong? 
Year: 0 0 

21 22 

5. What is your ancestral home? 
0 0 
23 24 

6. Please tell me how many years you studied at school: 
DI No schooling } 
02 Primary education only } " 8 0 
03 Lower secondary (Form I - Form 3) 25 
04 Upper secondary (Form 4 - Form 5) 
05 Matriculation (Form 6 - Form 7) 
06 Post-secondary college or above 
07 Other type of education 



7. Please tell me whether you studied at a Chinese-medium or English-medium secondary school: 
0 I Chinese-medium secondary school 
0 2 English-medium secondary school 0 
0 3 Both Chinese-medium and English-medium secondary school 26 
0 9 Not applicable 

8. (Only for those who have/or have had children at secondary school) 
Are your children attending (or did your children attend) a Chinese-medium or English-medium 
secondary school? (include children at secondary school in the past) 
0 I All at English-medium secondary school 
0 2 All at Chinese-medium secondary school 0 
0 3 Both English-medium and Chinese-medium secondary schools 27 
0 9 Not applicable 



:\ 

I - 'I 

B: Language and home : 

i 

9. In the family, (i) What language (ii) Do family (iii) Which (iv) How often do they use ( 

with do family members members use language(s)/ this other language/ 
reference to normally use any other dialect(s)? dialect? 

I the presents to each other? language/ 
listed below dialect? 

i Languages/ No Yes Languages/ Very Sometimes Rarely 
dialect used dialect used often 

I 
-
a GF-GM -

I b GM-GF -
! c GF-F 
I -

i 
d F- GF 
-

I e GF-M 
~ 

f M-GF -
''! L GM- F 

'I h F-GM -
I 

i - GM-M 

,I J_· - M-GM 
! k GF-GC 

·1 
-

'1 I GC-GF 
,I -

m GM-GC 
,I -
I 

n GC-GF 
-

I 0 F- M 
i -

I 
.e_ M- F 

.9_ F- C 

r C- F 
-
s M-C I 

-
t C-M -
u siblings -

0 I 3 2 I 
:I 

1~ ------- ------ - --



(v) Do.family 
members 
mix English 
and Chinese? 

No Yes 

0 

(vi) How often 
do they do 
this? 

Very Sometimes 
often 

3 2 

Rarely 

028 0 
0 36 0 
044 0 
052 0 
0 60 0 
0 68 0 
076 0 
084 0 
092 0 
0 100 0 
0 108 0 
0 116 0 
0124 0 
0 132 0 
0 140 0 
0 148 0 
0 156 0 
0 164 0 
0172 0 
0 180 0 
0 188 0 

ii iii 

0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 
0 0 

iv v vi 

0 0 0 0 35 
0 0 0 043 
0 0 0 051 
0 0 0 059 
0 0 0 067 
0 0 0 075 
0 0 0 0 83 
0 0 0 091 
0 0 0 099 
0 0 0 0 107 
0 0 0 0 115 
0 0 0 0 123 
0 0 0 0 131 
0 0 0 0 139 
0 0 0 0 147 
0 0 0. 0 155 
0 0 ·O 0 163 
0 0 0 0171 
o. 0 0 0 179 
0 0 0 0 187 
0 0 0 0 195 



C: Language repertoires 

10. Which language would you say is your 'mother tongue'? 
00 00 

*mother tongue: most familiar language 196 197 
I I. (i) What languages can you understand (listening)? (i)a 

00 00 
a) Before you went to school: 198 201 

00 00 
I 

'11 202 205 
b) Now: 

(i)b 00 00 
206 209 
00 00 

(ii) What languages can you speak? 210 213 

a) Before you went to school: (ii) a 00 00 
214 217 
00 00 

b) Now: 218 221 

(ii)b 00 00 

(If the answer to 11 (ii)(b) included Mandarin, 222 225 
question 12 is not applicable.) 00 00 

226 229 



12. Would you like to learn Mandarin? 

0 Yes 

0 0 

0 9 

No 

Not applicable 

D: Non-Cantonese dialects 

0 

230 

If the respondent could speak a non-Cantonese dialect before going to school, he should answer the questions 
in this section, if not, jump to question 25. 

XX: The ancestral home ('hoeng1 haa2') of the respondent. 

13. Do you have XX frieFlds in Hong Kong? 

0 

0 

0 No 

Yes 

15 

14. (i) Do you speak XX dialect to each other? 

0 

0 

0 No 

Yes 

15 

(ii) How often do you speak the dialect to each other? 

0 Yes 

0 Rarely 

0 2 

0 3 

0 9 

Sometimes 

Very often 

Not applicable 

0 

231 

0 

232 

231 

0 

233 



15. Do you know whether there are associations catering for XX people? 

0 0 No -+ 16(ii) 

0 Yes 

a 9 Not applicable 

16. (i) Are you a member of such an association? 

0 0 No -+ 17) 

0 Yes 

0 9 Not applicable 

(ii) Would you like to be a member of such an association? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 9 Not applicable 

17. Do you frequently participate in XX social activities? 

For example:Associations, Chiu Chau festival. 

0 0 Never 

0 Rarely 

0 2 Sometimes 

0 3 Very often 

0 

234 

0 

(i) 235 

a 
(ii) 236 

0 

237 



18. (i) Do you like going to XX restaurants? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 2 Neutral 

0 9 Not applicable 

(ii) How often do you go to such restaurants? 

0 0 Never 

0 Rarely 

0 2 Sometimes 

0 3 Very often 

19. Do you like going shopping in XX shops? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 2 

0 3 

No feeling 

Other answer: ________ _ 

0 

(i) 238 

0 

(ii) 239 

0 

240 

20. Do you want to have/l~ik_e_h_a_v_in_g_XX __ : ---------~-----~ 

Dislike Like No feeling Other answer 

a Neighbours 

b Friends 

0 2 3 

a 0 241 

b 0 242 



21. (i) (For those who are married) 

If you were not married, would you marry someone who was not XX, but from another Chinese group? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 2 Neutral 

0 3 Other answer 0 

0 9 Not applicable (i) 243 

(ii) (For those who are not married) 

If you could choose, would you marry someone who is XX or someone from another Chinese group? 

0 0 Same dialect 

0 Different dialect 

0 2 

0 3 

0 9 

No feeling 

Other answer 

Not applicable 

0 

(ii) 244 



22. Would you (as a parent/potential parent) allow your child to marry someone who was not XX, but 

from another Chinese group? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 2 No feeling 

0 3 Other answer 

0 9 Not applicable 

23. What c;fo you think about your own dialect? 

0 Does not sound nice at all 

0 2 Does not sound nice 

0 3 Neutral 

0 4 Sounds nice 

0 5 Sounds very nice 

24. (i) Do you speak XX at work? 

0 0 

0 

No °' 25 

Yes 

(ii) How often? 

0 Rarely 

0 2 Sometimes 

0 3 Very often 

0 9 Not applicable 

0 

245 

q 

246 

0 

(i) 247 

0 

(ii) 248 



E: Language and transactions 

25. In the situations below: (i) What 
language 
do you 
normally 
use? 

a In local markets 

b In neighbourhood shops 

c In department stores 

Language/ 
dialect used 

f: language and the media 

26. What language do you use, when you read: 

Chinese English 

a Newspapers 

b Magazines 

c Books 

2 

(ii) Do you (iii) How often 
mix English do you mix 
and English and 
Chinese? Chinese? 

Very 
No Yes often Sometimes Rarely 

0 3 2 

Both Chinese and English Do not read 

3 4 



(iv) Do you 
use all 
English? 

No Yes 

0 

Other answer 

5 

(v) How often do you use (all) 
English? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

3 2 

Not applicable 

a 

b 

c 

9 

q 

D 

D 

(i) (ii) (iii) · (iv) (v) 

a 249 D D D D D D 254 

b 255 D D D D D D 260 

c 261 D D D 0 D D 266 

267 

268 

269 



27. What language do you normally use when you watch TV/listen to the radio? 

a WatchingTV 

b Listening to 
the radio 

Chinese English 

2 

Both Chinese 
and English 

3 

28. When you go to the cinema, do you watch films in English? 

0 0 No 30 

0 Yes 

0 9 Not applicable 

Don't listen to the 
radio/watch TV 

4 

0 272 

29. If there were no Chinese sub-titles, would you still Watch English films in the cinema? 

0 Yes 

0 2 No 

0 3 Yes, if the film was good. 

0 4 Don't know 

0 5 Other answer: 

0 9 Not applicable 0 273 

a 0 270 

b 0 271 



G: language and friends 

30. Do you have any non-Chinese friends in Hong Kong? 

0 Yes 

0 0 No ' 32a 

31. How many? 

0 I -5 

0 2 6 - 10 

0 3 

0 4 

11 - 20 

More than 20 

0 274 

0 275 



32. When talking 
to friends: 

a With Chinese friends 

b With Non-Chinese friends 

(i) What 
language 
do you 
normally 
use? 

Language/ 
dialect used 

(ii) Do you 
mix English 
and 
Cantonese? 

No Yes 

0 

(iii) How often do you mix English and 
Chinese? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

3 2 

(iv) Do you 
use (all) 
English? 

(v) How often do you use (all) 
English? 

Very 
often 

0 3 

Sometimes Rare Ir: 

2 

(i) (ii) (iii) (iv) (v) 

a 276 0 0 278 0 0 280 0 0 

b 282 0 0 284 0 0 286 0 0 



3. When writing letters 
to friends abroad: 

(i) What language do you normally use? 

Chinese 

With Chinese friends 

With Non-Chinese friends 

iii) How often do you write in English? 

ften Sometimes Rarely 

a 

b 

2 

: Language and the neighbourhood 

Do you have non-Chinese neighbours? 

0 0 No ' 35 

0 Yes 

(ii} Do you talk to them? 

0 0 No ' 35 

0 Yes 

English Mix Chinese 

2 

and English 

3 

(i) 

288 0 

291 0 

(ii) 

289 0 

292 0 

(iii) What language do you normally use?---------

Not applicable 

9 

0 

(iii) 

290 0 

293 0 

(i) 294 

0 

(ii) 295 

0 
(iii) 296 

(ii) Do you use (all) English? 

No Yes 

0 

0 
297 



35. When you speak to your other neighbours 

(i) What language do you 
normally use? 

Language/ 
dialect used 

(ii) Do you mix English 
and Chinese? 

0 

(iv) Do you use (all) 
English? 

(v) How often do you use (all) 
English? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

0 3 2 

I: language and social activities 

(iii) How often do you mix English 
and Chinese? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

3 2 

(i) (ii) (iii) (iv) (v) 

298 0 0 0 0 0 303 

36. (i) If you belong to a social club, do you ever come into contact with non-Chinese people? 

0 0 No '37 

0 Yes 

0 9 Not applicable -+ 37 (i) 0 304 



(ii) In the social activities provided by the social club: 

a Speaking to Chinese people 

b Speaking to non-Chinese 

J: language and travel 

Do you ever 
use (all) 
English? 

Yes No 

0 

(iii) How often do you use (all) 
English? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

3 2 

37. (i) Have you ever been abroad as a tourist (excluding China, Taiwan and Macau)? ' 

0 0 No ' 38 

0 Yes (i) 0 309 

(ii) Did you use English on your trips? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 9 Not applicable (ii) 0 310 

38. Do you think that Chinese people should learn Mandarin? 

0 0 No 

Q Yes 

0 2 Neutral a 311 

(ii) (iii) 

a 305 0 306 0 

b 307 0 308 0 



I<: language and religion 

39. (i) Do you have any religion? 

0 0 

0 

No ' 
Yes 

42 

(ii) What is your religion? 

0 Protestantism 

0 2 Catholicism 

0 3 Buddhism 

0 4 Islam 

0 5 Taoism 

0 6 Worship of (Chinese) Gods and ancestors 

0 7 Other answer: 

40. What language is used when you attend religious services? 

41. What language do you use when you pray/chant/worship Gods? 

(i) 0 312 

(ii) 0 313 

0 0 

314 315 

0 0 

316 317 



: 

42. Are you working or studying? 

0 Working full-time -+ 43 

0 2 Student } 

0 3 Just left school/college, looking for work } 

0 4 Housewife } -+ 50 

0 5 Retired } 

0 6 Working part-time } 

0 7 Other answer: 0318' 



l: language and work 

Q.43 - 49 For working adults only 

"43. Please tell me what your occupation is. 

0 Professional, technical and related workers 

0 2 Administrative and managerial workers 

0 3 Clerical and related workers 

0 4 Sales workers 

0 5 Service workers 

0 6 

0 7 

0 8 

0 9 

Agriculture, animal husbandry and forestry workers and fishermen 

Production and related workers, transport equipment operators and labourers 

Others: 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-

Not applicable 

0 

319 



44. What la_nguage do you normally use at formal meetings, or for presenting reports, at work? 

a When non-Chinese colleagues are present: a 0 0 0 0 

320 323 

b When non-Chinese colleagues are not present: b 00 00 

324 327 

45. (i) Have you ever been abroad in the course of your work (excluding China, Taiwan and Macau)? 

0 0 No -+ 46 

0 Yes (i) 0 

(ii) Did you use English on these occasions? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 9 Not applicable 

328 

(ii) 0 

329 



46. At work, when you are speaking to the persons below: 

(i) What language (ii) Do you mix (iii) How often do 
do you normally Chinese and you mix 
use? nglish? Chinese and 

English? 

Not Language/ Very 
applicable dialect used No Yes often Sometimes Rarely 

a Your Chinese boss 

b ·Your non-Chinese boss 

c Your Chinese colleagues 

d Your non-Chinese colleagues 

e Your Chinese subordinates 

f Your non-Chinese subordinates 
g Other Chinese people you 

have to deal with at work 
h Other non-Chinese people you 

have to deal with at work 
9 0 3 2 



(iv) Do you 
use (all) 
English? 

No Yes 

0 

(v) How often do you use 
(all) English? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

3 2 

(i) 

a 330 0 0 

b 336 0 0 

c 342 0 0 

d 348 0 0 

e 354 0 0 

f 360 0 0 

g 366 0 0 

h 372 D D 

(ii) (iii) (iv) (v) 

0 0 0 0 335 

0 0 0 0 341 

0 0 0 0 347 

0 0 0 0 353 

0 0 0 0 359 

0 0 0 0 365 

0 0 0 0 371 

0 0 0 0 377 



47. At work, when you write to the persons below: 

(i) What language do you normally use? (ii) Do you · 
use any other 
language?· 

a Your boss 

b Your colleagues 

c Your subordinates 

d Other people you have 
to deal .with at work 

(iii) Which language? 

Chinese English Mix Chinese 
and English 

a 

b 

c 

d 

2 3 

Not 
applicable 

i 

9 

Other 
answer 

4 

Chinese English Mix Chinese 
and English No Yes 

I 

2 3 0 

(iv) How often do you use 
this other language? 

Very 
often 

I 

3 

Sometimes Rarely 

2 

(i) (ii) (iii) (iv) 

a 378 0 0 0 0 381 

b 382 0 0 0 0 385 

c 386 0 0 0 0 389 

d 390 0 0 0 0 393 



48. At work, when you write informal notes/memos to the persons below: 

(i) What language do you normally use? 

Not Chinese English Mix Chinese 
applicable and English 

a Your boss 

b Your colleagues 

c Your subordinates 

d Other people you have 
to deal with at work 

9 

(iii) Which language? 

Chinese English Mix Chinese 
and English 

a 

b 

c 

d 

2 3 

Other 
answer 

4 

2 3 

(iv) How often do you use 
this other language? 

Very 
often Sometimes Rarely 

3 2 

(ii) Do you 
use any other 
language? 

Other 
Answer No Yes 

4 0 

(i) (ii) (iii) (iv) 

a 394 0 0 0 0 397 

b 398 0 0 0 0 40 I 

c 402 0 0 0 0 405 

d 406 0 0 0 0 409 



49. When you are reading materials at work: 

(i) What language do you normally use? (ii) Do you use any other language? 

Not Chinese English Mix Chinese Other 
applicable and English answer 

9 2 3 4 0 

(iii) Which language? (iv) How often do you use this other language? 

Chinese English Mix Chinese Other Very 
and English answer often Sometimes Rarely (i) (ii) (iii) (iv) 

410 0 0 0 0 413 

2 3 4 3 2 

M: Knowledge of English 

50. Have you studied English? 

0 0 No ' 59 

0 I Yes 0 414 

51. Where did you study English? (Respondents can choose more than one answer) 

0 I School (primary, secondary) 

0 2 University 2 

0 415 

0 416 



03 Evening school 3 0 417 

04 Language institutes (including British Council) 4 0 418 

05 Extra-mural department of a university 5 0 419 

06 Private study (including private tuition) 6 0 420 

07 Other answer: 7 0 421 

52. How much did the activities below help you to learn English? 

Not at all Somewhat Very much Not applicable 

a School study - English lessons 0 422 

b School study - other lessons 
taught·in English 0 423 

c University 0 424 

d Private study 0 425 

e Reading English .magazines 
and books 0 426 

f Part-time study 
(e.g. evening school) 0 427 

g Radio, cinema, TV 0 428 

h Using English at work 0 429 

2 3 9 



53. How far does the English you learnt at school (any kind of school) help you at work and in your daily life? 

Not at all Somewhat Very much Don't know Not applicable 

a At work 

b In daily life 

2 3 4 

54. Since leaving school has your English improved, or got worse? 

0 I Much worse 

0 2 Worse 

0 3 The same 

0 4 Better 

0 5 Much better 

0 9 Not applicable 

55. Are you studying English now? 

0 0 No -7 57 

0 I Yes 

0 9 Not applicable 

9 

0 432 

0 433 

a 0 430 

b 0 431 



56. Where are you studying English now? 

0 I Language institute 

0 2 Evening school 

0 3 Extra-mural department of a university 

0 4 Private study (including private tuition) 

0 5 Other answer: 

0 9 Not applicable 0 434 

57. Have you ever taken any public examinations in English language? 

0 0 No -+ 59 

0 I Yes 0 435 

58. What public examination(s)? (Respondents can choose more than one answer) Card I 

0 I Secondary School Entrance Examination or 0 436 
Secondary School Places Allocation Examination 

0 2 Junior Secondary Education Assessment 2 0 437 

0 3 Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination 3 0 438 

0 4 Higher Level Examination 4 0 439 

0 5 Advanced Level Examination 5 0 440 

0 6 University of London: General Certificate of Education 6 0 441 

0 7 TOEFL 7 0 442 

0 8 Other answer: 8 0 443 



59. How well do you know English? 

0 0 Not at all .., 63 

0 I Only a few sentences 

0 2 A little 

0 3 Quite well 

0 4Well 

0 5 Very well 

60. (i) How good is your English with reference 
to the activities below? Card 2 

a Speaking 

b Listening 

c Writing 

d Reading 

Not 
at 
all 

0 

Only 
a few A little 
sentence 

2 

Quite 
good 

3 

Very 
Good good 

4 5 

0 444 

(ii) What are you best at? 
(Rank order I, 2, 3, 4) 

Rank 
order (i) (ii) 

a 0 445 0 446 

b 0 447 0 448 

c 0 449 0 450 

d 0 451 0 452 
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61. Do you feel you need more English in order to do your job better (if so, specify below)? Card 3 

No A little Quite A lot Very much Not 
more a few more more applicable 
sentences 

a Knowing generally aO 453 

b Speaking b 0 454 

c Understanding c 0 455 

d Writing d 0 456 

e Reading e 0 457 

2 3 4 5 9 

62. · If you were to apply for promotion in your present job, how important would it be if you knowledge 
of English were improved? 

Card 4 

0 Not at all 

0 2 A little 

D 3 Quite a lot 

0 4 A lot 

0 5 Very much· 

0 9 Not applicable D 

458 

• 



63. What would be 'dream job' for you? 

D 

459 

64. If you had a fluent command of English, how far would this help towards making this dream come true? 

Card 4 

0 Not at all 

D 2 A little 

D 3 Quite a lot D 

D 4 A lot 460 

D 5 Very much 

D 9 Not applicable 



N: language and school 

Questions 65-86 for secondary students only 

65. (a) In the English lesson, which language(s) does your teacher (if he is Chinese) speak? 

(b) In the Mathematics lesson which language(s) does your teacher (if he is Chinese) speak? 

a English teacher 

b Mathematics 
teacher 

Apart from 
some special 
terms, all 
Cantonese 

Mainly in Half 
Cantonese Cantonese 
but mixing in and half 
some English English 

2 3 

English 
mixed 
with some 
Cantonese 

4 

Card 5 

All in 
English 

5 

Not 
applicable 

9 

a 0 461 

b 0 462 



66. For what proportion of the time do you use English for the following activities in school? 

Never Sometimes, but less More than half 
than half the time the time 

a Asking questions to the 
English teacher in the 0 463 
classroom 

b Answering questions 
from the English teacher 0 464 
in the classroom 

c Talking to the classmates 0 465 
in the classroom 

d Talking to teachers 0 466 
outside the classroom 

e Talking to classmates 0 467 
outside the classroom 

2 3 



67. How difficult is it for the persons below to understand school subjects taught in English? 

(Only for children at English-medium secondary schools) Card 6 

Not at all Slightly Very Extremely Don't Not 
diffcult diffcult Difficult difficult difficult know applicable 

a Most students 

b Self 

2 3 4 5 6 9 

a 0468 

b 0469 

68. What is the opinion of the persons below about the use of English as the medium of instruction? 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree No idea 

a Most students 

b Setf 

2 3 

Strongly 
Agree agree 

4 5 

Don't 
know 

6 

a 0 470 

b 0 471 



0: Language policies and language attitudes 

69. (As a parent/potential parent) Do you wish your child to attend a Chinese-medium or English-medium 
secondary school? 

0 I English-medium secondary school 

Reason: 0 472 

0 2 Chinese-medium secondary school 

Reason: 0 473 

0 3 No opinion 

70. (As a parent/potential parent) How important to your children's future is a knowledge of English? 

0 Not important 

0 2 Of some importance 

0 3 Quite important 

0 4 Important 

0 5 Very important 0 474 



71. (i) Is there any difference between teaching the English language as a subject and using English as the 
medium of instruction? 

0 0 

0 

0 2 

No -+ 72 

Yes (i) 0 

Don't know 

(ii) What is the difference? (Please explain the difference in one or two sentences.) 

0 

0 2 

0 3 

Understand } 

Partly understand } As judged by the enumerator (ii) 0 

Does not understand } 

72. Do you consider yourself to be someone who knows both English and Chinese? 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 2 Don't know 0 477 

475 

476 



73 .. How far do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

Card 1 5 4 3 2 0 6 

Strongly Agree Uncertain Disagree Strongly No idea Do not 
agree disagree know 

a The government should pass a law 
to specify Cantonese as the 
medium of instruction up to Form 3. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 a 0478 

b All foreigners should learn Chinese. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 b 0479 

c There are enough English language 
courses for adults provided by the 
government at present. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 c 0480 

d All foreigners should learn about the 
Chinese culture and way of life. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 d 0481 

e If English was taught very well as a subject, 
Cantonese should be used as the medium 
of instruction up to Form 3 level 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 e 0482 

f Mandarin should be included in the 
curriculum of all schools in Hong Kong a 0 a a 0 0 0 f 0483 

g I would like to learn more about the 
British and American way of life. a a a a 0 0 0 g _o 484 

h Mandarin should be used as the 
medium of instruction in all secondary 
schools in Hong Kong. 0 0 a 0 0 a 0 h 0485 

The government should pass a law to 
enforce the use of one particular 
language (e.g. English or Chinese) as 
the medium of instruction in all 
secondary schools. a 0 a 0 0 0 0 0486 



74. (i) Do you know what the government's policy concerning the use of English or Cantonese as the 
~eaching medium in secondary schools is? 

0 0 

0 

No ' 75 

Yes 

(ii) Please explain briefly: 

0 

0 2 

0 3 

Understands } 

Partly understands} 

Misunderstands } 

(i) 0 487 

(ii) D 488 

As judged by 

the enumerator. 

75. At present both English and Chinese are taught as subjects on the school timetables. Do you think that 
priority should be given to:-

0 Chinese 

0 2 English 

0 3 Equal emphasis should be given to Chinese ·and English 0 489 



- - ----------------------~ r 

P: Language mixing 

76. In the situations (i) Do you hear other people (ii) How often do they mix 
below mixing English and Cantonese? English and Canton~se? 

Not applicable No Yes Very often Sometimes Rarely 

a At home 

b With friends 

c At school 

d At work 

e In public 

9 0 3 2 

(iii) When they mix English and 
Cantonese, how often do they use English 
words, phrases, sentences? (Rank order I, 
2, 3) 

Words Phrases Sentences (i) (ii) (iii) 

a a 490 0 0 0 0 0 494 

b b 49S 0 0 0 0 0 499 

c c soo 0 0 0 0 0 S04 

d d sos 0 0 0 0 0 S09 

e e SIO 0 0 0 0 0 Sl4 

3 2 



77. In the situations (i) Do you mix English and 
Chinese? 

Not applicable No Yes 

a At home 

b With friends 

c At school 

d At work 

e In public 

9 0 

(iii) When you mix English and Chinese, 
how often do you use English words, 
phrase, sentence? 
(Rank order I, 2, 3) 

Words Phrases Sentences 

a a 515 

b b 520 

c c 525 

d d 530 

e e 535 

3 2 

(i) 

0 

0 

·o 

0 

0 

(ii) How often dtj you mix English and 
Chinese? 

Very often Sometimes Rarely 
\ 

3 2 

(ii) (iii) 

0 0 0 0 519 

o· 0 0 0 524 

0 0 0 0 529 

0 0 0 0 534 

0 0 0 0 539 



Q: language and identity 

78. Do you consider yourself to be a 'bilingual'? (The word 'bilingual' uttered in English, not Chinese.) 

0 0 No 

0 Yes 

0 2 Partly 

0 ~ Uncertain 

0 4 Does not understand the meaning of 'bilingual' 

79. What would you say your way of life is? 

80. 

0 Chinese 

0 2 

0 3 

Western 

Hong Kong 

Which of the following categories would you say you belong to? 

0 Chinese 

0 2 

0 .3 

0 4 

British Hong Kong 

Hong Kong citizen 

Hong Kong Chinese 

0 540 

0 541 

Card 8 

0 542 



81. Would you say that you were the same as, or different from, most Hong Kong people? 

0 The same 

0 2 Different 0 543 

82. With reference to the three categories below, how would you best describe yourself? 
(Please rank order I, 2, 3) 

0 Respondent's 'hoeng1 haa2
' (e.g. Chiuchow, Hakka) 

0 Chinese 

0 Hong Kong person 

83. How do you feel about the mixing of English into Cantonese speech? 

0 Very good 

0 2 Good 

O· 3 No opinion 

0 4 Bad 

0 5 Very bad 

0 544 

0 545 

0 546 

0 547 



84. Please tell me your approximate monthly family income. Card 9 

0 01 Below $1000 

0 02 $ IOOO - 1999 

0 03 $2000 - 2999 

0 04 $3000 - 3999 

0 05 $4000 - 4999 

0 06 $5000 - 5999 

0 07 $6000 - 6999 

0 08 . $7000 - 7999 

0 09 $8000 - 8999 

0 10 $9000 - 9999 

0 11 $10000 or above 0 548 0 549 

- END-

Telephone number: ________ _ 

Enumerator's judgement (of the accuracy of information): 

-- Thank you very much for your interview --






