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                               LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY IN SINGAPORE 

 

Introduction 

Those who have seen the elephant dance in Bagan, the city of a thousand temples in Myanmar, 
and the lion dance in Singapore during Chinese New Year, could not but have noticed the 
similarities between the two dance forms. This is one example of cultural connections between 
the countries in the ASEAN region. The 11 countries and approximately 655 million people of 
South East Asia shared common cultural characteristics even before the region became divided 
into different nation states. Though there is no common language for all the 655 million people, a 
few languages like Malay, Sanskrit and Arabic provide the lexicon and grammar for many 
languages in this region. For instance words from Sanskrit like ‘putra’, ‘setu’ and ‘buddhiman’ 
can be found in Malay and Thai. The word ‘duniya’, which means ‘the world’, is common to 
Arabic, Urdu, Hindi and Malay. The same is true of the culture associated with these languages. 
The epics Ramayana and Mahabharata, written in Sanskrit and later translated into many other 
languages, are performed through dance and song in Thailand, Bali (Indonesia), Singapore and 
Malaysia with different costumes and movement, though the narrative is essentially the same.  

Such common characteristics of language and culture give South East Asia the deep structure of 
a pan ASEAN identity, though on the surface the people might be different by nationality. While 
cognizant of this common identity, this paper provides an in-depth exploration of the linguiscape 
of Singapore along with the successes and challenges of language and race held in a delicate 
balance.  

 

Context 

Singapore’s population of 5.7 million as of June 2019 is comprised of 3.5 million citizens and 
525,000 permanent residents. The rest of the approximately 1.7 people are short term workers in 
this country which attracts labor from all over South East Asia and the world (Population Brief, 
2019). Thus the number of non-citizens or foreigners in Singapore nearly matches the citizens, 
creating contestations for physical space and symbolic resources in a land-scarce urban 
environment.  

3 disparate ethnic groups, Chinese, Malay and Indian, are the main ethnicities counted amongst 
the citizens and permanent residents. In 2018 Chinese comprised 74.3%, Malays 13.4%, Indians 
9% and Others 3.2% of the resident population. This ethnic composition has remained stable 
despite changing immigration patterns, a point I will discuss further in the next section. The non-
resident population, which is the rest of the 1.7 million workers in Singapore, comes from 
various countries with no one country dominating. This hyperdiversity in population brings 
numerous languages, religions and lifestyles which are all part of the urban landscape, partly 
harmonized and partly essentialized, by both bottom-up and top-down social forces.  
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Table 1: Resident Population Aged 5 Years and Over by Language Most Frequently Spoken at 
Home 

Ethnic Group/Language 2000 (% of speakers) 2010 (% of speakers) 
CHINESE 
English 23.9 32.6 
Mandarin 45.1 47.7 
Chinese Dialects 30.7 19.2 
Others 0.4 0.4 
MALAYS 
English 7.9 17.0 
Malay 91.6 82.7 
Others 0.5 0.3 
INDIANS 
English 35.6 41.6 
Malay 11.6 7.9 
Tamil 42.9 36.7 
Others 9.9 13.8 

From Singapore, Department of Statistics 

Table 1 shows that though English is gaining ground as the language most frequently spoken at 
home, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil are most frequently spoken by at least 50% of Singaporeans 
and that Malay is still predominantly spoken in Malay homes.  
 

Languages of Singapore:  

According to the constitution of Singapore “Malay, Mandarin, Tamil and English shall be the 4 
official languages in Singapore” (https://sso.agc.gov.sg/Act/CONS1963). This idea of multiple 
disparate languages in diverse orthographies representing diverse races, as the bedrock of nation 
building, is diametrically different from the idea of one nation equals one language. Most countries 
in Europe, with the exception of Switzerland, adhere to the one nation one official language model 
of nation building, though they might have other national or regional languages included in their 
linguistic landscape. Malay is not only one of the official languages of Singapore but also the 
national language, which is a language policy that links Singapore to other parts of South East 
Asia that speak Malay, e.g. Brunei, Malaysia and Indonesia.  
 
Not only do the 4 official languages display diverse linguistic properties, they also exhibit different 
social trends when we look at the way they are consumed and produced in society. Malay, the 
national language, shows the greatest resilience to language shift. As Table 1 shows, though 91.6 
% of Malay households reported Malay as the language most frequently spoken at home in the 
year 2000, 82.7 % of Malay households reported the same in the year 2010. Though this is a drop 
of approximately 10 %, the drop is not as high as Table 1 shows for the Chinese households.  
 
In the case of Chinese, we need to look at two components of this language: Mandarin and dialects. 
Though both Mandarin and its various dialects are written in the same script, they can be mutually 
unintelligible. The tight coupling between a dialect group, like Teochew, Hakka, Hokkien etc, and 

https://sso.agc.gov.sg/Act/CONS1963
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identity of Chinese people is well documented (Seagrave, 1995). However, in the process of nation 
building in the 1960s and 1970s the plethora of disparate dialects was perceived as inefficient and 
dialects were deliberately replaced with Mandarin Chinese by making Mandarin the language that 
was learned in school instead of  dialects. For this reason only 19.2% of Chinese households 
reported that dialect is the language most frequently spoken at home, as compared with a larger 
47.7% who reported that Mandarin is the language most frequently spoken at home. Given that 
not many Chinese in Singapore associate Mandarin with their identity, as it a language that was 
imposed on their dialect community, this could be one reason why this sub-group shows the most 
language shift towards English.  
 
Finally, the Indians in Singapore, which comprise about 7% of the population, are made up of 
many language groups, though the majority speak Tamil. According to Schiffman (2003) language 
planning for Tamil in Singapore is overtly egalitarian, though covertly it undermines language 
maintenance. What this means is that though policy speak is about maintaining Tamil in the 
linguistic ecology of Singapore, and giving it as much importance as the other Mother Tongue 
languages, Tamil is showing clear signs of language shift. The problem, according to Schiffman, 
is that only Literary Tamil instead of Standard spoken Tamil, in a highly diglossic language, is 
emphasized in the school system. He likens this to teaching Chaucerian English in school instead 
of Standard English as it is spoken around the world. For this reason Singapore is seeing language 
shift from Tamil to English.  
 
Language loss in Singapore is not a concern for speakers of the larger pan Asian language group; 
after all, there are millions of speakers of Tamil, Malay and Chinese outside Singapore and these 
languages are in no danger of attrition. The problem is one of sub-national identity as English is 
not considered worthy of carrying the burden of culture in a specific ethnic group, though it is the 
language that provides livelihood.  
 

Problemetizing Language and Identity 

 
The government is deeply sensitive to the fragility of harmonizing the disparate elements in the 
social fabric of Singapore. Indeed, these have shown ruptures in the history of this country. The 
race riots of 1964 and Little India Riot of 2013 are cases in point. In July 1964 communal tensions 
between the Chinese and Malays came to a head in various parts of Singapore and a curfew had to 
be imposed on the city until August 2nd, 1964. Nearly half a century later, on Dec. 8th 2013, the 
Little India section of Singapore erupted in a riot involving approximately 300 migrant workers 
after one migrant worker from India was killed in a road accident.  The current COVID-19 
pandemic has resulted in numerous race related offenses which the government has adjudicated. 
Though none of these incidents have gone beyond a reprimand by politicians exhorting 
Singaporeans not to blame one ethnic group or nationality for spreading COVID-19, all these 
major and minor incidents point to racial tensions that are being held in check through policies and 
governance that constantly have to be revisited and reviewed.  
 
The problematic junctures in Singapore’s history documented in the previous paragraph do not 
have language as the central source of the problem. However, language is inextricably meshed 
with identity and, in some cases, race or ethnic group.  Do Chinese, Malay and Tamil languages 



4 
 

index identity in Singapore? In a survey of 165 bilingual Chinese youth Xie & Cavallaro (2015) 
found that gender, occupation and socio-economic status influenced the attitudes and identity of 
the subjects as much as self-reported proficiency. The question in their survey regarding identity 
was: “I consider myself Chinese because I speak Mandarin.” The researchers found that those who 
were more proficient in Chinese agreed with this statement more strongly than those who rated 
their English as better than their Mandarin.  
 
In the case of the Indian community, Vaish (2007), in a survey of 1000 primary school students, 
of which approximately a third were Tamil speaking Indians, found that both English and Tamil 
were important to the children, depending on the domain. Five domains were explored in this 
survey: school, home, media, friends and religion. Though English and Tamil were part of every 
domain, English dominated domains like school. However, Tamil dominated religion in that it was 
the preferred language of prayer. At home, though the children used mainly English, they used 
Tamil and English while talking to friends of the same race. Thus the overall finding of Vaish’s 
(2007) study was a co-existence of English and Tamil to index religious and friendship identity.  
 
Malay holds both a pan Asian and a Singaporean position in terms of representing nationality and 
culture. In somewhat different forms it is the dominant language in Malaysia, Indonesia and 
Brunei. In fact Malay, with 18 million speakers world-wide, is the main language of the Malay 
peninsula. In Singapore, though it is spoken mainly by Malays, it is also the national language and 
the language in which  the country’s national anthem was originally written. The use of Malay 
across countries in this region creates a symbolic cultural zone of shared ideas and histories along 
with participation in Islam, which is the religion of the majority of Malay speaking people. Though 
there are some exceptions, like Malay speaking people in Bali, who are Hindu, the majority are 
Muslims. This shared cultural zone, which includes most of the 234 million people of Indonesia, 
is massive in terms of both physical size and symbolic importance.  
 
It could be partly because of this symbolic importance in the region that the Malay language in 
Singapore is the most resilient to the onslaught of English. In other words the Malay community 
in Singapore, as compared to the Chinese and Indians, shows the most language maintenance. 
Even in 2010 as many as 81%, or the majority of Malay households, reported Malay as the 
language most frequently spoken at home.  
 
“English will not be emotionally acceptable as our mother tongue”. This statement by then Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew made during the 1984 Speak Mandarin Campaign (Xie & Cavallaro, 
2015) is indicative of the linguiscape of the country in the mid-1980s when Singapore had been 
an independent country for about 2 decades. At that time Bazaar Malay was the lingua franca for 
many Singaporeans and English medium education in public schools had not yet been 
implemented. However, today’s Singapore presents a different linguiscape. English medium 
education has been the foundation of the public school system since 1987 with, as reported by the 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) study, considerable success. PIRLS is 
an international study that ranks countries on the basis of reading tests administered to 4th graders 
in the public school system. Singapore has consistently been in the top 5 countries when it comes 
to reading scores in English (https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pirls/pirls2016/tables/pirls2016_table01.asp ), 
outperforming countries like the UK and the USA. Though there are limitations to international tests of this 
nature, the PIRLS results do point to a certain level of proficiency in English amongst large numbers of 
school going Singaporeans.  

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pirls/pirls2016/tables/pirls2016_table01.asp
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Scholars like Tan (2014) and Wee (2002) suggest that the government should reconsider its policy 
regarding which languages can be considered Mother Tongues for the whole country and for 
specific communities within the country. In a survey of 436 Singaporeans spanning different age 
and ethnic groups, Tan (2014) investigated whether or not English could be a Mother Tongue for 
Singaporeans. Applying Rampton’s (1995) theory of language inheritance, affiliation and 
expertise, which Rampton argues is more applicable than the archaic essentializing moniker 
‘Mother Tongue’, Tan (2014) found that young people in Singapore do, indeed, identify with 
English as a Mother Tongue though older people do not. Both Rampton (1995) and Tan (2014) 
argue that the language young people inherit from their parents could be different from the one in 
which they have more expertise, and this in turn could be different from a language with which 
they have a personal affiliation. For instance my own students at Singapore’s  National Institute 
of Education have often reported that though they inherited a dialect of Chinese from their parents, 
like Hokkien or Teochew, they have no expertise or affiliation with that language though they 
identify with being Chinese.  
 
Another argument raised against the Mother Tongue language policy is that due to the immigration 
policies of Singapore, which in the 1990s and early 2000 s were very welcoming of ‘foreign talent’ 
from anywhere in the world, the ascription of Tamil, Malay and Chinese is not sustainable (Wee 
& Bokhorst-Heng, 2005). Wee & Bokhorst-Heng argue that this open immigration policy should 
encourage the government to reconsider the essentializing of languages and ascribing a specific 
language to a particular ethnic group. However,  in 2020, Singapore’s immigration policy has 
changed due to dissatisfaction amongst Singaporeans about letting in too many foreigners into the 
country. Also, throughout these years the government has maintained the ethnic balance in the 
population with approximately 74.3%, Malays 13.4%, Indians 9% and Others 3.2% of the resident 
population (Population Brief, 2019). Thus Wee & Bokhorst-Heng’s (2005) contention that the 
‘foreign talent’ immigration policy will and should change the Mother Tongue policy has not been 
borne out by the demographic trends across the past few decades. In fact, the demographic trends 
show an attempt at keeping the percentages across the ethnic groups stable and thus reinforcing 
the current Mother Tongue policy.  
 
 
Harmonizing language and identity 
 
Singlish 
 
Within the context of the ‘one nation one language’ model of language planning, rests Haugen’s 
(1966) matrix of how languages are standardized within a nation.  
 
                       Table 2: Haugen’s (1966) model of language standardization 
 
 Form Function 
Society Selection Acceptance 
Language Codification Elaboration 
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According to Haugen (1966), at the time that a nation is born, e.g. Singapore in 1965 or India in 
1947, political leaders select a language to represent the nation. Since Haugen was not considering 
Asian nations as part of his model he looked to Europe and found a tight coupling between 
language and nation: French for France, German for Germany and so on. Once these languages, 
like French and German, were selected the country then went on to codify them through the use 
of dictionaries and grammar books that were prescribed in schools. This then led to a phase of 
acceptance and finally the language was elaborated to new domains like technology, media etc.  
 
In an alternative model of nation building countries like Singapore and India chose multiple 
languages to represent the diverse populations that comprised the nation. In the case of Singapore 
Malay, Tamil and Chinese were already developed to a high degree and did not require 
codification. Of the 4 official languages of Singapore, English was perhaps the most alien to the 
masses, and it was this language that due to contact with Chinese, Malay and Tamil, underwent 
‘nativization’ and evolved into a New English popularly called ‘Singlish’. Singlish, unlike Malay, 
Tamil and Chinese, is a register that can truly be said to index a Singaporean identity, as it is 
spoken by people of all ethnic groups.  
 

There is some scholarship on the grammatical and cultural properties of Singlish (Wong, 
2005; Wee, 2002). For instance, Wong (2005) provides evidence to show that most of the 
grammatical features of Singlish have been derived from either Mandarin, other Chinese dialects 
(Hokkien and Cantonese in particular) or Malay. Wong is correct in noticing that there are 
practically no attributes of Singlish which seem to be derived from Indian languages like Tamil. 
Wong’s (2005) article focuses on the use of the particle ‘one’ in Singlish, which, he argues, is a 
feature derived from Mandarin Chinese.  Wong comments that the lack of inflectional morphology 
in Singlish, is derived from Chinese Mandarin. I agree with this statement because Tamil, which 
is an agglutinative language, has complex and rich inflectional morphology, and had Singlish been 
influenced by Tamil it would have had inflectional morphology. Most importantly Wong (2005), 
like Wee (2002), validates the cultural value of Singlish: “…Unlike Anglo English, Singapore 
English does not reflect exclusively Anglo values. Rather, it is characterized by many words which 
originate from the Chinese languages and, perhaps to a lesser extent, Malay; and those words 
reflect values and speech norms from their cultures of origin” (Wong, 2005, pg. 242).  
 
 
The resilience and longevity of Singlish is seen as a challenge to an English medium education 
system. Linguists in Singapore either take a neutral view of Singlish and merely enumerate its 
grammatical attributes (Wong, 2005) or a controversial political view in which they argue against 
the top down approach taken by the government against this resource that binds disparate groups 
in the country (Kramer-Dahl, 2003; Wee, 2002). Even the neutral view of Singlish highlights how 
this register is a composite of the various languages in Singapore. As mentioned earlier Wong, 
2005 provides evidence to show that most of the grammatical features of Singlish have been 
derived from either Mandarin, other Chinese dialects (Hokkien and Cantonese in particular) or 
Malay, though not Tamil. Despite the lack of Tamil features in Singlish, its grammar and lexicon 
are testimony to the syncretic spirit of Singapore.  
 
The lack of tolerance shown by the government towards Singlish is seen by Kramer-Dahl (2003) 
as resulting from top down interventionist policies. Kramer-Dahl (2003) refers to a spate of articles 
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in The Straits Times, the leading daily newspaper of Singapore, between June –Sept. 1999 which 
bemoaned the lack of English standards and resulted in extra grammar classes for the teachers in 
Singaporean schools. There is no doubt that the government ignores the richness of Singlish, for 
instance its particle system that allows for subtle pragmatic distinctions, and also the vibrancy of 
Singlish as indexing a unique Singaporean and, with Malaysia, a South East Asian identity, that 
has resolutely defied intervention.  
 
Translanguaging 
 
Let us consider the following exchange between two Singaporeans, Seetoh (a Malay woman) and 
her friend Jamie (a Chinese woman). In this exchange, provided in Li Wei (2017), Jamie is 
commiserating with her friend Seetoh whose husband has just passed away.   
 
Seetoh: Aiyoh (discourse particle), we are all<ka ki nang>( = own people, meaning ‘friends’), 
bian khe khi ( = don’t mention it). Ren lai jiu hao ( = good of you to come), why bring so many 
‘barang barang’ (’things’). Paiseh ( = I’m embarrassed).‘Nei chan hai yau sum’ ( = you are so 
considerate). 
 
Jamie: Don’t say until like that. Now, you make me malu (’shame’) only. You look after my 
daughter for so many years, mei you gong lao ye you ku lao ( = you have done hard work even if 
you don’t want a prize). I feel so bad that I could not come earlier. ‘Mm hou yi si’ ( = I’m 
embarrassed). I was so shocked to hear about Seetoh, tsou lang ham ham ( ham ham—meaning 
life is unpredictable), jie ai shun bian. ( = hope you will restrain your grief and go along with the 
changes) 
 
Seetoh: ta lin zou de shi hou hai zai gua nian ( = He was 
thinking of Natalie before he passed away) Natalie (Jamie’s daughter). 
Of all your children, he ‘saying’ ‘love’ her the most. 
 
Bold: Hokkien 
In square brackets <>: Teochew 
Underlined: Mandarin 
In double quotation marks: Malay 
In single quotation marks: Cantonese 
Italics: Singlish 
Standard font: English 
 

The dynamic interplay of languages and registers in this example of naturally occurring speech 
from the lives of Singaporeans is an example of translanguaging: a spontaneous retrieval of 
multiple linguistic resources from the bilingual’s brain in order to express meaning, emotion and 
identity. This is language and identity in Singapore. The value of this type of communication is 
often not understood by school systems and it is proscribed in language classes. Yet it is the type 
of language exchange common on streets, on the internet, and on online journals where netizens 
gossip and access information.  
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The following is an excerpt from a transcript collected by one of the students in my Masters class 
on Bilingualism and Biliteracy. It’s the speech of a young woman, K, commenting on an 
argument she had had with her mother-in-law: 

 

K: Then 我就跟她讲 (I told her) “it’s precisely because we know that you are like that, that’s why we 

never ，erm，反驳 (retort) you whenever you,，erm，你盲杖的时候 (when you are),讲话难听的时

候 (when you speak some bad words) 。You know Mother right? So we, 我们 (we) normally 是 (are) 

keep quiet 的, 我们 (we) normally 不会顶她的 (don’t contradict her), 如果我们顶她的话啊 (if we did 

contradict her)，没完没了(it will be endless)。我就跟她讲(I just told her)，erm, 我就跟她讲 (I just 

told her)， it’s precisely we know that you are like this, that’s why 通常我都是不讲 (normally I just 

don’t talk)，都是静静(just keep quiet)。MAYBE SHE too used to me being quiet and then listening to 

her, to what she says and do what she says, SO when I suddenly 顶她 (contradict her) it makes her 

irritated or 反驳她(retort her)right, she cannot take it.  

 

The vibrant meshing of Chinese, English and Singlish in the speech provided above is yet 
another example of the celebration and language and identity in Singapore. According to Li Wei 
(2018), celebrating this type of communication creates a ‘Translanguaging Space’ which has 
‘transformative power because it is forever evolving and combines and generates new identities, 
values and practices’ (pg. 23). Additionally it allows interlocutors to be creative and innovative 
with spontaneous speech forms.  

 

Policy recommendations and the future 

Despite the trend towards nationalistic protectionism regarding resources, which is a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, countries cannot afford to be inward looking in the long term. This is 
especially true for a country like Singapore which, for its survival and prosperity, has always had 
a pro-globalization stance. In keeping with this pro-globalization legacy, Singapore needs to be 
flexible towards bottom up language consumption like translanguaging and the resilience of 
Singlish in every day life. No doubt the high standards of language proficiency in English, as the 
PIRLS results demonstrate, need to be maintained. However, this drive for standards can co-exist 
with a flexible stance towards the way young people consume and express their identity through 
language.  

It is also important to note that the trend of inter-ethnic and inter- national marriages along-with 
the importation of foreign talent, results in dynamic changes in the linguistic ecology of the 
home. Thus there are children in the school system for who it would be hard to ascribe one 
unidimensional Mother Tongue as each of their parents speaks different languages. These 
aspects of the social fabric of Singapore require changes in curriculum and pedagogy in keeping 
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with the changing language needs of millennials, changes which can motivate students to find 
affiliation and interest in language learning leading to language maintenance rather than the 
current situation of language shift.   

 

Singapore, as the richest country in South East Asia, will continue to provide livelihoods for 
migrant workers from all over Asia. No doubt the pursuit of work and wealth as a common goal 
under effective governance keeps race and identity tensions in check. At the same time there is 
also a syncretic spirit which has existed in this region from ancient times which binds people 
together through codified languages like Malay, Sanskrit and Arabic, and linguistic practices like 
translanguaging. However, in times of disease like SARS and COVID-19, or in times of 
economic recession, the fight for national resources does surface the white underbelly of racial 
discord. Keeping the underlying discord in check will not only require strong institutional 
governance but also the flexibility of celebrating linguistic resources like Singlish and 
translanguaging in media and everyday life.  
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