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Introduction 

There are an estimated 137 languages currently spoken in Malaysia1, including: 

• languages that are indigenous to East Malaysia (Sabah and Sarawak) such as Iban, Kadazan 

and Bidayuh; 

• languages that are indigenous to Peninsular Malaysia such as Semai, Temiar and Jakun; 

• Standard Malay (Bahasa Malaysia) and its various geographical and social varieties such 

as Kelantan Malay, Kedah Malay and Perak Malay; 

• other South-East Asian languages, such as Javanese, Minangkabau and Bugis; 

• Sinitic (Chinese) languages such as Mandarin, Cantonese, Hokkien and Hakka; 

• languages originating from South Asia, including Dravidian languages such as Tamil, 

Telugu and Malayalam, as well as Indo-Aryan languages like Punjabi and Gujarati; 

• creole languages, including Baba Malay, Chitty Malay, and Malacca Portuguese; 

• Malaysian Sign Language (Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia); and 

• Malaysian English and its sociolinguistic variants, such as Colloquial Malaysian English. 

 

The national and official language in Malaysia is Bahasa Malaysia, which is the main medium 

of instruction in public education. Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia (BIM) was officially recognised for 

 
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Languages_of_Malaysia (accessed 2020-06-29) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Languages_of_Malaysia
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communication with and among the deaf community2, but Kod Tangan Bahasa Malaysia (KTBM), 

a manually coded form of Malay, is used to teach deaf students in schools (Bell, Ibrahim, Ho & 

Lim, 2015).  

Primary education is also available through the medium of Mandarin Chinese and Tamil  

(Asmah Haji Omar, 2016), and the increasing number of international schools in the country has 

led to more Malaysians being educated in English. In terms of languages offered as a subject, only 

three indigenous languages are taught in schools at present (Alias Abd Ghani, 2015; Smith, 2003), 

namely Iban (in Sarawak), Kadazandusun (in Sabah), and Semai (in Peninsula Malaysia). 

A majority of the languages in Malaysia, other than Malay and English, are considered as being 

threatened as they tend to be spoken by older generations and are not being passed on to children 

(see Coluzzi, 2017).  This is particularly the case with indigenous languages and Chinese varieties 

other than Mandarin. As the number of fluent speakers and contexts of use dwindle, the need to 

document and describe these languages and their situations of use becomes more urgent and 

necessary for language maintenance and revitalisation efforts. In this thematic issue on the 

description, documentation and revitalisation of languages in Malaysia, we offer six studies related 

to threatened languages in Malaysia. We begin with three articles centred around particular 

indigenous languages in Sarawak. The fourth article is a case study of a Chinese language spoken 

in Sabah, which is under pressure from Mandarin, Malay and English. The fifth article shows the 

diversity of heritage languages spoken by a group of Malaysian undergraduate students, and the 

changing intergenerational patterns of language use within their families. The final article deals 

with Malaccan Portuguese and its linguistic history. 

This issue begins with Charlotte Hemmings’ article that provides a comprehensive 

description of the research methods she employed in a documentation project on Kelabit, an 

indigenous language spoken in Northern Sarawak. Hemmings describes the entire set of processes 

involved in her project from the recording instruments used, how she names files and collects 

metadata, her data collection methods, and the transcription and translation conventions she 

employs. She goes on to discuss and assess the various methods and approaches used in the project, 

thus providing an account of good practices for other language documenters and researchers to 

observe.  

 
2 Persons with Disabilities Act 2008 
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The second article by Peter Sercombe examines the notion of identity among another 

indigenous group in Sarawak, the East Penans. The focus of this article is how identity and its 

expression through language is changing in relation to changes in the Penan’s socio-economic 

context, as they move from being primarily nomadic hunter-gatherers to a more sedentary lifestyle. 

Sercombe begins his article by discussing the concept of identity and hunter-gatherers, before 

describing the East Penans and their language. Sercombe outlines the socio-cultural characteristics 

related to an Eastern Penan identity (e.g., language, cultural practices connected to food, 

appearance and accessories worn) to assesses the extent to which the community has assimilated 

to other neighbouring indigenous groups. 

This next article also focuses on Sarawak, but from the context of development and 

revitalisation initiatives for the indigenous language Bidayuh. Here, Patricia Riget and Yvonne 

Campbell focus on two language and culture support initiatives: the Bidayuh Language 

Development Preservation (BLDP) Project and the Multilingual Education (MLE) Project. Riget 

and Campbell discuss the extent to which the participants in their study feel that these projects 

were successful. They conclude with suggestions to improve revitalisation initiatives for Bidayuh. 

 East Malaysia continues as a focus with the next article by Chih-I Liao, which is a case 

study of family language polices in four Hakka families in Sandakan, Sabah. Her study suggests 

that even if families want to maintain their heritage language and culture, external pressure may 

lead them to choose to speak Mandarin rather that Hakka at home. Over time, community-wide 

decisions of this type lead to language shift and loss.  

The geographic focus moves to West Malaysia with the next two articles. Paolo Coluzzi 

discusses the diversity of heritage languages among a group of undergraduate students at the 

University of Malaya, some of whom declare that they speak more than one heritage language. 

However, Coluzzi shows that despite the reported diversity, their respective heritage languages 

were not the first languages of many of his respondents, and there is evidence of shift away from 

smaller languages taking place. Coluzzi goes on to discuss the implications of these findings in 

relation to maintenance of heritage languages, arguing that if they are to survive there is a need for 

official recognition as minority or regional languages, and for language planning initiatives. These 

conclusions seem to be more generally applicable to all the languages other than Malay and 

English within Malaysia. 
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The final article is by Robert Laub and concerns Malaccan Portuguese, which originates 

from a variety of Portuguese brought to Malacca from South Asia over 500 years ago, and 

subsequently influenced by Malay and English. Laub outlines the history of settlement in Malacca 

and the patterns of language use over time. He compares aspects of the structure of Malaccan 

Portuguese with similar structures in Malay, including how tense, aspect and mood are encoded 

and how variation between long and short forms of pronouns is patterned. He argues that Malay 

has influenced the historical development of these features, and locates his conclusion within the 

wider context of creole language studies, where the structural role of subordinate (non-coloniser) 

languages has tended to be downplayed. 
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