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Introduction
This paper attempts to provide an accurate description of the general
language situation in Hong Kong from a macrosociolinguistic perspective,
that is, describing the broad picture of how many languages are spoken,
how many people speak such languages, as well as a range of other issues
related to language acquisition and use in within the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region (HKSAR).
In an earlier study, we discussed the historical background to language
surveys and language censuses from the time of the first language census
in 1911 up to the era of late British colonialism in the 1990s (BaconShone and Bolton 1998). In this present study we pay special attention to
the dynamics of language spread and language use in the period 19832003, with empirical data that is primarily census data and language
survey data from that period. Despite the limitations of the survey
method, we argue that census and survey information has a useful role to
play in discussions of local language issues in both academia and the
public arena.

The historical background
In many societies worldwide, language issues often function as a
touchstone for a range of other questions, questions that are not only
linguistic in substance, but are often linked to social and political
ideologies. This is particularly true of Hong Kong, which has experienced
Bacon-Shone, L & Bolton, K. (2008). Bilingualism and multilingualism in the
HKSAR: Language surveys and Hong Kong's changing linguistic profile. © 2008
J. Bacon-Shone & K. Bolton. ·

26

Part 1: The Hong Kong speech community

a series of dramatic changes over the last six decades in almost all aspects
of its economic, social and political life.
Immediately after the Second World War, when the number of people_
living here had shrunk to l~ss than 600,000, the population of Hong
Kong exploded as a result of continuous waves of immigration from
Guangdong province and·other parts of China, with its popula~ion
almost quadrupling from 1945 to 1951. Since then, its population has
continued to increase at an average rate of one million people per decade,
to 3.1 million in 1961, 4.1 million in 1971, 5.6 million in 1991, to around·
6. 7 million in the year 2001, after which time population growth has
slowed considerably (6.9 million in 2006)1.
In the late 1940s, the transfer of Shanghainese industrial expertise and
capital helped set up the labour-intensive low-cost industries, such as
textiles, garments and plastics, that became the major employers in the
period up to the mid-1970s. The Shanghainese were soon outnumbered
by huge numbers of refugee immigrants from southern China, many of
whom came from small towns and pre-modern agricultural communities
in the Pearl River Delta and Guangdong province. These immigrants
provided the labour force for the low-~ost industries of the 1950s and
1960s, and were initially housed in extreme conditions of discomfort and
overcrowding.
The details of the formation of modern Hong Kong society from the
1970s to the 1990s have been discussed elsewhere (Bolton 2003), but are
worth repeating in summative form here. Historically, during the era.of
high British colonialism, from the late nineteenth century until the
immediate postwa~ period, the dominant Chinese language in Hong Kong
was the Cantonese vernacular, which was spoken by a majority of the
Chinese population, although there were a sizable number of Hakka
speakers in the New Territories, as well as a patchwork of smaller groups
of home dialect speakers of Fukien, Chiu Chau, Sze Yap and other
varieties. During this period, knowledge of English in the community was
largely confined to the Chinese elite, and to the graduates of a number of
'famous' government and missionary schools in the colony (Bolton,
2002a). During the high colonial period, moreover, the power of English,
as ~he sole language of government and law was largely unchallenged, as
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the language dominated the 'High' functions of society in a visibly
'diglossic' sense (Fishman 1980).
Knowledge of English only began to spread throughout the Hong Kong
community from the 1970s onwards, and the spread of English during
this period was very much related to the the creation of 'modern' Hong
Kong society in the late colonial period, when a sizable middle class
emerged and grew in numbers and influence. In response to the riots and
social disturbances of 1966-7, the colonial government of the 1970s
adopted a reformist policy towards social issues and introduced a wide
range of social services that included public housing, health care, public
transport and education. The equivalent of the British 1870 Education Act
(providing elementary education for all) took effect in Hong Kong in
1974, and the equivalent of the British 1944 Education Act (providing
secondary education) went into effect in 1978.
The territory's separation from mainland China meant that Hong Kong
also began to develop its own cultural identity. By 1971, a majority of the·
population, some 56 per cent, could claim to be 'Hong Kong-born', and
by 1991 this proportion had risen to almost 60 per cent. By the early
1980s, it was clear that Hong Kong people (a term that first appeared after
the 1967 riots) were no longer temporary residents (or 'sojourners'), but
'Hong Kong people', heung gong yahn, with their own distinctive culture
in film, television, music, print-media and much else. The period from
the 1960s to the 1990s also witnessed the rise of the modern Hong Kong
Cantonese language, and its growing use in a wide range of public
domains, including the civil service, the mass media, and the
entertainment industry.
Thi~

also contributed to the specific characteristics of the Hong Kong
speech community in the late colonial period. Immigrants and their
children from the different dialect areas of Guangdong and Fujian
provinces quickly adapted their speech to meet the norms of urban
metropolitan Cantonese in the territory. The use of indigenous dialects,
such as Hakka, began to decline rapidly at this time. After the riots and
disturbances of the 1960s, language rights and the recognition of Chinese
as an official language became a focus of intellectual radicalism in the
early 1970s, which led in turn to the recognition of 'Chinese' as a co-
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official language of government and law in 1974. Nevertheless, the
demands of parents in the mid-1970s ensured that English was retained as
the language of textbooks and, at least at a nominal level, of instruction
in the vast majority of secondary schools. The use of Cantonese in this
period also began to expand into many so-called 'high' domains of use,
including government, the law courts, and broadcasting. The fact that
English occupied the space of a de jure official language in the territory
allowed Cantonese to elaborate its functions in Hong Kong in ways that
were denied to 'dialects' in Guangzhou and other parts of mainland
China, where official policy since 1949 has promoted the national
language, Putonghua.
By the early 1990s, around 90 per cent of primary schools in the territory
were Chinese-medium (i.e. Cantonese-medium). At the secondary level a
similar percentage of schools were officially English-medium, but in
reality used both English and Chinese to varying extents, with most
textbooks in English, but much classroom discussion and management
conducted through Cantonese. At this time, the Hong Kong government
increased its efforts to promote 'mother tongue' education, although it
was not until 1997 that the- government introduced its 'firm policy' of
restricting English-medium secondary education to a minority of schools
in the HKSAR, and, in 1998, school regulations were amended in order to
establish Putonghua as a compulsory school subject at all governmentfunded or subsidised schools in the HKSAR. However, despite the
promotion of 'mother tongue' .education at the primary and secondary
level, English continues to be an important language at all Hong Kong
tertiary institutions, although policies vary somewhat from one university
to another2 •
At the level of official language policy, the Basic Law of the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region stipulates that '[i]n addition to the Chinese
language, English may also be used as an official language' for a range of
purposes. Indeed, today English has been retained as an working language·
for various purposes, in such domains as government and law. The official
language policy of the Hong Kong government since 1995 has been that
of promoting a 'trilingual' and 'biliterate' society, and this policy has been
rather consistently followed in recent years, even after the 1997
transition. In addition to the perceived need for English in official and
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educational domains, there has also been strong concern from the
business community about the 'standards' of English in the community.
Concerns about alleged 'falling standards' of English came to a head in
the period following the Asian recession of 1998, and by 2000, various
government-backed campaigns were set up to promote higher levels of
English proficiency in business and professional sectors in the HKSAR,
including the Workplace English Campaign, which began in March 2000.
This focused on upgrading the English skills of relatively junior staff in
Hong Kong businesses, i.e. secretaries, clerks, frontline service personnel,
receptionists, and telephone operators, who collectively account for
around a third of the work force. A parallel campaign for benchmarking
teachers of English was established during the same period (Bolton
2002b).
Since the upswing in the Hong Kong economy which began after the
SARS crisis of 2003, the environment for business in the HKSAR has
improved rapidly. Today Hong Kong is positioning itself as the legal and
financial services centre for mainland China, and the importance of
service and information related industries is considered crucial to the
economic future as the HKSAR attempts to maintain its lead in a range of
'value-added' sectors that have benefited from the recent astounding
boom in the Chinese ~conomy. In this context, there is a perceived value
not only for English - as the international business language - but also for
Putonghua as the lingua franca of business within the Greater China of
the mainland, Hong Kong and Taiwan as well as with the 'overseas
Chinese' communities of Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore. In addition,
and perhaps more important, is the fact that since 2003 very large
numbers of tourists from the mainland have been allowed to visit Hong
Kong under the 'Individual Visit Scheme' (IVS). This has led to a large
influx of mainland Chinese in recent years, with more than 7 million
visits under the IVS scheme between January and October 2007, all of
which has strengthened the demand for trilingual retail staff, with at leas~
a working knowledge of English and Putonghua as well as Cantonese.
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Language censuses
The first systematic attempts to collect accurate information concerning
the languages of Hong Kong date back to the early twentieth century,
when the government first included questions related to language in the
census. The first census to do this was in 1911, which yielded the results
set out in Table 1 below (Wodehouse 1912).
Table 1 1911 Census - 'Dialects Spoken in the Home'

District

Hong Kong
New
Island and Territories,
Kowloon
Northern
District

New
Territories,
Southern
District

Punti
Hakka
Hoklo
Others
Not stated

311,992
22,822
6,949
2,864
5,791

31,595
37,053
75
124
275

16,395
7,321
1,369

Total

350,418

59,122

Total Percentage

39

359,982
67,196
8,393
2,988
6,105

81.0%
15.1%
1.9%
0.7%
1.3%

25,124

444,664

100.0%

Note: The total population in 1911 was 456,739
A number of interesting points emerge from Table 1. First, there is the use
of the term 'Punti' to refer to Cantonese, a term derived from the
Cantonese bun deih ('local'), used with reference to the 'local language'. A
second point of note is the use of the term 'Hoklo', which is used
throughout all census reports from 1911-1971 as a category of description
referring to the Min dialects (Chiu Chau, Fukien, or 'Hokkien' dialects).
· Third, there is the particular phrasing of the caption for the table in the
1911 census report which uses the term 'dialects' to refer to the varieties
of Chinese used in the territory. Over the years, other censuses have also
used a variety of terms, 'dialect', 'language', and 'mother tong~e', so at
times it has appeared that government officials have been unsure how to
refer to the varieties of Chinese in Hong Kong, whether it was more
accurate to refer to these as 'languages' or 'dialects'. In recent years, the
Hong Kong government census reports appear to avoid the issue by using
the rubric 'Language/Dialect', which provides a workable solution to this
issue.
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As early as 1911, we can see that Cantonese (or 'Punti') was the most
widely spoken variety of Chinese, with 81 % of respondents identifying
this as their 'usual language'. We can also see the existence of two
minority linguistic groups within the territory, the Hakka, comprising
15.1 % of the population, and the Hoklo, accounting for 1.9%. It is worth
· noting that at this time Hakka speakers were in a majority in the northern
New Territories, and also that there is no mention whatsoever of speakers
of Mandarin (guo yu) in the territory. In addition to the figures mentioned
above, there were also results for literacy in Hong Kong presented in the
1911 census report, which noted that 52.8% of the Chinese population
could read or write, with 71 % of males judged to be literate compared
with only 14.3% of females.
Since the first language census of 1911, the government has collected
information relating to the languages of Hong Kong in a number of its
official censuses over the years. Typically census investigators have asked
two questions of respondents relating to (i) their 'usual' language, and
(ii) 'other' languages spoken. The results of these questions for the years
1911-2006 are set out in Figure 1. 'Home dialects' here refers to minority
Chinese dialects in the Hong Kong con text, including Hakka, Fukien,
Shanghainese, Chiu Chau, Mandarin (Putonghua), etc.
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Figure 1 Census reports of 'usual language', 1911-2006

Figure 1 shows rather conclusively that, numerically, the dominant
language of Hong Kong has consistently been Cantonese, with 91 % of the
population claiming the variety as their 'usual' language in 2006. Since
1911, moreover, the consistent trend for minority home dialects in the
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territory has been downwards, with ever smaller proportions of the
population claiming varieties such as Hakka and Fukien as 'usual'
languages.
In addition to information relating to Cantonese and other Chinese
dialects, the census results for these years also offer a number of insights
relating to the spread of English in Hong Kong. The first census results for
English date from 1931, and proceed at regular intervals to the present, as
illustrated by Figure 2.
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Figure 2 Census reports of knowledge of English, 1931-2006

As can be seen very clearly, the proportion of the population claiming to
know English has risen steadily over the decades, from some 6% in 1931
to 20% in 1966, and to 45% in 2006. However, a close examination of
these numbers seems indicates that the largest increases in the proportion
of those claiming to know English occurred between 1961 (10%) and
1996 (38%), and the totals for the last two censuses in 2001 and 2006
seem to have 'flattened off' around the 43-45% mark. Nevertheless, one
·broad trend visible from the census data has been a dramatic increase in
the total for those claiming to know English from the 1960s to the
present. In order to obtain more information, and more detailed
information concerning not only English but all the languages of Hong·
Kong, researchers at The University of Hong Kong have studied such
issues with the help of sociolinguistic surveys from 1983 to the 2003.
Indeed, the findings of sociolinguistic surveys over the last twenty years
have supplemented census data in a range of ways, as is explained in the
following sections of this chapter.
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Sociolinguistic surveys: aims and methodology
The first community-wide sociolinguistic survey was carried out in 1983.
This was based on face-to-face interviews using a stratified sub-sample of
households among the 'Chinese land population' of Hong Kong, and
interviews were completed with a total of 1240 respondents (Bolton and
Luke 1999). One immediate motivation for the 1983 survey was that no
language questions had been included in the 1981 census. The following
two surveys - in 199 3 and 2003 - were carried out using telephone
interviews that were administered by the Social Sciences Research Centre
of The University of Hong Kong, a social survey research unit with an
established record in social survey research. A total of 886 respondents
were interviewed in the 1993 survey, and 1060 in 2003. Both telephone
surveys were broadly representative of the community as a whole in
terms of such major variables as age, gender, geographical area, level of
education, etc. In both the 1993 and 2003 surveys, the whole population
was sampled, including the Chinese population as well as a range of other
ethnicities.
One broad aim of all three surveys was to describe patterns of language
acquisition, language use, and attitudes to language policies in Hong
Kong, and very similar questions were included in all these surveys in
order to enable longitudinal comparisons to be made from one decade to
another. Each survey included detailed questions related to such topics as
Cantonese and other varieties of Chinese (including Putonghua), English
in Hong Kong, code-mixing in Hong Kong, language and identity, and
language policies and language attitudes. A second broad aim of the three
sociolinguistic surveys held in these years was to investigate the links
between widely-held ideologies about language in Hong Kong and the
realities of the language situation. In the 1980s and 1990s, there were at
least three commonly-held beliefs about Hong Kong languages. Elsewhere,
these beliefs have been called (i) the 'monolingual myth', (ii) the
'invisibility' myth, and (iii) the 'falling standards' myth (Bolton 2002, 2003). ·
The first of these myths is fairly easy to explain. This is the belief widely held throughout the 1980s in particular - that Hong Kong was a
purely monolingual society. It was a belief even propagated by linguists
who were moved to claim that Hong Kong was 'a virtually monolingual
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Chinese society' (Yau 1989: 279), or that 'Hong Kong is an essentially
monolingual Cantonese-speaking community' (So 1992: 79), and that
'Hong Kong is a Cantonese-speaking Chinese community' (Tang and
Johnson 1993: 31-32). As sociolinguists, we suspected that claims such as
these were based more on social attitudes than linguistic reality. While it
was true that Cantonese was a language spoken by the vast majority in
Hong Kong, we believed that the extent of multilingual language
knowledge was obscured by comments such as these, and that the issue of
multilingualism deserved serious investigation. The second myth we
identified (the 'invisibility myth') was the belief that there was no distinct
local variety of English spoken in Hong Kong, that was worthy of
recognition or analysis. The term 'invisibility myth' seemed to fit in this
context, because although the vast majority of Hong Kong speakers of
English appear to have their own accent of English, a distinct local
vocabulary of English, and even identifiable variations in grammar, many
commentators opted not to recognize the variety, or simply dismissed it
as 'bad' English (Bolton 2002, 2003).
The third myth that we were keen to investigate was the widely-discussed
belief that standards of English (and other languages) were falling in the
1980s and 1990s. This was a belief that found expression in numerous
complaints about proficiency in voiced in newspapers and other media,
and comments that asserted that '[t]he decline in the standard of spoken
and written English in recent decades is obvious and measurable' (South
China Morning Post 1989: 18), or that 'many [secondary school] students
are not very good at either Chinese or English' (Branegan 1991). What
hard evidence, we wondered, was there that such claims were accurate
and well-founded, or was it rather the case that such assertions were
e-yidence of a local 'complaint tradition' about language that was
motivated by social and political issues rather than firm linguistic
evidence?

Sociolinguistic surveys 1983-2003: results and
analysis
The results relating to a number of key questions in the three surveys are
set out below. A range of results relating to such central issues as 'mother
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tongue', knowledge of languages, extent of multilingualism, code-mixing,
language use, and language attitudes are summarised below.

Mother tongue
Table 2 illustrates the results from the three surveys for questions related
to the 'mother tongue' of respondents.
Table 2 Reported 'mother tongue', 1983-2003

Pere entage response

Language
Cantonese
Chinese
Chiu Chau
Putonghua
Hakka
Fukien
Shanghainese
Sze Yap
English
Others

1983
76.5%
8.0%
2.9%
2.5%
2.3%
1.6%
1.5%
1.2%
0.1%
3.4%

1993
81.6%
10.5%
1.0%
2.6%
0.6%
0.7%
0.2%
0.1%
1.3%
1.4%

2003
90.4%
1.0%
5.6%
0.7%
0.6%

0.5%
1.2%

The results presented in Table 2 above confirm the belief that the
dominant language of Hong Kong is Cantonese, with some 90% of the
2003 population claiming this variety as their 'mother tongue'. These
results were somewhat complicated, in the 1983 and 1993 surveys, by the
open-ended nature of the questions asked on these occasions, which
allowed for the simple response 'Chinese' (jfmg mahn), which in the Hong
Kong context usually refers to Cantonese. To remove any ambiguity, in
the 2003 survey, respondents were required to specify precisely which
variety of Chinese they were referring to. Taking this on board, the Tesults
from the three surveys can therefore be seen as confirming the general
picture presented in Figure 1 above from census results, indicating that
around 90% of the population since the 1970s have identified Cantonese
as their mother tongue. The other results for this question presented in
Table 2 suggest a relative shift away from such minority 'home dialects' as
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Chiu Chau (1 % in 2003, compared to 2.9% in 1983), Hakka (0.6% in
2003, 2.9% in 1983), Fukien (down to 0.6% in 2003, from 1.6% in 1983),
etc. The one exception to this trend is of course Putonghua (Mandarin),
which has increased its total as a 'mother tongue' from 2.5% in 1983 to
5.6% in 2003, which might possibly reflect the increasing number of
highly educated mainland Chinese arriving in the HKSAR.

Knowledge of languages
Following the question relating to 'mother tongue', in the 2003 survey
respondents were also asked about their knowledge of other languages, at
both a receptive ('understanding') and productive ('speaking') level. The
results for this question are set out in Table 3 below.
Table 3 Claimed knowledge of selected languages (2003)

Language
Cantonese
Putonghua
English
Hakka
Chiu Chau
Other Chinese languages
Japanese
Fukien
Shanghainese

Understanding

Speaking

99.5%
80.6%
72.3%
7.0%
6.4%
5.1%
4.0%
3.4%
2.5%

99.4%
72.7%
69.1%
6.1%
5.0%
4.7%
3.7%
2.5%
1.7%

From Table 3, we can see that almost all respondents claim a knowledge
of Cantonese, with less than one percent repo.rting that they do not
· understand or speak the language. There are also large totals for selfreports of knowing Putonghua (with 72% claiming to speak the language)
and English (72.7%), plus relatively small totals for Hakka (6.1 %), Chiu
Chau (5%), Japanese (3.7%), Fukien (2.5%), and Shanghainese (1.7%).
What was remarkable about the results cited in Table 3 above were the
very high totals for English (69%) and (72%) based on the self-report of
respondents. To some extent such results reflected the somewhat general
non-evaluative nature of the question asked (What languages can you
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understand? What languages can you speak?), with no mention of levels of.
ability in these languages.

Proficiency in English and Putonghua
A number of questions in the surveys attempt~d to probe the question of
proficiency in English and Putonghua, however. For example, in all three
surveys, there was one question which concerned claimed proficiency in
English. The results for this question are illustrated in Figure 3 below.
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Figure 3 Claimed proficiency in English, 1983-2003

There are a number of trends across time that are visible in Figure 3. First,
since 1983, there has been a dramatic drop in the proportion of the
sample claiming no proficiency in_ English 'at all' (down from 33% in
1983 to 11 % in 2003). At the other end of the scale, there has been a
significant rise in those claiming to speak English 'quite well' (32% in
2003 from 5% in 1983) and 'well' (10% in 2003, compared with only 1%
in 1983). However, at the upper end of the proficiency scale, the
proportion of those self-reporting that they know English 'very well'
remains noticeably low with 0.4% in 1983, 4% in 19.93 and, again, 4% in
2003.
In addition to the question asking respondents 'how well' they knew
English, two other questions related to knowledge of English were
included in the survey. The first of these questions asked in Cantonese
'Are you someone who knows both English and Chinese?'. In response, a
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total of 56% of the sample in 2003 responded affirmatively, compared
with 57% in 1993, and 32% in 1983. The second of these questions asked
in a 'mixed code' of Cantonese and English, {il\'.1:1~ § BJmngg:fj~ bilingual
om? (Lei5 gok3 dak1 ji6 gei2 suk6 mh4 suk6 yu 1 bilingual ne 1?), which can be
translated as 'Do you consider yourself to be a bilingual?' in English. The
results for this question are set out in Table 4 here.
Table 4 Identification of self as 'bilingual'?

Response

1983

1993

2003

Yes
No
Partly
Uncertain
Did not understand the question

6%
8%
2%
2%
82%

16%
20%
4%
6%
55%

20%
20%
7%
4%
49%

The construction of this question in mixed code was motivated by the
desire in the 1983 survey to include at least one question that
incorporated a direct measure of respondents' abilities in the language in
order to supplement the body of indirect self-report judgements
respondents were called on to make. This question actually works at a
number of levels when we consider the responses recorded. First, and
most obviously, the proportion of the sample responding positively has
risen steadily over the last twenty years, from 6% in 1983 to 16% in 1993
to 20% in 2003. In order for respondents to answer affirmatively to this
question, it is necessary for them to actually understand the English word
'bilingual', so these totals in fact represent those in the sample who, first,
understood the question, and, second, were confident enough in their
own abilities in English to make the claim that they were 'bilingual'. At
the opposite end of the scale, we have those unable to understand the
question, an overwhelming majority of 82% in 1983, but much lower
figures of 55% in 1993 and 49% in 2003. Again, these results very much
confirm the pattern of an increasing knowledge of English during this
period. However, if this pattern emerged for English, it was also visible in
the data collected for Putonghua in the surveys.
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In fact, the first data on the question of how well respondents knew
Putonghua was first collected in 1993, and so we are able to make
comparisons here only across two surveys, not three. Figure 4 below
illustrates the claimed proficiency in Putonghua of respondents for the
surveys of 1993 and 2003.
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Figure 4 Claimed proficiency in Putonghua, 1993-2003

Again, there are a number of trends that are visible from Figure 3. In a
fashion similar to the results for English, there has been a noticeable drop
in the proportion of the sample claiming no proficiency 'at all' in
Putonghua (down from 17% in 1993 to 5% in 2003), coupled with a rise
in those claiming to know Putonghua 'Quite well' and 'Well'. However,
again paralleling English, the proportion of those self-reporting a high
level of proficiency in the language still remains rather low with at 6% in
2003, compared with 8% in 1993.
A number of other aspects of contemporary linguistic behaviour were also
investigated in the 2003 survey, and are reported on in the following
sections.

Code-mixing in Hong Kong
Code-switching and code-mixing in Hong Kong is a rather wellestablished and widely-recognised aspect of language use (see Li 1996).
The results of the 1983 and 1993 surveys indicated that the dominant
style of language switching in Hong Kong involved the insertion of
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English words and phrases into the 'matrix' language, Cantonese, which
indicated that intra-sentential code-switching ('code-mixing') was the
norm, rather than inter-sentential alternation,. i.e. switching between
sentences (Bacon-Shone and Bolton 1998, Bolton and Luke 1999).
Questions in the 2003 survey investigated both Cantonese-English codemixing, and Cantonese-Putonghua mixing. Respondents were asked two
questions in this context: (i) how often they mixed these varieties
themselves, and (ii) how often they heard others mixing.
The results for these questions indicated a high level of recognition of
Cantonese-English code-mixing, but much less recognition of CantonesePutonghua mixing. A total of 23% of respondents reported that they
themselves mixed Cantonese and English 'very often', and 59% reported
hearing 'others' do the same 'very often'. The comparable figures for
Cantonese-Putonghua mixing were noticeably lower, 8% for 'self' and
15% for 'others'.

Languages in use
In addition to questions on English, Chinese, and code-mixing, there
were also a range of different questions concerning the use of language in
various domains of activity. The results of such questions in the 2003
survey illustrated the ways in which Chinese and English co-exist and
interact in many areas of activity in Hong Kong .. More specifically, those
sampled were asked what was the 'usual language' used when writing or
reading at work, using an ATM (automatic teller machine), writing a
cheque, writing email, and surfing the Internet.
Table 5 The 'usual language' by domain or activity (2003) 3

Domain/activity

Writing at work
Reading at work
Using an ATM
Writing a cheque
Email
Surfing the Internet

Chinese

English

48%
44%
76%
47%
36%
43%

52%
54%
24%
53%
39%
29%

Both Chinese
and English

25%
28%
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The results set out in Table 5 illustrate a wide range of bilingual language
management at a personal level. First and foremost, English is still widely
used within the employment domain - 52% of respondents normally
used English for writing at work and 54% normally used English for
reading at work. In addition, sizable percentages of the sample stated that
they normally used English when using ATMs, writing cheques, emailing,
and surfing the Internet. Some 67% of respondents also reported having
an English name, and 70% of this group claimed to use their English
name /always' or most of the time.

Varieties of English
Another topic that interested us was the question of target norms for
English in the Hong Kong community. Throughout Asia, it is widely
recognised that local varieties of English exist in such societies as India,
Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines, and, in recent years, linguists
have been keen to describe such varieties as Indian English1 Malaysian
English1 Singapore English in some detail. As noted above, however, in the
Hong Kong context, the notion of 'Hong Kong English' has barely been
recognised in the local community, in any serious sense.
In connection with this issue, in the 2003 survey, respondents were asked
(i) if they believed that a 'Hong Kong style of English' existed, and (ii) to
state their preference for their own accent of English. Perhaps
surprisingly, a substantial majority, 74%, agreed that a distinctive 'Hong
Kong style of English' did exist. With reference to accent, 54% opted for a
British accent, 15% an American accent, and fully 30% for a Hong Kong
accent. Taken as a whole, these results indicate a quite considerable level
of recognition of a local variety or at least local 'style' of speech.

Attitudes to languages and language policies
The attitudinal questions we included in the 2003 survey were broadly of
two types. The first set of questions were largely were designed to elicit
overall judgements concerning the relative merits of Hong Kong's three
major languages, in a somewhat impressionistic fashion. Thus
respondents were asked to identify simply the 'first language' of Hong
Kong society, before being asked to nominate the 'first language of
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business', the 'first language of Hong Kong culture', and the 'most
modern' language of Hong Kong.
Table 6 Perceptions of the status and function of languages (2003)

Choice of language by percentage

Status and function
The first language of Hong
Kong society
The first language of business
The first language of HK culture
The 'most modern' language

Cantonese
56%

Putongua
21%

English
20%

22%
72%
50%

10%
11%
10%

57%
13%
33%

The results set out in Table 6 are largely self-explanatory, although there is
a great deal of room for discussion of how such results might be
interpreted. Cantonese is most highly ranked in three of the four
categories, as the first language of society generally, as the first language
of Hong Kong culture, and as the 'most modern' language in the HKSAR.
English, however, emerges as the first language of business.
With reference to language policies in the HKSAR, perhaps the most
interesting results in the 2003 survey related to the language policy of
schools. Here, we asked a number of questions relating to the medium of
instruction for school~, and the results for two of these questions are set
out below. The first question on this topic asked respondents to indicate
their preference for the medium of instruction at the secondary level. The
results for this are set out in Table 7.
Table 7 Preferred teaching medium in secondary schools (2003)

Teaching medium
Mainly Putonghua
Mainly Cantonese
Mainly English
Cantonese and English

'Strongly agree' or 'Agree'
19%
38%
49%
79%

Bilingualism and multilingualism in the HKSAR: language surveys and Hong Kong's changing linguistic profile

Interestingly enough, the greatest approval was given not to the use of
one dominant language of instruction (i.e. 'Mainly Putonghua', etc.) but
to a combination of languages, i.e. Cantonese and English. In addition to
this question, however, another item in the questionnaire focussed on a
similar issue, by asking which 'combination of languages' respondents
favoured most for teaching purposes in schools. The results for this
question are set out in Table 8 here.
Table

s

Preferred combination of languages for teaching purposes (2003)

Preferred combination of languages
Cantonese and Putonghua
English and Putonghua
Only Putonghua
Only Cantonese
English, Cantonese and Putonghua
Only English
English and Gantonese
Total

Percentage
3%
5%
5%
17%
18%
24%
28%

100%

Table 8 suggests that the combination of both English and Cantonese
attracts most support from the community, although it is worth noting
that in the 2003 survey Putonghua also drew some support, most strongly
in combination with English and Cantonese.

Commentary and analysis
The overall picture that emerges from the surveys of 1983-2003 is that
that, although Cantonese is undeniably the language of home, intimacy
and popular culture for the vast majority of the populatio~, knowledge of
both English and Putonghua has spread widely across the community
over the last twenty years.
At the outset, we stated that the broad a!m of this chapter was to provide
a comprehensive description of how many languages are spoken and how
many people speak such languages within the contemporary HKSAR. We
also identified three pertinent 'myths' that have often coloured the
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discussion of the issues in the past. The first of these we dubbed the
'monolingual myth', .which essentially asserted that Hong Kong was a
monolingual Cantonese-speaking society and discussions of
multilingualism in the Hong Kong context were unwarranted or
irrelevant. That this cluster of beliefs represents a myth is undeniable
given the body of evidence already presented above. Further statistical
evidence challenging the notion of a 'monolingual' Hong Kong is
provided by the analysis of survey results that groups individuals into
such mutually-exclusive categories as 'Cantonese monolinguals', 'home
dialect-Cantonese bilinguals', 'English-Cantonese bilinguals', 'CantoneseEnglish-Mandarin trilinguals', and 'Cantonese-Mandarin bilinguals'. The
results of such an analysis for the three surveys are set out in Figure 5.
70
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~50
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~40
co
+-'
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30%

30

()

~ 20
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16%
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17%
8%

8% 7%

0

CantoneseEnglishPutonghua
trilinguals

EnglishCantonese
bilinguals

Cantonese
monolinguals

Home dialectCantonese
bilinguals

CantonesePutonghua
bilinguals

Figure 5 Language groupings, 1983-2003

The results displayed in Figure 5 indicate that, even in 1983, Hong Kong
was not a predominantly monolingual society. At that time the single
largest group may have been 'Cantonese monolinguals', but these
speakers accounted for only 30.4% of the population. In sequence, the
other groups comprised English-Cantonese bilinguals (25%); home
dialect-Cantonese bilinguals (18.4%); Cantonese-English-Putonghua
trilinguals, (17%), and Cantonese-Putonghua bilinguals (8%). By 1993, as
we can see, the balance had already shifted dramatically and by then
Cantonese-English-Putonghua trilinguals formed a majority (with 38%),
followed by English-Cantonese bilinguals (21 %), Cantonese monolinguals
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(16%), home dialect-Cantonese bilinguals (8%), and CantonesePutonghua bilinguals (7%). Remarkably, by 2003, the total of those
respondents claiming an ability in the three major languages (Cantonese,
English, and Putonghua) had risen to an impressive 63% of the sample.
By stark contrast, the percentage for those claiming to be 'Cantonese
monolingual' had dropped even lower, to a mere 9%. Today, for a range
of reasons the Hong Kong government policy's of promoting a 'trilingual,
biliterate' community seems to match what is actually occurring in the
lives of individual members of the community.
The second myth we identified was that of 'falling standards myth', a
myth that rests on the notion that at some time in the retrievable past
there was a golden age for Chinese and a golden age for English. Both
notions can be challenged from a historical perspective. If there was a
golden age for Chinese then this must have been masculine. As we noted
earlier, in 1911, only 14% of women could actually read and write, and
even as late as 19 31 this figure had reached only 22%. Similarly, for
English, Chinese pidgin was the first variety spoken in the area, which,
though fascinating in its own right, had little prestige in established
society. If there was a gilded age for English it may well have been at
Hong Kong University in the late 1950s and early sixties when a number
of the current HKSAR's business and political elite attended the institution.
This, however, was in an era of severely restricted access to the language,
long before the educational reforms of the 19 70s ushered in an era of
mass education. From a broad historical perspective, then, it makes little
sense to talk about 'falling standards' of English in any categorical sense.
However, there are issues relating to 'standards' that may addressed from
another perspective. Perhaps the most accurate explanation here relates
to the question of 'proficiency' from an economic perspective. As Hong
Kong's economy has been transformed over recent decades from a
manufacturing to a services economy, there has been an increased need
from employers for university graduates and others to have higher-level
language skills in both English and Putonghua. In other words, there has
been a noticeable shortfall between the needs and expectations of the
business sector and the language abilities of those entering the work
force. As noted above, only 4% of our respondents in both the 1993 and
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2003 surveys were confident enough to claim a high level of proficiency
in the English language. Despite this, in broad terms, census and language
survey data actually indicate a rise in English proficiency over the last
twenty years, although the real problem seems to be that whatever this
increase in general proficiency in English, it simply has not kept pace
with the demands of the business world and other sectors of the HKSAR' s
developing economy.
A second related argument is that while good language proficiency, in
combination with other skills business and/or professional skills, is well
rewarded, there is little premium placed on very high levels of language
proficiency alone in Hong Kong's highly pragmatic employment market.
In other words, it may be argued that current levels of English and
Putonghua skills are a rather accurate reflection of their market value,
which is to say that you get what you pay for, and if high-proficiency
language skills were important to employers, they would be prepared to
pay much more for them.
By contrast, a third, very different, argument that might be applied from
a somewhat wider perspective is that, in recent years, local debates on
language standards have flared most fiercely at times of acute political
and social tension, as in the run-up to the 1997 transition, or in the
aftermath of the 1998 Asian economic crash. In this view, questions of
language overlap with questions of culture and politics so that, for
example, English ha,s associations with internationalism, Putonghua with
the China mainland, and Cantonese with Hong Kong culture in a range
of fashions. As a result, language debates may have far less to do with
language and much more with various social and political concerns in the
community. Indeed, in the present climate of the economic boom of
2007, debates on language standards appear somewhat less intense than
at many points in the past,· although it seems certain that such debates
will extend into the future in response to many of the concerns already
identified.
The third myth mentioned earlier was that of the 'invisibility' of Hong
Kong's own style of English, a myth that rested on the belief that no locai
variety of English existed, or if it did, was hardly worthy of interest.
Remarkably, a large majority in the sample appeared to think that there
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was a distinct 'style' of Hong Kong English in use locally, with a
significant number of respondents stating their preference for a local
accent. To some extent, the views of the community have been matched
by a growing interest in this topic by linguists, and a good deal of
research on Hong Kong English has been carried out in recent years
(Bolton 2002).

Conclusion
This chapter has presented an overview of the languages of Hong Kong
from a macrosocolinguistic perspective, with a focus on patterns of
multilingualism in relation to Cantonese, Putonghua and other varieties
of Chinese. The explicit aim of the chapter has been to provide a broad
overview of language issues in the HKSAR, as well as to discuss the kind of
information that may be gained from language censuses and
sociolinguistic surveys.
At this point, some mention might also be made of the limitations of
survey research of this kind. One major point here is that the focus of
such research is essentially sociological rather than linguistic, in the sense
that one is engaged in collecting information about language rather than
collecting 'authentic' language data in the form of recordings or
transcriptions of actual language in use. Second, linked to this, there is
that inescapable fact that almqst all census and survey information is
based on self-report, rather than other more objective measures, which
might well influence respondents' assessments of issues relating to
language proficiency or language behaviour. Third, and perhaps most
important, in the Hong Kong context, census and survey data gives us at
best only a very partial glimpse at the linguistic attributes and behaviour
of non-Chinese minority groups in Hong Kong.
Historically, Hong Kong has always been the adopted home of a number
of non-Chinese minorities, who often speak Cantonese and English as
well as minority languages, and such communities as the South Asians
(Indians and Pakistanis), Parsees, Portuguese, and Eurasians played a . .
major role in nineteenth-century Hong Kong. Today, significant numbers
of Indians, Parsees, and Eurasians still live in the territory, as do
Indonesians, Filipinos, Japanese, Malaysians, Nepalis, Pakistanis, and
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Thais. Of these, by far the largest group is that of Filipinos,
predominantly Filipina domestic helpers who number in the region of
100,000. Much more research is needed on such groups, although some
very interesting work in this area on this has already been carried out
(Detaranami and Lock 2003). The importance of minority linguistic
groups in the Hong Kong context is far greater than these numbers
suggest, however, as our response to such groups is directly relevant to
the issue of how we approach Hong Kong as a linguistic area, or, in the
terminology of sociolinguists, how we approach the analysis of the Hong
Kong 'speech community'.
From an inclusive perspective, we might envisage the speech community
in the HKSAR as including all Hong Kong people, as a single multilingual
and multicultural speech community composed of a majority of
Cantonese Chinese and yet including a range of other groups, many of
whom have played an important role in Hong Kong's historical and
contemporary development. At another extreme, the opposing view
would be to argue that Hong Kong is essentially a mono-ethnic, monocultural and monolingual Chinese speech community with its members
sharing behavioural and linguistic norms essentially determined by
'Chineseness', and although it also has a number of 'other' speech
communities, western and Asian, that live here, these are essentially
'foreign' and should be regarded as such 4 • Even this is problematic,
however, as another variation here is to take a tripartite view, and to talk
of a dominant local Cantonese community, a mainland community, and
'others'. The current government policy of promoting a 'biliterate and
trilingual' society tends to militate against a strong version of these latter
two views, but nevertheless both these perspectives tend to find
expression on occasions.
If we consider the research results presented above, however, it does

appear that there is substantial evidence that Hong Kong is becoming a
trilingual society. The vitality of Cantonese as a community language at
present seems as strong as ever, but knowledge of both Putonghua and
English has increased substantially in the period 1983-2003, as can be
seen from many of the statistics presented earlier in this chapter.
Demographically, Cantonese is still the dominant language in Hong
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Kong, with only 0.5 % in the 2003 survey claiming to know no
Cantonese at all. Knowledge of Putonghua has grown dramatically in the
last twenty years, with 73% of the sample in 2003 claiming to speak the
language, compared with 32% in 1983. Knowledge of English has also
grown substantially, and in the 2003 survey, 69% claimed the ability to
speak the language, compared with 43% in 1983. In the coming years, the
balance of languages in the HKSAR will doubtless continue to change and
develop, in pace with social and economic change in the society. Given
the present economic development of China, the importance of
Putonghua is likely to grow, while the HKSAR's role as a regional and
global business centre similarly seems set ensure the continuing
importance of English. From a historical perspective, Hong Kong has
always been a multilingual society, but what is different today, perhaps, is
that multilingualism is not just a sociolinguistic reality, but also a matter
of official government policy.

Notes
1. The results for the 2006 by-census are available online at http://
www.bycensus2006.gov.hk/index.htm (HKSAR Government 2007a).
2.

According to anecdotal accounts, one factor currently maintaining
the use of English for spoken interaction at some universities in the
HKSAR is the expectation from mainland students that seminars be
taught in English rather than Cantonese.

3. The percentages presented for 'Writing at work' and 'Reading at work'
are derived from the subsets of respondents who reported actually
writing or reading at work.
4.

One potentially worrying development in this context is the recent
interest of the Census Department of the HKSAR government in
classifying 'ethnic minorities', following the introduction of the issue
of 'etpnicity' into the 2001 Census. This classification uses such
'macro' terms as 'Asian (other than Chinese)', 'White', and 'Mixed',
with the special report on ethnicity explaining that figures for 'Black'·
are included in those for 'Others'. In total, some 342, 198 individuals
were reckoned to be 'ethnic minorities' [sic.] living in Hong Kong in
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2006 (Hong Kong Government, 2007b: 2). These included Filipinos
(33%), Indonesians (26%), White (10%), Indians (6%), Mixed (5%),
Nepalese (5%), Japanese (4%), Thais (4%), Pakistanis (3%), Other
Asians (2%), Koreans (1 %), and Others (0.6%). What is striking about
the list of such categories is their mixed frame of reference where
broad racial categories, e.g. 'Asian' and 'White' are juxtaposed with
categories of nationality such as 'Indian', 'Indonesian', 'Thai', etc.
There also seems little awareness that such ethnic and racial
categories and their utilisation in censuses have a long and
problematic history (Kertzer and Arel 2002).
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