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Charting Multilingualism: Language Censuses and 
Language Surveys in Hong Kong 

John Bacon-Shone and Kingsley Bolton. 

ABSTRACT 

The chapter reviews census and language survey data to present a 
comprehensive, longitudinal survey of the complex pattern of 
multilingualism and language diversity in Hong Kong over the 
twentieth century. 

INTRODUCTION 

Throughout the 1980s, one basic assumption which underlay many 
commentaries on the local language situation was that Hong Kong was an 
overwhelmingly monolingual Cantonese-speaking community and that the 
extent of individual bilingualism in the community was severely limited 
(see L9rd and T' sou, 1985; Luke and Richards, 1982; Quirk, 1986). To some 
extent, the belief that Hong Kong is essentially a monoethnic, monolingual 
community has persisted into the 1990s. For example, So (1992) expresses 
this ·widely-held view when he states, almost axiomatically, that "Hong 
Kong is essentially a monolingual Cantonese-speaking society where 
English is used in only a restricted number of domains"(p. 79). 

This chapter sets out to challenge tl)e myth of Hong Kong as a 
monolingual society by reviewing a wide range of empirical research on 
multilingualism in the Hong Kong speech community.1 It does this through 
a discussion of macrosociolinguistic research drawn chiefly from two 
sources. First, we collate and evaluate language census data from a number 
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of censuses administered in the period 1911-1991. Second, we consider the 
findings of two major sociolinguistic surveys carried out in the com1nunity 
in 1983 and 1993 (Bacon-Shone and Bolton, forthcoming; Bolton and Luke, 
1997). The picture that emerges suggests that multilingualism and linguistic 
diversity (even in the Chinese language community) have been generally. 
underestimated in the past. It also suggests that bilingualism in Chinese 
and English increased very rapidly in the years 1983-1993, and that 
knowledge of Putonghua also grew remarkably throughout the same 
period. It is a picture where the boundaries of the Hong Kong speec;h 
community no longer halt at the Lo Wu border, or three miles south of . 
Stanley, but reach overseas to Sydney, San Francisco, Toronto and · 
Vancouver. 

The first part of this chapter reviews and comments on the results of 
the seven Hong Kong government censuses between 1911and1991. The 
second part looks at language surveys in the community, paying close 
attention to two sociolinguistic surveys carried out in 1983 and 1993 and 
the final section provides a commentary on patterns of multilingualism in 
Hong Kong. 

HONG KONG GOVERNMENT CENSUSES 1911"-1991 

The first census figures on the languages of Hong Kong date from 1911. 
Although a number of important censuses were carried out during the 
period from 1841-1906_, it was not until 1911 that censuses administered by 
the Hong Kong govern1nent began to include questions that dealt with the 
language backgrounds of its colonial subjects. 

The 1911 Census 

The total population of Hong Kong in 1911was456 739. In the census one 
question dealt specifically with the 'home language' of respondents. This 
question required respondents to give information about 'Dialects spoken 
in the home for Chinese Population of the Colony'. The results for .this 
question constituted the first results of a language survey in the colony, 
and the relevant totals were published in the census report of that year 
(Wodehouse_, 1912) . 

. In the tables that were compiled_, the relevant figures were presented 
by district for the colony of Hong Kong. These are grouped together in 
Table 2.1 below: 
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Table 2.1 1911 Census: 'Dialects Spoken in the Home' 
(by numbers of speakers and district) 

District Hong Kong New Territories New Territories Total Percentage 
Island and Northern Southern 
Kowloon District District 

Punti 311 992 31 595 16 395 359 982 81.0% 
Hakka 22 822 37 053 7321 67 196 15.1% 
Hoklo 6949 75 1369 8393 1.9% 
Others 2864 124 2988 0.7% 
Not stated 5791 275 39 6105 1.3% 

Total 350 418 69 122 25 124 444 664 100.0% 

Note: The total population in 1911 was 456 .739. 

A number of points are noteworthy in connection with this, the earliest 
of all language censuses in the community. Most remarkable of all, perhaps, 
is the use of an apparently colonial terminology, or 'discourse', in identifying 
languages and language varieties. This is most clearly seen in the use of 
the term 'Punti'2 to refer to that variety of Chinese we today refer to a~ 
'Cantonese'. The term 'Punti' is derived from the Cantonese (*-.1~) bun2dei6, 
'local' (or 'local language'). in English. A second point of note is the use of 
the term 'Hoklo'. This is used throughout all census reports from 1911-
1971 as a category of description referring apparently to the Chiu Chau 
and Fukien (or 'Hokkien') dialects of China. The origins of the term seem 
rather obscure, although there is an attempt to give an explanation of the 
label in the 1961 census report (see 'The 1961 Census' on pp. 48-51). One 
might also question the use of the term 'dialect' to refer the varieties of 
Chinese used in the colony in 1911. Successive censuses use a variety of 
terms, including 'Mother Tongue' (Hong Kong Government, 1932), 'usual 
language', 'language', 'dialect', 'linguistic minorities' (Barnett, 1962), 
'language' (Tapley, 1973), and 'language/ dialec

1
t' (Ho, 1992). 

As far as the actual results of the language census are concerned~ a 
number of broad trends are discernible from the figures. First, we can note 
that Cantonese (or 'Punti') is the most widely spoken variety of Chinese, 
with 81..0% of respondents identifying this as their 'usual language'. Second, 
we can also see the existence of two sizeable minority linguistic' groups 
within the community: the Hakka, comprising 15.1 % of the population, 
and the Hoklo, accounting for 1.9%. Both these minority linguistiC groups 
will subsequently show up, in one or another.form, in successive censuses 
in 1961, 1966, 1971, and 1991 (see below). 
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Noticeably absent from the first language census, however, is any 
reference to the total number of 'Mandarin', guoyu (or in Cantonese, 
gwok3yu5), speakers in the community. This is hardly surprising, perhaps, 
if we consider the fact that it was not until the 1920s that the first modern 
attempts to promote a national language in mainland China began to take 
place (see Chen, 1993). It might be argued that this first language census. 
report also contained other strands of a colonial discourse on language 
that continued through successive census reports into the modern era. Part 
of this discourse was a categorization of different varieties of Chinese as 
1 dialects', 'languages', and 'language/ dialects' / that may have served a 
number of functions at different times in the colonial context. First, by 
categorizing varieties of Chinese as 'languages., in their own right, the· 
colonial administration, consciously or otherwise, was able to grant 
1 Cantonese', as a variety, much greater prestige than it might otherwise 
have been accorded across the border. At the same time, by ignoring the 
emergence and growth of Mandarin (or 'Putonghua') as the 'national 
language' of the People's Republic of China, such a terminology, and such 
a discourse, may also have served to emphasize the linguistic distance 
between the colony of Hong Kong and the rest of mainland China, thus 
maintaining differences of language and language use that may have aided, 
particularly from the 1960s onwards, the cultivation of a separate and 
different identity for 'Hong Kong people'.3 

In addition to questions concerning the 'home language' of Hong Kong 
citizens, the 1911 census also contained questions devoted to literacy. 
Questions concerning the ability to read and write (in any language) were 
asked of both the Non-Chinese (excluding Indians) and the Chinese 
communities. Totally, 87.6% of the Non-Chinese population claimed to be 
able to read and write (91.7% of men, and 82.5% of women). This compared 
with a much lower figure for the Chinese population, which was estimated 
at around 52.8%. This total comprised the figures for both males (71.6% of 
whom were judged to be literate) and females (14.3%). The literacy rates 
for women were obviously extremely low, with the lowest rates of all 
registered by females from the New Territories and / the floating population' 
of boat people. 

The 1921 Census 

In 1921 the total population was estimated at 625 666. The census in this 
year omitted all questions on home languages but included questions 
related to literacy. Again, both the Non-Chinese and the Chinese populations 
were polled. This time the figures for the Non-Chinese population indicated 
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varying rates for unmarried and married males and females. Unmarried 
females reported a literacy rate of 64% f followed by unmarried males with 
a rate of 69%; married females registered a total of 85%; and the highest 
rates of literacy were registered by married males, of whom a total of 91 % 
were judged able to read and write. 

The marital status of the Chinese population was not ·a consideration 
in calculating the level of literacy in this population, although gender was. 
As in 1911, there was a noticeable gap in the figures for males and females. 
Overall, 39% of the Chinese population were judged able to read and write, 
58% of males were literate, compared with only 9% of females. 4 

The 1931 Census 

The 1931 census registered a total population of 849 751 persons. The census 
contained a total of three questions that were related to languages. These 
questions were (a) 'Can you read and write your Mother Tongue?', (b) 'Can 
you speak English?', and (c) 'Can you read and write English?' 

The first question was again concerned with literacy, and the results 
were presented in the report according to census district. In Hong Kong 
and Kowloon,.76% of males and 22% of females were judged able to read 
and write. In the New Territories, 54% of males and 4% of females were 
literate; and amongst the boat population, the respective figures were 28% 
for males and 1% for females. 

The 1931 census was also remarkable, as it was the first time that the 
government had ever attempted to gather statistics concerning the ability 
in English of the local population. Table 32 and 33 of the report list the 
'Educational attainments - Chinese race' with reference to the ability 'I. 
To read and write Mother Tongue', 'II. To speak English', and 'III. To read 
and write English'. Overall, the proportion of local Chinese aged 5 and 
above able to speak English is estimated at 6.2% of the population; and the 
estimate of those able to read and write in English is put at 5.7%. A tone of 
disappointment seems to intrude into the report for that year1 as the author 
comments: "The percentages here are surprisingly small. But again there 
appears to be a distinct improvement in the earlier years and more young 
people are acquiring a knowledge of English than in the past" (Hong Kong 
Government1 19321 p. 141). Elsewhere in the report the census officer 
concerned adds that: "While the information obtained in 1931 may be of 
little value and the accuracy of the replies somewhat doubtful, a comparison 
with 1931 when subsequent censuses come to be taken rµay be of great 
interest" (ibid.1 p. 92). Indeed1 such a comparison has proved to be useful 
as we shall see below. 
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- The 1961 Census 

There was only a partial census in 19415 (1nerely 'a count of heads'), and 
the 1951 census was cancelled by the\colonial government. The next full 
census was undertaken in 1961, by which time the total population was 
estimated to be 3 129 648 persons. Questions were asked in this census 
concerning the 'usual language' of respondents1 their ability to speak 
English, and their literacy, which was defined as "The ability to read and 
write Chinese or English or any other language". The figures for the 'usual 
language' question provided the first set of data on the language 
backgrounds of Hong Kong people since 1911. The results are set out in 
Table 2.2 below: 

Table 2.2 1961 Census: 'Usual Language' by Percentage of Speakers 

. Usual language 

English 
Cantonese 
Hakka 
Hoklo 
Sze Yap 
Shanghai 
Kuo Yu 
All other languages of Eastern Asia 
Portuguese 
All other languages 

Total population = 3 129 648 
Total 

Percentage 

1.21% 
79.02% 
4.89% 
6.26% 
4.36% 
2.65% 
0.99% 
0.31% 
0.03% 
0.28% 

100.00% 

A number of points are worth com1nent here. This time, the term' Cantonese' 
is used rather than 'Punti'; although the term 'Hoklo' is retained to refer to 
the Chiu Chau and Fukien dialects. 'Problems' relating to language issues 
were also discussed in the commentary to the Census report penned by the 
census commissioner of the day (Barnett, 1962). Section 11.2 of the report 
discussed a number of issues related to English, Cantonese, Holdo, Sze. 
Yap, and other 'linguistic minorities1

: 

11.2 A great deal of thought had to be given to the problem of language 
as it affected both the administration of the Census and the tabulation 
of frs results ... 
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11.2.1 Publications and correspondence in Hong Kong are either in English, 
in Chinese or in both. English, which is the official language of the 
place and the language of a great deal, if not most, of commercial 
correspondence is understood only by 9.7% of the population ... 

11.2.2 The term Cantonese (or Punti) is used to denote, not simply the 
language of Canton City nor all the languages of K wangtung 
province, but a language, belonging to the Yueh group of Chinese 
languages, of which the purest form is spoken in the Pun Yue district 
which includes the greater part of Canton City. This language is 
generally understood in about three-quarters of K wangtung 
province and the southern half of K wangsi. There is no one standard 
method of writing it, either in Chinese characters or in any alphabet. 
It is the usual language of 79% of the Hong Kong population but is 
understood by 95%. The language of the northwestern part of the 
New Territories, which is the Nam Tau dialect (an offshoot of Tung 
Kwun), although not readily understood by a man from Canton, 
and the somewhat similar dialect of the Tanka boat people, are 
generally included here in the term 'Cantonese' and were so 
included in the census. 

11.2.3 The term Hoklo is used locally to denote a collection of dialects 
belonging to the Min group of Chinese languages spoken in eastern 
K wangtung, in Fukien and by some of the inhabitants of Hainan, 
the Luichow peninsula and Taiwan. Some of these dialects, e.g., Chiu 
Chow, Amoy, and Kiung Chow are often spoken of as separate 
languages. With the exception of the Hoklo boat people the speakers 
of these dialects do not generally speak of themselves as 'Hoklo', 
which is a Cantonese term derived from the fact that the first syllable 
of Fukien (province) sounds, in these dialects, like Hok. However 
the majority language group - the Cantonese - links them together 
and they were treated as one in the census. They form the second 
largest linguistic community ( 6.6%) in the urban area and the third 
(4.6%) in the New Territories. 

11.2.4 The term Sze Yap refers to the districts of Hai Ping, Hok Shan, San 
Wui, Toi Shan and Yan Ping situated near the lower reaches of the 
West River in K wangtung province, and to the languages spoken in 
the same. In other parts of China they are commonly included with 
Cantonese, but as their language is unint~lligible to a Canton man 
it is usual in Hong Kong to treat them separately. 

(Barnett, 1962, pp. XLVI-XLVII) 

Finally, Barnett noted the process of language shift from minority 
dialect.s to Cantonese which by the early 1960s wm~ well underway: 

11.2.7 The fact, disclosed by the census, that many persons of non- · 
Cantonese o'r even of non-Chinese origin had now adopted the 
Cantonese language was not known when the preparations for the 
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census were made, and special arrangements were made to cope 
. with linguistic minorities. A list was compiled of enumerators able 

to speak other dialects than Cantonese and other languages than 
Chinese. 16 of these were enrolled as a linguistic flying squad who 
would be called up to meet any case of difficulty, but the linguistic 
minorities proving much smaller than expected, most of those so 
enrolled were·not required for special duties and were used for 
ordinary enumeration. (Barnett, ibid.) 

It is also in this report that 'Kuo Yu' (Mandarin) also receives its first 
official mention as a 'language' in its own right, although this received no 
comment whatsoever in the notes accompanying the report. 

The results for the question on English are presented are set out in Table 
2.3 below: 

Table 2.3 1961 Census: Ability to Speak Usual Language 
and Additional Language 

Language(s) 

English 
Cantonese 
Both English and Cantonese 
Neither English nor Cantonese 

Total 

Percentage 

1.0% 
86.2% 

8.7% 
4.1 o/o 

100.0% 

The results for this question, then, give a total of 9.7% of the population 
who are able to speak English. This was certainly a significant result, coming 
some 30 years after the previous estimate for local English speakers (see 
'The 1931 Census' on p. 47). . . 

The 1961 census set a high standard of professionalism, and the census 
commissioner of the day, Barnett, is c;:redited with establishing Hong Kong's 
first Department of Census and Statistics. Barnett was also interested in 
language and linguistics, as the above excerpts from the census report show. 
His successor, K.W.J. Topley, acknowledged a huge debt to Barnett: 

Mr K.M.A. Barnett was the first of Hong Kong's modern Census 
Commissioners ... The difficulties in setting up a complete geographical 
organisation ... were immense. In addition, however, Mr Barnett brought 
his considerable scholarship and wide knowledge of Chinese language 
and custom to bear on the difficult problems of Hong Kong Census 
definitions and classification. (Topley, 1973, Foreword) 
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Largely as a result of the commissioner's interest in language questions, it 
·seems, the 1961 census report contained a wealth of statistics on languages. 
Much of this information was presented in the form of cross-tabulations, 
which were also an innovation in 1961. The main report contains twenty­
three tables detailing information about usual language (by sex, area, 
district, origin, birthplace, length of residence, age and education), and about 
English and Cantonese (by usual language, sex, origin, employment, 
working population, occupation). 

As mentioned above, information was also provided on literacy rates 
on the colony. These were provided in Table 158 of the 1961 report, which 
is summarized in Table 2.4 below: 

Table 2.4 Literacy Rates.1921, 1931, and 1961 Classified by Sex 

1921 1931 1931 1961 
(5 years and up) (5 years and up) (10 years and up) (1 O years and up) 

Males 67.16% 69.40% 73.96% 90.72% 
Females 10.37% 18.03% 19.06% . 57.55% 

Total 45.94% 47.81% 51.39% 74.56% 

There was now evidence of a rapidly rising rate of literacy. In particular, 
the increase in literacy rates amongst females had risen dramatically. The 
female literacy level in Hong Kong and Kowloon rose from 23% in 1931 to 
62% in 1961. The rate for females in the New Territories in the same period 
rose from 4% to 44%. Commenting on this latter figure, Barnett noted with 
obvious pride that the increase in literacy amongst New Territories females 
was "nothing short of a revolution ... ", and went on to conclude that "even 
in the New Territories female illiteracy is now common only in the higher 
age groups" (Barnett, 1962, p. LXVII). So thorough .was the work of the 
1961 census that the report also provided information about literacy in 
braille among the totally blind members of the community. More than one­
third of the total blind population in 1961(approximately900 persons) were 
judged able to read braille (Barnett, ibid.). 

The 1966 By-Census 

The 1961 census was followed by a mid-term by-census in 1966. By this 
time the population had risen to a total of 3 716 400 persons. The 1966 by­
census questionnaire contained two questions relating to languages (there 
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braille among the totally blind members of the community. More than one­
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were no questions relating to literacy this time). First, the census polled 
respondents on the 'usual language' of the home. Apart from a noticeably 
higher figure for Cantonese, these results were in line with the earlier set of 
1961 figures that were obtained on the full census (see Table 2.9 below). 
The second question concerned English, and here the results were quite . 
remarkable. These are set out now in Table 2.5: 

Table 2.5 1966 By-Census: Ability to Speak English Classified by Sex 

Sex 

Males 
Females 

Total 

No. of Persons 

459 620 
282 240 

741 860 

Total population = 3 716 400 

Percentage of Population 

12.40% 
7.62% 

20.02% 

According to these figures, the years between 1961and1966 register an 
increase in the total number of English speakers from 9 .7% to just over 20% 
of the population. In five years, it appears the proportion of English speakers 
has more than doubled. No real explanation of this sharp rise is given in. 
the by-census report, although the increase is noted and the report 
comments that "English speakers are few among the rural and marine 
population, and commonest among young city dwellers" (Barnett, 
1966, p. XI). The census report for the 1966 by-census contains six tables on 
language issues, again making use of cross-tabulations relating to usual 
language (by birthplace, English, sex, age group, area, districts, origin) and 
English (by employment status, sex, age group, education, etc.) (Barnett, 
1966). 

The 1971 Census 

K.M.A. Barnett retired as census commissioner in 1970, but was again 
credited by his successor Tapley (1973) for his continuing influence in the 
design of the 1971 census. By 1971, the population had reached 3 936 630. 
The census contained two questions relating to language. The first question 
dealt with 'usual language' (see Table 2.9 below for results); the second 
dealt with 'ability to speak English'. The 1971 Main Report on the census 
(Hong Kong Government, 1972) this time, however, contained only two 
tables on languages. Table 7 presented the results for 'Whole population 
by place of origin by broad age group by sex by usual language'. Table 22 
presente.d the figures for 'Population aged 10 and over by usual language 
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(other than English) by sex by ability to ~peak English'. Table 22 is here in 
abridged form as Table 2.6: 

Table 2.6 Population Aged 10 and Over Classified by Usual Language 
(Other than English) and by Sex and Ability to Speak English 

Usual language Sex Able to able to Total 
Speak English Speak English 

Cantonese M 427 705 930 333 1 331 038 
F 281 143 1 021 879 1 303 022 

Hakka M 5483 35 043 40 256 
F 2450 39 362 41 812 

Hoklo M 11 933 54129 66 062 
F 5864 64 001 69 865 

Sze Yap M 2630 14 700 17 330 
F 1172 25 569 26 741 

Any other language of China M 12 702 26 512 39 214 
F 7176 35 868 43 044 

Any other language M 6735 1455 8190 
F 3047 1463 4510 

Total Percentage- M 30.55 69.45 100.00 
F 20.21 79.79 100.00 
T 25.45 74.55 100.00 

Total population = 3 936 630 

From Table 2.6 above, we can see that in 1971, 30.6% of males claimed 
the ability to speak English, compared with 20.2% of females. The overall 
figure for English speakers in the population (which excluded 'usual' 
speakers of the language) was 25.5%. As in the 1966 by-census, there is a 
noticeable rise in the proportion of the population identifying Cantonese 
as their 'usual language', which is now estimated at 88.1 % (compared with 
81.2% in 1966, and 79% in 1961). There is also a significant rise in the total 
number of English speakers (up from 20% to 25 .5%). No question on literacy 
was asked in the 1971 census, but the report quoted the calculation that by 
1971, the overall literacy rate was 83%. Since 1971, the issue of literacy has 
been ignored in all subsequent reports. 

The 1991 Census 

The 1981 census and the 1986 by-census omitted all questions on language, 
and so by 1991 there was a gap of twenty years·in language censuses. By 
1991 the total population of the community had risen to 5 522 281 persons. 
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The 1991 census results go some way towards making up for the 1981 
omissions, as they present relatively 'fresh' data on language issues in the 
community. These include tables dealing with 'usual language/ dialect' and 
district, place of birth, educational attainment, occupation, industry, and 
new towns. In all, six tables are presented in the .'main tables' section of the . 
census report. 

In addition, two other tables are presented in the 'summary results' 
section of the census report. The two tables (Tables 11 and 12 of' summary 
results') present an overview of the language situation in Hong Kong. They 
are reproduced here as Tables 2.7 and 2.8. 

Table 2. 7 1991 Census: Population Aged 5 and Over Classified 
by Usual Language/Dialect 

Usual language/dialect Number % 

Cantonese 4 583 322 88.7 
Putonghua 57 577 1.1 
Other Chinese dialects 364 694 7.0 
English 114 084 2.2 
Others 49 232 1.0 

Total 5 168 9.09 100.0· 

(Hong Kong Government, 1991 a, p. 43) 

What is noticeable here is that, this time, despite a time gap of twenty years, 
there is only a very slight rise registered in the numbers identifying 
Cantonese as their usual language, with a 0.6% increase over the 1971 total. 
Other Chinese dialects, notably Fukien, Hakka, and Chiu Chau, seem to be 
holding their own, in spite of the continuing process of language shift away 
from 'home dialects' towards Cantonese that had received comment in the 
1966 sensus report (see discussion of 1961 census above). 

The 1991 census totals for the percentages of the population able to 
speak various languages and dialects either as 'a usual language' or 'another 
language' give an even wider perspective on the vitality of these minority 
home dialects. As we can see from Table 2.8 and Figure 2.1 below, even in 
the 1990s there are still significant percentages claiming know ledge of such 
variet!es both as a 'first' language and as a 'second' language. The total 
figures for Chiu CJ.:lau reach 5.4%, for Hakka 5.3%, for Fukien 3.6%, for Sze. 
Yap 1.9%, and for Shanghainese 1.8%. In addition, Filipino (spoken 
predominately by the imported' domestic helper' community) and Japanese 
(spoken by resident Japanese businessmen and their families) also register 
for the first time. 
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The total figures for English and :Putonghua are also interesting, 
although not unproblematic. As we noted earlier, the 1966 by-census and 
1971 census figures registered a spread in know ledge of English in the 
community that was remarkable. The numbers of English speakers actually 
increased two and a half times between 1961and1971. Yet the figures for 
1991, despite the fact that the intervening twenty years arguably experienced 
the greatest period of educational reform and expansion in the history of 
the community, record a mere increase of 6% over the 1971 total for the 
population. Similarly, given what was widely perceived as a boom in the 
learning of Putonghua in Hong Kong in the 1980s, the figure of 18.1 % for 
the total number of speakers of this language reported in the 1991 census 
also seems surprisingly low. In fact, the figures reported in the 1993 
sociolinguistic survey of Hong Kong (see discussion of the 1993 
sociolinguistic survey of languages below) differ markedly from these totals; 
and we shall later consider the reasons for this in some detail. However, 
the results for the 1991 census for 'usual language' and 'another language' 
are presented here in Table 2.8 and Figure 2.1: 

Table 2.8 1991 Census: Proportion of Population Aged 5 and 
Over Able to Speak Usual and Other Languages/Dialects 

Percentage of population able to speak: 

Language/dialect As a usual 
language/ 

dialect 

Cantonese 88. 7 
English 2.2 
Putonghua 1.1 
Chiu Chau 1.4 
Hakka 1.6 
Fukien (including Taiwanese) 1.9 
Sze Yap 0.4 
Shanghainese 0.7 
Filipino 0.1 
Japanese 0.2 

As another 
language/ 
· dialect 

7.1 
. 29.4 
17.0 
4.0 
3.7 
1.7 
1.5 
1.1 
1.0 
0.8 

Total 

95.e 
31.6 
18.1 
5.4 
5.3 
3.6 
1.9 
1.8 
1.1 
1.0 

(Hong Kong Government, 1991 a, p. 43) 

Table 2.8 and Figure 2.1 provide a broad picture of the .extent of 
multilingualism in Hong Kong in the 1990s, as revealed in the 1991 census. 
We can summarize the broad situation in the following terms: according to 
the 1991 census information, Cantonese is overwhelmingly the majority 
language, spoken by 88.7% of the population as a 'usual language' and a 
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further 7.1 % as an additional lang-µ.age of the home. English emerges as 
the most popular second language, with 31.6% of the total, followed by 
Putonghua, with 18. 1 %, and a range of smaller totals for the various 'home 
dialects' and minority languages whose existence we have noted earlier. 
For various reasons, however, the totals for English and Putonghua seem 
particularly problematic. We shall discuss the reasons for this in the next 
two sections of this chapter. 

Japanese 

Filipino 

Shanghainese 

Sze Yap 

Fukien 

Hakka 

Chiu Chau 

Putonghua 

English 

Cantonese 95.8% 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 BO 90 100 

Percentage(%) 

Figure 2.1 Census Reports of 'Usual Language' and Other Languages 1991 

CENSUS REPORTS OF LANGUAGES 1911-1991 

If we now proceed to conflate the results of language-related questions in 
census reports for the period under review, the following two tables can be 
presented. First we can present a table listing all results for the 'usual 
language' question, which is included here as Table 2.9. 

We might then go on to construct a chart to illustrate the relationship 
between Cantonese and home dialects for these points in time. To do so, it 
seems logical to group together Hakka, Chiu Chau, Fukien, Sze Yap, and 
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Table 2.9 Percentages of Speakers of 'Usual Language' 
Classified by Census Result 

Language/dialect 1911 1961 1966 1971 1991 
(by-census) 

Cantonese 81.0% 79.0% 81.2% 88.1% 88.7% 
English 1.2% 1.0% 1.0% 2.2% 
Mandarin 0.9% 1.1% 

(Putonghua) 
Hakka 15.1% 4.9% 3.3% 2.7% 1.6% 
Hoklo (i.e., Chiu 1.9% 6.3% 8.1% 4.2% 

Chau and Fukien) 
Chiu Chau 1.4% 
Fukien 1.9% 
Sze Yap 4.4% 1.2% 0.4% 
Shanghainese 2.6% 0.7% 
Filipino 0.1% 
Japanese 0.2% 
Others/missing 2.0% 0.75% 3.3% 2.8% 1.7% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Shanghainese together with 'Mandarin' or 'Putonghua', as a usual language. 
As these are all minority Chinese languages or dialects spoken in the home, 
we can perhaps refer to these most appropriately as 'home dialects', a term 
used extensively in succeeding sections. Figure 2.2 presents the relevant 
totals for Cantonese and 'home dialects' for the period 1911-1991. 

One clear tendency is that 'home dialects' appear to decrease rapidly 
in the thirty years between 1961 and 1991. There are probably a number of 
factors at work here. Increased educational opportunities during this period 
gave virtually every child the chance of schooling in and through the 
majority language, Cantonese. At the same time a process of 'language 
shift' away from minority Chinese dialects also occurred. This shift was 
noted particularly during the 1961 census, as was mentioned above, but 
has continued apace since that time. One speculation is that this trend has 
been connected with both perceived pressure towards conformity in Hong 
Kong Chinese society and the emergence and growth of a sense of Hong 
Kong identity amongst 'Hong Kong people' (Pierson, this volume). 

The general picture that emerges with reference to knowledge of English 
in the community is illustrated by a similarly conflated chart for ratings of 
the knowledge of English for the same period presented as Figure 2.3: 
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Census Elicitation Techniques 1911-1991 

If we now attempt to evaluate the accuracy of census estimates of language 
proficiency and language use, a number of points can be made with 
reference to the issue of the 'comparability' of results from one census to 
another. First, it h?-s to be noted that all of the English results cited are 
based on the self-report of proficiency in the language. The validity of such 
questions alone in giving accurate estimates has been challenged by a 
number of linguists who have worked with sociolinguistic surveys in the 
past (see, for example, Cooper, 1980; Polome, 1982). 

Second, there is another, perhaps more important, problem which needs 
to be considered, and this·is crucially connected to the types of questioning 
techniques used in the censuses over the years. To illustrate clearly our 
concerns here, one might consider the various questioning techniques that 
were used to elicit information about English in censuses over the years. 

In 1931 we may infer that a simple self-report type of question was 
used. In the words of the census commissioner, "enquiry was made 
regarding (i) Ability to read and write one's 'mother tongue', (ii) Ability to 
speak English, and (iii) Ability to read and write English" (Hong Kong 
Government, 1931, p. 92) Although we have no further description of 
methodology, apart from the words 'enquiry was made ... ' we may infer 
that for question (ii), for example, respondents were simply asked, usually 
in Cantonese, 'Do you know how to speak English?' 

By commissioner Barnett's day, in 1961, a much more sophisticated 
methodology had been developed. The 'Hong Kong Pilot Land Census 
Training Manual' (written in English) of 1960 gives a detailed description 
of instructions to enumerators and standardizes the questions on 'ability 
to speak English or Cantonese'. To start with, the question is defined, with 
the manual stating that: "By the ability to speak a language is meant whether 
a person is able to conduct a short conversation or understand and answer 
questions put in that language" (Hong Kong Government, 1960). The 
instructions about asking questions were similarly detailed: 

... To those whose first language is Cantonese, ask: 
'Do you speak English' 
' 1bJ -?iJ; rtJi. -?iJ; ._;.~ 7it ef I , , ,,a~ P ,,a~ ,,pt 7'--~ 

'NAY SICKUM-SICK GONG YING MUN?' 

~ .. To those whose first language is English, ask: 
'Do you speak Cantonese?' 

... To those whose first language is any language or dialect other than 
those mentioned above ask: 
'Do you speak English?' AND 
'Do you speak Cantonese?' (Hong Kong Government, 1960, p. 24) 
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The instructions for this question are relatively clear, although there is 
some ambiguity about the language to be used by enumerators in actually 
putting this question to _respondents in the field. From the layout of 
instructions in the training manual, it would seem that Cantonese was used 
for Cantonese respondents, English for those claiming English as a home 
language, and either English or Cantonese when dealing with others. 

The 1966 by-census training manual in fact refines this question, and 
legislates another altogether more direct approach to this question. The 
instructions to the census enumerators are set out in section 6.3.11.2 of the. 
manual, under the rubric of 'How to approach': 

6.3.11.2 
6.3.11.2.1 

6.3.11.2.2 

6.3.11.2.3 

6.3.11.2.4 

6.3.11.2.5 

6.3.11.2.6 

How to approach 
The simplest way to establish the answer to this question 
without conducting a test is for the question itself to be put in 
English. 
For any person whose usual language is English, the question 
need not be asked. 
For those who give their usual language as something else, 
but have been talking English to you in answer to the other 
questions, likewise the question need not be asked as the 
answer is obvious. 
But for the majority who have answered the previous questions 
in Chinese, it will be fair enough for you to say, at the 
appropriate moment, IN ENGLISH 

'DO YOU UNDERSTAND ENGLISH' 

If the answer is 'yes', a second question should be asked. 
'Where did you learn it?' 
Any person who can understand the two questions in 6.3.11.2.4 
and6.3.ll.2.5 and reply to them intelligibly in English should 
be recorded as speaking English. 

(Hong Kong Government, 1966, p. 39) 

In the 1966 by-census, the principle was thus established that this 
question should be asked in English, which indeed seems a reasonable 
approach to take, given that this allows for a simple yet direct measure of 
proficiency in this language. This methodology was again used in the 1971 
census. Directives to enumerators were this time set out in an 'Instructions 
for enumerators' booklet which superseded the previous manual. The 
instructions for the 'ability to speak English' question were contained in 
paragraphs 41-44 of the booklet: · 

41. By the expression 'ability to speak English' is meant whether a 
person is able to conduct a short conversation or understand and 
answer questions put in that language. 
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42. For any person whose usual language is English, the question need 
not be asked. For those who give their usual language as something 
else, but have been answering the other questions in English, 
likewise this question need not be asked. 

43. For the majority who have answered the other questions in Chinese, 
it will be sufficient if you put a question to them in English and see 
if they can understand. 

44. Ask: 
'Do you understand English' 
If the answer is 'Yes', this second question should be asked 
'Where did you learn it?' 
Any person who can understand these two questions and reply to 
them intelligibly in English should be regarded as being able to speak 
English. 

(Hong Kong Government, 1971, p. 28) 

Twenty years later, in 1991, a somewhat different question was adopted 
and used by census enumerators. Although at first sight similar to the earlier 
questions (1961-1971), closer examination reveals a number of important 
differences, as this excerpt from the English version of the operations 
manual indicates: 

P21 Ability to Speak Other Languages 
• This question is for collecting information on the ability of the 

population to speak any other language/ dialect in addition to the 
usual language spoken at home. This question is not applicable to 
persons aged under five and the dumb. 

• Questions: 
'Can you speak any other languages/ dialects in conversation in daily 
matters, such as asking for direction or shopping?' 

If the answ_er is 'Yes', then ask: 'What are they?' 
To avoid missing cases, further ask: 'Anymore?' 
• Definition: 

'Ability to speak a language I dialect' means whether a person is able 
to conduct a short conversation in everyday life activities such as 
asking for direction or shopping. There is no need to test the fluency 
of respondent in speaking the languages I dialects. 

(Hong Kong Government, 199lb, p. 37) 

In the 1991 census the question was asked in Cantonese: 

#·~·m~~*M~~~¥~M4~*X~~? , 
nei5 sik1-m4-sik1 jung6 kei4ta1 wa2 tung4 jan4 king1gai2, pei3ju4 man6 
lou6 waak6ze2 maai5 je5 ne1? 

(Hong Kong Government, 1991c, unnumbered) 
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This question can be translated into English as: 'Do you know how to use 
other languages to discuss with people, for example, to ask for directions 
or to go shopping?' There is a substantial element of ambiguity in this 
question, both in English and Chinese. In both versions, the examples 
suggested, that is, asking for directions, and shopping, strike us as 
somewhat inauthentic in the Hong Kong context, and potentially 
misleading. Simply stated, the vast majority of Hong Kong people would 
almost always choose Cantonese (rather than English or even Putonghua) 
in such contexts. It is also possible that this question may have been 
interpreted by some respondents to refer to actually occurring, habitual 
·activities along the lines of 'Do you ever use English to ask for directions, 
or go shopping?' 

Whatever the potential for ambiguity, two points emerge in this context: 
first, the question is rather different from those used previously in the 1961, 
1966, and 1971 censuses. Second, the estimates of knowledge of English 
and Putonghua that these questions yielded are significantly lower than 
the estimates for the respective languages that derive from the first and 
second sociolinguistic surveys carried out by Bolton and Luke (1997), and 
Bacon-Shone and Bolton (forthcoming), which are discussed below.6 

In all other respects there is a high degree of comparability between the 
census language results throughout the period.discussed. The exception is 
the 1931 census, which gave figures relating to English speakers in the 
Chinese community; but all the other results presented since 1931 are 
directly comparable in the sense that the sample frame is the whole 
population, that is, the Hong Kong Chinese community plus the' expatriate' 
community and other racial and ethnic minorities in the community. It also 
needs to be stressed that work of the Census Department of the Hong Kong 
government _throughout recent decades has been marked by exemplary 
standards of professionalism, with reference both to social survey 

. techniques and standards of statistical expertise. Given the particular 
constraints of a census exercise, where only a limited number of questions 
on language can be asked, there can be little doubt that the quality of 
information obtained has been high. 

However, in addition to census data, there are other sources of 
information available on the language situation and multilingualism in 
Hong Kong. In particular, we shall now turn our attention to language 
surveys that were carried out in the period 1975-1993: The first of these 
surveys was the survey of English administered by the British Council in 
1975, the second a sociolinguistic survey carried out by Bolton and Luke in 
1983, and the third a second sociolinguistic survey completed by the present 
authors in 1993. 

sulaihak
Sticky Note
None set by sulaihak

sulaihak
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by sulaihak

sulaihak
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by sulaihak

sulaihak
Sticky Note
None set by sulaihak

sulaihak
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by sulaihak

sulaihak
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by sulaihak



Charting Multilingualism 63 

LANGUAGE SURVEYS 1975-1993 

The results of the 1975 British Council survey of English have never been 
published in full, but nevertheless provide useful information concerning 
the spread of English in the 1970s. The results of the 1983 and 1993 surveys 
(Bacon-Shone and Bolton, forthcoming; Bolton and Luke, 1997) expand this 
information base considerably. 

The 1975 British Council Survey of English 

The British Council's 'Survey of the Use of English in Hong Kong' took 
place in 1975. According to the unpublished survey reports (British Council; 
1976, 1979) over 3700 respondents between the ages of 16 and 50 took part 
in the survey. Less than 1 % of the sample were judged to be 'native speakers 
of English'. Exactly how the survey was carried out is unclear from the 
report, but we are told at least that the survey questionnaire was presented 
to" a randomly selected sample of 3784 respondents" (British Councit 1976), 
and that the respondents were "selected at random" (British Councit 1979). 
Precisely what these statements mean, however, is difficult to establish, as 
no comparison is made between the demographi~ characteristics of the 
sample and those of the community. Apart from this one (albeit major) 
reservation, it seems clear from the reports that the survey, in many other 

-respects, was carefully administered. The sample of 3784 was relatively 
very large for a survey of this type. The questionnaire contained nineteen 
'major' questions which asked for detailed information about language 
proficiency and language use with particular reference to English. It 
"comprised five parts which sought information on th~ respondents' 
educational background, their reported proficiency in English, their use of 
English for work and leisure, their views concerning the English language 
courses available in Hong Kong, and their opinions about the value of 
proficiency in English" (British Council, 1976, p. 1). 

In at least one major respect, the sample used is significantly different 
from that of the 1971 and other censuses, however, and that factor is age. 
The 1975 survey, as mentioned above, restricted the questionnaire to 
respondents between the ages of 16 and 50. Of these, 24% of the sample 
were in the age range 16-20; 15.6% in the age range of 21-25; 14.9% were 
between 26-30; 22.4% between 31and40; and 23.1%, 41-50 years old. 
Consequently, the estimates of English proficiency are probably 
overestimates if we wish to generalize to the whole population; as both the 
very young and older citizens are excluded from the sample. 

Probably the most interesting results, at least for our purposes, are those 
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relating to proficiency in English. Questions 6a and 6b of the questionnaire 
asked respondents to rate their own abilities in speaking and writing 
English. 

Table 2.1 O 1975 Survey Reports of Ability to Speak English (ages 16-50) 

Questions 6 (a) and 6 (b): How well do you speak (and write) English? 

Response 

Not at all 
Only a little 
Enough to communicate simple needs 
Enough to communicate a wide range of ideas 
Almost like a native 

Skill (Percentage Ratings) 
Speaking Writing 

45.2% 
22.1% 
22.5% 

8.3% 
1.9% 

46.2% 
19.9% 
23.0% 

9.0% 
1.9% 

(British Council, 1979, Appendix 2, p. 2) 

From the above table1 we can thus conclude that at least 32'.7% of 
respondents reported an ability in speaking English that went beyond 'only 
a little'1 thus responding positively to the three 'higher' categories: 'Enough 
to communicate simple needs', 'Enough to communicate a wide range of 
ideas', and' Almost like a native'1 categories that broadly correspond to an 
'adequate', 'good', and 'excellent' rating of one's own ability in speaking 

· the language. Similarly, we can observe tha_t 33.9% of the sample indicate a 
similar level of proficiency in the written language. The survey report 
(British Councit 1979) then goes on to discuss language use at work1 

language use for specific purposes, English outside work, reasons for 
studying English, and language attitudes. 

As was mentioned earlier1 the results of the survey were never formally 
published. However1 one table from thiS survey which has found its way 
into print on a number of occasions (see Cheung, 1985; Gibbons1 1982) is a 
table which cross-tabulates overall competence in English by income group. 
The results for this table at the time thus led to the conclusion1 in Cheung's 
(1985) words1 that: 

There is a directional correlation between income levels and degrees of 
bilingualism. The more proficient one is in English, the more likely one is 
to find a well-paid job. (p. 194) 

Whether this conclusion was fully justified at the time, given the constraints 
of the 1975 survey, is somewhat dubious1 but such a conclusion was widely 
accepted at the time1 and this result was cited frequently by other researchers 
throughout the 1980s. 
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The 1983 Sociolinguistic Survey of Languages in Hong Kong 

The 1983 sociolinguistic survey of languages in Hong Kong (Bolton and 
Luke, 1997) was without doubt the most detailed and comprehensive survey 
of languages ever undertaken in the community up to that point in time. 
Its results are particularly valuable, given the fact that the 1981 census, as 
we have seen, omitted all questions on languages, thus creating a twenty­
year gap in census information about languages in the community. 

The background to the research was detailed in an early paper (Bolton 
and Luke, 1985). The research project was from the beginning conceived as 
a long-term project that would allow for a longitudinal dimension to be 
applied to the collection and analysis of data. The first survey took place in 
the summer of 1983. In the sampling of households the survey team received 
invaluable help from the Census and Statistics department of the Hong, 
Kong government, who not only provided a stratified sample frame of 
1480 households, but who also helped extensively with the training of 
enumerators, and in a host of other ways, giving generously of their time 
and expertise whenever required. 

The questionnaire was comprehensive to the point of virtual overload. 
It was written in Chinese, but the English rubrics below were used to 
identify the different sections of the questionnaire, which were also colour:­
coded, to the enumerators carrying out the door-to.:.door interviews. Table 
2.11 below indicates the general organization of the questionnaire: 

Table 2.11 The 1983 Survey Questionnaire 

Colour 

White: all respondents 

Orange: non-Cantonese-speakers 

White: all respondents 

Yellow: working adults 

White: all responc:ents 

Green: schoolchildren 

White: all respondents 

Contents 

A : Personal information 
· B : Language and home 
C : Language repertoires 

D : . Non-Cantonese dialects 

E : Language and transactions 
F : Language and the me_dia 
G : Language and friends 
H : Language and the neighbourhood 
I : Language and social activities 
J : Language and travel 
K : Language and religion 

L : Language and work 

M : Knowledge of English 

N : Language and school 

0 : Language politics and language attitudes 
P : Language mixing 
Q : Language and identity 
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The questionnaire was administered by a team of 50 or so enumerators 
who were mostly students from the University of Hong Kong and other 
tertiary institutions. The questionnaire was administered in face-to-face 
interviews, using the sample frame, covering the Chinese land population 
of Hong Kong, Kowloon, the New Territories, and the outlying islands of 
Hong Kong. In its final form the questionnaire contained 84 items, which · 
in turn yielded information on 437 variables. Out of a sample of 1480 
households, 1240 successful interviews were completed, giving an overall 
success rate of 84%. The selection of one person per household was effected. 
through the use of a random selectl.on table in each of the households. The 
age range of respondents was restricted to household members between · 
the ages of 12 and 70. The data collected included valuable information on 
the knowledge of Cantonese, Putonghua, and 'home dialects', proficiency 
in English, code-switching and code-mixing, the use of languages in specific 
domainsi language attitudes, and languages and questions of 'identity'. 
Given the constraints of this chapter, it is only possible to present a small 
selection of the findings of this survey, but two obvious areas where 
comparison is appropriate are the areas identified by censuses as 'usual 
language' and 'ability in English' and 'ability in other languages'. 

The 1983 Survey: 'Mother Tongue' and 'Language Repertoire' Questions 

Two questions in the 1983 survey corresponded closely to the 'usual 
language' items in the censuses. These were question 10, which asked about 
respondents' 'mother tongue', and question 11, which was designed to 
identify the language repertoires of respondents. Question 10 asked 
respondents about their 'mother tongue', which was glossed in Cantonese 
as 'most familiar language'. Results for this question are set out in Table 
2.12 below: 

Table 2.12 1983 Survey: 'Mother Tongue' 

Question 10: What language would you say is your 'mother tongue'? 
(mother tongue: 'most familiar language') 

LanguageNariety Percentage 

Standard Cantonese 76.45% 
Chinese 7.99% 
Chiu Chau 2.90% 
Mandarin 2.53% 
Hakka 2.31% 
Fukien (Hokkien) 1.61% 
More than one 1.61% 
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Shanghainese 
Sze Yap 
Other Cantonese dialects 
Shantong 
English 
Others 
Don't know 

1.47% 
1.24% 
1.06% 
0.18% 
0.09% 
0.18% 
0.28% 

In Table 2.12 above we can observe a number of important results. First, 
the figure of 76.45% for 'Standard Cantonese' is much lower than 
comp.arable census figures .(88.1%in1971, 88.7% in 1991). This is easily 
explained, however, if we note the presence of a 'Chinese', zung1man4, 
( tf .:Z ), response. For many Hong Kong people 'Chinese', zung1man4, is 
Cantonese, and 8% of the sample responded in this fashion. If we then 
compare the census reports on home dialects with the 1983 results, we may 
also notice a number of contrasts and similarities. Table 2.13 provides this 
comparison: 

Table 2.13 Comparison of 1971 and 1991 Census Results 
and 1983 Survey Results for Home Dialects 

Percentage 
home dialects 1971 1983 

Hoklo (i.e., Chiu Chau and Fukien) 4.2% 
Chiu Chau 2.9% 
Fukien 1.6% 
Mandarin 2.5% 
Hakka 2.7% 2.3% 
Sze Yap 1.2% 1.2% 
Shanghainese 1.5% 

1991 

1.4% 
1.9% 
1.1% 
1.6% 
0.4% 
0.7% 

If we combine the totals for Chiu Chau and Fukien in the 1983 survey 
(total 4.5% ), we can see that, with the exception of Mandarin, the 1983 results 
for 'home dialects' agree very closely with those of 1971. The 1991 census 
totals are all noticeably lower than the 1983 results. Nevertheless, we believe 
that the relative closeness of the 1971 and 1983 results provides a clear 
indication of the accuracy and rigour of the 1983 survey. 

Finally, with reference to the 'mother tongue' results recorded in Table 
2.12, it is also worth noting that as the sample frame for the 1983 survey 
was based on 'the ethnic Chinese non-institutional land civilian population' 
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(Bolton and Luke, 1985), no one of non-Chinese race was interviewed. 
Accordingly, only one person in the Chinese population (out of 1240) 
identified their 'mother tongue' as English. 

Question 11 went on to ask respondents to report on their passive 
knowledge and active knowledge of Chinese, dialects of Chinese, and 
English (1) before they went to school and (2) 'now'. The results are tabulated. 
in Table 2.14 below under the sub-headings 'Understanding-past', 
'Understanding-present', 'Speaking-past', and 'Speaking-present'. 

Table 2.14 1983 Survey: Language Repertoires 

Question 11: (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 

Language/variety Understanding Understanding Speaking Speaking 
-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% 
Fukien 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% 

From Table 2.14 it is possible to see quite clearly that, in 1983, various 
Chinese dialects were being maintained in Hong Kong, with varying 
degrees of vitality. For example, 9 .3% of respondents claimed to speak Chiu 
Chau, 7.5% claimed to speak Hakka, 6.3% claimed to speak Sze Yap, 4.2. 0/~ 
claimed to_ speak Fukiert, and 4.1 % claimed to speak Shanghainese. In 
addition, 31.9% of the population claimed to speak Mandarin. We can also 
see that by this date, some 43.3% of the population were also claiming to 
speak English, at least to some extent. Table 2.15 presents.a comparison 
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between language repertoires for the 1983 survey and 1991 census (usual 
and other languages) compared: 

Table 2.15 Comparison of 1983 Survey and 1991 Census for Language Repertoires 

Language/variety 1983 1991 

Cantonese 98.5% 95.8% 
English 43.3% 31.6% 
Mandarin (Putonghua) 31.9% 18.1% 
Chiu Chau 9.3% 5.4% 

· Hakka 7.5% 5.3% 
Sze Yap 6.3% 1.9% 
Fukien 4.2% 3.6% 
Shanghainese 4.1% 1.8% 

If we compare the figures from 1983 and 1991, we can immediately 
notice that the results for 1991 are generally much lower for all languages 
and varieties. The difference in the figures for Cantonese is readily 
explicable, as the 1991 census samples the whole population, not merely 
the Chinese population. But the dramatically lower reports for English and 
Mandarin in the 1991 census may be a consequence of the question type 
used in eliciting responses for this item, as discussed above. It should also 
be acknowledged that in the 1983 survey, enumerators were asked to pay 
special attention to information on home dialects (Bolton and Luke, 1997). 

The 1983 Survey: 'Ability in English' Questions 

There were a number of questions that dealt specifically with 'ability' or 
proficiency in English. One section of the questionnaire (questions 50-64) 
dealt with ability in Engl~sh, and there were two other key questions on 
Chinese-English bilingualism (questions 72 and 78). 

First, question 50 was directed at the whole sample, in order to discover 
what proportion of respondents had studied English: 

Table 2.16 1983 Survey: The Study of English 

Question 50: Have you studied English? 

Response 

No 
Yes 

Percentage 

32.2%. 
67.8% 
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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 (see 
Table 2.17): . 

Table 2.17 1983 Survey: Patterns of English Study· 

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

Response 

School 
University 
Evening school 
Language institutes (including the British Council) 
Extra-mural department of a university 
Private study (including private tuition) 

Percentage 

63.9% 
3.3% 

13.5% 
9.3% 
3.8% 

12.9% 

Question 58 demonstrated that sizeable numbers of respondents had taken 
(but had not necessarily passed) public examinations in English. Table 2.18 
presents the results: 

Table 2.18 1983 Survey: Public Examinations in English 

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

Response 

No 
Yes 
Not applicable 

Percentage 

32.08% 
35.68% 
32.19% 

Given that English in Hong Kong is a language that is predominantly learnt 
in schoot it was felt that the results in Tables 2.16, 2.17, and 2.18 we.re 
important in prqviding a check on whatever self-ratings of English ability 
that respondents reported. 

·Three vitally important questions attempted to assess English ability; 
these were questiop.s 59, 72, and 78. The results for question 59 are presented 
in Table 2.19: 
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Table 2.19 1983 Survey: Claimed Knowledge of English 

Question 59: How well do you know English ? 

Response Percentage 

Not at all 33.15% 
Only a few sentences 23.53% 
A little 36.24% 
Quite well 4.77% 
Well 1.39% 
Very well 0.37% 
Not applicable/missing 0.55% 

In the survey, this question was directly translated into Cantonese and 
asked in that language. The key problem here is dealing with the response 
'a little'. If we only accept the higher level responses ('quite well', and 'very 
well't this would give us a reduced total of 5.1 % claiming proficiency in 
English. If we include the 'a little' responses, this gives us a total of 41.4% 
(compared with the 1971 census total of 25.5%). 

Question 72 was also asked in Cantonese, and the results for this item 
are set out in Table 2.20: 

Table 2.20 1983 Survey: Bilingualism (1) 

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

Response 

No 
Yes 
Don't know 
Not applicable/missing 

Percentage 

65.1% 
32.0% 
2.8% 
0.1% 

Our intuitive response to the results for this question was that it worked 
rather well in eliciting self-ratings of English. If we compare the 1983 survey 
response with the census results on 'ability in English' for the years 1961 
(9.7%), 1966 (20.0%), and 1971 (25.5%), we might conclude, on a common­
sense basis at least, that an estimate of 32.0% for 1983 was indeed highly 
plausible. 

The thir~ question that was asked in this section of the 1983 survey, 
Question 78, was designed t.o provide a direct measure of higher level 
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language proficiency. It was administered in a mixed-code form using both 
Chinese and English: 

1:F '.t1-¥- m GJ5 P%£itBr1rNcuA1P£? 
neiS gok3dak1 zi6gei2 suk6-m4-suk6 jul bilingual nel? 
Do you consider yourself to be a bilingual? 

The results for question 78 are presented in Table 2.21: 

Table 2.21 1983 Survey: Bilingualism (2) 

Question 78: Do you consider yourself to be a 'bilingual'? 

Response 

No 
Yes 
Partly 
Uncertain 
Did not understand 'bilingual' 
Missing 

Percentage 

8.4% 
6.0% 
1.8% 
1.6% 

82.1% 
0.1% 

The results for this quest~on we believe pointed to the existence of 
varying levels of bilingualism in English, in the Hong Kong community. 
We may therefore assume that the results in Table 2.21 represent an estimate 
of high-level or 'high-range' proficiency in English, whereas the results in 
Tables 2.18 and 2.19 may include indications of 'mid-range' (functional) 
and 'low-range' (marginal) bilingualism (see Bolton and Kwok, 1990; Bolton 
and Luke, 1997). For a complete picture of recent trends in multilingualism, 
however, we need to review the results of the 1993 sociolinguistic survey, 
which we do in the next section 'of this chapter. 

The 1993 Sociolinguistic Survey of Languages in Hong Kong 

The 1993 SC?ciolinguistic survey was a telephone survey of Hong Kong 
households conducted by the Social Sciences Research Centre (SSRC) of 
the University of Hong Kong. In the 1980s and 1990s, the SSRC has received 
widespread recognition for its development of telephone survey techniques, 
polling Hong Kong people on everything from smoking to the mass media, 
and old-age pensions to Hong Kong politics. The survey itself took place 
during the Easter weekend of 1993. Twenty-five students were employed 
as enumerators, arid the survey was conducted intensively over the four­
day holiday weekend. A total of 870 successful interviews were completed. 
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The 1993 questionnaire was not quite as large as the 1983 version, but it 
still comprised 107 separate questions. However, its administration was 
considerably streamlined by the use of an interactive questionnaire 
displayed on computer screens, so that respondents' answers to survey 
questions could be immediately entered into a data set using a specially­
designed survey package (MRSP, Bacon-Shone, 1993). 'Skips' between 
questions were incorporated into the design of the programme, so that very 
few, if any, of the respondents were required to answer all 107 questions. 
By design, many of the questions used in 1983 survey were duplicated in 
the 1993 survey, including the questions referring to 'mother tongue', 
'language repertoires', and 'ability in English'. 

The 1993 Survey: The 'Mother Tongue' and 'Language Repertoire' Questions 

The results for the 1993 survey were for the whole population, including 
all non-Chinese residents of Hong Kong above the age of twelve, and 
consequently there were some differences in the results for the two years. 
This contrast in results is illustrated by Table 2.22: 

Table 2.22 1983-1993 Surveys: 'Mother Tongue' 

1983 1993 
(Hong Kong Chinese (Total Population 

Population Only) of Hong Kong) 

Cantonese 76.5% 81.6% 
Chinese 8.0% 10.5% 
Chiu Chau 2.9% 1.0% 
Mandarin (Putonghua) 2.6% 2.6% 
Hakka 2.3% 0.6% 
Fukien 1.6% 0.7% 
Shanghainese 1.5% 0.2% 
Sze Yap 1.3% 0.1% 
English 0.1% 1.3% 
Other Chinese dialects 1.2% 0.6% 
Others 2.0% 0.8% 

A number of .Points can be made with reference to Table 2.22. The 
numbers for Cantonese have risen significantly, from around 77% to 82%. 
The category 'Chinese' (zung1man4) is still solidly represented, and has 
even registered a slight increase. Most noticeable, however, is the fact that 
the totals for 'home dialects' have fallen rapidly throughout this period. 
This result may represent a real drop in the vitality of 'home dialects' and 
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their maintenance, and it may have been an effect of the survey method 
itself. At the same time, the somewhat larger totals achieved in questions 
18-21 for language repertoires indicate that some home dialects (for 
example, Hakka, Chiu Chau, and Fukien) are still holding their own. These 
results are set out in Table 2.23: 

Table 2.23 1993 Survey: Language Repertoires 

Questions 18-21: What language(s) could you understand and speak 
before going to school, what language(s) can you understand and speak now? 

Percentage response 

Language Variety Understanding Understanding Speak Speak 
-past -present -past -present 

Cantonese 82.2% 91.5% 84.0% 91.9% 
Mandarin (Putonghua) 14.1% 61.9% 10.4% 55.6% 
Chinese 7.0% 7.3% 6.1% 6.6% 
Hakka 5.8% 7.4% 4.6% 6.0% 
Chiu Chau 5.2% 7.0% 3.9% 5.2% 
English 4.2% 68.6% 4.4% 65.8% 
Sze Yap 2.4% 3.2% 2.3% 3.3% 
Fukien 2.7% 4.2% 3.2% 4.1% 
Shanghainese 2.4% 3.7% 1.6% 2.7% 
Cantonese dialects 2.3% 3.5% 1.9% 2.5% 
Other Chinese dialects 1.1% 1.5% 0.9% 1.4% 
Other Asian languages 1.3% 4.2% 1.3% 4.3% 
Others 0.4% 0.4% 0.1% 0.3% 
Other European languages 0.1% 1.9% 0.1% 1.8% 

What is even more remarkable, however, as can be seen in Table 2.23, is 
that ability in both English and Mandarin have risen dramatically in recent 
years. The percentage figure for those claiming to speak some English has 
risen from 43.3% in 1983 to 65.8% in 1993; the figure for speaking Man4arin 
has- similarly risen from 31.9% to 55.6%. The contrast between the results 
for 1983 and 1993 can.be clearly seen in Table 2.24 and Figure 2.4 below: 
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Table 2.24 1983-1993 Surveys: Language Rep~rtoires 

Question: What language can you speak now? 

Percentage response 

Language variety 1983 1993 
(Chinese population) (Whole population) 

Cantonese 
English 
Mandarin (Putonghua) 
Chiu Chau 
Hakka 
Sze Yap 
Fukien 
Sha.nghainese 
Cantonese dialects 
Others 

Others 

Cantonese dialects 

Shanghainese 

Fukien 

Sze Yap 

Hakka 

Chiu Chow 

Mandarin 

English 

Cantonese 

0 10 20 30 

98.5% 
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6.3% 
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Figure 2.4 1983-1993 Surveys: Language Repertoires 
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The 1993 Survey: 'Ability in English' Questions 

Some of the questions concerning the study of English ~ere repeated in 
1993. Whereas 35.7% of the population had taken public examinations in 
1983, in 1993 this total had risen to 41.7%. The three questions on knowledge. 
of English, and the two questions on bilingualism were also included. The 
results relating to the 'knowledge of English' question are set out in Table 
2.25 and Figure 2.5: 

Table 2.25 1-983-1993 Surveys: Knowledge of English 

Question: How well do you know English? 

Response 1983 1993 

Not at all 33.1% 17.4% 

Only a few sentences 23.5% 21.7% 

A little 36.2% 27.2% 

Quite well 4.8% 26.6% 

Well 1.4% 3.3% 

Very well 0.4% 3.8% 

Not applicable/missing 0.6% 

What is clear here is that the numbers of respondents claiming to know 
English' quite well' has increased remarkably- from 4.7% in 1983 to 26.6% 
in 1993. Similarly, the total for 'well' and 'very well' has risen from 1.8% to 
7.1 % of the sample. What is also striking is the fact that the total of those 
saying that they do not know English at all has dropped from 33.1 % to 
17.4%. 

A similar pattern is seen in the first question for bilingualism, where 
the total response of those claiming a know ledge of both English and 
Chinese has risen from 32.0% to 56.7%, whereas those claiming not to know 
both languages are only 36.6% of the sample. See Table 2.26 and Figure 2.6 
on p. 77 and p. 78 respectively. 

The second question for bilingualism, which was asked in a mixed code, 
drew a comparable range of responses. These are set out in Table 2.27 and 
Figure 2.7 on p. 78. 

Again, the results for the second bilingualism question prov~d 
interesting. This time 16.1 % (compared with only 6.0% in 1983) actually 
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36.2% 

33.1% 

Not at all Only a few A little Quite well Well Very well 
sentences 

I I Cl 1983 •1993 

Figure 2.5 1983-1993 Surveys: Knowledge of English 

Table 2.26 1983-1993 Surveys: Bilingualism {1) 

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

Percentage 

Response 1983 1993 

No 65.1% 36.6% 

Yes 32.0% 56.7% 

Don't know 2.8% 6.7% 

Missing 0.1% 
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Figure 2.6 1983-1993 Surveys: Bilingualism ( 1) 

Table 2.27 1983-1993 Surveys: Bilingualism (2) 

Question: Do you consider yourself to be a 'bilingual'? 

Percentage 

Response 1983 1993 

No 8.4% 19.7% 

Yes 6.0% 16.1% 

Partly 1.8% 4.0% 

Uncertain 1.6% 5.6% 

Did not understand 82.1% 54.7% 

Missing 0.1% 
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Missing 

Figure 2.7 1983-1993 Surveys: Bilingualism (2) 

claimed to be 'bilingual', and a further 4.0% (compared with 1.8%) asserted 
they were 'partly bilingual'. The numbers of respondents who did not 
understand the question also fell, from 82.1%to54.7%. In addition, the fact 
that a much larger proportion of respondents, 19.7% versus 8.4%, responded 
'no' also suggests a higher level of awareness of bilingualism at a community 
and individual level. 

The fo1:1r sets of results for ability in English in Tables 2.-24, 2.25, and 
2.26 indicate a range of proficiency self-ratings in English at a number of 
different levels. The highest total of 65% (from Table 2.24) represents the 
total range of English speakers. Of those, 33.7% would claim to speak 'quite 
well', 'well', or 'very well'. And of those, 16.l % would consider themselves 
to be 'bilingual'. 

The Demographics of 'Ability in English': Statistical Segmentation 

In carrying out the initial statistical analysis of the 1993 survey results 
(Bacon-Shone and Bolton, forthcoming), it was also of interest to try to 
understand what underlying demographic variables relate to claimed ability 
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in English. To assess this, we used a statistical procedure called CHAID 
(Kass, 1980). This is a segmentation procedure that breaks up a sample into 
subgroups so as to maximize the differences between subgroups in terms 
of the dependent variable. The procedure can be looked at as a 
generalization of ANOVA that merges categories of independent variables · 
where possible. The resultant model when considering 'district', 'sex', 'place 
of birth', 'ancestral home', 'education', 'age', 'occupation', and 'now 
studying' as possible· explanatory variables can be seen below. This model 
uses the CHAID procedure on ratings of 'ability in English' as measured in 
Table 2.25, where there are six levels of response ranging from 'not at all' to 
'very well'. The results are charted in Figure 2.8 below. 

The results of this procedure are various. First, we can see that as far as· 
self-rated ability in English is concerned, the variables 'sex', 'occupation', 
'ancestral home', and 'district' have no effect whatsoever as independent 
(causative) variables. The independent variables that do have an effect form 
a hierarchy of importance. These, in rank order, are: (1) 'place of birth', (2) 
'education', and (3a) 'age' and (3b) 'now studying'. 

'Place of birth' distinguishes primarily between those born in Hong 
Kong, currently 60% of the population, and those born in mainland China, 
35.4%. Other countries account for 4.6%. In the CHAID chart (Figure 2.8), 
the major distinction is between Hong Kong and China, as other categories 
for this factor are rare. 

As for level of 'education', almost all categories show an effect for both 
Hong Kong and China-born respondents. The chart can be interpreted thus: 
if, for example, we consider the box for 'tertiary degree' education for Hong 
Kong, Macau, etc., we can see the attached numbers [O, 0, 4, 28, 16, 12]. 
These refer to numbers of people placed in the six levels of English ability 
identified earlier: (i) 'not at all', (ii) 'only a few sentences', (iii) 'a little', (iv) 
'quite well', (v) well', and (vi) 'very welY. Thus, for tertiary-educated Hong 
Kong people we can see that: 0 (none) respond 'not at all', 0 respond 'only 
a few sentences', 4 'a little', 28 / quite well', 16 'well', and 12 'very well'. The 
greatest contrast in the chart is between this group of 60 persons and the 
group of 37 China-born respondents with the education level of 'none'. Of 
these, 35 claim no English 'at all', and 2 claim to speak 'only a few sentences'. 

As far as 'age' is concerned, we can see the effect of this variable amongst 
the Hong Kong1 etc. born respondents with primary education or less. On_ly 
2 of the 24 respondents who are 12-29 years old report no English, whereas 
12 out of the 15 respondents who are 50+ years old say they know no English 
at all. The 'now studying' category distinguishes between those with 
secondary education and those who have stopped their education. This 
latter group is typically associated with lower ratings in English. 
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Figure 2.8 Breakdown of 1993 Sample into Subgroups by CHAID Procedure 
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To summarize, the major demographic (and·social) variables functionin~ 
as independent variables with reference to ability in English are 'place oj 
birth', 'education', 'age' and 'now studying'. In other words, if you wen 
born in Hong Kong, have received a university education, are aged betweer 
12 and 29, and are currently studying, it is highly probable that you wilJ 
have a high proficiency in English, regardless of other demographic factors.: 

The 1993 Survey: 'Ability in Mandarin (Putonghua)' 

In the 1983 survey, 31.9% of the sample claimed the ability to speal< 
Mandarin; by 1993 this total had risen noticeably and rapidly to 55% of thE 
sample. Question 22 of the 1993 survey asked for further details .o1 
respondents' ability in Mandarin (Putonghua). The results for this question 
are presented in Table 2.28 and Figure 2.9. 

Table 2.28 1993 Survey: Knowledge in Mandarin (Putonghua) 

Questi9n 22: 'How well do you know Mandarin?'~ 

Response Percentage 

Not at all 17.4% 
· Only a few sentences 31.6%· 

A little 22.8% 
Quite well 17.9% 
Well 2.7% 
Very well 7.5% 

Iri 1993, therefore, 28.1 % of the population claimed to know Mandarin 
reasonably well (based on a total of the 'quite well', 'well', and /very well' 
resuHs).,This compares with a similar total of 33.7% for English. It is our 
intention to present a further analysis of this response pattern using the 
CHAID procedure described above at some time in the future. 

MULTILINGUALISM IN HONG KONG: CURRENT TRENDS AND FUTURE 
PROSPECTS 

In this chapter, we started by que~tioning the notion that Hong Kong is a 
monolingual Cantonese-speaking society. In the second part of this chapter, 
we reviewed a range of census results concerning language issues that date 
from 1911to1991. In the third part, we presented a range of findings relating 
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Quite well Well Very well 

Figure 2.9 Knowledge of Mandarin (Putonghua) 

to language repertoires, and knowledge· of English and Mandarin 
(Putonghua). 

Our discussion of multilingualism throughout has been limited to a 
macrosociolinguistic survey-ba~ed approach, but obviously this is only one 
of a number of possible approaches to the study of the subject. Other 
approaches include those of psycholinguistics, social psychology, and 
educational linguistics. In this chapter, however, we have largely confined 
our discussion to a historical overview of census information and the 
presentation of a range of findings that have emerged from our own research 
into language surveys. 

The most noticeable results in the 1983 and 1993 surveys relate to the 
spread of English and Putonghua, as we saw above. In the case of English, 
the rapid increase in the numbers of English speakers may be related to a 
numbe:i; of factors. One factor of clear importance in the Hong Kong 
community has been the move away from the elitist secondary and tertiary 
education system of the 1960s towards the mass education system that is 
in p~ace today. In 1995, first-year undergraduate places were provided for 
an estimated 18% of the relevant age group (which compares with a figure 
of approximately 2% in 1980 (Bray, 1992). The decade of the 1970s saw two 
major educational reforms: first, free and compulsory prir,nary education 
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was introduced in 1972 and, second, a universal system of secondary 
education was established in 1978. Today, proportionally more children 
than ever are attending secondary school and university in the community, 
and as a result more and more children are learning English, to some degree 
at least, through the local school system. Consequently, it seems logical to 
infer that not only are more and more people speaking English, but also 
that they are doing so with varying degrees of ability. In the terms of the 
public debate on 'language standards', then, more people than ever are 
speaking 'good' English, and more people than ever are speaking 'bad~ 
English.8 

A second factor in the spread of English has been migration in various 
forms to and from English-speaking countries. One form of migration that­
may have had an important effect is the short-term educational migration 
to the UK, Canada, USA, and Australia undertaken by large numbers of 
Hong Kong students who go to colleges and universities in English­
speaking countries overseas. Students returning from education overseas, 
it is estimated, now have increased the tertiary-educated proportion of the 
population up to 25% of the age group. Obviously, many of these students 
also return to the community equipped not only with academic degrees, 
but also with higher-level English abilities, as noted by Afendras (this 
volume). A second type of migration that may be having an effect is the 
type of 'sojourn' migration favoured by many Hong Kong Chinese who 
have established overseas residency in Canada, Australia, and the USA 
(Skeldon, 1994). One interesting set of responses came out in the 1993 survey 
in response to the question, 'Do you have any close relatives living in an 
English-speaking country?' The results for this item indicated an astounding 
57.2% of respondents answered 'yes'. The boundaries of the Hong Kong 
speech community now extend overseas to North America, Australia, and 
the UK; and English is obviously one of the languages linking this extended 
community together. 

Within Hong Kong, at present, English and Cantonese have an 
increasingly complex coexistence in government, law, education, and 
business. In recent years, English has also intruded into the private domains 
of Hong Kong families in unexpected ways (Afendras, this volume). 'In the 
1993 survey respondents reported observing high levels of Chinese-English 
code-mixing in the following societal domains: home (45.5%), friends 
(75.5%), work (79.3%), in public (83.1 %), and school (90.0%). In addition, 
56.2% of the sample reported I:aving an English name, with 17.1 % reporting 
having an English name on their identity cards; 53.4% writing personal 
cheques in English; and 29.6% saying that they or a close family member 
are planning to ~migrate to an English-speaking country in the near future. 
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English brand-names and slogans appear in many television 
advertisements; English lyrics in many local pop songs; and English 
expressions and idioms in the language of comic books and teenage slang. 

The reasons for the spread of Putonghua in the last decade or so are not 
entirely clear. There have been recent moves to introduce Putonghua into 
the school curriculum, but strong doubts have also been expressed about 
the effectiveness of such programmes (Johnson, 1994). The spread of the 
language may also be linked to the increasing accessibility of Putonghua 
television and pop songs through satellite television, and recent changes 
in local television programming. Other related factors may include the 
growth of 'China business' in the 1980s, and the popularity of Putonghua 
language institutes in the same period. The political ramifications of 
language conflict have been discussed by a number of local commentators 
(Kwo, 1992; Johnson, 1994; Pierson, 1992, this volume), but as yet no clear 
agenda has emerged. One result from the 1993 survey indicated some 
opposition to the introduction or enforcement of Putonghua as a teaching 
medium after 1997. In response to the statement' All secondary schools 
should teach mainly in Putonghua', 65.7% of respondents either disagreed 
or strongly disagreed. Similar results are reported by Evans, Jones, Rusmin, 
and Cheung (this volume). 

If we now return to the issue of Hong Kong as a monolingual society, 
perhaps we can summarize our views as follows. Hong Kong at present is 
a multilingual society, where speakers of the majority language, Cantonese, 
and speakers of minority 'dialects' of Chinese, also tend to report increasing 
degrees of proficiency in both English and Putonghua (Mandarin). The 
extent of reported multilingualism can be seen quite clearly in Figure 2.10 
below. Another statistical technique we used was to divide the sample 
according to language repertoires. We were able to group individuals into 
a number of mutually-exclusive categories: Cantonese monolinguals, home 
dialect-Cantonese bilinguals, English-Cantonese bilinguals, Cantonese­
English-Mandarin trilinguals, and Cantonese-Mandarin bilinguals. The 
results for 1983 and 1993 are presented.in Figure 2.10. 

From Figure 2.10, we can see that, in an important sense, even in 1983, 
Hong Kong was not a predominantly monolingual society. At that time, 
the single largest group· were Cantonese monolinguals, but these speakers 
accounted for only 30.4% of the population. In sequence~ the other groups 
comprised English-Cantonese bilinguals, 25.2%; home dialect-Cantonese 
bilinguals, 18.4%; Cantonese-English-Mandarin trilinguals, i6.9%; and 
Cantonese-Mandarin bilinguals, 7.7%. By 1993, as we can see, the balance 
had shifted dramatically. We now have the order (i) Cantonese-English­
Mandarin trilinguals, 38.3%; (ii) English-Cantonese bilinguals, 21.4%; (iii) 
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Cantonese monolinguals, 16.2%; (iv) home dialect-Cantonese bilinguals, 
Y .. f,;.:~%; and Cantonese-Mandarin bilinguals, 7.1%. If we we_re to do more 

detailed analysis, our prediction would be that the typical 'Cantonese 
monolingual' would be someone who was born in Guangdong province, 
is poorly educated, relatively advanced in years, and holds down a relatively 
low-status position in an unskilled occupation. 

The increasingly /1 complex linguistic repertoire" (Hong Kong Education 
Commission, 1994) of a Hong Kong person has recently received some 
degree of official recognition in the Education Commission report on 
language proficiency (ibid.), but the political future of Hong Kong's 
languages .is difficult to predict. Our main purpose in this chapter has been 
to present the results of our research on languages in the community. 
Whether an awareness of the complexity of such issues can actually 
influence-language policies is debatable, however. As Ferguson (1971) 
commented over twenty years ago, with reference to the applicability of 
sociolinguistic research to language policies:9 

It must be recognised, of course, that language policies-again like many 
other national policies - are not determined simply on the basis of rational J 
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analysis. In fact, decisions on language questions are notoriously influenced 
by emotional issues such as tribat regional and religious identificatiOJ!., 
national rivalries, preservation of elites and so on .... The fact remains 
that the availability of accurate, reliable information on the language 
situation of a country can be influential in making policy decisions and is 
of tremendous value in planning and carrying out the implementation of 
the policies. (pp. 150-151) 

What we have attempted to do in this chapter is to present 'accurate, 
reliable information' through a review of quantitative sociolinguistic data. 
It is our belief that in this context, the discussion of multilingualism in 
Hong Kong should be based less on opinion or ideology and more on the 
consideration and evaluation of carefully constructed research--which, 
however, is not to deny the importance of ideologies. Ultimately,· it may 
well be the power of ideology, in particular, through government 
intervention of one kind or another,that decides the linguistic future of the 
Hong Kong community. A discussion of that issue, or, more precisely, the 
complexities of the ideological underpinning of the sociolinguistic discourse. 
on Hong Kong, is also worthy of careful discussion. That, however, would 
be another story: one concerned not with charting multilingualism, but 
rather with mapping the various discourses of sociolinguistic commentary. 

NOTES 

1. The authors would·like to thank Mr Anthony Mak of the Census and 
Statistics Department for his advice and information concerning the 1991 
census. They also wish to thank Ms Cynthia Mok and Ms Katherine C~en 
for their assistance in the design of the charts included in this chapter. 

2. The term is still used by the police and the judiciary in the 1990s in Hong 
Kong, where police 'wanted' advertisements may refer to an alleged 
criminal as a "Chinese male, speaks Punti"; and court records refer to 
11 defendants or witnesses who affirmed in Punti". 

3. Later census reports also emphasize the importance of English as an official 
language. The 1961 census report, for example, asserts: "In spite of the 
comparatively small number of people who understand English it would 
be ludicrous to treat it as a minority language when it is the official tongue 
of the territory. Furthermore all the Chinese vernaculars described suffer 
from the difficulty that they cannot at present be effectively written, and 
written Chinese from the disadvantage of not quite corresponding to any 
spoken language" (Barnett, 1962, pp. XLVII). 

4. This recorded decrease in literacy, compared with 19p, .may have been 
due to the pattern of immigration during this time. Compare with Table 
2.4 below where the figures are given for the whole populations in 1921, 
1931, and 1961. 
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5. The 'rough estimate' of the population was calculated at 1 640 000 for 19~ 
6. After considering an early draft of this paper, the Census and Statistj 

Department amended the questionnaire for the 1996 by-census. In 19 
respondents were asked whether they were /1 able to conduct a she 
conversation in everyday life activities such as responding when beil 
asked for direction, studying at school or communicating at work" (Hrn 
Kong Government, 1996, p. 56). 

7. See Pennington, Balla, Detararnani, Poon, and Tarn (1992) for a similar ran, 
and strength of variables in relation to language choice - Ed. 

8. This observation, which is freely acknowledged, is hardly original; at 
consciously echoes Professor P. Lal's (1985) remark in the BBC televisi< 
programme, The Story of English, when he commented on the spread 
English in India thus: "There are more Indians speaking better Engli: 
than ever before, and there are more Indians speaking worse English th1 
ever before, and that's because the -ratio of both has gone up sin 
independence. It's just a question of numbers .... " 

9. Also cited in Bolton and Luke (1985). 
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