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7
 Language and social capital in Singapore

 Viniti Vaish, Teck Kiang Tan, Wendy D. Bokhorst-Heng, 
David Hogan and Trivina Kang

Competence in EL [English Language] will be a source of competitive 
advantage for Singapore. Knowing our Mother Tongue Languages gives us 
confidence in our culture, roots and identity as a people. We have to stay 
an Asian society.

Report of the Chinese Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (2004)

Malay is our national language and an important regional language. 
The learning of Malay is critical for cultural transmission in the Malay 
community. A sense of identity and the ability to access readily the values, 
history, literature and the arts of one’s own community are inextricably 
linked with a facility with one’s own language. The Malay language joins 
generations.

Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (2005)

The Committee’s vision is for Tamil to be a living language among future 
generations of Tamil Singaporeans, and vibrant part of Singapore’s identity 
as a multicultural, global city.

Report of the Tamil Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (2005)

The opening quotes above articulate Singapore’s commitment to 
bilingualism and to bilingual education, and make a link between the 
language and the culture of an ethnic group. The statements suggest that 
social capital is maintained through language — as seen in the phrases 
which state that ‘the Malay language joins generations’, and Tamil is to be ‘a 
living language among future generations’, and in the Chinese report where 
reference is made to ‘culture’, ‘roots’, and ‘a people’. Embedded in the 
significance of what we call the mother tongue policy is thus the notion of 
identity and connectedness to other members of the ethnic group through 
social ties.
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 Despite this strong commitment regarding bilingualism, it appears that 
the adoption of the ascribed mother tongue has not occurred equally across 
all ethnic groups. 

Table 7.1 Language trends in Singapore

Language 
spoken at 

home

Ethnicity

Chinese Malay Indian

1990 2000 2005 1990 2000 2005 1990 2000 2005

English 19.3 23.9 28.7 6.1 7.9 13.0 32.3 35.6 39.0

Mandarin 30.1 45.1 47.2

Malay 93.7 91.6 86.8 14.5 11.6 10.6

Tamil 43.2 42.9 38.8

Dialect 50.3 30.7 23.9

Others 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.5 0.2 10.0 9.9 11.6

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Singapore Department of Statistics (2001) Census of Population 2000, Advance Data 
Release, and Singapore Department of Statistics (2006) General Household Survey 2005, Socio-
Demographic and Economic Characteristics, Release 1.

Table 7.1 shows that from 1990 until 2005 English increased as the language 
spoken at home in all three ethnic groups. At the same time the use of 
mother tongue (Mandarin, Malay and Tamil) was going down. 
 Furthermore in the case of the Chinese, the report from the Chinese 
Review committee states that ‘the number of Chinese students entering 
Primary 1 (P1) who speak predominantly EL at home has risen from 36% 
in 1994 to 50% in 2004’ (Ministry of Education 2004: 4). This discrepancy 
between the investment that the Singapore government has made in 
bilingual education to preserve the mother tongue and outcomes in 
terms of actual language use is a major challenge for a highly globalized 
Singapore. The uneven success of the mother tongue policy across ethnic 
groups also suggests that there is more at play than mere government 
policy. In fact, given the annual commitment to raise the status and 
awareness of Mandarin within the Chinese community through the annual 
Speak Mandarin Campaign, one could expect the acceptance and use of 
the mother tongue to be highest among the Chinese, when in fact it is not. 
Thus, clearly more is going on.
 In this chapter we use Coleman’s (1988) idea of social capital as a 
conceptual framework. Although this concept has been used to analyze 
many outcomes — like the drop-out rate of students and the level of 
industrialization in a country — it has not been used to analyze language 
use in a multilingual environment. We explore whether or not the use of 
the mother tongue, and thereby acceptance of the mother tongue policy, is 
a result of strong social ties, or social capital of an ethnic group. Specifically 
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we ask: What are the differences in language use on the basis of ethnicity? 
How are these differences materialized in the various socio-spacial domains? 
What is the relationship between funds of social capital and language across 
domains of language use? 
 The term ‘language maintenance’ needs to be problematized at the 
outset. This term best describes language use in the Malay community as 
the government’s ascription of Malay as their mother tongue aligns with 
their actual patterns of language use. As Table 7.1 shows, in the Indian 
case there is a gradual language shift, though it is not as pronounced as in 
the case of the Chinese community. For the Indian ethnic group, we only 
present data on Tamil as we do not have any data on Non-Tamil-Mother-
Tongues (NTMLs). Finally, the term ‘language maintenance’ is problematic 
for the Chinese, as embedded in their stories is a tale of language shift 
and the acceptance (or rejection) of government policy regarding an 
ethnically determined mother tongue — a policy to which we refer as the 
mother tongue policy. Thus, top-down institutional support and bottom-up 
language loyalty have not been for the maintenance of the Chinese ‘dialects’, 
which have, to some extent, been replaced by Mandarin and English. For 
the Chinese, when we speak of ‘language maintenance’, we are referring to 
Mandarin and not the Chinese ‘dialects’. 

Social capital and language: A review of literature

Definitions

‘Social capital’ is a slippery concept. Though this concept has been known 
to scholars from the time of Durkheim and Marx, it is through the work of 
Bourdieu and Coleman that it gained popularity both in and outside the 
field of sociology. According to Portes (1998), the first clear definition of 
social capital was supplied by Bourdieu (1986 [1980]) who defined it as ‘the 
aggregate of the actual of potential resources which are linked to possession 
of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 
mutual acquaintance or recognition — or in other words, to membership 
in a group — which provides each of its members with the backing of the 
collectively owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in 
the various senses of the word’ (Bourdieu 1983: 249). Portes points out that 
this definition actually did not catch on until Coleman’s (1988) influential 
paper on this topic. 
 Coleman does not provide a statement that would clearly define 
social capital but elaborates on the nature of this concept in great detail. 
The closest he comes to a definition is when he writes ‘the consensus is 
growing in the literature that social capital stands for the ability of actors to 
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secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social 
structures’ (Coleman 1988: 6). Social capital is intangible because it inheres 
in the relationships of trust between community members. In this sense 
it is different from other forms of capital like economic capital (money), 
physical capital (machines and tools), and so forth. Thus, he argues for a 
definition of social capital based on its function. In his view, social capital is 
productive and has concrete outcomes that can be measured quantitatively. 
 As an illustration of what is social capital, one of the examples that 
Coleman offers is that of Jewish diamond merchants in Brooklyn. He 
emphasizes the high level of trust amongst these merchants: a seller could 
leave a bag of diamonds with a colleague for evaluation without fear that 
his diamonds would be substituted for fakes. This level of trust is based 
on specific attributes of social structure like high frequency of interaction 
and degree of intermarriage, membership in the same synagogues in the 
Brooklyn area, and residence in specific neighbourhoods in Brooklyn: ‘these 
close ties, through family, community, and religious affiliation, provide 
the insurance that is necessary to facilitate the transactions in the market’ 
(Coleman 1988: 99). 
 Coleman, like Bourdieu, sees social capital as an essentially positive 
concept that benefits all individuals between whom it exists. Like economic 
and physical capital, social capital is fungible in that it can be exchanged 
for other goods for the mutual benefit of parties. ‘The premise behind the 
notion of social capital is rather simple and straightforward: investment in 
social relations with expected returns in the marketplace’ (Lin 2001: 19). 
Portes (1998) extends this idea to also include negative consequences of 
social capital and emphasizes that these negative aspects of social capital 
must be acknowledged to give a more nuanced understanding of the 
concept. ‘Recent studies have’, according to Portes, ‘identified at least four 
negative consequences of social capital: exclusion of outsiders, excess claims 
on group membership, restrictions on individual freedoms, and downward 
levelling norms’ (Portes 1998: 15). Putnam (1995) and Fukuyama (1995) 
take social capital even further to be the characteristic of entire nations and 
talk about its positive outcomes, for instance, democracy or industrialization. 
Despite the fact that Portes (2000) has pointed to the problems inherent in 
measuring social capital at macro-social levels (for instance, the level of a 
nation), this concept is popular in current literature.
 The slipperiness of the term ‘social capital’ is also apparent in the 
different ways it is interpreted, for instance, by Putnam (1995) and 
Fukuyama (1995). In his renowned essay on the topic, Putnam (1995) 
explains declining social capital in the US on the basis of lack of trust 
amongst people, apathy with regards to the government (based on poor 
voter turnout), poor attendance at public meetings on town/school affairs 
or political rallies and lack of interest in serving on a committee of some 
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local organization like the Parent Teacher Associations (PTA). Putnam’s 
point, which created a stir in political circles, is that this lack of social 
capital undermines the very principle of democracy on which America is 
founded. He clearly sees social capital as a positive ideal that leads to ‘better 
schools, faster economic development, lower crime, and more effective 
government’ (Putnam 1995: 66–7).
 Whereas Putnam (1995) thinks that America’s social capital is 
declining, Fukuyama (1995) places both Japan and USA in the same basket 
of countries with high trust societies in which there are large funds of social 
capital. In contrast, China, according to Fukuyama, is a low trust society 
because kinship ties take precedence over ties amongst unrelated people. 
In his view, China is essentially a country of small businesses and cannot 
create large efficiently run corporations precisely because of this low social 
capital. However, both Putnam and Fukuyama are agreed over one aspect 
of social capital: that it can be depleted. We will see important parallels 
between the characteristics of social capital in China and those of the 
Chinese community in Singapore when we talk about the shift from the use 
of dialects to Mandarin. 
 Castells (2004) disagrees with Putnam’s and Fukuyama’s notion 
of declining social capital. Though Putman’s (1995) focus is only on 
America and Castells’ (2000, 2004) is global, the latter’s view is that the 
era of globalization is marked by the rise of the local resulting in the 
strengthening of social ties at the level of community. He writes, ‘[p]eople 
resist the process of individualization and social atomization, and tend to 
cluster in community organizations that, over time, generate a feeling of 
belonging, and ultimately, in many cases, a communal, cultural identity’ 
(Castells 2004: 64). Castells also points out how religion and membership in 
religious organizations are the main form of cultural identity in an age of 
globalization. In this chapter we will explore how in the case of Singapore, 
religion, and its link with language, is an important identity marker and 
source of social capital for the Singaporean, though with differences across 
ethnic groups. 
 In concluding this section we wish to acknowledge the other, and 
amongst applied linguists, more popular concept: linguistic capital. A 
comparison of social and linguistic capital is not the focus of this chapter, 
however; for an in-depth look at the way linguistic capital can be applied to 
the Sociolinguistic Survey of Singapore, see Vaish and Tan (2008). 

Language as an outcome of social capital

What is clear from Putnam’s and Fukuyama’s analyses is that there are 
outcomes of social capital, such as membership in voluntary organizations, 
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high voter turnout, and so forth. However, the idea of language use 
as an outcome of social capital has not been explored in depth. An 
exception is Milroy’s (2002) work whose social network theory has made 
important contributions to the field of sociolinguistics. Social network 
theory was developed in the 1960s and 1970s, based on the assumption 
that the relationships between speakers have important implications 
for language maintenance or loss. The key point in this theory is that  
‘[n]etworks constituted chiefly of strong (dense and multiplex) ties support 
localized linguistic norms, resisting pressures to adopt competing external 
norms. By the same token if these ties weaken, conditions favorable to 
language change are produced’ (Milroy 2002: 550). We note the difficulty 
in discussing language maintenance in the pan-Singapore context where 
government policy has endeavoured to ascribe a ‘mother tongue’ to each 
of the three main ethnic communities, because the term ‘maintenance’ is 
not as appropriate for the Chinese ethnic group as it is for the Malay and 
Indian groups. However, we find Milroy’s social network theory useful as a 
way to theorize this relationship between language and social capital.
 Granovetter (1973) developed an argument about the strength of weak 
ties, which has had direct influence on the work of sociolinguists such as 
Milroy. The crux of Granovetter’s argument is that even weak social ties can 
have positive outcomes because they create bridges between diverse social 
groups and members thus have a larger pool of information to draw from. 
Granovetter’s thesis is based on the labour market, and how job seekers 
gather information that leads them to a new job. He found that in most 
cases it was through a friend of a friend, or through a weak tie, that the 
subject found a new job. More importantly, when a person changes jobs, he 
or she moves from one network of ties to another, thus creating a bridge 
between two weakly connected communities. 
 Mi l roy ’ s soc ia l network ana ly s i s draws on both var ia t ioni s t 
sociolinguistics and the work of sociologists like Granovetter. Milroy defines 
a social network ‘as a boundless web of ties which reaches out through a 
whole society, linking people to one another, however remotely’ (2002: 
550). The key finding of Milroy’s study of language shift/maintenance 
in Belfast was that a ‘close-knit network is interpreted as an important 
mechanism of dialect maintenance’ (Milroy 2002: 556). Milroy also suggests 
that weak social networks can create innovations in language which one 
does not find in dense and multiplex social ties. This is because members 
of weak social networks are mobile and might live in numerous locations 
becoming influenced by different dialects. 
 Though Milroy’s work was on monolingual speakers in Belfast, social 
network theory has been applied to bilingual contexts by Zantella (1997) 
who studied the Puerto Rican Community in New York City, and Li (1994) 
who did the same with the Chinese immigrant community in Tyneside, UK. 
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Both these studies found that strong social ties support minority languages 
and resist the pressure to shift towards monolingualism in English. They 
also found that, when these networks weaken, language shift is likely to take 
place. Our chapter presents a different multilingual situation in that both 
Zantella and Li were looking at immigrant communities in a monolingual 
English environment. In contrast, the Sociolinguistic Survey of Singapore 
2006 is located at a site where bilingualism is the norm and a relatively 
stable condition of the linguistic ecology. 

The Singapore context

Language planning in Singapore is both interventionist and egalitarian. 
Sociolinguists in Singapore acknowledge the fact that language planning 
in this country is interventionist in nature (Gopinathan et al. 1998), and 
see the promotion of Mandarin over dialects among the Chinese (to the 
point of even attempting to infiltrate the home) as an illustration of this. 
At the same time, there have been egalitarian moves towards allocation of 
resources to minority languages like the inclusion of five Non-Tamil-Mother-
Tongues (NTMLs) into the school system in the 1990s through a bottom-
up demand from the Indian community (Tan 1998). Tan shows how it was 
a demand from the non-Tamil speaking communities of Singapore that 
led to the inclusion of Hindi, Gujerati, Urdu, Bengali and Punjabi in the 
Primary School Leaving Exam (PSLE). Even though there remains limited 
state funding for these NTMLs and they are largely community-funded, the 
heterogeneous Indian community values the move to include languages 
other than Tamil into the national school system. In these interventionist 
and egalitarian policies, we thus see efforts that lead to language loss, shift 
and maintenance.
 Sociolinguists in Singapore are concerned about mother tongue 
language loss (in the conventional sociolinguistic sense of the word) (Gupta 
and Siew 1995; Li et al. 1997; Saravanan 1999, 2001) and the implications 
this has for Asian culture and identity. For instance, Gupta and Siew (1995) 
point to the language gap between dialect-speaking grandparents and 
Mandarin- and English-speaking grandchildren in the Chinese community, 
with the result that cultural and family traditions are being lost. This 
illustration of language shift has the potential for weakening social ties 
amongst family members along with the concomitant loss of cultural 
practices linked with language. Government leaders have repeatedly 
defended their position that this language gap is a necessary sacrifice for 
the good of children’s education and for the successful implementation 
of the language policy, and have presented Mandarin as a more viable 
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and desirable basis for the creation of social networks and social cohesion 
among the Chinese.

Methodology

The Sociolinguistic Survey of Singapore 2006

Part of the data for this chapter come from a project cal led the 
Sociolinguistic Survey of Singapore 2006 (SSS 2006), undertaken by the 
Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Practice (CRPP) in Singapore. The 
research question for SSS 2006 is: Who speaks what language to whom 
in what context with what attitude with what level of fluency and to what 
end? The survey has a sample size of 716 students from the Grade 5 cohort 
of Singaporean schools, who were randomly selected on the basis of race 
(Chinese, Malay and Indian) and socio-economic status (SES). The children 
are between 10 and 11 years of age. The sample of students includes only 
Singapore citizens. Due to small cell sizes, it does not include non-Tamil-
speaking Indians and Singapore Permanent Residents. 
 Though the Census of Singapore does not have a separate category 
called ‘socio-economic status’ (SES), it does have questions on income, 
housing type, occupation and highest qualification attained, all of which 
are items in SSS 2006. We take household income rather than housing 
type to be the main surrogate to classify SES since, in Singapore, families 
with extremely high household incomes live mostly in private housing and 
household earnings have a close tie with housing type in public housing. 
The SES factor structure shows that occupation is less related to SES and 
hence not considered for the classification. More importantly, it would be 
operationally convenient to rely on one single most important factor for the 
selection of students in the qualitative follow-up study. 
 The following is the way SSS 2006 defines the four levels of income in 
Singapore dollars (S$):
SES 1: more than S$5,001/month
SES 2: S$3,501–5,000/month
SES 3: S$1,501–3,500/month
SES 4: less than S$1,500/month

The survey examines language use in five domains: school, family and 
friends, religion, public space and media. It also includes sections on 
language attitudes, ideology and proficiency. The language attitudes section 
is based on a variation of the matched guise method, involving a set of three 
recordings or guises. In this part we play a set of three recordings for each 
child. In each recording a 10-year-old speaker is talking on the phone to a 
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friend asking him/her to come over to do homework together. Recording 
1 is in English, 2 is in a mother tongue (Tamil, Malay or Mandarin), and 3 
is in English and a mother tongue with code-switching. Participants listen 
to the set of recordings that corresponds to their mother tongue (thus 
each participant listens to a total of three recordings). The script is the 
same in all three recordings. After listening to each of the three recordings, 
respondents are asked a series of questions designed to reveal their attitudes 
towards the use of English, their mother tongue, and code-switching. 
 The items on proficiency are all based on self-report and are divided 
into sections on literacy (reading and writing on a four-part scale) and 
fluency (speaking and understanding on a five-part scale) for both English 
and Mother Tongue. This section ends with questions on what marks the 
children received in the last language/s test they took in school.  
 SSS 2006 has a funnel-shaped design, with the large-scale quantitative 
survey described above leading to small-scale follow-up studies that are 
planned as summarized in Table 7.2.

Table 7.2 Design of follow-up studies in SSS 2006

Chinese Malay Indian Total

SES 1 1 1 1 3

SES 2 1 1 1 3

SES 3 1 1 1 3

SES 4 1 1 1 3

Total 4 4 4 12

 As shown in Table 7.2, there are twelve follow-up studies, with 
participants chosen on the basis of their race and SES. These twelve 
children have been observed for about two weeks in the five domains of the 
survey. Data collection includes audio-recording and video-taping of family 
and other domain interactions, observation and participant-observation, 
and unstructured interviews/conversations. Artefacts such as emails, 
photographs, journals and activity logs with a focus on language and literacy 
are also collected. The project emphasizes the child as participant in and 
leader of data collection. Thus one tape recorder is left with the children 
and they are asked to record what they think is typical language use in their 
lifeworlds. 

The CRPP Panel 6 Survey

The SSS 2006 data are subsequently merged with the Centre for Research 
in Pedagogy and Practice’s Panel 6 survey (henceforth CRPP Panel 6 2006). 
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CRPP Panel 6 2006 is a multi-cohort, cross-classified, longitudinal survey 
with an aim to study the class, school and student effects on various social 
outcomes. It is an ecological study of some 30,000 students over a five-year 
period, a longitudinal survey designed to capture and measure changes 
and growth of student’s demographics, life experience, patterns of social 
participation, social attainment and performance, social attributes, life goals 
and choices, pathways and beliefs. Three different cohorts were identified 
for the survey: the primary, secondary and the post-secondary cohort. The 
same Grade 5 cohort, the first wave of the CRPP Panel 6 carried out in the 
year 2003, is thus the source of participants for both SSS 2006 and Panel 
6, and the data are merged. CRPP Panel 6 is currently at the third wave of 
the study. 

Measures of social capital in Panel 6

Seven variables are identified as items of social capital characteristics. They 
are categorized under two main subheadings, namely family social capital 
and personal social capital. The former, bonding in nature, measures 
the family functioning and attachment, whereas the latter is of bridging 
characteristics including friendship skills, number of close friends, social 
and leadership skills, trust in persons and social participation in religious 
practices. Family climate measures the level of relationship between student 
and family members. Family attachment refers to the emotional attachment 
of respondents to parents, grandparents and siblings. Friendship skills 
and social leadership skills, shown under B 3 and 5, measure students’ 
socializing skills with friends, organizing skills and working relationships 
with friends. Number of close friends is the extent of a student’s social 
network. Trust in persons measures the trust level between students and 
family members/friends. Participation in religious practices is the frequency 
of visits to religious institutions. 

A. Family Social Capital
 1. Family Climate
 2. Attachment
B. Personal Social Capital
 3. Friendship Skills 
 4. Number of Close Friends
 5. Social Leadership Skills [Application of Social Skill]
 6. Trust in Persons 
 7. Participation in Religious Practices [Social Participation]
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Measures of social capital in SSS 2006

On the following topics, there are items in the SSS 2006 instrument that 
can be used to measure social capital:
1. Household structure (single parent/multi-generation/nuclear family/

extended family/other)
2. Household size
3. Interaction with grandparents:
 • Does the child stay with his/her maternal/paternal grandparents?
 • How often does the child visit his/her maternal/paternal 

grandparents?

Results and discussion

Table 7.3 shows the dominant language across the three ethnic groups for 
each of our five domains in SSS 2006 with a focus on English and Mother 
Tongue (MT).

Table 7.3 Dominant language across domains and ethnic groups in SSS 2006

Table 7.3a Family/friends

                     Race
Language

Chinese (%)
(n=400)

Malay (%)
(n=206)

Indian (%)
(n=92)

Total (%) 
(n=716)

English 41.7  24.4 41.3 36.2

Mother Tongue (MT) 31.8 46.0 32.8 36.3

English-MT 15.9 18.3 13.9 16.4

Other   0.4   0.1   2.2   0.5

N.A. 10.4 11.2   9.8 10.6

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Table 7.3b School

                     Race
Language

Chinese (%)
(n=400)

Malay (%)
(n=206)

Indian (%)
(n=92)

Total (%) 
(n=716)

English 68.5 60.4 72.4 66.5

Mother Tongue (MT) 19.9 30.1 19.4 23.0

English-MT 11.3   9.4   7.1 10.2

N.A.   0.2   0.1   1.1   0.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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Table 7.3c Media

                     Race
Language

Chinese (%)
(n=400)

Malay (%)
(n=206)

Indian (%)
(n=92)

Total (%) 
(n=716)

English 69.2 57.7 66.5 65.2

Mother Tongue (MT)   2.7   4.6   1.1   3.1

English-MT   7.2 12.6   4.7   8.6

Other   0.7   0.5   0.3   0.6

N.A. 20.2 24.6 27.4 22.5

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Table 7.3d Public space

                     Race
Language

Chinese (%)
(n=400)

Malay (%)
(n=206)

Indian (%)
(n=92)

Total (%) 
(n=716)

English 65.3 58.2 69.4 63.7

Mother Tongue (MT) 20.2 30.1 20.8 23.3

English-MT 14.5 11.7   9.5 12.9

N.A.   0.0   0.0   0.3   0.1

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Table 7.3e Religion

                     Race
Language

Chinese (%)
(n=400)

Malay (%)
(n=206)

Indian (%)
(n=92)

Total (%) 
(n=716)

English 38.7   3.7 26.1 26.1

Mother Tongue (MT) 35.5 79.5 58.1 52.2

English-MT   4.8   2.6   5.6   4.2

Other   0.7 12.2   9.1   5.5

N.A. 20.1   2.0   1.1 12.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

 In the domains of school, media and public space, English is clearly the 
dominant language for Singaporean children across all ethnic groups. In 
these three domains, 66.5%, 65.2% and 63.7% of the children respectively, 
reported English as their dominant language. However, the domains of 
family and friends and religion tell a different story. In the domains of 
family and friends, Malay is the dominant language for the Malay ethnic 
group. As many as 46% of the Malay children reported that Malay is their 
dominant language in this domain, whereas only about a quarter, or 24.4%, 
reported English. In the domain of religion, the Mother Tongue (MT) is 
dominant for both the Malay and Indian ethnic groups, though English 
is dominant for the Chinese ethnic group. Comparing across all three 
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ethnic groups, then, we can see that English has the least presence in the 
religious domain: amongst the Malays only 3.7% of the children reported 
that English is dominant for them in the religious domain whereas 79.5% 
reported that Malay is dominant. The Malay community has the highest 
levels of mother tongue language use, and in their case, maintenance, 
across all five domains. Table 7.3 implies use of code-switching between 
English and mother tongue in all cells, which is not the purpose of this 
chapter to explore. For information on the implications of code-switching, 
see Vaish (2007a and b) and Bokhorst-Heng (forthcoming). 
 Does MT dominance for Malays in the domain of family and friends 
point to stronger social ties for Malay families leading to Malay language 
maintenance in this domain? The story here is confounded by Panel 6 data. 
In this database, ‘Family Climate’ is a construct that includes the following:
• I feel loved by my family.
• My parents listen carefully to what I have to say in important family 

discussions.
• We show care and concern for our family.
• In our family everyone listens to and respects each other.

As such family climate is highest for the Indians: 21.3. It is roughly the same 
for the Malays and Chinese: 19.5 and 19.8 respectively. Thus family climate 
is not the highest for the Malays. Also, statistically, the number 21.3 for the 
Indians is not significantly higher than that for the Malays and Chinese. 
This key finding suggests that we cannot make a simple link between 
stronger family ties amongst the Malays with stronger mother tongue 
maintenance in this community. We will come back to this point in detail 
when we discuss language maintenance in the Indian community. 

Measures of social capital in SSS 2006

On many measures of social capital in the SSS 2006, all the three ethnic 
groups show similar characteristics. For instance, in terms of household 
structure, 76.3% of Chinese children, 73.9% of Malay children and 80.6% 
of Indian children in our sample live in nuclear families, thus showing 
that the predominant household structure across all three ethnic groups 
is similar. On the basis of these numbers, it is not possible to hypothesize, 
for instance, that multi-generation families maintain language more than 
nuclear families do. Similarly, the majority of the children do not live 
either with paternal or maternal grandparents. Also, there are similarities 
across ethnic groups regarding how many times the children visit the 
grandparents. About 6% of the children in our sample visit their maternal 
grandparents every day, with most of them evenly spread out between the 
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‘once a week’ or ‘once a month’ category. Again, the point to note here is 
that there are no glaring differences between the practices of the children 
across the three ethnic groups which could point to increased social capital 
leading to language maintenance.
 In terms of household size, the Malay families tend to be somewhat 
larger than the Chinese or Indian families. On average, 40% of the Chinese 
and 39% of Indian families are four-person families. However, 37% of Malay 
families are five-member families, and as many as 23% have six members. 
Though it may be possible to hypothesize that a larger number of siblings 
leads to increased language maintenance, again the data do not appear 
strong enough to warrant this claim. 

Measures of social capital in Panel 6

As shown in Table 7.4, except for family climate and participation in 
religious practices, there are no statistical differences between the three 
ethnic groups in the other measures.

Table 7.4 Measurement of social capital by race (means)

Social Capital Measurement Chinese Malay Indian

Family Social Capital

    Family Climate* 19.8 19.5 21.3

    Attachment 20.6 21.1 22.0

Personal Social Capital

    Friendship Skills 17.3 17.9 18.1

    Number of Close Friends   5.5   6.0   4.9

    Social Leadership Skills   5.9   6.0   6.5

    Friendship Attachment   4.6   4.2   4.4

    Trust in Persons 18.3 21.5 18.8

    Participation in Religious Practices*   3.9   6.0   5.1

* Significantly different p<.05

 Thus it is to domains of family and friends and religion that we now turn. 

Religion as social capital: Language maintenance in the Malay community

What are the reasons for a high level of MT maintenance in the domain 
of religion among the Malays and Indians? It is our hypothesis that social 
capital reinforced by homogeneity of religion is one of the main reasons 
for the high level of language maintenance amongst the Malays. Table 7.5 
shows religion and ethnicity in the sample for SSS 2006.
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 All the Malay respondents in our sample reported that their religion is 
Islam. This homogeneity is not evident amongst the Indians where about 
25% are Muslim, 61.3% are Hindu and the rest Christian. The Chinese 
ethnic group is the most heterogeneous with regard to religion with large 
numbers falling into three main groups: no religion (many declaring 
themselves to be ‘free thinkers’), Buddhism and Christianity. 
 Johnston and Soroka (2001) consider two types of social capital in their 
research: one is ‘primary ties of kinship’ and the other ‘formal membership 
in secondary groups’. This chapter follows suit. Our assumption is that 
active membership in secondary organizations is indicative of increased trust 
for each other and the organization to which the members belong. Similarly 
Narayan and Prichett (2000) find that associational life is in fact social 
capital (or a good proxy for social capital). In their research in Tanzania, 
they found that increased associational life of households, or increased 
membership in secondary organizations, leads to greater household income. 
We make a similar claim for increased language maintenance as a result of 
the dense network of social ties through religion for the Malay community. 
In keeping with the results of our follow-up studies, we take religion as 
indicative of membership in a religious organization. Our follow-up studies 
show that families across the three ethnic groups, if they practise a religion, 
are affiliated with a church/temple/mosque or related organization.
 Panel 6 data show that the Malays have the highest rate of participation 
in religious activities. Participation in religious activities ranges from 1 to 8. 
The overall mean participation for all three ethnic groups is 4.6. The Malays 
have the highest religious participation rate (6.0), followed by Indian (5.1) 
and Chinese (3.9). The differences between the three ethnic groups are 
statistically significant. 
 In keeping with Milroy’s (2002) link between language maintenance 
and dense social networks, we take active group membership and 
participation, in this case in religious organizations, as key to language 

Table 7.5 Religion by ethnic group in SSS 2006

Religion Race

Chinese (%)
(n=400)

Malay (%)
(n=206)

Indian (%)
(n=92)

All (%)
(n=716)

No religion 22.5 – – 12.6

Buddhism 52.0 –   1.1 29.2

Islam   0.2 100.0 24.7 34.5

Hinduism – 0 61.3   8.0

Christianity 22.0 0 12.9 13.9

Taoism   3.3 0 –   1.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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maintenance. This is particularly so because the Malays, who demonstrate 
the highest rate of participation in religious activities, are also the most 
homogeneous with respect to religion. This then opens up the possibility 
for more multiplex and stronger social ties. Even if the Chinese community 
reported similar rates of religious participation, their heterogeneous 
religious participation would not facilitate the same degree of social ties 
within their ethnic group. The fact that about a quarter of the Chinese 
sample reported that they have no religion and the follow-up studies 
indicate that such families are also not affiliated with religious organizations 
gives even stronger contrast to the Malay experience. This lack of group 
membership leads to looser social networks unlike the dense multiplex ties 
Islam creates in the Malay community. In the Indian group, the majority 
are Hindu, but as many as a quarter of the sample is Muslim, thus creating 
two main social networks around religious affiliation which are not linked 
to each other through group membership.

Re-aligning social capital: Language shift amongst the Chinese

Much has been written about language shift within the Chinese community 
as being an example of successful government policy (Li et al. 1997; 
Gopinathan et al. 1998; and discussion in Bokhorst-Heng forthcoming). 
In the 1957 census, the founding generation of Chinese Singaporeans 
represented eleven mother tongue Chinese dialects. As put by Lee Kuan 
Yew, ‘We were a tower of Babel, trying to find a common tongue’ (The 
Straits Times, 18 April 1997). This linguistic diversity was manifested in 
the many clan schools set up by immigrant Chinese (Li et al. 1997). As 
described in the Singapore Encyclopedia (Koh 2006), ‘[t]he schools were 
originally staffed by teachers from a particular clan, who used their own 
dialect as the medium of instruction’ and were modelled on schools in 
China. One of the key strategies to unify the Chinese community, as well 
as the heterogeneous population as a whole, was to introduce a national 
and bilingual education system — Mandarin, Malay, Tamil and English — 
with English as the common denominator in all schools. Most clan schools 
switched to Mandarin, and some to English, as the medium of instruction. 
However, the 1979 Goh Report, which gave the first thorough assessment 
of the bilingual education system, found that while schools had transitioned 
from the use of dialects to Mandarin, the home had not:

The majority of the pupils are taught in two languages, English and 
Mandarin. About 85 percent of these pupils do not speak these languages 
at home. When they are home, they speak dialects. As a result, most of 
what they have learned in school is not reinforced.
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This report was the impetus to the Speak Mandarin Campaign, which 
has continued until today. Under the auspices of the Speak Mandarin 
Campaign, the government intervened in virtually all areas of life to 
convince Chinese Singaporeans to alter their language use patterns from 
dialects to Mandarin — even to the point of encouraging them to give their 
children Mandarin names rather than dialect ones (which would result in 
parents and children having different surnames), and requiring all Chinese 
children in school to use their Mandarin names (and if they did not have 
one, giving them one) (see Bokhorst-Heng and Wee 2007).
 Language shift has been pronounced. According to the national census 
(Table 7.6), while almost 77% of Chinese households used a Chinese 
dialect as their dominant household language in 1980, only 31% did in 
the year 2000. At the same time, in 1980, only 13% used Mandarin as their 
dominant household language, which increased in 2000 to 45%. 

Table 7.6 Dominant household languages in Chinese homes over three decades

Language 1980 1990 2000

English 10.2 19.3 23.9

Mandarin 12.8 30.1 45.1

Chinese dialects 76.6 50.3 30.7

Other 0.4 0.3 0.3

100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Singapore Census of Population (1980, 1990, 2000)

Following Fukuyama’s earlier comment that China is a low trust/low social 
capital society because of the prominence of kinship ties, we can get a 
glimpse of what this shift from dialect to Mandarin might mean with respect 
to social capital. Dialect clan associations had a paramount role to play in 
the early settlement of Chinese immigrants — in terms of jobs, housing, 
support, and as we discussed earlier, education. Thus, when then prime 
minister Goh Chok Tong argued in his 1991 Speak Mandarin Campaign 
Speech that ‘[f]or the Chinese community, our aim should be a single 
people, speaking the same primary language, that is Mandarin, possessing 
a distinct culture and a shared past, and sharing a common destiny for the 
future’, he was calling for the re-alignment of the basis of social network 
ties within the Chinese community. Rather than being dialect (clan/
kinship-based), it was to be Mandarin (pan-Chinese). Along the same vein, 
in his 1984 Speak Mandarin Campaign speech, then prime minister Lee 
Kuan Yew argued:
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Mandarin is emotionally acceptable as our mother tongue. It also unites 
the different dialect groups. It reminds us that we are part of an ancient 
civilization with an unbroken history of over 5,000 years. This is a deep 
and strong psychic force, one that gives confidence to a people to face up 
to and overcome great changes and challenges … Therefore I can state 
that its psychological value cannot be over-emphasised. Parents want their 
children to be successful. They also want their children to retain traditional 
Chinese values in filial piety, loyalty, benevolence, and love. Through 
Mandarin their children can emotionally identify themselves as part of an 
ancient civilisation whose continuity was because it was founded on a tried 
and tested value system [sic].

Where the language shift within the Chinese community has been from a 
variety of dialects to Mandarin then, it can be seen as a re-alignment of social 
capital — from kinship to pan-Chinese with access to an ancient civilization, 
ancient values, the means by which to ensure success, and, more recently, 
with the increasing emphasis on China’s burgeoning economy (Bokhorst-
Heng 1999), economic opportunity. 
 In keeping with the idea of depleting social capital introduced in the 
review of literature, the existing social capital in the Chinese community 
from dialects has been depleted. Though this is supposed to be replenished 
by Mandarin, that has yet to be achieved. Mandarin has enormous 
instrumental value; however, it has not yet become the shared cultural 
capital of a linguistically unified ethnic group with links to a larger Sinitic 
civilization. As such, Mandarin does not provide social ties within either 
the domains of family and friends or religion, as Malay does for the Malay 
ethnic group. 

Language maintenance and shift in the Indian community

Table 7.1 shows that, though from 1990 to 2000 Tamil had not dropped 
significantly as the language most frequently spoken at home, from 2000 
to 2005 there was a dip. Vaish (2007a) links language trends from the 1990 
and 2000 census with data from SSS 2006 to show that in the domains of 
religion, family and friends and media there are processes of language 
maintenance going on that contribute to the stability of Tamil in the Indian 
community. At the same time, she points to other domains like school 
where there are clear signs of language shift from Tamil to English. 
 Data from SSS 2006 presented in Table 7.2 show that in all the domains 
except religion, English is more dominant than Tamil for the Indian 
community. In religion, on the other hand, Tamil is dominant for 33.6% of 
the Indian children and English for a lower 23.1%. The high percentage in 
the ‘Other’ cell, 27.18%, merits some clarification. These other languages 
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are Sanskrit for the Hindus and Arabic for the Muslims, which are actively 
used by Indians in the temples and mosques respectively.1 Thus if we take 
Tamil and ‘Other’ together, 60.78%, or a majority of the Indian children, 
are using languages other than English in religion. 
 As pointed out earlier in this chapter, Panel 6 data show that Indians 
have a high participation rate in religious organizations. The rate of 
participation for Indians is 5.1, which is above the average of 4.9. The 
follow-up studies also show that in both temples and mosques Tamil 
is actively used along with Sanskrit and Arabic. These practices have 
maintained social ties within religious networks contributing to Tamil 
language maintenance in the Indian community in the domain of religion. 
This is despite the fact that the Indian community is split mainly between 
the Hindus and Muslims leading to two discrete social groups. Though 
there is larger use of English in the Indian Christian community, this group 
is still relatively small, 13% in the SSS 2006 sample, and has not significantly 
affected Tamil. 

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the strong and weak relationships between 
language maintenance and social capital across domains of language use. 
We have shown that in the domain of religion Malay and Indian ethnic 
groups show the strongest signs of MT maintenance which are linked 
to strong social ties through membership and attendance in secondary 
organizations. We have demonstrated that one of the reasons for this is the 
dense and multiplex social networks that are available to the Malay due to 
the homogeneity of religion. This network is not available to the Chinese 
because of heterogeneous religious practices leading to looser social ties. In 
the case of the Chinese there is the depleting of the social capital of dialects 
due to state intervention and the need to replenish this through Mandarin. 
 In the case of the Indian community the story is one of both language 
maintenance and shift depending on which domain we focus on. Though 
the overall language trend from 1990 to 2005 is that there is some loss for 
Tamil and gains for English, an in-depth look at specific domains shows 
internal variability. As in the case of the Malays, the Indians maintain Tamil 
in the domain of religion. This is despite the fact that there are two major 
social groups in the Indian community, the Hindus and Muslims. However, 
these are connected through active use of Tamil in both temples and 
mosques. 
 For the authors of this chapter, one of the most interesting findings 
in this research has been the similarities of funds of social capital amongst 
the three ethnic groups of Singapore. When we started writing this chapter, 
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our hypothesis was that the Malay group would come out strongest in all 
the measures of social capital across the five domains. However, this was 
not the case except in the domain of religion. Though this was somewhat 
predictable, what was not so counter-intuitive were the similarities of social 
capital and ties in the domain family and friends. For instance, both family 
structure and relationship with grandparents are not significantly different 
across the three ethnic groups. 
 The overall story of this chapter is the predominance of religion over 
family and friends as the main domain for both language maintenance 
and strong social capital. That the domain of religion should provide the 
opportunity for stronger social ties compared to family and friends is itself 
food for thought for any society, though outside the scope for this chapter. 
However, the strength of religion is, according to Castells (2000, 2004), 
one of the main aspects of our globalizing era. As such, a highly globalized 
nation like Singapore is in keeping with Castells’ thesis. 

Note

1.  One of the reviewers has rightly pointed out that if Arabic and Sanskrit are the 
languages of the mosque and temple respectively, then what is the role of Malay 
and Tamil in the religious domain? Arabic-Malay in the mosque and Sanskrit-
Tamil in Hindu temples are in a diglossic relationship. For instance, in one of 
our Indian follow-up studies we observed that the Hindu priest recites verses in 
Sanskrit that the children repeat after him. However, the explanation of these 
verses is entirely in Tamil. Thus one of the ways in which Malay and Tamil 
are used in mosques and temples is to understand and interpret Arabic and 
Sanskrit respectively.
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