CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

7.0   Introduction

The purpose of this study has been to investigate the language choice phenomenon among Malaysian legal professionals from a combined sociolinguistic and social psychological approach, with a focus on language choice in the multilingual legal workplace setting. This chapter will highlight several implications about the results obtained in this study. It will also integrate prospects for the future role and status of BM and English in the Malaysian legal setting. 

7.1   Research Questions:  Conclusions

The implications of the results on the body of knowledge and agreement or disagreement of these findings with prior research will be made clear in the following sections. This is to demonstrate how this study contributes to the wider body of knowledge on language choice.  It is considered an important contribution to existing research on Malaysian legal professionals since no other study has included a detailed focus on Malaysian legal professional language choice, both from a quantitative and qualitative point of view. 

7.1.1
Patterns of Language Choice and Factors that Influence Language Choice 

Empirical studies in both sociolinguistics and social psychology point to the formality of the situation taking precedence over interlocutor characteristics in language choice decisions (e.g., Rubin, 1968; Sankoff, 1972 in sociolinguistics; Bourhis, 1985; Genesee & Bourhis, 1982; 1988 in social psychology). In Rubin’s decision tree, the minor factors are the speaker’s first language and the interlocutor’s language proficiency and gender (see Chapter 2). In Genesee and Bourhis’s studies, situational factors were found to influence language choice in the initial turn of an interaction, with accommodation having effect in later turns (see Chapter 2). 

The present study has conclusive results which show that situational norms are strong for interactions taking place in formal settings, or when the purpose of the interactions is formal, for example, in the courtroom, in the legal private sector office. In the face of a narrow range of acceptable language choices in formal situations, norm compliance is high. This norm compliant language choice behavior can be described, using Herman’s (1961) social psychological ideas, as the immediate situation taking precedence over social group and personal language needs. The language choice for the legal workplace in Malaysia is characterized by the use of English and BM. According to Ferguson’s (1959) framework on the functional differentiation of languages, these two standard languages are H languages. BM is the present official language in Malaysia. Although BM has taken over this role from English, it is still accorded a de facto operational official status in the multilingual legal setting by the respondents in this study (see Chapters 5 and 6).

The present results on the adherence to situational norms shed some light on the contention in the sociolinguistic literature over whether the participant characteristics or the impersonal aspects (setting, purpose) of the situation are strong determinants of language choice. It seems that for the participants in the Malaysian legal setting, both personal and impersonal aspects of the situation influence language choice, but in different conditions of formality. 

The finding that language choice does not take into consideration the interlocutors’ personal or social characteristics in formal situations provides support for Hymes’s (1972), and Brown and Fraser’s (1979) contention that setting and purpose have greater potency in determining language choice. Hymes considers participants as static individuals in his taxonomy. Brown and Fraser argue that certain features which are generally attributed to participants, such as social distance and social status or power, are not always stable attributes of individuals, or of relationships between individuals, but are context-dependent assessments which may be shifted depending on the setting and activity type (Brown & Levinson, 1979). However, in the Malaysian legal context, the impersonal aspects of the situation have greater potency in determining language choice. 

The results of the study also indicate that in the Malaysian multilingual legal workplace, setting, participant characteristics are important. This supports Bell (1984) and Ladegaard (1995) on the importance of the personal aspect of the situation. In examining language style as audience design, Bell advocates that non-audience factors like topic and setting derive their effect by association with addressee types. In other words, interactants tailor their language style (including language choices) to participant characteristics. The participants of the present study attended to their interlocutors’ ethnicity, hierarchical status, age, and educational level (see Chapter 5).  Of these, ethnicity and hierarchical status are more salient social identities for the participants, as shown by the frequency with which language choices are made in response to these two social categorical membership cues. 

Results of the study point to the fact that the respondents’ reasons for language choice reveal that convergence is the main language choice strategy, with communicative efficiency being the basic consideration, and positive intergroup relations being a higher level of motivation for using this strategy. Thakerar, Giles and Cheshire (1982) emphasize the importance of comprehension and intelligibility (referred to as cognitive organization) as an outcome of speech accommodation, as opposed to identity maintenance. This study concurs with this view.

More often than not, the respondents in this study seek to achieve effective communication, rather than emphasize identity maintenance, through converging to their interlocutors’ ethnic language or the national language. Often it was found that the respondents are even willing to speak their less proficient language to achieve these interpersonal outcomes (see Chapter 6). 

In Fishman’s (1972) notion of domain, prestige languages tend to be used in the employment domain. However, the results of this study are inconsistent with this notion because both English and BM account for only most of the total number of language choices reported in the legal workplace setting. The reason for this exception to Fishman’s notion of domain is probably related to communicative efficiency. 

The interview results showed that complementary language choices are common in the legal work setting (see Chapter 6).  These findings concur with studies conducted by Morais (1990; 1998) and Tiong (1996) in West Malaysia, where senior managerial and supervisory staff used a combination of English and Malay for communicative efficiency, and for closing the status gap. Thakerar, Giles and Cheshire (1982) found that complementary relationships between superiors and subordinates are reflected in language choices which seek to maintain the status quo, in that the superiors converge downwards to promote comprehension. It seems therefore that both BM and English are perceived as languages of authority and prestige in the Malaysian legal workplace setting. The evidence obtained in this study somewhat dispels general observations concerning English as an intrusive language in Malaysia. Basically, the overall high use of English in the workplace indicates that English has a strong position as the language of work together with BM. 

Some broad comparisons can be made with the findings of Bourhis (1989; 1991, 1994), bearing in mind that different socio-structural factors operate in the Quebec and Malaysian legal workplace settings. Bourhis found that ethnicity and hierarchical status significantly affect the Anglophones’ and Francophones’ use of their first and second language, with the latter being more accommodative in their language choices. Bourhis attributes this to both English being the language of work, and to Anglophones being the traditionally dominant group. It seems that Bill 101 has only caused the Anglophones to report a positive attitude towards the use of French, but has not influenced their actual use of French.  The Charter of the French Language (also known as Bill 101 and Loi 101) is a law in the province of Quebec in Canada defining French, the language of the majority of the population, as the only official language of Quebec and framing fundamental language rights of all Quebecers. It is the central legislative piece in Quebec's language policy.) Points of comparison of the present study with Bourhis’s studies include the prominence of English as the language of work, despite legislation to support the use of BM, similar to the situation with Bill 101.

7.1.2
Language Attitudes

The results of this study on language attitudes make a significant contribution to our understanding of how language choices can relate to larger societal patterns and sociolinguistic norms of the multilingual legal setting. The results indicate that work-related discussions tend to be in English in the private sector legal workplace. It is a convenient language for discussions on work matters because the work (legal) jargon is often in English. Thus, English has become associated with workplace communication alongside BM. This seems to indicate that English is sometimes considered more suitable than BM for coping with legal related work These findings show how individual language choices are linked to relatively stable patterns of choice that exist in the multilingual legal setting as a whole. It is also evident that the attitudes towards English and BM are generally positive. In their personal use of English, more than half of the  respondents stated that they very often speak and write in English, but not for prestigious reasons. There also seems to be consensus among the participants for the dual usage of English and BM in the Malaysian legal work setting. 

The results of this study point to some indication that there are some reasons for language choice which are more linked to individual differences resulting from attitudinal differences towards BM and English. However, a direct causal link between language attitudes and language choice is difficult to establish. Results of the study indicate that respondents did favour English in some instances (see Chapter 6) and explained their choice of English in terms of English being a language of wider communication.   

They perceive a continued role for English alongside BM as the language for official work and as the gateway to information. This indicates that the participants are for a diglossic situation, whereby each language is given fair official and public support in its domains. The respondents do not seem to regard the two languages as existing in conflict, but rather as co-existing in a diglossic relationship. There is no indication that the participants would like to see the official function of English removed, since they are in favour of both languages being used in the legal workplace setting. In fact, there is evidence that they would like to see the status quo remain, as they continue to use English extensively. The functions for English and BM are not clearly delineated by the participants in the domain of official communication. 

As for the influence of socio-structural factors on language choice in the Malaysian legal workplace setting, the results show that, in addition to English, BM is also a language of choice. Situational norms alone therefore cannot account for language choice patterns in the legal domain.  From the speech accommodation perspective, this convergence in language choice can be explained by a desire to achieve social integration, since language use can also signal work group membership. 

The interaction of the factors which could influence language choice can best be summarized as resulting from the aim to achieve communicative efficiency and positive work related outcomes. What can be distinctively seen is that English is many a time favored over BM for many things in the legal workplace. Contrary to the aim of language planning and policy in Malaysia, BM is often not the favored choice for communication in the legal workplace setting. However, this move does not seem to have removed the association of BM as the official and national language for Malaysia.

7.2
Links between Reasons for Language Choice, Language Attitudes, and Language Choice Patterns

The links between the three aspects of language choice examined in this study: language choice patterns, reasons for language choice, and attitudes to the use of English and BM are presented in this section. 

The results presented in Chapters 5 and 6 show that the reasons for language choice and the reported language choice patterns are closely associated. Communicative efficiency and the availability of legal materials are the two most frequently mentioned reasons for language choice. 

Interpersonal-motivated goals through strategic language choices is a convenient cue used to gauge communicative efficiency. It is also used to determine what the respondents’ language preferences might be in order to achieve, for example, emphasizing in-group identity with other legal professionals or for reducing divergence. The purpose of highlighting the language choice patterns among Malaysian legal professionals is to show that the reasons for language choice and the reported language choice patterns are closely related. As for other reasons for language choice, such as the formality of a situation or relationship, the purpose of the interaction, and the desire for reducing or increasing the social distance between interactants, the resulting language choice patterns are also regular. The consistency in the participants’ language choice patterns and their reasons for these choices can be attributed to the existence of strong societal and situational norms governing language use in the Malaysian legal workplace setting. As an example, in the Malaysian courtroom, BM is often used – in the order of BM and then English. 

However, there are some reasons for language choice which are more subject to individual differences. For language choices motivated by language learning purposes, it may not be possible to predict the specific languages that the participants may want to practice speaking. Nevertheless, we can guess with a great deal of certainty that they would not choose their own ethnic languages or standard languages which they are proficient in. From the interview results presented in Chapter 6, it is also evident that an associated reason for the participants to speak languages that they do not have a good command of is to attempt to keep to national language policy in the legal domain. . These examples show the presence of close links between the participants’ reasons for language choice and their reported language choices, so much so that it is possible to make broad predictions of possible language choices when contextual information such as the formality of the situation and the purpose of the interactions is available. 

To sum up, the findings of this study point out that there are no reported language attitudes which are inconsistent with the language choice patterns or the reasons for language choice. A close association between these facets of language choice definitely exists.

7.3   Contributions of the Study

The contributions of this study to the body of knowledge on the language choice phenomenon are as follows:

(1)
This study has mapped out the hitherto unexplored language choice phenomenon in the Malaysian legal workplace setting. The study has also uncovered language choice dynamics in the legal workplace setting, in an area where the colonial language has been maintained in public use for much longer than in other work domains. These findings were obtained in a comprehensive study encompassing language choice patterns, reasons for language choice, and language attitudes. 

(2)
In terms of the methodology, this study has attested to the usefulness of using interviews and observations in tandem with a survey questionnaire as a means of accessing the respondents’ perspective of language choice. The results revealed socio-structural, socio-psychological and situational norms which were important to the respondents. In this way, the language choice phenomenon, as experienced by the respondents can be better understood. 

(3)
In the context of research on language contact in multilingual settings, this study has contributed by showing how BM and English with seemingly different prestige and functions compete for dominance in a common arena (the legal workplace). The findings of the study are able to advance our understanding of language choice in the legal workplace setting in Malaysia.

7.4   Implications for Policy

The results obtained in the study on professed language attitudes and self-reports of language choice patterns help us to understand how the role of language policies is changing the language behavior of Malaysian legal professionals. In this study, the participants expressed a positive attitude to the use of English together with BM, for public use in the legal workplace. This suggests that the national language policy has succeeded in instilling awareness of the importance of BM in the lives of Malaysians. 

These findings do have important implications for language planning in Malaysia. In a wider perspective, Crystal (2000: 12) sets out the demise of many languages, often linked with a rapid increase in the use of English as a language of wider communication. In his general discussion, Crystal (2000: 14) reflects on the fact that while there may be around 7000 languages worldwide, in a world population of more than 6 billion, eight languages have over 100 million speakers each (Mandarin, Spanish, English, Bengali, Hindi, Portuguese, Russian, and Japanese). Indeed, these eight languages have over 2.4 billion speakers between them. Crystal also laments that just 4% of the world’s languages are spoken by 96% of the world’s population – or to put it another way: 96% of the world’s languages are spoken by just 4% of the total population, with a quarter of the world’s languages being spoken by less than 1000 people; and nearly 500 languages have fewer than 100 speakers. These trends are summarized by Crystal (2003:20) as in language use (and death) that at least 50% of the current stock of languages look to disappear within the next century. How may all this affect Malaysia and her national language, BM? 

Bruthiaux’s (2002) asserts that, for the foreseeable future, English has all the key characteristics that make it likely to remain the dominant worldwide language. There are some reasons for caution for Malaysia’s language planners. One immediate issue is whether widespread use of English could actually debase BM in the legal domain.  Another pressure factor is that it seems possible that legal professionals who are exposed to so much English in the legal domain could result in a group of professionals who have varying competencies in both the national language and English. Could this then result in a diglossic pattern of language use for the Malaysian legal domain?

In May 2003, Gill from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia was quoted as urging widespread English-language competence for Malaysians. She states that …

The national language policy had been adopted in the past because it was a natural process of the post-independence era, and if not done, would have had major negative repercussions for the political stability of the nation . . . However, in the present global economic climate, Malaysia’s about turn with regard to English has become a necessity in order to compete and survive . . . We may be left out of the international loop . . . 

(The Star, 20 May 2003)

In the same report, she further pointed out that over the 39-year period i.e.1956–95, the Translation Section of Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (Literary and Language Agency of Malaysia) had only translated and published 374 books, while public universities had published 168 books within the same period. Further, in order to emphasize this measure of having to keep up with ever-exploding knowledge, she pointed out that there are 100,000 scientific journals worldwide with around 5,000 new articles appearing every day – and this is on top of the 30 million existing journal articles. Of course, not all of these are in English, but, as Ammon (2001) demonstrates, there is increasing pressure on researchers to publish in languages of wider communication, particularly English. This could result in researchers making conscious decisions to publish in English rather than their first language.

The participants’ self-reports of their language choice patterns in the legal workplace setting confirm that they tend to speak both BM and English. BM is not the sole language used for official purposes of communication.  However, the reported language choice patterns still reflect patterns favoring English in the legal context in the legal workplace, as less BM is used in the higher courts. Given the results of this study, the government should consider the implementation of a bilingual legal system using both BM as the official and national language and English as a working language in the domain of law. However, what may be apparent is that the current national language policy has not achieved its goal of making BM a common language of use for the legal work domain. 

7.5   Implications of Study for Further Research

As shown in the preceding sections of this study, it is important to exercise caution when studying language matters. With proper caution, studies of this nature can, however, be helpful interpretive tools to analyze language planning and policy decisions. Any language planning and policy implication is far from simple and can be far-reaching. If a language policy appears to fail, the diagnosis of the causes of failure can be made more obvious by examining if the policy is overwhelmingly (or even exclusively) for the benefit of only a few. Findings of this study imply that any language planning and policy decision in the area of the Malaysian legal system should devote more attention to the design of successful language policies which are able to provide stimulating opportunities for language development and use within the legal work domain.

This kind of research endeavor could also be enriched by co-triangulating data on the participants’ perceptions towards their reasons for using two languages, their reported use of this strategy, and the actual occurrences of these two languages in the workplace setting. The scope of study can be extended to include varieties of Malaysian English, and there is already an extensive database to use as a starting point (e.g., Baskaran, 1987; Lowenberg, 1985; Platt, 1980). 

It may also be worthwhile to examine how language choice decisions can provide insights into language planning and policy decisions and considerations. The study has also shown how combined sociolinguistic and social psychological approach can better account for the dynamics of language choice in multilingual settings, and in particular, allowing the influence of socio-structural norms to be understood separately from those of situational norms and interpersonal motivations. It is hoped that this combined approach, with a focus on the participants’ perspective of the language choice phenomenon, will provide a rich theoretical context for the collection of empirical data in other multilingual workplace settings.

