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ABSTRACT 

This study offers an in-depth examination of the linguistic assimilation and resistance strategies employed by the Tamil 

diaspora in Malaysia prior to 2020. Situated within broader debates on heritage language maintenance, identity negotiation, 

and socio-political integration, the research leverages a convergent mixed-methods design to capture both quantitative 

patterns and qualitative narratives. A structured survey of 250 Tamil speakers across Penang, Kuala Lumpur, and Johor 

Bahru elucidates frequency and domains of language use for Tamil, Malay, and English, while 30 semi-structured interviews 

with community leaders, educators, and religious figures uncover the motivational forces behind language choices. Through 

descriptive statistics, ANOVA tests, and thematic analysis, the study reveals that Tamil remains vigorously maintained in 

private and religious spheres, even as pragmatic necessities drive Malay and English use in formal education and the 

workplace. Intergenerational comparisons show a gradual attenuation of Tamil proficiency and emotional attachment 

among second- and third-generation respondents, with corresponding increases in reliance on English for academic and 

professional advancement. Community-based institutions—such as Tamil schools, temple associations, and cultural 

societies—emerge as pivotal agents of resistance, deploying curricular innovations, extracurricular programming, and 

digital media initiatives to bolster Tamil literacy and cultural transmission. Family practices, including structured “Tamil-

only” time, storytelling traditions, and media consumption habits, further reinforce heritage language socialization. The 

research underscores a dialectical relationship between assimilation and resistance, arguing that strategic bilingualism can 

coexist with robust heritage language frameworks when supported by cohesive policy measures and community engagement. 

Policy recommendations include enhanced resource allocation for Tamil-medium schools, curriculum modernization, 

recognition of diaspora languages in multicultural education policy, and the promotion of Tamil-language digital platforms.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Diasporic contexts present unique challenges and opportunities for heritage language preservation. For migrant communities, 

language performs dual functions: it is both a utilitarian medium for economic and social integration and a symbolic repository of 

collective memory and cultural identity (Fishman, 1991). In Malaysia, the Tamil community—whose roots trace back to nineteenth-

century indentured labor under British colonial rule—has evolved from plantation workers into an entrenched ethnic minority 

numbering over two million individuals (Benjamin, 1977). Despite formal equality under Malaysia’s pluralistic framework, Tamils 
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navigate multilingual pressures from Malay, the national language mandated in government and public life, and English, the global 

lingua franca valued in commerce and higher education (Gill, 2005). 

 

Figure-1.Tamil Language Maintenance in Malaysia 

Yet, the Tamil community’s linguistic landscape is neither monolithic nor static. First-generation migrants often retain high 

proficiency and daily use of Tamil across domains, whereas subsequent generations negotiate competing demands: mastering Malay 

and English to secure academic and economic advantages, while preserving Tamil to maintain familial bonds and cultural continuity 

(Phinney et al., 2001). Previous scholarship highlights a perceptible language shift, particularly among urban youth who prioritize 

English in digital and educational settings (Kandasamy, 2013). However, the notion of “shift” can obscure active strategies of 

resistance, wherein community institutions mobilize cultural events, religious services, and heritage language programs to reinforce 

Tamil use (Ramasamy, 2010). 

This study investigates how the Malaysian Tamil diaspora balances assimilation and resistance in linguistic practices across home, 

religious, educational, workplace, and social media domains. It addresses three core questions: (1) What patterns characterize the 

use of Tamil, Malay, and English among different generations? (2) How do attitudes toward each language—measured through 

perceived utility and emotional attachment—influence choices in intergenerational transmission? (3) What roles do community-

based institutions and family language policies play in sustaining Tamil? By integrating quantitative measures with rich qualitative 

accounts, the research aims to provide a holistic account of the dynamics shaping heritage language maintenance in a multicultural 

Southeast Asian context. This approach not only fills empirical gaps in Malaysian Tamil sociolinguistics but also informs broader 

theoretical models of language vitality and shift. 
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Figure-2.Linguistic Assimilation and Resistance in the Tamil Diaspora 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Language Maintenance and Shift: Theoretical Foundations 

Joshua Fishman’s seminal work on reversing language shift posits that sustained intergenerational transmission in key societal 

sectors—particularly family and community—is essential for preserving minority languages (Fishman, 1991). Ethnolinguistic 

vitality theory (Giles, Bourhis, & Taylor, 1977) further asserts that group status, demography, and institutional support determine a 

language’s resilience. Complementing these structural perspectives, scholars such as Edwards (1994) advocate for a dual-

competence model, wherein bilingualism and biculturalism coexist, enabling individuals to strategically use dominant languages 

for socio-economic mobility without abandoning heritage tongues. 

Multilingual Policies in Malaysia 

Malaysia’s National Language Act (1967) enshrined Malay as the sole official language, relegating other mother tongues to 

vernacular status in primary education and private spheres (Gill, 2005). Although Tamil primary schools persist under the national 

school system, they face curricular constraints, teacher shortages, and inadequate funding (Mohanan, 2008). English, while 

unofficial, retains prominence in tertiary education and the private sector, creating a trilingual competition for limited cognitive and 

temporal resources among Tamil youth (Lee, 2016). 

Diaspora Identity and Heritage Language Ideologies 
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Phinney et al. (2001) demonstrate that strong ethnic identity correlates with active heritage language use. In the Malaysian Tamil 

context, religious practices—particularly temple rituals, bhajan singing, and puja liturgy—serve as critical nodes of Tamil usage 

(Anandarajan, 2015). Media studies reveal that community radio, print publications, and online portals sustain Tamil literacy and 

provide alternative spaces for language practice (Zuraidah & Purushothaman, 2018). Simultaneously, digital-native youth often 

blend Tamil, English, and Malay in code-switched interactions, reflecting dynamic identity negotiations (Wang & Goh, 2014). 

Community Institutions and Family Language Practices 

Comparative research on the Tamil diaspora in Singapore underscores how well-resourced Tamil schools and state support lead to 

higher Tamil proficiency among second-generation youth (Dhaniram, 2006). In contrast, Malaysian Tamil schools operate under 

tighter resource constraints (Sivapalan, 2012). Family language policy studies by Thirusanku and Jamil (2011) highlight tactics such 

as “language nests,” storytelling sessions, and media selection to reinforce mother tongue use. Collectively, these scholarly 

contributions foreground the interaction of macro-level policy and micro-level practices that shape language outcomes in diasporic 

settings. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

Employing a convergent mixed-methods framework, this study integrates quantitative breadth with qualitative depth to capture the 

multifaceted nature of linguistic assimilation and resistance. Such a design enables triangulation and richer interpretation of patterns 

and motivations. 

Sampling and Participants 

A stratified purposive sampling strategy yielded a quantitative survey cohort of 250 Tamil speakers, balanced across region (Penang, 

Kuala Lumpur, Johor Bahru) and generational status (first, second, and third generations). For qualitative insights, 30 key informants 

were selected via snowball sampling, encompassing temple priests, Tamil school educators, youth organization leaders, parents, 

and cultural activists, ensuring diversity in age, gender, occupation, and migration history. 

Instruments and Measures 

The survey instrument consisted of: 

1. Language Use Scale – Frequency ratings (1 = never to 5 = always) for Tamil, Malay, and English across five domains: 

home, religious ceremonies, formal education, workplace interactions, and social media engagement. 

2. Attitudinal Scale – Five-point Likert items assessing perceived utility (e.g., “This language helps me succeed academically 

and professionally”) and emotional attachment (e.g., “I feel proud when I speak this language”). 

Semi-structured interview protocols guided discussions on personal language biographies, family language decisions, perceptions 

of institutional support, and reflections on identity. Pilot testing ensured clarity and cultural appropriateness. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

Data were gathered from March to September 2019. Survey administration occurred at Tamil schools, cultural centers, festivals, 

and temple gatherings, facilitated by trained bilingual research assistants. Interviews were conducted in respondents’ preferred 

language (Tamil or English), recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and translated where necessary. Field observations at 

religious festivals and Tamil school events supplemented primary data, with detailed reflective notes. 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data were processed using SPSS. Descriptive statistics outlined overall language frequencies; one-way ANOVA tests 

examined generational differences; post-hoc Tukey analyses pinpointed specific group contrasts. Qualitative transcripts underwent 

thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase procedure (2006): familiarization, coding, theme development, review, 

definition, and reporting. Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative findings enhanced validity and depth of interpretation. 

RESULTS 

Domain-Specific Language Use 

Descriptive analyses show Tamil usage remains robust in private and religious domains (mean frequency 4.2–4.8), whereas Malay 

and English dominate formal education and workplace contexts. Among second-generation respondents, English frequency (4.1/5) 

marginally surpasses Malay (3.9/5) in educational settings, while Tamil scores lowest (2.7/5). Workplace interactions mirror this 

trend: English (4.3/5), Malay (3.8/5), and Tamil (1.9/5). ANOVA results confirm significant generational differences for Tamil use 

in education (F(2,247)=5.67, p<0.01) and emotional attachment (t=3.12, p=0.002). 

Attitudinal Orientations 

Emotional attachment to Tamil remains highest across cohorts (mean 4.6/5), with first-generation scoring 4.9/5 and second-

generation 4.3/5, indicating a modest decline. English is valued for pragmatic gains (mean utility 4.3/5), while Malay is perceived 

as a civic necessity (mean 4.0/5) but lacks affective resonance. 

Qualitative Themes 

• Cultural Resilience through Language: Community leaders frame Tamil maintenance as an act of cultural survival. 

Temple events and festivals are described as “living classrooms” where Tamil vocabulary, rituals, and oral histories are 

transmitted. 

• Strategic Bilingualism: Younger Tamil Malaysians articulate a clear demarcation: Tamil for familial intimacy and cultural 

rituals; English for academic excellence and career progression. 

• Institutional Challenges and Innovations: Tamil schools are praised for fostering language skills but criticized for 

outdated curricula and insufficient resources. Grassroots initiatives—such as weekend heritage classes, digital storytelling 

platforms, and youth cultural camps—emerge as adaptive responses. 
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• Family Language Policies: Households adopt varied approaches: some enforce Tamil-only mealtimes and nightly reading 

circles; others permit fluid code-switching while ensuring exposure to Tamil media and literature. 

CONCLUSION 

The Tamil diaspora in Malaysia illustrates a rich tapestry of linguistic negotiation, where the forces of assimilation and resistance 

dynamically interact to shape both individual identities and communal futures. This study has demonstrated that, despite substantial 

pressures to adopt Malay and English for socioeconomic advancement and civic participation, Tamil persists as a vibrant heritage 

language, maintained through a network of familial practices, religious rituals, and community-led educational initiatives. Crucially, 

our findings underscore that linguistic assimilation is not a zero-sum game: rather than leading to the wholesale abandonment of 

Tamil, pragmatic bilingualism often coexists with resilient pockets of Tamil use that serve as cultural bastions. 

First, the continued high frequency of Tamil in private domains—homes, temples, and cultural gatherings—attests to its enduring 

symbolic value. For first-generation migrants, Tamil is the primary conduit through which life stories, ancestral memories, and 

spiritual traditions are transmitted. Among second- and third-generation individuals, while daily usage may diminish, the emotional 

resonance of Tamil remains strong: many respondents describe feelings of pride, belonging, and continuity when speaking or hearing 

the language in ritual contexts. This affective dimension of language use highlights the role of Tamil as a marker of communal 

solidarity, reinforcing bonds that transcend geographic dispersion and temporal change. 

Second, institutional actors have both bolstered and constrained heritage language maintenance. Tamil-medium primary schools, 

though underfunded relative to national-language schools, provide structured environments in which literacy and cultural content 

are formally taught. Extracurricular programs—weekend heritage classes, youth cultural camps, temple-based language 

workshops—further supplement these efforts, often organized by dedicated volunteers and community associations. Nevertheless, 

curriculum limitations, teacher shortages, and periodic policy shifts present ongoing challenges. To counteract these structural 

hurdles, some communities have turned to digital platforms: online Tamil literature clubs, social-media–based storytelling series, 

and mobile apps for vocabulary-building. Such innovations demonstrate how diaspora groups adapt to resource constraints, 

leveraging technology to sustain intergenerational transmission even in the absence of robust state support. 

Third, family language policies emerge as the most immediate and flexible mechanism for heritage maintenance. Interview data 

reveal a spectrum of approaches: some families enforce “Tamil-only” mealtimes or designate certain days for Tamil storytelling; 

others adopt more liberal code-switching strategies while ensuring consistent exposure through Tamil media, songs, and religious 

scripts. Parents often emphasize that early childhood exposure is critical: children who grow up with Tamil bedtime stories, rhymes, 

and conversational practice develop stronger proficiency and are more likely to carry the language into adulthood. Importantly, 

families recognize that bilingual competence affords broader opportunities; thus, many households deliberately cultivate a trilingual 

repertoire—Tamil for cultural intimacy, Malay for civic integration, and English for educational and career trajectories. 

Based on these insights, policymakers and stakeholders should pursue a multifaceted strategy to sustain Tamil heritage within 

Malaysia’s multicultural framework: 
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1. Curriculum Modernization and Resource Allocation: Upgrade Tamil school curricula to include contemporary 

content—digital literacy, heritage-music integration, and diaspora histories—and ensure consistent funding for teacher 

training, instructional materials, and facility maintenance. 

2. Recognition of Diaspora Languages: Formally integrate heritage language education into Malaysia’s broader 

multilingual education policy, granting Tamil schools greater autonomy in curriculum design while ensuring alignment 

with national standards. 

3. Community–State Partnerships: Encourage collaboration between government agencies, universities, and Tamil cultural 

associations to develop bilingual digital resources, heritage-language teacher certification programs, and community 

cultural festivals that showcase Tamil arts and literature. 

4. Digital Heritage Platforms: Invest in the creation and maintenance of mobile applications, online courses, and digital 

archives that enable heritage language learning on demand, with modules tailored to different age groups and proficiency 

levels. 

5. Family Engagement Initiatives: Support parent-focused workshops and resource kits that illustrate effective home-based 

language practices—storytelling strategies, media selection guides, and bilingual language activities—to empower families 

as frontline custodians of Tamil transmission. 

In conclusion, the interplay of structural pressures and cultural agency in the Malaysian Tamil diaspora underscores that heritage 

language vitality depends on both institutional frameworks and grassroots commitment. While assimilation into Malay and English 

domains serves practical needs, the resilience of Tamil within religious, familial, and community spheres reveals a deeply rooted 

desire to preserve linguistic identity. By harnessing policy support, technological innovation, and community solidarity, Malaysia 

can safeguard the Tamil language as an integral component of its pluralistic heritage, ensuring that future generations inherit not 

only new opportunities but also the rich legacies of their ancestral tongue. 
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