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The study examined the subjective ethnolinguistic vitality of an Iban community
in Sarawak, Malaysia based on their language use and attitudes. A survey of 200
respondents in the Song district was conducted. To determine the objective eth-
nolinguistic vitality, a structural analysis was performed on their sociolinguistic
backgrounds. The results show the Iban language dominates in family, friend-
ship, transactions, religious, employment, and education domains. The language
use patterns show functional differentiation into the Iban language as the “low
language” and Malay as the “high language”. The respondents have positive at-
titudes towards the Iban language. The dimensions of language attitudes that
are strongly positive are use of the Iban language, Iban identity, and intergenera-
tional transmission of the Iban language. The marginally positive dimensions are
instrumental use of the Iban language, social status of Iban speakers, and prestige
value of the Iban language. Inferential statistical tests show that language atti-
tudes are influenced by education level. However, language attitudes and use of
the Iban language are not significantly correlated. By viewing language use and
attitudes from the perspective of ethnolinguistic vitality, this study has revealed
that a numerically dominant group assumed to be safe from language shift has
only medium vitality, based on both objective and subjective evaluation.

1. Introduction Research on language shift has focused on the receding language
to describe the domains taken over by replacing languages. Many studies are under-
pinned by Fishman’s (1972) domain theory on language use. In Malaysia, for exam-
ple, studies have shown the displacement of indigenous and Chinese languages by
dominant languages, notably standard languages taught in school.1 One such group

1English and the Malay language are taught in all Malaysian schools from the first year of primary ed-
ucation. The institutional support for Malay as the national and the official language of Malaysia and
the medium of instruction endangers the vitality of indigenous languages because the school language be-
comes the home language for a portion of the community. In Malaysia, children enter primary school
when they are seven years old (primary one), and primary education is from primary one to primary six.
After six years of primary education, they have five years of secondary education. Students enter secondary
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