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Abstract

This preliminary study looks at the familiarity rating of words in Sarawak Malay Dialect
(SMD). Although familiarity ratings of language items are usually utilised in psycholinguistic
research, they can be very useful for studies in the area of language change. The aim of this
study is twofold: (1) to compare the perceptive familiarity rating of Sarawak Malay words;
and (2) to document Sarawak Malay words that are undergoing lexical change. Fifty SMD
words were used in this study consisting of those with meanings that can be considered as
medium to high in frequency for everyday speech. Questionnaires were designed using a 5-
point Likert-type scale to rate word familiarity and distributed to 15 participants who were
native SMD speakers between the ages of 20 and 25. Across word items, more than one
third were found to be rated as less familiar and unknown and thus were not actively used in
daily conversations. There were also a number of words perceived as familiar to highly
familiar but were not widely used in everyday speech. Evidently, it is crucial to document
and preserve these SMD words as they are fast becoming passive vocabulary for the young
and may eventually be lost in their lexicon.
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Introduction

It is a generally accepted notion that languages are alive and dynamic in the sense that they
are systems which evolve over time. In line with the global changes that affect communities’
sociocultural and socioeconomic conditions, it is inevitable for the lexicon, morphology and
syntax of a particular language to undergo constructive and even detrimental changes. In an
ever-changing world, the lexicon of a less dominant language or dialect undergoes lexical
change processes which affect the meaning of a word in its usage. There are also instances
in which a shift or variation in word preference occur across generations of speakers.
Oftentimes, observable changes in the lexicon are the most common indication of language
change.
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