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Abstract 

 
The usage of address terms in Malay conversations is an important feature of politeness as it 

is determined by the relative age difference, power status and social distance between the 

interlocutors. This paper examines the use of address terms among the members of four 

Malay families in Singapore. Using recordings of natural conversations as data, this study 

investigates how address terms are used among the family members. The findings of this 

study confirm that there is a hierarchical system in Malay address term usage. This hierarchy 

is defined by pragmatic conventions that determine the polite way to address a particular 

person. Shifts in address terms are also observed in the conversations. Since the age 

difference, power status and social distance between speaker and addressee are constants in 

the family domain, these variations in address terms are attributed to factors that arise during 

the interaction, such as the content of the conversation, stance taken and changes in the 

relationship between interlocutors. The variations come in different forms; a switch from one 

address term to another, use of zero-reference and use of indirect address terms. It is argued 

that factors such as the structure of the Malay language, the speaker’s dynamic assessment of 

the ongoing conversation and their awareness of the politeness criteria in Malay speech 

influence these shifts. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In Malay conversations, it is crucial to use the proper terms of reference which may vary 

according to the social distance, relationship, power status and hierarchy among the 

interlocutors. The incorrect choice of address terms in certain situations may be considered 

impolite. As such, interlocutors must consider the abovementioned factors and perceive the 

level of politeness that must be manifested in their language. This paper will describe the 

patterns of address terms used in Singapore Colloquial Malay (SCM) conversations, 

specifically in the family domain. In a family, the social distance, relationship, power status 

and hierarchy among the members are constant and clearly-defined. This makes it a practical 

point to begin the inquiry of address terms in general. 

 
1.1 POLITENESS 

Politeness is the display of consideration for others through good manners and socially-

appropriate behaviour. Although politeness can be expressed through various means, it is 

significantly reflected in language use. Brown & Levinson’s (1987) theory of politeness 

consists of politeness strategies in language use, with the intention to mitigate threats to the 

face imposed by face-threatening acts. Derived from Goffman’s (1967) notion of ‘face’ 

which states that everyone has a positive and a negative face (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 61), 

Brown & Levinson’s politeness strategies correspond to the two faces through positive 

politeness and negative politeness respectively.  

A person’s positive face is the desire for one’s self-image to be appreciated and accepted by 

others while a person’s negative face is the need to be independent, have freedom of action 

and freedom from imposition by others (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 61). A ‘face-threatening 

act’ (FTA) is an act that contradicts the face wants of the addressee and/or the speaker, which 

may cause embarrassment or humiliation (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 65). Face threats are 

usually softened through either positive or negative politeness. 

Positive politeness comprises the redressive strategies that appeal to the hearer’s positive 

face. Negative politeness includes strategies that appeal to the hearer’s negative face (Brown 

& Levinson, 1987: 70). To express positive politeness in language, the speaker may use in-

group identity markers through slangs, dialect variety or form of address to highlight their 

common ground (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 107). On the other hand, expressions of negative 
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politeness usually involve indirect speech acts and hedges on the illocutionary force of the 

speech act (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 132, 146).  

Although some aspects of politeness may be universal, the linguistic expressions of 

politeness are shaped by the cultural values of a given society. Ambady et. al. (1996: 1007) 

investigates the differences between linguistic and non-linguistic politeness strategies in 

Korean and American culture. The study found that the usage of politeness strategies seems 

to be universal in certain aspects but differs in the manner it is expressed (Ambady et. al., 

1996: 1007). In East Asia, specifically, politeness studies have centered mostly on linguistic 

forms due to the high usage of honorifics and address terms in those languages (Haugh, 2011: 

264). 

 
1.2 POLITENESS IN SOUTH-EAST ASIAN LANGUAGES 

In an overview presented by Helmbrecht (2003: 196) of the different techniques to express 

politeness from a sample of 100 languages, the languages which use status or kinship terms 

for polite address are mostly located in the East and South East Asian area. These languages 

include Indonesian, Vietnamese and Thai.  

To express politeness in Vietnamese, it is important to make the suitable choice of words 

when addressing the other person as the choice of address terms influences the interlocutors’ 

attitudes towards the communication (Tran, 2010: 13, 17). One should be mindful when using 

the appropriate pronouns in Vietnamese as it depends on the age difference and level of 

intimacy between the interlocutors (Tran, 2010: 17). It is also used as a means to express 

one’s feelings and establish the relationship between speaker and addressee (Dinh Le Thu, 

n.d.: 740).  

The terms used for self-reference in Vietnamese are the common first-person singular 

pronouns toi, tao, ta, to and minh (Ngo, 2006). These pronouns do not have corresponding 

pronouns for addressee-reference, with the exception of tao which can be used with the 

second-person pronoun may or mi (Ngo, 2006). As such, they are usually paired with kinship 

terms, status terms or proper names for addressee-reference.  

There is a rigid hierarchy in the Vietnamese system of address terms, especially in the use of 

kinship terms between generations (Dinh Le Thu, n.d.: 741). The kinship terms are available 

for four successive generations and are always used reciprocally. For example, in a 
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conversation between grandfather and grandchild, the address terms used between them are 

ong, i.e. ‘grandfather’ and chau, i.e. ‘grandchild’. The kinship terms vary in the levels of 

respect and levels of intimacy between the interlocutors (Tran, 2010: 13). Even though the 

terms denote a blood relation, they can also be used with non-relatives (Tran, 2010: 17). This 

is observed in Tran’s (2010) study of address terms used by young women in northern 

Vietnam, where the choice of address terms are influenced by the age difference between 

interlocutors. While friends of the same age interact with one another using the address terms 

ba 1, i.e. ‘you’ and toi, i.e. ‘I’, friends of different ages will use the terms chi, i.e. ‘elder sister 

or female cousin’ and em, i.e. ‘younger sibling or cousin’ (Tran, 2010: 17). 

Similar to Vietnamese, politeness in Thai can be expressed through the selection of words to 

refer to speaker or hearer (Khanittanan, 1988: 354). According to Campbell, Thai speakers 

prefer using proper names, kinship terms and titles to pronouns as forms of address in certain 

situations (as cited in Compton, 2002: 116). The choice of Thai address terms are dependent 

on factors such as power and solidarity, gender, age, relationship, status and the setting of the 

conversation (Chirasombutti, 1996: 2008). However, the choice of terms for self-reference 

and addressee-reference differ in their complexity. While terms used for addressee-reference 

must either express politeness or elevation associated with age or social status, the polite term 

selected by the speaker for self-reference can be used extensively and for almost any occasion 

(Khanittanan, 1988: 354). 

Thai pronouns consist of gender-specific and general terms. The first-person pronouns 

kraphom and phom are used by male speakers.  Kraphom is used in a formal situation when 

speaking to someone of high rank, while phom can be used in both formal and informal 

situations (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005: 50). The first-person singular pronoun dichan is 

used by female speakers but it is only appropriate in very formal settings. Hence, the term is 

commonly shortened to ichan or han to reduce the formality and distance between 

interlocutors, making it more appropriate for casual conversations (Khanittanan, 1988: 355). 

Most of the second-person pronouns can be used for both male and female addressees, with 

distinct levels of formality. For example, the second-person pronoun than is used to address 

someone of high rank in society while khun is a polite term to address people in general 

(Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005: 51).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1ba is a kinship term used to refer to older females of about one’s grandparent’s age or to refer to a woman 
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When there is a substantial age difference between speaker and addressee, kinship terms are 

used for address. Thai kinship terms consist of pho, i.e. ‘father’, mae, i.e. ‘mother’, ta, i.e. 

‘grandfather’, yay, i.e. ‘grandmother’, lung, i.e. ‘uncle’, pa, i.e. ‘aunt’ and phi, i.e. ‘elder 

sibling’. However, the use of kinship terms is considered to be an expression of politeness 

only when it is used with non-relatives (Khanittanan, 1988: 356). Otherwise, it is simply 

regarded as a kinship address term. Hence, a speaker can use the kinship terms lung, i.e. 

‘uncle’ or pa, i.e. ‘aunt’ to address a non-relative to elevate the addressee as someone of 

greater seniority (Khanittanan, 1988: 356).    

Politeness expressions in address terms also exist in European languages. The polite address 

in these languages is usually distinguished in the second-person pronouns. For example, 

German distinguishes between the second-person singular du (familiar), second-person plural 

ihr (familiar) and the second-person polite form Sie (honorific) (Helmbrecht, 2013). The 

choice between the pronouns du and Sie	  is determined by a complex set of pragmatic rules 

(Helmbrecht, 2013).	  Similar to German, there are also binary politeness distinctions in French 

second-person pronouns; the second-person singular pronoun tu and the second-person polite 

pronoun vous (honorific) (Helmbrecht, 2013). Although the politeness systems of pronouns 

in these languages appear similar, each language has different sets of pragmatic rules 

determining the choice between familiar and polite pronouns (Helmbrecht, 2013).  

From the examples above, it is apparent that expressions of politeness in address exist in 

many different languages. Each language has its own system of address and pragmatic 

conventions of address term usage. There are, however, notable differences between the 

address systems of South-East Asian languages and European languages. While politeness 

distinctions are only made in the second-person pronouns, politeness distinctions in South-

East Asian languages are multi-faceted as it involves pronouns, names, kinship terms and 

status terms. As such, South-East Asian languages have much more complex systems of 

address which requires greater effort in its inquiry.  

 

1.3 POLITENESS IN MALAY 

Like the other South-East Asian languages, it is also important to express politeness in Malay 

through linguistic means. Sneddon (1996) has highlighted some politeness strategies in 

Malay, specifically Indonesian. These strategies generally comprise the use of softeners, 
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hedging and linguistic markers which convey that both speaker and addressee are 

cooperators.  

In Malay, speakers may use certain words with imperatives to make them softer and sound 

more polite. The sentence tag, ya, is usually used with an imperative statement in an informal 

setting (Sneddon, 1996: 328). It reduces the force of the assertion as it seems to draw the 

addressee into agreement (Sneddon, 1996: 328). Wouk (2001: 186) also found that sentences 

tagged with a final ya indirectly indicates a request for the addressee’s recognition or 

agreement. The function of ya resembles the English affirmative tags such as ‘right’ and 

‘OK’, which appears to increase solidarity by drawing the hearer to cooperate with the 

speaker (Wouk, 2001: 183, 186).  

The words silakan, tolong, coba and harap can all be translated as ‘please’ and is normally 

used with imperative statements (Sneddon, 1996: 329). However, each of these words can 

only be applied to specific situations. The word silakan is used when the speaker is inviting 

the addressee to do something which will benefit the addressee himself (Sneddon, 1996: 

329). A situation where silakan can be used is when the speaker is inviting the listener to 

enter the speaker’s home, where the speaker would say ‘Silakan masuk’, i.e. ‘Please come in’ 

(Sneddon, 1996: 329). On the other hand, tolong is used when the speaker is requesting the 

addressee to do something which will benefit the speaker, and is usually used when speaking 

with someone of higher authority or lower familiarity (Sneddon, 1996: 329). For example, 

one can say ‘Tolong ambilkan saya jas itu’, i.e. ‘Please fetch me that jacket’ (Sneddon, 1996: 

329). 

When speakers use coba with imperatives, it has the sense of urging someone to do 

something, but not necessarily for the speaker’s benefit (Sneddon, 1996: 329). Coba is 

generally used by older speakers to younger addressees, where requests have a firm 

undertone. It can be used by parents ordering their child to do something, as in ‘Coba duduk 

baik-baik, Andi’, i.e. ‘Please sit properly, Andi’ (Sneddon, 1996: 329). Compared to tolong 

and coba, harap (which can also mean ‘hope’), has a higher degree of politeness and can be 

used with elders and seniors (Sneddon, 1996: 330). For example, someone in the service 

industry can say ‘Harap bapak tunggu sebentar’, i.e. ‘Would you please wait a moment, sir’, 

as the word harap reduces the imposition on the listener (Sneddon, 1996: 330). Similar to 

tolong, harap can be used for requests benefitting the speaker but it can also be used for other 

situations.  
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Besides softening and hedging the imperatives, speakers can also reduce the illocutionary 

force by including themselves and the addressees in the activity. This can be expressed by 

adding the word mari, i.e. ‘let us’, before the imperative statement to invite the addressee to 

join in the activity with the speaker (Sneddon, 1996: 332). The word ayo, i.e. ‘let us’, is also 

used similarly to mari, but it is more informal and cannot be used with older addressees.  

Terms of Address as Politeness Devices 

In addition to the abovementioned politeness strategies, politeness in Malay can also be 

expressed through appropriate usage of address terms. Similar to Vietnamese and Thai, the 

Malay system of address terms consist of proper names, pronouns, kinship terms and titles. 

Such a complex system of address requires speakers to make a careful choice depending on 

several factors such as the power, distance, social relationship and age difference between the 

interlocutors. Several papers have highlighted the importance of proper and polite usage of 

address terms in Malay.  

Othman’s (2006) study describes the usage of pronouns among Malays across the 

sociolinguistic variables of age, gender and formality. From direct observations, she found 

that the pronouns ‘aku’, i.e. ‘I’ and ‘kau’, i.e. ‘you’ are generally considered impolite and are 

usually avoided when speaking with unfamiliar people, someone older or a superior. 

Similarly, Yusoff (2007) categorised Malay address terms into either halus, i.e. ‘refined’ or 

kasar, i.e. ‘crude’ forms, in which the pronouns ‘aku’, i.e. ‘I’ and ‘kau’, i.e. ‘you’ fall under 

the kasar category. Although the labels halus and kasar hold extreme connotations, it does 

not necessarily imply that address terms of the halus category are appropriate for every 

situation. The choice between halus and kasar address terms depends on the context and the 

relationship between interlocutors. In another study, Othman (2010) observed the pronoun 

usage in conversations among Malaysian undergraduates of varying gender and levels of 

familiarity. She found that speakers switch between address terms according to their 

perceived distance and relationship with the hearer. The assessment of relationship and 

familiarity between the interlocutors allow them to gauge the level of politeness that should 

be displayed through their language, specifically the proper use of address terms (Othman, 

2010: 1).   

Linguistic expressions of politeness in Malay can be traced back to their cultural values. The 

Malay culture places great emphasis on proper conduct which is encapsulated in the concept 

of budi bahasa, or ‘polite speech’; the sum of proper behaviour an individual should display 
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both in private and in public (Kling, 1995: 64). The concept of budi bahasa is clearly 

manifested in the use of address terms. Likewise, the Malays distinguish between halus, i.e. 

‘refined’ and kasar, i.e. ‘crude’ behaviour, which not only exists in tradition but also in the 

spoken language (Milner, 2008: 195). Goddard’s (1995: 192) study on Malay cultural scripts 

found that it is socially desirable to be sensitive to the feelings of others and how one is 

perceived by others. These principles are hinged upon the need to protect one’s maruah, or 

‘dignity’ from threats induced by negative perception of other people (Goddard, 1995: 186). 

This is akin to Brown & Levinson’s (1978) concept of minimizing face-threatening acts 

through politeness strategies. As such, the Malays adhere to good practice of social behaviour 

through the proper way of doing things, which includes sensitivity to the appropriate use of 

language. In such a society where language use is crucial, one must follow the rules of 

language use for proper interaction (Teo, 1996: 366). This includes the knowledge of one’s 

status, social distance and relationship relative to the interlocutor and using the address terms 

with suitable degrees of politeness as discussed earlier.  

 
 

1.4 MALAY ADDRESS TERMS 
 

In Malay speech, terms of address generally take on an open system of self-reference and 

addressee-reference, where multiple options are available for use (Flannery, 2009: 2). This is 

especially problematic for non-native learners of Malay whose knowledge of Malay address 

terms is usually limited to pronouns taught in classrooms (Flannery, 2009: 2; Nik Safiah 

Karim, 1995: 183). As mentioned in Siti Nadiah et. al (2011: 1-2), address terms in colloquial 

Malay comprise pronouns, proper names, kinship terms, and zero-reference2. 

  

Table 1 shows a list of Malay pronouns which include those of formal and informal registers, 

polite and familiar forms. Malay pronouns do not mark gender differences. Certain pronouns 

such as anda, anda sekalian, beliau and mereka normally do not exist in casual speech as 

they are considered to be too formal. In SCM, the pronouns used are usually of the informal 

registers and also of the familiar category. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Zero-reference is defined as the omission of address terms in environments where address terms are used. 
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Person Malay Pronouns (singular) Malay Pronouns (plural) 
First person saya (polite) 

aku (informal, familiar) 
kami (exclusive) 
kita (inclusive) 
kita orang (informal) 

Second person anda (polite, formal) 
awak (polite) 
kau (familiar, informal) 

anda sekalian (polite, formal) 
awak semua (polite, informal) 
kau orang (familiar, informal) 

Third person dia  
beliau (respected person, formal) 
ia (non-human entities) 

mereka (formal) 
dia orang (informal) 

 Table 1. Malay Pronouns 

Unlike pronouns, the kinship terms in Malay distinguishes between generation, gender and 

the relative age differences between people related by blood (Banks, 1974: 47). Table 2 

shows a list of kinship terms commonly used by Malay speakers. It should be noted that this 

is not a comprehensive list of all the possible kinship terms that may be used. In practice, 

there are variations in the use of Malay kinship terms across families, which may be 

attributed to differences in their ethnic or ancestral background. It could also be a matter of 

preference. Variations are more commonly observed in kinship terms relating to mother and 

father as there are several terms available for each parent. Generally, kinship terms are 

shortened in speech, so the term Datuk	  is pronounced as Atuk or Tok instead.	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 2. Malay Kinship Terms 
 

Although Malay kinship terms are primarily used as terms of address among blood relatives, 

its use generally extends to non-family members (Wittermans, 1967: 50).  

Family member Kinship term 

Grandfather Datuk (Atuk/Tok) 

Grandmother Nenek (Nek), Nyai 

Father Ayah, Abah, Papa 

Mother Ibu, Emak, Umi, Mama 

Uncle Pakcik (Cik) 
Aunt Makcik (Cik) 

Elder brother Abang 

Elder sister Kakak 

Younger brother/sister Adik 
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An important aspect of speaking face-to-face is the need to know the relative status of the 

interlocutor, as it influences the choice of address terms for self-reference and addressee-

reference. The factors to consider between the interlocutors include power status, relationship 

and familiarity. In her paper, Nik Safiah Karim (1995) presents different contexts of 

conversations and the appropriate pronouns to be used. She highlights the importance of role 

relations between interlocutors, where there is an asymmetry between the superior and the 

inferior in the choice of address terms. For example, in the family situation, the pronouns aku 

and kau can be used by the elder to refer to the younger generation, but are not acceptable to 

be used by the younger to refer to the elder generation (Nik Safiah Karim, 1995: 188). 

Likewise, in professional situations, the superior can use pronouns when speaking to the 

inferior and instead of using pronouns, the inferior must use suitable address terms such as 

titles to refer to the superior (Nik Safiah Karim, 1995: 187).   

 
Variations in Terms of Address 

Some studies of Malay terms of address have also observed certain context-dependent 

variations in their use. Englebretson’s (2007) study investigates stance-taking in colloquial 

Indonesian using natural and spontaneous conversations. He observed that all the participants 

use more than one form of self-address with the same interlocutors and within the same 

speech event. This alludes to the dynamic nature of address term usage in conversational 

interaction, where the choice of terms occurs during the ongoing discourse to “index the 

speaker’s construction and expression of identities” (Englebretson, 2007: 78).  

A study by Djenar (2006) also observed variations in address terms at the level of discourse 

in Indonesian. Using fictional narratives from a film and a novel as data, Djenar (2006) 

explores the patterns of address terms with respect to the changes in the relationship between 

interlocutors. Her findings show constant shifts between two addressee-reference terms kamu 

and elo which correlate with conflict and intimacy between the interlocutors, suggesting that 

the choice of address term is influenced by changes in the speaker’s relationship with the 

addressee (Djenar, 2006: 22.14). 

Although these studies reveal that Malay address terms are dynamic within the ongoing 

interaction, they have only covered colloquial Indonesian, which is inherently different from 

SCM. SCM is derived from the Johore-Riau variant of Malay, which is spoken in most parts 

of Malaysia. Since SCM is more similar to Johore-Riau Malay, it is important to study this 



17 
	  

	  
	  

particular Malay variety and distinguish it from Indonesian. The lack of research in this area 

calls for more detailed study of Malay address terms, especially in Singapore, where no such 

study has been conducted. Taking into account the lack of research in SCM terms of address, 

this paper will investigate whether similar patterns and variations exist in SCM 

conversations. 

 
1.5 MALAY FAMILY 

This study will focus on the choice of address terms in the family domain. In the family 

domain, role-relations, power and status of the individuals are rigid and clearly-defined. The 

members of a family are also considered to have high solidarity and familiarity. As such, it 

makes an interesting domain for the study of Malay address terms. It is also a practical point 

to start the investigation of address terms, due to the apparent and clear-cut distinctions in the 

individuals’ relationships. Considering the static social factors in the family domain, it can be 

regarded as the basic domain for address term inquiry before progressing on to other social 

domains.   

Since social factors are well-established in the family domain, the choice of address term by 

each speaker to the different addressees is assumed to be definite. This allows for a more 

accessible identification of the default address terms used by each speaker and the nuances 

that may arise during the interaction. Also, variations of address terms that may emerge 

within the family conversations are probably not associated with social factors between 

interlocutors. Instead, variations are possibly influenced by the content of the utterance or 

changes in the relationship of the interlocutors.  

No study has been conducted on the Malay address terms in the family domain. As 

mentioned earlier, Nik Safiah Karim (1995: 188) describes the asymmetry in pronoun use 

between the elder and younger generations in the family. The pronouns kau/aku can be used 

by the elder generation to the younger generation but the younger generation has to use other 

more suitable forms of address (Nik Safiah Karim, 1995: 188). Similarly, Yusoff (2007) 

observes that this pronoun pair can be used by the elder to the younger generation but not 

vice versa. Aside from pronouns, the elder can also refer to the younger generation by proper 

names, while the younger must refer to the elder generation by using kinship terms (Nik 

Safiah Karim, 1995: 189). While these observations may be valid, a key limitation of Nik 

Safiah Karim’s (1995) and Yusoff’s (2007) papers is that their claims of the address term 
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situation in Malay are not based on real-life examples. Instead, those claims are only based 

on general observations and the examples presented in the papers are made up. Therefore, it 

may not capture the differences that may exist among different families, and variations that 

may occur in the ongoing interaction.  

In this paper, the data used will be based on natural and spontaneous conversations among 

Malay family members in Singapore. The objective of this study is to describe the patterns of 

SCM address terms used among family members. This study will also examine the 

conversations for any variations of address terms at the level of discourse, in light of the 

fixity of role relations, power status and familiarity within family members.  

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

This section first outlines the process of data collection (2.1), and subsequently presents the 

backgrounds of the families that participated in this study (2.2). 

2.1 DATA COLLECTION 

The data for this study is a corpus of transcribed audio recordings of face-to-face 

conversations among family members. It comprises of the spontaneous and natural speech of 

four Malay families in Singapore. 

The task of recording the conversations was assigned to a member of the family to ensure that 

the speech environments were strictly kept within the family domain. This was done as a 

measure to avoid the possibility of an outsider’s presence in influencing the dynamics within 

the family. All participants were given an information sheet detailing the procedure and 

purpose of the recordings. They were also entitled to deny the recording of conversations 

containing sensitive issues. The recordings only commenced when all participants have read 

and understood the information sheet and have given consent.  Most of the recordings were 

done at home or in the family car, and the conversations were natural and unplanned.  

Each family contributed approximately 30 minutes worth of recorded conversations, which 

make up approximately 2 hours worth of conversational data for this study. The recordings 

were subsequently transcribed and analysed for the terms of address used.  
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2.2 PROFILE OF FAMILIES 

Four Singaporean Malay families participated in this study. All members of the families are 

Singaporeans, and have lived in Singapore for most of their lives. They are native speakers of 

SCM, which is the main language used in their homes. The audio recordings of all four 

families consist of two generations; the parents and the children. 

Family A 

Family A consists of four family members; the parents, a son and a daughter. The son is the 

elder sibling and the daughter is the younger sibling. The father is of Javanese ancestry while 

the mother is of Negeri Sembilan, Malaysian ancestry. All members of the family are 

bilingual in English and Malay. 

Family B 

Family B consists of six family members; the parents and four daughters. The daughters 

range in age from 12 to 24. The father is of Boyanese ancestry while the mother is of Johor, 

Malaysia ancestry. All members of the family are bilingual in English and Malay. The second 

of four daughters is also proficient in Mandarin Chinese.  

Family C 

Family C consists of six family members; the parents, one daughter, two sons and the 

daughter’s husband. The daughter is the eldest of the three children. The father is of Bugis 

ancestry while the mother is of Javanese ancestry. The daughter’s husband is of Boyanese 

ancestry. All members of the family are bilingual in English and Malay. While working 

abroad in Japan, the father has also picked up the Japanese language. 

Family D 

Family D consists of four family members; the parents and two daughters. The family also 

has two other elder daughters who are not captured in the recordings as they do not live in the 

same home. The father is of Malaccan, Malaysian ancestry while the mother is of Johor, 

Malaysia ancestry. All members of the family are bilingual in English and Malay. 
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3. RESULTS 

 
This section presents the patterns and variations found in the transcription of recordings (3.1). 

It also highlights the similarities across the four families (3.2) and variations in terms of 

address (3.3).  

The transcribed data will be analysed in terms of the relationship between the interlocutors 

and the terms used for self-reference and addressee-reference, as shown in Tables 3.1 to 3.4 

below. The tables will present the terms used for self-reference and addressee reference; 

proper names, kinship terms, pronouns and zero-reference. The conversations are divided into 

relationship categories between the interlocutors. These categories reflect their relative age 

and status, which are very distinct in the family domain. They include: 

1. Parent-Parent 

2. Parent-Child 

3. Child-Parent 

4. Child-Child 

Under the relationship column, the individual placed before the arrow is the speaker whereas 

the individual placed after the arrow is the addressee. The data will also be analysed for any 

variations of address terms. 

 
3.1 DISTRIBUTION OF ADDRESS TERMS WITHIN FAMILY 

This section will present the kinds of address terms used among members of each family.  

 
Family A  

Family A generally uses address terms from all four categories for self-reference and uses 

names, kinship terms and pronouns for addressee-reference. The parents of Family A usually 

converse with one another using the pronouns saya/awak, with the occasional omission of 

address term by Mother when referring to herself. One interesting observation is that Mother 

also uses the kinship term Ayah to address Father, but there are no occurrences of Father 

using a kinship term to address Mother.  
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Table 3.1 Address terms of Family A 

There appears to be a clear-cut distinction in the address terms used in the Parent-Child and 

Child-Parent conversations. While both parents mainly use kinship term for self-reference, 

the children only use their names to refer to themselves. This distribution is the exact 

opposite for addressee-reference, where both parents address their children by name and the 

children address their parents using the kinship terms Mama, i.e. ‘mother’ and Ayah, i.e. 

‘father’. This presents a complementary distribution in the address terms used between parent 

and child conversations.  

Between siblings, the pronoun kau is used by both the elder brother and younger sister for 

addressee-reference. Similar to the pattern found in conversations between Mother and 

Father, only the younger sister uses the kinship term Abang, i.e. elder brother, to refer to the 

elder brother, but not the other way round. For self-reference, the elder brother uses the 

kinship term Abang, whereas the younger sister refers to herself by name.  

 

Family B  

In Family B, kinship terms are primarily used for both self-reference and addressee-reference, 

followed by occasional use of pronouns and zero reference. In the Parent-Parent 

conversations, self-reference are not observed for both Father and Mother in the data 

obtained. For addressee-reference, Father either uses the pronoun awak or omits the address 

term when speaking with Mother. On the other hand, Mother uses the kinship term Ayah to 

refer to Father.  

 

 

Relationship Self-reference Addressee-reference 
Name Kin Pro Zero Name Kin Pro Zero 

Parent-
Parent 

Father à Mother   ✓    ✓  
Mother à Father   ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  

Parent-
Child 

Father à Child  ✓  ✓ ✓    
Mother àChild  ✓   ✓    

Child-
Parent 

Child àFather ✓     ✓   
Child àMother ✓     ✓   

Child-
Child 

Elder àYounger  ✓     ✓  
Younger à Elder ✓     ✓ ✓  



22 
	  

	  
	  

Table 3.2 Address terms of Family B 

For the Parent-Child and Child-Parent conversations, kinship terms are heavily used by both 

parents and children for both self-reference and addressee-reference. The kinship terms used 

for self-reference are Ayah for Father, Ibu for Mother, Along, Angah, Akak and Adik for the 

children according to their birth order. These same terms are used as addressee-reference 

when they are being addressed.   

Among siblings, the children of Family A usually address one another by kinship terms and 

pronouns. Sometimes, the term of address will be omitted. The distribution of address term 

usage is generally equal for elder and younger siblings. The only assymetry observed is in the 

addressee-reference, where the elder sibling can refer to the younger sibling by name, but the 

younger sibling never addresses the elder sibling by name.    

  

Family C  

Family C makes use of address terms from all four categories for addressee-reference and 

makes use of only names, kinship terms or zero-reference for self-reference. Between the 

parents, the terms of address used are complementary. While Father refers to himself using 

the kinship term Abang and addresses Mother by her name, Mother refers to herself by her 

name and addresses Father using the kinship term Abang. 

Relationship 
 

Self-reference Addressee-reference 
Name Kin Pro Zero Name Kin Pro Zero 

Parent-
Parent 

Father à Mother       ✓ ✓ 
Mother à Father      ✓   

Parent-
Child 

Father à Child  ✓    ✓   
Mother àChild  ✓    ✓   

Child-
Parent 

Child àFather  ✓  ✓  ✓   
Child àMother  ✓    ✓   

Child-
Child 

Elder àYounger  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Younger à Elder  ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
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Relationship Self-reference Addressee-reference 
Name Kin Pro Zero Name Kin Pro Zero 

Parent-
Parent 

Father à Mother  ✓   ✓    
Mother à Father ✓   ✓  ✓   

Parent-
Child 

Father à Child  ✓  ✓     
Mother àChild  ✓     ✓ ✓ 

Child-
Parent 

Child àFather      ✓   
Child àMother ✓   ✓  ✓   

Child-
Child 

Elder àYounger     ✓  ✓ ✓ 
Younger à Elder    ✓     

Table 3.3 Address terms of Family C 

In the Parent-Child and Child-Parent conversations, both parents use the kinship terms Aba, 

i.e. ‘father’ and Mama, i.e. ‘mother’ for self-reference. For addressee-reference, Mother 

either uses the pronoun kau or omits the address term when talking to the children. The 

children use kinship terms Aba and Mama to address Father and Mother respectively, and 

refer to themselves by name or zero-reference when speaking with Mother. The data obtained 

did not reflect the addressee-reference terms from Father to Child and self-reference terms 

from Child to Father, because most of the Father-Child conversations are in English. It is still 

interesting to note that when English is used in conversations, only English pronouns are used 

by the interlocutors and there were no occurrence of shifts kinship terms or names. This 

shows that the expression of politeness in address terms is governed by the language being 

used at the time of talking.  

Some of the Child-Child conversations are also in English, which explains the lack of 

observations in the use of Malay address terms. However, it has been observed that names, 

the pronoun kau and the omission of address term are used as addressee-reference from the 

elder sibling to the younger sibling. For self-reference, the younger sibling omits the address 

term. In this family, the daughter’s husband also uses the kinship terms Aba and Mama to 

address Father and Mother respectively. 

 

Family D  

Family D primarily uses kinship terms for self-reference and addressee-reference. Names, 

pronouns and zero-references are also observed, but pronouns are not used for self-reference. 

In the Parent-Parent conversations, Father addresses Mother by her name while Mother uses 
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her name as self-reference and addresses Father by the kinship term Ayah. Mother also uses 

the pronoun awak as addressee-reference, which was only captured once in the recording.  

Relationship Self-reference Addressee-reference 
Name Kin Pro Zero Name Kin Pro Zero 

Parent-
Parent 

Father à Mother     ✓    
Mother à Father ✓     ✓ ✓  

Parent-
Child 

Father à Child       ✓ ✓ 
Mother àChild  ✓    ✓ ✓  

Child-
Parent 

Child àFather      ✓   
Child àMother  ✓    ✓   

Child-
Child 

Elder àYounger      ✓  ✓ 
Younger à Elder    ✓  ✓   

Table 3.4 Address terms of Family D 

For conversations that involve parent and child, Mother uses the kinship term Mak for self-

reference and the kinship terms Adik or Lang and pronoun kau for addressee-reference. 

Father either uses the pronoun kau or omit the address term when addressing the children. 

The children use kinship terms Adik or Lang for self-reference, and the kinship terms Ayah 

and Mak to address Father and Mother respectively.  

Among the children, the elder sibling uses the kinship term Adik or omits the address term 

when addressing the younger sibling, while the younger sibling uses zero-reference when 

referring to self and uses the kinship term Kak Lang to address the elder sibling. Also, even 

though the two elder daughters are not captured in the recordings, there were allusions to 

them where they are referred to as Kak Long and Kak Ngah.  

 
3.2 SIMILARITIES ACROSS FAMILIES 

 
Based on Tables 3.1 – 3.4 shown above, it is observed that certain patterns of address are 

consistent throughout the four families. This section will trace the common usage of address 

terms across the four families to investigate the conventions of address term usage in the 

family domain. Table 3.5 consolidates the distribution of address terms across all families. 

The numbers next to the tick (✓) indicate the number of families in which the pattern of 

address occurs.  

In the Parent-Parent relationship, there appears to be a gender difference in the usage of 

address terms. While the mothers in all four families address the fathers using kinship term, 
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none of the fathers address the mothers using kinship terms. Likewise, fathers in two of the 

families address the mothers by name, but there are no occurrences of mothers addressing 

fathers by name. Pronouns, however, are equally used by both parents to address one another.  

Relationship Self-reference Addressee-reference 
Name Kin Pro Zero Name Kin Pro Zero 

Parent-
Parent 

Father à Mother  ✓1 ✓1  ✓2  ✓2  
Mother à Father ✓2  ✓1   ✓4 ✓2  

Parent-
Child 

Father à Child  ✓3   ✓1 ✓1 ✓1  
Mother àChild  ✓4   ✓1 ✓2 ✓2  

Child-
Parent 

Child àFather ✓1 ✓1    ✓4   
Child àMother ✓2 ✓2    ✓4   

Child-
Child 

Elder àYounger  ✓2 ✓1  ✓2 ✓2 ✓3  
Younger à Elder ✓1 ✓1 ✓1   ✓3 ✓2  

Table 3.5 Common address terms across families 
 
In the Parent-Child relationship, the address term usage is rigid. Mothers in all families and 

fathers in three of the families use kinship terms as self-reference when speaking with their 

children. There is no occurrence of other forms of address in this relationship. This is in 

complementary distribution to the forms of address in the Child-Parent relationship, where 

children in all four families only use kinship terms to address both parents. On the contrary, 

parents can use name, kinship term or pronoun to address their children.  

In the Child-Child relationship, the system of reference seems to be less rigid than in the 

Child-Parent relationship. Both elder and younger siblings use name, kinship and pronouns as 

address terms when speaking to one another. There is however, a slight asymmetry in their 

system of address. The elder sibling can address the younger sibling by name but there are no 

occurrences of the younger sibling addressing the elder sibling by name. Likewise, none of 

the elder siblings use their names as self-reference while there is an occurrence of younger 

sibling using their name as self-reference.  

 
 

3.3 VARIATIONS OF ADDRESS TERMS 
 

It is observed that some speakers use more than one address term with the same addressee. 

These are considered variations in terms of address. In this study, variations are identified by 

a shift from the default address term, which are the address terms frequently used by the 

speakers. Three kinds of variations have been identified; a change from one form of address 
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term to another, the use of zero-reference and the use of orang, i.e. ‘person’ and dia, i.e. ‘3SG 

pronoun’ for self-reference and addressee-reference respectively.  

 
Switch in Terms of Address 

One form of variation observed in the data involves a switch from the frequent address term 

used by the speaker to another form of address within the same conversation and with the 

same addressees. It occurs with four speakers in the data, but only one of them will be 

highlighted as it occurs more frequently with this particular speaker. The following examples 

are of the Mother in Family D. 

The first example is a conversation between Mother and Daughter 1 regarding Daughter 1’s 

job application. Mother usually addresses Daughter 1 using the kinship term Adik. However, 

within this conversation, Mother switches to the pronoun kau to refer to Daughter 1, and then 

switches back to the regular address term, Adik. The change of address term to kau 

corresponds to the message of the utterance, which is a stern reminder from Mother to 

Daughter 1 to not forget about the timing.  

(1) Mother to Daughter 1 (D):  

         Ingat    ,     nanti   lupa-lupa,      nanti  kau  tak    tau      time   dia. 
                    remember  later    Red- forget    later   2sg   no     know  time   3sg 
  
          ‘Remember, later you keep forgetting, later you don't know the time.’ 

 
                                                  [Dui: 015] 

         Dia    macam    Adik    punya   kerja   Singtel            gitu? 
         3sg     like        sister    own      work   phone.company    like that 
   
         ‘Is it like your Singtel job?’                          
                                                    [Dui: 017]
  
 
In situations such as example (1), the pronoun kau could be used by adults with younger 

addressees to show authority or to emphasize a point (Othman, 2006: 8). 

 

Example (2) is a conversation between Mother and Father about chilli paste. In this 

conversation, Father has trouble opening the chilli paste bottle. Besides that, he also has 

trouble looking for something which was actually located near him, that Mother had to give 

him instructions to find it.  
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(2) Mother to Father (D): 
  
         Tepi-tepi   aje,   apasal               Ayah    susah      sangat   Ayah    ni       tau? 
         Red-side    only  what-because   father    difficult  too        father    PRX  FOC 
   
         ‘Only at the sides, why do you make it so difficult?’ 

                                        [Sam: 018] 
 
         Macam    budak-budak   lah       awak  ni. 
         like           child             -FOC      pro    PRX 
   
         ‘You're like a child.’ 

          [Sam: 031] 

Usually, Mother uses the kinship term Ayah to refer to Father. This example shows Mother 

initially using the term Ayah, and then switches to the pronoun awak upon commenting on his 

child-like behaviour. Since the term Ayah, which means ‘father’, represents the leader of the 

family, it is rather incompatible with child-like behaviour. Hence, Mother’s switch in address 

term signals her judgment on Father’s character at the moment of utterance.   

 

Zero-reference 

The distribution of zero reference in the data appears to be quite erratic, as there is no 

particular pattern in terms of its use as an address term. Zero-reference is found in the 

recordings of all four families and seems to be accessible to any interlocutor in any type of 

relationship. It is also observed to be used as both self-reference and addressee-reference in a 

random fashion. In the entire data, zero-reference occurs 22 times as self-reference and 23 

times as addressee-reference.  

Zero-reference usually occurs in the following environments: 

1. Before the verb negation tidak, i.e. ‘no’ or ‘not’, usually shortened to tak in speech. 
The verb after tak may vary. 
 

(3) Mother to Father (C): 
  
       Oh,  tak      tau        pulak   eh. Mungkin   kena    beli   mahal        ah. 
               not     know   then           maybe      must   buy     expensive  part 
   

      ‘Oh, I don't know about that. Maybe we must buy it at a higher price.’         
  [Bla: 008] 
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2. Before the verb tahu, i.e. ‘to know’, usually shortened to tau in speech. 
 

(4) Son 2 to Mother (C): 
  
                  Tau. 
                  know 
   
                  ‘I know.’ 

          [Dil: 022] 

 
3. Before the verb hendak, i.e. ‘to want’, usually shortened to nak in speech. 

 
(5) Mother to Father (A): 

  
          Nak    tengok   yang   macam   kayu        punya   macam   jati. 
          want   look      REL    like        wooden   own      like        teak 
   
          ‘I want to look at wooden (tables), like teak.’ 

          [Cof: 014] 
 
These common examples of zero-reference show that speakers can omit the address term, for 

both self-reference and addressee-reference, usually before a verb or a negated verb. Since 

zero-reference can be used by anyone regardless of who they are speaking with, it suggests 

that zero-reference is influenced by linguistic structure rather than the relationship of the 

interlocutors.  

 

Use of orang and dia as Terms of Address 

In some cases, speakers employ the terms orang and dia for self-reference and addressee- 

reference respectively. These are not the typical choice of address terms as the term orang 

actually means ‘person’ and dia is a third-person singular pronoun. The use of orang and dia 

as terms of address appear in the recordings of two families and occurred 8 times. 

Example (6) below is a conversation between Mother and Father of Family D. It started with 

a comment Mother made about Father, to which Father responded by impersonating Mother. 

To express her frustration about Father’s response, Mother addresses Father using the 

pronoun dia and at the same time, uses the term orang for self-reference.  
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(6) Mother to Father (D): 
  
         Dia  nak    cakap   orang    dia   main-mainkan                 orang    aje. 
         3sg   want   say       person   3sg   Red-   play-APPL-KAN     person   only 
   
         ‘You're always teasing me back when you want to talk to me.’ 

          [Cer: 003] 

The second example is a conversation between Mother and Daughter 2 of Family B, where 

Daugther 2 asked Mother for some food while Mother is in the midst of preparing it. In 

response, Mother uses the term orang, i.e. ‘person’ instead of the kinship term Ibu for self-

reference. 

(7) Mother and Daughter 2 (B): 
  
Daughter 2:     Ibu,         Angah              nak     sikit   Bu. 
            mother    middle_child    want    little  mother 
    
            ‘Ibu, I want some.’ 
 
Mother:       Sabarlah,          orang    tengah      buat. 
            patient -FOC     person   ongoing     make 
   
            ‘Be patient, I'm making it.’                  

[KFC: 010-011] 
 
The third example involves Daughter 1 and Daughter 4 of Family B during a conversation 

about Hari Raya celebration, where Daughter 4 asked Daughter 1 a question in which 

Daughter 1 did not have the answer to. Daughter 1 replied by using the terms dia for 

addressee-reference and orang for self-reference.  

 
(8) Daughter 1 to Daughter 4 (B): 

 
            Mana    tau,      abeh    dia   tanya    orang. 
            how      know    then    3sg    ask       person 
   
         ‘How would I know, then you ask me.’              

   [Fam: 009] 

It appears from examples (6) – (8) that the terms orang and dia expresses some level of 

annoyance from the speaker towards the hearer. Since the terms are not commonly used as 

address terms, their usage will occur at the level of discourse, according to the feelings of the 

speaker toward the hearer at the moment of utterance.  
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One aspect of Malay speech is indirectness, where it is discouraged to express one’s feelings 

explicitly in order to avoid threatening one’s maruah, or ‘dignity’ (Goddard, 1997: 188). 

Asmah indentified four types of indirectness in Malay speech, one of them involve the use of 

surrogate, where one person is indirectly being referred to at the expense of another (as cited 

in Che Mahzan Ahmad, 2011: 68). Similar to this concept, the terms orang and dia directs 

one’s feelings of annoyance away from the interlocutors involved.  

This also resembles the politeness strategies proposed by Brown & Levinson (1978) to 

reduce face threats. Being the subject of someone’s annoyance may be considered a threat to 

the hearer’s negative face as it imposes on his/her freedom of action. To reduce the 

imposition, one of the strategies proposed is to dissociate both the speaker and the addressee 

from the particular infringement by avoiding the use of direct pronouns or address terms 

(Brown & Levinson, 1978: 190). By using the indirect address terms orang and dia when 

expressing a negative feeling such as annoyance, the speaker reduces the threats that may be 

imposed on the maruah, i.e. ‘dignity’ of both parties in the interaction. 

 

Other kinds of variations 

The variations observed in this study involve changes to terms that create distance between 

the interlocutors. Although not captured in the data, the use of terms that emphasise on the 

closeness of the relationship between interlocutors can also occur. In certain situations, 

parents may switch from the default address term to a more affectionate term when 

addressing their children. Based on direct observations, this usually occurs when they address 

their youngest child, to express affection. This is illustrated by the hypothetical examples 

below: 

Mother to youngest daughter: 

(a) Nana  dah     kering-kan  baju? 
           already  dry - suff.   clothes 
 

     ‘Have you dried the clothes yet?’ 
 

(b) Kesian-nya, Baby  ngantuk  eh? 
pity - suff.          sleepy     part 
 

     ‘Poor thing, you’re feeling sleepy?’ 
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In example (a) where the utterance is neutral, Mother uses the default address term which is 

the daughter’s name. In a different situation, as illustrated by example (b), Mother switches to 

a more affectionate term as she expresses concern and affection towards her daughter. Similar 

situations may also exist between couples. In Malay, couples may address each other using 

affectionate terms such as Sayang, i.e. ‘love’. 

 

  4.  DISCUSSION 

The main concern of this study is to analyse the use of address terms among Malay families 

in Singapore, and to investigate for any variations in its use.  

 
General Patterns of Address Terms 

The analysis of data above presents the distribution of address term usage in each family. It is 

observed that each family has different styles of addressing one another, as they employ 

different kinds of address terms in their conversations. Despite the varying styles of 

reference, interestingly, a consistent pattern persists throughout all the families. While parents 

are able to use any of the four categories of address terms, none of the children in the data 

address their parents using any of the Malay pronouns, be it the polite form saya/awak or the 

impolite form aku/kau. The children also never use their parents’ names as a ‘You’ reference. 

These observations are congruent with Nik Safiah Karim’s (1995: 188) observation of the 

asymmetrical usage of address terms within the family, where the elders use the aku/kau 

pronouns when speaking with the younger generation, but the younger generation has to use 

more appropriate forms of address when speaking with the elders.  

Another pattern that came up in the data is in the kinds of pronouns used within different 

relationships. In the Parent-Parent conversations where pronoun usage is bidirectional, the 

pronouns used are of the halus category, i.e. saya/awak. In the Parent-Child conversations 

where pronoun usage is unidirectional from parent to child, only the 2SG pronoun is used and 

is of the kasar category, i.e. kau. This concurs with Othman’s (2006: 8) study where the use 

of pronouns aku/kau by both men and women towards younger addressees such as children 

could be a show of authority.  

For Parent-Parent conversation, the pronouns saya/awak are used instead because being in a 

husband-wife relationship, the use of pronouns kau/aku would be inappropriate due to several 

reasons. Firstly, if the pronouns aku/kau are used by a woman when speaking with an adult 



32 
	  

	  
	  

man, it is considered rude and unwomanly (Othman, 200: 27). Likewise, Othman (2006: 11) 

found that men, who usually use the pronouns kau/aku, generally avoid such pronouns when 

speaking with the female participants and instead switch to the English pronouns ‘I/You’. 

This is due to the gender imbalance when it comes to using the less polite pronouns kau/aku. 

While it is acceptable for men to use kau/aku in speech, women who use such pronouns are 

generally perceived in a negative light (Othman, 2006: 27). Secondly, when men and women 

address one another using the pronouns kau/aku, it usually happens among close friends 

(Othman, 2010: 11). This suggests that the pronouns kau/aku signals a platonic relationship 

between the interlocutors, deeming it unsuitable for usage between husband and wife.  

The data also illustrates that the choice of address terms in Child-Child conversations is not 

strictly defined in terms of birth order. Kinship terms, pronouns and zero-reference can all be 

used bi-directionally between an elder sibling and a younger sibling. It has also been 

acknowledged in Nor Hashimah et. al (2005: 136) that the pronouns aku/kau can be used 

among siblings despite its lower degree of politeness compared to kinship terms. The only 

asymmetry that can be picked out from this study’s data is that the use of the addressee’s 

name as addressee-reference is unidirectional from the elder sibling to the younger sibling.  

 
Comparison of Families 

The four families in this study employ different systems of reference. Siti Nadiah et. al (2011: 

13, 14) mentions that differences in the way families employ address terms could signal 

traditions passed down from older generations. Although generally Singaporean Malays 

speak SCM and have undergone education in Standard Malay in schools, the Malay 

population in Singapore consists of many ethnic groups (Clammer, 1981). The current Malay 

populations in Singapore are descendants of immigrants from various parts of the Malay 

Archipelago, such as Sumatra, Java, Sulawesi and the Riau Islands.  

In this study, one of the most obvious differences in system of reference is the use of birth-

order kinship terms to address the children. The birth-order titles are mainly sulong for the 

eldest child, tengah for the middle child and bungsu for the youngest. This form of kinship 

term is generally used around the Malay Peninsula and some areas of insular Southeast Asia, 

especially in Malaya (Banks et.al., 1974: 53). Two of the families – Family B and D – 

address the children using these birth-order kinship terms, such as Along/Kak Long, 

Angah/Kak Ngah and so on. Both families have Malaysian ancestry, which could be the 
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reason why they use such a system of reference. Even though Family B has Boyanese 

ancestry from the paternal side, their practice of using these terms may be a signal of which 

identity is stronger. As mentioned in Flannery (2009: 8), many aspects of identity can be 

indexed through language choices. Hence, Family B’s system of address probably implies a 

stronger affiliation to the Mother’s Malaysian ancestry. A direct opposite would be Family A, 

which also has both Malaysian and Indonesian ancestry from either side of the parents, but do 

not use these birth-order terms to address their children.  

Another difference is in the way the Mothers address the Fathers. In three of the families, the 

Mother use the kinship term Ayah, i.e. ‘father’ to refer to Father, whereas in one family, the 

Mother uses Abang, i.e. ‘elder brother’ to address the Father. It is uncertain why the kinship 

term used between husband and wife is not laki/suami and bini, which are the more literal 

form of kinship terms like the ones used in the Parent-Child and Child-Child relationships. 

Despite the lack of knowledge in this area, both terms indicate a sense of superiority towards 

the Father.  

It is also worthy to note that while all Mothers address their husbands using either one of the 

kinship terms, Fathers never address Mothers in the same way. Instead, Fathers address 

Mothers using either the pronoun awak or proper names. This suggests a gender difference in 

the system of reference, which could be attributed to the Malay culture. Most Malays practise 

the religion of Islam and follow its ideologies. In Islam, the patrilineal hierarchy is very 

strong and has become the basis for guardianship, property devolution, political leadership 

and social control (Kling, 1995: 47). As such, the father is considered as the leader of the 

family, an ideology which has been accepted and incorporated by the Muslim Malays into 

their kinship system (Kling, 1995: 48).  

One of the families’ conversations involves a non-genealogical family member. In Family C, 

the daughter’s husband has been shown in the data analysis to be using the same address 

terms as the other children. Unlike the other members of the family, the son-in-law is not 

related to the parents and the other children by blood, but by marriage. Despite this, the son-

in-law uses the kinsip terms Mama and Aba to address his parents-in-law instead of using the 

literal terms Ibu-mentua and Bapa-mentua which stands for ‘mother-in-law’ and ‘father-in-

law’ respectively. Banks et. al (1974; 59) observed that informants commonly avoid the non-

genealogical marker affixes such as mentua, i.e. ‘parent-in-law’ and menantu, i.e. ‘child-in-

law’, which indicate the participants as being relatives by marriage. Such marker-affixes to 
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kinship terms tend to create “a distant and purely circumstantial quality” to the relationship, 

which contradicts the general principle that the use of kinship terms should not make a social 

relationship appear distant (Banks, et. al, 1974: 59). 

 
Variation of Address Terms  

Even though status, power and hierarchy relationships are constant in the family domain, 

variations of address terms still emerged in the conversations. This implies that the choice of 

address term is not only determined by the abovementioned factors but also by other factors 

in the ongoing interaction. At the level of discourse, the choice of address terms may vary 

according to changes in the relationship between interlocutors like in Djenar (2006) or to 

project a kind of stance at particular moments of the interaction in order to achieve certain 

goals, as observed in Englebretson (2007). In this study, the data analysis has highlighted 

three kinds of variations, namely a change from one address term to another, the use of zero-

reference, and the use of orang and dia in place of the typical terms of address.  

The first kind of variation, a switch from one address term to another, corresponds to a 

change in the message of the utterance. A switch in address term signifies certain aspects of 

the speaker within the conversation. Based on the examples in section 3.3, the change in term 

of address either reveals the speaker’s intention in producing the talk or the speaker’s attitude 

toward the interaction.  

The next kind of variation is the use of zero-reference. Analysis of the data has shown that 

zero-reference consistently occurs in certain environments, which suggests that such 

environments grammatically allow the omission of the address term. This seems to be 

characteristic of a pro-drop language, where certain classes of pronouns may be omitted when 

they are in some sense pragmatically inferable. Therefore, SCM speakers are able to omit 

terms of reference during the talk whenever it is deemed inferable by the hearer.  

The last kind of variation observed in this study exceeds that of the typical address terms used 

between speech act participants. Several instances of the terms orang, i.e. ‘person’ and dia, 

i.e. ‘he/she’ have been found to be used for self-reference and addressee-reference 

respectively. The conversations in which such reference terms occur involve the speaker 

feeling some level of annoyance towards the hearer. This is a politeness-related shift in 

address as it exhibits the speaker’s employment of negative politeness strategy. Instead of 
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expressing one’s annoyance directly to the addressee, the speaker uses indirect address terms 

to reduce such face threats.  

These variations provide novel insight into the use of SCM address terms. Studies of address 

terms in the Johore-Riau Malay variant have yet to acknowledge variations at the level of 

discourse. In this study, it has been found that variations in address term within the talk can 

occur in SCM. These variations, however, are less extensive compared to the variations 

reported by Englebretson (2007) for Colloquial Indonesian, perhaps due to the influence of 

Javanese. It should also be noted that the different kinds of variations are associated with 

varying factors. Hence, the address term variations observed in this study may pave new 

avenues for future research.  

 
5. CONCLUSION 

This paper has presented the patterns of address term usage in SCM among Malay family 

members in Singapore. It has also identified certain variations in the use of address terms 

which occurred within the ongoing interaction. Some of the findings in this study support the 

general observations from previous papers that the choice of address terms depends on the 

relationship between speaker and addressee.  

In general, all families in this study display an asymmetrical system of address between 

parent and child conversations, showing that it is notably important to express one’s respect 

for the elders through the use of address terms. Although differences in systems of address 

terms exist among the families, they all adhere to the conventions of politeness in Malay 

terms of address.  

This study focuses on the family domain, where factors such as social distance, relationship 

between interlocutors and individuals vested with power are clearly established. Despite the 

rigidity of these factors, variations of address terms could still occur. This suggests that the 

choice of Malay address terms is not only dependent on the differences in social standing of 

the interlocutors, but also on other factors within the talk. At certain points within the talk, 

speakers actively change or omit the address term in the ongoing interaction to correspond 

with changes occurring within the conversations. These observations, however, are at the 

exploratory level and reveal only the tip of the iceberg. Further research is necessary to study 

in greater detail the variations that have been highlighted in this paper. Also, since the 
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recordings for this study were done spontaneously and casually, they did not capture 

proportionate amounts of speech from each speaker. As a result, interactions of certain 

speakers were not sufficient for analysis, which leaves the possibility other kinds of 

variations undetected. Further studies of the same nature may take certain measures to ensure 

that recordings capture every speaker proportionately.  

In the larger perspective, distinctions must be made among the different variants of Malay. 

The variations found in this study are unlike the variations observed in Englebretson’s (2007) 

study of stance-taking in Indonesian. Furthermore, informants in Englebretson (2007) use a 

much wider variety of self-reference terms compared to those in the current study. These 

differences are probably attributed to the different sociolinguistic situations in Indonesia and 

Singapore. Indonesian is largely influenced by Javanese, which contains highly complex 

systems of politeness while SCM is derived from Johore-Riau Malay, which is spoken in 

most parts of Malaysia. Therefore, the variations observed in Englebretson’s (2007) study 

may be biased towards Indonesian and is not reflective of the address term situation in SCM. 

Considering the amount of variation and differences between SCM and Indonesian, SCM 

should not be classified together with Indonesian as implied in Helmbrecht’s (2003: 196) list 

of politeness strategies in languages.  

  



37 
	  

	  
	  

6. REFERENCES 

Ambady, N., Koo, J., Lee, F., & Rosenthal, R. (1996). More than words: Linguistic and 
nonlinguistic politeness in two cultures. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 70(5), 996-1011. 

Asmah, Haji Omar. (1992). The Linguistic Scenery of Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur: DBP. 

Banks, D. J. (1974). Malay kinship terms and Morgan’s Malaya terminology: The complexity 
of simplicity. Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde, 130(1), 44-68. 

Brown, P. & Levinson, S. C. (1978). Politeness: Some universals in language usage. Great 
Britain: Cambridge. 

 
Campbell, R. N. (1969). Noun substitutes in modern Thai: A study in pronominality. The 

Hague: Mouton. 
 
Che Mahzan Ahmad. (2011). Notes on Ethno-Pragmatics as a Device for Intercultural 

Communication Intelligence (ICQ). Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of   
Culture and Axiology, 8(2), pp. 63-71. 

 
Chirasombutti, V. (1996). Self-reference in  Japanese and Thai. The Fourth International 

Symposium on Language and Linguistics, Thailand, pp. 2007-2011. Institute of 
 Language and Culture for Rural Development, Mahidol University. 

 
Clammer, J. (1981). Malay society in Singapore: a preliminary analysis. Southeast Asian  

Journal of Social Science, 9(1): 19-32. 
 

Compton, C. J. (2002). Use of pronouns and kinship terms in Lao performance texts. In M. 
Macken (Ed.), Papers from the Tenth Annual Meeting of the Southeast Asian 
 Linguistics Society, pp. 115-126. Arizona State University, Program for Southeast 
 Asian Studies. 

 
Dinh Le Thu (n.d.) Personal pronouns and kinship terms in the Mnong and Vietnamese 

languages. Nhung Van De Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi Va Nhan Van, pp. 735-743. 

Djenar, D. N. (2006). Patterns and variation of address terms in colloquial Indonesian.  
Australian  Review of Applied Linguistics, 29(2), pp. 22.1-22.16. 

Englebretson, R. (2007). Grammatical resources for social purposes: Some aspects of 
stancetaking in colloquial Indonesian conversation. In Englebretson, R. (Ed.), 
 Stancetaking in discourse (pp. 69-110). Amsterdam: John Benjamins 

Flannery, G. (2009). Open and closed systems of self-reference and addressee-reference in 
Indonesian and English: A broad typological distinction. 2009 Conference of the 
 Australian Linguistic Society, Melbourne: Australian Linguistic Society. 

Goddard, C. (1997). Cultural values and ‘cultural scripts’ of Malay (Bahasa Melayu). Journal 
of  pragmatics, 27, pp. 183-201. 



38 
	  

	  
	  

Haugh, M. (2011). 11 Epilogue: Culture and norms in politeness research. Politeness in East 
Asia, pp. 252-264. 

Helmbrecht, J. (2003). Politeness distinctions in second person pronouns. In F. Lenz (Ed.), 
Deictic conceptualisation of space, time and person, pp. 185-202. Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins. 

Khanittanan, W. (1988). Some observations on expressing politeness in Thai.Language 
Sciences, 10(2), pp. 353-362. 

 
Kling, Z. (1995). The Malay family: beliefs and realities. Journal of comparative Malay 

studies, 26(1), pp. 43-66. 
 

Milner, A. (2009). The Malays. John Wiley & Sons. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell. 
 
Ngo, T. (2006). Translation of Vietnamese terms of address and reference.Translation 

journal, 10(4). 
 

Nik Safiah Karim (1995). Personal pronouns and forms of address in Malay. Journal of Asian 
Pacific Communication, 6(3), pp. 183-191. 

 
Nor Hashimah Jalaluddin, Harishon Radzi, Maslida Yusof, Raja Masittah Raja Ariffin, 

Sa'adiah  Ma'alip. (2005). Sistem Panggilan dalam Keluarga Melayu: Satu 
 Dokumentasi. Kuala  Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka. 

 
Othman, N. (2006). Curent trends in pronoun usage among Malay speakers. 2006 Tenth    

 International Conference on Austronesian Linguistics, Palawan: Linguistic Society of 
 the  Philippines and SIL International. 

 
Othman, N. (2010). Preferred Pronouns Among the Twenty-Something Population in the 

 Malaysian Universities. 
 

Siti Nadiah, Melissa Quake, Wanxuan Wang. (2011). Address terms in Singapore Colloquial 
Malay. Manuscript, Nanyang Technological University.  

 
Sneddon, J. N.(1996). Indonesian: A comprehensive grammar. Routledge. 
 
Teo, K. S. (1996). The acquisition of Malay as a Second language: A case of the essentiality 

of culture learning. A paper presented at Southeast Asian Linguistics Society VI, May, 
10-12. 

 
Tran, V. M. Y. (2010). Vietnamese Expressions of Politeness. Griffith Working Papers in 

Pragmatics and Intercultural Communication, 3(1), pp. 12-21. 
 
Wittermans, E. P. (1967). Indonesian terms of address in a situation of rapid social 

change. Social Forces, 46(1), pp.48-51. 



39 
	  

	  
	  

 
Wouk, F. (2001). Solidarity in Indonesian conversation: The discourse marker ya. Journal of 

Pragmatics, 33(2), 171-191. 
 
Yusoff, R. (2007). Translating kinship terms to Malay. Language and Communication. 

Translation Journal, 11(3). Retrieved, September 2, 2013, from 
http://www.translationdirectory.com/articles/article1412.php 

 

 

 

 

 

	  

	  


