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Introduction

Hong Kong Englishes attract the interest of scho-
lars in a number of disciplines, including creative
writing, education, political science, and anthro-
pology. The efforts made by sociolinguists, in
particular, contribute much to an understanding
of what the Englishes of Hong Kong look like,
how it is used, and the ways in which speakers pos-
ition their linguistic identities in relation to English.
Such work builds on the foundation of historical
and cultural descriptions of the region offered in
Bolton’s earlier seminal research (e.g., Bolton,
2000), which continues today to provide a lens
through which to describe how Englishes are
used in Hong Kong (e.g., Evans, 2017) and the
extent to which the language shapes the ideologies
of its community members (e.g., Jenks & Lee,
2016). Yet despite past and ongoing efforts to
better understand the social and ideological com-
plexities of using English in the region, there
continues to be a generalizing perception within
and beyond scholarship that Hongkongers wish
to mimic the speech patterns of monolingual
speakers of English from the United States,
United Kingdom, and other ‘Inner Circle’ regions.
While this characterization may capture some, or
perhaps even a large portion of (cf. Qin, 2018),
speakers in the region, recent scholarship suggests
that the language ideologies of Hongkongers are
not monolithic, and that care should be taken in
describing the different speech communities that
use English (cf. Jenks & Lee, 2016). In a recent
study on ‘Kongish’, for example, Sewell and
Chan (2016) argue that notions of English are con-
nected to the multiple, and sometimes contradic-
tory, linguistic identities expressed by speakers in
Hong Kong.
In this tradition of providing a nuanced un-

derstanding of the English-speaking communities
in Hong Kong, the present study examines how

young college-educated Hongkongers use place
of birth and ethnicity as resources to determine
when it is appropriate to sound ‘American’,
‘British’, or ‘Chinese’. Drawing from a corpus of
self-narratives written by, and interviews con-
ducted with, young Hongkongers, the findings
show that navigating the linguistic decisions to
conform to a particular variety of English requires
confronting a number of critical issues, such as
social class and cosmopolitan elitism.

English language identities in Hong
Kong

Bolton and Kwok (1990: 149) argue in an early and
seminal study that while there are examples of
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Hongkongers ‘striving towards the norm of a
British or American accent’, communities that
speak Cantonese often retain their ‘localised fea-
tures of [English] speech’. The authors’ observa-
tions are made within a larger discussion of
whether Hong Kong can be characterized as a
region made up of two dominant monolingual
speech communities, and the sociolinguistic impli-
cations of such a space, and thus Bolton and Kwok
(1990) bring to the fore an important, yet often mis-
understood, aspect of English language identities
in Hong Kong. That is, why do some Hong
Kong individuals and speech communities position
their English language identities in a particular
way, and according to specific geographic norms?
One perplexing issue relates to the extent of

which Chinese identities are used by Hongkongers
to construct their English language identities. In a
relatively large-scale investigation of language atti-
tudes in Hong Kong prior to the ‘handover,’
Pennington and Yue (1994) ask nearly 300 second-
ary students what their views are on English and
Cantonese. The researchers found that although
English is nearly inescapable in the region, young
Hongkongers do not see the language as a threat
to their Cantonese identity. While these ob-
servations suggest Cantonese identity categories
are resilient in the face of linguistic colonization,
it is not clear to what extent Chinese identities
shape notions of English in Hong Kong. For
instance, in a later and larger study based on
1,265 questionnaires, Lai (2011: 260) observes ‘a
strong sense of belonging to Hong Kong’ amongst
local Cantonese-speaking respondents, but the
researcher glosses over how belief systems
associated with, and self-identification practices
related to, English are influenced by notions of
‘Chineseness’, such as the social category of
Putonghua speaker.
Sung (2014) narrows this empirical gap in his

investigation of how preferences for specific
accents shape identities. Like others noted in this
review of literature, Sung (2014: 544) observes a
‘varied and complex’ sociolinguistic environment
in Hong Kong, but he takes this observation a
step further by analyzing in-depth interviews of
28 undergraduate students over an approximately
one year period to demonstrate that ethnicity is a
fluid concept when participants construct their
English language identities. More specifically,
Sung (2014) observes a weak relationship
between a desire to conform to local expectations,
such as sounding like other Cantonese-speaking
Hongkongers, and English language identities. In
other words, constructing a particular English

language identity, such as ‘sounding British’,
appears to be more related to pragmatic and func-
tional justifications than to an impetus to conform
to a particular ethnic or national identity.
Ethnic categories are indeed potentially fruitful

entry points into an examination of the ways in
which speakers create divisions and hierarchies in
their understandings of English in Hong Kong.
The importance of maintaining a sense of
Chineseness is revealed in Evans’s (2011) survey
of over 800 young Hongkongers: his findings
show that Cantonese is the overwhelmingly pre-
ferred language of communication in social
encounters; but what makes this study interesting
is the observation that young Hongkongers do
not ‘feel particularly uncomfortable when they
hear Chinese people speaking English among
themselves’ (Evans, 2011: 40). This somewhat
paradoxical situation of feeling comfortable hear-
ing Hongkongers use English while not using the
language with each other suggests the need to pro-
vide a more nuanced understanding of why
Cantonese is the preferred mode of communication
in social encounters if English is viewed as a neu-
tral, if not positive, language.
This issue of identity management is addressed

in a study conducted by Jenks and Lee (2016).
Their investigation of the language ideologies of
nearly 60 undergraduate students in Hong Kong
shows that there are varying, and sometimes
contradictory, belief systems as they pertain to
how Hongkongers view their own ethnic identities
in relation to English. For example, in addition to
the more predictable belief that English should be
maintained in Hong Kong for cosmopolitan and
economic reasons, the common practice of admon-
ishing and moving away from Cantonese-accented
English is viewed by some Hongkongers as an
egregious act of pretending to be someone they
are not, such as a ‘fake’ American-born Chinese.
In other words, for some Hongkongers, English
accents associated with regions outside of Hong
Kong, such as ‘Standard American English’, are
incompatible with how the language should be spo-
ken in the local context. Although these observa-
tions contribute to an overall understanding of the
sociolinguistic environment of Hong Kong, the
question of how ethnicity feed into English lan-
guage identities is only partly addressed in Jenks
and Lee (2016).
The current study aims to address this limitation

by analyzing how, and to what extent, notions of
Americanness, Britishness, and Chineseness are
relevant to English language identities in Hong
Kong. This focus on ethnic categories, while
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narrow in specification, may help better address
larger questions pertaining to Hong Kong’s socio-
linguistic environment, such as the issue of
whether English is viewed as a foreign language
or associated with ‘foreigners’.

Identities and heteroglossia

Hong Kong is a region with a complex and compli-
cated relationship with the English language, as the
literature review above demonstrates. Given the
varying ways in which Hongkongers construct
their English language identities, we adopt the the-
oretical framework of heteroglossia (Bakhtin,
1981). This framework enables us to make sense
of the multiple voices, along with derivative lin-
guistic identities and language ideologies, that
cohabitate the region.
The expression heteroglossia was introduced by

Bakhtin in the context of understanding the novel
as a literary form. It has since been widely applied
outside of literary theory in order to describe the
multiplicity of discourse styles present within a sin-
gle utterance. In an early study on Hong Kong,
Joseph (2000: 28) uses heteroglossia to present a
post-1997 Hong Kong identity as ‘irreconcilable’.
According to Joseph (2000: 29), ‘[e]verything
there [in Hong Kong] has to be understood, insofar
as understanding is possible, simultaneously in a
Chinese framework, a Western framework, and a
Hong Kong framework that is both and neither of
the other two and may be its own opposite’. This
conclusion is reached by invoking Bakhtin’s
(1981) argument that the interrelationship between
‘languages’ leads to a condition of linguistic
untransposability:

[l]anguages do not exclude each other, but rather
intersect with each other in many different ways
(the Ukrainan language, the language of the epic poem,
of early Symbolism, of the student, of a particular
generation of children, of the run-of-the mill intel-
lectual, of the Nietzschean and so on). It might even
seem that the very word ‘language’ loses all meaning
in this process – for apparently there is no single
plane on which all these ‘languages’ might be jux-
taposed to one another. (p. 291, emphasis in original)

Although Joseph’s (2000) application of Bakhtin’s
work is helpful in understanding the Hong Kong
context, an argument can be made that heteroglos-
sia is an unusual if not inapplicable theoretical
concept for the region. Namely, it can be said
that heteroglossia, in the original Bakhtinian
sense, references not multilingualism but rather

multivocality. It can be thus argued that heteroglos-
sia, in spite of the prefix hetero-, was reflective of
a decidedly monolingual ethic and ecology. As
Gramling (2016: 107) notes, ‘[t]he political import
of heteroglossia in Bakhtin’s Soviet environment
was more akin to a certain kind of civic monolin-
gualism, whereby differently voiced articulations
of civic subjectivity would present comprehensible
alternative interventions to those orthodoxies culti-
vated by the Soviet state’ (emphasis in original).
Understood from this perspective, and to return
to the Bakhtin passage above, the invocation of
Ukrainian as a ‘language’ serves not so much to
reify it as a ‘language’ discrete from and transpos-
able to Russian, but instead to imagine it as a
‘voice’ and thus subsume it within a broader aes-
thetic code of the multivocal novel.
Despite such theoretical qualifications in apply-

ing heteroglossia to multilingual contexts, the
term is applicable to our analysis because we
focus on the intersecting and co-constitutive
aspects of identity as they relate to not a language,
but rather, a geopolitical space. Indeed, as Bakhtin
(1981: 291) argues, it is not possible to see
language through a singular lens:

at any given moment of its historical existence,
language is heteroglot from top to bottom: it repre-
sents the co-existence of socio-ideological contra-
dictions between the present and the past, between
differing epochs of the past, between different
socio-ideological groups in the present, between
tendencies, schools, circles and so forth, all given a
bodily form. These ‘languages’ of heteroglossia
intersect each other in a variety of ways, forming new
socially typifying ‘languages’.

Bakhtin argues that an utterance arranges into a
constellation of voices (cf. polyphony); each
voice represents a unique life experience, and
thus an utterance has the capacity to create dialogic
relationships between distinct social and cultural
groups within a society. Bakhtin (1981) expresses
how dialogic relationships between two or more
voices are borne out in heteroglossia in the follow-
ing way:

The word in language is half someone else’s. It
becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker popu-
lates it with his own intention, his own accent, when
he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own
semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this
moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a
neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after all,
out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!),
but rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other
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people’s contexts, serving other people’s intentions.
(pp. 293–294)

The pluralization of voice within an utterance is an
active process that both reveals how members of
society achieve intersubjectivity and represents
the inherently multifarious nature of language.
What leads readers to assume otherwise is the
fact that the multiplicity of voices is not always
immediately apparent within a speech community
or sociolinguistic region because dominant ideolo-
gies espoused by social groups in positions of
power often subdue peripheral discourses, thus
resulting in the assumption and creation of a singu-
lar style within a particular textual space.
In the context of our study, we do not use hetero-

glossia to denote diversity and difference in a more
generic sense. Rather, our analysis uses the term to
conceptualize the different interrelated linguistic
identities, even if inconsistent and contradictory,
that co-populate and co-constitute the sociolinguis-
tic ecology of Hong Kong. Further, heteroglossic
emphasizes the co-presence of different Englishes
within a particular national or regional context,
but also how these different varieties result in the
performance of English language identities that
circulate within and through communicative
encounters and social domains of life, which are,
understood from a heteroglossic framework, simul-
taneously discrete and untransposable, or ‘half
someone else’s’.

The study

The study was conducted at two research-intensive
universities in Hong Kong where, although class-
room instruction is conducted in English, much
of what is spoken by students on campus is
Cantonese. However, as with many young
university-educated Hongkongers, the participants
possess at least 10 years of experience using
English during their school years leading up to
the time of data collection. The participants of
the study are all multilingual, speaking at least
three languages with some degree of proficiency:
Cantonese, English, and Putonghua. This multilin-
gual profile means that the participants of the study
are aware and demonstrably comfortable reflecting
on their language and cultural identities, as evi-
denced in and through their responses to our writ-
ing prompts and interview questions.
Data collected for this study come from inter-

views of, and self-narratives written by, young
university-educated Hongkongers: our respondents
were either currently studying at, or recently

graduated from, a university in Hong Kong. The
self-narratives were an assignment in a course
taught for English majors studying at a large
research-intensive university, which required stu-
dents to reflect on how language, culture, and
nationality factor into their understanding of
Hong Kong and what it means to be a resident of
the region. Before assignments were submitted,
students were given opportunities over the semes-
ter to discuss the global spread of English and
the implications the language has on speech com-
munities in different regions. Students wrote on a
number of topics, including life experiences learn-
ing English, the extent to which Hong Kong is a
multilingual society, and the growing presence of
Putonghua in the region. Over 50 assignments
were collected at the end of the semester.
The audio-recorded interviews – 17 in total –

were conducted after delivering the course, and
the interviewees were not the same individuals
that completed the self-narratives. A convenience
sampling approach was used to select the intervie-
wees: a research assistant located individuals walk-
ing on a campus of a different research-intensive
university with a request to participate in a short
interview on the use of English in Hong Kong.
Interviews were organized around seven questions,
though the research assistant was encouraged to
ask follow up questions and allow interviewees to
elaborate as much as needed. Written informed
consent forms were given to interviewees prior to
the interviews. All of the names included in our
analysis are pseudonyms and other self-identifying
information is omitted.
Bamberg’s (1997) writing on narrative analysis

informs our interpretation of data. This version of
narrative analysis is centrally concerned with
understanding how informants accomplish social
actions in and through their responses to interviews
and self-narratives. Narrative analysis provides an
ideal analytic lens through which to examine lan-
guage identities, as the methodology seeks to
make connections between what informants say
and larger societal issues, such as the extent to
which a belief system regarding the English lan-
guage is part of a history of colonialism. As
Bamberg (2012: 83) suggests, narratives are ‘full-
blown life’ stories that reveal a system of social
structures, including the cultural and political
implications of using English in a multilingual
region like Hong Kong. It can be said, then, that
narrative analysis is a methodology that sees nar-
ratives as an interpretive extension of a nexus of
life experiences and belief systems (Scollon,
2002).
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Findings

The data excerpts examined in this section are rep-
resentative of the range in which ethnic categories
are used to express language ideologies and iden-
tities. This range of ideological expressions index
larger, interconnected social issues, such as cosmo-
politan elitism, racialized discourses, native speak-
erism, and childhood socialization practices. Our
writing prompts and interview questions did not
require individuals to explicitly attend to such
issue; rather, ethnicity and other similar issues
were expressed as Hongkongers made sense of
their language identities.
The analysis begins with the more predictable

ideology that strives for, and indeed valorizes the
linguistic features of, so-called nativized English
varieties. Specifically, the first two examples
demonstrate a common theme in the language
ideologies and identities of our research partici-
pants: native speaker idealizations underpin how
English language identities are constructed
(Kachru, 2005). Native speakerism is an important
empirical issue in the literature, as much has been
said about how this idealization is part of a larger
system of discriminatory practices in the language
teaching profession. While such observations are
helpful in uncovering systemic racism (e.g.,
Jenks, 2017), the first two narratives below demon-
strate that native speaker idealizations can also be
understood in more simple terms; that is, the aspir-
ation to sound ‘native-like’ is guided by the aes-
thetics connected to speaking English in a
country in which it is spoken from ‘birth’.

(1) Winnie
My parents are also Hong Konger who was born and
raised in the British colonial period. I prefer British
English, the kind of clear, beautiful and elegant
English David Cameron speaks. (Female university
student, 2nd year, English major)

(2) Jackie
I found that the way she speak and her accent are so
elegant and refined, and I thought I got to learn this
accent and it must be an British accent. So every time
after school, I went home and switched on the tele-
vision to watch English TV programmes . . . to imi-
tate actors’ accent. Everything seemed to be so fine.
(Female university student, 2nd year, English major)

Winnie and Jackie aspire to speak English with a
British accent, which is perhaps not surprising
given the legacies of British colonial occupation.
While only Jackie explicitly mentions imitating a
British accent, Winnie expresses an explicit

admiration for it. Further, both Winnie and Jackie
base their preference for British English on ima-
gined idealization of a particular kind of usage:
high-ranking government officials and entertainers
on television. Thus, native speakerism can be
understood as an aspiration based on both the con-
crete (e.g., the value British accents have in many
domains of Hong Kong life) and the abstract
(e.g., the view that British English is associated
with one speech community). For instance, aspira-
tions to sound British, as opposed to ‘Asian’ (cf.
Bolton, 2008), are likely based on concrete racia-
lized discourses that are transmitted in and through
various forms of media (Ferguson, 1998), but such
desires may also be guided by abstract understand-
ings of how a particular variety of English operates
within and beyond the boundaries from which it is
spoken.
In addition, through a heteroglossic approach,

we can recognize a series of other simultaneities.
For Winnie and Jackie, the variety of English spo-
ken by politicians and celebrities is both inaccess-
ible (insofar as it is the language of a speech
community that they do not belong) and accessible
(insofar as it can be practiced through imitation).
Meanwhile, this variety of English is both distant
(geographically speaking) and local (accessible
via television and used by some interlocutors in
Hong Kong). Finally, it is simultaneously unique
(understood as elegant and refined) and banal (the
everyday vernacular as represented on television).
Acknowledging such simultaneities allows us to

understand how English language identities are
complicated by the reality that aspirations to a par-
ticular variety are not always an either/or propos-
ition (either assimilating to British English or
embracing a local variety of English), but can
also be a both/and binary, as our other research par-
ticipants demonstrate in their ideological expres-
sions. For example, for Sze Ki, wanting to sound
British should be understood through the lens of
being Chinese.

(3) Sze Ki
I am a Chinese, of course I have Chinese accent
when I speak English. Sometimes I feel like a rebel
and refuse to follow the trend that British accent is
the best. When I hear people in Hong Kong trying so
hard to mimic British accent, they just sound so
unnatural and it seems to me they are very small
minded to define the real royal English as British
English only. (Female student, 3rd year, English major)

Of immediate note is how this reflection disrupts
the commonsense belief that English language
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ideologies and identities in Hong Kong are based on
a fixed linguistic hierarchy that places Chinese-
accented Englishes below other varieties. While
such putative hierarchies have been argued to result
in the subordination of local varieties and margin-
alized identities, Sze Ki acknowledges the inevit-
ability of a Chinese accent while refusing to
acknowledge the superiority of a ‘royal English’.
The observation that it is inevitable to sound
Chinese while speaking English suggests that it is
possible, and indeed necessary, to also be
Chinese while speaking English.
This third narrative should not be interpreted as a

larger representation of how young Hongkongers
view the binary between being Chinese and using
English; the representativeness of this particular
binary is indeed an empirical issue that would
benefit from being studied using different meth-
odological tools, including quantitative analyses
of large-scale data. However, it needs to be
acknowledged at least that the ideology that
young Hongkongers need to conform to their
Chinese identities operates in dialogic relationship
to the belief system that celebrates the value and
sounds of British accents, as expressed in the first
two reflections.
The relevance of this dialogic relationship within

the Hong Kong context can be expressed in two
ways. First, while there are individuals such as Sze
Ki who reject the ideological stratification of
British English over local varieties, there will also
be individuals, occupying the same geographic
locale, who are committed to, and thus complicit
in, such stratification. Second, this means that any
resulting identity, whether in affirmation or rejection
of such inequitable linguistic economy, cannot be
understood as independent of the other possibility,
but rather as co-constituted by it.
While our analysis has thus far presented a var-

ied and complex account of English in Hong
Kong, there is a common ideological principle
that is used to construct language identities
amongst our research participants. That is, there
appears to be an expectation that place of birth
indexes certain ways of using English. For
example, although Winnie and Jackie prefer to
use a language variety that is commonly associated
with England, both students construct an expect-
ation that to use English in Hong Kong is to
sound British. In the case of Sze Ki’s critique of
the widespread practice of ‘mimicking’ British
English in Hong Kong, her narrative of course
establishes an expectation that to use English in
Hong Kong is to maintain a Cantonese identity.
All three narratives, while possible examples of

Hongkongers subordinating or rejecting a coloni-
ally imposed linguistic ideal, demonstrate that
language identities are connected to the degree to
which Hong Kong is positioned as an English-
speaking region. As the next two narratives
expressed by Sandy and Cindy demonstrate, the
issue is not whether ‘sounding British’ amounts
to being a legitimate speaker of English. Rather,
what is considered a legitimate way of using
English in Hong Kong relates to both where one
is born and the linguistic imageries of such a
region/place.

(4) Sandy
There is a guy looking at me in a strange way. He
puckered up his lip and saying, ‘Again, another fake
ABC, why can’t she speak in Cantonese?’ . . . Since
then, I try to speak in English in typical Hong Kong
style.

. . .

First, I will sometimes use code mixing, adding some
Cantonese words in between the sentence, e.g. /toilet
(I want to go to toilet) or else I will add some hesi-
tation fillers like ‘UM,’ ‘AR,’ ‘LA’ throughout the
conversation, e.g. Um, please give it to me la . . .

Thus, I hope I can sounds more like a local people.
(Female student, 2nd year, English major)

(5) Cindy

. . . if somebody’s tone and accent is kind of like the
foreign accents, then this will be associated with the
thinking of he or she is an ‘American Born Chinese
(ABC)’ or ‘British Born Chinese (BBC)’. Moreover,
whenever I watched the Hollywood movies and some
live talk shows, I also wanted to learn and imitate the
foreign accents since I thought the accents are
beautiful and I wanted to sound like that. But I am
not saying that I would like to be and act as a fake
ABC or BBC, instead, I just treat those comments as
praises. Since I think those praises are just like a
present and testimonial of proving and awarding my
hard work throughout the years. (Female student, 3rd

year, English major)

ABC and BBC refer to ethnic Chinese born in the
United States and Great Britain; such identity con-
structs are important to the ways in which
Chineseness is constructed (e.g., Yang, 2006), as
ABC and BBC help individuals make sense of
the cultural differences that exist as a result
of growing up in a country or region outside
of Hong Kong. The narratives of Sandy and
Cindy are somewhat different than what has been
discussed in previous investigations of ABC and
BBC identities (cf. Tsai, Ying & Lee, 2000), as

BIRTHRIGHT ENGLISHES 31

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078419000439 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078419000439


both Hongkongers here demonstrate that there is an
expectation that local Hongkongers must use
Cantonese-accented English (cf. Wei & Lee, 2001).
In Sandy’s account in particular, we see the pos-

sibility that attaining a high level of proficiency in a
variety of English that is presumed to be the most
prestigious or desirable results in one potentially
being alienated by local interlocutors. Therefore,
it is not merely that one’s identity is performed
through the practice of a given language or variety,
but also that one’s identity is co-constituted
by others in the same geographic space. Cindy’s
comments provide further insights into the
co-constructed nature of English identities in Hong
Kong. For Cindy, the possibility of being seen as a
performer of an ethnic identity that is alien to local
Hongkongers does not deter her from her aspiration
to use a particular variety of English. That is, while
Sandy is apprehensive of such accusations, Cindy
accepts them as ‘praises,’ and as recognition of her
‘hard work’ learning English.
In order to understand the complexities of lan-

guage identities in Hong Kong, as expressed in
the narratives of Sandy and Cindy, it is useful to
view expectations and aspirations to use a particu-
lar variety of English in the context of coercive
mimeticism. Chow (2002: 107) uses coercive
mimeticism to refer to the expectation in post-
colonial contexts to ‘resemble or replicate the
very banal preconceptions that have been appended
to them’. In coercive mimeticism, ‘the original that
is supposed to be replicated is no longer the white
man or his culture but rather an image, a stereo-
typed view of the ethnic’ (Chow, 2002: 107). For
instance, Sandy admits to performing a ‘stereo-
typed view of the ethnic’ by strategically incorpor-
ating localisms such as ‘um,’ ‘ar,’ or ‘la’ into her
everyday speech. It is not merely the conventional
practice of crossing in the sense of using the lan-
guage resources associated with an outside ethno-
linguistic group (Rampton, 2011). It is perhaps
more reflective of crossing ‘of a different kind,’
performed with a high degree of ambivalence
that is shaped by larger sociopolitical forces,
including the threat of being viewed as traitors to
their local heritage (Rampton, Charalambous &
Charalambous, 2018: 18). What makes Sandy’s
linguistic performance so intriguing is the diffi-
culty of using English outside the expectation of
coercive mimeticism: she is not able to merely
use British English even if she is capable of
doing so; instead, she feels compelled to do so in
a manner that is based on a ‘banal preconception’
of how she should speak English with stereotyped
Cantonese-accented features.

Discussion and conclusion

The observations made above offer a way of under-
standing how expectations to use a particular var-
iety of English in Hong Kong are tied to ethnic
identities. The ways in which our research partici-
pants use ethnicity to construct their English lan-
guage identities demonstrate, as observed in
previous scholarship (e.g., Evans, 2017; Joseph,
2000), that Hong Kong is a rich, yet perplexing,
sociolinguistic space where multiple, and sometimes
competing, voices co-exists. Such voices suggest
that there is much to be gained from uncovering
the cohabitation of different language ideologies,
as discussed in Bakhtin’s (1981) work on hetero-
glossia. While some attention within the literature
has been paid to how expectations to use a particular
variety of English vary according to a number of
social issues, including race, class, and neoliberalism
(e.g., Jenks & Lee, 2016), few studies to date have
examined how English language identities are tied
to notions of what it means to be Chinese.
The findings reported in this study narrow this

empirical gap by demonstrating that aspirations to
use Cantonese-accented English are not simply
the result of an inability to sound ‘American’ or
‘British’, but rather are reflections of a demon-
strably uncomfortable relationship between being
Chinese and using English. This observation points
to predictable, but also unpredictable, phenomena
related to the intersections of English, ideology,
and identity in the Hong Kong context. Certainly, it
is not unsurprising to find that some Hongkongers
aspire to British English either unassumingly
(in the case of Winnie and Jackie), while others
(such as Cindy) acknowledge that doing so
comes at the expense of accusations of being a
‘fake ABC or BBC’. Meanwhile, it is also not sur-
prising to encounter users, such as Sze Ki, who
outright reject British norms and indeed enjoy per-
sonal satisfaction in avoiding them. Perhaps less
predictable is the possibility that Hongkongers,
such as Sandy and other users of English in our
corpus, are cognizant of the risks of using British
English norms. As reported in the literature, the
decision to use a particular variety of English
may open up interlocutors to condescending iden-
tity labels or negative attitudes (cf. Chun, 2001).
Yet, a significant takeaway from this study is that

the issue of English in Hong Kong cannot be
reduced to a binary issue. It is not a matter of want-
ing or not wanting to learn or use English; it is also
not a matter of using British English or a local var-
iety. This study demonstrates that moving away
from such binary conceptualizations of speech
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communities allows the researcher to uncover the
many other social issues that interlocutors confront
whilst managing their English language identities.
It is important to move away from such binary con-
ceptualizations, as doing so flattens in some ways
the real, yet negotiable, ‘vertical’ linguistic hier-
archies that shape how English is investigated in
multilingual regions, such as Hong Kong. For
example, learning and wanting to use English in
Hong Kong is not as simple as it may seem, even
if we take stock of the different values placed on
the varieties of English used in the region, along
with scholarly and pedagogical efforts to rectify
the ideological hierarchization of the ‘inner circle’
and ‘outer circle’ Englishes in this geographic con-
text. That is, Hongkongers are situated in a socio-
linguistic and geopolitical context in which it is
necessary to contend with notions of what it
means to be Chinese and a speaker of English
while navigating the complicated language ideolo-
gies rooted in the residues of colonial occupation.
The result is a paradoxical one in which identity
is not merely a formulaic result of either aspiring
to British norms or even rejecting them and embra-
cing local norms, for there are, as seen above,
unanticipated consequences to either approach. A
heteroglossic approach to identity does not pre-
sume to resolve such paradoxes, though it can, as
we have argued, direct us toward a more nuanced
understanding of the situation.
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