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Introduction

This paper examines data from four surveys conducted on language use in
Fiji over twenty-five years and discusses the implications for Fiji Hindi
(FH), the mother-tongue of nearly 44% of Fiji’s population and a large
number of Indo-Fijian immigrants living in English dominant countries.
While three of the studies (White 1971, Siegel 1973, Mugler and Tent 1998)
were conducted in Fiji, one (Shameem 1995) was a retrospective look at
language use in Fiji by immigrant Indo-Fijians living in Wellington,
Aotearoa/New Zealand (NZ). The paper is divided into three parts. The firs
part examines the goals and methodology of the four surveys; the second
looks at some important findings in each survey; the third part examines the
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Language Use in Fiji and Aotearoa/NZ

Background

It is essential to look at any data on Fiii lan ‘ :
Lieberson’s comment that ‘s ) guage use in the light of

0N S t “sociolinguists must come to grips with a central
theoretical issue: the societal underpinning of linguistic behaviour’ (1980:
24). Language use in Fiji is complex. Fiji has a population of almost equal
proportions of Fijians and Indo-Fijians. In the three Fiji surveys, Indo-
Fijians reported using Fijian, English and FH to communicate with Fijians
(White 1971, Siegel 1973, Mugler and Tent 1998). English seems preferred
for inter-ethnic communication in urban areas, and is used as the medium of
instruction in schools, in parliament (where the use of the vernaculars are
permitted but rarely heard), and for all business and administration. The
English medium daily newspapers have a far greater circulation than the
w.eekly/mqnthly vernacular papers. However, radio stations, films and
videos which employ only Shudh (‘standard’) Hindi are very popular, even
though Indo-Fijian oralcy and literacy in Shudh Hindi is limited and
declining (Siegel 1990, Shameem 1995, Tent and Mugler 1996).
_Although some information on Indo-Fijian language use was
available from census data (1956 and 1966 only) and an earlier study by
Adam (1958), White (1971) was the first survey to address Fishman’s
(1972) notion of domains as important indicators of language use in
multilingual societies. White looked specifically at who spoke what
language to whom and when, as well as the issue of language choice with
changes in topic, interlocutor, setting and function. Other studies (Siegel
1973, Shameem 1995, Mugler and Tent 1998) have used the results of this
survey to establish trends and differences in language use in Fiji since 1971.
The results of the two surveys conducted in this decade are particularly

important as they provide information on changes in Indo-Fijian language
use following the 1987 coups.

Methodology

Context

While language proficiency is a static account of the individual’s
competence in a language, the amount used, and the domains in which it is
used are important indicators of actual performance. As Holmes (1996)
suggests, this tells us where and how languages are being used, so that if the
goal is maintenance then one can extend the uses of the language to more
interactions and social contexts. Moreover, policy makers can use this
information to support their efforts to revive endangered languages. This is
particularly true in the case of immigrant populations who face rapid
language shift, such as the Wellington Indo-Fijians.

A comparison of survey results is limited however, because of the
differing aims of the studies. For example, White (1971) studied the extent
of bilingualism among Indo-Fijians and Fijians in Raiwai, in the heart of
Fiji’s capital city, Suva. Siegel (1973), on the other hand, studied Shudh
Hindi-English shift in formal domains while taking for granted that FH was
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i aintained in the informal domains in Nadi and its surrounds, a
ls):tltrilt%gnﬁe calls semi-rural. Mugler and Tent (1998) report on an extensive
survey conducted among Indo-Fijians and, Fijians in Suva and among South
Indian sub-groups in the ‘sugar cane belts including a number of townships
in Viti Levu and Vanua Levu, the two main islands. Although the primary
aim of my study was to determine the extent of FH maintenance among
recent Indo-Fijian immigrants to NZ (since 1987), I also asked respondents
questions about their language use when they had lived in Fiji.

Sample: methods, size, scope .
The two most recent surveys drew stratified random samples from their
target population. The samples mirror the proportions present in the
population. Both studies used age and gender as their primary stratification
categories, although I also used religion, and Mugler and Tent (1998) further
stratified by income (Suva study), geographical region (Viti or Vanua Levu)
and area of residence (rural or urban). Stratification by socio-economic
background was inappropriate for the Wellington survey, as this is notor-
iously difficult to identify for immigrant populations (Shameem 1995: 94),
given the change in circumstances between life in the two countries.
The two earlier studies made no attempt to stratify the population In

order to obtain a representative sample; White (1971) interviewed everyone
who was at home during the day, while Siegel (1973) used a simple random
sample to sel.e.gzt participating households. While simple random sampling 1S
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offered in NZ census questionnaires on birthplace or language spoken (12
c‘;“S“S only) are too broad to identify FH speakers. Thus, in my study, 2 List
of Indo-Fijian teenagers living in Wellington was obtained through net”
working with gatekeepers in the community.
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