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Language or Dialect—or Topolect?
A Comparison of the Attitudes of Hong Kongers and Mainland Chinese

towards the Status of Cantonese

Julie M. Groves

Hong Kong Baptist University*

ABSTRACT

Is Cantonese a language or a dialect? If linguistic factors were the sole criterion, it would
most likely be thought a language, while political and cultural considerations would determine it
to be a dialect, and Bell’s (1976) sociolinguistic typology would place it somewhere in between.
The attitude of the speakers themselves is usually said to be the deciding factor, but no direct
surveys of Cantonese speakers have ever been undertaken.

This study reports on a comparative survey of three groups of Chinese: 53 Hong Kong
Cantonese speakers, 18 Mainland Chinese Cantonese speakers, and 72 Mainland Chinese
Putonghua speakers. It was found that the Putonghua speakers held more ‘classic’ views, the
majority seeing Cantonese as a dialect. In contrast, only just over half the Hong Kongers and
two-fifths the Mainland Cantonese speakers considered it clearly a dialect, while one-third of all
respondents favoured a mid-point classification. The differing perspectives held by the groups
can be traced to their different political and linguistic situations, which touch issues of identity.

The uncertainties in classification also reflect a problem with terminology. The Chinese

word usually translated dialect, fangyan (77 &), does not accurately match the English word

dialect. Victor Mair (1991) has proposed adoption of the more neutral, mid-point term topolect
as a literal English translation of the word fangyan. This study recommends adoption of topolect
to classify both the major groupings and the representative varieties of each of the major

groupings of the Chinese dialects.

! This paper is based on a thesis completed as part of the requirements for the MA in Linguistics degree at Chinese
University of Hong Kong, and published in Sino-Platonic Papers by permission.
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‘A language is not simply a tool of communication or national unification; it is also a very
powerful symbol of the cultural and social identity of the man or woman who speaks it.’
(Bauer 2000:55)

‘Language-making involves much more than merely the construction of systems of signs. It is
also the essential process by which men construct a cultural identity for themselves, and for the
communities to which they see themselves as belonging.’

(Harris 1980:Preface)
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1 INTRODUCTION
11 THE ‘DIALECT MYTH’

‘C.-J. N. Bailey once observed how remarkable it is that in linguistics the term dialect
“can go on being used in a certain sense after investigation has shown that the term reflects to
nothing that can be found in the real world” (1981:52)” (quoted in Harris 1990:3?).

It could be argued that the same can be said for the notion of language. Social
dialectology has shown that both terms are relative and dependent on extra-linguistic
considerations; neither stands up to close objective scrutiny from a structural viewpoint alone
(Haugen 1966, Milroy and Milroy 1997). Wolfram (1998:119) gives an exaggerated analogy:
“The popular understanding of dialect is probably akin to a modern geophysicist maintaining that
the earth is flat.” As Trudgill (1974:16) puts it, they are *‘merely a convenient fiction.’

Although this represents an extreme theoretical perspective, it is true that the notions of
language and dialect are difficult to define and clearly demarcate; and distinguishing criteria are
not always applied consistently across language systems. However, the concepts of language and
dialect are both a psychological and a social reality to the general public (Hudson 1996) and
therefore it is necessary to study and define them®. Furthermore, the distinction between them
has wide-ranging socio-political implications.

This is especially true in the case of China, where it has been a bone of contention. The
particular connotations that the language versus dialect debate has for Chinese involve ‘the
national identity of China, regional identities within China, and the very nature of the (Han)

Chinese “nation’ or ‘race’” (Wikipedia 2007a).

1.2 BACKGROUND
The Sinitic language varieties (of the Sino-Tibetan language family), spoken by 95% of
the population of China, can be broadly divided into two groups, north and south. Dominant in

2 The “dialect myth’ is Harris’s (1990) terminology.

® In view of the difficulties involved in determining the descent from language down to dialect and even down to
idiolect (Bailey 1973), several linguists have proposed other terminology be adopted in place of dialect. Haugen
(1966) suggests using vernacular. Hudson (1996) favours the terms language, dialect and registers/styles all being
replaced by the neutral term variety. Bailey (1973:11) employs the contracted form lect ‘as a completely non-
committal term for any bundling together of linguistic phenomena,” and isolect as a more precise replacement for
dialect. However satisfactory or useful these solutions are from the pure linguists’ point of view, they don’t deal
with the main issue in the public arena, where the language/dialect distinction is well-entrenched and will probably
continue to be used as the yardstick for years to come.
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the north, Mandarin is the most widely used, spoken by approximately 70% of the Han people.
Concentrated in the south, Cantonese is among the largest of the remaining varieties, accounting
for around 5% of Chinese Han speakers (Encyclopedia Britannica 2007, Wikipedia 2007f). It is
also one of the largest language varieties in the world, ranked 18th in terms of number of native
speakers (Wikipedia 2007c) “.

The name *Cantonese’ itself stands for two language entities. In its broader sense it
means the group of Yue, or Cantonese, dialects spoken in Guangdong and Guangxi provinces
along the South China coastline, and by the vast majority of the approximately 7 million people
of Hong Kong®. Cantonese is also the name used to describe any one of those Yue dialects. It
will be used in its narrower sense in this paper, where the focus will be specifically on the Hong
Kong variety that has developed from the historically ‘standard’ and most prestigious dialect of
the Yue group, the speech centred around Canton (Guangzhou) city.

Hong Kong itself is in transition; after approximately 150 years of British colonial rule, it
became a Special Administrative Region of China in 1997. The ‘one nation, two systems’
agreement ‘enables Hong Kong to keep a separate economic and social system for 50 years’ after
that date (Erbaugh 1995:87). Complete reunification with the mainland is now little more than
one generation away, and the issue of the status and functions of Cantonese has gained renewed
importance.

There is a reciprocal relationship between language attitudes and the status and functions
of a language in a society (Cheung 1985). Language attitudes can also change during social and
political upheaval or transition (Pennington and Yue 1993, Hyland 1997). Harrison and So
(1996:114) point to “how fast and how much Hong Kong has [already] changed and is changing
demographically, economically, politically, socially and technologically.” All this is having an
impact on both language attitude and use in Hong Kong (Hyland 1997), and consequently there
has been much debate over language planning, especially as it relates to the education system.

Bruche-Schulz (1997:309) comments that ‘it is clear ... that it is mainly the language-
dialect opposition which defines [Cantonese] speakers’ attitudes towards their language,” and

Ansaldo (1995) states that much of the deliberation has taken as a starting point the assumption

* The Cantonese figure is based on an SIL Ethnologue estimate of 66 million native speakers in 1996. Wikipedia
(2007b) updates this to 71 million speakers worldwide as of 2004.

® Figures from the 2001 census show that 89.2% of the Hong Kong population speak Cantonese as their usual
language (Census and Statistics Department 2005).
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that Cantonese is a dialect. Consequently, the discussions have tended to centre around the future
roles of English versus Putonghua in the official arenas, rather than consideration of Cantonese.
As Bauer (2000:37) asks, for example: “‘When the community's choice of language of instruction
is between the official, national language and a regional dialect with no official status, can there
be any doubt about the outcome?’

Language issues also touch on issues of identity (Trudgill 1974, Gumperz and Gumperz
1982, McGroarty 1996, Tabouret-Keller 1997), which are particularly important to Hong Kong
at this pivotal stage in its history (Hyland 1997). Saville-Troike (2006:12) reports that
‘recognition of [different language varieties] as full-fledged languages goes beyond linguistic
consideration because such recognition strengthens the social identity and status of the people
who speak them.” On the other hand, language attrition or loss, which usually begins with an
attitude shift, can affect the identity of a community (Ansaldo 1995).

Some linguists have gone so far as to express concern over the long-term survival or
autonomy of Cantonese (Benson 1997, Bolton 2000), some quoting the example of neighbouring
Guangdong, where traditional Cantonese resistance to Putonghua is waning (Boyle 1998, Pan
1998, Bauer 2000, Blum 2004), and where the linguistic balance seems to be slowly but steadily
shifting from Cantonese to the new spoken standard. This trend is also being noticed in the
international Chinese communities (Wikipedia 2007d). The fear of language shift is
understandable, given that it seems to be the Central Government’s goal that Putonghua should
replace the “dialects,” at least in all public and official realms (Crystal 1997, Bauer 2000, Zhou
and Ross 2004).

Saville-Troike (2006:12) goes even further when she warns that unfortunately there is an
attitude among the public that is not uncommon, ‘that socially "inferior" or "uneducated"
varieties of a language are a moral threat and should be completely eradicated.’

Thus the classification of Cantonese as a dialect as opposed to a language has potential
wide-ranging implications for both Cantonese and its speakers (Wiley 1996).

In spite of this, no objective studies appear to have been carried out yet on this topic by
other researchers. Although there have been a number of language attitude studies undertaken in
Hong Kong, especially since the 1997 Handover, the majority of these studies have involved
two- or three-way comparisons between Cantonese, English and Putonghua, to ascertain the
impact of attitudes and use of each language variety on the other(s) (e.g. Bolton and Luke 1999,
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Evans and Green 2001, Evans et al. 1998, Hyland 1997, Lai 2001, 2005, Pennington and Yue
1993, Pierson 1998, So 1998, Whelpton 1999b, Yan 2005). No studies have specifically focussed
on the language status of Cantonese; on the contrary, the widespread belief that the speakers
themselves believe it to be ‘merely’ a dialect is usually taken for granted in the literature.

There is one relevant study reported by Pierson (1991), who conducted some research
into the language attitudes of final-year high school students in Hong Kong. He summarizes the
students’ attitudes towards Cantonese as quite negative, including the perception that Cantonese
was ‘only a dialect’. However, in this study the students’ attitudes were only ascertained
indirectly, and other researchers have cast serious doubt on both his methodology and
conclusions.®

Anecdotal evidence from two other researchers (Evans et al. 1998, Bauer 2000) also
indicates some citizens believe strongly that Cantonese is ‘merely a dialect’—but once again, the
attitude was only revealed inadvertently, and the views of a vocal few cannot be assumed to
represent the majority’.

In contrast, a preliminary study conducted by the researcher (Groves 2006) of 54 local
university students suggests that Hong Kongers’ views are not as conclusive on the topic as the
literature states, with only around 60% of Hong Kong respondents believing Cantonese to be a
dialect. Furthermore, the few Mainland Chinese included in the sample almost unanimously
agreed that it was a dialect, indicating there may be significant attitude differences between the

two groups.

® Students were asked to write an essay as part of a school examination question. One of the four topics given was
the proposal that Putonghua should be made a compulsory subject in the secondary school curriculum. Over half the
students chose this topic, and 100 of the nearly 800 essays were randomly chosen for content analysis. Pierson
himself (1991:193) writes, ‘It was assumed that the spontaneous English prose of the subjects would reveal insights
into their present attitudes toward language and by extension toward ethnolinguistic values and identity.” Yau (1992)
questions both Pierson’s method and his assumptions. She conducted her own research which strongly indicated
that in an examination setting, an answer cannot be assumed to represent the true views of the writer (and it seems
that the way the exam question was worded drew out this particular viewpoint from the students). Other studies have
also contradicted Pierson’s conclusions (e.g. Hyland 1997).

"It is important to realize that, within a culture, attitudes can vary a great deal from person to person (Scollon and
Scollon 1995). Under the circumstances reported in these studies, those who felt neutral or positive towards
Cantonese would have had no reason to mention its status, whereas those who were most negative in their beliefs
would have been the most likely to have been outspoken about it.
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1.3 PURPOSE
The current study was undertaken in order to validate the findings of the 2006 study, as

well as to widen the comparison to include three groups of Chinese: Hong Kong Cantonese
speakers, Mainland Chinese Cantonese speakers, and Mainland Chinese Putonghua speakers.
The purpose was to discover to what extent and for what reasons each group believes Cantonese
to be a language or a dialect.

It was expected that the Hong Kong subjects would ascribe to Cantonese a higher status
than their Mainland counterparts. It was also hypothesized that the data would support re-
classification of Cantonese as a topolect, a more neutral category intermediate to both language

and dialect.

1.4 IMPLICATIONS
This research has relevance to language planning in Hong Kong (and in other Cantonese-

speaking communities), to language versus dialect theory, especially in the Chinese context, and

to English classification schemes of the Sinitic branch of the Sino-Tibetan language family.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 DEFINITION OF DIALECT

Origin of the term ‘Dialect’

The Greek word dialektos was first applied in ancient Greece to each member of a group
of languages, all originally derived from a common Greek language. Each represented the speech
of a major city, and had a specialized literary function. In other words, ‘the language called
Greek was therefore a group of distinct, but related written norms known as dialects ... [which]
were ultimately based on spoken dialects of the regions whose names they bore’ (Haugen
1966:98).

Much of the confusion over the language/dialect distinction today derives from the
ambiguities inherent in that original situation (Haugen 1966, Hudson 1996). For instance, mutual
intelligibility was not considered, and neither was there a consistent divide between the two
concepts of dialect and language (Harris 1990)—interestingly, two of the main difficulties we
still have with the way the word “dialect’ is used with reference to Chinese today.

Over time and in translation between languages® the meaning has changed further. In
addition, it has acquired multiple meanings in English, being used in different senses by different
groups of people; it is therefore necessary to start by defining what we mean by dialect.

‘Dialect’ versus ‘Language’

Linguists are unanimously agreed on one point: no one language is intrinsically better
than any other language. Focussing only on structural features leads the linguist to have a
technical, neutral definition of dialect. His paramount consideration is genetic, or historic
relationship (Haugen 1966); in this sense, the word can be used to describe all speech forms
originating from a common language ancestor (Wang 1997).

Most commonly in academic literature, dialects are therefore simply different but related
forms of the same language. They are usually mutually intelligible regional or social varieties,

differing in lexical, phonological, syntactic, and/or semantic ways (Wolfram 1997, Burton 2007).

® The French dialecte is similar to the original Greek meaning, in that it refers to a local variety of speech that also
has a written tradition; however, the functions of the different written dialecte are not differentiated as in ancient
Greece. Only a patois does not have a written form. This strongly contrasts with English, in which a dialect is
usually a language that does not have a written form, or at least not a strong literary history (Haugen 1966, Hudson
1996), and where patois has a more pejorative connotation, of a smaller, oral variety of rural lower class speech
(Wardhaugh 2000).
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The language name (e.g. Chinese) is the superordinate term, while the dialect name (e.g.
Cantonese) is always the subordinate term (where there is more than one variety), i.e., a language
can be larger than a single variety. In other words, the word language can have two meanings: a
collection of dialects (a group of related norms), or a single variety (Haugen 1966, Harris 1990).
In this sense, using a language means using one of its dialects. ‘Hence every dialect is a language,
but not every language is a dialect” (Haugen 1966:99).

However, as pointed out in the introduction, ‘the notions of language and dialect are
fundamentally social and not linguistic constructs’ (Romaine 2000:1). As such, it has been
proved almost impossible to objectively determine language or dialect boundaries on linguistic
evidence alone (Milroy and Milroy 1997).

Therefore, in order to accurately define the status of a language variety, we also need to
look to its social and political functions (Holmes 1992, Wiley 1996). These lead to value
judgments on language varieties that reflect, not any inherent linguistic inferiority or superiority,
but rather their social uses in communication based on the social structure of that particular
society (Trudgill 1974, Lo 1988).

Haugen (1966:110, 100) elaborates:

The kind of significance attributed to language in this context has little to do with its
value as an instrument of thought or persuasion. It is primarily symbolic, a matter of the
prestige (or lack of it) that attaches to specific forms or varieties of language by virtue of
identifying the social status of their users.... This results from the de facto development of
a standard language, with all the segregation of an elite and the pyramidal power
structure that it has usually implied.

Skutnabb-Kangas (2006) summarizes this by simply defining a dialect as ‘a language
promoted by elites.’

Accordingly, different varieties are granted “different degrees of social status’ (Stewart
1962:17). In everyday, non-technical usage, the label language is usually reserved for more
prestigious varieties (usually with a written standard), while the term dialect is applied to various
types of informal, lower-class or rural speech. A dialect is therefore considered an inferior form
of communication, being equivalent to non-standard or even substandard (Wardhaugh 2000), a
‘depravation of what a language ought to be’ (Hock and Joseph 1996:322).
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Consequently, many different social, political and cultural in addition to linguistic factors
need to be considered when trying to differentiate a language from a dialect. Based on these,
various means for distinguishing between languages and dialects have been proposed, which

will be discussed in the next sections. ®

2.2 MUTUAL INTELLIGIBILITY

The rule-of-thumb that is most commonly applied to differentiate a language from a
dialect is that of mutual intelligibility. When varieties of languages become mutually
unintelligible, then they are classed as different languages. If they are mutually intelligible, they
can be classed as dialects of the same language.

This works well for a majority of cases, but not for a significant minority, including
Chinese. The main Chinese varieties are widely acknowledged to be mutually unintelligible to
the same degree and in a manner similar to those of the Europe Romance language family. In

fact, there are striking similarities between the two language groups.

Both have their roots in a large-scale imperial expansion that took place in the centuries
just preceding and just following the birth of Christ ... in both instances the imperial
language was carried by armies and settlers to areas previously occupied by speakers of
different languages; in the course of their development both were affected by these
‘substratum languages’; in both cases, the newly developing vernaculars existed
alongside an antiquated written language and were profoundly influenced by it ... we
find about the same degree of diversity among the Chinese dialects as we do among the
Romance languages. (Norman 1988:187)

Chinese linguist Y. R. Chao (1976) takes the comparison further, likening written
Chinese to Latin, with different European speech communities pronouncing it according to their
own pronunciation systems, unintelligibly to one another.

But whereas English, French, German, etc., are considered separate language systems,
the Chinese varieties are generally held to be dialects'®. Some of the reasons for the

inconsistency in application are as follows.

° Throughout most of this paper | have tried to avoid using the term dialect by using other neutral terms such as
variety, but where I do use dialect the context should make it obvious in which sense it is being used.

% Due to mutual unintelligibility and based on linguistic features, Western linguists tend to regard the fangyan as
separate languages united under a cover term ‘Chinese’ (e.g. Barnes 1982, DeFrancis 1984, who also quotes
Leonard Bloomfield). However, they usually defer to the views of Chinese linguists who consider them as dialects
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Problem #1: Political and cultural history

In some cases the mutual intelligibility criterion cannot be applied consistently due to the
political and cultural history of those particular speech communities. For instance, Danes,
Norwegians and Swedes can all understand one another, yet their varieties are considered
separate languages because they are spoken in different countries. Similarly, Hindi and Urdu,
and Serbo-Croatian and Bosnian are listed as separate languages for political or religious reasons,
yet are mutually intelligible (in their spoken forms) (Crystal 2000, Wardhaugh 2000). In other
words, dialects can become languages (or vice versa) simply because of political decisions
(Milroy and Milroy 1997).

Crystal (1997) lists five types of relationships between dialect and language, based on the
various combinations of the two aspects of cultural history and mutual intelligibility (see
Appendix B). In only two of the types is the distinction between dialect and language clear-cut.
Cantonese is one of the varieties of language that falls into a type that has conflicting criteria
(with mutually unintelligible language varieties that share a cultural history).

In fact, the Chinese situation is unique in that it represents a different kind of exception to
the mutual intelligibility principle. Rather than *overspecification by language’, as in the above
examples, for political and cultural reasons the Chinese varieties are a case of ‘underspecification
by dialect” (Mair 1991:16).

Mair (1991:16) points out that, “There is no comparable situation elsewhere in the world
where so many hundreds of millions of speakers of mutually intelligible languages are
exceptionally said to be speakers of dialects of a single language.’

DeFrancis (1984:56) further elaborates:

History has no precedent for a situation in which a single if occasionally disrupted
political entity has so long held together huge solid blocs of people with mutually
unintelligible forms of speech in which a linguistic difference has not been compounded
by profound extralinguistic differences. The 50 million or so Cantonese comprise one
such bloc ... not exacerbated by religious differences ... by economic differences [or] by
a political boundary ... [Consequently] their linguistic differences have never possessed
the disruptive power they have had in many other areas of the world.

of the one language, Chinese. Nonetheless there are some notable Chinese exceptions: Y. R. Chao refers to them as
‘practically different languages’ (1976:97, 105), and Mair (1991) refers to a 1990 article in Chinese by Li Jingzhong
from Kwangtung Nationalities Institute, on ‘Cantonese is an independent Language within the Sinitic Group’.
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Problem #2: The sliding scale of mutual intelligibility

How different do two speech systems have to be linguistically before they become
separate languages—or even separate dialects? In some places, for example from Northern
France to Southern Italy, there exists a dialect continuum. The speakers in one place can
understand the dialect of those nearby. However, the languages of the speakers at extreme ends
of the continuum are so different that they have become mutually unintelligible to each other. In
between are various degrees of mutual (un)intelligibility, and at some point it must be decided
where each language or dialect starts and finishes. Based on linguistic factors alone, it is
impossible to decide where these boundaries should be; political boundaries have to suffice
(Trudgill 1974, Petyt 1980, Francis 1983, Hudson 1996, Chambers and Trudgill 1998).

Such dialect continuums exist inside China also, leading to very diverse counts by
linguists as to the actual number of fangyan inside China, where, of course, the same
linguistically-defining political boundaries are not found. Wang (1997:56) has translated another

linguist, L0’s, comments on this:

Everyone knows that Chinese has many dialects, but how many are there? If slight
differences in pronunciation are the basis for distinguishing dialects, then the dialects are
indeed numerous.... If we require differences in the sound system, then perhaps there are
many hundreds of dialects, perhaps one or two thousand. But if the requirement is
agreement on several key features, not considering other differences, then possibly there
are some eight or ten dialects.... The fact we come up with seven groups is in large part
an artifact of our expectations, based on linguistic as well as extralinguistic factors.

Problem #3: How to measure mutual intelligibility?

Most judgments about mutual intelligibility have been done quite crudely, simply by
asking the subjects whether they could communicate with another group or not. This is in spite
of the fact that it has played a vital role in determining language and dialect relationships (Cheng
1996), and raises a second question: How does one go about quantifying mutual intelligibility?

Firstly, should we measure systemic intelligibility—how close/different the languages are
structurally—or participant intelligibility—how much the speakers of different varieties
understand each other—(Cheng’s 1992 terms)—or both?
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The earliest serious measurements of mutual intelligibility focussed on participant
intelligibility. Two speakers talked together (or one speaker listened to another), and the
percentage of understood content was taken as the degree of mutual intelligibility (Cheng 1992).
If more than 50% of the content was understood, their speech varieties were considered dialects
rather than separate languages (Mair 1991). However, there are some problems with this method:
e Where should the cut-off point be? ldeally for fluent intercourse it should be much higher

than 50%.

e Unidirectional intelligibility has to be allowed for. Mutual intelligibility is not always
reciprocal, sometimes for language reasons'*, but more often for ‘people reasons.’

e The two speakers are hypothetically monolingual, or at least drawing on no other resources
outside their respective language systems being tested—in reality this would be almost
impossible in a multilingual Chinese situation.

e Different pairs of conversationalists may yield diverse results, because of different
characteristics of the speakers/hearers (Cheng 1992).

The measuring of systemic intelligibility raises even more questions. It is well known that
the regional varieties of Chinese differ most from each other in phonology, with the dialect
groupings mainly having been differentiated on the basis of phonological features (Cheng
1987)*2. However, they also differ in vocabulary, and to a lesser degree, grammar (DeFrancis
1984, Erbaugh 1995, Bruche-Schulz 1997)". Which of these (combinations of) areas should be
the basis for objective analysis? And how is similarity determined? For instance, for vocabulary,
should it be by whole-word correspondence, or phonological similarity within words? And if the
latter, then what weighting should be applied to each feature? And which words should be

selected for analysis?**

1 For instance, it is often said that Danes understand Norwegians better than Norwegians understand Danes. Hudson
(1996:35) explains that this ‘may be because, as Scandinavians sometimes say, “Norwegian is pronounced like
Danish is spelt”, while Danish pronunciation bears a rather more complex relationship to its own orthography.’

12 Cantonese has 9 tones, 20 initial and 53 final sound segments. Putonghua has 4 tones, 22 initial and 38 final sound
segments (Pierson 1994:58).

3 Based on another Chinese linguist’s estimate, DeFrancis (1984) states the differences between varieties amount to
80% between phonological systems, 40% in vocabulary use, and 20% in grammar structures.

 This is one of the criticisms that have been levelled at lexico-statistical analysis popular in the last century, and
which is still relied on in some places such as Papua New Guinea. Sharing basic cognates of 81% or more classifies
two varieties as dialects of the same language; between 28% and 81% determines them to be separate languages
(Romaine 2000:5). Cheng (1987) notes that this method was not applied in-depth to Chinese.
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Cheng’s rigorous attempts to measure systemic intelligibility (1987, 1992") show very
different degrees of correspondence between dialect grouping pairs, with the Southern varieties
generally more divergent than the Northern®®. However, even studies focusing on the same item
(vocabulary) between similar dialect groupings (Guangzhou/Yue and Beijing/Putonghua) have
yielded vastly different results, with percentages ranging from only 10% of shared basic cognates
up to 74%.Y’

It seems there is no agreed-upon, objective way to accurately measure mutual

intelligibility.

Problem #4: Willingness to understand

The next few problems highlight Cheng’s participant factor—the fact that ‘mutual
intelligibility is not really a relation between varieties, but between people, since it is they, and
not the varieties, that understand one another’ (Hudson 1996:35-36).

Differing motivation levels between two speech communities could lead to a situation
where speech community A claims that they understand the language of speech community B,
while speech community B states that they do not understand A—or, possibily, refuses to try to
understand them due to social and/or political reasons (Hudson 1996, Chambers and Trudgill
1998).

This can happen particularly where community A is a minority group within a larger
community B, or where B’s language is standard and A’s is not. Group A has a greater
willingness and/or more opportunities to speak group B’s language than group B has to learn
group A’s language, such as is the case with Faroese-speakers within the larger Danish-speaking
community (Crystal 1992, Wardhaugh 2000). Wardhaugh (2000:38) quotes another interesting

case: ‘Speakers of Isoko in Nigeria say they cannot understand those who speak other Urhobo

1> Cheng’s 1987 study judges lexical correspondence in 18 dialects. Correlation co-efficients for pairs of dialects
(which he points out do not equate exactly to percentages) range from .10 to .55. At level .65 only three of the
Northern dialects are related (Beijing, Jinan, Shenyang); down to level .25 all groups are related to one another in
some way. His 1992 study investigated phonological forms in syllables in 17 dialects; the percentages of mutual
systemic intelligibility ranged from 35.3% up to 79.5%.

1 He comments that his findings support the selection of the Beijing variety as the base for the new national
language, Putonghua (Cheng 1992).

" Wang (1997:60) reports that the Beijing and Guangzhou language varieties share 74% basic vocabulary, whereas
a study by Zhan and Cheung (1989, quoted in Bauer and Benedict 1997:xxxiv) found just 10% of basic words were
the same between Beijing-based Putonghua and 25 Yue dialects. As to lexical differences, Wong concluded there
was 44% non-cognate vocabulary between Cantonese and Putonghua, while Li Jing-zhong’s figure was 76.9% (both
quoted in Bruche-Schulz 1997:300).
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languages/dialects: but these others apparently understand them.” He hints that national identity
seems to be the root cause, in that ‘this situation seems to have developed concurrently with
demands for greater political autonomy and ethnic self-sufficiency.’

The potential for such a situation also exists inside Mainland China with speakers of
regional and local non-standard dialects who have to deal with (possibly monolingual) nationalist
Putonghua speakers, or conversely, with other Chinese dialect speakers immigrating to

Cantonese-dominated and identified Hong Kong.

Problem #5: The educational level of the speakers

The degree of mutual intelligibility between speakers of different dialect groups can also
depend upon the educational level of the speakers (and upon the subject being discussed, Cheng
1992). Those who are illiterate tend to have a limited basic vocabulary, and not to be mobile,
leaving them little chance for exposure to other dialects beyond their own group. By contrast,
most educated persons would be able to speak some Putonghua simply through their experience
with Putonghua-speakers (Chao 1976). These speakers will obviously find the Northern
Mandarin—based varieties more intelligible than will the less educated.

Kratochvil (1968) and Mair (1991) further explain that mutual intelligibility is related to
knowledge of the standard language, which little-educated or uneducated masses have little
contact with. Therefore their own speech diverges more widely from the standard than is often
acknowledged, making it more difficult for them both to later learn a standard language, or to

communicate with a speaker of another dialect.

Problem #6: The time factor

The previous point illustrates the importance of ‘experience’—a higher exposure to
another variety facilitates understanding over time (Cheng 1992, Hudson 1996). Because
understanding of Cantonese eventually occurs, for instance, among Mainland Chinese who have
settled in Hong Kong, does that mean that the two different varieties are mutually intelligible?

This is an important question in the Chinese context, because, according to Ramsay
(1987), the Chinese have never thought of their country as being multilingual, due to this factor.
Local Chinese often learned another Chinese variety of language simply through regular contact
with its speakers, considering it merely to be picking up the different pronunciation of another
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dialect, rather than learning another language. This method of learning was never perfect, but it
was possible through constant exposure to learn to speak another variety of Chinese without
formally studying it, because of the common base of vocabulary and grammar. Saillard (2004)
also confirms that, in China, ‘standard’ is perceived mainly as a standard pronunciation.

This is a salient point, because it is generally accepted that differences in pronunciation
alone do not constitute different languages. Linguistic differences need to be present on a deeper
level. Therefore if the Chinese people perceive their different varieties to be only a matter of
differences in phonology, then logically they will think of them as mutually intelligible, and not

as separate languages.

Problem #7: The influence of the standard written language

The diglossic situation that exists in Hong Kong helps reinforce the perception that
differences in varieties are rooted only in pronunciation. Normally the diglossia is thought of in
terms of Cantonese and English, with Cantonese being the low (L) variety, and English being the
high (H) variety (Lai, 2001). However, within the Chinese language family there is also a
diglossic situation (Bai 1994, Bruche-Schulz 1997, Bolton 2003), with written standard Chinese
(along with a formal variety of spoken Cantonese) as H, being used for most official purposes,
and spoken Cantonese as L, being used for everyday life. There is a sharp divide between the
functions of the two types, and this can lead to the speakers considering the differences as simply
applying to different registers or styles (Snow 2004, refer also Stewart 1962), rather than
intrinsic language differences.

This leads to a unique problem when defining ‘mutually intelligible’ in relation to the
Sinitic language family—is it the written or the spoken language that is being considered?
Linguistically speaking, the mutual intelligibility criterion depends on phonology. The spoken
language should always be the primary consideration, with writing only secondary, as it is
merely a codification of speech. Yet in the Chinese context especially, writing appears to
function as much more than this. Their written characters are said be a central part of their
definition of ‘language’ (Wardhaugh 2000), and, repeatedly in the literature, the point is pressed
that China looks to her written script as unifying the Chinese language(s).

Bruche-Schulz (1997:310) explains: ““diglossia” ... takes the Chinese writing system and
its perception as the standardizer of language use as the starting point.” This echoes Haugen’s
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belief that when it comes to language planning, the traditional order of the primacy of oral
speech over writing should be reversed, because it is the written standard which provides the
basis for the linguistic norms (Wiley 1996). Consequently, Chinese are influenced to perceive
their different language varieties to be intricately related and therefore ultimately mutually

intelligible, regardless of difficulties with oral communication.

Conclusion
Mair (1991:17) writes:

Mutual intelligibility is normally accepted by linguists as the only plausible criterion for
making the distinction between language and dialect in the vast majority of cases.... If
there are to be exceptions to the useful principle of mutual intelligibility, there should be
compelling reasons for them.®

It seems that the Chinese situation, unique in the world, gives its speakers these
compelling reasons, not only for denying unintelligible varieties the status of languages, but also
bringing to light even more of the inherent difficulties in determining exactly what constitutes
mutual intelligibility. These difficulties have a direct bearing on discerning the number of
languages/dialects in an area, and ultimately the compilation of language family trees. As
Romaine (2000:10) sums it up, ‘Any attempt to count distinct languages [or dialects or language
families] will be an artifact of classificatory procedures rather than a reflection of communicative

practices.’

2.3 BELL’S SOCIOLINGUISTIC TYPOLOGY
Where the application of the mutual intelligibility criterion breaks down, are there any

other methods that can be applied for categorization of languages versus dialects? Bell (1976)
reports on attempts to compile a sociolinguistic typology for this purpose.’® He lists seven
criteria that are useful in distinguishing a fully-fledged language from other types of languages

(standardization, vitality, historicity, autonomy, reduction, mixture, and de facto norms—these

'8 This represents more a pure linguistic perspective; sociolinguists would also emphasize sociolinguistic aspects
such as those reported in Bell (1976) and discussed in the next section.

19 A simplified version of this model was first proposed by Stewart (1962), later refined by him (1968), then further
extended by Hymes in 1971, reported in Bell (1976) and explained further in Wardhaugh (2000). It does not appear
to have been added to or altered since Bell’s publication.



Julie M. Groves “Language or Dialect—or Topolect?” Sino-Platonic Papers, 179 (February, 2008) 16

are not presented in any particular order of importance). These criteria highlight differences, not
between their formal characteristics, but in the *sociolinguistic attributes which influence social
attitudes to them and [therefore] the social functions which each is likely to be permitted to
perform’ (Bell 1976:152).

Although these criteria are not always clear-cut?® and do not seem to have been widely
adopted or applied, Wardhaugh (2000) comments that they are useful in that they enable us to
speak of language varieties as being more or less “‘developed’ than each other, thus dealing with
the crucial issue of the apparent functional inferiority of dialects. These attributes can then be
ranked to produce an 'order of potential social prestige' (Stewart 1962:18). Based on these, Bell
distinguishes ten language types, as shown in Table 1 below. A standard language has the
highest status while a dialect ranks fourth overall, with the main attributes differentiating the

former from the latter being standardization, historicity and autonomy.

ATTRIBUTES
S é LANGUAGE
=] o
g > = e S TYPE EXAMPLE
© 'S £ R @ =]
s 2/c| 28| 51|89
T© | = o o > 2 ©
Sl 8| 2| 2|5 < | WL
S|l 2|2 S Jos} = Job)
h|>IT| < | x| =2 |A
I I T - T S S Y- N T (R N
v | v | v | v | x |¥Y[x| v | Standard Standard English
vV | x | v | v | x| x | v |Classical K.James' Bible English
x |V | x| VvV | x x | v | Vernacular 'Black English'
x | v | x| x | x| x | v |Dialect Cockney
x | v | x| x v | v | v |Creole Krio
x | x | x| x | v | v | v |Pidgin Neomelanesian
V| x| x| v | v | x | v |Atftificial '‘Basic English’
x | x| x | Vx| x | v | 2 |XizedY 'Indian English'
x | x| x| x | v | v | x |Interlanguage 'A's English’
x | x| x| x | v |VI[x| x |Foreigner Talk | 'B's simplified English’

Table 1: Bell's Sociolinguistic Typology (Bell 1976:151)

2 Bell (1976) comments that disputes as to the status of some of the different varieties of English result from
disagreement over the extent to which these attributes apply. He also makes the point that both the formal
characteristics and the functional status of a variety can change relatively quickly through language planning efforts.
Both these points would apply equally to other languages, including Chinese.
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In the next section, Bell’s typology will be borrowed as a framework on which to discuss
the status of Cantonese. Each feature will firstly be defined; then the statements in the literature
regarding different aspects of Cantonese will be placed into the relevant categories in order to

attempt an objective sociolinguistic evaluation of its status.

Criterion #1: Standardization

The first, and arguably most important, attribute in the language versus dialect distinction,
is standardization (Hudson 1996, Milroy and Milroy 1997).

Standardization refers to the process by which a language has been codified in some way.
That process usually involves the development of such things as grammars, spelling
books, and dictionaries, and possibly a literature. Standardization also requires that a
measure of agreement be achieved about what is in the language and what is not. Once a
language is standardized it becomes possible to teach it in a deliberate manner.’
(Wardhaugh 2000:29-30)

Standardization is usually undertaken for political purposes, and it transforms a ‘mere’
dialect into a language by adding power and prestige to it. Bauer (2000) compares knowledge of
a (standard) language to a key to advantageous social and economic opportunities. Those who
cannot speak the language are effectively denied certain benefits and involvement in that
community, e.g. citizenship rights, higher education and career pathways. As Johnson (1997:25)
explains, ‘it is not surprising that native-speakers see their standard variety as powerful and
prestigious. For them it is.’

An interesting linguistic consequence of the process of standardization is that the new
standard becomes regarded as the language itself (as in the case of Putonghua), while all the
other varieties of that same language (such as Cantonese) become related to that standard and
come to be regarded as dialects of that standard, subordinate to it and deviant from it
(Wardhaugh 2000, Trudgill 1974, Bai 1994). In the case of Chinese, this is quite ironic, as
Putonghua was only a recent ‘invention’, having itself been derived from Mandarin, another
‘dialect’ of Chinese, only last century.

In order for a variety to be standardized, it must pass through four steps, which Haugen

(1966:107) summarizes as ‘minimal variation in form [and] maximal variation in function.’
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Form:

a)
b)

Selection of norm

Codification of norm: choice of script, publication of grammars and dictionaries, etc.

Function:

c)

d)

b)

d)

Elaboration/Implementation: promotion and use of the standard in literature, and various
departments such as education, law, commerce, etc.

Acceptance by the community (Haugen 1966, Hudson 1996, Wiley 1996, Wardhaugh
2000)

These apply to Cantonese in Hong Kong as follows (see also Mau 2005):

‘Chinese’ was selected as an official language in 1974, although which spoken variety
that term refers to has never been stipulated. The common understanding is that ‘Chinese’
refers to written standard Chinese and spoken Cantonese; however, the lack of
clarification of the term would allow for the later development and use of Putonghua as
well as, or instead of, Cantonese.

There are no widely accepted dictionaries or grammars of Cantonese used by the local
people. However, this is not because there is no (spoken) norm; it is mainly because the
local population do not need them. There are dictionaries and grammars, but these are
mostly used by foreigners learning Cantonese. As Bell points out, the codification needs
to have been accepted by its users before standardization is complete.

Spoken Cantonese can be used at all levels of society, but the uses of written Cantonese
are limited (though steadily increasing).

Cantonese is widely accepted as the spoken variety of language in Hong Kong.

It is generally agreed that Cantonese has not been fully codified (see also Lord 1987,

Evans et al. 1998, Johnson 1998, Pennington 1998a). In Mainland China, Blum (2004) found

that, in the view of many people, the word standard could apply only to Putonghua; any other

major variety could be dianxing (typical/classical) but not standard. In Hong Kong, three studies

(Evans et al. 1998, Bauer 2000, Groves 2007) revealed ambivalence towards the idea of

standardizing Cantonese, with some respondents expressing strong opposition.
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Criterion #2: Vitality

Simply stated, the criterion of vitality asks whether there is a living community of native
speakers (Bell 1976, Wardhaugh 2000). There is no doubt that this criterion affirms Cantonese
(Lai 2001, 2005, Snow 2004). Not only is it vigorous in Hong Kong and South China, but it is
well established in many overseas communities.

In fact, among the Chinese varieties, Cantonese is considered to have an unusually high
level of prestige and status, taking into consideration factors such as degree of standardization,
influence on and by neighbouring dialects, range of uses, and also development of literature in
the vernacular (Snow 1993; see also Ramsey 1987, Matthews and Yip 1994, Ansaldo 1995,
Johnson 1998, Bauer 2000).

This is especially true in Hong Kong, where Cantonese now dominates to varying
degrees in all domains.?* Bauer (2000:37) points out that Hong Kong is the only Chinese
community where a non-standard variety of Chinese has been given what he terms *quasi-official
status.” He suggests that more Cantonese is being spoken now in Hong Kong than at any
previous time, saying that it ‘is now enjoying its Golden Age in Hong Kong’ (see also Ansaldo
1995). Harrison and So (1996:118) describe Hong Kong as ‘the greatest Cantonese city that the
world has ever seen.’

Another perspective is given by Erbaugh (1995:89), who asserts that ‘the power of a
language depends less on the number of investors who speak it than on the percentage who are
monolingual.” In Hong Kong the process of development from a multilingual area to a largely
monolingual community with Cantonese as its mother tongue, illustrates both the vigour and the
power of Cantonese.

Despite expectations that political change would trigger corresponding linguistic change
in Hong Kong after the Handover, to date there are few signs of Putonghua dominating. On the
contrary, Cantonese seems only to have gained a stronger hold, having taken back some ground
from English in “high’ domains such as the Legislative Council, and in schools as a medium of
instruction. In this regard it distinguishes itself from Asia’s other three major Chinese speech
communities (mainland China, Taiwan and Singapore) in that, in formal as well as informal

domains, it is largely Cantonese—speaking (Cheung and Bauer 2002). This current vitality of

2! pierson (1991:185-186) attributes its continued dominance to the fact that Cantonese is well established in the
friendship and family domains, Hong Kong’s close proximity to the South China area, and the colonial
government’s lack of institutional support for Putonghua instruction.
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Cantonese in Hong Kong can be seen also in the speed of development of colloquialisms and the
problems that causes for Cantonese speakers from other areas (Harrison and So 1996).

In the mainland, the status of Cantonese has risen even in recent years (Erbaugh 1995),
resulting in a ‘craze’ for studying Cantonese (Harrison and So 1996, Bauer and Benedict 1997,
Boyle 1998, Bauer 2000). Cantonese-based culture is being ‘exported’ into other parts of China,
mainly through ‘Cantopop’ (Bruche-Schulz 1997, Yan 2005) and even throughout Asia and into
other parts of the world, according to Harrison and So (1996). Cantonese is said to be “heading
north,” at least in terms of lexical influence.

Snow (2004:210) informs us that:

The rise or decline of a language is determined to a large degree by the ethnolinguistic
vitality (population size, wealth, power, and so forth) of the community ... ultimately the
rise and fall of languages is mainly a consequence of the rise and fall of the communities
that use those languages.

Thus the robustness of Cantonese is due to the “‘ethnolinguistic vitality’ of the Cantonese
community, whose speakers are said to be historically the best-defined and most strongly self-
identified cultural sub-group of Chinese Han (Ramsey 1987, Friedman 1994, Pierson 1994, 1998,
Ansaldo 1995, Hyland 1997, Blum 2004, Snow 2004). Scholars also cite the commercial success
and wealth of Hong Kong and of the Guangzhou area (also see Ramsay 1987, Ansaldo 1995,
Erbaugh 1995, Bauer and Benedict 1997, Blum 2000), combined with Hong Kong’s unique
socio-political situation and relative isolation under recent colonial rule (Pierson 1994, 1998).

Criterion #3: Historicity

‘Historicity refers to the fact that a particular group of people finds a sense of identity
through using a particular language: it belongs to them’ (Wardhaugh 2000:34); “‘whether or not
the language has grown up or grew up through use by some ethnic or social group’ (Bell
1976:148).

Much research has established the link between language and identity, although the
strength of that link varies from culture to culture (Fishman 1997, Tabouret-Keller 1997, Tong et
al. 1999). In Chinese Hong Kong, the link seems to be very strong and becoming stronger. As

with the criteria of vitality, there is no debate regarding the historicity of Cantonese, due partly to
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the fact that it is the closest variety of Chinese to ancient Chinese (Pierson 1991, Bauer 2000),
and to the long history and association of Cantonese with Chinese culture in Southern China.

Cantonese—a particular Hong Kong variety that includes many loans from English and
some mixed-code with English—is part of the Hong Konger’s unique dual identity—a local
Hong Konger identity nested inside a broader ‘Chinese’ identity. Over time, more and more
residents are considering themselves simply ‘Hong Kongers’ as opposed to ‘Chinese’ or “‘Hong
Kong Chinese’. Cantonese is even said to be ‘the root of Hong Kong local culture’ (Zhang and
Yang 2004:155), and the noteworthy growth of a colloquial Cantonese dialect literature is also
said to be developing out of this particularly strong sense of local identity (Snow 1993, Chin
1997).

At first, the emphasis in the Hong Kong identity formation was separation from Western
culture and values, and attitudes towards English were ambivalent. Now, as Hong Kong has
entered a period of ‘decolonization without independence’ (Pierson 1994:45), English is seen in
a much more positive or neutral light, and Cantonese is the language that distinguishes Hong
Kongers from the rest of China (Bolton and Luke 1999, Brewer 1999, Hong et al. 1999, Bray
and Koo 2004)%.

Another fact that is not so well known is that it was a Southern variety of Chinese that
very nearly became the language of identity not only for Southern Chinese, but for all of China.
When the Chinese Ministry of Education held a conference®® early last century to create national
standards of language use, the delegates were divided between choosing a variety from the North
or one from the South as a base for the new spoken standard. Although Mandarin was commonly

used as the lingua franca, the Southern delegation pointed out that their variety was purer,

22 Bauer and Benedict (1997:xi) observe that ‘sociopolitical differences between Hong Kong and China are mirrored
in their linguistic differences as well.” Lai (2005:380) elaborates, ‘Cantonese is the most politically correct language
variety, which symbolizes decolonization without arousing sentiments of recolonization,” and more than one writer
has asserted that the enforcement of the Cantonese educational medium-of-instruction policy at the Handover was a
political ploy, rather than for educational reasons as was widely alleged (e.g. Pennington 1998b, Lai 1999, Bray and
Koo 2004). Johnson (1998:275) takes this line of thinking further, hypothesizing a possible identity crisis-point in
the future:
“The question of the future of Hong Kong's identity after 1997 may well be indicated most clearly in the
status accorded to Putonghua. The more Putonghua takes over from Cantonese as the dominant language of
Hong Kong, in education as in other formal domains, the less autonomous the HKSAR is likely to be. By
contrast, the more Cantonese retains its current status and function, the more likely it is that Hong Kong's
separate identity can be maintained. Whether maintaining Cantonese as the dominant language necessarily
would involve “standardizing” the language, and greater acceptance of written Cantonese will be yet
another interesting question for the future.’

% The “Conference on Unification of Pronunciation’ in Peking in 1913 (Ramsey 1987).
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preserving more of the traditional classical phonetic distinctions from the Tang and Song
dynasties. For instance, classical poetry read using a Southern dialect such as Cantonese rhymes
much better than when read in Putonghua. For this reason, the Southern delegates believed that a
Southern form of Chinese should be adopted as the national standard (Ramsey 1987).

In the end, numbers won out, but it is interesting to consider what might be the situation
now that if the Southern speakers had succeeded in their quest. Instead of discussing the status of
Cantonese in this paper, 1 may instead be discussing attitudes of Mandarin-speakers to their
variety of Chinese—whether they consider Mandarin (on which Putonghua, the national
language, is now based) a dialect or a language, when compared to the new (Southern) national
standard.

Criterion #4: Autonomy

This is a very subjective criterion, referring to whether or not the users of the language
believe it is distinct from other languages or varieties (Bell 1976, Wardhaugh 2000); whether it
functions as a unique and independent language system (Stewart 1968).

Problems arise where two varieties are structurally similar, e.g. as with the Chinese
varieties, or with reduced varieties such as creoles and pidgins (Bell 1976, Wardhaugh 2000).
Helpful here is the concept of heteronomy (Stewart 1968, Trudgill 1974, Romaine 2000). A
heteronomous language depends on another standard or dominant language for its norms, and
would normally be classified as a dialect, whereas an autonomous variety is regarded as a
language. Any varieties that take the same standard as a reference point would be considered
dialects of the same language (Stewart 1968, Hudson 1996).

In this case the literature is unanimous that, because of the common historical origin of
the Chinese fangyan, and the influence of the standard shared written language, Cantonese is not
considered by its users to be an autonomous language.

However, Romaine (2000) points out that because heteronomy and autonomy are
determined by political and cultural factors rather than linguistic, they can change. For example,
a previously heteronomous ‘dialect’ can become a ‘language.” Conversely, autonomy can be
challenged. For instance, as explained later, the growth and possible eventual acceptance of a
Cantonese ‘dialect literature’ could challenge its classification as a non-autonomous language
variety.
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Criterion #5: Reduction

If there is any reduction in a language variety, it may be considered to be a sub-variety of
another language, or as a dialect, rather than as a full language (Bell 1976, Wardhaugh 2000).

The reduction may exist in different spheres, e.g., lacking a writing system, restrictions as
to its functions, a smaller grammar, phonology or lexicon, etc. In these cases, the speakers would
be aware that they are not speaking a “full’ language.

The adoption of spoken Cantonese as the mother tongue in Hong Kong has meant an
expansion to a full range of uses, especially since the Handover (Fu and Kataoka 1997, Bolton
and Luke 1999, Cheung and Bauer 2002), unlike Cantonese in Guangdong.

On the other hand, as written Cantonese has limitations, it could be stated that there is
some reduction in the Cantonese variety. This lack of a ‘proper’ writing system is very
significant. Lo (1988:212-213) explains:

The term Chinese is ... simply defined on the basis of a ‘common belief” which
implicitly contains two points. First, the existence of a written script is seen as a criterion
for distinguishing a language from a dialect. Second, a language is one when its written
form is accepted as ‘proper’.

As there is no officially recognised form of written Cantonese, it fails on both points.

The growth of a ‘dialect literature’ is significant, however. Taking advantage of the
relative freedom afforded during their colonial period, Hong Kongers did what was natural to
them—and what no other Chinese dialect has been able to do. They started developing a
colloquial written form of their own language variety (Mair 2004). This is increasingly being
used in newspapers, advertisements and some forms of magazines and books. Now Hong Kong
is the only place where a Chinese “dialect’ is regularly written that is non-intelligible to other
Chinese speakers (Chin 1997, Snow 2004).

Public opinion is divided. Educationalists and writers of formal genres are generally
against it and do not want it recognized or standardized, while the younger generation and those
who write for them are favourable towards it, and driving the changes (Lo 1988, Bolton 2003,
Groves 2007). The fact that it is a youth phenomenon favours its continued development (Snow
2004).
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This is significant in that if this trend continues, it may lead to pressure for more formal
recognition of the colloquial written standard, with the (remote) possibility of official
standardization and Cantonese becoming recognised as a full language rather than a ‘mere’
dialect (Lo 1988, Bruche-Schulz 1997).

Criterion #6: Mixture

‘Mixture’ refers to the feelings speakers have about the ‘purity’ of their language. Bell
(1976) explains that this involves knowing whether the language makes use mostly of its own
items and structures, rather than having extensive borrowing or adaptation. Purity is more
important to some language speakers (e.g. French, German) than others (e.g. English); it may be
a symbol of uniqueness (Romaine 2000).

One obvious example of mixture is creoles and pidgins, whose speakers often feel that
the varieties are ‘neither one thing nor another, but rather are debased, deficient, degenerate, or
marginal varieties of some other standard language’ (Wardhaugh 2000:35).

Cantonese has many borrowings from English and other languages; however these have
been largely ‘Cantonised’ to the degree that many non-English speakers do not even realise the
words have a non-Chinese derivation (Bauer 2000). It should also be noted that English, among
other standard languages, as well as Mandarin, utilises many borrowings and adaptations in the
same way that Cantonese does. This reflects the fact that any normal language borrows and that a
completely “pure’ language probably does not exist (Bell 1976, Bauer 2000); consequently, this

criterion is not an essential one in the dialect-language delineation.

Criterion #7: De Facto Norms

Having de facto norms refers to the feeling that many speakers have that there are both
‘good’ speakers and ‘poor’ speakers and that the good speakers represent the norms of
proper usage. Sometimes this means focusing on one particular sub-variety as
representing the ‘best” usage. (Wardhaugh 2000:35)

This factor is an attempt to account for the ‘informal’ or “partial’ standardization found in
some language varieties that have not achieved full language status. In these cases, there are
norms which may not be codified, but which are accepted by the community at large (or vice
versa). This leads to ‘increased uniformity of usage through dialect levelling’ (Stewart 1968:534).
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This is certainly true of Cantonese. The process of “dialect levelling’ in Hong Kong has
been occurring for around half a century and ensures that immigrant families speaking other
varieties of Chinese, including other Yue dialects, are eventually acculturated into speaking
Hong Kong Cantonese.

So (1998) traces the reasons for this widespread language shift, which was consolidated
between 1949 and the early 1980s. He attributes it to the size of the Cantonese-speaking
population in 1949, primary education in the vernacular, the closing of the border to the
mainland in 1949 and access to Cantonese radio broadcasting.

Wolfram’s (1997) concept of overt and covert prestige is also relevant here. Overt
prestige is granted through official standardization, whereas covert prestige is maintained
through these de facto social norms. The notion of a non-standardized variety such as Cantonese
having covert prestige in certain contexts helps explain why the lack of overt prestige does not
negatively affect its vitality (also see Blum 2004).

Therefore Ramsey (1987:99) describes Cantonese as a ‘genuine regional standard’ in a
way that no other Southern dialect is. The form of Cantonese spoken in Guangzhou used to be
the prestigious form, but this role has been taken over by Hong Kong Cantonese (Lord 1987,
Bruche-Schulz 1997, Snow 2004).

Conclusion

According to the literature, Cantonese possesses at least four of these seven attributes
(vitality, historicity, mixture, de facto norms). Although this includes only three of the five
required by a standard language (excluding standardization and autonomy), it is more than the
mere two that would classify it as a dialect (vitality and de facto norms). Falling midway
between these two classifications and not fitting neatly into any of the other eight categories

either (see Table 1), its sociolinguistic status is once again unclear.

2.4 OTHER IMPORTANT FACTORS
Four more aspects remain to be examined. Two of these factors deserve special attention because

they are the extra-linguistic factors that most strongly mitigate against recognition of the Chinese
varieties as independent languages in their own right: The unifying history of the standard

written script, and nationalism. Wardhaugh (2000) states that these two aspects are not only very
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important to the Chinese, but also play a central role in their understanding of what a language is.
A third factor, the education system, plays a special role in perpetuating this unique
understanding in Hong Kong. The fourth factor relates to the development of written colloquial
Cantonese, which, at the other end of the scale, is possibly the aspect providing the strongest
argument for awarding Cantonese language status.

Although these factors have already been touched on, their relative importance in the
Chinese context makes them worthy of further explanation. It is the first three of these that have
provided compelling reasons, at least for the Chinese people as a whole, for not classifying
Cantonese and other Chinese varieties as languages. The fourth aspect, written Cantonese, is a
relatively recent development, and it remains to be seen how this will impact on the status and

perceptions of Cantonese in the future.

The importance of the writing system

Most, if not all, linguists, cite the importance of the standardized written script to the
Chinese, both in defining the status of their dialects as heteronymous varieties of the one
language system, and as standing as a strong symbol of Chinese culture.

Ramsay (1987:17-18) explains the influence of the shared writing standard:

The speakers of all dialects look toward a common model.... [China] has linguistic
standards that are accepted throughout the country by all the Chinese people.... In the
sense that many of the uses of language are guided and focused by the same norms, it is
impossible to ignore the essential unity of China. The power of unification exerted within
Chinese culture by Chinese writing should not be underestimated.... For these reasons,
we usually do not speak of Chinese in the plural, even though in other, less cohesive
contexts, the dialects would unquestionably be considered different languages.

Although other varieties of Chinese always have been allowed to be spoken, when it
came to writing, only one variety has ever been recognized nationally. ‘It had overcome the
limitations of speech and hearing and had united peoples who could not have understood each
other otherwise’ (Wang 1991:3)’ (quoted in Bruche-Schulz 1997:310). This gives the Chinese a
feeling of belonging to a common national speech community, causing them to consider the

different varieties of Chinese as dialects rather than as separate languages (Ramsey 1987).
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Not only has the traditional written script served unceasingly as a language unifier for
many centuries (Barnes 1982, Bauer and Benedict 1997), but it has also been ‘a symbol of
China's cultural unity and an important agent for the preservation of that unity’ (Mau 2005:36)—
an identity marker (Barnes 1982, Zhou and Ross 2004). The very idea of what it means to be
Chinese is rooted in the Chinese characters—they are described as the essence of ‘Chinese-ness’,
and as part of the foundation of their culture.

Conversely, for Chinese to be written in anything other than the traditional characters, or
for different areas within China to develop their own writing systems, would be considered
‘traitorous’ by some, as in the past the ‘dialect Romanization’” movement had been seen
(DeFrancis 1984, Erbaugh 1995). This seems to be a peculiarity of how Chinese culture

perceives the functions of language (Scollon and Scollon 1995).

The link between nation and language

The previous point leads on to political considerations. The idea of one language for one
nation has been a central unifying concept throughout Chinese history.

As early as 221 BC, the Chinese script was officially standardized under the Qin emperor,
and this was seen as an essential part of consolidating national power and unifying the nation. As
a result, the different Chinese varieties were beginning to be considered one Chinese ‘language’
in the eyes of the Chinese, as there was now a direct link between language and nation (Zhou and
Ross 2004). As with other nations, language became both “a vehicle and a symbol of their unity’
(Haugen 1966:106).

In the relatively recent efforts to modernize China, a further influence has been the
Western example of each powerful nation state having one common language. Finally, an article
by Stalin published in 1950 seems to have had a decisive effect. This stated that a nation needed
one national language, under which all the other varieties, termed dialects, were subordinate
(DeFrancis 1984, Mair 1991). China already had its one written language; as for a spoken form,
language planning sought to raise the status of Putonghua to be the national ‘high’ variety (Fu
and Kataoka 1997:106), with all other spoken varieties remaining relegated to dialectal status.

The idea of recognizing more than one language (either written or spoken) within the one
nation is tantamount to destroying China’s cultural and political unity, and has dangerous

political implications for the Chinese: it is the same as denying that they constitute one nation
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(DeFrancis 1984, Erbaugh 1995, Wikipedia 2007e). Haugen (1966:104) explains: ‘The dialects,
at least if they threaten to become languages, are potentially disruptive forces in a unified nation:
they appeal to local loyalties, which could conceivably come into conflict with national loyalty’.
Hence the government of the PRC is opposed to the recognition or use of ‘dialects’ in any
official domains of use, for example, government and education (Bolton 2000).

The Wikipedia (2007e) site elucidates this dilemma particularly well:

The idea of single language has major overtones in politics and self-identity, and explains
the amount of emotion over this issue. The idea of Chinese as a language family may
suggest that China consists of several different nations, challenge the notion of a single
Han Chinese nationality, and legitimize secessionist movements. This is why some
Chinese are uncomfortable with it.... Furthermore, for some, suggesting that Chinese is
more correctly described as multiple languages implies that the notion of a single Chinese
language and a single Chinese state or nationality is artificial.

The Hong Kong education system

Hock and Joseph (1996:325) quipped, ‘A language ... is, as one linguist put it jokingly,
“a dialect with an army and a navy”. One might add, “And with schools”.” This is a perceptive
analogy, reflecting that ‘language in education systems has long been recognized not only as a
very significant indicator of power relations in societies but also as a very important instrument
for continuity and/or change’ (Bray and Koo 2004:215). Thus the education system in Hong
Kong plays an important role in the formation and maintenance of locals’ attitudes towards
language, including the continuing dialectal status of Cantonese.

On the one hand, it has helped Cantonese to survive and even thrive, through the link
between characters and regional speech, whereby Hong Kong schoolchildren learn to read
Chinese characters with Cantonese pronunciation®*. However, at the same time it reinforces
Chinese diglossia, thereby perpetuating a low image of Cantonese in its speakers’ eyes.

Another negative influence is the circumstance that, in spite of of the fact that Cantonese
is both the mother tongue and the medium of instruction for most students, it is not taught in
schools; Chinese language education always focuses around standard written Chinese. Hong

Kong schoolchildren get a subtle but continuing message that the standard written language

* Ironically, in this way the traditional script, though for 3,000 years a symbol of linguistic unity for China, has
been responsible for promoting and maintaining spoken linguistic disunity at the same time (Kratochvil 1968,
Barnes 1982, Chan 1993, Halliday 2006). However, with the promulgation of Putonghua as the spoken standard, this
practice has come to an end in all Chinese communities except in Hong Kong.
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(along with spoken Putonghua) is superior to their own localized form of Chinese (Lord 1976,
Schaefer Fu 1987, Bruche-Schulz 1997, Bolton 2003).

In addition, many educators hold negative attitudes towards Cantonese, which are passed
on to the next generation. Students are told that Cantonese cannot be written, especially not for
formal purposes, and that it is ‘merely a dialect’ (So 1987, Lin 1997, Bauer 2000). All this helps
reinforce the idea that Cantonese is really just an inferior, incomplete branch of a larger, more

powerful ‘Chinese language’.

The development of written Cantonese

Snow (2008) states that the ‘emergence of a widely used written form serves as a
significant indicator of the growing social role of a language—as progress toward increasing
standard status.” In contrast to the considerations just discussed, the development of a written
variety of colloquial Cantonese, unintelligible to non-Cantonese speakers, is perhaps one of the
strongest arguments for considering Cantonese worthy of language status.

Cantonese has had a small literary history for nearly two centuries, but in the past two
decades written Cantonese ‘has developed into a dynamic linguistic phenomenon with its own
lively and distinctive features that are evolving before our eyes’ (Cheung and Bauer 2002:39).
Cantonese writing has recently become pervasive throughout Hong Kong with an increasing
output of material in many different domains, such as newspapers, magazines, comic books,
novels, advertising and computer chatrooms.?®> Both Snow (2008), and Cheung and Bauer (2002),
believe that it is this high level of everyday use and tacit acceptance of the written form that
marks Cantonese out as holding an especially unique place among all the Chinese varieties.

According to Snow (2008), written Cantonese has already developed a number of the
attributes associated with a standard language to a significant degree. The most noteworthy of

these has been the dramatic increase in its autonomy (in that where written Cantonese varies

5 Cheung and Bauer (2002) report that twenty years ago written Cantonese was closely restricted to certain
occasions and types of writing, and on those occasions, was mainly used to achieve intimacy, authenticity, and
humour. Nowadays, writing in Cantonese is more popular, and the reasons for writing it more numerous; in addition
to the above, it is also used to achieve informality, casualness, directness, friendliness, and freedom. They personally
believe its most important characteristic is its authenticity. For instance, ‘written Cantonese has acquired a legal
basis in Hong Kong’s law courts and among the police force out of practical necessity because it is used to
transcribe verbatim the testimony of a witness.” (2002:4) They claim that the development of writing in Cantonese is
partly related to the practice in Hong Kong of reading from Chinese characters in their own vernacular; the natural
desire to write how one speaks.
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from Standard Written Chinese, it tends to follow the norms of spoken Cantonese). There is also
a high degree of functional elaboration in the sense that where vocabulary is lacking, there are
widely accepted principles for writing any spoken Cantonese word?®. Furthermore, because these
principles exist, norms are slowly crystallizing through popular consensus, even though there is
no official organisation determining or promoting these. In this regard, both Snow and Cheung
and Bauer comment on the significance of the increase in both volume and popularity of
reference works such as Cantonese dictionaries.

Where the evidence does not match language status, according to Snow’s analysis, is in
the two factors of the prestige of written Cantonese, and its role and use in society. Written
Cantonese has a low prestige due to its tie to speech; Chinese generally rate literary languages
higher than oral varieties. There is also the concern that it is undermining students’ ability to
write Standard Written Chinese (Cheung and Bauer 2002). Snow (2008) observes, ‘For virtually
any kind of formal writing ... Cantonese is rarely used ... Many people tend to feel writing in
Cantonese is ‘wrong’ or at least substandard, and there is a strong and widespread feeling that
Cantonese should not be used for anything serious.” In short, Hong Kong society as a whole
seems to hold ambivalent attitudes towards this development.

However, these attitudes are slowly changing. Snow points out that whereas written
Cantonese publications used to target only the lower classes, nowadays they are targeted to the
masses, particularly student readers. It has also become a badge of identity; it ‘is developing
symbolic value ... as a language of identity or group solidarity,” (Snow 2008) particularly among
the young people. He concludes that ‘the long-term trend appears to be toward the consolidation
and even expansion of [the social role of written Cantonese]’. Nevertheless, he adds the caution
that, ‘it is not likely that the status and role of written Cantonese in Hong Kong society will grow
dramatically without more active promotion of the language within the education system, a

possibility that seems unlikely.” ?’

%6 Sometimes standard characters are adapted to new meanings; sometimes new characters have been coined for
Cantonese words; in some cases English letters are inserted because of similar pronunciation. The generally
accepted guiding principle is that of phoneticity—to attempt to borrow a character that has a similar sound.

2" Bauer (2000) also points out that if Putonghua ever became the medium of instruction, literacy in Cantonese
would be much harder to maintain, as students might not know how to pronounce the Chinese characters in
Cantonese.
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Conclusion

In the face of such strong cultural and political considerations, and the changing linguistic
situation, most linguists have been content to settle (or rather, avoid) the question of whether
Cantonese is a language or a dialect simply by stating that, because its speakers think it is a
dialect, therefore it is one. They point out that speakers’ beliefs play a central role in the
determination of language versus dialect. However, as has already been mentioned, it appears

that no objective surveys of Cantonese speakers have been carried out.

25 PROBLEMS WITH TERMINOLOGY
The standing of Cantonese

Is Cantonese a language or a dialect? Solely looking at linguistic factors (including
mutual intelligibility) favours the contention that Cantonese is a language, while political and
cultural factors determine it to be a dialect, and Bell’s seven sociolinguistic criteria place it
somewhere in between.

What makes the evidence so inconclusive? Why is Cantonese so different? As Mair
(1991:3) asks: ‘Is “Chinese” so utterly unique that it ... requires a separate system of
classification?’

The truth is, every cultural setting is unique, and this reflects on language perceptions and
use, and therefore classification. Both Kalmar et al. (1987) and Coulmas (2005) comment that
sociolinguistics is rooted in the Western tradition. Coulmas remarks (2005:24),

Terms such as language, dialect, variety, among others, require for a useful definition a
view of language as a social fact. Models of standard-and-dialects configurations known
from certain Western speech communities cannot be assumed to do justice to other
language areas.

He points out that, even within the West, there are significant differences between the
English word dialect, the French patois, and the German mundart. He explains, ‘The apparent
need to employ emic®® terms shows that the relationship between standard language and dialects
can take on various forms which defy universal definition because both linguistic and

extralinguistic factors are involved” (Coulmas 2005:24).

% In Coulmas’ words (2005:24), ‘emic’ means ‘not universally applicable but dependant in their interpretation on a
particular linguistic or cultural) system’.
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Therefore, instead of starting with our English words language and dialect, and trying to
fit the Chinese data into that scheme, some linguists have suggested that we should start instead
with the Chinese terminology for dialect and try to find a more suitable equivalent to match the

data for the Sinitic language varieties.

‘Fangyan’ versus ‘Dialect’

Mair (1991) explains that there are many modern definitions of fangyan (where fang
means region, or area, and yan means speech, or language), none exact equivalents of the
Western dialect, and some inaccurately coloured by it. He cautions that it is a key term and
therefore has a direct bearing on the typology of Chinese languages.

Compounding the matter is the fact that Chinese has the concept dialect® in two senses,
with two different terms (DeFrancis 1984): (diqu) fangyan (literally ‘regional speech’), for the
mutually unintelligible larger groups such as Mandarin, Cantonese/Yue, etc., and difanghua (or
didian fangyan) (literally ‘local speech’) for the smaller, more intelligible varieties, e.g. varieties
of Mandarin or Cantonese. This distinction is lost when simply translated dialect.

Furthermore, in the past, as with the ancient Greek concept of dialektos, fangyan was also
used in an overlapping sense to describe other languages, including foreign languages (Ramsey
1987, Mair 1991).

Obviously, then, fangyan is a larger and looser term than dialect, and it is not restricted to
mutually intelligible varieties as is the English usage of dialect; the stress is mainly on the fact

that it covers regional varieties.

‘Dialect’ versus ‘Topolect’

At least two linguists have proposed other translations of fangyan, literally ‘regional
speech’, as an alternative solution to the mismatch.

DeFrancis (1984) has suggested regionalect for the larger, mutually unintelligible
varieties, leaving dialect to mean the mutually intelligible subvarieties, as is the conventional

usage in English.

2 Conversely, Mair (2007b) has also proposed what he believes to be a better modern Chinese translation of the
English word dialect: tongyan (il &), which implies mutual intelligibility.
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Mair (1991) went further when he proposed topolect as a functional equivalent to
fangyan. Like regionalect, topolect also means ‘area speech’ or “place language’, but uses Greek
roots to match the Greek origins of dialect. Mair’s idea was to completely delink fangyan and
dialect altogether; to sidestep the whole language versus dialect issue by inventing a word which
meant ‘the language or speech pattern of a given place (locality), whether large or small’ (Mair
2007a), i.e., all the “dialects’ of Chinese, including both DeFrancis’ regionalects and dialects.

Of these two terms, topolect is the only one gaining currency, although unfortunately the
few linguists that are using it are not all agreed on its application.*® Although Mair (1991) states
he prefers topolect because ‘region’ implies a large size whereas the prefix topo- is neutral
regarding size; in fact, usage is now restricting the word topolect to the larger-sized varieties
anyway.

The American Heritage Dictionary (2000) defines a topolect as:

A set of similar dialects constituting any of the larger distinct regional varieties of a
language. For example, Mandarin Chinese 