Written Cantonese and Implications for Hong Kong

What is written Cantonese?

« Essentially, it is text which follows the norms of (spoken) Cantonese rather than
the norms of the standard written Chinese (SWC).

+«»+ For written texts, the difference between these two norms lies mainly in
vocabulary selection — i.e. using vocabulary which is distinctive to Cantonese.
» Use of words distinctive to Cantonese, such as: [i{, ?J, (1
> Word usages distinctive to Cantonese, such as: % — used as verb “to drink™;

ﬁﬁf, — used as verb “to speak.”

What is a history of written Cantonese?

+« Basically it is the story of how a Chinese vernacular — Cantonese — gradually
established a role in the domain of written Chinese.

¢ Involves looking at:
» What kinds of texts WC was used in?
» By who, for who, and in what context?

» The degree to which written language moved from a SWC norm to a
Cantonese norm.

Wooden fish book (7 Fi1¥]) texts.
+«+ The story of written Cantonese begins in the Ming dynasty with texts printed in
woodblock print books called wooden fish books.
» Cheap books printed using carved woodblocks.
» Contained a variety of popular texts intended for entertainment, including
songs in genres such as 7 FUET, [y, #E4], FI5H.
> Inexpensive — and could often be rented by those who did not have enough
money to purchase.
> Read mainly by lower class audiences; also especially by women.
«» Sample Text: “The Traveler’s Autumn Regrets” % 3#%#F{5l (Southern Song Eﬁjﬁ,)
> Written by educated merchant named Ye Tingrui ;IE’I“J in early 1800s.
» There is some unmistakable use of Cantonese vocabulary.
= Line5: 'd = this. Distinctly Cantonese.
Line 6: & = to say. Usage distinctly Cantonese.
= Line 15: §'= how. Again, distinctly Cantonese.
» However, basically a SWC text with occasional Cantonese intrusions.
» The overall percentage of Cantonese is low — about 3% of total text.
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1) A lone boat floats isolated on a cold night. 2) I think quietly, resting on the boat's
window. 3) At my ear, | hear autumn sounds, the falling leaves of the paulowina tree.
4) | can only see the withering foliage of the willow by the quiet bridge, dissipating
like the river's cold mists. 5) In this mood, | lament the passing of autumn, as in a



poem by Sung Juk.* 6) Even more does the traveler brood over regrets; with whom do
you say | should share them? 7) An old agreement is not as reliable as the tide; 8) new
woes are boundless and deep as the seas. 9) The scene before me arouses even more
feelings of vexation. 10) I think of another as in melancholy I face a glorious round
moon.

11) I remember meeting you by chance at the bordello on the night of the Mid-
Autumn festival. 12) Shoulder to shoulder, hand in hand, we paid our respects to the
moon. 13) I cannot even remember all our affection and devotion; 14) We were
always bound together in mutual love and sympathy. 15) To you | offered my
intimate affection for two months; how could I think of rushing to join the others in
packing to return to my home?

The Dialect Literature Movement
«» Leftist intellectuals started a movement in Hong Kong from 1947-49 promoting
use texts written in dialect as propaganda for the revolution.
» Texts mainly published in a few HK newspapers — Zheng Bao ¥y, Hua
Shang Bao #' ¥y, Da Gong Bao - ** #j, even Xingdao Ribao E! f} [ 1#y.
» The movement had little influence and did not reach a large audience.
> However it is of interest as an experiment in dialect writing that is quite
faithful to a vernacular norm.
% Sample Text: What Should We Write? Fi*J[EF[+d? (excerpt)
» Written by Hua Jia, a leading figure in the dialect literature movement. (Text
from Ta Kung Pao * >t 3§, 9 March 1949, p.7.)
» The percentage of distinctly Cantonese lexical items — 23% - is in the normal
range for Cantonese.
» There is no vocabulary that is markedly SWC.
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1) Recently in the newspaper supplement sections and magazines, | rarely see dialect
literary works published. For this reason, it is somewhat unavoidable that people will
think: It is okay to talk about this creature called dialect literature, but not okay to
actually write it. 2) 1 now wish to take advantage of Ta Kung Pao's new bi-weekly
"Dialect Literature" section to say a few words about this issue. If what | have to say
is wrong, please give me your guidance.

3) The recent paucity of published articles written in Cantonese (or other dialects) is
simply a fact. There are two reasons for this. 4) One is that many think that writing in
dialect means writing dragon boat songs and wooden fish songs; that is to say, it

1 Sung Juk (Song Yu “~'=) was a poet of the Warring States period (cir. 300 BC).



means that one must write in Cantonese folk genres. 5) Another is that those who
once liked writing literature in dialect don't really know what to write anymore. 6)
These two issues are a real headache for those who write dialect literature. Even |
have thought about these two things a long time without coming to an answer. With
no answer, one doesn't write; if one doesn't write, how can there be anything to
publish?

Saam kap dai = * &7 in Hong Kong newspapers.
+«+ The real story line of written Cantonese continues in serialized fiction in HK
newspapers, especially the mosquito press /| # of the 1940s.
» These were four-page newspapers, mainly containing serialized fiction (and
not much news).
» Quite popular — especially with working class readers.
» Much of this written in a style called saam kap dai = » 57 which mixed
Classical Chinese, Cantonese, and SWC.
» Use of this style also often seen in a newspaper column genre called “strange
discourses” ‘[‘yﬁ? popular in HK newspapers from the 1950s into the 1990s,
and especially associated with the columnist Saam So = & (ﬁ (I
% Sample Text: Wasted Youth =i, Z' ## (excerpt)
» Written by Maan Hoeng Em . (Text from Hung Lok 57 5#, 10 August 1947,
p.3.)
» Cantonese vocabulary makes up only 11% of the total — less than half of
percentage for dialect literature movement texts from the same period.
» Example of Classical Chinese - line 1: |- = to say.

> Example of markedly SWC usage - line 7: [iJ = possessive.
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1) After the young man entered and saw Lai Ngo, he very politely made a bow,
respectfully addressed her as "Miss" and said: 2)"Which of you is 'Miss Gwaan Lai
Ngo'?" 3) Lai Ngo answered "l am!" 4) The young man, on hearing her response,
pulled a letter out of his bag and said to Lai Ngo: 5) "The manager of our store has a
letter for you, Miss Gwaan!" 6) Having spoken, he presented the letter with both
hands, then made another bow and left. 7) While the young man was passing the letter
to her, Lai Ngo had already scanned it in one glance. The writing was A Waa's and
her heart jumped like the engine on a steamship when it starts. 8) Holding the letter in



both hands, naturally she also trembled, but because she was eager to read the letter,
without a second thought she immediately ripped it open. 9) After the envelope was
opened, the red-lined letter paper normally used in business peeped out from the
envelope, which further proved that there was no doubt that A Waa had sent the letter.
10) Lai Ngo pulled the letter out of the envelope to look, and the first word to meet
her eyes was "dearest." The next word to catch her eye was "love.” 11) As soon as Lai
Ngo saw these two words, she tried to cover her embarrassment, but she was dazed,
both sad and happy. 12) She was sad because, that fateful year, she had coveted
wealth and made the mistake of marrying the wrong man. 13) She was happy because
A Waa's affection had not died, and he did not hold her marriage to another man
against her.

Transitional written Cantonese in Hong Kong newspapers.
+« From the 1970s to 1990s, much of the increased use of written Cantonese
occurred in newspapers and magazines.
> Especially in the mass market newspapers — Oriental Daily fu 7 F 13, Tin Tin
Daily == [ 14, later Apple Daily 7 | 145,
= Shift from lower class association to mass/middle class association.
= |ncreasing number of columns, ads using some WC.
= Also CITY Magazine — written Cantonese in magazine targeting Yuppie
class.
+«+ During this period, many texts mix SWC and Cantonese norms.
» SKD - as we have seen.
> In some texts — SWC is used in narration and Cantonese in dialogue.
» In some texts the mix seems rather random.
«» Sample Text: Newspaper feature article.
» Text from Sing Pao Daily 13 September 1989, p.32.
» Quite a bit of Cantonese used — 20% of this excerpt.
= Mainly in dialogue, but also in narration.
» The norm seems shifts between SWC and Cantonese.
= Use of words like ta {7 (he) and de [/ (possessive) much more typical of
SWC than Cantonese.
= Lines5and 7: Use of [}Iq quite formal, almost archaic.
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1) Since Paang Gin went to work for Asia TV, he has really been active. He has both
made TV series and acted as emcee, and has also had to supervise his own production
company and work on his singing career. In short - he's busy!

2) "With so much to do, can you handle it? Don't wind up with an aching body and
nothing to show for it!" 3) Ginny has always been able to tolerate a few bruises, so it's
no problem to needle him with a couple of comments. 4) "Hey, why couldn't | handle
it?" 5) Ginny boasted, "This work isn't too hard; | can cope with it. There is only one
thing that is a bit of a problem for me - dancing and being an emcee!"

6) "That's not just one thing; it's obviously two. But | would say those aren't your only
two problems. What about your looks?" | laughed, doing my best to give him a hard
time. 7) Ginny's bloated self-confidence didn't even register the blow. He cockily said,
"My looks aren't outstanding, but fortunately | have a little magic with the audience.
Hey, this is important. At least when | walk out on the stage, | don't get booed right
off!"

8) Speaking of Ginny's admission that his dancing is lousy, ten out of ten people
wouldn't disagree with him. 9) Ginny then dragged the other four members of the
Winners into the mud with him: "Actually, as dancers, of the five of us Winners, you
could even count me as the best.”

Pocketbooks and a consistently vernacular norm.
+ In the late 1980s, Cantonese begins to appear in light paperback novels called
pocketbooks it
> Initially use of Cantonese limited to dialogue, as in Publications Holdings
Limited ffj %% books, some of which contained material that had earlier
appeared in CITY.
> First series to use Cantonese throughout a whole book was the successful
Diary of the Little Man ‘|- £} * F' Ftl series, based on a popular radio show.
% Sample Text:
> Written by A Foon [i@ " ("4 ). (Text from Diary Of The Little Man #2 /|
P} A REE #2, Hong Kong: Tomakazu Production House, 1988, pp.5-6.)

» The percentage of Cantonese vocabulary — 36% - is consistent with vernacular
Cantonese norms.
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1) Ladies and gentlemen, my name is A Foon! How do you do?



2) For the last two months, my weight has been plummeting. 3) Fortunately, it is still
winter. | usually wear those baggy thick-yarn sweaters to cover my slim figure,
because my waist has lost an inch or two. Hey, that's four or five centimeters! 4) To
hold up my pants, | have to stick my beeper inside the waistband, so luckily I don't
need to have the pants altered. 5) However, my beeper is one of the vibration types, so
whenever anyone calls me, it feels like I'm being tickled!

6) After I drove Slick's Benz 190E into the telephone pole, | slept in the hospital for a
whole month. 7) My wife, Ann, came to see me every day. 8) At first, she probably
thought I was a goner, so she wore all-black and all-white outfits when she came to
see me. She probably figured that that way when my limbs went stiff, she wouldn't
need to change clothes. 9) Later when she saw my color coming back, she started
gradually changing back to brown belts, and then green or red. 10) When she came up,
she said little; just sat blankly by the bed staring at me without making a sound. 11)
Lots of the time she had probably worked hard during the day, so she would doze off.
12) One time | saw that she had fallen asleep, so | just dragged her up onto the bed
and let her sleep there!

Implications for Hong Kong.
I.  Written Cantonese has a history.

A. This history is quite long — going back into the Ming Dynasty.

B. It shows a persistent, albeit gradual, pattern of increasing use and social role.

C. Italso shows a pattern of increasing faithfulness to spoken Cantonese norms.

D. Its social status is also increasing, with a shift from lower class/low prestige
associations to middle class/local identity associations.

Il. The changing social role of written Cantonese reflects identity patterns in HK.

A. Cantonese identity has long had both a strong national component and a strong
local component.

B. The increasing use of written Cantonese parallels an increasing tendency
among people in Hong Kong to emphasize Hong Kong identity.

C. However, | feel this reflects an adjustment in a complex balance of identities,
not a simple switch from one to another.

I11. The growth of written Cantonese reflects the unusual challenges facing students in
language education in Hong Kong.

A. Such a large gap between spoken and written language is relatively unusual.
(In some ways, the language learning challenges faced by HK students are
more like those faced by students in traditional than modern societies.)

B. The unusual nature of these challenges make it important for Hong Kong to be
willing to invest more in language education than neighboring societies do.

C. The end result can be a basket of language skills that helps Hong Kong
maintain a competitive edge.

IV. From a sociolinguistic perspective, the expansion of written Cantonese seems to
be a natural/normal phenomenon.

A. It represents a natural dynamic — the tendency of the languages of prosperous
and powerful speech communities to spread into new domains.

V. From a historical perspective, the development of written Cantonese fits into a
broader pattern other vernaculars developing written forms.

A. The growth of written Cantonese is not an isolated phenomenon; rather it is
one example of a broad and common pattern.



