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Varieties of language and register

1.1

Introduction

It has been several centuries since non-native speakers around the
world first began systematically learning the Chinese language.

In imperial China, the Jesuit order published Chinese language
textbooks for use by their missionaries. Chinese has been widely
taught in universities and colleges in the West for many decades now,
and the demand for Chinese language instruction has been increasing
steadily, to the point where it is now taught in many secondary and
even primary schools in Europe and North America. If grammar

is considered in the narrower sense of rules for the expression of
differences in case, number, person, tense, and voice, then Chinese
is said by some to have little or very simplistic grammar. As a result,
learning Chinese often has been believed to be a tedious exercise

in rote memorization of words and expressions. However, as a
human language, Chinese definitely has a well-ordered structure and
organization, and therefore has a grammar.

From the learner—user’s point of view, Chinese grammar also
needs systematic treatment, so that learning can become a more
logical and orderly process. Once basic grammar has been mastered
in a number of conventional contexts, one must proceed to develop
command of a more extensive vocabulary in a variety of different
situations and contexts in order to truly master it. It is the intention
of Using Chinese to address these and a variety of other issues, with
a view towards making the learning of Chinese a more sensible and
pleasant experience. In this book, the target language is modern
standard Chinese, LG IE  xiandai Hanyu, also called Mandarin,
the standard spoken form: ¥l i% putonghui; the standardized
(generally known as the simplified) character form, A& jidntizi,
is used for the written script; and the Romanization adopted is
the Pf# pinyin system, or more officially: the Scheme for the
Chinese Phonetic Alphabet, which has been officially used in

China since 1958 and has now become the most widely used
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1 Varieties of language and register

Romanization system in textbooks and dictionaries around the
world. On January 1, 2001, “The Law of the People’s Republic
of China on the Standard Spoken and Written Language” went
into effect. In this law the above-mentioned spoken, written, and
Romanization forms are proclaimed as the standard.

The Chinese language, 1 3 Zhongwén, has a written history that
can be traced back to about the middle of the second millennium BCE.
It is one of two branches of the Sino-Tibetan family of languages and
is used by the Han Chinese, {J% Hanza, who make up 91.59% of
China’ 1.3 billion people, and by many Chinese who live elsewhere
on every inhabited continent and on major islands around the world,
estimated at around 30 million. The other 8.41% of the population
in China speak one of many minority nationality languages, such
as Mongolian, Tibetan, Uyghur, Dai, Naxi, Korean. The Chinese
language in its many dialect forms is the native tongue of more people
than any other language in the world, English being the second most
widely spoken native tongue. Chinese is also one of the six official
languages of the United Nations, the others being English, Arabic,
French, Russian, and Spanish. Mandarin, e putdonghua, the
standard language of China, 1s the native dialect of about 71% of its
population, and is also spoken by educated speakers of other dialects.
Mandarin is also the official language in Taiwan, and is one of the
official languages in Singapore. In its broadest sense the Chinese
language refers to all of the Chinese “dialects,” so called because
although they all read and write the same characters for the same
meaning, their pronunciation of the same characters may differ as greatly
as the Romance languages of Europe differ in their pronunciation of the
same Latin root words, or their pronunciation of the Arabic numerals.
The Chinese language, in both its written and spoken aspects, has been
evolving for several millennia, but most historical linguistics scholars
would say that the “modern Chinese” (Mandarin) era began around the
time of the early Qing Dynasty (1644—1911).

There are a number of Chinese terms for the Chinese language:
“PE Hanyt” meaning “Han language” and “H 3 Zhongwén,”

a more general term meaning “Chinese language” and “H1 [§ 1%
Zhonggud hua” meaning “Chinese speech.” There are also different
terms used for what we call “Mandarin”: “Jt77 1 béifinghua”
meaning “northern speech”; “35i# i putonghua” meaning “common
speech” in mainland China; ““413.% Huayu” meaning “Chinese
language mostly used by overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, and “[H
I guéyt’” meaning “national language” used mostly in Taiwan.

1.2 The Chinese language and its distribution

1.2.1  Modern Chinese
When we speak of the modern Chinese language,” BT E

xiandai Hanyti, or Mandarin il i putonghua, we refer to the
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1.2.2

1.2.3

1.2 The Chinese language and its distribution

language that is based on the northern dialect, taking Beijing
pronunciation as its standard and taking well-known vernacular
writings as the standard for its grammar. The origin of the term
that we translate as “Mandarin” Chinese appears to be the older
term “Ff 1% guinhua” which literally means “official speech.” The
English word “mandarin” is traceable to a Sanskrit term “mantrin,”’
meaning “minister.” The distinction between “Chinese language”
and “Mandarin” is not just an academic one, for you may hear a
Cantonese speaker say “Ngoh sik gong Jungmahn, ngh-sik gong
gwok-yteh,” meaning “I speak Chinese, but not Mandarin.” This
makes sense when we consider that Mandarin is one of several
dialects, all of which are “Chinese.” While most urban Chinese
today will be able to speak, or at least understand, Mandarin, it is
spoken as the native tongue of Chinese in the area north of the
Changjiang (Yangtze) River, and west of Hunan and Guangdong
provinces.

Apart from Mandarin, other important dialect groups include: W
(including Shanghainese), spoken in Jiangsu Province and Zhejiang
Province; Min (Fukienese), spoken in Fujian Province, Taiwan, and
Southeast Asia; Yue (Cantonese), spoken in Guangdong, Guangxi,
Hong Kong, North America, and elsewhere by the Chinese diaspora;
and Ke¢jia (Hakka), spoken mostly in Guangdong and Jiangxi
provinces. Following the growth of more universal education and
mass media over the past century, Mandarin is now spoken by most
educated Chinese in most cities throughout China.

Regional differences in spoken Chinese - the dialects

Most people living in northern, northeastern, and southwestern
China, amounting to about three-quarters of all Chinese, are native
speakers of a Mandarin sub-dialect: Beijing Mandarin, Shandong
Mandarin, Sichuan Mandarin, etc. As mentioned above, the
remaining quarter of the Chinese-speaking population is composed
of about seven other major dialects, which mostly are mutually
unintelligible. Their differences in pronunciation might be compared
to the differences between French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese
among the Romance languages.

Regional differences — within Mandarin

Regional differences in pronunciation of Mandarin within China are
as great or greater than the varieties of English as spoken in England,
Scotland, Ireland, Australia, the United States, and Canada. The
difference between a Mandarin sub-dialect and a dialect is that sub-
dialect speakers can mostly understand each other’s speech, while the
different dialects are often mutually unintelligible.
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1 Varieties of language and register

124

Major Chinese dialect distribution:

Representative place

Pop. | where dialect is Region where

Dialect (%) | spoken dialect is spoken

3 1 71 | db5{ Béijing N of the Changjiang

putonghua River KiLL & SW
China

2 Wwa 9 | ¥F Shanghii g, TR, BN
Shanghdi, Stizhou,
Hangzhou

il Xiang 5 | K Chingsha WM Hinén

¥ Yue 5 | )7 Guingzhou 7V, TR

(Cantonese) Gudngxi, Guangdong

) Min 4 | North: f/ll Fazhou | 4Hik, &V,

(Fukienese) South: J&[] Xiamén | g Fajian, Taiwan,
Hidinan

HHR Kejia | 4 | MFE Méixian Mostly in

(Hakka) Gudngdong,
Jiangxi, and Hakka
communities in SE
China

i Gan 2 | M & Nanching YLV Jiangxi

The spoken language

Spoken Chinese is an analytic, or isolating, language meaning that

the vast majority of all morphemes, or syllables, are meaningful units
of speech, which may in turn be combined with other meaningful
syllables to form new words. There are only around 400 syllables in
Modern Standard Chinese. Below are a few examples to illustrate the
difference in the “feel” of a language whose words are mostly made

up of meaningful syllables.

English

Chinese

crane

AL HE AL qi-zhong-ji (raise-heavy-machine)

department store

public-managed)

H 54 v bii-hud-gong-st (100-goods-

elevator

FLUBf dian-t1 (electric-stairs)

encyclopedia

total-book)

H R bii-ké-quan-shi (100-category-
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1.2 The Chinese language and its distribution

English Chinese

escalator M gin-t1 (rolling-stairs)

library K508 ta-sha-guin (chart-book-building)
microscope WAUEE xiin-wéi-jing (reveal-tiny-lens)
ophthalmology HLF} yin-ké (eye department)

pedometer TI2P 4R ji-bu-qi (count-step-tool)

radio W ML shou-yin-ji (receive-sound-machine)
surgery AR} wai-ké (external-department)
university K% da-xué (major-learning)

telescope BB wang-yuin-jing (gaze-far-lens)
zebra P& ban-ma (striped-horse)

All varieties (i.e. dialects or sub-dialects) of the Chinese language are
tonal. Each Mandarin syllable has four tones, although not all toned
syllables are meaningful syllables in modern Chinese.

The four tones
r~a i)
qst

P
| 4

T
3

C
2

H
1

There is also a “neutral” tone, which could be considered as a fifth tone.

First tone (high-level): ma, “U%, mother”

Second tone (high-rising): ma, “JK, hemp”

Third tone (dip-low-rising): mi, “, horse”

Fourth tone (falling): ma, “% scold”

Neutral tone (“toneless”): ma, ", verbalized question
mark

These tonal distinctions are “built into” each spoken syllable, with
or without reference to the Chinese character that would be used to
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1 Varieties of language and register

write each different syllable. For example, the difference between 3k
3% mii cai” and “SZ3¢ mai cii” is significant: the former means “buy
groceries,” while the latter means “sell groceries.” “U34% ™% & Mama ma
mi” means “Mom scolds the horse,” while “5 & 45453 M3 mi Mama”
means “The horse scolds Mom.” Actually the meaning of the sample
sentence “Mama ma ma,” depending upon the context of the utterance,
may be more general or more specific, and either singular or plural:

“(The) Mom(s) scold(s) (the) horse(s).”

In the context of speaking about things that happened yesterday,
the utterance “Mama ma ma” would mean:

“(The) Mom(s) scolded (the) horse(s).”

Verbs are not conjugated in Chinese. If it is not clear whether
we are talking about something in the past, present, or future, we
may add a time expression before the verb or at the beginning of
the utterance: for example, U IER 5 ) Mama zudtian ma m3,”
or “MERILYS S Ty Zudtian mama ma m3” where “WFK zudtian,
yesterday” shows it is a past action. Thus there is no need for
verbalized declension to show past, present, and future tense of verbs
in Chinese, since “yesterday” (or “today” or “tomorrow” or “last
year”), which must always be expressed or implied before the verb,
removes the need for the addition of tense markers in verbs.

Nor is there any need to verbalize distinctions between singular
and plural forms of nouns. If it is necessary to refer specifically to
more than one of a noun, it may be preceded by a specific number,
or by “some,” or “a few,” or “many.” Once you have uttered a
number or a pluralizer like “several,” then it is perfectly clear that the
noun which follows has been pluralized, so there is no need to mark
it any further: F5 shii, book or books; — A3 yibén shii, one book;
WA lidngbén sha, “two book”; IRZ P héndud sha, “many
book”; JLATS jibén sha, “a few book,” etc., is every bit as clear as
“one book, two books, many books or a few books.”

One way to turn an indicative sentence into an interrogative
sentence is simply to add the interrogative particle (verbalized
question marker) “M ma” at the end of the sentence. Thus, to ask
the question “Does/Do Momy(s) scold(s) (the) horse(s)?” we may
simply say: “@4% % LG ? Mama ma mi ma?”

1.2.5 The written language and writing system

When writing their language, Chinese speakers use a non-alphabetical
script called “characters, ¥ zi.” A5 Zhonghua zihidi, Sea of
Chinese Characters (1994), contains 85,568 characters’ entries, 3,500
of which are used the most frequently. In China, urban people are
considered literate if they have mastered 2,000 of the most frequently
used characters. In the countryside, the number is 1,500. However, a
well-educated person should know 5,000 to 7,000 characters.

Most Chinese characters can be identified as belonging to one of
the following categories:
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1.3 Overview of register in Chinese

1. Pictograms such as:
/N mu, tree
th shan, mountain
7K shui, water
A rén, person
H 1, sun
H yue, moon
= ma, horse
2. Ideograms such as:
= shang, above
T xia, below
" ta, protruding
1] 10, concave
_ er, two
= san, three
3. Meaningful compounds such as:
M cong, follow (person following a person)
H dan, dawn (sun above the horizon)
N lin, woods (two trees)
AR sén, forest (three trees)
e jing, bright (three suns), also means “crystal”
AN zhong, crowd (three people)
4. Ideophonetic compounds such as:
/N mu, bathe: has something to do with “water,7 ,” and
sounds something like “/K mu, wood” = “mu,” “bathe”
M dong, pillar: has something to do with “wood, /K,” and
sounds something like “#< déng, east” = “dong,” “pillar”
i qing, fair: has something to do with “sun, Fl,” and
sounds something like “# qing, blue/green” = “qing,”
“fair” (weather)
N qing, clear: has something to do with “water,7 ,” and
sounds something like “7 qing, blue/green” = “qing,”
“clear” or “pure”
i qing, request: has something to do with “words, 1 ,” and
sounds something like “# qing, blue/green” = “qing,”
“ask,” or “invite”
About 94% of all characters used today are either meaningful
compounds or ideophonetic compounds, the latter being the
great majority. The remaining characters are either pictographs or
ideographs. Therefore we may say that most Chinese characters are
neither completely phonetic nor completely ideographic, but rather,
they contain a “semantic hint” and a “phonetic hint.”
1.3 Overview of register in Chinese

When linguists speak of “register” in a language, they refer to a

subset of a language used for a particular purpose or in a particular
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1 Varieties of language and register

social setting. The famous linguistics scholar M. A. K. Halliday
(1964) identified three broadly defined variables that help us
understand different types of register in a language: field (the subject
matter); tenor (the participants and their relationships); and mode
(the channel of communication — spoken, written, chatroom, etc.).
Martin Joos (1962) describes five styles: frozen (printed, unchanging
phrases, such as canonical quotations); formal (one-way participation,
no interruption, ritualistic); consultative (two-way participation,
interruptions common); casual (in-group friends, ellipsis and slang
common, interruptions common); and intimate (non-public, private
vocabulary). Quirk et al. (1985) distinguish five different registers

of formality in English, although they use the term “attitude”

rather than register: very formal, formal, neutral, informal, and

very informal. Such distinctions would seem to be quite helpful to
understand how register works in Chinese.

Native speakers of North American English usually are not so
conscious of the need to switch speech registers when talking with
people of different social distance, different professions, different age
groups, different degrees of closeness, or in different social contexts.
Perhaps the implicit assumptions of equality and individuality among
modern English speakers are not conducive to a focus on relationships,
which is precisely what is required to trigger a switch in speech register.

1.3.1 lllustrations of register

You (normal) R ni
You (polite) & nin

My father (normal) FALE wo fugin
FEE wo baba

My father (normal, less formal)
Your father (more formal) 1B AL nin faqin

My mother (normal) FBEE wo mugin
My mother (normal, less formal) FIWE wo mama
Your mother (more formal) & BEE nin mugin

To visit a friend (normal)
To wvisit the teacher (more formal)

FE WK kan péngyou
FVI 22 baifing liosh

To eat at a restaurant (informal)
To eat at a restaurant (more formal)

WZ1H ¥ chi guinzi
TEMRAE JLIZAR zai fangudnr chifan

To go by taxi (informal)
To go by taxi (normal)

FI1 2 dadi qu
AR FHZE 2 zud chiiziiche qu

To order drinks (informal)
To order beverages (more formal)

B yao héde
RUPCKE didn yinlido

What would you like to drink? (informal)
What would you like to drink? (more formal)

W )L 4? He didnr shénme?
s L2 10EE? Nin hé didnr
shénme yinliao?
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to children)

to adults)

to older people)

polite, to older people)

How old are you?
How old are you?
How old are you?
How old are you?

Py

How old are you? (extremely polite)

1.3 Overview of register in Chinese

RJLE T 7 Ni jisui le?

RZ KT ? Ni dudda le?
2 KRG ¥ T ? Nin dudda suishu le?
Wi, 2 KFAL? Qingwen, nin
dudda nianji?

Wi, #UiBE? Qingwen, nin guigéng?

How are you? (informal)
How are you? (normal)
How are you? (normal)
How are you? (more polite)

EAKFEW]? Zénmeyang a?
U ? Hio ma?

PRI ! NY hio!

#8841 Nin hio!

My wife (to familiar people)
My wife (to familiar people)
My wife (to familiar people)

My wife
My wife
My wife
My wife

to familiar people)
common in PRC)
normal)

normal now)

~ o~~~

A+ wo néikouzi

HEFE wo lioai

FZ 1L wo liobanr (also means “my
husband”)

Z 7 ABYY hiizi i ma

FEZN wo airen

KET wo qizi

PN wo taitai

My husband (to familiar people)
My husband (to familiar people)
My husband (to familiar people)

My husband
My husband
My husband
My husband

to familiar people)
common in PRC)
normal)

normal now)

~ o~~~

A+ wo néikouzi

L E wo lioai

FZ )L wo Liobanr (also means “My
wife”)

Z BT hiizi 6 ba

FEZN wo airen

PR wo zhangfu

PS4 wo xiansheng

Your wife (normal)
Your wife (a bit formal)
Your wife (formal)

PRAK ni taitai
JEIK nin taitai
5Kk N nin faren

Your husband (normal)
Your husband (a bit formal)
Your husband (formal)

YRR ni zhangfu
&L T nin zhangfu
e nin xiansheng

Teacher Liu (polite, to a teacher)
Master Liu (polite, to skilled worker)
Section Chief Liu (formal)

Liu (older than speaker, familiar)
Liu (younger than speaker, familiar)
Mr. Liu (normal, formal)

X2 Lit lioshi

XAE Lit shifu

XIBHE Lig kezhing

2Z X 130 Lit (old Liu)
/INXI| xido Lit (young Liu)
XA Lia xiansheng

Come in! (impolite, command)
Come in! (informal)
Please come in! (formal)

HEK ! Jinlai!
HESRIE . Jinlai ba.
Wik, Qing jin.
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2 Vocabulary and usage

2.1 Parts of speech

Before they became aware of non-Chinese concepts of “parts
of speech” in the late nineteenth century, Chinese distinguished
primarily between “notional” words, 317 shici, literally “substantive
words,” and “function” words, iz xiici, literally “empty words.”
The first Western-style grammar was that of M3 Jianzhong & ¢ {8
(1844-1900), the 1898 L [G il Mishi wéntdng, Basic Principles for
Writing. This very influential work introduced Chinese terminology
for parts of speech based on Latin, and cited classical Chinese
passages extensively to document short statements about syntax. The
book was revolutionary and remains a primary work. Over the last
century Chinese grammatical concepts such as nouns, 441 mingc,
literally “name words”; verbs, 31 dongci, literally “motion words”;
adjectives, JE4¥1H] xingrongci, literally “description words”; adverbs,
1] fucd, literally “assisting words”; prepositions, /1] jiec, literally
“interface words”; conjunctions, 1] lidnci, literally “connecting
words,” etc., have become standard grammatical terms.

The most commonly used Chinese terms for what we consider to
be parts of speech are:

EAT mingci noun: 5 mi, horse

LA 4410 zhuanyou mingci proper noun: 5 K& Mi
Yuting

2] dongci verb: ' ma, to scold, to curse

] daici pronoun: U 3, she

T4 1] xingréngci adjective: & méi, beautiful

Bill 7] fuci adverb: R hén, very

fie k5 i) néngyuan dongci modal verb: 1] LA kéyi, can;
may

vl jieci preposition: % i, for

] liangci measure word: I~ gé, as in
N, two people

>

10
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