Cantonese/M andarin education: duplicity and integration:

Ihave written before that one of the reasons why it is difficult to distinguish Cantonese and
Mandarin as separate varieties (let alone different languages), other than the fact that they
share many formal linguistic similarities and are used concurrently in a multiglossic
configuration of H(igh) vs L (ow) sociolinguistic domains, both varieties are so deeply
entrenched and entangled with one another in modern Hong Kong (HK) society (and
presumably elsewhere and anywhere in the Sinosphere where standard Mandarin is used side-
by-side with the local vernacular) that it is meaningless to talk of them as dichotomous
language varieties. Moreover, | have pointed out before that Mandarin and Cantonese in HK
are not simply categorised as ‘mainland’ and “local’ but ‘written’ and ‘spoken’ registers
respectively, since Mandarin is not only the official diaect for spoken communication in
contemporary mainland China but is also the standardised norm for written/literary
composition, which places Mandarin on a par with Classical Arabic inthe Middle East,
standard Italian in modern Italy and High German in the German-speaking world. It is hence
impossible to disentangle Mandarin totally from the linguistic conscience of (literate)
Cantonese-speakers, since whenever they code-switch into Mandarin, they are not merely
switching into the ‘mainland’ variety (as opposed to ‘HK/local’) but also into the ‘literary’
register (as opposed to ‘spoken/colloquial’), which gives Mandarin and Cantonese a double
sociolinguistic identity in contemporary HK. This duplicity makes the sociolinguistic
situation in HK all the more complex, fascinating and perhaps even self-contradictory.

These sociolinguistic complexities are well examined in the following educational video,
which, in my view (though there are those who disagree with me as seen in the number of
dislikes on youtube), is much less offensive and propagandistic than the ones previously
examined, and if we pursue some of these sociolinguistic approaches further and develop
them in the right way, we may come close to formulating an effective and constructive
system for multilingual education in HK, namely conscious and deliberate code-switching
which is neither detrimental to children’s acquisition of their native Cantonese nor derogatory
to the learning of Mandarin in HK.

Hereisthe video:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z46hilIHTCY 4

In contrast to the other educational video, thisoneis conducted entirely in Cantonese and
hence feels much more realistic and intimate for HK viewers. In the likelihood that the reader
does not know Cantonese, this requires a detailed summary: it is mentioned before that
Cantonese and Mandarin have historical reality in forming the current geographical
distribution of Chinese dialects, and in thisvideo it isinteresting to see the two main
characters dressed in ancient costumes proclaiming to be martial artists (% k) asseenin
historical Chinese literature. One of them, conveniently called 'the heroine of colloquiaism'
(58 LK), is pro-colloquial Cantonese as she argues that Cantonese has deep historical
roots with thousands of years of history and she hence claims seniority (0:18-0:30). The other
girl, on the other hand, is pro-literary (aka Mandarin) Chinese as she calls herself the heroine
of literary written Chinese (Z[f i& % ) and she believes that written Mandarin has prestige
and primacy over diaectal colloguialisms (0:35-0:43). They hence enter into a debate, and, as




in the other video, they engage in atypical fight of words in Mandarin-Cantonese dial ectal
correspondences. They start off by mentioning some lexical correspondences, such as

‘centipede’ (1:53), which is rendered literally as ‘one hundred feet’ H & in Cantonese but as
aparticular term #2142 in Mandarin, or ‘spider’ (2:19), which is & in colloquia Cantonese
but ¥J1% in written Mandarin, or some common phrases like ‘to mess up’ (2:58), which is
colloquially rendered as 4 /5 #E in Cantonese (this can also mean 'to score an own goal
(football/soccer)’) but much more elegantly as #:&% 1 in written Mandarin, or ‘to be in a
mess’ (3:10), which is {275 % % in spoken Cantonese but JRJH A in Mandarin. Asthey
reach an impasse, they decide to go back in time and examine historical Chinese where they
discover some dialectal features (3:42), like the famous couplet 8 F #6055, MIEREGH % Z
& “‘when will there be moonlight, I ask how much nostalgia can there be?” The interrogative
forms #5HF ‘when’ and # 2 ‘how much’ are retained in contemporary Cantonese, which is a
point in support of the pro-colloquial girl’s agenda (3:43), but the pro-literary girl believes
that they should be substituted by the modern Mandarin forms 4 B& i fi% and £ /b
respectively (4:08). Other differences include differencesin word order (X7 /A8 [d)) (4:25) in
bisyllabic phrases, like ‘swing” (noun) #&#fk (Cantonese)/#t#& (Mandarin), ‘cock’ 52
(Cantonese)/ A %5 (Mandarin), 'spoon’ &L 2E (Cantonese)/Z2 &t (Mandarin). Another type of
difference liesin the number of syllablesin phrases, as there are many monosyllabic terms
which are attested in historical Chinese but are disyllabic in contemporary Chinese (& i B
& 45 731]), such as the nouns in the following verses HE A ] H-ZEHE 1485 47 4 ZE TE V%
T 25 PE 2= 72 B 3 'one's vision must be clear, one's listening should be sharp, one's
clothing from top to bottom should be clean and tidy, and crops and fruits are to be
presented to one's parents (5:20). The nouns here (R 'eye, H- 'ear', & 'clothes, #
'sock’, #5 'skirt' , ## 'pants) have become disyllabic in contemporary written Chinese
(ARG, 2%, AKHR, <44, 4817, #87) (5:51). Thisleads to the point about the
differences between Old Chinese and Modern Chinese (1544 /15 4 % 52), the
former of which has characteristics that have been retained in contemporary dialects
such as Cantonese while the latter is standardised on the model of Mandarin.

When they return to modern times (6:32) and continue their debate, they begin to discover
another type of dialectal correspondence, namely phrases that are formally written the same
but semantically different (F-JEAHIA], FFAF]) e.g. FE/5 (6:55), which means “classroom’
in Cantonese but ‘jail' in Mandarin (this gives rise to the misunderstanding (7:10) where A3t
)75 is misinterpreted as ‘to go to jail’); F5## (7:42), which means ‘potato’ in Cantonese but
literally means “horseshoe’ in Mandarin, or the very common phrase #J4< (8:32), which
means ‘to cue-barge’ in Cantonese but ‘to take a break while travelling’ in Mandarin. As the
pro-colloquia girl gets agitated, she proposes to disambiguate Cantonese by eliminating all
Mandarin-related terms (8:48), which leaves them wondering whether pure written Cantonese
can be used for effective communication (8:58). The result, however, is negative, since when
they test some common Cantonese phrases on non-local, Mandarin-speaking tourists (9:11),
such as &/ ‘easy-peasy’ and MEMESE ‘uneasy’, , they simply cannot understand them,
which leads to their consensus that they should have used the standard literary equivalents
FEHERE and FE AN %2 respectively (9:47), as these terms are widely recognised by all and
can hence be used for universal communication (10:01).

In the final section of the video (10:18), they decide to reinforce the dialectal conscience of
HK school children and make sure that they write literary Chinese (Mandarin) correctly with



as few diaectal (Cantonese) intrusions as possible, and as they delveinto the
correspondences between spoken Cantonese and written Mandarin, they discover some rather
sophisticated correspondences which go far beyond the lexical and phrasal. These include the
use of the directional motion verbs (10:48), which are used as main verbs in spoken
Cantonese but as postverbal particlesin written Mandarin e.g. 'to go to the museum' Z 14
fiff (Cantonese)/3|H4)£E3 (Mandarin), 'to go to Guangzhou two days from now' 1% H _E &
I (Cantonese)/f% & 31| & /125 (Mandarin), 'to take stroll on the streets' %4717
(Cantonese)/ 2774 (Mandarin). They then disguise as students in class (11:31) where
they are conveniently called 77 5 'dialect' and #¥ 3 (pun on 'written register")
respectively. Several complex constructions are analysed here, namely
ditransitive constructions like verbs ‘to give’ (12:00), which show alternating
positions for the direct and indirect objects (cf English | give a flower to you/l give
you a flower) and while Cantonese places the indirect object after the direct object (47
filf \J&), Mandarin does the reverse (N Hi % J5) e.g. 'l give you aflower' FABZE4E IR
(Cantonese)/ 4 175 —2=1¢ (Mandarin), 'please give me a cup of tea' "% {444
%3k (Cantonese)/zE 4 —M 4% (Mandarin); comparatives (12:34) where
Cantonese puts the object of comparison after the adjective (45 5 7E ELEE 5 1T
whereas Mandarin putsit before (JE 455 7E LU E 4 J5) e.g. | am fatter than you' 3
iR (Cantonese)/ & EL /R (Mandarin), 'MTR is faster than bus' Mg bLis =
1 (Cantonese) /8 bt A 37K B4 (Mandarin). The two girls then proceed to
correct the schoolchildren's written Chinese (13:10), such as the positioning of
adverbs £ 'more’ and ¢ 'first/before’ (13:54), which are postverbal in Cantonese but
preverbal in Mandarin e.g. ‘'wear more clothes' 2 £ 1.#2 (Cantonese)/ £ 5 144 ik
(Mandarin), 'l eat first' 3 & (Cantonese)/L 51z (Mandarin); yes-no questions where
Cantonese uses A-neg-A whereas Mandarin uses sentence-fina particles 1 or 24 (14:30)
e.g. 'have you been to Beijing? - ¥ 3 itk 5t (Cantonese)/ /R i L3 A or R 2%
1 46 5 S (Mandarin), 'have you bought the movie tickets? /7 F 17 E Bk (Cantonese)/ /R
B EIRA or RE FERZ T IE (Mandarin). As they correct the students’written
Chinese (14,48), they feel that they have accomplished their mission in raising the
literary standard and dialectal awareness of these schoolchildren and the video ends on
a high and positive note.




