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What happened

1. Cantonese has always had a prestigious/standard variety

✤ 廣州話 is used as a lingua franca  
between speakers of other varieties of Yue 

2. It did not have an authoritative written standard

3. Gradually standardised after repeated usage

✤ Questions: 1) How is that possible  
2) What dictionaries and institutions should do to facilitate this process



Cantonese as a Written Language

✤ See Snow (2004, et. seq.) and Li (2011/2017) for its historical development

✤ Development was driven by the need to represent the native language in an 
“as-is” manner

✤ Gradually spread from one register to another register

✤ Fuelled by the availability of new communication means (e.g. forums, social 
media, PM, etc.), which gives rise to new norms

Snow, D. 2004. Cantonese as Written Language: The Growth of a Written Chinese Vernacular. Vol. 1. Hong Kong University Press
———. 2008. ‘Cantonese as Written Standard?’ Journal of Asian Pacific Communication.  
———. 2013. ‘Towards a Theory of Vernacularisation: Insights from Written Chinese Vernaculars’. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development.  
李婉薇。2011。《清末民初的粵語書寫》。香港：三聯書店（香港）有限公司。



How is it possible?

✤ Question  
How is it possible to write a language without a standard.

✤ Answer

✤ Individuals acquire Han characters through school education, and learn 
Cantonese-specific usage through repeated exposure, and use innovative way 
to represent the language when necessary

✤ The Community collectively reinforce the use of existing norms, spread 
accepted innovations, and suppress unwelcome written forms



How is it possible?

✤ Educated Speakers of Cantonese  
(before the introduction of Putonghua)

✤ speak the vernacular (i.e. Cantonese)

✤ taught to read the “common language”  in local pronunciation

✤ map each graph to a Cantonese syllable

✤ The nature of Han characters

✤ loosely represents meaning

✤ phono-semantic characters (形聲字) retain some information about the sound of the characters

⼈
jan4
hito

jin/nin
in

rén
lâng
jîn 

nhân

Cantonese

Japanese (訓讀)

Japanese (音讀)

Korean

Mandarin

Taiwanese Min (白讀)

Taiwanese Min (文讀)

Vietnamese

“Common language” (通語) refers to either 
Classical Chinese or Standard Written 
Chinese (in essence, Written Mandarin).



The average educated Cantonese speaker can

✤ read and write 書⾯語 syu1 min2 jyu5 (Written Mandarin)

✤ 我 今天 不 吃飯  
ngo5 gam1tin1 bat1 hek3faan6 

✤ understand basic ⽂⾔⽂ man4 jin4 man2 (Classical Chinese)

✤ ⼦⽈：「 學 ⽽ 時 習   之， 不亦 說 乎？」 
zi2 joek6  hok6   ji4  si4 zaap6   zi1   bat1jik6 jyut6   fu4 

✤ All these are done in Cantonese, without the need of any Putonghua knowledge  
(before the introduction of Putonghua in Chinese lessons)



Luckily

✤ Han character knowledge allows Cantonese speakers to write out nearly 
everything in Written Cantonese

✤ Compare 

✤ 我 今天 不 吃飯   Standard Written Chinese  
ngo5 gam1tin1 bat1 hek3faan6 

✤ 我 今⽇ 唔 ⾷飯   Written Cantonese  
ngo5 gam1jat6  m4 sik6faan6

⽇ - a common character that is 
taught in kindergarten 
⾷ - a common radical, and 
frequently used in Classical 
Chinese  
唔 -  not found, requires exposure



Descriptive approach

✤ Cheung & Bauer (2001)

✤ Acknowledges the fact that there is no rigid 
standardisation

✤ Collected characters used in true Written 
Cantonese texts

✤ These characters have been accepted into 
Unicode and provides a large pool of 
available forms for future innovation



Writing Strategies

✤ Multiple forms may exist for the same lexical items. E.g. 啤啤 - BB, 左-咗, 晒-嗮, 瘡-攰. 

✤ Etymological roots (本字) are not necessarily the preferred form for various reasons, 
e.g. disambiguation, but other strategies are sometimes considered inferior.

Use homophones 琴⽇ kam4 jat6 yesterday 啤啤 晒 緊 啦𠹌 騎呢 升呢 ⽐ 左 乜⽔ 仲 聽⽇

Create new characters 𢳂 bat1 to scoop 𨋢 喼 揼 𢯊 跣 瀡 𡲢 癐 𡁷 扱 轆 叻 諗 攞 [1]

English orthography hea he3 lazy BB, mum mum, pat pat, jetso, keep, D [2]

Etymological roots 攰 gui6 tired 重 滴 丼 乜誰 畀 奇離 天光⽇  [3]

Note1: Rare characters can 
be recycled in the process 
of character creation.

Note2: Not 
necessarily 
English loans

Note3: and all shared 
items with Mandarin / 
Classical Chinese



Etymological claims

✤ Etymological roots preference attracts dubious, controversial claims from both 
amateurs and experts. For example,

✤ Claimed etymology:

✤ 尐⼈⼕爾道等亙渠等 

✤ Commonly accepted form:

✤ 啲⼈喺呢度等緊佢哋 

✤ The top row has been rejected by the community.



Standardisation Attempts 
in Mainland China

✤ 侯興泉、彭志峰、鍾奇、彭⼩川。
2014。⾯向中⽂信息處理的粵⽅⾔
字規範雛議。《語⾔教學與研究》 
4，107-112。 

✤ 侯興泉、吳南開。2017。《信息處
理⽤粵⽅⾔字詞規範研究》。廣東
⼈民出版社。



✤ 粵語協會/通⽤粵字表 

✤ Online effort to promote a standardised form for each morpheme

✤ The list grew to 608 characters as of Jun 2019



But…

✤ Top-down approach has limited impact

✤ It is important for dictionary editors and institutions to understand their 
role as descriptive facilitators, instead of authorities who dictate how 
things are done.

✤ Standardisation in a self-organised act by the community

✤ Core principle:  
Individual chooses a character that maximises readability 



From Reading Strategies to Writing Practice

✤ Recall that except for well-accepted written forms and characters acquired in 
school, users are not taught how Cantonese-specific lexical-items are written.

✤ Homophones and English orthography can be understood straightaway (but 
aesthetically not preferred, and affects the readability of the text as a whole).

✤ If a less-common character is used (whether it is newly-created or 
etymologically related), speakers would need to guess from the context.

✤ Writers have the incentive to use characters that readers can make a correct 
guess. 



Positive Loop

✤ Step 1:  Morpheme X does not have a universally accepted character   
e.g. the word for slippery: sin3

✤ Step 2: Multiple candidates appear (innovation)  
e.g. (a) 扇  (b) 鱔  (c) 跣 (d) 𨃩  (e) sin  (f) seen (g) 偃

✤ Step 3:  Effective forms stay, bad forms disappear

✤ Step 4:  Best practice is copied by other writers

✤ Step 5:  By consistently using the same character C to represent X, C becomes the 
universally accepted character for X



A case of disambiguation

✤ Both 啦 and 喇 were used for sentence particle laa, which comes in four different tones: 
laa1, laa3, laa4, laa5.

✤ Homophone association: 

✤ 啦 is used in 啦啦隊 (laa1 laa1 deoi2) cheerleader  
喇 is used in 喇沙 (laa3 saa1). La Salle (proper name)

✤ Writing characters with the correct tone association improves readability. Writers prefer 
using 啦 instead of 喇 to represent laa1, creating a new norm

✤ 個 go3  vs. 嗰 go2, 係 hai6 vs. 喺 hai2 may have gone through a similar process



✤ 蔡偉泉譯。2017。 
《⼩王⼦廣東話版》。
⾹港：藍出版。



Dictionary: words.hk

✤ ROLE 1 descriptive documenter:  
ensure existing acceptable forms are included (and outdated forms are excluded) in a 
timely manner

✤ ROLE 2 innovator:  
propose a written form if none exists

✤ ROLE 3 gatekeeper:  
reject dubious etymological claims, e.g. 尐, ⼕

✤ ROLE 4 facilitator:  
take a side if necessary: set one as the default

http://words.hk


Cantonese tests by LSHK

✤ Cantonese read-aloud test (https://lshk.org/crat)

✤ Decision to make: when there are two competing written forms, choose the one 
that increases readability, i.e. the character with only one pronunciation

✤ 仲 (homophone) vs. 重 (etymologically better justified) for  zung6 “still”

✤ 重 has two other readings: cung4 (redo), cung5 (heavy) — ambiguity, e.g. 
我重(cung4/zung6)讀緊中五. (I am re-studying / still studying Form five.)

✤ 仲 is used in all our materials.

https://lshk.org/crat




Cantonese tests by LSHK
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✤ 仲 is used in all our materials.



Conclusion

✤ How?  Cantonese speakers use characters from their Han character repertoire to represent 
Cantonese as they see fit. Exposure to Written Cantonese + Reader’s strategy improve 
consistency across speakers.

✤ Writing Strategies: (A) Use etymologically related characters (for items shared with Standard 
Chinese or Classical Chinese), (B) If it does not exist, write with a homophone, English 
orthography, or create a new character. Good forms spread, bad forms are rejected.

✤ Top-down approaches do not work. Dictionaries and institutions as a relatively more powerful 
user. Two major roles: (1) descriptive documenter, most of the time, (2) innovator, when no good 
alternative exists. Additional roles which can facilitate the process (by words.hk and LSHK): (3) 
gatekeeper, who can reject dubious etymological claims, (4) deliberately choose a form that 
increases readability in case of a conflict.

http://words.hk
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