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Introduction

In the Hong Kong context, terminology related the Chinese language (H3C
zunglman?) is “fuzzy” (Bruche-Schulz 1997). In everyday usage, the term refers
to Cantonese (J# ¥ #fi gwong2dunglwaa?) as the default vernacular, with Written
Chinese (& [f 75 syulmin2jyus) as the unmarked, socially accepted written norm.
This functional division of labour between Cantonese and Written Chinese is a clas-
sical (but increasingly rare) case of diglossia (Ferguson 1959) that involves a pair
of two distinct but genetically related varieties. The Hong Kong variety of Standard
Written Chinese (henceforth SWC), often labelled as the H-variety, has a lexicon
and grammar that are generally compatible with Mandarin and is comprehensible
to Chinese speakers outside of Hong Kong, despite being occasionally archaic, dia-
lectal, foreign or unnatural in its words and phrases. In contrast, the Cantonese ver-
nacular that dominates all aspects of formal and informal spoken communication,
often considered to be the L-variety (See Li 2017; Leung and Li 2020), is unintel-
ligible to Chinese users outside of Guangdong or Yue-speaking regions. Putonghua
(FIWEE poultungIwaa?), the national language of the People’s Republic of China
that was standardized from the Béijing dialect of Mandarin, is rarely used among
local Hong Kong residents. To the broader community of Chinese users who use
Mandarin as a daily language, it may not be immediately apparent how SWC texts
are produced by Hong Kong users, but Cantonese elements in writing make Hong
Kong SWC a unique written form. Written texts in Hong Kong have been widely
studied linguistically as a variant of Global Chinese/SWC (Shi 2000; Shi et al.
2014; Tin 2020) or as a subset of Written Cantonese (Bauer 1988; 2016; 2018;
Snow 2004; 2008). Most studies have analysed Cantonese lexical and grammat-
ical elements in writing as learners’ errors or deviations from the Mandarin-based
standard, giving a depiction of SWC that is significantly different from Cantonese
and requires significant effort to learn.

Apart from unintended uses of Cantonese elements, there are practical reasons
to use vernacular elements in writing on purpose (“vernacularize”) to bridge this
gap, which result in “in-between” written forms that coexist with SWC texts.
Despite the widespread use of vernacular writing, Cantonese-SWC diglossia is still
upheld by most Hongkongers. Snow (2010) explains the stability of the diglossic
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relation by a delicate equilibrium between two forces: attachment to Cantonese
as “an assertion of their distinct identity”, which serves to resist being replaced
by Mandarin in speech, and the affinity to the larger (Chinese) identity that helps
avoid detachment from the external standard. This predicts a scale-tipping effect
should any side gain ground, but the diglossic relation has been fairly stable des-
pite changes in identity politics from the 2010s onward, thus there is a need to seek
other explanations.

This study is a continuation of Snow’s seminal work on Written Cantonese and
vernacular development based on a renewed understanding of the writing pro-
cess of typical Cantonese users from Hong Kong. This chapter tries to answer the
research questions below:

1 What explains the choice of linguistic levels (words, phrases, sentences, quotes)
for vernacularisation?

2 How do we explain the ongoing presence of diglossia in Hong Kong?

What is the role of vernacular writing in the diglossic dynamics?

4 How is increased vernacularisation going to impact the development of
diglossia?

w

The discussion begins by arguing that diglossia in Hong Kong is non-phonological
and is more adequately described as a division of labour between different flavours
of Cantonese. This special diglossic configuration has a blurred linguistic boundary
between spoken and written lects that allows two ways to vernacularize: namely
the insertion of Cantonese elements in otherwise standard Chinese writing
(translanguaging) and the development of a separate written norm from Cantonese
verbatim transcriptions (code-switching). The linguistic properties of the two types
of vernacularisation will be examined, along with an explanation based on indi-
vidual differences in perceived psychological distance between spoken and written
lects. The chapter concludes by providing predictions for the future development
of Cantonese writing.

Non-phonological nature of diglossia in Hong Kong

This section is devoted to highlighting the non-phonological nature of diglossia in
Hong Kong. Diglossia in Hong Kong is often described as one between Cantonese
and Putonghua, which is an assumption shared by the general public and is treated
as such in scholarly work (Shi et al. 2014, 6) and dictionaries (e.g. Commercial
Press 2018). This section argues against this view and presents evidence to show
that diglossia in Hong Kong is not the competition or division of labour between
a Putonghua/Mandarin-based H lect that is written and formal, and a Cantonese-
based L lect that is spoken and informal.! Instead, Hong Kong diglossia involves
multiple written norms that are all Cantonese-based, which makes it akin to a non-
diglossic language environment.
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Shared grapheme-to-phoneme conversion rules

Traditional Han Script (Z##7 ) is the default Chinese script in Hong Kong.
Like its simplified counterpart, this script is logographic in nature. Each character
represents roughly a morpheme (or an etymon) rather than the phonemic compos-
ition of a syllable. Although most characters are phono-semantic compounds that
contain a component that provides hints about the pronunciation of a character,
the script does not dictate how a word should be pronounced. For example, the
characters in (1) below all contain the phonetic component # (Cantonese. sik/,
Mandarin. x7), but they all have different pronunciations in both Cantonese and
Mandarin. There is nothing in the script that is tied to the phonetics of one spoken
vernacular.

(1) a. # C.sikI M.xi “to reminiscent”
b. ff C.ze3  M.jie  “toborrow”
c. 8 C.co3 M.cuo “wrong”
d. B C.cou3 M. cu “vinegar”

The script’s non-phonemic nature allows a person to learn only their native
vernacular for the purpose of written communication. The multiple regional
pronunciations associated with each of the characters can be traced back to his-
torical rhyme books from the Middle Chinese period (i.e. from 7dng to Song
dynasty) from which vernaculars derive their pronunciation. There has been con-
tinuous codification for influential regional vernaculars since pre-modern times.
For instance, a Cantonese rhyme dictionary 7358k 2 fanlwan5cyut3jiu3 was
first published in 1757. The pronunciation of individual characters is also passed
on through traditional and modern education. When a piece of Chinese text
(SWC or Classical Chinese) is presented to an educated Cantonese-dominant
speaker, only one set of grapheme-to-phoneme conversion rules needs to be
employed.

Here is a typical example from Hong Kong Education Bureau teacher training
materials that contrast between SWC and spoken Cantonese. Romanisation
(Cantonese Literary/Colloquial and Mandarin) and English Gloss are added here
for illustration.

(2) Standard Written Chinese
Eba Gl DEE AL RCE st
CanL. ngo5 wo4 daibdai6 706  haaubcel  soengShok6
CanC. ngo5 wo4 dai4dai2  co5  haaubcel  soeng5hok6
Man. wo hé didi zuo  xiaoché shangxué
Gloss 1 with y. brother sit school bus  attend school

“I go to school by school bus with my younger brother.”
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(3) Spoken Cantonese

E29 Ei Anfe % R Pt
Can. ngo5 tung4 saidlou?2 daap3 haaubcel  faanlhok6
Gloss 1 with  y. brother ride school bus  return to school

“I go to school by school bus with my younger brother.”

The SWC sentence (2) is comprehensible to Chinese users (including Mandarin
monolinguals) and is the accepted written norm in the formal education system.
Chinese characters can be read entirely in Cantonese pronunciation. Sentences
(2) and (3), on the other hand, are lexically different, with over half of the words
in (2) not used in spoken Cantonese. However, since these words are pronounced
with the same set of grapheme-to-phoneme conversion rules, e.g. I “to go up” is
read as soeng5, Al “with/and” is read as wo4, sentence (2) would be comprehen-
sible to Cantonese monolinguals, though it would sound weird if used in a spoken
Cantonese context (due to unnatural collocation).

There is a small subset of characters (“homographs” £ &% F doljamlzi6) that
come with a free choice? between a literary reading (358 man4duk6, CanL in the
example) and a colloquial reading (FH#8 baak6duk6, CanC in the example), in
which case the literary reading is generally preferred when SWC text is read aloud.
Even for this small subset of homographs, the use of the literary reading (i.e 4 as
zo6 instead of co3, 55 % as dai6-dai6 instead of dai4-dai2) is a stylistic choice that
gives the sentence a written, literary flavour and is usually not compulsory.

This is in stark contrast with Swiss German, another case labelled as “Modern
diglossia” (Snow 2010), in which the H-variety is also a modern standard language.
Although Swiss German speakers do avoid Standard German in day-to-day commu-
nication, they have to adopt grapheme-to-phoneme rules from Standard German when
they read aloud Standard German text. This can be illustrated with this example®:

(4) Standard German

Gestern war ich zu Hause.
IPA gesten vag 1¢: tsu havzo
S.G. cognates Gester WAr I di hei
Gloss yesterday was I at home

“I was at home yesterday.”

(5) Swiss German

Gester bin-i dihei gsii.
1PA geste bi.ni di.hei gafi:
Std. cognates Gestern bin-ich zu-Hause gewesen
Gloss yesterday was-I at-House been

“I was at home yesterday.”
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All the words that are cognates in the example above must be read in Standard
German instead of the pronunciation of the corresponding Swiss German cognates.
For example, when reading the sentence above, Standard German zu Hause “at
home” will be read out as “zu Hause” by Swiss German speakers, not “dihei”,
the Swiss German cognate. Every single segment of this sentence will sound like
Standard German, not Swiss German.

This comparison with Swiss German diglossia demonstrates the psychological
similarity between Spoken Cantonese and Written Chinese. In many cases of
diglossia, one needs to learn new grapheme-to-phoneme rules in order to read
or understand text written in the H-variety, as in the case of Swiss diglossia: the
resulting reading pronunciation of Standard German is phonologically different
from the Swiss German vernacular. For Cantonese, there is close to no new
grapheme-to-phoneme rules. Despite the apparent dissimilarity at the lexical level,
as long as the two are pronounced with the same set of grapheme-to-phoneme
conversion rules, the difference is non-phonological. No “foreignness” will be
detected when one reads SWC text in Cantonese.

The basis of the H-variety among the educated

Despite the visual similarities between SWC and Putonghua, the role of Putonghua
is limited in the process of Chinese writing for the majority of Hongkongers due
to the secondary role played by Putonghua as a spoken language in Hong Kong.
Evidence shows that:

1 Putonghua is not commonly used as a daily language

Census data on daily language by Hong Kong residents aged 5 years or older
(Census and Statistics Department 2022) show that Cantonese is the dom-
inant daily language, with Putonghua accounting for less than 3%. Although
close to 50% of the population reports proficiency in Putonghua, and des-
pite the fact that it has been a school subject since the late 1990s, the use of
Putonghua is generally limited to public announcements and occasional use
in the media.

2 Negative views on Putonghua

Lai’s (2005) survey on language attitudes for the first batch of post-handover
secondary school students shows no great enthusiasm towards Putonghua, with
a low score on both the integrative orientation (2.47 out of 4, cf. Cantonese
3.43, English 3.05) and instrumental orientation (2.66 out of 4, Cantonese 3.19,
English 3.51). Lai’s (2011) subsequent study with a wider range of participants
shows that the attitude towards Putonghua is lower than the other two cat-
egories in all groups (including respondents who self-identified as “Chinese”).
Hansen Edwards’ (2019) study further shows that during the Anti-ELAB pro-
test, respondents felt that Putonghua was a threat to Cantonese.
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3 Absence of Putonghua-Cantonese code-mixing

Code-switching between Putonghua and Cantonese is highly stigmatized.
Unlike Taiwan, where the use of Taiwanese is often code-mixed with Mandarin
words, Hong Kong Cantonese is usually spoken without any switches to
Putonghua, except for true communication needs. Any random sample of
Cantonese speech from Hong Kong will reveal that normal speech does not
contain any syllables that are pronounced in Mandarin/Putonghua. Major
Cantonese language datasets (corpora) that aim at collecting or eliciting nat-
ural Cantonese conversations, e.g. HKCanCor (Luke and Wong 2015) and
CantoMap (Winterstein et al. 2020) show no sign of code-switching or code-
mixing of Putonghua.

A language with limited reception and restricted proficiency is not expected to
play an important role in the population’s writing process. There are occasional
comments from prominent writers claiming that they read their manuscripts in
Putonghua, but this is impossible for many others who do not speak the language.
If there is any influence, they will be channelled through the written language,
which is read out in Cantonese. After all, despite the apparent syntactic and lexical
similarities between SWC and Putonghua, Cantonese has always been the basis of
the majority’s written language.

Turning Cantonese into SWC-compliant text

The non-phonological nature and the absolute dominance of Cantonese made
it possible to convert between Cantonese and SWC. Children learn to write by
replacing colloquial expressions with synonyms that are more acceptable in
writing as if they are transcribing Cantonese in a specific manner. This replace-
ment process is discussed explicitly when introducing new sentence structures or
formal expressions to students. The transcript below taken from a Chinese sub-
ject programme produced by the Curriculum Resources Section of the Education
Bureau (2019) shows this process. The clip depicts a story that takes place in
a local restaurant, and the audience is taught how to write given Cantonese
sentences in SWC. The conversion rule is stated first: [#% | gei2dol 5
Hjiu3 se2singd [2/0 ] dolsiu2 “Gei2dol|coyonese NeCds to be written as dosiu2
iswe) » followed by the original Cantonese line and the converted SWC line, both
read out in Cantonese.

(6) The original line in the Cantonese dialogue: “Then how many do we need?”
e} % ¥4 8 I
gam2  jiu3 gei2dol go3 aa3
then need how many CL SFP
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(7) The converted line in SWC, read out in Cantonese
bl % EZ0 f W
naas  jiu3 dolsiu2 go3  nel
then need howmany CL SFP

In addition to functional words, conversion is also needed for a number of content
words, including common verbs (e.g. & gong2 > &t syut3 “to say”, W tai2 > &
hon3 “to look”, & sik6 > 7 hek3 “to eat”, ik jam2 > M hot3 “to drink”, il jukl
> B)) dung6 “to move”) and nouns (e.g. ¥ dang3 > ¥ T ji2zi2 “chair”, % bol >
K kaud “ball”, 0 min6 > i lim5 “face”, ¥ saaml > X[} jilfuk6 “clothes”).
There are no reliable estimates on how many such pairs need to be memorized.
Zeng (1991) listed 8,000 entries in an exhaustive list of Cantonese and Putonghua
equivalents, but most Putonghua entries are rarely used in Hong Kong SWC, e.g.
HE (C. ciud, M. gido) “to look”, " (C. zaal, M. zan) “we”. TypeDuck, an educa-
tional input tool created for ethnic minority students (Lau and Leung 2023), only
marks 200 Cantonese words as “vernacular” that must be avoided when writing in
SWC, which can be used as a lower-bound estimate.

These rules sometimes lead to hyperconversion. Words that are useable in
SWC are sometimes unnecessarily replaced: & (C. hai6, M. xi) “to be” and %>
H (C. gamljat6, M. jinri) “today”, both formal words used in SWC outside Hong
Kong, are often changed to #& (C. si6, M. shi) and 2K (C. gamlItinl, M. jintian),
respectively, because the former words are coincidentally identical to Cantonese.
The fact that this has never been considered a problem shows that the purpose of
the conversion is to ensure compliance with the SWC norm, thus unnecessarily
limiting one’s word choice is never questioned.

Broadcaster conversion

The scripts for news reports and formal speeches are usually prepared in SWC, which
usually require a real-time conversion process in the opposite direction than above,
that replaces SWC words and phrases that violate spoken Cantonese conventions
by Cantonese-compliant elements. The result of this conversion is a register of
Cantonese that is minimally different from SWC. This can be done seamlessly in real
time by broadcasters or even by non-professionals. Due to the high number of shared
disyllabic words used in this register, most words can be used without any conver-
sion. Compulsory conversions between the two varieties are listed below.

This conversion process explains occasional speech errors by broadcasters
when proper nouns contain one of these high-frequency SWC words that must
be converted into Cantonese. For example, Baltic Sea is translated asiii 4 Hif
bollo4dikl hoi2, where the last syllable of the word Baltic is ) dikl, which is
homographic to the structural marker for possession. The first two syllables are
homophonous to % bollo4 “pineapple”. Anecdotally,® This name was more
than once mistakenly read by broadcasters as V¥ WL bollo4 ge3 hoi2 “sea of
pineapples”, due to failure to suppress this conversion rule.
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Table 2.1 Compulsory conversion of SWC-Cantonese functional words

Standard Written Chinese Cantonese Gloss

Can Man
1 20i6 zai A hai2 “at”
= si6 shi & hai6 “is”
R dunglsail dongxi g jes “thing”
[ty dikl de i ge3 (linker) “of”
t jaas yé i doul “also”
A batl bu mE m4 “not”
1R han?2 hén I hou?2 “very”
L sel xié Lif] dil generic plural classifier
5 zoek6 zhe 1F zyub continuous marker
1 20i6 zai ES gan2 progressive marker
T lius le W zo2 perfective marker
4 cyund qudan ] saai3 universal quantifier
2 ze3 zhe Ve nil “this”
Bl naal na e} go2 “that”
LB sam6mol  shénme o/ matl/mel “what”

Conversion between High/Low Cantonese and Formal/Informal SWC

The discussion of conversion processes between Cantonese and SWC must con-
sider the register of all lects involved. Luke (1998) identifies High and Low
Cantonese as two separate lects, and the former is grammatically characterized by
(i) the use of classical constructions, e.g. LA ji5 + N Zjwai4 “to use an N as an N”,
LM ji5bin6 + V “in order to V”, etc., (ii) the use of classical lexical forms such
as f£wong5 (towards), [l hoeng3 (in the direction of), 1% -F-si6fu4 (depending on),
SFdang?2 (and so on), etc., and a higher concentration of set phrases and idioms.
The similarities between formal Cantonese and formal Mandarin have also been
highlighted by Ouyang (1993) and Snow (2004, 49). This formal variety is syn-
tactically Cantonese and lexically Cantonese-compliant, and highly similar to
formal SWC. Dissecting Cantonese into a High and a Low register provides a
better picture of the Cantonese-SWC correspondence. The conversion between
High Cantonese and formal SWC is rule-based and effortless, so is the case of ver-
nacular Cantonese and informal SWC. The properties of the four lects discussed
are summarized below.

Summary

This section has argued that the extent attributed to diglossia in Hong Kong is
somewhat exaggerated. The actual reading and writing processes do not involve
translations between the most colloquial register of spoken Cantonese and
Putonghua-compliant SWC texts. Diglossia in Hong Kong involves no new
grapheme-to-phoneme rules, requires no word-order changes and can be handled
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Table 2.2 Cantonese-SWC parallels

Vernacular | Informal High Formal
Cantonese | Hong Kong | Cantonese Hong
Swc Kong SWC
Modality Spoken Written Spoken Written
Discourse Elements High Mid Low Low
Word order SVO SVO SVO SVO
Word length Mixed Mixed Disyllabic Disyllabic
preference preference
Content words Cantonese- | Shared Shared Shared
vernacular | words, words, with | words,
and Shared | Cantonese- | limited Cantonese-
words vernacular Cantonese- | vernacular
words vernacular words
replaced words further
by SWC removed
or shared
words
£ | Functional Cantonese SWC Cantonese SWC with
[2) . .
= | words with Classical
ol ® Classical Chinese
5| % Chinese influence
A influence
=
2 Base Vernacular Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese
122}
RS
8| § | Stylistic Literary | Not Preferred Not Preferred
S| & Reading preferred preferred
Perceived Formality Low Mid High Highest

by “hardwired” replacement rules in real time. The mildness of diglossia in
Hong Kong explains the divergence in vernacular writing practices by different
communities.

Two vernacular writing practices

Following the above reconceptualisation of Hong Kong SWC as a Cantonese-
based written norm, this section describes the processes through which Cantonese
vernacular elements cross the diglossic boundary into the written context, referred
to as “vernacularisation” in the literature.
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Table 2.3 Classifying Chinese writing practices in Hong Kong

Snow’s (2004) classification Shi et al. (2014)
1 Occasional Cantonese terms in Standard Chinese =~ Modern Standard Chinese
texts (FEHE I 30)
2 Saam kap dai (= ) Hong Kong-styled Chinese
3 Random mixing of Cantonese and Standard B0
Chinese

4 Patterned mixing of Cantonese and Standard
Chinese

5 Standard Chinese narration/Cantonese dialogue
Cantonese-styled Chinese

(B30

6 Authentic Cantonese

Written Cantonese

Different sub-types of vernacularisation have been identified based on the div-

ision of labour between Cantonese and Standard Chinese (Snow 2004) or the ratio
of non-standard elements in the texts (Shi et al. 2014). Table 2.3 summarizes the
two sets of classifications. Some of these distinctions below are drawn from an
external perspective, e.g. the distinction between Modern Standard Chinese and
Hong Kong-styled Chinese is based on perceived comprehensibility by other SWC
users, which is inaccessible by Hong Kong SWC users.
This section identifies two practices of vernacularisation® based on the diglossic
dynamics outlined above, with the assumption that Hong Kong SWC is used as
the written norm, instead of the national standard of Modern Standard Chinese.
This allows us to limit the scope of the discussion to Cantonese elements that are
intentionally inserted, excluding certain usages that will appear non-standard or
Cantonese-flavoured in the eyes of Mandarin monolingual users, but could be seen
as SWC norm-conforming to Hong Kong users. Following Chan (2015), I con-
sider the majority of Hongkongers who use vernacular writing as translanguagers
who insert Cantonese elements purposefully, thus challenging the written norm of
SWC. In addition, I propose that there is a separate group of code-switchers who
have developed a heightened awareness of language boundaries and consciously
seek to create and maintain a new, separate written norm for Cantonese, which they
can switch into and out of.

Vernacularisation through translanguaging

Translanguaging originated as a pedagogical practice that broke the rigid divide
between the target language and mother tongues (Garcia 2011; discussed in Li
2018). The concept was later used as a theoretical construct to capture the “fluid
and dynamic practice” of multilinguals who “do not think unilingually” in one
language (Li 2017), leading to the momentary, creative processes that “playfully
manipulate the boundaries of named languages” (Li 2021). Chan (2015) observes
that this can capture the status of Written Cantonese, as it “challenges the literary
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norm that Chinese should always be written in Modern Standard Chinese” and
“problematizes the language ideology that a dialect, such as Cantonese, cannot
be written”. The relaxing of language boundaries is also used for communica-
tive purposes when the use of elements from multiple language varieties allows a
wider range of expressions at the users’ disposal. The logographic nature of Written
Chinese allows non-Cantonese users to guess the meaning from the characters,
thus providing a “space” for writers to translanguage (i.e. utilize Cantonese lexical
resources in a SWC context) to a greater extent. The actual translanguaging act can
be done by either replacing an otherwise shared word (both Cantonese and SWC-
conforming) with a word that is unique to Cantonese, or by selectively suppressing
Cantonese-to-SWC conversion rules.

The intentional use of vernacular elements in Written Chinese, for literary
purposes or just to make a point, is widespread in Cantonese-speaking regions
(Fan 2014; Li 2011). The discussion of Written Cantonese in the literature is
mostly about the translanguaging type of vernacularisation. If Snow’s (2004) clas-
sification is to be used, then this refers to Saam-kap-dai (mixture of Classical,
Standard and vernacular elements), random mixing of Cantonese and Standard
Chinese elements in writing. This form of vernacularisation is found in literary
work, including novels, poems, lyrics and blog posts from Hong Kong writers.
Incidentally, this form of vernacularisation is also common in phone-texting by
older generations.

(8) Excerpt® from Children of Darkness 1% 1% by Wong Bik-wan (334 2)
NEWRMR T A4, 588, DR KEENS, R
NP T, e 2 . Rk A T, Rk b
EATENE, BATE, RatBoEslR], B SE RK iem,
I, RS R, OREBIE A, AR, B
VIER, B IKEEA.

(9) Excerpt from poem <Ek 3R 48 47> by Yam Gong (&X7L)

FHEE N EHEE L EGER 7 HERE R/ FRTA I [E E

7a

In the case of translanguaging, both Cantonese and SWC words are expected
in the text. The high proportion of SWC words that violate the Cantonese norm
indicates that SWC conversion rules are in place and the use of Cantonese can be
a deliberate act. There are Cantonese-violating words in every single sentence of
(8), coexisting with other distinctively Cantonese elements, inserted to break the
boundary between Cantonese and SWC. It is also expected that Cantonese function
words will be rare, since the boundary-breaking is best done by using distinctively
Cantonese elements to contrast with the standard, which can happen even at the
sub-lexical level. An example is the use of HSW] (naa5 dil), which consists of HS
(M. na), a SWC morpheme and "], a Cantonese classifier. The use of Cantonese
will also coincide with discourse-related elements as a way to exert orality to the
text, which is apparent in the use of THARMINENE (ding2 nei5dei6 m4 seon6, “1
can’t stand y’all”) in (9).
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The literary circle has explored different ways to insert Cantonese elements
in literary work (Chan 2020; Lai 2017). Their purposes include appealing to the
audience, providing lively expressions, highlighting orality and making cultural
references. This playful or instrumental use of Cantonese elements will inevit-
ably confine the use of Cantonese elements to cultural references and colloquial
expressions (e.g. expletives), as this is how it functionally serves to add depth to
existing work.”

Vernacularisation through code-switching

Code-switching (Myers-Scotton 1997) describes a switch from one code (lan-
guage) to another within a clause or at clause boundaries, presuming that the two
codes involved can be clearly identified. Certain mixed-code interactions between
multilinguals cannot be explained under these premises, which led to the discussion
of translanguaging, but the term is an apt description when two separate codes are
actively maintained by bilinguals for different scenarios. Cantonese users who are
proficient in Putonghua (including a small minority who speak Mandarin as a home
language) need to use Cantonese expressions in written communication and at the
same time refuse to blur the boundaries between SWC and Cantonese. This group
of users call for a clear demarcation between the two and make a conscious effort
to strengthen their distinction in writing, and have sought to develop a Cantonese-
based written lect that can be stayed in or switched to whenever necessary.

Maintaining a separate written form for Cantonese may be a way to address the
linguistic needs of these bilinguals, since their access to Putonghua and standard
SWC will cause dissonance and practical issues, such as failure to suppress the
inner voice that reads out Hong Kong SWC in Putonghua, or dealing with false
friends (homographs mistaken as cognates) between Hong Kong SWC and the
standard. An oft-cited example is ¥} (C. naai4naai2, M. ndinai), which is a
kinship term (that tends to be understood as a vernacular word even when written)
with different meanings in the two lects (“mother-in-law” in Cantonese and “grand-
mother” in Mandarin/SWC). There are also cases of word-for-word translations
of Cantonese grammatical structure into SWC (e.g. sentence-final verb to be W
MR laidgaa3 translated as 2 [¥) C. loi4dikl M. ldide). To bilinguals, it is difficult
to strike a balance between an acceptable written form and the optimal vernacular
influence. When these bilinguals see the need to express themselves in Cantonese,
instead of inserting colloquial words deliberately or selectively suppressing con-
version rules, they may need to go through a different vernacularisation pro-
cess, working from a different perspective. This dissonance can be solved easily
by maintaining two separate codes: a form of writing that always follows the
Cantonese lexical and grammatical norms, and another that always follows the
SWC norms.

Patterned switching between narrative and dialogues and authentic Cantonese
fall under the code-switching type of vernacularisation. The use of Cantonese is
not necessarily limited to functional insertions of elements, but instead a com-
plete switch that removes the learned SWC-conversion rules. Apart from being the



Divergence in Cantonese vernacular writing practices 31

default language for texting® and online forums, this has been increasingly popular
in the past decade as a writing norm and can also be found in formal genres. There
are Hong Kong-based writers who write exclusively in this code, and this is also
the default code choice for government-run social media accounts. It has also
recently been made into a category of the Hong Kong Youth Literary Awards (75
TESCEEAE) (2021).

(10)  (WHRAREF) , an award-winning essay by & & E-F joenglzau?
daan2zi6
oo NTHI A 17 2 st A0, (FIERE % ok, BEEIHET AE A S it
BT H o RIS AR i 45 B R A N (T AR T

(11) Tenancy agreement drafted by Benjamin Au Yeung (BXF5 1% 5%)
¥ [ 75 DAY SRR —IBRRL RT3 B AL R B
R, WFREYS FEAT R AR

The two cited examples contain no Cantonese-violating elements at all, which
is the result of the conscious suppression of conversion rules. In certain cases,
there are occasional occurrences of some SWC elements (in particular, | liu5
“already”, and less commonly, /& si6 “is”, [f] dikl the structural particle), which
could be a failure of such suppression. The use of Cantonese elements is not
linked to informality or orality and is not limited to the dialogues. Code-switching
vernacularisation has a high ratio of shared vocabulary with SWC. In fact, the ratio
can be so high (as in the tenancy agreement) that causes the text to be misclassified
as an example of SWC.

Comparison between the two modes

This section outlines the linguistic and functional differences between
translanguaging and code-switching vernacularisation practices, as summarized
in Table 2.4. The distinction is reflected in how writers name the act of
vernacularisation. Literary scholars, who tend to prefer the translanguaging type of
vernacularisation, often use the term &35 A\ 3C (jyut6jyus jap6bmand) “Cantonese
entering text” or “Cantonese-in-writing”, which captures the view that inserting
Cantonese into text transcends the pre-existing boundary of the “written norm”.
Venues of code-switching vernacularisation tend to use &3 jyut6man4 (e.g.
LHEREABL jyutbmand waidgeil baak3fol for Cantonese Wikipedia) “Written
Cantonese” or S EHAE se2 gwong2dunglwaa2 “writing-in-Cantonese”,
suggesting that Cantonese is seen as a written norm by its own.

Accounting for the differences

Snow (2013) outlines a developmental pathway that vernacularisation follows,
starting from the informal register and moving upwards to well-regarded genres
over time. Since code-switching vernacularisation is used in more formal genres,
it may appear to be a more developed form of vernacularisation compared to
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Table 2.4 Comparison between translanguaging and code-switching vernacularisation

Translanguaging Code-switching
Written Norm(s) SWC, which can be challenged  Standard SWC (which may
by translanguaging be closer to Putonghua than
translanguagers’ SWC) and
Cantonese as a separate norm
Labels (given by  Cantonese-in-writing Written Cantonese
its users) Writing-in-Cantonese
Functions To convey informality, To strengthen the distinction
friendliness or local between Cantonese and SWC;
references; to create a sharp to ensure Cantonese words
contrast with SWC are correctly interpreted in a
written context
Linguistic Features linked to vernacularity, Covers a wide range of formality,
features including discourse elements, not limited to less dialogue-
vulgar language and speech- like, less discourse elements
related features
Formality of Mostly informal Depending on the genre of the
Vernacular text
Content
Mechanism Insertion of Cantonese elements  Suppression of all (or most)

to SWC text hardwired SWC-conversion

rules

translanguaging. This section presents a view that the two vernacular-writing
practices presented above are upheld by users that are not necessarily different in
terms of the level of supportiveness or proficiency of Cantonese. The divergence
between these two groups of (presumably) equally supportive users of Cantonese
may stem from underlying differences in perceptions of Cantonese status and
the notion of “Standard Chinese”, which can be vastly different even within the
same community. The following explores whether there are known ideological
differences within Hong Kong that may explain this divide, and how this may
affect the future development of vernacular writing in Hong Kong.

This can be explained under the framework of linguistic ideologies of authority,
which encapsulate code-choices as competing authenticity and anonymity ideolo-
gies (Gal and Woolard 2004). Authenticity is a set of ideologies that “locate the
value of a language in its relationship to a particular community” and celebrates its
“linguistically marked form” or idiosyncrasies (Woolard 2016). Anonymity ideolo-
gies prefer a language that is shared across different communities, not attached to
a particular place (“comes from nowhere”), and belongs to the public space, which
are often used to support a hegemonic language.

Wong (2019) discusses ideologies of authenticity by two groups of Cantonese
advocates in Hong Kong: traditionalists—who claim to be “true guardians of
traditional Chinese cultures” by “linking the present to the past” and believe in
the superiority (age, purity, proximity to Classical Chinese) of Cantonese over
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Putonghua—and /ocalists who embrace the “here and now” and consider Cantonese
as “a core symbol of the local identity”.

A similar divide in the two groups can be extended to discuss ideologies about
SWC within members of the larger Hongkonger community. Traditionalist-
sympathisers are likely to seek authenticity in the diglossic Chinese writing trad-
ition through linking to the past, as Hong Kong is one of the best preservers of
traditional Han script and Chinese values. From this perspective, the intermix-
ture of Cantonese elements in SWC is the result of pursuing a balance between
1% daat6 (expressiveness) and HEngaa5 (elegance), which is a standard upheld
by contemporary writers of Chinese. The authenticity-anonymity tension is
between the traditional (the traditional script, Cantonese, SWC) and the standard
(the simplified script, Putonghua, Mainland SWC). Hong Kong SWC is there-
fore an internal, endoglossic standard that can be maintained by Hongkongers
and does not require external (as in outside of Hong Kong) judgement. This posi-
tive view towards SWC and the functional use of Cantonese is aligned with the
translanguaging mode of vernacularisation. Localist-sympathisers, in contrast,
consider authenticity to be a code that resembles the present, which corresponds
to the Cantonese vernacular. They may have considered SWC a member of the
hegemonic Standard Chinese paradigm, due to SWC’s clear lexical differences
when directly compared with the vernacular and the view that SWC is a written
lect of Putonghua (Shi et al. 2014). Equating SWC with Putonghua has an unex-
pected effect of promoting an exoglossic standard for SWC, meaning that Hong
Kong users do not have a say in what is good or correct SWC, in stark contrast
with traditionalist-sympathisers’ conclusion. This negative view towards SWC
leaves them with no choice but to defend a new Cantonese-based code that fits
their linguistic ideologies.

Dialect/standard constellation and the future of diglossia

The following discussion conjectures how the two modes of vernacularisation will
shape the development of diglossia and the Cantonese-SWC dynamics in the near
future, with reference to the dialect/standard constellation by Auer (2005; 2011).
Auer’s constellation captures the dialect/standard dynamics in European languages
with five configurations, which correspond to different stages of standard languages
taking over traditional dialects. The standard language starts off as an exoglossic
standard used only by the elites (Type 0), and later develops into a written form with
a local (endoglossic) standard alongside the vernacular (Type A medial diglossia),
then becomes an alternative formal spoken norm (Type B spoken diglossia) or a
source for further intermixing (Type C diaglossia), and finally replaces the original
vernacular through levelling or shift (Type D dialect loss). Switching from one
type to another is conditioned by the structural distance between the vernacular
and standard(s), with the possibility of reversal or language shift. Although logo-
graphic scripts are not discussed in Auer’s original work, the generalisations on
how diglossia develops into other dynamics fit well into the observations about
Cantonese-SWC diglossia.
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Diglossia in Hong Kong has been a case of medial diglossia (Type A) for a
sustained period of time. Classical Chinese (3 & 3 man4jin4man2) was used as
the main written language, and its status was gradually replaced by SWC in the
past century, transforming the original diglossia into one between Cantonese-based
vernacular and Cantonese-sounding SWC. This is the departure point, from which
traditionalist and localist views lead to different strategies for vernacularisation,
according to their perceived structural distances between lects.

Translanguaging: moving towards diaglossia (Type C)

Translanguaging as a vernacularisation practice aligns with the traditionalist/
pluricentric view that all Chinese users, including users from Hong Kong, can
make adaptation to SWC to serve practical needs. This act shrinks the already
small structural distance between Cantonese and SWC by deflating the linguistic
and formality axes. Cantonese elements (associated with informality, localness or
vulgarity) continue to make way into Hong Kong SWC through informal genres
(Snow 2013), and previously unspoken SWC elements enter the spoken domain
through High Cantonese. This is a sign of a progression into diaglossia (Type C).
This is represented schematically in the cone model below. The vernacular base of
Cantonese (oval) gets closer to the standard (moving upwards), and the standard
spectrum (cone) has become more embracing (growing downwards), taking in
Cantonese words and expressions as part of Hong Kong SWC.

Code-switching: leading to a new endogloassic standard (Type 0)

Code-switching vernacularisation addresses the need for a written norm to record
Cantonese for users who feel that SWC cannot be used to faithfully represent
Cantonese. This need stems from higher awareness of the differences between
school-taught SWC and Cantonese, which could be a result of higher Putonghua
proficiency, pushing Hong Kong SWC towards Putonghua-based SWC. The reflex
results in the development of a new Cantonese-based endoglossic standard that is
in the hands of the speakers. This can be represented in the diagram as the further
shrinkage of the cone. If SWC writing must be Putonghua-based, the diglossic
standard will have become inaccessible to local users. This will free up the space
for a new standard built from Cantonese.

In other words, the choice of vernacular writing practices is linked to the
perceived structural distance between SWC and vernacular Cantonese, which
combinedly determine whether or not SWC can be used as a vehicle for transmit-
ting Cantonese elements in writing. This translates into the two strategic actions in
handling Cantonese elements in their writing practice. Cantonese and SWC started
as medial diglossia, and individuals departed from this point towards different
directions. Translanguaging is the result of assuming a short structural distance
between SWC and Cantonese, and upholding SWC as a written form that is owned
by Hongkongers. The ultimate form is a Type C configuration, words and structures
from SWC and Cantonese form a formal-to-informal spectrum in both writing
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Table 2.5 ldeological differences

Translanguaging Code-switching
How is Chinese viewed? Pluricentric Monocentric
Ideological Orientation Traditionalist Localiser
Status of SWC Endoglossic standard ~ Exoglossic standard
Structural Distance between Can. & SWC Shrinking Growing
What is achieved through Informalisation of the ~ Uplifting of
vernacularisation in formal texts texts vernacular status

and speech. The consequence of translanguaging is the informalisation of certain
genres. Code-switching results from assuming a long structural distance between
the two lects, which necessitates a new endoglossic standard that can represent
Cantonese alongside SWC as an exoglossic standard, which is a reversal from Type
A to Type 0 configuration. This will help uplift the status of the vernacular to the
status of a standard language.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented a detailed description of diglossia in Hong Kong and
investigated the main vernacularisation mechanisms for Hong Kong Cantonese.
A major contribution of this chapter is the suggestion that this process is governed
and can be explained by drawing a distinction between translanguaging and
code-switching as two distinct vernacularisation practices. Hongkongers can
effortlessly convert Cantonese into SWC by applying “hardwired” conversion
rules. If vernacular elements are purposefully inserted into SWC, this is an act
of translanguaging, which results in a written form that is mixed with non-SWC
Cantonese and non-Cantonese SWC elements. Alternatively, two separate codes
can be maintained, with SWC as the school-taught written norm that follows
learned “hardwired” vernacular-to-standard conversion rules on one side, and the
Cantonese vernacular-based written norm with the rules suppressed. This diver-
gence, which is argued to be linked to the perceived structural distance between
SWC and Cantonese, results in two modes of vernacular writing that differ in word
choice, linguistic structures, formality and genre distribution.

The working of vernacularisation shows why diglossia in Hong Kong can out-
live other forms of diglossia in East Asia, which were almost completely wiped out.
The first reason is its non-phonological nature, which allows speakers to operate in
Cantonese entirely by applying easy-to-maintain lexical and grammatical conver-
sion rules. The second reason is that the insertion of local, Cantonese elements to
writing in translanguaging vernacularisation provides an extra leeway in shaping
the written language towards a localized variety, lowering the need to abandon
SWC as the written norm.

Language ideology determines how vernacular elements are used and lead
towards different developmental directions. Users of translanguaging tend
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to consider SWC as part of their indispensable writing system, which is an
endoglossic standard controllable and challengeable by the users themselves,
and can be tweaked to convey Cantoneseness. Code-switching users tend to see
SWC as the hegemonic language that they are fighting against, or as a represen-
tation of Putonghua. This view could have pushed SWC over the psychological
threshold and led some speakers to reconceptualize it as an exoglossic standard
(Type 0 repertoire). Then there is a need for a newly developed, psychologically
close endoglossic standard developed solely for Cantonese. The code-switching
kind of Cantonese vernacular writing may seem to be a more progressive form than
the more widespread translanguaging vernacular writing, but the choice of the two
does not imply how much the user supports Cantonese.

Likely, proficiency in Putonghua in Hong Kong will further improve, which
may favour the development of a code-switching form of Cantonese vernacular
writing (counterintuitively). Having said that, given the number of Cantonese
speakers who left Hong Kong in the 2020s and the likelihood that their children
may not learn Putonghua, it is possible that they will maintain a traditionalist-like
ideology and continue using translanguaging-type vernacular writing. It is there-
fore possible to assume that the two practices will continue to coexist in the future
as long as Cantonese continues to be used in Hong Kong and its diaspora. The
competition between the two and the sociolinguistic variables behind the two user
groups shall be the topics for further research.
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Notes

1 In practice, Cantonese is the default vernacular choice and enjoys a high status in the
Hong Kong society. The label is based on perceived status, and there are alternative ways
to label the lects.

2 Sometimes the use of literary or colloquial reading for a character is lexically
predetermined, e.g. 14 daa2zo6 is always read with the literary reading, and HEHEAA
paaidpaai4co’ is always colloquial.

3 This example is from the Langfocus YouTube channel: www.youtube.com/watch?v=zfX1
OFMXUh4

4 This is mentioned in several column articles and blog posts written by broadcasters: https://
eastweek.my-magazine.me/main/117983

5 The idea that there can be both translanguaging and code-switching in the same commu-
nity is not new. Chan (2021) analysed Cantonese-English mixing in his radio talk data as
primarily a translanguaging act and identified some instances of speakers “languagize”
code-switched words as English.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zfX1OFMXUh4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zfX1OFMXUh4
https://eastweek.my-magazine.me/main/117983
https://eastweek.my-magazine.me/main/117983
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6 Elements that are Cantonese-violating (i.e. must be converted into another word when
spoken) are marked with bold and underline; elements that are SWC-violating (i.e.
against the school-taught standard, must be converted when SWC norm is observed) are
enclosed in boxes. Other elements without any special formatting are shared between
SWC and Cantonese.

7 There are exceptions. Dung Kai Cheong ((EH(), quoted in Chan’s (2020) article,
discusses how he experiments ways to reverse the common association that lively (4%
saanglgwai2) or vulgar (i si5zeng2) things are expressed in Cantonese, and serious
(IE#E zing3gingl) or affectionate (&1 samicing4) dialogues are not.

8 This online forum post from LiHKG (https://lihkg.com/thread/763275/page/1) discusses
how the older generation fail to observe this written norm and use random mixing of
Cantonese in Standard Chinese text, e.g. one example is the use of “ANJ& (batlsi6 “not”,
SWC only) X (taai3 “very”, shared) & (hou2, good, shared) W (wo3 “sentence-final
particle for advice”, Cantonese)”.
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