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KEY DIFFERENCES IN MANDARIN AND CANTONESE THAT COMPLICATE
THEIR MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING

The article argues the key differences that exist in two most spoken dialects of Modern Chinese language, namely
Mandarin and Cantonese. While the first one is the official language for the People’s Republic of China, the second
one is still widely-spoken in its southern parts, including Hong Kong and Macau. For successful communication and
good academic performance, those who learn Chinese as a second language should master the basics of both dialects.
Although both varieties belong to analytical languages with SVO word order and similar syntaxes (in most cases), the
phonology of the two differs drastically due to the fact that they originate from different lects. The paper analyzes roots of
Cantonese and Mandarin Chinese in order to explain why they are that different nowadays. It points to the fact that the
first one is mainly based on the pronunciation of the Yueyu dialect group, which is widely-spread in the southern part of
China, while the second belongs to the northern Guanhua dialect group. Historically, the latter dialectic group underwent
more phonetical changes (for instance, lost syllable-finales [-m], [-p], [-t], and [-k] that are still present and actively used
in Yueyu dialect). Moreover, the article focuses on the morphological structure of the dialects and explains how the reform
in the Mainland China contributed to more misunderstandings among the speakers of Mandarin and Cantonese. The
initiative that aimed at simplifying characters did not receive support at Canton region and ended up in a phenomenon
called “one language — two writing systems.” The fact that Mandarin Chinese adopted simplified characters, while
Cantonese still used the traditional ones, deepened the gap between the regions. With a regard to the aforementioned
differences in two dialects, it becomes particularly important to specify their peculiarities and features.
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KJIIOYOBI BIIMIHHOCTI MIZK IYTYHXYA (MAHAAPUHOM)
TA KAHTOHCBKHUM ATAJIEKTOM, 10 YCKJAJHIOIOTb
IX B3BAEMO3PO3YMUIICTb

Y emammi npoananizosano ocno6ui GiOMiHHOCMI MidC HAUNONYAAPHIUWUMUY OIATIEKMAMU CYYACHOT KUMAUICbKOT MO8U,
a came — [lymynxya (ab6o Manoapuncoxuit) ma Konmorncoxkum Oianekmom. Ilepuiuil 3 Hux mae cmamyc 0epoicagHoi Most,
moai K Opyeull AKMUBHO BUKOPUCIMOBYIOMb Y Nis0enHux pecionax Kumaro, ¢ momy yucni i onkonszi ma Makao. [{na 3a-
be3neyenHs AKICHOI 0C8imMu ma YHUKHEeHHs npobiem 3 NOOANbULUM NPAYesLaumMy8aHHAM Mi, XMo 8U8YAIoms KUMALCbKy
MOBY 51K THO3eMHY, NOGUHHI MAMU YSAGIIeHHs. Md PO3PIZHAMU K406l acnekmu 000x Oiarekmig. Xoua 00udsa pizHosuou
Hazexicams 00 AHANIMUYHUX MO8 3 YIMKUM NOPAOKOM Ci6 (NiomMem-npucyook-000amok) ma 30e0iiiuio20 Maoms 00-
HAKOBUL CUHMAKCUC, IXHS (POHONO2IS KAPOUHANLHO GIOPIZHAEMbCSL, A0HCE BOHU NOXOOSIMb 610 Pi3HUX JeKmis. Y nodanii
cmammi 0ocnioxHcyemvcst noxoodicenns Kanmoncovkoeo ma Mandapurncvkozo dianexmis, wob obrpynmysamii, Yomy Ha
yell yac 6OHU MAK CUIbHO BIOpI3HAIOMbCA. Bussnaemocs, wo honemuuna cucmema nepuio2o 30e0iivuloeo 6a3yemvcs Ha
npasuiax eumosu diarekmuoi epynu FOero, po3nosciodaicenoi na nisoui kpainu, mooi sax opyautl Harexicums 00 NiGHIUHOT
epynu Iyanvxya. Iemopuuno max cxknanocs, wjo sumosa I yanvxya zaznana oinvuux 3min, nise FOerw (nanpuxnad, y Hi
3HUKAU Qinanvui npueonocwif-mj, [-p], [-t], ma [-k], wo Ooci akmueno suxopucmosyromvcsa y nig0eHHux Oid1eKmax).
Kpim moeo, asmop 36epmac ysazy na mopghonoziuny cmpykmypy O0iaiekmie ma nosiCHIOE, SIKUM YUHOM MOGHA pedhopma
mamepukoso2o Kumaro ycKiaouuna nopo3ymMinHs Mide mumu, Xmo cniaikyemvcsi Manoapuncokum ma Kanmoncokum.
Xoua 3a3nayena iniyiamuea 6yna cnpamo8ana Ha CnpoweHHs iEpoeniqhis, 60Ha He 3000y1a OuiKy8aHy niompumky y Kau-
MOHCLKOMY Pe2ioHi, 8 pe3yibmami 4020 i GUHUK (DeHOMEH, KU HA3UBAIOMb «0OHA MO6A — 08I cucmemu nucvma.» Toi
¢daxm, wo Manoapuncoruil diaiekm HApasi SUKOPUCMOBYE cnpoujeHi iepoanipu, a Kanmoncokuu 3amumuecs sipHum
MPaouYitiHOMy HANUCAHHIO, NO2TUONIOE NPIPEY NOPO3YMIHHS MIidC pecioHamu. 3 02120y HA UKIAOeHI 8IOMIHHOCMI 6U-
HUKAE HeoOXIOHICMb 0eMmanbHO20 aHANi3y 0coOnUB0Cmell 080X JiaieKmis.

Knrouosi cnosa: Manoapuncoxuii oianekm ([Iymynxya), Kanmoncoxuii Oianexm, ¢oononoeis, mopgonozis, cunmarcuc,
NOPIGHANIbHA NIIHSBICMUKA.
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Problem statement. Due to the rapid
development of Chinese economics and its strong
international presence, more and more students
decide to learn this language. Nowadays, the majority
of international students learn only the official
Mandarin dialect, which is popular in the Mainland
China. However, when it comes to practice, even
native speakers of Chinese that come from different
regions, for instance — Beijing and Hong Kong,
cannot understand each other. That happens because
even though both aforementioned versions of
Chinese have many common aspects in syntax, they
drastically vary on the phonology and characters.
Nowadays, Cantonese dialect of Chinese language
is a mother tongue for more than 75 million people
living in the Guangdong and Guangxi provinces,
Hong Kong, Macau, and for the migrants of these
regions'. Moreover, the language has official status
in Hong Kong and Macau, which means that it
can be used not only for daily conversations but
also for business and administrational purposes
(Pierson, 2017). Therefore, taking into account the
wide spread of Cantonese dialect, those who learn
Chinese should have at least general understanding
of its key differences with Mandarin.

Morphology. The first and key difference that a
reader sees in Mandarin and its Cantonese variety
is that they have different characters. The previous
sentence is partially true, because when a person
digs deeper, he/she sees that actually the majority
of characters has the same radicals, but still looks
different. For instance, traditional character for the
word “language” is “F&” and its simplified form looks
“IE”. It consists of three radicals, namely “speech”
(& ori ), “five” (11), and “mouth” (I71), that can be
logically interpreted as “a [speech] that is common
for at least [five] different people [mouths].”

It happens because the Cantonese still uses
traditional characters that come from wenyan
(3C&, classical Chinese written language used until
the beginning of 20" century) (Wang, 2017). On the
other hand, Mandarin Chinese has been simplified
after the language reforms of 1956 and 1964 that
aimed at increasing the literacy rate among the
population by making characters easier to remember
and quicker to write (Pierson, 2017). Since that, a
reader who sees Mandarin characters may have
problems with interpreting the meaning that lies
behind each radical.

The simplification applied various methods
starting from replacing the radicals and characters
built with them by simpler forms (as it was shown in

! Cantonese language (2013, August 26) In Encyclopadia Britannica.
Retrieved form: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cantonese-language
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the example above) and up to the structural changes
that adopted new standardized forms or removed
some radicals from the simplified character. The
latter changes received a portion of critique, as
many simplified characters actually lost some
important semantic roots (Zhao, 2015; Yan, 2016;
Wang, 2017). In particular, the traditional writing of
character “%%” that means “love” has four radicals
“claws” (*7), “roof” ("), “heart” (:.(»), and “to go”
(&), which can be interpreted as “[love] is when
you [walk] hand by hand with a person that took
your [heart] and leave under one [roof]| despite all
quarrels /claws].” The radicals play a crucial role in
understanding the underling meaning of the word.
However, according to the rules of simplification,
the character has undergone significant changes
and now is written as “%.” The irony is that “love”
lost its “heart” and now consists of three radicals,
namely “claws”(™), “roof” ("), and “friendship”
(&), which can be interpreted as “[friends] that
quarrel /claws] under one [roof]”.

The language reforms in People’s Republic of
China (PRC) aimed at simplifying the writing system
of Mandarin Chinese and therefore increasing the
literacy among its citizens, but at the same time, it
cut off some important roots of the words etymology.
The Cantonese has not adopted the proposed
changes, and keeps using the traditional radicals
and characters that date back to the Classic Chinese
language (Wang, 2017). As such, those who want
to understand the newspapers written in Cantonese
have to learn the simplified radicals and be ready
that some characters may have more building blocks
than their Mandarin equivalents do.

Phonology. Even though the educated Chinese
adult from PRC can get the meaning of the piece
written in Cantonese based on the characters, it
is impossible for him/her to understand the oral
conversation. That happens because the Cantonese,
as other dialects of Chinese, has its unique
phonological system?.

De facto the pronunciation of Cantonese is based
on the local variety of Chinese language used in
Guangzhou that was called Canton by European
traders (Pierson, 2017). The local variety has minor
differences with other lects that belong to Yueyu (%
1) dialect group, but they are mutually intelligible?®.
On the other hand, the official Mandarin Chinese is
based on the pronunciation common for northern
regions, in particular Beijing lect, that belongs to
Guanhua (B 1) dialect group.

TR, Q015) A, J M T AL SN, kb
2247, 36(11), 48-51.

SAE. (2016). HONEE S HIEEE S RGO L. ) ERE
SRR, 1(1), 45-47.

w



...............................................................................

Mandarin Chinese has undergone more
phonetical changes that the Cantonese. Nowadays,
it is less complicated syllables and fewer tones.
In particular, Guanhua (‘B if, the dialectic group
where Mandarin belongs to) does not have syllable-
finales [-m], [-p], [-t], and [-k] that are still used
in Cantonese (Bauer, & Benedict, 2011). As such,
words in Mandarin Chinese usually end up with a
vowel or [-n] / [-y] sounds, while Cantonese is not
limited to them.

The tone system is a particularly important
and interesting part of the phonology for those
who learn Chinese. Tone is a so-called “marker”
of the syllable, which helps distinguish different
words. While consonants and vowels are produced
by mouth, the “production of tones is centered in
the larynx” (Bauer, & Benedict, 2011, p. 10). The
speech sounds are produced by the vibrations of the
vocal cords, and the number of these vibrations per
second give different tones to the particular syllable.
While Mandarin Chinese has only 4 tones and a
neutral one, the number of Cantonese tones is still
not specified. The majority of linguists agree that
Cantonese has 6 basic contrasting tones and 3 more
variations (Hashimoto, 1972; Chan, & Li, 2000;
Qin, & Mok, 2011). However, the recent research
of Bauer and Benedict (2011) assumes that modern
Cantonese has 12 distinguished tones. The table
1 below show the generally accepted classifications
of four Mandarin and nine Cantonese tones with the
descriptions of their intonation.

Table 1
Tones of Mandarin and Cantonese
Tone Mandarin Cantonese
number
Tl Flat high (long) | High level, high falling
v M‘d'(gilg;l e Mid rising
T3 Down-up (long) Mid level
T4 Falling (short) Low fallling, very low
evel
T5 Low rising
T6 Low level
T7 (or T1) High level (short)
t8 (or T3) Mid level (short)
T9 (or T6) Low level (short)

Based on the classification presented above, one
can clearly note that even though Cantonese has
more tones than Mandarin, the down-up (long) tone
of the latter is not common for Cantonese. Picture
1 and 2 illustrate the intonation of the pronounced
syllable in Mandarin and Cantonese accordingly.
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Picture 1. Visual scheme of Mandarin tones4

Picture 2. Visual scheme of Cantonese tones
(To, Cheung, & McLeod, 2013, p. 46)

Taking into account all phonetic differences
mentioned above, one can clearly see why Mandarin
and Cantonese are mutually unintelligible on the
oral level. The key issues include the presence of
multiple syllable-finales and tones in Cantonese when
compared to Mandarin.

Syntax. Despite striking differences in the
phonology of Cantonese and Mandarin, both
languages tend to use same syntax and are analytic.
As such, having mastered the key transformational
changes between simplified and traditional characters,
one can read and fully understand the written text in
both dialects.

The core for Mandarin’s syntax is formed by
subject-verb-object (SVO) word order. In most
cases, the same scheme is applicable for Cantonese.
However, the last one is not that strict and often
violates this rule, as it is more “topic-prominent”
language than Mandarin (Matthews, & Yip, 2013).
The research by Lee (2019) confirms that while
Mandarin speakers tend to express additional
information through adverbs, prosodic stress and
sentence-final particle, Cantonese speakers would
likely change the word order instead. For instance,
one may compare two sentences presented in Table 2.

Another interesting difference in two languages is
the ways they show possessive case. While Mandarin
Chinese has one particle [/ [de] that is somewhat
equivalent to English “ ’s ”, Cantonese has two
particles™% [ge3] andM{ [dil] that are placed before
nouns in singular and plural respectively (Table 3).

Conclusions. Summing all things up,
Mandarin Chinese, which is commonly taught
to the international students, is not mutually
understandable by those who speak Cantonese.

4 Retrieved from: http://web.mit.edu/jinzhang/www/pinyin/tones/
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Table 2
Common word order in expressive sentences
Mandarin Cantonese
Common KoL X EHi#K 7. 18 IR O AR HEE T
sentence I’ve already heard this song. (As for) this song, I’ve already heard (it).
SVO: OoSV:
S=1 O= (as for) this song;
Word order V= have (alrea;dy) heard; ( S=) L ®
O = (this) song. V = have (already) heard.
Table 3
Possessive case in Mandarin and Cantonese
Mandarin Cantonese
Singular Plural Singular Plural
L. PR TR W M .
My [F] book. My [F7] books. My [W£] book. My [1#1] books.

Comment: Even though the word “book” itself did not change
(&), the reader can understand the quantity due to different
possessive particles.

Comment: The reader cannot understand whether the
noun “book” (+9) is in singular or plural form.

This mainly happens due to drastic differences in  (if the student knows the rules of simplification).
phonology. However, both languages have many As such, it is still possible to use written language
similarities in syntax, vocabulary and characters for successful communication.
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