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Introduction

Topic: The three special word order features in Cantonese
Nature of the project:
A research is conducted to analysis special word order features in Cantonese compared to
Standard Modern Chinese. Through observation during daily life, these features arouse our
interest to further analysis. With referencing the finding of Mu(2012), we found the basic
direction of forming categories that reflect the differences. As Yuan(2001) argues that it is
the generality results in the poor awareness among local people, we designed a questionnaire
to test the awareness of this phenomenon among local people and apply the result to our
analysis.
Major guestion:

(1) What is the main kinds of word order features in Cantonese?

(2) Have local and Cantonese-users noticed this phenomenon of different word order

features clearly and categorized them correctly?

Experiment objects:
The persons who can speak Cantonese and Mandarin, at least knowing the syntax of these
two.
Scope and Goal:
Our project focuses on the word order, syntax in Cantonese.With the materials such as a
survey, newspaper, and videos, we analyze this topic not only from the perspective of oral,
but also written. To analyze the special word order features, we make a comparison to both
English and classic Chinese. English analogy would help them to understand the
phenomenon, while coming back to Cantonese as one kind of Chinese itself, understanding

classic Chinese would facilitate the comprehension of their own language. As for the goal, we
hope local people can learn further about their language.

Value:

While local people concentrate more on Hong Kong-style English (also called Konglish), we
suppose it is the proper time to remind them of turning back to their mother tongue and its
traits.
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Data and Method

1. Quantitative Methodology: A guestionnaire
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The questionnaire is oriented to figure out the answers to the major questions, especially
whether local people have noticed the special word order in Cantonese and master relevant
knowledge to explain what they are. The questionnaire will be conducted online and offline.
In order to be convenient, we choose City University of Hong Kong, Festival Walk, and two
metro stations as the ideal places to fulfill our criteria for the study objects and universality of
the samples.

It contains several multiple-choice questions related to the project and personal informative
collection. The sample questions are attached in the appendix.

2. Qualitative Methodology 1: Newspaper, Magazines and Forums
One of the qualitative methods is to analyze the daily-used Cantonese in written form with
the primary materials such as newspaper, magazines, and forums online.. The grammatical

structure will be shown in the tree diagrams for comparison between the target language and
Standard Modern Chinese.
Source: Apple Daily and Discuss HK

3. Qualitative Methodology 2: Videos and live news

In order to be prone to the reality that oral Cantonese is used, we select the videos and the
live news which enjoy high popularity as our materials. We integrated and classified the
sentences with different word order from sources. With the accessibility to related materials,
we analysis the meaning, structure, constitution, and related syntax phenomenon.

Source: Cold War II

Finding and Analysis

1. Analysis of the result of questionnaire

For this survey, we have collected 280 response from our random-assigned samples who have
the knowledge about syntax in Standard Modern Chinese and Cantonese. According to the
statistic, 85.7% of them agree on the idea that the special syntax does exist in Cantonese. This
primarily proves that Cantonese-users have already noticed this linguistic phenomenon. As
for the exact kind of word order, 88.6%, which is the highest accuracy of this quiz, know
about the post-positioned indirect object clauses and can translate the example into Standard
Modern Chinese. Additionally, apart from the post-positioned indirect object, the majority of
them are less aware of the other word order. Although 65.7% think that the adjectives should
be positioned in front of the noun phrases, the accuracy of that related question decreases to
14.3% ,which could be understood that the local may not have a clear grammatic structure of
Cantonese. Also, most of them consider the post-positioned adverbial clauses as a normal
sentence order while only 17% reply that adverbials should not be followed by verbs.
Besides, we interviewed part of the sample who had chosen all the right answers individually.
They indicate that proper systematic classical Chinese training may help them understand the
order clearly and do this quiz correctly. To sum up, actually, the Cantonese-users are not so
familiar with their own language from the perspective of syntax.

2. Three special word order features in Cantonese
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(1) The post-positioned adverbial clauses

Shown from the data of the questionnaire, most of the local people can not distinguish the
post-positioned adverbial clauses. While chatting with our local friends, we found that their
linguistic habit that adverbials could be post-positioned to verbs may lead to little awareness
of this phenomenon. However, almost adverbials should be followed by verbs in Cantonese,
as well as in Mandarin. So it is quite special from the perspective of syntax. The example can
be obtained as follows.

(Cantonese) (fil) g ilrRss,
(Mandarin) (i) 5¢ &l =BT,
(Free Translation) He has coded all the names.
Source: Cold War 11

In the above sentence, the meaning of “liff” is equivalent to “%¢%" in
Mandarin, connoting “totally” in English. In the Cantonese, the adverb “totally”” which
should be placed ahead of the verb “code” according to Standard Modern Chinese, now is
positioned behind the verb, resulting in the post-positioned adverbial clauses.

Then we use a hierarchical organization to analysis the constitutions of sentences visually.
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coded totall all names
He totally coded all names ¥

Another example is a comparative sentence.

(Cantonese) vkl

(Mandarin) FLokE e

(Free Translation) higher than the freezing point

Source: /&7 KB +ET AR B4 2 2 AT B A PR T4, Apple Daily
In this case, the adjective is followed by the adverbial phrase in Cantonese, while in
Mandarin, the adverbial phrase is followed by the adjective. This could be an example of
post-positioned adverbial clauses.

/ \ AP
§ . N / \
PN N
Prep / AP\ Prep AP
SN
A|dj l\ll Adj N
] ] » L EE :)‘x :-w' 5
higher than freezing point than freezin q point highe

Similarity can be found in classic Chinese. For example, “&, 2R
#:" which means “The dye is extracted from the indigo”, the
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adverbial “AE;” (from the indigo) is positioned behind the verb
“H¢”(extract).

(2) The post—positioned attributive
The data we collected shows the contrast that although many people realize that the adjective
should be positioned ahead of the noun, when it comes to the Cantonese for daily use, most
of them fail to realize this phenomenon. The reason may be the generality and the lack of the
master of related classic Chinese. Below shows the examples.

(Cantonese)(105% 7 i) ALHEEFER

(Mandarin) (105555 ) ALY S04

(Free Translation) (A 10-year-old boy) randomly blended drinking things.

Source : 10wty gl Al ENE, apply daily
In the above sentences, the meaning of “I¥” in Cantonese can be
translated into Mandarin “#/§”, which means “things”. And both
“B%" “Ww” mean “drinking”. In the Cantonese, the attributive “drinking”
which should be positioned ahead of the object “things” according to Standard Modern

Chinese, is now positioned behind the object, engendering the phenomenon of the post-
positioned attributive.
Then we use a hierarchical organization to analysis the constitutions of sentences visually.

S S

} \

| / v \ /AF' \ r~|lF' / V\ /AP\
Pro Adv \% N Adj Pro Adv Vv AG N
(1) HL P 25 - (fth) BL 2 B s
(He) randomly blended things  drinking (He) randomly blended drinking things

Similarity can be found in classic Chinese. For example,”/& i .2
my, HIEHR ( (EFSEEEC) ) 7 In the above sentence, the attributive “15 " (tall) is
positioned behind the noun “f#% " (building). The normal word order
is that “Emiae, WK (Living in the tall building, I would worry

about my people).

(3) The post—positioned indirect object
Analyzing the data, we find that this kind of usage is the most easy-clarified. Although there
is little proof of this usage in Mandarin and Classic Chinese, it is a general law which we will
explain better below. For Hong Kong is an international place and English is one of the

official languages here, the local people may acquire this knowledge from English learning or
inherent language sense to some extent. It could be the reason why those who has little
knowledge about Classic Chinese can work out the relevant question in the quiz. There is an
example.

(Cantonese) Fln g5 56{E nJ DAL 5 4 3k
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(Mandarin) Hlr = & fth w] DL HORH IR 57
(Free Translation) My colleague says that he could rent a house to me.
Source: 72747k

S A I AN

Pro NP
P
rep Pro Prep Pro / \
Art N \ Art N
1E AL Ei: | & B 2 E24 fit ATEA = E Ei:l C] B
He can rent a house to Me He can to me rent a house

.

%37 in Mandarin

In the above sentences, both “f#” in Cantonese and
work similar function as “to”. “A house” is the direct object while “me” is the indirect object.
In Cantonese, the direct object always appears ahead of indirect object, which contrasts the
order of Standard ModernChinese.

The post-positioned indirect object is not original in classic Chinese, but an objective law of
generality, because we can also find the same usage in English (Yuan,2001). To understand
this phenomenon, we make an analogy with English. For example, in terms of the word
“offer” which can connect double objects, there are two forms of the grammar. One is “offer
sb. sth.” and the other is “offer sth. to sb.”. The former one is similar to the word order in

Standard Modern Chinese, while the latter one can be the form of Cantonese grammar.

DEC-related applications:

For the applications, there could be two parts. One is for language translation and the other
one is to help Cantonese speakers avoid some mistakes when writing.

As Zhang (1998) says, “It[ Translation] happens among dialects within a single

language. ”Cantonese can also be translated to Mandarin. However, “Cantonese and
Mandarin are linguistically more complicated and computationally more challenging”, which
makes the translation rather difficult (Zhang, 1998). The correction of word order would
make the translation more accurate and make people easier to understand. Through
programming and the technology of big data, the machine translation can make the simple
sentences translated, which could be a development of Cantonese translation.

As the questionnaire analysis shows, even though the majority of people realize that there
are differences between Cantonese and Mandarin, they may not fully understand it. Thus, it
could help them not only realize the phenomenon but also put it into practice. As Wan said,
some usage in spoken dialect could be right, but when it comes to the written language, it
could be wrong. Since the syntax of the standard written language is closer to Mandarin, this
can help them avoid using the sentences with odd word order in written language. When they
can understand what they use in the daily life, they will try to reform the sentences in a more
proper way when writing.

Reference:
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Group 10: A

This project is pretty good. Word-order is a very important but
tough topic in the field of linguistics. It’s brave of you to give
an attempt at tackling the word-order issues in Cantonese.
The project has shown that you have grasped several research
methods and much basic linguistic knowledge. By the careful
observation and analysis, people may be aware of more
characteristics of Cantonese language. The application part is
also meaningful and practical.

Just one point --- some questions of the survey might be too
professional for ordinary people since they don’t possess
particular linguistic knowledge. It’s not their duty to clearly
know the structure of certain language.



