Chinese Language Information

Standard Chinese:

Chinese can be considered a language or language family. Originally the indigenous languages spoken by the Han Chinese in China, it forms one of the two branches of Sino-Tibetan family of languages. About one-fifth of the world’s population, or over 1 billion people, speak some form of Chinese as their native language. (see picture below for evolution of the language, written form).
The same news report indicate 53 percent of the population, or 700 million speakers, can effectively communicate in Putonghua (commonly called "Mandarin"), outnumbering any other language in the world. The governments intend for speakers of all Chinese speech varieties to use it as a common language of communication. Therefore it is used in government agencies, in the media, and as a language of instruction in schools. There are between six and twelve main regional groups of Chinese, of which the most populous (by far) is Mandarin (c. 850 million), followed by Wu (c. 90 million), Min (c. 70 million) and Cantonese (c. 70 million).
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Modern-day Chinese speakers of all kinds communicate using one formal standard written language (modeled after Mandarin, generally the modern Beijing substandard). The standardized form of spoken Chinese is Standard Mandarin (Putonghua) and is also based on the Beijing dialect. Standard Mandarin is the official language of the People's Republic of China and the Republic of China (Taiwan), as well as one of four official languages of Singapore. Chinese—de facto, Standard Mandarin—is one of the six official languages of the United Nations. Of the other varieties, Standard Cantonese is common and influential in Cantonese-speaking overseas communities, and remains one of the official languages of Hong Kong (together with English) and of Macau (together with Portuguese).
The Chinese written language employs Chinese characters (漢字/汉字 pinyin: hànzì), which are logograms: each symbol represents a meaningful unit of language, as well as one syllable.  The idea that all Chinese characters are either pictographs or ideographs is an erroneous one: most characters contain phonetic parts, and are composites of phonetic components and semantic Radicals. Only the simplest characters, such as ren 人 (human), ri 日 (sun), shan 山 (mountain), shui 水 (water), may be wholly pictorial in origin.
Two forms:
There are currently two systems for Chinese characters. The traditional system, still used in Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macau, takes its form from standardized character forms dating back since the late Han dynasty. The Simplified Chinese character system, developed by the PRC Mainland China in 1954 to promote mass literacy, simplifies most complex traditional glyphs to fewer strokes, many to common caoshu shorthand variants. With a larger pool of synonymous characters, the simplified version is quicker and easier to write and master.

A well-educated Chinese today recognizes approximately 6,000-7,000 characters; some 3,000 of them are required to read a Mainland newspaper. The PRC government defines literacy amongst workers as a knowledge of 2,000 characters. (A large unabridged dictionary like the Kangxi Dictionary contains over 40,000 characters, including obscure, variant and archaic characters; only a quarter are commonly used). Chinese characters should not be confused with Chinese words: there are many times more Chinese words than there are characters as most Chinese words are made up of two or more different characters.
Throughout history, Chinese culture and politics has had a great influence on languages such as Korean, Vietnamese, and Japanese. Korean and Japanese both have writing systems employing Chinese characters (Hanzi), which are called Hanja and Kanji, respectively.
Tones:
All varieties of spoken Chinese use tones. A few dialects of north China may have as few as three tones, while some dialects in south China have up to 6 or 10 tones, depending on how one counts. One exception from this is Shanghainese which has reduced the set of tones to a two-toned pitch accent system much like modern Japanese.
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A very common example used to illustrate the use of tones in Chinese are the four main tones of Standard Mandarin applied to the syllable "ma." The tones correspond to these five characters:

EQ \* jc0 \* "Font:inherit" \* hps20 \o(\s\up 11(mā),媽/妈) "mother" — high level 

EQ \* jc0 \* "Font:inherit" \* hps20 \o(\s\up 11(má),麻) "hemp" or "torpid" — high rising 

EQ \* jc0 \* "Font:inherit" \* hps20 \o(\s\up 11(mǎ),馬/马) "horse" — low falling-rising 

EQ \* jc0 \* "Font:inherit" \* hps20 \o(\s\up 11(mà),罵/骂) "scold" — high falling 

EQ \* jc0 \* "Font:inherit" \* hps20 \o(\s\up 11(ma),嗎/吗) "question particle" — neutral 
	Tone name
	Yin Ping
	Yang Ping
	Shang
	Qu

	Tone number
	1
	2
	3
	4

	Pinyin diacritic
	ā
	á
	ǎ
	à


1. First tone, or high-level tone: a steady high sound, as if it were being sung instead of spoken. 

2. Second tone, or rising tone, or linguistically, high-rising: is a sound that rises from mid-level tone to high (e.g., What?!) 

3. Third tone: has a mid-low to low descent; if at the end of a sentence or before a pause, it is then followed by a rising pitch. Between other tones it may simply be low. 

4. Fourth tone, falling tone, or high-falling: features a sharp fall from high to low, and is a shorter tone, similar to curt commands. (e.g., Stop!) 
5. Neutral tone: sometimes thought of as a lack of tone. It usually comes at the end of a word or phrase, and is pronounced in a light and short manner

Pinyin Romanization:
Today the most common romanization standard for Standard Mandarin is Hanyu Pinyin (漢語拼音/汉语拼音), often known simply as pinyin, introduced in 1956 by the People's Republic of China, later adopted by Singapore (see Chinese language romanization in Singapore). Pinyin is almost universally employed now for teaching standard spoken Chinese in schools and universities across North America, Australia and Europe.

	Mandarin Romanization Comparison

	Characters
	Wade-Giles 
(numbers indicate tone)
	Hanyu Pinyin
	Notes

	中国/中國
	Chung1-kuo²
	Zhōngguó
	"China"

	北京
	Pei³-ching1
	Běijīng
	Capital of the People's Republic of China

	台北
	T'ai²-pei³
	Táiběi
	Capital of the Republic of China (Taiwan)

	毛泽东/毛澤東
	Mao² Tse²-tung1
	Máo Zédōng
	Former Communist Chinese leader

	蒋介石/蔣介石
	Chiang³ Chieh4-shih²
	Jiǎng Jièshí
	Former Nationalist Chinese leader

	孔子
	K'ung³ Tsu³
	Kǒng Zǐ
	"Confucius"


Making new words:
Foreign words continue to enter the Chinese language by transcription according to their pronunciations. This is done by employing Chinese characters with similar pronunciations. For example, "Israel" becomes 以色列 (pinyin: yǐsèliè). A rather small number of direct transliterations have survived as common words, including 沙發 shāfā "sofa," 马达/馬達 mǎdá "motor," 幽默 yōumò "humour," 逻辑/邏輯 luójí "logic," 时髦/時髦 shímáo "smart, fashionable" and 歇斯底里 xiēsīdǐlǐ "hysterics." The bulk of these words were originally coined in the Shanghainese dialect during the early 20th century and were later loaned into Mandarin, hence their pronunciations in Mandarin may be quite off from the English. For example, 沙发/沙發 and 马达/馬達 in Shanghainese actually sound more like the English "sofa" and "motor."

As for technology, take the word telephone: it was loaned phonetically as 德律风/德律風 ( Shanghainese: télífon, Standard Mandarin: délǜfēng) during the 1920s and widely used in Shanghai, but later (and currently) the Japanese 电话/電話 (diànhuà "electric speech"), built out of native Chinese morphemes, became and remains prevalent. Other examples include 电视/電視 (diànshì "electric vision") for television, 电脑/電腦 (diànnǎo "electric brain") for computer; 手机/手機 (shǒujī "hand machine") for cellphone, and 蓝牙/藍牙 (lányá "blue tooth") for Bluetooth.

Occasionally half-transliteration, half-translation compromises are accepted, such as 汉堡包/漢堡包 (hànbǎo bāo, "Hamburg bun") for hamburger. Sometimes translations are designed so that they sound like the original while incorporating Chinese morphemes, such as 拖拉机/拖拉機 (tuōlājī, "tractor," literally "dragging-pulling machine"), or 马力/馬力 (mǎlìōu, "horse strength") for the video game character Mario. This is often done for commercial purposes, for example 奔腾/奔騰 (bēnténg "running leaping") for Pentium and 赛百味/賽百味 (Sàibǎiwèi "better-than hundred tastes") for Subway restaurants.

Learning Chinese:
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Despite Chinese’s reputation as a difficult non-native language, the development of Hanyu Pinyin and simplified Chinese characters has made it vastly easier for non-Chinese to begin to learn the language. 
· The first step in many Chinese classes is to teach students how to use pinyin (how to read and pronounce it). 

· Listening to a native speaker pronouncing Chinese will help. It will not take too much effort, since pronunciation is always regular. One character, one sound (almost always true). 

· Characters are generally the most difficult aspect facing new learners, taking most of their time 

· In compensation, Chinese grammar is considerably easier than that of many other languages. 
Shanghainese Dialect:
Sometimes referred to as the Shanghai dialect, this is a dialect of Wu Chinese spoken in the city of Shanghai. Shanghainese, like other Wu dialects, is not mutually intelligible with other Chinese dialects such as Standard Mandarin. It is the representative dialect of Northern Wu; it contains vocabulary and expressions from the entire Northern Wu area (southern Jiangsu, northern Zhejiang). 
With nearly 14 million speakers, Shanghainese is also the largest single coherent form of Wu Chinese. The total number of Wu speakers is over 80 million, the second largest Chinese language after Mandarin. 
Shanghainese is not encouraged to be spoken in schools and written in newspapers, and the media is strongly discouraged from broadcasting in contemporary Shanghainese. There is a lot of uncertainty between what gets aired in Shanghainese and what becomes censored (due to government fears of regionalism), thus most producers do not take this risk and only produce in Mandarin. Several television advertisements in Shanghainese have been removed shortly after airing, but there have been some TV series in Shanghainese that have been approved since the mid-1990s. Shanghainese are encouraged by the government to speak Mandarin and celebrities are put on billboards with slogans like "Be a modern Shanghai person, speak Mandarin."[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3][image: image4][image: image5][image: image6]
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