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What is
Chinese English?

The history and development of a new variety of global English
by Beatrice Clegg

ne of my favourite things about living in China as an English speaker is the signs. Walking
Oaround a park or a metro station, you will see such amazing English signage as “no high altitude
parabolic”, “ban pedestrians”, or “leave your virtue” (the intended meaning of the this last one is still
a mystery to me). In recent years, particularly in major cities, efforts have been made to correct these
crazy translations and make China’s English more standard. While I understand the desire to make these
corrections, and in fact I even helped to edit our own campus’ signs, [ hope some of these special words

and expressions can be kept and appreciated as part of a new Chinese English.

If I tell my students that something they have said is Chinese English, they usually laugh, look
embarrassed, or even try to apologise. In their minds, Chinese English is Chinglish — funny and

wrong — but in fact there is a difference. Chinglish (now considered by some to be a derogatory term,
although here I do not intend this meaning) is what’s known as an “interlanguage”, which is a (usually
unintentional) mix of multiple languages that creates unclear or humorous results. “Good good study, day
day up” is currently an example of Chinglish, because it is too direct a translation and cannot be easily
understood in English so it just creates a funny, puzzling effect. However, a similar phrase, “long time no
see”, has now been widely accepted in American and British English, and would no longer be considered
Chinglish by most speakers. This demonstrates the fluid and constantly changing nature of languages;
there is no such thing as one correct English, but rather many developing types and dialects used by
different groups of people in different ways. In this article, I will share a little of the history of Chinese

English, its current development, and my expectations for its future.

SUSTech Student Press



n

v

The History of Chinese English

While English had been taught or used in China for trade

and missionary purposes since the 18th Century, the idea

of a distinctive Chinese style of English really emerged in
the mid-20th Century as China sought to present the ‘New
China’ to the world. In order to do this, it was necessary

to use English to reach international audiences, and so
newspapers such as the Beijing Review were constantly
inventing new English phrases to express Chinese ideological
and political ideas. However, they wanted to make sure these
phrases and ideas didn’t sound too international and could

still retain? A clear Chinese identity.

People deliberately deciding to use language variations to
help distinguish their nation is common around the world and
throughout history. In fact, one of the main reasons American
English spellings are different from British English (e.g.
colour/color, defence/defense) is that when Noah Webster
was putting together the first American English dictionary,
he actively chose spellings that were less common or popular
in Britain because, “our honor requires us to have a system
of our own, in language as well as government” (Webster,

1789, Dissertations of the English Language).

Similarly, in Chinese English today we can see many
phrases that were deliberately chosen to emphasise China’s
differences: one country, two systems; paper tiger; chairman;
and socialism with Chinese characteristics. All of these
expressions effectively retain a strong Chinese feeling;

it is easy to tell they are not native English expressions.
Newspapers like China Daily are a good source of these
political and ideological Chinese English phrases. The
English translation of “—{7—{#”, The Belt and Road, is
Chinese English because it is a set phrase that captures the
feeling of the original concepts, while not sounding too

awkward to be accepted. Other expressions, such as the

Chinese mainland have not caught on in other Englishes yet,
with British and American English both more usually using
mainland China. While such differences seem small, the
political and ideological implications are significant enough
that all publications in China are required to follow the
correct Chinese English terminology when using English.
Whether they will all be adopted by other Englishes remains

to be seen.

Innovations and Developments
in Chinese English Today

Above, we saw the way modern Chinese English was
deliberately created from the top down for international
communication. But, like all languages and dialects, Chinese
English also develops from the bottom up. As people use a
language over time, they encounter situations and problems
that the existing language is not completely equipped to

deal with. As a result, it is changed and adapted, and in

this way grows organically. Looking at the English of
SUSTech students, we get a window into the current natural

development of this dialect.

m

A

In the classroom, I constantly see my students taking
English or Chinese words and phrases and adapting either
the meaning or form to create new ways to communicate

in Chinese English. One common method of adaptation is
abbreviation, as with the word pre (thymes with tea), which
is how many of my students refer to presentations. This is a
fairly natural development; it’s just the first syllable of the
American pronunciation of presentation, which being both a
common word in classroom English and relatively long is a

natural candidate for abbreviation.

Another abbreviation, DDL is very interesting to me, because
in spoken English it is a syllable longer than the word it

supposedly shortens, ‘deadline’. This may be an example
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of the abbreviation being created for written use and then
adopted into the spoken language, perhaps for humorous
reasons. This suggests a self-awareness of Chinese English
as a language in development, which is in part being created

by users in real time.

Other developments and adaptations seem to be less
conscious choices. In Chinese English, the function of timely
has expanded from adjective (e.g. “complete your homework
in a timely way”) to adverb as well (e.g. “timely complete
your homework™). This change, where a word begins to

be used in a new way, is called usually know as linguistic
conversion. This process, (also called zero derivation or
functional shift) happens when an existing word is given a
new job. For example, the word text in English was only
used as a noun until the invention of the mobile phone,

when it began to be used as a verb meaning to send a short
digital message. When linguistic conversion happens within
a variety, it is often a very self-conscious process, because
the new use will be jarring to the listener — and indeed,

my proof-reader finds this use of “timely” to be extremely
jarring! But when it happens between varieties or in
someone’s second language, it may be more subtle and can

quickly be accepted.

A

Sometimes, developments in language come from a need to
make words easier to pronounce, and Chinese English is no
different. When asked which letter they chose for a multiple-
choice question, my students often tell me they chose boy or
dog, thereby avoiding the issue of “b” and “d” sounds very
similar in many Chinese people’s pronunciation. When I ask
students why they use these specific words, many tell me
their middle or high school English teachers asked them to

do it, or even used them themselves.

One of the areas of Chinese English that I most enjoy is the

BRI SUSTech Student Press

use of calques (deliberately direct translations). This occurs
when speakers choose to directly translate from one language
into another, even though a more natural translation exists.
There are English ways to say “f<if”, such as loaf on the job
or slack off, but by saying “I touched fish all day at work”

in English, Chinese English speakers retain the image and
feel of the original idiom. Above, I mentioned long time no
see, which also belongs to this category of direct translation
and has already been accepted into other varieties of English
due, I believe, to its effectiveness. This short phrase fills a
lacuna (a gap in a language where there is no word or phrase
to express something), and the retention of Chinese grammar

helps make it sound cheerful and informal in English.

Sometimes a concept is so Chinese that speakers can find
no way to say it in English, so they just use a single word
or phrase in Chinese. This practice is called code switching
and is used in many languages for various reasons. In
British English, code switching into French (e.g. by saying
bon appetit before eating) or even Latin (e.g. using caveat
emptor to indicate the person buying something has the
responsibility to check the product) is often used to signal
that the speaker is educated and sophisticated, and maybe
that they assume the listener is too. In Chinese, Japanese and
English words may be used for fun, variety, and sometimes
also to indicate the speaker is educated. I have seen plenty
of reviews on “TF”, for example, that say something like
“ZHzdFnice”. In Chinese English, “IN#” is a great
example of this phenomenon. In fact, there is a translation
for this concept, involution, but this word is used so rarely
in English that most people wouldn’t understand it. People
using Chinese English sometimes say involution, but more
commonly I hear them switch back into Chinese mid-

sentence for this one essential word.

A benefit of paying attention to the development of new
words and phrases, as [ have done above, is that it can show
us what speakers of a language or dialect are talking about

often, what is important to them, and what they need their



language to be able to express. The development in recent
years of a number of phrases in Chinese related to intense
work and responses to it (N, 996, i, fEfetc.) are
a clear demonstration of the extent to which young people
are thinking about this topic. The fact that these words and
phrases are appearing in Chinese English, either in direct
translation or in their original forms, further indicates that
the speakers are trying to explain these ideas and feelings
to people who do not speak Chinese. This is where Chinese

English really reveals the growing importance of its role.

The Future of Chinese English

One feature that distinguishes a legitimate variety from a
mere interlanguage is that it can be performed by others.
This means that it has enough recognisable patterns, features,
and rules that anyone, not just a “native speaker”, can
understand and learn to reproduce it. For more established
varieties of English, this is clearly already possible; most
textbooks can tell you the key differences between British
and American spelling and vocabulary, and you can then
choose which to use. In the case of Chinese English, it is not
yet so easy, but I would argue it is already possible. Those of
us, such as foreigners living in China, who are familiar with
this variety, can already recognise and agree on the use of
certain words and phrases, including the ones I mentioned
above. Sometimes, when communicating with students, [
find myself adopting their dialect and announcing to the
class, “the DDL is on Friday, so make sure your pres are
ready by then.” Throughout the rest of the world, Chinese
English phrases created by state media and government
documents such as one country, two systems and reform and
opening up are used accurately when talking about these
Chinese concepts. I believe in the future this “top-down”
language which has been spread through newspapers and

speeches over the last few decades will be further supported

by the development of “bottom-up” innovation among young

Chinese English speakers online and in classrooms all over

the world.

Research into perceptions of Chinese English has shown
that standard forms (British and American) are currently
preferred by the majority of teachers and students in China.
However, one development that we may see in the coming
decades is the increased study, codification, and awareness
of Chinese English as a legitimate alternative. Some people
predict that during the 21st Century, as China’s influence
spreads, English will be replaced by Mandarin as the
lingua franca (common language) of business, commerce,
and academia. I think this is unlikely for several reasons,
including international politics, the difficulty of the language,
and the fact that people would still need to use English to
read any research already conducted in the past. However,
what I could see happening is the increasing recognition
of Chinese English until it becomes a standard variety,
alongside British, American and others; a variety in which
people in China will increasingly gain confidence as a way
to share their culture and perspectives with the world. To this
possibility, I can only say, ‘add oil’, China!

Copy editor / Simon

Layout editor / Leo
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