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Abstract:

Cantonese, differs from Mandarin in terms of vocabulary, phonology and grammar,
among which, the word order is the most typical. Based on typology, this paper
compares the differences between Cantonese and Mandarin in word order through 25
examples. The author finds that the differences mainly exist in fronting and
postponement of Cantonese word order, and Cantonese speakers can reduce the
irregular usage of Mandarin through some training.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Research Background

Cantonese is wildly spoken in Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao greater bay, and
some parts of other provinces like the south-eastern part of Guangxi and Hainan. It
has a perfect writing system, and can be all expressed in Chinese characters, which is
different with other Chinese dialects. Mandarin is China’s official language, and is
wildly used throughout the country.

The differences in word order types between northern and southern dialects of
modern Chinese may reflect the different sources of early Chinese in the north and
south, and some southern Chinese dialects are the result of the development and
evolution of early southern Chinese [6]. Far from central China, Lingnan areas
developed individually compared with other parts of China. Therefore, Cantonese, the
language spoken in this area, perfectly retains the characteristics of ancient Chinese,
which leads to the difference to modern Chinese as well.

Nowadays, modern Chinese becomes more simplified. This leads to the difference
between the two languages. Compared with Mandarin, Cantonese is quite different in
pronunciation, words, and grammar. After the founding of the People’s Republic of
China, Mandarin is promoted throughout the country. But because of the huge
difference between the two languages, Cantonese speakers tend to say Cantonese like
Mandarin, which affects their communication with other people, and even made some
jokes.
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After the reform and opening up, Guangdong has a higher status in terms of China’s
economy. Over recent years, in particular, Guangdong, Hong Kong and Macao greater
bay thrived, and people in Guangdong and other provinces (especially the northern
parts of China) have closer communication. The dialect might become a hinder to this
communication and the development of the greater bay to some extent.

1.2. Research Purpose and Significance

During the long history of China, different states split and unified, which was
affected by various conditions like politics, wars, etc. So different dialects developed
in different areas, and Cantonese is right in this situation. The Cantonese, therefore,
has a large difference with Mandarin. And its speakers would make some mistakes
naturally. To solve this problem, making the analysis of the difference of Cantonese
and Mandarin word order is vitally important. Among the differences, grammar has
the largest research value, for it has the transferability regularity, so it is easier to be
applied in more communication occasions.

Having said that, Cantonese has a close relationship with Mandarin, which are
inseparable from each other. Also, they are communication tools, which can make
people’s daily information exchange possible. So, the difference between these two
languages cannot overtake their common points. The analysis of the difference
between Cantonese and Mandarin does not mean they are in conflict. And
communication gaps can be eliminated through some training.

The research can help learners to find out the difference between Cantonese and
Mandarin, and facilitate the communication of people in these areas. The author has
written this article in the hope that it will draw the attention of Mandarin learners to
the differences between Cantonese and Mandarin word order, and to understand the
patterns through a large number of the examples, which will enable learners to
understand the differences in the order of Cantonese and Mandarin.

1.3. Theoretical Framework

In this paper the author will apply the research methods and ideas of linguistic
typology to analyse the differences in the order of Cantonese and Mandarin from the
perspective of fronting and postponement of Cantonese word order.

Language typology is also known as language universals and linguistic typology,
which differs from formal linguistics and functional linguistics. The core approach of
typology is to make cross attest, that is, to examine the distribution and performance
of a syntactic structure across dialects or homographies, and to verify in which
languages a certain structure is present.

The typology of languages is based on the idea that there is a typological
consistency in all the languages of the world; the consistency is also known as
universality or commonality. Linguistic typologists hope to gain an understanding and
grasp of the commonalities of human languages through cross-linguistic comparative
studies. Without much more complete sampling of the world’s languages, the absence
of exceptions to most of the universals asserted here cannot be fully assured [2].

Even the same type of pragmatic markers sometimes has different pragmatic
functions in the two languages, perhaps because of the different cultural, social and
cognitive constraints to which the two languages belong [3]. Cantonese and Mandarin
have their own separate linguistic systems, and the composition of their linguistic
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components is governed by their respective linguistic systems. The use of Cantonese
and Mandarin is also influenced by the subjective factors of their respective users,
which objectively requires that the typological analysis of the discourse accounts must
grasp the two types of discourse markers in terms of their intrinsic linguistic
mechanisms, and focus on the core features of these linguistic phenomena.

Indeed, linguistic typology had started as a method of crosslinguistic comparison
which aimed at finding linguistic possibilities, improbabilities, and impossibilities
(i.e., more and less highly populated domains in the multidimensional space of feature
values) [1]. In the process of sorting out the differences between Cantonese and
Mandarin, a linguistic typology approach can be used to compare a large amount of
relevant corpus and find out the transferability for the Cantonese people to learn
Mandarin.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Domestic Studies on Cantonese Word Order

Studies on Cantonese word order in China focus on the comparison to Mandarin,
the official language in China. As a result, the comparative method is wildly used in
the research of Cantonese word order, and the paper usually applies this way to finish
the research.

The study of Cantonese word order is also gradually improved these years. The
research on the word order of Cantonese was rough at the very beginning. After the
1990s, the studies have become more and more detailed and in-depth.

2.2. International Studies on Cantonese Word Order

Cantonese is also the only Chinese language in China that has been independently
studied in foreign universities except Mandarin. Studies abroad tend to apply
innovative research methods and do the research from a unique angle. Hong Kong and
overseas scholars are sensitive to some new linguistic research methods in foreign
countries, and they have used them to analyze and explain the Cantonese sequencing
phenomenon with great novelty. Deng Siying’s adopted a new way to study the
differences between Chinese dialects is a novel exploration. In his book The
Parametric Theory of Chinese Dialect Grammar, the principles of generative
grammar and parametric theory in the analysis of Cantonese double-object inflections
was used. He argues that the inverted double object structure in Cantonese is actually
the same as the grammatical structure except that the preposition is omitted, and the
reason for the omission of the preposition is to avoid phonological repetition [4].

2.3. Overview

The current study of Cantonese language order has made good progress, but in
general there are still many topics waiting to be developed.

At present, there is relatively more research on a single specific sequence of words,
while some phenomena are not studied in sufficient depth, like the study of Cantonese
sequencing from a sociolinguistic perspective. There is a new phenomenon of reverse
influence, which means, the Mandarin affects the Cantonese speaking as well.
Especially in the era of strengthening communication throughout the country and the
promotion of Mandarin, the Cantonese speakers gradually formed the thinking logic
of Mandarin, and thus use this logic in Cantonese. This phenomenon is also due to the
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great differences between Cantonese and Mandarin word order, and affects the
communications of Cantonese speakers to some extends, which leads to the Mandarin
like Cantonese.

3. The Fronting of Cantonese Word Order

In order to stress the point of a sentence, the Cantonese would put some
compositions forward.
3.1. Double-object Sentences

Cantonese’s double-object sentence is quite different than Mandarin’s. The major
differences lie in the order of the objects. Mandarin uses the structure of “subject +
verb + personal object + item object”. In this structure, personal object comes before
item object. In Cantonese, however, the object is usually placed in front of the person.
Its order is “subject + verb + item object + personal object”.

Example 1:

Mandarin: %45 fh— & L .
Cantonese: FAf#FEINAE .

English: I gave this computer to him.

There is also a difference between Cantonese and Mandarin in the “verb + 25 (give)”

compound verb with a double object. Cantonese generally splits verb and “#5” so that
they each have an object, whereas Mandarin “verb + give” compound verbs are
usually together.

Example 2:

Mandarin: 253 —AHML .
Cantonese: {Ef #BAHHLIE T .
English: He lends me a camera.

If the object of the referent has a modifier, the preposition “Jd * (than) is often
added before the object of the referent.

Example 3:

Mandarin: FR&5 /K — 1 E 5 AR AR o
Cantonese: FMABAZLAR.

English: I’ll give you a beautiful cloth.

Sometimes people also encounter sentences in which the object of the reference
comes first and the object of the reference comes second. But such sentences have this
particular meaning: either to emphasize the person referred to by the object, or to
indicate a different meaning from the usual double-object sentence.

Example 4:
Mandarin: ek, XARLIR.
Cantonese: FMEER, G R E/RMT,

English: I give him money, not you.
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In Example 5, the speaker wants to emphasise that the person to whom something is
given is him rather than you.
3.2. Comparative Sentences

In Mandarin, comparative sentences are mainly used in “It,” (compare) sentences.
When writing down the subject of comparison as A, the object of comparison as B,
and the trait or degree of comparison as X, the sentence can be written down as “A +
tk + B+ X

The preposition “tt.” is used in the following example to express comparison. In
Cantonese, instead of using this form of comparison, the word “id ”(than) is applied,
which can be written as “A + X + i + B”.

Example 6:

Mandarin: J7 M EEIRIIIK

Cantonese: | M KL I

English: Guangzhou is bigger than Shenzhen.

If the adjective is followed by a complement, the complement would place at the
end of the sentence without following the adjective.

Example 7:
Mandarin: i) 52# LR ITIS 2 .
Cantonese: [EH A IFid R IF£ .

English: His math is much better than me.

3.3. Interrogative Sentences

The Cantonese has the similar word order with Mandarin in yes-no interrogatives,
wh-quesitons and alternative questions. But their interrogative pronouns and modal
particle are different.

Example 8:

Mandarin: i) M A ?
Cantonese: fE &) A ?
English: Is he a Cantonese?
Example 9:

Mandarin: iX 44552 #E 5 1 ?
Cantonese: KA+ RiLAFMlE?
English: Who wrote this book?
Example 10:

Mandarin: 2RAER, &AL ?
Cantonese: RIZK, & RFERE?
English: Should I put it here, or over there?
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In yes-no questions, the word order of these two languages are the same, except the
for the asking way. The Cantonese uses “V + & + V”, while the Mandarin is “V + A
+ V. In this case, the verb or adjective should be monosyllabic.

Example 11:

Mandarin: /R EA = EHFH?

Cantonese: R %M £ FHE?

English: Do you want to go to Hong Kong?

If the predicate is a verb-complement phrase, Mandarin uses the structure “V + 15 +
R+ V +4 + R”, while the Cantonese uses “V + A& +V + 15 + R”.

Example 12:

Mandarin: R &5 3| EAF?
Cantonese: /RIRMEIRIF ] ?
English: Can you get it?

If the verb in a positive or negative question is with an object, Cantonese and
Mandarin have a different order. The Cantonese puts the object between the positive
and negative questions, i.e., “S + V + O + A + V”. The Mandarin order is “S + V +

AN +V + O”, putting the object behind the interrogative sentence.
Example 13:
Mandarin: REAFE F)th ?
Cantonese: VR FE B 2B ?

English: Can you see him?

3.4. Negative Sentences

In a negative sentence with a verb-complement structure, if the verb-complement
structure also has an object and the object is a personal pronoun, the object in
Mandarin is placed after the verb-complement structure and the order is “verb + not +
complement + object”; in Cantonese, the object is directly followed by the verb before
the complement and the order is generally “verb + object + not + complement”.

Example 14:

Mandarin: FRAEA Fix L,
Cantonese: FFx1EME 2.
English: I can’t think about it.

This format is more commonly used in spoken Cantonese, but in recent years the
sequence of “verb + not + complement + object” has gradually appeared in spoken
Cantonese. This is probably due to the influence of Mandarin.

In addition, Mandarin “verb + get” indicates that the action can be carried out, and
its negative form is “verb + not + get”. Cantonese has a similar format, but the

negative form is “M& + verb + 137

Example 15:
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Mandarin: FEANGEFR F .
Cantonese: fif54i 3.

English: Can you find it?

4. The Postponement of Cantonese Word Order

Also, the Cantonese would put some compositions at the back of the sentence, and
it is quite common in the difference between Cantonese and Mandarine. In this case,
adverbs, adjectives and subjects are the most commonly seen.

4.1. Range

The Cantonese adverbs “13.7i” can restrict the adjective, which means not so much.
They are often placed after the adjective in Cantonese, while the adverb in Mandarin
is placed before the adjective.

Example 16:

Mandarin: %M 1, &A% T

Cantonese: KiR/A, JoEALiim.

English: I went to the market a little bit late, and there were not so much vegetables.

The Cantonese adverbs “15#%”, “id 3k are used to indicate that the situation that is
too much, exceeding the normal range. These adverbs are also put at the later part of a
sentence.

Example 17:

Mandarin: XK IR KK T
Cantonese: X2 Kid k.
English: The cloth is too long.

When the adjectives “fast” and “slow” are used as gerunds, they are mostly placed
before the verb in Mandarin, but after the verb in Cantonese.

Example 18:

Mandarin: /518 55 ) LA !
Cantonese: /R 1M !
English: Drive slower!

When the adjectives “more” and “less” are used as gerunds in Mandarin, they are
usually placed before the verb.

In Cantonese, however, if the verb is followed by a word that expresses quantity,
“more” is placed before the verb.

However, in Cantonese, if the verb is followed by a word that expresses quantity,
the adjectives “more” and “less” are usually placed after the verb when used as a
gerund.

Example 19:
Mandarin: /> 505 2 e !
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Cantonese: &% /D EL i !

English: I’ll put less salt!

4.2. Time

In Mandarin, adverbs and certain adjectives are usually placed before the verb or
adjective when used as a gerund, but in Cantonese, some adverbs and adjectives are
placed after the verb or adjective when used as a gerund.

The adverb “’” (first) is used as a gerund in both Cantonese and Mandarin to
indicate that time or order is in front of the verb, but the position in the sentence is
different: Cantonese adverbs are often placed after the word they are modifying, while
in Mandarin is the opposite.

Example 20:
Mandarin: RZGHEE:
Cantonese: 7RG

English: You can take a bath first.

4.3. Quantities

The Cantonese adverb “#” (one more) is often placed at the end of a sentence to
indicate an increase in quantity and an expansion in scope, to make the action or
situation described go further, equivalent to the meaning of “F” (one more).

Example 21:

Mandarin: i —A&15.

Cantonese: 77 Z A H5¥x.

English: I want to bring another book.

4.4. Tone

The Cantonese adverb “7£” is used as a tone, to strengthen the emotion of speakers.
And it is usually put at the end of the sentence.

Example 22:
Mandarin: &id 7!
Cantonese: FEIC1S 4 !
English: I’ve forgot it!

Also, the Cantonese uses “#%” to show the angry of the speaker. Compare to the
Mandarin, the Cantonese puts this adverb after the verb.

Example 23:
Mandarin: /B4 P AAH A !
Cantonese: Y #SIE # !

English: No matter how I explain it, you don’t understand!

4.5. Subject

Submitted to Education Journal, page 131-134 WWwWw.itspoa.com/journal/edu



Volume 6, Issue 4, 2023 ISSN: 2617-4588 IrlﬂS
DOT: https://doi.org/10.31058/j.edu.2023.64013

In Cantonese, “%” is used to show the meaning of “most” in Mandarin. When using
this word, the subject would be put behind the adverb.

Example 24:

Mandarin: #} iM% 7 !
Cantonese: £ 2R T !
English: You are the lastest.

The word “#” also means the extent of something. When using “#|”, the subject
should be put behind in Cantonese.

Example 25:
Mandarin: 7] 42 4t BE 11 !
Cantonese: W) 3I|{E 1 !

English: How on earth can he be so proud.

5. Conclusions

Language competence is a dynamic development system based on cognition, which
has the continuity of diachronic construction and the integrity of immediate reflection.
Therefore, the ability of speaking Mandarin is formed on the basis of one’s existing
dialect mother tongue system, which is bound to be restricted by the original dialect
mother tongue thinking structure [5]. Long affected by the Cantonese speaking model,
the local people have gotten accustomed to the way of thinking in that language.

Through the research and analysis of the difference between Cantonese and
Mandarin in word order, the author found that the most differences lie in inversion.
The inversion is mainly in the light of information focus, stressing verb and object,
while weakening adverb and complement. The Cantonese often put the comparison
signal words forward. Just like example 1, the word “i” is often used in Cantonese to
express comparation, while Mandarin uses the word “Lt.”. The adverb “%5” is placed
before the verb, while in Mandarin it is placed after the verb.

In double-object sentences, the grammatical structure of Mandarin is mostly
“subject + predicate + inter object + direct object”, and the indirect object usually
placed before the direct object, whereas Cantonese is “subject + predicate + direct
object + inter object”. Here the positions of the direct object and the indirect object
are reversed. Just like example 3, the item object “computer” comes before the
personal object “him”. This syntax is similar to the grammar of the double-object
clause in ancient Chinese, and makes the emphasis on the central word of the sentence
more explicit.

In short, the Cantonese grammar varies from Mandarin’s, but the people always use
Cantonese grammar when speaking Mandarin. Hence mistakes happen. In the actual
practice of acquiring Mandarin, the learner can focus on the main difference from the
perspective of fronting and postponement of Cantonese word order, especially in
terms of comparative sentences, double-object sentences, negative sentences,
interrogative sentence, and position of certain adverbs as well as adjectives. Hence,
they are easier to use Mandarin in a more appropriate way.
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