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HOW TO CREATE A LANGUAGE
FOR THE WHOLE PEOPLE? ON THE CODIFICATION
OF PUTONGHUA PRONUNCIATION

Abstract. The process of creating a modern national standard language for the whole of China
has been long. It started in the beginning of the 20™ century, when it became clear that a common
spoken tongue was needed to unite the Chinese people. Thus the concept of Guoyu — ‘national
language’ — was created.

After the founding of People’s Republic of China, the work was taken up anew, the standard
was renamed Putonghua — ‘common speech.’ Its pronunciation is based on the dialect of Bei-
jing, the Mandarin dialects have been the source of lexicon, and grammar has been founded on
“model works in bdihua.”

But how exactly did the work on creating the new standard look like? This paper intends to
show the process of codification of the pronunciation of what we now know as Putonghua. How
it was decided to choose the speech of Beijing as the starting point, how the work was carried
out, and also how the standard is changing.
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The aim of this paper is to show the process of codification of the pro-
nunciation of what we now know as Putonghua (Pitonghua i#55). To
create a standard language for a country as vast as China was a challenging
task, undertaken by a few generations of linguists and politicians. Not all the
decisions made by them were as obvious as may seem. The intention of the
article is, among others, to show how it was decided to choose the speech of
Beijing as the starting point, how the work was carried out, and also how the
standard is changing.
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Creating a national standard for the whole of China was a long process,
with roots in historical times. In the remote past, the language of super-
dialectal communication was known as ydydn M5 (‘elegant speech’ or ‘cor-
rect speech’). It is a term used in reference to the language of communi-
cation between various states during the times of the Spring and Autumn
Period (ca. 770-480 BC) and the Warring States Period (ca. 480-221 BC). It
was based on the language of the capitals of Zhou dynasty, i.e. Xi’an and
Luoyang, and it is essentially equivalent to Old Chinese. It is also known as
tongyii HHIE (‘common tongue’), or zhéngyin 1E#H (‘correct sounds’) (cf.
DonG 2014, 6 and 43; CHEN 2015, 534; Yuan 2003, 17; Lo 2002, 41-2).
Some authors (cf. WANG and Tsar 2015, 559) even suggest, that yayan
originated in the times of the legendary Xia Dynasty (ca. 2070—-1600 BC).

Guanhua E15 (‘language of officials (mandarins)’) is a term which
describes the language of communication used by the workers of the admini-
stration (cf. Sur 2016, 723; Cuen 2004, 7-13). Guanhua was always con-
nected with the dialect of the capital city. Therefore, it would change if the
capital was moved to a different city (Sur 2016, 723). The last two imperial
dynasties had their capital in Beijing, thus the Guanhua (known in English
as ‘Mandarin’) which was the base for the later standard, was built upon the
dialects of Northern China, with the Beijing dialect as the core (cf. Su1 2016,
724; NormanN 1988, 133; Lu 2002, 42).

It must also be noted, that in China there existed for centuries two paral-
lel written languages: the classical literary language — wényanwén X5 X,
and the vernacular literary language — bdihuawén 153, Wénydnwén was
based on Old Chinese, the language used in the times of the Zhou dynasty,
and it had not changed much since ancient times (cf. CHEN 2015, 532). It was
the standard written language since the times of Han dynasty until the be-
ginning of the twentieth century (DonNG 2014, 80). Bdihuawén started to be
used at the end of the Tang dynasty (618-907). It was based on the verna-
cular used in Northern China. Bdihua H 1 (‘colloquial speech’) entered the
popular, informal literature, and it was much closer to the language spoken
by ordinary people than wénydanwén (cf. CHEN 2015, 532).
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THE CONCEPT OF GUOYU [HiE

The creation of Modern Standard Chinese started in fact in the mid-19"
Century, after the Opium Wars, when China realized that it had to modernize
the country as well as the language (cf. CHEN 2004, 13). A country as large
as China, with a network of mutually unintelligible dialects and minority
languages, required a language reform. It was believed that uniformity of
language was necessary for the unity of the country and for future moder-
nization (cf. CHEN 2004, 14; NorMAN 1988, 133; Ramsey 1987, 3—4).

The idea of creating a Standard Spoken Chinese other than the dialect of
the capital city, emerged at the beginning of the 20" Century. The term Gudyii
5% (‘national language’) was proposed, borrowed from Japanese. Many
students at that time went to Japan and were inspired by the idea of a common
standard language. They believed that China could similarly adapt a universal
language for the whole nation and they incited the Guéyii Yundong EiEiz %)
(‘National Language Movement’) (CHEN 2004, 14; cf. LU 2002, 47-67).

How to create the national language was still a matter of discussion. There
were ideas to abolish the Chinese language completely and replace it, for
example, by Esperanto. Qian Xuantong (Qian Xudnténg %% % [F]) put this
concept forward, arguing that only this way could China be free from the
backward past (cf. Ramsey 1987, 3). This idea was obviously utopian and
was not taken up, but the works on a national standard had started.

CONFERENCE ON THE UNIFICATION
OF PRONUNCIATION IN 1913 (Diiyin tongyt hui 35 45— 2%)

On 15 February 1913 the Conference on the Unification of Pronunciation
started in Beijing (RamMsey 1987, 5; LU 2002, 54). The work of the language
reformers had begun in 1911, when it was decided to form a ‘General Com-
mittee for the Survey of the National Language’ (Guoyii Diaochda Zonghui
[ 75 8 & 5L £22). Its task was to conduct large-scale research on the linguistic
situation of the country (CHEN 2004, 15-6).

Due to the immense linguistic diversity in China, the task to create a new
national language was not easy. The language reform involved also the re-
structuring of the Chinese writing system, which had developed many varia-
tions during the centuries of usage (CHEN 2004, 15).'

"Many of the partakers in the National Language Movement insisted on replacing Chinese
characters with a phonetic script (CHEN 2004, 15).
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It was not at all obvious which dialect should be the phonological base of
the new national standard. Though the language of Beijing, the capital,
might have seemed to be the most natural choice, the dialects of Nanjing,
Wuhan and Shanghai also had strong advocates. Other scholars suggested
that the standard language should not be built on a single dialect, but ought
to include universal features (CHEN 2004, 14).

After a long debate on which sounds should be adopted as standard, the
North versus the South, the representatives of each province had only one
vote. And thus, the Mandarin variety won, as it is spoken in the majority of
the country (RAMSEY 1987, 5-8).

After the decision was made to use the Mandarin dialect as the basis of
the pronunciation for the new national language, the Committee determined
the articulation of 6500 characters, voting on each character separately. This
way, the members defined the sound system of Guoyu (CHEN 2004, 17;
Ramsey 1987, 8). The results were published six years later in the Dictio-
nary of national pronunciation (Guéyin Zidian E % ) (CueN 2004, 17).

Despite the fact that the phonology of the newly created standard was
based mainly on the pronunciation used in Beijing, there was an ideological
belief that it should simultaneously combine characteristics of all dialects.
The most salient features were the entering tone (rishéng AJH), which had
disappeared in the Mandarin dialects but still exists in the southern dialects,
also the voiced fricative [v] from the Wu dialects was included, and other
features which did not prevail in the northern dialects (CHEN 2004, 18; Ram-
SEY 1987, 9). Consequently, the proclaimed standard became an artificial
language which hardly anybody could speak (CHEN 2004, 18; RAMSEY 1987,
9-10; Su1 2016, 724-5). This tongue was to be later called ldo guéyin %
#% — i.e. the ‘old national pronunciation’ in contrast to the xin gudyin #7 [

#% — the ‘new national pronunciation,” which was defined in the 1920s.

XIN GUOYIN #1[H % — THE ‘NEW NATIONAL PRONUNCIATION’

In the meantime, the movement to reform written Chinese was very
strong. The Bdihuawén Yiundong H1 X i& 3l (‘The Vernacular Movement’)
succeeded to promote the vernacular literary language, based on the northern
Mandarin languages, as the language of literature, replacing wénydnwén,
which was incomprehensible to the majority (Ramsey 1987, 10; DuaNmMu
2000, 7; NorMmAN 1988, 134).
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The phonological system presented in the Dictionary of national pronun-
ciation in 1919 was never fully accepted by the language committee and was
criticised for its artificiality. Thus, it was decided that instead of creating a
language out of many dialects, one single dialect should serve as the basis
for pronunciation. Under the influence of the Vernacular Movement, the
dialect chosen for this purpose was Béijinghua 1t 5L1E — the speech of the
capital city (Su1 2016, 725; CHEN 2004, 19-20; NorMaN 1988, 134-5).

In 1932 an official decision was proclaimed by the Ministry of Education
that the Beijing Mandarin dialect was to become the model for the xin
guoyin. The same year, a revised version of the Dictionary was published —
Gudyin changyong zihui B & ML (‘A Glossary of frequently used
characters in National Pronunciation’) (NorMAN 1988, 135; CHEN 2004, 20).

This dictionary contained 12,219 characters, each of them annotated in
a special phonetic alphabet created for the purpose of writing down the
pronunciation of Chinese characters — zhuyin fithao ?}:%ﬁ%’z and with
Guoyii luémdzi (Gwoyeu romatzyh) [H15%% 557 (‘National Language Roma-
nization>) (CHEN 2004, 20).

The new pronunciation did not include the fifth tone, i.e. the rushéng, nor
any sounds not present in the vernacular of Beijing (CHEN 2004, 20—1). What
is known today as the Guoyu, i.e. the Mandarin Standard Chinese in Taiwan,
is in principle this new version of the ‘National Pronunciation’ (SHr 2016,
725).

It is important to note that Gudyii was based on a spoken language, not on
the literary wénydan form. Before this, the literary language was considered to be
prestige. It was not an easy decision to choose a vernacular, a language of lower
social status, as the standard for the whole country (cf. CHEN 2004, 21-2).

THE FORMING OF PUTONGHUA

Soon after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, the
government continued the works on one common language for the Chinese
nation. In 1955, two conferences were held: the National Conference on
Script Reform (Qudngué Weénzi Gaigé Huiyi %=1E CF I #ES) and the
Symposium on the Standardization of Modern Chinese (Xiandai Hanyii

2 For a detailed information of the zhiiyin fithdo (earlier known as zhiyin zimii V£3%5FF) see
SHI 2016, 725-6; CHEN 2004, 180-2.
? For more information on Guéyii luémdzi see CHEN 2004, 182—4.
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Guifanhua Xuéshi Huiyi URDOERTEAL AR 210 (CHEN 2004, 23; TAN
(ed.) 2000, 198). The focus of these meetings was put on the script reform,
but the National Standard was also an important issue (CHEN 2004, 23).

The script reform conducted by the committee for language planning in-
volved regulating the writing system and designing and promoting a new
system of transliteration of the Chinese language, i.e. Hanyi pinyin
fang’an YAEPEE 7% (‘Phonetic System of the Chinese Language’) (cf. SHi
2016, 727).*

The xin gudyin played a very significant role in the creation of the present
standard Chinese language (cf. CHEN 2004, 21). The pronunciation of the
new tongue is in fact a continuation of the ‘new national pronunciation’,
although in the process of establishing the standard there were still some
ideas of introducing southern features, such as the distinction between the
so-called sharp (jian 4%) and rounded (fudn [4]) consonants (CHEN 2004, 24;
SHi 2016, 726).

The name of the standard language proclaimed in 1956 was changed into
Piitonghua i@ 5% (‘common tongue’), to stress its intended closeness to all
the nationalities living in China. The definition of the national common lan-
guage was given in the “State Council Instruction Concerning Spreading
Putonghua” (Zuou 1956, translation by CHEN 2004, 24): ,,Putonghua is the
standard form of Modern Chinese with the Beijing phonological system as
its norm of pronunciation, and Northern dialects as its base dialect, and
looking to exemplary modern works in baihua ‘vernacular literary language’
for its grammatical norms.”

From this moment, Putonghua officially became the standard national
language of all China (cf. LU 2002, 70). The organ which regulates the
language is the State Language Commission (Gudjia Yiiyan Wénzi Gongzuo
Wéiyudnhui 1B FAE 5 3L F TAEZE i1 4>) (“State Bureaus...” 2014).

THE SOUND SYSTEM OF PUTONGHUA

The 1956 definition leaves no doubt about the norm of pronunciation for
Putonghua — it is the Beijing dialect. In fact, as Norman (1988, 138)
states, phonology “[...] is the only aspect of the modern language that is
strictly codified.” Both vocabulary and grammar are still lacking firm norms.
This may be the outcome of the common belief that Chinese dialects differ

* For more information on the Hanyii pinyin system see SHI 2016, 727-9.
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mostly in pronunciation, “less in vocabulary, least in syntax (DEFRANCIS

1967, 142).

The results of codification are published in the normative Xiandai Hanyu
Cididin BRI E R # — The Contemporary Chinese Dictionary, which was
published for the first time in 1978 and hitherto has had seven editions, the
last one in 2016 (cf. ZHONGGUO SHEHUI KEXUEYUAN... 2002; 2016).

Traditionally, the phonetic system is presented in tables according to the
division into initials (shéngmu FEEk), finals (yunmii #JE}) and tones
(shéngdiao 7). They are usually noted down in Hanyii pinyin and zhuyin
futhao annotations, see Tables 1, 2, 33

Table 1. The initials of Putonghua (cf. ZnoNGGuo SHEHUI KEXUEYUAN... 2002, 2696;
QuanGuo RENDA... 2001, 118-9; IPA transcription according to Su1 2016, 728).

b 7
[po]
p X
[p"o]
m

dn
[tx]
t &
[t™]
n’
[n¥]
14
[I¥]
g

[mo]
fc_
[fo]

[k] i
KT [tei]
[k"¥] q{
hJ” [te"i]
[x¥] x T

zh B z T

[tsU [ts1]
ch 4 ¢y

[ts™] [ts"]
sh 77 s A

zh B [s1]

[s

T

[z

Table 2. The initials of Pitonghua (cf. ZHONGGUO SHEHUI KEXUEYUAN... 2002, 2697;
QuaNGUO RENDA... 2001, 119-20; IPA transcription according to Sui 2016, 728).

aY [a]

o T [o]

e T [¥]

ai 77 [aj]
ei '\ [ef]
ao % [aw]
ou X [ow]
an  [an]
en L [on]
ang 7C [an]
eng L [an]
ong (X ) [up]

il [i]

ia | Y [ja]
ie | ¥ [jg]
iao | 4 [ jaw]

iou (iu) | X [jow]
ian | I [ jeen]

in | 5 [in]
iang | 7 [ jan]
ing | L [in]

iong L1 Z [yan]

u X [u]
ua XY [wa]
uo X < [wo]

uai X% [waj]
uei (ui) X \ [wej]

uan X & [wan]

uen (un) X L [wan]
uang X JC [wap]
ueng X L [wan]

i [y]

tie L [ye]

tian L 5 [yen]
tien (iin) L 5 [yan]

3 For a detailed description of the phonology of Piitonghud see NORMAN 1988, 138-48; CHEN

2004, 34-7.
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Table 3. The tones of Pitonghua (cf. ZHONGGUO SHEHUI KEXUEYUAN...
2002, 2698; CHEN 2004, 36).

First tone (high and level) yinping ¥ 55
Second tone (rising) yangping FH-F 35
Third tone (falling-rising) shangshéng L 75 214
Fourth tone (falling) qushéng %75 51

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN PUTONGHUA
AND THE BEIJING DIALECT

Although the sound system of the Beijing dialect served as the basis of
the national standard, these two phonetic systems are not identical. Not all
the features of the speech of the capital city have been included in
Piitonghua. In the language of Beijing there are many local characteristics,
which do not appear in the systematized sound inventory of Putonghua (cf.
Tan (ed.) 2000, 200; CHEN 2004, 37).

San Duanmu (2002, 6) lists a few traits which have not been included
in the Modern Standard Mandarin from the speech of genuine Pekingeses.
There exist some syllables which do not occur in Piitonghua at all, such as
[t"en®'] (‘not to hurry when one should’), or syllables which are not pro-
nounced in the same tones, e.g. [t"ei] in the third tone.

More cases of features typical to the Beijing dialect are enumerated by
Ping Chen (2004, 37-41). There are, for example, some alterations in the
initials. The phenomenon of so-called rhotacization (érhuayun JLALF#)) is
exceptionally frequent in Béijinghua and has been very limited in Pitonghua
(CHEN 2004, 39-40). The use of syllables in the neutral tone is also much
more common in the speech of Beijing (CHEN 2004, 40—1).

It is said (cf. WANG et al. 2016), that during the process of standardization
of the national language, researchers went to a place called Luanping (Luan-
ping #E°F) near Chengde (Chéngdé 7K f#) in Hebei Province (Hébé&i Shéng
774E44) in order to collect phonetic material. Luanping was chosen as
a place where the speech was pure, very close to that of Beijing, but simul-
taneously lacking those features which made Beijing dialect less under-
standable, such as the very strong rhotacization (WANG et al. 2016: 90).
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EVOLUTION OF THE PRONUNCIATION OF PUTONGHUA

The codified standard is not changing visibly, despite the absorption of
words and expression from other dialects, because these words are usually
adapted to the Beijing pronunciation (Duanmu 2002, 5-6). However, due to
the promotion of Pitonghua, it is spreading and there are different varieties
of Piitonghua (LN 2007; 265—6; SHi 2016, 733). The approved version is
found in national radio and TV broadcasts and is used by speakers of Putong-
hua from Beijing who “do not exhibit local features peculiar to the Beijing
dialect” (LN 2007, 265).

One must remember that there are more than one standard Mandarin
Chinese. Besides Piitonghua, Mandarin is spoken in Taiwan, where it is
known as Gudyii, and in Singapore, as Hudyu 15, However, there are only
some minor differences in the sound system and these standards differ
mainly in vocabulary (St 2016, 733).°

On the other hand, due to the enormous diversity of Chinese languages in
the Mainland, there are various accents which are accepted as standard. Pu-
tonghua is undergoing the process of “vernacularization” (SAILLARD 2004, 168)
and is developing into “local Putonghua” (difang Puitonghua 7738 1), or
“non-standard Putonghua” (bu bidozhiin di Piitonghua A tn#E I8 15) (cf.
CHEN 2004, 41-6).

Local Pitonghua in Pumen (Pumén #f[7]), a small town in Guangxi
Zhuang AR, can serve as one of many examples (ZHANG 2008). The dialect
of Pumen (Puménhua %#1711%) belongs to the Pinghua “F-iff dialect group,
which is one of the smaller dialect groups recognised by Chinese linguists
(ZHANG 2008, 74).

There are two kinds of phonological phenomena which can occur. One is that
the tones are mostly similar to those of Putonghua, but there are slight diffe-
rences in initials and finals. The second situation is that the differences in tones,
vocabulary, initials and finals are comparatively significant (ZHANG 2008: 74).

To illustrate how Piitonghua is diversifying, only a few examples will be
given below, according to Zhang (2008):

Among initials, [h] is often read as [f], e.g. f& is pronounced [fa]; or [ts,
ts", s] are read as [ts, ts", s], e.g. 1 is pronounced [tsup]. Sometimes the
zero initial (/ing shéngmii Z 5 1)) is read as [n], e.g. F is pronounced [no]
(ZHANG 2008: 74-75).

% For more information on differences between Puitonghud, Guéyii and Hudyii see SHI 2016,
733-735; LIN 2007, 265-74).
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Regarding finals, it is quite common that [au] is read as [ou], e.g. & is
pronounced [bou]. There are also differences in pronouncing the [an] final,
in Pumen it is read as [an], e.g. i€ is pronounced [nan] (ZHANG 2008, 75).

CONCLUSIONS

To create a language for the whole people is beyond any doubt a very
demanding task. Designing Piitonghua has been an undertaking that has
spanned over a long period of time, starting before the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China. It has engaged many specialists, linguists and
officials in meticulous work. The final choice of the spoken Beijing dialect
as the base for its pronunciation was decisive in many aspects, but it should
be borne in mind, that Putonghua is not merely an adaptation of the language
of the capital.

In the long process of standardization of the national language in China,
pronunciation is thus far the only fully codified aspect. Vocabulary and
grammar are still in the course of systematisation. In spite of the intensive
promotion of the national standard throughout the country, the approved
phonetic system is not influenced by dialects. At the same time, even though
its pronunciation is based on one vernacular, Putonghua is diversifying in
the areas of non-Mandarin dialects, and some alterations are acceptable. And
thus, there are many “non-standard” varieties of the standard. However,
“pure” Putonghua, which was standardized in the 1950s, is regarded as
a language of prestige and it remains officially untouched.
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JAK STWORZYC JEZYK DLA WSZYSTKICH LUDZI?
O KODYFIKACII WYMOWY PUTONGHUA

Streszczenie

Proces tworzenia nowoczesnego j¢zyka narodowego dla catych Chin byt dlugi. Zaczat si¢ na po-
czatku XX wieku, kiedy stato si¢ jasne, ze potrzebny jest wspolny jezyk, by zjednoczy¢ Chin-
czykow. W ten sposob powstata koncepcja Guoyii — ,,jezyka narodowego”.

Po zatozeniu Chinskiej Republiki Ludowej prace zostaly wznowione, standard zostat prze-
mianowany na Pitonghua — ,,wspo6lna mowe”. Jego wymowa opiera si¢ na dialekcie Pekinu,
dialekty mandarynskie byly zroédlem leksyki, a gramatyke oparto na ,,modelowych pracach
w baihua”.

Jak jednak doktadnie wygladaly prace nad stworzeniem nowego standardu? Ten artykut ma na
celu pokazanie procesu kodyfikacji wymowy tego, co obecnie znamy jako Pitonghua. Dlaczego
postanowiono wybra¢ mowg Pekinu jako punkt wyjscia, jak przebiegaly prace, a takze jak zmieniat
sie sam standard?

Stowa kluczowe: Putonghua; mandarynski; kodyfikacja; reforma jgzykowa; fonetyka; fonologia.



