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Meet the authors


Hugh Baker taught Chinese (both Cantonese and Putonghua) at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London for 36 years until he retired as Professor of Chinese. Hooked on the languages and the teaching, he jumped at the chance of a post-retirement position at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Ho Pui-Kei also taught Cantonese as a foreign language throughout his working career in Hong Kong and he is equally addicted. Both developed lively interactive styles that kept students amused and took away the pain of classroom study. They certainly do not subscribe to the theory that unthinking repetition is the way to learn, and cannot get their heads round the idea of learning while asleep with a recording playing under the pillow – in their classes students had no chance of a nap.


Cantonese is racy, rich and highly colloquial, and it is fun – just what you’d expect from a lively quick-thinking people. Here you will not find learned discussion of politics, nor serious philosophy on the meaning of life. Cantonese people tend to talk about matters at an apparently superficial level, emphasizing the living of life rather than analyzing what it is about. Don’t be fooled! They face hardship and problems like the rest of us, and the banter and joking don’t mean that they don’t care or think. The authors have taken the same line. They have aimed to teach the colourful speech that all Cantonese enjoy and they have made the material light-hearted in places, but the intention is a noble and serious one – to teach you the real language as spoken by the real people.




1: Only got a minute?


Cantonese is one of the most widely spoken of the Chinese languages. Some 60 million people in the southern provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi, including Hong Kong and Macau, speak it or one of its dialects as native, and many of the overseas Chinese communities throughout the world use it as a lingua franca.


Historically, it seems that modern Cantonese is closer to older forms of Chinese than are the other languages now spoken. There are various ways of testing this, one of the more interesting being that we can see many similarities of pronunciation with certain Japanese words which were ‘borrowed’ from Chinese during the Tang dynasty (AD 618–906) and then had their pronunciation frozen. It is no surprise therefore to find that Cantonese people often refer to themselves as ‘men of Tang’ and to their language as ‘Tang speech’. But it would be wrong to think of Cantonese as a musty survival of an ancient speech. Mixed in with the old is a huge amount of vibrant and constantly changing slang, and the language seems to have a ready appetite for absorbing words from non-Cantonese dialects and from English and other foreign tongues.


The standard version of the language has traditionally been that of the western district of the city of Guangzhou (Canton), the administrative and cultural centre of what two millennia ago was the independent kingdom of Yueh. Over the past half century, though, the rise in importance of Hong Kong has meant that it is the version of the language spoken there that now tends to be considered the standard, and so we have used Hong Kong Cantonese here and set the scenes in and around its famous harbour.




5: Only got five minutes?


Western students starting to learn Chinese often comment that it reminds them of German … or French … or Spanish … or Swedish … or … But while each of these languages may have some similarities, the same could be said of almost any language because there are some elements (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and so on) that are pretty well universal, and there are only a limited number of ways in which they can be ordered. But the total mix of features that make up Chinese is quite different from that found elsewhere.


The Chinese family of languages is not related to any other language spoken now, though it is believed that in the very distant past it was connected with Burmese and Tibetan. The Japanese and the Koreans borrowed the Chinese writing system, but their languages are not at all like Chinese. Mongolian has no connection. Vietnamese has borrowed some vocabulary items from Chinese, and to a limited extent so has Thai, but that does not constitute becoming part of the family. It can indeed be helpful to compare Cantonese with other Chinese languages, but we think that there is not much to be gained from trying to liken it to other foreign languages.


Some of the most interesting and basic features that give Cantonese its special flavour are tones, word order, monosyllables, particles, and the absence of inflection, and for the advanced learner there are variations on the universal Chinese script too.


Like all the Chinese languages, Cantonese is ‘tonal’. Well, English has tone too – the difference in meaning between She likes bananas and She likes bananas? (I happen to know that she can’t stand them) is brought about entirely by intonation, manipulating the pitch and direction of the voice while pronouncing the same sounds. Cantonese tone is rather different: changing the pitch and direction doesn’t throw different light on the same word, it makes a totally new word. What this means is that every sound can be produced/sung in a number of different ways (‘tones’), and each tone can carry a different meaning from the rest. So if sik is sung as a high note it means to be acquainted with, but as a low note it means to eat.


Putonghua has four tones, but Cantonese is not content with so few and makes use of seven altogether. Not every sound exists in all seven tones, just as English has the possibility of saying sat, set, sit, sot and sut, but has not assigned any meaning to the last.


Some would-be beginners are frightened by the prospect of ‘singing’ instead of speaking, but, as with the pronunciation of unfamiliar sounds in any language, the problems they pose are quickly overcome, and even the tone deaf can cope, just as tone deaf Chinese people do. Apart from tones, there are almost no other pronunciation difficulties for the English speaker.


Perhaps the biggest difference from English is that Cantonese is not an inflected language. Nouns and verbs have only one form, so the plural of house is house and the verb to be conjugates as I be, thou be, he/she/it be, we be, you be, they be. There are no tenses, no gender, no case, and no subjunctives. And it follows that there are no ‘agreements’, since there are no markers for anything to agree with. It is pointless to look for ‘irregular verbs’ or ‘strong nouns’: how could they exist? If the ‘swings’ of tones put you off, you can see that the ‘roundabouts’ of declension and conjugation more than compensate.


Of course, inflection and agreements help to make clear the relationships between words and ideas so that the listener can receive accurately the information that the speaker is trying to communicate. Not having inflection is not necessarily a problem – the past tense form of the verb to go does not really add anything to the sentence Yesterday I went to the park, because yesterday already tells us that the event is over and done with. Still, there is no doubt that inflection is useful as a communication device. Cantonese, however, has developed other ways to put meaning across clearly. In particular, the connection between ideas is shown by strict attention to word order in a sentence, and word orders are really what grammar consists of.


Reassuringly, the basic sentence order consists of Subject–Verb–Object (John kicks the ball), and no beginner need be frightened by that. Less familiar is the order Object–Subject–Verb. This is used when the speaker wants to stress the Object as a contrast (The ball John kicks, i.e. he doesn’t kick me or that stone or whatever else might be in range of his foot). Adjectives must always be placed before nouns (a large room) and this rule holds good even when the adjective is a complex one. So, while English stands on its head and says the room where I sleep, Cantonese sticks to the Adjective–Noun order and says the equivalent of the where I sleep room. The possessor always precedes the possessed: the Cantonese for my old friend comes out in the same order as English, but when English goes haywire and says that old friend of mine, Cantonese abides by its rule and says the equivalent of my that old friend. Of course there are other orders too, but 30 or 40 of these rules account for almost all the grammar there is and none of them are very complex.


Lots of people will tell you that Cantonese is a monosyllabic language. It is not wrong to say so, but some explanation is needed. Almost every syllable in Cantonese is meaningful in its own right, just as see, bed and nice are in English, and it is in this sense that the language is monosyllabic. Cantonese does not (with a very few exceptions) have words of more than one syllable, like diff-i-cult or sci-ssors, where the individual syllables are meaningless, but it has plenty of words of more than one ‘meaningful’ syllable (like blackbird or suitcase in English), and new ones are easily created. Two syllables meaning electric and speech do duty for telephone; clothes and wheel give sewing machine; and three syllables meaning without, wire and electricity neatly cover radio.


And then there are particles. They are not meaningful syllables. They are little grunts and noises that are tacked on to the end of phrases or sentences to give a variety of interpretations to what has gone before. The particle me looks innocuous, but added to the end of a statement it says You’ve got to be joking!, Do you really mean that? Another particle, ne, is a convenient device for throwing a question back at someone without repeating it all. Are you going to watch television this evening? Yes. You ne? All the Chinese languages use particles of this kind, but Cantonese is particularly rich in them, and they account to some extent for its great expressiveness, rather as gesticulation adds colour to certain Mediterranean tongues.


As for writing: for most of China’s history everyone wrote and read the same language, regardless of what language or dialect they spoke. Perhaps the easiest way to understand this is to think of the status of Latin as the one written language of Europe at a time when different peoples were using their mutually unintelligible spoken languages for oral communication. The analogy holds good, except that Latin could still be spoken today if there were anyone who wished to speak it, while written Chinese, what is normally called ‘classical Chinese’, was not really a speakable language. It was a system of symbols which conveyed meaning without having the need for sounds to be attached. European languages, by contrast, all wrote using symbols which represented the sounds they were speaking. We come closest to the Chinese system in our use of the Arabic numerals. ‘3’ means three in any language, but it carries no clue as to how to say it. It can be pronounced in any way that any language desires, but three is clearly a written version of an English spoken word, and it is meaningless to people who don’t know English.


Many attempts were made through the years to bring spoken and written languages together in China, but they were all of limited success until, in the early twentieth century, modernizing reformers managed to convince the nation that the marriage was necessary. The educated speech of northern China was chosen as the standard, and the grammar and vocabulary of that standard was written down using Chinese characters. It was called ‘National Language’, and since 1949 has been known as Putonghua (‘Universal Language’).


But speakers of languages in other areas of China did not find it easy to adapt to this new standard. It seems to have been particularly difficult for the Cantonese, who had and have a strong sense of their own identity, and they bolstered this with their own version of writing which used a special set of devised characters, and in some cases used regular Chinese characters but with different meanings from the norm. This deviant form of literacy has persisted, and in contemporary Hong Kong it has even been gaining ground, especially in the realms of advertising and the more sensationalist press. It is one of the most fascinating aspects of learning Cantonese, though this course does not set out to teach it – we merely titillate your interest with a short introduction at the end of the book.


There is no doubt what the first language of China is now. Putonghua has the confirmed and impregnable status of ‘National Language’ and Cantonese cannot compare in importance with it. At the same time, there is no sign of the use of Cantonese decreasing, and the influences of Cantonese films and of pop music from Hong Kong have if anything extended its currency beyond its homeland.




10: Only got ten minutes?


The earliest attempts at communication between Cantonese and English speakers were not encouraging. Western merchants arriving on the China coast from the mid-sixteenth century onwards were there for quick turnaround and trading profits rather than for long stay and putting down roots. And even if they had been inclined to make a long-term commitment, they soon found that they were not welcomed by the imperial Chinese government that viewed all trade with distaste, and foreign trade as both degrading and dangerous. By decree, all such trade was confined to the one southern coastal city of Canton (Guangzhou), and it was hedged about with many restrictions.


In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it became illegal for Chinese people to teach foreigners to speak the language. Dr Robert Morrison, the first Protestant Missionary to China (he arrived in 1807) and the first compiler of a Chinese–English dictionary, had to study at night in a room with lights carefully screened for the protection of his teacher, and he told how to his knowledge, one Chinese teacher had been beheaded for giving lessons.


But international trade continued, and so long as it did so it was necessary to communicate somehow. The language of Canton was of course Cantonese, but, as we have seen, it could not be taught even if the foreigners were willing to learn it. The solution at the time was almost farcical – the traders compromised, developing a barebones language which was half Cantonese and half English. It became known as ‘Pidgin’, or ‘Pidgin English’, or ‘China coast Pidgin’, taking its name from its own word for business. Basically it consisted of English vocabulary pronounced with a Cantonese accent and used within a framework of Cantonese grammar. So its verbs did not conjugate, it was be, you be, he be, they be; there was no recognition of future, perfect, pluperfect, or any other tenses; there was no difference between he and she; no difference between I, me, my, we, us and our (my standing for all of them); no plural forms of nouns, and so on. And because Cantonese nouns always required a classifying word (a ‘classifier’) when used with a number or with this, that, each or which, the Pidgin word piecee was invented to take its place. (Classifiers remain a feature of Cantonese today, and anyone studying this course will find that they are very interesting indeed.)


China coast Pidgin died out many years ago, and you need not expect ever to have to work out how He catchee too muchee dollar means They are very rich. From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, and particularly with the establishment of the British colony of Hong Kong in 1842, both sides began to learn each other’s language.


Merchants learned Cantonese in order to trade more efficiently, missionaries learned so as to be able to speak directly to the people they were trying to convert, government administrators learned in order to govern more effectively, and many others learned in order to shop and deal with everyday life smoothly. In the twenty-first century, little has changed, though of course there are now also tourists, who like to be able to gain deeper insights through the more direct contact which speaking Cantonese allows.


The needs of merchants, religious workers, bankers, tourists, housewives, publishers, sportsmen and others are all different, but to write different Cantonese textbooks for all of them would hardly be practicable. Nor is it necessary. What we have done is to ensure that we have covered all the most important basic grammar patterns and all the most common vocabulary of everyday language. As far as possible we have avoided grammatical jargon, though we have assumed that such words as ‘verb’, ‘noun’, ‘adjective’ and ‘adverb’ are well understood.


Then we have created scenarios in the form of dialogues to illustrate the use of the grammar and vocabulary. Dialogues necessarily involve the conversational language, and that is exactly what constitutes the essence of Cantonese. Every dialogue is accompanied by a vocabulary list, by notes to explain newly introduced material, and by exercises to practice what has been learned. In the first unit we have given English translations of the dialogues, but thereafter we have deliberately dropped this spoon-feeding, because we think it is better that the student works the meaning out without our help. At least every seventh chapter is a revision chapter, giving the learner a chance to catch breath and to let all that new information bed down.


The ideal and effortless way to learn Cantonese is of course to be born and brought up as a child in a Cantonese family. Immersion courses try to get close to the position of a child, but they can never enjoy the luxury of taking as long as a child does to acquire fluency and natural production of the language. In any case, those who have busy lives to lead and who must fit learning in where they can, that is, those who are learning on their own or in a class, just do not have the opportunity to immerse themselves as a child does. And would you really like to go through all that bow-wow, choo-choo, sleepy-byes stuff again at your age? This course cannot be ‘ideal and effortless’, but it also is not, we hope, boring. The student, like the child, is gradually led from simple structures to more sophisticated language, but at all stages we have tried to make the material interesting.


The Cantonese language is part of Cantonese culture, and to understand the cultural background is an indispensable aspect of learning the language. Obviously we are not going to produce a lesson about the merits of central heating, since Hong Kong and the rest of the Cantonese-speaking area never get cold enough to need it. There is no point in our discussing agriculture either, because Hong Kong grows almost nothing now, not even in the so-called ‘rural’ New Territories. Grumbling about tax burdens is out, for taxation in Hong Kong is kept very low, and few have cause to complain of it. On the other hand, we can hardly avoid mentioning food, the one ‘consuming passion’ (as it were!) of the Cantonese, nor gambling, nor the price and layout of housing, nor the education of the young that occupies a great deal of the attention of parents.


And then there are the cultural features that are so different that they are a complete mystery to westerners. How is it that colours don’t mean the same things in Cantonese as they do in European culture? Europeans see white as the colour of purity and associate it with brides, but the Cantonese use white as the colour of mourning and dress in white or undyed cloth for funerals. A jealous person becomes green-eyed in Europe, but red-eyed in Hong Kong. People who have had too much sun turn red in Europe, but the Cantonese say that they have turned black. Dark tan shoes are called red in Cantonese, and brown cows are called yellow. No Cantonese man would willingly wear a green hat, because, for reasons unknown to most people, it symbolizes that his wife is unfaithful. And it is impossible to give a simple translation of the Cantonese colour ching, which is applied to things that are green, or blue, or black, or turquoise, or even clear like the ‘white’ of an egg. To master the language of colour is certainly not just a simple matter of translation, and we have tried to bear such points in mind and go into the cultural background where it will help.


Numbers too are far from straightforward. For a start, there is the oddity that Cantonese counts large numbers in ten-thousands rather than thousands. What we call one hundred thousand, the Cantonese call ten ten-thousands, and our 2.5 million becomes 250 ten-thousands. And there is a huge cultural investment in number symbolism. Odd numbers are yang and even numbers are yin, and that affects the way in which people think about them. It is not that one is better than two or two better than one, but in matters of importance, symbolic significance can be attached to numbers. It would be unthinkably malevolent to give as a wedding gift a sum of money which was not divisible by two, for instance.


Generally the number four is disliked, because sei (four) sounds like sei (to die) (even though they are actually pronounced with different tones). For this reason, some buildings in Hong Kong do not have a fourth floor, they go straight from third to fifth. We know of a busy doctors’ surgery which has facilities for seven doctors to see patients in seven consulting rooms numbered 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7 and 8. On the other hand, baat (eight) sounds rather like faat (to get rich), so it is considered a very lucky number. Once we were with friends gambling in Macau, just across the Pearl River estuary from Hong Kong, and we stopped for a meal in a restaurant. Suddenly we noticed that our table bore the number 37. Bolting our food we dashed back to the casino where we all placed bets on the 37th number on the roulette wheel, which is zero. At the second spin it came up, and we more than covered the cost of our meal. Clearly with complexities like these it is not enough just to teach that one is yat, four is sei and eight is baat. There needs to be some cultural explanation as well, and this course does its best to supply it.


One area of language that we do not touch upon is swearing. We are of the opinion that few people are able to swear convincingly in a foreign language, and it is better to avoid using words that may be highly offensive to some ears. Certainly there are cultural traps here. Coming from a European background, a student might expect that blasphemy would count as bad language, but in fact there is almost no such thing in Cantonese. On the other hand, to wish that someone should drop dead in the street or that their whole family should come to disaster is serious fighting talk, though it would probably have little effect in a western context. Lurid obscenities certainly are considered bad language, but many people seem to use them and hear them without great concern. It is all dangerous ground – better not even to try to swear.


Standard Cantonese used to be defined as the language of the Sai Guan area of the city of Guangzhou (Canton), but there have been changes. The use of Putonghua in the education system of China, plus heavy migration into and out of the city, have weakened the grip of Cantonese there. Oddly, the same migration factor that struck at Guangzhou’s status worked in the opposite way for Hong Kong. From the time of the Chinese Civil War (1945–9) and continuing right up until the present, refugees and migrants from China have swamped Hong Kong, swelling its population from 600,000 in 1945 to nearly 7 million now. A majority of these people came from nearby counties of Guangdong province, but many of them spoke other Chinese languages or incomprehensible dialects of Cantonese, and there were sizeable numbers of people from further north and east in China, such as the Shanghainese and the Fujianese (Fukkienese), who spoke even more alien versions of Chinese. In the melting pot of Hong Kong it was Cantonese that emerged as the dominant language that fused these very disparate groups together, and second generation immigrants grew up with Cantonese as their first language. As Hong Kong grew in importance as a centre of wealth and culture, the centre of gravity of the language moved down the Pearl River to the ex-colony, now a Special Administrative Region (SAR). It is Hong Kong Cantonese that we teach in this course.


Hong Kong proudly and justly claims to be an international city, and this status has not been without effect on the language. It has led to the infiltration of many foreign (and particularly English) words into Cantonese, but they have gone to swell the richness of the language rather than to diminish or weaken it. Well-educated urban people sometimes speak Cantonese with so much English intermixed that the word Chinglish has been coined for it. The mix is by no means half-and-half, and the essential structure is still Cantonese not English. Chinglish is not like Pidgin, because it is mostly spoken by people who can speak both languages with considerable fluency. Even so, some words, like bo for ball or gear (of a vehicle), sa-leut (salad) and si-do (convenience store), have become fully naturalized. We were amused to discover that none of the three Cantonese native speaking secretaries in one office could tell us what the correct Cantonese word for a file is – they all used fai-lo, which clearly comes from English. We doubt if there is anyone in Hong Kong, well educated or not, who does not understand and use O-m-OK a? (O or not OK? – Is that OK?), and we recently heard a clerk say on the telephone, Ur-m-urgent a? (Is it urgent?). We do not set out to teach Chinglish, but the student will soon meet with it in conversation with Hong Kong people.


It would be absurd to suggest that this course is sufficient to turn the beginner into a native speaker of Cantonese. Of course it can’t. But if the book is mastered, a really solid foundation in the language will have been gained, questions can be asked and the answers understood, discussion of a wide variety of topics will be possible, and the student will have reached the level of free flight where he or she can go on to fill in piece by piece the areas that no textbook can ever hope fully to cover.


We teach an everyday level (‘register’) of language that is neither too bookish nor too slangy. If you are a computer nerd, or a football fanatic, or an architect, or a golfer, or anything else, you can just add on the vocabulary you need – this basic language ‘fits all sizes’.
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Introduction


Welcome to a new experience. If you have never tried to learn a Chinese language before you are in for a rare treat.


There are some real eye-openers: have you ever met a language where verbs have only one form and don’t change according to tense or number or mood?; a language where there are no cases? (you can forget about vocatives, genitives, ablatives and their confusing brethren); where no gender differences are acknowledged? (have you noticed how Chinese people speaking English frequently get he and she mixed up?); where there are no agreements of anything with anything else? (‘singular, third person, feminine’ what’s that?!); where there are no subjunctives? (Would ’twere so for English!)


And then, have you ever tried a language which has to be sung in order to be understood? Or where word orders are so crucial that if you get them wrong you will be totally unintelligible? Or where you can’t count objects without first specifying what kind of objects they are? Or where almost every single syllable has a meaning? (Unlike English where the individual syllables of a word such as ‘trousers’ mean nothing at all.)


Cantonese is a vital living language spoken by upwards of 60 million people in southeast China (including Hong Kong and Macau), as well as by several millions more in Malaysia, Europe, Australia, Fiji, North America and many other parts of the world where the adventurous Cantonese people have settled. It is one of a large family of Chinese languages and retains many more traces of its ancient roots than do most of the other languages. By way of contrast, it is a language which seems unafraid to adopt or adapt, notably from English in the past century or so, and it invents, evolves and discards slang at a frenetic rate. As a result it is a very rich language.


The people who speak Cantonese are lively, quick-thinking, direct and fun-loving. They are tuned into their language so much that they cannot resist having fun with it – they pun all the time and often with great ingenuity. They love it when foreigners stammer out their first words of Cantonese, because there is bound to be a howler or two which can be punned into something funny. Don’t be put off, you are brightening their lives and they will not despise you for it.


And if you have the chance to get help from a Cantonese you should, of course, seize it. The odds are that he or she will not want to be bothered with the romanized text which you are learning from and it is for this reason that we have supplied Chinese characters for the dialogues and new word lists. We are not attempting to teach you characters beyond the briefest of introductions at the end of the text – the reason is that it takes a great investment of time to learn to read and write Chinese characters and you will learn to speak and to understand speech much sooner if you ignore the script. You can always move on to learning it later. That of course is what Chinese people do too.


Most of the units of this book follow the same pattern: two dialogues (often humorous, if you think silly jokes are humorous), each with a list of the new words used and explanations of new grammar points, and followed by some exercises. Units 7, 14, 21 and 26 are revision units, giving more material based on what has been learned but not introducing anything new. The appendices summarize the most important grammar points and refer you to the units of the book in which they are first explained and they also introduce you to Chinese writing. At the back will be found the answers to all exercises and a two-way glossary to help you find your way round the book.


A few points to note:




• We do not all learn in the same way. You may feel that before tackling the dialogues you would prefer to read the notes that come after them. Why not? Go ahead. Each unit is organized into two clumps of material – consisting of dialogue, vocabulary and notes – how you work on a clump is entirely up to you.



• We have supplied translations of the first two dialogues. Thereafter that luxury is denied you, but you should be able to work out the meanings without difficulty or guesswork.



• Do not look for consistent characterization of the people who appear in the dialogues: there is none, the Mr Wong of one unit being a totally different person from the Mr Wong who figures in another.



• Do not be put off by the fact that in our system of writing Cantonese Mr Wong is spelled Wòhng, Mr Cheung is spelled Jèung, etc. – our system is meant to work for you the learner, but the man in the street does not need to be as precise about pronunciation as you do, so we also show you the spellings which he would probably normally use.



• You may be puzzled by the numbers of words which are pronounced the same but which have quite different meanings (daai, for instance, means both to bring and to wear). Cantonese, like all the Chinese languages, is full of homophones (words pronounced the same): it is a fact of life that you will have to accept – and it is one of the reasons why punning is so common.



• When you first hear Cantonese it sounds rather ugly and even a normal chat can seem like a violent argument because of the vigour and velocity with which ideas are delivered. Fear not, you will quickly learn to detect beneath that coarse exterior melodic and beautiful cadences which can be as romantic, heart-warming or soft as anyone could desire.



• [image: ] This symbol shows that the material is included in the audio. The accompanying audio content for this book is available to buy in store or online.






We have had fun writing this. We hope you will enjoy studying it. We know you will get a great kick out of speaking with Cantonese people.
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Pronunciation guide
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A note on romanization


This note is about the sounds of Cantonese and how to represent them on paper. It should be read with the audio so that you can hear a clear demonstration of what the sounds are.


Cantonese, like all the Chinese languages, is written in characters. As you will discover when you read the appendices of this book, characters are symbols representing ideas, while the letters of our alphabet are symbols representing sounds. Written English reproduces the sounds of speech using an economical 26 symbols, which are quite sufficient to do the job; but the Chinese writing system pays little attention to the sounds of the spoken language and tackles the massive problem of providing instead a separate symbol for most of the ideas which need to be written.


When you learn to write an English word you learn how to say it (even if the spelling is sometimes a little erratic). If you were to try to learn the basic Cantonese of this book through Chinese characters, not only would you have the daunting task of learning nearly 1,500 different symbols, but even when you had learned them you would be none the wiser about how to speak the language, because the symbols are generally dumb about how they should be pronounced.


Generations of foreign learners have struggled to find ways to ‘romanize’ Cantonese, that is, to represent Cantonese sounds with the Roman alphabet. Since there are very few sounds in Cantonese which are difficult for English speakers, this would be an easy task but for one thing: Cantonese is a tonal language, that is, each one of the sounds of Cantonese can be pronounced (or perhaps ‘sung’ would be a better word) in seven different ways (the tones). Of course, the Roman alphabet does not have any devices for representing tones, and musical notations added to letters of the alphabet would be much too awkward to handle. So, how do we deal with the problem?


Romanization is only a tool to enable you to learn how to speak the language; it is seldom useful outside the classroom, a private communication system just between us the teachers and you the learner. There is no ‘official’ romanization of Cantonese, and many different systems are in existence. In Complete Cantonese we have chosen to use a version of the Yale system, which we believe to be helpful for the following reasons:




• It distinguishes clearly each one of the sounds and each of the seven tones.



• Only three additional symbols (the macron [¯], the grave [`] and the acute [´] accent) are required to indicate the tones.



• There are reference materials available which use the same system and the beginner will thus be able to expand beyond the scope of this book if desired.






If you intend to go really deeply into Cantonese you will certainly have to learn Chinese characters and then romanization will be largely redundant. Meanwhile, try to familiarize yourself with the principles of the Yale system as quickly as possible so that it becomes a tool and not an obstacle to your learning the language.
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The Cantonese tones
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Cantonese has seven tones which it is essential to master for fluent and comprehensible speech. Some teachers have been known to claim that it is possible to be understood even if tones are totally ignored, but while it is true that a certain limited communication may be possible given great goodwill on the listener’s part, in normal circumstances the toneless speaker would be met by blank incomprehension. The tones occur on all syllables and are located in three pitches (high, mid, low), the voice remaining level, rising or falling within those pitches. The seven tones are:








	
High pitch    
	High level





	
	High falling










	     Mid pitch    
	Mid rising





	
	Mid level










	         Low pitch    
	Low falling





	
	Low rising





	
	Low level








• Low pitch words are shown by the addition of h after the vowel.



• Rising tones are shown by the acute accent [´], falling tones by the grave accent [`], and the macron [¯] shows the high level tone.



• The accents are marked on the vowel or (where there is a vowel chain) the first vowel of the syllable.






Thus the seven tones of the sound ma would be written:








	High level    mā






	High falling    mà











	        Mid rising    má






	        Mid level    ma











	                Low falling    màh






	                Low rising    máh






	                Low level    mah







Listen to how these tones are spoken on the audio and do your best to copy them exactly.


Every now and then a word changes its tone in a particular context: we have pointed it out when it occurs in this book and suggest that you try to accept these occurrences as the oddities they are rather than try to figure out why they change.
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The sounds of Cantonese


[image: ] CD 1, TR 2





1 The consonant sounds which begin Cantonese syllables are simple for English speakers. The only exception is the initial consonant ng- and that is only difficult because English does not have syllables which start with this sound. You can imagine how it is done if you think of the word singalong and try to pronounce it without the letters si at the front. If you listen to the audio you should be able to pick up how ng- syllables are pronounced without much difficulty. For example:

ngan    nga    ngok    ngai    ngaam









2 There are very few consonants which can appear at the end of Cantonese syllables, in fact there are only six (-n, -ng, -m, -p, -t, -k). Of these, the first three are completely straightforward, just as you would expect them to be if you were reading the sounds off in English. For example:

haan    seun    leng    mong    taam    gam

But the other three (-p, -t, -k) are hardly pronounced at all, the tongue and the lips getting into position to pronounce them and then not following through. So your lips should snap together to get ready to make the -p at the end of the syllable sap, but you should not open them again to release the puff of air which has built up to make the full p sound. Similarly with the sound bat, the tip of your tongue should make contact with the hard ridge behind your upper teeth, but the air should not puff out to make a full t and with baak the flat top of your tongue should go up into your palate but not allow the air to escape to make the full k sound. Listen carefully to the audio examples:

sap    jaap    kat    faat    sik    jek









3 The vowel sounds of Cantonese are a little more complicated. The following is a guide to the sounds based wherever possible on ‘BBC English’ pronunciations, but please note that this is only a rough guide. The best way to grasp them is to listen carefully several times to the pronunciation section of the audio: while your ear is getting used to hearing the sounds, your eye will be taking in the system which we use for spelling those sounds. To start with, concentrate on the sound itself without being too much concerned with tone. You will get more pronunciation practice later, because each unit’s dialogues and some of the new words lists are also on the audio. And, of course, if you have the luxury of a Cantonese friend, ask him or her to make the sounds for you as well.

-aa is a long vowel sound, rather like the sound of the word are in English. It combines with -i to make a long vowel as in a drawled version of eye, and it combines with -u to make a long version of cow. If there is no final consonant the Yale system always uses just one a, but it should always be pronounced long as if it were aa (ba is pronounced bar). For example:

ba    baai    baau    baan    saam    laang    daap    baak    saat

-a is a shorter version of the aa sound, pronounced somewhere between the English bat and but. For example:

jam    pan    hang    tai    tau    sat    gap    dak

-e is rather like the English fairy. For example:

che    leng    jek

-ei is like the English day. For example:

bei

-eu is in most cases like English further. For example:

leung    geuk    deu

but before -t it is more like English foot:

cheut

and before -n it is close to the -en in the name Owen:

cheun

-eui is rather like her evening (but don’t pronounce the r). For example:

heui

-i is not too different from English see, except when it is followed by -k when it is more like English sick. For example:

si    tiu    tim    min    ting    yit    yip    sik

-o is somewhere between English thaw and gone. For example:

fo on    bong    hok    ngoi    mou    hot

-u is somewhere between English too and cook. For example:

fu    fun    hung    juk    mui    wuht

-yu is like the German über or the French tu. In English you can get close to the sound by saying see you very quickly. For example:

jyu    syun    hyut









4 Cantonese syllables all carry virtually equal stress and each therefore sounds more or less discrete; and Chinese characters each represent one syllable and are all written discretely. Our romanization, therefore, could spell each syllable separately, but we have chosen to use hyphens where two or more syllables are so closely associated that they may be thought of as one word or one concept, as with pàhng-yáuh (friend), jùng-yi (to like) and Jùng-gwok-wá (Chinese language).
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Signs of change


Language never stands still and Cantonese is changing very rapidly. There are four important sound changes which have been developing over recent decades:





1 Many people (probably a majority of people now) do not use an initial n- sound at all and all the words which appear in this book with an initial n- would be pronounced by them with an l- instead. So néih becomes léih and nàahm-yán becomes làahm-yán. You are bound to meet native speakers who do this constantly or who perhaps even alternate between the two.



2 Some people now do not distinguish between initial g- and initial gw-, pronouncing Jùng-gwok as Jùng-gok. This change is not so common, but you should be prepared to understand it if you do hear it.



3 The initial ng- sound has been gradually falling out of favour over many years and some people have now dropped it altogether. So you may hear such things as óh for ngóh or aùh-yuhk for ngàuh-yuhk.



4 The distinction between the two high pitch tones seems to be less critical now than it once was and you will meet some native speakers who use only high level or who quite freely use one or the other regardless of which is the ‘correct’ tone.





What you hear native speakers say will affect the way you speak and you may find yourself following some or all of these changes as you go on. Meanwhile, you can be confident that if you speak in the way this book teaches you, you will not be wrong.
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Wuih-mihn
Encounters


In this unit you will learn




• how to greet and address people


• how to ask questions


• how to use descriptive words





[image: Images]


Dialogue 1


Mr Wong and his boss Miss Cheung meet in the lift on the way up to the office.
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Cheung  

	
Jóu-sàhn, Wòhng Sìn-sàang.  

	Good morning, Mr Wong.






	
Wong  

	
Jóu-sàhn, Jèung Síu-jé. Néih hóu ma?  

	Good morning, Miss Cheung. How are you?






	
Cheung  

	
Ngóh hóu hóu. Néih nē?  

	I’m very well. And you?






	
Wong  

	
(Ngóh) hóu hóu.  

	I’m fine.






	
Cheung  

	
Néih taai-táai nē?  

	And your wife?






	
Wong  

	
Kéuih dōu hóu, yáuh-sàm.  

	She’s well too, thank you.
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QUICK VOCAB
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jóu-sàhn   

	good morning






	[image: ]

	
Wòhng  

	a surname: Wong






	[image: ]

	
sìn-sàang  

	Mr, Sir, gentleman, husband
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Jèung  

	a surname: Cheung






	[image: ]

	
síu-jé  

	Miss, young lady
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néih  

	you
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hóu  

	very; well, fine, OK, nice, good
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ma?  

	a word (a particle) that makes a statement into a question
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ngóh  

	I, me






	[image: ]

	
nē?  

	a particle that repeats the same question about a different matter






	[image: ]

	
taai-táai   

	Mrs, wife, married woman






	[image: ]

	
kéuih   

	she, her, he, him, it






	[image: ]

	
dōu  

	also






	[image: ]

	
yáuh-sàm  

	kind of you to ask







Your first test


How would you address the person that Miss Cheung enquires about?


(The answer is, of course, Wòhng Taai-táai.)
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Insight


Is it Wong or Wòhng?


We don’t mean to confuse you. The Yale romanization spells it Wòhng, and that tells you exactly how to pronounce it; but in everyday use almost everyone spells the name Wong, so we have, as it were, translated Wòhng into Wong for you. We have done the same with other names (Cheung for Jèung, Kwok Mei for Gwok Méih, Hong Kong for Hèung Góng, etc).
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Notes



1.1 IDENTIFYING PEOPLE AND THINGS





ngóh I, me


néih you (singular)


kéuih he, she, him, her, it





Each of these personal pronouns can be made plural by the addition of -deih:




ngóh-deih we, us


néih-deih you (plural)


kéuih-deih they, them






1.2 ADDRESSING PEOPLE



Unlike English, Chinese surnames are always given before titles:




Wòhng Sìn-sàang Mr Wong


Wòhng Taai-táai Mrs Wong


Wòhng Síu-jé Miss Wong
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Insight


Why does the surname come first?


As well as Mr, Mrs, and Miss, other titles, such as president, doctor, professor, ambassador, sister, are also given after the surname. Personal names follow the surname too, so someone called Mr John Smith becomes Smith John Mr in the Cantonese order. It all fits in with the great stress which the Chinese people have traditionally placed on the family. The surname shows your family line and so it is the surname which comes first in the Cantonese order, as with Wòhng Gwok Méih Sìn-sàang, from which we can tell that Mr. Wong’s personal name is Kwok Mei.


[image: Images]



1.3 ADJECTIVES OR VERBS? BOTH!



Hóu means good, nice, well, fine, OK and so on. Just as in English, such words (they are adjectives) go in front of nouns, so a good husband is a hóu sìn-sàang. But in Cantonese all adjectives can also act as verbs to describe things (descriptive verbs) and so hóu means not only good but also to be good:




Kéuih-deih hóu. They are well.


Wòhng Sìn-sàang hóu. Mr Wong is fine.





Remember, it is not only the adjective hóu which is also a descriptive verb—all adjectives behave the same. So the word for ugly also means to be ugly, difficult can also mean to be difficult and so on.



1.4 SIMPLE QUESTIONS



In Mandarin (now usually known as Putonghua, the official common language of China) you can ask a question simply by putting the particle ma? on the end of a statement. Sometimes you will hear Cantonese speakers do the same, but it is not common. However, in one expression you will hear this ‘spoken question mark’ very often, and that is in the polite question:




Néih hóu ma? How are you?





The practice seems to be extending to asking after other people’s health as well:




Jèung Taai-táai hóu ma? Is Mrs Cheung OK?





You will meet the most common way of asking questions later in this unit.
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Insight


Relationships


You met néih taai-táai in the dialogue, meaning your wife. Her husband is kéuih sìn-sàang, and a woman refers to her own husband as ngóh sìn-sàang.
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1.5 TWO FOR THE PRICE OF ONE



When you learned hóu you got double value, because it not only means good, well etc. but very as well. So hóu hóu means very good.



1.6 FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS



A special kind of shortcut question is formed with the particle nē? Nē? asks a follow-up question without the tedium of repeating in full what went before:




Jèung Taai-táai hóu ma? Is Mrs Cheung OK?


Kéuih hóu hóu. Wòhng Síu-jé nē? She’s very well. And how’s Miss Wong?






1.7 DŌU ALSO



Dōu means also, too. It always comes just before a verb:




Ngóh hóu. I’m well.


Kéuih dōu hóu. She’s well too.






1.8 AND NOW FOR THE GOOD NEWS



It may have escaped your notice: verbs only have one form! The same word hóu was translated as am well, is well and are well in our earlier examples and it was no accident. Hóu only ever appears like that even though the English verb to be well takes many guises (am well, is well, are well, will be well, have been well, was well, were well, etc.). Regardless of the tense, the mood, the subject or anything else, the verb will always be simply hóu. And, better still, this applies to all verbs, there are no irregularities to make life difficult!
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Dialogue 2


When she gets to the office, Miss Cheung is surprised to find a visitor waiting for her.
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Cheung  

	
Òu, deui-m̀h-jyuh, gwai-sing a?  

	Oh, excuse me, may I know your name, please?






	
Ho  

	
Ngóh sing Hòh. Néih haihm̀h haih Léih Síu-jé a?  

	My name is Ho. Are you Miss Li?






	
Cheung  

	
M̀h haih, ngóh sing Jèung. Hòh Sìn-sàang, néih haihm̀h haih Méih-gwok-yàhn a?  

	No, I am surnamed Cheung. Are you an American, Mr Ho?






	
Ho  

	
M̀h haih, ngóh haih Yìng-gwok-yàhn. Ngóh maaih Méih-gwok chē: Méih-gwok chē hóu leng. Néih yium̀h yiu a?  

	No, I’m British. I sell American cars: they’re very nice. Would you like one?






	
Cheung  

	
M̀h yiu,m̀h yiu. Méih-gwok chē hóu gwai: ngóh yiu Yaht-bún chē. Joi-gin, Hòh Sìn-sàang.  

	No, no. American cars are very expensive: I want a Japanese one. Goodbye, Mr Ho.






	
Ho  

	
Néih m̀h yiu, Léih Síu-jé yium̀h yiu a?  

	If you don’t want one, does Miss Li want one?






	
Cheung  

	
Léih Síu-jé dōum̀h yiu. Joi-gin, joi-gin.  

	She doesn’t want one either. Goodbye, goodbye.
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QUICK VOCAB
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òu  

	
oh! (surprise)






	[image: ]

	
deui-m̀h-jyuh  

	I’m sorry; excuse me; pardon me






	[image: ]

	
gwai-sing a?  

	
what is your name? (lit: distinguished surname?)






	[image: ]

	
sing  

	surname; to be surnamed






	[image: ]

	
Hòh  

	a surname: Ho







	[image: ]

	
haih  

	to be






	[image: ]

	
Léih  

	a surname: Li







	[image: ]

	
m̀h  

	not






	[image: ]

	
Méih-gwok-yàhn  

	American person






	[image: ]

	
Méih-gwok  

	America, USA






	[image: ]

	
yàhn  

	person






	[image: ]

	
a?  

	particle used at the end of a question
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Yìng-gwok-yàhn  

	British person






	[image: ]

	
Yìng-gwok  

	Britain, UK, England






	[image: ]

	
maaih  

	to sell






	[image: ]

	
chē  

	car, cars






	[image: ]

	
leng  

	pretty, good-looking, handsome, of good quality






	[image: ]

	
yiu  

	to want






	[image: ]

	
gwai  

	expensive; distinguished






	[image: ]

	
Yaht-bún-yàhn  

	Japanese person






	[image: ]

	
Yaht-bún  

	Japan






	[image: ]

	
 joi-gin  

	goodbye







Your second test


Having read Dialogue 2, can you say which of these statements 
is/are true and which false?





a Jèung Síu-jé haih Méih-gwok-yàhn.




b Hòh Sìn-sàang m̀h maaih Méih-gwok chē.




c Wòhng Sìn-sàang maaih chē.




d Jèung Síu-jé haih taai-táai.






(Answers: All false.)
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Notes



1.9 PEOPLE AND COUNTRIES



Yàhn means person but it also means people. In fact, all nouns in Cantonese are the same whether single or plural and you can only tell which is meant from the sense of the conversation. There is usually no problem: by looking at the personal pronouns you can easily tell which is which in the following examples:




Ngóh haih Yìng-gwok-yàhn.


Kéuih-deih haih Yaht-bún-yàhn.





As you will have gathered, nationalities are shown simply by adding -yàhn to the names of the countries. Here are a few more:








	Ou-jàu
	Australia





	Faat-gwok
	France





	Nàahm-fèi
	South Africa





	Sàn-sài-làahn
	New Zealand





	Gà-nàh-daaih
	Canada





	Dāk-gwok
	Germany
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Insight


More on surnames


You have already met a number of surnames (Wòhng, Jèung, Hòh, Léih) and you will of course meet others. It is interesting that although there are several thousand different surnames in existence, the vast majority of the Chinese share just a few dozen of them. You will certainly meet many people with the four surnames you’ve just learned, but the most common surname of all among Cantonese people is Chan (Chàhn).
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1.10 NEGATIVES



The word for not is m̀h. It always comes in front of the word it refers to:




Wòhng Sìn-sàang m̀h leng Mr Wong isn’t handsome.


Ngóh m̀h yiu chē I don’t want a car.






1.11 ANOTHER WAY TO ASK QUESTIONS



The most common way to ask a question in Cantonese is by using the positive and negative of a verb together and adding the little word a? at the end of the sentence:




Kéuih leng m̀h leng a? Is she pretty?





What you are really doing is offering your listener a choice of answers (She pretty? Not pretty? Eh?) and the answer is going to be either:




Kéuih leng. She is pretty.


or Kéuih m̀h leng. She’s not pretty.





In the same way you can ask:




Néih maaih m̀h maaih Méih-gwok chē a? Are you selling American cars?





Cantonese people like to have a comfortable noise to round off their sentences with and they have a whole string of little words (usually called particles) which they use. A? has no meaning on its own, it is just used to punch home the question which has been asked in the sentence. Ma? and nē? which we have already met are other examples of particles.



1.12 THE UNSPOKEN IF



There are various words for if in Cantonese, but quite often none of them is used, the meaning seeming to flow naturally from the context. In the dialogue the sentence Néih m̀h yiu, Léih Síu-jé yiu m̀h yiu a? (literally, You not want, Miss Li want not want, eh?) would be understood to mean If you don’t want one, does Miss Li?
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Test yourself


EXERCISE 1


Here’s a fine mess! The following words have got all jumbled up. Sort them out and make meaningful sentences of them. For example, Taai-táai Wòhng leng hóu does not make sense, but rearranged into Wòhng Taai-táai hóu leng it is a correct sentence meaning Mrs Wong is very beautiful.





a Hóu kéuih-deih hóu









b Sìn-sàang Wòhng hóu









c Dōu Jèung hóu Síu-jé






(Answers to all exercises and tests from now on are at the back of the book in the Key to the Exercises section.)


EXERCISE 2


What would you reply?





a Jóu-sàhn.









b Néih hóu ma?









c Joi-gin.






EXERCISE 3


Complete the sentences with words which will make sense. You will have to think a bit to work out what the sentence must mean!





a Wòhng Sìn-sàang __________ yiu Méih-gwok chē.









b Chàhn Síu-jé leng __________ leng a?









c Kéuih-deih haih m̀h __________ Yaht-bún-yàhn a?









d Ngóh m̀h maaih Yaht-bún chē, ngóh maaih __________.






EXERCISE 4


Translate these simple sentences into Cantonese. If you can do so, you can really congratulate yourself on having mastered this unit.





a Japanese cars aren’t expensive.









b He isn’t nice.









c You are very pretty.









d Do they want cars?









e He is good-looking too.









f They are Americans.









g Mr Wong sells cars.









h British people don’t sell American cars.
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Go-yàhn chòih-maht
Personal property


In this unit you will learn




• numbers


• classifiers (words which introduce different types of nouns)


• possessives


• question words
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Dialogue 1


Mr Ho is working in his office when a woman comes in.
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Ho  

	Taai-táai, néih wán bīn-go a? 






	
Woman  

	Ngóh wán Wòhng Gwok Méih Sìn-sàang, kéuih haih Jùng-gwok-yàhn, haih ngóh ge pàhng-yáuh.






	
Ho  

	Néih wán Wòhng Sìn-sàang yáuh-māt-yéh-sih-a?






	
Woman  

	Ngóh yiu maaih ngóh ge Méih-gwok chē, Wòhng Sìn-sàang séung máaih.






	
Ho  

	Hóu, ngóh daai néih heui Wòhng Sìn-sàang ge sé-jih-làuh.






	
Woman  

	
M̀h-gòi néih.
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QUICK VOCAB






	[image: ]

	
wán  

	to look for






	[image: ]

	
bīn-go  

	who? which person? which one?






	[image: ]

	
Jùng-gwok  

	China






	[image: ]

	
ge  

	
’s (shows possession)






	[image: ]

	
ngóh ge  

	my






	[image: ]

	
pàhng-yáuh  

	friend






	[image: ]

	
yáuh  

	to have






	[image: ]

	
māt-yéh   

	what? what kind of?






	[image: ]

	
 sih  

	matter, business, affair






	[image: ]

	
yáuh-māt​-yéh-sih-a?  

	for what purpose? why?






	[image: ]

	
séung  

	to want to, intend to, would like to






	[image: ]

	
máaih  

	to buy






	[image: ]

	
daai  

	to lead, to bring, to go with






	[image: ]

	
heui  

	to go to, to go






	[image: ]

	
sé-jih-làuh  

	office






	[image: ]

	
m̀h-gòi (néih)  

	thank you







True or false?


If you have understood the dialogue you should be able to pass judgement on the following statements about it.





a Wòhng Gwok Méih Sìn-sàang séung maaih chē.




b Wòhng Sìn-sàang séung maaih Yaht-bún chē.




c Hòh Sìn-sàang, Wòhng Sìn-sàang kéuih-deih haih pàhng-yáuh.




d Wòhng Taai-táai wán Wòhng Sìn-sàang.
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Notes



2.1 QUESTION WORDS



Question words like bīn-go? who? and māt-yéh? what? come in the same position in the sentence as the answer to them does. In English, question and answer have different word orders, but in Chinese they have the same word order. In the two examples following, note how the English is twisted but the Chinese is not:
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