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1 Chinese is the native language of approximately a billion people distributed over vast
geographical areas of the world. It is the official language of China (both mainland and Taiwan). It
is one of the two official languages in Hong Kong SAR of China, where ethnic Chinese constitute
more than 95 per cent of the local population. It is one of the four official languages of Singapore,
where about 75 per cent of population are ethnic Chinese. It is also reasonably maintained by
about 30 million Chinese scattered in other parts of the world.
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2 Genealogically, Chinese belongs to the family of Sino-Tibetan. The earliest reliable records of
Chinese in the form of jiaguwen “oracle bone script” date back more than 3, 000 years. Much
controversy surrounds the periodization of the language since then, partly due to lack of sufficient
documentary evidence on the chronological changes in the language, particularly in the
pre-modern periods of its evolution, and partly due to the fact that periodization based on each of
the three main components of the language, namely, phonology, grammar, and lexicon may not
always be co-extensive. The periodization adopted in this book is first and foremost based upon
changes in grammar, which may sometimes be co-extensive with phonological, and to a lesser
extent, lexical development of the language. As elaborated in Lu ( 1985a, 1985b), Norman (1988),
Peyraube ( 1988, 1996), Ohta (1991), Mei (1994), inter alia, each period is marked by some
conspicuous innovations in syntax and morphology, the details of which need not concern us here.
A sketch of the periodization is presented in Table 1. 1.
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3 Archaic Chinese (Shanggu Hanyu) is represented by the language used in classic works of the
pre-Qin Period and the Western Han Dynasty. Writings from the Eastern Han onward, while
basically following the style of Archaic Chinese, displayed an increasing number of innovations in
grammar and vocabulary, which are believed to be reflective of changes in the contemporary
vernacular. It is referred as Medieval Chinese (Zhonggu Hanyu), which represents a transitional
period. Archaic Chinese and Medieval Chinese constitute Old Chinese(Gudai Hanyu). The
appearance of substantial texts in mainly vernacular style in the late Tang Dynasty marked the
beginning of Pre-Modern Chinese (Jindai Hanyu). A growing number of emergent grammatical,
lexical, and phonological features are attested in texts of this period and thereafter, which
presumably reflect corresponding developments in the language shortly before and during the
period. The next ten centuries or so constituted the formative years of Modern Chinese (Xiandai
Hanyu) during which period almost all the most important characteristic features gradually took
shape. By the early Qing Dynasty, all the major changes in grammar, phonology, and basic
vocabulary that characterize Modern Chinese had been completed. Influences from Western
languages and Japanese aside, present-day Chinese differs little in grammar, phonology, and basic
vocabulary from the vernacular found in Honglou Meng, a novel written in the mid eighteenth
century.
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4 What is known as the Chinese language comprises dozens of dialects which may be mutually
unintelligible. Again, opinions differ as to their grouping. This book follows the framework in
Norman (1988) and B. Xu and Zhan (1988) in classifying all the dialects into seven major groups,
differentiated mainly on the basis of phonological features, and, to a lesser extent, also in terms of
vocabulary and grammar. The major dialect groups are Beifanghua (Mandarin), Wu, Yue



(Cantonese), Min, Kejia (Hakka), Xiang, and Gan, of which Mandarin is by far the largest group
with its native speakers accounting for the majority of the Chinese population. The non-Mandarin
groups are also called the Southern dialects. Each of the major dialect groups is in turn comprised
of a large number of varieties that are related to each other in terms of a hierarchy with three main
levels, sub-dialect, vernacular, and accent. For example, following the traditional classification,
Mandarin is composed of four major sub-dialects, namely, Northern, Northwestern, Southwestern,
and Jiang Huai, all of which may be further divided into different groups of vernaculars and
accents. The standard form of Modern Chinese is known by several names. It is called
Putonghua““the common language” in mainland China, guoyu "the national language" in Taiwan
Province of China, and huayu “Chinese language" in Singapore.
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5 This book attempts to present a historical and sociolinguistic profile of Modern Chinese. It will
focus on its development and major features of structure and use from the late nineteenth century
up to the 1990s, and in the context of a modernizing Chinese society. The book is composed of
three parts, concentrating on the spoken form, the written form, and the writing system
respectively.
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