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As the national language of the PRC, the world's growing economic power and the
sovereign of Hong Kong, Putonghua is a language with multiple facets of relevance for
the current Special Administrative Region. This paper seeks to explore and explain
different representations of Putonghua in Hong Kong's leading English-language
newspaper South China Morning Post in articles published between January 2012 and
February 2013. The representations are studied in the context of the different discourses
in which they appear, some of which feature language(s) as a central theme and some
more marginally.

An overview is first presented of the scholarly research on the most important
developments in Hong Kong's complex language scene from the beginnings of the
colony until present day, with the aim of detecting developments and attitudes with
potential relevance or parallels to the context of Putonghua today. The paper then
reflects on the media and its role in producing and perpetuating discourses in the
society, before turning to more practical considerations on Hong Kong's English and
Chinese language media and the role of South China Morning Post in it.

The methods used in analysing the discourses are those of discourse analysis, with
textual analysis as its starting point, in which close attention is paid to linguistic forms
as the concrete representations of meanings in a text. Particularly the immediate
contexts of the appearances of the word “Putonghua” in the articles were studied
carefully to detect vocabulary, grammar and semantical choices as signs of different
discourses, potentially also revealing fundamental underlying assumptions and other
“hidden meanings” in the text.

Some of the most distinctive discourses in which different representations of Putonghua
appeared were the Instrumental value for the individual (in which Putonghua was
represented as a form of social capital); Othering of the mainlanders (in which
Putonghua served as a concrete marker of distinction); Belonging to China (Putonghua
as a symbol of unity); and Cultural distinctiveness of Hong Kong (Putonghua as a threat
to Hong Kong's history and culture, as embodied in Cantonese). Some of these
discourses were more prominent than others, and for example the discourse of
Belonging to China was relatively rarely enacted in Hongkongers' voices.

In general, the findings were not surprising in the light of the history, but showed a fair
degree of consistency with what has been written earlier about the languages and
attitudes towards them in Hong Kong. It has often been noted that Putonghua and its
relation with Cantonese is a matter linked with the social identity of the colony and its
citizens. While it appeared that there were no strict taboos in the representations of
Putonghua in the societal context, the possibility of self-censorship cannot be ruled out
as a factor toning down political discourses in the representations.

Keywords: Hong Kong, languages, discourse, media
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1. Introduction

“Putonghua and simplified Chinese characters are everywhere.” “Auctions for valuable
art in Hong Kong are carried out in Putonghua, and Putonghua-speaking customers
enjoy better treatment in Hong Kong's many luxury shops.” “Three Putonghua-speaking
robbers escaped from a house in Sai Kung with valuable artefacts and cash as loot.”
“Applicants to the valuation job must be fluent in English, Cantonese and Putonghua.”
“Fluency in Putonghua is generally expected in banking jobs, especially in the many
jobs which increasingly include interaction with the mainland.” “Loud chatter in
Putonghua in the overcrowded office of a local maternity clinic or in the lines in front of
a kindergarten on school application day reveals the hundreds of mainlanders with
whom Hongkongers have to share the resources of the overpopulated city.” “The plans
to include a word in Putonghua pinyin in the English name of a newly built opera house
in Hong Kong raise accusation of kowtowing to Beijing.” “Putonghua is being
promoted at the expense of Cantonese, which contributes to Hongkongers' inclination to

vent their anger on mainland visitors.”

The statements above are a few examples of randomly selected and loosely rephrased
mentions of Putonghua taken from different articles published in Hong Kong's leading
English-language newspaper, South China Morning Post, between January 2012 and
February 2013.

Languages have for decades been included in discourses concerning changing social
affiliations and identities in Hong Kong, former colony of Britain and present Special
Administrative Region (SAR) of the People's Republic of China (PRC). Yet in addition
to the important identity affiliation, languages equally appear in various other contexts
with varying degrees of centrality to the discussion at hand, the most notable of which
in the highly competitive society is the connection with instrumental value and future

advantage in education and work life.

This thesis looks at how Putonghua has featured in different discourses in the Hong
Kong-based English language newspaper South China Morning Post during the 14-
month period from January 2012 to February 2013. It seeks to trace the different

representations of the word “Putonghua”, which might at first seem chaotic (as the
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opening paragraph shows), and make sense of them through methods of textual
analysis. Despite the importance of textual analysis and discourse analysis as tools for
bringing analytical rigour to the discussion, at the core of the research is an
understanding of the historical and contemporary context against which the findings are
mirrored. The research is partly exploratory and partly explanatory in nature — it seeks
to find out what is actually being discussed, by whom, what views and arguments are
being brought up, and for what reason, and it also seeks to trace the roots and causes of

these discourses in order to understand where they come from.

The paper begins (Chapter 2) with a historical background section tracing developments
in the language scene in Hong Kong from the beginning of the colonial times until
present. Major developments and discourses surrounding all of the three languages are
taken up to illustrate the history and to provide understanding of the context in which
the discourses found in today's newspaper articles stem from. The third main chapter,
which looks at media discourses from theoretical and practical points of view, aims to
illuminate the context in which the primary data was produced from a different
perspective. The fourth chapter describes the methodology of Discourse Analysis and
the process of data-gathering, and makes some general remarks about the data. The fifth
chapter presents the findings of the empirical analysis conducted on the newspaper
representations of Putonghua, taking up examples of different representations and the
discourses in which they appeared one by one. The last chapter concludes the discussion
by linking the findings of the analysis more closely with the discussion in chapters two
and three, evaluating the limitations of the study, and suggesting areas for further

research on the topic.

Most of the findings of the empirical analysis were not surprising in the light of the
history of Hong Kong: most discourses have their origins or counterparts already in pre-
Handover history, and the representations of Putonghua were found to have some
features which reoccurred over different discourses and representations in different
combinations, creating webs of consistency and connections, and on the other hand of
contrasts and opposition. For example, a discourse of “utility”, or instrumental value, of
Putonghua is strong — this resembles similar values attached to English ever since the
colonial times, and the instrumental values have in fact been the ones leading the
acceptance of Putonghua ever since 1980s. Despite the fairly predictable lines of

argumentation concerning the roles of different languages in articles which treat it as
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their central topic, mentions of Putonghua in seemingly marginal positions in a large
body of other articles are interesting in how they perpetuate certain discourses over
others and thereby contribute to the representations through hidden meanings rather

than explicit argumentation.

1.1. Preface: origins of Putonghua — national language of the PRC

Chinese language is notorious for the difficulty in determining whether the wide variety
of mutually unintelligible variants spoken in and outside of the borders of the mainland
ought to be described as dialects of the same language or whether they should be seen as
separate languages. In practice, distinctions are usually based on political grounds rather
than linguistic ones (Rajagopalan, 2001: 23). Regardless of the way the issue of dialects
versus separate languages is framed, the fact remains that while variation creates
diversity and local identity, it at the same time imposes constraints on communication
and social interaction. A tension always exists between diversification and

standardisation of the language (Gu, 2006: 344).

Many campaigns have been launched in the long history of China to standardise
Chinese both in its spoken and written form. In the modern era, a National Language
Movement was launched in the late Qing dynasty to revitalise the shattered country (Gu,
2006: 345), but the first viable alternative proved to be the New Guoyu (‘new national
language') which was based on the Beijing dialect, and was promoted in the People's
Republic soon after the establishment of the PRC in 1949 (ibid.), by which time it had
become to be called Putonghua, or the common language. Similarly, in Taiwan the
Kuomingtang government was quick to establish a “Mandarin Language Policy” by
which Mandarin was made the national language (in Taiwan still called guoyu) of the
ROC (Beaser, 2006: 5). In the PRC, the State Council called for the promotion of
Putonghua in 1956, but the promotion has truly gathered pace in the Reform Era (Yang,
2007). In 1998 China declared as its aim to make Putonghua the standard Chinese
spoken nationwide by the mid-twenty-first century. In 2000, the National People's
Congress Standing Committee approved the PRC Common Language Law, which gives
Putonghua and the Simplified Characters legal status as the national common language.
It is officially stipulated to be the language of instruction at all levels of education, and
also the language of the mass media (Gu, 2006: 345). Hong Kong, as a Special

Administrative Region, has been positioned differently from the provinces in the
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mainland, but it, too, is far from being outside the sphere of influence of the national

language, which has only increased in the recent years.

2. Languages in Hong Kong

Because this study primarily looks at the discourses through history rather than through
theories, some time will first be spend exploring scholarly literature on the linguistic
history of Hong Kong. From the sociolinguistic point of view, we can classify language
issues into language behaviour, which includes proficiency, acquisition and usage, and
behaviour towards language, which can be divided to attitudinal and implementational
(Bolton, 1985: 47). The historical background section will touch upon matters falling
into all of these, but the emphasis of the research is on the latter, and more specifically,

on the attitudinal part of it.

This chapter presents an overview of the different stages of Hong Kong's linguistic
history, which will serve as the background for the analysis. It must be noted that this
chapter is entirely based on English-language scholarly literature. It is probable that
there is also an important body of relevant locally-produced scholarly research produced
in Chinese', which is out of the reach of the current writer due to the limited language
proficiency. On the other hand, it seems that the reference lists of various English-
language books and articles, including those written by apparently bilingual scholars,
contain very few Chinese-language sources. This suggests that research conducted in
English is the standard background material in studies concerning languages in Hong

Kong.

Be that as it may, the fact remains that the greater part of (English-language) studies on
Hong Kong languages, especially concerning the earlier history, are conducted with the
framework of “English versus Chinese” in mind, rather than the issues arising from

within the different “Chineses™. It is necessary to lean on this body of research to

1 Research in Hong Kong's universities is generally conducted in English, but Chinese studies form an
exception. Topics related to Cantonese and Mandarin are likely to fall within the scope of Chinese
studies. Bolton (2002) claims that the interest of local scholars has been largely on possible tensions
between Cantonese and Mandarin instead of those between Chinese and English, while the majority of
English-language research clearly seems to concentrate on the latter.

2 Many studies only mention Putonghua in passing, such as “there are also some Mandarin speakers” or
“the role of Mandarin is rising” without going into further details.
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illuminate how languages originally came to be conceptualised in the colony, which all

helps to understand the role of Putonghua, too, indirectly.

2.1. Pre-Handover

This section begins with pre-colonial times, moves on to how English became to be
used in the colony, by whom and in what domains, and what was the role left for
Chinese; it then turns to the developments of the decades since 1960s, when language
for the first time became a subject of political nature, and looks at how the roles and
usage of English and Chinese, as well as attitudes towards them, developed up until
1997. The more recent developments, those after the Handover, will be treated in

section 2.2.

2.1.1. Early days

Hong Kong has had a rich linguistic culture from the beginning. The territory on the
Southeast coast of China was populated by migrants, many of them from areas where
Cantonese was spoken, but a part were speakers of Hakka, Fujianese and other (mostly
Southern) varieties of Chinese (Kan & Adamson, 2010: 167). In the course of the
centuries, especially during times of political turmoil, whether in the imperial China or
in the PRC, people have fled to the region from the north and other parts of China,
bringing with them their own dialects (Bolton, 2002: 33; Sivonen, 2006: 204). The
general tendencies in the earlier history of languages in Hong Kong can be construed
based on a few studies, despite the fact that prior to 1985, real sociolinguistic research
on Hong Kong has been scarce (Bolton & Kang-Kwong 1985: 41-42)°. Perhaps due to
the lack of solid research data on attitudes, usage, etc. the picture of the history as
accounted by different scholars varies — possibly reflecting the different agendas of the

different writers® - to the extent that it is difficult to construct any definite, unbiased

3 Bolton & Kang-Kwong (ibid.) contrast the lack of sociolinguistic research in Hong Kong (on topics
such as language use, the spread of English as a functional variety and its importance in major societal
domains, as well as the use of Cantonese and other dialects) with the abundance of research in
neighbouring countries, such as Philippines, Singapore and Taiwan. They further note that most
research that has been conducted has concentrated on language in education. While this is still true,
the recent decades have seen the introduction of an abundance of other topics to complement the
picture, from studies on relationships between language and identity (Chan 2002) to the social
distinctiveness of different types of code-mixing between English and Cantonese (Hoi Ying Chen
2005) and to the use of English in the professional world in Hong Kong (Evans 2009).

4 See, notably, Sweeting & Vickers (2005) who fiercely attack the “discourse of colonialism”,
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history. If there is one aspect about the linguistic history of Hong Kong that is simple, it
is the fact that at any given point of its history, the large majority of its inhabitants have
been ethnic Chinese who spoke a form of Chinese as their mother tongue, and for the

overwhelming majority, this has meant, and still means, Cantonese.

With the arrival of the British and the establishment of the colony in 1841, English was
introduced as the sole official language of such high domain activities as government
and law. It was the language of the ruling class and rich people, of commerce, and also a
marker of upward mobility, learned only for utilitarian purposes by some wishing to get
a better job as compradors or other intermediaries between the British and the local
people’, while having little relevance to the majority of the local population, who never
learned to speak it and with whom the colonial settlers had little interaction (see e.g.
Kan & Adamson, 2010; Poon, 2004; Simpson, 2007: 175, Tsang, 2003: 222 and
Sivonen, 2006). In other words, the two languages were used in different domains,
creating a situation which is in sociolinguistics called diglossia (Lai, 2012: 86)° — on the
other hand, this is also where the roots lie for the separation of “instrumental” value of
certain languages, which remains an important discourse in language discussion even

today (as will be seen in analysis section 5.1).

The fact that the two communities operated in completely separated spheres has been
interpreted by some as one sign that despite Hong Kong's being essentially a Chinese
place, the Chinese were still “Othered” within the British colonial imagination (Fanon,

1961).” Kan & Adamson (2010: 167) suggest that the situation remained so for most of

especially as advanced by Pennycook, which they deem particularly simplistic, while themselves
calling for a reconstruction of the history from the “bottom up”. For them, British cultural and
linguistic “hegemony” appears far more contested and ephemeral, and a product of collaborative
negotiation rather than imposition (2005: 115).

5 See e.g. Bolton, 2002: 32; Simpson, 2007: 175; Sivonen 2006

6 Diglossia and bilingualism are sometimes used synonymously, but the distinction that is sometimes
made can set more light on the linguistic situation of early Hong Kong. Wardhaugh (2002: 92) argues
that these two concepts are best understood as belonging to different disciplines, so that bilingualism
is used by psycholinguists to denote individual linguistic versatility, while diglossia is used by
sociolinguists to mean a situation in a society with everyday “functionally different language varieties
of whatever kind” - it is the characterisation of the social allocation of functions to different
languages. In other words, on the societal level, diglossia is socially-stratified (asymmetrical)
bilingualism - a situation where the languages are used in strictly different domains, while in bilingual
societies each language is used in any domain more symmetrically.

7 See, however, Sweeting & Vickers (2005) for an alternative view refuting the usual “colonial
discourse”. On the other hand, some have noted that the separation continues until today, as
expatriates have a sense of difference from the local population and continue to live in their own
residential areas and have their own clubs, which is not due to a fear of social disorder in the safe
Hong Kong, but rather to the perceived differences in cultural outlook and national belonging
(Leonard, 2010: 519)
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the history of the colony. On the other hand, when it comes to the current “Othering” of
the mainland, an identity separate from that of the mainland did not even begin to
develop among the Hong Kong Chinese until after 1950, when strict border controls
between Hong Kong and the PRC sharply reduced the cross-border movement which
had until then been abundant (Tsang, 2003: 222). English remained the only official
language in the colony up until 1974, and few Chinese people were included in political

decision-making (Sivonen, 2006).

2.1.2. Political movement for the promotion of Chinese 1960s-80s

A major event that had a great impact on the language policy of the colonial
administration started in the late 1960s after the Cultural Revolution in China (Chen,
2001). The largely apolitical nature of the local people was shifted for a period of time
amid the economic and social transformations and the unrest that resulted, and during
this time, demonstrations were also held to protest for the greater use of Chinese in the
government of the colony. The Chinese language served as an important symbol around
which enhanced awareness of ethnicity (and pride in “mother China” built up during a
surge of nationalism resulting from the changed international status of China after it
took over one of the five permanent Security Council seats at the United Nations
(Tsang, 2003: 226). The Chinese Language Movement, initiated by university students,
demanded for higher status and wider use of Chinese in Hong Kong — essentially that
Chinese be made an official language alongside English, although the intention was not
to substitute English with Chinese (Chung, 2003: 28). Urged by the campaign, the
Government appointed a Chinese Language Committee to make recommendations
concerning the official use of Chinese language in Hong Kong, and the result was the
passing of the Official Languages Ordinance in 1974 (Sweeting & Vickers, 2005: 124).
Later, a second Chinese language campaign was in effect from the late 1970s till early

1980s, and was mainly triggered by perceptions of deteriorating Chinese education.

However, although there was some achievement in the use of Chinese in the
Government's domestic affairs in the 1970s, English was still widely used and required
in civil service (Chung, 2003: 18). Administration was turned truly bilingual only
gradually. One important document on this road was the Joint Declaration of 1984,
whereby the British and Chinese governments agreed on the handover of Hong Kong —

Chung (2003: 27) notes that it was since the Joint Declaration that there was no longer
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doubt that Chinese, as the official language of China, would come to enjoy equal (if not
superior) status in Hong Kong. In 1987, amendments were proposed to the Official
Languages Ordinance to lay the legal basis for bilingual legislation. In Chen's (2001, as
cited in Chung 2003: 20) view, the enactment of the Official Languages (Amendment)
Bill in 1987 finally marked the concrete measures to implement the official language

policy stipulated in the 1974 Ordinance.®

It is interesting to note that he Official Languages Ordinance makes no explicit mention
of what is meant by “Chinese”. According to Chung (2003: 29) the Government had in
fact considered whether Cantonese alone (as advocated by the vast majority of the
representations received by the Chinese Language Committee) or Cantonese and
Mandarin, or Mandarin alone, should be adopted. Given that Cantonese was the usual
language of 79% of the population, and understood by 95%, the Government had no
doubt at that time that Cantonese would have more relevance for the population as a
whole. Yet it did not rule out the possibility of the increasing importance of Putonghua’

in years to come.

2.1.3. Language-in-education policies

Language policies may be realised at a number of levels, from very formal language
planning documents and pronouncements to informal statements of intent (Chung,
2003: 4). The term usually refers to governmental policies, although language planning
can also refer to actions of e.g. business organisations and individuals as well

(Wardhaugh, 2002: 262).

Language-in-education policies, and more specifically, the choice of medium of
instruction (hereafter MOI), have been particularly tricky in Hong Kong — and they are,

according to sociolinguists, indeed some of the most crucial language planning choices

8 Chen (2001, as cited in Chung 2003: 20) notes that bilingualism started later and even more hesitantly
in the legal domain, where laws only began to be translated into Chinese after the 1980s policy
change, and the first civil case was heard in Chinese in 1995. The gradual increase in the use of
Cantonese in the court has been linked with the increasing democratisation of the legislature (Li 1999:
73).

9 In fact, the words “Putonghua” and “Mandarin” are not used interchangeably by all due to some
different (but rarely explicitly defined) connotations. Usually in scholarly research, as in other texts,
one term is preferred over the other, with no explanations given for the preferences. For the sake of
convenience and variation, the terms ‘“Putonghua” and ‘“Mandarin” will in this paper be used
interchangeably if not otherwise stated. By contrast, for Cantonese only the English rendition
“Cantonese” is used, as the Chinese equivalent “Yueyu” is not common in English the way
“Putonghua” is.
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that a country can make (Wardhaugh, 2002: 293). This reflects the importance that

schools have in providing the key service in the socialisation of students.

According to E. Chan (2002: 273), the British government started to subsidise schools
in Hong Kong in late 1860s, before which schooling was mainly based on private
tutoring. This is also when English became a school subject. By the end of 1800s, 40%
of pupils in public schooling were educated in English (ibid.). English skills gave real
political and economic advantage, and they gradually became to be associated with elite

status and success.

Poon (2009) has divided the history of the medium of instruction debate in Hong Kong
into three stages. She notes that the issue has been brought up since the 1960s time and
again, with no resolution: first, from the late 1960s to the late 1970s the issue was
politically oriented because of discourses related to colonialism; second, from the early
1980s to 1997 the issue was less politically oriented because of the subsided colonial
feeling; and third, in the post-colonial period a strong political orientation emerged

again due to the changed political situation.

Although Kan & Adamson (2010: 169) divide the educational history of Hong Kong
into the times of “colonial elitism” and “tentative vernacularisation” (1950s-1990s),
from different studies it is to be understood that English education was never really
imposed on the colony." In fact, the pedagogical advantages of using Chinese as the
MOI have been put forward ever since the 1930s, and the British government was not
opposed to it — on the contrary, in the decades leading to the Handover it was willing to
introduce such a policy'' — but English became so popular among the public that its use
in secondary schools grew wider and wider (from 57.9% in 1960 to 91.7% in 1990 (in
primary schools, on the other hand, the standard MOI was Chinese) (E. Chan, 2002:
273). Vernacular education was, according to Sweeting & Vickers (2005: 122)

expanding, while any promotion of English was backed by its “utility” and pragmatic

10 Although occasional contradictory interpretations can be found, in which the British government is
seen to have acted to “guarantee the privileged status of English” as a high language and “relegate
Chinese to the status of a low language in a diglossic society (Chung, 2003: 15).

11 It has been said that the willingness of the British government to implement a mother-tongue
education policy was triggered by growing concerns over the growing practice of code-mixing, or (in
Hong Kong context) imposition of English words into Cantonese sentences, which has been traced to
classroom usage where students not proficient enough in English, who were supposedly taught in
English, ended up mixing languages in classrooms. This practice was deemed to be eroding language
proficiencies in both languages and was thus to be weeded out. It has, however, continued and spread
into different domains of use.
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thinking. The history of educational policies and attitudes to them therefore paints a
slightly different picture of the attitudes towards English in the colony than the view in
which it is something imposed from top-down. In any case, comprehensive free

education was not set up in the colony until 1970s.

An Education Commission was formed in 1984 to formulate education policy and co-
ordinate the planning and development of education at all levels. Its recommendations
have also covered issues such as the medium of education policy, teaching of Chinese

and English as subjects, and teaching and learning of Putonghua.

The resentment among the local population towards an idea of a mother-tongue MOI
policy continued, and the British government did not push it forward'? — until it finally
decided to introduce a mother-tongue MOI policy less than four months before the
Handover in 1997 (Bolton, 2002: 39). The implementation of the latter policy, however,
was only carried out after the Handover, which has lead many scholars to believe that
the introduction of the mother-tongue MOI was originally the idea of the new Beijing-

minded government (as is the assumption of e.g. E. Chan 2002)."

On the attitudinal level, it has been noted that studies conducted in the colonial times
among secondary school students show highly instrumental orientation towards learning
English and negative attitudes to its native speakers — even a feeling that English
presented a threat to their ethno-linguistic identity. Closer to the Handover, similar
studies showed more positive attitudes towards native speakers of English, and the
sense of threatened identity had vanished. Attitudes, however, remained instrumental,
which has led some to conclude that Hongkongers'* did not aspire to embrace Western

culture and values (Hyland, 1997, cited in Humpreys & Spratt, 2008: 316).

All in all, language policies under the colonial government have been seen as very

12 Although a contrasting notion has also been made of a growing “mother-tongue” campaign from the
1970s until 1990s — yet this is not really explained anywhere.

13 Sweeting & Vickers (2005) resent how some have seen the eagerness of the Hong Kong local
population to turn and keep to the prestige of the English language as “colonial influences having
poisoned the locals' minds”-- they remind that the people might well have their own valid reasons for
their choices.

14 The word “Hongkonger” is in fact somewhat problematic due to its connotations with identity issues,
as one specific identity among other possibilities such as “Hong Kong Chinese” or just “Chinese” etc.
However, in this paper no such distinctions are implied, but the word is used simply to refer to people
living in Hong Kong. The prototype would be a person of Chinese ethnicity who has lived their life in
Hong Kong, but such rigid restrictions are not implied unless otherwise stated.
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laissez-faire, almost non-existent for most part of the history (see e.g. Sun, 2002: 284.)"
Chung (2003) suggests in his concluding chapter three reasons for this: 1. The absence
in Britain, and therefore in Hong Kong, of any tradition of, or mechanism for, language
planning. 2. The ambiguity regarding the definition of “Chinese” and the status of
Cantonese in the future of Hong Kong SAR 3. The absence of consensus about the
direction in which the society should move. He further claims that, when it comes to the

second and third point, the situation remains largely unchanged today.

2.1.4. Putonghua in the colonial times

Turning our attention to Putonghua, it has featured little in Hong Kong's education
policies, or, for that matter, any other policies, until recent years. As Hong Kong was a
British colony, the national language of the PRC had little official relevance for Hong
Kong. Simpson (2007: 180) has noted that in Hong Kong, Putonghua inspired from the
beginning two differing attitudes: on the one hand, China's power was seen as positive,
but on the other hand its backwardness was seen in negative light. Sun (2002: 286)
notes that out of the three languages, Putonghua had the lowest social prestige, and
“most SAR residents are not able to speak it at all”. According to Pierson (1998: 97),
Putonghua enjoyed a short revival in Hong Kong as a school subject and as the
language of popular songs in the 1950s as waves of mainlanders came, but as they were
assimilated this phase quickly passed. The Education Department carried out a pilot
scheme in Putonghua as an extracurricular subject 1984 (ibid., 99). Humprey and Stratt
(2008: 316) cite studies conducted in the 1980s which show that secondary students had
mainly instrumental motivations to learn Putonghua: while no particular animosity was
felt towards the language, students did not want to see it imposed as an official language

or spread its use further in education or government.

Towards the Handover, although the greatest part of English-language research was

mostly interested in how the role of English would change after the end of the colonial

16

rule,”® some started to speculate whether Putonghua might acquire a much more

prominent role in Hong Kong. Pierson (1998: 92) noted that the vitality of Cantonese in

15 As also noted by Poon (2009: 24), who saw that the government's educational policies have
progressed in these three stages: laissez-faire (most of the colonial time, until 1994), streaming (1994-
97), and finally obligatory Chinese MOI in 1997.

16 More generally, as was also noted at the beginning, most English-language research on languages in
Hong Kong has concentrated on English — its role, use, attitudes etc., and the question of English vs.
Cantonese (Lai, 2012), whereas similar studies especially on Putonghua are still very rare.
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Hong Kong ‘“has not gone unchallenged” (by Putonghua) — some of the reasons
according to him were the PRC open-door policy and increasing economic and political
links between Hong Kong and the mainland since 1978, which has provided an
incentive for Hong Kong people to learn Mandarin, and the establishment of Shenzhen
Special Economic Zone in the late 1970s, which brought a large Mandarin-speaking
community, with origins in every part of the country, right to the northern border of
Hong Kong. Furthermore, as the language in which Singaporeans, Mainland Chinese
and Taiwanese discuss about business, Pierson remarks that it is reasonable to think that
Putonghua would emerge as the language of business in Asia. Yet Pierson (ibid., 100)
also notes that, based on a 1993 report, the status of Putonghua education was rather
low, as only around 52% of primary schools and 37% of secondary schools offered
Putonghua in some form, and even then, the conditions “did not encourage learning”.
Since the 1990s, however, the promotion of Putonghua has been placed on the
government's agenda. Education Commission report number 6 (published in 1996)
proposed that in the long run, Putonghua should be part of the core curriculum for all
primary and secondary students. It was first introduced into the formal school

curriculum in 1997 as a core subject for Primary 1 to Secondary 3 (Lai,