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Research On The Language Problem In The

Sino-Western Intercourse In The Modern Times

Pidgin English as a Cultural Phenomenon

(Abstract)

Zhou Yi

When human beings are in contact with each other, the closest
relation is the relation between language and culture. The first thing
to appear when two different cultures meet is the assimilation
(interpretation) of their languages. In the Modern Times, the Sino-
foreign intercourse in any form must have been first of all based on
the communications through oral and written languages. The big
discrepancy and barrier in language, culture and psychology between
Chinese and Western nations inevitably caused intentional or
unintentional misunderstanding and misinterpretation in their daily

communications. In addition, some other human {factors also
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augménted the discrepancy. Westerners, who harbored ethnocentric
ideas when coming to China in the early days, showed a strong bias
against and contempt for the Chinese people and their language. On
the other hand, the closed-door policy and China-type ethnocentrism
made China’s literati and court officials as well as common people
despise any foreign language and culture. Thus, the barrier and
misunderstanding in the Sino-Western intercourse of those days
became inevitable. For this reason, the language problem, esp. the
problem of the pidgin language, arising in the Sino-Western
intercourse, is well worth our study.

Unfortunately, the above-mentioned language problem,
although vital, has usually been neglected both on the part of
participants and on the part of subsequent researchers. To study this
issue, we must take into consideration pidgin Portuguese and pidgin
English, esp. the latter. Although they once functioned merely as a
superficially practical communication tools between the lower-class
people and the Westerners in China, yet they played an essential
part in the early Sino-Western intercourse. Due to the fact that
there lacked mutual respect, understanding and goodwill between
China and the West, communication barriers, misunderstanding,
misinterpretation and clashes between the two sides occurred from
time to time. After Chinese had got the worst of it, they eventually
started to run official foreign languages schools of their own and set
to learning “barbarian languages”, particularly English (the most

influential Western language), and their cultures conscientiously in
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order to meet the ever-growing needs for foreign affairs and China’s
self-strengthening. Doubtlessly, de-constructing the role of English
in the Sino-Western intercourse in the Modern Times involves not
only the linguistic subject itself but also ideological, socio-cultural
and diplomatic issues. It is of great historic and realistic significance
for us to understand that period of history and the correlation
between language and intercourse and to properly handle today’s
Sino-foreign intercourse.

In the Modern Times of China, the inflexionless, easy-to-learn
pidgin language is a sort of linguistic variation purposefully created
for the intercourse between one group and the other, almost all from
the bottom of society, usually for the sake of living and mutual
trading. Therefore, a pidgin language is mostly a trade language.
From the 16th century on, when Europe opened its new sea routes,
there were more and more contacts between China and the West.
Portuguese merchants, missionaries and diplomats were the first
group of Westerners who came to China (Canton) by the sea route,
together with the Portuguese language. Then, Portuguese blended
with Chinese, esp. with the Cantonese dialect, which soon turned
into a lingua franca called “pidgin Portugués” or “Cantao Portugués”
or “Macao Portugués ” between Portuguese people and local
Chinese. As the earliest pidgin language in that era, “pidgin
Portugués” made its debut after 1557 during the Late Ming when
the Portuguese occupied Macao and became popular in the whole

port of Canton after the opening of Canton in the early Qing
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Dynasty till the early years of the reign of Emperor Qianlong
(1736 — 1795). It greatly influenced and was later replaced by
“Canton English” or the earliest “pidgin English”, a term given by
subsequent historians. From the year 1635 when the first British
ship reached Macao to the year 1836 when Charles Elliot arrived
there to succeed as the commercial counselor of Canton and further
to the year 1838 when Lin Zexu, the governor-general of the Hubei-
Hunan Region, went to Canton as the imperial envoy to ban the
opium, Britain had been increasing its normal trade in Macao and
Lingdingyang while keeping its opium-smuggling and Chinese-labor-
trafficking businesses going up there. In order to monopolize the
market and interests in China, British merchants got the upper hand
of Portuguese and Dutch merchants by squeezing them out in every
way possible. At the zenith of the British colonialist expansion in
China, “Canton English”, very much like “Cantao Portugues”,
emerged spontaneously and started to spread fast.

Before the Opium War, English was transmitted into China
principally by way of the Canton-Fujian area for the practical
purpose of two-way oral communications i Sino-Western business
transactions. Thereby, after it evolved into a linguistic variation,
“Canton English” acquired some new linguistic features: 1. Its
Chinese-English bilingual form was marked by phonetic symbols in
the form of Chinese characters. 2. Its word order was based on
Chinese grammar. 3. Its sentences were composed of ill-organized

words. 4. Its accent was influenced by the Cantonese dialect. It
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first began to prevail in the coastal areas of South China, centering
around the “foreign factories” and “hongs” in Macao, Hong Kong
and Canton, and after the opening of five port cities started to move
to the regions of East China, centering around the banks of the
Western Pidgin River in Shanghai, hence a fresh name *pidgin
English”. In terms of linguistic application as well as linguistic
nature, there isn’t much difference between *Shanghai pidgin
English” and “Canton pidgin English”. The only big difference
between them lies in their accents and usages: one is influenced by
the Shanghai dialect, and the other by the Cantonese dialect,
although “Canton pidgin English” once helped shape “Shanghai
pidgin English”.

As a product blended by a language of a superior group
(Westerners) and a language of a subordinate group (Chinese),
Chinese pidgin English in the Modern Times had involved and
developed in an “unconscious” or “laissez-faire” way for nearly one
century and a half until it formed characteristics of its own at the
second part of the 19" century, influencing the Sino-Western
intercourse into the first part of the 20% century. The most
influential and representative types of the pidgin English in China
are “Canton pidgin English” and “Shanghai pidgin English”. In
spite of the fact that “pidgin English” is non-standard (blended,
localized, irregular and oral) and even rough, and the fact that the
contacts between Chinese and Westerners at that time were indirect,

lowrung and highly-limited, * pidgin English” still played an
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irreplaceable part in reducing the language and cultural barriers in
the Sino-Western intercourse and influencing the process of China’s
modernization. It is hard even today to estimate the extent to which
“pidgin English” distorted and misinterpreted information and
messages in that era.

The history of “pidgin Portuguese” and “pidgin English” is the
history of the contacts and collisions at the grass-roots level between
the Chinese language and the Western languages, between Chinese
culture and Western culture; it is also the history of the Sino-
Western trade language and the history of Tongshi’s interpretation
activities. Like Tongshi, “pidgin Portuguese” and “pidgin English”
were products of the Sino-Western trade and by-products of
Westerners’ penetration into China in the Modern Times as well.
Their birth, growth and death mirror to some extent the orbit of the
vicissitudes of Chinese society of that age.

The foreign trade in Canton and Shanghai in the Qing
Dynasty, Western schools in China run by missionaries from the
1830s to the Opium War period such as Bridgman School in Canton,
the Morrison School in Macao and the Anglo-Chinese College in
Hong Kong and Ningbo Girl School in Ningbo, the foreign
languages schools in Beijing, Shanghai and Canton run by the Qing
court in 1862 and afterwards, the first batch of modern government-
run universities after the Sino-Japanese War like Beiyang University
and Beijing University, and Chinese scholars’ introduction and

translation of Western science, literature and humanities as well as
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Chinese understanding of Western civilization were all resultant from
China’s continuously deepening recognition of the Western
civilization. All these new phenomena were interrelated to the
spread of Western languages, English in particular, in the country.
[t can be said that the transmission of Western languages promoted
to a great degree these new phenomena, which in turn encouraged
their rise and spread in China of the Modern Times. The interaction
between the two left such an indelible mark in history that we can
conclude with confidence that in this course of history pidgin
languages made their due contributions.

This book is the research into the language problem in the Sino-
Western intercourse in the Modern Times. But, the point of its
focus is put on the effected history or Wirkungsgeschichte of
“ Chinese pidgin English ” from the historical, linguistic,
psychological, cultural and translation perspectives so as to explore

the historical orbits and features of the Sino-Western intercourse.
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FEM—PE 1S LMK MMEBR T Ok T Y EE RS
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