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Abstract
This thesis aims to explain the ideological characteristics of China’s language laws. Using

theoretical definitions of language ideology, the study analysed two language provisions,

China’s national language law and the language law of Guangdong province, with the goal of

understanding the ideology of China’s language policy. The strong status of Cantonese and its

role as a marker of identity in Guangdong can be seen as standing in contrast to the overall

language goals of the state, as part of a possible struggle between localism and nationalism.

The analysis found that both regulations contain articles that are indicative of nationalist

language ideology, although differences between the regulations and the different forms of

ideologies exist.
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1. Introduction

China is a vast and diverse country, with 56 recognized distinct ethnic groups and as many as

305 different living languages. While different estimates exist, around 900 million people,

roughly 65 % of the population, speak some variety of Mandarin as their first language. 1 The

Mandarin dialect of Beijing, officially known as Putonghua, serves as the lingua franca and

official national language of the country. However, many other varieties and languages exist,

with various levels of status and protection. Approximately 8 % of the population speak a

language distinct from Chinese, with Chinese itself being an umbrella term for many different

variants and dialects of differing mutual intelligibility, united by a common writing system. 2

Despite the different Chinese dialects often differing from each other to the extent of lacking

mutual intelligibility, the official policy of the country treats the different varieties of Chinese

different from the different national languages. Although many other Chinese dialects also

have a large number of speakers, such as Wu (80 million) or Hakka (47 million), one can

argue that Cantonese probably is the strongest and most influential variant after Putonghua.

Although difficult to accurately quantify, one estimate put the number of Cantonese speakers

at 75 million people worldwide. 3

Cantonese is spoken primarily in Guangdong province and has a significant role in the

expression of regional identity and culture in the province, as well as in Hong Kong, Macau,

and overseas Chinese communities. The significant status of Cantonese and its role as a

marker of identity can be seen as standing in contrast to the overall language goals of the

nation, with a possible conflict between national unity and nationalism on the one hand and

localism on the other, of which language politics is at the centre. As such, this essay attempts

to shed light on this possible discrepancy, and to examine the underlying ideological

characteristics in China’s language laws at the national level and in Guangdong province.

3 Encyclopedia Britannica. Cantonese language. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cantonese-language.
Retrieved 2022-11-30.

2 Ibid.

1 Ethnologue: Languages of the World. China. https://www-ethnologue-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/country/CN.
Retrieved 2023-01-20.
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2. Background

2.1 Language politics: an overview

Languages are more than just a means of communication. They function as carriers of

identity and culture, and operate as a facilitator of power relations. As such, languages are

intrinsically linked with politics, and will always have a strong correlation with social

structures and situations. Varieties of languages are socially or politically rather than

linguistically determined; a dialect becomes a language when it is recognized as such. For

example, the Scandinavian languages are so similar to each other that a speaker of Norwegian

can without too much difficulty understand Swedish or Danish, but they still consider them

separate languages. The speakers of different Chinese dialects on the other hand very often

cannot understand each other, yet they all agree that they are speaking Chinese. The language

choices made by individuals are often made as a result of management, reflecting efforts by

language managers to control the choice. 4

There exists a multitude of governmental, non-governmental and educational agencies and

institutions that exercise authority over the usage of language. This often takes shape in the

form of language planning, which can be divided into different types. One is status planning,

which is concerned with the function of languages in a speech community, that is, the uses of

language in a society or other context. Examples of common status planning approaches are

officialisation, nationalisation, revival and maintenance. Acquisition planning on the other

hand, is concerned with the users of language, and attempts to influence the distribution of

language by creating or improving incentives or opportunities to learn them. Acquisition

planning policies are therefore often related to education or mass media. The third type is

corpus planning, which is concerned with the form or structure of the language, such as

standardisation of the alphabet. 5 In essence, status planning is the management of speakers,

acquisition planning is the management of language acquisition, and corpus planning is the

management of language itself. 6

6 Spolsky. 2009. p 103.
5 Ricento, T. An Introduction to Language Policy. Oxford: Blackwell. 2006. p 28-29.
4 Spolsky, B. Language Management. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009. p 1.
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Language planning nearly always occurs in multilingual and multicultural settings, where

planning for one language has repercussions on other languages and ethnolinguistic groups.

Because of this, the decisions of which languages will be planned are therefore ultimately

reflections of power relations among different groups as well as various sociopolitical and

economic interests. 7

Language politics is often associated with nationalism, nation-building and state formation,

which largely derives from and reflects the importance of language in European nationalism.

One of the more common objectives has been the differentiation of the language of the group

from other varieties - or the opposite - the fusion of language varieties into a single group in

order to forge a distinct language. This could then form part of the case of political

independence, or be used to reinforce the solidarity and cohesion of the national population. 8

In China, language planning has most often been concerned with the latter. The goal of

language politics is often to promote national unity, which not least is true in the case of

modern Chinese language planning.

2.2 Chinese language policy: a historical background

Language politics in China is far from a modern invention. The historical background and the

embryo of the language policy of modern China can be found as far back as the first Shang

dynasty (1600-1046 BC), where the increasing commercial and military exchange between

different tribes around the Yellow River facilitated the need for a common lingua franca. The

earliest form of such a lingua franca had its origins in modern day Yinxu, in the western part

of Henan province. Its written equivalent was called jiaguwen, and would eventually develop

into yayan, which was the standardised written language used in education, culture and

diplomacy. Under the Sui (581-618) and Tang (618-907), a standard pronunciation was also

established and promoted across the country. Given that knowledge of the standard language

was a necessity for aspiring officials, keju, the imperial examination system, likely had a

significant motivating factor in this.

Among the most influential rhyming dictionaries compiled to codify and promulgate the

8 Ferguson, G. Language Planning and Education. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 2006. p 18.
7 Ricento. 2006. p 5-6.
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standard pronunciation was Qieyun. Although knowledge of Qieyun was effectively

promoted across the country through the imperial examinations during the Sui dynasty, the

authorities largely did not promote it as the spoken standard, with the exception of a few

sporadic efforts. The national standard pronunciation during the Ming (1368-1644) and the

early Qing (1644-1912) was called Guanhua, ‘mandarin’. The first official effort at

promoting Guanhua was made in the mid eighteenth century, but as training in Guanhua was

accessible only to a very small number of privileged scholars in the Southern dialect areas, it

did not have a significant impact on the overall linguistic situation in the south. As such, local

dialects largely prevailed in these areas. 9

It was not until the late period of the Qing dynasty when the need for a clear definition of the

standard spoken Chinese arose. Language reform was seen as a significant factor in China's

modernization and revitalization efforts. Zhu Wenxiong, a linguist and scholar, said in 1906:

What I expect of my country’s people is for us to be able to stand on our own in this

competitive world. It is impossible to achieve universal education if the writing

system is not easy to use, and it is impossible to attain strong unity if there is no

uniform national language. 10

As is illustrated by these words, the promotion of a standard language was presented as

central to national unity, which held particular significance given the large number of

mutually unintelligible dialects spoken around the country. Influenced by Western ideas,

many Chinese intellectuals began holding the notion that a strong modern nation-state spoke

one common language, which the strength and power of the Western nations seemed to

convincingly demonstrate. As such, numerous efforts were made to modernise the writing

system and to unify the spoken language. 11 An act was passed in 1911 that resolved that the

national language, Guoyu, should be mainly based on the Beijing dialect, while constituting a

more generalised form of Guanhua, thus retaining some features from other dialects. In 1926

however, it was resolved that Guoyu should be based entirely upon the Beijing dialect for its

standard pronunciation. Administrative efforts were made to promote Guoyu in education,

11 Zhou, M., Hongkai, S. Language Policy in the People’s Republic of China: Theory and Practice Since 1949.
Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 2004. p 3.

10 Chen. 1999, p 14.
9 Chen, P. Modern Chinese: History and sociolinguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1999. p 7-13.
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and texts written in the classical literary wenyan style were switched to this new vernacular

literary style called Baihua. 12

After the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, the authorities exerted significant efforts

in the field of language reform. The language policy developed during the first decades of the

PRC called for the spreading of Standard Modern Chinese, Putonghua, to the point where it

would become the actual national language of communication, for the development and

spreading of pinyin, a standard romanization, and for the simplification of characters with the

goal of enabling widespread literacy.

The relationship between Putonghua and local dialects in the PRC has evolved through

several stages. Guo argues, by examining the evolution of policy statements, that the first

stage, from the 1950s to the mid-1980s, was characterised by both official and mass

misunderstanding that Putonghua would eventually replace Chinese dialects in almost every

domain, a result of the promotion of Western ideas of linguistic modernization. The second

stage, from the late 1980s to early 1990s, largely consisted of the reconsideration of this

relationship, and dialects consequently had a revival in usage in the public domain such as

media, with some policy diversion tolerated in the political environment. This led to a third

and current stage, where the relationship between Putonghua and dialects is defined in terms

of a mainstream principle and a diversity principle. These principles essentially designate

Putonghua for public use and dialects for private use, and was legislated in the Language Law

of 2001. 13

The 2001 language law, Law of the National Commonly Used Language and Script of the

PRC (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo guojia tongyong yuyan wenzi fa中华人民共和国国家

通用语言文字法), was passed on October 31, 2000, at the eighteenth meeting of the Ninth

Session of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, and was proclaimed

through an executive order on the same day by Chairman Jiang Zemin. It remains the

currently used national language law, and arose from a perceived ‘chaotic’ situation in terms

of language use during the 1990s. In the law, the status of Putonghua as national language

and simplified characters as the national script was reaffirmed, and the usage of dialects in

certain necessary or appropriate situations is authorised. The law also stipulates the rights to

13 Zhou. 2004. p 3-4.
12 Chen. 1999, p 22.
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their own spoken languages and scripts by minorities. It was noted by the Law Committee

that while requirements concerning script and language use in areas such as official

documents, education and media should be strict, regulations on spoken language and normal

social interactions should be more relaxed. 14

The notion stipulated in the national language law that the usage of Chinese dialects and

minority languages is appropriate in certain situations and should enjoy some protection

stands in contrast to the policy statements made in the 1950s. Up until the 1980s the official

view was that dialects should eventually be replaced by Putonghua in all domains of language

use. An editorial in the People’s Daily stressed in 1955:

We should vigorously advocate the importance of the spread of Putonghua, so that

people know correctly the relationship between dialects and Putonghua (...) Dialects

are to exist side by side with Putonghua for quite a long period, but the use of

Putonghua must be expanded constantly. We should advocate speaking Putonghua on

public occasions and using Putonghua as the literary language. We should eliminate

localism that does not accept Putonghua, is not willing to listen to Putonghua, and

even does not allow children to speak Putonghua, and we should eradicate the

phenomenon of abusive use of dialects in publications, especially literary works. 15

As can be seen here, the official notion held at the time was that dialects were largely harmful

to the national unity, national security, and socialist construction of China, a view that was

not reconsidered until the 1990s. This change in view is clearly illustrated in the words of

Vice-Premier Li Lanqing of the State Council, who at the 40th anniversary of the reform of

the Chinese script and the standardisation of modern Chinese in 1995 said the following:

To uphold the legal status of Putonghua and continue to promote Putonghua

vigorously does not mean the prohibition of Chinese dialects, but rather to limit the

scope of dialect use. 16

16 Ibid. p 51.
15 Ibid. p 48.
14 Ibid. p 35-38.
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This illustrates how for the first time the promotion of Putonghua did not entail the

prohibition or elimination of local Chinese dialects. The official redefinition of this

relationship started in 1995 and was completed with the passing of the national Language

Law in 2000. This goes to show how language policy in China is a constantly evolving

process, and is intimately linked with the ongoing political processes and political

atmosphere in the country. As this very brief historical introduction has attempted to show,

political language planning has a long history in China, where the written language in

particular, but also the spoken one, has served as a tool for political control. For more than

2000 years rulers have made use of ‘their’ version of the language as a means of exercising

power from the centre. In more modern times, language reform has been seen as an important

measure to modernise and strengthen the country. Language planning in China has

predominantly taken shape in the form of status planning, where one particular dialect is

selected for higher status and gets designated for dominant and broader functions. 17

2.3 Guangdong National Language Regulations

In traditional Chinese society, regional affinity played a significant role in establishing social

networks. While the importance of this has been somewhat weakened in modern times,

regional identity remains a strong force. As such, the local dialect has retained its status as an

expression of regional identity and as a valuable social code in the local community. The

most prominent dialect throughout history and in modern China is the Northern Mandarin

dialect, often to the detriment of other Chinese dialects. However, one dialect that is

sometimes regarded as the only one that can compete with the dominant dialect is Cantonese,

primarily spoken in Guangdong province. 18 With more than 55 million speakers in

Guangdong, Hong Kong, Macao and southern Guangxi provinces, and further 20 million

worldwide, it preserves more features of ancient Chinese than the other major Chinese

languages. In Chinese overseas communities, Cantonese is often more used than Northern

Mandarin, and is in some communities considered the representative dialect of the Chinese

language. 19 The strength of Cantonese can to a large extent be correlated with the economic

success of the Cantonese-speaking area, not least the economic status of Hong Kong.

19 Encyclopedia Britannica. Cantonese language. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cantonese-language.
Retrieved 2022-11-30.

18 Chen. 1999. p 51-57.
17 Ibid. p 45.
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The use of dialects in China has increased since the mid 1980s, which is more noticeable in

Cantonese-speaking areas than elsewhere. This caused concern on the part of language

planning institutions and educators on both the national and local level. As a result, a

directive issued by the Guangdong government on February 2, 1992, stipulated that

Putonghua, not Cantonese, is the standard language of the province. The directive stated that

radio and television stations should reduce its usage of dialects (with children’s programs

being exclusively in Putonghua), that Putonghua should be the language of instruction in all

schools, and that all public servants should use Putonghua as the working language (with the

completion of a proficiency test required for employment). 20

In July 2010, the so-called “Protecting Cantonese-movement” was initiated, in response to a

document submitted by the Guangzhou Committee of the Chinese People’s Political

Consultative Conference (CCPPCC) to the municipal government, proposing the switch from

the use of Cantonese to Putonghua on local television channels. 21 Up to a thousand protesters

gathered in the centre of Guangzhou before being peacefully dispersed by police. Although

the networks said they would continue to broadcast in both languages, residents feared that

Cantonese would be squeezed out and ultimately be replaced entirely, eroding the area’s

cultural heritage in the process. 22

In 2012, the Guangdong National Language Regulations (Guangdong sheng guojia tongyong

yuyan wenzi guiding广东省国家通用语言文字规定) was enacted, with the goal of limiting

the usage of Cantonese in media, education, government agencies and other institutions. The

regulations stipulate that radio stations, TV-stations, and online audio and video programs

must use Putonghua in their broadcasting, program hosting and interviewing. The usage of

dialects may be permissible in certain situations, but must be approved by the radio and

television department of the State Council, or the provincial radio, film and television

department. When dialects are broadcasted, subtitles with standard Chinese characters should

be displayed on the screen. Furthermore, civil servants should use Putonghua in their official

activities, and are required to reach a certain fixed level of the national language. If the

regulations are violated, the competent authorities will order corrections. Those that refuse

22 The Guardian. Protesters gather in Guangzhou to protect Cantonese language.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/jul/25/protesters-guangzhou-protect-cantonese. 2010. Retrieved
2022-12-05.

21 Li, Y., Kang, Y., Ding, D., Zhang, N. An overview of the “Protecting Cantonese Movement” in Guangzhou
(2010–2021). Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and Foreign Language Education, 7(1). 2022. p 1–11.

20 Chen. 1999. p 58-59.
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are to be given a warning, and the directly responsible supervisor and directly responsible

personnel will be punished. 23

The regulations triggered large-scale negative responses, with many netizens and media

outlets arguing that the law would “promote universality and abolish Cantonese”, and for

citizens to protect Cantonese and Cantonese culture. 24 In response, the Guangzhou Municipal

Government emphasised in a press conference that no such motive exists, arguing that while

the regulations emphasise the promotion of Mandarin, there are no provisions restricting the

use of dialects. 25

2.4 Nationalism and language ideology

Gao argues that the most direct factor that caused Cantonese speakers in the province to

protect Cantonese and reject Mandarin is ideology. Cantonese-speaking residents in

Guangzhou have closely associated the use of Cantonese with their regional culture and

identities. 26 The majority of the netizens involved in the discussions regarded any attempt to

limit the use of Cantonese in public space as a threat towards the status of Cantonese as a

regional lingua franca, while also expressing pride in Cantonese as an ‘international’

language and of its unique linguistic qualities. While upholding Cantonese as central to their

regional culture and their local identity, they also problematised migrants from other Chinese

provinces as undermining their social, cultural and linguistic niche. 27

As previously mentioned, language politics is closely associated with nationalism. The

Cantonese-speaking netizens in Guangdong that took part in the ‘Protecting

Cantonese-movement’ are emphasising the differentiation of their language from the other

27 Gao, X. ‘Cantonese is not a dialect’: Chinese netizens’ defence of Cantonese as a regional lingua franca.
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 33. 2012. p 455.

26 Li, Kang, Ding, Zhang. 2022. p 8.

25 Xinhuashe新华社 [Xinhua News Agency]. Guangdong guanfang: “Fei yue” bu cunzai wu renhe tiaokuan
xianzhi fangyan bo chu广东官方："废粤"不存在无任何条款限制方言播出 [Guangdongofficial: "Abolish
Cantonese" does not exist with any clauses restricting the broadcasting of dialects]. 2011.
https://web.archive.org/web/20140221215629/http://news.xinhuanet.com/2011-12/25/c_111295620.htm.
Retrieved 2022-12-06.

24 Baidu 百度. Tui pu fei yue推普废粤 [Promote universality and abolish Cantonese]. 2010.
https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E6%8E%A8%E6%99%AE%E5%BA%9F%E7%B2%A4/8529093. Retrieved
2022-12-06.

23 Guangdong xing renmin zhengfu guizhang 广东省人民政府规章 [Regulations of the People's Government of
Guangdong Province]. Guangdong sheng guojia tongyong yuyan wenzi guiding广东省国家通用语言文字规定
[Regulations on the National Spoken and Written Language of Guangdong Province].
http://www.gd.gov.cn/gkmlpt/content/0/140/post_140269.html#6. Retrieved 2022-12-05.
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varieties (particularly Putonghua). The conflict between Cantonese and Putonghua-usage in

Guangdong can be seen as a struggle between nationalism and localism, that is between the

national interests (national unity, cohesion, nation-building) and regional identity.

Nationalism in language ideology can take many different forms. It can appear as an ideology

of modernisation, used to revitalise a decaying or developing country. This could be argued to

be the case with the language policy of the late 1800s and late 1900s, with the creation of

Guoyu, Putonghua and pinyin. It can also appear as a standard language ideology, that is in

the creation of a ‘standard variety’, such as Putonghua. This often involves a struggle of

localism, such as the struggle between Northern Mandarin and Southern Mandarin on

becoming the standard, with the former decisively winning after the creation of the PRC in

1949. 28 Nationalism in language ideology can also appear as monolingualism, where one

language or dialect is prioritised and promoted over minority languages or other dialects. In

this view, the majority language is seen as a uniting force, other languages as a problem, and

multilingualism is considered divisive. Therefore, nationalism seeks to promote and maintain

monolingualism at the expenses of minority languages and local dialects. Multilingualism

might sometimes be accepted when it is seen as beneficial to the state, such as enhancing

national economic competitiveness or governance. 29

3. Aim & Research questions

The aim of this thesis is to illuminate and explain the underlying ideological characteristics in

China’s language laws. To achieve this, the essay will analyse two sets of language

regulations. The first is the Law of the National Commonly Used Language and Script of the

PRC, passed on October 31, 2000 and enacted in 2001. For the sake of simplicity, this law

will be referred to simply as the National Language Regulations in this analysis. The second

is the Guangdong National Language Regulations, enacted in 2012. The analysis will then

compare these regulations, to discern any differences or similarities between them. By doing

so, the intent is to shed light on the ideological features in China’s language policy,

particularly on the role of nationalism as a motivating ideological factor, and of a possible

discrepancy or ideological struggle between nationalism on the one hand and localism on the

other.

29 Zhou. 2019. p 34.
28 Zhou, M. Language Ideology and Order in Rising China. 1st ed. Singapore: Springer Singapore. 2019. p 33.
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The Guangdong language regulations is a particularly useful case for this. This is partly

because of the sheer number of speakers of Cantonese - more than 85 million at the least -

outnumbering the population of France and Italy as an example. 30 As mentioned in the

introduction, it is also often considered the strongest and most prominent Chinese dialect

after Northern Mandarin, and the only one that can compete with Northern Mandarin in terms

of status, not least due to its many overseas speakers. However, another significant factor for

its usefulness for this purpose was the occurrence of open protests in response to the

Guangdong Language Regulations. The ‘Protecting Cantonese-movement’ and the strong

reaction to the regulations demonstrated the important role of Cantonese as a marker of local

identity. This makes it particularly useful as an illustration of the struggle between regional

identity and cultural preservation on the one hand and national unity and nation building on

the other.

As the history of Chinese language politics has shown, language policy is intimately linked

with the ongoing political processes and political atmosphere in a given context. By analysing

the language policy of China one could therefore find useful insight into the current ongoing

political and societal development and processes in the country. This is not least relevant

when considering the often-perceived increase of nationalism in China, with the term and

concept of the ‘Chinese Dream’ serving as an example with its goal of the ‘great rejuvenation

of the Chinese nation’ as established by Xi Jinping. 31 This could make looking at the

occurrence of nationalism in language ideology a valuable approach.

To accomplish this aim, the thesis will use the theoretical assumption and definition of

different forms of nationalism in language ideology as described by Minglang Zhou. 32 The

study will use terminology and underlying assumptions from language policy and planning

(LPP) research. As such, the research questions that this thesis will attempt to answer are the

following:

32 Zhou. 2019. p 25-58.

31 Xinhuashe 新华社 [Xinhua News Agency]. Xi Jinping: Chengqianqihou, jiwangkailai, jixu chaozhe
zhonghua minzu weida fuxing mubiao fenyong qianjin习近平：承前启后 继往开来 继续朝着中华民族伟大复
兴目标奋勇前进 [Xi Jinping: Inheriting the past and ushering in the future, continue to forge ahead toward the
goal of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation]. 2012.
http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2012-11/29/c_113852724.htm. Retrieved 2022-12-07.

30 Cantonese Language Association. Frequently Asked Questions.
https://cantoneselanguageassociation.byu.edu/frequently-asked-questions/. Retrieved 2022-12-07.
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1. What underlying language ideologies can be identified in the National Language

Regulations?

2. What underlying language ideologies can be identified in the Guangdong National

Language Regulations?

3. What are the main differences in the underlying language ideologies between these

two regulations?

4. Theoretical framework

An important underlying assumption within language policy and planning (LPP) as a research

field is that language functions as a code with various forms, such as written or spoken, as

functions, and as values (a medium of exchange with particular material and non-material

qualities). 33 The definition of language ideology is ambiguous, but can best be described as

the conscious interaction between ideology and language, and about the politics of language.
34 Language-ideological research in language policy and planning is reflected in the approach

towards language policy as consisting of language practices, language management and

language ideologies. A central theoretical assumption is that language policy is the

manifestation of hidden ideological agendas. 35

Language management can take many different forms. When employed as planning it can be

conceptualised as status planning, corpus planning or acquisition planning. Status planning

addresses the functions of language in society. This typically involves the allocation of

languages to official roles in different domains, such as government and education, and thus

enhances the status of these languages. Corpus planning on the other hand, addresses the

form of language itself, and seeks to engineer changes in it. Central to corpus planning are

graphisation (the development of writing systems), standardisation and modernisation, and

does to a greater extent involve persons with linguistic expertise compared with status

planning, which is the domain of politicians and administrators. Lastly, acquisition planning

refers to planning directed at increasing the numbers of users of particular languages. This is

often related to language planning in education, and can be related to issues such as the

35 Hult, F., M. Johnson, D., C. Research Methods in Language Policy and Planning: a Practical Guide.
Chichester: Wiley Blackwell. 2015. p 177.

34 Zhou. 2019. p 35.
33 Ricento. 2006, p 3.
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choice of language of instruction in the education system, the role of ‘home language’, and

the teaching of second or foreign language in schools. 36

An important distinction needs to be made between ideology of language and linguistic

ideology. The former alludes to social ideologies concerning languages that give rise to the

politics of language in a society. The latter is viewed as referring to schools of linguistic

thoughts that result in the politics of linguistics. The former is tightly interwoven with

nationalism in a modern society, which in its early development in Western Europe struggled

against localism in the development from ethnicity to nationality. It was through this process

that one vernacular emerged over others as the national variety. Outside of Europe, a similar

process took place when - following the Western European model of one state, one people,

one language - newly decolonised countries confronted both colonialism and localism, often

while having to consider their own multilingualism. It is therefore from the very beginning

difficult to separate nationalism from language. 37

This analysis uses the definition and theoretical assumptions of different forms of nationalism

in language ideology as described by Zhou. These definitions are useful for this purpose as

they provide a clear definition of how nationalism is materialised in the form of language

ideology and of the particular characteristics that come with it.

Nationalism as language ideology appears in three forms. The first is as an ideology of

modernisation, and can be argued to take shape in the form of corpus planning. This is often

employed for the purpose of revitalising an empire under decay or a developing formerly

colonised country. The first efforts of modernisation often take shape in the form of script

reform for better literacy and the creation of new terms for science and technology. 38

Modernization is undertaken when a language needs to expand its resources in order to meet

the demands of the modern world, and examples of this planning type usually involve a

language that is undergoing changes in its status (such as independence from a colonial

power or a change in government policy). 39

39 Newmeyer, F., J. Linguistics : the Cambridge Survey. Vol. 4 Language : the Socio-Cultural Context.
Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press. 1988. p 205.

38 Ibid. p 33.
37 Zhou. 2019. p 27-33.
36 Ferguson. 2006. p 21-35.
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The second is nationalism as a standard language ideology. The creation of a standard

language often begins with the selection of a regional or social variety, most often the variety

spoken by the most powerful sector of society. This could legitimise and consolidate the

social and economic dominance of elites. 40 In other words, this choice confers privilege upon

those whose speech and writing most closely conform to the newly selected standard, and

thus elevates one variety of language over other varieties. 41 This form of language ideology

is primarily implemented through status planning. The standard language ideology is

propagated by the media, government agencies and other opinion formers, and can take shape

in the form of identification of the standard language with the whole language, as a belief in

the superiority of the standard over other varieties, in the development of notions of correct

and incorrect language, and the idea that there is only ‘one correct form of the spoken

language’. Part of the population may come to stigmatise their own variety as ‘incorrect’ or

‘ungrammatical’, and language change can come to be associated with decay or corruption.

The standard language is also identified as the national language, a symbol of national

identity and as a source of national pride. 42

The third form of nationalism is as an ideology of monolingualism. In monolingualism, a

language or dialect is prioritised and promoted over minority languages or other dialects,

often to the expense of other varieties. The majority variety is seen as a uniting force, while

other varieties are seen as a problem. Monolingualism stands in contrast to multilingualism,

which in this view is considered a dividing force. However, multilingualism might sometimes

be accepted when it is seen as beneficial to the state, such as enhancing national economic

competitiveness or governance. 43

Zhou’s own approach to language ideology is to conceptualise monolingualism and

bi/multilingualism as its primary forms. Monolingualism as an ideology upholds the

maintenance and use of a single dominant language, usually the national language, in public

life. Bilingualism or multilingualism however, represent the language ideology that endorses

the maintenance and use of two or more languages in public life in a multilingual society. 44

In monolingual societies, there is often an underlying assumption that monolingualism

44 Ibid. p 36.
43 Zhou. 2019. p 34.
42 Ferguson. 2006. p 22.

41 McKay, S., Hornberger, N., H. Sociolinguistics and Language Teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 1995. p 109.

40 Ferguson. 2006. p 22.
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represents an ideal natural state, whereas multilingualism represents a temporarily abnormal

condition. 45 In multilingual countries, a political and social goal may therefore be to promote

greater national unity, as the lack of a mutually intelligible means of communication among

citizens is seen as a barrier to unity. 46

5. Previous research

Previous research in the field of language policy and planning has largely been based on the

assumption of language policy consisting of language practices, language management and

language ideologies.  The study of language ideologies, which is the most relevant for this

thesis, often focuses on language attitudes and the role of language ideologies in the

construction and reproduction of identities. 47 One example is the study by Wang and King

into the language ideologies, language policies, and shifting regional dialect proficiencies in

three Chinese cities. By analysing links between parental language ideologies and child

language proficiencies in three Chinese cities, the authors sought to illuminate the role of

language ideologies and home practices in shaping youth language proficiencies and

maintaining dialect diversity given the varied status of regional language varieties by city.

The study found that location plays a role in this, as families differ by region in their

ideologies and support for local varieties. 48

Another study by Kim analysed the state’s attempts to reinforce the status of Mandarin

Chinese as ‘the Common Language’ in Xinjiang, and found that while people in the province

tacitly subscribe to the dominant language ideology that Chinese is more useful, practical,

and suitable for the modern world, Turkic speakers also take pride in their own languages.

Especially since the government-initiated script reform in the early 1980s, the association

with literacy and Islamic identity of the Arabic script has become stronger than ever for

people in Xinjiang, and the writing system not only functions as an indicator of

ethno-religious identity, but also as artistic expression. 49

49 Kim, U. The Quest for the ‘Best’ Language for Modern Xinjiang: Language Ideologies of Practicality and
Aesthetics. Journal of multilingual and multicultural development 43, no. 8. 2022. p 787–795.

48 Wang, L., King, K. Language Ideologies, Language Policies, and Shifting Regional Dialect Proficiencies in
Three Chinese Cities. Journal of multilingual and multicultural development. 2022. p 1–17.

47 Hult, Johnson. 2015. p 177.
46 Newmeyer. 1988. p 199.
45 McKay, Hornberger. 1995. p 105.
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Other studies attend to the specific role of public institutions in the production of language

ideologies, or to the manipulation of language in ideological discourses. 50 One example of

this is a study of the existing language ideologies in Pakistan’s language education policy

documents by Khan and Zaki. The findings show that English and to some extent Urdu

occupy the ideological space related to education, and that while the local languages were

discussed in positive light, they were marginalised in educational ideological space. The

authors argue that this implies that the official policies of Pakistan marginalised the local

languages in the discourse of language education. 51

Extensive previous research into the role of languages and dialects in identity and culture also

exists. One example is the previously mentioned study by Gao into the ideological discourses

used by Chinese netizens in online discussions to protect the status of Cantonese, related to

the ‘Protecting Cantonese Movement’. The study found that these netizens were found to be

drawing on the international prestige and traditional heritage of Cantonese in arguing for

maintaining its status as a regional lingua franca, and that the netizens can be seen to be

recontextualising the political establishment’s discourses and appropriating them as weapons

in defence of their linguistic rights. The immigration of non-Cantonese-speaking migrants

into the province were also problematised by the netizens as a cause of the predicament of

Cantonese. 52

There is thus a considerable amount of previous research in this research field. Some studies

on language ideology are more focused on ethnographic and historiographic methods, and

often inquired into questions such as the structure of language ideology, the consequences for

politics or research, or of how ideologies of language, nation and state are connected to each

other. Others are based on discourse, and tend to focus on questions such as the role of

language in nationalist ideologies, or the the ideological underpinnings of the strategies of

language planners. 53

53 Hult, Johnson. 2015. p 178.
52 Gao. 2012. p 449.

51 Khan, M., A., Zaki, S. Corpus Assisted Critical Discourse Analysis of Pakistan’s Language Education Policy
Documents: What Are the Existing Language Ideologies? SAGE open 12, no. 3. 2022.

50 Hult, Johnson. 2015. p 177.
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6. Method and material

The method used in this analysis is qualitative content analysis. The approach is particularly

well suited to finding patterns in larger material, for rough categorisations and comparisons,

and as a complement to other types of analyses. 54 The specific type of qualitative content

analysis most advantageous for the purpose of this essay was believed to be directed content

analysis. This is mainly because of the presence of existing theories and research within LPP,

which allows the analysis to derive its theoretical framework on language ideologies from

already existing definitions. In directed content analysis, existing theory or prior research is

used to identify key concepts or variables as initial coding categories. 55

An advantage of this approach is that existing theory can be supported and extended. A

possible disadvantage on the other hand, is that it approaches the data with a possible strong

bias, which carries the risk of the analysis being more likely to find evidence that is

supportive rather than unsupportive of the theory. An overemphasis on the theory could also

blind the results to the contextual aspects of the material. 56

An alternative approach would be to use conventional content analysis instead, as defined by

Hsieh and Shannon. This might have been more appropriate if existing theory or research

literature in this case were more limited. In that case, the usage of preconceived categories

would have been avoided, and the categories would have flown more from the data itself. 57

But as the aim of the analysis is to identify and explain the underlying ideological

characteristics in China’s language laws using definitions derived from the theoretical

framework, the decision was made to determine these categories using existing theories on

language ideology in the LPP literature. As such, the directed content analysis approach was

deemed more appropriate.

Additionally, a central aspect in conducting a fair and successful analysis is to take good

research practices into account. This involves ethical considerations, and to comply with

fundamental research standards and principles. The ethical considerations in this essay is not

57 Ibid. p 1279.
56 Hsieh, Shannon. 2005. p 1283.

55 Hsieh, H., F., Shannon, S., E. Three Approaches to Qualitative Content Analysis. Qualitative health research
15, no. 9. 2005. p 1281.

54 Bergström, G., Boréus, K. Textens mening och makt : metodbok i samhällsvetenskaplig text- och
diskursanalys. Lund. Studentlitteratur. 2012. p 87.
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least related to reliability, that is the safeguarding the quality of the research, reflected in the

design, method, analysis and use of resources.

The theoretical framework used in the analysis was based on the three ideological forms of

nationalism identified by Zhou; ideology of modernisation, standard language ideology, and

monolingualism. Additionally, a fourth ideological form, multilingualism, was also included.

The reason for this was to allow the analysis to discover any ideological conceptions in the

regulations that may stand in contrast to nationalism.

The analysis was performed with guidance from the READ approach, described by Dalglish,

Khalid and McMahon. 58 While this approach was created for document analysis in health

policy research, it is useful for document and policy research in other areas as well. The first

step was to ready the materials. This involved identifying the documents, that is the National

Language Regulations and the Guangdong National Language Regulations, and forming the

scope of the research questions based on the material.

The reason for selecting these two language regulations as the material used in the analysis is

because of their function as binding legislation, and because they can be seen as

representative of the overall view held by the authorities in the country. A possible drawback

to only using legal documents in the study is that the analysis may miss crucial insights due

to being limited to a single type of material. A more advantageous approach might have been

to include a greater number of sources in the analysis, such as other legal documents,

newspaper articles or other relevant materials. This was not done mainly due to time

constraints.

Following the preparation of the material, the data was extracted by extensive reading and

translation, and the theoretical definitions were coded into categories. After this, the material

was analysed. The analysis was structured and presented according to the theoretical

approaches and its categories. Finally, the result of the analysis was examined relative to the

research questions, allowing conclusions and discussing remarks to be drawn. The following

table shows the categories used in the analysis, defined using the theoretical framework.

58 Dalglish, S., L., Khalid, H., McMahon, S., A. Document Analysis in Health Policy Research: The READ
Approach. Health policy and planning 35. no 10. 2021. p 1424–1431.
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Table: Defined categories using the definition and theoretical assumptions of different forms of nationalism in

language ideology.

Ideology of modernisation Revitalisation of the country.

Language reform.

Creation of new words and terms.

Standard language ideology Selection of a regional or social variety.

Propagation by the media, government agencies

or others.

Identification of the standard with the whole

language.

Superiority of the standard.

Notions of correct and incorrect language.

Language change associated with decay or

corruption.

Identification of the standard language as the

national language.

Symbol of national identity and/or national

pride.

Monolingualism One variety prioritised and promoted over

others.

Maintenance and use of a single dominant

variety in public life.

Dominant variety as a uniting force.

Other varieties as a problem - dividing force.

Other varieties accepted when beneficial.

Multilingualism represents a temporarily

abnormal condition.

Multilingualism Maintenance and use of two or more languages.
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7. Results

7.1 National Language Regulations

In this section the result of the analysis concerning the Law of the National Commonly Used

Language and Script of the PRC will be presented.

7.1.1 Ideology of modernisation

The analysis found certain parts in the legal text that can be interpreted as an expression of an

underlying ideological conception of modernisation. Article 5, under Chapter I stipulating

general provisions, reads as follows:

Article 5 The use of the national standard spoken and written language shall be conducive to

safeguarding national sovereignty and national dignity, conducive to national unification and

national unity, and conducive to the construction of socialist material civilization and

spiritual civilization.

第五条　国家通用语言文字的使用应当有利于维护国家主权和民族尊严，有利于国家统

一和民族团结，有利于社会主义物质文明建设和精神文明建设。59

Here, the line ‘conductive to national unification and national unity, and conductive to the

construction of socialist material civilization and spiritual civilization’ can be interpreted as

being indicative of an underlying ideological goal of national rejuvenation. The use of the

national standard spoken and written language is explicitly associated with an overarching

national goal; the national unification of the Chinese nation and the construction of material

and spiritual civilization.

In the succeeding article, Article 6, it is made clear that it is the role of the state to manage the

social application of the national language:

59 Zhonghua renmin gongheguo zhongyang renmin zhengfu 中华人民共和国中央人民政府 [Central People’s
Government of the People’s Republic of China]. Zhonghua renmin gongheguo guojia tongyong yuyan wenzi fa
中华人民共和国国家通用语言文字法 [Law of the People's Republic of China on the Common Spoken and
Written Language of the People's Republic of China].
http://www.gov.cn/ziliao/flfg/2005-08/31/content_27920.htm. Retrieved 2022-12-10. Chapter I.
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Article 6　The state promulgates norms and standards for the national common spoken and

written language, manages the social application of the national common spoken and written

language, supports the teaching and scientific research of the national common spoken and

written language, and promotes the standardisation, enrichment and development of the

national common spoken and written language.

第六条　国家颁布国家通用语言文字的规范和标准，管理国家通用语言文字的社会应用

，支持国家通用语言文字的教学和科学研究，促进国家通用语言文字的规范、丰富和发

展。60

Of particular significance is the final clause, ‘and promotes the standardisation, enrichment

and development of the national common spoken and written language’, as it stipulates the

role of the government in actively ‘developing’ and ‘enriching’ the language. This can be

understood as indicative of the role of the state in language reform and in the active

enhancement of national language. This is made even more clear in Article 25 of Chapter III,

which determines the management and supervision :

Article 25　The translation of foreign names, place names and other proper nouns and

scientific and technical terms into the national common language shall be examined and

approved by the language work department of the State Council or other relevant

departments.

第二十五条　外国人名、地名等专有名词和科学技术术语译成国家通用语言文字，由国

务院语言文字工作部门或者其他有关部门组织审定。61

This article specifies the active role of authorities in the creation of new words and terms,

specifically regarding names of foreign origin, place names and scientific and technical terms

into the national common language. Article 23 is also indicative of this, as it requires

authorities at or above county level to manage and supervise the names of enterprises,

commodities, and the terms and characters used in advertisements:

61 Ibid. Chapter III.
60 Ibid.
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Article 23　The administrative departments for industry and commerce of the people's

governments at or above the county level shall manage and supervise the names of

enterprises, names of commodities, and the terms and characters used in advertisements in

accordance with the law.

第二十三条　县级以上各级人民政府工商行政管理部门依法对企业名称、商品名称以及

广告的用语用字进行管理和监督。62

7.1.2 Standard language ideology

Many articles in the text that can be argued to conform to an ideological conception of

standard language were found by the analysis. In fact, even the very first article can be argued

to be indicative of this:

Article 1　This Law is enacted in accordance with the Constitution in order to promote the

normalisation, standardisation and healthy development of the national common spoken and

written language, to enable the national common spoken and written language to play a

better role in social life, and to promote economic and cultural exchanges among various

ethnic groups and regions.

第一条　为推动国家通用语言文字的规范化、标准化及其健康发展，使国家通用语言文字在社

会生活中更好地发挥作用，促进各民族、各地区经济文化交流，根据宪法，制定本法。63

In this article, it is made clear that the very purpose of the law is to promote the

standardisation of the national common language. This is done with the specific intent of

improving social life and economic and cultural exchanges. In the succeeding article, the

national standard spoken and written language is established:

Article 2　The national standard spoken and written language referred to in this Law refers

to Putonghua and standardised Chinese characters.

63 Ibid. Chapter I.
62 Ibid.
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第二条　本法所称的国家通用语言文字是普通话和规范汉字。64

The standard language is here identified as the national language, and that the selected

national variety is Putonghua. The articles 3 to 7 designate the responsibility of implementing

of the national variety to the state, as exemplified by Article 4:

Article 4　Citizens have the right to learn and use the common spoken and written language

of the country.

　　The state provides conditions for citizens to learn and use the common spoken and written

language of the state.

　　Local people's governments at various levels and their relevant departments should take

measures to promote Putonghua and standardise Chinese characters.

第四条　公民有学习和使用国家通用语言文字的权利。

国家为公民学习和使用国家通用语言文字提供条件。

地方各级人民政府及其有关部门应当采取措施，推广普通话和推行规范汉字。65

It is thus the role of the state, including at the local level, to promote Putonghua and the

standardised Chinese characters. The state should also reward organisations and individuals

who have made outstanding contributions to the national standard spoken and written

language, according to Article 7.

In Article 11 and Article 12 of Chapter II, on the use of the National Standard Spoken and

Written Language, the law imposes regulations on media, specifically Chinese-language

publications, to conform to the norms and standards of the national standard. It is made clear

that radio and TV-stations are required to use Putonghua as the basic language of

broadcasting. If a foreign language is to be used in a publication, annotations has to be made

in the common language - and in the case of radio and TV - it must be approved by the

relevant authorities:

Article 11　Chinese-language publications shall conform to the norms and standards of the

national standard spoken and written language.

65 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
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　　If a foreign language is required to be used in a Chinese publication, necessary

annotations shall be made in the national common language.

第十一条　汉语文出版物应当符合国家通用语言文字的规范和标准。

汉语文出版物中需要使用外国语言文字的，应当用国家通用语言文字作必要的注释。

Article 12　Radio stations and television stations use Mandarin as the basic language of

broadcasting.

　　If it is necessary to use a foreign language as the broadcast language, it must be approved

by the radio and television department of the State Council.

第十二条　广播电台、电视台以普通话为基本的播音用语。

需要使用外国语言为播音用语的，须经国务院广播电视部门批准。66

A possible interpretation is that the law advocates for the propagation by the media of the

national language. The promotion of Putonghua is therefore not only the job of the state,

although the state functions as the enforcer. The role of the state is further clarified in articles

21 to 25, which stipulates the responsibility of relevant departments of the State Council or

other relevant departments in managing the use of the national common standard.

As can be seen by these examples, the promotion of a standard language is a significant part

in the National Language Regulations. It is primarily the role of government agencies to

propagate the standardisation, but one could argue that media also play a significant role in

this, given the regulatory constraints on broadcasting in language varieties other than

Putonghua.

7.1.3 Monolingualism

The analysis found many parts of the regulations that clearly constitute a preference for

monolingualism. The line ‘to enable the national common spoken and written language to

play a better role in social life, and to promote economic and cultural exchanges among

various ethnic groups and regions’ in Article 1 can be argued to be indicative of a notion of

66 Ibid. Chapter II.
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the dominant variety as a uniting force, as it presents the national common variety as a

mediator of exchange between different groups in society. This is perhaps even more obvious

in Article 5, where ‘the national standard spoken and written language shall be conducive to

safeguarding national sovereignty and national dignity, conducive to national unification and

national unity’ clearly signifies the role of the national language as a national uniting force.

The variety prioritised and promoted over others is clearly stated to be Putonghua:

Article 3　The state promotes Putonghua and standardises Chinese characters.

第三条　国家推广普通话，推行规范汉字。67

That the national spoken and written variety is prioritised and promoted over others is made

even more clear by articles 9 to 12, where exceptions to the usage of other varieties or

languages must be provided by law:

Article 9　State organs use Mandarin Chinese and standardised Chinese characters as their

official language and characters. Except as otherwise provided by law.

第九条　国家机关以普通话和规范汉字为公务用语用字。法律另有规定的除外。68

The usage and acquisition of the dominant variety is even presented as a right, as indicated by

the words ‘citizens have the right to learn and use the common spoken and written language

of the country’ in Article 4. The state is defined as the guarantor and provider of this right.

However, the law also provides for the legal usage of other varieties in specific situations.

Dialects may be used out of necessity, or of artistic, scientific or educational purposes:

Article 16 In the relevant provisions of this chapter, dialects may be used in the following

situations:

　　(1) It is really necessary for the staff of state organs to use when performing official

duties;

68 Ibid. Chapter II.
67 Ibid. Chapter I.
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　　(2) The broadcasting language approved by the radio and television department of the

State Council or the provincial radio and television department;

(3) Those that need to be used in art forms such as opera, film and television;

(4) Those that are really needed to be used in publishing, teaching, and research.

第十六条　本章有关规定中，有下列情形的，可以使用方言：

　　(一)国家机关的工作人员执行公务时确需使用的；

　　(二)经国务院广播电视部门或省级广播电视部门批准的播音用语；

　　(三)戏曲、影视等艺术形式中需要使用的；

　　(四)出版、教学、研究中确需使用的。69

As such, the usage of other variants and languages other than Putonghua is permissible within

the scope of the National Language Regulations. This could be argued to be contradictory

towards an ideological perception of monolingualism. However, it could also be argued that it

indicates a viewpoint of other varieties and languages as permissible only when beneficial to

the state. The usage of other varieties may be considered acceptable only when they have the

possibility to enhance culture, research and effective governance. This is also true of the

written language, as seen in the succeeding article:

Article 17　In the relevant provisions of this chapter, under the following circumstances,

traditional characters and variant characters may be retained or used:

　　(1) Cultural relics and historic sites;

　　(2) Variant characters in surnames;

　　(3) Calligraphy, seal cutting and other artistic works;

　　(4) Handwritten inscriptions and signboards;

　　(5) Needed to be used in publishing, teaching, and research;

　　(6) Special circumstances approved by relevant departments of the State Council.

第十七条　本章有关规定中，有下列情形的，可以保留或使用繁体字、异体字：

　　(一)文物古迹；

　　(二)姓氏中的异体字；

　　(三)书法、篆刻等艺术作品；

　　(四)题词和招牌的手书字；

69 Ibid.
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　　(五)出版、教学、研究中需要使用的；

　　(六)经国务院有关部门批准的特殊情况。70

7.1.4 Multilingualism

Additionally, the law also stipulates the right of all ethnic groups to use and develop their

own spoken and written languages:

Article 8　All ethnic groups have the freedom to use and develop their own spoken and

written languages.

The use of spoken and written languages   of ethnic minorities is based on the relevant

provisions of the Constitution, the Law on Regional Ethnic Autonomy and other laws.

第八条　各民族都有使用和发展自己的语言文字的自由。

少数民族语言文字的使用依据宪法、民族区域自治法及其他法律的有关规定。71

As such, the regulations do provide support for multilingualism. Not just for the usage of

languages other than Putonghua, but also for the development of these languages by the

respective ethnic groups. One can therefore argue that the National Language Regulations

provide for the maintenance and use of two or more languages to some extent, which would

be within the scope of multilingualism. However, it must be noted that the provision makes

no mention of different variants or dialects of Chinese; only of the spoken and written

languages of ethnic minorities.

71 Ibid. Chapter I.
70 Ibid.
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7.2 Guangdong National Language Regulations

In this section the result of the analysis of the Guangdong National Language Regulations

will be presented.

7.2.1 Ideology of modernisation

Some articles in the Guangdong National Language Regulations can be viewed as indicating

an ideology of modernisation. In Article 1, of Chapter 1 concerning general provisions, it is

said that the promotion of Putonghua and the implementation of standardised Chinese

characters is done so that the national spoken and written language can better serve the

economic and social development of the province:

Article 1　In order to promote Putonghua and implement standardised Chinese characters, so

that the national standard spoken and written language can better serve economic and social

development, these regulations are formulated in accordance with the Law of the People's

Republic of China on the National Common Spoken and Written Language and other laws

and regulations, and in light of the actual situation of this province.

第一条　为了推广普通话和推行规范汉字，使国家通用语言文字更好地为经济社会发展

服务，根据《中华人民共和国国家通用语言文字法》等法律法规，结合本省实际，

制定本规定。72

The promotion of Putonghua in the province is thus intimately linked with the advancement

of social and economic progress. It is even incorporated into the national economic and social

development plan, as stipulated by Article 5:

Article 5　The people's governments at or above the county level shall incorporate the work

of the national standard spoken and written language into the national economic and social

development plan, and arrange special funds for the promotion of Putonghua and the

promotion of standardised Chinese characters in light of financial resources.

72 Guangdong sheng guojia tongyong yuyan wenzi guiding 广东省国家通用语言文字规定 [Regulations on the
National Spoken and Written Language of Guangdong Province]. Guangdong xing renmin zhengfu guizhang 广
东省人民政府规章 [Regulations of the People's Government of Guangdong Province].
http://www.gd.gov.cn/gkmlpt/content/0/140/post_140269.html#6. Retrieved 2023-01-03. Chapter I.
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第五条　县级以上人民政府应当将国家通用语言文字工作纳入国民经济和社会发展规

划，结合财力情况安排专项经费，用于推广普通话和推行规范汉字工作。73

As such, one can argue that the law designates the usage of the national standard as beneficial

to modernisation to a certain extent. However, unlike in the National Language Regulations,

no mention is made that could be interpreted as indicative of a goal of national revitalisation

or the creation of new words and terms.

7.2.2 Standard language ideology

Some of the articles in the text can be interpreted as constituting a preference for standard

language ideology in the regulations. In Article 1, a relationship between the national

standard and social and economic development is established, which can be viewed as

indicating a notion of the standard variety being superior. In Article 3, a selection of a

regional or social variety as standard is made:

Article 3　The national standard spoken and written language referred to in these regulations

refers to Putonghua and standardised Chinese characters.

　　Putonghua uses Beijing pronunciation as the standard pronunciation, Northern dialect as

the basic dialect, and typical modern vernacular works as the grammatical standard.

　　Standardised Chinese characters are based on the sorted and simplified list of characters

promulgated by the state and its relevant departments.

　第三条　本规定所称国家通用语言文字，是指普通话和规范汉字。

　　普通话以北京语音为标准音，以北方话为基础方言，以典范的现代白话文著作为语

法规范。

　　规范汉字以经过整理、简化并由国家及其有关部门颁布的字表为依据。74

The standard variety is here clearly defined as being based on the Beijing dialect, and the

standard Chinese characters as based on the list of characters promulgated by the state.

Furthermore, the standard language is identified as the national language. The selection of

74 Ibid.
73 Ibid.
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Putonghua as the standard variety is also made clear in Article 10 of Chapter II, concerning

specifications and usage, respectively:

　Article 10　Schools and other educational institutions shall use Putonghua and

standardised Chinese characters as the basic language and characters used in teaching,

conferences, publicity and other collective activities.

　　Teaching Chinese as a foreign language should teach Putonghua and standard Chinese

characters.

　　Schools and other educational institutions teach Putonghua and standardised Chinese

characters through Chinese language courses. The Chinese textbooks used should conform to

the norms and standards of the national common language.

　　Where laws and regulations provide otherwise, those provisions shall prevail.

　　第十条　学校及其他教育机构在教学、会议、宣传和其他集体活动中应当以普通话

和规范汉字为基本用语用字。

　　对外汉语教学应当教授普通话和规范汉字。

　　学校及其他教育机构通过汉语文课程教授普通话和规范汉字。使用的汉语文教材，应

当符合国家通用语言文字的规范和标准。

　　法律、法规另有规定的，从其规定。75

Here, the usage of Putonghua in education, including Chinese as a foreign language, is

stipulated. This is also the case in the following article, which states that radio stations,

TV-stations and their online video and audio programs are required to use Putonghua as ‘the

basic language for broadcasting, program hosting, and interviews’. The language of film and

television dramas should also mainly be Putonghua, and subtitles and other text on the film

and television screens should use standardised characters.76

In Article 4, it is made clear that it is the role of authorities on all levels to enforce the

leadership of the national standard and spoken variety:

Article 4　The people's governments at all levels shall strengthen the leadership of the

national standard spoken and written language within their respective administrative regions.

76 Ibid.
75 Ibid. Chapter II.
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　　The competent department of education of the provincial people's government is

responsible for the management of the national standard spoken and written language in the

province, and organises the implementation of these regulations.

　　The departments of civil affairs, culture, information industry, market supervision and

management, radio and television, press and publication, and film of the people's

governments at or above the county level shall do well in the work related to the national

common language within the scope of their respective duties.

　　The language work agencies of the education authorities of the people's governments at

or above the county level are specifically responsible for the promotion of Putonghua and the

promotion of standardised Chinese characters within their administrative regions.

第四条　各级人民政府应当加强本行政区域内国家通用语言文字工作的领导。

　　省人民政府教育主管部门负责全省国家通用语言文字的管理工作，组织实施本规

定。

　　县级以上人民政府民政、文化、信息产业、市场监督管理、广播电视、新闻出版以及

电影等部门，在各自职责范围内做好国家通用语言文字的相关工作。

　　县级以上人民政府教育主管部门的语言文字工作机构具体负责本行政区域内推广普

通话和推行规范汉字工作。77

Here, one can argue that there is a notable comprehensiveness in the implementation of the

policy. The ‘leadership of the national standard spoken and written language’ is not only the

responsibility of one or a few administrative authorities, it is the obligation of many different

sectors of the administration, such as the departments of education, culture, information

industry, film, or civil affairs.

The stipulations on radio and TV-channels in Article 11 also makes it clear that the media and

other sectors of society also have a significant responsibility in enforcing the policy. In

Article 13 for example, it is stated that the public service industry is encouraged to use

Putonghua as the basic service language, and that standardised Chinese characters shall be

used for name plates, signboards, official documents, seals, bills, reports, manuals, electronic

screens and promotional materials in areas such as commerce, postal services,

77 Ibid. Chapter I.
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communications, culture, catering, entertainment, railways, transportation, civil aviation,

tourism, banking, insurance, medical care, and other industries that directly serve the public.

The propagation of the standard variety by the media, government agencies or others is

further stipulated in Chapter III of the regulations, which designates the implementation and

requirements on the usage of Putonghua and simplified standardised characters to the

respective competent authorities. In Article 24, it is stated that actors and program hosts in

Putonghua are required to reach a certain level of proficiency. These requirements are defined

by the authorities:

Article 24　Announcers, program hosts, film and television drama actors, dubbing actors,

teachers, staff of state agencies, and broadcasters, tour guides, commentators and other

personnel in the public service industry who use Mandarin as their working language shall

have the ability to speak Putonghua proficiency and the use of Putonghua in work, their

Putonghua proficiency should meet the level requirements stipulated by the state or relevant

departments.

　　The Putonghua proficiency test is organised and implemented by the provincial language

work organisation.

第二十四条　以普通话为工作语言的播音员、节目主持人、影视话剧演员、配音演员、

教师、国家机关工作人员以及公共服务行业的广播员、导游员、解说员等人员，应当

具备说普通话的能力并在工作中使用普通话，其普通话水平应当达到国家或者有关部

门规定的等级要求。

　　普通话水平测试工作由省语言文字工作机构组织实施。78

This proficiency test is implemented by the provincial work language organisation. Those

that do not conform to the norms and standards of the country's common language and

characters shall be criticised and urged to make corrections.

78 Ibid. Chapter III.
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7.2.3 Monolingualism

Many parts in the regulations that could constitute a preference for monolingualism could be

identified through the analysis. Articles 1 to 3 clearly indicate that one variety is prioritised

and promoted over others, as well as the maintenance and use of a single dominant variety in

public life. This also the case with the written language, as stipulated in Article 7:

Article 7　When using Chinese characters, punctuation marks, and Pinyin, etc., the "Modern

Chinese Character List", "General List of Simplified Characters", "Usage of Punctuation

Marks", "Chinese Pinyin Scheme", and "Basic Rules for Chinese Pinyin Orthography" ,

"Chinese Pinyin Spelling Rules for Chinese Place Names (Part of Chinese Place Names)"

and other national common language norms and standards shall be followed.

第七条　使用汉字、标点符号、汉语拼音等，应当执行《现代汉语通用字表》、

《简化字总表》、《标点符号用法》、《汉语拼音方案》、《汉语拼音正词法基本规则》、

《中国地名汉语拼音字母拼写规则（汉语地名部分）》等国家通用语言文字的规范和标

准。79

It is clear that Putonghua is the designated variety in public places and facilities. That is also

made clear in articles 14 and 15, with the former stipulating the usage of standardised

characters when marking the names of places on signboards, such as geographical locations

or administrative divisions, and the latter the terminology and characters used in enterprise

and commodity names. However, the regulations do provide space for other varieties to be

used under certain situations. Article 8 states the following:

Article 8　The use of spoken and written languages   of ethnic minorities shall be based on the

"Constitution of the People's Republic of China", the "Law of the People's Republic of China

on Regional Ethnic Autonomy" and other relevant laws and regulations.

第八条　少数民族语言文字的使用依据《中华人民共和国宪法》、

《中华人民共和国民族区域自治法》以及其他有关法律法规的规定。80

80 Ibid.
79 Ibid. Chapter II.
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Other languages may thus be used when provided for by the Constitution and the law on

Regional Ethnic Autonomy. It is unclear however, if this extends to dialects and other

variants of Chinese such as Cantonese. In the next article, Article 9, it is said that public

sector employees may use dialects in their official activities when necessary, however, no

mention is made of what these necessary situations may be.

Some areas where other varieties may be used can be inferred from Article 12:

Article 12　The printed header (title), periodical title, cover, content, etc. of newspapers,

periodicals, books, audio-visual electronic publications, digital publications and other

publications published in Chinese shall conform to the standards and regulations of the

common language and characters of the country.

　　Mandarin Chinese shall be used for the terminology of Chinese-language audio-visual

products. This excludes those that need to use dialects in art forms such as opera and film

and television, as well as in publishing and teaching.

　第十二条　汉语文出版的报纸、期刊、图书、音像电子出版物、数字出版物等出版物

的印刷体报头（名）、刊名、封面、内文等应当符合国家通用语言文字的规范和标准。

　　汉语言音像制品用语应当使用普通话。戏曲、影视等艺术形式中和出版、教学中需

要使用方言的除外。81

Here, the line ‘exclude those that need to use dialects in art forms such as opera and film and

television, as well as in publishing and teaching’ could be indicative of a notion of other

varieties as accepted when beneficial, when it may enhance the cultural and artistic

production of the province. Similar sentiments are found in Article 15, which stipulates that

traditional characters may be used in place of simplified characters on packaging, signage,

instructions, etc. of commodities sold overseas, when necessary. However, commodities sold

within Mainland China must use standardised simplified characters.

The most clearly defined definitions on when traditional and variant characters may be used

can be found in Article 18:

81 Ibid.
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Article 18　Under the following circumstances, traditional characters and variant characters

may be retained or used:

　　(1) Scenic spots, cultural relics and historic sites;

　　(2) Handwriting of historical celebrities and revolutionary martyrs;

　　(3) Variant characters in surnames;

　　(4) Art works such as calligraphy and seal cutting;

　　(5) Handwritten inscriptions and signboards;

　　(6) Words used in registered trademark;

　　(7) Those that need to be used in publishing, teaching, and research;

　　(8) It needs to be used when it involves Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan and overseas Chinese

affairs;

　　(9) Special circumstances approved by relevant departments of the State Council.

If traditional characters and variant characters are used on time-honoured brand plaques

and handwritten signboards, sub-boards using standardised Chinese characters should be set

up at appropriate positions.

第十八条　有下列情形的，可以保留或者使用繁体字、异体字：

　　（一）风景名胜、文物古迹；

　　（二）历史名人、革命先烈的手迹；

　　（三）姓氏中的异体字；

　　（四）书法、篆刻等艺术作品；

　　（五）题词和招牌的手书字；

　　（六）已注册的商标用字；

　　（七）出版、教学、研究中需要使用的；

　　（八）涉及港澳台与华侨事务需要使用的；

　　（九）经国务院有关部门批准的特殊情况。

　　老字号牌匾、手书招牌使用繁体字和异体字的，应当在适当位置设置使用规范汉字

的副牌。82

Other written varieties may thus be used when it is beneficial for cultural or historic purposes,

and for names of persons, artworks, aesthetics, research or for exchanges with Hong Kong,

Macao, Taiwan or overseas Chinese affairs. When traditional characters are permitted on

82 Ibid.
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signboards, sub-boards containing simplified characters must be set up, further enforcing the

status of the standard variety.

7.2.4 Multilingualism

Other languages may thus be used when provided for by the Constitution and the law on

Regional Ethnic Autonomy as stipulated by Article 8. However, while support is given to the

usage of other varieties under certain defined circumstances, no other articles in the

regulations that stipulate the right of different ethnic or social groups of the usage and

development of their languages or dialects could be identified.

7.3 Differences

Some differences between the National Language Regulations and the Guangdong National

Language Regulations could be identified through this analysis. One difference between the

two is that the National Language Regulations put more emphasis on corpus planning; the

creation of new words and phrases, management and development of the writing system and

standardisation. In other words, the national law can be argued to put more emphasis on the

structure of the language itself than the Guangdong regulations.

While both of the regulations maintain the importance of the national variety for economic

and social development, it is only in the national regulations that this is framed through an

overarching notion of achieving national rejuvenation or unification. One could therefore

argue that an ideological assumption of modernisation is more present in the National

Language Regulations than in the Guangdong regional provisions.

Both provisions can be argued to conform to an ideology of standard language. In the

Guangdong regulations, the standard variety is clearly defined as being based on the Beijing

dialect as the standard pronunciation with the Northern dialect as the basic dialect. This is not

the case in the national regulations, where no such definition of Putonghua is given.

Another difference is that there is a larger focus on punishments for breaking the regulations

in the Guangdong law. In the national regulations, there is some emphasis on which course of

action authorities should take regarding violations of the law, particularly in Chapter III
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detailing management and supervision. The national law stipulates that those who refuse to

make corrections shall be given warnings and urged to make corrections within a specified

time limit by the relevant administrative departments. In the Guangdong regulations however,

the entirety of Chapter IV, detailing legal responsibilities, is dedicated to various courses of

action by the authorities towards those that violate the provisions. These actions range from

the issuing of warnings and the circulation of notes of criticism; to ‘administrative penalties’

and punishment of the ‘directly responsible managers and other directly responsible

personnel according to law’. It can thus be argued that the Guangdong National Language

Regulations have a significantly stronger emphasis on coercive power in enforcing the

provisions.

Furthermore, there is also a significant difference between the two regulations in regards to

multilingualism. Article 8 of the National Language Regulations stipulates the right of all

ethnic groups to use and develop their own spoken and written languages, although it makes

no mention of different variants or dialects within the ethnic groups or within the languages.

Given that Cantonese speakers primarily belong to the Han majority, and that the dominant

view of Cantonese in China is as a dialect and not as a separate language; it can be argued

that this right is not necessarily extended to Cantonese speakers. In the Guangdong National

Language Regulations, while the usage of dialects and variants are permitted under certain

circumstances, the usage and development of other variants is never presented as a right in of

itself. Additionally, no mention of the names of any other variant than Putonghua, such as

Cantonese, is made. While it can be argued that some scope for multilingualism is established

and defined in the National Language Regulations, that scope is more limited in the

Guangdong provisions.

8. Conclusion

This analysis has attempted to highlight the underlying ideological conceptions in China’s

national language law and the Guangdong regional language law. The results appear to

indicate that both regulations contain articles that can be viewed as indicative of nationalist

language ideology, although differences between the regulations and the different forms of

ideologies exist.
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The analysis found parts in the legal text that can be interpreted as an expression of an

underlying ideological conception of modernisation in both provisions. In the National

Language Regulations, modernisation can be argued to be shown through the prescribed goal

of national rejuvenation, especially in the role of national standard spoken and written

language in conducting national unification and national unity and in constructing socialist

material and spiritual civilization. Also indicative of modernisation is the active role of

authorities in language reform and the creation of new words and terms. Similar sentiments

can be found in the Guangdong National Language Regulations, where the promotion of

Putonghua and the implementation of standardised Chinese characters is tied to the social and

economic development of the province. However, the Guangdong regulations makes no

mention of language reform or the creation of new words and terms, and so it can be

concluded that the national regulations are emphasising the corpus planning aspect of

language management to a larger extent.

As to standard language ideology, the analysis indicates that both provisions contain a strong

preference for standardisation. In the national law, it is made clear that the purpose of the

regulations is to promote the standardisation of the national common language, with the

intent of improving social life and economic and cultural exchanges. The standard language

is identified as the national language, and the chosen regional or social variety is Putonghua.

The chosen variety is propagated by government agencies, and the media also have a

responsibility in adhering to the provisions. However, there is no indication of language

change being associated with decay or corruption. In the Guangdong regulations, the standard

variety is even more clearly defined as being Putonghua based on the Beijing dialect, with the

standard identified as being the national variety. The articles also enforce the obligation of

authorities and the media in implementing and enforcing the provisions, as well as other

sectors of society such as the public service industry.

There is also a strong preference for monolingualism inherent in the provisions. In the

national regulations, the dominant variety is presented as a uniting force, with the national

standard variety as a mediator of exchange between different groups in society. The variety

prioritised and promoted over others is clearly stated to be Putonghua, and exceptions to the

usage of other varieties or languages must be approved by law. The usage and acquisition of

the dominant variety is even presented as a right, with the state functioning as the guarantor

of this right. Other varieties may be used out of necessity, or of artistic, scientific or
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educational purposes. One could argue that other varieties are acceptable when seen as

beneficial to the state, as they are acceptable when they have the possibility to enhance

culture, research and effective governance.

Similar views could be identified in the Guangdong regulations, as one variety is prioritised

and promoted over others, as well as maintained and promoted for use in public life.

Putonghua is the designated variety in public places and facilities, although other languages

may be used under certain circumstances, in accordance with the Constitution and the law on

Regional Ethnic Autonomy. Public sector employees may use dialects in their official

activities when necessary, however, no mention is made of what these necessary situations

may be. Mirroring the national regulations, other variants are acceptable when beneficial for

cultural, artistic and historic purposes, or for research and exchanges with Hong Kong,

Macao, Taiwan and in overseas Chinese affairs. However, in neither of the regulations are

other varieties presented outright as a problem or dividing force, nor is multilingualism

presented as representing a temporarily abnormal condition.

Finally, the articles in the National Language Regulations also stipulate the right of all ethnic

groups to use and develop their own spoken and written languages, thus providing support for

multilingualism. However, the provision makes no mention of different variants or dialects,

only of the spoken and written languages of ethnic minorities. As such, it is unclear if

Cantonese is included in this right. In the Guangdong National Language Regulations

meanwhile, no specific articles stipulating the right of different ethnic or social groups of the

usage and development of their other spoken or written languages could be identified,

although support is given to other varieties under specific circumstances.

Regarding the first research question, ‘what underlying language ideologies can be identified

in the National Language Regulations’, one can thus argue that the results show that all four

forms of language ideologies used in the analysis exist in the provisions. This is particularly

the case for standard language ideology and monolingualism. As to the second research

question, ‘what underlying language ideologies can be identified in the Guangdong National

Language Regulations’, all three of the ideological conceptions associated with nationalism

could be identified, but not multilingualism.
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The final research question was the following: ‘what are the main differences in the

underlying language ideologies between these two regulations?’. Here, the analysis found

that while the two regulations were largely similar in content, some differences do exist. One

difference is that the National Language Regulations put more emphasis on corpus planning,

that is the structure of the language itself, and can be argued to be having a more prevalent

ideological conception of modernisation. Both provisions conform to an ideology of standard

language, but the chosen variety is more distinctly asserted in the Guangdong regulations. It

can also be argued that the Guangdong provisions have a stronger emphasis on coercive

measures, i.e. of punishments, compared to its national equivalent. They also differ in that the

National Language Regulations provide some room for multilingualism, which is not done to

the same extent in the Guangdong regulations.

8.1 Discussion

One could argue that while China’s language laws do provide certain protection for minority

languages, this protection does not necessarily extend to dialects. The protection for

Cantonese in China’s language laws thus appears to be weak. At least some of this can likely

be attributed to the dominant view of Cantonese as a dialect, not as a separate language.

The ‘Protecting Cantonese-movement’ could therefore at least to some extent be understood

as a response to the lack of protection for non-standard Chinese dialects in the language

policies of the country, with the arrival of the Guangdong National Language Regulations

functioning as the triggering factor. The language policy of the country can be seen as at the

centre of a struggle between the overall language goals of the nation on one side and localism

on the other, with national unity and development being perceived as in conflict with the

status of Cantonese and its role as a marker of regional identity and culture.

8.2 Future research

What is clear from this analysis is that language is fundamentally inseparable from politics,

and that language policy is intimately linked with the ongoing political processes in society. It

would be interesting to see further research into these processes, as well as research into the

relationship between languages, dialects and identity more broadly. One example could be

comparing the language laws used in this analysis to the language laws in one of China’s
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autonomous regions, such as Tibet, Xinjiang or Inner Mongolia, where the minority variants

are considered separate recognized languages and thus might receive more state support.

Doing so could provide insights into whether the legal protections for recognized minority

languages differ from the legal protections, or lack of legal protections, for the separate

dialects of Chinese.
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