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Hey guys! Elly here! Today I’m here with some great Cantonese, and I hope you like, share, and subscribe!

Oh, wait. This isn’t YouTube. Let’s try again.

I’m Elly Nguyen, author of the My Saigon series of guidebooks. I’m also a speaker and a student of the Cantonese language, and I am writing this foreword to Leng Chan’s excellent book Cantonese on the Daily.

Cantonese is the world’s ugliest and most beautiful language, stereotypically associated with arguing grandmothers in Hong Kong wet markets and scheming gangsters in San Francisco tea shops. About sixty million people speak Cantonese, not only in China but prominently throughout Southeast Asia, the Americas, Europe, and Australia. But so what: probably about sixty million people like dubstep, and you don’t see me rushing to embrace it. I love Cantonese for its tones, for its music, for its evocative expressions, and for being able to order food in a Chinese restaurant in Saigon with exactly zero of the mainland Chinese tourists understanding what I’m saying. 

What do you call an internet troll in Cantonese? Gau si gwan, a shit-stirring stick. What do you call a guy who sponges off his girlfriend? Yuen fan wang, a soft rice king. Want to insult your enemy way beyond what English offers? Promise them ham ga chan: bury your entire family. Yes, I’m serious, this is what people say. And while for thanking someone, while Mandarin has the boring shye-shye, in Cantonese you can mm gwai sai for a service or dor jie for a gift. Doesn’t it just sound better? And isn’t Cantonese great? I love this stuff. Actually, I love all languages, but Cantonese has a special place in my otherwise cold, cold heart. 

Maybe you love Cantonese too, or want to love it. Or maybe you have relatives who are native Cantonese speakers. That was my first encounter with Cantonese: my grandma is a native Cantonese speaker. That leads me to the next reason you might want to learn Cantonese: traveling or living in a Cantonese-speaking place. 

Cantonese is absolutely the way to go in Hong Kong and Macau. It’s also useful in Guangzhou and most of Guangdong Province in Mainland China, although the Chinese government is doing everything to exterminate “deviant” dialects that aren’t Mandarin. Cantonese is the standard language of daily life for ethnically Chinese communities in Vietnam (what’s up), Malaysia, and of course, the US, Canada, the UK, and Australia. The Chinese immigrants who founded those communities were Cantonese speakers, and although not all later arrivals were native Cantonese speakers, they learned Cantonese as they joined those Cantonese-speaking communities. 

In my native city of Saigon, Vietnam, about twenty percent of the people speak at least some Cantonese. Typically, their ancestors came to China from Guangdong Province either during the famines of the late 19th century, or during the Communist upheavals of the mid 20th century. At least in Vietnam—although less so in other Southeast Asian Cantonese communities—there is a large degree of intermarriage between the Cantonese and the “native” population, such that things get all mixed up, and most Saigonese people can’t really say how many of their relatives are Cantonese or even exactly how much Cantonese they speak. Some Saigonese people, including some friends of mine, have no Cantonese ancestry that they know of, but speak basic Cantonese from having grown up with Cantonese speakers—not too different from Americans who don’t have Spanish-speaking ancestry but have learned basic Spanish from their neighborhoods.

Throughout Southeast Asia and the Americas, Cantonese is the insiders’ language of serious business. Speaking Cantonese when buying something or doing business in Southeast Asia or San Francisco is a bit like showing your Costco membership card. In Hong Kong, Macau, and Guangdong province in China, Mandarin is widely understood, but it’s Cantonese that people usually speak at home and over meals, weddings, and arguments.

Cantonese on the Daily presents a living and usable introduction to Cantonese language and culture. With this book, you can order dimsum, you can survive in Cantonese, you can chat with your Cantonese-speaking relatives, and you can get started on more advanced studies of Cantonese. 

Do it. Cantonese is worth it.
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Introduction: what’s Cantonese?
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Cantonese is the language of Guangdong province in China, and of Hong Kong, Macau, and Chinese communities throughout Southeast Asia, North America, the United Kingdom, and Australia. About sixty million people consider Cantonese their native language. If you’ve ventured to a Chinatown in the United States and heard the language spoken around you, it was most likely Cantonese.

Usually, when people refer to “Chinese” language, they mean the Beijing or Mandarin dialect, which is the official language of Mainland China. While Mandarin is said to be the “standard” form of Chinese, it just happens to be the dialect that happened to be spoken by the people that have been holding power in China in its recent history. It’s not intrinsically any better than other dialects. Also, it should be noted that while Mandarin is the most commonly spoken form of Chinese, in China it often serves as a lingua franca—it is not often spoken at home or as a first language, but it is the language of common communication between people who speak different dialects at home. Outside of Mainland China, and particularly in the United States and in Southeast Asia, Cantonese has taken on the role of being the lingua franca of people who speak different Chinese dialects.

Mandarin has some similarities with Cantonese, but is a totally different language. While many people in China speak Cantonese as a first language, Cantonese is not considered an official language in China, and is instead stigmatized as a “dialect.” Cantonese is an official language only in Hong Kong and Macau, although it is unofficially the lingua franca of many Chinese communities worldwide. In Hong Kong and Macau, Cantonese remains the language associated with local residents, while Mandarin is associated with tourists or immigrants from mainland China. There has been cultural friction recently, as Hong Kong businesses have been seen to favor free-spending Mandarin-speakers from Mainland China, to the exclusion of local Cantonese speakers.

Cantonese is something of an oral tradition. It’s rarely taught in school, especially rarely (meaning: never) in China, where no value is attached to speaking a “minority dialect.” People studying Chinese in school, even outside of Mainland China, almost always learn Mandarin. All those American kindergartens advertising “Chinese language learning for children” are certainly teaching Mandarin, not anything else. And nowadays, even ethnically Cantonese parents often prefer that their children learn Mandarin, not Cantonese, as Mandarin is seen as the ticket to opportunities connected with Mainland China.  Cantonese learners are stuck getting information from their sometimes elderly relatives, or attempting to learn Cantonese on the streets of Hong Kong.

Google Translate doesn’t have Cantonese translation. Cantonese language courses, resources, and guidebooks are scarce. Worse yet, some advertised online Cantonese resources are plainly just reworked Mandarin resources—which is like thinking that you can make a few edits to a Spanish textbook in order to make it into a Portuguese textbook. I found this out when I happened to meet some foreigners in Hong Kong who had been studying Cantonese through online tutorials and downloadable books. Their speech sounded like Mandarin speakers trying to sound Cantonese—and when I asked them to show me the learning materials they’d been using, it was clear that whoever had put those together was a Mandarin speaker trying to sound Cantonese. I am a real, native Cantonese speaker, originally from Macau, and in this book I’m bringing you the native way to speak Cantonese—not Mandarin bent to sound Cantonese.

There’s something of an oft-repeated myth, especially in Mainland China, that Mandarin is a “real language” and Cantonese is “just a dialect.” That really has no basis in any linguistic reality. Cantonese is just as much a language as Mandarin. However, the people ruling China have through much of history come from Beijing, and Mandarin is the language of Beijing. So Beijing’s language gets to be “a real language” and the thousands of other languages in China are relegated to the status of “dialects.” In any linguistic sense—free of political motivations—there’s no justification for such a statement. 

This book changes all that. It’s unapologetically all about Cantonese. And the vocabulary and expressions in this book are specifically focused for everyday use, whether that means a trip to Hong Kong, a dim sum lunch in San Francisco, a wander through Saigon’s Cantonese-speaking Cholon district, a shopping trip in Jakarta’s Glodok markets, or a conversation with your grandparents. 

Cantonese is primarily a spoken language—again not for anything intrinsic but because throughout Chinese history, the powers-that-be dictated writing to be in Mandarin—so this book emphasizes the spoken form, although written Chinese characters and explanations are presented for reference. It’s up to you whether to learn characters or stick to the spoken form. Keep in mind that even many native speakers of Cantonese in overseas Cantonese communities only know the language’s oral form. 

We have chosen to use traditional Chinese characters used in Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, and in overseas Chinese communities, rather than using the simplified characters used in mainland China. Additionally, keep in mind that when written, Cantonese and Mandarin are very similar, perhaps with the same level of difference as American and British English, or as European and Canadian French.  When spoken, however, they are generally not mutually intelligible, although there are many cognates, many similar-sounding words, and even many identical words, so if you are in a bind with a Mandarin speaker and you only know Cantonese, go ahead and try.

The purpose of this book is to get you up-and-running with useful, everyday Cantonese. Studying this book, and perhaps carrying it with you, will allow you to get around in Cantonese-speaking places such as Hong Kong. More importantly, if you want to become a proficient speaker of Cantonese, the basic lessons in this book will be a springboard and a stepping stone for you to learn Cantonese. Once you know the basic words
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