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Abstract

This study examines the linguistic evolution of Chinese-language newspapers
in Hong Kong from the mid-nineteenth century to the eve of the 1997 hando-
ver. Rejecting a linear narrative of transition from Classical to vernacular Chi-
nese, it argues that newspaper language developed through a long-term process
of functional recombination, in which Classical Chinese, vernacular written
Chinese, Cantonese, and English were continually reconfigured in response to
changing communicative and institutional needs. Based on representative
newspaper texts across periods and genres, the study identifies three major
phases. In the founding period, Classical Chinese was adapted into an infor-
mational and argumentative medium for news. During the transitional period,
hybrid forms such as Saam Kap Dai and mixed classical-vernacular writing
emerged to mediate tensions between written authority and mass readership.
From the 1970s onward, these practices became institutionalized, giving rise to
Hong Kong-style Chinese as a stable written system marked by integrated Can-
tonese features, embedded English lexis, and strong register differentiation.
Opverall, the findings highlight the press as a norm-producing and mediating
institution in a multilingual society, where language functions as a flexible re-
source for negotiating authority, accessibility, and local identity.

Keywords

Hong Kong, Chinese Newspapers, Classical Chinese, Vernacular Chinese,
Cantonese

1. Introduction

Hong Kong occupies a distinctive position in the Chinese speaking world. As a

former British colony and a major international city, it has long been character-
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ized by sustained contact among different languages, cultures, and institutional
traditions. This complex historical and sociolinguistic environment has shaped
many domains of public communication, including the language of the mass me-
dia. Among these domains, the Chinese language newspaper press constitutes a
particularly important yet still underexamined site for understanding how written
Chinese operates in a multilingual and globally connected society.

For readers outside the Chinese speaking world, it is important to note that
“Chinese” does not constitute a single, uniform written or spoken system. Modern
Chinese writing has historically involved multiple layers, including Classical Chi-
nese (3L ), vernacular written Chinese (1% Hi[fi1%), and regionally grounded
spoken varieties such as Cantonese (% 1i%). In Hong Kong, these layers have co-
existed alongside English, which has played a prominent role in administration,
education, commerce, and public life. As a result, the Chinese language press in
Hong Kong offers a unique window into how diverse linguistic resources are man-
aged, combined, and stabilized in public written communication.

Studies of modern Chinese often frame linguistic change as a broad historical
movement from Classical Chinese to vernacular Chinese. While this narrative
captures an important dimension of twentieth century language reform, it does
not adequately account for the diversity of written practices found in different
social, regional, and institutional contexts. In Hong Kong, newspaper writing de-
veloped under conditions markedly different from those in Mainland China, in-
cluding a commercial media system, a Cantonese speaking majority, and long-
term exposure to English. These conditions raise fundamental questions about
how written Chinese functions in practice when no single linguistic norm is un-
contested or universally authoritative.

The Chinese language newspaper press is particularly significant because it oc-
cupies a central position between institutional authority and everyday readership.
Newspapers must be intelligible to a broad audience, responsive to rapid social
and economic change, and credible as public sources of information. Consequently,
newspaper language reflects not only stylistic preference but also practical deci-
sions about clarity, authority, efficiency, and audience engagement. From this per-
spective, the study of newspaper language is not merely a matter of descriptive lin-
guistics; it provides insight into how written norms are formed, negotiated, and
stabilized within specific historical and institutional settings.

Despite its importance, the language of Hong Kong’s Chinese language news-
papers remains relatively unfamiliar to many international readers and is often
treated only marginally in general accounts of modern Chinese. Existing discus-
sions tend either to focus on spoken Cantonese or to subsume Hong Kong writing
under broader categories of “modern Chinese,” without close attention to media
practices. As a result, the press is frequently portrayed as a passive reflector of
external language change rather than as an active participant in shaping written
norms. A focused, diachronic examination of newspaper language can therefore

help bridge this gap by illustrating how written Chinese develops through sus-
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tained media practice in a multilingual environment.

Against this background, the present study examines the language of Hong
Kong’s Chinese language newspapers as a historically situated and institutionally
shaped form of written communication. By analyzing newspaper texts across dif-
ferent periods and genres, the study investigates how multiple linguistic re-sources—
Classical Chinese, vernacular written Chinese, Cantonese, and English—have been
deployed, combined, and reorganized in press writing over time. Rather than treat-
ing linguistic change as a linear process of replacement, the study conceptualizes
newspaper language development as a process of functional recombination, in which
existing resources are selectively retained and repurposed in response to changing
communicative demands and newsroom routines.

More broadly, this study seeks to contribute to international discussions of lan-
guage, media, and multilingualism by offering a detailed case of how a major pub-
lic writing system evolves under sustained language contact. By foregrounding the
newspaper press as a norm producing institution, the analysis demonstrates how
written Chinese in Hong Kong modernized not by converging on a single stand-
ardized form, but by developing an internally differentiated register system aligned

with media genres, readership expectations, and institutional practice.

2. Literature Review

Research on the Chinese language of Hong Kong’s Chinese language newspapers
has generated rich descriptions of distinctive usage, yet it has only intermittently
ad-dressed how newspaper Chinese develops over time as an evolving written sys-
tem. Much of the literature is organized around particular subsystems—syntax,
lexicon, or hybrid style—rather than a diachronic reconstruction of press lan-

guage change across historical periods and genres.

2.1. Hong Kong Written Chinese as a Regional Written Variety

A substantial body of scholarship treats Hong Kong written Chinese as a regional
written variety shaped by sustained contact among Cantonese, English, and in-
herited written norms. Empirical studies document syntactic and discourse pat-
terns that differ from Mainland Standard Written Chinese, including contact and
translation by related changes, as well as shifts in word class and grammatical
function that become conventional in local written usage (Shi & Chu, 1999). Other
research identifies stable grammatical and discourse level features—such as con-
nective usage, zero anaphora, and demonstrative distribution—and argues that
these patterns constitute systematic local norms rather than sporadic deviation
(Shi & Wang, 2006).

While this line of research provides detailed synchronic descriptions and useful
typologies of linguistic sources (e.g., Cantonese transfer, Classical Chinese resi-
due, and local innovation), it often treats Hong Kong written Chinese as an al-
ready-formed system. Questions concerning how these features emerge through
newspaper practice over time, and how they become stabilized across genres, tend
to receive limited attention (Shi, Wang, & Zhu, 2002).
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2.2. Lexical Variation and Contact Induced Change in Newspaper
Chinese

Another major strand of research focuses on lexical variation in Hong Kong Chi-
nese, particularly English origin words, mixed forms, and region-specific expres-
sions. Studies of Hong Kong Cantonese and related written practices highlight
“Chinese-English mixing” (%9152 3%) and the emergence of locally convention-
alized lexical items and meanings in public communication (Tang, 1997). Loan-
word typologies further demonstrate that Hong Kong exhibits distinctive borrow-
ing patterns, including transliteration, hybrid formation, and mixed Chinese Eng-
lish expressions that circulate widely in newspapers and other media (Shao, 2000).
Within this lexical tradition, the notion of “community specific words” (#1:[X ir])
has been proposed to capture vocabulary rooted in local institutions and social
practices, offering a valuable perspective on newspaper lexicon as an index of
Hong Kong’s social and institutional environment (Tian, 1996). More recent work
on contact induced change has extended this discussion by examining the accept-
ability and normalization of English influenced or “Europeanized” features in
contemporary Hong Kong written Chinese (Liang, 2024). However, much of this
research remains focused on vocabulary and constructions as discrete phenom-
ena, with less attention to how lexical choices interact with broader newspaper

registers or evolve through long term press usage.

2.3. Hybrid Press Styles and the Newspaper as a Norm-Producing
Institution

Hybrid writing styles occupy a central position in scholarship on Hong Kong
newspaper language. Saam Kap Dai (— %), commonly described as a struc-
tured mixture of Classical Chinese, vernacular written Chinese, and Cantonese,
has been examined in detail with respect to its historical sources, linguistic com-
position, and stylistic functions in Hong Kong print culture (Wong, 2001). Re-
lated research emphasizes that such hybridity is not random: different compo-
nents tend to be functionally distributed, with Classical Chinese often associated
with rhetorical authority, vernacular Chinese with narration and explanation, and
Cantonese with immediacy and local color. A closely related phenomenon is
mixed classical-vernacular writing (3 [ J¢7%), especially visible in supplements
and serialized writing, which is often interpreted as a pragmatic compromise be-
tween written prestige and reader accessibility.

At the same time, scholarships increasingly recognize newspapers as norm-pro-
ducing institutions, in which press routines, genre conventions, and audience tar-
geting contribute to the selection and stabilization of particular linguistic forms.
Nevertheless, hybrid styles and contact induced features are frequently framed as
transitional or exceptional, positioned between “traditional” and “modern” writ-
ing. As a result, their long-term role in shaping mainstream newspaper language
norms is often acknowledged but not systematically traced within a comprehen-

sive diachronic framework. Across these strands of research, a persistent gap re-
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mains between detailed linguistic description and a historical account of how Chi-

nese newspaper language in Hong Kong develops and consolidates over time.

2.4. Summary of Gaps and the Present Study’s Positioning

Taken together, existing literature has made three major contributions: 1) it pro-
vides detailed descriptions of structural features of Hong Kong written Chinese,
including contact related syntax and discourse conventions (Shi & Chu, 1999; Shi
et al., 2002; Shi & Wang, 2006); 2) it documents lexical borrowing, code mixing,
and community specific vocabulary relevant to newspaper language (Shao, 2000;
Tang, 1997; Tian, 1996); and 3) it analyzes hybrid press styles such as Saam Kap
Daiand mixed classical-vernacular writing as structured writing practices (Wong,
2001).

However, the central limitation remains: the Chinese language of Hong Kong
newspapers has not been sufficiently reconstructed as an evolving system across
historical time, integrating linguistic evidence with changing newspaper genres
and institutional routines. The present study addresses this gap by treating the
Chinese language press as a historically situated linguistic institution and by ex-
amining how different linguistic resources are deployed and reorganized across

periods and genres in Hong Kong newspapers.

3. Research Questions and Methods

Because this study addresses an international readership that may not be fully fa-
miliar with distinctions within written Chinese, several key terms used through-
out the paper require brief clarification.

Vernacular written Chinese (1115 H1&) refers to a modern written form of
Chinese that draws primarily on spoken Northern Mandarin syntax and lexicon,
standardized through twentieth-century language reform and widely adopted in
formal writing in Mainland China. In the present study, the term denotes a writing
resource distinct from both Classical Chinese and Cantonese-based written forms,
and it is treated as one component within Hong Kong newspaper language rather
than as a uniform or uncontested norm.

Hong Kong-style Chinese (#53U+ () is used to describe a locally stabilized
written repertoire characteristic of Hong Kong’s Chinese-language press, rather
than a single homogeneous variety. It encompasses the systematic incorporation
of Cantonese-derived expressions, English lexical items, and retained classical fea-
tures into written Chinese. Importantly, the term does not imply deviation from
an external or deficit-based standard, but refers to an institutionally established
mode of writing shaped by press practices, readership expectations, and Hong
Kong’s multilingual environment.

The term register system is employed to emphasize that mature Hong Kong
newspaper language functions through internally differentiated registers aligned
with newspaper sections, genres, and communicative purposes. Rather than treat-

ing Hong Kong-style Chinese as a monolithic code, this study conceptualizes it as
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a structured system in which different linguistic resources are selectively mobi-
lized according to context—for example, compressed and authoritative forms in
hard news, English-embedded terminology in financial reporting, and Cantonese-
influenced expressions in entertainment and lifestyle sections.

These clarifications establish the conceptual basis for the analysis that follows
and frame linguistic change in Hong Kong newspapers as a process of functional
reorganization within an institutionally mediated written system, rather than as a

linear shift between discrete language varieties.

3.1. Research Questions

This study addresses a focused and limited set of research questions concerning
the Chinese language used in Hong Kong’s Chinese language newspapers. Rather
than pursuing multiple explanatory or ideological dimensions, the study concen-
trates on identifying and describing patterns of language use as they appear in
newspaper texts across time.

The central research question is:

How has the Chinese language used in Hong Kong Chinese language newspa-
pers changed over time as a form of written communication?

To support this central question, the study also considers one subsidiary ques-
tion:

What linguistic resources—such as Classical Chinese, vernacular written Chi-
nese, Cantonese, and English—are observable in Hong Kong newspaper texts
from different periods, and how are they combined in press writing?

Together, these questions define the scope of the study as historical and de-
scriptive, focusing on the observable characteristics of newspaper language with-
out advancing broad claims about ideology, identity, or language policy beyond

what the textual evidence allows.

3.2. Research Methods

To address the research questions outlined above, this study adopts a qualitative,
historically informed approach based on close analysis of Chinese-language news-
paper texts published in Hong Kong across different periods. The methodological
aim is not to quantify linguistic change, but to reconstruct how newspaper lan-
guage developed as a form of written communication through recurring press
practices over time.

The primary data consist of Chinese-language newspaper texts drawn from ma-
jor Hong Kong newspapers published from the mid-nineteenth to the late twen-
tieth century. A substantial portion of the materials is accessed through the Old
Hong Kong Newspapers Collection of the Hong Kong Public Libraries, an elec-
tronic database curated by the Hong Kong Central Library. This collection pro-
vides digitized images of historically significant newspapers and serves as a key
archival resource for the study of local press language. The newspapers repre-

sented in the database span a broad temporal range—from early colonial publica-
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tions such as Hsia Erh Kuan Chen GBIBE ) and Tsun Wan Yat Po (G HR)
to mid- and late twentieth-century mass-circulation dailies, including Wah Kiu
Yat Po (¥f&GH#R), Ta Kung Pao (K/~%k, Hong Kong edition), and Sing Tao
Daily (B 5 H¥R).

The selection of newspapers is guided by institutional continuity and historical
significance rather than by circulation size or statistical representativeness. For
each historical phase, the study focuses on publications that played a sustained
role in shaping public discourse in Hong Kong and that exemplify established
newsroom practices of their time. Early colonial newspapers are included because
they represent the formative stage of Chinese newspaper writing under colonial
conditions and document the earliest adaptation of Classical Chinese to news re-
porting. For the transitional period, mass-circulation dailies and their supple-
ments are examined because they institutionalized hybrid writing practices across
multiple genres. For the post-1970s period, leading commercial newspapers are
selected because they reflect mature newsroom routines and stabilized language
norms characteristic of late twentieth-century Hong Kong. This selection strategy
allows the study to trace the evolution of newspaper language as an institutional
practice across time, rather than to compare individual publications in isolation.

Texts examined in this study are drawn from a range of newspaper genres, in-
cluding news reports, editorials, serialized fiction, commentary, and feature writ-
ing. This genre diversity makes it possible to capture internal variation within
newspaper language and to examine how different linguistic resources are de-
ployed in relation to communicative purpose, readership expectations, and news-
room conventions.

Text selection is guided by historical relevance and typicality rather than by
statistical sampling. In this study, “representativeness” refers to texts that exem-
plify established and recurrent writing practices within particular historical peri-
ods and genres, rather than to frequency-based dominance. More specifically,
texts were selected as “representative” or “typical” if they met the following crite-
ria within each historical phase: 1) they exemplify recurrent linguistic patterns
observable across multiple issues or years rather than idiosyncratic usage by a sin-
gle author; 2) they are situated within established newspaper genres (e.g., news
reporting, editorials, or supplements) that reflect routine newsroom practice; and
3) they illustrate salient communicative functions characteristic of the period,
such as the use of adapted Classical Chinese for informational reporting in the
founding period, the patterned mixing of registers in transitional-period com-
mentary and supplements, or the routinized deployment of Cantonese and Eng-
lish resources in post-1970s news and specialized sections. Texts that were highly
anomalous, stylistically experimental without broader attestation, or clearly un-

representative of regular press usage were not included in the analytical sample.

3.2.1. Data Sources and Sampling
To further clarify the empirical basis of the study, the dataset can be specified

more concretely in terms of newspapers, sampling periods, and overall scale.
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For the founding period (1850s-1900s), the analysis draws primarily on Hsia
Erh Kuan Chen and Tsun Wan Yat Po, accessed through the Old Hong Kong
Newspapers Collection. Texts are sampled from multiple decades—especially the
1850s, 1870s, and 1890s—and include editorials, early news-style reports, and
translated or informational essays. In total, several dozen texts from this phase
were examined, providing a consistent basis for identifying how Classical Chinese
was adapted to journalistic functions.

For the transitional period (1900s-1960s), the dataset centers on 7a Kung Pao
and Wah Kiu Yat Po, with attention to both core news sections and newspaper
supplements. Sampling spans the early to mid-twentieth century, with denser cov-
erage in the interwar and postwar decades when hybrid styles such as Saam Kap
Dai were most prominent. Materials from this phase comprise over one hundred
texts, including news reporting, editorials, commentary, and serialized or feature
writing, allowing for systematic observation of register mixing across genres.

For the maturity period (1970s-1997), the study draws on major commercial
dailies including Ming Pao (Wi¥R), Sing Tao Daily, Ta Kung Pao, and Wah Kiu
Yat Po (including its evening edition Wah Kiu Man Po (¥EfGHER)). Texts are
sampled from the 1970s through the early 1990s and cover a wide range of news-
paper sections, including hard news, financial reporting, and lifestyle or entertain-
ment features. This phase is represented by well over one hundred texts, reflecting
the expanded genre differentiation and stabilized linguistic practices characteris-
tic of late twentieth-century Hong Kong newspapers.

Taken together, the study examines several hundred texts across all three peri-
ods, drawn from multiple newspapers, years, and genres. While the dataset is not
designed as a statistically balanced corpus, its breadth and internal diversity en-
sure that the analysis is grounded in recurrent and representative newspaper prac-

tices rather than isolated examples.

3.2.2. Analytical Rubric for Identifying Linguistic Resources

To enhance analytical transparency, the identification of linguistic resources in
the data is guided by a consistent set of diagnostic criteria aligned with the dis-
tinctions employed in the analysis. Classical Chinese (3 ) is identified by com-
pact clause structure, reliance on canonical function words (e.g., 2, 3, ¥, tH),
limited overt marking of tense or aspect, and a preference for condensed, paratactic
expression, often associated with evaluative or rhetorical framing in editorials.
Vernacular written Chinese (15 {31f1#) is recognized through its alignment
with modern standard written norms, including explicit syntactic marking, multi-
clause sentence organization, and a lexicon consistent with twentieth-century
standardization, typically used for exposition and narrative clarity. Cantonese fea-
tures (¥1%) are identified by the presence of regionally specific lexical items (e.g.,
&, EPZ), sentence-final particles (e.g., ", M, WE), and discourse patterns
reflecting spoken Cantonese, especially in expressions of stance, interpersonal
alignment, and immediacy. English elements are identified as lexical insertions

embedded within Chinese syntactic frames (e.g., profit, IPO), typically unmarked
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typographically and functioning as technical or domain-specific terms, particu-
larly in financial and business reporting.

These criteria are applied systematically across texts to identify recurrent pat-
terns of register use. In cases of hybrid writing (e.g., Saam Kap Dai or mixed clas-
sical-vernacular prose), classification is based on the functional distribution of
these features within the same text—for example, Classical Chinese for evaluative
framing, vernacular written Chinese for explanation, and Cantonese for interper-
sonal or affective expression.

For clarity of presentation, each quoted example in the analysis indicates the
newspaper source and approximate period where applicable, and English transla-
tions are the authors’ own. However, it should be noted that some examples are
constructed or minimally adapted to represent recurrent linguistic patterns iden-
tified across multiple texts rather than reproduced verbatim from a single docu-
mented article. This approach is adopted in order to highlight the defining char-
acteristics of particular writing practices—such as Classical Chinese compression,
vernacular exposition, or Cantonese immediacy—in a clear and analytically fo-
cused manner. Where examples are not directly traceable to a specific article, they
are intended as synthetic but evidence-based illustrations grounded in repeated
observations across the corpus, rather than as literal archival excerpts. This dis-
tinction is maintained to balance empirical fidelity with analytical clarity.

Because the study is qualitative and does not rely on a balanced corpus, it does
not make claims about the relative frequency or statistical distribution of specific
linguistic forms. Instead, it focuses on identifying stable and widely recognizable
patterns of language use that become conventionalized through repeated newspa-
per practice. This approach is well suited to the study’s central aim of reconstruct-
ing the historical development of Hong Kong newspaper Chinese as an institu-

tionally mediated written system.

4. Research Results

The division of the analysis into three historical phases—founding (1850s-1900s),
transitional (1900s-1960s), and maturity (1970s-1997)—is motivated by observable
shifts in the dominant linguistic practices of Hong Kong’s Chinese-language press
rather than by purely chronological criteria. The late nineteenth century marks the
establishment of Chinese newspaper writing under colonial conditions, character-
ized by the adaptation of Classical Chinese to news reporting. The early to mid-
twentieth century corresponds to a period of intensified experimentation, during
which hybrid forms such as Saam Kap Dai and mixed classical-vernacular writing
became widespread across genres. From the 1970s onward, these hybrid practices
became stabilized and institutionalized within mainstream journalism, accompa-
nied by the routine incorporation of Cantonese and English elements and the
emergence of clearly differentiated section-based registers. The breakpoints be-
tween these phases therefore reflect not fixed historical events, but transitions in
the dominant organization and functional distribution of linguistic resources in

newspaper writing.
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4.1. Founding Period: Classical Chinese as Early Newspaper Prose
(1850s-1900s)

4.1.1. Adapted Classical Chinese for News Reporting
Early Hong Kong Chinese newspapers were predominantly written in Classical
Chinese, yet their linguistic form already diverged markedly from traditional lit-
erary prose. Instead of extended essays characterized by dense allusion and rhe-
torical ornamentation, early newspaper writing favored short, information dense
clauses oriented toward factual reporting and explanation.

A representative headline-like sentence from early newspaper prose illustrates

this adaptation:
[JEfkE, EEREY, WAz —#. |

(Translation by authors. British ships arrived in the port, cargo transport be-
came highly active, and market conditions changed accordingly.)

In this example, classical vocabulary and syntactic structure are preserved, but
the sentence is organized to convey an event-consequence relationship with max-
imum efficiency. Compared with traditional prose, it avoids literary embellish-
ment and foregrounds factual sequence, reflecting the communicative priorities
of news reporting.

At the lexical level, early newspapers relied heavily on semantic translation (&
) to introduce Western concepts. Terms suchas [/ ] (lighthouse) and [ K
HMi ] (steamship) exemplify how unfamiliar objects were incorporated through
transparent Chinese morphemes. This strategy enabled Classical Chinese to function
as a modern informational code, capable of accommodating new knowledge with-
out abandoning its structural core.

Syntactically, early newspaper Classical Chinese exhibits reduced parallelism
and an increased use of explicit, reader oriented explanatory structures, as in:

(LR, SAEAFEZ. |

(Translation by authors:. As this matter concerns commerce, it must therefore
be explained in detail.)

Such constructions signal a shift away from self-contained literary expression
toward explicit explanation and audience orientation, anticipating later develop-
ments in newspaper prose and the gradual transformation of written Chinese into

a medium of public communication.

4.1.2. The Formation of an Early “Newspaper Style”

Within the founding period, a distinct newspaper prose style (¥ % #4) emerged,
characterized by the combination of Classical Chinese with discursive and argumen-
tative elements—a mode often described as the integration of parallel and plain
prose (Bf##54). Rather than adhering strictly to ornate literary conventions,
editorial writing in this period frequently alternates between compact evaluative
statements and longer explanatory passages, reflecting the communicative de-
mands of public commentary.

A representative example illustrates this emerging style:
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[, RIERZ, BRRATEZ, RBETHSE. |

(Translation by authors. Although the policy had already been issued, public
sentiment remained unsettled, largely because its implementation was too hasty
and failed to take actual conditions into account.)

In this sentence, classical particlessuchas [B%), [Z],and [t] areretained,
preserving the surface features of Classical Chinese. However, the internal organ-
ization of the sentence prioritizes logical sequencing and causal explanation rather
than literary ornamentation. The argument unfolds step by step—policy issuance,
public reaction, and causal diagnosis—guiding the reader through a process of
public reasoning.

Notably, the authority of the text derives not from the citation of canonical
sources or historical precedent, but from its explicit argumentative structure and
appeal to observable social conditions. This marks an important departure from
elite literary writing, where authority was traditionally grounded in classical learn-
ing and textual allusion.

The emergence of this newspaper style thus represents an early stage in the
transformation of written Chinese from a medium of elite literary expression into
a vehicle for public communication, policy discussion, and social explanation, lay-

ing the groundwork for later developments in modern newspaper language.

4.2. Transitional and Contested Period: Hybrid Writing and Saam
Kap Dai (1900s-1960s)

4.2.1. Saam Kap Dai as a Layered Hybrid Register

The most salient linguistic development of the early twentieth century in Hong

Kong newspapers is the rise of Saam Kap Dai (= }%*), a hybrid writing style that

combines Classical Chinese, vernacular written Chinese, and Cantonese within a

single textual space. Newspaper texts from this period show that such mixing is

systematic and patterned, rather than random or inconsistent.

A representative passage illustrates the layered use of registers:

[EEHE T, #erEd. | O0F)

(Translation by authors. Moral standards are in decline; this is truly cause for
lament.) (Classical Chinese)

[ERRHETEE, KxRFEARE. | (A1 + Bif)

(Translation by authors. The situation is actually quite simple— everyone is just
trying to make a living.) (Vernacular Chinese + Cantonese)

[ ERARS, EEE R E? | (i)

(Translation by authors:. If things are handled this way, who would possibly ac-
cept i) (Cantonese)

This example demonstrates a clear functional stratification of registers. The
opening sentence, written in Classical Chinese, establishes an evaluative and mor-
alizing frame. Its compact syntax and elevated tone convey authority and rhetor-
ical distance, allowing the writer to cast contemporary social conditions in gener-

alized, almost aphoristic terms.
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The second sentence shifts into vernacular written Chinese infused with Can-
tonese elements. This register reduces abstraction and introduces pragmatic ex-
planation, reframing the issue in concrete, everyday terms. Expressions such as

[ | (to make a living) anchor the discourse in ordinary social experience
and economic reality.

The final sentence moves fully into Cantonese, employing a rhetorical question
to express stance and invite reader alignment. This register conveys immediacy,
emotional engagement, and interpersonal positioning, features closely associated
with spoken interaction in Hong Kong.

Taken together, these layers show that Saam Kap Dai operates as a structured
hybrid system in which each register fulfills a distinct communicative function:

e C(lassical Chinese provides evaluative stance and moral framing;
e Vernacular written Chinese offers narrative clarity and explanation;
e Cantonese expresses immediacy, affect, and interpersonal alignment.

Rather than signaling linguistic instability, this patterned alternation reflects a
deliberate writing strategy tailored to the communicative demands of mass read-
ership. Saam Kap Dai thus represents an important stage in the development of
Hong Kong newspaper language, demonstrating how multiple linguistic resources
could be orchestrated within a single text to balance authority, accessibility, and

local resonance.

4.2.2. Mixed Classical-Vernacular Writing

Alongside Saam Kap Dai, mixed classical-vernacular writing (3 [19%7%) emerged
as a stable compromise style in Hong Kong newspapers, particularly in serialized
fiction and newspaper supplements. Rather than indicating incomplete moderni-
zation, this style reflects a deliberate functional allocation of registers within a sin-
gle text.

A representative narrative-dialogue split is illustrated below:

[RHVER, WRVING, miEmbd. | CCEAUR)

(Translation by authors. At dawn the following morning, after the rain had
cleared, the shops gradually opened.)(Classical Chinese narration)

Ml — A, ek [RMEREEVEEETF? | ] (A1 + Bi5)

(Translation by authors. As soon as he saw his friend, he said, “ Where did you
g0 last nigh?”) (Vernacular Chinese + Cantonese)

In this example, Classical Chinese is used for third-person narration and scene-
setting. Its compact syntax and elevated tone lend textual authority and narrative
distance, allowing the writer to summarize events efficiently and establish a formal
narrative frame. By contrast, dialogue shifts into vernacular Chinese and Canton-
ese-influenced forms, producing realism, immediacy, and social specificity. Col-
loquial elements such as [FHf | (/ast night) and the Cantonese sentence-final
particle [Pf] signal spoken interaction and situate the exchange firmly within
everyday urban life.

This patterned alternation is systematic rather than random. It reflects a func-

tional division of labor in which different registers are assigned distinct commu-
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nicative roles: Classical Chinese for narration, backgrounding, and stylistic eleva-
tion; vernacular and Cantonese for interpersonal interaction and character voice.
Such division allows writers to balance written prestige with reader accessibility,
especially in genres that rely on sustained narrative engagement.

Importantly, mixed classical-vernacular writing in this sense should not be un-
derstood as a transitional or defective form. Its persistence and regularity in news-
paper supplements indicate that it constituted a recognized and conventionalized
writing practice, well suited to the communicative demands of serialized storytell-
ing. The coexistence of registers within a single text thus represents a stable stylis-
tic solution, anticipating later developments in Hong Kong newspaper language
where multiple linguistic resources are systematically deployed according to genre

and function.

4.2.3. Stylized Hybridity and Sam So Hong

In the postwar decades, hybrid newspaper writing reached a peak of stylistic re-
finement and self-conscious artistry in what is commonly known as Sam So Hong
(=% }IX). Sam So Hong refers to the highly stylized, self-aware, and masterful
literary voice developed by the writer San Su (Ko Tak-hung) through his expert
deployment of the “Three-in-One” (Saam Kap Dai) linguistic technique in post-
war Hong Kong newspapers. Rather than functioning as a merely pragmatic mix-
ture of linguistic resources, Sam So Hong represents a deliberately crafted mode
of writing in which Classical Chinese, vernacular written Chinese, and Cantonese
are strategically juxtaposed to generate irony, humor, and incisive social commen-
tary.

A representative example illustrates this stylistic strategy:

[, RAEER, BT TR R R

AIEEFERE, 4T TAF AR SRR s H 1.

(Translation by authors. The stock market surges and churns, all manner of
people chase profit— truly a case of profit above all else.”

But when all is said and done, working people are simply hoping to live their
lives steadily and securely.)

In this passage, the opening sentence is framed in an elevated Classical Chinese
register, employing compact phrasing and particles such as % to convey moral
evaluation and rhetorical distance. Expressions like A 42iZF and F & 55
invoke a quasi-classical moral universe, casting contemporary financial behavior
in timeless, almost aphoristic terms. This classical framing lends the commentary
an air of authority and detached judgment.

The second sentence, by contrast, abruptly shifts into a colloquial Cantonese
register, featuring expressions such as ] 1.4} (working people) and F&1E [
(steadily, without risk). This switch brings the discourse back to everyday experi-
ence, grounding abstract moral critique in the lived concerns of ordinary urban
residents. The tonal contrast between elevated moral observation and down-to-

earth pragmatism generates irony and reinforces a distinctive authorial voice.
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What distinguishes Sam So Hong from earlier hybrid styles such as Saam Kap
Daiis its degree of stylization and reflexivity. The writer is not simply alternating
registers to accommodate different communicative needs; instead, register switch-
ing itself becomes a rhetorical device. Classical Chinese is mobilized to frame, dis-
tance, or satirize modern phenomena, while Cantonese is used to puncture that
distance and reassert local perspective and emotional immediacy.

In this sense, hybridity in Sam So Hong functions as an aesthetic and expressive
resource, rather than as a transitional or compensatory strategy. The style presup-
poses a readership capable of recognizing and appreciating register contrasts, and
it relies on the shared linguistic competence of Hong Kong readers to produce
meaning through juxtaposition. This marks an important moment in the devel-
opment of Hong Kong newspaper language, where hybridization becomes not
only normalized but also artistically exploited as a stable and recognizable mode

of public writing.

4.3. Maturity Period: The Institutionalization of Hong Kong-Style
Chinese (1970s-1997)

4.3.1. Normalized Use of Cantonese in Formal News Writing

From the 1970s onward, features derived from Cantonese increasingly appear as

unmarked and routine elements of formal written news in Hong Kong. Unlike

earlier periods, where spoken-language elements were often confined to dialogue,

entertainment writing, or marked stylistic effects, Cantonese-based forms increas-

ingly appear without quotation marks, glosses, or explanatory signals, even in hard-

news reporting.

A representative example from news prose is as follows:

[T R, AMRME A, R PiE.

(Translation by authors. Residents report that housing prices remain high and
that the burden of mortgage repayment is heavy.)

In this sentence, terms suchas [ #### ] (mortgage repayment) and [ & ]
(remain at a high level) are characteristic of Hong Kong usage. Although their
semantic content is easily accessible to local readers, these expressions are closely
associated with Cantonese-based lexical conventions rather than with Mainland
Standard Written Chinese. Their appearance in formal reporting, without any
form of marking or justification, indicates that they are widely accepted as standard
written forms within the Hong Kong press.

The normalization of Cantonese influence is not limited to vocabulary. At the
syntactic level, newspaper writing increasingly adopts sentence patterns aligned
with Cantonese discourse organization. One prominent feature is topic-initial
framing, in which a topical element is placed at the beginning of the sentence to
set the discourse frame, followed by evaluative or descriptive predicates. In the ex-
ample above, [T xML] (residents report) establishes a topical source of eval-
uation before the main propositional content is presented.

Such structures reflect patterns common in spoken Cantonese and indicate a

shift away from strictly standardized written norms toward locally grounded dis-
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course preferences. Importantly, these features no longer function as stylistic de-
viation or colloquial coloring. Instead, they form part of a stable repertoire of for-
mal news writing, especially in reporting on housing, labor, and everyday eco-
nomic concerns.

The incorporation of Cantonese features into formal news thus represents a
significant stage in the development of Hong Kong newspaper language. Canton-
ese is no longer confined to representing speech or local color; it becomes an in-
tegral structural resource for conveying evaluation, immediacy, and social rele-
vance in public written communication. This normalization reflects both the
dominance of Cantonese in everyday life and the role of newspapers as institutions

that legitimize and stabilize locally meaningful linguistic practices.

4.3.2. Deep Embedding of English Lexical Items

Another defining feature of Hong Kong-style Chinese (#x\H 3() is the deep em-
bedding of English lexical items within Chinese sentence structures, particularly
in domains such as finance, business, and technology reporting. Unlike earlier
periods, where foreign words were often translated, glossed, or typographically
marked, English terms in this stage appear unmarked and fully integrated into
routine newspaper prose.

Representative examples include:

[ AEIFEH A profit KiE . |

(Translation by authors. The company announced yesterday that its profit in-
creased substantially:)

[ TGRS PO KB, |

(Translation by authors. The market is watching the performance of the new
1PO.)

In these sentences, English words such as profit and IPO are embedded directly
into Chinese syntactic frames. The surrounding grammar—word order, aspect
marking, and clause structure—is entirely Chinese, while the English items func-
tion as content words occupying positions normally filled by Chinese nouns. This
division of labor is systematic: Chinese provides the grammatical skeleton, whereas
English supplies high precision technical meaning, especially for concepts associ-
ated with global finance and capital markets.

Crucially, these English lexical items are not treated as foreign intrusions. They
are not enclosed in quotation marks, followed by explanations, or replaced by full
Chinese equivalents. Instead, they are assumed to be immediately intelligible to
the intended readership. This reflects both widespread English exposure among
Hong Kong newspaper readers and the institutional norms of the press, where
speed, efficiency, and alignment with global financial discourse are valued.

The phenomenon goes beyond simple borrowing. In many cases, English terms
coexist with available Chinese translations by authors, yet the English form is pre-
ferred because it is shorter, more precise, or more closely aligned with interna-
tional usage. As a result, embedded English items become part of a stable written

repertoire, particularly in headlines and market reports where concision and tech-
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nical accuracy are paramount.

The deep embedding of English thus represents a qualitative shift in newspaper
language. Rather than alternating between Chinese and English as separate codes,
Hong Kong-style Chinese integrates English lexemes seamlessly into Chinese
structures. This pattern illustrates how language contact, mediated by the press,
produces a hybrid but internally coherent written system suited to Hong Kong’s

role as a global financial center.

4.3.3. Register Differentiation across Newspaper Sections

In the maturity period, Hong Kong Chinese language newspapers exhibit a high
degree of internal register differentiation, with distinct linguistic profiles system-
atically aligned with newspaper sections, genres, and target audiences. Rather than
employing a uniform writing style across the publication, newspapers deploy dif-
ferent combinations of linguistic resources according to communicative purpose.

In hard news reporting, especially in headlines, language tends to be compressed,
formal, and authoritative, favoring concise phrasing and evaluative weight:

[BURFAATH I, S8R,

(Translation by authors. The government announced new measures, with far
reaching implications.)

This headline style sentence is brief and information dense, projecting institu-
tional authority. The structure foregrounds the action (“announced”) and its sig-
nificance (“far reaching implications”) without elaboration, reflecting the expec-
tations of objectivity and seriousness associated with front page news.

By contrast, financial and market sections display the highest density of embed-
ded English lexical items, reflecting both the technical nature of the subject matter
and Hong Kong’s integration into global financial discourse:

[MEFEF12 [T, bank JREBKR . |

(Translation by authors. The Hang Seng Index rebounded in the afternoon,
with bank stocks performing particularly strongly.)

Here, the English word “bank” is embedded directly into a Chinese syntactic
frame, functioning as an unmarked modifier of [ %] (stocks). This form is widely
accepted in Hong Kong financial reporting and signals professional expertise,
speed, and alignment with international market terminology. Such usage would be
atypical in non financial sections, underscoring its register specific nature.

Taken together, these patterns demonstrate that Hong Kong-style Chinese (#%
3 H3C) is best understood not as a single homogeneous variety, but as a register
system. Different sections of the same newspaper mobilize Classical Chinese de-
rived concision, Cantonese immediacy, and English technical vocabulary in sys-
tematic and predictable ways, adjusting linguistic resources to genre conventions,
audience expectations, and communicative goals. This internal differentiation is
a defining feature of mature Hong Kong newspaper language and reflects the
press’s role in stabilizing and legitimizing multiple written norms within a single
publication.

Taken together, the findings across the three historical phases—summarized in

DOI: 10.4236/0jml.2026.163017

272 Open Journal of Modern Linguistics


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojml.2026.163017

Z.X.Song et al.

Table 1 —demonstrate that linguistic change in Hong Kong’s Chinese language
newspapers proceeded through functional recombination rather than simple re-
placement. Across the founding, transitional, and maturity periods, classical
forms were selectively repurposed, vernacular written forms and spoken language
features were progressively incorporated into formal writing, and English devel-

oped into a stable and embedded lexical resource within newspaper discourse.

Table 1. Periodization and writing practices in Hong Kong Chinese language newspapers.

Period Approx. time

Dominant writing practices ~ Main linguistic resources Key orientation

Founding period  1850s to 1900s

Transitional &
. 1900s-1960s
contested period

Maturity period 1970s-1997

Adapted classical Publi ting,
apted classical newspaper Classical forms + semantic ublic reporting

prose; early editorial explanation, early public

. Translation .
argumentation reasoning
Hybridization; layered
Y . . Y . Classical + vernacular + Balancing authority and
mixing; narrative-dialogue e
Cantonese accessibility

division

Institutionalized Hong Kong-  Multilingual repertoire .

. X . X Register system; genre

style Chinese; strong internal ~ with stable section-based o

) o specialization
differentiation norms

This process culminated in the emergence of Hong Kong-style Chinese as an
institutionally stabilized written repertoire within the press. Shaped by newsroom
practices, genre differentiation, audience segmentation, and local sociocultural
conditions, this repertoire functions not as a single uniform style but as a register
system. It illustrates how written Chinese can modernize under conditions of sus-
tained language contact, not by converging on a single normative standard, but
through the coordinated deployment of multiple linguistic resources across peri-
ods and newspaper sections.

While the linguistic patterns discussed in this study are directly observable in
the newspaper texts, interpretations concerning newsroom routines, audience tar-
geting, and institutional norm production are necessarily inferential. These inter-
pretations are based on the systematic distribution of linguistic features across
genres and time, and follow established approaches in press and media discourse
studies that treat newspapers as structured institutional systems rather than col-
lections of isolated texts. This distinction is maintained throughout the analysis to

separate descriptive findings from interpretive claims.

5. Conclusion and Contributions

This study has examined the Chinese language of Hong Kong Chinese-language
newspapers from the mid-nineteenth century to the eve of the 1997 handover,
addressing a persistent gap in existing scholarship: the lack of a diachronic, press-
centered account of how newspaper Chinese developed as a historically evolving
written system. While earlier studies have provided detailed synchronic descrip-

tions of contact-induced features, hybrid styles, and local lexical innovation, they

DOI: 10.4236/0jml.2026.163017

273 Open Journal of Modern Linguistics


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojml.2026.163017

Z.X.Song et al.

have less often reconstructed how these features emerged, interacted, and became
stabilized through long-term newspaper practice.

The central finding of this study is that linguistic change in Hong Kong Chi-
nese-language newspapers did not proceed through linear replacement—from
Classical Chinese to vernacular Chinese—but through a sustained process of func-
tional recombination. Across three historical phases, Classical Chinese, vernacu-
lar written Chinese, Cantonese, and English were selectively retained, repurposed,
and reorganized in response to changing communicative demands, readership
structures, and newsroom routines. Classical forms were adapted to serve infor-
mational reporting and public argumentation rather than abandoned; vernacular
and spoken-language features were progressively incorporated into formal writ-
ing; and English developed into an embedded lexical resource, particularly in do-
mains requiring technical precision and global alignment.

On this basis, the study makes three main contributions. First, it reconceptual-
izes linguistic change in Hong Kong Chinese-language newspapers as an institu-
tionally mediated process of functional recombination rather than as a teleological
shift toward a single written norm. Second, by reconstructing newspaper language
diachronically across genres and historical periods, it moves beyond treating hy-
brid practices such as Saam Kap Dai or mixed classical-vernacular writing as tran-
sitional or exceptional, showing instead how they contributed to the formation of
stable and recognizable press conventions. Third, the study advances the notion
of Hong Kong-style Chinese (#5304 3) as an internally differentiated register
system, demonstrating how distinct linguistic resources are systematically aligned
with newspaper sections, genres, and communicative purposes.

Together, these contributions foreground the Chinese-language press as a
norm-producing institution in a multilingual society. Rather than merely reflect-
ing external language change, newspapers actively shape written norms by rou-
tinizing particular linguistic choices and legitimizing locally meaningful forms of
public writing. From this perspective, the modernization of written Chinese in
Hong Kong is best understood not as convergence on a standardized vernacular,
but as the coordinated deployment of multiple linguistic resources within an in-
stitutional context.

This study has one principal limitation: its qualitative, example-based analysis
does not allow claims about frequency or statistical distribution. Future research
could build on the framework developed here by employing large-scale corpus
methods to test the robustness of the identified patterns, or by conducting com-
parative studies across Chinese-speaking regions and between Chinese- and Eng-
lish-language newspapers in Hong Kong. Such work would further clarify how
press institutions mediate linguistic change under different sociopolitical and
market conditions.

By situating linguistic change within the historical practices of the newspaper
press, this study contributes to a more integrated understanding of modern writ-

ten Chinese and offers an analytically transferable model for examining written
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language development in other multilingual media environments.
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