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Introduction 

Chinese Americans are a diverse group: although most are rooted in China, their origins are still 

diverse in that they come from different regions of China and speak a number of different 

dialects, which may not necessarily be mutually intelligible. Additionally, Chinese Americans are 

stratified along axes such as generation, immigrant status, and class, making the community in 

the United States a very heterogeneous one. Furthermore, Chinese immigration to the United 

States has been characterized by a number of different waves and eras, making even the 

experience of immigration a highly varied one. 

This paper is primarily concerned with the linguistic backgrounds of Chinese immigrants to 

the United States and the shifts that have occurred from primarily Cantonese-speaking 

immigrants to later groups of immigrants that spoke other dialects, including Mandarin. 

However, tracing these linguistic patterns can be difficult: studies into the linguistic 
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demographics of Chinese immigrants to the United States are limited by the lack of data on the 

topic. Early records of Chinese immigrants in the United States did not record their linguistic 

affiliations, and later records that documented the linguistic demographics of the United States 

population did not divide the Chinese spoken by Chinese immigrants into their component 

dialects. Despite these difficulties, we can still make a number of extrapolations based on the 

place of origin and institutional affiliations of the Chinese immigrants to determine the general 

trajectory of the linguistic patterns of Chinese immigrants. 

 

Guangdong origins 

Guangdong has traditionally been a site of trade and interaction with non-Chinese cultures and 

peoples. The seaport in the Pearl River Delta began developing as early as in the 200s, and by the 

1500s, significant trade was occurring between China, South Asian, Southeast Asian, and 

Western peoples. Southern China in general has been the site of significant emigration to other 

areas of the world, including Southeast Asia and regions in the West, such as the United States. 

(Lai 2004: 6, 14) Multiple factors exerted pressures on emigration: 

 

Domestic factors such as civil and ethnic unrest, rapid population growth, and 
natural disasters all took their toll on Chinese families, but as historian Yong 
Chen makes clear, they alone do not fully exlain why Chinese emigrated from the 
delta to the United States and elsewhere; he argues that European and American 
imperialism brought instability not only to the region but also to the entire 
country in the form of increased taxes and unequal economic and political 
relations between China and its European and American trading partners. At the 
same time, China’s trade with the United States and European countries fostered 
a diversified market economy that benefited the region—albeit unevenly—and 
allowed venturesome individuals to migrate abroad. Migration was a tool to 
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accumulate additional wealth and maintain their families’ prosperity or even to 
enhance their status in future generations. (Lee 2006: 3) 

 

Initial Chinese immigrants to the United States came during the Californian Gold Rush of 

the mid-1800s. These early immigrants came out of Hong Kong and were from surrounding 

areas, such as Shantou, Xiamen, and Guangzhou (Hsu 2006: 24). Of the immigrants from 

Guangzhou, they were primarily from Siyi (Sze Yap), Xiangshan (now Zhongshan), and Sanyi 

(Sam Yup); of these regions, the majority of immigrants were from Toishan (Chan 1984: 5). 

These immigrants spoke dialects of Cantonese. Additionally, a small Hakka minority from the 

Chaozhou dialect group also immigrated to the United States.  

As the Gold Rush subsided, Chinese immigrants became a significant part of the labor force 

in both Hawai‘i and California. Chinese immigrants in Hawai‘i were mostly from Xiangshan, 

although approximately one quarter of those Chinese immigrants were from Hakka areas (Lai 

2004: 19–20); additionally, a large population of Zhongshan (Chungshan) immigrants came to 

Hawai‘i in 1852 as contract laborers. Zhongshan immigrants were linguistically diverse, with 

most speaking Zhongshan Cantonese, and some speaking Min and Hakka. (Chan 1984: 14–15) 

Until 1965, most (90–95%) Chinese in the United States could trace their origins back to 

Guangdong, specifically the Pearl River Delta region (Lai 2004: 15). 

 

Communities and institutions 

Chinese immigrants to the United States formed a number of different groups and institutions 

based on common identities and shared interests. Some of these organizations were based on a 

shared trade and served to protect laborers: brokers from these organizations worked with 
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employers to ensure that contracts were being followed and that workers were being treated in an 

appropriate fashion. Other groups that formed were clan associations based on people sharing 

the same surname. Important to our exploration of the dialect demographics of Chinese 

Americans are the dialect-based associations, where people joined based on the language(s) that 

they spoke. 

Initial companies, or huiguan, were based on the region of origin of the members. These 

huiguan had centuries of precedents in China, and served to protect group economic interests, as 

well as provide social and charitable functions. Later, as Chinese immigration increased, 

associations began to group based more along the lines of dialect, rather than origin, as 

individuals from various villages often had difficulty finding large numbers of others from the 

same village, and people speaking the same dialect tended to live in contiguous areas in China. 

(Lai 2004: 40) 

The first two huiguan, the Sam Yup Association (also known as the Canton Company) and 

the Sze Yap Association, were founded by 1851. The Sam Yup Association was made up of 

merchants from Nanhai (Namhoi), Panyu (Punyu), and Shende (Shuntak), which surrounded 

Guangzhou. The Sze Yap Association was made up of people from Xinhui (Sunwui), Xinning 

(Sunning)/Taishan (Toishan), Kaiping (Hoiping), and Enping (Yanping), all of which were 

located around the Pearl River Delta. Members of these two associations primarily spoke 

Cantonese. Members of the Xin’an Huigan (Sun On Company) were from Shenzhen 

(Shumchun) and Bao’an (Paoan) and spoke Hakka instead of Cantonese.  

Non-Cantonese huiguan also existed alongside Cantonese ones, although their reach, 

influence, and size have always been eclipsed by Cantonese organizations. Hakka groups 

organized their own huiguan in San Francisco and Hawai‘i; after World War I, a number of 



Lu / Dialectal Patterns /  

 

5 

5 

Hakka groups were also founded in New York City. Other non-Cantonese groups did not 

emerge until the early twentieth century and were based on larger geographic areas than 

Cantonese organizations. In 1929, the Sanjiang Gongsuo (Sam Kiang Association) was founded 

in New York, consisting of merchants from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Jiangxi; Chinese from 

Hainan Island also had an organization in New York. By the 1930s, some Fujian Chinese also 

formed an association in New York. Organizations for immigrants from east and north China 

also appeared in San Francisco and New York, usually in Chinatowns. (Lai 2004: 220–222)  

In recent decades, huiguan covering other areas of China have also emerged. Emigrants from 

Taiwan, Shandong, Fujian, Jiangxi, Guangxi, and Hunan, for example, have formed huiguan, 

although these huiguan tend to have less influence than huiguan in previous eras and primarily 

serve as social centers for their members. (Lai 2004: 60–61) From the linguistic demographics of 

present-day Taiwan, Shandong, Fujian, Jiangxi, Guangxi, and Hunan, we can extrapolate that 

recent immigrants to the United States speak dialects such as Mandarin, Taiwanese, Min, 

Hakka, Gan, Wu, and Hui, possibly among others. Additionally, dialect associations based on 

Teochew, Hainanese, Hakka, Fujianese, Min, Cantonese, Guangxi, and Wenzhou also 

appeared, reflecting the linguistic diversity of Chinese immigrants to the United States. 

In addition to Chinese immigrants from China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, Chinese 

immigrants from the diaspora also immigrated to the United States, especially later in the 1900s. 

Some of the first immigrants from outside China were Chinese refugees from Cuba. Political 

instability and ethnic discrimination against Chinese in Southeast Asia also led many Chinese 

immigrants to flee from countries such as the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. 

Also significant were the numbers of refugees and emigrants from Vietnam, Cambodia, and 

Laos. Most of these diasporic Chinese spoke southern dialects of Chinese. 
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Chinese in the Southeastern United States  

The majority of histories written about Chinese immigrants to the United States focuses on 

urban Chinese American settlements, i.e., Chinatowns. However, some Chinese immigrants did 

settle in rural areas, particularly in the Southern United States, mostly as a result of attempted 

recruitment into contract labor on plantations post-Emancipation. Attempts (e.g. Cohen 1984, 

Loewen 1971, Quan 1982) have been made to document this history, despite the widespread 

forgetting of Chinese Americans in the rural South. 

The early history of these Chinese Americans can be difficult to trace, particularly because 

they often did not receive legislative or governmental attention. In fact, Chinese immigrants to 

the United States were, with the exception of California, not even considered a separate group in 

the 1860s census, instead being counted under a general “immigrant” category (Cohen 1984: 2); 

only in the 1870s census were Chinese and Indian added as categories to the Schedule 1 free 

inhabitants category, which included whites, Blacks, and “mulattoes”. Unless some mishap 

occurred, early Chinese immigrants to the Eastern and Southern United States were largely 

ignored. 

Initially, missionaries were highly influential in cultivating the image of Chinese immigrants 

to the Southern United States. Missionaries went to a number of areas in China, including Hong 

Kong and Shanghai. In the 1840s and 1850s, Chinese men and women occasionally 

accompanied early Southern missionaries back to the United States from China; however, given 

the lack of records, it is difficult to tell where exactly in China these men and women came from. 

Most of these individuals served as examples of the missionary project on the Chinese, who were 
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considered unlike other “heathens” in that there was a long culture of literature and education in 

China. 

In addition to working within the missionary project, early Chinese immigrants worked in 

the tea trade, as seamen, as servants, as entertainers, as makers of specialized crafts, and within 

mills and factories. Along the East Coast, male Chinese immigrants began forming small 

communities. Cohen (1984) mentions some communities of men from Ningbo and Shanghai, 

although the number of men in these communities are relatively small; others are simply 

remarked as being from China, making their exact origins difficult to trace. These communities, 

however, paled in comparison to those in California, where the 1870s census recorded 34,933 

“Asiatics” to the population of 358,110 whites (Cohen 1984: 19). The Chinese in areas of the 

United States outside of California numbered much fewer, with many communities in only the 

double-digits. 

Labor shortages in the South led Southerners to consider recruiting Chinese laborers as a 

replacement for enslaved Africans. Efforts to bring Chinese laborers to the South mostly 

modeled themselves off of the Chinese coolie trade in the British West Indies, notably in Cuba, 

Central America, and Peru. A contract system was devised in attempts to regulate the trade and 

minimize abuses of Chinese workers, and recruitment mostly occurred at Swatow (Shantou), a 

port in the southeastern region of China, and also from Hong Kong. Some Chinese immigrants 

to the South also came from Cuba after their contracts had expired. 

Like their urban counterparts, Chinese in the South also formed associations and groups. 

These associations and groups were mostly based off of commercial alliances based on a shared 

trade. Alliances often led negotiations between employers and laborers and were important in 

securing mutual protection of intersts; interpreter alliances in particular were valued in the 
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community, as their services rendered negotiations possible. Cohen (1984) makes no remark 

about linguistic associations; whether or not they existed is difficult to determine based on a lack 

of records. 

The linguistic characteristics of the Chinese in the South, then, is difficult to determine 

given the lack of detailed records of the origins of these Chinese immigrants. However, based on 

a few choice details, we can make some extrapolations. Given that recruitment of Chinese 

laborers occurred primarily from Shantou, which is linguistically Teochew, we may extrapolate 

that a number of Chinese in the South spoke Teochew. Additionally, recruitment from Hong 

Kong suggests that some Chinese in the South also spoke Cantonese; Wilson (n.d.) also notes 

that many immigrants to Mississippi came from Sze Yap, providing further support for 

Cantonese, and multiple dialects thereof, as a dialect spoken by Chinese in the South. Cohen 

(1984) also mentions some individuals in the South from Ningbo, suggesting that dialects of Wu 

may also have been spoken. These varied origins suggest that Chinese individuals in the South 

may have spoken a myriad of Chinese dialects, not just Cantonese.  

 

The Chinese Exclusion Act 

Anti-Chinese sentiment began to arise after mass immigration from China to the United States. 

Eventually, systematic anti-Chinese sentiment led to the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act 

in 1882. The Chinese Exclusion Act restricted Chinese immigration to the United States and 

defined much of the nature of Chinese immigration for a period of time between the late 1800s 

and the mid-1900s. Exempt groups included merchants, students, teachers, travelers, and 

diplomats; laborers and other working class groups were prevented from entering the United 

States. The Chinese Exclusion Act marked the first time in history that immigration was 
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restricted based on race and class, and provided a precedent for other restrictive immigration 

laws. (Lee 2002a: 36) Despite these restrictions, though, Chinese immigrants still found a way 

around Exclusion era immigration policies and made their way to the United States under a 

variety of different means; Chinese immigration to the United States actually increased during 

the Exclusion era as compared to immigration during the pre-Exclusion era (Lee 2006: 1). 

Chinese immigrants to the United States during the Exclusion era came from a number of 

different backgrounds. The range of ages that migrated was wide, including those as young as 

under the age of sixteen to those older than forty-four; men and women immigrated, although 

women did not come in larger numbers until the second half of the Exclusion era. Different 

classes and immigration statuses were also represented among Exclusion era immigrants. (Lee 

2006: 7) Many of these immigrants relied on family members to sponsor them. However, it is 

unclear exactly where in China these Chinese immigrants came from. Family connections may 

suggest that Exclusion era immigrants also came from southern China; however, that correlation 

is not guaranteed, as families may have been dispersed throughout China. It is therefore difficult 

to determine the linguistic profile of Exclusion era immigrants. 

 

Post-1965 Chinese immigrants 

Prior to 1965, immigration policies in the United States were hostile toward Asians, and in 

particular Chinese immigrants, although later restrictions also extended that hostility toward 

Japanese, Korean, and Filipino immigrants as well. After World War II, however, racial 

discrimination began to diminish as marginalized races began to enter industry and the military. 

Additionally, as the United States became a symbol of democracy, pressure to end discriminatory 

practices rose. The Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed, although the subsequent quota of 105 
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Chinese immigrants a year was still highly restrictive; quotas based on national origin persisted 

and restrictions on Asian immigration continued. (Ong & Liu 2000: 156–158) 

After the 1960s, pressure increased to dismantle discriminatory racial practices, including 

those that affected immigration. The 1965 immigration act favored family reunification, and 

large-scale Asian immigration came as a consequence of the act. Included in these Asian 

immigrants were refugees, many from Southeast Asian, and many of those ethnically Chinese. 

The 1965 act also included occupational quotas, leading professionals and other highly-trained 

Asians to the United States, particularly those in technical fields such as engineering, science, 

and health. (Ong & Liu 2000: 159–160) The number of South and East Asian students in the 

United States grew dramatically as immigration law continued to prefer the highly educated and 

the skilled. 

Where exactly in China the post-1965 immigrants came from is difficult to determine. Most 

work on the sociopolitical effects of the 1965 immigration act focuses on large geographic swaths 

of immigrants, such as Asian immigrants in general, and does not tend to further subdivide those 

categories. Family reunification suggests a persistence of the pre-established dialect groups in the 

United States; however, it is also possible that the origins of Chinese immigrants diversified once 

the focus shifted away from merchants, allowed under the Chinese Exclusion Act, to the highly 

educated and industrially skilled. 

 

Post-1979 Chinese immigrants 

Chinese immigration increased after the liberalization of Chinese immigration policies. After the 

1980s, large numbers of Taiwanese immigrants came to California and settled outside of urban 

Chinatowns, instead choosing to live in suburban communities such as Monterey Park. These 
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Taiwanese immigrants mostly spoke Mandarin; as the number of Mandarin speakers grew, other 

Mandarin-speaking immigrants found themselves drawn to the area, creating pockets of 

Mandarin-speaking communities in California. (Tseng 1994: 172)  

Additionally, after the 1980s, the number of undocumented Chinese immigrants also began 

to rise. Undocumented Chinese immigrants came not only from China, but also from Hong 

Kong and Taiwan, via various channels including land, sea, and air. Some were intellectuals and 

students fleeing political instability in China (Chin 1999: 3); others came as workers to solve 

their personal financial problems. Many immigrants came to improve their socioeconomic status 

back home and to generate more financial stability for themselves and their families (Chin 1999: 

10). The vast majority of undocumented Chinese immigrants come from rural Fuzhou in Fujian 

Province, specifically from Changle City, Tingjiang Township, Mawei District, Fuzhou City, 

and Lianjiang County (Chin 1999: 11); these immigrants mostly settled in New York City. As 

for why undocumented immigrants came primarily from Fuzhou, those reasons are varied: 

Fuzhou is traditionally a region of outward-looking, seafaring people and traditionally a site of 

emigration, and the culture in Fuzhou emphasizes being aggressive in making money and 

securing one’s and one’s family’s well-being (Chin 1999: 12); additionally, there are a number of 

economic push and pull factors that lead to emigration out of Fuzhou (Chin 1999, Liang & Ye 

2001/2011), including relative economic disparities in China. Immigrants from Fujian spean a 

variety of dialects that may or may not be mutually intelligible with each other; however, they 

tend to have the Fuzhou dialect in common. 
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Language shift 

Assimilation into United States society entails a number of changes: not only are there cultural 

shifts to be made between modes of American culture and Chinese culture, but linguistic shifts 

may also occur. Language shift occurs when a speech community that predominantly speaks one 

language begins to speak another, usually due to social and sometimes economic factors; the 

general trend is that the longer the immigrant group stays in the United States, the more likely 

they are to shift to English. Language retention, or language maintenance, is the opposite 

process, where a speech community speaking one language manages to keep speaking that 

language, usually through a number of generations.  

As Chinese Americans are a diverse group, we see both language maintenance and language 

shift. Language maintenance is particularly prominent among residentially segregated areas, such 

as Chinatowns that form in urban settings (Li 1982): the more segregated areas are able to 

maintain their heritage languages to a much greater degree of success than less segregated areas. 

Additionally, although many communities have efforts, such as Sunday school or Chinese 

afterschool programs, to teach second-generation and above Chinese Americans their heritage 

languages, whether or not these programs are successful in helping Chinese Americans retain 

their heritage languages is unclear. There is no single factor that guarantees language 

maintenance. Tse (2001), however, notes two main categories of experience that may lead to 

language maintenance: language vitality and literacy environment and experiences. Peers, 

parents, and group memberships play an important role in language maintenance: exposure to 

heritage language groups and support from these groups helps to maintain heritage languages, 

and literacy in the heritage language is also an important factor in heritage language 

maintenance. Some Chinese Americans who are able to attain these factors, then, can maintain 
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their heritage language in the United States and become fluent bilinguals in both English and 

their heritage Chinese dialect. 

As Chinese Americans settle and begin to grow into second-, third-, and fourth-generation 

and above communities, we also begin to see the loss of heritage languages and the linguistic 

shift into English. Li (1982: 114) found that second-generation Chinese Americans retained 

their Chinese mother tongue 88% of the time; however, “mother tongue” does not necessarily 

indicate that the individual can speak fluently in that language, and the number of fluent 

speakers of Chinese dialects is probably much lower—Portes and Hao (1998), for example, 

found that only 10% of their Asian American speakers were fluent bilinguals in their heritage 

language. Pressure to assimilate accounts for much of the language shift that occurs: the power 

differential between dominant groups that speak one language and subordinate groups that speak 

another accounts for much of the pressure of assimilation as immigrants and other marginalized 

groups use tools, such as language, to advance according to the power structure and policies of 

the dominant group. Socioeconomic factors also exert a strong pressure, as the ability to 

communicate in fluent English greatly facilitates one’s ability to engage in the English-dominant 

United States job market. Finally, if the heritage language is perceived as being a sign of 

subordinate power status, heritage speakers may choose to distance themselves from the 

language. Many Chinese Americans, then, do not speak their heritage dialect, or do so without 

full fluency, and instead are dominant in English. 

Chinese Americans, however, are not a uniform group undergoing one language shift. As 

Chinese immigrants continue to arrive in the United States, we may see multiple iterations of the 

language shift and language maintenance processes as new immigrants and their descendants go 

through the language shift process again and again over various waves of immigration. 
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Chinese American English? 

As Chinese Americans shift from Chinese dialects to English, it is also worthwhile to explore 

whether English as spoken by Chinese Americans is distinct from English as spoken by other 

ethnic groups in the United States. Other ethnic groups, such as African Americans and Latinxs, 

have recognized patterns of speech that differ from white English: African American Vernacular 

English (AAVE) and Latinx/Chicanx English, respectively. Ethnically marked patterns of 

speech often arise as a result of a shared history of contact, as with AAVE, or with a shared 

linguistic substrate, as with Latinx/Chicanx English. Chinese Americans, however, have multiple 

histories that do not necessarily involve contact between themselves, and multiple linguistic 

substrates, making the question of whether there is a “Chinese American English” difficult to 

answer. Research on Chinese American English tends to fall under two broad strains: (1) 

whether there is a specific Chinese American ethnolect, often researched under the branch of a 

general, pan-Asian American ethnolect, and (2) how Chinese Americans differ in their speech 

patterns from other ethnic groups, primarily whites.  

Newman & Wu (2011) and Hanna (1997) are the primary studies under the first strain of 

research. Newman & Wu (2011) and Hanna (1997) have both set out to uncover whether Asian 

American English is identifiable from white English; Newman & Wu (2011) specifically look at 

Chinese Americans and Korean Americans, and Hanna (1997) draws primarily from Chinese 

Americans, although other ethnicities are included as well. Both found that, while listeners were 

able to identify Asian Americans above chance, the actual characteristics that make up what 

“Asian American English” are are difficult to pin down. Newman & Wu (2011) suggest 

breathier voice, lower /ɛ/s and /ɹ/s, longer VOT, and a tendency toward syllable-timing as 
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potential markers for Asian American (Chinese American and Korean American) English; 

Hanna (1997) suggests uptalk as a potential feature. Hall-Lew & Starr (2010) note the difficulty 

in specifying a single Chinese American English because of the stratification of Chinese 

American communities based on generation and immigration status, making these communities 

heterogeneous with different language patterns. Despite this, /l/-vocalization may be emerging 

as a noticeable trait of Chinese American English. However, none of the studies are conclusive, 

and the vast range of potential sociophonetic cues makes actual investigation into the question of 

Chinese American English difficult.  

In addition to research that examines whether a separate ethnolect or ethnically marked 

features, of Asian American English exists, other research also examines differences between 

Asian Americans and whites. Becker & Wong (2010) found that non-white speakers of New 

York City English (NYCE) tended to show different patterns of the split-/æ/ system versus their 

white counterparts. Wong (2007, 2010, 2012) also examined the raised-/ɔ/ and split-/æ/ system 

of NYCE and found that Chinese Americans patterned differently in the systems than whites. 

These studies suggest that Chinese American English (particularly NYCE) may also be 

characterized by patterns of absence and difference from white English/white NYCE, meaning 

that Chinese American English may be notable not in terms of particular marked features, but in 

the absence of features as compared to other dialects.  

Although there has been some research on the speech patterns of Chinese Americans, no 

consensus has been reached on whether there is a truly identifiable Chinese American variety. It 

is also difficult to predict whether a Chinese American variety will emerge: as pan-Asian 

American movements continue to grow, Chinese Americans may come more into contact with 

each other, providing a shared contact history, and as more generations of immigrants come to 
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the United States, the shared linguistic substrate may continue to grow. Whether these factors 

will lead to an actual Chinese American variety, however, is difficult to determine. Moreover, 

Mock Chinese accents used in comedy seem to suggest that there is an awareness of a Chinese 

American variety; however, there have not been any studies on the sociophonetics of such Mock 

Chinese varieties, and it is difficult to determine whether these Mock Chinese varieties are 

grounded in any sort of reality. 

 

Conclusion 

As the demographic makeup of Chinese immigrants to the United States changed over various 

waves of immigration and after various changes to immigration policy, we can see that there has 

been a shift in language use as well. Early Chinese immigrants came from the Pearl River Delta 

region and largely spoke Cantonese, although there were some Hakka- and Min-speaking 

minorities. The linguistic profile of Chinese immigrants that came to the United States during 

the Exclusion era is difficult to determine, as linguistic information about the immigrants was 

not recorded.  

Gradually, as immigration became more lax, we see that people from other areas of China 

besides the Pearl River Delta came to the United States. The linguistic profile of Chinese 

immigrants to the United States through the early 1900s remained largely southern, with most 

speaking southern dialects of Chinese, although the actual dialects spoken remained incredibly 

diverse. As the profile of Chinese immigrants’ origins changed in the later 1900s, the linguistic 

profile of Chinese immigrants changed to a more Mandarin-speaking populace, although a large 

population of undocumented immigrants have Fuzhou dialect in common. Finally, as Chinese 

immigrants settle in the United States, we see a general pattern of language shift from Chinese 
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dialects to English. Whether or not there is a variety of English that is unique to Chinese 

Americans is difficult to determine at this time; however, as more immigration occurs, we can 

expect to see more dialect groups coming in and shifting toward English. 
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