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1. Language diversity in China

China is one of the richest countries in
linguistic diversity, with more than 300
languages in use belonging to 5 different
language families, that is, the Sino-Tibetan
in the east, the Indo-European in the west,
Altaic in the north as well as Austroasian and
Austronesian languages in the south. Since
ancient times, the Chinese languages have
been using more than 70 writing systems which
can be generally categorized into Chinese
character, Indian Sanskrit, Pali, Sogdian
letters, Arab letters, Latin and original scripts,
which is another aspect of language diversity.

Nowadays, China’s ethnic languages still
maintain a certain
level of diversity
and original status
due to the relatively
slow process in
industrialization,
modernization and
market economy development. At present,
China has the same number of languages
with that was used in the European countries.

In China, language-related works have
been regarded as one of the national major
ethnic affairs. China has developed some
comprehensive language policies to protect
the language diversity, and the right to use
minority languages has been legally referred
to as one of the “rights of ethnic regional
autonomy.” Therefore, Chinese minority
languages possess the basic features as the
language issue, language resources and the
language rights.

EL 2]

2. The status and the change of Chinese

minority language diversity

China’s ethnic languages still maintain a
certain level of diversity and original status
for the reason of the relatively slow process in
industrialization, modernization and market
economy development.

However, due to the following three factors,
the vitality of China’s minority languages

is undergoing a serious decline in general,
so that some of the languages tend to be
endangered.

1) For the past 60 years, Chinese
government has been promoting a large-scale
national common language (Mandarin) policy
which resulted in the lesser use of minority
languages; 2) In the information era, with
the emergency of the new mass media, some
minority languages failed to meet the higher
requirements of the language standardization
and normalization; 3) The transition of China
from a planned economy to a market economy
highlighted the disadvantages of minority
languages in market efficiency.

Therefore, the Chinese government has
formulated a series of protective policies and
plannings aimed to protect and maintain the
diversity of minority languages.

3. The protective plannings of minority

languages

In recent years, China has developed a
series of language plannings and language-
related projects to protect ethnic minorities
and guarantee the rights to use them, and
has achieved much progress in the following
fields: the creation and reformation of
the writing systems of certain minority
languages; the identification and promotion of
the standard variety of each ethnic language;
the standardization of Latin transliteration of
non-Latin writing scripts; the standardization
of terminology; the construction of
information processing in ethnic languages;
the development of character sets of the
scripts of China; the program of language
resources with databases; and other non-
material cultural heritage protection projects
in minority languages, etc.
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