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Chinese English and Chinglish

A quarter of the world’s population lives in China. For every native English speaker there are 
about 2.5 speakers of Mandarin Chinese. It is thought that 300 million Chinese are learning 
English. About 1.3 million Chinese students are studying abroad at any one time. 
 In short, after a long period of political and cultural isolation, China is catching up fast when 
it comes to speaking and learning English.
 Translating Chinese into English has its pitfalls, especially when the two languages are so 
dissimilar. This can result in ‘Chinglish’, or translations that result in barely comprehensible 
English. Many of the common mistakes are caused by what is known as ‘interference’: translating 
word for word from one language into another, or allowing the pronunciation of one’s native 
language to influence the production of a foreign language.
 Although English speakers have a lot of fun with Chinglish signs in public places, many 
Chinese find them embarrassing. It is rarely fun to have your attempts at a foreign language 
ridiculed. To their credit, the Chinese authorities are making major attempts to rid their country of 
unintelligible signs and many of the younger generation are becoming highly proficient in English.

A Match the Chinglish on the left, found on signs in China, with the standard English 
 on the right. 

   a.   Money laundering machine
   b.   Work in progress
   c.   Disabled man seeks work
1.   Execution carry on d.   Keep off the grass
2.   Deformed man to let e.   Mass execution taking place
3.   The store be sterilized inside. f.   Wet floor. Danger of slipping
      Please be content. g.   There is a better way to recover from
4.   Advert skidproof       alcoholism 
5.   Do Drunken Driving h.   Mushroom and chicken soup
6.   Off my head there is a path i.    Don’t kick me
7.   Please forgive to be incontinent j.    Cashpoint
       for interior decoration k.  We apologise for any inconvenience
 8.  Bacteria dictyophore wu chicken soup       during renovations
 9.   I like your smile, but unlike you put l.   Disabled men’s toilet
       your shoes on my face. m. Do not drink and drive.
10.  Cash recycling machine. n.  Chicken soup with preservatives
   o.  Don’t worry. This shop is clean.
   p. There is a path at the end of this road. 

         
B Try to decipher these signs. Write your suggestions in standard English.

1 When old man’s child go up hand ladder temporary need the family to accompany. 
(Sign in a department store.)

2 For restrooms go back toward your behind. (In a hotel corridor)
3 Avoid making confused noise when chanting. (In a Chinese temple)

 For more on the subject of interference, see ‘Swenglish – common mistakes to avoid’, 
available from Chapter 2 in the teacher resources.


