2021 Emory Journal of Asian Studies 1

Tone Correlation between Chinese Words and
Sino-Vietnamese Words

Quynh-Giang Dang
Emory University

Abstract

Due to a long history of language contact under Chinese domination,
Vietnamese has borrowed many words from Literary Chinese during the
Middle Chinese period. The tonal systems of the two languages have
been extensively studied and described; however, there has been no
previous research that looks into how these two tonal systems interact
in borrowed words, or Sino-Vietnamese words. Since both Vietnamese
and Chinese are tonal languages, I expect there to be some parallel
between the tones of the two languages in Sino-Vietnamese words and
my research aims to fill this gap. I survey the most common 100 Sino-
Vietnamese words according to Alves (2017) to see if there are any
parallels among the tones of these words and their corresponding
modern Chinese words. 1 As Standard Modern Chinese has four tones
and Vietnamese has six tones, there cannot be a one-to-one parallel.
However, my survey has shown that there are certain corresponding
trends between the tones of Chinese words and Sino-Vietnamese
borrowed words, even if these parallels are not strict. My research finds
that tones in Modern Standard Chinese words tend to correspond to one
or two tones in the corresponding Sino-Vietnamese words. To explain

! Mark Alves. “High Frequency Sino-Vietnamese Vocabulary: Top 100 Characters.”
Montgomery College, 2017.
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why the tone parallels are not strict, I also argue that both Vietnamese
and Chinese have undergone language change since the period of
extensive contact. As a part of sound change, the tones of both
languages have developed, and this process makes them more different
in the present than they were.

Introduction
Chinese and Vietnamese are two remarkably similar languages, so

similar that some scholars in the past (such as Jean-Louis Taberd) have
mistakenly classified them in the same language family. The similarities
between these two languages run deep: both are isolating, tonal
languages, with SVO word order and sentence-ending particles. The
vocabularies of the two languages also have a lot in common; however,
the similar vocabularies consist not of cognates but of borrowed words.
For about 1000 years (111 BC —939 AD), Vietnam was under Chinese
rule and during this time, Vietnamese borrowed many lexical items
from Chinese. Since Vietnamese and Chinese are languages that have
undergone tonogenesis, it would be interesting to compare the tones of
these two languages, especially in borrowed words, also known as Sino-
Vietnamese words.
Previous Literature

To compare the two tonal systems, one can simply compare the
quality and number of tones alone. In her article, “Ddi chiéu Thanh diéu
Tiéng Han va Tiéng Viét [Comparing Chinese and Vietnamese Tones,”
Vi Thi Hoa describes the tonal systems of both languages and offers a
comparison based on their tonal qualities. Vietnamese has six tones
while Chinese has four main tones (and a neutral tone), so Vietnamese
has more tones than Chinese. Vi also remarks that in general, Chinese
tones are higher than Vietnamese tones, and Vietnamese tones are more
complex.? Tables 1 and 2 show the relative pitch of Chinese and
Vietnamese tones, respectively. All tables in this paper are taken from
Vi’s 2019 article. It is important to note that Vi’s numbering system for

2 Thi Hoa Vi. “Déi chiéu Thanh diéu Tiéng Héan va Tiéng Viét [Comparing Chinese
and Vietnamese Tones].” Khoa hoc Ngogi ngit Qudn su 7 (2019), 57.
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Vietnamese tones are different from the one I will use: while Vi calls
“thanh nang” in Vietnamese the 5th tone, and “thanh sac” the 6th, I call
“thanh ning” the 6th and “thanh sic” the 5th tone. In this paper,
whenever I mention tone 5 and 6, it refers to the numbering system that
I use.

Figure 1: Chinese Tones Relative Pitch.

Figure 2: Vietnamese Tones Relative Pitch.



2021 Emory Journal of Asian Studies 4

After describing the tonal systems of Chinese and Vietnamese in
separation, Vi goes into analyzing similar tones across the two
languages. The first comparable pair is Chinese tone 1 and Vietnamese
tone 1, which are both high/mid-tones whose pitch has to be maintained
even; however, Chinese tone 1 is higher than Vietnamese tone 1 (Figure
1; Figure 2). The second comparable pair is Chinese tone 2 and
Vietnamese tone 5 (or tone 6, as Vi numbers it). They are both rising
tones, and Vi claims that they are “basically the same,” but that Chinese
tone 2 starts higher and lasts longer than Vietnamese tone 5. 3 Third,
Chinese tone 3 and Vietnamese tone 3 & 4, because they are all dipping
tones (as in they fall and then rise). Despite this, Chinese tone 3 rises to
a higher pitch than Vietnamese tone 3. # Lastly, Vi compares Chinese
tone 4 and Vietnamese tone 6 (Vi calls this tone 5). They are both low
tones, however, Chinese tone 4 starts much higher than Vietnamese tone
6, and Vietnamese tone 6 maintains its pitch for a bit before falling. 3

Vi’s work in comparing the two tonal languages is a great basis for
my own research. While the tonal qualities have been compared, there
has been no previous research that compares the tones in borrowed, or
Sino-Vietnamese, words. Since both languages are tonal, this question
should be natural. I pose questions such as: When a word with Chinese
a particular tone is borrowed into Vietnamese, what tone would that
borrowed word usually have? I will attempt to fulfill this gap in research
of Chinese and Vietnamese tones with my own comparison, building on
the research done by Vi Thi Hoa.

3 Thi Hoa Vi. “Déi chiéu Thanh diéu Tiéng Han va Tiéng Viét [Comparing Chinese
and Vietnamese Tones].” Khoa hoc Ngogi ngit Qudn su 7 (2019), 58.

4 Thi Hoa Vi. “Déi chiéu Thanh diéu Tiéng Han va Tiéng Viét [Comparing Chinese
and Vietnamese Tones].” Khoa hoc Ngogi ngit Qudn su 7 (2019), 59.

5 Thi Hoa Vi. “Dbi chiéu Thanh diéu Tiéng Han va Tiéng Viét [Comparing Chinese
and Vietnamese Tones].” Khoa hoc Ngogi ngit Qudn sw 7 (2019), 59; Figure 1,
Figure 2.
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Methodology

I use the list of the 100 most common Sino-Vietnamese words
provided by Alves (2017) as the basis for my analysis. ® I list the tones
of the Chinese words and their corresponding Vietnamese tone in Sino-
Vietnamese words. Afterward, I will tally the number of times that each
Chinese tone occurs. Within each Chinese tone, I will tally how many
times they correlate with each Vietnamese tone and see which one has
the most correlations.
Research Hypothesis

Based on the previous research done by Vi, I propose four
hypotheses regarding the correlation between Chinese and Vietnamese
tones in borrowed words, based on the similarity of their tonal qualities.
First, I propose that words with Chinese tone 1 will mostly have
Vietnamese tone 1 when borrowed into Vietnamese. Second, Chinese
tone 2 mostly will correlate with Vietnamese tone 5. Third, Chinese tone
3 will mostly correlate with Vietnamese tone 3 and 4. Fourth, Chinese
tone 4 will mostly correlate with Vietnamese tone 2 and 6.
Findings

The word list provided by Alves has more than 100 words, and after
excluding words that are repeated, I compare the remaining 111 words.’
The comparison can be seen in the table below.

Sino-Vietnamese | Chinese Sino-Vietnamese | Chinese
word word Tone Tone
Ba 3 2 2

An i 1 1

Kinh = 1 1

Thé IS 4 3

Ban N 4 3

& Mark Alves. “High Frequency Sino-Vietnamese Vocabulary: Top 100 Characters.”
Montgomery College, 2017.

" Mark Alves. “High Frequency Sino-Vietnamese Vocabulary: Top 100 Characters.”
Montgomery College, 2017.
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Du il 6 4
buc i 5 2
Duong 553 2 2
Gia K 1 1
Gia i 5 4
Tri H 6 4
Giai i 4 3
Giao # 5 4
Ha | 2 2
Hang it 2 2
Tai 1 6 4
Hién I 6 4
Hoa 1t 4 4
Sinh 4 1 1
Hop = 6 2
Két g 5 2
Hoc = 6 2
Té B 5 4
Ky s 2 2
Lién JiFR 1 2
Tiép 4k 5 4
Luat fexs 6 4
Luc ya) 6 4
My B 3 3
Nguyén b 3 3
Dan 5§ 1 2
Nhan A 1 2
Su EE 6 4
Vién DAl 1 2
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Nhit — 5 1
Dinh T 6 4
Nhu an 1 2
Nhung 1y 1 2
Noi %] 6 4
Ong 22 1 1
Phap % 5 3
Phat K 5 1
Nhéan N 6 4
Qua ot 5 4
boi YN 6 4
Quan I 1 1
Quan % 1 1
Qudc 5 2
Hoi &= 6 4
Quyén AL 2 2
Quyét e 5 2
San i 4 3
S6 0 5 4
Thuc 5 6 2
Tai %) 2 2
Gioi s 5 4
Thi F 1 1
Thoi 0] 1 2
Thong biEE) 1 1
Thu T 4 3
Thuong "y 2 2
Tién i} 2 2
Toan o 2 2
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Tong P 4 3
Théng 4 5 3
Trung b 1 1
Tam i 1 1
Truong S 2 2
Thanh 51719 2 2
Tu & 6 4
Nhién K 1 2
pé 5 2 2
Dbong )| 6 4
Vian e 1 2
Vi ivA 6 4
Nam [£3] 1 2
Viét ELd 6 4
Xuét H 5 1
Khoéng pAS 1 1
Anh LS 1 2
Hanh 1T 2 3
T6 il 4 3

Table 1: Findings

Analysis

After comparing the tones of each word, I tally the number of times
each Chinese tone occurs. Chinese Tone 1 occurs 21 times, Chinese

Tone 2 occurs 37 times, Chinese Tone 3 occurs 15 times, and Chinese

Tone 4 occurs 38 times.

Chinese | Vietna- Vietna- | Vietna- | Vietna- | Vietna- | Vietna- | Total
Tones mese mese mese mese mese mese
Tone 1 Tone 2 Tone 3 Tone 4 Tone 5 Tone 6
Chinese | 17 0 0 1 3 0 21
Tone 1 81% 0% 0% 4.8% 14.3% 0% 100%
12 17 0 0 5 3 37
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Chinese | 32.4% 45.9% | 0% 0% 13.5% 8.1% 100%
Tone 2
Chinese | 0 1 2 9 3 0 15
Tone3 | 0% 6.7% 13.3% 60% 20% 0% 100%
Chinese | 0 0 0 1 13 24 38
Tone4 | 0% 0% 0% 2.6% 34.2% 63.2% 100%

Table 2: Each Chinese tone’s occurrence and their corresponding
Sino-Vietnamese tone

From the analysis, it can be seen that my research hypotheses were
not entirely wrong. Chinese tone 1 has a very strong correlation with
Vietnamese tone 1 (81%), as I hypothesize (Table 2). Chinese Tone 2
correlates more with Vietnamese tone 1 and 2, which is completely
different from my previous hypothesis. For my two remaining
hypotheses, they were half correct. I hypothesize that Chinese tone 3
will correlate with Vietnamese tone 3 and 4, however, the comparison
only finds a strong correlation with Vietnamese tone 4. Chinese tone 4
correlates with Vietnamese tone 5 and 6, not 2 and 6 (Table 2). This is
especially peculiar since Chinese tone 4 is a falling tone while
Vietnamese tone 5 is a rising tone.

My hypotheses are based on comparing the tonal quality of the two
languages: I hypothesize that similar tones in these two languages will
correlate with each other in borrowed words. Because this is not the case,
as my analysis has shown, then it is important to explain why the
correlation is neither strict (with one-on-one correlation) nor as
expected.

To begin with, the Chinese Rule period in Vietnamese history lasted
from 111 BC — 939 AD, which is from the late Old Chinese period to
Middle Chinese period. 8 This means that Vietnamese mostly came
under the influence of Middle Chinese. Middle Chinese had four tones,
but these four tones are not the same as the four Modern Standard
Chinese Tones. The tones that were similar during the time of borrowing

8 Hongyuan Dong. A History of the Chinese Language. London and New York:
Routledge, 2017, 7.
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might have changed to become different, or different tones at the time
of borrowing might have changed to be similar.

Another possible explanation is that the word pool that I surveyed
was too small: I only surveyed 111 words, and among them, only 15 had
the Chinese tone 3. This sample size is very small to draw a decisive
conclusion, and a larger word pool might yield different results.
Direction for Future Research

My research is only a beginning attempt at comparing Chinese and
Vietnamese tones in Sino-Vietnamese words. As stated above, my
sample size is too narrow, and the correlation found during my analysis
is only preliminary. Future research could follow this direction in
expanding to utilizing a larger word pool to arrive at a more decisive
conclusion. Moreover, it remains to be answered why the tonal
correlations are not clear-cut, and why seemingly similar tones do not
always correlate with each other in Sino-Vietnamese words.
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