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Preface

This book surveys the languages of East and Southeast Asia from the per-
spective of general descriptive linguistics, and explores the ways in which
language, culture and history are intertwined. My goal is to provide an
accessible resource for students and teachers of linguistics, language studies,
and Asian Studies. I have tried to use plenty of concrete examples through-
out, drawing on little-known minority languages as well as the major national
languages of a dozen countries. To help linguistics students consolidate their
knowledge and skills, there are exercises with solutions for each chapter.
Though readers who are not studying linguistics may wish to skip lightly over
sections of certain chapters, most of the book should make sense and be
interesting reading for those with a minimal background in linguistics, and
little or no personal knowledge of any East or Southeast Asian language.

Obviously, no one person can be a specialist on the number of languages
and language families found in East and Southeast Asia, so I have had to
rely on the works of a great number of dedicated linguistic scholars. My task
has been to locate and select a range of comparable material, and then to
digest, explain, and contextualize it so as to fashion it into a coherent, clear,
and above all interesting story. Researching and writing this book has been
a journey of discovery for me, often challenging, mostly enjoyable, and in
the end immensely rewarding. I can only hope that some of my own pleasure
and excitement comes across to readers.

For reasons of space, there are certain topics which have not received
much treatment. For example, though grammaticalization is mentioned at
several points there is no systematic overview, and though language contact
is another of my themes I have not dealt with code-switching. The various
“Englishes” of East and Southeast Asia have not been touched upon either.
Ultimately, however, any book of this kind is necessarily selective. Despite
my best efforts, there are bound to be sundry small errors of fact and
interpretation scattered throughout the text. I would be most grateful to
anyone who can bring these to my attention.

I hope you enjoy your studies of the languages of East and Southeast Asia.

C.G.
University of New England
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Conventions and symbols

Italics are used for citing linguistic forms (words, sentences, or phrases) in
any language, including English.

‘Single inverted commas’ are used for glosses, and translations, and for
citing meanings.

“Double inverted commas” are used for quotations, and to draw attention

to a term, either because it is new or because there is something peculiar or
figurative about it.

An asterisk (*) before a phrase or sentence means it is ungrammatical.

The term Mandarin Chinese (or Mandarin) is used as a cover term for the
national language of China (Putonghua ‘common language’) and Taiwan
(Guoyu ‘national language’). It is also sometimes referred to as Modern
Standard Chinese. The term Chinese is used to refer even more broadly, for
example, when speaking of historically earlier forms of the Chinese language.
The term Malay is used as a cover term for the national languages of Indonesia
(Bahasa Indonesia) and Malaysia (Bahasa Melayu, previously known as
Bahasa Malaysia).

Many of the languages treated in this book have their own scripts, but
generally speaking all language material is presented in a romanized form.
The following systems are used: for Mandarin Chinese (Modern Standard
Chinese), the pinyin system, without marking for tone sandhi; for Korean,
the government-sponsored New Romanization of Korean; for Japanese, the
Hepburn system; for Cantonese, the Yale system with minor modifications
as per Matthews and Yip (1994); for Hmong, the Popular Romanized
Alphabet. There is no commonly used system of romanization for Thai.
In this book we use one of the two main transcriptions widely used by
linguists, even though it makes use of several symbols from the Inter-
national Phonetic Alphabet in addition to English letters. There is even less
consensus about romanizations for Lao and for Burmese. For these
languages I have used the preferred system of the main linguistic authorities
on whom I am relying: N. J. Enfield (Lao) and Julian Wheatley (Burmese).
In the interests of a consistent romanization, it has sometimes been neces-
sary to convert the romanization used by the original author into one of the
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systems just listed. Most other languages are presented in the orthography
favoured by the source linguist, even if this involves symbols from the
International Phonetic Alphabet.

The following symbols and abbreviations are used at various places in
the text:

C consonant

N (i) nasal sound (ii) an underspecified nasal phoneme or
archiphoneme

NP noun phrase

(0] object

PP prepositional or postpositional phrase

S subject

v (1) verb (ii) any vowel sound

VP verb phrase

o zero-morpheme

Interlinear glosses are as follows:
first person

2 second person

3 third person

ACC accusative

ACT actor

ANIM animate

ART article

ASP aspect marker

AT agent trigger
BENEF benefactive

CAUS causative

CL classifier

CONT continuous

coP copula

CRS currently relevant state
csC complex stative construction
DAT dative

DECL declarative

DEF definite

DIM diminutive

DIR directional marker
EMPH emphatic

ERG ergative

EXCL exclusive

EXP experiential
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Conventions and symbols

FOC
GEN
GER
HAB
HON
HUM
INV
LOC
LP
NEG
NOM
NONPAST
O

OBJ
OBL
PASS
PAST
PAT
PERF
PL
POL
POSS
POT
PRES
PROG
PRT
PT
QUES
REFL
RESP
S

SG
SUBJ
TENSE
TENT
TOP
TRIG

focus

genitive
gerund
habitual
honorific
humbling
inverse
locative
linking particle
negative
nominative
nonpast tense
object

object marker
oblique
passive

past tense
patient
perfective
plural

polite
possessive
potential
present tense
progressive
particle
patient trigger
question particle
reflexive
respect
subject
singular
subject marker
tense
tentative
topic

trigger



CHAPTER 1

The languages of East and
Southeast Asia: a first look

1.1
1.2
1.3
1.4

1.5
1.6

Introductory remarks 1 1.7 Serial verb constructions 17

Lack of inflection 3 1.8 Multiple pronouns and other

Word order (constituent order) 6 systems of address 9

Sounds and writing 1 1.9 Honorific forms 22
. 1.10 Other common features 24

Lexical tone 12

Classifier constructions 15 Key technical terms 25

1.1 Introductory remarks

This book is all about the similarities and differences among the languages
and “language cultures” of East and Southeast Asia. Moving from south to
north, the countries we will cover can be grouped as follows: (a) Indonesia,
East Timor, Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, and the Philippines, (b) Myanmar
(Burma), Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, (c) China, (d) Korea and
Japan.

How many languages are there in this broad area? Many people would
probably answer: about a dozen or so, to match the number of countries
involved. This would be roughly correct if we were only talking about
national languages, i.e. languages which are the official medium of gov-
ernment, education, and media—Indonesian (Bahasa Indonesia) and
Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu), Tetum and Portugese (in East Timor), Pilipino
(Tagalog), Burmese, Thai, Lao, Khmer, Vietnamese, Chinese (Modern
Standard Chinese), Korean, and Japanese. But if we are talking about all
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the languages of the area, including the hundreds of minority languages
spoken in the hills and jungles, then the total number is vastly greater. There
are hundreds of languages in countries such as China, the Philippines, and
Indonesia, and dozens in most other countries of the region.

Languages can be grouped in various ways. One way is by their family
trees, i.e. by their historical origins. For example, many people would know
that the so-called Romance languages (e.g. French, Spanish, Italian) all
descend from a common ancestor language (Latin). They form a small
“language family”, or more accurately a branch of a larger family which,
once all the branches of the family tree (e.g. the Germanic branch, the
Slavonic branch) are taken into account, embraces most of the languages of
Europe. We say that all these languages are genetically related. How many
language families, then, are there in East and Southeast Asia? Setting aside
various complications which we will look into later, the short answer is
that there are six main families (Austronesian, Mon-Khmer, Tai-Kadai,
Tibeto-Burman, Sinitic, and Hmong-Mien), plus several major languages
(Japanese, Korean) whose ancestry is unclear. From a genetic point of view,
the languages of East and Southeast Asia are much more varied than those
of Europe.

The family tree is not the only way of grouping languages. Another
approach is to group them according to their similarities to one another—in
pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary. This is called a “typological”
approach to grouping. If we do this, then the language situation comes out a
bit differently. The reason is that many languages of different families have
been in contact with one another—Iliving together, so to speak—for many,
many years and have mutually influenced each other in various ways. The
result is that languages which are not genetically related nevertheless share
many features of language structure. In fact, we can say that most of the
languages of mainland Southeast Asia fall into a single “linguistic area”, on
the basis of pervasive similarities which cross-cut the genetic classification.
There are also important cultural similarities across regions of East and
Southeast Asia—similarities which have their reflections in vocabulary and
semantics, in social aspects of language use, and sometimes even in aspects of
language structure. For example, many East and Southeast Asian languages
have special forms of respectful or deferential language to be used when
talking with or about people who are older or socially higher than oneself.

In this chapter, we are going to survey some of the similarities and dif-
ferences among languages of East and Southeast Asia, especially the kind of
features which are different from English. This will also help us establish
some descriptive terminology which we will use throughout the book.
For the purposes of illustration, we will stick mainly to major national
languages. Then in Chapter 2 we will survey the language families, linguistic
areas and language situations of the region to get a truer picture of
the language diversity of the region. These first two chapters form an
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introductory package. After that, the remainder of the book consists of
closer examinations of various topics, both sociocultural and structural.

1.2 Lack of inflection

One feature of many—not all—languages of East and Southeast Asia which
is very different from English and other European languages is what lin-
guists call “lack of inflection”. In simple terms, inflection occurs when the
form of a word changes to indicate an added aspect of meaning which is
relevant in a particular grammatical context. In English, for example, nouns
have a special form (plural) which indicates that we are referring to more
than one of the items in question (dog, dogs). We say that English nouns
inflect for number, i.e. they have various forms indicating the “number”
category (singular vs. plural). Similarly, we say that English verbs inflect for
tense, meaning that they have different forms (e.g. kills, see, present tense;
killed, saw, past tense) to indicate whether the event is happening now or
happened previously. Notice that in English tense inflection is sometimes
done by suffixes (endings), and sometimes by modifying the vowel.

If you look at the following example sentences from Thai, you will see
that in this language the verbs do not inflect for tense. That is, the verb for
‘read’ (aan) remains the same regardless of whether we are talking about the
present, the past, or the future.

(1) a. Khaw aan nangs# diawnii.
he/she read book now.
b. Khaw day aan ndngsét.
he/she pasT read book.
c. Khaw ca aan ndngsii.
he/she will read book.

In (12a) the adverb diawnii ‘now’ makes it clear that we are talking about the
present time. In (1b) and (1c) the fact that the action is in the past or the
future is indicated by separate grammatical words—ddy and ca, respect-
ively. However, sentences in Thai can refer to the present or to the past
without this being overtly marked in any way. Example (2), for instance,
could be translated into English as either ‘He/she sat down’ or as ‘He/she is
sitting down’, depending on the context.

(2) Khaw ndng long.
he/she sit  down.

Again unlike English, Thai nouns do not inflect for number. That is,
although the word ndngs# in examples (1a)—(1c¢) has been glossed as ‘book’,
it could in fact be referring not to a single book, but to some particular
books, or to books in general. Of course, if the Thai speaker wants to specify
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the number of books, that is perfectly possible by using a number word or
other quantifying word.

You can also notice from examples (1a)—(1c) that Thai doesn’t have any
words which correspond exactly to the and a—the so-called “definite article” and
“indefinite article” of English. This is also a widespread feature of the languages
of East and Southeast Asia, though often these languages use demonstrative
words, i.e. words for ‘this’ and ‘that’, in “article-like” ways. Another notable
feature is that there is no gender distinction in the third person pronouns; that is,
the word khaw is used regardless of whether the person is male or female.

If we look at other languages of mainland Southeast Asia, we find that most
of them are like Thai in lacking inflection for tense and number. As well, these
languages do not show any inflection according to the grammatical role, such as
subject or object, that a word or phrase has in a sentence. Consider the fol-
lowing question—answer pair from Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu), which is Thai’s
southern neighbour but belongs to a completely different language family.

(3) a. Awak marah pada saya ke?
you angry at I QUES
‘Are you angry at me?’
b. Ye, memang saya marah pada awak.
yes certainly I angry at  you
“Yes, I certainly am angry at you.’

In English the first person singular pronoun changes its form depending
on its position in the sentence, which is linked with its grammatical role. If it
comes before the verb (i.e. in subject position), it is /, but if it comes after the
verb it takes the form me. Most English pronouns have two forms (e.g. he/
him, shelher, welus, they/them). The English second person pronoun is
unusual in retaining the same form (i.e. you/you); in older English it was
thoulthee. All other European languages have several different pronoun
forms for different grammatical “cases” (nominative, accusative, dative,
etc.). Anyhow, the main thing we can see from examples (3a) and (3b) above
is that in Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu), the pronouns stay the same regardless
of their position or grammatical role. That is, saya is used, whereas in
English we would have to switch between / and me.

The story is the same in Mandarin Chinese (Modern Standard Chinese).
The first person pronoun wd is used in both subject and object roles, without
changing its form.

(4) a. Wo xihuan Susan.
I like Susan.
‘I like Susan.’

b. Susan xihuan wo.
Susan like me.
‘Susan likes me.’
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To summarize: in most languages of mainland Southeast Asia and
East Asia, words do not inflect for tense, number, gender, or grammatical
role (case). It is important to point out, however, that this generalization
does not apply to all languages in this region. Especially in the northern area
there are languages such as Japanese and Korean which have plenty of
inflection in their verbal systems. Looking at (5a) and (5b) below, we can see
that Japanese verbs have suffixes indicating tense. Suffixes -ru or -u indicate
present (or, non-past) tense, while -ta or -da indicate past tense.

(5) a. Akiko ga oki-ru. ‘Akiko is getting up.’
Akiko ga oki-ta. ‘Akiko got up.’
b. Akiko ga shin-u. ‘Akiko is dying.’
Akiko ga shin-da. ‘Akiko died.’

These examples also show another feature of Japanese which differs
from the other languages we have seen so far. The word ga which follows
the noun phrase Akiko is a grammatical word whose function is to mark
the subject of the sentence (more on this in Chapter 4). Since ga is a
separate word rather than a suffix, this does not qualify as inflection, but it
is still a way of explicitly marking grammatical function. In Thai, Malay,
and Chinese, in contrast, there is no explicit marking of grammatical
function.

Table 1.1 lists some inflected forms of Japanese verbs. Comparing the
columns, we can see that the form of a suffix is determined by whether the
verb stem ends in a consonant or in a vowel. The Japanese verb system is
actually a good deal more complicated than this, but this is enough for our
purposes. The main point is that although the majority of East and
Southeast Asian languages lack inflection, this generalization does not
apply to Japanese or Korean, or to some of the minority languages of the
region.

A technical term often used to describe languages like Thai, Chinese, and
Vietnamese is “isolating”. Essentially the term refers to a language in which

Table 1.12. Some Japanese verb forms

C-final stem V-final stem
kir- ‘to cut’ ki- ‘to wear (clothes)’
imperative kir-e ki-ro
present kir-u ki-ru
past kit-ta ki-ta
participial kit-te ki-te
provisional kir-eba ki-reba

tentative kir-oo ki-yoo
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words have a single, fixed shape; that is, words do not change their shape
as a result of affixation or other morphological processes. In European
languages, nouns and verbs do change their forms as they inflect for cate-
gories such as case, tense, number, and gender, and so these languages are
not isolating. In effect, isolating implies non-inflecting.

Since Korean and Japanese do have inflection, they are similar to
European languages in this respect, but there is still a significant difference.
In European languages it is common for a particular suffix to combine
several different inflectional meanings; for example, the English verb suffix
-s indicates ‘third person singular subject, present tense’. In Japanese and
Korean, however, it is more usual for each inflectional suffix to represent a
single category. If it is appropriate to mark several inflectional categories at
the same time, then several different suffixes are used, one after another.
Languages whose inflectional morphology bundles several meanings into a
single form (like French and German) are known as fusional. Languages
which allot one morpheme per inflectional meaning (like Japanese and
Korean) are known as agglutinating.

It’s important to point out that a language can be isolating and still have
complex word forms. Being an isolating language is not a matter of the
internal complexity of words, but rather of how words behave when they
occur in different grammatical contexts. Some of the classic isolating lan-
guages of Asia, such as Mandarin Chinese and Vietnamese, have a high
proportion of complex words formed by compounding or by reduplication.

1.3 Word order (constituent order)

Linguists often use the term “word order” in a rather loose way to refer, not
to the order of words in a strict sense, but to the order of the major con-
stituents of a simple clause, i.e. the subject (S), the object (O), and the verb
(V). The most common order of these constituents in a simple, ordinary
clause is often called the “basic word order” of a language. Various per-
mutations are found in the world’s languages. For example, the verb (V) can
come in the middle (medial position), as in English; it can come at the
beginning of the sentence (initial position); or it can come at the end of
the sentence (final position). Regardless of the position of the verb, however,
most of the world’s languages place the subject before the object. This
means that the most common constituent orders are SVO (as in English),
SOV, and VSO. All three of these are found in languages of East and
Southeast Asia, though VSO order is much rarer than the others. In Chapter
4, we will expand this discussion by distinguishing between the notions of
subject and topic, and even questioning whether “subject” is a valid gram-
matical category in some languages of the region, but we can ignore these
complications for now.
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1.3.1 Verb-medial, verb-final, and verb-initial languages

Most of the mainland Southeast Asian and East Asian languages have SVO
order, including Thai, Malay, Vietnamese, Khmer, and all the Sinitic
(Chinese) languages (Clark 1989). A few more examples of SVO order
follow. In (7) and (8) I use square brackets to indicate multi-word noun
phrases.

Vietnamese

(6) Tam yéu Hién.
Tam love Hien
‘Tam loves Hien.’

Cantonese

(7) Ngoh jidou [go daapon].
1 know cL answer
‘I know the answer.’

Hmong

(8) [Tus dev] tom [tus npua].
cL dog bite cL pig
“The dog bit the pig.’

Most Tibeto-Burman languages have the verb at the end of the clause
in SOV order (Okell 1994), and so do the North Asian languages, Korean
and Japanese. Notice that Korean marks the grammatical role of noun
phrases by means of special little grammatical words (particles), as does

Japanese.

Burmese

(9) Ko the hlain-ga oko-shi-go mePgozin-de hmanhman
name-SUBJ brother-place-to magazine-pL regularly
po-pe-ba-de.

send-give-POL-TENSE
‘Ko Htay Hlaing sent magazines regularly to his brother.’

Korean

(r0) [John i]  [Mary ege] [chaek eul] ju-ess-da.
John suBry Mary DAT book OBJ give-EXP-PAST
‘John gave Mary the book.’

As for the rarer verb-initial order, this is found in Pilipino (also known as
Tagalog), the national language of the Philippines (Schachter 1987). Don’t
worry about the unfamiliar glosses. The main thing is that the verbs
magaalis ‘will take out’” and nakita ‘saw’ come first in the sentences.
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(r1) Magaalis [ang bata] [ng laruan] [sa kahon].
AT:will.take.out TRIG child PAT toy DIR box
“The child will take the toy from the box.’

(12) Nakita [ng Juan] [si  Maria] kahpon.
PT:PERF:see ACT Juan TRIG Maria yesterday
‘Juan saw Maria yesterday.’

After this brief look at the main constituent order variations, I should
point out that we have only been talking about the most common or neutral
order in each language. As a matter of fact, almost all languages of East and
Southeast Asia allow some variation in the constituent order of a simple
sentence. It is often possible to swap around the order of the subject and
object: that is, to put the object first in order to focus some extra attention
on it (in some languages, this kind of switch-around is accompanied by
some other grammatical changes as well). Generally speaking, the languages
of East and Southeast Asia tend to have a more flexible and “expressive”
word order than English.

1.3.2 Prepositions or postpositions?

There is often a correlation between the basic constituent order of a clause
and the order in which other kinds of elements occur (which is one of the
reasons linguists are interested in constituent order). The most relevant
factor is generally the position of the verb. Verb-final languages tend to have
“postpositions” instead of prepositions. Postpositions are simply words
which are functionally equivalent to prepositions but which come after the
noun phrases they relate to.

Since Japanese and Korean are verb-final languages, we would expect
them to show this property—and they do. For example, in the Japanese
sentences in (13a)—(13c) below, the postposition e indicates motional ‘to’;
postposition ni indicates location ‘at’ a place; and postposition de indicates
‘by (means of)’.

(13) a. Taroo ga gakkoo e ikimasu.
Taroo suBs school to goes
‘Taroo goes to school.’

b. Masumi ga gakkoo ni imasu.
Masumi suBs school at is
‘Masumi is at school.’

c. Kazuko ga basu de kimasu.
Kazuko suBs bus by comes
‘Kazuko comes by bus.’
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As we’ve already seen, both Japanese and Korean make use of particles
(such as ga) to indicate grammatical function, e.g. subject or object. These
particles too come after the phrases they mark.

1.3.3 Word order in questions

In English, and most other European languages, questions have a different
word order from affirmative sentences. For example, in questions con-
taining an interrogative pronoun such as ‘who’, ‘what’, and ‘where’
(information questions or “wh-questions”), the interrogative pronoun
generally comes at the beginning of the sentence. The special word order is
one of the grammatical indications that a question is being asked. Many
languages, however, do not use any special word order in questions. In Thai,
for example, the order of constituents in a question is the same as in a
statement.

(14) Khaw aan aray diawnii?
he/she read what now
‘What is he reading now?’

Another kind of question is known as a “polar question” (“yes/no ques-
tion”). In English, this kind of question is formed by means of “subject—
auxiliary inversion”, i.e. instead of the normal English word order in which
the subject comes first, an auxiliary verb (such as will or do) comes first. In
Thai, polar questions are formed simply by adding a question-particle to the
end of the sentence. There are two main question-particles: mday and r#.
Particle may creates a more or less neutral question, whereas r# indicates
that the speaker expects that the answer will be positive.

(15) a. Khun ca pay haa phian may?
you will go see friend QUES
‘Will you go and see a friend?’
b. Khun ca  pay hdaa phian  ri?
you will go see friend QUES
‘So you’re going to see a friend, are you?

Similar examples could be given from Chinese, Japanese, or Korean.
On the other hand, there are also languages (e.g. Malay) which do have a
special word order for questions, or at least, for wh-questions. This is
another reminder that whatever generalizations we make about the lan-
guages of East and Southeast Asia, there are almost certainly going to be
exceptions somewhere.
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1.4 Sounds and writing

From a pronunciation point of view, the most famous aspect of the lan-
guages of East and Southeast Asia is, no doubt, the existence of “tone” in
languages such as Chinese, Vietnamese, and Thai. This means, roughly
speaking, that words in these languages each have a distinctive intonation
pattern and have to be pronounced with the correct intonation in order to
be recognizable. We will look at tone in the next section. Meanwhile,
however, what about the consonants and vowels?

As far as consonants are concerned, few of the major national languages
present very severe pronunciation problems for an English speaker—at
least, not compared with languages from various other parts of the world,
e.g. central America, southern Africa, the Caucasus, which have a great
number of difficult or “exotic” sounds to contend with. The most
straightforward are languages like Malay and Tagalog, in the south of
Southeast Asia, and Japanese toward the top of North Asia. These lan-
guages have fairly small numbers of consonants, which are distinguished
from one another in ways which are fairly familiar to speakers of English.
For example, they have distinctive “voicing” of stops; e.g. contrasts between
/p/ and /b/, between /t/ and /d/, and between /k/ and /g/.

In the languages of mainland Southeast Asia and China, voicing is
usually not distinctive. Instead, one commonly finds contrasts between
“aspirated” and “unaspirated” stops; e.g. contrasts between /p/ and /p"/,
between /t/ and /t"/, between /k/ and /k"/. Some of these languages also have
consonants which are pronounced at different places of articulation to those
of English. There can also be unfamiliar manners of articulation, as with
stops in Korean or Khmer. Generally speaking, however, the overall size of
the consonant inventories in the languages of mainland Southeast Asia and
China is not very large, if we stick to national languages.

Still on the subject of consonants, most languages of East and Southeast
Asia have more restricted possibilities for consonant clusters than does
English, which has many two-consonant clusters, e.g. in words like snake,
tree, and clean, and even some three-consonant clusters, e.g. in words like
strike. It is quite typical for these languages to allow no more than a single
consonant at the beginning of a word. Usually, just about any consonant is
acceptable word-initially, but at the end of a word, the possibilities are
usually more restricted. In most languages only a handful of consonants can
occur word-finally, in some languages none at all.

When it comes to vowels, the situation is rather different. It is true that
Japanese and some of the languages of insular Southeast Asia have fairly
small and simple vowel systems, but most other languages of the region have
fairly complex vowel systems. Even when the number of vowel phonemes is
smallish (say, five or six as in Chinese), they can often occur in diphthongs
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(two-vowel combinations) and even triphthongs (three-vowel com-
binations)—thus multiplying the overall number of vowel sounds in the
language. In fact, Southeast Asia is home to languages (such as Khmer)
which can lay claim to having the greatest number of vowel sounds in the
world.

We can make two generalizations about the sound systems of this broad
region. First, the languages in the centre of the area (mainland Southeast
Asia and China) tend to be more phonologically complex than those on the
periphery. Second, phonological complexity tends to be concentrated in the
realm of vowel sounds. However, as before, we have to qualify such gen-
eralizations with the acknowledgement that there are exceptions, sometimes
striking ones, as one would expect of an assemblage of languages as
numerous and as diverse as those in East and Southeast Asia.

Most people know that important national languages such as Chinese
Japanese, Korean, and Thai are not usually written using roman letters, i.e.
the familiar ABC letters used for English and other languages of Western
Europe. In their own countries these languages are usually written in
entirely different scripts, like those illustrated below. For outsiders such
scripts are completely unintelligible. We can’t even tell where one word ends
and another begins, let alone figure out any of the pronunciation.

A ng

‘words in the Thai language’ Thai

B X F R A E

‘Chinese characters are the most beautiful’ Chinese
BEFE T FHok F

‘the characters that we learned in calligraphy’ Japanese
$2) et we

‘our country’s language’ Korean

For anyone learning one of these languages, learning how to read and
write in the national scripts is indispensable. In some cases, as with Chinese
and Japanese, it is a task which requires a great deal of time and study.
Fortunately, for the purposes of this book we do not need to learn any new
writing systems. We will use roman letters to represent the words of all the
languages we will discuss.

Although writing systems are the topic of a chapter of their own
(Chapter 6), it is worth quickly mentioning a couple of points here to dispel
some common misconceptions. You may have heard it said that Chinese
characters stand not for sounds (in the way that roman letters do, however
imperfectly) but for ideas or meanings. You may even have heard that
Chinese characters are like pictures—albeit cryptic ones—of the meanings
they stand for. Though there is a grain of truth in these ideas, they are
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essentially mistaken. First, the pictorial basis for Chinese characters is very
slight. Second, 9o per cent of commonly used characters do not represent
meanings alone: they have both phonetic (i.e. sound-based) and semantic
(i.e. meaning-based) components.

A second misconception about the non-roman writing systems of East
and Southeast Asia is that they are all like Chinese in being based on
“characters”. This belief is partly true in relation to Japanese, but it is
completely false in relation to Burmese, Thai, and Korean. The writing
systems used for these languages are essentially alphabetic systems, just like
the roman letter system we use for English—the main difference is simply
that the letters in Burmese, Thai, and Korean writing are different. Of
course, we should not forget that many languages of the region, such as
Indonesian, Pilipino (Tagalog), and Vietnamese, are normally written using
ordinary roman letters.

1.5 Lexical tone

One of the most famous aspects of many languages of East and Southeast
Asia is generally known as “tone”. Most people probably know that in
Chinese, for example, the same sequence of sounds can have several dif-
ferent meanings depending on the tone in which it is pronounced. Using a
more precise terminology we call this phenomenon “lexical tone”, to make it
clear that tone is part of the lexical identity of words in Chinese. That is, it is
an integral part of the pronunciation of the word, and it serves to distinguish
one word from another. For speakers of a tonal language, the tones are not
extra features added to the segmental shape of a word. Speakers often have
no auditory image of the word at all independent of tone, and a mis-
pronunciation of tone can make the word completely unrecognizable.

But what is this thing called tone? Basically, to pronounce words with
tones means to use the pitch and quality of your voice in various ways, not
just to convey emphasis or to convey attitudes or feelings as we do in
English, but on a word-by-word basis. Some tones are “level”, meaning that
they do not change very much in pitch. In Mandarin Chinese, for example,
one of the four tones is called the “high-level” tone. It is found in the word
ma> ‘mother’. The superscript numerals refer to a set of five pitch levels in
your voice, with 5 as the highest and 1 as the lowest level. The first digit
indicates the starting pitch level and the second digit indicates the final pitch
level. So a tone notated as 55 means using a consistently high pitch.
Of course, the actual pitch level varies according to every individual’s voice.
A 55 tone spoken by someone with a very low voice (e.g. an old man) would
be much lower, in absolute terms, than a 55 tone spoken by someone whose
voice is generally higher (e.g. a young girl). It is not the absolute pitch that
matters but how it sits relative to each individual’s voice.
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Aside from “level” tones (technically called register tones), there are also
“moving” tones (technically called contour tones), which change pitch as
the word is being pronounced. Mandarin Chinese has three moving tones.
The word ma®’ means ‘hemp’, for example, and ma’’ means ‘to scold’. So a
35 tone starts somewhere in the middle of a person’s pitch range, and moves
up towards the top of the range. This tone is usually called “high rising”
(though “rising to high” would be a more accurate description). The 51 tone
starts at the top of the range and falls steeply. It is often labelled as “high
falling” (though “falling from high” would be a better description). With both
the 35 tone and the 51 tone, the pitch change moves in only one direction
(rising or falling, respectively). Another type of moving tone involves a fall
followed by a rise, or a rise followed by a fall. The final Mandarin tone is of
this type. For example, the word ma®’# means ‘horse’. It starts a little low,
dips even lower, then moves up (hence the label “falling-rising”).

The four tones of Mandarin are sometimes notated as shown in the
second column of Table 1.2. These are simplified graphs of the pitch over
time. The vertical line at the right of each one just serves as a reference for
the possible pitch range.

Tones can be a problem for writing systems. It isn’t very economical to
use two superscript numbers. So for practical purposes various other sys-
tems are usually used. The first is just to assign each tone a single identifying
number: for example, we could call the 55 tone “tone 17, the 35 tone “tone
2”, the 214 tone “tone 3”, and the 51 tone “tone 4”. Thus we could write the
four words in Table 1.2 as ma’, ma®, ma®, and ma?. In this kind of system the
numbers do not indicate the pitch level: they are just identifying numbers.

Another approach is not to use numbers at all. After all, they look messy
and take up extra space. Instead we can use diacritics (i.e. extra marks)
above the vowels of each syllable. This is what is done in the official Pinyin
system for writing Mandarin Chinese using roman letters, as shown in the
third column of Table 1.2. As you can see, the diacritics correspond to the
pitch graphs. I can’t resist illustrating here with one of the many “tongue
twisters” which have been devised based on tone contrasts: Mama gi md. Md
man. Mama ma md. ‘Mother rides horse. Horse slow. Mother scolds horse’
(Crystal 1987: 172). Strictly speaking, tongue twister is not really an accurate
description, however, because it is the larynx or voice-box which is involved

Table 1.2. Four [ma] words in Mandarin Chinese, Beijing dialect

[malP® ma ‘mother’

=
[ma]?® /| ma ‘hemp’
[ma]®* \] ma ‘to scold’

[mal**4 ma ‘horse’
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in tone production, not the tongue (see chapter 5). Other sets of four-way
tone contrasts are: fan ‘turn over’, fan ‘annoying’, fan ‘opposite’, fan ‘meal’;
and tang ‘soup’, tang ‘sugar’, tang ‘lie’, tang ‘hot’.

Tone diacritics work fine for Mandarin Chinese, but they don’t work so
well for languages with more than four tones, such as Cantonese or Thai,
because the number of diacritics gets confusing and difficult to read.
Another option is to coopt some letters of the alphabet to indicate tones,
either by themselves or in combination with diacritics. For example, the
Romanized Popular Alphabet for Hmong (which has eight tones) uses final
consonant symbols to indicate tones: -b for ‘high level’, -j for ‘high falling’,
-v for ‘mid rising’, -g for ‘low falling breathy’, and so on. This is made
possible by the fact that all words in Hmong end with a vowel or with /n/.
A limited use of letters to indicate tone is found in Matthews and Yip’s
(1994) system for writing Cantonese. They use a syllable-final letter / to
signal that the tone is one of the low tones, with diacritics to add further
specification. For example, ah stands for the vowel /a/ with a ‘low level’
tone, d¢h stands for the same vowel with ‘low rising’ tone, and ak for ‘low
falling’ tone. It is feasible to use the letter / in this way because the phoneme
/h/ is never found at the end of a syllable in Cantonese.

Languages with lexical tone can differ substantially from one another in
the nature of the tonal system. Not only can there be different numbers
of tones, but the quality of tones differs from language to language.
For example, Cantonese has six contrastively different tones, including
three “level” tones as shown below (Matthews and Yip 1994: 21). The mid
level and low level tones have no counterparts in Mandarin Chinese.
Vietnamese also has six tones (Thompson 1987), but they do not match
those of Cantonese.

Hong Kong Cantonese

high level 55 yau ‘worry’ high rising 35/25 yau ‘paint’
mid level 33 yau ‘thin’ low rising 23/13 yau ‘to have’
low level 22 yau ‘again’ low falling 21/11 yau ‘oil’

Some languages have been reported to have even more tones. As just
mentioned, Hmong has eight tones and so does Chaozhou (a Sinitic lan-
guage). In many languages, tones can combine and influence one another in
speech. The rules governing this (called “tone sandhi” rules) also differ from
language to language. Although I have been concentrating on pitch con-
tour, it has to be stressed that in many languages other aspects of “voice
quality” work together with pitch in constituting the distinctiveness of
tones. For example, Burmese is said to have four tones, but one of the high-
pitched tones is distinguished by “creaky” pronunciation (the syllable is
pronounced with tension or constriction in the throat) and another by a
final glottal stop, which shortens the duration of the vowel. Several of the
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Vietnamese tones are also distinguished by strong glottalization. We will
return to tones in more detail in Chapter 5.

Finally, remember that although many East and Southeast Asian lan-
guages have lexical tone, many others are not tonal. In the south, the
national languages Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu), Indonesian (Bahasa
Indonesia), and Pilipino have no traces of lexical tone whatsoever. To the
far north, Japanese and Korean are not tonal. Most of the minority lan-
guages of mainland and insular Southeast Asia are not tonal either.

1.6 Classifier constructions

Another celebrated feature of the languages of East and Southeast Asia is
the existence of classifier constructions. We say that a language has classifier
constructions when it has grammatical devices which, in certain contexts,
oblige speakers somehow to categorize the person or thing they are speaking
about (the referent) in terms of certain semantic dimensions. For living
things, these dimensions may include whether or not the referent is human,
and if not, what kind of life form (e.g. animal, fish, plant) or functional
category (e.g. edible, dangerous) it belongs to. For inanimate things,
semantic dimensions may include physical properties (e.g. shape, size,
material) and functions (e.g. vehicle, tool).

Many different types of classifier construction are found in the world’s
languages (Aikhenvald 2000), but in East and Southeast Asian languages
the most common type is the numeral classifier construction. Numeral
classifiers are found within certain kinds of noun phrase, appearing next to
numerals and other quantifying expressions, and sometimes also with
demonstratives. The classifier may be a word or, less commonly, an affix. To
get a quick idea of how classifiers work, look over the following extract from
a Japanese shopping list. In Japanese, classifiers are suffixes which attach to
the numerals.

nasu [eggplant]  nana [seven] -ko [cL: smallish, solid thing] ‘seven eggplants’
kyuuri [cucumber] hachi [eight] -hon [cL: long cylindrical thing] ‘eight cucumbers’
hamu [ham] Juu [ten] -mai [cL: flat thing] ‘ten slices of ham’

The examples below show classifier constructions in Malaysian (Bahasa
Melayu), Thai, and Cantonese, languages which are more typical of East
and Southeast Asia in having classifiers which are separate words. By the
way, as you can see from the Cantonese example in (18), the term “numeral
classifier” is a slight misnomer, because classifiers are found with quanti-
fying expressions of all kinds, including words like ‘many’ and ‘several’, as
well as numerals in the strict sense.
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Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu)

(16) empat ekor kucing
four CL:ANIMAL cat
‘four cats’

Thai

(17) burii sdong miuan
cigarette tWo  CL:STICK-LIKE
‘two cigarettes’

Cantonese

(18) geéi gaan ngitk
several CL:BUILDING house
‘several buildings’

Classifier constructions have a structure similar to English expressions
like two sheets of paper, two drops of water, two articles of furniture, and two
members of the family. English words like sheet, drop, article, and member
are not true classifiers, however, because they do not categorize the things
being spoken about. They are better termed either “measure words” or “unit
counters”. Wecallaword a “measure word” when it specifies the form in which
an amount of a mass substance is found; for example, in phrases like two
sheets of paper or three drops of water. The term “measure word” is also
applied to units of measurement and “containerfuls”, for example, in phrases
like two litres of milk and three cups of sugar. The term “unit counter” is used
for words which single out a number of individuals from a collective; for
example, in phrases like two articles of furniture and three members of the
family. The languages of East and Southeast Asia also have various measure
words and unit counters, in addition to classifiers. Unfortunately, some
descriptions of these languages describe measure words and unit counters as
subcategories of classifiers. This is confusing, because it gives the impression
that these languages have scores or hundreds of classifiers, which is not true.

Numeral classifiers originate historically from ordinary nouns with con-
crete meanings. In some languages, classifiers are still identical in form with
ordinary nouns. In Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu) the classifier ekor, for
example, is identical with the ordinary noun meaning ‘tail’. On the other
hand, in many other languages the classifiers are completely unrelated to
ordinary nouns.

It might head off potential misunderstandings to point out the main
difference between a numeral classifier system and a system of gender (noun
class), such as we find in German, French, and many other European lan-
guages. A gender system is essentially a classification of nouns, i.e. of words.
Though there is always a semantic basis for parts of a gender system (e.g. for
words referring to humans), for the most part the system is not semantically
based. Gender is also intimately connected with the grammatical process of
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“agreement”; that is, the phenomenon whereby other words in the clause
adopt different forms to “agree with” the gender of a noun. The number of
genders is usually fairly small and quite fixed, e.g. in European languages:
masculine, feminine, and (sometimes) neuter.

Numeral classifiers do not classify nouns but the referents of nouns—the
actual things in the world which the speaker “picks out” to say something
about on a particular occasion. The basis for the system is always
predominantly, if not exclusively, semantic. Because of this, it is usual
in some circumstances to have a choice of classifiers, depending on how one
is viewing the referent in question. To illustrate this from Cantonese
(Matthews and Yip 1994): chéung ‘gun’ could be classified as j7 (by its
cylindrical shape) or as ba (by its function); and syuhn ‘sailing vessel’ could
be classified as ga (large vehicle) or as jek (small object), yielding the
meanings ‘ship’ vs. ‘boat’, respectively. Unlike genders, numeral classifiers
are not normally involved in grammatical agreement processes. They are
often found in sizable numbers, and sometimes form a “semi-open” class,
lacking clear boundaries.

Classifier systems may differ according to: (a) the kinds of semantic
parameters involved, (b) whether the system is exhaustive or partial, i.e. do
all nouns receive classifiers, or only some, (¢) whether the use of classifiers is
obligatory or not. We will return to classifiers in greater detail in Chapter 4.

1.7 Serial verb constructions

A serial verb construction involves two or more verbs, all of them sharing a
single grammatical subject, packed into a single clause without any inter-
vening conjunctions. They are widespead in the languages of East and
Southeast Asia, especially in those of the isolating type. As we will see later
(in Chapter 4) there are several different kinds of serial verb constructions
and they can serve various grammatical purposes. Just to get the general
idea, however, take a look at these examples from three genetically unre-
lated languages—Mandarin Chinese, Khmer, and Hmong. They are typical
of serial constructions in that they involve at least one verb which is a verb
of motion or posture.

Mandarin Chinese
(r9) Ta gui-xialai  qiu Zhang-san.

3sG kneel.down beg Zhang-san

‘He knelt down begging (or: knelt down and begged) Zhang-san.’
Khmer

(20) Vio deek Iuok.
3sG lie  sleep
‘He lay sleeping (or: lay down and slept).’



18

The languages of East and Southeast Asia

Hmong

(21) Nws khiav rov qab mus tsev.
3sG run return back go home
‘He ran back home.’

In each case, you can see that the sentence contains more than one verb—
‘kneel down’ and ‘beg’ in (19), ‘lie’ and ‘sleep’ in (20), ‘run’, ‘return’ and
‘go’ in (21)—inside a single clause. Notice that there are no conjunctions
(i.e. words like English ‘and’) separating the verbs.

You may be able to tell from the translations that in each case there is a
very close semantic connection between the verbs. In a sense, each of these
sentences depicts a single event, even though this event can be seen as
consisting or two or more closely related “sub-events”. For example, sen-
tence (19) can be understood as depicting either a single event of “kneeling
down begging” (both actions happening at the same time) or a single event
of “kneeling down, then begging” (one action following the other but both
seen as part of a single two-part event).

In cases where the events are understood as happening simultaneously,
English has a somewhat similar grammatical option involving the so-called
“gerund” form of the verb, i.e. the ing-form; as in He knelt down begging or
He lay sleeping. The difference between this kind of English sentence and a
genuine serial construction are: (a) the ing-form is a marked verbal form,
whereas in the Chinese, Khmer and Hmong examples above all the verbs
appear in their normal, unmarked forms; (b) the ing-form can only be used
where simultaneous actions are involved, whereas serial constructions can
indicate sequences of closely related actions; (¢) in many cases, it is possible
to combine three or more verbs in a serial construction.

Be careful not to assume that any old sequence of verbs is a serial verb
construction. In most East and Southeast Asian languages, it is possible to
get sequences of verbs which do not fit the definition of serialization either
because they are not all in a single clause or because they do not all share the
same subject. We will only look at some examples of the first kind, from Lao
(Enfield 1994: 26; 1998 p.c.).

(22) Khooj° jaak> lin° phaj?.
| want play cards
‘I want (to) play cards.’

(23) Laaw® suu® khaw’-niaw’ kin3.
358G buy rice-sticky  eat
‘She bought some sticky rice (to) eat.’

In (22) the phrase /in® phaj? ‘play cards’ is a complement of the verb jaak®
‘want’, but because there is no explicit marking of the fact, it looks like a
serial construction. In (23) the word kin® ‘eat’ is a purposive clause even
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though it is not marked as such (in fact, the purposive marker phia’ ‘in
order to, so that’ can be inserted in front of kin® ‘eat’ with no change of
meaning).

1.8 Multiple pronouns and other systems of address

One of the most interesting features of many of the languages of East and
Southeast Asia is that aspects of the language structure seem to be specially
adapted to allow people to express “social messages”, especially messages to
do with differences in social standing, respect, deference, and the like. From
the perspective of speakers of these languages, the pronouns of modern-day
English are particularly insensitive to social distinctions. There is only one
form each for ‘I’ and for ‘you’, and English speakers feel free to use these
words even with social superiors, such as respected older relatives, one’s
boss, or teachers. At least in other European languages there are two dif-
ferent ways of saying ‘you’, e.g. French tu and vous, German du and Sie, one
of which expresses greater social distance than the other. Many East and
Southeast Asian languages go far beyond European languages in having a
whole range of alternative pronominal and quasi-pronominal forms (such
as kin terms).

Table 1.3 shows some address forms in Thai, a language with a particularly
wide range of choices. The choice depends on the speaker’s attitude towards
the addressee, which is normally conditioned by the nature of the social
relationship and by factors such as age and sex. You will see that there are
some gaps in Table 1.3. This reflects the fact that in some situations one
would not feel comfortable using pronouns at all (preferring to use names,
or to avoid direct reference altogether). Also, there are additional pronouns
kuu ‘I’ and ming ‘you’, which are plainer and “lower” than any shown in
Table 1.3. For third persons, the choices are fewer. Khaw is the general polite
form, and than expresses special respect for social superiors. There is a third
form, man, which is used for social inferiors, for non-humans, and when
expressing anger. Additional, special forms are used with royalty and clergy.

A more typical-sized system is found in Malay, which offers its speakers
essentially two choices each for first and second person pronouns. As in
Thai, the choice ultimately depends on one’s attitude to the person one is
speaking to, but this is strongly conditioned by factors such as social
standing and relative age. One would not normally use the plain forms aku
‘I’ and kau ‘you’ unless one is on rather casual or intimate terms with the
addressee. The plain forms are used in “unguarded” situations, for example,
in thinking aloud to oneself, among intimates and familiars in informal
situations, and (sometimes) from senior family members to junior family
members. A good description of pronominal variants and usages can
be found in Koh (1990: 104—46). She describes aku ‘" and kau ‘you’ as
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Table 1.3. Some Thai forms of address (after Hudak 1987: 41; adapted with input
from Nick Enfield)

Situation First person ‘I’ Second person ‘you’

Polite conversation with phom (used by males)® khun
strangers and
acquaintances

Speaking to a superior, phom (used by males)? than
showing deference
‘Plain’ forms: for informal chan thao

conversation with
close friends/family

Between intimates of kan kee
same sex
Adult to child chan, or kin-term ndu (lit. ‘mouse’)
or kin-term
Child to adult, e.g. ndu (lit. ‘mouse’) kin-term
teacher
Child to older sibling ndu (lit. ‘mouse’) (phii ‘elder sibling’)

? According to standard descriptions of Thai, dichdn can be used by females, but it is very formal and extremely
rare in face-to-face conversation.

Table 1.4. First and second person pronouns in Malay and Japanese

First person ‘I’ Second person ‘you’

Malay Plain aku kau (or: engkau)
polite or formal  saya awak, kamu, anda
Japanese plain (‘rough’) ore omae
casual boku kimi
normal (‘polite’)  watashi anata
formal watakushi -

“non-polite” rather than as “impolite”, saying: “these forms do not indicate
impoliteness when used correctly. They merely do not express extra
politeness” (1990: 111). Because Malay society is extremely conscious of
verbal politeness, however, the more formal pronouns (such as saya ‘T,
awaklkamu ‘you’) are required in a wide range of social situations.
Japanese also has linguistic devices for expressing social messages (see
the section on “honorifics” below). When it comes to pronouns, there are
several options depending on the “social tone” which the speaker wants to
convey. Using the very “plainest” pronouns ore ‘I’ and omae ‘you’ often
conveys a “rough” tone. The alternatives boku ‘I’ and kimi ‘you’ convey
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a “casual” tone. In traditional society, both these sets of pronouns tended to
be confined to men and boys. It was seen as socially inappropriate for
woman and girls to use them. The normal pronoun choices in polite inter-
action are watashi ‘I’ and anata ‘you’. In addition, there is a specially formal
variant for ‘I’, namely watakushi.

Notice that the three examples we have looked at here come from
Southeast Asia and from North Asia. It is an interesting fact that the lan-
guages which are geographically in-between these regions, i.e. the Sinitic
(Chinese) languages, do not have elaborate pronoun forms (though they use
various other means of expressing respect and deference in speech).

Despite the range of pronoun choices, there are many situations in which
it may feel better not to use pronouns at all. Alternative strategies include
using some other way of referring, such as personal names, kinship desig-
nations, or words for a person’s occupation or role, or avoiding explicit
references altogether. In Malaysia, it is normal in everyday interaction to
refer to oneself and one’s interlocutors not by any of the pronouns, but by
using a person’s name or “kinship” designation, such as abang ‘big brother’,
kakak (or kak for short) ‘big sister’, and adik ‘younger brother or sister’. The
inverted commas around the term “kinship” are necessary because terms like
abang, kakak, and adik are used not only between real family members but in
a range of other situations where there is a small or moderate age difference
between the people involved. Similarly, in conversation with someone much
older, it is normal to address the older person as pakcik “uncle’ or makcik
‘auntie’, and for that person to refer to him or herself in the same way.

The cartoon in Fig. 1.1 shows names and kinship designations being used
in place of pronouns. Shamsul Azhar is telephoning his close friend Siti
to apologize about a misunderstanding. Throughout the exchange both
participants refer to him as abang, literally, ‘big brother’, and to her as 7i
(a shortened form of Siti). No pronouns are used at all.

Our Malaysian example concerned a friendly social situation, between
people who knew each other well and were more or less equal in social
status. In asymmetrical social situations, i.e. when the people involved are
of different social level or status, it is even more common to find that
pronouns are avoided. For example, in Japanese one would not use the
polite anata ‘you’ when speaking to a higher-status person. As Inoue (1979:
284) puts it: “Should one dare to use anata in speaking to a person of higher
status, it would convey a special message—either of a sense of camaraderie
or of indignation or rebellion.”

In Korean, a respected person would be addressed in many situations
using a job title or role term, or a kinship word, often in combination with
the honorific suffix -nim (Lee and Ramsey 2000: 225-38). For example,
seonsaeng-nim ‘respected teacher’, sojang-nim ‘respected director’, gisa-nim
‘respected engineer, technician’, son-nim ‘respected guest’, ajwumeni
‘Auntie’. Calling someone by their bare personal name in Korea is a highly
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Fig. 1.1. Kinship designations and names used instead of pronouns in

Malaysian.

253 N “Hello Til.. Abang
*‘:EH%‘*{{?&%&P&&{M’ here. Forglvg abang
AAIBNTL for once again

disturbing Ti’s
peace and quiet in
the morming.”

HBANG
AmA

Shamsul Azhar
decides to contact
Siti in the office
early in the
morning.

SHAMS:
BlLAE

ALHAP GENGAN-
ASAA (ERGRY-

¥ 1184 A0 ABANG piEw

HAH! AD0 APO,RITBA- G

FONTI PATA WOKTA i) ? 1
HOL SEBELAM INI TAK PEB

A i ?,%)
FAH WALA §E -
BOLIPAN ABANG Hl-
BUWG! TIBETISA (1. ..
JANGAN - SANGRE
ABANGTERSILAP 4
RCOHBOR TART_ B

“Hah! What’s up
that abang
suddenly
telephones Ti at
this time?”

“Especially since
before this abang

.| never got in touch
1 except once...

Hadn’t abang

| misplaced the

number?”

sensitive matter. To address anyone by name who is more than five or six
years older than oneself would be unusual, no matter how close one feels
towards them, and even the closest friends start to feel uncomfortable using
each other’s names once they reach 30 or 40 years of age. Within the family
the only people one can address by name are one’s children or younger
siblings.

A widespread strategy for avoiding pronouns is simply to avoid explicit
references to oneself or one’s interlocutor altogether. In English this is
rather difficult, but it is easier if the grammatical structure of a language
allows “incomplete” sentences, i.e. sentences in which the subject or object is
not stated explicitly. This phenomenon (known as ellipsis) is extremely
common in Japanese, Korean, Sinitic languages, and in mainland Southeast
Asian languages. Accordingly, in these languages the solution to the pro-
blem of how to refer to someone is often not to refer them at all.

1.9 Honorific forms

Some languages of East and Southeast Asia—the best-known in this respect
being Japanese, Korean, and Javanese—have morphological and lexical
means of adding “respect” messages for either (a) the person being spoken
to, i.e. addressee, or (b) the person or people being spoken about, i.e. the
referent. We can illustrate quickly from Japanese: the verbal suffix -masu
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Box 1.1. Thai nicknames (chf# [én ‘play name’)

Given names in Thai often have two, three, or more syllables and generally express
elegant or “high-sounding” meanings; for example, Chalermwan ‘celebrated beauty’
or Kittichai ‘famous victory’. Except in formal contexts and with people one doesn’t
know well, however, one often goes by a monosyllablic “nickname”. It is usually
chosen by parents or other family members soon after the baby is born—before the
formal name is chosen, in fact—on the basis of some appealing or distinctive
characteristic of the baby. Here are some common ones grouped by meaning type.
The names are given in approximate English spellings, rather than in the phonemic
spelling used elsewhere in this book. Actually there is a lot of variation, so you may
see variants on all or most of these spellings, e.g. Nueng for Neung, Noy for Noi,
Choy for Joy, Gop for Kop, Khao for Khaw, Moo for Mu.

Birth order Animal Fruit and Appearance Colour

and/or size flowers and character

Neung, Ek (one) Maew (cat) Som (orange) Ke (smart-looking) Daeng (red)
Song (two) Pla (fish) Ple (apple) Uan (fat) Leuang (yellow)
Nong (young)  Nok (bird) Kluay (banana) Neng (bald) Faa (blue)

Tow (big) Mu (pig) Ngo (rambutan) Geng (clever) Kheow (green)
Yai (big) Kai (chicken) Gaen (naughty) Dum (black)
Lek (little) Chang (elephant) Jaew (bright-eyed) Khaw (white)
Noi (little) Kop (frog) Tui (chubby)

Nicknames can also be a shortened form of one’s true name, e.g. Bat from Sombat,
Pat for Patcharee, Da from Ladda, or a blend of syllables from the parents’ names,
or come from another language such as English, e.g. Baby, Pepsi, May, A, B, Rose.
The well-known Thai tennis player Paradorn Srichaphan comes from a dedicated
tennis family who gave him the nickname Ball. During the World Cup soccer, a
number of Thai babies also got the name Ball, after the soccer ball.

expresses respect for the addressee, whereas the nominal prefix o- expresses
respect for the person being spoken about.

Some scholars draw a terminological distinction on this basis. They point
out that linguistic devices which code respect for the addressee can be seen
as belonging under the broad rubric of “politeness”. Linguistic devices for
expressing respect for a referent, on the other hand, seem to be rather dif-
ferent in nature, and deserving of a special term. For this reason, some
scholars reserve the term “honorific” (or “honorification”) for referent-
related phenomena. This seems like a good idea—or it would be, except for
the fact that other scholars use the terms “honorific” (or “honorification”)
indifferently for both addressee-related and referent-related phenomena.

In Chapter 7 we will look closely at the Japanese honorific system, but
here let us look briefly at Korean. Various Korean nouns have not only their
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Table 1.5. Some Korean honorific nouns and verbs

Honorific noun Plain noun
‘father’ abeonim abeoji
‘grandmother’ halmeonim halmeoni
‘food, meal’ jinji bap
‘name’ seongham ireum
‘body’ okche mom
‘word, speech’ malsseum mal
Honorific verb Plain verb
‘to eat’ japsusi- meok-
‘to sleep’ jumusi- ja-
‘to be, to exist’ gyesi- iss-

ordinary forms but also a special honorific form. Honorific nouns express
special respect for the person referred to by such a noun (or, in the case of
objects, for the person associated with the object). Honorific verbs are
formed by means of the honorific suffix -si/-eusi. In addition, there are a few
plain verbs which bear no obvious relationship to their honorific counter-
parts. Examples of pairs of plain nouns and honorific nouns are given in
Table 1.5 (Lee 1989: 57-8).

Honorific nouns and verbs tend to occur together. Plain nouns which lack
honorific counterparts can also occur in sentences with honorific verbs.
A couple of examples (Lee 1989: 59, 87; cf. 104):

Korean

(24) Abeonim i Jumusi-n-da.
father(HON) sUBJ sleep:HON-PRES-DECL
‘My father is sleeping.’

(25) Gunin i bange  gyesi-eo-yo.
soldier SUBJ in.room iS:HON-DECL-PCT
‘A soldier is in the room.’

1.10 Other common features

Other linguistic features are widespread among East and Southeast Asian
languages, at least in some regions. We will come to these later in the book.
They include: (a) sentence-final particles, i.e. invariable little words which
express nuances of the speaker’s attitudes and feelings, usually appearing
at the end of a sentence (see Chapter 4); (b) widespead ellipsis, also known
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as zero anaphora, i.e. the phenomenon whereby noun phrases are simply
omitted if the identity of the referent can be understood from context; (c)
topic prominence, i.e. when the organization of a sentence is heavily influ-
enced by factors such as where the speaker’s focus of interest and attention
is, what the speaker and listener are taking for granted, and other so-called
“discourse” factors (see Chapter 4).

Key technical terms

agglutinating lexical tone
constituent order measure word
contour tone minority language
diacritic national language
honorific numeral classifier
inflection postposition
isolating register tone

language family
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In this chapter we survey the diversity of languages in East and Southeast
Asia, both in terms of their sheer numbers and in terms of their genetic
(“family tree”) groupings. We will expand on the fact that mainland
Southeast Asia is a linguistic area where languages share many features,
despite belonging to six different language families. Then we will run through
the language situations in East and Southeast Asia country by country.

2.1 What is a language family?

Languages change over time. Even without external influences small changes
in vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar gradually accrue so that, after
hundreds of years, an ancestor language and a descendant language would no
longer be mutually intelligible (if anyone were alive to compare them). We
can see this by looking at a sentence from Old English (Allen 1995: 60).

(26) pa gelamp hit pet et OJam gyftum...
“Then it happened that at the wedding...’

Eventually the descendant language can become so different from the
ancestor language that very close study would be needed to discover the
relationship.

In the preceding paragraph I spoke of “an ancestor language” and “a
descendant language”, but languages (like people) often have more than a



28

The languages of East and Southeast Asia

single descendant. There may be a whole family of languages which all
descend from a common ancestor. This comes about when over a particular
period of time a community of speakers is divided in some way, for instance
because of a geographical barrier such as a mountain range or river, or
because one part of the group migrates to another locale. Once the speech
communities are separated, the natural process of language change leads
them to diverge from one another, eventually becoming different languages.
Over thousands of years there are many ways in which the descendants of a
single ancestor language can split and diverge, then split and diverge again.
The family trees of languages can therefore be very complex, with many
branches and sub-branches.

Given reliable information about a set of present-day languages, linguists
can sometimes figure out which ones are related through descent from a
common ancestor, i.e. which are genetically related. If there are written
records which have survived from ancient times this is a great help, but it is
not essential. A procedure known as the “comparative method” can enable
linguists to work out genetic relationships—and even to reconstruct aspects
of the ancestor languages—by painstakingly sifting through and comparing
words in present-day languages.

We cannot go into the comparative method in any detail here, except to
say that it relies to a large extent on being able to distinguish between
words (known as “cognates”) which have descended from a common
ancestor, and words which have been borrowed from language to language
as a result of cultural contact. This is no easy task, especially in a region
such as mainland Southeast Asia, where the language stocks have been in
touch with one another for over a thousand years. In this kind of situation,
all sorts of linguistic features (lexical, phonological, grammatical)
diffuse from language to language, regardless of the genetic affiliation of the
languages involved. This makes the family trees difficult, or even impossible,
to reconstruct with any certainty. Consequently there have been many
changing theories about the family trees of East and Southeast Asian lan-
guages, especially at the higher levels of the trees, i.e. in relation to very
ancient time depths. For example, for a long time there was controversy
about whether Vietnamese belonged to the Mon-Khmer family or to the
Tai-Kadai family (consensus now favours Mon-Khmer); and similarly,
about whether or not the Hmong-Mien group of languages belong to the
Sinitic family (the jury is still out). Matisoff (1992: 45) says about the higher-
level groupings that “almost every possible grouping has been proposed”.
We will try to minimize these inconsistencies by sticking to lower-
level groupings, but even so, some controversial points remain. Aside
from disputes about where particular languages belong, there are a few
languages which on current evidence cannot be plausibly assigned to any
language family. Languages with this status are known as “language
isolates”.
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Another kind of difficulty concerns deciding how many languages are out
there. In principle, linguists usually say that two ways of speaking, say, A
and B, deserve to be called separate “languages” if they are mutually
unintelligible. Otherwise A and B are “dialects” of a single language (which
may be named after one or other of the dialects or be given a distinct name
of its own). In practice, however, it is often difficult to decide from the
available information whether two particular speech varieties are mutually
unintelligible or not. In addition, speakers of languages themselves do not
usually work according to linguists’ definitions. Very often a set of dialects
will each have a distinct name, and speakers, if asked, will say their dialect is
a different language from all the others. Political, social, and cultural factors
heavily influence whether or not one set of people see themselves as speaking
the same language as another set of people. For example, many linguists
would say that Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian are dialects of a single
language, since they are mutually intelligible; but the Danes, Swedes, and
Norwegians see themselves as having different languages, just as they have
different nationalities. A similar situation applies in relation to Indonesian
and Malaysian. Conversely, on account of a strong sense of national and
cultural unity, speakers of different languages (on linguistic criteria) may see
themselves as all speaking versions of a single overarching language. This
happens in China and in Thailand.

Another problem is that a single dialect or language is likely to be known
by multiple names, by its autonym (what the people call themselves), and
perhaps by several exonyms (what other groups call them), some of which
are based on place names, cf. Matisoff (1986a). Since most languages are
spoken in inaccessible areas by small populations of indigenous peoples, in
many cases there just isn’t enough reliable information to go on. For
example, on the island of Borneo up to seventy “language names” have been
recorded but it is not known exactly how many distinct languages or dialects
these refer to (the term “Dayak” is often used as a cover term). For reasons
of this kind, you will see widely differing estimates of how many languages
there are in a particular area or in a particular language family.

2.2 The major language families of East and Southeast Asia

In this section we go through the major language families which are gen-
erally recognized for Southeast Asia and East Asia. Moving from south to
north these are: Austronesian (its western division), Mon-Khmer (a sub-
family of Austroasiatic), Tibeto-Burman (a sub-family of Sino-Tibetan),
Tai-Kadai, Hmong-Mien, and Sinitic (a sub-family of Sino-Tibetan). Every
one of these families has numerous members, including (except for
Hmong-Mien) one or more major national languages along with sundry
minority languages. Some of the minority languages are endangered, with
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very small numbers of speakers. Others have hundreds of thousands, or
even millions, of speakers (as in the case of Zhuang, a northern Tai language
with about 20 million speakers). For convenience, we will illustrate the
typical characteristics of these families from the major national languages.
In the North Asia region, the affiliations of Korean, Japanese, and Ainu are
still not settled.

I should point out that our coverage is not completely even for several
reasons. First, it tends to under-represent the many small Tibeto-Burman
languages in the interior of Southeast Asia, mainly on account of the dif-
ficulty in getting reliable information. Second, we are not covering any of
the languages of Papua (formerly Irian Jaya), the easternmost province of
Indonesia. Third, we are not covering the non-Sinitic languages in the far
reaches of North Asia, such as Uighur and Mongolian.

2.2.1 Austronesian

The Austronesian language family is the largest and most widespread in the
world, with somewhere around 700 (maybe as many as 1,200) languages
altogether and 3oomillion native speakers. Aside from Southeast Asia,
Austronesian languages are found on numerous islands in the eastern and
central Pacific Ocean all the way to Easter Island. There is also a western
outpost language (Malagasy), spoken on the island of Madagascar.

In Southeast Asia the major languages in this family are Indonesian
(Bahasa Indonesia) and Malaysian (Bahasa Melayu), collectively referred
to as Malay (200 million speakers, about 40 million as a first language),
Javanese (75 million speakers), Sundanese (30 million), and Pilipino
(Tagalog) (50 million, 17 million as a first language). There are hundreds of
other, closely related languages in Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines.
All the native languages of these countries are Austronesian except for the
Aslian languages of interior Malaysia. There are also some Austronesian
pockets in southern Vietnam and Cambodia, such as the Chamic languages
(Thomas 1998; Grant and Sidwell Forthcoming). Estimates of the number
of Austronesian languages vary a lot, mainly because of difficulties in
drawing the “language/dialect” distinction.

The Austronesian languages of insular and peninsular Southeast Asia all
belong to the western division of Austronesian. This is usually regarded
as consisting of two further groups, the Central Malayo-Polynesian branch
(in the Moluccas and Lesser Sunda islands, about 100-150 languages) and
the much larger Western Malayo-Polynesian branch (which includes Malay
and the Philippine languages). Another group of about ten Austronesian
languages, in a distantly related subgroup, is located on the island of Formosa
(Taiwan). These languages have about 400,000 speakers.

Austronesian languages tend to have phoneme inventories which are
medium to small in size (see section 5.1). They have abundant morphology,
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Map 2.1. Approximate distribution of Austronesian languages in Southeast Asia
(after Comrie, Matthews, and Polinsky 2003).

using affixes of all kinds (prefixes, suffixes, infixes, circumfixes) and
reduplication to build up complex words from simpler ones (see section
3.2.5). All of these languages have an inclusive/exclusive distinction in plural
pronouns, i.e. there are two words for ‘we’—one including the addressee
and one excluding the addressee. This is a feature shared by no other lan-
guage family in Southeast Asia or East Asia. On the western side of insular
Southeast Asia most Austronesian languages have intricate systems of voice
or focus marking (see section 4.4), and many are verb-initial, including Toba
Batak, Tagalog, Chamorro, and the Formosan languages. In the centre and
eastern side of the region, closer to Papua, voice systems are either much
more restricted or lacking altogether, verb-medial constituent order is
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common, and subjects and objects are often expressed by pronominal clitics
(Klamer 2000; Grimes 2000).

2.2.2 Mon-Khmer

This family has well over a hundred languages. It is one branch of Aus-
troasiatic, the other main branch being the Munda languages of East India.
Mon-Khmer is probably the most archaic family in Southeast Asia, i.e. the
family which has been in the region for the longest time. Most Mon-Khmer
languages are spoken by so-called “hill tribes” in remote mountainous areas,
surrounded by languages belonging to other families.

The best known Mon-Khmer languages are Khmer (Cambodian, about
13 million speakers) and Vietnamese (nearly 70 million), though Vietnamese
is not typical of the family. There are dozens of other related languages in
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. Among the better known of the

110°E

:/CAMBODIA !
Khmer'
J

I:lMon-Khmer languages

o 1000
Kilometres

00

Map 2.2. Approximate distribution of Mon-Khmer languages (after Comrie,
Matthews, and Polinsky 2003).
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minority Mon-Khmer languages are Mon in Myanmar (Burma) and central
Thailand, Paluang and Wa in central Myanmar, Khmu in northern and
central Laos, Bahnar and Katu in central Vietnam and southern Laos, and
the so-called Muong languages of northern Vietnam. Another branch of
Mon-Khmer are the sixteen or so Aslian languages found in the mountain-
ous spine of the Malay peninsula (Matisoff 2003). The best known are
Semai and Temiar, and the northern “Semang” languages.

Mon-Khmer languages have a number of distinctive phonological char-
acteristics. They are famed for their large vowel inventories, with twenty or
more units being not unusual. Systems with four degrees of vowel height are
common, and there are often several series of vowels differing according to
“voice register” or phonation type, e.g. breathy vs. clear. Mon-Khmer
languages commonly have a complete set of stops and nasals in labial,
alveolar, palatal, and velar positions, but few fricatives—mainly /s/ and /h/
(see section 5.2). Unlike Tai-Kadai and Sinitic languages, they typically
allow a reasonable range of consonant clusters in initial position, especially
of the form stop + sonorant. Many languages have a so-called sesquisyllabic
pattern, with a minor “half-syllable” preceeding a full syllable. Tones are not
common. Vietnamese is atypical in having tones and disallowing initial
consonant clusters.

Morphologically the Mon-Khmer languages have a large number of
infixes (usually a nasal, a liquid, or a vowel), which are inserted after the first
consonant (again, Vietnamese is atypical in this respect). There is little or no
inflection. Syntactically, Mon-Khmer languages have SVO constituent
order. Possessors generally precede possessed nouns; but adjectives and
demonstratives follow the nouns they modify. However, these latter char-
acteristics are widely shared among Southeast Asian languages, regardless
of family. Some Mon-Khmer languages are reported to be verb-initial in
intransitive sentences.

2.2.3 Tibeto-Burman

Tibeto-Burman is a sister family of Sinitic, the two branches together
constituting Sino-Tibetan. Most of the 300 or more Tibeto-Burman lan-
guages are found to the west of the area covered by this book, in Tibet,
Nepal, Bhutan, northern and northeastern India, and Pakistan. As the
name of the family suggests, however, there are many Tibeto-Burman
languages in Myanmar (Burma), about seventy-five, including notably
Burmese, Lahu, and the Karen languages (spoken in the Thai-Burma border-
lands). A sizeable number are spoken in southern China, and pockets extend
into Thailand, Laos, and northwestern Vietnam.

Within the area covered by this book, Tibeto-Burman languages are
mostly minority “hill tribe” languages, with speakers numbering in the
thousands and tens of thousands. The big exception is Burmese, a national
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language with 30 million speakers and a long literary tradition. The Karen
subgroup in Myanmar (Burma) number about 4 million combined (S’gaw is
the largest, at about 2 million). Two other relatively large Tibeto-Burman
languages are found in southern China: Lolo (Y1), with around 3 million
speakers, and Bai, with well over a million speakers. A whole “new” branch
of Tibeto-Burman came to scholarly attention in the 1970s, with the dis-
covery of the nine or ten Qiangic languages in Sichuan province.
Although Tibeto-Burman is a sister family to Sinitic, taken as a whole
Tibeto-Burman languages are quite different in their morphology and
syntax from Sinitic languages, being agglutinating and verb-final. In
Southeast Asia, however, this observation does not really apply, because
many Tibeto-Burman languages in this region share areal features such as
the tendency towards monosyllabic words, few initial clusters or final con-
sonants, complex tone systems, classifiers, and serial verb constructions.
With the exception of the Karen subgroup, however, they have retained
SOV word order, and they usually have postpositions rather than prepo-
sitions. Generally speaking, Tibeto-Burman languages are less thoroughly
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isolating than neighbouring families in Southeast Asia. Some, such as the
Kuki-Chin subgroup of western Myanmar (Burma) and adjacent areas,
have developed person-marking prefixes on the verb.

2.2.4 Tai-Kadai

The largest language in the Tai-Kadai family (sometimes called simply Tai)
is Thai, the national language of Thailand. Thai has about 60 million
speakers, and Lao, the next most populous language, has over 4 million.
These statements are an oversimplification, however, because of the exist-
ence of several divergent Thai dialects, some of which could be considered as
languages in their own right and some as dialects of Lao. Nevertheless, the
considerable variation in Thai is overshadowed by the existence of more
than 50 other Tai-Kadai languages. They are centred on Thailand and Laos,
though some are found in southern China and in eastern Myanmar
(Burma), notably Zhuang and Shan respectively.
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The main subgroups in the family are the Tai group, which contains by
far the most languages, the Kam-Sui group, a small number of languages in
mainland southern China, and the Kadai group, including Li and Be on
Hainan Island. The total number of speakers of Tai-Kadai languages is
probably somewhere up to 100 million.

Tai-Kadai languages tend to have a sizeable number of tones. Standard
Thai has five. The Kam-Sui languages are reported to have as many as
fifteen, but this figure may include allotones (non-contrastive tone variants:
see section 5.3). Phoneme inventories are typically moderate in size. There
is little or no inflection. Compounding and reduplication are the most
common types of derivational processes. Almost all Tai-Kadai languages
have SVO word order. Serial verb constructions are common. These lan-
guages all make heavy use of classifier constructions. In Thai and other
languages of the west and south, the order is noun—-numeral-classifier, but in
the Tai-Kadai languages of Vietnam and southern China the order is
usually numeral-classifier—noun, probably due to the influence of Sinitic
languages. Aside from this, noun modifiers tend to follow the nouns they
modify.

2.2.5 Hmong-Mien

This is a group of some thirty-five languages spoken mainly in southwestern
China, with several spoken in adjacent parts of Southeast Asia. The main
languages are Hmong (also known as Miao), which has perhaps close to
5 million speakers, and Mien (also known as Man and as Yao), which has
nearly 2 million. Most of the linguistic documentation of Hmong-Mien
languages has been conducted by Chinese scholars, and the family is still
relatively little known in the West. The Vietnam war in the mid-1970s forced
thousands of speakers of Hmong-Mien languages from Laos to resettle in
Australia, the USA, and France, which allowed Western linguists easier
access, especially to the language known as White Hmong.

The higher-level affiliation of the Hmong-Mien family is disputed. The
languages share many of the areal features of Southeast Asia, such as lack of
inflection, presence of numeral classifiers, widespread ellipsis, serial verb
constructions, and an abundance of sentence particles. Within the noun
phrase, possessors and classifiers generally precede nouns, while adjectives
follow. All Hmong-Mien languages are tone languages, some of world-
record complexity. Shidongkou Hmu (also known as Black Miao) has been
reported to have five level tones, and Longmo and Zongdi Hmong each
have twelve tonal contrasts. Hmongic languages have very large consonant
inventories, including retroflex and uvular places of articulation, pre-
nasalized, aspirated, and glottalized stops, and voiceless sonorants, but a
very restricted range of syllable types (see section 5.1.2). Mienic languages
have fewer consonants but more variety in syllable types.
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Li 1992).

2.2.6 Sinitic

Sinitic languages are spoken by a huge number of people (over 1,000 million)
in mainland China, and Taiwan, and in Southeast Asia (see Norman 1988;
Ramsey 1987; Li 1992; Chappell 2001). There are numerous mutually
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unintelligible Sinitic varieties, which are usually classified into seven different
groups, as shown in Map 2.5. Running roughly from south to north, these
are: Yue, Kejia (also called Hakka), Min, Xiang (Hsiang), Wu, Gan (Kan),
and Mandarin. Some of these groups are often referred to, more or less
loosely, by reference to the best-known language in the group, e.g. Cantonese
for Yue, Hokkien for Min (or more precisely, Southern Min). Geographical
terms are also sometimes used, e.g. Taiwanese, Hainanese, Fujian.

The standard language of China is Mandarin (based on the dialect of
Beijing), also known as Modern Standard Chinese or as Putonghua ‘com-
mon language’. Mandarin has by far the greatest number of speakers and
the widest geographical spread in China. It is also one of the official lan-
guages of Singapore. Many Chinese from southern China have migrated
and settled in Southeast Asia and in Australia. Among them the most widely
spoken language is probably Cantonese.

Terminology for referring to Sinitic language varieties is confusing and
variable. As mentioned earlier, in the Chinese tradition any variety other
than Mandarin is referred to as a “dialect”. This practice reflects the cultural
and historical unity of China and the use of a common script, but it is con-
fusing because in linguistic usage the term dialect implies mutual intel-
ligibility. Linguists usually refer to the seven language groupings just
mentioned as “Sinitic languages”, and that is what we will do in this book too;
but it is not entirely satisfactory, because some of these “languages” have
many mutually unintelligible varieties. For example, Min is reported to
have nine mutually unintelligible varieties in the Fujian province alone
(Li 1992). On strictly linguistic criteria there are probably hundreds of Sinitic
languages in China (which is not surprising, really, in view of the population
size).

Sinitic languages all have tones and classifiers, with the southern lan-
guages (Yue, Min, Kejia) generally having more of both than the northern
languages. They have little or no inflection. They are generally described as
SVO in word order; but things are a little more complex than this, because
the position of a noun phrase can vary depending on whether it is definite or
indefinite (indefinite noun phrases tend to follow the verb). Inside the noun
phrase, modifiers such as demonstratives, possessives, and adjectives usually
precede the noun, as do classifiers, except that in the southern languages the
modifiers follow in some structures. Sinitic languages have both preposi-
tions and postpositions. As you can gather even from this brief description,
the main linguistic division among Sinitic languages is between southern
languages and northern languages, as delineated roughly by the Yangtze
(Yangze) River. The southern group has been influenced by long-term
contact with Tai-Kadai and Hmong-Mien languages, while in the north the
influence has been from Altaic languages (not considered in this book). For
information about Sinitic languages other than Mandarin, see Ramsey
(1987: ch. 6) and Chappell (2001).
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2.2.7 Japanese, Korean, and Ainu

Japanese has about 125 million speakers, almost all of them in Japan. It is
the eighth most populous language, in terms of native speakers, in the
world, and has many divergent dialects on islands and in mountainous
regions. Ryukyuan, a dialect group spoken on islands to the southeast of
Japan, is a separate language on linguistic criteria, but is often regarded as a
dialect of Japanese. Korean is spoken by more than 70 million people,
mainly in Korea and adjacent areas of northeast China and Russia. The two
languages have significant similarities in their general structure (e.g. both
are agglutinating and have SOV word order), especially when compared
with the isolating SVO Sinitic languages. They also share many related
words, because both have borrowed massively from Chinese.

Though theories abound, it is not known for certain whether Japanese
and Korean are genetically related. If there is a genetic relationship, it must
be in the fairly distant past. Some linguists regard one or both languages as
belonging to the Altaic family, which also contains Uighur and Mongolian
and (more distantly) Turkish. Others advocate an ancient link with Aus-
tronesian. You will sometimes see one or other of these theories, or a
combination of the two, presented as established fact, but the truth is that
the experts still disagree.

Ainu is an indigenous language of Japan which is (or rather, used to be)
spoken on the northern island of Hokkaido. No plausible genetic link has
been established with any other language or language family, so it too is a
language isolate.

2.3 Mainland Southeast Asia as a linguistic area

As mentioned earlier, if languages of different families “live together” for
long enough, they often tend to converge in their phonology, lexicon, and
grammar. Recognizing this fact, the term “linguistic area” (or Sprachbund)
refers to a geographical area in which genetically unrelated languages have
come to share many linguistic features as a result of long mutual influence
(Emeneau 1956). One of the classic examples of a linguistic area is
South Asia, where Indo-Ayran, Dravidian, and Munda languages have
been co-located for 3,000 years. Languages of all three families now share
many features—in vocabulary, phonology, and grammar. Similarly, main-
land Southeast Asia (including southern China) is a linguistic area because
there are many shared features across the main language families of the
region (Matisoff 1992; Enfield 2003: ch. 2). Among these features we have
already seen the limited range of syllable structures and presence of lexical
tone (phonological features), and the lack of inflection and existence of
classifier constructions (morphological and syntactic features). In the next
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chapter we will encounter some shared lexical features as well. I am not
talking purely about shared vocabulary items, in the sense of words which
have been borrowed from one language into another. That is common
enough, but even more interesting is the phenomenon which James Matisoff
has dubbed the “areal lexicon” of shared cultural vocabulary. He is referring
not to the forms of words, but to the content and structure of the vocabulary
as a whole. “Due to long cultural contact, [they]... have come to share a
certain worldview, similar conceptual frameworks about people and nature,
a sort of consensus as to what is worth talking and thinking about”
(Matisoff 19915: 484-5).

In Chapter 4 we will treat some widespread syntactic features in detail.
These include the prevalence of serial verb constructions (introduced in
section 1.7) and so-called “topic prominence”. This is a way of describing
languages in which the order of words and phrases in normal spoken con-
versation is not rigidly determined by grammatical rules but depends on
discourse considerations, such as what the topic of interest is in a particular
utterance, what is being taken for granted by the speaker and listener, and
so on. Linked with this is the phenomenon known as ellipsis, which refers to
the leaving out of phrases which refer to participants whose identity is
obvious in context. Topic prominence and ellipsis are part of a broader
tendency to leave a lot of the interpretation of an utterance to context. We
will also see in Chapter 4 the remarkable importance and abundance of
“sentence-final particles” in the languages of mainland Southeast Asia. This
term refers to small expressive words frequently put at the end of sen-
tences to indicate the speaker’s attitude or feeling towards what he or she is
saying.

Table 2.1 summarizes some of the mainland Southeast Asian areal fea-
tures (Enfield 2003), ignoring some exceptions within individual families. As
you can see from the presence of the + sign in some cells of the table, there
are some features which vary within certain families. For example, as
mentioned earlier, many Mon-Khmer languages lack tones, and except

Table 2.1. Some areal features of mainland Southeast Asia

Mon-Khmer Tai-Kadai Hmong-Mien Sinitic Tibeto-Burman

lexical tone + + + + +
case-marking — — - _ _
classifiers + + + + T
serial verbs + + + + +
verb-final + + + + +
prepositions + + + + _
noun-adjective order + + + +
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for the Karen languages, Tibeto-Burman languages are generally verb-final.
Most of the language families have prepositions, but Tibeto-Burman
languages generally have postpositions, and Sinitic languages generally have
both. In most of the families, adjectives follow nouns, but the opposite order
is often found in Tibeto-Burman languages, and is uniformly present in
Sinitic languages.

How did so many language families come to be crammed into one geo-
graphical region? With inevitable oversimplifications, here is a thumbnail
sketch of the language geography and history (cf. SarDesai 1997). The basic
ground plan of mainland Southeast Asia is determined by its rivers and
mountain ranges (see Map 2.5). From the mountainous core in Tibet to the
northeast, long mountain ranges snake down between Myanmar (Burma)
and Thailand, and between Laos and Vietnam. Between these great dividing
ranges the major rivers descend into the valleys and broad river basins of the
south. In Myanmar there is the Irrawaddy, in Thailand the Chao Phraya,
and in northern Vietnam the Red River (Song Koi). The Mekong River runs
down between Laos and Thailand, through the plains of central and western
Cambodia, to meet the sea in southern Vietnam. Each of these rivers has a
fertile delta separated from one another by rugged mountain ranges. From a
linguistic (but not geographical) point of view, southern and southwestern
China belong with mainland Southeast Asia, in the sense that they are part
of the same linguistic area. As we have seen, many languages of the Tai-
Kadai, Hmong-Mien, and Tibeto-Burman families are located in the
mountains and highlands of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guanxi provinces, and
in parts of Sichuan.

Speaking of greater Southeast Asia, James Matisoff points out how
geography has helped shape the lifestyles and destinies of peoples:

In this area of precipitous mountains cut into innumerable valleys of all widths by
ranging [sic] rivers, which eventually reach the sea in calmer flow in huge fertile
deltas, the primary sociolinguistic dichotomy is not horizontal, but vertical: the
uplands versus the lowlands. (1991¢: 191)

On the lowlands, paddy rice farming (wet rice cultivation) can support
relatively large populations. The peoples who have adopted this method of
agriculture, which demands year-long discipline and a high level of collect-
ive work, include the populous Vietnamese, Khmer, Burmese, and Thai. In
the high rugged mountainous areas, on the other hand, shifting, slash-and-
burn type cultivation supports hundreds of much smaller groups. In
between there is a mixture of different agricultural methods depending on
the terrain and on preferred crops, including dry rice cultivation (Burling
1965). Different “hill tribes” tend to have their villages at different
elevations. Hmong peoples, for example, usually live at very high elevations,
from 1,000 to 1,500 metres. Mon-Khmer peoples tend to live at somewhat
lower altitudes, and Tai peoples live in the valleys and plains.
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Historically, it is believed that speakers of Mon-Khmer languages
inhabited the favourable inland areas as far back as 4,000 years ago.
Around 2,000 years ago, the ancestors of the Tai-speaking peoples began to
separate and disperse from present-day southern China, probably under
pressure from the northern Han Chinese, who were extending southwards
over the same period. The expansion of the Tai people initially followed the
river valleys, establishing a pattern of lowland settlement which persists to
this day. Around 1,000 years ago, a snapshot of the region would have
shown rural Tai peoples surrounded by several great empires of the Mon-
Khmer stock, including the Mon kingdom of Burma, the Khmer empire of
Angkor (centred on present-day Cambodia), and a Vietnamese state
(centred on present-day northern Vietnam), which was under heavy influ-
ence from China. In southern Vietnam there was the once powerful Cham
empire, whose people spoke Austronesian languages.

Over the next few centuries, the Tai-speaking population swelled greatly,
due to mass migration in the wake of the Mongol invasion of southern
China; and this lead to a shift in the overall ethnic composition of Southeast
Asia. The Khmer empire of Angkor declined, and the river plains of present-
day Laos and Thailand saw the growth of several Tai kingdoms, heavily
influenced by the culture and society of their Khmer precursors. Many
Mon-Khmer groups apparently underwent language shift and adopted Tai
languages. In the mid-fourteenth century, the great Tai kingdom of Ayut-
thaya (Ayudhya) was founded in central Thailand, which was to hold sway
for the next four centuries. To the west, in present-day Myanmar (Burma),
the Mon-Khmer ascendancy, which had peaked with the Mon empire, was
brought to an end by Tibeto-Burman peoples moving down the river val-
leys. First came the Pyu, who in turn were supplanted by the Burmans. The
Pyu language is now extinct, and Mon survives in a small pocket in eastern
Burma. In this millennium-long saga of the rise and fall of kingdoms, and
power struggles between states large and small, warfare played a great part.
The recurrent wars between the Thai and the Burmese, or between the
Thai and the Vietnamese, were waged with large conscripted armies and
elephant corps. The name of the old central Lao kingdom, Lan Xang, lit-
erally ‘million elephants’, was itself a claim to military power (Stuart-Fox
1997: 11).

As for the Hmong-Mien peoples, until about 150 years ago they were
located solely in what is now southwestern China. Their recent history is not
well known, but they were always minority peoples, under the domination
of the more numerous and more powerful Han Chinese.

Western powers intruded into Southeast Asia militarily in the nineteenth
century. By the beginning of the First World War most of the region was
under Western colonial rule. Myanmar and Malaya were under British
control while France ruled over the rest of mainland Southeast Asia, except
for Thailand, which alone remained independent. Even Thailand lost some
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of its territories, notably present-day Laos, which became part of French
Indochina. In insular Southeast Asia, the East Indies (present-day Indonesia)
was ruled by the Dutch, the Philippines by the United States (which had
replaced Spain), and East Timor by Portugal. The modern-day map of
Southeast Asia, with its nation states and borders, was not drawn up until
after the Second World War.

2.4 Language situations

This section gives a general overview of the language situations in the coun-
tries covered in this book. It is broken into four regions—insular Southeast
Asia, mainland Southeast Asia, China, and Japan and Korea. It is impossible
to give a full overview of sociolinguistic and language policy situations, which
vary greatly from country to country. Summary information is given in
Tables 2.2-2.5, using language data from the Ethnologue website and
population data from the United Nations population website. Except where
otherwise indicated, most of the other information is drawn from 7The
Encyclopedia of Languages and Linguistics (Asher and Simpson 1994).

2.4.1 Insular Southeast Asia

Indonesia. With its vast swathe of islands, Indonesia has a huge number of
regional vernacular languages. The national language is Bahasa Indonesia.
Indonesia was formerly a Dutch colony, gaining independence (after armed
struggle) in 1945 in the wake of the Second World War. Since the borders of
the new nation were effectively those of the old colonial regime, the new
nation brought together numerous different societies which had not pre-
viously been part of any single political unit.

By far the largest regional language in Indonesia is Javanese (75 million
speakers), but the nationalist movement deliberately chose not to impose
this or any other ethnic language as the national language (Sneddon 2003).
Instead they installed a modified version of Malay, which had long func-
tioned as a trade lingua franca across the archipelago. At the time of
independence, Bahasa Indonesia was the mother tongue of only a small
fraction of the population, but since then it has been successfully established
as a genuine national language in a linguistically pluralist society. The
Indonesian constitution recognizes the place of “regional languages”, and
early primary school education can be carried out in a local vernacular, so
long as Bahasa Indonesia is taught simultaneously. There is widespread
diglossia, i.e. stable bilingualism with different languages being used for
different purposes.

There are significant differences between the big island populations and
languages of the western side of the country, e.g. Javanese, Sundanese
(30 million), Madurese (13.5 million), Minangkabau (8.5 million), and the
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Table 2.2. Languages of insular Southeast Asia

Country National or No. of Other major Sample of
official languages languages indigenous
languages spoken?® or and/or

languages minority
of business/ languages
education

Brunei Bahasa 17 Chinese: Mandarin, Dusun, Tutung,

358,000 Melayu, Min Nan, Min Dong,  Belait, Bisaya,
English Yue, Hakka; Brunei Murut
Malay, English
East Timor Tetum (Tetun), 19 Mambae, Makasae, Bunak, Kemak,
997,853 Portuguese Bahasa Indonesia Galoli, Tukudede
Indonesia® Bahasa 463° Javanese, Sundanese, Banjarese,
219,883,000 Indonesia Madurese, Betawi,
Minangkabau, Toba Batak,
Balinese, Buginese, Sasak,
Acehnese Macassarese
Malaysia Bahasa 136 Chinese Min Nan, Banjar, Iban,
24,425,000 Melayu Tamil, Chinese: Temiar, Semai
Hakka, Yue,
Mandarin;
English
Philippines Pilipino, 168 Tagalog, Cebuano, Bikol,
79,999,000 English Ilocano, Waray-Waray,
Hiligaynon Pampangan,
Pangasinan,
Magindanaon
Singapore Bahasa 20 Chinese: Min Nan,
4,253,000 Melayu, Yue
Chinese
Mandarin
(Huayu),
Tamil, English

@ With speakers numbering over 3m. or representing over 5% of the population.
5 July 2003 est. from The World Factbook; other estimates range as low as 800,000.
¢ For the purposes of this table, Papua has not been included in the statistics for Indonesia.

myriad small languages of the eastern side, many of which have only a few
thousand, or even a few hundred, speakers. There are several hundred
languages in Indonesia’s westernmost province of Papua (formerly known
as Irian Jaya). Many of them are non-Austronesian, in which case they are
referred to generically as “Papuan” (a misleading term, because they belong
to multiple different language families). This region is outside the coverage
of this book. Some non-Austronesian “Papuan” languages are also found in
the Moluccas and in West Timor.
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There are some 2 million Chinese Indonesians scattered over the islands,
many of whom speak various Sinitic languages, but this number doesn’t
show up in Table 2.2 in view of the huge overall population.

East Timor. The newest and smallest nation in Southeast Asia, East Timor
has a dozen Austronesian languages and a smaller number of “Papuan”
languages. For over two hundred years East Timor was under the colonial
rule of Portugal, then from 1975 it was under the control of Indonesia, until
independence was achieved in 1999. The official languages are Tetum
(sometimes spelt Tetun) and Portuguese—though at present, the latter is
known mainly by educated people. Indonesian is widely known and still
used in the media, but it is being phased out as the medium of instruction in
schools. Tetum exists in two varieties: Tetun Dili, which is spoken as a first
language in the capital Dili and which shows heavy influence of Portuguese,
and a more conservative rural dialect Tetun Terik. Language policy,
including the ongoing standardization of Tetum, is discussed in Hajek
(2000).

Malaysia. The modern state of Malaysia achieved independence (initially
as the Federation of Malaya) in 1957 by agreement with the departing
British colonialists. Present-day Malaysia consists of peninsula Malaysia on
the western side, and East Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah on the
island of Borneo. The two sides of the country are very different. The national
language is now known as Bahasa Melayu, though for most of the time since
independence it was called Bahasa Malaysia to emphasize its national scope.
This was deemed necessary on account of the existence of large non-Malay
populations (ethnic Chinese and Indians) whose forebears were brought
into the country over the colonial period. There is a lot of dialect variation
in spoken Malay. On purely linguistic criteria the most divergent dialect,
spoken in Kelantan state, could qualify as a separate language.

Mandarin and Tamil are permitted as languages of instruction in certain
schools. There are also some Arabic-medium schools. Malaysian TV airs
programmes in Malay, Mandarin, Tamil, and English. English also has a
major presence in the professions, business, and academic life, and functions
to some extent as an alternative language of national solidarity. A high-
profile national language-planning institute endeavours to ensure that
Malay remains the high-status language.

In the mountainous interior of peninsular Malaysia, a dozen or so indi-
genous Aslian languages of Mon-Khmer stock are spoken. There are
numerous small Austronesian languages in East Malaysia (Asmah 1983),
the most prominent being Iban.

Brunei Darussalam. This tiny sultanate, located in Borneo in between the
Malaysian states of Sarah and Sarawak, is like a mini-Malaysia in language
terms (see Table 2.2).
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Singapore. The quintessential modern city state, the population of Singapore
is predominantly ethnic Chinese, but with a substantial Malay minority and
a smaller Indian minority. Singapore was part of the Federation of Malaya
for some years before seceding in 1965. For symbolic reasons, Malay is the
national language of Singapore, but English (including Singapore English or
Singlish) and Mandarin are the most important official languages. Tamil is
also recognized as an official language, making four official languages in all.
The main medium of instruction in schools is English, with a second official
language being used for some subjects.

Philippines. The standardized national language (proclaimed in 1937) is
Pilipino (also spelt Filipino). It is based on Tagalog, which is native to the
southern part of the island of Luzon. English is also an official language,
with a range of functions in the media, science and technology, government
and business. The vocabulary of Manila Tagalog has many loans from
Spanish and English, reflecting 300 years of colonial rule by Spain, followed
by fifty years of American occupation prior to independence in 1946. There
are eight major regional languages with a million or more speakers (the
largest Cebuano and Ilocano, with 19 million and 8.5 million speakers,
respectively), and more than 150 smaller local vernaculars. The sheer
number of languages is impressive, and surprisingly enough, most of them
are not under immediate threat. This is not due to direct government sup-
port, but rather to widespread bilingualism (or trilingualism) coupled with a
strong sense of local ethnic pride, i.e. diglossia (Quakenbush 1998: 8). Code-
switching (colloquially halo-halo ‘mix-mix’) is common.

2.4.2 Mainland Southeast Asia

Myanmar ( Burma). Burmese isthe national language of Myanmar (Burma).
Traditionally, the ethnic Burmese lived mostly in the large central plain
drained by the Irrawaddy River. Presumably because of the ease of com-
munication in this environment, the language of this region is fairly uniform.
Divergent dialects (sometimes regarded as separate languages) are found in
peripheral areas, such as Arakan to the west. There are significant ethnic
minorities speaking Karen, Shan, Mon, and Kachin, and a large number of
smaller minority languages, all mostly found in the hills and mountains. Prior
to independence in 1948, Britain was the colonial power. English still has a
significant role in university education and aspects of public life. Minority
languages have an ambivalent status in Myanmar (Burma) on account of the
fact that many minority groups are involved in resistance or insurgency
against the military regime, which seized power in 1988.

Thailand. Thai people generally pride themselves on being the only country
in Southeast Asia which has not been under the domination of a colonial
power. They have a strong sense of national unity under the king, and the
Buddhist religion. Thailand has an unusual sociolinguistic situation
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Table 2.3. Languages of mainland Southeast Asia

47

Country National No. of Other major Sample of
or official languages languages indigenous
languages spoken? or and/or minority
languages of languages
business/education
Cambodia Central 19 Vietnamese, Western Cham,
14,144,000 Khmer Chinese Mandarin, Jarai, Tampuan,
English Central Mnong, Kuy
Laos Lao 82 Mon Khmer: Phu Thai, Hmong
5,657,000 Khmu, SO Njua, Bru, L,
Phuan, Kataang
Myanmar Burmese 107 Shan, Karen: Arakanese, Yangbye,
(Burma) S’gaw, Eastern Jingpho, Mon, Chin,
49,485,000 Pwo, Pa’o, Vo, Akha
English
Thailand Thai 72 Isan (Northeastern Shan, Karen
62,833,000 50 minority Thai), Lanna languages,
languages (Northern Thai), Hmong, Lahu,
Pak Tai Akha, Mien,
(Southern Thai), Lisu, Khmu
Pattani Malay,
Chinese Min
Nan, English
Vietnam Vietnamese 93 Tay, Thai Muong, Central
81,377,000 54 official Khmer, Nung,
ethnic Hmong Daw,
minorities Tai Dam, Mien

@ With speakers numbering over 3m. or representing over 5% of the population.

(Smalley 1994). On linguistic criteria, there are four major regional
languages, but Thais themselves downplay the differences and regard them
all as “varieties of Thai”. Only about 25 per cent of the population natively
speaks “Standard Thai”, which is based on the central dialect. The north-
eastern dialect is actually the same language as spoken in Laos. There are
speakers of Malay (Pattani Malay) in the south, who also follow the Islamic
religion. Though English has virtually no native speakers, it plays a major
role as a language of external communication and in higher education.
There is a form of Thai English with pronunciation and grammar heavily
influenced by Thai.

There are many so-called “hill tribes” languages in Thailand (Hmong-
Mien, Tibeto-Burman, and Tai-Kadai families), but this label conceals the
diversity of situations. Some of these populations, such as the Hmong,
Mien, Lahu, and Akha, are immigrants from the past hundred or so years,
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and others, such as the S’gaw and the Phlong, are displaced people from
neighbouring Myanmar (Burma).

Cambodia. The national language of Cambodia is Khmer, and it is the
native language of about 9o per cent of the population. Of the indigenous
minorities, the largest are the Cham, whose numbers have been estimated to
up to 200,000. Smaller minorities mostly speak Mon-Khmer languages.
There are substantial Chinese and Vietnamese immigrant communities,
numbering altogether more than 1.7 million. Cambodian society was
devastated by the Khmer Rouge regime (1975-9), and in many ways is still
recovering. The main foreign languages today are English and Thai,
reflecting contact and influence with the wider world and with the country’s
most prosperous neighbour, respectively.

Laos. A landlocked country, Laos is the smallest nation in mainland
Southeast Asia. The national language, Lao, is essentially unstandardized
(Enfield 2000a), though the pronunciation of the capital Vientiane is widely
understood and used in the national level media. Paradoxically, the majority
of the Lao-speaking population is located in northeast Thailand, the legacy
of a treaty between the former colonial power France and Thailand, signed
in 1893. Most Laos can understand spoken Thai (Central Thai) which they
receive in popular radio and TV shows.

There are numerous ethnic minorities in Lao, many speaking small Mon-
Khmer languages, which are said to number about fifty. This makes Laos,
despite its small size, the country which hosts more Mon-Khmer languages
than any other. Tai languages and Hmong-Mien languages are also amply
represented.

Vietnam. Like neighbouring countries, Vietnam has a great diversity of
languages, but the national language, Vietnamese, is spoken by the great
majority of the population and is clearly dominant. Sociolinguistically,
one can say that Vietnam is more homogeneous than most Southeast Asian
countries. Minority ethnic groups are recognized by the constitution,
including the right to mother tongue education, but the potentially posi-
tive effects of this policy are outweighed by government programmes to
move and resettle indigenous minorities away from the highlands. French,
the language of colonial power prior to the Second World War, still has a
certain profile in the country, but the foreign language in greatest demand
today is English. A large number of Vietnamese, upwards of 1.5 million,
left their country after the fall of South Vietnam in 1975 and resettled in
North America, Australia, Europe, and other countries.

2.4.3 China

China. The national language of China is Putonghua (Modern Standard
Chinese), a standardized version of the Beijing dialect of Mandarin
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Table 2.4. Languages of China

Country National  No. of Other major Sample of
or official languages languages indigenous

languages spoken?® or and/or minority
languages of languages

business/education

China (Mainland) Modern 200 Chinese: Wu, Tibetan, Li, Be
1,311,709,000 Standard Yue, Jinyu, Xiang,
Chinese Min Nan, Hakka,
(Mandarin, Gan, Min Bei;
Putonghua) Zhuang, Uighur,
Yi, Mongolian
Taiwan Chinese 21 Chinese: Min Kaoshan languages,
Mandarin Nan, Hakka e.g. Amis, Atayal,
(Guoyu) Paiwan, Bunun,
Taroko

@ With speakers numbering over 3m. or representing over 5% of the population.

Chinese. As described earlier, there are hundreds of other regional
languages spoken in China, normally referred to as dialects or dialect
groups. Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949,
knowledge and use of Putonghua has been successfully promoted across
the country by a range of government measures, especially in education.
Most of the population are able to speak the language, and an even
greater percentage, perhaps as many as 9o per cent, can understand it
(Chen 1999: 27-30).

There are more than fifty-five officially recognized minority nationalities,
speaking scores of languages of the Tibeto-Burman, Tai, and Hmong-Mien
families in the south, and the Altaic family in the north (Ramsey 1987:
chs. 10 and 11; Blum 2002). In geographical terms the most widespread are
Uighur/Uyghur, Mongolian, and Tibetan, but these lie outside the geo-
graphical area covered by this book. The greatest degree of linguistic
diversity is in the south and southwest in the provinces of Guangxi,
Guizhou, and Yunnan. Population-wise, the largest non-Sinitic language is
Zhuang (Tai), mainly in Guangxi province, where it has some official
functions. Rather confusingly, there is no one-to-one match between ethnic
nationality names and language names; for example, the nationality
identified as Yi contains speakers of several distinct languages (including,
notably, Lolo). Under the Chinese constitution the national minorities
all have “the freedom to use and develop their own spoken and written
languages”, but in practice official support mostly goes to the larger
minorities.
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Taiwan has two major Sinitic languages: the national language, Modern
Standard Chinese (termed Guoyu in Taiwan), and a form of Southern Min,
sometimes called Taiwanese. The latter enjoys minimal official support but
is the mother tongue of two-thirds of the population. Hakka (Kejia) is
spoken by about 10 per cent of the population. Taiwan retains an older form
of Chinese script, having not adopted the character simplifications of the
People’s Republic of China (see section 6.3.4).

In the mountainous central and eastern parts of the island (Formosa),
there are a dozen or so indigenous Austronesian languages, usually termed
Kaoshan or simply Formosan languages.

2.4.4 Korea and Japan

Korea. Historically the Korean peninsula was a united political entity for
many hundreds of years, but after the Second World War it was divided into
two countries. Relationships between the North (People’s Democratic
Republic) and the South (Republic of Korea) have always been tense and
hostile, peaking in the terrible Korean War, which ended in 1953 (technically
by a ceasefire rather than a peace settlement). Both countries are relatively
linguistically homogeneous, with no linguistic minorities of significant size.
The two governments have different language policies, with the North
taking an ambitious and intrusive “purification” policy intolerant of Chinese
and other non-native words.

Japan. There is a great deal of dialect variation in mountainous mainland
Japan, with the main division being between western and eastern groups

Table 2.5. Languages of Japan and Korea

Country National No. of Other major Sample of
or official languages languages indigenous

languages spoken® or and/or minority
languages of languages

business/education

Japan Japanese 14 English Ainu, Ryukyuan
127,654,000 (Nihongo) languages, e.g.
Okinawan; Chinese
Mandarin, Korean
Korea, Korean 1
North
26,000,000
Korea, Korean 1 English (education)
South
47,700,000

@ With speakers numbering over 3m. or representing over 5% of the population.
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centred on Kyoto (the ancient capital) and Tokyo (the modern capital).
A sense of linguistic unification is provided by the common and standard
language (kokugo ‘national language’, hyoojungo ‘standard language’), used
in the media and in tertiary education. Ethnic Koreans are a notable
linguistic minority, and varieties of Chinese (principally Mandarin Chinese)
are spoken by significant numbers. English is widely studied in secondary
and tertiary education. English has a continuing influence on modern
Japanese (cf. Loveday 1996).

The Ainu language was once widely spoken on the northern island of
Hokkaidd and the northern part of Honshu. It is no longer in daily use,
though it still has various community-level and cultural functions.

Ryukyuan dialects are spoken along the island chain extending from the
south of “mainland” Japan southwest almost down to Taiwan. The best-
known is the language of Okinawa, sometimes called Shuri. On linguistic
criteria, it is a distinct language from Japanese. Over a million people live on
Okinawa and nearby islands, which are still heavily influenced by the
ongoing American military presence.

Key technical terms

Austronesian linguistic area
genetic relationship Mon-Khmer
Hmong-Mien Sinitic
language family Tai-Kadai

language isolate Tibeto-Burman
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In this chapter we look at the vocabulary of East and Southeast Asian lan-
guages. First we see how the lexicon reflects the cultural history of speech
communities, through its stock of words borrowed over the centuries from
other languages. Then we will turn to the internal structure of words, i.e. to the
area of study linguists call morphology. In the second part of the chapter we
look at words from a different angle—as the bearers of meanings which may
be language-specific and culture-specific. We survey some of the distinctive
meanings and meaning patterns in East and Southeast Asian languages, then
examine some of the cultural key words of Malay, Chinese, and Japanese.

3.1 Loans as indicators of cultural history

One interesting aspect of the vocabulary of any language emerges when we
ask the question: Where have the words come from? Most languages have
not only “native” or indigenous words, i.e. words which have been inherited
from ancestral forms of the language, but also many so-called loan words,
i.e. words which have entered the language from other languages. Loan
words are linguistic echos of past cultural contact, and the nature of the loan
words can tell us much about the nature of that contact. To get an idea of
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the kind of factors which can be involved it is helpful briefly to review the
English language from this point of view.

3.1.1 A short history of English loan words

As much as three-fifths of the English lexicon consists of words originally
borrowed from other languages. Some of the oldest go back to the ninth and
tenth centuries when Scandinavian settlers lived in parts of Britain. Their
way of life was similar to that of the Anglo-Saxons, and their language, Old
Norse, was similar to that of the Anglo-Saxons. Many words for ordinary
objects and actions entered English over this period—words like gift, root,
skin, low, happy, die, get, hit, take, and want. They have been so thoroughly
indigenized, i.e. adapted to the pronunciation and usage patterns of the
native language, that modern-day speakers have no idea of their origin.

A larger swag of loans entered the English language after England was
conquered by a French king in 1066 (the Norman Conquest). For three
centuries the Normans ruled England, and French was the language of the
court and the upper classes. Ordinary people continued to speak varieties of
English in the home, but government and commerce, higher learning, and
the law were all conducted in French. Not surprisingly, many loans from this
period concern government, including country, crown, nation, parliament,
people, prince, royal, state, and of course, government itself. Others concern
legal and military matters, e.g. court, crime, judge, jury, army, navy, war.
Long after French speakers lost their socially dominant position in England,
the prestige of French endured, encouraging later writers to exploit the
scholarly vocabulary of French. This trend intensified after the introduction
of the printing press in England in the late 1400s. Many learned words
borrowed from French had Latin or Greek origins (so we say that they were
borrowed into English from Latin and Greek indirectly, via French). Latin
had, of course, been the common language of learning and scholarship
across the whole of Europe in the Middle Ages. As well as numerous Latin
loan words (e.g. bonus, describe, exit, scientific), the English language
acquired some productive prefixes and suffixes, such as the prefix ex- (as in
ex-wife) and the suffix -able/-ible (as in legible, movable, answerable).

In recent centuries as the British expanded across the globe, sundry loans for
exotic items joined the English language: pony, potato, tobacco, and tomato
from American Indian languages, coffee from Arabic (via Turkish), sushi from
Japanese, and so on. But generally speaking, as the English-speaking peoples
have grown in power, the rate of borrowing into English has slowed. These
days words are more often borrowed from English, than into English.

It’s clear, isn’t it, that loan words can tell a story about cultural history?
Another point about borrowing which can also be illustrated from English
is that despite the tendency to phonological adaptation, loan words occa-
sionally keep some of the phonological baggage they bring with them, and
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so change the phonology of the borrowing language. English gained the
phoneme /v/ as a result of French loans in the Norman period. In Old
English the sound [v] had been a pronunciation variant (an allophone) of the
phoneme /f/ (pairs like leaf~leaves and wife-wives linger on to this day).
When French words with [v] in initial position, like veal, entered the lan-
guage, it brought about a direct contrast between the f-sound and the
v-sound, which caused /v/ to become an independent phoneme. Sometimes a
whole set of loans survives as a distinct layer or lexical stratum in the
vocabulary—a kind of lexical “suburb” inside which certain rules and
processes apply (or don’t apply), unlike in the rest of the lexicon. This is the
case in the Latinate vocabulary of English, i.e. words which have been
borrowed, directly or indirectly, from Latin. We will come back to these
phonological topics in Chapter 5.

In the remainder of this section we will survey the loan vocabulary of the
major national languages of Southeast Asia and East Asia from a cultural
and historical point of view.

3.1.2 Malay: Malaysian and Indonesian

The geographical region which is present-day Indonesia and Malaysia
occupies a strategic crossroads between South Asia (India) and East Asia
(China). The straits separating Sumatra from the Malay Peninsula have
been an important maritime trade route for thousands of years, and Malay
has been a trade lingua franca for many centuries. The oldest loans into
Malay date from the period of Indic influence, which lasted from about the
second century Bc till about the ninth century Ap. Over this period many
cultural traditions from India (such as the concept of kingship) were
incorporated into the local cultures. Some parts of Southeast Asia, such as
the island of Bali, remain strongly influenced by Hinduism to this day. But
although an echo of early Indian influence remains in most of the cultures of
Indonesia and Malaysia, the dominant religion is Islam, which was intro-
duced in the 1400s by Arab traders and scholars. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, the main source of loans in Malay and related languages are Sanskrit
(the high language of classical Indian culture) and Arabic (the language of
the Koran/Qur’an). Many of the oldest loans are so thoroughly indigenized
that speakers are unaware of their origins (unless they learn about it in
formal education). They include many common basic words, such as rasa
‘feel, taste’, malas ‘lazy, disinclined’, guru ‘teacher’, and nama ‘name,
reputation’ (from Sanskrit), and fikir ‘think’ and lihat ‘see’ (from Arabic).
Some other examples of loan words in Malay are listed in Table 3.1
(cf. Sneddon 2003: 46-8, 75-6). One can discern a tendency for words to do
with government and administration to originate in Sanskrit, and an even
clearer tendency for religious and legal terms to come from Arabic; but there
are counter-examples in both directions, and there is a miscellany of terms
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Table 3.1. Sanskrit and Arabic loan words in Malay

Sanskrit origin Arabic origin

raja ‘ruler, king’ adat ‘customs, rules for living’
cuaca  ‘weather’ nikah ‘marriage ceremony’
ketika  ‘period of time’ haram  ‘forbidden’

dara ‘maiden’ rezeki ‘livelihood, good fortune’
denda  ‘fine’ khalwat ~ ‘illicit sexual liaison’
dosa ‘sin’ khemah ‘tent’

gua ‘cave’ daftar  ‘list, register

mula ‘begin’ doa ‘prayer’

penjara ‘prison’ jawab ‘answer’

rugi ‘loss’ sabun  ‘soap’

rupa ‘looks, appearance’ musim  ‘season’

for concrete objects from both languages. It is noticeable that the Sanskrit
loans (being older) are usually more thoroughly indigenized than the Arabic
ones. Many Arabic loans still betray their origins in their phonology (e.g.
presence of fricatives) or spelling (especially the digraph &/, intended to
designate the Arabic phoneme /x/, which has no counterpart in Malay).

European influence in the Malay world intensified after the fall of
Malacca to the Portuguese in 1511. Loans from Portuguese include gereja
‘church’, garpu ‘fork’, almari ‘cupboard’, meja ‘table’, and kemeja ‘shirt’.
There are also a smattering of loans from Dutch, e.g. senapang ‘gun’ and
pelakat ‘gum’. Non-European languages such as Tamil and Chinese have
contributed some words; for example, percuma ‘free of charge’, kedai ‘shop’,
mangga ‘mango’, and katil ‘bed’ from Tamil, and teh ‘tea’ and mi ‘noodles’
from Chinese (Asmah 1975: 37-8). Some have been indirect, coming via the
Indian English of the colonial period; for example, kari ‘curry’ from Tamil
and dobi ‘laundry’ from Hindustani (Hogue 2001). We should not forget
either that many words in present-day Indonesian and Malaysian have
come from closely related languages such as Javanese, and are now indis-
tinguishable from ancestral Malay words.

The loan vocabularies of Indonesian (Bahasa Indonesia) and Malaysian
(Bahasa Melayu) bear the stamp of recent history. Before they gained inde-
pendence (in 1945 and 1957, respectively), Indonesia was a Dutch colony and
Malaysia a British colony. So Indonesian has many loans from Dutch,
whereas Malaysian has many loans from English. Sometimes Indonesian and
Malaysian have borrowed words for the very same items from their respective
donor languages. Some examples are given in Table 3.2 (cf. Sneddon 2003: 12).

Many loans from the colonial period are for tools, machinery, and
bureaucratic items. More recently, both languages have seen thousands of
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Table 3.2. Parallel loans from Dutch and English in Indonesian and Malaysian

Dutch loans in Indonesian English loans in Malaysian
sepeda ‘bicycle’ (<velocipede) basikal  ‘bicycle’

mesin ‘engine’ (in Malaysian ‘machine’)  injin ‘engine’

rem ‘brake’ (<remmer) brek ‘brake’

ban ‘tyre’ (<band) tayar ‘tyre’

dongkerak  ‘jack’ jek ‘jack’

fototustel ‘camera’ (<fototoestel) kamera  ‘camera’

kantor ‘office’ ofis ‘office’ (also pejabat)
ketik ‘type’ (<tikken) taip ‘type’ (i.e. on a typewriter)
karcis ‘ticket’ (<kaartjes (pl.)) tiket ‘ticket’

rok ‘skirt’

new loans from English, in two main categories. In the first category are
scientific, technical, and sophisticated “modern” terms. Examples (from
Malaysian) include: prinsip ‘principle’, inflasi ‘inflation’, demokrasi
‘democracy’, sistem ‘system’, and fungsi ‘function’. Often the adoption of
words of this type is regulated or facilitated by official language planning
bodies. In the second category are colloquial words absorbed through the
Western media and “youth culture”. For example: imej ‘image’, filem
‘film’, frus ‘fed-up’ (from ‘frustrated’), member ‘friend’. Aside from the
impressive numbers of loans, the influence of English is also found (less
obviously) in the existence of calques (i.e. literal translations of foreign
expressions) and semantic extensions of Malay terms under English
influence (Heah 1989).

3.1.3 Mainland Southeast Asia

Most of mainland Southeast Asia can be seen as belonging to a particular
kind of Buddhist civilization (Theravada Buddhism) which has developed
from a blend of local cultures under long-standing influence from India
(which included Hinduism as well as Buddhism). This generalization applies
to Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia. One reflex of this
influence is the fact that the national scripts for all these languages are
based, one way or another, on ancient Indic scripts (see Chapter 6). With all
these cultural influences came many hundreds of loan words. The learned
vocabulary of Burmese, Thai, Lao, and Khmer consists substantially of
words from the ancient Indian languages Sanskrit and Pali (which, along
with other ancient Indian sources, are referred to collectively as “Indic”).
When there are both Indic and indigenous words with the same, or similar,
meanings, the Indic words have a more formal or literary flavour. They
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Table 3.3. Parallel Indic and native Thai words

Indic Native Thai

siisa’ hia ‘head’
sawday kin ‘eat’
banthaw lat ‘alleviate’
patibat tham ‘do’
sunak mda ‘dog’
sadet pay ‘g0’
sukoon miu ‘pig’
phranéet taa ‘eye’

constitute a distinct lexical stratum. Some examples from Thai are listed in
Table 3.3. Notice that the Indic borrowings are disyllabic while the native
Thai words are monosyllabic.

Recently, new words have been coined from Indic vocabulary elements to
meet the need for modern technical terminology. Many are calques pat-
terned on Western prototypes. For example, thoola” is Indic for ‘far’. In
Lao, it is found in thoola®that” ‘television’, thoola’sap?® ‘telephone’, and
thoola’saan’ ‘telex’. The parallel with English zele- (from Greek téle ‘far
off”) is striking. The second element in thoola”that” ‘television’ is Indic that”
‘vision, sight’, found also in culathat’ ‘microscope’. Other examples of Lao
neologisms are geeka’laat? ‘independence, sovereignty’ and geeka’phaap?.
The first element geeka® is Indic for ‘one’; laar* (from raja) is Indic for
‘kingdom’ and phaap? for ‘state, condition’. If we take both kinds of Indic
terminology together, up to half the entries in a standard Thai dictionary
could be regarded as Indic.

In the heartland of Southeast Asia, where numerous Mon-Khmer
languages and Tai-Kadai languages have been in close contact for hun-
dreds of years (cf. section 2.3), there has been extensive borrowing, in
multiple directions, across all areas of the lexicon—so much so that it can
be difficult to distinguish between native and borrowed words. For
example, Stieng, a minority Mon-Khmer language of southern Vietnam
and eastern Cambodia, includes the following loans from Khmer (Sidwell
2000: 9-10): houw ‘already’ (from Khmer haoj), duovi ‘also’ (from Khmer
dao), luok ‘to lift’ (from Khmer lok), so-ot ‘sticky’ (from Khmer s?or).
Many of the (non-Indic) disyllabic words of Thai are old indigenized
loans from Khmer and Mon.

Although we began this section by saying that the Indian-influenced
Buddhist civilization was a dominant influence across most of mainland
Southeast Asia, this is not the whole story. The other main source of
external influence was from the north—from China. Many Chinese loans
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into Thai, Lao, and Vietnamese date back a thousand years. They are now
so well assimilated that some of the identifications are controversial. (Loan
influence may also have operated in the opposite direction, so that the
Sinitic languages in the south of China have a Tai substrate.) Examples
include number terms, classifiers, several hundred basic nouns and verbs,
and a few common adverbs. For example, the following are Lao loans from
Chinese: kaw* ‘nine’, sip® ‘ten’, cia* ‘paper’, fiin* ‘hear’, gaan ‘saddle, seat (of
bike)’, tog® ‘table’, ngen® ‘money, silver’, kham® ‘gold’, boo" ‘not’. Chinese
influence is even more pronounced on Vietnamese (see below).

Generally speaking, loan words from European languages are more
recent and less common in mainland Southeast Asia than in Indonesia and
Malaysia. In the case of Thailand, one could be tempted to put this down to
the fact that the country is the only one in the region which has never been
ruled by a colonial power; but Lao and Vietnamese also have relatively few
European loans, even though both countries were formerly ruled by the
French. Perhaps a certain linguistic traditionalism can be regarded as part
of the “language culture” of mainland Southeast Asia. Among recent loans
from English we can number Thai words like: féek ‘fax’, mootoasay
‘motorcycle’, séksii ‘sexy’, 'éppan ‘apple’, ‘oovda’ ‘excessive’ (< ‘over’), kee
‘gay’, thitwii ‘TV’, and soophraay ‘surprise’. Words like these are often
avoided in formal speech and writing, but they are common in commerce,
journalism, and entertainment, and in colloquial urban speech.

3.1.4 The influence of China

As one would expect, the language of the Chinese empire has had a massive
and enduring influence on the other Sinitic languages, the so-called
“dialects”. It is an influence which goes beyond the huge numbers of loan
words, extending also into grammar and phonology. To the south of China,
the language most heavily influenced by Chinese is probably Vietnamese.
The Vietnam region was under direct Chinese administration for 1,000
years, from 111 BC to 939 AD. Modern Vietnamese has many thousands of
old Chinese loans.

Chinese influence on Korean and Japanese is ancient and pervasive.
Chinese civilization was already influential in the first millennium. One
historic date is 552 aD, in which Buddhism was officially adopted by the
Yamato court of central Japan. Over the succeeding centuries, Japanese
borrowed not only religious terminology but also terms in the areas of
government, the arts, architecture, music, medicine, animals and plants,
clothing, and food. There were renewed waves of Chinese influence at dif-
ferent periods of Japanese history. Some examples are given in Table 3.4. As
much as one-half of Japanese vocabulary originates with Chinese, chiefly
from the dialect of present-day Xian (the old capital of the Tang Dynasty)
and from the Wu dialect in the south.
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Table 3.4. Japanese loan words from Old Chinese (from
Inoue 1979: 244)

Meaning Japanese Old Chinese

‘grave’ haka hak

‘silk’ kinu kin

‘horse’ uma ma

‘wheat’ mugi muk

‘cedar tree’ sugi sung

‘to sharpen’ togu tak

‘picture’ e we

‘nun’ ama amba (orig. from Sanskrit)
‘Buddha’ Shaka sdkya (orig. from Sanskrit)
‘bowl’ hachi patra (orig. from Sanskrit)
‘temple’ tera thera (orig. from Pali)

Many of the Chinese loan words are so thoroughly indigenized that they
are indistinguishable from genetically Japanese words, but many others
constitute a distinct stratum. Most of the Sino-Japanese (S-J) stratum con-
sists of bound forms, which appear compounded with other S-J forms, in a
great number of technical and learned terms (see section 3.2). A further
stratum in Japanese are the so-called Foreign (i.e. non-Chinese) loans. These
have come from many sources. In the mid-1500s Portuguese traders and
missionaries established a base in Japan. Sakai (modern Osaka) became a
commercial and industrial centre, and the Christian religion gained a foot-
hold. Over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Japanese borrowed words
from Portuguese. In the eighteenth century, various Dutch loan words
entered Japan, mainly through technical books on the Western sciences. In
the nineteenth century, Western influence intensified as Japan modernized
itself under the Meiji Restoration, and this influence continued in the twen-
tieth century, especially in the period after the Second World War, which saw
Japan become one of the world’s leading industrial and technological nations.
Table 3.5 gives some loan words from English and other European languages.

Loan words are flooding into contemporary Japanese, particularly in areas
of life such as fashion, cosmetics, food, audio technology, sport, housing,
music, art, business management, computers, and engineering. Aside from
“straight” loans (with a greater or lesser degree of phonological adaption),
one also finds hybrids of European and Japanese (usually Sino-Japanese)
bases, e.g. ichigo-édo Japanese ‘strawberry’ + English -ade. There are also
novel compounds using European elements, such as sukinshippu (<skin + ship)
denoting ‘intimate, physical closeness’, and wan-man-kaa ( <one + man + car)
‘bus without a conductor’. For a fascinating book-length treatment, with an
emphasis on sociolinguistic and cultural aspects, see Loveday (1996).
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Table 3.5. Foreign (non-Chinese) loans in Japanese

Meaning Japanese Source

‘a deep-fried dish’ tempura Portugese tempero
‘glass’ garasu Dutch glas

‘cook’ kokku Dutch kok

‘paint’ penki Dutch pek

‘artist’s studio’ atorie French atelier
‘rope’ zairu German seil

‘meter’ meetoru French metre
‘gasoline’ gasorin English gasoline
‘salary’ sararii English salary
‘typewriter’ taipuraitaa English typewriter
‘television’ terebi English v
‘supermarket’ suupaa English supermarket
‘hunger strike’ han-suto English hunger strike

(with truncation)

Foreign loans often exist for items or concepts which apparently already
have native Japanese words, but closer inspection shows that the meaning of
the loan word designates a more “modern” or Western perspective. For
example, raisu ‘rice’ is cooked rice served on a flat, Western-style dinner
plate rather than in a bowl; uedingu ‘wedding’ does not refer to the tradi-
tional Shinto wedding but to the Western-style reception afterwards, com-
plete with white wedding dress and wedding cake; and beddo ‘bed’ refers to a
Western-style bed as opposed to the quilted bedding futon. Even a word like
rabu (<love) differs in meaning from its nearest native Japanese counter-
parts ai ‘love’ and koi ‘passion’. Rabu is used only in compounds which
refer to physical intimacy, so that in effect it is a euphemism for sex; for
example, rabu hoteru (<love hotel) ‘rooms rented to couples’, and rabu shiin
‘love scene’.

This completes our treatment of loan words in the languages of East and
Southeast Asia. Later in the chapter we will spend some time looking into
another way in which the lexicon can reflect aspects of culture, namely, the
area of meaning differences between languages. Before that, however, let us
inquire into the various ways in which words can be structured in East and
Southeast Asian languages.

3.2 Word structure: derivational morphology

Morphology refers to the study of word structure. Early in the book, we
saw that many East and Southeast Asian languages differ from European
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languages in lacking inflection. That is, in these languages nouns and verbs
do not change their forms according to number, tense, or grammatical
function. Inflection is one of the two main divisions of morphology. The
other division is known as “derivation”. The basic idea is that whereas
inflection concerns different forms being assumed by the same word, deri-
vation concerns the creation of new words.

Some of the common derivational processes—affixation, compound-
ing, reduplication—can be illustrated from English. Consider words like
unreliable, rewritten, and prehistory. They are derived from the words reliable,
written, and history by the addition of the prefixes un-, re-, and pre-. Suffixes
also play a part in English derivational morphology, as we can see from the
fact that reliable and written are in turn derived from rely and write by the
addition of the suffixes -able and -en. Other common derivational suffixes
are found in the words sadness, conversion, denial, which are derived from
sad, convert, and deny, respectively, by the suffixes -ness, -ion, and -al.
English affixes like un- and -ness are quite productive, meaning both that
they are found in a great number of words and that they can be applied to
new words (of the appropriate kind) which enter the English language.
Productivity is of course a matter of degree.

Compounding refers to the joining together of existing words without the
aid of any affixes. Compounding is a productive derivational process in
English, as we can see from words like bookshop, underground, blackboard,
blue-green, and jetlag. Reduplication is also found in English, but it isn’t so
productive. It tends to give rise to childish or emotive effects, as in words like
choo-choo, no-no, and so-so. There is a special kind of reduplication (some-
times called rhyming or chiming reduplication) where the vowels in the
two forms are different, but this too is fairly restricted in English,
e.g. zig-zag, shimmy-shammy. Reduplication can also be partial, meaning that
only part of the item (e.g. the first syllable) is repeated, but this isn’t found in
English at all. With this by way of introduction, we will now survey the main
derivational processes found in East and Southeast Asian languages.

3.2.1 Compounding

The Sinitic languages, and most of the languages of mainland Southeast
Asia, do not use much affixation for derivational purposes but they use
compounding a great deal. Many of these languages have a preference for
two-element compounds. Table 3.6 gives some examples of Vietnamese
(cf. also Nguyén 1996: 146—9) and Cantonese. Notice that the derived words
may be nouns, adjectives, or verbs. As usual with compounds around the
world, the meaning of the compound word is often not completely pre-
dictable from the base words involved.

Now let’s take a closer look at some of the compounding processes in
Mandarin Chinese and in Japanese, two languages in which compounding
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Table 3.6. Compounds in Vietnamese (Nguyén 1987: 65) and Cantonese (Matthews
and Yip 1994: 49ff.)

Vietnamese Cantonese

ban ghé [table chair] “furniture’ jau-dim [wine-shop] ‘hotel’

nha cua [house door] ‘home’ héung-pin [fragrant-leaf] ‘jasmine (tea)’

nudc mdt  [water eye] ‘tears’ chi-sam [crazy-heart] ‘infatuated’

banh ngot [pastry sweet] ‘cake’ jih-daaih  [self-big] ‘arrogant’

buoén ngu  [want sleep] ‘sleepy’ tai-syd [look-book] ‘read’

qua doi [pass life] ‘pass away’  hoi-dou [open-knife] ‘carry out an operation’

hasreceived close linguistic study. Fora comparable treatment of Vietnamese,
see Nguyén (1997: 66-80). Though it is sometimes said that Mandarin
Chinese is a “monosyllabic language”, this is one of the myths about
Chinese (DeFrancis 1984). A high proportion of Mandarin Chinese words
are disyllabic, and many of these are compounds. Numerous compounds
are fully lexicalized—i.e. fixed combinations whose meanings are not fully
predictable from their component parts, and which speakers must learn one
by one, as individual lexical items. Our description of Mandarin Chinese
follows Li and Thompson (1981: ch. 3). In general, the types of fixed
compound nouns and compound verbs are similar to what one would expect
from English, but there are two types of compound noun which are rare in
English but quite frequent in Sinitic and mainland Southeast Asian lan-
guages: (i) compounds in which the two elements are parallel, in the sense
that neither modifies or describes the other, e.g. huda-mu [flower-tree]
‘vegetation’, shui-tu [water-earth] ‘climate’, and fi-mui [father-mother]
‘parents’; (i1)) compounds in which the first element is a “metaphorical
description” of the second, e.g. gou-xiong [dog-bear| ‘bear’, and hii-jiang
[tiger-general] ‘brave general’. Both of these kinds of compound noun are
stylistically valued but non-productive in Mandarin, i.e. they all have to be
learnt separately, item by item.

Compound verbs are also common. They can be grouped into several
types. One type are parallel compounds, in which the two verbal elements
are usually either synonymous, as in the (a) examples, or very similar in
meaning, as in the (b) examples:

27) a. dan-du  ‘alone’ han-léng ‘cold’
g

guai-qido ‘clever’ zhi-liao  ‘cure’

gut-hui  ‘return to’  pi-fa ‘tired’

b. tong-ku [painful-bitter] ‘bitter and painful’
zhen-que [real-certain] ‘authentic’
fang-qi  [loosen-abandon] ‘give up’
xidn-ydang [manifest-display] ‘show off’
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In a second type of compound verb, the first element is a noun and the
second an adjectival verb. A third type of compound verb consists of a verb-
noun combination, in which, roughly speaking, the noun can be thought of
as the “object” of the verb. Examples are given in (28a) and (28b) below.

(28) a. zui-ying  [mouth-hard] ‘argumentative’
yan-hong  [eye-red] ‘covetous’
shou-du [hand-poisonous] ‘vicious’
ming-kii  [life-bitter] ‘unfortunate’
dan-xido  [gall-small] ‘cowardly’

b. shang-feng [hurt-wind] ‘catch cold’
li-fa [arrange-hair] ‘have a haircut’
su-kti [tell-bitterness]  ‘complain’
Jié-hiin [tie-marry] ‘marry (with)’

The examples we have seen so far are all fixed lexical items. On the other
hand, compounding is also a productive process, especially for nouns. New
noun compounds can be created easily. (Notice the terminological distinc-
tion: ‘compound noun’ for a fixed word; ‘noun compound’ for a combin-
ation formed according to a productive process.) To illustrate the fecundity
of noun compounding in Mandarin Chinese, Li and Thompson (1981) list
a number of patterns based on the kind of semantic relationships between
the elements in the compound. It is probably impossible to list all the
possibilities, but Table 3.7 shows some of the more prevalent ones. All these
patterns can also be found in English. To emphasize the productivity of
noun compounding in Mandarin, Li and Thompson have chosen examples
where the connection being illustrated is fairly plain.

In Japanese compounding is the most productive process for creating new
words (Shibatani 1990: 237ff., 254-6), particularly new nouns and verbal
nouns. (Verbal nouns are a Japanese word class whose members are verb-
like but which cannot function without the support of an auxiliary verb.)
There are several interesting features. You will recall that aside from its
native vocabulary, Japanese has two large strata of borrowed words—Sino-
Japanese (S-J) and Foreign. Words from these three different strata can all
combine in compounds. For example:

native-native: aki-sora [autumn-sky]  ‘autumn sky’
chika-michi [near-way] ‘short cut’
nomi-mizu [drink-water] ‘drinking water’
S-J-S-J: ki-soku [regulation-rule] ‘rule’
koo-ri [high-interest]  ‘high interest’
native-S-J: to-kei [time-meter] ‘clock’
native—foreign: ita-choko [slab-chocolate] ‘chocolate bar’

S-J-foreign:  sekiyu-sutoobu [oil-stove] ‘oil stove’
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Table 3.7. Noun compounding patterns in Mandarin Chinese (after Li and Thompson
1981): N1 = first noun, N2 = second noun

0] N1 denotes a place where N2 is located, e.g. tdi-déng ‘table lamp’

(i) N1 denotes the place where N2 is applied, e.g. yan-ydo ‘eye medicine’
(i) N2 is used for N1, e.g. yi-jia(zi) ‘clothes-rack’

(iv) N2 denotes a unit of N1, e.g. tié-yuanzi ‘iron-atom’

(v) N2 denotes a piece of equipment used in a sport N1, e.g. ldangii-kuang(zi)
‘basketball-hoop’

(vi) N2 denotes a protective device against N1, e.g. yi-mdo ‘rain hat’

(vii) N2 is caused by N1, e.g. han-ban ‘sweat-spot = blemish’

(vii) N2 denotes a container for N1, e.g. fan-guo(zi) ‘rice-pot’

(ix) N2 denotes a product of N1, e.g. feng-mi ‘bee-honey’

(x) N2 is made of N1, e.g. mian-bei ‘cotton-quilt’

(xi) N2 denotes a place where N1 is sold, e.g. tishid-gudn ‘book-tavern = library’
(xii) N2 denotes a disease of N1, e.g. féi-bing ‘lung-disease = tuberculosis’

(xiii) N1 denotes a time for N2, e.g. gid-yde ‘autumn moon’

(xiv) N1 is the energy source for N2, e.g. gi-ché ‘steam-vehicle = automobile’

(xv) N2 is a part of N1, e.g. ji-mdo ‘chicken-feather’

(xvi) N2 is a source of N1, e.g. you-jing ‘oil well’

(xvii) N2 is an employee or an officer of N1, e.g. gonsi-jingli’ ‘company manager’
(xviii) N2 denotes a proper name for N1, e.g. Yangzi-jiang ‘Yangtze River’

(xix) N2 denotes a person who sells or delivers N1, shuigud-xiaofan ‘fruit-peddler’

There are a great many S-J compounds, usually quite semantically trans-
parent (Shibatani 1990: 147). For example, words for various types of
machines are compounds with k7 ‘machine’ as the second element: hikoo-ki
‘aeroplane’, sooji-ki ‘cleaner’, syok-ki ‘spinning machine’, hanbai-ki ‘selling
machine’; words for various branches of learning have gaku ‘study’ as the
second element: suu-gaku ‘mathematics’, rekishi-gaku ‘history’, kaikei-gaku
‘accounting’, tookei-gaku ‘statistics’, syakai-gaku ‘sociology’.

The main word classes which participate in compounding are nouns (N),
adjectives (A), and verbs. Verbs can occur either as stems (V) or, more
commonly, in infinitive form (V;). The most common type of compound has
the pattern: N-V;. For example: yuki-doke ‘snow melting’ and tsume-kiri
‘nail clipper’. Examples of the A-V; pattern include: naga-tsuzuki ‘long
lasting’ and haya-jini ‘premature death’; and of the V;-V; pattern: tachi-yomi
‘reading while standing’ and hashiri-zukare ‘fatigue due to running’. There
are also quite a few compounds of two verbs. Usually the first verb expresses
the manner in which the outcome depicted by the second verb is achieved, or
else the second verb can express an aspectual type of modification to the
initial verb. Examples are given in Table 3.8.
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Table 3.8. Compound verbs in Japanese (from Shibatani 1990)

V1 manner, V2 main

naguri-korosu [beat-kill] ‘kill by beating’
kiri-taosu [cut-fell] ‘fell by cutting’
kami-kiru [bite-cut] ‘cut by biting’

V1 main, V2 aspect-like modification
kaki-ageru [write-raise] ‘write-up’
ii-tsukusu [say-exhaust] ‘say exhaustively’
koware-hajimeru [break-begin] ‘begin to break’

There is one interesting difference between native compounds and S-J
compounds. It concerns compounds which consist of a verb (V or V;) and a
noun (N). In such cases, the noun almost invariably designates the object (or
patient) of the verb, as it were. For example, in a compound word with the
form ‘person-kill’ the word for ‘person’ is the object of the verb ‘kill’. The
compound refers to killing a person. This reflects the typical situation of
verb-noun compounds in languages all around the world. What is peculiar
about Japanese is that the order in which the elements occur differs
depending on whether they are native or Sino-Japanese. In native com-
pounds the noun comes first: N-V;. In S-J compounds the verb comes first:
V-N. This can be readily illustrated with pairs of native vs. S-J compounds
with the same meaning, such as hito-gorosh [person-kill] and satu-jin [kill-
person] ‘man-Kkilling’; and iro-zuku [colour-apply] and chaku-shoku [apply-
colour] ‘colouring’. The explanation lies in the different constituent orders
of Japanese and Chinese: Japanese OV vs. Chinese VO. The Chinese VO
pattern is so deeply ingrained that even recent coinages follow the same
pattern. (Interestingly, a similar phenomenon occurs with Sino-Vietnamese
nominal compounds (Nguyén 1997: 77). Instead of the normal noun-
modifier order, Sino-Vietnamese compounds like qudc-ca ‘national anthem’
and dai-hoc [great learning] ‘college, university’ show the Chinese modifier—
noun order.)

As in any language, it often happens that the meaning of the compound
is not directly predictable from the constituent forms. Sometimes it is
completely obscure unless one has a good deal of cultural and/or histor-
ical knowledge. Shibatani (1990: 242) illustrates this with wuguisu-bari
[nightingale-flooring]: this refers to a floor boarding which when people walk
on it makes squeaking noises reminiscent of the singing of nightingales,
which are supposed to sing as a warning when enemies approach. Another
good example is tai-yaki ‘sea bream-baking’. This refers not to baking sea
bream, or to baked sea bream, or even to a pie or other dish with sea bream
flesh in it, but rather to a kind of baked snack which is made in the shape
of a sea bream.
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In other cases, a compound can have one more or less transparent
meaning, but has also taken on additional, extended meanings. One com-
mon pattern in Japanese is for a compound designating an action also to
designate the agent of that action; for example, hito-goroshi [person-kill] can
refer not only to the act of killing a person, but also to the killer. Sometimes
the extension can supersede the original meaning; for example, e-kaki
[picture-painting] and sumoo-tori [sumo-wrestling] do not refer to the act of
painting or sumo wrestling, but rather to a painter or sumo wrestler,
respectively. In effect, the compound doesn’t mean ‘doing X’ but ‘someone
who does X’. Aside from the extension from act to agent, other common
extensions are (a) from act to instrument (i.e. from ‘doing X’ to ‘something
one does X with’); for example, chiri-tori [dust-collecting] ‘dustpan’,
ha-migaki [tooth-polishing] ‘toothpaste’, and (b) from act to place where the
action is done (i.e. from ‘doing X’ to ‘somewhere one does X’); for example,
mono-hoshi [thing-drying] ‘laundry’, huna-watashi [boat-crossing] ‘ferry
terminal’.

3.2.2 Abbreviation and blending

In English, abbreviation (also known as clipping or truncation) is a fairly
marginal derivational process, though it does occur and is responsible for
the current form of some very common words, such as fan (from fanatic),
bike (from bicycle), bus (from omnibus), and piano (from pianoforte). In
some languages, including Japanese and Malay, abbreviation is much more
productive, but as one might expect the process doesn’t necessarily work the
same way as in English. In some languages abbreviation can apply not only
to single words but also to whole phrases, so that it brings about a
“blending” of several words into a single new word. Japanese often uses
these processes to reduce lengthy compounds and phrases down to the
preferred word size of two to four moras (for present purposes, two to four
syllables; see section 5.4.3 for a more accurate description). Shibatani (1990:
254-6) describes several patterns. The most common is the selection of
a mora or two from each member of a compound. This often happens to
Sino-Japanese compounds and to expressions borrowed from English (after
they have been re-syllabified and otherwise adapted to the Japanese phono-
logical system). For example: kooyoo-kigyoo-tai [public-enterprise-body]
— koo-ki-tai; gakusei-waribiki [student-discount] — gaku-wari; paasonaru
konpyutaa [personal-computer] — paso-kon, hangaa-sutoraiki [hunger-
strike] — han-suto.

As Shibatani says (p. 255), the process of abbreviation “is sometimes
applied ruthlessly, practically mutilating the original forms”. For example,
the old-fashioned phrase mune ga kyun to naru ‘the heart aches (for you)’
becomes mune-kyun; and natsukashi no merodii ‘long for melodies’ becomes
natsu-mero. Needless to say, abbreviated hybrid words such as natsu-mero
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can be confusing all around, not only to foreigners but also to the Japanese
themselves.

3.2.3 Reduplication

Reduplication is more common in East and Southeast Asian languages than
in English. In tone languages, it is sometimes accompanied by tonal mod-
ification. Vietnamese, for example, has many words which have a redupli-
cated form. Initially we have to distinguish two types, depending on whether
the base exists as an independent word. If it does not, then the reduplicated
form can be regarded as a noteworthy fact about the word structure but not
as derivational in the strict sense. On the other hand, if the base exists as a
word in its own right, and reduplication produces a new word with a
modified meaning, then reduplication is correctly termed a derivational
process. Notice from Table 3.9 that derivational reduplication in Vietnamese
can convey the apparently contradictory meanings of “attenuation” or
“intensification”. Interestingly, Vietnamese is far from unique in this respect.
Both these kinds of meaning change are associated with reduplication in a
range of languages around the world. Another meaning frequently expressed
by reduplication is “multiplicity”; for example, Thai dek-dék [child-child]
‘children’; Indonesian lalat-lalat [fly-fly] “flies’.

Sometimes reduplication is combined with affixation. In Cantonese,
reduplication of adjectives combined with the suffix -déi, conveys a meaning
somewhat similar to the English suffix -ish (Matthews and Yip 1994: 45); for
example: soh-so-déi [silly-silly-ish] ‘rather silly’; féih-féi-déi [fat-fat-ish]
‘rather fat’. In these examples, the reduplicated elements don’t look exactly
the same because reduplication with -déi causes a tone change on the second

Table 3.9. Vietnamese reduplications (from Nguyén 1987: 65; Thompson 1987: 152—3)

Base not an independent word

ba-ba ‘river turtle’
cdo-cdo ‘grasshopper’
du-du ‘payaya, pawpaw’
ngdm-ngam ‘secretly’

Base exists as independent word
dep-dep ‘be rather pretty’ (d'ep ‘be beautiful’)
dong-dong ‘move a little’ (dong ‘move’)
trdng-trdng ‘be whitish’ (trdng ‘be white’)
quen-quen ‘to know slightly’ (quen ‘know’)
mau-mau ‘very rapidly’ (mau ‘rapidly’)
réi-réi ‘be completely finished’ (ré1 ‘be finished’)

thuong-thudng ‘usually, regularly’ (thuong ‘often’)
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Table 3.10. Indonesian rhyming and chiming reduplication (Sneddon 1996)

Rhyming reduplication

sayur-mayur ‘vegetables’ (sayur ‘vegetables’)
lauk-pauk ‘side dishes’ (lauk ‘side dish’)
kaya-raya ‘rich’ (kaya ‘rich’)
ramah-tamah ‘hospitable and friendly’ (ramah “friendly’)
Chiming reduplication
bolak-balik ‘to and fro’ (balik ‘return’)
asal-usul ‘origin, descent’ (asal ‘origin’)
teki-teka ‘riddle’

element (perhaps you remember from section 1.5 that the final 4 in
Cantonese words indicates that the word has a low tone).

In another type of reduplication the two parts of the word are not fully
identical, but differ in certain consonants or vowels. If consonants differ, the
result is that the two parts of the reduplicated word rhyme (as in English
lovey-dovey). If the vowels differ, the effect is similar but is not rhyming in
the strict sense, so the term “chiming” is used instead (as in English wishy-
washy). Another term for rhyming and chiming reduplication, taken together,
is “imitative reduplication”. We can see examples of this kind of reduplica-
tion in Indonesian (Sneddon 1996: 22; cf. Asmah 1975: 180-2). It is not a
productive process in Indonesian, though it is found in a number of com-
mon words. Generally speaking, it either indicates variety or emphasizes the
meaning of the first component of the word. Often only the first component
is recognizable as a word which can appear in its own right; sometimes
neither part can appear by itself.

Extensive rhyming and chiming reduplication, often with tonal mod-
ification, is characteristic of Thai and Vietnamese. Thompson (1987: 157—
68) lists several hundred words of this type in Vietnamese (terming them
“emphatics”). He comments (p. 155): “the meanings and usage of the forms
are very difficult to get at: dictionary glosses tend to be misleading, and
informants are very often hard put to explain the subtle connotations.”

3.2.4 Derivational affixation

It would be an exaggeration to say that Sinitic languages and mainland
Southeast Asian languages lack derivational affixation altogether. For
example, Cantonese (Matthews and Yip 1994: 32ff.) has several prefixes and
suffixes for forming nouns from other nouns or other parts of speech. For
example: gong-faat [speak-way] ‘way of speaking’, tdi-faat [see-way] ‘point
of view’, wd-ga [picture-ist] ‘expert painter’, yamngohk-ga [music-ist] ‘expert

.....
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-fa ‘-ize, -ify’ forms causative verbs from nouns and adjectives, especially in
formal registers such as radio broadcasting; for example, fo-fa [fire-cAUs]
‘incinerate, cremate’, dihnlouh-fa [computer-caus] ‘computerize’, yihndoih-fa
[modern-caus] ‘modernize’, méih-fa [beauty-caus] ‘beautify’. Hakka (Lau
1999) has a set of gender suffixes derived from kin terms which indicate
whether a named person, or an animal, is male or female, including gung’
[father’s father], po” [father’s mother], go” [elder brother], and moi* [younger
sister]. They also occur in the fixed lexical forms of various words for
animals, body parts, and other nouns; for example, miau*gung’ ‘cat’, sa’go’
‘snake’, ngPgung’ ‘ear’.

Thai has a number of derivational affixes (Diller 1992), such as the prefix
kaan-, which forms abstract nouns (e.g. /én ‘to play’, kaan-lén ‘playing’;
miang ‘city’, kaan-miang ‘politics’), khii-, which forms adjectives from verbs
(e.g. bon ‘to complain’, khii-bon ‘given to complaining’), and the suffix -saat,
which forms nouns denoting a field of knowledge (e.g. daaraa ‘star’, daaraa-
saat ‘astronomy’). Vietnamese has a range of prefixes and suffixes (Nguyén
1997: 60-6), including the ordinal number prefix thit- (e.g. thit-hai ‘second’),
ban- ‘half’ (e.g. bdn-cdu ‘hemisphere’), bdr- ‘not, non-" (e.g. bdt-bao-dong
‘non-violent’), and phan- ‘counter, anti-’ (e.g. phan-khdng ‘to protest’, phdn-
gidn ‘counter-espionage’). Except for the first, these prefixes are all of
Chinese origin. They are highly productive and common in newspapers,
magazines, and other educated uses of the language. Among the more
productive suffixes are -si ‘ist, expert’ (e.g. hoa-si ‘artist, painter’, thi-si
‘poet’), and -hoc ‘-ology, -ics’ (e.g. sinh-vdt-hoc ‘biology’, vdt-Iy-hoc
‘physics’). These too are of Chinese origin.

So far we have been concentrating on the languages of mainland
Southeast Asia and China. Why? Because these languages are classic
examples of isolating languages, i.e. languages in which words do not
change their shapes depending on grammatical context. It would be easy to
jump to the conclusion that words in isolating languages are mostly mor-
phologically simple, but as you can see by now such a statement would be an
exaggeration, even for languages like Thai, Vietnamese, and Mandarin
Chinese. Though to a large extent these languages indeed lack inflection,
they have a range of derivational morphology.

3.2.5 Productive derivation

Austronesian languages of insular Southeast Asia go beyond the modest
derivational morphology we have seen so far. They have extensive and
highly productive derivational morphology, which is in fact one of the main
distinctive features setting them apart from their northern neighours. For
example, Malay (Malaysian and Indonesian) has systems of verbal affixa-
tion which involve prefixes, suffixes, and circumfixes (i.e. simultaneous
prefixing and suffixing). Each affix can produce several different semantic
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Table 3.11. Derivational affixes in Malaysian

ber- derives intransitive stative verbs
from noun or adjective: meanings include
‘have X’, ‘wear X’, ‘produce X’

meN- derives dynamic verbs: meanings
include ‘move towards X’, ‘become like
X’, ‘collect or produce X’

ter- derives intransitive verbs: either ‘do
X suddenly or accidentally’ or ‘be subject
to action or state X’

-kan suffix used together with meN-:
(i) derives verbs from adjectives and
nouns; meanings include ‘cause to
become X’ and ‘treat like X’ (ii) derives
transitive from intransitive verbs;
meanings include ‘cause or allow to do
X’, ‘cause to become X’

-an a nominalizer, derives nouns from
verbs

ber-isteri ‘have a wife, (of a man) be
married’, ber-baju ‘wear a shirt’, ber-telur
‘lay an egg’, ber-payung ‘be using an
umbrella’, ber-sekolah ‘attend school’

men-darat ‘g