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ABSTRACT

This paper shows that Sino-Vietnamese morphemes combine not only with other Sino-Vietnamese morphemes but also with non-Sino-Vietnamese
morphemes, such as native Vietnamese and even Indo-European elements, particularly French loanwords. This phenomenon is not unique to Vietnamese: similar
hybrid words can also be found in other Sino-xenic languages (Japanese and Korean) as well as Indo-European languages. In noun phrases where the Sino-
Vietnamese morpheme serves as the head, the Chinese grammatical rule [modifier + head] tends to predominate, but in some cases, Vietnamese follows its
native grammatical structure [head + modifier]. This grammatical behaviour has semantic consequences. Indeed, the criterion [+ interchangeable in all
contexts], used to classify synonyms into “absolute synonyms” and “non-absolute synonyms,” proves ineffective, because free Sino-Vietnamese morphemes can
combine with both other Sino-Vietnamese morphemes and native Vietnamese ones, whereas their native Vietnamese synonyms generally cannot combine with
Sino-Vietnamese morphemes. The differences in combinability of Sino-Vietnamese morphemes lead to semantic consequences in connection with phonology:
Sino-Vietnamese morphemes with very low productivity tend to be assimilated into (near-)homophonous morphemes - whether Sino-Vietnamese or non-Sino-
Vietnamese - with higher productivity.

Keywords: Grammatical behaviour, hybrid word, loanword, Sino-Vietnamese, Sino-xenic.
TOM TAT

Bai bao cho thay hinh vi Han Viét khong chi két hgp vdi hinh vi Han Viét khac, ma con véi hinh vi phi Han Viét nhu thudn Viét va thdm chi cd cdc hinh vi fin- Ay,
ddc biét la muon tiéng Phap. Dy khdng phai la hién tugng riéng clia tiéng Viét: nhiing ti lai tuong tu ciing ¢6 thé dugc tim thdy trong cac ngdn ngi Sino-xenic khac
(Nhat, Han) va cdc ngon ngi An - Au. Trong danh ngif ¢6 hinh vi Han Viét d6ng vai tro chinh, chiém uu thé 13 quy tac ngit phép tiéng Han [phu + chinh] nhung ciing
€6 khi tiéng Viét lai ap dung quy tac ngit phap tiéng Viét [chinh + phu]. Dac diém ngit phap nay dua dén hé qua vé ngit nghia. Qua vay, tiéu chi [+ ¢ thé hodn ddi
trong moi ngit canh] diing dé phan loai tir dong nghia thanh “dong nghia tuyét ddi” va “dong nghia khdng tuyét doi” la khong hiéu qua vi cc hinh vi Han Viét tu do
€6 thé két hop véi ca hinh vi Han Viét khac 1an hinh vi thudn Viét, trong khi céc tir dong nghia thuan Viét ca chiing thudng khong thé két hop vdi hinh vi Han Viét. Su
khac biét vé kha nang két hop clia hinh vi Han Viét dua dén hé qua vé phuong dién ngit nghia trong méi lién quan vdi ngit 4m: nhiing hinh vi Han Viét 4 stic sn sinh
qua yéu sé ¢d xu hudng bi dong nhét vao nhiing hinh vi (Han Viét hay phi Han Viét) dong 4m hay gan 4m 6 stic san sinh manh.

Tirkhéa: Ung xt ngit phdp, ti lai, tir mugn, Hdn Viét, Sino-xenic.
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1. INTRODUCTION language in Vietnam began to separate from the Chinese

After Khiic Thira Du’s proclamation of autonomy (906 language in China. Now fqllowing its OV‘{n path, it
CE) and the victory of Ngé Quyén (938 CE), the Chinese gradually became phonetically, semantically and
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grammatically  distinctive, culminating in  Sino-
Vietnamese (see [13]) (To be distinguished from Old Sino-
Vietnamese and Vietnamized Sino-Vietnamese [12]). Due
to its significant role in the history of Vietnamese
language, Sino-Viethamese has long attracted the
attention of experts [7, 12]. However, most studies on
Sino-Vietnamese have focused on its phonetics or
lexicon, and have been less interested in its grammatical
behaviour.

This paper focuses on investigating the combinatory
possibilities of Sino-Vietnamese morphemes, from which
their semantic, and sometimes also phonetic, impacts can
be examined. Our interest is thus in the syntax-semantics-
phonetics interface of Sino-Vietnamese elements.

2. GRAMMAR OF SINO-MORPHEME COMBINATIONS

A common view among non-experts is that the only
acceptable morphemic combination is [Sino-Vietnamese
+ Sino-Vietnamese] (An example is the following claim:
“Tac [/ literally ‘thief, pirate, invader’] is chir nho ‘Chinese
element(s)’, hence it should be combined with another chi
nho (Iam téc; Idm #£ meaning ‘forest’); combining chir nho
with chir ném ‘Vietnamese element(s)’ (e.g., cdt tédc ‘sand
thief) is not accurate (sa tdc is correct [sa % ‘sand’]).” [3].
This is a typical manifestation of the tendency to venerate
linguistic purity, while overlooking the existence of the
considerable amount of data from modern Viethamese
that attests otherwise.

Indeed, it is easy to find [non-Sino-Vietnamese + Sino-
Vietnamese] noun phrases in which the head is final (Hoc
tro [literally ‘(school) pupil’ is an exception, as the pure
Vietnamese morpheme is the phrasal head yet is word-final
as if it were pure Sino-Viethnamese. The cause perhaps
originated in history: trd and dé #& ‘learner’ are cognates,
but the former is Old Sino-Vietnamese. In other words, hoc
tro was used before the Tang dynasty. Note that Old Sino-
Viethamese and Vietnamized Sino-Vietnamese are both
classified as ‘pure Vietnamese’ from the standpoint of
synchronic etymology).

The non-Sino-Vietnamese morpheme may be pure
Vietnamese (henceforth simply Vietnamese), as seen in
bép trudng 'head chef’ (Vietnamese bép ‘cook’ + Sino-
Vietnamese truéng {% ‘chief’), chuyén truéng 'line
manager (in a factory)’ (Vietnamese chuyén ‘[factory] line’
+ Sino-Vietnamese ‘chief’), clfa hang trudng ‘store
manager’ (Viethamese clfa hang ‘store’ + Sino-
Vietnamese trudng ‘chief’), mdy trudng ‘chief engineer’
(Vietnamese mdy ‘machine’ + Sino-Vietnamese trudng
‘chief’), nhém trudng ‘group leader’ (Vietnamese nhém
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‘group’ + Sino-Vietnamese truéng ‘chief’), qudy trudng
‘kiosk chief (Vietnamese qudy ‘kiosk’ + Sino-Vietnamese
truéng ‘chief’), xém truéng ‘head of a neighborhood’
(Vietnamese xém ‘neighborhood’ + Sino-Vietnamese
trudng ‘chief),... xodn tring / xodn khudn ‘spirochaete
bacteria’ (Vietnamese xodn ‘spiral’ + Sino-Vietnamese
trung &% ‘strain’/ khudn 1 ‘bacteria’), phdy trang / phdy
khudn "vibrio bacteria’ (Vietnamese phdy ‘comma’ + Sino-
Vietnamese triing ‘strain’/ khudn ‘bacteria’).

While some [Sino-Vietnamese + Sino-Vietnamese]
noun phrases such as hdi tdc ‘pirate’ (hdi ¥#§ ‘sea’ + tdic i
‘invader’), khéng tdc 'hijacker’ (khéng 7= ‘air’ + tdc ‘invader’),
son tdc ‘mountain highwaymen’ (son LI ‘mountain’ + tdc
‘invader’) and thuy tdc 'river pirate’ (thuy 7K ‘water’ + tdc
‘invader’) consist of the morpheme tdc (‘invader’) with the
preceding element indicating the spatial domain in which
the invader acts (hdi tdc ‘invader [acting at] sea’, khdng tdc
‘invader [acting in the] air (= in an aeroplane)’, son tdc
“invader [acting on a] mountain”, thuy tdc “invader [acting
on] water (= on a river)’), we have recently witnessed the
emergence of [Vietnamese + Sino-Viethamese] noun
phrases, whose initial morphemes no longer depict a
domain of activity, but instead an object of theft: (Note that
the combination [Sino-Vietnamese + tdc] can exist
simultaneously with the [pure Vietnamese + tdc] variant: cf.
cd téic versus ngu'tdc ‘fish thief (ngu 74 ‘fish’); cdt tdc versus sa
tdic ‘sand thief’ (Ngudi lao ddng 6/4/2013); ché tdic versus cdu
tdc ‘dog thief' (cdu 7% ‘dog’) (Ddt Viét 20/09/2013); ddt tdc
versus thé tdc ‘land robber’ (thé £: ‘land’) (dantri.com
27/02/2011); kiéng tdic versus canh tdc ‘bonsai plant thief
(canh %% literally ‘scenery’) (Néng nghiép Viét Nam,
24/4/2012), trdu tdc versus nguu tdc ‘buffalo thief (nguu 4
‘buffalo’); vang tdc versus kim tdc ‘gold thief’ (kim =z ‘gold’)
(Sai Gon tiép thi 8/12/2011). The usage [pure Vietnamese +
tdc] is still not convincing for many people: “Why can [they]
say cdt tdc ‘sand thief, but not gidic cdt while we have gidc déi
‘hunger crisis’, gigc dét ‘illiterate crisis’, gidc chdu chdu
‘grasshopper crisis’, and so forth; why do [they] use ddt tdc
‘land robber’ but not (bon) cudp dat [...] | believe that we
should not be tolerant here; we should instead provide
guidance.” (An Chi, personal communication) bo tdc ‘cow
thief', ca tdc ‘coffee bean thief’ (ca is an abbreviation of ca
phé ‘coffee!), chim tdc 'bird thief' (Céng an TP Ba Ndng
15/8/2013), ddu tdc ‘oil thief', dé tdc ‘cellphone thief' (dé
literally ‘cricket’, a slang for cellphone), dua tdc ‘melon
thief,, dua tdc ‘coconut thief' (Lao déng 08/02/2013), dd téc
‘stone thief’, ga tdc ‘chicken thief', gach tdc ‘brick thief, mai
tdc ‘apricot blossom thief, meo tdc ‘cat thief, nghéu tdc
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‘clam thief’ (Tudi tré 25/4/2012), rua tdc ‘turtle thief, sua tdc
‘thief of Dalbergia bouruana gagu trees’, than tdc ‘coal
thief’, thiéc tdc ‘tin thief’ (Ngudi lao déng, 11/8/2013), tém
tdc ‘'shrimp thief’, xe tdc ‘vehicle thief’, and so on (It may be
necessary to include a special case in which the first element
depicts a body part under attack: méng tdc (Vietnamese
méng ‘buttocks’ + Sino-Vietnamese tdc ‘invader)
(vnexpress.net 25/5/2005) is a person who sticks kim ‘needle’
(kim tdc, Cao Phi Yén [3] — homonymous to kim tdc, whose
meaning is equivalent to vang tdc ‘gold robber/thief) into
women’s buttocks!).

There are also cases in which the first element
indicates the instrument used by the actor: bun tdc
(Vietnamese bun ‘mud’ + Sino-Vietnamese tdc ‘invader’),
rdc tdc (Vietnamese rdc ‘garbage’ + Sino-Vietnamese tdc
‘invader’), bui tdc (Vietnamese bui ‘dust’ + Sino-
Vietnamese tdc ‘invader’) are not those who steal mud,
garbage, or dust, but rather who pollute the environment
by spilling mud, garbage, or producing dust; khoan tdc
(Vietnamese khoan ‘drill’ + Sino-Vietnamese tdc ‘invader’)
is a person who damages the aesthetic of public spaces
by illegally advertising with the slogan Khoan, cdt bé téng
(‘Concrete cutting and drilling’); cao tdc (Viethamese cdo
‘rake’ + Sino-Vietnamese tdc ‘invader’) is a person who
illegally dredges fish; cdu tdc (Vietnamese cdu ‘angling’ +
Sino-Vietnamese tdc ‘invader’) is a fisherman who uses a
rod to steal fish owned by others; Ita tdc (Hoa tdc ‘fire
breakouts’, the [Sino-Vietnamese + tdc] counterpart of Ita
tdc, does not have the same meaning. In hod tdc [Sino-
Vietnamese hoda A ‘fire’ + Sino-Vietnamese tdc ‘invader’],
the morpheme tdc is used metaphorically to mean a danger:
“68% of the warehouses have been completely equipped
with lightning rod sensors which readily cope with hod tdc
in the dry season.” (Qudn d6i Nhan dan 13/10/2008))(Gido
duc,4/3/2011) is a person who assaults others by burning
them (Examples of [X + tdc] combinations here are from Lé
Minh Hoang [8] unless indicated otherwise).

Yet another case of [Vietnamese + Sino-Vietnamese]
noun phrases is the [Vietnamese + qudn £ literally ‘shop’]
combination, which appears more widespread every day
across Vietnam in restaurant names: Ba Mién qudn
(Vietnamese ba ‘three’ + Vietnamese mién ‘region’ + Sino-
Vietnamese qudn ‘shop’), Cdy Sung qudn (Vietnamese cdy
‘tree’ + Vietnamese sung ‘Ficus racemosa’ + Sino-
Vietnamese qudn ‘shop’), Cdy Pa qudn (Vietnamese cdy
‘tree’ + Vietnamese da ‘Ficus bengalensis’ + Sino-
Vietnamese qudn ‘shop’), Lo Ddt qudn (Vietnamese [0
‘stove’ + Vietnamese ddt ‘earth, soil, land’ + Sino-
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Vietnamese qudn ‘shop’), Mién Trung qudn (Vietnamese
mién ‘region’ + Sino-Vietnamese trung ' ‘central
[Vietnam]' + Sino-Vietnamese qudn ‘shop’), Séng Trdng
qudn (Vietnamese séng ‘river’ + Vietnamese trdng ‘moon’
+ Sino-Vietnamese qudn ‘shop’). This construction adds
nuance to restaurants’ names and makes an impression
on the customers.

The non-Sino-Vietnamese morpheme may also be
Indo-European. Many of these combinations have
become  popular:  bdng truéng  ‘gangleader’
(dantri.com.vn 29/3/2012) (bdng < French bande ‘gang’),
ca trudng ‘shift manager’ (ca < French quart ‘quarter’), kip
trudng ‘team manager’ (kip < French équipe 'team’) (Qudn
‘shop’ and trudng ‘chief’ are both free morphemes. As
such, in addition to the [non-Sino-Viethamese +
Vietnamese] combination, they can form [Sino-
Vietnamese + non-Sino-Vietnamese] constructions (e.g.
nhém trudng / trudng nhém ‘head of a group’, ca truéng /
trudng ca 'shift manager’; Cdy Sung Qudn / Qudn Cdy Sung
‘a restaurant name’); c6n ké ‘alcoholmeter’ (cén < French
alcool ‘alcohol’; ké 51, literally ‘count’) (The [Viethamese
+ Sino-Vietnamese] equivalent here is ruou ké
(Vietnamese ruou ‘wine’ + Sino-Vietnamese ké ‘meter’)),
vén ké ‘voltmeter’, dmpe ké 'Ampere meter (ammeter)’,
ohm ké'ohmmeter’; ca phé tdc 'coffee bean thief’ (ca phé
< French café), cao su tdc ‘rubber thief' (cao su < French
caoutchouc); game thi ‘gamer’ (tha -, literally ‘hand’), co
tha ‘billiards player (c0 < French queue
‘cue’)(Monosyllabic Indo-European words are perceived
by Vietnamese speakers as (pure) Vietnamese, as long as
they do not include exotic phonemes (or written
characters). For example, while Vietnamese usually
consider a-xit (< acide), a-mi-dng (< amiante), a-mip (<
amibe), bé-ré (< beret), bu-gi (< bougie), r6-né-6 (< ronéo)
and 6-liu (< olive) as ‘Western words’, tem (< timbre
‘stamp’), xdng (< essence ‘gasoline’), kem (< créme
‘cream’), xi (< cire 'wax’), sdm (< chambre (a air) 'tire tube’,
16p (< enveloppe) are easily thought of as Vietnamese,
though all were borrowed from French. The case of ca phé
‘coffee’ is exceptional: due to homonymy, numerous
Vietnamese speakers believe the ca in this word to be the
same as the ca of ca chua ‘tomato’, i.e. coffee is a type of
ca. Evidence is that people living in the Vietnamese
Central Highlands (a region known for coffee plantations)
often use ca to refer to coffee in a clear context); logic hoc
logic’ (hoc £ ‘study’), robot hoc ‘robotics’, topo hoc
‘topology’, virus hoc ‘virology'(In these listed [modifier +
head] noun phrases, hoc is a nominal bound morpheme. It
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can be a free morpheme only in the role of a verb. Hence, it
is impossible for [Sino-Vietnamese + non-Sino-Vietnamese]
synonymes to exist, unlike the case of qudn or truéng).

Thus far, [non-Sino-Viethamese + Sino-Vietnamese]
noun phrases are limited to the following few
morphemes: ké ‘meter’, qudn ‘shop’, hoc ‘study’, khudn
‘bacteria’ / triing ‘strain’, tdc ‘invader’, tha ‘hand’, trudng
‘chief'.

It can be observed that in all examples above, the
phrasal head is always Sino-Vietnamese and comes last,
following the structure of Chinese noun phrases, while
the preceding modifier may be non-Sino-Vietnamese.
Hence, here, Vietnamese use Chinese noun phrase
structure rather than Chinese words. This is a case of
borrowing grammatical structure and has so far been
little noticed (Discussing grammatical borrowing of Sino-
Vietnamese, M. J. Alves [1, 2], for instance, focuses only on
functional words with Chinese origins, numerals, and
comparatives, rather than on structural borrowing itself).
Notably, some have pushed this usage much further, as
seenin nirnha vdn ‘female prose writer’' (Sino-Vietnamese
ni % ‘female’ + Vietnamese nha ‘person’ + Sino-
Vietnamese vdn 3 ‘literature’) (Thanh nién, 17/3/2013) or
n{r cdy bat ‘female writer’ (Sino-Vietnamese ni ‘female’ +
Vietnamese cdy [classifier for tree-like objects] + Sino-
Vietnamese bt %¢ ‘pen’) (Céng an, 24/3/2013). These
examples show a structural mixture between Vietnamese
noun phrases ([head + modifier]: nha + vén, cdy + but) and
Chinese noun phrases ([modifier + head]: nir + [nha van],
nd + [cdy bat]). This combination has thus far been viewed
as unacceptable.

Nevertheless, not all noun phrases containing Sino-
Vietnamese elements show a [modifier + head] structure
in which the head is occupied by the Sino-Vietnamese
morpheme. We also find cases with [head + modifier]
word order (the typical noun phrase structure in
Vietnamese), where the modifier position is filled by a
bound Sino-Vietnamese morpheme while the head is
Vietnamese: (If they are free Sino-Viethamese morphemes
(like hoc in ban hoc ‘desk’), they are in fact counted as pure
Vietnamese) thuy ‘water’ in nuéc thuy (Vietnamese nuéc
‘water’ + Sino-Vietnamese thuy ‘water’) (the thin layer of
mercury in a mirror), linh thuy ‘marine’ (Vietnamese linh
‘soldier’ + Sino-Vietnamese thuy ‘water’), mdy thuy ‘'motor
(for boats)’ (Vietnamese mdy ‘machine’ + Sino-
Vietnamese thuy ‘water’), tau thuy ‘ship’ (Vietnamese tau
‘vessel’ + Sino-Vietnamese thuy ‘water’); hod in ddu hod
‘kerosene’ (Vietnamese ddu ‘oil’ + Sino-Vietnamese hod
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1K “fire"), tau hod ‘train’ (Vietnamese tau ‘vessel’ + Sino-

2

Vietnamese hod ‘fire’).

The phenomenon is not without a trace in the
Vietnamese verb phrase. The [X + hod £ ‘to transform’]
construction which conforms to Chinese grammatical
structure, but in which X is non-Sino-Vietnamese, has
become popular: cting hod ‘to harden’ (Vietnamese cuiing
‘hard’ + Sino-Vietnamese hod ‘to transform’), lanh manh
hod ‘to purify (metaphorically)’ (Vietnamese lanh manh
‘wholesome, sound’ + Sino-Viethamese hod ‘to
transform’), mém héa 'to soften’ (Vietnamese mém ‘soft’ +
Sino-Vietnamese hod 'to transform’), méi hod ‘to labialize’
(Viethamese méi ‘lip’ + Sino-Viethamese hod ‘to
transform’), mdi hod 'to nasalize’ (Viethamese mdi‘nose’ +
Sino-Vietnamese hod ‘to transform’), ngdi hod ‘to tile [a
roof, etc]’ (Vietnamese ngdi ‘tile’ + Sino-Vietnamese hod
‘to transform’), véi hod ‘to calcify’ (Vietnamese véi ‘lime
(material)’ + Sino-Vietnamese hod ‘to transform’), xdt hod
‘to fricativize’ (Vietnamese xdt ‘to rub’ + Sino-Vietnamese
hod ‘to transform’). Multi-element examples include a xit
hod (a xit < French acide ‘acid’), bé téng hod (bé téng <
French béton ‘concrete’), xi mdng hod (xi mdng < French
ciment ‘cement’).

The examples mentioned above are all in subordinate
compound  structures. In coordinate compound
structures, we can also observe bound Sino-Vietnamese
morphemes combining with their Vietnamese synonyms
or near-synonyms in noun phrases and verb/adjective
ones: binh linh (£%) linh ‘soldiers’), dm thdp (% thdp = am
‘damp’), bao (bao ”J) gém ‘to consist of', bao (“J) boc ‘to
wrap/cover’, bién (5) déi to change’, boi (%) ddp ‘to
accrete’, ky (%F) la ‘mysterious/strange’, mi méo (1§ mdo
or mao [4] and [17] give the mao reading, while Phan Vdn
Cdc [15] accepts both mgo and mdo) = ma ‘hat’), nubi
duéng (%) ‘to raise’, sinh () séng 'to live’, among others.

3. HYBRID WORDS IN SINO-XENIC LANGUAGES AND
BEYOND

Hybrid words are not confined to Vietnamese; they
can also be found in other Sino-xenic languages (The term
is due to Martin [9] to refer to languages with a lexicon
showing widespread, systematic Chinese borrowing; -xenic
originates from Greek xénos ‘foreign’) such as Japanese or
Korean.

In Japanese, (pure) Japanese morphemes may
combine with non-Japanese elements. Sino-Japanese
(on’yomi) examples include [pure Japanese + Sino-
Japanese] 5 fIt basho ‘place’, ¥% 1 yuté ‘hot water
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bucket’; [Sino-Japanese + pure Japanese] 4 & kin'iro
“yellow”, . #f jubako ‘food box’; [pure Japanese + Sino-
Japanese + Sino-Japanese] & & 1# aikidé ‘aikido’. Indo-
European examples include [Japanese + Indo-European]
71 7 & 7 karaoke (Japanese kara ‘empty’ + English oke <
orche(stra)); [Indo-European + Japanese] ¥ ¥+ > &
shabondama ‘soap bubble’ (shabon < Portuguese
sabdo ‘soap’ + Japanese dama < tama ‘bubble’). There are
also cases of [Indo-European + Sino-Japanese] as in /» >
F > 7@ hanchingu-bé ‘hunting cap’ (hanchingu <
English hunting + Sino-Japanese bé ‘cap’).

Korean is similar. Sino-Korean + (pure) Korean
constructions are seen, for instance, in ¥ -3}T}
kongpuhata ‘to learn’ (Sino-Korean kongu ‘to learn’ +
Korean hata ‘to do’), 353}t hengpokhata ‘happy’
(Sino-Korean hengpok ‘happy’ + Korean hata ‘to do’),
t}-ej o]t} tahengita ‘lucky’ (Sino-Korean taheng ‘relief +
Korean ita ‘to be’). Examples of [Indo-European + pure
Korean] include "l2]54] Merry Chuseok ‘Happy Mid-
autumn’ (English merry + Korean Chuseok ‘Mid-autumn’),
-9 gutbam ‘goodnight’ (gut < English good + Korean
bam ‘night’), ¥-& Ev}E bangultomato ‘cherry tomato’
(Korean bangul ‘drop (of water)’ + English tomato), 1] 9
B binilbongtu ‘plastic bag’ (binil < English vinyl +
Korean bongtu ‘bag’).

Hybrid words are also common in Indo-European
languages. English, for instance, has many words of Greek
and Latin origin, which may sometimes show hybrid
forms: cf. homosexual (< Greek homos + Latin sexus),
hypercorrection (< Greek hyper + Latin correction),
metadata (< Greek meta + Latin data); sociology (< Latin
socius + Greek logos), television (< Greek téle + Latin visio).
As in Vietnamese, English allows the parallel existence of
both hybrid and non-hybrid synonyms, cf. aquaphobia (<
Latin aqua + Greek phobos) versus hydrophobia (< Greek
hydro + Greek phobos), monolingual (< Greek monos +
Latin lingua) versus unilingual (< Latin uni + Latin lingua),
and divalent (< Greek di- + Latin valentem) versus bivalent
(< Latin bi- + Latin valentem).

Thus, hybrid words are a universal phenomenon. It is
fair to say that where there is language contact, we find
hybridization; it is as hard to imagine a language without
hybrid words as it is to think of a language without
contact with other languages.

4. TWO TYPES OF GRAMMATICAL BEHAVIOUR IN
VIETNAMESE HYBRID WORDS

Why do hybrid words assert themselves so strongly

puristic criticisms, no matter how furious, fail to stop their
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advance? With respect to structure, in order to explain
their existence, it is crucial to keep in mind the following
well-known quote from Ferdinand de Saussure: “La
synchronie ne connait qu’'une perspective, celle des
sujets parlants [...]" [16].

Indeed, native speakers do not need to know the
history of their language. For them, the only reality is
synchronic. From the perspective of synchronic
etymology, Viethamese perceive free Sino-Vietnamese
morphemes in [head + modifier] noun phrases as if they
were pure Vietnamese morphemes, therefore there is no
difference between [Vietnamese + Sino-Vietnamese] and
[Vietnamese + Vietnamese] combinations. Examples
include ban hoc ‘desk’ (pure Vietnamese ban ‘table’ +
Sino-Vietnamese hoc £ ‘to learn, to study’) versus ban dn
‘dining table’ (pure Vietnamese ban ‘table’ + Vietnamese
dn ‘eat’); hon ngoc ‘gem’ (Viethamese hon ‘roundish
(object)’ + Sino-Vietnamese ngoc & ‘gem’) versus hon ddt
‘a ball of soil' (Vietnamese hon ‘roundish (object)’ +
Vietnamese ddt ‘earth, soil, land’); mdy dnh ‘camera’
(Vietnamese mdy ‘machine’ + Sino-Viethnamese dnh
‘image’) versus mdy may ‘sewing machine’ (Viethamese
mdy ‘machine’ + Vietnamese may ‘to sew’); nguoi bénh
‘patient’ (Viethamese ngudi ‘human’ + Sino-Vietnamese
bénh 5% ‘illness’) versus ngudi lanh ‘healthy person’
(Vietnamese ngudi ‘human’ + Vietnamese lanh ‘healthy /
recovered’); ndi khé ‘'misery’ (Vietnamese néi ‘feeling’ +
Sino-Vietnamese khé 7 ‘misery’) versus néi buén ‘grief’
(Vietnamese néi ‘feeling’ + Vietnamese buén ‘sad’); tau
dién ‘electric train’ (pure Vietnamese tau ‘vessel’ + Sino-
Vietnamese dién & ‘electric’) or tau hda (pure Vietnamese
tau 'vessel’ + Sino-Vietnamese héa ‘X ‘fire’) versus tau ltia
‘train’ (Vietnamese tau ‘vessel’ + pure Vietnamese lua
‘fire’); thuéc bo ‘tonic’ (Vietnamese thuéc ‘medicine’ +
Sino-Vietnamese b6 i ‘tonic’) versus thudc ho ‘cough
medicine’ (pure Vietnamese thuéc ‘medicine’ +
Vietnamese ho ‘cough’); vong déng ‘copper bracelet’
(Vietnamese vong ‘bracelet’ + Sino-Vietnamese déng i
‘copper’) versus vong dd ‘stone bracelet’ (Vietnamese
vong ‘bracelet’ + Vietnamese dd ‘stone’); vét thuong
‘wound’ (Vietnamese vét ‘mark’ + Vietnamese thuong 15
‘hurt’) versus vét mé ‘surgical scar’ (Vietnamese vét ‘mark’
+ Vietnamese mé ‘to operate (surgically)’) (The following
claim by Jae Jung Song [6] regarding Sino-Korean is also
applicable to these Sino-Vietnamese words: “Arguing
that Sino-Korean words are loanwords is like arguing that
English words based on Latin and Greek elements are
loanwords. Native English speakers, unless they are
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etymologists or have specialist knowledge, don't realize
the Latin or Greek origin of words like client, library,
essence, dissolve, idiosyncrasy, democracy and history;
even if they were aware of their origins, they would
hesitate to call them loanwords, simply because they
have been part of the English vocabulary for so long, and
thus entrenched so firmly in the English language that it
will be purely academic whether to call them loanwords
or not. Similarly, Sino-Korean words are so firmly
established in Korean that it may not be appropriate to
view them as loanwords, albeit based on Chinese
characters”).

The combination between a free Vietnamese
morpheme and a bound Vietnamese morpheme is not
rare in Vietnamese, e.g., cd chinh ‘lamprey’ (free cd ‘fish’),
cd ngdt ‘a type of catfish’, ché md ‘villain, rogue’ (free ché
‘dog’), chg bua ‘markets’ (free cho ‘market’), diéu hdu
‘hawk’ (free diéu 'hawk’), dua hdu ‘watermelon’ (free dua
‘melon’), ddu nanh ‘soybean’ (free ddu ‘bean’), lta héo
(free lua ‘paddy’), and so on. The [free Vietnamese +
bound Sino-Vietnamese] construction like thuy ‘water’ in
tau thuy ‘ship’ is thus unexceptional.

It is worth mentioning those noun phrases which obey
the Chinese structural configuration of [modifier + head],
but in which the modifier is non-Sino-Vietnamese.
Contrary to the other two types, this is a case of
Vietnamese following Chinese grammatical rules; in
other words, borrowing Chinese syntactic structures. This
behavior enriches the Vietnamese, offering additional
means of different rhetorical nuance (cf. S6ng Trdng Qudn
versus Qudn S6ng Trdng, whose different nuances can be
imperfectly approximated by ‘Café Moon River’ versus
‘Moon River Café’ in that order (marked versus unmarked,
with the French head-modifier order giving the more
exotic feel in English)). In other cases, this combination
yields a phrase that can be better understood: for
‘viscometer’, Vietnamese uses nhdt ké (Vietnamese nhét
‘viscous’ + Sino-Vietnamese ké ‘meter’), rather than
Chinese %iii5T; for ‘spirochaete bacteria’, xodn khudn
(Vietnamese xodn ‘spiral’ + Sino-Vietnamese khudn
‘bacteria’), rather than #2i€[; for ‘vibrio bacteria’, phdy
khudn (Viethamese phdy ‘comma’ + Sino-Vietnamese
khudn T 'bacteria’), rather than [, Alternatively, it
helps avoid potential misunderstandings caused by the
combination of exclusively Sino-Vietnamese elements; cf.
am ké versus thdp ké i% &t 'hygrometer’, the latter easily
mistaken for a tool to measure height. This is because in
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Vietnamese, thdp with the meaning ‘damp’ appears only
in the word dm thdp, while as a free morpheme, it means
‘short’ (While it is possible to use mdy do dé nhét (literally
‘machine measure degree oil’) ‘'viscometer’ and mdy do d@o
dm (‘machine measure degree damp’) ‘hygrometer’, it is
not coincidental that nhét ké, dm ké are far popular (and
appear in many dictionaries, such as Hoang Phé’s Tt dién
tiéng Viét [5]). The advantage of the latter forms is that
their combination is ‘tighter’ due to the [modifier + head]
construction; they are hence more suitable as scientific
terminology).

5. THE COMBINATORY ABILITY OF SINO-VIETNAMESE
ELEMENTS FROM A SEMANTIC PERSPECTIVE
CONCERNING PHONETICS

Does the combinatorial ability of Sino-Vietnamese
elements analyzed above relate to semantics and/or
phonetics?

Some have attempted to resolve semantic issues
using the combinatorial behaviour of these morphemes.
For example, the textbook Vietnamese for grade 5
includes the distinction between “absolute synonyms”
and “non-absolute synonyms” based on their [+
interchangeable] ability; examples for the former are hé,
cop, hum ‘tiger’ [11]. It is easy to show that these
examples are unconvincing: In fact, it is possible to say
con hé, con cop, or con hum ‘a/the tiger’ (Vietnamese con
[classifier used for animals] + Sino-Viethamese hé /
Vietnamese cop or hiim), but only hé phu sinh hé ti ‘like
father, like son’ (literally ‘a tiger dad begets a tiger son’),
and not *cop/hum phu sinh cop/htum tt, is acceptable.
The reason is simple: hé is the only Sino-Vietnamese
morpheme among the three, therefore it is the only one
that can combine with other Sino-Vietnamese
morphemes in noun phrases having Chinese phrase
structure. The classification criterion is thus not
supported with hé, cop, and hum (Theoretically, a
classification criterion as such is also unacceptable.
Language is a large but parsimonious system: if two
synonyms can replace each other in all contexts, one of
them is redundant and will be eliminated. In other words,
a combinatory difference between two synonyms is a
reason for their parallel existence).

The difference in the combinatory ability of Sino-
Vietnamese morphemes leads to some semantic
consequences, constrained by phonetics: Vietnamese
speakers tend to merge Sino-Vietnamese morphemes
with lower productivity into (near-) homophonous
morphemes with higher productivity.
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Sometimes this involves the merger of two Sino-
Vietnamese morphemes. For example, tr&r T as a free
morpheme means ‘to contain’, and all of its combinations
in Vietnamese (du trir ‘to save, reserve’, tang trir ‘to store’,
tich trr ‘to stockpile, to stash away’, tén trir ‘to store,
storage’, trir kim ‘savings’, trir lugng 'backlog, stockpile’,
and so on) involve this meaning except for tri tinh
‘lyric(al)’ #¥ 1%, in which tr@ ¥ means ‘to express’; thus
trd tinh is often understood as ‘to be full of sentiment’
[10]. Another example is the following line of the poet Ba
Huyén Thanh Quan: “Gdc mdi, ngu 6ng vé vién phé”. Here
phé i# has the meaning ‘riverbank, shore’ (vién phé IZ i
means ‘distant riverbank, shore’). Yet Vietnamese has
only the free morpheme phé &, originally meaning
‘shop’, developing the sense ‘a street with houses and
shops along its sides’, as seen in phé cé ‘ancient street
(and its surroundings)’ and phé Hdng Bado, a popular
Hanoi shopping street. It is, therefore, easy for phd iili to
be mistaken for phé & [10].

Elsewhere, we observe the merger of a Sino-
Vietnamese and a pure Vietnamese morpheme. For
example, the Sino-Viethamese morpheme yéu %
‘important’ (as seen in hiém yéu ‘dangerous and strategic
(= difficult to be accessed)’, trich yéu ‘summarize’, trong
yéu ‘important, yéu nhdn ‘important person’) is
homonymous with the Vietnamese morpheme yéu
‘weak’ (the antonym of manh ‘strong’). As the former is a
bound morpheme while the latter is a free one, with
higher combinatory ability, yéu diém is often
misunderstood as ‘a weak point’, rather than ‘an
important point’. As a further example, thdm quan
‘sightseeing’ replaces tham quan. Tham 2> (in tham quan)
meaning ‘to attend’ appears only as a bound morpheme
(tham chién "to join a war’, tham chinh 'to take part in
politics’, tham du ‘to attend’, tham gia ‘to participate’,
tham kién ‘to meet’) while the free morpheme tham &
means ‘greed(y), to covet'. As it does not make any sense
to assign tham in tham quan ‘sightseeing’ the meaning of
the free morpheme, a near-homonym which yields a
more reasonable meaning - thdm ‘to visit’ - is used
(Besides, tham quan is easy to be confused phonetically with
thdm quan because both tham and thdm are not stressed,
so that a and d are unclearly pronounced). Another case is
xdn lan %5 ‘bright and splendid’, in which both xdn and
lan mean ‘bright, glowing'. Because xdn is found only in
this compound, itis merged with sdng ‘bright’, whichis its
near homonym and also its synonym. In this case, the two
prototypical  prerequisites  for  folk-etymological
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reanalysis - sound and meaning - have acted to generate
the more common expression sdng lan.

Sometimes, we find a combination of the above types.
For example, cdu with the meaning ‘final’ appears only in
one Vietnamese compound, ciu cdnh 553 ‘(last) refuge/
recourse’, while cdiu ¥ meaning ‘help’ appears not only in
[Sino-Vietnamese + Sino-Vietnamese] combinations such
as cuiu ho ‘to rescue’, ctiu té‘salvation’, ciiu thé ‘redemptive’,
ctu tinh ‘savior) but also exists as a free morpheme.
Similarly, cdnh %, which means ‘final, at last’, exists only in
clu canh, while the pure Vietnamese morpheme canh ’,
wing, petal, side’, is a free morpheme. As a result, ciu cdnh
is frequently understood as ‘assistant at one’s side’, even
though its correct meaning is ‘the final goal'.

6. CONCLUSION

The grammatical behaviour of Sino-Viethamese
morphemes nowadays does not correspond to their
historical behaviour ([modifier + head] noun phrases
following the pattern [non-Sino-Vietnamese + Sino-
Vietnamese] did, in fact, appear in legends such as Cdy G6
Dai vuong, Bén Do Dai vuong, and Cta Sau Dai vuong [14].
However, most of these noun phrases are limited to proper
nouns).

Investigation of the behaviour of Sino-Vietnamese
morphemes helps us to understand better their
combinatorial mechanisms in modern Vietnamese. Based
on this investigation, we can make predictions about the
development of the language. This also provides a basis
on which to elucidate the mechanism of incorrect usage
or misinterpretation of Sino-Vietnamese elements, rather
than just to list individual errors.

The structural mixture between Vietnamese and
Chinese and the semantic change of Sino-Vietnamese
words under the pressure of pure Vietnamese should be
accepted. From the viewpoint of synchronic etymology,
it is necessary to count Sino-Vietnamese elements as part
of the Vietnamese language despite their historical status
as loanwords, similar to Latin and Greek etyma retained
in modern Indo-European languages. This viewpoint will
enable us to respect the linguistic facts of Vietnamese, as
opposed to denying reality with the excuse of protecting
the ‘purity’ of Vietnamese.
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