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SOPHANA SRI CHAMPA 

1 Introduction 

Reduplication is a morphological process in which all or part of a syllable is repeated. It 
can be regarded as a general process of affixation in which the entire base word or some part 
of it is affixed to itself to form one or a series of new words. These new words usually have 
the same syntactic classification as the base; their predicatable meanings are related to but 
deviate from the meaning of the base. Reduplication is widely found among the languages of 
East and Southeast Asia, such as Mandarin (Li & Thompson 1 98 1 ), Cantonese (Bauer & 
Benedict 1 997), Thai (Laksaneeyanawin 1 982) and Vietnamese. 1 In this paper I describe the 
major patterns of reduplication that are associated with Vietnamese verbs (including stative 
verbs). 

Previous studies on Vietnamese reduplication have generally described the possible 
reduplicated classes but they did not pinpoint any specific class of the language. Due to the 
fact that the verb occupies the major position in the structure of the language, I will describe 
its behaviour with respect to its reduplication. Vietnamese verbal reduplication expresses a 
range of meanings, including consecutive, emphatic, repetitive, augmentative and diminutive 
meanings. In this study Vietnamese reduplication has been divided into two types according 
to the form of the original morpheme, namely, full reduplication and partial reduplication. 

2 Vietnamese syllable and phonology 

Since the Vietnamese syllable is both a phonological and morphological unit of analysis, 
the structure of the syllable is a matter of relevance to the study of reduplication. The 
structure of the Vietnamese syllable can be represented in the following formula: 

T 
(C1 ) (w) + V + (C2) 

For the Vietnamese data I use the following sources: Hoang Van Hanh (994); Nhan Ng6 Thanh ( 1 984) 

and Thompson ( 1 967). 

Robert S. Bauer, ed. Collected papers on soutbeast Asian and Pacific languages, 37-47. 
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The syllable begins with the onset or initial consonant C1 which is an optional element. 
The remainder of the syllable is the final or rhyme which comprises the obligatory main 
vowel V and tone T. The rhyme may be optionally preceded by the medial labial glide /w/ 
and closed by an optional final consonant C2. 

The following four tables list the phonemes of the northern or Hanoi variety of 
Vietnamese that may occur in the various slots of the syllable: Table 1 lists the initial 
consonants; Table 2 lists the final consonants; Table 3 lists the vowels; and Table 4 lists the 
tones. The sound segments have been transcribed in IPA (in bold) and the corresponding 
Vietnamese orthography (in italics). The Vietnamese names of the six Vietnamese tones and 
the phonetic descriptions of their tone contours are included in Table 4. 

In all the examples of Vietnamese reduplication listed and discussed below, the 
Vietnamese orthographic forms are given first and are then followed by the corresponding 
phonemic transcription. In the phonemically transcribed material the raised numbers 1 to 6 at 
the end of the syllable indicate the tone categories of the syllables and these numbers 
correspond to the numbered tones listed in Table 4. 

Stops 
Implosives 
Fricatives 
Nasals 
Approximants 

Stops 
Nasals 
Approximants 

High 
Higher mid 
Lower mid 
Low 

Table 1 :  Vietnamese initial consonant phonemes (bold) and 
corresponding orthographic symbols (italics) 

Bilabial Labio- Alveolar Palatal Velar 
dental 

t t th th c ch tr k c k  
6 b  d d  

v v f  ph z r d s s x y g gh x kh 
m m  n n  J1 nh IJ ng ngh 
w w  1 1  j r  

Table 2:  Vietnamese final consonant phonemes (bold) and 
corresponding orthographic symbols (italics) 

Bilabial 

p p 
m m  
w u o  

Alveolar 

t t  
n n  

Palatal 

c ch 
J1 nh 

j i Y 

Velar 

k c  
IJ ng 

Table 3: Vietnamese vowel phonemes (bold) and 
corresponding orthographic symbols (italics). 

Front Back Diphthongs 

Glottal 

h h  

i i W lf  u u  i� (ia, le-) Ul� ( lfa, U'a-) u� (ua, uo-) 
e e  � a  0 6  
E e  A a  :> 0  
a a  al a 
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Table 4:  Names of Vietnamese tones and phonetic descriptions of their tone contours 

Vietnamese tone name 

1 .  ngang 
2. huyen 
3 .  hoi 
4. nga 

5 .  sic 
6. n?ng 

3 Full reduplication 

Phonetic description of tone contour 

Mid-high level 
Low falling 
Mid falling-rising 
Mid to high rising with glottal stop 
Mid-high rising 
Low falling with glottal stop 

The entire phonological form of a stem is repeated in the reduplicated affix .  We may 
recognise two types of full reduplication: monosyllabic and polysyllabic. 

3.1 Monosyllabic full reduplication 

The entire syllable is repeated in full. Many reduplications express repetitive or diminutive 
meanings as indicated in the following examples. 

3. 1. 1 Repetitive meanings 

( 1 )  g5m /yam2/ 'wear a sullen look' => g5m glim /yam yarn! 
(2) bimg IbUII)2/ 'flare up' => birng bimg /5UI1)2 5UI1)2/ 
(3) khum /xuml/ 'bend, bow' => khum khum /xuml xuml/ 
(4) ma /mg2/ 'grow dim, dull' => ma ma /mgl mgl/ 

(5) nghieng /l)igl)l/ 'be inclined (to)' => nghieng nghieng /l)igl)l l)igl)l/ 

(6) nhong /J101) 1/ 'wander, roam' => nhong nhong /J101)1 J101)1/ 
(7) QC /'Jk6/ 'spurt, flow' => QC QC bk6 'Jk6/ 
(8) rimh lza:J12/ 'know well' => riwh ranh lza:J12 za:J12/ 

3. 1.2 Diminutive meanings 

(9) quen /kwEn2/ 'indifferent' 
=> quen quen /kwEn2 kWEn2/ 'rather indifferent, somewhat poor' 

( 1 0) n;m /zgn6/ 'shiver with fear' 
=> rCln rCln Izgn6 zgn6/ 'to shiver slightly with fear' 

3.2 Disyllabic full reduplication 

This type of reduplication also mainly expresses repetition. Reduplication of the two­
syllable word takes the form AABB as follows: 
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( 1 1 )  bitng nhac 16jgI) ]1a:k51 'lazy, idle' 
=> bitng bitng nhac nhac 16jgI)5 6igI)5 ]1a:k5 ]1a:k51 

( 1 2) di l�i I 'to come' 
=> di di l�i l�i lefi ! cfi! lai6 lai61 'to walk back and forth' 

( 1 3) hiim ha Iham! hg31 'be zealous and enthusiastic' 
=> ham hiim ha ha /ham! ham! hg3 hg3/ 

( 1 4) lam Ii IIAm2 li21 'be taciturn, say little' 
=> lam l�m 11 11 /lAm2 IAm2 li2 li21 

4 Partial reduplication 

This type of reduplication takes two forms: ( 1 )  reduplication of the initial consonant as in 
ho he Ih:)! hE!1 'act against' and (2) reduplication of the rhyme as in bjn rjn lbin6 zin61 'be 
loath to part with ' .  In the disyllabic form the tone changes on both the first and the second 
syllables from low falling tone to mid rising tone, as in: 

( 1 5) ban th�n /6An2 thAn21 'haggard, worried' ? , 
=> ban than ban th�n 16An3 thAn3 6An2 thAn21 

4.1  Monosyllabic partial reduplication 

There are various possibilities of monosyllabic partial reduplication relating to the syllable 
structure - six patterns can be grouped into three subtypes: (i) to (iii) rhyming (same vowel, 
same final and sometimes same tone); (iv) chiming (same initial, but different vowel, final, 
or tone); and (v) rhyming and chiming (with different tone). The reduplication may either 
precede or follow the stem. 

a. Rhyming 

1 .  Reduplication of rhyme with loss of initial consonant. 

The initial consonant of the stem is lost and the rhyme is reduplicated as in: 

( 1 6) an nan Ian! nan!/ 'show repentance' 

( 1 7) ay mfy laj5 naj51 'uneasy' 

The reduplicated syllable comes first and the original stem comes second. This type occurs 
with relatively few verbs. 

ii. Change of initial consonant 

The initial consonant in the reduplicated form is different from that of the stem (in bold) 
as in: 

( 1 8) run Izun31 'be flabby, be faint' 
=> bun run 16un3 zun3/ 'flagging, flaccid' 
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( 1 9) nh§n Ipan21 'eat with one's front teeth' 
=> c§n nhlin Ikan2 pan21 'grumble, grunt' 

The reduplicated syllable can occur in either the first or second position as in: 

(20) 

(22) 

FIRST 

bun run 16un3 zun31 
'flagging, flaccid' 

dn nhlin Ikan2 Jlan21 
'grumble, grunt repeatedly' 

This type only occurs with some verbs. 

iii. Change of initial consonant and tone 

SECOND 

(2 1 )  choang yang Icwa:fJs va:fJsI 
'dizzy, dazed, giddy' 

(23) ch6i vai ICgjS vgjSI 
'reach up one's hands repeatedly' 

The initial consonant and the tone are different from that of the stem (transcribed in bold). 
In reduplication of open syllables the ngang tone occurs with huyen tone and the huyen tone 
occurs with the sic tone as indicated in the following examples. 

(24) choi bai ICgj l 6gj21 'be a playboy, lead a gay life' 

(25) bJu dfu 16iu2 ziwsl 'wrapped up in' 

(26) bii Jehu 16u2 xusl 'have heart-to-heart talk, talk together' 

In reduplication of closed syllables the n?ng tone occurs with the sic tone and the ngang 
tone occurs with the hoi tone as in the following examples: 

(27) sJ!.ch bach Isa:c6 6a:cl 'very clean' 

(28) hU'I1g hlrng IhUllJI hUIfJ31 'be struck with disappointment' 

The rhyme of either the first or second syllable may be reduplicated and the initial is 
different as follows: 

(29) 

(3 1 )  

FIRST 

biu diu /6iwl ziwsl 
'wrapped up in' 

can d?n Ikanl zan61 
'recommend' 

This type only occurs with some verbs. 

b. Chiming 

SECOND 

(30) bii Jehu /6u2 xusl 
'have heart-to-heart talk, talk together' 

(32) choi bai Icgj ! 6gj21 
'be friends, indulge in play' 

iv. ( 1 )  Reduplication of initial consonant and change of rhyme 

The vowel in the reduplicated form is different from that of the stem (transcribed in bold) 
as follows: 

(33) ngu /fJull 'stupid, dull' 
=> ngu ngO'/fJul fJgII 'naively silly' (back vowels) 

(34) chum Icumsi 'purse, round (lips)' 
=> chum chfm Icums cims/ 'slightly protruding' (high vowels) 
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(35) du kIu'l 'swing' 
=> du dlfa lou' owg'l 'swing' (high vowels) 

(36) m6p Im:Jp51 'sunken' 
=> m6p mep Im:Jp5 mcp51 'badly dented' (mid vowels) 

The reduplicated syllable occurs in either the first or second position as follows: 

(37) 

(39) 

FIRST 

bi bO 16i ' 60'1 
'lisp (baby)' 

thue' thoa Ithwe3 thwa: 31 
'to be satisfied' 

This type occurs with some verbs. 

iv. (2) Change of rhyme and tone 

SECOND 

(38) bet bat 16et5 6at51 
'dog-tired, exhausted' 

(40) chum chfm Icum5 cim51 
'open slightly' 

The vowel and tone are different from that of the stem (transcribed in bold) as in the 
following examples. 

(4 1 )  ciIi CQ Ika:j4 k:J6j 'have an argument with' 

(42) che cha Icc' Cg3j 'give cover to protect' 

(43)  co cil' lk:J2 kw31 'wheeze' 

The reduplicated syllable occurs only in the first position. This type of reduplication seems 
to occur with relatively few verbs. 

The tone and the final consonant are different from that of the stem (in bold), as in : 

(44) 

FIRST 

com c9p lkom2 kop61 
'unwieldly' 

(46) hoang hoac/hwa:IJ' hw:k51 'open wide' 

SECOND 

(45)  ban bq.c 16a:n2 6a:k61 
'discuss' 

The reduplicated syllable can occur either in the first or second position but mainly occurs 
in the first position. This type of reduplication occurs with many verbs. The reduplicated 
words of this type are typically onomatopoeic expressions, while others are diminutive terms. 

c. Rhyming and chiming 

v. Change of tone 

In the reduplicated form, which can either precede or follow the stem, the tone is different 
from that of the stem (transcribed in bold). 

The reduplicated form occurs in the first position as in: 

(47) 1i¢u /ligw61 'use the suitable thing' 
=> 1i¢u Ji¢u lligw2 ligw61 (repetitive meaning) 

The prefix tone is huyen instead of nang. 
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=> kho kh6 Ix':) ' x,:)51 (repetitive meaning) 
The prefix tone is ngang instead of sic. 

(49) deo IZEW31 'flexible, malleable' 
=> dec dec /zEW' ZEw31 'rather flexible, rather malleable' 

The prefix tone is ngsmg instead of hoi. 

The reduplicated form occurs in the second position as in: 

(SO) khit Ixit51 'fit well' => khft khft lxit5 xit61 'close-fitting' 
The tone of the suffix is nang instead of sic. 

(S l )  nga /rJ;)21 'doubt, suspect' => ngly ngr;r Irp2 1);;)61 (repetitive meaning) 
The tone of the suffix is nang instead of huyen. 

(S2) bfr IBw51 'cloyed, satiated' => b(r bL! IBw5 Bw61 (emphatic meaning) 
The suffix tone is changed from sic to nang. 

In my data the four tones ngang, huyen, sic and ngii occur with stems. Table S below 
presents the summary of the changes of the tones in the reduplicated forms: 

Table 5: Changes of tones in reduplicated forms 

1 .  ngang tone 

2. huyen tone 

3 .  sic tone 

4. ngii tone 

=> 

=> 

=> 

=> 

sic, hoi, ngii, n{ing tones I # ___ _ 

hoi, ngii tones I final nasal 

sic tone I final stop and nasal 

n{ing l # ___ _ 

=> ngii, n{ing tones Ifinal nasal 

=> 

=> 

huyen tone 1 #  ___ _ 

huyen tone I ____ final nasal 

huyen tone 1 #  

The reduplicated syllable occurs in either the first or second position but reduplication in 
the first position is more frequent. This is also the most frequent type of verbal reduplication. 
Many such reduplicated words convey a diminutive meaning. 

4.2 Disyllabic partial reduplication 

Where the verb stem has two syllables, there are three subtypes of partial reduplication. In 
two of these types the resulting reduplicated form has four sylllables and generally follows 
the ABAB and ABCD patterns, with some differences parallel to those found in 
monosyllabic reduplication, as in rhyming and chiming, in one or both of the reduplicated 
syllables. In type (iii), the resulting form has three syllables in the ABB pattern; for this type 
the partially reduplicated middle syllable is different from the basic B syllable stem. The 
ABB reduplication type is relatively infrequent. 
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Of the various types below, the basic stem comes second in most types; the modified 
reduplicated form precedes in four-syllable types in the ABAB and ABCD patterns, and the 
modified reduplicated form also precedes in both three-syllable types in the ABB pattern. 

a. ABAB modified reduplications 

i. Change of rhyme and tone 

All four syllables share the same initial consonant but the rhyme of the second syllable 
changes to vowel fa:f and its tone changes to ngang. 

(53)  bap benh f6Ap5 6eJ1lf  'unsettle, staggering' 
=> bap ba bap benh 16Ap5 6a: I 6Ap5 6eJ1If  (augmentative meaning) 

(54) chap chai fCAp5 cgj5f 'fly with a rolling motion' 
=> chap cha chap chai fCAp5 ca:I CAp5 cgj5f (consecutive meaning) 1 1 

(55) hon hen fhon3 hen3f 'panting' 1 1 1 
=> hon ha hon hen fhon3 ha:I hon3 hen3f 'to pant heavily' 

The tone of the Ba syllable (B syllable with a vowel) is determined by the tone of the 
second syllable. When the B syllable has the ngang, sic or hoi tone, this syllable carries the 
ngang tone. This is the most frequent type of ABAB reduplication and the meaning is 
augmentative. The Ba (B syllable with a vowel) type in (ii) is less frequent. 

The second syllable has the same initial as the second syllable plus the vowel fa! with 
huyen tone (transcribed in bold). 

(56) hJ hl!c fhi2 huk6f 'be absorbed in' 
=> hi ha hJ hl!c fhi2 ha:2 hi2 huk6f 'be completely engrossed in one's work' 

(57) kh4p khigng fXAp6 xigIJ4f 'limping' 
=> kh4p kha kh4p khigng fXAp6 xa:2 XAp6 xigIJ5f (augmentative meaning) 

(58) lim cfi'm flAm3 kAm3f 'forgetful, in one's dotage' 
=> lfi'm ell lfi'm cfi'm flAm3 ka:2 lAm3 kAm3f (augmentative meaning) 

(59) g4p ghenh fyAp6 yep2f 'rough, bumpy' 
=> g4p ga g4p ghenh fyAp6 ya:2 yAp6 yeJ12f 'very rough' 

The above examples include those where the B syllable has nga, huyen, hoi, or n?ng tones. 
We may note that where the B syllable carries the hoi tone, both type (i) and type (ii) can 
occur. 

The vowel and the final consonant of the last syllable of the reduplicated form 
(transcribed in bold) are different from those of the second syllable of the stem as in: 

(60) bilc tu�ch f6ok6 twec6f 'ingenious' 
=> bilc tu�ch bilc t�c f6ok5 twec5 6ok5 twa:k5f 'very ingenious' 

(6 1 )  tam b4y ftAm2 6Aj6f 'perverse, wrong' 
=> tam b4y tam bEJ ftAm2 6A j6 tAm6 6a: 6f 'absolutely wrong' 

The vowel and tone of the second syllable (transcribed in bold) are different from those of 
the stem as in: 

(62) hat hlIi fhgt5 haPf 'panic ' 
=> hat hO' hat hili fhgt5 hg l hgt5 ha:j3f 'panicky' 
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The first two syllables (transcribed in bold) carry a different tone from that of the stem as 
m: 

(63) 

(64) 

ban than /5An2 thAn2/ 'haggard, worried' , , 
=> ban than ban than /5An3 thAn3 5An2 thAn2/ (repetitive meaning) 

boi hoi /50P hoP/ 'fret, be fretty' , , . 
=> boi hoi boi hoi /50P hop 50p hoP/ 'to fret intensely' 

The tone and final consonant of the second syllable (transcribed in bold) are different 
from those of the stem as in: 

(65) bit net 15at5 nEt5/ 'break in by strictly finding fault with' 
=> bit ne bit net /5at3 nE3 5at2 nEt2/ (augmentative meaning) 

(66) ti toet /ti5 tWEt5/ 'grin and speak continually' 
=> ti toe ti toet /ti5 tWEI ti5 tWEt5/ (emphatic meaning) 

b. ABCD reduplication 

ii. Change of rhyme 

The vowels of both syllables of the reduplicated form (transcribed in bold) are different 
from those of the stem as in: 

(67) bong J6ng /501) 1 101) 1/ 'aimless' 
=> bong long bang lang /501) 1 101) 1  5a:1) 1 la: 1) 1 / 'absolutely aimless' 

This type and the following type (iv) are the least frequent types of reduplication for 
disyllabic verbs. 

c. ABB reduplication 

iii. Change of rhyme and/or tone of the second syllable 

In  this type of reduplication the final consonant of the rhyme may change from a stop to 
the homorganic nasal as in example (68), or the tone may change from 6 to 3 as in example 
(69): 

(68) im thit lim 1 thit5/ 'be completely silent' 
=> im thin thit lim1 thinl thit5/ 'to keep as silent as a grave' 

(69) khim l?m lxam5 lam6/ 'intolerably offensive' 
=> khifm litm l?m /xam5 lam3 l am6/ (augmentative meaning) 

5 Summary 

There are two types of reduplication in Vietnamese: full reduplication and partial 
reduplication. Full reduplication can occur with both monosyllabic and disyllabic words for 
which there is exact reduplication of the syllable. The disyllabic full reduplication follows the 
AABB pattern. Partial reduplication can occur with both monosyllabic and disyllabic words. 
Monosyllabic partial reduplication has the following six sub-types: 
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a. Rhyming (same vowel, same final and sometimes same tone) 
1 .  Reduplication of rhyme with loss of consonant 
11. Change of initial consonant 
ill. Change of initial consonant and tone 

b. Chiming (same initial, but different vowel, final, or tone) 
iv. Reduplication of initial consonant and change of rhyme 

c. Rhyming and chiming (with different tone) 
v. Change of tone 

The disyllabic partial reduplication has the following three sub-types: 

a. ABAB reduplication 
1. Change of rhyme and tone 

Replace the vowel and tone of the second syllable with fa/. 
Replace the vowel and tone of the second syllable with fa/. 
Change the vowel in the third and fourth syllables. 
Change the vowel and final of the fourth syllable. 
Change the vowel and tone of the second syllable. 
Change the tone of first and second syllables from huyen to hoi tone. 

b. ABCD reduplication 
ii. Change of rhyme 

c .  ABB reduplication 
iii. Change of rhyme and tone of the second syllable 

As we have observed from the examples presented in this paper, Vietnamese reduplication 
conveys augmentative, repetitive, consecutive, and emphatic meanings. Chiming 
reduplication has an onomatopoeic function of imitating sounds in the natural world. Some 
patterns of Vietnamese reduplication resemble those that are found in other East and 
Southeast Asian languages, such as Mandarin, Cantonese, and Thai. 
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