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Long ago Maspero stated (1912:118) that Vietnamese belonged to the Tai

family. Logan (1856) and many others since him have classsed Vietnamese within
Mon-Khmer or Austroasiatic. Wang Li (1958) observed that Vietnamese is closer to
Tai and Mon-Khmer than it is to Chinese. The question is still open.

It is the purpose of this paper to compare some 159 basic vocabulary items

from Vietnamese with the clearly Tai languages Thai and Zhuang, and the clearly
Austroasiatic languages Wa, Blang, and Palaung, attempting to shed further light on
the question of the genetic relationship of Vietnamese.

Words| Language | Vietnamese| Thai [Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
1|1 toidd ku2, toul [law? [?w?35 [2au
phom!,
tshan!
2 lyou mai?ll, mumn?, [muwn? |[mai? |[mi?33 |mii
mid> khun2
3 he, she, it no35 man2, |tel noh 2¥yn33 24n
khau
4 [what zill 2217 rai2[ ma2 [pati? |ka?31 |ma sei
93?35
5 [who aidd khraiZ [pou? [mo? |[nvn35 [?a sei
law?
6 |howmany |myi3s thau3®) |kei3 |[me? |pvn3l |kha
how much rai2 lail din mu?3! | mau
kei3 )
pou?
7 | with myi33 118 ¢au5 |mai [tam35 [gai
vall
8 [ because vill phro?8  fanl vi6 [khur [ hak33  |gop
9 Jon taill jud joud |lot, |kuh35 |koi
kah
10 [inside tsond kham3 |[pai® [daw? [ka?31 [khen
nai2 daturt nai?3!
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Words| Language | Vietnamese| Thai |Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
11 [left tsai3d tham? |[pai® [gua? [ka?31 |[?aga?
sari4 suri4 vel3s
12 |right dam>> tam?2 paii® |dom |ka?31 [?a?ah
khwal |kva2 tom33
13 |far vien135 klai2 |kjail |[sipai [ka3l ton)
I]ai3 1
14 | near yyn!l klai3 kjaw3 |de? |nte?33 |[ntit
15 |tosit nom?214 nan3® [nan® [mom [mok35 |koi
noi’d
16 |to go, tyu2l4 thiau2 |pjaid |to wl35 hau
to flee
17 |tofly b#idd bin2 binl pu pyh35 | ban
18 |throw away | vyt55 tin# kvep! |tik, ka?31 ven
khwam3 vut vat33
19 | stand dun3> juzn?2 | dwnl |teun3l | tgon3l | teon
20 |push dvi2l4 dan? kai¢ dhun
21 swim loill 1hi2 ?axp7 loi31 i3l Ioi
naim? |ram?
22 |tocatch na43s kam2, [taw? [twi [mux3> [dah
tsap’, |kap3
au?,
kum?
23 | flow lu3d lail lai! la 1ai33 lai
24 [|slap dvpll top’ dap’ |piat,
tup
25 [wash tyiZl4 sak8, sak8 si ka?31 bai
lam? daw? | 235
26 |toscratch [13u55 tsetd wit? ot 2ot35 khut
27 |totear se33 tshik® |sik’  |riah | tghek33 |zail
28 [todig vetdd luan?  [vait’” [vat [puk33 [ypoh
29 |year nym>> pi2 pi¢ num_nym3  |sinam
30 |day naill wanZ |ngon2 [pai? |sa23l si nai
ni?33
31 |one mot!! nund  |deul, |u? 1231 Tu
it7, hel
32 |two hai> som! son! |ra lal3> 7a
33 | three ba35 sam! |sam! |[loi 10i35 201
34 | four bon35 si? sei> |pon |pun35 |phuan
35 |five nul3s ha3 ha3 phuan | phon35 | phan
36 |six siu3d hok”’ yok” liah le'133 ndo
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Words| Language | Vietnamese| Thai |Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
37 [seven bii2l4 tset? cat’ ?aliah|?a byu
ka231
le]33
38 [eight tam3> pe® [pet/ [dai? [yon3l [da
ti?35
39 | nine cu2l4 kau3 kou3 |dim |ka?31 |dim
tim35
40 [ten muryi> sip’ ¢ip8 kau |kul35 [ga
41 | twenty hai55 ni6 sip’ |npei> [ti?pa |sau3l [laga
muryidd ¢ip8
42 |litle, few it35 noi4 noi4 Yij?!k, lein3! | preik
tu
43 [ many ryieull matk10 | la:l hun hyn35 |kwn
44 | big lyn35 jai2-> hun! tin hon35 |tag
45 |long zaill jam?2 yai2 |lap ton
46 | short nyn3d san3 tin3 dot, |pein® |t?
nartr
47 |dny, small |no5214 nozi4, noil tiak, |%iat35 te?
lek8 siah tet
48 | narrow hepll khe:pl0 | hep8 |si ka3l  |ka
ghop | pk35 khia?
49 [ fire lury214 fai4 feiZ nu nol3l  [no
50 |sky tsvill fad bun! [rau [ka?3l |bleip
ma | 3u35
51 [mountain | nui3s dori? doi! [gon |pkon3! |[kén
52 |[stone za55 hinl yinl  |si ka?3! |mau
mau? | mu?33
53 [sun miit!1 duan? |tan! |sinai? [ka?3] |sinpai
tsvill ta2 non2 myin33
van?2
54 |star saudd dam! damul [sim |ka23l si miin
dei |[Min | myin3s
55 |river son>d me3©) | tab klon |khan3l |2¥ym
nam4 khi?35
56 |month thag3> dwan? |yom® [khi? [ka?3l [ma
dwm! 235 gian
57 |earth dai214 din2 yei® [te? ka3l |[ka dii
58 |[salt muyi3d klwa2 |kjul |kih [kil33 sai?
59 | water nwyk3> nam# yam? [rom [2um35 |2Z¥vm
60 |rain mury>d fon! fun! |lhe? |1e135  |glai
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Words| Language | Vietnamese| Thai |Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
61 | wind 2035 lom2 yum? | bhaum| kwh35 | khun
62 |seed hatll phan? |ceb si me | fy31 si ma
63 |rice yaudd khau3 | nau? qho:zl ta?35 fiau

au
64 fibrous root qu55 nuat?® Yalk lg’iah xel33 riah
65 |melon bi3s fak8 kval |bi ka?3!  |gluan
tem?2, kel35
buap8
66 |tree kyidd ton3 fai4 khau? [ khu?35 |hei
mai4
67 | peach daull luk!®  |mak? |te mak3> |blei si
tho4 tau? ta3l pym
68 | grass ko214 ja3 nwd | rip yep33 | pat
69 | flower bor3> do:k? val tai, phyl35 | bauh
pruih
70 | leaf la35 bai2 baw! |[lha? |]a?35 la
71 | snake rin33 nu2 nuw? |siluin | ka3l hiin
Pvin35
72 |insect syuds mlem? |[nom! |viak, |vak33 |val
nen2 | kon
73 | @) fly roi214 me2 men2 | mi xan3l | ma i
log?2 nean! hoi3!
wan?2
74 | catile boll wua2 cw? moi | ka?31 mak
moi3l
75 |fish ka3> pla2 pjal |ka? [ka?5 [ga
76 | wing karn,33 pitk® funtd | pruik |pvik3> |phrap
77 | moth motll mo:tl0 | mo:t mot [ gywin3! [ mot
78 |dog tg03d mal mal  [so?  [so?35 |sau?
79 |[bird tgim> phu3 yok8 [sim |sim35 [ma sim
jint
80 |gir nagll khon? |[lwk8® |[nan, |[kon35 [gonna
sarl bun khyih35 bia
krih
81 |human nuryill khon2 |vun2 [pui [pvi3l Jduvi
82 | child kon3> lukl0  Jlwk® Jkon |kon3> Jgon
83 [ mouth mieq!! pak® |pak? |moin |nduin3! |moi?
sop’
84 | heart tym>> tsail sim!  |rhom |mul35 [nauh
85 |hand,arm [ 355 mw?  [fum? [tai? ]35S dii
86 |ear yunll bin3 hul| yw? |zhauk [ huk35 |eau?
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Words| Language | Vietnamese| Thai |Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
87 | hom swp!l khau! |kaul |rug |yvp35 |[nvp
88 | bone ey duk? |dok? |si?an [ka?3! |ka?ap

?ag35
89 [intestines | ruotll sai3 sai3 krawn | veik33 [xop
vaik vaik
90 |[tooth riindd fan2 heu3, |[rhan |yap3> |rap
fan2
91 |[nose muil33 tsa? dan! [muwih [mwi33 [ka
muk?® myuh
92 | face mit!! na3 na3 nai |pa?3! |na
bauh
93 |eye mit35 ta2 tal nai  [nai3> |nai
94 | tongue lwyil3s lin4 lin4 dak |ka3! si da?
tak3>
95 | liver yand3 tap’/ tap’ tom ka231 ka
pup33 dom
96 | tail duyi® ham! |yiml [sida? [ka?23l [sida
ta35
97 |leg duill khal kal ba ka3l |plau
varp
98 | abdomen bup!l thon# tun? vaik | ka23l vaik
ty135
99 | chest nuk33 na3 ak2? | ak’ nauk [ka?31 [nauh
?UU35
100 | feather londd khon! [pwn! [hawk |hwk35 [hvk
101 | hair tok33 phom! |pjom! |[hawk |hwk35 |hvk
102 | blood tiet3> lwatl0 |lud [rham | nam35 |nam
103 | foot te¥ndd tin2, tinl teaun |tfun3l |teein
thau?
104 | drink uon3s kinl, [dot7 [naw? [nw?33 [rwp
durm?
105 |alive, fresh | sop35 mi2 khi2| kwn! [2im  [2im35 |[%im
witd jud | sut®
106 | afraid syll klua2 lamul lhat | lat35 zZAu
107 | know biet3> rud, yo? ton tf¥135, |[nap
tok7 331)31
108 | sleep nu2l4 nom? nin2 Tit 235 %t
lap?,
nomn2
109 | to smell nuil4 dom?2 noud |phut |xut35 | 2vuh
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Words| Language |[ Vietnamese| Thai |Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
110 |want muon33 khit8 nei4, [san, |ka?3l |[si
aul mhain | k¢33 | maip
111 | watch, see |sem5> du? van! |dzhak,|nok33 |[z07
jaw3 | gaik 7
112 |listen nedd fan? tind phiat |giat3> |sitop
113 |eat And5 kin! kwn! |%ih, |w©k33 |hom
som
114 |todie teet33 tar2 tasil zum |[3ym31 |z8m
115 |cry; weep |xok35 ot tai3 ziam |zam33 [zam
hai3
116 |speak noi3> vab, kam3, [lau, [la?3 klan
klaS, |nau2 |krai
phu:t10
117 |laugh tieu3d hual yiul giah | ka?3! ka
o8 reat3s naah
118 | white tsan3> khar! [haw! |painp [paip3l [lui
pikl
119 [red do214 dem? |dip! [rauh [sa?3 rein
hon? khxak35
120 | curved ko35 khom* |kauZ |kok [vuk35 [gau?
121 | good tot33 di2 deil [mhom [nom35 |[mam
122 | smell hoid> men! [haul! |siloi [ka?3l |Iyuh
ui3d
123 |new myi3d mai’ maw? | khrau?| tfhu?35 [ka mai
124 |bad hwd> tshua3®)| ywi4, |[law? |lun33 1a
vaiio,
jak?
125 | decomposed | wryn33 naud |fok8 |silum |ka3! Iam,
7¥m35 |ram
126 |hot non3> pm?®  |¢ik’? [rau  |hon35 [mii
127 |old, worn |kul35 kaud kauS |prim |lin35 brim
128 | wet wyt3d piak? [tum?2, |teaw? |liau3> |nanip
bad
129 |cold ret35 jen2,  [nit?, [kuat [kat35 |[gdt
na:u gen?
130 |dry rau25 hem3 |yaw3 [kroh [ka23l |ka
20h35 | hauh
131 | cooked tgin35 suk? cuk8 |sin sin35 sin
132 | black den55 dam! |dam! [lup [lgdl [vop
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Words | Language | Vietnamese | Thai |Zhuang| Wa Blang | Palaung
133 | mother [mell meb, me® me? ma?33 |ma
man?
da2
134 | wife vyll miaZ2 jab moin ka31 2i ban
muin3!
135 |younger |em35 nu? num? | paulpu? | 2on35 va
sibling
136 |elder an,d5 phi4 pei4 pau? t¥135 2 kit
sibling ke
137 |husband | tgon!! phual  |kvam |me? ka3l | ?imai
me?3!
138 | father tgadS pho® po® kwin | kwin35 [guip
139 |rope thup1! tshwak10 | ¢atk® [ mau? mu?3> | van
140 | shoot b#n35 jin2 ninZ2 | puin pyin3> | biip
141 |[sew nyip3d jep8 nip8 | teain tfin3> | tcein
142 |weave [dan55 sam! pw2, |tain tain35 | dain
sam!
143 | no xo3d mai3©® |bou3 |?an 2un3l  |7au
144 swclling §u11]55 buam?2 f()k8 ?_l_]gh K231 2auh
145 |kl te214 kha3®) | ka3 pawh toh33 nauh
146 | name ten>d tshur3©) | ¢od kaw? |¢fy31 ga
tuoi2l4
147 | burn dot35 phau! com® | ton, ton3S dau?
gluwin
148 | house rpall ba:n3 yamn? | ryie? na?33 | kan
149 | still have | konll jan?mi2 |li3mi2 |[kon zan3l nsi
koi kui33
150 | borrow, | viids jum?2 ¢id vai vai3l vai
lend
151 |bright [rapll sal’ lagS | riap tfeg3 | blag
wam>
152 |drag rwt35, la:k10 vak8 |rut,si  |zaf33
rvt35 nhut
153 |insert sap3d pak’ pak’ |suwp nsyt3d | siap
154 |axe buo3> khwam! |fou3 | moi mui3> [ mvi
155 | chaff kam35 ram?2 ta:r)z gam kam35 |kham
156 | crawl bo!l khwn3 |yai® [mo muh33 | myan
157 | have ko35 mi2 mi2 koi kui3d mavh
158 | cheap re2l4 zau? pim2 | zie zau?3l | khrei
3ei?
159 | wall turyn!l kam! ¢im? dip ntal3l  |rep
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The number and percentage of apparently related words is given below:

Number Percentage
Vietnamese - Thai 10 6.7%
Vietnamese - Zhuang 16 10%
Vietnamese - Wa 65 40%
Vietnamese - Blang 42 25.5%
Vietnamese - Palaung 34 21%

Though speakers of modern Wa, Blang, and Palaung live hundreds of
kilometers from the Vietnamese and have little or no direct communication with
them, yet their percentage of apparently related words is far higher than the
percentages shown by Thai and Zhuang, geographic neighbors of the Vietnamese.

And furthermore, there are some regular correspondences between
Vietnamese and Wa.

(1) The final aspiration -h and final glottal -7 in Wa are wholly missing in
their Vietnamese cognates. Of the 159 words compared, 33 have final glottal 7 in
Wa, of which 12 appear in Vietnamese with ngang tone, 10 with sdc tone, 7 with
huyén tone, 3 with hdi tone, 1 with ndng tone, and none with nga tone.

Of the 159 words, 16 have final aspiration -h in Wa, of which 5 appear in
Vietnamese with ngang tone, 5 with sdc tone, 4 with hdi tone, 1 with nang tone, 1
with ngé tone, and none with huyén tone.

Vietnamese Wa
‘he’ nod noh
‘fibrous root’ rau riah
‘nose’ miii muuih
‘hand’ tay tai?
‘leaf’ Ia lha?
‘you’ may mai?
‘earth’ dai te?
‘mother’ me me?

(2) The aspirated nasal, lateral and trill in Wa are matched by similar
unaspirated sounds in Vietnamese.

Vietnamese Wa
‘want’ mudn mhain
‘to smell’ ngui ghut
‘leaf’ 14 lha?

‘tooth’ rang rhag
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(3) Some initial nasal consonants in Wa are matched by voiced plosives in
Vietnamese.

Vietnamese Wa
‘cattle’ bo ‘ moi
‘axe’ bua moi
‘crawl’ bo mo

(4) Some initial fricatives in Wa are matched by affricates in Vietnamese.

Vietnamese Wa
‘dog’ ché so?
‘bird’ chi,m sim
‘cooked’ chin sin

In addition to the phonetic correspondences shown above, there are also
similarities in word cooccurrence patterns and in grammar:

(1) The two languages have similar words for ‘child’: Vietnamese con, Wa
kon. In both languages, when it is joined to another morpheme its meaning changes
to ‘young, little’.

Vietnamese Wa
‘little bird’ con chim kon sim
‘pupil [little eye]’ con ngoi kon pai

(2) In both languages the noun modifier is put after the noun.

Vietnamese Wa
‘tiled house’ nha  ngéi nie?  byy
house tiled house tiled
‘red flower’ hoa lo tai rauh
flower red flower red

(3) Both languages have SVO word order.

you teach me Vietnamese anh day toi
you teach me
Wa mai gaw I¥?

you teach me

he studies English ~ Viemamese anhdy hoc tiéng Anh
he study language English
Wa nph gaw lo? ka la pain

he study language foreign person white
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These phonetic and grammatical similarities would support the hypothesis
that Vietnamese is genetically affiliated with the Austroasiatic languages.
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