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Abstrct 

 
The paper "Lexical Correspondence between Malay and Vietnamese" (2019 by Tran 
Thuy Anh, Mai Ngoc Chu, and Abdul Latif Hj. Samian, published in the Asian 
Journal of Environment, History, and Heritage, Vol. 3. No. 1, 189-209) is based on 
linguistic data with severe problems and lack of suitable historical linguistic 
methodology. The proposed 126 Malay-Vietnamese lexical pairs, and those of cited 
references as well, are invalid as (a) there are no consistent sound correspondences 
but many unfounded assumptions of phonological and/or semantic relatedness, 
(b) there is no reference to proto-language reconstructions, which creates major 
misunderstandings of etymology, and (c) the etymological origins (primarily 
Malayo-Chamic and Austronesian in Malay, and Austroasiatic and Vietic in 
Vietnamese, as well as Chinese loanwords) of many of the words have long been 
established, making much of the paper’s lexical data moot. After removing this 
lexical data, their claims of an ancient intimate contact situation between the 
Vietnamese and Malay cannot be maintained. Instead, for research on the language 
histories of Vietnamese and Malay, other research approaches must be considered, 
such as focusing on early Chamic and Vietic language contact or early Malayic and 
neighboring Austroasiatic language contact, not two single modern languages. 
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Abstrak 

 
Makalah "Korespondensi Leksikal antara Melayu dan Vietnam" (2019 oleh Tran Thuy 
Anh, Mai Ngoc Chu, dan Abdul Latif Hj. Samian, diterbitkan dalam Asian Journal of 
Environment, History, and Heritage, Jilid 3. No. 1, 189 -209) berdasarkan data linguistik 
dengan masalah yang serius dan kekurangan metodologi linguistik sejarah yang sesuai. 
126 pasangan leksikal Melayu-Vietnam yang dicadangkan, dan juga rujukan yang 
disebutkan, tidak sah kerana (a) tidak ada korespondensi suara yang konsisten tetapi 
banyak andaian tidak berasas mengenai fonologi dan/atau hubungan semantik, (b) tidak 
ada rujukan untuk proto-konstruksi bahasa, yang menimbulkan kesalahfahaman besar 
mengenai etimologi, dan (c) asal etimologi (terutamanya Malayo-Chamic dan 
Austronesian dalam bahasa Melayu, dan Austroasiatik dan Vietik dalam bahasa Vietnam, 
serta kata pinjaman Cina) dari banyak perkataan telah lama wujud, menjadikan banyak 
data leksikal makalah ini diperdebatkan. Setelah membuang data leksikal ini, tuntutan 
mereka mengenai situasi hubungan intim kuno antara Vietnam dan Melayu tidak dapat 
dipertahankan. Sebaliknya, untuk penyelidikan mengenai sejarah bahasa Vietnam dan 
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Melayu, pendekatan penyelidikan lain mesti dipertimbangkan, seperti memfokuskan pada 
hubungan bahasa Chamic dan Vietic awal atau hubungan bahasa Malayic dan 
Austroasiatic awal, bukan dua bahasa moden. 
 

 
Kata Kunci: Orang Vietnam, Melayu, sejarah bahasa, sejarah phonologi, etymologi. 
  

INTRODUCING THE CONCERNS REGARDING HISTORICAL LINGUISTIC 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The field of historical linguistics explores the changes of sounds, words, grammar, and other 
linguistic features of languages. Historical linguists seek to explain the historical origins of languages 
and the history of language contact among languages, and they provide reconstructions of linguistic 
systems and lexicons of the past. Accomplishing this requires a tremendous amount of linguistic 
data, careful application of the comparative method and related analytical tools, and periodic 
updating of claims and hypotheses based on newly gathered data and new ideas and methodologies. 
Like other disciplines with a scientific approach, ideas should not remain static, researchers must be 
ready to accept that their previous ideas may need to be corrected over time. 
 

For example, in a recent publication (Alves 2018), I reviewed the late Harry Shorto’s 2006 
groundbreaking, yet still tentative, reconstruction of proto-Austroasiatic. Of Shorto’s 2,000 posited 
reconstructed proto-Austroasiatic words, I identified about 40 entries which included Sino-
Vietnamese data (i.e. the Vietnamese pronunciations of Chinese characters, but also early Chinese 
loanwords which are often more nativized), which obviously could not be part of Austroasiatic 
etyma. The impact of this confusion was, in some cases, minor phonological changes in Shorto’s 
posited reconstructions, but in several instances, removing these items from his data effectively 
refuted the reconstructed words completely. As vast as his knowledge and data were, there were 
gaps in his historical linguistic knowledge. I periodically find gaps in my own previous historical 
linguistic understanding, and I sometimes review my earlier publications on Vietnamese and 
Southeast Asian historical linguistics and find the need to correct my previous assumptions. 
 

I fully welcome research on the language histories of Vietnamese and of Malay. Thus, one 
would hope that the article "Lexical Correspondence between Malay and Vietnamese" in the Asian 
Journal of Environment, History, and Heritage would provide useful and well-supported data. 
Unfortunately, to those doing historical linguistic research of Austroasiatic, Austronesian, and 
Southeast Asia broadly, the linguistic data in that article are extremely problematic, making those 
authors’ claims of human history problematic as well. The authors’ hypothesized relatedness of the 
noted Vietnamese and Malay words can almost all be shown to be invalid. In a small number of 
other cases, other Austroasiatic languages (not Vietnamese) likely lent words in earlier stages of 
Malayic, or earlier Malayo-Chamic (e.g ‘python’ and ‘buffalo’, as noted below), or are from deeper 
language history (e.g. similar word forms of ‘eye’ and ‘this’ are seen throughout the region in 
multiple language families), not specific to Vietnamese or Malay. 
 

Another problem in the article is the out-of-date information about research in the field of 
historical linguistics as well as the overlapping ethnohistorical research of archaeology. The authors 
provide a summary of 20th century information about historical research on Vietnamese, Malay, 
Chamic, and the language families. They mention two papers from the early 1970s on the topic of 
possible ancient contact between Vietnamese and Malay. However, we are already 20 years into the 
21st century, and in the past few decades, a tremendous amount of serious, valuable, scientifically 
valid and methodologically sound research has been published in the fields of historical linguistics, 
archaeology, and ethnohistory of the Greater Southeast Asian region (i.e. Mainland Southeast Asia, 
insular Southeast Asia, and bordering areas of Southern China). Consider these  
 

 In discussing Austronesian, one must—at the very least—refer to the recent voluminous 
amounts of extremely central and influential historical linguistic research by Blust, including the 
massive lexical data of Proto-Austroasiatic (Blust and Trussel 2010). As for Malayo-Chamic, 
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Thurgood (1999, etc.), Adelaar (1992, etc.), and Smith (2017) have published key works in 
historical linguistic information; 
 

 For Austroasiatic, while one article of Diffloth is noted in their article, he also has publications 
continuing into the 21st century with additional insights. And for contemporary research on 
Austroasiatic, Sidwell’s many recent publications, as well as the massive online Mon-Khmer 
Etymological Dictionary he established, must be standard reference. As for Vietic, again, 20th 
century work of Ferlus is noted, but not that in the 21st century, nor the work of various 
Vietnamese historical linguists on Vietic (e.g. Trần Trí Dõi (2011, among many others), 
Nguyền Văn Tài (2005), etc.); 

 

 For the archaeology (and hence ethnohistory) of Southeast Asia, one must see the recent works 
of Higham, Bellwood, and Hung, in addition to 21st century research by Vietnamese and Malay 
archaeologists. The authors mention the late archaeologist Hà Văn Tần, but not his more 
recent work (e.g. Hà (2018). One would expect the Institute of Archaeology in Hanoi to have 
relevant modern publications. 

 
It is very easy today to find such research, which is available online in tremendous quantity. 

This list is far from exhaustive, but rather the minimum expected for a modern historical linguistic 
paper in the region, and certainly one which seeks an interdisciplinary approach. 
 

One 21st century publication of mine that was cited in their work is my 2008 paper about 
Vietnamese language history (an article for a general audience, not linguists, so it necessarily 
skimmed over many technical details and data). In it, I covered the problems of past problematic 
claims, including the claims of Austronesian origins of Vietnamese, which is not unlike some of the 
problems in the authors’ paper. The authors then cite some parameters I noted in that 2008 
publication for determining origins of words in languages in general, but specifically for Vietnamese 
in that article. Unfortunately, they did not apply those historical linguistic methods in a way that 
leads to valid ethnohistorical hypotheses. It is obviously important for researchers in an 
interdisciplinary paper to both apply effective methodology in another discipline and to correspond 
with experts in the discipline to check on the effectiveness of their applied methods and validity of 
assertions. 
  

In the rest of this statement, I first list the general categories of problems with historical 
linguistic methodology in the authors’ paper; I then provide numerous specific examples (some 
representative problems with more detailed explanation and some concise lists grouped by 
categories of problems) showing how the words the authors posit are not valid indicators of early 
Malay-Vietnamese contact; finally, I conclude with some final thoughts and suggestions for 
research on language between Malayo-Chamic and Austroasiatic. 
 
PRIMARY PROBLEMS WITH THE LINGUISTIC METHODOLOGY 
 
The authors’ article presents some useful background information about the research in the field of 
Vietnamese, Malay, and Southeast Asian historical linguistics from the 1800s into the mid-1900s. 
Despite this overview and knowledge of the historical linguistic discussions, the actual linguistic 
data presented in the article contain severe problems that make all the data questionable. The 
excluded linguistic data then removes any validity of hypotheses of semantic fields of loanwords 
(there are none) and the overall claim of some proposed Malay-Vietnamese contact (without 
loanwords, the paper has no linguistic evidence of language contact). The problems are related to 
phonology, etymology, semantics, and other issues as described in the following points. 
 

 Lack of sound patterns and changes 
 
The lack of attention to historical phonology is the most severe problem in the paper. The 
authors do mention the loss of presyllables in Vietnamese and the development of tones in 
Vietnamese. Beyond that, the authors did not address key historical phonological matters in 
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either language, nor developments from the proto-languages. Without sufficient understanding 
of, for example, tonogenesis (which the authors mention in discussing Haudricourt’s important 
hypothesis), the authors do not realize the problems with their historical linguistic hypotheses. 
For example, they suggest a relationship between the Vietnamese word bụi ‘dust’ (proto-

Vietic *buːlʔ (Ferlus 2007)) and the Malay word abu ‘dust/ash’ (the authors use the variant 
pronunciation abuh, with a final /-h/). However, without a final stop in Malay, such as /p/, 
/t/, /k/, or glottal stop, this could not be a loanword from Malay into Vietnamese or else it 
would have a different tone. Making things more complex, Malay abu appears to come from 
proto-Malayo-Polynesian *abuk (Blust and Trussel 2010), with a final -k, which is obviously 
quite different from the proto-Vietic final *-l. If it had been borrowed from Vietnamese into 
Malay, then there is an unexplained presyllable /a-/, as is the lack of the final /-j/ sound (the ‘i’ 
spelling in Vietnamese). Virtually every lexical pair the authors present has such problems. 
Many representative problematic examples will be presented in Section 3. 
 

 Lack of reference to proto-language forms 
 
The second most significant problem, and ultimate source of etymological confusion, is the 
lack of reference to proto-language forms. Proto-language reconstructions—based on careful 
examination of large amounts of lexical data and phonological patterns to show what words 
may have been like in the past—are absolutely necessary for historical linguistic research. The 
authors sometimes compare modern Malay with Vietnamese, and they sometimes compare 
Cham with Vietnamese. However, what is necessary is the use of proto-language 
reconstructions, such as proto-Chamic (e.g. Thurgood 1999), proto-Austronesian (e.g. Blust 
and Trussel 2010), proto-Austroasiatic (Shorto 2006), and proto-Vietic (Ferlus 2007). 
Reconstructions of Proto-Malayic are also available (e.g. Adelaar 1992). In Malayo-Chamic, 
both Malayic and Chamic consist of some dozen languages each, not including various dialects 
(cf. Smith 2017), thus providing many other resources one must consider, not only modern 
Malay. Also, as Chinese is a well-known donor language of Vietnamese, they might have 
consulted relevant works (e.g. Wang 1948; Phan 2013, etc.), or at least reconstructions of Old 
Chinese and Middle Chinese (Baxter and Sagart 2014). These sources are referred to in the 
discussion in Section 3. Proto-language forms are the reconstructions based on many different 
related languages, not just one language. This is important because modern languages can be 
very different from their ancestral languages, and thus looking only at the modern languages 
can be extremely misleading. 
 
Moreover, the authors are making claims about the past, but they rely solely on modern 
language data. In many cases, they suggest that certain words are related, but in fact, they 
already have well-established etymological sources. For example, the authors suggest a 
relationship between Vietnamese sáng ‘morning, to shine’ and the Malay word siang 
‘noon/daylight’. However, Malay siang comes from the proto-Malayo-Polynesian etymon *siang 

(Blust and Trussel 2010), while Vietnamese sáng is from proto-Vietic *p-laːŋʔ (Ferlus 2007) and 

proto-Austroasiatic *plaaŋʔ (Shorto 2006). Many samples of this kind of problem will be 
provided in Section 3 to show the problems that result from this lack of reference to proto-
language forms. 
 
Overall, we must evaluate data of groups of languages and of historical stages of languages and 
language groups to make the best historical linguistic hypotheses. The authors’ focus solely on 
Vietnamese and Malay is, therefore, preventing understanding of the overall situation. 
  

 Overgeneralized semantics without phonological consistency 
 
Semantic change over time in languages can be extreme. Nevertheless, this does not mean that 
a historical linguistic researcher can or should freely posit relationships between words in two 
languages based on partial and/or vague semantic overlap. There must be at least some 
intuitive series of changes, and preferably, there is a close degree of semantic features, at least 
for strong claims of linguistic connections of words in two languages. For example, the authors 
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posit a relationship between Vietnamese rít ‘to wail’ and Malay jarit ‘to shout’, though the 
semantics are at best slightly related. Excessive creativity in applying semantic analysis is also 
related to the next point about chance similarity. 
 

 Ignoring “chance similarity” of word forms 
 
The authors did not discuss the problem of chance similarity of words in two languages. All 
languages have a limited number of consonants and vowels, but languages can nevertheless 
produce many thousands of words based on that limited set of speech sounds. Also, many of 
the same speech sounds occur in many languages (e.g. the sound /m/ is extremely common in 
languages of the world, etc.). Moran (2012) has shown that cross-linguistic statistical study 
using the Max Planck Institute's PHOIBLE database reveals a surprising amount of similarity 
of the overall phonological systems of languages worldwide. As a result, the likelihood of 
words with coincidentally similar semantics and coincidentally similar phonological forms is 
surprisingly high. The chance is even higher in words with only one syllable. Consider the 
following examples of chance similarity 
 
a- The English word 'cut' sounds like Vietnamese cặt 'to cut'. However, the Vietnamese 

word is attested in ancient Nôm writing centuries before contact with English. 
 

b- English 'sure (positive response)' sounds like Mandarin shì (是) 'yes - positive response', 

which is a semantic extension of the copula meaning 'to be'. But these are, of course, of 
entirely different etymological origins and do not indicate language contact. 

 

c- Japanese  hai (はい) 'yes' sounds like Cantonese haih (係) 'yes,' but the form in Cantonese 

is, as in Mandarin Chinese, related to the copula 'to be', a type of grammaticalization and 
semantic shift. 

 
One can become even more creative and attempt to find similarity where there is none. 
Consider the English word ‘mangle’ and Malay mengoyakkan ‘to mangle, and the English 
word ‘performance’ and Malay pertunjukan ‘performance’. While the first syllables of these 
words resemble each other, and they have the same meanings, obviously, considering the 
phonological forms of the rest of the words, none of these examples are related, not to 
mention those are prefixes in Malay. 
 
Not considering chance and partial similarity is a problem in the authors' paper in cases where 
they apply excessive creativity and associate words which are clearly not related: there are no 
phonological patterns or other problems with the phonological forms. Next, if one is flexible 
with semantics, one might posit that English 'khakis (type of pants)' (from the material used to 
make such pants) is related to Malay kaki 'leg/foot', considering that both are related to legs. 
This is not logical, of course. Moreover, English khaki is from Urdu khāki ‘dust-colored’, and 
Malay kaki is likely proto-Austronesian *qaqay (Blust and Trussel 2010). Being loose with 
semantics and phonology naturally leads to false identification of related words. 
 

 Borrowability 
 
Another problem in the paper is the lack of attention to the borrowability of words, that is, 
what words are or are not likely to be borrowed. The authors mention that basic vocabulary is 
used to establish affiliation of languages in language families, but beyond this, the question is 
what kinds of words are borrowed. According to Tadmor (2009:61), the Max Planck Institute’s 
WOLD database of 40 languages worldwide shows that nouns constitute 31.2%—nearly a 
third—of borrowed words, while verbs constitute only 14%, less than half that of nouns. 
Adjectives and adverbs combined make up only 15.2%. Moreover, basic vocabulary—which is 
not culturally specific—is much less likely to be borrowed. Therefore, verbs with basic, 
noncultural meanings are much less likely to be borrowed unless there are circumstances of 
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long-term, widespread language contact, such as the contact between early Chinese speakers 
and Vietic speakers. 
 
Nevertheless, many of the posited words in the article are generic, not culturally specific, and 
many are verbs and adjectives; overall, these are less likely to be borrowed. Conversely, and 
very surprisingly, cultural items and trade items seem not to be borrowed with only a few 
exceptions (e.g. ‘knife’, which is a well-known Chinese loanword in Vietnamese). How can it be 
that Malay and Vietnamese exchanged many verbs of a basic nature, but no culturally specific 
words? Words in the article such as ‘to wear (of clothing)’, ‘to drink’, ‘long (of objects)’, ‘long 
(of time)’, and many others in their lists have extremely low borrowability rates, as shown in the 
Max Planck research institute’s World Loanword Database (https://wold.clld.org/meaning). 
For example, the authors posit a relationship of Vietnamese lộ ‘hole’ and Malay lubang ‘hole’ 

(proto-Malayo-Polynesian *lubaŋ₁). Putting aside the question of the Austronesian origin of the 
Malay word, and the fact that the Vietnamese tone requires a previous final /-h/ sound, which 
is not in this Austronesian etymon, the reason to randomly borrow this very generic word is at 
best unclear. Languages can borrow an amazing array of words, but there are statistically 
demonstrated limits, and this should at least be considered in assessing possible related words 
in two languages. 
 

 Sociocultural circumstances for borrowing 
 
The concept of “language contact” is complex, but it does not automatically lead to random 
borrowing of words. It is important to be skeptical about claims of loanwords unless various 
sociocultural factors can be demonstrated: (a) long-term bilingualism in a community, (b) 
intermarriage and other intimate community exchange, and other situations, (c) periodic trade 
(in which case nouns are the primary loanwords, not verbs), among other situations. 
Presumably, the authors intended for the posited loanwords to suggest some kind of 
sociocultural scenario, but it would be equally important to consider what kind of sociocultural 
scenario could have actually existed while assessing words. 

 
Thus, the overall problems of inconsistent phonological patterns, excessive flexibility with 

semantics, and the lack of attention to etymological origins and proto-language reconstructions are 
recurring problems in the paper’s lexical data. Section 3 exemplifies and explains such issues. 
 
DETAILED EXAMPLES OF PROBLEMATIC ITEMS 
 
In Table 1, ten examples of refutations of the lexical data in the article are provided with details, 
covering the issues of etymological origins, phonological correspondences, semantics, and 
borrowability. Technical linguistic discussion is kept to a minimum, but of course, some concepts is 
dense, but it should still give non-specialists an overall sense of the problems with the linguistic 
data. These examples thus provide instances of the methodology used to exclude the other 
proposed shared words in the paper (primarily pages 201 to 208). The sources of reconstructions 
for Austronesian, Austroasiatic, Vietic, and Old and Middle Chinese are listed in the bullet “Lack of 
reference to proto-language forms” in Section 2. 
 

Some examples of the kinds of problems in Table 2 are exemplified by supposed shared 
Cham words and Mon-Khmer cognates in Vietnamese (page 197). All have problems in phonology 
and etymological origin. For example, they pair Cham prùh 'nose' and Vietnamese mũi 'nose', but 
these are both phonologically different, and the Vietnamese word is well established proto-
Austroasiatic etymon (*muh, there is no tendency for *pr to /m/ nor *m to /pr/), noted in studies 
that the authors themselves cite. Again, these are examples of only some of the range of issue: there 
are undoubtedly many more. And even as I describe the concerns, one can certainly find other 
issues to deal with in my claims of problems, but at the very least, the items in the cannot be 
considered valid Malay-Vietnamese loanwords. 

 

https://wold.clld.org/meaning


91 Mark Alves 

Please note that the authors almost never provide English glosses for the Vietnamese and 
Malay words. Glosses for clarity would be expected in an English-language publication (one 
presumably read by both Malay and Vietnamese speakers) and which are standard in international 
linguistic publications. I have added English glosses based on the likely intended meanings the 
authors had in mind. Of course, the authors would ideally have done this themselves. 
 

Having presented problematic examples, Table 2 contains 18 examples of proposed 
Vietnamese-Malay pairs that have significant phonological irregularities that demonstrate they are in 
no way related. When etymological sources are available, they are listed. They further highlight the 
phonological differences between these words and show they are at best partial chance similarities. 
This is not an exhaustive list of the problems evident in the authors’ proposed data, and the 
phonological problems Table 2 are representative of the remaining data in the paper. 

 

 At best, most of the words have only partial phonological similarity, and in many instances, 
there is almost no observable phonological similarity. 

 Randomly comparing one or two speech sounds in the pairs of words is entirely 
insufficient for establishing relationships. 

 When the Malay words have two syllables, the Vietnamese monosyllabic words which the 
authors appear to suspect are related are random (though the authors never explain this 
detail): sometimes, the Vietnamese word is vaguely similar to the first syllable of Malay, and 
sometimes, it is the second. The lack of consistency is, of course, a problem. 

 Also, on the issue of bisyllabic words, in many cases, Malay has additional syllables that 
cannot be explained if they were somehow borrowed from Vietnamese with only one 
syllable.  

 
Beyond phonological issues, etymological origins of the words are not considered in the 

authors’ paper. At least several of the Vietnamese words in the article are of Austroasiatic origin, as 
listed in Table 3. Therefore, they cannot be borrowed from Malay. In some instances, such as 
‘python’ and ‘buffalo’, it seems likely that Malay borrowed those words from Austroasiatic, such as 
Khmer or other neighboring Austroasiatic languages. The remainder have substantial problematic 
phonological issues. 
 

Please note that my own central research agenda has been in Vietnamese, Chinese, 
Austroasiatic, and Tai, and I have spent 25 years exploring questions of etymological origins of 
words in these language groups. In contrast, regarding Malay, I have long-term familiarity with 
Austronesian language history and some knowledge of Indonesian, but those are not my key 
research areas nor my areas of expertise. As a result, I have only been able to identify Austronesian 
origins of a few of the Malay words in the article. Identifying more Austronesian etyma, or Malayo-
Chamic etyma, would likely further demonstrate the distinct language histories of Malay and 
Vietnamese. However, I must leave that task to Malay historical linguistic specialists. 

 
Note that both Shorto’s proto-Austroasiatic reconstructions and Ferlus’s proto-Vietic 

reconstructions must all be considered somewhat tentative. I have evaluated the supporting data for 
these items at least to be confident of their viability as etyma, though the details of the phonological 
forms and history of phonological changes have yet to be fully vetted. Yet again, hypotheses must 
be tested and evaluated against new data, approaches, and ideas. 
 

Vietnamese is well known for having borrowed thousands of Chinese words. These are 
divided into at least two main layers: Sino-Vietnamese proper (borrowed primarily from Late 
Middle Chinese from the time of independence from China) and Early Sino-Vietnamese (borrowed 
from Late Old Chinese and Early Middle Chinese primarily in the 1st millennium CE). The 
Vietnamese words in this table can be identified through phonological patterns that are observed 
among these. Finally, in most cases, there are additional phonological problems similar to those 
listed in the various instances presented above. In the table, the last two entries are simply standard 
Middle Chinese readings that can be located in Sino-Vietnamese dictionaries. 
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Of all the 126 items in the charts on pages 201-208 (as well as items from cited publications), 
there are similar significant problems that refute virtually all posited pairs in the paper. There are 
Malay words which likely represent contact with other Austroasiatic languages, but not Vietnamese 
specifically, which would result in somewhat different sounds. Also, there are words with possible 
deeper ancient origins, such as 'eye' and 'this’. Those kinds of words are noted in research on the 
hypothetical, but still unsupported, Austric hypothesis, referring to the combination of 
Austroasiatic and Austronesian). But then it is certainly not evidence of Malay-Vietnamese contact. 
 
SUMMARY OF CONCERNS AND SUGGESTIONS 
 
The paper "Lexical Correspondence between Malay and Vietnamese" presented some 126 items to 
posit some kind of ancient Malay-Vietnamese language contact. Unfortunately, by not applying 
basic historical linguistic methods and dealing with insufficient linguistic data, their proposed lexical 
pairs of Vietnamese and Malay must all be considered invalid. As a result, the sociohistorical claims 
based on these data are no longer supported. An alternate way to explore the language histories of 
Malay and Vietnamese would naturally be to focus on Vietic and Chamic in Vietnam and on 
Austroasiatic and Malayic in Malaysia. Indeed, Thurgood (1999) has provided lists of dozens of 
loanwords exchanged between Chamic and the Austroasiatic Bahnaric and Katuic languages, a very 
reasonable supposition as it is supported by historical phonological evidence as well as their long-
term neighboring presence. The maritime trade in the region is naturally a complicating factor, but 
focusing on local contact between ancestral language groups is an essential line of inquiry. 
 

I implore the authors to be careful of claims they make about the ethnohistory of the 
Vietnamese and Malay peoples with respect to the use of linguistic data. The authors obviously 
have historical expertise in the region, but to make historical linguistic claims, it is their 
responsibility use linguistic data and analyses based on historical linguistic methodology of the 21st 
century. At the very least, if they had consulted historical linguistic specialists in this area, they 
might have been warned about the major problems with the linguistic data in this paper. There are, 
of course, linguistics programs at their home institutions, and therefore linguists to contact and find 
relevant, useful information. Archaeologists doing work in their areas could also be helpful. 
Southeast Asian ethnohistory is indeed a fascinating and significant on which researchers of 
different disciplines must collaborate to provide the most valuable insights. 
 

My goal is not to discourage research on these topics, and I know the authors of the article 
have deep interests in researching the ethnohistory of the region. Rather, my goal is to encourage 
interdisciplinary efforts—with corresponding respect and suitable application of established 
methodologies, data, and decades of accumulated specialized knowledge in fields. While there are 
admitted differences in approaches within disciplines, and new approaches can be developed, one 
should not simply ignore all research and methodology. One must have some mastery of a 
discipline to effectively contribute to it.  
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Appendix 
 
Table 1. Detailed examples of refutations 
 

Vietnamese Malay Notes 

trăn 'python'  telan 'python' Problems: The Vietnamese form is an Austroasiatic item and 
cannot be a loanword from Malay. Conversely, the form may 
have spread from another neighboring Austroasiatic language 
(not Vietnamese) to Malay. However, this would require further 
research. 

 The Vietnamese words is from proto-Vietic *k-lən (Ferlus 
2007) and proto-Austroasiatic *tlan (Shorto 2006) (Note: 
Alternations of /k/ and /t/ occur before medial /l/). This 
means this word is widespread throughout Austroasiatic and 
thus throughout Southeast Asia. The source in Malay is 
uncertain, but one possibility is through bilingual contact 
with Khmer, not Vietnamese specifically.  

 If the word were borrowed from Vietnamese in an early 
period, the Malay form should have an initial /k/ sound, 
not /t/. 
 

sáng ‘bright / 
shining / 
morning’ 

siang ‘daytime’ Problems: Affiliation, tone category 
 

 The Malay word is from proto-Malayo-Polynesian *siang 
(Blust and Trussel 2010), while the Vietnamese word is from 

proto-Vietic *p-laːŋʔ (Ferlus 2007) and proto-Austroasiatic 

*plaaŋʔ (Shorto 2006). 

 Therefore, Vietnamese has the sằc tone (indicated by the 
rising diacritic), and the matching tone as in other Vietic 

languages (e.g. tone 3 in Muong Son La [blaːŋ³]), Tho Cuoi 

Cham [blaːŋ³], etc.). 

 The modern semantics overlap, but the origin of the Vietic 
word is broader, to include ‘bright,’ ‘shine (as of the moon’), 
so the origins are of a different semantic category. 
 

bác ‘uncle 
(father’s elder 
brother)’  

pak ‘dad’ (bf. 
bapak) 

Problems: There are semantic and phonological confounding 
factors, and the etymological origins appear distinct.  
 

 This is a well-known Early Sino-Vietnamese word (伯 bó 

‘father’s elder brother’, Standard Sino-Vietnamese bách). The 
Malay form may be from proto-Malayo-Polynesian *baba, 
but even if this is uncertain, the two forms have distinct 
etymological sources. 

 The semantics have only some semantic overlap (male 
relatives), but the differences seem like examples of chance 
similarity. 

 Worldwide, words for parents often have labial initials /b/, 
/m/, among others (unlike words for aunts/uncles, which 
do not have such patterns), reducing the certainty of claims 
of relatedness. 

 Borrowing of family terms generally involves community 
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bilingualism. There is no archaeological support for a large 
Chamic speech community in the Red River Delta of 
Northern Vietnam nor of Vietic peoples on the Malay 
peninsula. 
 

 bắn ‘to shoot’ pah (Cannot 
locate 
dictionary 
definition) 

Problems: The Vietnamese word has a clear distinct 
etymological source, and the phonology excludes the likelihood 
of borrowing. 
 

 The Vietnamese word is a well-known Austroasiatic 

etymon, *paɲʔ (Shorto 2006). Therefore, it cannot be 
related to Malay. 

 The Vietnamese word has a final /n/, while the Malay word 
has a final /h/. This is not a natural phonological 
correspondence, and there are problems of explaining how 
they were borrowed this way. 

 I cannot find the Malay word in a dictionary, but 
considering the phonological evidence, and Austroasiatic 
origin in Vietnamese, they are certainly unrelated. 
 

buông ‘to 
release / to let 
drop’ 

buang ‘to throw 
away’ 

Problems: The etymological sources are distinct. The 
phonological and semantic similarities can be easily explained 
with or challenged by alternative hypotheses. 
 

 The Malay word is from Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *buqaŋ 
‘to throw away’, while the Vietnamese word is an Early 
Sino-Vietnamese word (). 

 The phonological form seems viable. However, considering 
the distinct etymological sources, this is a good example of 
chance similarity. Moreover, if this were an early loanword, 
we might expect in Vietnamese a change in the initial, such 
as to /m/ or /v/, as there is such evidence in Chinese loans. 

 This is not a cultural word, and thus less likely to be 
borrowed. 
 

chảy ‘to 
flow/run’ 

cair ‘liquid, to 
melt’ 

Problems: While the Vietnamese word origin is clear and thus 
not a loanword, the Malay word origin is not clear. There is 
some semantic and phonological overlap, but overall, it seems 
like chance similarity. 
 

 The Vietnamese word is an Austroasiatic etymon, (Shorto 
2006). The origin of the Malay word, however, is uncertain. 

 While the Malay word has some resemblance to the 

Austroasiatic reconstruction (*cuur, *cuər, *car[s] (Shorto 
2006)), at the time of Vietic, it has been reconstructed as 
*cas (Ferlus 2007). If it had been borrowed with that form 
having final *-r, it would have to have been thousands of 
years ago, before Chamic groups entered Mainland 
Southeast Asia. If it is a more ancient term in the region, 
then it should be in Proto-Austronesian, but it is not (or at 
least, I cannot find it in available resources). 

 The word in Vietnamese has more constrained semantics, 
while in Malay, it has a large range of meanings. That wide 
range allows for too much creative assumption. 

 This verb has a very basic meaning and certainly could not 
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constitute a cultural borrowing. 
 
 

rít ‘to wail (as 
of the wind)’ 

jerit ‘to shout’ Problems: The origins are uncertain, and there is some seeming 
phonological similarity, but the semantics vary a good deal, and 
there is no natural sociocultural reason to borrow a verb with 
such a vague semantic concept. 
 

 I cannot locate etymological origins of the words in either 
language. 

 The semantics of “to wail” (non-human) and “to shout 
(human)” are at best only vaguely connected. 

 The phonological forms seem similar, but the initial in 
Vietnamese should also be different due to the cluster. 
Reduction of complex word-initial material in Old Chinese 
loanwords often leads to fricatives in modern Vietnamese. It 
is common for Vietnamese ‘gi’ or ‘d’ (both /z/ in modern 
Hanoi Vietnamese) when there are ancient initial clusters in 
words.  

 These are not cultural items and are less likely to be 
borrowed. 
 

bụi ‘dust’ abu (abuh?) 
‘dust/ashes’ 

Problems: These words are from different language families. At 
best, there might be a deep historical relationship between the 
language families, but this also might simply be chance 
similarity. Nevertheless, this is definitely not an instance of 
borrowing. 
 

 The Vietnamese word is reconstructed in proto-Vietic as 

*buːlʔ (Ferlus 2007), while the Malay word is from proto-
Malayo-Polynesian *qabu (Blust and Trussel 2010). 

 Vietnamese has a special tone and final /-j/ sound, while 
the Malay word has neither. If it had been borrowed from 
Vietnamese into Malay, there should be no presyllable /a-/, 
and if the reverse, the Vietnamese word should have a level 
tone, not a nằng tone (the small dot diacritic underneath). 

 The semantics are indeed similar, but the other factors 
suggest this is chance similarity. The segments [bu] are 
extremely common among languages of the word, and thus 
chance similarity is unsurprising. 
 

lốt ‘to slough / 
cast off skin’ 
(page 201) 

kulit ‘skin of 
an animal used 
by humans’’ 

Problems: Affiliation, semantics, phonology, loanword type 
 

 The Vietnamese item is from proto-Vietic ‘*k-roːt’ (Ferlus 
2007), while the Malay word is from proto-Malayo-
Polynesian *kulit (Blust and Trussel 2010). 

 The vowels /o/ in Vietnamese and /i/ are quite different 
for no apparent reason. 

 The semantics are quite different.  

 Words related to ‘skin’ are basic vocabulary, not cultural 
vocabulary, and while it is never impossible to borrow, it is 
less likely to be borrowed. 
 

rật ‘very’ amat ‘very’ Problems: The phonology makes this item completely 
untenable. 
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 The etymological origins of the words are unclear, so this 
does not provide clarification. However, Vietnamese has 
borrowed many grammatical words (e.g. thật ‘truly,’ quá 
‘very,’ and many dozens of other grammatical words) from 
Chinese, but not other languages. 

 There is no way to explain how Vietnamese ‘r’ (retroflex 
fricative in southern Vietnam, palatal retroflex in the north) 
and Malay /m/ (bilabial nasal) are related. This is a 
completely unnatural and unsupported sound 

correspondence. Moreover, the vowels are schwa /ə/ 
versus /a/, which while not impossible can certainly not be 
automatically assumed to be related. Both languages have 
both vowel sounds, and so both could hypothetically 
borrow them with little or no change rather than altering 
them (unless historical linguistic evidence shows this to be a 
regularly occurring pattern). 
 

chẻ ‘to 
cleave/split’ 

belah ‘to 
cleave/split’ 

Problems: These words are of completely different sources, 
and the differences between the initials cannot be resolved.  
 

 The proto-Vietic form for this is *cɛ:h (Ferlus 2007), not 
*mla as the authors suggest. The reconstruction by Ferlus is 
confirmed by comparison with several Vietic languages, 
Muong, Pong, and Chut Vietic languages (e.g. Ruc [ce:h]). 

 The palatal initial ‘ch’ in Vietnamese cannot be connected 
the labial /b/ of the Malay word. 
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Table 2. Not valid due to lack of phonological correspondences 
 

Vietnamese Malay Notes 

uộng ‘to drink’ minum ‘to drink’  The phonological shapes are almost entirely unrelated, with 
several unexplained issues in the consonants, vowels, tone, 
and word shape. 
 

nâng ‘to raise’ naik ‘to rise’  Other than initial /n/, the forms are completely distinct. The 
literature on these languages does not show, for example, 
patterns of random alternations between final ‘ng’ and final 
‘k’. 
 

bóc ‘to peel’ buka ‘to open’ The Vietnamese word is an Austroasiatic etymon *pɔɔk 
(Shorto 2006), and there are comparable forms in Old Chinese 
and Tai, making this a possible regional word, or one showing 
deeper historical connections. But the Malay form seems 
unrelated, especially with the second /-a/ syllable, and the 
semantics are rather different. 
 

ẩm ướt 'wet' basah ‘wet’ These are entirely phonologically distinct. 
 

xoa ‘to rub’ sapu ‘to broom, 
to rub’ 

These are almost entirely phonologically distinct. Expansion 
to two syllables or contraction to one cannot be explained. 
 

rau ‘vegetable’  sayur ‘vegetable’ This proto-Vietic item (*-raw (Ferlus 2007)) appears 
phonologically unrelated to the Malay word. There is no clear 
mechanism for changing all the parts of the word from Malay. 
And of course, this is a very generic word and statistically 
unlikely to be borrowed. 
 

cụ ‘tuber’  ubi ‘tuber, yam’ This Vietic etymon in Vietnamese (proto-Vietic *cuh) is 
completely unrelated to the Malay form. 
 

đật 
‘earth/soil’  

tanah 
‘earth/soil’ 
(PMP *taneq) 

This proto-Vietic (*tət (Ferlus 2007)) form is entirely 
unrelated to the Malay form. 
 

ôm ‘to hug’  peluk ‘to hug’ These are entirely phonologically unrelated. 
 

dài ‘long (of 
objects)’  

panjang ‘long (of 
objects)’ 

These are almost entirely dissimilar. Vietnamese retains final ‘-
ng’ quite well when borrowing words from Chinese, so it 
should from Malay, but there is none here. 
 

lâu 'long time' lama ‘long (of 
time)’ 

This is a from Proto-Vietic *lo: (Ferlus 2007), so it is unrelated 
to the Malay word. 
 

đêm 'night'  malam ‘night’ In Vietnamese, this is a proto-Vietic item (*te:m (Ferlus 
2007)). Also, there is almost nothing comparable in these two 
words. 

sân ‘yard’ laman ‘yard’ There is almost nothing comparable in these two words. 
 

phụ ‘to cover’ liput ‘coverage’ If this is a Malay loanword, it should have final /-t/ and have 
a sằc tone. If this is a Vietnamese loanword into Malay, it 
would have one syllable and would not have final /-t/. 
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hút 'inhale' hirup ‘to 
breathe’ 

This is a proto-Vietic word, and final /-t/ does not naturally 
co-occur with final /-p/, and the two syllables collapsing into 
one randomly cannot be explained. The semantics overlap 
only partially. 
 

hít 'to inhale, to 
breathe' 

hisap ‘to suck, 
to smoke’ 

This is a proto-Vietic word, and final /-t/ does not naturally 
co-occur with final /-p/, and the two syllables collapsing into 
one randomly cannot be explained. The semantics overlap 
only partially. 
 

gánh 'to 
carry/to 
shoulder' 

galas ‘carrying 
pole/to carry’ 

These have some random partial similarities. There would be 
phonological problems whether the hypothesized borrowing 
came from Malay to Vietnamese or the reverse. Also, a word 
with such basic, generic semantics is less likely to be 
borrowed. 
 

rặn ‘solid' pejal ‘solid’ These are entirely phonologically unrelated. 
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Table 3. Vietnamese words from Proto-Austroasiatic (Shorto 2006) and Proto-Vietic (Ferlus 
2007) 
 

Vietnamese Malay Notes 

trăn 'python' – AA *t1lan, 
*t1laan 
 

telan ‘python’ A likely Austroasiatic loanword 

trâu ‘buffalo’ – AA *krpiʔ, 

*krpiiw, *krpuʔ, *[kr]puh 
 

kerbau ‘buffalo’ A likely Austroasiatic loanword 

tay 'hand/arm’ – AA *sii[ʔ], 

*t1iiʔ > SV *si: 
 

tangan ‘hand’ A poor phonological match 

bặn 'to shoot' – AA *paɲʔ 

> *pəɲʔ 
 

tembak ‘to shoot’ A poor phonological match 

bay 'to fly' – AA *par > PV 

*pər 
 

terbang ‘to fly’ A poor phonological match 

ruột 'intestines' – AA *ruuc 

> PV *rɔːc 
 

perut ‘stomach’  no way to explain the ‘pe-’ presyllable 
if borrowed from Austroasiatic 

mật 'to lose' – AA *bit 

(tentative) > *ɓət 
 
 

mati ‘to die, dea’ no way to explain the ‘-i’ syllable if 
borrowed from Austroasiatic; ‘dead’ 
and ‘to lose’ are only vaguely similar 
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Table 4. Early Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese 
 

Vietnamese < Chinese Source 
Words 

Malay Notes 

buông ‘to release’ <放 fang4 

'release/let go', OC *paŋ-s, MC 
pjangH, LSV phóng 
 

buang ‘to throw 
away’ 

The problems with this item were discussed 
in Table 1. 

dệ 'easy' < 易 yi4 'easy', OC 

*lek-s, MC yeH, LSV dị 
 

senang ‘easy, 
glad’ 

Beyond the Chinese origin of the 
Vietnamese word, the words are clearly 
phonologically unrelated. 

bác 'uncle father's elder brother' < 

伯 bo2 'father's elder brother', 

OC *pˤrak, MC paek, LSV bách 
 

pak 'father' The problems with this item were discussed 
in Table 1. 

chuông 'bell' < 鐘 zhong1 'bell', 

OC *toŋ, MC tsyowng, LSV 
chung 
 

loceng ‘bell’ This Malay word is quite phonologically 
different from the Chinese loanword in 
Vietnamese. 

cặng 'leg' < 脛 jing4 'leg, lower 

part', OC *m-kʰˤeŋ-s, MC hengH, 
LSV hĩnh 
 

kaki ‘leg/foot’ This Malay word is extremely phonologically 
different from the Chinese loanword in 
Vietnamese. 

dao ‘knife’ < 刀 dao1 'knife', OC 

*C.tˤaw, MC taw, LSV đao 

pisau ‘knife’ There is very little phonological similarity, 
but regardless, it is a well-established 
Chinese source in Vietnamese (cf. Alves 
2014 on Chinese loanwords for metal 
implements in Vietnamese). 
 

cồ 'old/ancient' < 古 gu3 

'ancient’ (standard Sino-
Vietnamese reading) 

kuno ‘ancient’ There is very little phonological similarity, 
but regardless, it is a clear Chinese source in 
Vietnamese. 
 
 

đang ‘be in the progress of doing 

X’ < LMC 當 dang1 ‘during’ 

(standard Sino-Vietnamese 
reading) 
 

sedang ‘be in 
the progress of 
doing’ 

The Vietnamese form is of Chinese origin, 
and the ‘se-’ presyllable of Malay cannot be 
explained as a borrowing from Vietnamese. 

 
(Abbreviations: LOC=Late Old Chinese, EMC=Early Middle Chinese, LSV=Late Sino-Vietnamese 
(i.e. standard Vietnamese readings of Chinese characters as listed in Sino-Vietnamese dictionaries, 
e.g. http://vietnamtudien.org/hanviet/ or http://www.nomfoundation.org/nom-tools/Nom-

Lookup-Tool) 
 

 


