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Ngudn: A Dialect of Vietnamese or a dialect of Mudng?
(Based on local data)*

Nguy&n Vin Tai
Linguistic Institute, Hanoi

Translated by
Miriam A. BARKER

Summer Institute of Linguistics

Is Ngudn a dialect of Vietnamese or a dialect of Mudng? This is a question
that linguists and ethnologists are discussing, but the opinions of the authors are
quite different from each other. L. Cadiére! showed indecision: on the one hand, he
recognized that Ngudn? at least has the morphemes of ancient Vietnamese. On the
other hand, he still saw a clear relationship between Nguén, Sdch and Muong of
the DA river region. M. Chéon3 and J. Cuisinier* considered Ngudn a dialect of
Mudng. H. Maspéro’ also viewed it that way, but classified it more specifically: he
considered Nguon a dialect, which, along with the dialects of Thach Bi (Hoa Binh),
Van Méng (Son Tay), My Bdc (Ha Bong) and Nho Quan (Ninh Binh), creates the
northern dialect of Mudng. Pham Piic Duong® considers Nguon a local dialect of
the north central plains dialect of Vietnamese, and so on...

*Originally published in Vietnamese under the title Tiéng Ngudn, mdt phuong ngdn ciia
ti€ng Vi¢t hay mdt phuong, ngdn cia tiéng Mudng? in Ngdn Ngit 1975, 4 pp. 8-16.

1 L. Caditre, Les Hautes vallées du Song Gianh. BEFEO vol. V, 1905, 3-4, p. 349.

2 Nguon is the spoken language of a group of people residing in Minh Héa district, Quang
Binh province. (A rather secluded region in the Trudng Son mountain range. Before the revolution
it belonged to the Co Sa and Kim Linh cantons.)

3 M. Chéon, “Note sur les dialects Ngudn, Sac et Mudng” BEFEQ Vol. VII, 1907, 1-2
p. 87.

4 3. Cuisinier, Les M uong (“Travaux et mémoires de I'Institut d’Ethnologie” 45) Paris,
1946.

5 H. Maspéro, “Etudes sur la phonétique historique de la langue annamite. Les initiales™
BEFEQ, Vol XI1, 1912, 1-2, p. 5.

6 Pham buc Du’ong, Vé mdéi quan hé thin thudc giita cdc ngén ng@ thuéc nhém Viét-
Mudng mién Tay tinh Qudng Binh, [On the close relationship between the languages in the

Viét-Mudong group in western Qudng Binh province], a report at the Conference to firmly
establish the list of ethnic minorities, Nov. 1973. (Translator’s note: Later published in V& vdn dé
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232 Notes

Determining the position of Ngudn in the Viet-Mudng group, according to
us, is necessary not only for the work of researching each language, but also for
researching the Viet—-Muong relationship. This article is written in order to supply
some necessary data, and using the medium of that data, to contribute some small
opinions toward a clear definition.

Is Ngudn an independent language like Mudng and Vietnamese, or a dialect
of one of these two languages? The problem is indeed not simple. What is a
language? And what is a dialect? “It is nearly impossible to say clearly where the
difference between a language and a dialect lies.””” Until now, we still do not have
defining criteria that are really satisfactory.While we are waiting for further research
on these criteria, we will temporarily recognize the following: defining a language,
first and foremost, must rely on genuine linguistic criteria, such as the lexicon,
phonetics and grammar. Also, one must pay close attention to the historical
formation of the community of people who speak that language, and the
relationship they have with their neighboring ethnic groups.

In addition, we cannot forget the ethnic self—consciousness of the people who
speak the language that we are defining. We will look at each of these points in
turn.

1. Our first observation when coming in contact with the Nguon language is
the closeness of Nguon and Mudng in aspects of the lexicon and also in phonetics.

1.1. First of all is the closeness in basic vocabulary. We have collected
statistics of 500 words in these areas: nature, plants, objects, parts of the human
body, numerals, time and location. The results of the statistical collection are as
follows:

— 342 words are cognate with Mudng, comprising 68.4%

—228 wordg are cognate with the north central plains dialect of
Vietnamese, comprising 45.6%3

—83 words are cognate with Chit?, comprising 16.6% (included are some
words cognate with the dialects of Bru (Van Kiéu, Khua, etc.) in the same
residential area.10

The overlap between the 3 lexicons of Vietnamese, Mudng and Ngudn is
illustrated in the diagram below.

xdc dinh thanh phdn cdc dan t6c thiéu s6 & mién Bdc Viét Nam, [On the problem of defining the
social position of the minority groups in northern Vietnam] 19785, p. 500-517, Vién Dan toc Hoc
(Ethnology Institute)

TF. de Saussure, Gido trinh ngon ng it hoc dai cuong [cour de linguistique générale], Hanoi,
1973, p. 343.

8 In a table of the words investigated (nearly 5000 words) the Nguon words cognate with
Vietnamese are mostly adjectives and some words we suspect Ngudn borrowed from Vietnamese.
[Tr. The original said 15.6%, which is clearly an error in printing.]

9 Chiit is the generic name of the group of people including May, Ruc, Siach, A Rem, and
M3 Liéng, in western Quang Binh province.

10 The total is more than 100% because the lexicons of NguOn, Mudng and Vietnamese
have overlapping portions. (See the diagram below.)
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The statistics show that the ratio of basic vocabulary cognates of Nguon is
higher with Mudng. We will defend this conclusion further with a table of 84
common words comparing Nguon with the following languages: Mudng,
Vietnamese (17th centuryll, north central plains dialect, and Hanoi dialect), Chuit
and Van Kieu. See the following table (English glosses added by translater).

By the comparative table above we see that to consider Nguon a variation of
the north central plains dialect or of 17th century Vietnamese is not satisfactory.
These words are not only foreign to the north central plains dialect, but also foreign
to 17th century Vietnamese. So why then is there similarity between Nguon and
Mudng when their residential areas (in terms of Vietnamese territory) are quite far
apart?1?2 With these residential areas, we can exclude the possibility of Ngudn
being under the influence of Mudng. In reality, the Nguon lexicon reflects clearly
the influence of Vietnamese, Chit and the Mon—Khmer languages. However,
Nguon still retains its own aspects. Those aspects are very close to Muong. Isn’tit
true that Nguon and Mudong have a relationship here?

1.2. The closeness between Nguon and Mudng in the area of the lexicon
implies also a closeness in phonology. We can find lines of phonetic similarity in
the table above. Below are some representative points of similarity.

11 Taken from Dictionnarium annamiticum, lusinatinum, latinum, of A. de Rhodes (Rome,
1651).

12 1f you consider that some branches of Thd (Thd Mon, Thd Lam La, Th3 Séng Con,
etc) in western Nghé An province are also MuOng, then the residential area of the MuGng people
is more than 200 km from the residential area of the Ngubn people (as the crow flies, following
the road it is about 400 km)

MKS 22:231-244 (c)1993 See archives.sealang.net/mks/copyright.htm for terms of use.
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Mon—-Khmer Studies 22 239

1.2.1. Although in Vietnamese the consonant /p/ disappeared more than 10
centuries ago (changed to /b/ under the voicing law of voiceless consonants,13 in
Ngudn, (as in Mudng) this consonant still commonly exists.14 Therefore, the
opposing pairs of voiceless—voiced consonants in Ngudn are very balanced: p/b,
t/d, k/g.... That is a coinciding point of interest between Ngudn and Mudng.15

As in Muong, Ngudn has not completed some processes of sound change that
Vietnamese has gone through.

For example: The voiceless consonants have not become voiced: [English
glossed added by translator.]

MuGng Vietnamese Mudng Vietnamese

{[pat3] Dbét ‘catch’ [pom3] bidm ‘press, feel’

[pa?] ba ‘three’ [ti2] di ‘g0’

[ta3] d4 ‘stone’ [tot3]  dat ‘earth’

[ken?] ghen ‘jealous’ [ketd] ghét, ‘hate’

kal] g ‘chicken’ [s93] g6 ‘wind’

[sio?]  gilta ‘between’ [sion?] thdng giéng ‘January’}
etc.

The aspirated stops have not become affricated:

Mubng Vietnamese Muong Vietnamese

[p'ién!] phien ‘worry’ [p'oj*] phdi ‘lung’

[po4] o ‘break’ [k'ep3] ghép ‘Join’

[k'ap3] gap ‘meet’ [k'o¥] g& ‘unravel’

[tuan3] xudng ‘descend’ [twaZ] xoa ‘rub’
etc.

13 Maspéro. p. 19, 35 ff.

14 The initial sound system of Ngubn is : /m, n, p, 5, p, ph, t, th, ¢, k, kh, b, d, s, h, B, z
), L tl, () s, z/ (¢ and d are two tongue blade stops).

5 All Mudng dialects have the consonant /p/. See:

Nguyén Kim Thdn, Vai nét vé hé théng am vi tiéng Mudng va phuong dn phién dm
tiéng Muong [Some characteristics of the Mudng phoneme system, and the method of
transcribing Mtfdng phonetically] , “Ngon Ngﬁ‘ ”1971, 1, p. 5.

Nguyén Minh Ddc, M6t vdi nét vé cdc thd ngit cia tién Mu’c)’ng Hoa Binh [A few
characteristics of the local dialects of Hba Binh Mudng], “Tim hiéu ngon ngit cic dan tdc thiéu
s6 & Viét Nam” (An attempt to understand the ethnic minority languages of Vietnam). vol 1,
1972, p. 9.

Nguyén Van Tai, So sdnh hé thong ngit am tiéng Muong mét s6 ving quanh Hoa Binh
[Comparmg the sound system of Mudng in some areas around Hoa Binh], “Tim hiu ngdn ngi
cdc dan tdc thiéu s& & Viét Nam” (An attempt to understand the ethnic minority languages of
Vietnam), vol 1, 1972, p. 28-29.
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240 Notes

The consonant /d/ has not yet changed to /n/ (a very common law in
Vietnamese that H. Maspéro has demonstrated):

Mubng Vietnamese Mulng Viethamese
{[dak3] nuoc ‘water’ [dan3] ndng ‘sunny’
[d>2] no ‘full’ [dem3] ném ‘taste’
[dim?] nam ‘five’ )
ctcC.

1.2.2. The system of syllable final sounds in Nguon is the same as the
syllable final sound system in the Mudng Ong dialect of Mudng.16 Corresponding
with some final /~j/ of Vietnamese are some final /~n/ of Nguon:

Mudng Vietnamese Mudng Vietnamese
[kanl] cay ‘plow’ [kon3] cdy ‘transplant’
{[lan3] lusi ‘tongue’ [man?] may ‘cloud’
[can?] chay ‘flow, run’)
etc.

If one were to consider that in Vietnamese the syllable final pair /n-c/ are

allophones of /g-k/, in Nguon, they are two phonemes independent of /g-k/.
Corresponding with this pair of final sounds /n-c/ are the final pair /n-t/ in
Vietnamese.

t ]

MuGng Vietnamese Mutng Vietamese

{[zend] Ttan ‘louse’ [mecS] mat ‘gall, nectar’
[tlom?] tron ‘smooth’ [paic3] bot ‘diminish’
[dac3] nat ‘crushed’ [tap?] dan ‘weave’
[1ac5]  nhat ‘gather’ [tan3] rdn ‘snake’
[tup2] dun ‘boil water’ [puc3] mit ‘suck’
[hon?] hon ‘kiss’ [mocd] mot ‘one’
[mon3] muén ‘want’ [moc3] mot ‘weevil’}

etc.

Conversely, if one were to consider /n_c/ of Vietnamese as full phongmes,
then /n_c/ of Nguon differs from Vietnamese /n_c/ in that they can occur after all
vowels, while the final pair /n_c/ in Vietnamese can only link with /i, €, e, (2)/.

16 See Nguyén Van Tai, p. 40
MKS 22:231-244 (c)1993 See archives.sealang.net/mks/copyright.htm for terms of use.
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These characteristics of the syllable final sounds of Ngudn are very much in
agreement with the characteristics of the Muong syllable final sounds that I have
discussed.1?

1.2.3. The tone system of Nguon coincides with the tone system of Mudng
Vang and Thach Thanh Mud&ng in both the shape and distribution in the kinds of
syllable patterns.18

1.2.4. Only the vowel system of Ngudn doesn’t have anything special

compared with the vowel system of Mudng and the vowel system of Vietnamese
(north central plains dialect).

Note: The examples in brackets { } above are the forms for which no trace is
found in the north central plains dialect of Vietnamese (the dialect in which some
linguists want to include Nguon). This proves that in Vietnamese these processes
ended long ago (possibly long before a small group of Vietnamese migrated to the
Nguon area). .

1.3. In the area of grammar, Ngudn, like Mudng, is very close to
Vietnamese. The only difference is: in Nguon (Mudng also) there are few formal
variations on word order. The grammatical form is primarily ordered words. For
example: In Vietnamese, to show the tense of a verb, ususally there are two or more
formal words alternating with each other. (To show future tense Vietnamese has sé
‘will’, sdp ‘about to’ and sdp sifa ‘ready to’, to show present tense, there is dang
‘~ing’ and con ‘still’ to show the past tense there is di ‘already’ which occurs
before the verb, and rodi ‘already’ which occurs after the verb.) But in Ngudn (and
in Mudng) each case usually has only one formal word and it occurs in a restricted
way. For example; (English glosses added.)

un3 k'ap3 taj3 “Em sdp (s&, sdp stta)ngh.”
em sdp nga

child about to sleep

‘(S)he is about to go to sleep.’

un3 konl 43 or und 3  “Em dang (con...)ngt.”
em con ngu em ngu

child still sleep child sleep

‘(S)he is sleeping.’

un3 13 z0j' “Em (da) ng ro1.”

em ngu roi

child sleep already

‘(S)he slept.’

17 See Nguy&n Van Tai, p. 40
18 See Nguy&n Kim Than, p. 3, and Nguy&n Van Tai, p .48.
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242 Notes

The above are some very sketchy purely linguistic features. But these features
will help us to have a more objective attitude toward classifying Ngudn with
Mudng or with Vietnamese.

2. Now we will look at some non-linguistic features for further suggestions
toward determining Ngudn’s position.

2.1 First of all, let’s look at the formation of the Ngudn people group

and the Ngudn language. We do not have enough data on how this people group
was formed to give strong opinions; here we will only discuss it from the
standpoint of language.

It is very possible that some present Ngudn family lines are Vietnamese
(Kinh) family lines originating from the lower Gianh river or Nghé An, HA Tinh
(according to some family records, and as was the opinion of Cadiére), but is that
enough to insist that all Ngudn people are Vietnamese or not?!? We surmise that,
before a few Vietnamese family lines (or, more precisely, a few families with
Vietnamese last names) migrated to this area, there was already a group of people
from a different ethnic group residing here. (Cadiére suggests they were Séach
people.) Those people spoke a different language than the plains Vietnamese. In
order for convenient communication, those few Vietnamese had to learn the local
language, and therefore, linguistically, they were assimilated.20 Is not it possible
that the original language here was Mudng and not Sich? Because, according to
family records, the Vietnamese migrated in around the late 17th or early 18th
century, only just over two centuries ago. That period of time is not long enough
for the Ngudon and S4ch (Chiit) languages to have separated to this point.
(Comparing the words in columns 1 [Ngudn] and 6 [Chit] in the table above, we
can see this clearly.) We suggest that in the process of migrating to the south, the
Mudng did not stop at Nghé An, (to become the Thd Mon, Thd Lim La, and Thg
So6ng Con people) bat continued further south to Ha Tinh and Quang Binh. Then
why in Ha Tinh today are there no Mudng people or any other minority group?
Perhaps because Ha Tinh only has a very narrow strip of plain, the rest being
forested mountains, so the Vietnamese then gradually moved into and developed up
the mountainsides (including up into the Qudng Binh mountain forests, like the case
of some families going to the Ngudn region, for example) nearly to the Vietnam—
Laos border. The local residents here perhaps mixed in with these Vietnamese, or

19 1n discussing a similar problem, Tran Qudc Vugng and Nguy&n Duong Binh said very
reasonably, “The family records of many Vietnamese family lines show clearly the Chinese origin
of many Vietnamese. But we cannot thus vaguely conclude that the origin of Vietnamese people
in general is the Chinese people of the Bic thudc period, and the Lac Viét people are not then the
ancestors of the modern Vietnamese.” (See Mt vadi nhgn xét vé m& quan hé Mudng-Viét va qud
trinh phdn hod gita tOc Mudng va tdc Viét [A few observations on the Mudng-Vietnamese
relationship and the differentiating (splitting) process between the ethnic Mudng and the éthnic
Vietnamese], in “Thdong bdo khoa hoc (s hoc) (Science communique [history]) vol S, Hanoi
University, 1971, p. 229-230.)

20 Cadiere also proposes this. This is very easy to understand. Because the number of
Vietnamese who migrated to the Ngu0n area before was so small, they were not enough to force
the local language to be supplanted by their own language.
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migrated across the top of the TruGng Son mountains to the western side, went to
the south, or returned to the north. Ngé Pric Thinh tells us, “On the Laos—Vietnam
border, in the provinces of Sam Nita and Kham Mudn (in Vietnam bordering with
Thanh Hod4, Nghé An, HA Tinh and Quadng Binh provinces in Laos,) are some
people groups who speak Viet—-Mudng languages. These people groups migrated
from Vietnam.”2! Perhaps among them are the HA Tinh Mudng people? Quéng
Binh is the final migratory area of the Mudng. Only one small group came down
here. (It is also possible that they were the HA Tinh Mudng, migrating south.)
Probably that small group of Mudng came to the Quang Binh area before some
Vietnamese families migrated in. These two groups assimilated with each other to
create the Nguon people and the Nguon language. Perhaps only a hypothesis such
as this can explain why the Ngudn language is like Mudng and not like the
languages of the surrounding ethnic groups. Therefore we can picture the
residential area of the Mudng people stretching fairly uninterruptedly from Nghia
Lo down through Vinh Phi, Ha Ty, Hoa Binh, Ninh Binh, Thanh Héa, Nghé An
and Kham Mudn (Laos) to Quang Binh.

2.2 On the relationship between the Ngudn peoplé and the surrounding
ethnic groups. The Nguon people live fairly close together and are isolated from the
plain. In that area there are also some ethnic people belonging to the Chit group
(primarily May, Ruc and S4ch) and the Bru group (Van Kiéu and Khua). Before
the October revolution, there was very little contact between the Nguon people and
the lowlanders because travel was inconvenient. So, if the Nguon language has
been under the influence of another language, then first and foremost it would have
been influenced by Chit, not by Vietnamese. (We consider Chit an independent
language equivalent with Mudng and Vietnamese.)22 Nevertheless, Ngudn still
retains its own original character. This adds further evidence to our thinking.

2.3 The final point of consultation is the ethnic self-consciousness of
the people. We have had contact with many Ngu6n people from all age groups.
Their general opinion is that it is very probable that they originated from the
Vietnamese people, but their language is not Vietnamese. This is interesting. A few
people also let us know that when they meet military personnel who are Mudng
from Hoa Binh or Thanh Héa, both sides can communicate with each other entirely
in their own mother tongue. One more thing (which we have tested): a Vietnamese
(whether he is from Qudng Binh, Nghé An or Ha Tinh), who is not familiar with
the MudGng language, cannot understand Nguon.

Although still not complete, these things presented above lead us to think that
there is a greater likelihood that Nguon is a member of Mudng rather than a part of

, 21 Ng6 bic Thinh, So lugc gidi thiéu qud trinh hinh thanh su phdn b6 cu' dén va thanh
phan dén tfc & Ldo [A sketchy introduction to the process of forming inhabited areas and ethnic
social classes in Laos] “Thong b4o dan toc hoc” [Ethnology communique},1972, 1, p. 132.

22 Nguy&n Van Tai, Thit ban v& vi trf ctia tiéng Chuit, tiéng Cubi trong nhém Viét-
Mudng [An attempt to discuss the position of the Chiit and Cudi languages in the Viét-Mudng

group], B4o c4o khoa hoc”. [Scientific report] (TNote: later published in “Tap chi Dan Téc Hoc
[Ethnology journal], 1976, 2)
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Vietnamese. As for classifying Nguon as a dialect of Mudng, or a regional variety
of a Muong dialect, we must wait for some more detailed research projects to be
done, more comprehensive in correlation with the dialects and local variations of
Mudng.23

Here we would like to express our gratitude to the Quang Binh province
Ethnic Commission, the Administration Committee of Minh Héa district and the

Ngudn people who enthusiastically helped us in this research.
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23 We will discuss this problem on another occasion.
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