
Abstract In spite of a powerful preference for bisyllabicity identified in previous

research on loanword truncation in Cantonese, more new forms are increasingly

found which have been truncated down to a monosyllable. An examination of a

1,400-word corpus of Cantonese loanwords collected over a span of 50 years

reveals a significant increase in the number of loan verbs and adjectives in more

recent times, as opposed to the almost exclusive adoption of nouns previously.

Verbs, as opposed to nouns, are found to be much more prone to undergoing

‘‘monosyllabic truncation.’’ This is found to stem from an asymmetry between

nouns and verbs in the native language. A preference for monosyllabicity, partic-

ularly in the case of verbs and adjectives, is confirmed via a study of a Cantonese

translation of the Swadesh word list. A further investigation of a corpus of everyday

conversations uncovers lexical statistics that may have been mirrored in the trun-

cation process. Finally, the greater readiness for the importation of verbs in more

recent times is explained in terms of Haugen’s ‘‘stages of bilingualism.’’

Keywords Loanword phonology � Truncation � Cantonese � Word length �
Noun–verb asymmetry

1 Introduction

In Hong Kong, in addition to the widespread use of older loanwords such as

t1y:55ku:55lIk5 (< ‘chocolate’), si:22t$:55p3:55lej25 (< ‘strawberry’), and wqn22

nej55la:25 (< ‘vanilla’) in everyday conversation, it is becoming increasingly com-

mon to hear new loanwords like ji:55 (< ‘email’), ji:n55 (< ‘interview’), and phow22

(<‘professional’). These latter words have been so drastically transformed from their
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originals that it is virtually impossible to recognize their sources. This radical

process, whereby loanwords are heavily reduced in the course of being adapted into

a recipient language, has been referred to in the literature as loanword truncation

(Ito 1990; Ito and Mester 1993; Silverman 1992).

The phenomenon of loanword truncation is not new in Cantonese. Examples like

sa:55si:25 (<sarsaparilla) and kwqt5 (<quarter) were reported as early as the 1970s

and 1980s (Bauer 1985; H.S. Cheung 1972; Chan and Kwok 1982; Y.S. Cheung

1986). However, there are indications that truncation is happening much more

frequently in contemporary Hong Kong than before, and as we will show in this

paper, the previously sporadic appearance of truncation may well be on its way to

becoming a more productive process.

Investigations of truncation forms in Cantonese—and loanword adaptation more

generally—from the point of view of loanword phonology have uncovered an

important principle, namely, that of bisyllabic minimality (Kiu 1977; Silverman

1992; Yip 1993, 2002). To illustrate this principle, consider a few examples from

Cheung (1986) and Silverman (1992):

(1) Epenthesis: fluke > fu:21l*k5 cream > kei22li:m55

(2) Deletion: broker > p*k5k’a25 freezer > fi:55sa:25

The stop/fricative-liquid clusters in word-initial position in (1) and (2) have

undergone different processes of adaptation. In (1), epenthesis applies, resulting in

the addition of a syllable; in (2), the liquid is deleted. This differential treatment of

similar consonant clusters is due, as Silverman (1992) and Yip (1993) rightly point

out, to a requirement which specifies the minimal phonological unit to be bisyllabic.

In accordance with this requirement, epenthesis is applied to (1) to turn the

monosyllables into bisyllabic forms. In (2), deletion is preferred over epenthesis,

because its application ensures that the original words’ bisyllabicity is kept intact.

The minimality requirement is at once insightful and powerful and does hold true

in the great majority of cases. Nevertheless, in the course of collecting more loan-

word data in contemporary Hong Kong, we were struck by an apparent trend for

some loanwords to be truncated down to a single syllable, e.g., words like f3:k55

(< ‘fax’), khqp55 (< ‘copy’), and fej21 (< ‘fail’). According to the minimality

requirement, such forms should not exist.1 The fact that they do calls for an

explanation.

In seeking a principled motivation for these monosyllabic forms, we noticed that

many of them are verbs and adjectives. Might their apparent ‘‘immunity’’ from

bisyllabic minimality have something to do with their word class status? Is the

truncation process sensitive to word classes (e.g., does it apply more frequently to

verbs than to nouns)? The fact that these questions may be worth asking can be

illustrated with an initial example. The word ‘beer’ was first adapted from English

1 It must be said that minimality is no by means the only criterion in Silverman or Yip’s work. Well-

formedness and other constraints must also be taken into account. However, the kind of monosyllabic

truncated forms that we present in this paper, e.g., in (<interview), e (<email), etc., do not seem

accountable in terms of syllable structure constraints.
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into Cantonese as pe:55tsqw25, the second morpheme being a generic radical

meaning ‘alcoholic drink’. The internal structure of pe:55tsqw25 suggests that the

source item ‘beer’ was first turned into a single syllable ‘p3:55’, to which the extra

syllable ‘tsqw25’ is then added. This extra morpheme is however semantically

redundant, since beer is obviously a kind of alcoholic drink. The rationale for this

operation can be captured very nicely by the principle of bisyllabic minimality.

However, in recent years, a new usage has emerged whereby ‘beer’ is turned joc-

ularly into a verb, meaning ‘drink beer’, in such expressions as ‘p3:55 jqt5 p3:55

khPj25’ (beer one beer 3.SG, i.e., ‘Let’s go and have a drink’). In this sense of pe:55

(as an action verb), it is possible to use the morpheme independently in its mono-

syllabic form. Indeed, when used as a verb, only the monosyllabic form is gram-

matical: it is not possible to say *p3:55tsqw25 p3:55tsqw25 (verb reduplication) or

*p3:55tsqw25 jqt5 p3:55tsqw25 khPj25. If it turns out that verbs and nouns do generally

behave differently in this regard, what would a plausible explanation be for this?

Would the difference have its source in the first language? These questions have led

us to formulate two hypotheses:

(1) Loan verbs (including adjectives),2 as opposed to nouns, are more prone to

truncation to a monosyllable.

(2) This noun–verb asymmetry has its origins in the native language, i.e., verbs as

opposed to nouns have a stronger preference for monosyllabicity in the L1.

The aims of this paper then are to explore how ‘‘monosyllabic truncation’’ works in

Cantonese and to attempt an explanation for it. We believe such an account, if

correct, can supplement bisyllabic minimality and help build up a fuller picture of

loanword adaptation in Cantonese.

The rest of the paper will be organized as follows. In Section 2, we report on two

studies that were carried out to test the effect of word class on word length. In Section 3,

an explanation is offered for the word class effect in terms of a noun–verb asymmetry in

the L1. Section 4 concludes the paper with a summary of the main findings.

2 The effect of word class on word length

We first tackled Hypothesis 1 by carrying out two studies: an investigation of a

corpus of loanwords, followed by an experiment in which subjects were tested on

their word length preferences when presented with sentences in which the same

truncation form is used sometimes as a verb and sometimes as a noun.

2.1 Investigation of a loanword corpus

In the first study, a corpus of loanwords was constructed and then examined with a

view to obtaining statistics relevant to the questions of monosyllabicity versus

bisyllabicity on the one hand, and verbs versus nouns on the other.

2 It is commonplace among Chinese grammarians to treat adjectives as a sub-class of verbs due to the

many similarities that verbs have in common with adjectives in the language. See, for example, Chao

(1968), Li and Thompson (1981) and Norman (1988).
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2.1.1 Constructing the corpus

Previous studies of loanwords in Cantonese were based largely on data collected

before the 1980s. It so happens that the 1980s were a turning point in Hong Kong’s

recent history, particularly from the point of view of linguistic and social changes.

This was a decade when Hong Kong moved, within a relatively short span of time,

from a largely monolingual society into a bilingual one, where Cantonese and

English are widely used in many domains of everyday life.3 As the level of bilin-

gualism continued to rise, more and more loanwords were taken into the language,

making significant augmentations to the old inventory. Against this backdrop, we

set out to make a collection of loanwords which would contain not only pre-1980

forms but also post-1980 ones. Our overall aim was to include as many loanwords as

possible. At the same time, we tried to ensure that information associated with each

item was not only accurate but also rich enough to support a range of analyses.4 We

have included all instances of loanwords, whether they are ‘‘established loans’’ or

‘‘nonce forms’’ (Poplack and Sankoff 1984; Poplack et al. 1988). We believe the

distinctions between these categories are hard to maintain in practice. We therefore

follow Myers-Scotton (1992) in assuming that both ‘‘Embedded Language forms’’

(‘‘established forms’’) and ‘‘Code Switching forms’’ (‘‘nonce forms’’) arise from

the same processes.

2.1.2 Data sources

Our data were collected from a variety of sources, the main ones being H.S. Cheung

(1972), Chan and Kwok (1982), and Bauer and Benedict (1997). Chan and Kwok

(1982) conducted the first full-length study dedicated to Hong Kong loanwords.

Included in the monograph was a list of loanwords from the period from early Hong

Kong (i.e., mid-nineteenth century) up until the 1970s. Cheung’s collection was

from about the same period and, as a result, there was a fair amount of overlap

between these two sources, but there were also items found only in one but not the

other source. These two sources therefore complement each other very well. With

the two word lists we have a collection that is representative of an early period.

Bauer and Benedict’s collection was made a little later and contains items beyond

those found in the two earlier works. By crossing out items which were already

found in the two earlier lists, we obtained 554 items representing a more recent

period from the 1970s to about 1990. In the past few years, the authors have made a

further collection of more recent loanwords from newspapers, magazines and uni-

versity students’ speech and writing from about 1990 to the present day. Putting all

the data sets together gave us a collection of 1,447 loanwords, which form the basis

of the present study.

3 For more details about these social and linguistic changes, see Luke and Richards (1982), Li (1999),

and Luke (2005).
4 Information associated with each loanword in the database include (as far as possible): (1) the original

word in the source language, (2) the Cantonese adaptation (spoken form), (3) written form (if any),

(4) alternative forms (if any), (5) truncated forms (if any), (6) the source of the data and (7) the time

period during which the word is likely to have entered Cantonese.

350 K.-k. Luke, C.-m. Lau

123



2.1.3 Findings

The corpus thus constructed contains 1,447 items, with 1833 variant forms. For

reasons mentioned above, the collected items were divided into old loans (which

appeared before 1990) and new loans (which appeared after 1990). The distribution

in terms of old and new is: 554 old loans (38.3%, with 660 variants) and 893 new

loans (61.7%, with 1,173 variants). As can be seen in Table 1 below, the most

striking difference between the two time periods lies in the proportion of verbs and

adjectives in the corpus. In the old period, most of the loanwords are nouns, with

just a small handful of adjectives and verbs (588 noun variants, as opposed to

15 adjective variants and 20 verb variants); in the new period, loanwords fall into all

three major word classes: 710 noun variants, 108 adjective variants and 305 verb

variants. No doubt nouns still outnumber all other word classes, but the proportion

of verbs and adjectives represents a massive increase from 5% in the old period to

35% in the new period.

As far as monosyllabic truncation is concerned, are there more monosyllabic

verbs than nouns in the corpus, and is word class related to word length? Table 2

shows the distribution of monosyllabic truncated forms in terms of word classes.

As can be seen from Table 2, the majority of monosyllabic truncated forms are

indeed (as predicted by Hypothesis 1) verbs (and adjectives) rather than nouns:

44 (57.9%) versus 23 (30.3%), and this pattern is due mainly to the relatively

large number of monosyllabic verb forms found in the new period. Thus,

although in the corpus as a whole, there are, as one would expect, far more nouns

than verbs, when it comes to monosyllabic truncation, verbs, particularly those

found in the new period, figure much more prominently than nouns. A com-

parison between the two time periods in Table 2 shows that monosyllabic

truncated forms are far more prevalent in the new period (N ¼ 57) than in the old

period (N ¼ 19), with the difference being statistically significant (Fisher’s Exact

Table 1 Distribution of loanwords by word classes in different time periods

Noun Verbs Adjectives Others Total

Old 588 (89%) 20 (3%) 15 (2%) 37 (6%) 660

New 710 (60%) 305 (26%) 108 (9%) 50 (4%) 1,173

All times 1,298 (71%) 325 (18%) 123 (7%) 87 (5%) 1,833

Table 2 Monosyllabic truncation in different word classes

Noun Verbs Adjectives Others Total

Old 13 (68.4%)a 3 (15.8%) 0 (0.0%) 3 (15.8%) 19

New 10 (17.5%) 33 (57.9%) 8 (14.0%) 6 (10.5%) 57

All times 23 (30.3%) 36 (47.4%) 8 (10.5%) 9 (11.8%) 76

a Of the 13 ‘‘old nouns’’, six are names of chemical elements which are highly unlikely to be used in

contexts other than a textbook or a technical report. Hence, strictly speaking, only seven monosyllabic

nouns were found in the old period comparable in status to those of the new period. No chemical elements

or technical terms were included in the ‘‘new’’ part of the corpus
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test, n ¼ 1,833, df ¼ 1, p ¼ 0.0071). In terms of word classes, all loanwords

are equally prone to truncation (Pearson Chi-square test n ¼ 1,833, df ¼ 3,

v2 ¼ 4.604, p ¼ 0.2032), and yet the distribution of loanwords that have under-

gone monosyllabic truncation is distinctly skewed in favour of verbs and adjec-

tives as opposed to nouns: 44 out of 448 (9.82%) verbs and adjectives are

monosyllabic truncated forms, as opposed to 23 out of 1,298 (1.77%) nouns

(Pearson Chi-square test, n ¼ 1,746, df ¼ 1, v2 ¼ 58.8, p < 0.0001). With only

four exceptions, all truncated verbs and adjectives are monosyllabic while the

majority of truncated nouns are bisyllabic. This marked difference between nouns

and verbs suggests a strong relationship between word class status and word

length.

To get a sense of how truncation works differently within different word classes,

we present in Tables 3 and 4 below some typical examples of truncated forms. It

can be seen that verbs and adjectives are mostly truncated to a monosyllable,

whereas truncated nouns are mostly bisyllabic.

Interestingly, when a loanword can function either as a verb or as a noun, it is

always the verb that is truncated to a monosyllable. The nouns usually take a variant

form that is bisyllabic. For examples, see Table 5.

In sum, our investigation of the corpus has yielded considerable supporting

evidence for our first hypothesis. Specifically, it has shown: (1) that far more verbs

and adjectives have been imported from English into Cantonese in contemporary

Hong Kong than previously; (2) that, if and when they undergo truncation, they are

almost always reduced to a single syllable; and (3) that there is a strong correlation

Table 3 Typical verb and adjective truncations

Source word Cantonese adaptation Truncated form

register (v.) >[we:k5t1qs21ta:21] [we:k5]

professional (a.) >[phow22fe:t51Pn21no*21] [phow22]

duplicate (v.) >[tu:p5ph
Ik1kej21], [tu:p5phlIk1kej21] [tqp5]

demonstrate (v.) >[te:m55m$:n21st1whej21] [te:m55]

differentiate (v.) >[ti:22fe:n551i:21ej21] [ti:22], [ti:55]

factorize (v.) >[fe:k55th$:21wa:js21] [fe:k55]

interview (v.) >[ji:n55tha:21wi:w21], [ji:n55tha:21fi:w21] [ji:n55]

Table 4 Typical noun truncations

Source word Cantonese adaptation Truncated form

introduction >[ji:n22t1how22tqk55sPn21] [ji:n22t1how22]

library >[la:j55pa:21wi:21] [la:j55pa:25]

physicsa >[fi:55sIk1si21] [fi:55sIk1]

biology >[paj22$:55low21t1i:21] [paj22$:55]

configuration >[kh$:n22fIk5ka:55wej55sPn21] [kh$:n22fIk5]

inauguration >[ji:n22$:k5ka:55wej55sPn21] [ji:n22$:k5]

a ‘‘Physics’’ and ‘‘Biology’’ are from Bauer and Benedict (1997)
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between word class and word length, such that verbs have a stronger tendency than

nouns towards monosyllabicity.

2.2 An experiment

Following the corpus study, an experiment was conducted in order to find out

whether native speakers would show any word length preferences with regard to

loanwords from different word classes. We believed it would be useful to obtain this

kind of behavioral data to complement the corpus data.

2.2.1 Subjects

Twenty undergraduates and postgraduates from the University of Hong Kong were

recruited. All of them were highly bilingual in Cantonese and English, having

studied English for at least 15 years.

2.2.2 Stimuli

Thirty-six sentences were generated by using nine monosyllabic loanwords selected

from the database for their ability to function both as nouns and as verbs (e.g., pass,

list, and pause). All the nine words end with a fricative or consonant cluster which

is disallowed by Cantonese phonotactics. Each loanword was used in two sentences,

once as a verb and once as a noun. The pronunciation of each loanword was

manipulated so that it was either epenthesized (by i: after /s/ and u: after /f/),

resulting in a bisyllabic form, or not epenthesized, resulting in a monosyllabic form.

Thus, a total of four sentences (two word classes � two forms) were generated from

each loanword. For example, the four sentences generated for the word pass were

given in Table 6.

2.2.3 Procedure

Each trial consisted of two sentences, which contained the same loanword in the

same phonological form but used as different word-classes (such as sentences (a)

Table 5 Noun–verb asymmetry

Source word Verb Noun Note (Verb usage/Noun usage)

reply [wi:22] [wi:22phla:j55] to reply/a reply

major [mej55] [mej55t1œ:21] to major in a subject/a major

minor [ma:n55] [ma:n55na:21] to minor in a subject/a minor

copy [khqp55] [kh$:p55phi:21] to copy/a copy

report [ph$:t55] [wi:22ph$:t55] (Chan and Kwok 1982)

to report/a report

fail [fej21] [fej21low25] to fail (an exam)/a fail (Cheung 1972)

tips [thi:p5] [thi:p5si25] (Cheung 1972) to give a tip/a tip

(or a piece of advice)

Loanword truncation in Cantonese 353

123



and (c) above). The stimuli were presented auditorily. Participants were asked to

judge which sentence was more acceptable. The forced-choice paradigm was used

so that participants had to make a choice between the two sentences. No time

pressure was applied, although participants were encouraged to respond within 20 s.

2.2.4 Result

The result of the experiment shows that when the test words are used as verbs, the

monosyllabic forms are significantly more acceptable (102 out of 168 accepted)

than when the same words are used as nouns (78 out of 192) (Pearson Chi-square

test, v2 ¼ 14.464, p < 0.05). By manipulating two variables—noun versus verb and

monosyllabic form versus bisyllabic form—we were able to test native speakers’

reaction to monosyllabic forms in different syntactic positions. The result of the

experiment has given further support to our first hypothesis, i.e., that word class

status has an effect on word length.

3 Noun–verb asymmetry in Cantonese

3.1 Noun–verb asymmetry in the L1

Thus verbs, more so than nouns, appear to have a stronger tendency to allow

truncation beyond the bisyllabic template. But why should this be so? Might it have

some basis in the L1? There are indications that a noun–verb asymmetry may well

exist in the native language. Lü (1963) first pointed out the existence of an asym-

metry in Mandarin Chinese Verb–Object combinations whereby it is possible for the

verb to be monosyllabic and the noun to be bisyllabic but not the other way round,

i.e., when the verb is bisyllabic and the noun monosyllabic, the result is usually

unacceptable. Thus, while combinations like mai fangzi ‘buy house’ and zuo
lunchuan ‘take boat’ are fine, phrases like *goumai fang and *chengzuo chuan
are not acceptable. The same pattern holds true for Cantonese, as can be seen in the

following examples, suggesting that verbs and nouns may have different preferences

for word length (Table 7).

Another clue suggesting a possible preponderance for Cantonese verbs to be

monosyllabic comes from an experiment carried out on native speaker preferences

in the face of a choice between two synonymous verbs: one monosyllabic, the other

Table 6 Sample test sentences

(a) 1syll-V ts*n55jy:55 pha:s5ts$:25 k$:33 ha:w25si:23

(b) 2syll-V ts*n55jy:55 pha:55si:21ts$:25 k$:33 ha:w25si:23

finally pass-Perf Cl exam

‘(I) finally passed the exam.’

(c) 1syll-N kqm55tshi:33 wuj22ha:w25 jqw23 l*k2f$:55 pha:s5

(d) 2syll-N kqm55tshi:33 wuj22ha:w25 jqw23 l*k2f$:55 pha:55si:21

this-time cert-exam have six pass

‘I got six passes in this certificate exam.’
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bisyllabic (Lam 2006). In this experiment, 56 subjects were asked to indicate their

preference, if any, between two versions of a sentence: one containing a mono-

syllabic verb and the other a largely synonymous bisyllabic verb, e.g., na:w33 versus

tsqn55lPn22 ‘argue’, jqw55 versus ta:m55sqm55 ‘worry’. The result was a clear

preference for monosyllabicity in six out of the ten verbs tested. For three of the four

remaining verbs, the subjects were also in favour of the monosyllabic verb, even

though the difference in score between the monosyllabic and the bisyllabic versions

was less marked.

The existence of nearly synonymous couplets, such as the verbs used in Lam’s

experiment, is due to the structure of the Cantonese lexicon. Like most other lan-

guages, Cantonese has a lexicon that is far from uniform or monolithic in terms of

the sources of the lexical items and the extent to which they are affected by different

phonological constraints. A distinction, at least in principle, between the core of a

lexicon and its periphery is now generally accepted.5 Ito and Mester (1993), for

example, recognize four lexical strata in Japanese: Yamato (native), Sino-Japanese,

mimetic and foreign. We believe that the Cantonese lexicon is similarly organized

into four strata: native Cantonese words, Mandarin words, mimetic words (including

onomatopoeia and baby talk) and loanwords. For most of the couplets that have

been examined, the monosyllabic version tends to belong to the native stratum while

the bisyllabic version belongs to the Mandarin stratum.6

We suspect that the preference for bisyllabicity as captured in the minimality

requirement may not apply with equal force to verbs and nouns. The propensity for

bisyllabicity identified in previous studies, based largely on data from the old

period, may turn out to be less than a general tendency, in that its domain of

application may be confined to loan nouns. If it is true that verbs, unlike nouns,

remain to some extent exempted from the minimality requirement, then the fact that

Table 7 Asymmetry in the internal structure of VO compounds

Mono-V + bi-N (1+2) *Bi-V + mono-N (2+1)

k$:t33 w$:21tshe:n55 ‘reap young-crop’ *sqw55k$:t33 w$:21

(reap the crop while it’s young: an idiom used by gamblers to mean

take one’s gain and leave)

‘reap crop’

ti:w33 lqj21ma:n55 ‘fish small-fish’ *pow22t1*k55 jy:25

(pick up small fish one by one: an idiom used by taxi drivers to mean

pick up passengers)

‘catch fish’

fa:t3 fa:55ti:n55 ‘come-out madness’ (becoming mad, usually said

of women who are crazy about men)

*pa:w33fa:t3 ti:n55

‘explode madness’

tqj33 na:n23mej21 ‘shave eye-brow’ *tsha:n25tshPj21mej21

(shave eyebrow,: an idiom meaning to humiliate someone) ‘remove eye-brow’

5 For an alternative view, see Rice (1997) and Inkelas et al. (1997).
6 Mandarin Chinese has also been reported to have ‘‘dual vocabulary’’ (Duanmu 2007, pp. 161–65). There

is, however, a major difference between Mandarin and Cantonese in this respect. In Mandarin, both the

monosyllabic and bisyllabic variants are native, except that one is derived from the other either via

expansion (from a monosyllabic to a disyllabic word, as in mei > meitan ‘coal’) or via truncation (from a

bisyllabic word to a monosyllabic ‘‘pseudo-word,’’ as in dianshi > dian ‘TV’). In Cantonese, however, the

monosyllables tend to be native while the bisyllabic words tend to have been imported from Mandarin.
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bisyllabicity was thought to be a general tendency may be the consequence of a

simple fact, namely, that loanwords in the old period were almost exclusively

nouns.

Interestingly, in spite of the general preference for bisyllabicity in Mandarin,

Duanmu (2000, p. 149) has also noticed the existence of some monosyllabic forms.

On the basis of a word list compiled by the National Language and Script Reform

Committee (1959), he found verbs to have a stronger tendency than nouns towards

monosyllabicity. This tendency becomes even more prominent if a further dis-

tinction is made between basic verbs (‘‘denoting bodily and daily activities’’) and

modern verbs (e.g., those denoting ‘‘political and legislative activities’’). On the

Reform Committee’s word list, 73% of the basic verbs, as opposed to 2% of the

modern verbs, are monosyllabic. There is, however, a fundamental difference

between Mandarin and Cantonese in this regard. While many monosyllabic verbs

are still in use in modern Mandarin, they have all come from an earlier period. As

far as one can see, the old monosyllabic tendency has all but died out. Duanmu

(2000) reported in the same publication a ‘‘total lack of monosyllabic words in the

new vocabulary’’ (p. 150). In Cantonese, however, not only are many old basic

verbs still in everyday use, the monosyllabic tendency also seems to be alive and

kicking. For example, new words (e.g., slang words) are created from time to time,

not a few of which come in the form of a single syllable, e.g., jy:25 ‘embarrassed’,

khqw55 ‘to date the opposite sex’, tshi:w21 ‘trendy’, s$:k3 ‘gorgeous (girl)’.

A possible scenario emerging from these considerations goes roughly as follows:

at the same time as a tendency towards bisyllabicity developed in Cantonese in

modern times, affecting mostly nouns, an age-old preference for monosyllabicity in

verbs and adjectives remained latent in the language. This is usually not a very

prominent characteristic, but as more and more verbs are adopted from English

(and go through a truncation process), it comes to the fore and becomes more

noticeable.

3.2 Testing the second hypothesis

We turn now to the testing of our second hypothesis, namely, that verbs as opposed

to nouns have a stronger preference for monosyllabicity in the native language. In

order to zoom in on the most typical native words, we took Swadesh’s (1955) list of

207 words and translated them all into Cantonese.7 The Swadesh list was chosen

because it is widely used in linguistic fieldwork to test whether words in different

languages are derived from the same historical sources. For this reason, the word list

was constructed to represent a language’s most basic vocabulary, i.e., words which

are the least likely to have been borrowed from another language. An inspection of

the word list in Cantonese translation revealed that the great majority of the words

are monosyllabic, with the verbs being the most strongly inclined towards mono-

syllabicity: 90.6% of the verbs (as opposed to 72.1% of nouns) are monosyllabic,

7 We realize that some of Swadesh’s items can be translated in more than one way. Whenever there are

alternatives, we have selected the most colloquial one. To the extent that other alternatives are possible,

our statistics may not be 100% accurate. The results can be refined by double-checking the translations

with more native speakers.
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and their average length is 1.09 syllables. We therefore conclude, on the basis of the

Swadesh-list study, that words in the native stratum, particularly verbs, are char-

acterized by monosyllabicity (Table 8).

3.3 Lexical frequencies and their possible effect on loanword truncation

A final study was carried out to find out about the lexical frequencies of monosyllabic

versus bisyllabic verbs in connected speech as a step towards exploring possible

effects that lexical statistics may have on loanword truncation. For this purpose a

190,000-word corpus, the Hong Kong Cantonese Corpus (HKCanCor), was used

(Luke 2007).8 This is a collection of Cantonese conversations recorded in Hong Kong

in the late 1990s which has been fully transcribed and grammatically annotated. An

investigation of the corpus revealed that the average word lengths are 1.384 for

adjectives (N ¼ 7,338), 1.771 for nouns (N ¼ 18,682) and 1.273 for verbs

(N ¼ 44,612). Within the verbs, 26.2% are bisyllabic, and 73.2% are monosyllabic.

In other words, as far as verbs are concerned, monosyllabic ones outnumber bisyllabic

ones in everyday speech by a ratio of about three to one. Table 9 below summarizes

the full set of results of the Hong Kong Cantonese Corpus study.

Recent work on stochastic phonological knowledge has shown interesting effects

of lexical frequencies on speakers’ handling of new words, nonce probes and

loanwords (Albright 2002; Ernestus and Baayen 2003; Hayes and Londe 2006;

Hsieh and Kenstowicz, this volume). For example, Hayes and Londe have shown

how knowledge about phonological patterns’ frequency of occurrence appears to be

internalized by native speakers, who then make use of this knowledge in deciding

what patterns to use when faced with a new task, e.g., adapting a loanword.

Examining the Hong Kong Cantonese Corpus allowed us to see how the noun–verb

asymmetry and the monosyllabicity preference for verbs mentioned in the previous

sections actually play out in connected speech. The picture that emerges from

Table 9 appears to be consistent with the predictions of the theory of stochastic

phonological knowledge. Further research should be carried out to ascertain the

extent to which the phonological patterns found in Cantonese loanword truncation

mirror lexical statistics in the L1.

3.4 Historical considerations

Having found some supporting evidence for both our hypotheses, we are now ready

to consider a possible explanation of loanword truncation in Cantonese. To do this

Table 8 Word length of a Cantonese translation of the Swadesh word list

1 syll. % 2 syll. % Total Mean length

Nouns 62 (72.1) 24 (27.9) 86 1.28

Adjectives 34 (97.1) 1 (2.9) 35 1.03

Verbs 58 (90.6) 6 (9.4) 64 1.09’

8 The actual figure is 187,395 words.

Loanword truncation in Cantonese 357

123



satisfactorily, we will need to situate our linguistic observations within the context

of changes in Hong Kong’s level of bilingualism over time. In this connection, we

find Haugen’s idea of ‘‘stages of bilingualism’’ very useful. According to Haugen

(1950), three stages can be distinguished in the development of bilingual commu-

nities for the purpose of studying lexical borrowing: (1) a pre-bilingual period,

(2) a stage of adult bilingualism. and (3) a period of childhood bilingualism.

(Haugen 1950, pp. 216–217) The ‘‘old’’ and ‘‘new’’ time periods used in our data

analysis would seem to correspond to Haugen’s earlier (stages 1 and 2) and later

stages (stages 2 and 3) respectively. In Hong Kong, one significant change brought

about by a higher level of bilingualism would seem to have been a more ready

importation of verbs and adjectives from English, as opposed to the almost exclu-

sive importation of nouns in earlier stages. Since, as we have shown in this section,

commonly used verbs have a tendency to be monosyllabic in the native language,

thus verbs imported from English in more recent times would have been modelled

on the native verbs when put through the truncation process. We believe this is the

main reason why, in spite of the powerful minimality requirement, loan verbs have

been truncated beyond the bisyllabic template to a monosyllable.

This account can also explain changes in the handling of phonotactic discrep-

ancies from the old period to the new period, e.g., stop/fricative-liquid clusters.

Recall that in the old period, there was a preference for epenthesis when words

containing these clusters were adapted into the language. In the new period, how-

ever, there is an increasingly strong trend towards deletion. Thus, words like ‘print’

and ‘click’ in the old period would almost certainly have been transformed via

epenthesis. In the new period, however, the output is a monosyllabic word begin-

ning with a single aspirated stop: phi:n55, kh
Ik5. The reason for this should now be

clear: as verbs, these words are exempted from the usual bisyllabic requirement and

have a tendency to truncate to a monosyllable. Under these circumstances, deletion

is favoured over epenthesis as it will produce the right results.9

3.5 Word length in Cantonese and Mandarin

Before drawing this paper to a close, we wish to comment briefly on the simi-

larities and differences between Cantonese and Mandarin with regard to word

length. Duanmu (2000, 2007) offers an extensive discussion on ‘‘the word length

problem’’ in Mandarin, by which is meant the skewed patterns observed in the

Table 9 Frequencies of major word classes in the Hong Kong Cantonese corpus

1 syll. 2 syll. 3 syll. 4+ syll. Total

N 6,317 33.9% 10,584 56.8% 1,464 7.9% 257 1.4% 18,622

A 4,618 62.9% 2,641 36.0% 59 0.8% 20 0.3% 7,338

V 32,693 73.3% 11,670 26.2% 222 0.5% 27 0.0% 44,612

9 Smith (2006) discusses several examples of re-borrowings in Japanese, where the same source word

takes two or more forms with different meanings, e.g., strike > sutoraiki (baseball term) and later,

>sutoraiku (refuse to work).
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use of two variant forms of ‘‘the same word’’ (a monosyllabic form and a

bisyllabic one), such that in some linguistic contexts, only one form but not the

other is possible. For example, as we have seen above, in a VO combination, it is

not possible to combine a disyllabic V with a monosyllabic O, unless the noun in

question is a ‘‘fixed length word,’’ i.e., a monosyllabic word that has no disyl-

labic variant. On the other hand, in a N1N2 compound, it is possible for N1 to be

disyllabic and N2 monosyllabic but not the other way round (e.g. meitan dian
‘coal shop’ is fine but *mei shangdian is not). To explain these patterns,

Duanmu (2007, p. 146) proposes a metrical account based on stress assignment

that is sensitive to syntactic functions.10 According to his ‘‘non-head stress rule,’’

in a syntactic construction, stress falls on the non-head as opposed to the head.

Thus, in a VO combination, where the verb is the head and the object the non-

head, the former is more likely to be monosyllabic while the latter bisyllabic. In

contrast to this, in a N1N2 compound, the modifier (N1) is more likely to be

disyllabic while the head (N2) more likely to be monosyllabic. The same

asymmetrical patterns regarding VOs and NNs are found also in Cantonese.

Duanmu (2007) goes one step further and proposes to use his metrical account

to explain not only the VO and NN patterns, but also discrepancies between

different word classes in terms of their preferred word length. Thus, with his non-

head stress rule, he believes it is possible to explain why there is a significantly

higher proportion of monosyllabic verbs in Mandarin than monosyllabic nouns.

According to Duanmu (2007, p. 185), ‘‘nouns are mostly disyllabic because they

mostly occur in non-head positions, and verbs are mostly monosyllabic because

they mostly occur in head positions.’’ Whether this account would work for the

word class asymmetry in Cantonese is not clear. In order for a proper assessment

of its applicability to be made, a number of questions must first be looked

into—and much more closely than is possible in the space of this paper. In the

interest of further research, we will simply mention what we believe to be the

four most salient questions.

First, stress is, to say the least, not very well understood in Cantonese. Since

relatively little work has been done on this topic, it is not at all clear whether

Cantonese has stress, and if so, how it should be defined, what forms it can take,

and how it can best be treated. Clearly, in the absence of a full account of stress

in Cantonese, it is impossible to properly assess Duanmu’s theory which takes

stress as the starting point.11

10 Duanmu’s account is actually rather more complex than the summary given here, involving as it does

not only the non-head stress rule but also foot structure, information structure and other mechanisms. For

want of space and for the purposes of the present discussion, the simplified account given here should

hopefully suffice.
11 The first remarks regarding stress were made by Chao in his 1947 book Cantonese Primer. His view

is that there is no stress in Cantonese. Cheung (1986) and Bauer and Benedict (1997) give overall

accounts of Cantonese phonology and remark briefly on stress or metrical structures. Luke, Lee and others

explore the complex interactions between stress on the one hand, and F0, duration and intensity on the

other (Luke et al. 2001, 2002). Lai (2002, pp. 101–118) proposes to handle stress with an iambic foot

structure. Bauer et al. (2004) report on a study of the acoustic properties of focus stress in the context of a

sentence. However, in spite of these efforts, there is still no general agreement among phonologists as to

whether there is stress in Cantonese and, if so, how it should be defined and treated.
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Second, the nature of ‘‘dual vocabulary’’ appears to be fundamentally different

in the two varieties. In Mandarin, whatever the historical relationship may be

between a word’s two (or more) variant forms, one can assume that they are both

native forms of the same language. In Cantonese, however, as has already been

pointed out above, the monosyllabic forms tend to be native forms, but the

bisyllabic ones have mostly been imported from Mandarin. As a result, the

possibility that different phonological mechanisms may have been at work in

producing the different variant forms cannot be ruled out. Indeed, whether the

different forms should be regarded as ‘‘variant forms of the same word’’ becomes

a tricky question.

Third, while the noun–verb asymmetry may look, on the face of it, somewhat

similar in Cantonese and Mandarin, there are significant differences between them

which should make one cautious about making generalizations across the two

varieties. For example, according to Duanmu (2007, p. 185), ‘‘[while] in the new

vocabulary [in Mandarin] both verbs and nouns are mostly disyllabic,…in the old

vocabulary most verbs are monosyllabic while nouns are usually disyllabic.’’ This is

clearly not the case in Cantonese, where one finds new verbs and adjectives that are

monosyllabic, as well as old nouns that are monosyllabic (as in the Swadesh list

above). Indeed, the percentage of monosyllabic nouns in the Swadesh list (72%) is

incomparably higher than the percentage of monosyllabic nouns found on

Duanmu’s list (16%) (2007, p. 182). Thus, the possibility cannot be ruled out that

Cantonese may have a word length ‘‘design’’ that is fundamentally different from

Mandarin’s.

Finally, it seems to us that Duammu’s treatment of adjectives may need looking

into more closely. In his 2007 book, adjectives (in Mandarin) are said to be mostly

bi- and poly-syllabic (41% of them are found to be monosyllabic, so presumably

59% are bi- or poly-syllabic). This is considered unproblematic for Duanmu as

adjectives are regarded as typically serving non-head functions (i.e., as modifiers of

nouns). In our own study, however, adjectives were found to be much more similar

to verbs than to nouns: they have at least as strong a tendency, if not stronger, than

verbs towards monosyllabism. Since adjectives occur at least as often in a predicate

position (head) as a modifier position (non-head), our finding would seem to be

entirely in line with Duanmu’s theory, but it would go against Duanmu’s own

analysis of Mandarin adjectives, which for him should be predominantly disyllabic.

Whether there are fundamental differences between the phonology and syntax of

adjectives in Cantonese and Mandarin is, in our view, yet another question awaiting

further investigation.

Because of space limitations, it is not possible for us to go into a more in-depth

discussion of any of the above questions, which must be left to further research.

4 Conclusion

This paper began with some observations about loanword truncation in Canton-

ese; in particular, the truncation of newer loanwords to a single syllable. These

monosyllables represent something of an exception to the well-known minimal
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word requirement reported in previous publications which specifies a preference

for bisyllabicity. Through a corpus investigation and an experimental study, a

word class effect on word length was identified, i.e., verbs as opposed to nouns

were found to be more likely to undergo monosyllabic truncation. An account of

this new phenomenon was then developed in terms of a noun–verb asymmetry

which appears to be latent in the native language, in spite of a modern preference

for bisyllabicity established under the influence of Mandarin. In order to test this

hypothesis (of a traditional preponderance towards monosyllabicity), a study was

carried out using Swadesh’s list of 207 words, the results of which confirmed the

hypothesis. A further investigation was carried out on the Hong Kong Cantonese

Corpus which uncovered lexical statistics that might have been mirrored in

the truncation process. Finally, a diachronic perspective was adopted to

explain changes in loanword adaptation patterns in terms of Haugen’s stages of

bilingualism.
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