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New Loanword Rimes and Syllables
in Hong Kong Cantonese

Robert S. Bauer (&, % %8)! and Cathy S. P. Wong (#1453 )2
T BERE,BEPUKRE
2 BHEITKARY

1. Introduction

Beginning in the late 17th century, English and Cantonese entered into an intimate
contact relationship that has persisted without interruption right up to the present day
with its effects clearly observable in both languages. As linguists have long recognized,
language contact can act as the catalyst for various kinds of changes, one of the most
salient of which is linguistic borrowing. Any component of language seems to be
borrowable: vocabulary itegns, grammatical morphemes, and even syntactic patterns.

As for the borrowing o‘f words from English into Cantonese, we find three principal
methods by which this has lé)eén being done: (1) phonetic transliteration, (2) semantic
translation, and (3) the combiha;ion of these two. We may note that these three methods were
first identified by Robert Morrison, the British missionary, in the introduction to his
Vocabulary of the Canton Dialect, the world’s first English-Cantonese, Cantonese-English
dictionary, which he published in Macau in 1828. In this paper we have focused our
attention on loanwords which have been phonetically assimilated into Cantonese by the
first method, whereby Cantonese speakers have utilized the phonetic resources of their
own language to imitate the pronunciations of the original English words and transform
them so that they fit into the Cantonese sound system and conform to its rules.

Language contact actually occurs within the brain of the bilingual speaker, so it is

not surprising that it is with bilinguals that the process of lexical borrowing is first
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initiated. As Weinreich has observed,“... a bilingual is perhaps even more apt than the
unilingual to accept loanword designations of new things because, through his familiarity
with another culture, he is more strongly aware of their novel nature” (1964: 59).
Furthermore, bilinguals may use loanwords to reflect the knowledge which the
loanwords imply and thus enhance their social status (Weinreich 1964. 59 - 60).

Trudgill (2003: 19) has defined dorrowing as follows: “ The process whereby
bilingual speakers introduce words from one language into another language, these loan
words eventually becoming accepted as an integral part of the second language.”
According to Bussman (2000: 287), loanwords are “¢+» words borrowed from one
language into another language, ... which have becon%ga lexicalized (= assimilated
phonetically, graphemically, and grammatically) into the ’giew language ... In lexical
borrowings the word and its meaning (usually together with the new object) are taken into the
language and used either as a foreign word ... or as an assimilated loan word ., . . ”

It is through the processes of code-switching and code-mixing that the bilinguals
introduce a new word from one of their languages into the other one. For bilingual
speakers who are equally proficient in their two languages, the original pronunciation of
the new word is preserved when speaking the other language. However, as Lehiste
(1988: 2) has observed, the process of changing the code-switched word into the

grammatically integrated loanword passes through three stages as follows:

(1) “[a] bilingual introduces a loanword from language A into language B in a
phonetic form close to the norm of language A. (2) If the bilingual has occasion to
repeat.it, or if other speakers also begin using it, elements of language B will be
substituted for those of language A. (3) If monolinguals learn the loanword, a total
or practically total substitution will be made in the sound structure, and the word

will be integrated into the grammar as well. ”

The process of lexical borrowing advances to the final stage when other speakers who may
not speak the donor foreign language well, or who do not speak it at all but understand the
bilingual’s meaning of the borrowed word, then mimic the bilingual’s use of it in their own
speech with its pronunciation transformed according to the constraints of their own sound
system. As more speakers within the speech community adopt the loanword into their speech,
it gradually becomes integrated into the lexicon and grammar. Eventually, the word is learned
and used by speakers who have no inkling that it was originally a foreign word.

.9,
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2.1 Study of English loanwords in Cantonese

It is widely known that Hong Kong was ceded to Britain in 1841 as a result of
Britain’s skirmishes with China over opium, and its colonial status was maintained for
the next 156 years. During this period Hong Kong Cantonese speakers borrowed many
words from English — principally through phonetic assimilation, and in the process
enriched their language. Following Hong Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty in 1997,
contact between Cantonese and English and the concomitant lexical borrowing have both
continued without any interruption.,

As demonstrated in Wong, Bauer, and Lam (2009), loanwords {rom English are
found in a number of semantic areas of the lexicon, such as academic subjects; address
and kinship terms; animals and plants; brand names; chemicals, medicines, drugs;
fabrics; finance; foods and drinks; garments; household items; mechanical
instruments; music; occupations; quantifiers; recreation; technology; transportation.
Furthermore, the application to the loanwords of such morpho-syntactic processes as
suffixation, negation, change in syntactic category, and clipping clearly indicate how
deeply integrated into Cantonese grammar the loanwords have become.

The findings presented in this paper are the product of the authors’ research project
entitled Etymological Dictionary of English Loanwords in Cantonese. Over the past three
years we have been compiling a comprehensive computerized database of English loanwords in
Cantonese with documentation on their pronunciations, graphical representations, parts of
speech, meanings in Cantor:{ase, semantic categorizations, examples of usage, and historical
origins. This database now cém:prises over 700 loanwords that have been assimilated through
phonetic transliteration (for ﬁrocedural reasons semantic translations have been excluded), and
it is to be published in the form of an etymological dictionary. In the course of our research
work (some findings from which have been presented in Bauer 2008a; Bauer and Wong 2008b;
Bauer, Wong, and Lam 2007; Wong, Bauer, and LLam (2009), we have been observing how
the phonetic process of transforming these borrowed words into their Cantonese equivalents has
been impacting the Cantonese phonological system. That the Cantonese rime system and
syllabary are undergoing change is undeniable; nonetheless, as has been pointed out elsewhere
(Bauer 2006: 179; Bauer 2008a), some studies of Cantonese phonology have typically either
ignored loanword rimes and syllables, shunted them to the side as if they did not belong to the

system, or were of marginal interest.
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2.2 Cantonese rime system

Table 1 below lists the full set of 60 rimes that form the contemporary Hong Kong
Cantonese rime system. Listed in this table are three types of rimes; (1) those that
occur in syllables that are the standard Cantonese reading pronunciations of standard
Chinese characters; (2) rimes that occur only in syllables of the colloquial lexicon; and
(3) rimes that occur only in English loanword syllables. In examining this table, readers
familiar with Cantonese phonology will easily recognize tbe;“traditional” rimes, but also
listed here for the first titme are a few “new” rimes that the {eéfier may not have encountered
before because they only occur in loanwords. One of the purp(.)seifof this paper is to identify the
origin of these loanword rimes and justify their inclusion in this table.

Table 1 also highlights another interesting point about the Cantonese rime system:
as we can see, some rimes occur in colloquial and loanword syllables that are not
represented by Chinese characters, This is because we cannot find Chinese characters
(either standard or dialectal) that have these rimes in their pronunciations. The problem
here is that the Cantonese syllabary comprises more syllables than there are characters
with suitable pronunciations that could be used to represent the syllables (given the huge
number of characters in the Chinese language, this may seem hard to believe, but,
nonetheless, it is true). As a consequence of this disjunct between syllables and
characters, some loanwords cannot be written with Chinese characters but retain their
original English spellings which are read with Cantonese pronunciation (Bauer 2008b).

Table 1. 60 Hong Kong Cantonese rimes: included are syllables that are the reading pronunciation

of standard Chinese characters; those only occurring in colloquial syllables
(with superscript ) and English loanword syllables (with superscript ¥ ).

Nuclear Final consonant;

Vowel: -0 3(-w) W -m -n -n -p -t -k
i -1 — -iw -im -in == -ip -it e

B wF G4 L] £ 7
y Yy — —_— — -yn —_ S -yt —

+ i} "
e = - - - - ey - - ek
Pl % iy
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% x
Nuclear Final consonant:
Vowel; -0 - () -w -m -n -1 -p -t -k
€ - — -ew -em -en -€1n) -ep -gt -ek
= ‘pew ‘lem + pen i “tep ° wet it
B ke *sew *kem T set
ce -ce — — -cem — -oeq — -cet -cek
o p'oem E ‘et il
e — -ey — — -en — — -ot —
5 K tH
] — -g -ew -Bm -en -en) -ep -8t -k
X5 ) = fr Fid 2 & 3
a -a -4 -aw -am -an -ar -ap -at -ak
pili f xRz iy &) F H JAN #
u -u -uj — — -un — — -ut —
&k % =] ¥
o — — -ow — — -0n — — -ok
iz T “
6) -2 ) — -om -on -or -op -ot -ok
&t % " fom 7 i " tsop # o

Table 2 below lists lexical items which exemplify nine colloguial and/or loanword

rimes from Table 1 above. *As can be seen in this table, there is some overlap between

these two categories of rimés.”

-

¥

Table 2. Lexical iten;s with nine colloquial and/or loanword rimes from Table 1.

1. °pewd 22 ‘to jostle with hip’; *sew 155[-si125] <C sales

2. ‘lem125, lej]22 lem” 25 lem/ 25, lem425 lem425 lejd 22 “lick corners of mouth’;
*kem 155 < game

3. °k"end 21 ‘pious, sincere’, as in k"en21 p'ol 21 E% (Lietal 1995. 189);
+pen]55 < hand

. “tep 155 ‘to taste’; T wep 155 <C web, rap

. “wet 155 ‘to go somewhere to have a good time’; ¥ set 155 < set

. T phoem 155 < perm (from permanent)
. tfom 155 < form

4
5
6. “cetd 22, ta25 oetd 22 ‘to belch’
7
8
9

. T tsop155 < job




That rimes of some colloquial syllables overlap with those of loanword syllables is
an important feature of these two tables, and this is closely related to the evolution {(and
expansion) of the Cantonese syllabary. Another feature of the two tables to be noted by
the reader is that three rimes, namely, -eem, -om, and -op, only occur in loanword
syllables. In our discussion below we will return to these two points for further

analysis,

2.3 Stratification of the Cantonese syllabary
. _
Bauer and Benedict (1997 409 - 411) develope‘d :'the notion of the stratified
Cantonese syllabary as a systematic method of phonologlcarganalysm (cf. Bauer 2006 and
2008a for more recent discussions); the purpose of this approach is to map out all of the
occurring and non-occurring syllables in the syllabary matrix (see Appendix 1), and the

syllables are then categorized into four sets as follows:

(1) Syllables associated with the standard Chinese characters as their standard
reading pronunciations;

(2) Syllables associated with colloquial lexical items that may or may not‘have
standard or dialectal characters as their written forms;

(3) Syllables that occur only in the

phonetic representation of English words

1. Syliables that are
stnd. Cant. reading
pronunciations of

stnd. Chinese
characters

borrowed into Cantonese.

2. Colloquial (4) Syllables that do not occur or have

syllables not yet been utilized.

The first three categories of syllables

3. Eng. Loanword form the basis of the Cantonese lexicon.

syllables

Figure 1  below  schematically
represents the relationships among these

four categories of syllables.

4. Non-occurring/ As shown in the figure, three of the

Unused syllables

four circles actually overlap with each

other, so there is in fact a total of eight

Figure 1. Stratification of Cantonese syllabary: kinds of syllables.
Four main kinds of syllables. Table 3 below lists these eight kinds of
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syllables along with some lexical examples of them.

Table 3. Stratification of Cantonese syllabary into four main categories of
syllables plus four additional overlapping subcategories.

Types of syllables: Lexical examples:

1. Syllables which are standard reading pronunciations of standard

Chinese characters. meg ]
2. Syllables belonging to Cantonese colloquial lexicon; mem < sek mem mem
3. Syllables which occur (only) in English loanwords: men < man
4, Non-occurring or unused syllables; k"wyn
5. Syllables belonging to both Categories 1 and 2; , ktey 1t , kPey I

fo-men # S < foreman,

6. Syllables belonging to both Categories 1 and 3: tek si B4 < taxi

[ni] -ti (WE)AK,

7. Syllables belonging to both Categories 2 and 3 [ tew] < detail

na &, na ¥, [p'at] na <

8. Syllables belonging to Categories 1, 2, and 3:
partner

As indicated above, the fourth set is the non-occurring or unused syllables which
represent both accidental and systematic gaps in the syllabary; these have been spelled
out in full in Appendix 1, because we believe they can be as interesting and revealing to
the phonologist as the Syllai;vles which do occur. The accidental gaps are those syllables
that speakers have not yet c};;eéi:ted but are still potential syllables for future loanwords,
or colloquial words, or readir‘lg"pronunciations of Chinese characters, and these appear to
be easy enough to identify. The systematic gaps, on the other hand, are the non-
occurring syllables which supposedly reflect the phonotactic rules that have blocked their
formation in the phonological system (Bauer and Benedict 1997 411, 413 - 421).
Various scholars of Cantonese phonology, as reviewed in Bauer (2006), have claimed
that a so-called “labial dissimilation constraint” operates in Cantonese to prohibit the
formation of certain types of syllables comprising labially articulated consonant and
vowel segments. However, as suggested in our discussion below on the development in
the syllabary of new and unexpected syllables, namely, those which would seem to be

“prohibited” syllables that have violated the labial dissimilation constraint, and therefore

.7 .



should not occur, the final verdict on how systematic gaps correlate with phonotactic

rules in Cantonese has still not been comprehensively and satisfactorily formulated,

3.1 Loanword syllables created over the past 25 years

The third category of Cantonese syllables occur in English loanwords, and they are
of two main types: (1) loanword syllables that are homoﬁhonOus (overlapping) with
categories 1 and 2; and (2) syllables that only occur in loanwords. Bauer (2006) noted
that in his 1985 publication which was based on research,carried out in 1984 that he had
tallied 26 loanword syllables (the original figure was 30’“ but this was subsequently
reduced by four syllables which were determined to overlap§w1th colloquial syllables and
so could not be counted as loanword syllables). Over the next two decades, following
further analysis of lexical borrowing from English into Cantonese, additional loanword
syllables were discovered, so that their number had increased to 40 in 1997 (Bauer and
Benedict 1997; 410), and then more recently to 49 (originally 50 as stated in Bauer
2006, but one syllable has been reclassified as non-occurring). With the identification of
29 new loanword syllables that are listed in Table 6 below, the total number of loanword
syllables has now increased to 78. .

In Bauer (2006: 181 - 183) Table 3 listed 50 syllables that were described as only
occurring in English loanwords and which were based on 23 different rimes (only one of
the 23 rimes, namely -en, did not occur in standard Chinese syllables or colloquial
syllables; it occurred in pen155 which was the borrowing of English band [beend] ).
This table was an updated list that added 10 more syllables to the set of 40 loanword
syllables that had been reported earlier in Bauer and Benedict (1997: 410, 486 - 496).
The syllables and their source words in Bauer’s original Table 3 have been reproduced
below as Table 4 but with four revisions: first, syllable [in] has been removed from the
list and reclassified as non-occurring; second, the tones of the Cantonese loanwords are
represented with Chao tone letters and numerical tone values (rather than diacritic
symbols) ; third, the published and unpublished references for the loanwords have been
omitted; and fourth, the transcription of the standard British pronunciations of the
English source words has been added to serve as the basis for phonetic comparison (since
British English pronunciation has been the dominant form in Hong Kong). To facilitate
our analysis and discussion of some recent developments in the Hong Kong syllabary,

we will refer to the loanword syllables in Table 4 as Set One, and the more recent
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