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AsstracT This paper examines the diachronic evolution of perfect aspect
markers in Vietnamese from the 13th to the 20th century, focusing on the
development and interaction of di, r0i, and the now-extinct dogn. Utilizing a
unique corpus that combines both primary texts in the traditional Nom script
and later texts in the modern Qudc Ngit script, this study identifies seven dis-
tinct stages of development. In the earliest stage (up to the 13th century), dd
was the sole perfect marker, primarily used preverbally and occasionally as
a verb meaning ‘to finish’, with neither r6i nor doan present. By the 14th cen-
tury, roi emerged as a postverbal telic marker, and dogn appeared mainly as
a verb meaning ‘to finish’. Over the centuries, these markers coexisted and
competed: dd expanded its functions to mark past tense, occasionally func-
tion as a conjunction (a usage that is no longer available), and sometimes
serve as a sentence-final imperative marker ‘first. Meanwhile, r0i was ini-
tially used as a verb and an immediately postverbal telic/completive marker.
Over time, its usage expanded, with an increasing frequency as a perfect
marker, while it also took on additional functions as a conjunction, marking
temporal or logical transitions between events. On the other hand, dogn tran-
sitioned from a verb into an immediately postverbal telic/completive marker
and then into a perfect marker (and also a conjunction) before gradually dis-
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appearing by the late 19th century. The early 19th century marked the peak
coexistence of all three markers as perfect markers. However, by the late
19th century, dogn had vanished, leaving di and roi as the dominant mark-
ers, a pattern that persisted into the 20th century. Importantly, while da
has lost its conjunctional function in modern Vietnamese, 10i retains its con-
junctional “and then” use — reflecting a broader Southeast Asian areal trend
also attested in Lao lééw4 and Thai léew (Enfield 2007: 183; Olsson 2013).
This study sheds light on the historical evolution of Vietnamese grammar,
highlighting the complex interaction and competition between these mark-
ers. The gradual disappearance of doan and the increasing specialization of
di and r0i as perfect markers reflect broader trends in grammaticalization,
where lexical items undergo reanalysis, semantic narrowing, and functional
shifts along the functional spine from lexical to grammatical and discourse
functions. The research provides valuable insights into grammaticalization
theory, particularly in the areas of aspect and tense marking, and deepens
our understanding of the dynamic processes that have shaped Vietnamese
grammar over centuries.

1 INTRODUCTION

This paper traces the diachronic evolution of perfect aspect markers in Viet-
namese from the 13th to the 20th century, centering on three key markers:
dii, roi, and the now-extinct dogn. While the grammaticalization of certain
functional categories in Vietnamese has been addressed in previous studies
(Washizawa 2019, Vi1 2020, Trinh, Phan & Vi 2024, Phan, Nguyen & Shimizu
2024, N. T. Phan 2024b), the diachronic interplay among the markers d, r0i,
and doan has yet to be systematically explored. In particular, doan has never
before been identified as a perfect marker, nor has the historical rivalry be-
tween preverbal di and postverbal rdi been analyzed. This study seeks to fill
this gap by exploring the historical dynamics of these markers, offering in-
sights into the broader processes of grammatical change in Vietnamese. The
evolution of d4, roi, and doan reveals patterns of reanalysis, semantic narrow-
ing, and syntactic shifts, which are hallmarks of grammaticalization.

The study is grounded in the observation that dd, r0i, and doan not only
marked aspect but also competed for similar syntactic and semantic spaces
throughout history. In the earliest stages (up to the 13th century), di was the
sole perfect marker, used preverbally and occasionally as a verb meaning ‘to
finish’, with no presence of r0i or dogn. However, from the 14th century on-
ward, r0i and doan began to appear, initially as immediately postverbal telic
markers and verbs, before gradually taking on different grammatical func-
tions. By the 16th century, both rdi and doan were used alongside dd, con-
tributing to a complex system of aspect marking. Over time, dd evolved to
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express past tense as well as perfect aspect, while r6i became a more domi-
nant marker of perfectivity. The marker doan, which once had a significant
role, gradually disappeared by the late 19th century, leaving di and rdi as the
primary perfect markers in Vietnamese.

This paper seeks to fill a gap in Vietnamese linguistic studies by providing
a detailed analysis of the competition and evolution of these markers across
seven key stages of development. By examining historical texts from both
the Nom and Qudc ngir scripts, the findings have broader implications for the
study of Vietnamese grammar and the theory of grammaticalization. The
competition between di, roi and dogn mirrors cross-linguistic trends where
aspect markers transition to tense markers, conjunctions and discourse mark-
ers, and their disappearance or coexistence sheds light on the dynamic nature
of language change. This study offers a more nuanced view of how gram-
matical categories develop, evolve, and sometimes disappear in the context
of language history.

The structure of this paper is as follows. The Theoretical background section
(2) provides a theoretical framework, discussing two types of perfect aspect
(HAVE/BE perfect and FINISH/ALREADY perfect) (see Section 2.1 for terminology
clarification) and the perfect cycle (FINISH/ALREADY > PERFECT > PAST), along-
side a review of previous studies on Vietnamese perfect markers. The Data
sources section (3) presents the historical texts used in this study, including
both Nom and Qubc ngit script sources, and details the criteria for text selection
and dating. The next sections, The overall occurence and usage of the three mark-
ers (4) and The competition of the three markers from the 13th to the 20th century
(5), analyze the development and competition of d, roi and dogn across seven
stages of Vietnamese history, drawing on specific texts from each period. Fi-
nally, the Conclusion (6) synthesizes the findings, outlining the diachronic
evolution of these markers and their implications for the grammaticalization
of perfectivity in Vietnamese.

2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1 Tense, grammatical aspect, and lexical aspect, and the functional spine in Viet-
namese

To understand the Vietnamese perfect aspect system, it is essential to distin-
guish between tense, grammatical aspect, and lexical aspect. Each of these
categories plays a unique role in marking temporal and aspectual relations
within sentences, and they interact along the Vietnamese functional spine.
Tense encodes the timing of an event relative to the moment of speak-
ing (Comrie 1985). In many languages, a past tense marker explicitly signals
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that an event occurred before the time of speech, as in English (‘I walked
to the store”). However, Viethamese does not have a true morphological past
tense system. Instead, it uses aspectual markers like dd to indicate past events.
Though di is primarily a marker of perfect aspect, it can also convey past
tense, illustrating how Vietnamese relies on aspect to signal temporal distinc-
tions. Additionally, sé functions as a future marker (Trinh 2005, Duffield 2007,
Phan 2013), though it also has modal implications (Bui 2019). Among the
three syntactic positions for TAM markers in Vietnamese in Table 2, tense oc-
cupies the highest position (preverbal TAM;). Among the three main mark-
ers (dd, roi, and the now-extinct doan), only did marks tense, specifically the
past tense.

Grammatical Aspect pertains to how an event’s internal temporal struc-
ture is perceived — whether it is viewed as completed or ongoing (Comrie
1976, Dahl 1985, 2000, Ritz 2012, Grenn & von Stechow 2021, a.0.). Within
grammatical aspect, a distinction is often made between the perfect and per-
fective aspects. The perfect aspect highlights the relevance of a past event
to the present (‘I have finished the book”), while the perfective aspect sim-
ply indicates that an event is completed, without emphasizing its current
relevance. In Vietnamese, dd, roi, and historically dogn function as mark-
ers of perfect aspect, indicating that an action (or the beginning of an ac-
tion) is completed with ongoing relevance. Initially, r0i and dogn served as
telic/completive markers signaling completion, but over time, they evolved to
express a broader sense of perfect aspect. Grammatical aspect in Vietnamese
occupies two syntactic positions: the preverbal TAM; and the VP-final TAM;.
All three markers (di, r0i, and dogn) can mark grammatical aspect, particu-
larly the perfect aspect.

Lexical Aspect (or aktionsart) refers to the inherent temporal charac-
teristics of a predicate, such as whether an action is telic (having a defined
endpoint) or atelic (lacking a clear endpoint). In Vietnamese, telicity is
marked by forms such as duoc ‘get’, xong ‘finish’, ra ‘out’ (Phan 2013, 2023)
and, historically, r6i and dogn, both of which signify that an action has reached
its natural conclusion (Smith 1991). For example, r0i initially functioned
as a telic/completive marker, but, over time, it transitioned into a perfect
aspect marker, blurring the line between lexical and grammatical aspect.
Doan, which indicated completion in earlier stages of Vietnamese, eventually
disappeared as rdi and dii took over as the dominant markers. Lexical aspect
in Vietnamese occupies only the immediately postverbal TAM, position.
Among the three markers, only r0i and doan experienced a stage where they
served as telic markers, indicating completion.
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Negation is also an important component of the Viethamese functional
spine and serves as a useful diagnostic for the interpretation of perfect mark-
ers. Vietnamese sentential negators (e.g., khong, ching) are standardly ana-
lyzed as occupying a dedicated NegP position between TP and AspectP/VP.
When a marker such as di occurs in a position that scopes above negation
(e.g., di + NEG + V), the configuration strongly favors a past-oriented inter-
pretation, whereas affirmative contexts more readily allow a perfect/current-
relevance reading (see Trinh 2005, Duffield 2013, Phan 2013, 2023). In the di-
achronic sections below, we therefore use the relative ordering of the marker
and the negator as one criterion for distinguishing past vs. perfect uses in the
historical texts.

Understanding these distinctions — tense, grammatical aspect, and lexical
aspect — allows for a more nuanced analysis of the evolution of Vietnamese
perfect markers and the shifting roles of d, roi, and doan within the language’s
aspectual system.

These temporal and aspectual distinctions align with a broader functional
spine in Vietnamese, structured into three zones: CP, TP, and VP (Phan &
Duffield 2022, following Rizzi 1997, Cinque 1999).

(1) CP > TP > NegP > Grammatical AspectP > VP, > Lexical AspectP > VP,

The functional spine in (1) illustrates the grammaticalization trajectory of
Vietnamese aspect markers, where elements transition from lower lexical
layers to higher grammatical layers, following the syntax of grammatical-
ization proposed in Roberts & Roussou (2002, 2003), van Gelderen (2011,
2023), Meisterernst (2020), a. o. In particular, the relative word order of
telic/completive versus perfect markers with respect to the verb is a key di-
agnostic in our diachronic analysis. This paper establishes a clear distinction
between telic/completive markers, which immediately follow the verb and
signify the completion of situations, and perfect markers, which emphasize
current relevance rather than mere completion. Telic/completive markers
belong to lexical aspect and are syntactically positioned within the VP
domain (Travis 2010). In contrast, perfect markers are part of grammatical
aspect and occupy higher syntactic positions, either preverbally or VP-finally,
as outlined by Phan (2013, 2023). Recognizing this distinction is essential
for understanding the nuanced interaction of these markers within the
Vietnamese aspectual system. Over time, dd, r0i, and doan each followed the
general grammaticalization path in (1), though their specific paths varied.
They evolved from verbs to lexical aspect markers, then to grammatical
aspect markers, and, in some cases, extended to tense markers and even to
C-domain markers (such as those for consecutive or imperative functions).
This progression highlights the dynamic process of grammaticalization in
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Vietnamese, as lexical items are reanalyzed and gradually take on more
abstract, functional roles within the language’s syntactic structure.

2.2 Cross-linguistic perspectives on the perfect aspect

The perfect aspect, which marks the relevance of a past event to the present,
manifests differently across languages. According to Dahl & Velupillai
(2013), perfect constructions vary significantly, including ‘have’-type per-
tects derived from possessive structures, commonly found in Indo-European
languages, and perfects derived from words for ‘finish” or ‘already,” preva-
lent in Southeast Asia and West Africa. While Vietnamese has traditionally
been classified under ‘Other perfect” in WALS, this study reclassifies it as a
‘Finish/Already’ perfect type, arguing for the central role of markers like roi
and di. These markers parallel those in related Southeast Asian languages
such as Thai léew and Khmer ban (WALS Map 68A).

Type of Perfect Number of Languages
‘Have’-type
(derived from possessive construction) | 7

Derived from ‘finish’ or ‘already’ 21
Other perfect 80
No perfect 114
Total 222

Table1l  Values of WALS Map 68A: The Perfect Aspect
(Dahl & Velupillai 2013)

The “finish/already’ perfect, also known as the iamitive aspect, is common in
Southeast Asia and conveys that an event has achieved a state of relevance
to the present. This form does not necessarily indicate total completion but
emphasizes an event’s significance at the current moment (Olsson 2013, Dahl
2022). In languages with limited morphological tense marking, auxiliary or
lexical markers fulfill this role. For instance, in Jakarta Indonesian:

(2) Bety, Bapak udah berangkat?
Bety Daddy prr leave

‘Bety, has Daddy left?’

Here, udah functions as a perfect marker, similar to the use of dd and rdi in
Vietnamese (Dahl 2022). Other languages in the region — such as Lao laev
— also follow this pattern, using lexical forms to express perfectivity (Olsson
2013).
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In Vietnamese, the perfect aspect primarily marks the current relevance
of an event, focusing on its significance to the present rather than merely in-
dicating its completion (Cao 2003, Phan 2013). This relevance may highlight
different parts of the event, such as its initiation or intermediate state, without
necessarily denoting completion (Thompson 1965, Phan 2023). For example:

(3) N6 da son tuong roi nhung chua xong
3sc prF paint wall Pprr but  not finish
‘He has painted the wall but he hasn't finished it yet.’

In this example, unlike the Indonesian case discussed earlier, Vietnamese
demonstrates the coexistence of two perfect markers within a single sentence:
the preverbal did and the VP-final r0i. Together, these markers signal that the
action of painting holds present relevance, even though the task remains in-
complete. This dual-marking system highlights the complexity of the Viet-
namese perfect aspect, where dd and roi interact to convey nuanced meanings
of completion and ongoing relevance. Historically, Viethamese also utilized
doan as a marker of completion, though it fell out of use by the late 19th cen-
tury. Both dd and roi align with the iamitive perfect type, emphasizing actions
with current significance, akin to the English use of “already” (Michaelis
1992).

This raises the question: when two perfect markers coexist in Vietnamese,
what dynamics govern their competition? We propose that the interplay be-
tween di and roi cannot be fully understood without examining the historical
role of doan. Remarkably, doan, despite its pivotal function in earlier stages
of Vietnamese, has been largely overlooked in prior research. Understand-
ing the relationship among these three markers offers a more comprehensive
view of the evolution and specialization within the Viethamese aspectual sys-
tem.

Furthermore, it is worth noting that, in Southeast Asian languages such as
Vietnamese, Khmer, and Thai, the syntactic placement of Tense, Aspect, and
Modality (TAM) markers within serial verb constructions exhibits a distinc-
tive pattern. As Bisang (2006) notes, these languages position TAM markers
at different points relative to the lexical verb (V), coverbs (COV), and direc-
tional verbs (Vd). Specifically, TAM markers can appear in three positions:
preverbal (TAM,), immediately postverbal (TAM,), and VP-final (TAMj3;).
Vietnamese demonstrates this flexibility with dd and r0i, which can occupy
both preverbal and VP final positions, allowing for nuanced aspect marking.

Phan (2013) expanded Bisang’s work by identifying an additional, im-
mediately postverbal position (TAM,) in Vietnamese, adding syntactic com-
plexity to aspect marking. This study builds on Phan’s findings by demon-
strating that all three TAM positions — preverbal, immediately postverbal,
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Chinese TAM; | COV | V-TAM, | COV | Vd | TAM;
Hmong TAM; | COV | V-TAM, | Vd COV | TAM;

Vietnamese | TAM; V-TAM, | Vd COV | TAM;
Thai TAM; \Y% vd COV | TAM;
Khmer TAM, \Y% vd COV | TAM;,

Table 2 Position of TAM markers within the serial unit
(adapted from Bisang 2006: 593)

and VP-final — play significant roles in the grammaticalization process. To
make the mapping from Bisang’s three positions to clause structure explicit,
we schematize the relevant portion of the Vietnamese clausal spine as follows:

(4) cp
/\
CI
TAM; TP
/\
T/
/\

OuterAspP

/\
OuterAsp’
/\

TAM, VP
/\

InnerAspect’
/\
TAM, V,P
/\
V,'
/\
V, XP
—_
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In this representation, TAM; corresponds to an “outer” aspect/tense-related
layer above the main verbal domain, TAM, to an “inner” aspect layer inside
the extended VP (strictly V-adjacent), and TAMj; to a clause-edge/sentential-
aspect layer associated with the CP edge. For broader syntactic discussion of
Vietnamese tense/aspect/negation interactions and clause-edge phenomena
that bear on these diagnostics, see Phan (2023) and N. T. Phan (2024a).

For readers less familiar with Vietnamese syntax, three points are key
for the analysis in this paper. First, Vietnamese is predominantly VO and
TAM markers are realized as free functional items rather than inflections. Sec-
ond, TAM marking is distributed across three positions used throughout this
study: preverbal TAM;, immediately postverbal TAM,, and VP-final TAM;.
Third, sentential negators (e.g., khong, ching) occupy a dedicated NegP be-
tween TP and Aspect/VP, so the relative order of a marker and negation (e.g.,
did + NG + V) is a useful scope diagnostic, often favoring a past-oriented read-
ing over a perfect/current-relevance reading. Building on these diagnostics,
the main positional contrast relevant to the “clear path” in our findings is as
follows: preverbal di (TAM;) anchors perfect/past and shows its strongest
past drift under negation; roi and doan first enter as VP-internal completion
markers in TAM, (strictly V-adjacent), and later r0i — and briefly doan — appear
in TAMj; as VP-final perfect markers that scope over the whole VP (typically
after V+0), with rdi also extending into clause-linking conjunction use.

Vietnamese, recategorized in WALS as one of only 21 languages with a
‘finish/already’ type of perfect aspect, offers a unique perspective on this
grammaticalization pathway. Unlike the ‘have’-type perfect typical in Euro-
pean languages, Vietnamese follows a distinct trajectory, where aspect mark-
ers like di, roi, and doan evolve with minimal reliance on complex morphol-
ogy. The interaction and competition among these markers reveal the dy-
namics of grammaticalization in Vietnamese, illustrating how markers ini-
tially expressing telic and completive meanings shifted to more abstract func-
tions within and beyond the perfect aspect. Tracking d4, roi, and dogn across
seven historical stages shows how completion and telicity meanings are re-
distributed into higher aspectual, tense-like, and discourse-linking functions,
and how redundancy is later resolved through competition and specializa-
tion.

Although the preverbal marker 44 has been extensively examined (Cao
2003, Trinh 2005, Duffield 2007, Phan 2013, Phan & Duffield 2019, Le 2022,
Phan 2023), the postverbal marker r0i has attracted far less scrutiny, and the
now-extinct doan remains almost entirely unexamined despite its historical
significance. By combining quantitative distributions with close philologi-
cal analysis, our study clarifies the syntactic division of labor between TAM,
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completion and TAMj; perfect marking and documents how the system con-
verges on the modern did-rdi configuration, contributing to broader discus-
sions of grammatical competition and resolution in language change.

2.3 Historical perspectives on the Perfect Cycle

The grammaticalization of perfect markers in Vietnamese reflects a broader
linguistic phenomenon known as the Perfect Cycle. This cycle, observed in
various languages, describes a grammaticalization trajectory in which lexical
items with meanings related to completion (e.g., ‘finish” or ‘already”) grad-
ually transform into markers of perfect aspect, often extending to past tense
and, eventually, discourse functions.

The Perfect Cycle, as outlined by Heine & Kuteva (2002), Kuteva, Heine,
Hong, Long, Narrog & Rhee (2019) (see also van Gelderen 2023), progresses
through a series of stages that reflect a shift from concrete lexical meanings
to increasingly abstract grammatical functions:

(i) Lexical Source (Finish): The marker originates with a specific lexi-
cal meaning, often indicating that an action has reached its endpoint.
This initial stage provides the foundation for further semantic reanal-
ysis.

(ii) Telic/Completive Aspect: At this stage, the marker is reanalyzed to
express completion more generally, marking that an action or event is
tully accomplished.

(iii) Perfect Aspect: The marker evolves to emphasize the relevance of a
completed action to the present, signifying that the action has impli-
cations for the current state.

(iv) Past: In some languages, the perfect marker undergoes further reanal-
ysis, becoming a past tense marker that specifies that an event defini-
tively occurred in the past.

(v) Discourse Functions: In advanced stages, some markers evolve into
discourse markers within the CP (Complementizer Phrase) domain,
serving to indicate sequence, consequence, or even imperative func-
tions.

In this study, we link the semantic stages of the Perfect Cycle to a syntax-of-
grammaticalization approach (Roberts & Roussou 2002, 2003), treating gram-
maticalization as a shift from lexical items to functional markers that is visi-
ble in syntax. We diagnose this shift through (i) reduced lexical behavior —

10
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forms no longer pattern as verbal heads with argument-structural selection —
and (ii) overt reanalysis into higher, more fixed positions on the Vietnamese
clausal spine. In practice, this means tracking a ‘clear path’ in position and
scope: VP-internal completion is coded as TAM, when a marker is strictly V-
adjacent immediately after the verb, while VP-final perfect is coded as TAM;
when the marker follows the entire VP, typically after V+O. A further diag-
nostic comes from NegP: because sentential negators intervene between TP
and Aspect/VP, the relative order of a marker and negation (e.g., di + NEG
+ V) provides scope evidence that helps distinguish past-oriented readings
from perfect/current-relevance readings, most notably for preverbal da.

In Vietnamese, this cycle can be observed through the trajectories of d4, r0i,
and doan, each of which originated with telic or completive meanings before
taking on more abstract grammatical roles. The analysis of their development
provides insights into the unique grammaticalization path in Vietnamese and
highlights common patterns across languages. In the earliest stages, di was
the primary marker of completion in Vietnamese, used preverbally to signal
that an action had reached a natural endpoint. This marker initially served
both as a perfect aspect marker and as a verb meaning ‘to finish’. By the 14th
century, roi emerged in immediately postverbal position, primarily indicat-
ing telicity, while dogn appeared as a lexical verb denoting ‘to finish’. Over
time, these markers coexisted and evolved within the Vietnamese aspectual
system. Initially, da functioned as a lexical verb meaning ‘to finish” and a per-
fect aspect marker within the IP domain. Over time, it expanded its scope
beyond perfectivity to include past tense readings, especially in negative con-
structions. By the 14th century, di temporarily adopted conjunctional roles
in the CP domain, linking clauses, but by the 17th century, this function was
lost. Instead, dd developed clause-final imperative-like usage, signaling pri-
oritization or event sequencing (meaning ‘first”). This dual role as a preverbal
perfect and past marker solidified by the late 19th century and remains central
in modern Vietnamese.

Emerging in the 14th century in the VP domain, rdi began as an immedi-
ately postverbal telic/completive marker, signaling that an action had reached
its endpoint. Over the following centuries, as di evolved into a dual-purpose
marker, functioning as both a perfect and a past tense marker, r6i underwent
grammaticalization, emerging as a VP-final perfect marker by the 17th cen-
tury. Together, di and rdi began to complement each other in marking perfect
aspect, reflecting their specialized syntactic roles. Roi’s increasing indepen-
dence from di in the late 19th century reflects its maturation as a distinct per-
fect marker. Concurrently, roi also expanded into the CP domain, functioning
as a conjunction to mark sequence or consequence between events. This mul-

11
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tifunctionality illustrates the final stages of the Perfect Cycle, where markers
take on broader discourse roles. By the 20th century, r0i had become a cor-
nerstone of the Vietnamese TAM system, specializing in postverbal perfect
marking and event sequencing.

Unlike dd and r6i, doan did not survive into modern Vietnamese. Ini-
tially emerging as a lexical verb meaning ‘to finish’, doan functioned in the
VP domain as an immediately postverbal telic/completive marker. By the
17th century, it expanded into the CP domain, serving as a conjunction to
link events. However, dogn’s functional overlap with rdi — both markers serv-
ing as telic/completive and conjunctional elements — likely contributed to its
decline. By the late 19th century, doan had completely disappeared from the
Vietnamese aspectual system, reflecting the competitive dynamics of gram-
maticalization, where more versatile markers like 74i absorbed its functions.
The interplay and competition among 4, roi, and doan reflect the natural evo-
lution of perfect markers in Vietnamese, aligning with the stages of the Per-
fect Cycle. This interaction also reveals how languages manage redundancy
by favoring certain markers over others, allowing some to evolve into special-
ized roles while others fall out of use. These developments vividly illustrate
how word order and syntactic position provide key evidence for each stage
of grammaticalization, with telic markers remaining within the VP domain
and perfect markers rising to higher AspectP and TP positions before some
extend into the CP domain as discourse devices.

The evolution of Vietnamese perfect markers fits a broader East and
Southeast Asian pattern in which completion predicates ‘finish/already’
grammaticalize into aspectual and discourse devices. In Mandarin Chinese,
for example, le is commonly traced back to completion/resultative sources
and develops perfective, change-of-state, and discourse-marking functions,
including signaling newly relevant information (Shi 1989, Sun 1996, van den
Berg & Wu 2006); more generally, Chinese has well-attested pathways
linking preverbal perfective/perfect adverbs such as ji B and i [, and Mid-
dle Chinese VP-yi termination/resultative constructions to later aspectual
systems that culminate in modern le (Jiang 2001, 2007, Meisterernst 2016,
2023, Aldridge & Meisterernst 2018), and accounts of the perfective-to-past
extension of le (Wu 2004) provide a useful comparison for the expansion of
Vietnamese di toward past readings, especially in negative environments.
Vietnamese shows a closely comparable trajectory internally: roi shifts from
a telic/completive marker to a postverbal perfect and further to a conjunction
encoding sequence or consequence, while our bilingual Nom materials often
align these Vietnamese markers with Chinese completion/transition cues,
offering a philological baseline for distinguishing lexical, aspectual, and

12
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connective uses. Beyond Chinese, parallel ‘finish/already” developments are
documented for Thai Iéew and Lao lééw/laew and for Khmer ban, where the
same completion forms extend to perfect aspect and clause-linking (Bisang
2004, Enfield 2007, Olsson 2013, Hengeveld, Narrog & Olbertz 2017). Taken
together, these convergences suggest that analytic languages with limited
inflectional morphology repeatedly repurpose lexical completion verbs for
grammatical distinctions in tense, aspect, and discourse, and the trajectories
of di, roi, and doan situate Vietnamese squarely within this typological
continuum.

The core research questions guiding this study are: How did d4, r0i, and
doan evolve and interact across different historical periods? What does their
grammaticalization trajectory reveal about the Perfect Cycle and grammati-
cal competition in Vietnamese, and how do these findings inform our under-
standing of universal patterns in grammaticalization?

Through addressing these questions, this study aims to illuminate the
specific historical pathways of Vietnamese perfect markers, contributing to
our understanding of how languages manage aspectual distinctions and the
competition between markers with overlapping functions. By examining the
Vietnamese case in relation to cross-linguistic patterns, this research enriches
our understanding of the Perfect Cycle, demonstrating how languages across
diverse typological backgrounds use similar strategies to express perfect as-
pect, past tense, and discourse functions. In sum, the diachronic development
of di, r0i, and dogn highlights the dynamics of grammaticalization within Viet-
namese and offers a broader perspective on the evolution of perfect mark-
ers. Vietnamese, as part of the ‘finish/already’ type of perfect aspect com-
mon in Southeast Asia, provides an informative case study for the Perfect
Cycle. Through exploring these markers’ transitions from lexical meanings
to more abstract roles, this study enhances our understanding of the processes
underlying grammaticalization and aspect marking across languages, while
situating Vietnamese within a universal framework of grammatical change.
This pattern also aligns with broader theories of linguistic complexity and
change, where grammaticalization leads to functional layering — adding new
discourse and morphosyntactic roles to existing forms —and thereby increases
overall functional complexity even as individual markers simplify (Hopper
& Traugott 2003, Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca 1994).

3  DATtA SOURCES

This study examines the diachronic evolution of perfect markers in Viet-
namese by analyzing texts written in two distinct scripts: the Chinese-based
Nom script (up to the 17th century), and the Latin-based Qudc ngit script
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(from the 17th century onward). These texts span seven centuries from
the 13th to the 20th centuries, offering a unique lens through which to
track linguistic shifts in Vietnamese, particularly the evolution of aspect
markers like dd, r0i, and dogn. The integration of primary Nom texts pro-
vides an especially valuable resource for understanding early forms and
functions of these markers, while Qudc ngit texts illustrate their later stages
of grammaticalization.

3.1 Nobm data

The analysis of Nom texts is essential for capturing the historical stages of
Vietnamese grammar. However, working with Nom texts presents several
challenges, particularly for texts predating the 15th century. Nom materials
from these early periods are scarce, and the precise dating of some texts is still
a subject of scholarly debate. Additionally, the lack of modern punctuation in
NoOom complicates clause boundary identification. Despite these limitations,
Nom texts offer invaluable insights into the historical usage of Vietnamese
aspect markers.

3.1.1 Criteria and text selection

To construct a representative sample of historical Vietnamese, the study se-
lected texts based on the following criteria:

(i) Combination of prose and verse: Although prose is prioritized for
its consistent grammatical structures, the selection also includes
narrative-style long-form verse, which closely resembles prose in its
structure.

(ii) Combination of Monolingual Vietnamese and Literary Sinitic-
Vietnamese Bilingual Texts: Early Nom texts often feature bilingual
translations with Literary Sinitic (in the terminology of Mair 2004
and King 2021), offering a crucial baseline for the analysis and
interpretation of Vietnamese grammatical structures. In cases of
ambiguous readings, the Chinese original helps clarify the intended
grammatical function in Vietnamese, especially for markers with
multiple interpretations. Because the Vietnamese lines are transla-
tions within a Sinitic textual tradition, we do not assume one-to-one
morpheme correspondence between source and target. Instead, we
treat recurrent alignment patterns (e.g., how Vietnamese markers
are deployed when the Chinese source uses completion verbs or
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connective devices) as an interpretive aid alongside Vietnamese-
internal diagnostics such as position relative to the verb, objects, and
negation.

Based on these criteria, four Nom texts were selected, each representing dif-
ferent historical periods and offering valuable insights into the development
of Vietnamese grammar:

(i) Phdt thuyét dai bao phu mau dn trong kinh 5 K H 3 BER B 4 (Stitra of
the Buddha’s Teachings on Respectful Gratitude for the Great Karmic
Retribution of Parents), a bilingual Vietnamese-Buddhist Chinese (a
Literary Sinitic register) text, abbreviated as Phdt thuyét.

(ii) Thién tong Khod hu ngit luc f8 55 ik 1% 7k $% (Recorded Sayings of Zen
Teachings), a bilingual Vietnamese-Buddhist Sinitic text, abbreviated
as Khod hu luc.

(iii) Tan bién Truyén ki man luc ting bo gidi dm tdp chit F4wn{e 25 12 5k 4l fiF
¥ 47t (Interpretation of Legendary Tales: Newly Edited Collection
with Supplementary Explanations and Pronunciation Annotations),
a bilingual Vietnamese-Literary Sinitic text, abbreviated as Truyén ky
man luc.

(iv) Thién Nam ngit luc K Fgiks% (Records of Southern Language), Mono-
lingual Vietnamese.

These texts, spanning from the 13th to the 17th centuries, provide a founda-
tion for analyzing the functional vocabulary and evolving linguistic features
in Vietnamese, with a particular focus on the use and grammaticalization of
perfect markers.

3.1.2  Dating of historical texts

Determining the dates of these Nom texts is crucial for understanding the
historical stages of Vietnamese language development. However, exact dating
is often uncertain.

Phat thuyét is generally considered the oldest, with estimates ranging from
the late 11th to early 12th century to the 15th century. Scholars such as Hoang
(1999) and Shimizu (2002, 2020) propose a 15th-century origin, while others
like Q. H. Nguyén (2008) and Tran (2011) argue for an earlier date. For this
study, we consider a broad range from the 13th to 15th century.

Khod hur luc is typically dated to the 14th century, as supported by Tran
(2012).
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Truyén ki man luc has a debated timeline, with some scholars dating it to
the mid-16th century and others suggesting the late 17th century. This study
considers a range from the mid-16th to late 17th century.

Thién Nam ngit luc is firmly dated to the late 17th century, as noted by
researchers such as T. L. Nguyén (2001, 2006).

3.1.3 Nom transcription methodology

This study employs both published transliterations from Nom to Qudc ngtt
and direct examination of original Nom materials, including Literary Sinitic
counterparts for bilingual texts, to ensure transcription accuracy. This ap-
proach is particularly valuable in addressing inconsistencies, such as the vari-
able use of characters like 'V and i to represent dd and dd. In cases of schol-
arly disagreement, we adopt a consistent transcription method, interpreting
'V as dd and {fi as di. This methodology improves upon prior studies, such
as Vi (2020), which relied exclusively on Qudc ngit transliterations with-
out consulting the primary Nom texts. Notably, among the seven texts in-
vestigated, Khéa hur luc presents significant inconsistency in character usage,
posing a unique challenge that we have carefully managed through our tran-
scription approach. Therefore, a defining feature of this study is its direct en-
gagement with primary Nom sources, setting it apart from previous research.
By cross-referencing original Nom materials with existing transliterations, we
address potential inaccuracies inherent in transliteration alone, capturing nu-
anced details that might otherwise be overlooked. This extra layer of verifica-
tion enhances the precision of our analysis and contributes to a more reliable
understanding of Vietnamese syntactic change.

3.2 Québc ngit data

In addition to Nom texts, this study incorporates Qudc ngit texts, written
in the Latin-based script that was used from the 17th century onwards.
Quobc ngir texts provide insight into the more recent evolution of Vietnamese
grammar and allow for comparison with Nom data to identify continuity
and change in the use of aspect markers. The following Qudc ngi texts were
selected:

(i) Sdch so sang chép cic viéc [The Book of Recorded Events], abbreviated
as Sich s sang, by Philippe Binh (1822) — Reflects early 19th-century
Vietnamese usage.

(ii) Thay Lazaro Phién [Father Lazaro Phién| by Nguyén Trong Quan
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(1887) — One of the earliest novels written in Quéc ngi, offering
examples of perfect markers in literary prose.

(iii) Song mon [Living a corroded life] by Nam Cao (1944) — A 20th-century
novel providing insights into modern uses of di and r0i.

These Qudc ngit texts bridge historical and modern uses of perfect markers,
facilitating a comprehensive diachronic analysis of their evolution. By exam-
ining both Nom and Quéc ngir sources, this study contextualizes the gram-
maticalization of perfect markers and explores interactions among dd, roi, and
doan over time.

3.3 Summary of data sources

The integration of texts from both Nom and Quéc ngit sources aligns with the
study’s aims to investigate the diachronic development of Vietnamese aspect
markers. Nom texts provide early evidence of d4, rdi, and dogn, highlighting
how these markers functioned in the medieval period, while Qudc ngir texts
reveal their later stages, illustrating how these markers stabilized or evolved
into modern Vietnamese.! The bilingual Nom texts further enrich the anal-
ysis by offering a comparative perspective with Literary Sinitic, which aids
in interpreting grammatical functions, particularly for markers with multiple
possible readings.

Text Script Date Range | Syllables | Description

Phat thuyeét Sino-Noém | 13th-15th c. | 5,423 Bilingual  Vietnamese-Chinese
Buddhist sutra, earliest Nom text

Khod hu luc Sino-Ném | 14th c. 12,576 | Bilingual = Vietnamese-Chinese
Zen teachings

Truyén ky man lyc | Sino-Nom | 16th-17th c. |44,678 | Comprehensive Vietnamese-

Chinese bilingual text with
narrative accounts

Thién Nam ngit luc | Nom Late 17th c. (28,205 |Monolingual Vietnamese histori-
cal verse

Sdch s6 sang Qubc ngit | Early 19th c. [ 62,940 | Monolingual Vietnamese prose

Thay Lazaro Phién | Qudc ngir | Late 19th c. |9,596 Earliest Vietnamese novel

Séng mon Qubc ngit | Mid 20th c. |83,825 | Modern Vietnamese novel

Table3  Summary of Vietnamese texts analyzed for the diachronic study
of aspect markers

1 The corpus of Sich s6 sang chép cic vigc used in this study covers pp. 1-228 (ending partway
through p. 228) and pp. 549-597, leaving approximately half of the full text unrepresented.
We hope to extend our analysis to the complete text in future research.
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The unique contribution of this study lies in its use of primary Nom texts, a
resource often underutilized in Vietnamese linguistics. This approach allows
for a more precise historical analysis by examining the original characters and
avoiding potential transliteration inconsistencies. The reliance on Nom texts,
along with Qudc ngir sources, enables this study to address the research ques-
tions of how di, r0i, and dogn interacted and evolved, providing insights into
the broader Perfect Cycle and grammaticalization patterns in Vietnamese and
across languages.

4 THE OVERALL OCCURRENCE AND USAGE OF THE THREE PERFECT MARKERS

In keeping with our linguistic-philological approach, Section 4 provides a
bird’s-eye view of the quantitative trends of di, r0i, and doan, while Section 5
presents the detailed philological evidence that underpins these generaliza-
tions. By first looking at their total occurrences in a variety of texts spanning
several centuries, we gain initial insights into the changing dynamics of their
usage.

This study analyzes a total of 2762 occurrences of the markers d4, r0i, and
doan across seven Vietnamese texts from the 13th to the 20th century. Ex-
amining the frequency of these markers over time offers preliminary insights
into their competition and shifting prominence, even before delving into their
specific grammatical functions. For ease of comparison across texts of dif-
ferent lengths, Table 5 separately reports normalized rates (tokens per 1,000
words/characters).

Text Century da roi  dogn | Total | Syllables
Phat thuyeét 13th-15th century | 25 0 0 25 5,423
Khod hu luc 14th century 80 27 16 123 | 12,576

Truyén ky man luc ~ 16th-17th century | 185 33 4 222 | 44,678
Thién Nam ngit luc  Late 17th century | 294 31 4 329 | 28,205

Séich s6 sang Early 19th century | 547 52 78 677 | 62,940
Thay Lazaro Phign ~ Late 19th century | 114 59 0 173 9,596
Song mon 20th century 647 566 0 1213 | 83,825
Total 1892 768 102 | 2762 | 247,243

Table 4 Total occurrences of di, rdi, doan in selected texts

To complement Tables 4-5, Figure 1 visualizes the proportional distribution
of the three markers within each text. This graphic view makes it easier to see
shifts in relative prominence across periods.

Several notable patterns emerge from these frequencies. First, di is con-
sistently the dominant marker across the corpus. It occurs 1,892 times, ac-
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Text Century da/lk roi/1k  doan/1k | Total/1k
Phat thuyet 13th-15th | 461  0.00 0.00 4.61
Khod hu luc 14th 636 215 1.27 9.78
Truyén ky man luc ~ 16-17th 414 074 0.09 497
Thién Nam ngit luc  Late 17th | 1042 1.10 0.14 11.66
Séch s6 sang Early 19th | 8.69  0.83 1.24 10.76
Thay Lazaro Phien ~ Late 19th | 11.88  6.15 0.00 18.03
Song mon 20th 772 675 0.00 14.47
Corpus total 7.65 3.11 0.41 11.17

Table 5  Normalized rates of dd, roi, dogn (tokens per 1,000 words)

counting for 69% of all tokens of the three markers. The normalized figures
corroborate this overall prominence (7.65 tokens per 1,000 syllables for the
corpus as a whole), even though Figure 1 also makes clear that its relative
share narrows in the 20th-century text as r0i becomes more frequent.

A second trend is the gradual rise of r0i. It is unattested in the earliest
text, but becomes attested by the 14th century. However, its frequency re-
mains relatively low and somewhat variable through the 16th—early 19th cen-
turies, before showing a marked increase from the late 19th century onward.
Normalized rates reflect this pattern: 2.15 tokens per 1,000 syllables in the
14th-century text, roughly 0.7-1.1 per 1,000 across the 16th-late 17th-century
texts, 0.83 per 1,000 in the early 19th-century text, and then ~6-7 per 1,000 in
the late 19th- and 20th-century texts. By the 20th century, r0i approaches di in
frequency, indicating a substantial shift in the distribution of perfect-related
marking.

100 -

80 -
. da
. roi

60 4 B doan

40

Share of marker tokens (%)

204

13-15th

16-17th Late 17th Early 19th Late 19th
Phét thuyét

Truygn ky man luc Thién Nam ngif luc ~ Sich s§ sang  Thay Lazaro Phién

20th
Séng mon

14th
Khod hu luc

Figure 1  Proportion of di/roi/doan tokens by text (stacked percentages)
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In contrast, dogn remains marginal and ultimately disappears. It accounts for
only 102 tokens (4% of the total) and is absent from the late 19th- and 20th-
century texts. Even at its peak, its normalized rate is modest — about 1.24
tokens per 1,000 words/characters in the early 19th-century text — suggesting
a limited functional foothold. Its rapid decline is consistent with a competi-
tive scenario in which overlap with the expanding functions of r0i (and the
entrenched di) contributed to its obsolescence.

These initial frequency data provide a broad view of the dynamic rela-
tionships among the three markers across centuries. In the next section, we
move from frequency patterns to functional distribution, examining how each
marker’s grammatical roles and syntactic positions shift across periods.

5 THE COMPETITION OF THE THREE MARKERS FROM THE 13TH TO THE 20TH
CENTURY

This section examines the diachronic evolution and competitive dynamics of
the three Vietnamese markers d4, r0i, and dogn across seven texts representing
distinct historical periods. This section is organized as a stage-by-stage anal-
ysis across seven texts (Stages 1-7), moving chronologically from the 13th
century to the mid-20th century. For each stage, we first summarize the dis-
tribution of d, r0i, and dogn in a table (counts by function), and then illustrate
the key functions with representative annotated examples from the text. This
structure is designed to make the competitive dynamics transparent: Stage 1
establishes dd as the sole marker; Stage 2 introduces r0i and doan; Stages 3—
5 trace their functional differentiation and peak competition (including the
emergence of VP-final perfect marking); and Stages 6—7 document the disap-
pearance of doan and the stabilization of the modern da-rdi system.

5.1 Stage 1: Phdt thuyét (13th-15th century)

The Phdt Thuyét text, the earliest known Nom document, provides a valuable
perspective on the Vietnamese grammatical landscape from the 13th to 15th
centuries. Structured in the gidi 4m format, it presents Buddhist Chinese sen-
tences alongside their Vietnamese translations, enabling direct comparisons
between the two languages. This parallel structure offers early evidence of
Vietnamese syntactic structures and grammatical markers, shedding light on
the specific functions of these markers — especially when compared with their
counterparts in Buddhist Chinese.

To ensure a consistent analysis of the Phdt Thuyét text, this study employs
a character-based transcription approach that carefully addresses the com-
plexities of Nom character representation. The character V] is consistently
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transcribed as dd, while G is consistenly transcribed as dd. In a few instances,
the character [}, is also rendered as dd. In particular, when the two markers
appear together in the form V[, we transcribe this sequence as dd d4, thereby
preserving the distinctions between them. Among the 25 occurrences of da,
22 are represented by fi and 3 by ¥ in 2 of the latter cases, the sequence VI
appears, which we interpret as da di. This approach allows for a more precise
analysis of marker usage, capturing subtle distinctions that might be missed
in existing transliterations, such as those by Hoang (1999).

Among these instances, dii functions as a verb meaning ‘to finish” in 5 cases
and as a perfect marker in 20 cases. The absence of rdi and doan suggests that
dd was the primary aspectual marker in this period, holding a unique role
without competition from the other two markers. This early predominance
of di hints at its foundational place in the development of the Vietnamese
aspectual system.

Marker ‘ Verb (finish) Perfect | Total

da 5 20 25
10i 0 0 0
doan 0 0 0

Table 6  Occurrences and functions of dd, roi, and doan in Phdt Thuyét
(13th-15th century)

In five of the 25 identified cases, di functions as a verb meaning “to finish’. This
reflects its early lexical role, which predates its full grammaticalization as a
perfect aspect marker. For example, in the following sentence, di translates
the Literary Sinitic verb {iZ, meaning ‘to finish’, and thus retains its original
lexical meaning.

(5) 22al Ix =5 £, 7 Chinese original
marriage matter already finish
% fil 2 1 Nom translation
viée  ga da da Quoc ngir

matter marriage already finish
‘The marriage (arrangement) has already been finished.’

The majority of occurrences — 20 out of 25 — illustrate dd in its role as a pre-
verbal perfect marker. In these instances, di signals that the situation or its
initial stage has been completed, with implications for the present. Syntac-
tically, di appears in the default preverbal TAM; position, the canonical slot
for Vietnamese higher aspectual particles, i.e., above the VP and before the
lexical predicate. A prime example of this function is found in the sentence
below.
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(6) 21a2-3 ¥ O PR i Chinese
father mother age old appearance emaciated
o il A R I Nom translation
ang na tuéi da gia, Qudc ngir

father mother age PRF old

720 S A

da yéu giy gudc

skin weak thin RrED
‘Father and mother got old and the appearance is weak and
thin.”

Here, di precedes gia ‘to age’, indicating that the process of aging has
begun and remains relevant in the present context. Crucially, the Literary
Sinitic source is a bare predication (4F-j# ‘age-old’) without an overt perfect
marker; the Vietnamese translation’s insertion of di therefore contributes
an ‘already/has become’ (current-relevance) meaning rather than a simple
descriptive state. Tudi di gid foregrounds a change-of-state/result reading
(‘has already grown old’), consistent with a perfect interpretation. This
exemplifies da fulfilling its primary grammatical role as a perfect aspect
marker during this period.

To sum up, in the 13th-15th century, 44 was the sole perfect marker, serv-
ing both as a lexical verb (‘to finish”) and as a pre-verbal perfect marker. This
dual function reflects an early stage in its grammaticalization path, transition-
ing from a concrete lexical meaning to a more abstract grammatical role. The
absence of r0i and dogn indicates that di faced no competition, establishing it
as the foundational marker of perfect aspect in early Viethnamese. This period
marks the initial phase of the grammaticalization process.

In the next sections, we will explore how r0i and dogn gradually enter the
aspectual system and how they interact with dd across different historical pe-
riods, shaping the evolution of Vietnamese aspect marking over time.

5.2 Stage 2: The evolution of perfectivity in the 14th century (Khéa hu luc)

The 14th century, as represented by the Khéa hu luc text, marks a crucial pe-
riod in the evolution of Viethamese perfect markers, with di, r6i, and dogn
appearing together for the first time. This subsection first introduces the cor-
pus and transcription protocol and summarizes the functional distribution of
the three markers (Table 7); detailed interpretations are then supported with
textual examples in Sections 5.2.1-5.2.3, before being synthesized in Section
5.24.

This period highlights the early stages of their functional differentiation,
as each marker begins to specialize in unique syntactic and aspectual func-
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tions, setting the foundation for their separate developmental paths within
the Vietnamese functional spine.

To ensure consistency in our analysis of the Khéa hur luc text, we utilize
a character-based transcription method that thoroughly navigates the com-
plexities of Nom characters. Following the method used for Phdt thuyét, we
consistently transcribe V. as dd and {6 as di, with one additional instance of [,
also rendered as dd. Across the text, we identify a total of 80 occurrences of 44,
with 79 instances written as {fi and one as [f.. While our approach aligns with
certain transcription conventions, we intentionally depart from Tran (2012) in
cases where {fi is inconsistently transcribed as both dd and d4. By rendering
1 consistently as di, we aim to enhance clarity and coherence in the analysis,
allowing for a more precise understanding of this marker’s grammatical role.

Immediately postverbal
Marker | Verb (finish) telic/completive marker Perfect Conjunction | Total

da 1 0 79 0 80
r0i 3 19 0 5 27
doan 14 2 0 0 16
Total 18 21 78 6 123

Table 7 Occurrences and functions of d, rdi, and doan in Khéa hu luc
(14th century)

In the following sections, we will explore the specific grammatical functions
of each marker in greater detail to observe how their roles evolve and interact
during this period.

5.2.1 The role of da

In Khoa hu luc, it is found that in one instance, 4 continues to function as a
verb meaning ‘to finish’, consistent with its earlier role in Phdt thuyét, where it
signaled the completion of an action. In the following example, di translates
the Buddhist Chinese verb (y7'), preserving its function as a lexical verb:

(7) 37a R £ Chinese original
prayer finish
o JA fH * Nom translation
Phit nguyén da  roi Qudc ngir
prayer finish compL

‘The prayer is finished.’

Here, di operates as a standalone verb, marking the completion of the prayer,
while the addition of r0i as a postverbal telic marker reinforces the finality of
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the action. At this point, readers may wonder why 0i in d r0i is not treated as
a verb meaning ‘to finish’, with dd serving as a preverbal perfect marker. Ex-
amining Table 7, we can see that r0i is predominantly used as a postverbal telic
marker, reinforcing its function as a marker of action completion rather than
as a primary verb. Notably, in the 14 instances of the Chinese verb [, (yi) in
the text, da is used to translate yi in only one instance, while doan translates
it in the remaining 13 cases, with roi consistently following the main verb in
each case. Furthermore, it can be seen later that rdi is used to translate other
Chinese verbs such as # (bi) and R (jin), both of which mean “to finish’, but
not ! (yi). This pattern suggests that i operates differently from dd, serv-
ing primarily as a telic marker to reinforce completion rather than as a direct
equivalent of d in translating [, (y7). Our study offers a unique perspective
on this question, distinguishing itself from Vi (2020), where a similar inquiry
was raised but left unresolved. By employing a bilingual approach — cross-
referencing the original Nom text with its Buddhist Chinese counterpart —
and a frequency-based analysis, we were able to address this issue compre-
hensively and clarify the nuanced roles of these markers.?

The dominant function of di remains as a pre-verbal perfect marker
(79/80 occurrences). In this role, dd signals that the action has been com-
pleted and has present relevance. This function is illustrated in the following
example:

(8) 8 #i Al & & A 5 Chinese original
appearance Ttor thin age Tor high
i L T Nom translation
Mitmai  thi d3 gay, Qudc ngir

appearance TOP PRF thin
e ,
ooR KBoE E

tuoi tdc thi da nhieu
age TOP PRF Numerous

‘The appearance became thin, and the age advanced.’

In this example, di is used twice in a pre-verbal position, marking the perfect
aspect for both clauses. This confirms that da retains its primary role as the
marker of linking past process to the present.

2 More broadly, we note that Chinese ‘finish/termination’ verbs such as ., #Z, 3, and X have
been treated in the diachronic literature as part of a wider set of termination/resultative re-
sources that contribute to later aspectual developments in Chinese, including pathways asso-
ciated with le (Jiang 2001, 2007, Wu 2004). We thank a reviewer for this point.
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5.2.2  The role of r6i

By the 14th century, rdi appears 27 times in Khoa hu luc, reflecting its growing
significance as an aspectual marker. During this period, r0i functions as a
verb, conjunction, and an immediately post-verbal telic marker, with the post-
verbal telic role being its most prominent function.

In 3 out of the 27 instances, 0i is used as a verb meaning ‘to finish’:

(9) 56b 1§ A =4 H Chinese original
wait at (until) matter finish
K H N % * Nom translation
chd chung dén ltac  viéc  roi Qudc ngir
wait at until when matter finish

‘wait until the time when the matter is finished.’

In this example, 70i acts as the main verb, marking the completion of an event.
Its use in this position introduces direct competition with da for the verb func-
tion, a trend that persists in later periods. While di translates the Chinese verb
t. (yf), rdi is used to render other Chinese verbs such as # (bi) and R (jin),
both of which convey the meaning “to finish”. This distinction in usage sug-
gests a developing specialization between dii and roi, with r0i becoming more
associated with the completion of specific actions.

Similar to dd, roi also serves as a conjunction, linking events in sequence;
however, it appears more frequently in this role than dd (with di appearing
once as a conjunction compared to r0i’s five instances). This usage is illus-
trated in the following example:

(10) 242 ¥ R # f# Ao K it SIS
ly elder explain sutra then heaven kitchen send food
Chinese original

R & 7 B * Nom translation
trudng gia ho Ly n6i kinh roi Quoc ngir
elder family Ly talk sutra conj

3PS il 2z M £ H

ma thién tién dua tru thuc dén.

and heavenly immortal bring kitchen food come

‘The elder from the Ly family explained the sutra, and then the
Heavenly immortal brought the kitchen food.

In this sentence, r0i functions as a conjunction equivalent to the Chi-
nese conjunction [fij (ér), linking two actions and marking the transition
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from one event to the next. This usage highlights r0i’s expanding role
in narrative sequencing, signaling a shift from one completed action
to the next in a sequence of events. Comparable reanalysis processes,
where a bound/dependent element develops into an independent dis-
course/conjunctive device, have been discussed for Japanese (Nakayama &
Horiuchi 2021).3

The most common function of r9i (19 out of 27 occurrences) in this pe-
riod is as an immediately post-verbal telic marker, signaling that an action
has reached its endpoint. This role becomes increasingly prominent for r0i in
later periods, as illustrated in the following example:

(11) 49b fi1% & Chinese original
repentance finish
oW1 B * Nom translation
la samhdéi  da doan roi Quoc ngir

cop repentance PRF finish compL
‘Repentance has been already finished.’

In this sentence, all three markers co-occur, each fulfilling a distinct function:
dii serves as a preverbal perfect marker, dogn acts as the main verb, and r0i
immediately follows dogn as a telic/completive marker, indicating that the
action of repentance has reached full completion. Crucially, the TAM, clas-
sification here is based on syntax: r0i is strictly V-adjacent, attaching inside
the VP as a completion marker. In Stage 2 this TAM, use is strongly con-
centrated in result-oriented expressions — above all the recurrent dogn 10i | dd
doan roi pattern (e.g., (9) and multiple tokens in the corpus). This concentra-
tion suggests that, at this stage, r0i’s completive function is constructionally
anchored in a small set of highly conventionalized completion/result expres-
sions, rather than functioning as a freely productive postverbal marker across
all VP types. Nevertheless, the use of rdi as a post-verbal telic marker high-
lights its role in marking the finality of actions, a function that becomes more
pronounced in later stages of Vietnamese.

5.2.3 The role of doan

In the Khod hur luc, doan appears 16 times, primarily functioning as a verb
meaning ‘to finish’ and occasionally as an immediately post-verbal telic
marker. Compared to di and r0i, doan has a more restricted role, yet it still
plays a significant part in the grammatical system of the 14th century.

3 We thank a reviewer for this discussion.
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In 14 of these 16 instances, doan is used as the main verb meaning ‘to fin-
ish’, often translating the Chinese verb [, (yi), as shown in the following ex-
ample:

(12) 42b 15k £, Chinese original
transfer.of.a.deity finish
. i B ZN Nom translation
la  khuyén xin da doan roi Qudc ngir

cor transfer.of.a.deity prr finish comrL
‘The transfer of a deity has been already finished.’

Again, in this example, we observe di dogn roi appearing together, with each
marker serving a distinct function: 44 acts as a preverbal perfect marker, doan
serves as the main verb meaning ‘to finish’, and r0i functions as an immedi-
ately postverbal telic marker, emphasizing that the action has reached com-
pletion. This usage exemplifies the nuanced interplay between these markers
in marking different aspects of completion.

In addition to its role as a verb, doan also functions as a post-verbal telic
marker in some cases, directly competing with r0i. However, unlike r0i and
dd, doan at this stage does not act as a conjunction. The following example
demonstrates both dogn and r0i in the same sentence, each fulfilling a different
role:

(13) 56b ™ ¥ = 5k Chinese original
eat prRT demand come
B * #H £ "W Nom translation
dn doan rdi lai doi an nita  Qubc ngir

eat compL conj again demand eat more
‘Finished eating, and then demanded to eat more.’

In this example, doan marks the completion of the action ‘finished eating’,
while 70i serves as a conjunction, linking it to the subsequent action. The con-
current use of dogn and r0i underscores their overlapping yet distinct roles,
illustrating the early stages of functional differentiation between the markers.
Unlike d and r0i, dogn has not yet developed a conjunction function in this pe-
riod. The competition among dd, doan, and roi during this time reflects their
evolving roles in marking aspect and sequencing within Vietnamese gram-
mar.
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5.2.4 The transition from Stage 1 to Stage 2

Stage 2 marks the first point in the corpus where di, r0i, and doan co-occur and
begin to form a differentiated system. In Stage 1, di alone carried the main
burden of expressing perfectivity, while also retaining occasional lexical uses.
In Khéa hu luc, the system becomes structurally richer: the three forms over-
lap in meaning (‘completion”) but begin to distribute across distinct syntactic
positions and functions, creating the conditions for later competition and spe-
cialization.

The clearest continuity from Stage 1 is the persistence of di as the default
preverbal marker associated with perfect readings. With 79 instances used as
a perfect marker (Table 7), dd remains the most stable exponent of perfectivity
in this period, even while still showing residual lexical behavior.

By contrast, r0i enters the system with its center of gravity in the postver-
bal VP domain. Its most frequent role is as an immediately postverbal
telic/completive marker (19 instances), and it also appears as a lexical verb
and as a conjunction. Taken together, these distributions foreshadow a
pathway in which a postverbal completion element becomes increasingly
available for event sequencing, eventually supporting later developments
toward VP-final perfect marking and independent conjunctive use.

Finally, doan remains primarily lexical at this stage, functioning over-
whelmingly as a verb meaning ‘finish” (14/16 instances) and only marginally
as a postverbal telic marker. Unlike dd and r0i, it does not yet participate
in clause-linking in this text, indicating a more restricted functional profile
despite its high frequency as a verb (notably in translating {, yi).

Overall, the transition from Stage 1 to Stage 2 can be characterized as a
shift from a single dominant marker to an incipient division of labor: di sta-
bilizes as the preverbal perfect marker, while rdi and doan populate the verbal
and postverbal completion domain with different emphases. This early dif-
ferentiation sets up the later competitive dynamics observed in subsequent
stages, where r0i expands its grammatical roles and dogn will either diversify
or recede under functional overlap.

5.3 Stage 3: Truyen Ki Man Luc (16th-17th century)

In the third stage of this diachronic analysis of Vietnamese perfect markers,
Truyén Ki Man Luc (representing the 16th-17th centuries) provides valuable
insights into the evolving functions of dd, roi, and dogn. By consistently tran-
scribing the Nom characters 'V, as dd and {h as di, we identify 185 occurrences
of da, 33 occurrences of rdi, and only 4 occurrences of doan, differing slightly
from the findings of T. L. Nguyén (2001).
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Marker | Verb (finish) Completive Perfect/Past Pastonly Conjunction | Total
da 3 0 168 6 8 185
70i 16 12 0 0 5 33
doan 4 0 0 0 0 4
Total 23 12 168 6 13 222

Table8  Occurrences and functions of dd, roi, and doan in Truyén Ki Man
Luc (16th-17th century)

In the following sections, we will explore the specific grammatical roles of
each marker in greater depth to understand how their functions evolve and
interact during this period.

5.3.1 The role of da

Negation provides an important diagnostic for Vietnamese TAM: in many
analyses, preverbal di shows a stronger tendency toward past-tense readings
in negative environments (e.g., when it scopes above sentential negators),
whereas affirmative contexts more readily allow a perfect/current-relevance
interpretation. This study adopts this diagnostic as one criterion for tracking
the diachronic behavior of the markers (cf. Trinh 2005, Duffield 2013, Phan
2013, 2023).

This stage marks the first appearance of dd in negative sentences, where it
precedes sentential negators. In 6 instances, di occurs higher than the nega-
tion marker ching, marking past tense.

(14) V318 1. &% R B ® J % Chinese
wander desire return already NEG in.time srp
7€ S (1 I R d Noém translation
bdi hdi mudn trg lai, Quoc ngir

wander desire return again

K K £
di chang kip vay
PST NEG in.time srp

‘wander and desire to return back, but could not make it.”

In this example, i marks the past tense of a negated event, indicating that
the action occurred in the past but lacks current relevance.
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By contrast, in affirmative environments — where d4 is not forced to scope
above negation — the same preverbal position more readily supports a per-
fect reading with present relevance, alongside a possible past interpretation
depending on discourse context.

In affirmative sentences, did continues to function primarily as a pre-verbal
perfect marker, signaling the completion of an action, now with an additional
past tense reading. In this context, di can be interpreted either as a past
marker (indicating that the action took place in the past without relevance to
the present) or as a perfect marker (suggesting the action has past relevance
that still holds).*

(15) V1.3a J§ + B % . N Chinese original
Hang king already before exist sit

Hooox oo @ H R Nom
Hang Vuong truéc da ngdi & day Quobc ngit
Hang king  before pst/prr sit at there

‘King Hang sat there before.” (Past)
‘King Hang has sat there before.” (Perfect)

In this period, dd appears in 3 instances as a main verb meaning ‘to finish’,
preserving its role from earlier stages when it functioned as a standalone verb.

(16) V1.22b £ il xr ¥ " Chinese original
zither barrel NEG treat poor

oo 5% Pk Nom translation
cai dan cai ndm ching Qudc ngir

cLr zither cLr barrel NEG

16, =) i

da su kho
finish matter poor
‘Zithers and barrels do not end poverty.’

In 8 instances, di functions as a conjunction, indicating the sequence of events
or the passage of time.

4 For a more detailed analysis of the duality of dd between past and perfect readings, see Trinh
(2005), Duffield (2013), and Phan (2013, 2023), although these studies focus on contemporary
Vietnamese data.
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(17) V159a £, i iE3 B inn Chinese
after that wind clear up wave calm down
o ' W [C Nom
da ma gi6 tanh song ling Quoc ngir

after that wind clear up wave calm down
‘after that the wind settled and the waves calmed.’

In these examples, di lacks independent verbal behavior in context and pat-
terns distributionally with other temporal linking uses in the text. Da links
two clauses, marking the completion of one action before the onset of the
next. These functions of di as a verb and conjunction carry over from previ-
ous stages, showing continuity in its syntactic and semantic roles.

5.3.2  The role of roi

During this period, r0i appears 33 times in the Truyén Ki Man Luc text, main-
taining its functions as a verb meaning ‘to finish’, a post-verbal telic marker,
and a conjunction. These roles illustrate the marker’s evolving prominence in
marking completion and sequencing actions.

In 16 instances, rdi functions as a verb meaning ‘to finish’.

(18) Vi72b i %, A WD T Chinese original
song finish arise sob weep down
7 F M b

part hand then return

G- S SR = = Noém translation

ca vira r6i nguoi Nhan Gia Quobc ngit

song just finish guy Nhan Gia

kROR B W 8 o» R i

sti sut khoc sa nuéc mat phan tay ma vé

sob cry down tears part hand and return
‘No sooner had the song ended than the man named Nhan Gia
sobbed, wept, and parted, then returned.’

Here, r0i functions as the main verb, translating the Chinese verb T ( jing),
emphasizing its role as ‘to finish’.

In 12 occurrences, 10i serves as an immediately post-verbal telic marker,
denoting the natural conclusion of an action.
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E i B AN U | % B Chinese
student read finish depressed pass time

fict = 4 M R Nom translation
nguoi Nhan Gid doc r0i, Quoc ngir

person Nhan Gid read comrL
(943 > =

(U IS A S S

phiénndo qua mot gio

depressed over one hour

‘The man named Nhan Gid, having finished reading, was
depressed for over an hour.

Here, r0i follows the verb doc ‘to read’, signaling the completion of the reading
action. This usage highlights 70i’s role in marking the natural conclusion of

events.

In 5 instances, r0i functions as a conjunction, linking sequential events and
signaling transitions between actions.

(20) V1.3la

= H ¥ % Chinese original
Nhi Khanh tell T die after

iR W ke

Supreme.Being pity that die an unnatural death

IR & T Nom translation
nang  Nhi Khanh rang: Qudc ngit

madam Nhi Khanh tell
% A B R il

‘thiép tor  mat roi vé sau

I from die conj return later

C I SO 15 IFN S
vua thuong dé thuong thtra chang phai ménh,

king Supreme.Being pity that Nec  right destiny

‘Madam Nhi Khanh said, “Since I died, afterward, the Supreme

Being pitied my unnatural destiny.

i

In this example, rdi connects the event of her death to the subsequent expres-
sion of pity, marking a temporal transition. It is used to translate the Chinese
conjunction 1% (hou), which denotes ‘after’ or ‘subsequently’, emphasizing
the chronological link between the two actions. That is, in this period, r0i
retains the same core functions as in the previous stage.
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5.3.3  The role of doan

By the 16th—17th century, dogn had significantly declined in frequency, ap-
pearing only 4 times in the Truyén Ki Man Luc text. In all instances, dogn func-
tions as a verb, retaining its earlier role of marking the completion of an action.

(21) V149a 5 * =4 R Chinese original
speak not.yet finish see

S - T S

one person clothes cap quite good

g # B (S Nom translation
néi  chtta doan, thay Qubc ngir
speak not.yet finish see

5 4 L £

mot ngudi 4o mil cuc tot,

one person clothes cap extremely good

‘He had not yet finished speaking when he saw a person with
extremely fine clothes and a cap.”’

In this example, doan serves as the main verb and is used to translate the Chi-
nese verb & (jing), which means ‘to finish” or ‘to complete’. The phrase chira
doan ‘not yet finished” conveys the interruption of the action, emphasizing
that the speaking was incomplete.

This usage of doan highlights its continued function as a verb marking
completion, though its frequency and scope remain limited compared to da
and r0i, which exhibit broader grammaticalization trajectories during this pe-
riod.

5.3.4 Conclusion of Stage 3

Stage 3 consolidates a clearer division of labor among dé, r0i, and doan, while
also sharpening the competitive asymmetries that will shape later stages. In
Truyén ki man luc, di overwhelmingly occupies the preverbal domain as the
main exponent of perfect/past meanings (168 tokens), and it also begins to
show a more transparent split between readings with present relevance and
those that are purely past, particularly in environments involving negation.
At the same time, the attested clause-linking uses indicate that di is not con-
fined to aspect alone but is already extending into discourse-related functions,
even if such uses remain comparatively limited.

Roi continues to profile as the completion-oriented member of the system.
Its strongest foothold remains in the VP domain: it appears frequently both
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as a lexical verb ‘finish” and as an immediately postverbal telic/completive
marker, with an additional set of tokens functioning as a conjunction for se-
quencing. Taken together, these patterns suggest that r0i is consolidating a
pathway that keeps it closely tied to event structure and narrative progres-
sion, rather than competing directly with da in the preverbal perfect/past slot.

By contrast, doan is now clearly receding. It survives only in a handful of
tokens and remains restricted to the lexical verb function, without evidence
in this text for the broader functional diversification visible for the other two
markers. This sharp reduction in frequency, alongside the expansion of r0i
in completion-related contexts, foreshadows doan’s later marginalization and
eventual disappearance from the productive system.

Overall, Stage 3 represents a transitional configuration that anticipates the
modern system: di strengthens its association with preverbal perfect/past
meanings and begins to participate more visibly in higher-clausal functions,
while rdi consolidates its VP-based completion and sequencing profile. The
growing functional distance between these two markers, combined with the
weakening of doan, sets the stage for intensified competition and further spe-
cialization in subsequent periods.

5.4 Stage 4: Thién Nam ngit luc (late 17th century)

In the fourth stage of this analysis, Thién Nam ngit luc presents a linguistic
environment marked by the consolidation and further evolution of the mark-
ers di, roi, and doan. By consistently transcribing the Nom characters 'V as da
and i as d4, our approach differs slightly from that of T. L. Nguyén (2006).
We identify 294 occurrences of dii, 31 occurrences of i, and 4 occurrences
of doan, reflecting the continued competition and shifting dynamics among
these markers.

A remark regarding our transcription of Thién Nam ngit luc is warranted.
The poetic nature of this text introduces unique transcription challenges, par-
ticularly regarding the character ‘¥, which we consistently transcribe as da.
In 23 instances, however, the character 'V, appears in grammatical contexts
where it could plausibly correspond to di. These ambiguities arise from the
text’s adherence to traditional Vietnamese poetic metrics, known as nhdt tam
ngii bat ludn, nhi tit luc phin minh. According to this pattern, the first, third, and
tifth syllables allow tonal flexibility, while the second, fourth, and sixth sylla-
bles must exhibit contrasting tones (level versus oblique). In all 23 ambiguous
cases, 'V appears in even positions (second, fourth, or sixth syllables), where
the tonal contrast would align with its transcription as da. Despite this poetic
constraint, the grammatical context in these instances suggests that these oc-
currences could function as 4. Nevertheless, to ensure methodological con-
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sistency, we adhere to our transcription protocol and exclude these cases from
the final count of da. It is important to emphasize, however, that including
these cases as dd would further solidify its already prominent role in this text.
The data from Thién Nam Ngit Luc reveals significant trends in the gram-
maticalization of these markers, as summarized in Table 9 below.

Immediately
postverbal Clause-
Verb telic/ VP-final Past/ final

Marker | (finish) completive Perfect  Perfect Past Conj ‘First’ Total
da 0 0 0 291 1 0 2 294
roi 8 5 6 0 0 12 0 31
doan 1 1 0 0 0 2 0 4
Total 9 6 6 291 1 14 2 329

Table 9 Occurrences and functions of dd, roi, and dogn in Thién Nam Ngir
Luc (late 17th century)

In the following sections, we will examine the specific grammatical functions
of each marker in detail to trace their evolving roles during this stage.

5.4.1 The role of da

In Thién Nam Ngit Luc, di predominantly (291 out of 294 cases) functions as
a pre-verbal dual marker of perfect aspect and past tense. The following ex-
ample demonstrates its typical use:

(22) 1108 % HofE At /A S 1
Troi  dat da ching, qui than kién tri
heaven earth pst/PrRF witness devil god see know
‘The heavens and earth have borne witness; ghosts and spirits
have seen and known.’
OR: ‘The heavens and earth bore witness; ghosts and spirits saw
and knew.’

Here, di precedes the verb chirng ‘to witness’, marking the action as com-
pleted, with interpretations possible in either the past tense or as a perfect
aspect indicating present relevance.

As noted above, negation provides a useful diagnostic in Vietnamese
TAM: when dii scopes above a sentential negator, the resulting configuration
strongly favors a past-tense interpretation over a perfect/current-relevance
reading. In one instance, di appears before the negation marker ching,
highlighting its shift toward functioning as a more general past tense marker.
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(23) 2374 + & M %k SO @
con nay di chidng lam sao khoi minh.
pain this pst Nec  do how out.of self

‘This pain did not leave me by any means.’

Here, di marks a past event in a negative construction (ching), emphasizing
that the action occurred in the past without current relevance.

Notably, 4d does not appear as a conjunction in this text, which may indi-
cate that this function had largely faded or become obsolete by the late 17th
century. However, di appears in 2 instances clause-finally, marking the se-
quence of events with a meaning akin to “first’.

(24) 718 F e M & B ® & JE
huong hoa  cing d3, quanquan lén  duong.
incense flower offer first govt.forces go.up road

‘Incense and flowers having been offered first, then the
government forces departed.’

In this case, di appears clause-finally, marking the action of offering incense
and flowers as a prerequisite for the subsequent event (the government forces
leaving). This usage reflects an evolving role for di in denoting sequential
actions.

5.4.2  The role of roi

Roi most frequently functions as a conjunction, appearing in 12 out of 31 in-
stances, where it marks a transition between two events.

(25) 2905 KX & #H ool N
r0i xem tudng dia son xuyén
conNj look appearance land mountain river

‘Then physiognomically judge the land and the landscapes.’

In this example, r0i is used to link events in a coherent narrative flow.
Roi continues to act as a verb meaning ‘to finish’ in 8 instances, maintain-
ing its function from earlier stages.

(26) 4701 B= @ K & & g
ba ndm rdi  viéc toctang,
three years finish cLr mourning

‘Three years have passed in mourning.’
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Here, roi functions as the main verb, signifying the completion of the mourn-
ing period.

In 5 instances, r0i acts as an immediately postverbal telic marker, directly
following the verb to denote the completion of an action.

(27) 3602 AL X . B oW W Mmoo
loan roi 4t thay tri au dén ngay
disorder compL surely see govern maybe come day
‘After disorder surely comes a day of governance.’

In this sentence, r0i follows loan ‘to disorder’, marking the completion of the
disorder and setting the stage for the next event.

The most notable innovation in this period is the emergence of rdi as a
VP-final perfect marker, appearing in 6 instances.

(28) 1206 #b & il &% - Hi SO S
ngoai phién da doi thugng bang on  roi
out border pst/PRF put upper region favor PRF
‘At the border, they (have) placed the favor of the upper
region already.’

In this example, r0i follows the verb phrase doi thugng bang on, reinforcing
the completion and current relevance of the action. Notably, in 3 of these 6
instances (50%), rdi co-occurs with di, where di serves as a pre-verbal perfect
marker (ambiguous between perfect and past), and roi occupies the VP-final
position, marking unambiguously perfect aspect.

This stage represents a significant development in the Vietnamese aspec-
tual system, as it is the first time we observe a dual system of perfect mark-
ing: d in the preverbal position and r0i in the VP-final position. This layered
structure introduces a more nuanced approach to aspect marking, with ri in-
creasingly specializing in unambiguous perfect marking, while dd retains its
dual role of perfect and past tense.

5.4.3 The role of doan

By the late 17th century, doan is in significant decline, appearing only 4 times
in Thién Nam ngit luc. Interestingly, during this period, dogn develops a new
function as a conjunction, marking transitions between events. Of the 4 oc-
currences, doan functions as a conjunction in 2 cases.
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(29) 459 B & ff EH B &K
doan lien thoi mdi ngay ram
cony next time just day 15th
‘Then comes just the right time of the 15th day of a lunar month.’

In one case, doan is part of the idiomatic expression doan truong, conveying
emotional suffering rather than functioning as an aspectual marker.

(30) 4514 Z% i N S i N T
long nao ma ching x6txa  doan truong
heart which cony NEc  deplore painful
‘What heart wouldn’t deplore and feel such deep pain?’

Here, doan does not mark grammatical aspect but is embedded in the
compound dogn truong, meaning ‘heart-wrenching sorrow’, emphasizing
intense emotional pain. This suggests an additional, non-aspectual trajectory
for doan, which falls outside the focus of the present study.

In one instance, doan retains its older function as an immediately post-
verbal telic marker, indicating the completion of an action.

1) 1097 @ B L M & A
thé6t doan giang su kim quy
speak compL river envoy gold turtle
‘Having finished speaking, a gold turtle — envoy of the river [...]’

In this example, doan follows thot ‘to speak’, signaling that the action of speak-
ing has been completed.

5.4.4 Conclusion of Stage 4

Stage 4 provides the first clear evidence for a structurally layered perfect
system, while also sharpening the asymmetries among the three competing
forms. The distribution in Table 9 shows that di is now strongly entrenched
as a preverbal marker with a dual perfect/past profile. In Thién Nam ngit luc,
it overwhelmingly marks past/perfect readings and only marginally appears
as pure past in negative environments. At the same time, the absence of
conjunctive dd in this text suggests that the clause-linking use attested earlier
is no longer productive here; instead, the innovation of clause-final da ‘first’
indicates that its functional extension proceeds via a different route, namely
into higher-clausal sequencing/prioritization.
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In contrast, rdi is the locus of innovation within the VP domain. While
it continues to appear as a lexical verb and as an immediately postverbal
telic/completive marker, the most consequential development in this stage
is the emergence of VP-final r0i as a perfect marker. This is the first stage in
which Vietnamese offers two overt perfect-marking positions in the same sys-
tem: preverbal dd, which remains compatible with both past and perfect read-
ings, and VP-final r0i, which supplies an unambiguous perfect/result read-
ing. The frequent use of r0i as a conjunction further reinforces its profile as an
event-sequencing device, bridging aspectual completion and discourse link-
age.

doan, by comparison, is already peripheral. Its very low frequency is
consistent with an ongoing decline, yet it displays a limited attempt at func-
tional diversification: alongside residual uses as a verb and a telic/completive
marker, it appears as a conjunction in a small number of tokens. The coex-
istence of this conjunctive use with the idiomatic doan truong also suggests
an incipient split between grammatical and lexicalized trajectories, with the
latter becoming increasingly salient.

Taken together, Stage 4 marks a pivotal reconfiguration. The system
begins to crystallize around a division in which preverbal di anchors
past/perfect readings, while VP-final rdi emerges as a specialized perfect
marker and simultaneously strengthens its discourse-sequencing function.
Against this backdrop, doan survives only at the margins, foreshadowing the
later narrowing of competition to the di—roi pair.

5.5 Stage 5: Sich so sang chép cic vige (early 19th century)

The early 19th century, represented by the text Sdch so sang chép cdc vigc, marks
significant developments in the evolution of Vietnamese perfect markers.
With 547 occurrences of dii, 52 occurrences of i, and 78 occurrences of doan,
this stage showcases the full integration of all three markers, each playing
specialized syntactic roles.

In the following sections, we will analyze each marker in detail to explore
their functions and interactions during this pivotal period.

5.5.1 The role of da

As expected, did remains the dominant perfect marker in this stage, appearing
547 times. The vast majority of these occurrences reflect its consistent role as a
pre-verbal marker of both perfect aspect and past tense. This is demonstrated
in the following example:
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Immediately
postverbal Clause-
Verb telic/ VP-final Past/ final

Marker | (finish) completive Perfect  Perfect Conj ‘First’ Total
da 0 0 0 546 0 1 547
10i 10 2 35 0 5 0 52
doan 8 2 9 0 59 0 78
Total 18 4 44 546 64 1 677

Table 10 Occurrences and functions of dd, r6i, and dogn in Sdch s6 sang chép
cdc viéc (early 19th century)

(32) dén nam 1774 thi cdc thay & annam mdi bigt  tin
until year 1774 ToP PL priest in Annam prr know news
rang  dd pha dong 0 thanh roma.
coMP PsT/PRE destroy monastery in city roma
‘By the year 1774, the priests in Annam had just learned the news
that the monastery in Rome had been/were destroyed.’

In this example, di precedes the verb phd ‘to destroy’, signaling that the de-
struction of the monastery was completed in the past.

Interestingly, in one instance, di functions as a sentence-final particle, tak-
ing on an imperative meaning that signals the need to “first’ complete an ac-
tion before proceeding to another.

(33) bay gio hay con néi sw day contré  cho xong dad
now let's prr talk crLF teach children for finish first
‘Now let’s first finish talking about teaching children.’

Here, di follows the whole clause, creating an imperative sense of prioritiza-

tion — emphasizing that one task must be completed before moving on to the
next.

5.5.2  The role of roi

Roi is now firmly established as a VP-final perfect marker, with 35 out of 52
occurrences fulfilling this function.
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(34) Khi  da tam hanh he — mdm mudi roi, thi
When pst/PRF marinate onion chive fish sauce salt prr, then
xép  wvdo cdc chiu dong
place into pL pots copper
‘When it has been/was marinated with onion, chive, fish sauce, and
salt, it is then placed into copper pots.’

In this example, r0i follows the whole verb phrase, indicating that the mari-
nation process is fully completed before proceeding to the next step (placing
the mixture into pots). Notably, in 28 out of 35 cases (80%), we observe the
sequence di ... r0i, where roi complements di to reinforce the perfect aspect
reading.

Roi retains its function as a verb meaning ‘to finish’ in 10 instances:

(35) dian ring khi  roi  vige, thi lai phdi dua  nguoi lén
tell comp when finish job TOoP PrRT must bring body up
‘It was told that when the job is finished, we must bring the people

up.’
Here, r0i acts as the main verb, denoting the completion of the task.
In two cases, r0i functions as an immediately post-verbal telic/completive
marker, signaling the completion of an action directly after the verb:

(36) khi ~ né xem roi, thi bio ring khod lai
when 3sc see compL TOP tell comp close up
‘When he had finished viewing, he said, “Close it up.””’

In this example, r0i follows xem ‘to view’, emphasizing the action’s completion
before the next step (giving instructions to close it up).

Finally, r0i appears as a conjunction in five instances, marking the se-
quence or transition between two events:

(37) xem di xem lai  cdc ld khai, cdi  ndo ching
see forth see back pL promissory.note cLr which NeG
roi  mdi ha tu

cony PRt down holy.cross

‘Reviewing the promissory notes repeatedly, deciding what should
be granted and what should not, and only then lowering the holy
cross.”

In this case, roi marks the temporal progression, linking the task of reviewing
promissory notes with the subsequent action of lowering the holy cross.
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These examples highlight the versatility of o/ during this stage, where it
serves as a VP-final perfect marker, a verb, a telic marker, and a conjunction,
reflecting its growing prominence in the Vietnamese aspectual system.

5.5.3 The role of doan

By the 19th century, doan appears 78 times in the text, reflecting its strongest
presence in the corpus. This stage highlights doan’s versatility and evolving
roles within the Vietnamese grammatical system. Its primary function in this
period is as a conjunction, with 59 out of 78 instances marking transitions
between events or actions.

(38) hay dé oviy ma in cudi 7 ngdy cho xong tiéc  nay,
mP let so and celebrate wed 7 day prr finish feast this
doan sé  hay.
coNj FUT know
‘Just let it be and enjoy the wedding feast for seven days; then, we’ll

4

see.

Here, dogn functions as a conjunction, signaling the conclusion of the wedding
feast and marking the transition to the next phase.

Despite this shift, doan retains its older role as a verb meaning ‘to finish’
in 8 instances.

(39) chonén  toi phdi giit 10i, mad doan tét xuin
therefore 1sc must keep word and finish Lunar.New.Year
nam, thi  toi lien sang  xi dong.
south then 1sc immediately go.to region east
‘Therefore, I must keep my promise, and after the Lunar New Year in
the southern region, I will immediately journey to the eastern
region.’

In this example, doan serves as the main verb, indicating the completion of
the New Year festivities before transitioning to the next event.

In two instances, dogn functions as an immediately post-verbal telic
marker, highlighting the completion of an action directly following the verb.
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(40) phin doan dieu ay, thi lai nghiéng minh xudng
speak compL word that then prr bow self down
dat ma  viét.
ground and write
‘Having finished speaking those words, he bowed down to the
ground and began writing.’

Here, doan follows the verb phin (‘to speak”), marking the action as completed
before the subject transitions to a new activity.

A significant innovation in this period is the emergence of doan as a VP-
final perfect marker, appearing in 9 instances. This marks a shift toward com-
petition with r0i in marking perfect aspect.

(41) khi  da tang xic  doan, thi vitvo lgi dén  ma
when pst/PRF bury body PR then priest prRT come PRT
lam 16 mo cho ngudi.

do rite funeral for person

‘When the burial has been/was completed, the priest returns to
perform the funeral rites for the deceased.’

In this example, doan follows the verb phrase, emphasizing the completion of
the burial process. Notably, in 5 out of 9 cases (56%), doan co-occurs with da
in the dd ... doan sequence, where dii serves as the preverbal perfect marker,
and doan reinforces the VP-final perfect aspect.

This period marks a turning point for doan, as it flourishes in its role as
a conjunction, retains its older functions as a verb and telic marker, and de-
velops a new function as a VP-final perfect marker. Importantly, this is the
first stage where all three markers (d4, r0i, and dogn) function as perfect mark-
ers: dii in the preverbal position and roi and dogn in the VP-final position. This
development highlights a period of dynamic grammaticalization and special-
ization, signaling the flourishing period of the perfect aspect in Vietnamese.

5.5.4 Conclusion of Stage 5

Stage 5 represents the point at which the Vietnamese system exhibits its rich-
est layering of completion-related forms, with all three markers simultane-
ously active but distributed across different functional niches. Table 10 shows
that dd is by now highly stabilized in the preverbal position as a default expo-
nent of past/perfect readings, with only a marginal continuation of the clause-
final “first” use. This strong positional fixation suggests that 4i has largely
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completed its reanalysis into a high functional marker, serving as the back-
bone of temporal anchoring in this text.

At the same time, the VP-final perfect domain becomes a site of intensi-
fied competition. Roi is firmly established as a VP-final perfect marker and
continues to be strongly associated with the di ... r0i configuration, indicat-
ing that it still often functions as a reinforcing or disambiguating perfect el-
ement rather than as a fully autonomous marker. Yet its remaining uses as
a verb, telic/completive marker, and conjunction show that it maintains con-
nections to both event structure and discourse sequencing, keeping open mul-
tiple grammaticalization pathways.

What distinguishes this stage most sharply from earlier periods is the ro-
bust expansion of doan. Unlike its marginal status in Stage 4, doan appears
frequently here, primarily as a conjunction, and it also develops a VP-final
perfect use that brings it into direct rivalry with 16 in the same structural slot.
This is the first stage in which Vietnamese clearly supports a three-way con-
figuration for perfect marking: preverbal di co-existing with two alternative
VP-final perfect elements, 70i and dogn. The resulting system is both competi-
tive and functionally stratified: 4 anchors past/perfect meanings preverbally,
while VP-final perfect marking becomes a variable domain in which rdi and
doan compete alongside their other discourse and completion-related func-
tions.

In this sense, Stage 5 can be seen as a peak period of morphological and
functional redundancy within the Perfect Cycle. The coexistence of multiple
markers with overlapping completion semantics provides the preconditions
for later resolution, where the system narrows and stabilizes around the more
productive forms, ultimately leaving di and r0i as the dominant elements in
subsequent stages.

5.6 Stage 6: Thay Lazaro Phién (late 19th century)

This sixth stage of the diachronic analysis examines Thay Lazaro Phién, a text
representative of the late 19th century. During this period, the Vietnamese
aspectual system undergoes further refinement, with 4 and ri continuing to
evolve while dogn completely disappears from the textual evidence. In total,
the text contains 114 instances of di and 59 instances of 1di, but there are no oc-
currences of dogn. This marks a significant shift in the system, where only two
markers, di and r0i, remain to fulfill the functions of marking perfect aspect
and other roles along the Perfect Cycle.
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Verb VP-final Past/ Past

Marker | (finish) Perfect  Perfect only Conjunction | Total

da 0 0 113 1 0 114
10i 1 31 0 0 27 59
Total 1 31 113 1 27 173
Table 11  Occurrences and functions of d4, r0i, and dogn in Thay Lazaro Phién

(late 19th century)

5.6.1 The role of da

By the late 19th century, 44 continues to dominate as a marker of both perfect
aspect and past tense, appearing 114 times in Thay Lazaro Phién. Its primary
role remains as a pre-verbal perfect/past marker in 113 of these instances as
in (42), though one case demonstrates its usage as a simple past tense marker

in negative sentences, as in (43).

(42)

(43)

‘Oi thoil Thdy dimg anui  toi lam chi? Toi toi da
oh no master don't comfort me do what sin 1sGc PsT/PRF
lon lam’

big very

‘Oh no! Master, why do you comfort me? My sins have been/were
great.”

ma  bdi thay kia da khong hdi hang cho 16 trude
but because 3sc that pst NG ask for clear before
khi ~ bin  lgi chonén chét thi  phdi chiu;
when shoot prr so die then must bear

‘But because he didn’t ask clearly before shooting, he had to bear
responsibility for the death.’
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5.6.2  The role of r6i

During this period, rdi appears 59 times, primarily functioning as a VP-final
perfect marker (31 instances).

(44) Diau ma toi thay ndng théndo  thi  Chila ciing
even though sin 2sc heavy however then Lord prr
da tha cho thay roi.

psT/PRF forgive for 2sG PRE

‘Even though your sin is heavy, the Lord has forgiven/forgave you.

In this example, 10i follows the perfect marker dd, adding emphasis to the
completion of the action (forgiveness). Notably, in 25 out of the 31 instances
(80%), roi accompanies di in the sequence di ... r0i.

Roi retains its roles as a conjunction (27 instances), as in (45) and, less
frequently, as a verb meaning ‘to finish’ (1 instance), as in (46).

(45) Thay dy ngé  toi mot chip r0i  mdi néi ring
3sc that glance 1sc one moment conj PRT say that
‘He glanced at me for a moment, then said:’

(46) Khong ai  dodi  thuong thi  t6i quyeét lén trén
no one show pity  then 1sc determine up to
niii, lieu minh  cho thii dit dn di cho roi.

mountain sacrifice myself to beast wild eat prr for finish

‘If no one shows pity, then I am determined to climb the mountain
and let the wild beasts devour me, just to get it over with.’

In this instance, r0i functions as the main verb, meaning ‘to finish’. The phrase
cho r0i conveys the idea of completing an unpleasant action, emphasizing the
finality of the decision.

5.6.3 The absence of doan

By the late 19th century, doan has completely disappeared from the textual
data. In earlier stages, doan served as a verb meaning ‘to finish’, a telic marker,
and, later, a conjunction. Its absence in Thay Lazaro Phién reflects its obsoles-
cence and the growing dominance of di and r0i as the primary markers of
aspect and event sequencing in Vietnamese grammar.
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5.6.4 Conclusion of Stage 6

Stage 6 marks a decisive narrowing of the competitive landscape. With doan
no longer attested, the system reduces to a two-marker configuration in which
di and r0i occupy increasingly complementary domains. The distributions in
Table 11 suggest that dd is now fully stabilized as a preverbal past/perfect
marker, with only a marginal use as pure past in negated environments and
no remaining evidence for the earlier conjunctive function. In this text, 44 thus
behaves as a highly grammaticalized element anchored in the clausal spine
rather than as a multifunctional item spanning aspect and discourse.

At the same time, r0i consolidates two roles that had been developing
across earlier stages: VP-final perfect marking and clause-linking sequenc-
ing. Its VP-final perfect use is frequent, and the high rate of co-occurrence
in the d7 ... r0i pattern indicates that roi still often functions as a reinforce-
ment or disambiguator of the perfect reading, rather than as an entirely in-
dependent perfect marker. Alongside this, the robust conjunction use shows
that 70i remains a key resource for narratively organizing events, while the
near-disappearance of its lexical-verb use and the absence of an immediately
postverbal telic function point to a contraction of the earlier VP-internal com-
pletion profile.

Viewed in terms of the Perfect Cycle, Stage 6 is best characterized as con-
solidation through specialization. The disappearance of dogn removes a ma-
jor source of functional overlap, leaving 4i to anchor past/perfect readings
preverbally and r0i to supply VP-final perfect reinforcement and discourse
sequencing. This streamlined division of labor anticipates the modern con-
figuration observed in Stage 7, where the competition is no longer three-way
but instead centers on how the remaining two markers balance reinforcement,
independence, and functional range.

5.7 Stage 7: Song Mon (mid 20th century)

In this final stage of the diachronic analysis, Séng Mon, a text representative
of the mid-20th century, reflects a Vietnamese TAM system that has reached a
stable configuration. By this point, the aspectual system is clearly dominated
by two markers — dii and r0i — with dogn having completely disappeared from
usage. This stage highlights the consolidation of functions for di and roi and
their complementary roles along the Perfect cycle.

The data from Séng Mon reveals an overwhelming presence of both di and
r0i, with 647 instances of dd and 566 instances of 1di. There are no occurrences
of doan, confirming its complete obsolescence in the Vietnamese aspectual
system.
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Verb VP-final Past/ Past Clause-final
Marker | (finish) Perfect Perfect only Conj ‘first’ Total
da 0 0 631 8 0 8 647
1oi 4 334 0 0 228 0 566
Total 4 334 631 8 228 8 1213

Table 12  Occurrences and functions of dd, roi, and dogn in Song mon
(mid 20th century)

5.7.1 The role of da

By the mid-20th century, 4d had firmly established itself as the dominant pre-
verbal marker of both perfect aspect and past tense. Out of 647 instances, dd
appears as a dual marker of perfect and past tense in 631 cases.

(47) trong khi a4y, vo y &  nhdqué lai  da
in time that wife 3sc stay countryside PpRT PST/PRE
sinh mot dita con.

give birth one crr child

‘Meanwhile, his wife in the countryside had given/gave birth to a
child”’

Here, di precedes the verb sinh ‘to give birth’, marking the action as completed
in the past with ongoing relevance to the present context.

In 8 additional cases, di precedes negation markers, functioning as a pure
past tense marker.

(48) y  da khong cuong quyét néi dén cung, dé  chong lai

3sG PST NEG  resist to the end Prer go against
su  quyétdinh ciia gia dinh.
cLF decide of family

‘He didn't resist strongly enough against his family’s decision.”

In this example, di marks a past action, appearing before the negation marker
khong to signify the negation of a past event.

Additionally, 4i retains its earlier clause-final use to indicate prioritization
or sequencing, appearing in 8 instances with the meaning ‘first’.
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(49) théthi dé toi con phdi vio xem da.
then let me pRT must enter see first
‘Then let me enter and see first.’

In this context, 4d follows the whole clause to emphasize the imperative sense
of completing one task before moving on to the next.

5.7.2  The role of r6i

In this period, r0i plays a significant role, functioning as a VP-final perfect
marker, a conjunction, and less frequently as a verb. Out of 566 occurrences,
its primary function is as a VP-final perfect marker (334 instances), with ad-
ditional uses as a conjunction (228 instances) and as a verb (4 instances).

(50) cir vdy thi colé biy gio  ching minh da yén thin roi.
PRT so then perhaps now  we PsT/PRF settle  PRF
‘If so then perhaps we have settled /settled by now.’

In this sentence, roi follows yén thin (‘settle”) to indicate that the action has
been completed and is relevant to the present.

Remarkably, 119 of these cases co-occur with dd in the sequence di ... 10i,
where di marks the pre-verbal perfect, and r0i reinforces the perfective read-
ing in the VP-final position.

A notable secondary function for rdi is its role as a conjunction, marking
the temporal or logical progression between two events. 228/566 instances of
roi exhibit this function.

(51) com xong u em ria  batdia roi  di  ganh nudc.
meal finish mother 1sc wash dish  cony go fetch water

‘After finishing the meal, my mother washed the dishes and then
went to fetch water.

Here, r0i functions as a conjunction, indicating the sequential relationship be-
tween two actions — washing dishes and fetching water.

Though rare, roi also appears as a verb in 4/566 instances, retaining its
older meaning of “to finish.’

(52) gian nha  ngodi ciing rdi,  budng cing roi.

part house out also finish room also finish
‘The outer part of the house was also finished, and so was the room.”
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5.7.3  Conclusion of Stage 7

Stage 7 shows the Vietnamese TAM system in a largely stabilized, two-
marker configuration. The distribution in Table 12 confirms that 44 remains
entrenched as the preverbal anchor for past/perfect meanings: most tokens
occur in the preverbal position with the familiar dual interpretation, while
the smaller set of negated contexts supports a more purely past reading.
The continued presence of clause-final da ‘first” indicates that this discourse-
oriented extension has been retained into the mid-20th century, though it
remains quantitatively minor relative to the preverbal use.

roi in this stage is best characterized as the dominant VP-final perfect
marker and a highly productive sequencing conjunction. Its VP-final perfect
function is frequent, and its conjunction use constitutes a substantial propor-
tion of tokens, underscoring its centrality both to aspectual completion and
to narrative progression. At the same time, the co-occurrence pattern pro-
vides an important diagnostic of system change: compared to earlier stages,
VP-final r0i now appears much more often without preverbal di, indicating
that it is increasingly interpretable as a self-sufficient perfect marker rather
than primarily as a reinforcing element within the d7 ... 0i construction. The
residual lexical-verb uses are rare and appear to be remnants of earlier stages
rather than a productive subsystem.

Finally, the continued absence of doan confirms that its former roles have
been fully redistributed within the remaining system. Functions once associ-
ated with doan — especially conjunctive linking and completion-related mark-
ing — are now handled by r0i, while di maintains the preverbal past/perfect
domain. Overall, Stage 7 thus illustrates the resolution of earlier competition:
the system converges on a division of labor in which dd serves as the primary
preverbal past/perfect marker and 10i specializes in VP-final perfect marking
and event sequencing, with diminishing dependence between the two.

6 CONCLUSION

This study traces the diachronic competition and specialization of dd, roi, and
the now-extinct doan from the 13th to the 20th century on the basis of seven
texts spanning both Nom and Qudc Ngit traditions. The quantitative results
(Table 13) and the philological analyses converge on a coherent picture: Viet-
namese perfect marking develops through an interaction of (i) positional dif-
ferentiation along the functional spine and (ii) competition-driven pruning,
yielding the modern two-marker system dominated by di (preverbal) and roi
(VP-final and conjunctive). Crucially, the system resolves into two comple-
mentary pathways: r0i shifts from VP-internal completion marking (TAM,)
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to VP-final perfect marking (TAM;) and extends into clause-linking, whereas
da follows a different path centered on preverbal scope and a perfect-to-past
expansion that is especially visible under negation; doan briefly enters the
same VP-final perfect domain as rdi before disappearing.

6.1 Quantitative synopsis across periods

Table 13 provides a consolidated distribution of functions across the corpus
(2,762 tokens total). In raw frequency, dd is the most frequent marker overall
(1,892 tokens), followed by rdi (768) and doan (102). Importantly, frequency
alone is not the main story: the decisive change concerns how these tokens
redistribute across syntactic positions and functions across time, particularly
the reallocation of postverbal completion functions (TAM,) into VP-final per-
fect marking (TAM;) and clause-linking functions for r0i, alongside the in-
creasing tense-like behavior of preverbal 44 in negative environments.

For dd, the corpus records an early lexical stage (9 verb tokens ‘finish”)
and an early period in which it is a dedicated preverbal perfect marker (98 to-
kens of “preverbal perfect only,” concentrated in the earliest texts). From the
16th—17th centuries onward, however, the dominant profile of i becomes the
dual past/perfect category (1,749 tokens), with additional evidence for “past-
only” readings (16 tokens) that are especially diagnostic in negative environ-
ments. Beyond TAM, dii also shows limited excursions into clause-linking and
clause-final discourse functions: 8 tokens of clause-initial conjunction and 11
tokens of clause-final ‘first/imperative’. Taken together, these distributions
quantify a pathway in which 44 stays anchored in the preverbal domain while
expanding from perfect toward past readings (most clearly under negation),
with only transient discourse extensions.

For r0i, the corpus reflects a different center of gravity. Its earliest func-
tions are verbal (43 tokens ‘finish”), immediately postverbal telic/completive
(37 tokens), and clause-linking conjunction (282 tokens), with the conjunc-
tive function becoming particularly robust in later texts. The most consequen-
tial shift is the rise of 70i as a VP-final perfect marker (406 tokens), first attested
in the late 17th-century text and becoming dominant by the 19th-20th cen-
turies. In other words, r0i provides the clearest quantitative signature of “up-
ward” reanalysis on the spine: from V-adjacent completion inside VP (TAM,)
to VP-edge scope as a perfect marker (TAMj;), while simultaneously expand-
ing as a clause-linking device.

For doan, the quantitative record is strikingly time-bounded. It first ap-
pears as a verb and marginal postverbal telic marker (27 and 5 tokens respec-
tively), later expands sharply as a conjunction (61 tokens) and even briefly
enters the VP-final perfect slot (9 tokens) in the early 19th century, before
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Truyén Thién Sach
Khoéa ky Nam s6 Thay
Phat hu man ngt sang Lazaro Song
thuyét luc  luc luc  chép Phién mon
13th- 16th- late early late  mid
Marker Function 15th c. 14th c. 17th c. 17th c. 19th c. 19th c. 20th c.|Total
da Total 25 80 185 294 547 114 647 1892
Pre-verbal 20 79 0 0 0 0 0 99
perfect only
Pre-verbal 0 0 6 1 0 1 8 16
past only
Pre-verbal 0 0 168 291 546 113 631 |1749
perfect/past
Clause-final |0 0 0 2 1 0 8 11
“first/
imperative’
Clause-initial |0 0 8 0 0 0 0 8
conjunction
roi Total 0 27 33 31 52 59 566 768
Verb (finish) |0 3 16 8 10 1 4 43
Clause-inital |0 5 5 12 5 27 228 (282
conjunction
Immediately |0 19 12 5 2 0 0 37
post-verbal
completive
VP-final 0 0 0 6 35 31 334  |406
perfect
doan Total 0 16 4 4 78 0 0 102
Verb (finish) |0 14 4 1 8 0 0 27
Immediately |0 2 0 1 2 0 0 5
post-verbal
completive
Clause-initial |0 0 0 2 59 0 0 61
conjunction
VP-final 0 0 0 0 9 0 0 9
perfect
Total 25 123 222 329 677 173 1213 |2762

Table 13  Functions of di, roi, doan across selected Vietnamese texts
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disappearing entirely by the late 19th century. This is the clearest case of
an innovation that rises, competes, and then is pruned from the system. No-
tably, its brief TAM; (VP-final perfect) use places it in direct competition with
TAMj; 10i in the early 19th century, but this competition resolves in favor of
r0i, after which dogn vanishes from the system.

6.2 A unified diachronic narrative: from emergence to resolution

The period-by-period trajectory can be summarized in Table 14 as a shift from
a single-marker system to maximum competition and finally to stabilization.

In the earliest stage (13th-15th c.), Viethamese perfect marking is effec-
tively monopolized by preverbal dd, which also retains a residual lexical ‘fin-
ish’ use. Stage 2 (14th c.) initiates diversification: roi and dogn enter first in the
VP domain as completion-related elements, while 44 remains the only perfect
marker. Stage 3 (16th—17th c.) is a turning point for da: it becomes increas-
ingly compatible with past readings, especially in negative environments —
an effect consistent with the diagnostic role of negation introduced in Section
2.1 and exemplified in Section 5.3. This is also the stage where doan begins to
recede sharply in frequency and functional range. At the same time, 70i’s role
remains concentrated in VP-internal completion (TAM,) and clause-linking,
setting the stage for its later TAM; expansion.

Stage 4 (late 17th c.) marks a structural reconfiguration: r0i emerges as
a VP-final perfect marker (first clear evidence of a two-position perfect sys-
tem), while 4d consolidates its preverbal past/perfect profile and develops the
clause-final “first” use. Stage 5 (early 19th c.) constitutes the peak of competi-
tion: all three markers can mark perfect, but crucially in different slots — pre-
verbal di versus VP-final r0i and (newly) VP-final dogn. This is the maximal
redundancy point in the system, where multiple forms with overlapping se-
mantics coexist, setting the stage for later resolution. By Stage 6 (late 19th c.),
dogn disappears and the system narrows to the di-roi pair. Stage 7 (mid 20th
c.) shows stabilization with a refined division of labor: dd anchors prever-
bal past/perfect meanings (and retains a minor clause-final ‘first” use), while
roi dominates VP-final perfect marking and clause-linking sequencing, with
increasing independence from preverbal di. In short, the diachronic path re-
solves into a stable complementarity: dd specializes in preverbal scope (per-
fect/past, with past readings sharpened under negation), while rdi specializes
in VP-edge perfect (TAM;) and discourse sequencing, after first entering the
system as a VP-internal completion marker (TAM,).

Taken together, the findings support a Perfect-Cycle style pathway
in which completion-related sources and telic markers can develop into
perfect markers, expand to past-tense readings, and (for some items) extend
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Period |dd r0i doan System-level
summary
13th c. |sole preverbal absent absent one perfect
perfect; also marker (dd)
lexical ‘finish’
14th c. | primary emerges as emerges differentiation
preverbal postverbal telic; mainly as verb |begins; only da
perfect; lexical also verb ‘finish’; “finish’; marks perfect
‘finish’ retained  conjunction marginal
postverbal telic
16th— |expands to verb ‘finish’; sharp decline; |dd remains sole
17th c. | perfect/past; postverbal telic; mostly verb perfect marker;
appears with conjunction “finish’ dogn marginalizes
negation for past;
also conjunction
late perfect/past; conjunction very low two perfect
17th c. |conjunction lost; prominent; frequency; positions appear:
clause-final ‘first’” postverbal telic; conjunction preverbal di vs
emerges VP-final perfect  begins VP-final r0i
emerges
early |stable VP-final perfect peak: maximum
19th c. |perfect/past; rare dominant; also  conjunction competition:
clause-final ‘first’ verb/telic/ dominant; also |three perfect
conjunction verb /telic; markers
VP-final (preverbal dd,
perfect appears | VP-final ri/doan)
late stable VP-final perfect absent system narrows
19th c. |perfect/past; no + conjunction; to dd + roi
conjunction telic use lost; rare
verb
20th c. |stable preverbal VP-final perfect absent stabilized
perfect/past; + conjunction; two-marker
clause-final ‘first’ increasing system
retained independence
from da; rare
verb

Table 14 Timeline of developments of d4, r6i, and dogn (13th-20th c.)
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into discourse-linking functions. At the same time, the Vietnamese data
underscore that grammaticalization is not simply additive. The history
of da illustrates non-monotonic expansion: the marker briefly develops a
clause-linking role (Table 13: 8 conjunction tokens) but later loses it, while
retaining and elaborating other functions (past/perfect and clause-final
‘first’).  This pattern is compatible with competition-driven “pruning,”
where intermediate functions can be transient as the system re-stabilizes.
Conversely, rdi shows the most transparent “positional” trajectory — TAM,
completion — TAMj; perfect — while doan provides the clearest example of a
marker that expands (including briefly into TAM3) but is ultimately pruned
away under competition.

The results also align with syntax-based accounts of grammaticalization
and the cartographic view of the clausal spine (Rizzi 1997, Cinque 1999):
the competition is largely resolved through positional differentiation. The
diachronic record shows repeated movement from lower VP-internal com-
pletion marking (postverbal telic/completive uses of roi and dogn) to higher
grammatical aspect positions (VP-final perfect, preverbal perfect/past),
and in some cases to discourse-related positions (conjunctions; clause-final
‘first’). Word order and scope, including the diagnostic role of negation
(NegP), thus provide concrete, text-based evidence for tracking upward re-
analysis across periods. In particular, the TAM,/TAMj; contrast (V-adjacent
vs. VP-final) offers a clear syntactic basis for distinguishing telicity from
perfect meaning, independent of verb class alone.

A central contribution of this study lies in its linguistic-philological
methodology. Where texts provide Literary Sinitic originals, the Chinese
source lines serve as an interpretive anchor for identifying when a Viet-
namese form functions lexically (e.g., translating ‘finish” verbs), aspectually
(telic/completive vs. perfect), or discourse-pragmatically (clause-linking).
This bilingual baseline does not replace Vietnamese-internal analysis; rather,
it strengthens it by offering an external control that helps diagnose functional
shifts across centuries and across script traditions.

By the mid-20th century, the Vietnamese system has converged on an
efficient two-marker configuration. di dominates the preverbal domain as
a past/perfect anchor, while r0i specializes in VP-final perfect marking and
event sequencing through conjunction use. The disappearance of doan illus-
trates a common outcome of grammatical competition: when multiple forms
overlap in function, the system can resolve redundancy by privileging the
more frequent and versatile competitor(s). This end state follows directly
from the two main diachronic pathways identified above: preverbal dd ex-
pands toward past (especially under negation), while postverbal r0i moves
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upward from TAM, completion to TAM; perfect and consolidates as the pri-
mary sequencing conjunction. Beyond Vietnamese, these results contribute to
broader historical-linguistic discussions of how aspectual systems reorganize
through cycles of innovation, overlap, and specialization, and how syntactic
position and scope diagnostics — especially with negation — can be leveraged
in philologically-grounded diachronic analysis.
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