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1 Introduction 

This paper proposes a new classification schema for Hakka dialects spoken in 

Táiwān . Scholars have traditionally described the differences between the two most 

commonly spoken variants, Sìxiàn and Hǎilù, as minimal. It is generally 

agreed that the primary differences are summarized as follows: Sìxiàn has six tones and 

lacks the class of post-alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ] whereas Hǎilù has seven tones and 

has the complete class of post-alveolar sibilants (Ting 1985, Pan 2000, Lu 2005). 

Additional comments have been made about the phonetic form of the Hakka Nominal 

Suffix (NS) in these dialects, the NS of Sìxiàn is [e
2
] and the NS of Hǎilù is [l ] (Norman 

1988). A Hakka variant spoken in Guānxī Township, Xīnzhú County has 

phonological features of both of the two most commonly spoken Hakka dialects in 

Táiwān, namely Sìxiàn and Hǎilù. The aim of this paper is to use the data obtained from 

the observed Guānxī variant to create a new classification paradigm for Sìxiàn and Hǎilù 

Hakka dialects. 

Unless specifically stated otherwise, the data presented in this study was gathered 

from fieldwork conducted during the summer of 2009. Between June and August 2009, I  
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worked with four consultants, one standard Sìxiàn speaker from Zhútián  , Píngdōng 

, one standard speaker from Yángméi , Táoyuán , one Ráopíng  

speaker from Xīnzhú city, and one speaker who exhibited phonological features of both 

Sìxiàn  and Hǎilù from Guānxī, Xīnzhú. Each set of fieldwork investigations consisted of 

interviews that elicited data sets based on Simmons, Gu and Shi‟s (2006) Handbook for 

Lexicon-Based Chinese Dialect Fieldwork. The corpus I extracted from these interviews 

includes approximately five hundred lexical items, sixty sentences using specific words 

and a large set of character pronunciations that enable examination of the dialectal 

evolution from a Middle Chinese corpus, the Qièyùn ℗  Rimebook. Chinese linguistic 

terms will be expressed in Standard Chinese (abbreviated as SC) using Pinyin 

Romanization. 

 

2 Hakka Dialects 

Hakka, also known as Kèjiā in SC, is spoken by roughly 50 million people 

worldwide; primarily in China, Táiwān and Southeast Asia (Ku 2005b). While these 

Hakka speakers are indeed a subset of the larger Han-Chinese ethnicity and their 

language is clearly related to the other Chinese languages, they have not always been 

historically considered fellow Chinese by their neighbors of different dialect affiliation. 

Likewise, the term „Hakka‟ which actually means „guest-person‟ was probably a title 

bestowed upon them by their neighbors who had lived in shared regions of inhabitance in 

larger numbers (Leong 1998).  

Today, southwestern Fújiàn  and northeastern Guǎngdōng, sometimes 

called the “Hakka Heartland”, is where the largest concentration of Hakka speakers 
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resides (Leong 1998). Between the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries, large 

numbers of Hakkas from Méizhōu, Cháozhōu and Huìzhōu migrated to 

Táiwān in order to leave the economically depressed Southeastern coast, seeking 

opportunities in the rice and tea exportation industries and escaping oppression and 

discrimination by the local majority dialect speakers (Leong 1998).  

 

2.1 Chinese ‘dialects’ and ‘languages’ 

There is terminological confusion about whether Chinese is a family of languages 

or a family of dialects, perpetuated by the fact that the terms „language‟ and „dialect‟ 

have fairly subjective definitions, influenced primarily by socio-political concerns. 

Chinese „dialects‟ are generally divided into the following seven „languages‟
1
; 

Mandarin, Wú , Xiāng, Gàn , Hakka, Yuè and Mǐn (Norman 1988, Sun 

2006). However, even if two different Chinese dialects have all of the typological 

characteristics of one of the seven „languages‟, it is possible that they may not be 

mutually-intelligible (Norman 2003). In fact, Norman (2003) claims that if mutual 

intelligibility were the key criterion for defining the “language” a “dialect” belonged to 

then there would be hundreds of “languages” instead of seven in the case of Chinese 

dialects.  

A further complication is that these speakers of “hundreds of mutually-

unintelligible languages” all consider themselves part of the same ethnic entity – Han 

Chinese. The designation “language” is often based on a shared ethnic background of its 

speakers; this designation is the cause of difficulty in deciding whether Chinese dialects 
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should be classified as separate languages or as dialects of the same language. For all 

practical purposes, such as pedagogy or linguistic observation, Chinese dialects are not 

“dialects” of the same “language”. Although they have many mutual commonalities, they 

are generally not mutually intelligible. Hence, together they form hundreds of 

“languages” based on the commonly accepted designation of “language”. I observed four 

mutually intelligible dialects of the Yuè-Tái Hakka Chinese “language” spoken in 

Táiwān; although these dialects have phonemic discrepancies, they have more 

commonalities than differences. 

 

2.2 Hakka and its relation to other Chinese Dialects 

 In the field of Chinese Dialectology, there is heated debate on the relationship 

between Hakka and other Chinese dialect groups. While the claims that the Hakka people 

originated in Northern China are possible, it is evident that these “Northerners” did not 

bring a dialect closely related to modern Mandarin dialects with them. As the focus of 

this paper is classifying dialects which are inherently Hakka, this section simply provides 

background about the history of classifying Chinese dialects into Hakka and does not 

intend to promote or refute any ideology of Hakka affiliation. 

 

2.2.1 Hakka and Old Southern Chinese 

Refuting any notion that the Hakka brought their dialect from Northern China, 

Jerry Norman (1988, 1989) insists that they instead adopted the regional varieties of Old 

Southern Chinese local to their places of immigration. Modern day descendants of Old 
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Southern Chinese include the Yuè, Mǐn, and Hakka dialects
2
. Common features of these 

dialects are as follows (Norman 1988): 

(1) Common Features of Yuè, Mǐn, and Hakka dialects (Southern Chinese Dialects) 

(a) Lack of a third person pronoun cognate to tǕ ז 

(b) Suffixation of gender marker in animal nouns 

(c) Distinction in register outside of the píng tone category 

(d) Velars are not palatalized before high vowels. 

(e) Retention of bilabial initials in the lexicon from the Middle 

Chinese rimebook Qièyùn which have labiodentalized in Northern 

and Central Dialects 

(f) Southern dialects only retain negatives which have bilabial nasal 

initials whereas other dialects retain negatives which also have 

non-nasal initials. 

(g) Uniform evolution of the Middle Chinese voiced obstruents to 

voiceless aspirates in all four tones. 

(h) Retention of all three plosive consonants [p, t, k] in codas. 

The main differences between the Southern Chinese dialects are the degree to which they 

have been influenced by northern elements. Geographic features such as mountains and 

rivers within Fújiàn province have isolated villages and towns from the north with the 

result that the Mǐn dialects are conservative descendants of Old Southern Chinese. 

Conversely, the lack of these geographic blockades in Guǎngdōng allowed for strong 

Northern influence in Yuè dialects, with the effect that Yuè dialects have innovated in 

significant ways. In terms of retaining characteristics of Old Southern Chinese, Hakka 

dialects are considered less conservative than Mǐn but more conservative than Yuè 

(Norman 1988). Hakka dialects have their own special innovations of Northern nature; 

the most famous innovation being the aforementioned Nominal Suffix (Norman 1988). 

 

 

                                                 
2
 The Yuè dialects are spoken in Guǎngdōng province and the Mǐn dialects are spoken in Fújiàn province. 

In fact, the terms “Yuè” and “Mǐn” are actually formal abbreviations for these provinces. 
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2.2.3 Relationship between Hakka and Gan 

 The belief of a connection between the Hakka dialects and the Gàn dialects has a 

longer history and has been more commonly accepted.
3
 Li Fang-kuei (1938) felt that the 

evolution of Middle Chinese qu§nzhu· ῃ  (voiced obstruent) initials was the key to 

determining dialect affiliation. A close relationship between Gàn and Hakka into one 

dialect group was proposed based on the evolution of these qu§nzhu· initials into 

voiceless aspirates in both of these dialects; Laurent Sagart calls this process “aspirated 

devoicing”.  Much later, proposals by Lu Guoyao, Li Rulong and Xin Shibiao claim that 

the other dialects with aspirated devoicing, Tōng-Tài  and Jìn , share a common 

ancestor with Gàn and Hakka (Gu 2001). Laurent Sagart (2002) also claims that Hakka 

and Gàn are historically related; however, his proposal for affiliation does not use the 

commonly cited criterion of aspirated devoicing. Instead, Sagart bases his proposal for 

affiliation on an extent of mutual-intelligibility between Southern-Gàn and Hakka 

dialects, demography of the settling of Jiangxi, and the migration of the Hakka people. 

 

2.3 Hakka Characteristics 

As stated earlier, there are approximately 50 million Hakka speakers. While the 

largest concentration of Hakka is around the Hakka heartland, there are Hakka 

communities scattered across Fújiàn, Guǎngxī, Guǎngdōng, Guìzhōu, Hong 

Kong, Sìchuān and Táiwān (Zhang 1996). According to Zhang (1996), Hakka 

dialects are broken down into the following groups based on region: 

 

                                                 
3
 The history of the Gàn-Hakka affiliation presented here is summarized from Sagart (2002). 
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(2)  Hakka Dialectal Divisions 

(a) Yuè-Tái Hakka: The aforementioned “Hakka Heartland” and Táiwān 

(b) Yuèzhōng Ҭ Hakka: Central Guǎngdōng Province 

(c) Huìzhōu Hakka: Within Huìzhōu city, Guǎngdōng 

(d) Yuèbei Hakka: Northern Guǎngdōng Province 

(e) Mǐnxī Hakka: Southwestern Fújiàn Province 

(f) Guǎngxī Hakka: Scattered throughout Guǎngxī Province 

(g) Guìzhōu Hakka: Scattered throughout Guìzhōu Province 

(h) Sìchuān Hakka: Scattered throughout Sìchuān Province 

 

Hakka speakers have traveled throughout Greater China and their dialects have diverged, 

sometimes to the point of mutual unintelligibility. However, all Hakka dialects retain a 

set of common characteristics, to varying degrees, that form the criterion for classifying a 

dialect as Hakka. In addition to the features of Old Southern Chinese listed in section 1.3, 

Hakka dialects generally also have the following characteristics (Norman 1988, 1989): 

(3)  Hakka Characteristics 

(a) Lack of the front rounded vowel [y] altogether; no cuǾkϔu category finals
4
 

(b) Words from the y§ngshϐng҉ tone category have moved to other tonal 

categories, generally words of literary origin with voiced obstruent initials have 

moved to yǭnp²ngwhile words of colloquial origin have moved to yángqù

. 

(c) Several words with sonorant initials occur in both the yǭn and yáng  tonal 

registers. This suggests the possibility of voiceless sonorant initials in earlier 

stages of Hakka. 

(d) Register distinction in píng and rù῀, and sometimes qù , tonal categories. 

Since the lexicon in the y§ngshϐng҉ tonal category moves to other tonal 

categories, all Hakka dialects only have one shϐng҉ tone, namely, yǭnshϐng

҉. 

(e) The words „son‟ lai
6
 and „mother‟ oi

1
 which are not cognate to the words for „son‟ 

and „mother‟ in other Chinese dialects. 

                                                 
4
 In Traditional Chinese phonology, finals in which the main or medial vowel is [y] are categorized under 

the cuǾkϔu division. 
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(f) Presence of a nominal suffix (NS) which is cognate to SC (Standard Chinese) ér 

„son, child‟ (Norman 1988).
5
 

 

2.3.1 The Hakka Nominal Suffix 

The Hakka NS suffix must attach to certain morphemes in order for these 

morphemes to become nouns. From the data elicited in my interviews, I found that these 

morphemes include (but are not limited to):
6
 tsӵa

1 
e

2 
„car‟, tӵoi

5 
je

2
 „bag‟, vo

2 
we

2
 „rice 

paddy‟, lai
5 
je

2
 „son‟, ҹiet

8 
pi

5 
je

2
 „heat rash‟, se

5 
ҹin

2 
nҫ

2
 „child‟, hap

8 
pe

2
 „box‟, heu

2 
we

2
 

„monkey‟, ke
1 
je

2
 „chicken‟, lat

7 
te

2
 „scab‟, lat

8 
tseu

1 
we

2
 „pepper‟, lam

5 
me

2
 „basket‟, lo

2 

wҫ
2
 „snail‟, mak

8 
ke

2
 „wheat‟, se

5 
moi

5 
je

2
 „woman‟, meu

5 
we

2
 „cat‟,  set

8 
te

2
 „plug‟, ǼoǼ

5 

Ǽe
2
 „fool‟, mat

7 
te

2
 „socks‟, mun

1 
ne

2
 „mosquito‟, tҝӵiak

8 
ke

2
 „mat‟, hio

1 
we

2
 „boots‟, tsu

1 

we
2
 „pig‟, and tsok

7 
ke

2
 „table‟.  

Very little has been said about the nominal suffix.  The most authoritative 

published information regarding its pronunciation is found in Norman (1988) stating that 

the suffix cognate to SC ér is [e] in Méixiàn dialect
7
 and [l 

2
] in Hǎilù dialect. 

I found that this morpheme has different phonetic realizations in each of the 

dialects I observed. In Zhútián Sìxi n it is always [e]. In Yángméi Hǎilù, its underlying 

form is [ɤ], becoming [  ] when its preceding segment is [+nasal]. In Xīnzhú Ráopíng, its 

surface form is [ɤ] with slight rhoticization when its preceding segment is [-nasal]. As /ɤ/ 

is back vowel, it is acoustically similar to /l /; this means that both Yángméi Hǎilù and 

Xīnzhú Ráopíng have a NS which closely resembles Norman‟s statement about the 

                                                 
5
Although many sources use the character ה to represent this suffix, it is clear that this morpheme is 

actually best represented by the characterᾬ as it is cognate to SC ér.  
6
 Zhútián Sìxiàn phonetic forms are provided for these lexical items 

7
 Méixiàn is a typical Sìxiàn variant and is in fact considered to be the standard variant. 
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phonetic realization of the NS in Hǎilù dialects. My Guānxī consultant‟s suffix is an 

underlying [l ]; accordingly his NS is clearly of the Hǎilù type. 

The Hakka NS is interesting because its surface form is based directly on the final 

segment of the syllable to which it is suffixed. This occurs because of the lack of a zero-

initial in the NS. In Hakka, like other Chinese dialects, all syllables have an initial and a 

final (Duanmu 1990). When there is no underlying consonant or glide to fill the initial 

position, a glottal stop [ʔ] is epenthesized. This corresponds to the zero-initial [Ø] or ling-

shǛngmϖ commonly used in the linguistics tradition of China. The zero-initial is 

detectable as it prevents “linking” of the nuclear vowel with the preceding coda or high 

vowel (Duanmu 2007). However, this does not hold true for the Hakka NS. The Hakka 

NS underlyingly lacks the zero-initial and still feels the pressure to have an initial. This 

pressure is satisfied by gemination of the preceding segment or nasal syllabification.  

Coda stops and high vowels
8
 are geminated into the initial of the NS. In Zhútián 

Sìxiàn coda nasals are also geminated into the initial of the NS. Gemination occurs for 

several converging reasons. There is a strong pressure for every syllable to have an initial.  

There is also a strong pressure for the rightmost segment of every root to be aligned with 

the right edge of a syllable. Stop gemination occurs because the language demands 

initials; lacking an underlying zero-initial, the NS geminates the preceding segment to 

satisfy the pressure for an initial. In Yángméi Hǎilù, Xīnzhú Ráopíng, and Guānxī 

dialects, the coda nasals are first geminated into the initial of the NS and then the nucleus 

assimilates to a nasal of the same place of articulation as its initial. These processes are 

demonstrated in figure 5 below. Note that the final form has no gemination or 

assimilation; this is because low vowels do not have corresponding glides. 

                                                 
8
 As geminated initials, the high vowels become their glide counterparts.  
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(4) Guānxī Nominal Suffix Gemination and Assimilation 

 

a. Gemination of the root-final stop + [l ]   

/hap+NS/ -  [hap.pl ] „box‟ 

 

b. Assimilation of a root-final nasal   

/lan+NS/ -> [lan.n ] „basket‟ 

 

c. A hormorganic glide + [l ]   

/koi+NS/ -  [koi.jl ] „scab‟ 

 tjao+NS  -  [tjao.wl ] „bird‟ 

 

d.  [l ]   

/tsa+NS/ -> [ts ah.l ] „car‟ 

   

 

3   iwān Hakka Dialects 

 The first Hakka immigrants to Táiwān arrived in the late seventeenth century and 

inhabited Píngdōng County in the south (Leong 1998). Once the Hakkas reached Táiwān, 

they settled in scattered communities along the west coast and were later forced into 

concentrated regions by the Southern Mǐn-speaking majority. The major concentrations 

of Hakka are found in their original locale of inhabitance in Píngdōng as well as the 

neighboring northern counties and cities of Miáolì , Xīnzhú and Táoyuán. Today, 

there are roughly three million Hakka speakers living in Táiwān (Leong 1999, Ku 2005b). 

The Táiwān Hakka came from various places in Guǎngdōng and Fújiàn; their dialects are 

divided by, and named after, their locales of ancestry. 

The main difference in the phonologies of these dialects are their tonal contours, 

total number of discrete tones and the presence or lack of the set of post-alveolar non-

plosives [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ]. The Sìxiàn, Hǎilù and Ráopíng dialects are mutually intelligible 

variants of Yuè-Tái Hakka.  I have witnessed effective cross-dialect communication 
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between my consultants, but have not determined the degree of mutual intelligibility. 

Unfortunately, I was not able to do any fieldwork on the Mǐnxī Hakka dialects which are 

also spoken in Taiwan. Speakers are quite hard to find; Mǐnxī Hakka (not to be confused 

with Western Mǐn dialects) is spoken by fewer than ten percent of all Táiwān Hakka 

speakers (Luo 2005). 

The aim of the following subsections is to identify core phonological properties of 

the Sìxiàn variant spoken Zhútián, Píngdōng County and the Hǎilù variant spoken in 

Yángméi, Táoyuán County. These two dialects are described here because they exhibit 

the phonological features commonly cited in classifying Hakka dialects into Sìxiàn  and 

Hǎilù. Discussion will focus on the phonemic inventories of these dialects as well as their 

background and history. 

 

3.1 Sìxiàn Dialect of  húti n, Píngdōng  

Sìxiàn dialect speakers form the largest group of Hakka speakers in Táiwān 

accounting for approximately fifty percent of all speakers (Lu 2005). The name „Sìxiàn‟ 

literally means „four counties‟ which refers to the four counties of Wǔhuáԓ , Jiāolǐng

, Píngyuǎn and Xīngníng within the Hakka Heartland in Guǎngdōng 

Province. Oddly, the representative dialect of Sìxiàn and so-called Standard Hakka is 

found in a fifth county within Guǎngdōng province, Méi County (Méixiàn). In Táiwān, 

Sìxiàn speakers are concentrated in Píngdōng County in the south and Miáolì in the north. 

Sìxiàn speakers form the minority of Hakka speakers in Xīnzhú and Táoyuán.  
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My Sìxiàn dialect consultant was a college-educated woman in her thirties from 

Zhútián Township, Píngdōng County. She had no speech impediments and did not report 

any cognitive defects.   

3.1.1 Consonant and Vowel Inventories of Sìxiàn 

Table (5) lists the initial consonants of Sìxiàn. The velar nasal has a palatal allophone [ɲ] 

before the high front vowel [i]. The dental sibilants [ts, tsʰ, s] become palatalized [tɕ, tɕh, 

ɕ] before the front vowels [i and ɨ]. There are also two glides [j] and [w] which surface as 

initials on the NS.  

 

(5) Zhútián Sìxiàn Initials
9
 

 

 Bilabials Labiodentals Dentals Velars Glottals 

Unaspirated 

Voiceless 

Stops 

p —  t₴  k  Ø [ʔ]  

Aspirated 

Voiceless 

Stops 

pʰ   tʰ  kʰ   

Unaspirated  

Voiceless 

Affricates 

  ts    

Aspirated 

Voiceless 

Affricates 

  tsʰ   

Fricatives  f   v  s   h  

Nasals m   n   ᾝ  

Lateral 

Approximant 

  l    

 

Only the unaspirated voiceless stops and nasals can occur in the X position of the syllable 

CVX. Sìxiàn has six vowels: [i e a o u ɨ].  Unlike the other dialects surveyed, [ɨ] can 

                                                 
9
 The Chinese characters on the right of the phonemes are example words with the consonant initals listed 

above. In this inventory and those below, the zero-initial phoneme is placed into the „unaspirated voiceless 

stops‟ row and „glottals‟ column because its phonetic realization is a glottal stop. 
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occur in the V position followed by an unaspirated voiceless stop or nasal in the X 

position. Zhútián has three syllabic nasals [m  n    ]. 

 

3.1.2 Sìxiàn Tones 

 

Following Norman‟s Common Dialectal Chinese (CDC) tonal system (2006) 

where the four ancient tonal categories of the Qièyùn Middle Chinese corpus are 

separated into píng, shϐng, qù, and rù. These categories are further divided in half based 

on the distinction of voicing; historically voiceless initials are in the high register (yǭn) 

and voiced initials are in the low register (yáng). The tonal system is numbered as follows 

(6): 

 píng shϐng qù rù 

yǭn 1 3 5 7 

yang 2 4 6 8 

 

My consultant has the following contours (7): 

24 – MH 31 – ML 44 - HH 32 – ML 

11 – LL X 55 – HH 

 

As in all Hakka dialects, this speaker lacks tone 4, y§ngshϐng. In her dialect, the yǭnq½ 

(tone 5) and yángqù (tone 6) tones have merged into one qù tone (tone 5). 

 

3.2 Hǎilù Dialect of Yángméi, Táoyuán 

Accounting for roughly twenty percent of Táiwān Hakka, Hǎilù dialect speakers 

are the second largest subgroup. „Hǎilù‟ is an abbreviation for the Guǎngdōng counties 

Hǎifēngү and Lùfēngү which are the counties Táiwānese Hǎilù speakers find 

their ancestry. In Táiwān, Hǎilù speakers form the majority of Hakka in Táoyuán and 
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Xīnzhú. My Hǎilù consultant was a retired college professor in his late sixties who is a 

Hǎilù speaker from Yángméi Township, Táoyuán County. He had no speech 

impediments and did not report any cognitive defects.  

 

3.2.1 Hϐil½ Consonant and Vowel Inventories 

Table (8) lists the initials of Hǎilù. Like Sìxiàn, the velar nasal has a palatal allophone [ɲ] 

before the high front vowel [i] and there are also two glides [j] and [w] which only occur 

with the NS. The main difference between Hǎilù and Sìxiàn initials is the complete class 

of post-alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ] in Hǎilù. 

 

(8) Hǎilù Initials 

 Bilabials Labiodentals Dentals Post-

Alveolars 

Velars Glottals 

Unaspirated 

Voiceless 

Stops 

p —  t₴   k  Ø [ʔ]  

Aspirated 

Voiceless 

Stops 

p h   tʰ   kʰ   

Unaspirated  

Voiceless 

Affricates 

  ts  tʃ    

Aspirated 

Voiceless 

Affricates 

  tsʰ  tʃh    

Fricatives  f   v  s ᴮ ʃ  ʒ   h  

Nasals m   n    ᾝ  

Lateral 

Approximant 

  l     

 

The unaspirated voiceless stops and nasals occur in the X position of the syllable CVX. 

In Hǎilù, the voiceless stops are glottalized in the coda position. This is significant 
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because this prevents the gemination of the stop coda into the initial of the unstressed 

nominal suffix. The vowel structure of Hǎilù is essentially the same as Sìxiàn with three 

exceptions. First, [ɨ] cannot occur in the V position followed by an unaspirated voiceless 

stop or nasal in the X position. Second, only two syllabic nasals [m    ] can occur in the V 

position. Third, the unstressed syllable NS has the mid-back vowel [ɤ] in the V position. 

 

3.2.2 Hϐil½ Tones 

The traditional key criterion for classifying a dialect as Hǎilù is the presence of 

two qù tones yǭnq½ „6‟ and yángqù „7‟; my speaker has two distinct tonemes in the qù 

tone as is displayed in (9).  

 (9) Hϐil½ Tones 

53 – HM 13 – LM 21 – ML 55 – HH 

55 – HH X 33 – MM 32 – ML 

 

4  u -  i  a iant of Guānxī, Xīnzhú 

 This section introduces the aforementioned Yuè-Tái dialect which has features of 

both Sìxiàn  and Hǎilù. In my fieldwork, my consultant from Guānxī Township, Xīnzhú 

County was a college-educated man surnamed Chén in his sixties who had no speech 

impediments or cognitive defects. He claims to be a Sìxiàn speaker. However, his dialect 

differs significantly from the aforementioned standard Sìxiàn  variant. While his dialect 

exhibits the tonal system of Sìxiàn, he has a consonantal contrast only found in Hǎilù 

dialects. Additionally, his NS is the Hǎilù type. 
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4.1 Guānxī  Phonemic Inventory 

Table (10) lists the initials Guānxī dialect. His initials differ from the Sìxiàn initials 

described in section 3.1 in that Guānxī also contains the additional initial [z-] in its 

inventory.  

(10) Guānxī Initials 

 

 Bilabials Labiodentals Dentals Velars Glottals 

Unaspirated 

Voiceless 

Stops 

p —  t₴  k  Ø [ʔ]  

Aspirated 

Voiceless 

Stops 

pʰ   tʰ  kʰ   

Unaspirated  

Voiceless 

Affricates 

  ts    

Aspirated 

Voiceless 

Affricates 

  tsʰ    

Fricatives  f   v  s  z   h  

Nasals m   n   ᾝ  

Lateral 

Approximant 

  l    

 

The only difference between Guānxī finals and the Sìxiàn finals described in section 3.1 

is that the nominal suffix is the syllabic lateral [l ] in the V position, which is impossible 

in Standard Sìxiàn. 

 

 

The tonal system employed by my Guānxī consultant is essentially the same as the tonal 

system described for “Standard” Sìxiàn in 3.1.2. The contours are displayed in the tone 

table below (11): 

24 – MH 31 – ML 44 – HH 32 – ML 

11 – LL X 55 –HH 
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4.2 Comparing Guānxī  with Standard Variants 

 When comparing the phonemic inventories of Guānxī with the phonemic 

inventories in section 3, it is clear that the phonemic inventory of Guānxī  is a 

culmination of features found in both Sìxiàn  and Hǎilù. While lacking the complete class 

of post alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ], it has the initial phoneme [z-] which corresponds 

exactly to Hǎilù [ʒ-]. Additionally, the NS found in the Guānxī variant is clearly that of 

the Hǎilù type. Conversely, the observed Guānxī variant has essentially the same tonal 

system of Standard Sìxiàn described in 3.1.1. After comparing the phonemic inventories 

of these three variants, the ambiguity of Guānxī classification arises. Is the observed 

Guānxī dialect a variant of Sìxiàn or Hǎilù? Should it be considered its own branch of 

Yuè-Tái? An answer to this question is attempted in the next section along with a new 

framework for classifying Yuè-Tái sub-dialects. 

 

5 Reevaluation of   iwān Hakka Dialect Classification 

This section presents a new classification framework for the Táiwān Hakka 

dialects surveyed in this study. Since this framework uses phonetic values of tonemes 

from dialect sites in Mainland China as well as Táiwān, it could also potentially be useful 

in classifying Mainland dialects into the Hakka subgroups Sìxiàn, Hǎilù, and Ráopíng. 

However, the range of this proposal is limited to sub-classifying dialects already 

determined to be Hakka and is only intended to classify dialects spoken in Táiwān. 

Táiwān Hakka dialects have been previously classified into Sìxiàn or Hǎilù (and 

occasionally into other variants such as Ráopíng and Mǐnxī) based on their number of 

tones and the presence or lack of the set of post-alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ]. I noticed 
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fundamental contradictions of the established classification criteria in the dialects spoken 

by my consultants when I was conducting my fieldwork on these dialects; the Hakka 

dialects I conducted fieldwork on exhibit fundamental differences compared with their 

standard counterparts. Comparing the phonologies and lexicons of Táiwān Hakka dialects, 

the goal of this chapter is to provide a new classification framework based on my 

fieldwork. The phonologies of the dialects surveyed are described in sections three and 

four. In addition to the dialects I surveyed, my classification framework uses lexical and 

phonological dialect information of other Hakka dialects from Li (1996), Lu (2005), Ting 

(1985), Xie and Huang (2007), Wei (1997), and Zhang (1996). This paper argues that due 

to extensive dialect contact, particularly in Northern Táiwān, Táiwān Hakka classification 

must solely be drawn based on the correspondences in the toneme contours and segment 

innovations. 

 

5.1 Importance of Classification 

Classification is a process in which items are compared to one another and placed 

into categories based upon their similarities and differences. Similarities define 

correspondences which demonstrate affiliation between two or more items.  The sets of 

correspondences and discrepancies are never complete; new discoveries and innovations 

often redefine their boundaries (Branner 1999). When we formalize classification 

parameters, we try to convince others that certain items should be grouped together. We 

give names to these groups in the hope that fellow researchers accept the similarities we 

demonstrate.  
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The first step of any kind of systematic study looking at multiple items is 

classification; setting formal boundaries between entities. When describing dialects, 

classification provides a fundamental foundation for commencing discussion and debate 

(Simmons 1999). On the simplest level, if we cannot give a dialect a name distinguishing 

it from others, how can we refer to it? If we do not classify dialects, how can we tell them 

apart? How do we know if Mr. Wang is speaking Hakka or Cantonese? Simply put, these 

problems cannot be solved without classification; Chinese dialects must be classified in 

order to be described. Following the classification framework employed by Branner 

(1999) and Simmons (1999), we agree that classification of Chinese dialects must be 

based primarily on phonology as phonological correspondences between two or more 

Chinese dialects are often clear and regular, especially when using the Common Dialectal 

Chinese (CDC) framework introduced by Jerry Norman (2006). In the CDC framework, 

Norman has effectively demonstrated an underlying phonological system of the non-Min 

dialects. Based on comparing pronunciations of words in dialects from each non-Min 

group to categories of the Qièyùn, a common system of initials, finals, and tones is 

observed. 

 

5.2 Earlier Classifications of   iwān Hakka Dialects 

 Earlier classifications of Táiwān Hakka dialects, like most classifications of 

Chinese dialects, are based on the numbers of discrete initials, finals, and tones as well as 

presence of these discrete segments as phonemes. For instance, Ting (1985) states that 

there few differences between Sìxi n and Hǎilù dialects; the primary differences being in 

the number of tones (six in Sìxi n, seven in Hǎilù) and the set of post-alveolar sibilants 



19 

 

[tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ] (Sìxiàn lacks this set whereas it is present in Hǎilù). This model has proven 

useful, especially for classifying dialects into one of the seven families of Chinese. 

However, in the case of the dialects surveyed in this study, the designation „dialect‟ 

defines a subgroup of the larger Yuè-Tái Hakka language spoken in Táiwān. While these 

dialects have different regional origins in Mainland China they are all, at least largely, 

mutually intelligible. As stated in section 3, I have witnessed successful cross-dialectal 

communication between my consultants and native speakers of other Hakka dialects; 

thereby demonstrating mutual intelligibility. While the dialects of Zhútián, Guānxī, 

Xīnzhú, and Yángméi are mutually intelligible, they have obvious phonological 

discrepancies between them and have traditionally been grouped into the three 

subdivisions – Sìxiàn, Ráopíng, and Hǎilù. The present study focuses on redefining the 

parameters for classifying Táiwān Hakka dialects into these categories. 

 

5.2.1 Sìxiàn 

Lu (2005, 194-198) provides a clear-cut description of the Sìxiàn dialect spoken 

in Táiwān. He states that it has 17 initials {p, pʰ, m, f, v, t, tʰ, n, l, ts, tsʰ, s, k, kʰ,  , h, and 

Ø}, 65 finals compromised of combinations of six vowels {i, u, a, e, o, ɨ}, six consonant 

endings {p, t, k, m, n,  }, some special final groups {syllabic nasals m , n ,   }, and six 

tones {1-24, 2-11, 3-31, 5-55, 7-11, and 8-55}. The q½ tone is not split into yǭn and y§ng. 

Similarly, Ku (2005a) states that Sìxiàn dialects lack the set of post-alveolar 

sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ]. He says that the voiceless sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ] in Hǎilù are [ts, tsʰ, s] 

and the voiced sibilant [ʒ] becomes the zero-initial [Ø]. 
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5.2.2 Hϐil½ 

Lu (2005, 199-203) presents a description of Hǎilù with a comparison to his 

description of Sìxiàn. He states that Hǎilù has an extra set of post-alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, 

ʃ, ʒ] along with the dental sibilants, altogether having 21 initials. The Hǎilù system of 

finals uses six vowels {i, u, a, e, o, ɨ}, six consonant endings {p, t, k, m, n,  }, altogether 

having 58 finals. Hǎilù dialect distinguishes between yǭn and y§ng register in the q½ tone, 

altogether having seven tones {1-53, 2-55, 3-13, 5-11, 6-22, 7-55, 8-32}. 

 Pan (2000)‟s description is quite similar. The primary site of interest in his study 

is the site of Hétián which is located within Lùfēng. This variant also has the same 21 

initials in the description presented in Lu (2005). This variant has 63 finals including the 

syllabic nasals [m  and   ]. The observed tonemes are {1-53, 2-55, 3-213, 5-31, 6-22, 7-34, 

8-54}. 

  

5.2.3 Ráopíng 

Lu (2005, 204-209) describes Ráopíng after Sìxiàn and Hǎilù. He uses the Sìxiàn 

and Hǎilù dialects as a comparative basis in his description of Ráopíng. The Ráopíng 

variant he describes has 21 initials “similar to Hǎilù”, with 59 finals system having the 

same constituents as Sìxiàn and Hǎilù without the syllabic nasals. The tonal system of the 

dialect he observed has the same tonemic breakdown as his Sìxiàn dialect except with the 

following contours {1-11, 2-32, 3-53, 5-33, 7-32, 8-55}.  

 In addition to the initial, final, and tone systems described by Lu, Ráopíng is 

characterized from the other dialects with two phonological innovations: one which 

affects initials and one which affects finals. The Qièy½n shȊ and sh¨n initials (CDC 
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*sh and *zh) have the phonetic realization of [f] before h®kϔu finals in the third division 

(CDC *iuo, *iu, *uei, *ui, *iuon, *iuot, *iun, *iut, *uong, *uok, *iuong, *iuok, *iuek, 

*iuang, *iuak, *iung, *iuk). 

(12) Labiodentalization in Ráopíng (adapted from Luo 2005) 

 Sìxiàn Hǎilù Ráopíng 

shuǐ   „Water‟ sui
3
 ʃui

3
 fi

3
 

shuì   „Sleep‟ soi
5
 ʃoi

6
 fe

5
 

shuì   „Tax‟   soi
3
 soi

3
  fe

3
 

chún „Lips‟ sun
2
 ʃun

2
 fin

2
 

 

Words with xi¯sh¯ kǕikϔu finals in the 2
nd

 and 4
th

 divisions (CDC *ai and *iai) 

and words with zhϒsh¯  h®kϔu finals in the 3
rd

 division (CDC *uei) have single 

vowel finals in Ráopíng whereas Hǎilù and Sìxiàn have diphthongs.  

(13) Monothongization in Ráopíng 

 Sìxiàn Hǎilù Ráopíng 

mǎi„to buy‟ mai
5
 mai

1
 mi

1
 

jī    „chicken‟   kai
1
 kai

1
 ke

1
 

xiè „crab‟   hai
3
 hai

3
 he

3
 

mài „to sell‟   mai
5
 mai

6
 mi

3
 

shuì „to sleep‟   soi
5
 ʃoi

6
 fe

5
 

dì   „younger brother‟   tʰai
1
 tʰai

5
 tʰe

5
 

zuǐ  „mouth‟   tsoi
5
 tʃoi

5
 tse

5
 

 

The Ráopíng dialect I surveyed in Xīnzhú city is not all that different from other 

surveyed Ráopíng variants. It is quite similar to the group A of Ráopíng dialects surveyed 

in Xu‟s 2005 survey; it has six tones {1-11, 2-55, 3-53, 5-33, 7-32, 8-55} and lacks the 

set of post-alveolar sibilants. Interestingly, while my Ráopíng-speaking consultant from 

Xīnzhú lacks the full set of post-alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ], she also has the phoneme 

[z-] as in Guānxī which corresponds to Hǎilù initial [ʒ-]. In recapitulation of the survey 
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conducted by Xu in 2005, group A Ráopíng dialects have 17 initials and groups B and C 

have 21 initials. The dialect I surveyed has 18 initials {p, pʰ, m, f, v, t, tʰ, n, l, k, kʰ,  , h, 

ts, tsʰ, s, z, and Ø}. 

Zhang (1996) notes that the Ráopíng dialect of Shàngráo ҉ in Northern 

Guǎngdōng has 22 initials {p, pʰ, m, f, v, t, tʰ, n, l, ts, tsʰ, s, z, tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ, k, kʰ,  , h, and 

Ø}, 62 finals, and 6 tones {1-11, 2-55, 3-53, 5-35, 7-21, 8-55} (223). Ting (1985) notes a 

five tone system for a Ráopíng variant spoken in Xīnzhú County where the shϐng and q½ 

tones have merged having five tonemes altogether {1-11, 2- 44, 3-41, 7-31, 8-44}.  

(14)  Tones of Ráopíng Dialects 

 yǭnp²ng yángpíng shϐng qù yǭnr½ yángrù 

Ráopíng –  

Lu (2005) 

11 55 53 33 32 55 

Ráopíng –

Ting (1988) 

11 44 41 31 44 

Shangrao – 

Zhang (1996) 

11 55 53 35 21 55 

Xīnzhú – 

Opper (2010) 

11 55 53 33 44 31 

 

Lu (2005) presents a survey on Ráopíng variants by Xu Guirong. This survey was 

conducted on three groups (A, B, C) of Ráopíng speakers in 2005. In terms of initials, 

Ráopíng variants in group A have 17 initials (lacking post-alveolar sibilants) where as 

Ráopíng variants in groups B and C have both sets of sibilants altogether having 21 

initials. Ráopíng variants in group A have three syllabic nasals {m , n ,     and the others 

only have {m  and   }. Groups A and C have six tones and group B have seven tones. 

Solely looking at Lu (2005), Ting (1985), and Zhang (1996), we see that the dialect 

subgroup which is called Ráopíng is largely inconsistent with regards to number of tones 

and presence of post-alveolar sibilants. Instead, it seems that a dialect is classified as 
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Ráopíng based on the aforementioned phonological innovations as well as tone contours 

which correspond to those presented in the table above. Although Ráopíng dialects can 

have between five to seven tonemes, it appears that there is consistency in the pitches of 

the tonal contours between Ráopíng variants. Based on the chart below, we can make a 

generalization of the Ráopíng tonal system. Ráopíng dialects uniformly have a low-level 

yǭnp²ng, a high-level yángpíng, and a falling shϐng tone. 

 

5.2.4 Interesting note about the surnames of Hakka speakers in T§iwǕn 

Simmons (1999b) argues that dialects are not biologically related to each other; 

hence we should stop trying to group them into “families” until after we formally analyze 

dialects based on their own characteristics. This is a well-reasoned assertion for 

languages and dialects for most general purposes. However the case of Táiwān Hakka 

presents an interesting situation. Since speakers actually immigrated to Táiwān in waves 

from specific locales as discussed in section 2.2, it is conceivable that speakers of certain 

dialects might in fact be genetically related to each other and if so, the dialects they speak 

could also be related. 

Scholars of Táiwān Hakka dialects make interesting comments appealing to 

genetic relationships between subgroup speakers. Luo (2005) says that people while most 

Hakka speakers in Xīnzhú County have ancestors from Hǎifēng or Lùfēng, Sìxiàn 

speakers can often trace their ancestors to specific counties around Méizhōu in China. 

Those surnamed Dài in Húkǒu township, Luó in Guānxī township, Xú in 

Qiónglín  township, and Huáng in Běipǔ township came from Jiāolǐng. 

Xīnpǔ residents surnamed Pānfind their ancestry in Méixiàn. The Chén of 
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Guānxī came from either Wǔhuá or Xīngníng. Ting (1985) notes that it is commonly 

known that within Xīnzhú county, people with the last names Zhān, Liú♦, Lín are 

Ráopíng speakers. Based on these statements, it is perhaps more than a coincidence that 

my consultant from Guānxī surnamed Chén who exhibits phonological features of both 

Sìxiàn  and Hǎilù feels himself to be a Sìxiàn speaker. 

 

5.3 Contradictions of Existing Classification 

The classification models in 5.2 essentially describe standard subgroups of Yuè-

Tái Hakka. The model stating that in order to be deemed dialect A, the surveyed dialect 

must have X number of initials, Y number of finals, and Z number of tones distinguishing 

such-and-such classes of phonemes, does not account for any variation based on idiolect 

or even uncommon, low prestige variants of the same dialect. The dialects observed in 

my fieldwork, Guānxī and the Ráopíng variant spoken in Xīnzhú city present two cases 

which challenge the current classifications of Táiwān Hakka dialects. 

 

 

5.3.1 GuǕnxǭ  

The Guānxī variant of Yuè-Tái Hakka is of significant comparative interest in that 

lacks the class of post-alveolar sibilants found in Hǎilù dialects, but has the phoneme [z-] 

which occurs in the exact same words with [ʒ-] initials in Hǎilù. This phoneme must have 

been borrowed into the dialect through contact with Hǎilù. Contrary to Norman‟s (1988) 

statement that the Hakka nominal suffix is generally [e
2
] in Sìxiàn variants and [l ] in 
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Hǎilù variants, the NS of Guānxī resembles Norman‟s description of the Hǎilù nominal 

suffix than his description the Sìxiàn nominal suffix. 

Luo (2005) notes that Táiwān Hakka speakers generally communicate with each 

other in Sìxiàn as it is the most commonly spoken Hakka dialect in Táiwān. However, 

speakers of Sìxiàn and Hǎilù variants in Guānxī Township communicate with each other 

in their own dialects. Sìxiàn, particularly the variant spoken in Méixiàn, is considered to 

be the standard and most prestigious Hakka dialect (Hashimoto 1972, Norman 1988). We 

also know that speakers of Sìxiàn variants compromise the majority of Hakka speakers in 

Táiwān. Therefore, it is not surprising that Sìxiàn is the established Hakka koine in 

Táiwān. However, in Xīnzhú county and the neighboring county of Táoyuán, speakers of 

Hǎilù variants compromise the majority of Hakka speakers, roughly two-thirds of all 

speakers (Ting 1985). Luo (2005) also tells us that due to a historically Hǎilù-speaking 

majority within these counties, many people with Sìxiàn-speaking ancestors adopted 

Hǎilù as their own dialect. It seems that within Xīnzhú and Táoyuán counties Hǎilù is the 

prestige variant of Táiwān Hakka. 

Despite the Hǎilù-like innovations my Guānxī consultant exhibits, he claims 

himself to be a Sìxiàn speaker. By comparing his dialect to the Taiwan Sìxiàn variant 

spoken in Zhútián and the Mainland Sìxiàn variants of Méixiàn, Wǔhuá, Jiāolǐng, 

Píngyuǎn, and Xīngníng we understand why he feels affiliation towards Sìxiàn. These 

dialects each have six tonemes with phonetically similar contours as demonstrated in (26) 

below. 
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(15)  Tones of Sìxiàn Dialects 

 yǭnp²ng yángpíng shϐng qù yǭnr½ yángrù 

Sìxiàn 24 11 31 55 32 55 

Méixiàn 44 11 31 53 1 5 

Xīngníng 44 11 21 52 2 5 

Jiāolǐng 55 11 31 53 1 5 

Píngyuǎn 35 11 31 55 1 5 

Wǔhuá 44 23 21 52 2 5 

Zhútián 24 11 31 44 32 55 

Guānxī 24 11 31 44 32 55 

 

 The chart above compares the tones of Sìxi n dialects spoken in Táiwān and 

Mainland China. The bold Sìxi n is the “standard” Táiwān Sìxi n variant described in Lu 

(2005). The Méixi n, Xīngníng, Jiāolǐng, Píngyuǎn, and Wǔhuá dialects are the Sìxi n 

dialects spoken in Guǎngdōng Province, Mainland China (Xie and Huang 2007). The 

Zhútián and Guānxī dialects are the Táiwān Hakka variants described in sections 3 and 4. 

While the Táiwān Hakka dialects above each have the same exact same tonemes, since 

there is some variation in tone contours throughout Mainland Sìxiàn dialects, it is 

possible that fieldworkers may come across a dialect which should be classified as Sìxiàn 

with slightly different contours.  As there are equally competing variations on the yǭnp²ng 

and q½ tones, we cannot use these categories in establishing a criterion for Sìxiàn dialect 

affiliation. Based on the chart above, if we want to make generalization about the 

phonetic realizations useful for future classification, we can say that yángpíng should 

have a low level contour, shϐng tone should be a low falling tone, and yǭnr½ should be 

lower than yángrù. Guānxī clearly demonstrates Sìxiàn affiliation as its tones match this 

generalization of Sìxiàn tonemes. 
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Before making the convenient claim that [z-] (the phoneme which corresponds 

exactly to Hǎilù [ʒ-]) was borrowed into Sìxiàn variant spoken in Guānxī, we should take 

the possibility of historical existence into account. Wǔhuá provides us with the most 

interesting historical information. Unlike the other variants which only have a set of 

dental sibilants, Wǔhuá contrasts between dental and retroflex sibilants. Li (1996) 

provides us twenty initials for Wǔhuá {p, pʰ, m, f, v, t, tʰ, n, l, k, kʰ,  , h, ts, tsʰ, s, tş, tşʰ, ş, 

and Ø}. Note that while Wǔhuá has two contrasting sets of sibilants, Wǔhuá lacks a 

phoneme which corresponds to the aforementioned [z-] in Guānxī. This phoneme only 

occurs with words with Qièyùn yϒng, y¼nԐ, and yϒ ץ initials (CDC *Ø, *w *y) 

before kǕikϔu finals in the third division (*io, *ia, *ie, *iai, *ei, *i, *iau, *ieu, *iam, *iap, 

*im, *ip, *ion, *iot, *in, *it, *iong, *iok, *ing, *ik, *iang, *iak). The words with this 

initial, such as y¨o „medicine‟, have zero-initial in Wǔhuá [iok
8
] and the other 

Mainland Sìxiàn variants (Wei 1997). This means that proto-Sìxiàn potentially had the 

set [*ts, *tsʰ, *s] corresponding to Qièyùn jǭng-, zhǭ  (CDC *ts and *c) in the second 

division, and zhuǕng -groups (CDC *c) and the set [*tş, *tşʰ, *ş] corresponding to 

Qièyùn zhǭ in the third division and zhǕng-groups (CDC *c) (Wei 1997). However, 

existence of initial [z-] in Guānxī cannot be explained through the reconstruction of 

proto-Sìxiàn initials. Therefore, it must have been borrowed from Táiwān Hǎilù as [z-] 

occurs in exactly where [ʒ-] occurs, in words with Qièyùn yϒng, y¼n, and yϒ initials before 

kǕikϔu finals in the third division. 

 The Hǎilù-like innovations in Guānxī extend into the phonetic realization of the 

nominal suffix. Since the Guānxī dialect I surveyed is a Sìxiàn variant, we would expect 

it to have the nominal suffix [e
2
]. However, this is not the case. Instead, its underlying 
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form is [l ] (the Hǎilù type NS) which perhaps be explained as an imitation of the Hǎilù 

suffix. 

 

5.3.3 Phoneme [z-] in GuǕnxǭ S³xi¨n and Xǭnzh¼ R§op²ng 

 The dialect of Guānxī Sìxi n differs from the more common variants of Táiwān 

Sìxiàn in that it has the initial [z-] which corresponds to Hǎilù initial [ʒ-]. The variant of 

Xīnzhú Ráopíng introduced in this study is unlike other observed variants as it has also 

has initial [z-] corresponding to Hǎilù initial [ʒ-] while lacking phonemes corresponding 

to the Hǎilù voiceless sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ]. Ráopíng dialects generally have the full set of 

post-alveolar sibilants [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ], but some dialects have been observed to lack this 

entire set. Demonstrating that Guānxī and Xīnzhú Ráopíng have this phoneme in the 

exact same environment as Hǎilù, words with Hǎilù zero-initial (words from „baby‟ to „to 

want‟) and Hǎilù initial [ʒ-] (words from „castrate‟ to „salt‟) are compared in the dialects 

observed. Note that the Hǎilù initial [ʒ-] is [j-] initial in Zhútián Sìxi n which is an 

underlying [i] before becoming a glide in the initial. 

(16) Comparison of words with zero-initial and [z-/ʒ-] 

  Zhútián   Yángméi  Guānxī   Xīnzhú  

„baby‟ (ᾬ) o 
1
 ( a

2
) o 

1
 ( a

2
) o 

1
 ( a

2
) o 

1
 ( a

6
 ɤ

2
) 

„to bend‟  au
3
 au

3
 au

3
 au

1
 

„short‟   ai
3
 ai

3
 ai

3
 ai

3
 

„to want‟   oi
5
 oi

5
 oi

5
 oi

5
 

„castrate‟  jam
1
 ʒam

1
 zam

1
 zam

1
 

„far‟  jan
3
 ʒian

3
 zan

2
 zan

3
 

„to have‟  jiu
2
 ʒiu

5
 ziu

5
 ziu

5
 

„medicine‟  jok
8
 ʒiok

8
 (ʔɤ

2
) zok

8
 (kl 

2
) zok

8
 (

㠀
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5.4 New Classification Proposal for   iwān Hakka Dialects 

From the dialects surveyed in this study and the survey on Ráopíng dialects by Xu 

(2005), the commonly used model which classifies Táiwān Hakka dialects based the total 

number of initials, finals, and tones of a given dialect into Sìxiàn, Hǎilù, or Ráopíng is 

clearly inadequate. The dialect of Guānxī and the variant of Ráopíng local to Xīnzhú 

surveyed in this study both lack contrasting sets of sibilants but maintain a clear desire to 

have a voiced sibilant initial in the same environment in which Hǎilù variants have [ʒ-] 

initial. Accordingly, we can see from these dialects described above that the presence of 

some or all of these phonemes which correspond to Hǎilù post-alveolar sibilants cannot 

be used as a criterion for classifying dialects into subgroups. The presence of these 

phonemes likely comes from imitation of the Hǎilù variants which are more commonly 

spoken in the area and have more social prestige.  

We have concluded that the number of phonemes corresponding to initials, finals, 

and tones cannot be definitive in classifying Hakka dialects into subgroups. We also 

know that the presence or lack of phonemes which correspond to two contrasting sets of 

sibilants is also unreliable. Finally, we have seen that there are many possible phonetic 

values for the Hakka nominal suffix. If we cannot utilize these three traditionally 

fundamental criterions in classification, what can we use? This chapter proposes that we 

group Táiwān Hakka dialects into Sìxiàn, Hǎilù, and Ráopíng solely based on tone 

contours and the internal Ráopíng innovations. 

Nichols (1996) argues that language affiliation must be demonstrated through a 

“paradigmatic and syntagmatic organization” in which the “probability of multiple 

independent occurrence[s are] so low that [they] can be considered unique”. If we look at 
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the all dialects in this study and compare their similarities and differences, we see that 

they share a far greater number of commonalities. The critical five differences in the 

phonologies of these dialects are: 

(17) Criti cal phonological differences between T§iwǕn Hakka dialects 

(a) Number of tones 

(b) Presence of two contrasting sets of sibilants 

(c) Phonetic realization of the nominal suffix 

(d) Ráopíng segmental innovations 

(e) Phonetic values of the tones 

 

Differences (a), (b), and (c) have been commonly used in classifying Táiwān Hakka 

dialects into Sìxiàn, Hǎilù, or Ráopíng. Looking at the dialects surveyed in this study, we 

see these three differences are not suitable for classification into the sub-dialects due to 

extensive contact. Therefore we must base our classification on the remaining options.  

 

5.4.1 Classifying Ráopíng 

Since the Ráopíng innovations occur only in Ráopíng dialects, we can use these 

innovations to filter out the Ráopíng dialects from the Sìxiàn and the Hǎilù dialects. In 

other words, if fieldworkers begin research on any Hakka dialect in Táiwān and notice 

the three Ráopíng innovations: Qi¯y½n shȊ and sh¨n initials have the phonetic realization 

of [f] before h®kϔu finals in the third division, words with Qièyùn xis̄h¯ kǕikϔu finals in 

the second and fourth divisions or Qièyùn zhϒsh¯ h®kϔu finals in the third division have 

single vowel finals instead of diphthongs, and the tonemes have phonetic realizations of 

low-level for yǭnp²ng, high-level for yángpíng, and falling for the shϐng tone; then they 

can be satisfied that the dialect they are investigating is indeed a Ráopíng dialect. Once 

they establish that a dialect is a Ráopíng dialect, there is no need to continue the 

taxonomic procedure. 
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5.4.2 Classifying Sìxiàn and Hϐil½ 

 If a Táiwān Hakka dialect does not have the Ráopíng innovations, then we must 

look into its tones to classify it as either a Sìxiàn or Hǎilù dialect. Conveniently, the tonal 

systems of Sìxiàn and Hǎilù are completely different.  

 In section 5.3.1, a chart compares the tones of Sìxiàn dialects spoken in Táiwān 

and Mainland China. Comparing the contours of these tonemes the following 

generalization about Sìxiàn dialects has been asserted: yángpíng should have a low level 

contour, shϐng tone should be a low falling tone, and yǭnr½ should be lower than yángrù. 

The chart below compares the tone contours of four Hǎilù variants. The bold Hǎilù is the 

“standard” Táiwān Hǎilù described in Lu (2005). Hétián is a Hǎilù dialect spoken in 

Mainland China and Zhúdōng is a Hǎilù variant spoken in Xīnzhú county, 

information on these dialects is provided in Pan (2000). Yángméi is the dialect I 

observed.
10

 From this chart we can make the following statement about Hǎilù dialect 

tonemes: Yǭnp²ng is always high-falling, yángpíng is always high-level, yángrù always 

has a falling contour, and Hǎilù dialects always have a yǭn-yáng register distinction in the 

qù tone.  

(18) Tones of Hǎilù Dialects 

 yǭnp²ng yángpíng shϐng yǭnq½ yángqù yǭnr½ yángrù 

Hǎilù 53 55 13 11 22 55 32 

Hétián 53 55 213 31 22 34 54 

Zhúdōng 53 55 13 31 11 55 21 

Yángméi 53 55 13 21 33 55 32 

 

                                                 
10

 Pan (2000) lists another Yángméi variant with the exact same tonemes of Standard Sìxiàn 



32 

 

We could simply use the number of tonemes to distinguish between Sìxiàn and 

Hǎilù. However, the phonetic value of the tonemes provides us with a more concrete 

definition of Sìxi n and Hǎilù. There are other Hakka variants spoken in Táiwān which 

fieldworkers could potentially observe such as Yǒngdìng, Zh o‟ān, and D bù; clearly 

defined classifications of Sìxi n and Hǎilù allow future researchers to confidently 

determine whether or not the dialect they are working on is a variant of Sìxi n or Hǎilù. 

The proposed generalizations about tone contours in Sìxiàn, Hǎilù, and Ráopíng either 

confirm or rule out classification into these dialects of a Hakka variant being observed in 

fieldwork. The chart below displaying contours of other documented Hakka variants local 

to Taiwan should be considered when observing a Hakka variant in the field. Researchers 

should not rule out the possibility that an observed Hakka dialect does not fall into one of 

these seven subgroups.  

(19) Contours of surveyed Hakka dialects in Taiwan (Adapted from Lu 2005) 

 yǭnp²ng yángpíng shϐng yǭnqù yángqù yǭnr½ yángrù 

Sìxiàn 24 11 31 55 32 55 

Hǎilù 53 55 13 11 22 55 32 

Ráopíng 11 55 53 33 32 55 

Zh o‟ān 11 53 31 55 24 32 

Yǒngdìng 33 53 31 11 24 44 

Měinóng 33 53 31 11 24 44 

Dàbù 33 113 31 52 2 5 

 

6. Conclusion 

The Hakka dialects spoken in Táiwān demonstrate a textbook example of 

language evolution due to cross-dialectal contact. Sìxiàn and Hǎilù dialects have been 

traditionally distinguished by the presence of post-alveolar sibilants, the phonetic 

realization of the nominal suffix, and the register distinction in the qù tone. From the 
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dialects surveyed in this study, we see that the phonetic realization of the nominal suffix 

and presence of post-alveolar sibilants cannot be used in classification due to cross-

dialectal interaction. While it is uniformly apparent that Sìxiàn dialects have a single qù 

tone and Hǎilù dialects have both yǭnq½ and yángqù, cross-dialectal contact in Táiwān has 

significantly altered the segmental phonology of these dialects in certain locales.  

The Guānxī variant of Sìxiàn introduced in this paper is clearly a product of 

Hakka evolution local to Táiwān. Unlike any other documented Sìxiàn variant, it has a 

phoneme corresponding to the voiced post-alveolar sibilant found in Hǎilù dialects and 

the underlying form of its nominal suffix is the syllabic lateral, [l ]. Within Guānxī 

township, Hǎilù is the most commonly spoken dialect and local Sìxiàn speakers have 

altered the segmental phonology of their own dialect to “cater to” the Hǎilù-speaking 

majority. Accordingly, the Hǎilù-like tendencies of Guānxī Sìxiàn can be explained as the 

result of linguistic imperialism.  

 Ráopíng dialects have their own segmental innovations which keep them easily 

distinguishable from Sìxiàn and Hǎilù. In Táiwān these dialects are also subject to cross-

dialectal contact and evolution divergent from their Mainland counterparts. Ráopíng 

dialects generally have six tones and the complete set of post-alveolars [tʃ, tʃh, ʃ, ʒ]; 

however, this generalization alone cannot be used as primary criterion for classifying 

Ráopíng dialects since the dialects examined in this study have several variations of these 

features. Based on the survey conducted by Xu in 2005, information presented in Ting 

(1985), and the fieldwork conducted for this study, we are now aware that Ráopíng 

dialects can have between five and seven tones, completely lack the set of post-alveolars, 

and even have a phoneme corresponding to the voiced post-alveolar [ʒ-] while lacking 
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the voiceless post-alveolar sibilant phonemes. The key criterion for their classification 

must be their phonological innovations. 

 The best generalizations we can make are based on the tonal contours of these 

dialects. Looking at both Mainland and Táiwān dialects, there are consistent differing 

tonal patterns of which future dialect investigators should be aware. All Sìxiàn dialects 

have low-level contours in yángpíng, low-falling contours in the shϐng tone, and a yǭnr½ 

that is higher in pitch than its yángrù. All Hǎilù dialects have high-rising contours in 

yǭnp²ng, a high-level yángpíng, a yin-yang register distinction in the qù tone, and a falling 

contour in yángrù. All Ráopíng dialects have a low-level yǭnp²ng, a high-level yángpíng, 

and a falling shϐng. Crucial evidence for the need to give phonetic value of tonemes the 

most weight in classification is that my consultants claimed affinity to the dialect 

subgroup which has the most similar tones despite straying from the segmental norms of 

their claimed subgroups.
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