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0. Background Information

In upper Northeast Thailand there are several Mon-Khmer speaking groups
known by the name So-Bru. Their language belongs to the Katuic branch of the
Mon-Khmer language family. They live in several villages in various provinces of
Thailand. In Songdao district of Sakonnakorn Province a group of people call
themselves “So” and live at Ban Nongwaeng and in two smaller adjacent villages,
Ban Nongjaroen and Ban Nongmuang. The people here are aware that their
language is not intelligible with the other “So” groups. However, up to now they
have been mistaken as “So” (Katuic), which are numerous in the nearby area. John
and Carolyn Miller came across this village during their survey of So-Bru speaking
villages in 1993. According to Miller and Miller (1995) only 24% to 27% of the
vocabulary in this language is related to other So-Bru vocabulary, whereas between
66% to 94% of the vocabulary of other So-Bru languages is related. Judging from
some characteristics of the language and the information given about the speakers’
origin, the Millers believed that this language should represent the Thavung
language and that it belongs within the Vietic branch of the Mon-Khmer language
family. This idea was supported by Michel Ferlus (personal correspondence) who
used to work on the Thavung language in Laos.

The chart given below is adapted from Ferlus (1979). It shows the
relationship between Thavung and other languages in the Mon-Khmer branch of the
Austroasiatic language family. Thavung belongs to the Vietic subbranch of Mon-
Khmer.
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1 1 would like to thank Carolyn Miller for introducing me to this language and for
helpful discussions during the early stages of this paper, Julie Green for help in using a computer
for handling linguistic data, Robert Bauer and Christopher Court for helpful comments and English
editing, and David Thomas for inspiration throughout my field-linguistics career.
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Chart 1. The relationship between Thavung and other languages

I had a chance to get acquainted with this language during my field survey
for the Language Map of Thailand research project in October 1994. I then studied
this language and used it for teaching a Field Methods course in linguistics to the
M.A. students in linguistics at Mahidol University from November 1994 to
February 1995. During that time the language was studied and about half of the
data were collected. The data were then rechecked and more data were collected in
the “So” villages during a field trip in March 1995. The voice quality and pitch
were rechecked on many occasions from June to July. This paper attempts to
present a preliminary study of the phonological structure of this language. The data
used for analysis include 2,105 words collected through direct elicitation, my
observations of daily life communication, and from various text materials.

1. History, name, and sociolinguistic information

In Thailand there are about 1,000 “So” speakers in Ban Nongwaeng and the
adjacent villages. The people call their language So Nongwaeng which is the only
name they know and they use it to distinguish themselves from other groups.
However in this paper the language and speakers of this language will be called So
(Thavung) or So (T), to show the connection between this language in Thailand and
Thavung in Laos. According to the elderly people in these villages, their original
home was Khamkert-Khammuan in Laos. Their ancestors migrated from various
villages in that area such as Napet, Nasau, Nakay, Ponglang, Khanglek, etc. and
settled in Thailand about 100 years ago. They also mentioned that on the way to the
present villages, the So (T) also settled in various villages in Kalasin such as Ban
Nongmajtaj, Ban Dongbang etc.. However I have found from my recent field trip
there that the So (T) speakers in those villages have already lost their language
proficiency. They are more fluent in Lao and speak Lao in their homes. It is
therefore interesting to see that the So (T) which has been away from its original
home for more than 100 years has been able to survive with quite a number of
people still speaking the language in Ban Nongwaeng and the adjacent villages.
How it has been maintained, in what condition, and in what direction it will
develop, are questions of interest in this paper.

In these villages no one seems to know about the name Thavung.
However, during my fieldtrip in Ban Nongwaeng I came across this name from an

elderly lady who, while telling me about how the So (T) were once looked down
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and kept apart from the Tai speaking groups in the area, mentioned that they were
called “the So, the Kha, the Thavung” /pen so: pen kha:2 pen thavim/. She does
not know what the word /thaviay/ means and no one knows. This information and
the phonological characteristics which will be described in this paper help to
confirm that this language is the same language as the Thavung in Laos, although
there certainly are differences.

The area where the So (T) are living was once a restricted area. It was
marked as a terrorist area during the communist invasions in 1965-1980. Therefore
there was very little contact between the villagers and outsiders. Moreover, the So
(T) were also considered to be a stigmatized group by the surrounding Tai-
speaking peoples such as the Lao, Phuthai, and the Nyoh. The young people were
not allowed to marry the So (T) speakers because they are poor and primitive.
They are also linguistically and culturally different from other groups. This shows
that there was not much contact between the So (T) and their neighbours either.
These are some of the main reasons why the So (T) have been able to maintain their
language though they are unavoidably influenced by the Tai languages, especially
by the Nyoh who also moved from the same area in Laos and have settled in the
same area as the So (T) here. About a quarter of the population of Ban Nongwaeng
are Nyoh speakers. Apart from that in the present time the school system, mass
media of radio and television, the needs for more economic contact with the outside
world, and exogamy have also heavily influenced the language and culture of this
ethnic group. In general, most of the people are bilingual or multilingual. They can
speak both So (T) and Lao and/or Nyoh. The younger generation So (T) can also
speak central Thai very well.

2. The language situation in So (T) villages

The So (T) are now in the crucial situation of language shift which may
eventually lead to language loss. The six-year compulsory education system with
three more years of the opportunity in an extension program prevent the children
from speaking So (T) among themselves in school because only central Thai is
allowed. This forced shift in the use of So (TY normally continues with the job
opportunities outside the village which keep them away from home and from using
the So (T) language. Many of them end up with exogamy which is the main cause
for the shift of So (T) in the home. If a So (T) woman marries an outsider she
normally uses the husband’s language. If the husband is a So (T) speaker, So (T)
normally is still spoken in the home and to the children. Of all of the social factors
mentioned above, the people’s feeling of inferiority, of being a small primitive
ethnic minority, and having low social status reenforce the shift from So (T) to the
Thai-Lao language which is more prestigious.

As for the use of So (T) language itself, because of the heavy social
pressures mentioned above it is not unnatural for the So (T) to undergo drastic
changes. However, since language change does not happen to all people in the
same way and at the same time, there exists a lot of variations in So (T) at the
present time. In general the speech of the younger generation of So (T) speakers

2 kha: is a generic name for some Mon-Khmer speaking groups. It has a negative

meaning to some groups.
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has undergone change faster than that of the elderly people. The So (T) language
spoken in these villages can actually be divided into two types: the “traditional So”
or “big So” and the “small So” or the mixed So-Nyoh language. The “big So” is
-spoken mainly by the elderly people and some of the middle-aged and young
people. The couples who are both So (T) or whose husband is a So (T) normally
speak the language in the family with the children. The non-So wife has to learn to
speak and understand So (T). Therefore the young people whose parents speak So
(T) at home can speak “big So” and understand it very well. On the other hand, the
“small So” is generally spoken by the young So (T) generation and also by some
middle-aged and elderly people when they speak with the young children who do
not understand “big So”. It is noticeable that the competence of the “big So” varies
in different degrees among the So (T) speakers. The use of the “big So” and “small
S0 is a continuum which depends on the person and situation. The “big So” and
“small So” are in fact the terms used by the young So (T) speakers to distinguish
the variety of language they use ameng themselves and that of the elderly people. 1
have found that among the corpus of 2,105 words I have collected my young
informants can understand more than 95% whereas the words they would use
themselves are about 50%. This study of So (T) phonology focuses on the “big
So”. Since So (T) is a language in transition, a number of variations used by
different speakers will also be provided for better understanding of this language.

3. Lexical differences

One of the most outstanding differences between the language of the old and
the young is in the use of the lexicon. The investigation of the lexical variation
between So (T) words and Thai-Lao words in the speech of young So (T) speakers
illustrates that the on-going change does not happen in the same way for all people.
Each of the five young So (T) speakers has different knowledge and different use
of each word in the basic wordlist. Examples of some of the lexical variations are
shown in Chart 2.

The use of basic vocabulary among young So (T) speakers shows variation
influenced by the Thai-Lao language. All of the young So (T) speakers do not
know or use all of the traditional So (T) words. Speakers no.1 and no. 2 use more
So (T) words, whereas speakers no. 4 and no. 5 use more Thai-Lao words. There
are some So (T) words that the young do not know and do not use any more, such
as takdy ‘animal with horns such as ox and buffalo’, kav3p ‘peacock’, and kavd:n

‘village’. The word tak3jyg is now used to refer only to ‘horn’ However, there are
words that all people use, such as phanii: ‘breast, milk’, 25p ‘father’, and b3:

‘mother’, but in many situations outside the family they tend to use the N yoh words
pho? “father” and bé? ‘mother” instead. Apart from these lexical variations there are
also variations in pronunciation. Some of the consonant sounds are pronounced
differently, e.g. as m3: ‘mother’ becomes b3, and ?afii: ‘to sneeze’ becomes ?asii:.
Moreover, most young people have lost the creaky voice found in the speech of
many elderly people.
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