Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects
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The prosodic variation in different Khmu dialects demonstrates the
general trend of Southeast Asian languages which is heading towards
tonogenesis and at the same time reflects the register complex phenomenon
which is a typical Mon-Khmer prosodic characteristic. In this paper general
information on the phonological systems of Khmu dialects in northern
Southeast Asia is provided, followed by a discussion on the register complex
and tonogenesis in Khmu, :

I. General information about Khmu in Southeast Asia

Khmu is a minority language spoken in a wide area of northern
Southeast Asia, covering parts of Thailand, Laos, northwestern Vietnam and in
Yunnan province of southwestern China. Khmu belongs to the Mon-Khmer
sub-family of the Austroasiatic language family which is believed to form a
substratum in some of the present languages of Southeast Asia. There is
probably a small number of Khmu people living in Burma but no investigation
has been done there. Some Khmu people have also migrated to Europe, the
United States, and Australia as refugees from Laos after the communist
liberation. The total Khmu population is more than 500,000 speakers. In
Thailand, the Khmu are found mainly in the border area between Thailand and
Laos, especially in Nan and Chiengrai provinces in the north. There are also
Khmu in Kanchanaburi and Uthaithani in the central part of Thailand. The
population of the Khmu in Thailand is around 10,000 speakers. In Laos, where
the majority of the Khmu live, the Khmu are found mainly in the eight
provinces of Luang Namtha, Udomsaj, Bokaew, Sayaburi, Phongsali, Luang
Prabang, Hua Phan, and Chiengkhwang, and the population would not be less
than 500,000. In Vietnam the Khmu population is around 40,000 speakers and
they are found in Dién Bién Phu and Son La of Lai Chau province and in Nghé
An. In China, the Khmu are found in Muang La of Sipsongpanna, Yunnan and
the population is about 2,000 speakers. The Khmu have normally settled in the
same areas as various Tai speaking groups. The Khmu and the Tai, therefore,
have exerted a lot of linguistic and cultural influences on each other. The
Khmu have been influenced by the Tai culture in many aspects, such as styles
of dress and housing. The Khmu women normally dress themselves similarly
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2 Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

to the Tai women who live in the same area. The outside structure of their
houses looks similar, although the use and function of various parts of the
house may be different. Khmu people in all countries can normally speak the
Tai varieties of the area. On the other hand, the Tai and other small ethnic
groups In some areas can also speak some Khmu. Inter-marriage occurs among
these groups. Apart from Tai languages, the Khmu can also speak the national
language of the country in which they have settled. Because of the close
contacts between Khmu and Tai and between Khmu and the national
languages, the Khmu language reflects the influences of Tai and the national
languages, especially in the lexicon and certain phonological and grammatical
patterns. As for the life style, in general, the Khmu still maintain therr Khmu-
ness. Khmu people in all areas still maintain the hand-tying ceremony for good
fortune, spirit sacrificing ceremonies for healing sick people, jar wine drinking,
bronze drum beating, traditional Khmu singing #3:m, and telling folktales and
stories.

II. Khmu phonology

In all Khmu areas, the Khmu people are found living together with
Tai-speaking people among whom we also find some Mon-Khmer speakers.
For example, the majority of the Khmu in northern Thailand live in the same
area as the northern Thai speakers. In Laos, the Khmu live among the Tai Lue,
Tai Daeng, Phuen and Lao people. The Khmu in Vietnam live in the same area
as the Tai Dam and Tai Siang. The Khmu in China live with the Tai Lue.
Because of the close contact with Tai languages which have been tonal for a
long time, the Khmu have unavoidably been exposed to tone influence. Khmu
dialects in various parts of SEA have a similar basic structure though
vocabulary and pronunciation vary. The most outstanding differences of Khmu
dialects are the variation among the phonological systems. Khmu dialects in
SEA can be phonologically divided into two main dialects: ‘Eastern’ and
‘Western’ Khmu. The Eastern Khmu (EK) consists of the Khmu dialects
spoken in Hua Phan, Phongsali, Luang Prabang and Chiengkhwang in Laos, in
Pién Bi€én Phu, Son La, Nghé An in North Vietnam, some villages in
Sipsongpanna in China and some villages in Thailand. The Western Khmu
(WK) consists of the Khmu dialects spoken in Udomsaj, Bokaew and Luang
Namtha in Laos, Chiengrai and Nan in Thailand, and some villages in
Sipsongpanna.
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Map 1. Khmu speaking area showing the Western/Eastern division.

This paper is mainly based on the research done in seven Khmu
speaking areas in Thailand, Laos, Vietham and Yunnan (China) during 1996-
2002'. Other researches on Khmu by Smalley? (1961), Svantesson® (1983),
Suwilai* (1987), Cooper and Cooper’ (1999), Mayuree (2003)° have been
included where necessary. The main Khmu dialects mentioned here consist of:
three Eastern dialects which are represented by speakers Is, vt, and c/; four
Western dialects which are represented by speakers lk, tw, ct and Ib. The
dialects of these speakers are as follows:

Is — the Khmu dialect spoken in Hua Phan, Laos

vt — the Khmu dialect spoken in Nghé-An, Vietnam

cl— the Khmu dialect spoken in Pung Soa village, Sipsongpanna,
Yunnan, China

Ik — the Khmu dialect spoken in Nalae, Udomsaj, Laos

tw — the Khmu dialect spoken in Huay Yen village, Chiengkhong
district, Chiengrai province, Thailand

ct - the Khmu dialect spoken in Om Kae village, Sipsongpanna,
Yunnan, China
Ib — the Khmu dialect spoken in Muang Hun, Udomsaj, Laos

"This research was granted by SEASREP. The result was published as a Khmu Series
of Thesaurus and Dictionaries, namely Thesaurus of Khmu Dialects in SEA, Dictionary of Khmu

in China, Dictionary of Khmu in Laos, Dictionary of Khmu in Vietnam and Dictionary of Khmu in
Thailand.

2Smallcy (1961) studied a Khmu dialect spoken in the Luang Prabang arca. This dialect
belongs to the EX.

JSvantesson (1983) studied a Khmu dialect spoken in the Luang Namtha area. This
dialect belongs to the WK.

*The author first started working on a Khmu dialect in north Thailand in 1977. This
dialect belongs to the WK.

5C»:)»:}]:»er and Cooper (1999) studied a Khmu dialect spoken in Huay Co village,
Wiengkaen district, Chiengrai province, Thailand. This dialect belongs to the WK.

®Mayuree (2003) studied a Khmu dialect (Khmu Kwaen) spoken in the Luang Namtha
area. This dialect belongs to WK.
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4 Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

1) Segmental and suprasegmental inventories in Khmu

The EK dialects of Is, v¢, ¢l are phonologically uniform. They have no
tone and no register but have a rich consonant inventory. They have a full set
of contrastive voiced and voiceless initial consonants. The WK dialects vary in
their prosodic features. Some WK dialects have a lax-tense register contrast
(Ik, tw), whereas some have tonal contrast (ct, /b). In the following section the
phonological systems of the WK and EK dialects are presented.

1.1 Initial consonants

The WK have 22 initial consonants, whereas the EK have 36 initial
consonants. The difference between the two sets of initial consonants is related
to the suprasegmental system of the WK dialects to be discussed in section 1.5.

A: Eastern Khmu consonant B: Western Khmu consonant
phonemes phonemes
P t C k ? p t C k ?
ph B ch kb pP ¢h ch Kb
b d 3 g (H* S h
O* s h m n n o
m n n ( 'm/'b  'n/d
hm hn th hI_] |
‘m n ?jl r
1 W ]
b1
r
By
w J
hW hj
]

*f is a borrowed phoneme from Tai-Lao or Vietnamese

1.2 Final consonants

All Khmu dialects have the same system of 15 final consonants as
indicated below. However, the phonetic realization of the final alveolar
fricative in different dialects can vary between [s], [¢], and [h]. The /b dialect
and some Is still keep the final fricative [s]. A detailed description of this
variation is given in the description of the consonants below.
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-p -t -C -k -7
-s {s, ¢, h] -h
-1m -1 n )
-1
-r
-W .j
Examples
-p ke:p [ke:p] ‘to pinch a thing (such as charcoal
with tongs)’
grip [grip] ‘to seize’
-t snait [s®na:t] ‘gun’
gla:t [gla:t] ‘stop, already passed (storm)’
-C pic [pic] ‘to throw away’
TWoIC [rowa:c] ‘woman’s head scarf’
-k pklak [pikla:k] ‘to tell a lie’
cak [tea:k] ‘to tear’
-7 to? [to?] ‘to dip in (curry or chili paste)’
kmbra? [k°mbra?] ‘wife’
-S khras [khrag] ‘to laugh’
-h joh [1oh] ‘to go’
smrnoh [s°mnah] ‘to look up’
-m fom [Pom] ‘water’
ma:m [ma:m] ‘blood’
-n klin [klin] ‘smell’
lamn [lamn] ‘to open (eyes)’
- pin [pin] ‘to shoot”
tan [tan] ‘to hit down (using big stick)’
- kMion [kMian)] ‘to dig’
tm"mom  [t°m"mom]  ‘pail’
-1 ka:l [ka:l] ‘in front of’
tm"mil  [t'm"mil] ‘garbage’
-T mar [mar] ‘snake’
smpo:T [s°mpoi] ‘tamarind’
-W liw [liw] ‘to make (big rope)’
pEW [perw] ‘undeveloped (limbs)’
) taj [taj] “bag’
knku;j [k=nkuj] ‘to be sad and subdued’
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Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

1.3 Consonant clusters

Many consonant clusters are found in Khmu. All consist of a stop consonant

followed by a liquid /or , or a labial approximant w:

bl blik ‘chili’

br- bri? ‘jungle’

pl plom ‘leg’

phr- pPrit ‘to shift slightly’

dr- drump ‘termite’

11- jrich “to wash rice’

cPr cPrapp ‘astride, straddle’

gl- gle? ‘husband’

gr- grip ‘to seize’

gw- gwa) ‘to call’

kr- krus ‘to bum an animal skin’
kl- kla? ‘hair (on the head)’

k-  kPru? ‘to order somebody to work’
kw- kwir “to stir’

kPw- k"wem  ‘torecover’

Apart from these examples, there are many disyllabic words whose
presyllable has an initial stop consonant and / or » as a final consonant. The
presyllable in disyllabic words is unstressed, and its vowel is just a transitional one. In

natural speech it is deleted. The syllable final consonant / or r then is able to form
consonant clusters as in the following examples.

c*rgul ~ crgul “finger

ct- c9rkoj ~ crkoj  “akind of turmeric’

sr- s°rma? ~ srma? ‘sickness’ s°rwak ~ srwak  ‘tomix’

kl- k°lme? ~ klme? ‘sugarcane’ k°ljom ~ kljom  ‘toswim’

kr- k°rleh ~ krleh ‘smart, clever’ k°meic ~ kmeic  “to poke (a finger)’
k°rwa? ~ krwa? ‘sheath’ k°ma? ~ kma?  ‘resinused to caich

animals’

pr- p°rjol ~ prjol  ‘heel’ p°rdin ~ prdin  ‘vertical line’
p°ma;j ~ prnaj ‘skewer’ p°rlon ~ prlop  “door

tr- t°rlic ~ trlic  ‘sprained’ t°rhust ~ tthust  “wrinkle’

The presyllable can be heard even when the final consonant is not / or » but
is any consonant which agrees in place of articulation with the final consonant of the
main syllable, or is an open syllable for which the reduced vowel has not been
completely deleted, and the initial consonant of the main syllable is a stop.
Presyllables with final nasal consonants in which the reduced vowel is very short or
even deleted have prominent syllabicity.
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1.4 Vowels

c°nayj ~ cna;j
cimpislj ~ cmpion
kadon ~ kdon
k®mbra? ~ kmbra?
13wa:n ~ lwam
1°mda:g ~ Imdamn
p°nir ~ pnir

p'y mozj ~ ppmosj
t9lozj ~ tloy
t°mbra? ~ tmbra?
himpeg ~ hmnen
h°rlo? ~ hrls?
s9?2:m ~ s?om
stmpor ~ smpoir
r°bam ~ rbam
r‘mhe? ~ rmhe?
rtmuit ~ rtmust

‘soft back fin of fish’
‘St['aW,

‘sky’
‘eggplant’
‘wing
‘the day after tomorrow’
‘banana’ |
‘cooking stove’

‘to listen’

‘language, story’
‘wood’

‘tamarind’

‘gong
‘tendon’

‘flat, wooden container for cooling
cooked sticky rice’

2

>

All Khmu dialects have similar vowel phonemes. There are 19
monophthongs and three diphthongs. Even though some Khmu dialects have
developed contrastive voice qualities, the vowels are still the same. The mid-
low central vowel also occurs in Khmu but only as long vowel a..

Tongue position | Unrounded | Rounded
Front q Central F Back
T?ngue level shqrt lo_l';g short lO_l;lg short | lmtg_
mgh | 1 | 1 k| u u
Mid e e o o! o | o
Mid-low | Al
Low e | e a a: | o D

The diphthongs ia, #2, and ua glide from high vowels to central vowels.
There is no distinction between short and long diphthongs.
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8 Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

1.5 Suprasegmental phonemes

The EK dialects (Is, vt, cl) have no tone or register, but have a
consonant voicing distinction in the initial consonants. Some WK dialects have
registers (lk, tw) and some have tones (ct, [b).

Table 1. Voiced/voiceless contrast in Eastern Khmu consonants.

1. Stops 2. Sonorants
bak ‘to ride’ no? ‘to fear’
pak ‘to break (wood)’ bno? | ‘paddy rice’
bu:c ‘rice wine’ mah ‘to be’
pu:c ‘to take off clothes’ "moh | ‘what’
bok ‘to cut down a tree’ ra: ‘flower’
pok ‘to take a bite’ raxmy | ‘tooth’
buim | ‘to chew’ la? ‘to go out’
pum | ‘to fart’ Pla? ‘ear’
glam ‘stone’ wa? ‘to chase’

hwa? | ‘monkey’

klaam | ‘eagle’
‘animal basket’

jan ‘to weigh’ jam
b ‘female animal’

can ‘astringent’ jaiy

In the WK dialects the prosodic features are significant instead of the
voicing contrast in the initial consonants of EK. The WK dialects can be
divided into three types on the basis of voice quality and tone as follows:

1. Voice quality contrast: lk, tw

2. Tone contrast and aspirated initial stop consonant: /b

3. Tone contrast: ct

The WK dialects with register voice quality contrast (/k, tw) are
spoken in both Laos and Thailand. In Laos, in the northern part of Udomsaj,
the dialect 1s called Khmu Lue and in the southern part of Udomsaj 1t 1s called
Khmu Khroang. The Khmu varieties with register in northern Thailand are
spoken in Chiengrai (cf. Suwilai 1993, Cooper 1999) and Nan (cf. Cholthisa
1988). In the WK dialects of /k and rw, lower pitch and lax/breathy voice
quality correspond to voiced initial consonants in EK. In addition, in WK the
higher pitch and clear tense voice quality correspond to voiceless initial
consonants in EK. Even though the lax register in most WK dialects does not
have the strong breathy voice quality that is found in other Mon-Khmer
languages, such as Mon, Chong, Kuy, or Iduh, nonetheless, it is quite
distinctive for the native speakers. The Khmu people explain the differences
between lax and tense registers as differences between “big voice” and “small
voice”. When the initial consonant 1s a stop consonant the breathy voice
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quality is quite clear and obvious. The tense register has clear voice and is loud
and tense’. However, as for the words with sonorant initials, the voiced
consonants m, n, y, r, I, w, j in words with low tone correspond to voiced
consonants in EK and the same set of voiceless consonants in words with high
tone correspond to the voiceless consonants "m, *n, "y, "r, "I, *w, % in EK.
The tone contrast paired with voiceless aspirated stop initials has been
observed in the /b dialect. In all these dialects the contrast is between low and
high tones. For the ct dialect, even though it is considered to be tonal,
phonetically the lax voice quality is clearly heard in words with low pitch that
occurs with initial stops. It is also noticeable that the ¢t and /b Khmu dialects
which have a tone contrast have more monosyllabic words than the other
Khmu dialects.

Table 2. Voice quality and tonal contrasts in Western Khmu dialects.

Register Tonal contrast
English gloss contrast
Ik, tw Khmu /b Khmu ct Khmu

‘rice wine’ pu:c [puic] pfuic [pMiic] * pu:c [pu:c]
‘to take off clothes” | pi:c [pl:c] | piic [puic] puic [piic]
‘to cut down a tree’ | pok [pok] ptok [pPok] pok [pok]
‘to take a bite’ | p6k [pok] pok  [pok] | pék [pok]
‘to chew’ pum [pumm] | p"umm [p"um] | pum [plim]
‘to fart’ pum [pim] | piim [pim] | pum [plim]
‘stone’ klaxm [kla:p] | kMam [kMam] | klam  [klam] |
‘eagle’ klaig [klamp] | klam [klamp] | klamp  [klam]
‘to weigh’ can [can] | ctag [cMan] can [can]
“astringent’ cdy [cag] |cdp [cdn] |[cépg [cip]
‘to fear’ no? [na?] no?  [pd?] not  [pd?]
‘paddy rice’ | p52 [n5?] n5? [ns?] nd? [pb?]
‘to chase’ wa? [wa?] wa? [wa?] wa? [wa?]
‘monkey’ wa? [wa?] wa? [wi?] war [wal]
‘flower’ r raxy [ram] raxn [ram] rain [ra:m]
‘tooth’ raiy [r@&:mp] |ram [ram] | ram  [réip)
‘to be’ moh [mgh] moh [mdh] moh [mah]
‘what’ méh [m3h] | méh [m3h} mdh [m3h]

Even though it 1s obvious that the ¢t and /b dialects have only two
phonemic tones, words of five and six phonetic tones are actually found in ¢t and /b,
respectively. In ¢f Khmu a word with a final stop or a fricative and low tone on
the short vowel has three variants: level (unmarked), low (v), and half high (V)
as in k'rip [k"rip ~ k"rfip ~ Kk"rip] ‘to seize’, k"le? [k"le? ~ k"l&? ~

7According to Cooper and Cooper 1999 (unpublished paper) the Huay Jo Khmu spoken
in Chiangrai demonstrates very strong breathy voice.
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10 Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

kP1€?], ‘husband’, jok [joh ~ j3h], ‘to go’. A word with high tone in /b has the
same variation as in the ¢t dialect. A word with a final sonorant and low tone
normally has two variants: level and low pitch as in marm [mam ~
ma:m]| ‘blood’, and cay |[cag ~ cap] ‘to weigh’ rwa; [rowa:) ~
rowa:j] ‘tiger’. A word with a high tone on a short vowel and a final stop or a
fricative has two variants: high (¥) and rising-falling (v) as in
so? [s6?] ‘Khmu axe’, tih ~ fih ‘mushroom’. A word with a final sonorant
normally has either high or rising-falling pitch, as in k3:n [kdmn ~
k3:n] ‘child’, ¢"mil [t"mil ~ t"mil] ‘garbage’ kntisr [kntdor ~
kntior] ‘neck’. In /b Khmu, a word with a low tone and a final stop or a fricative
has three variants: level (unmarked), low (V), half high (¥), as in k"ip [k"rip ~
k"rip ~ k"rip] *to seize’, je? [je? ~ jdh ~ j€?] ‘you (maley’, k*le? [kPle? ~ kP1e? ~
k"16?] ‘husband’, mec [mec ~ mec ~ méc] “to fear, feel’, joh [joh ~ j&? ~ j5h] ‘to
go’. The high tone has two variants: high and rising-falling as in 77 *hard’ and fis ~
tis ‘mushroom’. A word with a final stop after long vowels has a falling-rising tone
(V) as in: k"t [kPitt] *to enter’, p"lerk [pP1&K] ‘eel’, and sna:t [sn&:t] ‘gun’. A
word with final sonorant normally has level or low pitch, as in ma:m [ma:m ~
ma:m] ‘blood’, jo.7 [19: ~ 3d1] ‘balance’.

2) Syllables and word structure of Khmu

The phonological word in Khmu consists of one, two or three syllables.
The stress occurs on the main final syllable of the word. The majority of words are
monosyllabic or disyllabic (sesquisyllabic). The presyllable C(C)¥Y(C) of
disyllabic words is unstressed and the vowel is just a transitional or reduced
vowel. Examples from an EK dialect is provided.

Monosyllable  'C(C)V(C) Pre? ‘plantation’
gam ‘house’
t"razk ‘water buffalo’
Disyllable C(O)Y(C) C(C)V(C) P'gin ‘dark’
k’r'hu? ‘to shake’
h'men ‘to listen’
h‘m'ma:l ‘soul’

Trisyllable covVo cVoycovEe)  tlam'pam  ‘butterfly’
Kldop'deqp  “firefly’
te’lom'domy  “grasshopper’

The syllable structure in Khmu is clearly related to the prosodic feature. In
EK (Is, v, cl) both mitial and final consonants in the presyllable are still preserved,
whereas in the WK dialects that developed a register contrast such as Ik, tw the
presyllable sometimes became syllabic and the WK dialects that developed a tone
contrast especially in ¢t and /b, the entire presyllable or the initial consonant of the
presyllable is deleted. The ¢t and /b Khmu dialects, therefore, have more
monosyllabic words than the others.
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"EK WK WK Gloss
Ik, tw ct, Ib
h'mmal ~ r°mal ~ mal ‘soul’
kndroy ~  hntrom ~  ntrom/trom ‘back part of the body’
h°rlo? ~  bh°rl5? ~ 115?152 ‘language’
h’?e? ~ W82 ~ 182 ‘firewood’
h'?ior ~  h’hor ~  Tor ‘chicken’
h"?u? ~ h"M? ~ 472 ‘bad smell’
h'?ir ~  h7r ~ Or ‘fragrant’
r'nko? ~ pké? ~  ko6? ‘husked rice’
Km"mu? ~ kommi? ~  komi? ‘Khmu language’

Howeyver there are some WK dialects that have developed a tone contrast
but still keep presyllable (sesquisyllabic) as m Khmu Yuan (Svantesson, 1983, 1994)
and Khmu Kwaen (Mayuree, 2003) spoken in the Luang Namtha area in Laos.
Those examples appear in Khmu Kwaen as Aimma:l, kintromy, hirlo?, hifé?,
hifiar, hifu?, hifir, rigko?, Kimmu? respectively.

Yisntigns

“.I-h..# J * "\

N Vientinne § )
-~ 2 Y
'E- o " ‘t ‘3

Map 2. Different prosodic features in different Khmu dialects.

III. Register complex in Khmu dialects

The prosodic situation in Khmu can actually be described as “register
complex” because it consists of phonetic features and their interrelationship.
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12 Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

They are consonant voicing, voice quality (phonation), aspiration, pitch level
and contour, etc. The complex syllable prosody in Khmu dialects can be
illustrated by an analogy with an amoeba as explained by Thomas (personal
discussion).

An Amoeba is a one celled animal that has a changeable body outline and
PR~ .. usually moves about by Formning an extension of its body, a temporary
BRR T  projection called a pseudopod, or False foot, by which it moves about and
captures food,

The changeable structure of Khmu syllable prosody among all dialects 1s
similar to the structure of an amoeba. Different Khmu dialects select different
phonetic features to highlight their prominent prosodic characteristics. The EK such
as vt, Is, cl select the contrast in consonant voicing whereas the WK such as Ik and tw
select the register contrast and WK dialects such as ct, /b select the tone contrast. The
Ib dialect also selects consonant aspiration as part of its tone contrast. Interesting
phonetic details of Khmu dialects with register and tone contrast were provided mn
section 1.5. The syllable structure of different Khmu dialects 1s changed according to
the prosodic feature selected. The disyllabic structure is well preserved in EK
whereas in the WK dialects that select phonation type (register contrast) keep the
disyllabic word with syllabic nasal, and some of the dialects that select pitch level
(tone contrast) as a distinctive feature have more monosyllabic words.

In the Khmu dialects, register complex, tone and phonation are equal
partners and any one of these features can develop into a contrastive system.
Tone is one part of the register complex, and phonation is another part of the
register complex. The contrastive tones in some Khmu dialects have developed
from a register complex (/b, ct). In other dialects a register complex has
developed into a contrastive voice quality (/k, tw), or contrastive consonant
voicing (Is, vt, cl), etc. So a register complex 1s sometimes a source for
tonogenesis, as 1s often found in SEA. The contrastive consonant voicing
(voiced/voiceless) in Khmu dialects 1s probably conservative and contrastive
register/tone is innovative. However they all belong to the Khmu register
complex.

On a larger scale, the amoeba analogy of the Khmu register complex 1s
actually a replica of the structure within the Austroasiatic farmly. Different Mon-
Khmer languages select different prominent prosodic features. Languages like Mlabri
and Lavue have consonant voicing contrast; Nyah Kur, Chong, Mon and Kui have
register contrast; Vietnamese, Samre and some Khmu dialects have tone contrast;
and Kasong and So (Thavung) have both contrastive tones and phonation types.

At the same time on a smaller scale even some Khmu dialects in Thailand
also demonstrate the register complex Since most of the Khmu in Thailand moved
from their onginal homes in various parts of northemn Laos, their languages and
cultures are different from one another. They are remnants of almost all major Khmu
dialects in Laos. The variation of different Khmu villages is clear and can be seen in
the suprasegmental features, imitial and final consonants. Different suprasegmental
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features, consonant voicing contrast, voice qualify contrast and high and low pitch
contrast have been employed by different Khmu dialects in Thailand. Apart from
that, in the villages where there is a lot of contact with Thai speaking people the
Khmu language spoken by the young (under 40 years of age) is also different from
the language spoken by the old (over 40 years of age). The situation in Thailand is
different from the Khmu language situation in other countries in terms of fast
changing and shifting process. Examples of variation are given below. It is also
noticeable that this type of Khmu dialect is also developing a system of more than
two tones.

Variation of Khmu among the old and the young in Thailand.

- Change from disyllabic (sesquisyllabic) to monosyllabic word:
cmro? — mro? — ro? ‘man’

cntadh — tah ‘prawn’

- Simplification of consonant clusters:
pléc/péc — pét  ‘to clean the internal organs of animal’

p'ri?2/p"li? — phi?  ‘peppery hot’

kla? — ko?  ‘hair’

- Loss of lateral articulation leaving only voicelessness: *I ~ &:
brip — Plaiyp —  hém ‘tooth’
hré? o> DBlE? > hé? ‘field, farm’

- Final —r varies between final —/ and —:
mar — mal mayj ‘snake’

h?ior — T?iol 719) ‘chicken’
kntdor — nfiisl nfis)  ‘neck’
hir — hual hii: ‘rotten’

v il

IV. Tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

From the point of view of tonogenesis, the synchronic differences
among the Khmu dialects in Southeast Asia seem to reflect different stages of
tonogenesis. As a living language, Khmu shows the different diachronic stages
of tone development, from the beginning to the innovative stages. The EK
dialects (Is, vt, cl)® represent the beginning stage. It has the voiced/voiceless
distinction in the syllable-initial consonants. The development of tones in WK
originated when the voiced/voiceless contrast in the consonantal system in EK
broke down and the languages were forced to exploit prosodic differences for

3 This type of Eastern Khmu dialect includes the Khmu variety of Luangprabang area

described by Smalley (1961) and also the Khmu variety spoken in some villages in Nan, Lampang
and Uthaithani of Thailand described by Suwilai (2002).
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14 Register complex and tonogenesis in Khmu dialects

contrastive purposes. The initial consonant of the syllable conditions the pitch
height of the syllable. However, in the case of Khmu the voiced initial
consonant not only provokes low pitch in some dialects, but it also causes
lax/breathy voice quality. The voiceless initial consonant provokes tenseness
and higher pitch of the syllable as seen in /k and m’. WK [b also represents the
stage where the historically voiced initial has lost its voicing and has become a
voiceless initial with aspiration and low pitch when the initial consonant is a
stop consonant. This dialect has distinctive tones'. In the same situation, WK
ct'' has the voiceless initial and distinctively lower pitch. On the other hand,
the voiceless initial consonant co-occurs with higher pitch (high rising).
However, it is noticeable that even the ¢t dialect can be described as having a
tone contrast, but phonetically when the word with low pitch occurs with nitial
stop the lax voice quality 1s still slightly heard. The following tables show how
the different Khmu dialects are at different stages of tonogenesis.

The lax/breathy register in /k and tw 1s rather weak especially when it
occurs in a word with initial sonorants but the tense register is rather strong (to be a
good Khmu speaker). In the phonemic transcriptions used here words with tense
register are therefore symbolized as (v), while the low lax breathy register is
unmarked.

Table 3. Stages of Tonogenesis: words with initial stop.
1. Beginning | 2. Intermediate 3. Final stage:
stage: stage: i _ |
English gloss Is, vt, cl Ik, tw Ib ct

Voicing Register Tone contrast Tone contrast

contrast contrast with asp.initial |
‘rice wine’ bu:c [bu:c] puic [puic pfuic [pMic] | puic [puic
‘to take off clothes” | puic [pu:c] puic [plic] puic  |[puic] | pa:c [pl:c]
‘to cut down a tree’ bok [bdk] pok [pok] p"ok [ptok] pok [pok] |
‘to take a bite’ pok [pOk pok [pok] pok [pdk] pék [pok |
‘to chew’ burm [bu:m] pum [puim] | p"wm [p"u:m] | pum [piim]
‘to fart’ pum [pum] pi:m [pli:m] pi:m [pi:m] | pim [pam]
‘to weigh’ jay  [3én] cay [can] | cPap [c"ap] | cag [cap] |
‘astringent’ can [cén] cap [cén] cag [can] can [canp]
‘stone’ gla:g [gla:mn] klax [kla:gl | k™Mamp [k™am] | klamp [kla:n]
‘eagle’ kla:g [glam] kla:m [kla:g] kla:y [kia:n] kia:p [kla:p)

?This type of Khmu dialect is found in villages in Chiengrai province of Thailand along
the Mckhong River.
" This type of Khmu dialect is found in some villages in Nan province of Thailand
where the development of monosyllabic word structure is more radical.

" rhis type of Khmu dialect would include the Khmu Yuan which is the Khmu dialect
described by Svantesson (1983) though there are some differences.
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Table 4. Stages of Tonogenesis: Words with 1nitial sonorant.

T 1. Beginning_stag-é: 2. Intermediate gtag-é: ' 3. Final stage:
English gloss Is, vt, cl lk, tw ct, Ib
L Yoicing contrast Register contrast | Tone contrast
‘to fear’ n9? [no?] 1o? [n2?] na? [n57?]
‘paddy rice’ | bno?[Pno?] 057 [n57?] | 157 [n57?]
‘to chase’ wa? [wa?] wa? [wa?] wa? [wa?]
‘monkey’ l bwa?["wa?] wa? [wi?] wa? [wa?]
‘flower’ . ra:y [ramy] ra: [ram] ra:y {ram]
| ‘tooth> | bra:p [Pram] ram [ram] _rém [rém]

In summary, the combination of the distribution of prosodic
differences and the proposed development of tone in some Khmu dialects
supports Haudricourt’s hypothesis on the development of Vietnamese tones
(1954) and Matisoff’s tonogenesis (1998). At the same time, it reveals the
important stage prior to the emergence of tone, namely, the register complex,
which is characteristic of most Mon-Khmer languages today. Tones developed
in Khmu when the voicing contrast in the consonantal system (as in EK: /s, v¢,
cl) decayed and the languages were forced to exploit prosodic differences for
contrastive purposes (as in WK: /k, tw, ct, Ib). The initial consonant conditions
the pitch height. However, in the case of Khmu not only does the voiced initial
consonant provoke a low pitch, in some dialects it also causes a lax/breathy
voice quality (/k, tw). Some dialects such as /b and ct dialects have clear voice
quality. However, in the /b dialect aspiration also occurs with the stop
consonant which is believed to be a stage that developed after the register
contrast. Instead of having voice quality, it has aspiration. There is research
evidence that a Khmu dialect of this type in Thailand had the voice quality
before (Preedapom, 1987), but now the voice quality has disappeared and has
become a pure tonal contrast. For the ct dialect which is considered to have a
tone contrast, it still has the phonetic characteristic of the slightly lax voice
quality in stop consonants in words with low pitch while the voiceless initial
consonants provoke higher pitch. Apart from that, the /b and ¢t dialects seem to
be developing tone systems with five or six tones as mentioned in section 1I. It
is obvious that these two dialects with tone contrast have a more monosyllabic
word structure than other dialects. The evidence of the pure tone /b dialect that
is spoken in some villages in Nan (Thailand) even demonstrates that disyllabic
words can all become monosyllabic by deleting the presyllable. From my own
observation, this phenomenon first started with young speakers and now most
speakers of all age groups use mainly monosyllabic words.

V. Conclusion

From the study of the complex prosodic situation m Khmu dialects
described above, it would be more appropriate to call the prosody of Khmu dialects
in SEA as “register complex”. However, the study also demonstrates that Khmu
conforms to the general trend of SEA languages that are heading toward tonogenesis.
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