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Scholars generally agree that two of the characteristic features of the lan-
guages of the Dong-Dai (= Kam-Tai) stock are (a) length distinctions in vowels
and (b) the existence of final consonants such as -m, -n, -N, -p, -t, -k. The
Dai language belongs to the Zhuang-Dai (= Tai) family of the Dong-Dai stock. Modern
Dai dialects in most of the areas where Dai is spoken (e.g. Xishuangbanna (= Sip-
songphanna) [ I ”\Kﬁ\ﬂ and Dehong [{{ﬁ ‘?g ]) still retain these characteristics.
In some areas, however, important changes have taken place: the distinction between
long and short vowels has disappeared and the final consonants have dropped. This
paper will study this process and try to discover its rules through a comparison
of various modern Dai dialects, and by comparing the Sipsongphanna Dai Writing

created in the 13th century (hereafter Dai Writing or Written Dail) with modern
Dai dialects. ’

I. The Weakening of the Length Distinction in Dai Vowels

In the past there was a clear opposition between long and short vowels in
Dong-Dai languages. However, in some modern languages and dialects (e.g. Dai and
Lao) the number of long and short vowel-pairs has been greatly reduced, or even
reduced to zeroég.g. the Dai dialects spoken in Wuding [%\%], Yongren [ 7% 421,

and Luchun [jgg ]1). The current status of the length distinction in modern Dai
can be described as follows:

1. The reflexes of the vowel length distinction vary in the different dialects.

Generally speaking, the distinction now has a much more limited scope than
it apparently did in former times. For simple vowels in open syllables there
is no length distinction at all, either in modern Dai dialects or in Dai Writing.
Only vowels followed by other final vowels or consonants have long and short
pairs. Furthermore, even in closed syllables, among the nine simple vowels
*a, *i, *u, *e, *g, ¥o, ¥5, *3, ¥, in Dai Writing, only the four vowels *a,

*i, *u, *o have long and short pairs. When these nine single vowels are fol-
lowed by -?, they can only be short, with no long counterparts. When the five
vowels *e, ¥z, ¥4, ¥5 *,, are followed by -p, -t, -k, they have no length dis-
tinction. In most modern Dai dialects, only a has a long-short pair, which,

however does not exist in Wuding, Yongren and Luchun dialects. Please compare:
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Written
Dai Berma?  Dehong3  Wuding  Yongren  Luchm

% IR/ B£9 RE K= @&
cough *?ai! ai! ai*’! ei!’ aiY’ aj?’V’
shame *2:j! a:i! a:®’! ai'’ ait’ pi?’
pillar  *sau! sau! sau! seu' sau! sau!
girl *sa:u’ sa:u! sa:u! sau! sau' sau!
rise *luk? luk® luk® lugp? luk® o
children *lu:k® 1 luk® luk?® luk?® luk?’ lau?’ 10
tongue *lin* lin* lin* lin* lin* lig*
foot *ti:n! tin! tin! tin!’ tin!’ tig?’ v’
bird *nok® nok® lok® nop® nok?’? nau*’®
beard *hno:t*  not® lot® nut® not® nuy®’?®

2. Replacement of the vowel length distinction by differences in vowel quality.
In dialects of this type (e.g. Wuding, Yongren), the original *a/*a: contrast
has been replaced by a contrast in vowel quality. The vowels replacing short *a

may have either back tongue position (e.g. ¥ ), or lip-rounding (e.g.?9). Please
compare:

Written

Dai Banna Dehong Wuding Yongren

X ok 8= RE b
flow *hlai! lai! lai' lei! 1oj!
many *hla:i! la:i! lazi! lai! lai!
horn *xau' xau’ xau' xgu! xau'
white *xa:u’ xa:u! xa:u! xau' xau'
seed *ffian? fan? fan? fen? fon*
musk *ffa:n*  fa:n? fa:n? fan? fan?
black *?dam' dam' lam! len!’ lom!’
thorn *hna:m' na:m! lazm! nan' nam!

3. The disappearance of the length distinction in vowels when they are followed
by final -u, -p, -t, or -k.

The replacing of the length distinction by a vowel-quality distinction does
not occur in every case. In the table above we can see that the a-quality of the
vowel in Yongren words with final -u remains regardless of whether the original
vowel was long or short.

In the Jinping Black Dai dialect, in live syllables there are both long and
short forms for a. But in dead (=stopped) syllables the distinction no longer
exists. Thus Tone 7 has merged with Tone 9, and Tone 8 with Tone 10. For instance:
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pillar girl sweep cut chop whip whittle gnaw
Banna sau’  sau’ nat’ pa:t’ fak® fazt *° lap®* kaipp

Jinping tau' da:w’ pat’ pat”’®  fak® fat®’'®* lap® Kkap®' !

In Wuding Dialect the length distinction for a has disappeared in stopped syl-
.ables. For instance:

close pick louse punch steal pull
Banna hap”  haip’ mat’  mait®  lak® lazk 10
Wuding hat’ hat”’® mat’ mat’’® lag? lak 1

+. The complete disappearance of vowel length distinctions.
In the Luchun dialect, the length distinction has completely disappeared, but
in different ways according to the particular final involved.
(a) When vowel a is followed by final -u or —g, there is no length
distinction in Luchun.

pillar girl horn white scale master
Wr. Dai *sau' *sa:u' *xau' *xa:u' *dzap® *dza:p’
Banna sau! sa:u! xau' xa:u!  tsap®  tsaip®
Dehong  sau! sau' xau’ xa:u' tsan® tsa:q®
Luchun  sau' sau' xau! xau' tsar)*  tsant

(b) The long diphthong *a:i has merged in the Luchun dialect with the reflex
of *5i, yielding a new diphthong [uai] (transcribed here as "pi") that is
still distinct from ai (the reflex of short *ai):

flow many (mountain) cough shame (sugar )

Wr. Dai “*hlai’ *hla:i'  (®*?dai') *?ai’ *a:i! (*®i%)
Banna lai' la:i! (doi") ai! ai! Gi*)
Dehong lai' la:i! (1ai*) ai® a:i* (ai®)
Luchun lai! Ioi! (loi*’ V)  ai¥’'  oit’!’ (0i*)

(¢) In Luchun syllables with -m or -n, the final consonants have dropped

and the short vowels *a and *wy have turned into *g, but the long vowels
remain the same

seed musk water thorn night table
Wr. Dai *ffian’ *ffa:n’ *nam‘ *hna:m! *gfiun’ 4 *phwin!
Banna fan? fa:n? nam‘ na:m’ xwn? pbwn!
Dehong fan? fa:n? lam* la:m' xwn? phwn'
Luchun fe? fa? ne! na! xe? phu!

From the above data we can summarize the process of the disappearance of the
length distinction in Dai vowels as follows:

(1) The number of vowels with a length distinction has been greatly reduced.
Actually, the distinction is now only viable for the vowel a.

(2) The former opposition of *long and *short a has been taken over by different
vowels in some dialects.

(3) Even in those dialects where there is no synchronic distinction between
long and short a, the former opposition between *ai and *a:i is still reflected
by their modern reflexes. (E.g. *a:i in some cases merged with *oi, while *ai re-
mained distinct.) However, the opposltlon of *au and ¥a:u has dlsappeared in some
dialects (e.g. Yongren and Luchun); in other areas, old pe people still distinguish
between long and short a before -u, but younger people no longer do (e.g. the Dai
dialect spoken by the Daba Brigade of the Muchang Commune in Maguan County). From
this fact we can deduce that the length distinction with vowel a disappeared first
in syllables with -u, and only later in syllables with -i.

(4) The vowel length distinction disappeared first in stopped ("dead") syllables.
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II.

The Dropping of Final Consonants

1. Syllables with nasal final consonants.

In most modern Dai dialects,

the three nasal final consonants still remain.

However, they have been changing in the following ways in Wuding and Luchun dialects:

a.
three gold

Wr. Dai *sa:m! *gfiam? *xim'

Banna saim! xam? xim!

Dehong  sa:m! xam® xem!

Wuding san! xen? sin?
b. In Luchun dialect, there remains only -y, while
dropped.
vowel:

In Wuding dialect -m has merged with -3_:5

'homl
hom!
hom!
huan!

needle fragrance  ask bitter

*tha:m' *xum’
thaim'! xum!
tha:m! xom!'
than! khun!

-m and -n have both

The process has been influenced by the length of the preceding

(l) The -m and -n have dropped after the long vowels *a, *5, %0, *j,
*w, and after the short vowels *o0 and *i (or *e). During the process
the vowel *9 has changed into u; “the vowel *o, 1ong and short, has
changed into u; while the other vowels have remained the same. Please
compare:
Written Written
Dei Thai® Benma  Luchum Dei Thai  Bema  Luchmn
sweet *hva:n! va:n! va:n! val three *sa:m! saim' sa:m' sal
sleep *non? no:n? non? nua’ fragrance *hom' hoim' ~hom! hus'
home *ran? ru:sn® han? ha? python *hlam' lw:sm' lam!' IEY
garden *so:n! suan! son' su! immerse *tho:m’ thuam® thom® thu®
man *gon*  khon* kun® ku’ sour *som® som’ sum?® su’
eat *kin! kin?’'" kin! tsig?” !’ overflow *tim' tem?’! tim!' tid’ Y
stink *hmin! men! min! mi! ginger *xin* khig! xig! seqg!
table *phwn' phw:n!' phwn' phw'
(2) The -m and -n after short *i and *u have merged with -] During the
process vowel *i “has not changed while - *u has changed into ug.
Written Written
Dai Thai Barma Luchun Dai Thai Banna Luchun
tongue *lin‘ lin¢ lin¢ lin* brim *rim?  rim? him?* hin?
warm *2un®  un? un® uep® hug *?um® um?® um’® ueq?®
(3) The -m and -n after the short vowels *a and *uw have dropped, with
the vowels changed into §.
Written Written
sun *van? van? van? ve? water *nam* nam* nam¢* ne*
see *han' han! han! he! husk *tam' tam?’! iam’ te’ !’
uphill *xwn?® khwn® xwn?® xe? firewood *ffwn®* fwn® fwn*  fe?



