West-Central Thailand Pwo Karen Phonology

Phillips, Audra

1. Introduction

This paper represents a start at a phonological description of West-Central
Thailand Pwo Karen. Speakers of West-Central Thailand Pwo Karen live in Tak,
Kanchanaburi, Uthaithani, Suphanburi, Ratchaburi, Phetchaburi and Prachuapkhirikhan
provinces. The reported population is 20,000 (Tribal Research Institute 1986).

West-Central Thailand Pwo Karen is one of the Karenic languages, a branch of
the Tibeto-Burman language family (Namkung 1996). At least three distinct, mutually
unintelligible Pwo Karen languages exist in Myanmar and Thailand (Atsuhiko 1995;
Phillips 1996). These are the Western Pwo Karen in Myanmar, Eastern Pwo Karen
(Myanmar)/West-Central Thailand Pwo Karen (Thailand), and Northern Pwo Karen
(Thailand). “Phrae” Pwo Karen in east-northern Thailand is a possible fourth distinct
language, although more research is required. The locations of the Pwo Karen
languages are listed in Figure 1 below.

Language Name Location

Western Pwo Karen (Bassein) Irrawaddy Delta, Myanmar

Eastern Pwo Karen (Moulmein)/West- Karen State, Mon State, Tennasserim

Central Thailand Pwo Karen Division, Myanmar; West-Central
Thailand

Northern Pwo Karen Northwestern Thailand

“Phrae” Pwo Karen??? Eastern-northern Thailand

Figure 1. Pwo Karen Languages

Dialectal variation studies of West-Central Thailand Pwo Karen show at least
two major dialects (Phillips 1996). The northern variety is spoken in Kanchanaburi
province and the southern variety is spoken in Ratchaburi, Pheichaburi and
Prachuapkhirikhan provinces. The resuits of intelligibility testing in these provinces
show that the variety of Pwo Karen spoken in Sisawat district, Kanchanaburi, is the
most widely understood by Pwo Karen throughout the testing area. As for Tak,
Uthaithani and Suphanburi provinces, Pwo Karen report mutual intelligibility and I
have seen this demonstrated at meetings of Pwo Karen of the language area.
Phonological differences center mainly in the vowels. No tonal variation has been
observed and variation in the consonants is minimal.

Previous research on Pwo Karen phonology is abundant. The first was Jones
1961 which includes short descriptions of Bassein and Moulmein Pwo Karen
phonology. Cooke et. al. 1976 describe Phlong (Northern Pwo Karen) phonology in
detail. Atsuhiko Kato (1995) describes and compares the phonological systems of
three Myanmar Pwo Karen dialects: Kyonbyaw (Western Pwo Karen), Hpa-an and
Tavoy (Eastern Pwo Karen). West-Central Thailand Pwo Karen phonologies have
been written for a number of areas: Sisawat district, Kanchanaburi: Griffiths (1976),
Potchanat (1983); Ban Rai District, Uthaithani: Chutima (1982); Suanpheung District,
Ratchaburi: Weerawat (1973); Phop Phra District, Tak: Wasana (1996).
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timed rhythm, “...an unmistakable symptom of which is the polarization of their
accented and unaccented syllables into...“major” and “minor” types, the latter having a
vowel we would call “reduced” in English.” It is likely, then, that Pwo Karen rhythm
also functions similarly to English stress-timed rhythm where syllables are reduced
based on their position in a phrase or clause rather than their inherent morphemic
quality.

As yet, evidence is limited on Pwo Karen rhythm, intonation and word
boundaries, although Cooke et. al. (1976:205) report for Northern Pwo Karen that
*“...all utterances must have at least one phrase or sentence stress which is
superimposed on a normal syllable, causing the syllable in question to be pronounced
with slightly more loudness and duration than other adjacent syllables....”

4. Pwo Karen Phonemes and Distribution

The phoneme inventory of Pwo Karen is fairly standard for Pwo Karen
languages. The possible consonant clusters with medial approximants are extensive.
The nasalized vowels seem to be undergoing a change where nasalized vowels are
being diphthongized with a lessening of the nasalization effect. Finally, the tonal
system seems to be transparent with some typical tonal alteration.

4.1.  Consonant Phonemes

Bilabial Dental Alveolar Postalveolar Palatal Velar  Glottal
Unaspirated P t c k ?
Stops
Aopirated ph th ch kh
Stops
Implosives b d
(pre-voiced)
Nasals m n i
Voiced Y
Fricatives
Voiceless 8 § X h
Fricatives
Approximants r ] w
Lateral 1
Approximant

4.1.1. Labials

/p/ voiceless unaspirated bilabial stop [p].
/pi/ ‘little’, /pd/ “1pl’, /p#i/ ‘tease’, /ple/ ‘allow’ /pé/ ‘CL:thread hank’
/ph/  voiceless aspirated bilabial stop [p®].
/phi/ *rice husk’, /ph3/ ‘cooking pot’, /phai’/ ‘skin’, /ph¥/ ‘younger sibling’,
/phi’13/ ‘weed out’, /phi/ ‘pus’
/b/  voiced bilabial implosive [6].
/bai/ ‘pull’, /ble/ ‘full, satisfied’, /bai’/ ‘massage’, /b¥/ ‘paddy rice’,
/bi/ ‘goat’, /bé/ ‘correct’, /bé/ ‘CL:flat things’
/m/  voiced bilabial nasai [m].
/md/ ‘drunk’, /mé/ ‘tooth’, /m¥/ ‘female’, /mi/ ‘fire’, /méi’/ “fun, well’,
/me/ ‘do, want’
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