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Although in Thailand Khmu is just a small ethnic
minority, a remnant of a much bigger group in Laos, Khmu
dialects are scattered along the Thai-Lao border in Nan and
Chiengrai provinces and provide an ideal subject for the study
of phonological variation and the so-called “register-tone
development process.” Synchronic variation can often indicate
diachronic change. Cross-dialectal phonetic variation has
important implications for Khmu historical phonology.

The Khmu in Chiengrai emigrated from Laos across the
Mae Khong river to Thailand about 40-50 years ago; the Khmu
in Nan have lived in their present and nearby locations for a
long time. Some of them may have moved down from old
villages further north. Some knew that their ancestors came
from the Luangprabang area in Laos. There are about 10 Khmu
villages in Chiengrai with a population of about 3,000 speakers,
whereas in Nan there are about 20 villages with about 6,000
speakers. The synchronic structures of various Khmu dialects
differ from one another phonologically, lexically, and
syntactically. Speakers of one dialect do not have much contact
with speakers of other dialects which they call /tm3:j/, but they
do have contact with the Khmu of the same dialect which they
call /kin tay kun hémm/ ‘sister villages’. On the other hand, they
have a lot of contact with local Tai speakers living in the same
area who are mainly Northern Thai and Tai Lue.

This paper analyzes phonological variation in five Khmu
dialects. These dialects are spoken in the following villages:

1. Huey Yen village, Chiengkhong district, and Huey Ian
village, King Wiengkaen district, Chiengrai province = Dial(1)?

1 The author would like to thank Dr. David Thomas and Dr. Robert
Bauer for editing this paper, and providing helpful suggestions and
comments.

2 The data for this dialect is based on the author’s Thai-Khmu-
English Dictionary, 1993.
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2. Nam Pan, Huey Moy villages, King Songkhwai
district, Nan province = Dial(2a)3 and Ban Maj Chajdan village,
King Songkhwai district, Nan province = Dial(2b). These two
dialects are in fact the same dialect but while the Dial(2a) may
have several word structures for one word Dial(2b) has only
one consistent word structure.

3. Nam Sot and Phu Kham villages, Thung Chang
district, Nan province = Dial(3)

4. Pa Phae village, Wieng Sa district, Nan province = Dial
(4)

5. Huey Puk and Huey Hai villages, Muang district, Nan
province = Dial(5)

The phonological structure of these Khmu dialects is
discussed here in terms of word and syllable structure, and
segmental and suprasegmental phonemes. The data used for
discussion here was mainly obtained or rechecked from the
most recent field work done in February 1994. The informants
for each dialect are over 35 years of age.

1. Word and syllable structures

The Khmu syllable structure comprises one or more
consonants and a vowel and may be of two types, unstressed
presyllable and stressed main syllable. The main syllable canon
1s 'C(C)V(C).

A phonological word in Khmu may have one, two, or
three syllables. A word has only one strong stress, which is
always on the last syllable. The phonological word structures in
Khmu are :

Monosyllabic word 'C(C)V(C):
['trak] ‘buftalo’, ['ra] ‘to wash’, ['poh] ‘dust’

Disyllabic word C(C)V(C) 'C(C)V(C):
[kim'pdn] ‘head’, [lawam] ‘sky’
[m'ran] ‘horse’, [pkur] ‘storm’

Trisyllabic word C(C)V,C(C)V(C)C(C)VC:
[tralap'ta:p] ‘butterfly’
[colen'tén] ‘dragonfly’

3 The data for this dialect is based mainly on Preedaporn Srisakorn’s
The Sound System of Khmu at Nampan in Nan, 1984.



In general, monosyllabic and disyllabic words are
common and trisyllabic words are rare. The presyllable in most
of the disyllabic words is generally believed to be a fossil of
affixation, a Mon-Khmer characteristic. As shown in the
variation of word structures in Khmu dialects below, the
unstressed presyllable is sometimes deleted either partially or
entirely.

1.1. Variation of word structures in different Khmu dialects

Word structures may vary in different Khmu dialects as
shown in the following table. In Dial (2b) words are
monosyllabic, whereas in the other dialects they are either
monosyllabic or disyllabic.

Dial(1) Dial(2) Dial(3) Dial(4) Meaning
(a) (b)
cmkin cmkin/ kin smkin cmkin ‘female’
mkin
h?ior htior  Zior Tioj tioj/jial ‘chicken’
khmu? khmu? mu? khmid? kamhmu? ‘Khmu people’
pto? pto? to? kto? pto? ‘smoke’
smhir m7ir r bil h?ir ‘to smell’
tmra? mra? ra? tmphla?/ tmbra? ‘charcoal
mpha? stove’
ch?am chlay 7am s?am clam ‘bone’
cmpion mpion  pion mpioy  cmpion ‘straw’
h?e? h?e? 7e? 267 h?e? ‘firewood’
kma? kba?  ma? kma? kma? ‘rain’
kmlo:t mlgit ot mpa:t kmlo:t ‘to swallow’
kmpen mpen e smjan/kmjanne:n ‘to listen’
kntix ntim tixg ktirp titn ‘to fall down’
kntuor ntuor  ftuar ntiol/j  kntuol ‘neck’
pnir pdir nir pnil/j pnir ‘wing’
pnstm nstm  sim pstm psim ‘to plant’
rnko? mko?  ko? nko? nko? ‘husked rice’
scam scamy  camn kacimy/ sacam ‘elephant’
kacham
tm?as mlas  7as tmbeh  tmles ‘to sneeze’
tmko? tmko? ko? mphld?/ mbra? ‘wife’
mpa?

It is obvious that Dial(1) has the fuller form of disyllabic
words whereas Dial(2) has variations. Most words in Dial(2a)
have disyllabic structure though in many cases the initial
consonant of the presyllable is lost and the presyllable becomes
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a syllabic nasal whereas Dial(2b) drops most of the presyllable,
making monosyllabic words. Dial(3) and Dial(4) also show
variation in the word structure though not as obvious and
consistent as Dial(2).

1.2. Variation of word structure within Dialect (2a)

Looking at the word structure within a dialect, we see
variation similar to that found between different dialects. The
main differences are found in the loss of the presyllable
(including the nasal syllable), the simplification of consonant
cluster, some difference in vowels, and differences in pitch
level. Dial(2a) provides a good illustration.

1.2.1 Loss of presyllable

In Dial(2a) some of the presyllables which are not stressed
have variant forms which show various stages of syllabicity:
full syllable, half syllable, deletion of the whole syllable, or
keeping only the main syllable.

1 2 3 Meaning
(2 syllables) (1 1/2 syllable) (1 syllable)
prlio ~ rlio ~ lio “fire’
cmkin ~ mkin ~ kin ‘woman, girl’
cmaij ~ mazj ~ nayj ‘to have a cold’
prthuh ~ rthuh ~ thuh ‘carelessly’
prci: ~ rckt ~ cit ‘to remember’
prmyyj ~ myij ~ nQyj ‘fan’
tmko? ~ mko? ~ ko? ‘wife’
kamran ~ mran ~ ran ‘horse’
hmte? ~ mte? ~ te? ‘to how!l’
rmhe? ~ rhe?/mhe? ~ he? ‘sinew, vessel’
mko? ~ nko? ~ ko? ‘milled rice’

Speakers of different age groups do not pronounce the
words in the same way. The speakers over 30 tend to use the
fuller form of disyllabic words as in columns 1 and 2 above,
whereas people younger than 30 tend to use monosyllabic
words dropping the presyllable as in column 3.



