HU - A LANGUAGE WITH UNORTHODOX
TONOGENESIS

Jan-Olof Svantesson

In this article I will describe and analyse a small vocabulary I collected in
September 1984 from a native speaker of Hu /x0?/, a Mon-Khmer
language spoken by about 1000 persons in a few villages in the Xido
Méngydng area in Jinghong county, Sipsong Panna (Xishuang Bédnna),
Yinnan province, China. The Hu are known among the local Chinese as
Konggé.

Hu belongs to the little-known Angkuic group of the Palaungic branch
of the Mon-Khmer languages. Small Angkuic populations are scattered
over south-western Yinnan province, and in another article (Svantesson
1988) I describe the language of another of these, U, spoken in the village
Pad Xep (Bangxié) in Shuangjiang county.

The place of Angkuic within the Palaungic branch is shown in the
following table according to Diffloth (1982a):

Palaungic

East Palaungic
Waic
Angkuic
Lamet

West Palaungic
Danaw
Riang
Rumai

Although my material is too small to allow a complete synchronic
phonemic analysis, the most important historical developments in Hu can
be inferred from it. From a general phonological point of view, the most
interesting phenomenon is the development of a two-tone system where
the tones are not the reflexes of voiced/voiceless proto-initials, as is most
often the case in Mon-Khmer two-tone (or two-register) languages.
Instead, the tones are the reflexes of the long/short vowel opposition
which existed in Proto-Palaungic (inherited from Proto-Mon-Khmer). As
far as I know, no language with this kind of tonogenesis has been
described before.
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Initial consonants

The Angkuic languages are characterised by a ‘Germanic’ development
of the initial stops—that is to say, voiceless stops have become aspirated,
and voiced stops have become voiceless unaspirated. This is illustrated by
the following examples:

Hu U Lamet N. Kammu S. Kammu

*voiceless

phin pheét pin pin pin ‘to shoot’
than than taan taap taan ‘to weave’
khap khap kaap kaap kaap ‘jaw’
*voiced

pan pan paan = - ‘white’
pEBI? qi prii? pri? bri? ‘forest’
phltak 2ata’ pltaak  ktaak kdaak ‘palm (of hand)’
kan kaa - kaan gaay ‘house’
kak ka* kak ‘to bite’

In Southern Kammu (as recognised from Lindell et al. 1981), the
original Proto-Mon-Khmer voicing contrast is retained. The unaspirated
stops in the Angkuic languages Hu and (Pad Xep) U correspond to
voiced stops in Southern Kammu, and the aspirated stops correspond to
voiceless unaspirated. Original voiced and voiceless stops have merged in
Lamet (Rmeet; from Lindell et al. 1978) and Northern (Yuan) Kammu,
giving rise to lax and tense register in Lamet, and low and high tone in
Northern Kammu, as is the case in Mon-Khmer and other languages
with ‘orthodox’ register or tone development*. The examples also show
that the Hu tones are not the result of orthodox tonogenesis.

Hu has a contrast between initial s- (with the allophone [¢] before i, and
in the word s&éy ‘red’) and 6-, an opposition which is not present in U or
other Angkuic languages, but which is found in Danaw (Luce 1965), as a
contrast between ts- and 0-. In Lamet, and in the rest of Palaungic (and
in Kammuic), Hu s- and 8- correspond to s- and 4-, respectively. Diffloth
(1977) and Ferlus (1978) reconstruct these as Proto-Mon-Khmer *c- and
*s-, respectively. According to Diffloth (1977), *c- became *ts- in Proto-
Palaungic. Examples are:

Hu 18} Lamet Danaw

*c- 557 50 537 tso' ‘dog’
salé? sale sleg? kale' ‘rain’
nsi? nchi si? tsi' ‘louse’

*In the Northern Kammu form ktaak, the tone is determined by the voiceless k. (Ed.)
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*s- Oim sup hitum Oon* ‘to bathe’
paBén  sét phin padén*  ‘snake’
Ba’n s7on ‘dry’
Oama?  sama ’maa’ ‘wind’

U has the regular reflex ch- of *c- after minor syllables, as in the example
‘louse’. Proto-Palaungic also had *h-, which is retained as such in all
languages but, unfortunately, I failed to elicit any word with *h- in Hu.

There are some words in which Palaungic s- corresponds to ¢- in
Kammu—they include Hu say ‘bitter’, Kammu cay. Here, Ferlus
reconstructs *ts- in Palaungic, Kammuic and Viet-Muong (correspond-
ing to two Proto-Mon-Khmer initials, *ts- and *t§-).

Minor syllables

As in other Northern Mon-Khmer languages, most non-compound
words are monosyllabic or sesquisyllabic, i.e. consisting of a major
syllable preceded by an unstressed minor syllable (cf. Shorto 1960).
Minor syllables have a syllabic sonorant (such as m in @mphip ‘lung’) or
a (probably) non-contrasting vowel which I have written as a (ka’a
‘two’).

There is also a contrast between 6- and s- minor syllable initial in Hu
(and in one word, ts- is attested). This opposition is not maintained in this
position in U, Lamet or Proto-Waic (=PW, Diffloth 1980), where the
most common corresponding initial is s-:

Hu U Lamet PW

Oanat  nat snaat *snat ‘gun’
Ba’aw  sa’a s?aar ‘sour’
Ba?>n s?301n ‘dry’
Oavay  savad ‘to ask’
Oathan  sathat ‘old’
Oatha?  satha ntaa? *snta? ‘tail’
Oama?  sama ’maa’? *Ima? ‘wind’
Omphup saphop ‘lung’
samo?  samo *smo? ‘stone’
salé? sale slee? *hlg? ‘rain’
saplay  sayad smplaay ‘shoulder’
sapay  pdy yaay *May ‘eye’
spkho?  khu *pko? ‘yesterday’
tsapal  sayén syaal *spal ‘blue’

Presumably, 6- and s- are the reflexes of Proto-Palaungic *s- and *ts-
(<*c-), respectively, which have merged into s- in U, as usual. It may be
noted that *s- has (at least in some cases) been retained in this position in
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Lamet and Waic. As mentioned above, word initial *s- has usually
become A- in these languages. There are irregularities, which may be due
to more complex initial consonant clusters.

The occurrence of minor syllable initial #s- in tsapal ‘blue’ suggests a
different Proto-Palaungic consonant, presumably the reflex of Ferlus’
(1978) *ts-, since the Kammu cognate is cyaar with initial c-.

Hu has also retained the contrast between s- (< *ts-< *c-) and 6- (<
*s-) in major syllable initial position after a nasal minor syllable:

Hu U Lamet PW

nsi? nchi si? *si? ‘louse’
nasok  suf yook *hyok ‘ear’
nfac ntshat maac *hmac ‘sand’
nfim nchip Imhiim *mhem ‘claw’

Here, U has s in ‘ear’, where the minor syllable has disappeared,
otherwise ch or tsh (which are probably allophones of a single phoneme).
After a nasal minor syllable, s never occurs in U, but has developed into
tsh/ch, which accounts for the unexpected occurrence of these consonants
in the words for ‘sand’ and ‘claw’.

Hu also has a number of words which have a nasal minor syllable
followed by a voiceless nasal major syllable initial:

Hu U Lamet PW

npam sanam naam *hnam ‘blood’
nnpim sanap nim *nym ‘year’
nnat sana ‘comb’
nné? né : *n’ne? ‘meat’
mmil mun kmuul *kmil ‘silver’
npat nat knaas *knas ‘to laugh’

The Hu forms suggest a *nasal + 4 initial cluster, while Lamet and Waic
in some cases have clusters with a stop and a nasal. Taken together, this
implies proto-forms with *stop + nasal + A clusters. Medial 4 has been lost
in most of Palaungic (cf. Diffloth 1977), and in Hu, where 4 is retained,
the initial stop has disappeared.

U often loses cluster initital stops (see Svantesson 1988), as is the case
in the last three examples above. In the preceding list, the minor syllable
sa in the first three words in U, taken together with evidence from outside
Palaungic, suggests Proto-Mon-Khmer *j- (palatal voiced stop). This
tallies perfectly with Diffloth’s (1980:175) reconstruction of ‘blood’ as
Proto-Mon-Khmer *jnhaam. For the other two words, *jnh- clusters are
also supported by evidence outside Palaungic: Kammu crias (Southern
Kammu jrias) ‘comb’, Mon cnam ‘year’.
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