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1. Introduction

A reviewing human classification systems in the numeral phrase in Mon—Khmer
languages reveals a diversity of styles and forms. Humans can be grouped in a
single separate category or, in a more elaborate system, in several separate cate-
gories which grade people according to social and religious considerations.? They
may also be classified together with other animates, or they may be grouped with
non-living objects. The alternative of leaving humans uncategorized in the numeral
classifier system does not appear to be an option in any of the data analyzed here.>

! ]

Of the above three styles, the first, grouping humans in a separate category,
emerges as the dominant pattern. Only Angku in the Palaungic branch does not
have such a category. Also several of the languages from the eight branches of
Mon-Khmer described here—Khasi, Palaungic, Monic, Khmer, Khmuic, Katuic,
Bahnaric and Viet-Mu&ng—have elaborated categories for humans. Many of the
numeral classifier morphemes for these human categories are native, and some of
the classifier morphemes are formed by infixing, a process unique to Mon—Khmer

1 This paper was originally to be part of Papers from the Helsinggr Symposium on Aus-
troasiatic Linguistics and Literature, MKS 18-19. I would like to thank Jan—-Olof Svantesson for
the original work he did on that collection and David Thomas for allowing me the time to do
revisions and to submit this article to a later issue of Mon—-Khmer Studies. Many people have
aided me in the location and interpretion of information here. I would like to thank Alton L.
Becker, Paul Benedict, and William J. Gedney. A special thanks goes to Gérard Diffloth and David
Strecker.

2 When the classification of humans is related to the social and religious considerations of a
community, changes in the community’s social structure can be expected to have consequences for
the related lexicon. Some of the work reported on here draws from data collected close to 100 years
ago. For example, some of the research on Palaungic languages and Mon was published in the
early 1900’s. Other work on Khmu, Vietnamese and Palaungic was published in the 1950’s. Most
of the work comes from data published in the 60’s and 70’s and often collected prior to and during
the Americans’ involvement in Vietnam. The continuing social and political upheavals in the
Southeast Asian area from the time of the Vietnam War can be expected to have some effect on
classification systems for humans in general and even on the very status, use and existence of the
languages in question.

A possible example of humans being uncategorized is found in Tai Loi: Samtau—Waic
[Palaungic]. Scott (1900) reports only the number and noun slot being filled in the example ‘three
men’. However, this is not proof that humans are unclassified. It is always possible that the
classifier for ‘men’ is a repeater and that it was omitted in this context. In other Palaungic
languages there are several classifier morphemes for humans that can classify themselves as nouns.
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in the Southeast Asian area. However, even though there is widespread classifica-
tion of humans in the Mon—Khmer subfamily, only a few of the classifier words,
native or not, are shared across or even within the branches of Mon—Khmer.

(See the appendix for a list of the Mon—Khmer languages analyzed here.)4

2. General Human Classifiers

In Khasi, data from Standard Khasi and from the War (Amwi) dialect show that
the two varieties of Khasi use different morphemes for the same human category:
Standard Khasi ngut and War be~rbe. The meanings of these two forms remain
unknown from the available data, and they do not function as classifiers in other
Mon-Khmer languages. The exact range of their usage varies by speaker, some
willing to include spirits, angels, devils and ghosts in this category with humans
and some not.

In the Palaungic branch, the numeral classifier morphemes for counting humans
are found throughout the Waic subbranch and in other Austroasiatic languages and
are all probably native forms with the exception of the classifier in Angku to be
described below. While the Palaungic languages and dialects employ native
Austroasiatic lexical items, the sixteen languages and dialects employ five different
forms. The Angku languages Amok and U, located in the east of the Palaungic
area, both use the same classifier morpheme i, meaning ‘man, human being’. It
occurs throughout the northern group of Mon—Khmer languages meaning ‘human’
or ‘woman’, and it occurs in Khmer and Katu as a grammatical marker and in the
Aslian subfamily as a definite article. In Monglwe, another Angku language, the
classifier morpheme, kwin, means ‘father’ throughout Waic and is also attested in
Nicobarese meaning ‘husband/male animal’.5

4 Much of the data repgrted on here comes from a broader study described in Adams (1989) for
the Mon-Khmer, Aslian and Nicobarese subfamilies of Austroasiatic. Of the 59 languages and
dialects looked at there, only three Mon—Khmer languages did not have some recorded classifiers.
These languages are Pear [Pearic], the only representative of the Pearic branch for which I had data,
Riang and Davies’ Puman [Palaungic]. The records for these three languages are meager and
classifiers may have been missed. Their not being recorded in these cases may also be accounted
for by the fact that classifiers are optional in some Mon-Khmer languages in some styles of
speaking. For example, Shorto (1979, p.c.) reports that his ficldwork on Riang showed that it did
have classifiers and that a specific set of numbers went with them. Until better data are obtained
these few examples without classifiers in the number phrase mean little.

This study differs from the 1989 one in several ways. First, new sources for Khmer, Viet-
namese and MuoOng are included. The new MuOng data, drawn from a study published in 1987 by
Russian linguists, demonstrate a rich system for classifying humans. The new work on Khmer
(Marston, 1988) gives us some idea of the changes that took place after the Khmer Rouge took
over Cambodia. The discussion of the classification systems has been also been reinterpreted and
refined here.

3 To claim that all these forms classify ordinary people may be inaccurate. In several of the
languages, Davies' Wa, La, En, and Wa Kengtung, the only example was with the word ‘'man’ and
especially in the case of Monglwe where the classifier means ‘father’, it may be that the classifiers
are restricted to usage with human males. However, in the other languages besides Monglwe the
classifiers have a general meaning, so I have made the assumption that they apply more widely to
all sorts of people.
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A third form, *ki? (Proto—Waic) meaning ‘man, body’, is found in the all the
northern Palaungic languages except La. These northern languages include Gold
Palaung, En, Son, Wa—Kengtung, Drage’s Wa, Davies’ Wa, Antisdel’s Wa and
Kawa.b In La, one finds a fourth form, p’i, reconstructed in Diffloth (1977) as
Proto—Waic *bi? and glossed as ‘person’.

The southern Lawa group of the Palaungic branch, consisting of the Bo Luang,
Umphai and Mae Sariang dialects share a fifth classifier, pui. This form is recon-
structed in Diffloth (1977) as Proto—-Waic *byy meaning ‘person’.

Of the five classifier morphemes found in the Palaungic languages only one of
them, *ki?, functions as a classifier somewhere else in a Mon—Khmer branch. Mon
also employs it as a classifier for humans in general, and in spoken Mon it is a
polite term of address between people of equal status (Shorto 1962: 17).

In the Khmuic branch, the northern and southern dialects of Khmu employ a
different classifier morpheme for humans from the one found in Mal. The Khmu
dialects, as with many of its classifiers (see Adams 1989, 1991), have borrowed
the form gon for classifying people from Lao or other Tai languages. Mal, on the
other hand, has the form Iong that has no identifiable cognates in the available data.

The general classifier for humans in pre-revolutionary Khmer is different again
from the forms in the four other branches described above. This form, nedk, is of
indeterminate origin, although it is frequently attributed to a Chamic borrowing of a
wider-spread Austronesian cognate. In Rhade, for example, anak is a noun mean-
ing among other things ‘offspring, child’. The morpheme does not function as a
classifier in Austronesian though it is employed in Austronesian to make com-
pounds or for purposes of nominalization. The Austronesian origin is disputed by
Gedney (1986, p.c.) who believes that “some day epigraphic evidence within early
Khmer, or else comparative evidence” will prove the word native Mon—Khmer.

The Khmer classifier resembles, but is probably not related to, the classifier for
humans which occurs within both the Katuic and Bahnaric branches. The form na?
occurs in Koho Sre [S. Bahnaric], and in Kui, Brou, Pacoh, and Katu [Katuic].
Its origin can probably be attributed to the infixation and initial syllable reduction of
the native cognate chak. The clue to this identification comes from the form of the
human classifier in Kantu, another Katuic dialect. The classifier morpheme in
Kantu is chanak, the infixed version of *cak which means ‘body’ (Proto—East
Katuic [D.M. Thomas 1967: 73]). In Katu proper this form is chak or achak
(Costello 1971: 28), and it is infixed by the -an- infix found throughout Mon-
Khmer. The morpheme chak is found only in Bahnaric and Katuic, according to
Diffloth (1982, p.c.).”

6 Davies (1909) gives shi as a classifier for humans in Gold Palaung. It is unlike all the
other forms found in the Rumai and Waic subbranches. Since I know the reliability of Milne’s
data (1921), I am including only her forms.

7 Another interesting feature of the chanak form is that the non-infixed root, chak, is also a
classifier in Kui [Katuic], but it is used for tubers, not humans. It is not unusual in Mon-Khmer
for the same lexical item to classify quite different phenomena in different languages. This is true
for example for the mar cognate which is an honorific classifier for humans in Bahnar, but used
with portions of medicine in Mon.
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While Koho Sre [S. Bahnaric] employs the same morpheme for classifying
humans as the Katuic languages do, the rest of the Bahnaric languages employ a
variety of other forms. (See Table 1.) The North, East, Central and West sub-
branches of Bahnaric have basically one classifier per subbranch. The Southern
subbranch, including Koho Sre described above, has several different forms.

The North Bahnaric languages, except for Jeh, all share a cognate which is re-
constructed by Diffloth (1982, p.c.) as *ngaay. Diffloth gives its meaning as “pupil
of the eye’, but in the Sedang data it is glossed as ‘person’. The classifier in Jeh,
?nau, is not related to the other North Bahnaric form, which according to Thomas
and Smith (1967) has the cognate mangay in Jeh. (The meaning of this cognate in
Jeh is ‘the one having eyes’ [Diffloth, 1982, p.c.]) It is also possible that the
*ngaay cognate is related to the Vietnamese and Mudng human classifier nguoi,
which also means ‘person’ and can function as a pronoun as the form does 1n
Sedang.

In Cua, an East Bahnaric language, we find a different form functioning as the
human classifier. The form dro in Cua is also used in some of the dialects of
Bahnar proper [Central Bahnaric] not as a classifier, but as a noun meaning
‘person, individual’.

Bahnar proper, of the Central Bahnaric group, also has a unique classifier
meaning ‘person’, nu. It is not possible to establish any cognates for it from the
available data. The Rongao dialect of Central Bahnar uses the same form as most
of the North Bahnaric languages described above, ngai. This different form is
explained by the fact that the speakers of this dialect have a northern origin.

The classifier *raa? which occurs in the West Bahnaric languages Brao, Oi, and
Loven is from a noun meaning ‘big, adult human’, which has cognates in other
Austroasiatic languages but does not function as a classifier in any of them.




























































