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On the original relationship between Chinese and Kam-Tai
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Does Kam-Tai have any genetic relationship with Chinese? It is a key
question both in Sino-Tibetan research and in Asian/Pacific language
research. It is also a question involving the methodology of historical
linguistics.

Historical linguists of the 19th century used two criteria to determine
genetic relationship: one was structural similarity; another was sound
correspondences in basic vocabulary. Now, considering language contact
and the universal trend of language evolution, more and more linguists do
not think of structural similarity as a criterion for determining genetic
relationship (Haudricourt 1954, 1961; Matisoff 1970, 1973, 1976; Hu Tan
1980; Dai Qingxia 1980), but sound correspondence is still thought of as the
most important criterion. Li Fang Kuei (1937, 1976), Xing Gongwan (B2
1948-1994) and most scholars in China have been sticking to the viewpoint
that Chinese and Kam-Tai have a genetic relationship because these two
groups share many phonologically and semantically similar words (sound
correspondent words).

Having observed the live contact between Dai dialects of Yunnan
Province and the Southwest Dialect of Chinese (SDC) for several years, I have
found that the SDC loanwords in Dai at the same time and place have strict
sound correspondences with original words in SDC. We can take the
consonant /tch/ of SDC as an example:

Chinese

Character Meaning SDC Dai
X district /tchi®/ /6i%/
) 4 flag /tehidl/ /6i?/
m to draw (money) Jtehi®/ /6i%/
" sledge /tchiau®/ /cau®/
® to prize /tchiau?3/ /eiau?3/
| to warp /tehiau?3/ /¢iau?3/
E [ buckwheat /tehiauw’!/ /ciau®2/
i to invite /tchin®3/ /¢in%3/
# skirt /tchin®!/ /¢in*?/
3h to advise /tchian23/ /e¢ian?3/
E -3 fist /tchian®!/ /cian*?/
#h moldy /tchio®'/ /s0*/
95 poor /tchiong?!/ /song3!/
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The /tch/ of SDC original words corresponds to the /¢/ of SDC
loanwords in Dai, except for the last two items. These exceptions can be
explained. Because /¢/ in Dai cannot combine with the diphthongs /io/ and
/iong/, /t¢h/ in SDC is pronounced as /s/ in Dai.

Thus the same sound in SDC is pronounced under the same conditions
(i.e. in the same phonological environment) as the same sound in loanwords
in Dai. This law is very strict. There are two other kinds of phenomena to
be explained. Some Dai people pronounce /udi/, /isu/, and /an/ of SDC in a
different way:

SDC Loan Word in Dai

/uai/ /ui/ or /oi/
/iau/ /iu/ or /eu/
/an/ /win/ or /¥n/

The reason for these variants is that in some areas influenced by SDC, Dai is
experiencing the convergence of /oi/ and /iu/, /eu/ and /iu/, and /wn/ and
/¥n/. In other words, /0i/ and /ui/ in Dai alternate freely; so do /eu/ and
/ie/, /uin/ and /¥n/. Therefore, SDC words with /u2i/, /isu/ and /an/ each
have two kinds of pronunciation in Dai.

As soon as this kind of Dai sound change has run its course, /uai/, /idu/
and /an/ in original SDC words will keep respectively strict correspondents
to loanwords in Dai. This still means that the same sounds of original SDC
words, under the same conditions, are pronounced as the same sound in
loanwords.

Since original words and loanwords have strict sound
correspondences, we cannot distinguish genetic relationship from contact
relationship only by sound correspondence, nor can we tell cognate words
from loanwords in this way.

Some scholars think that basic words (especially ‘kernel words’ or
‘core vocabulary’) cannot be borrowed (Li Fang Kuei 1976), so that basic
words or kernel words can be used to distinguish genetic relationship from
contact relationship. This is unfortunately not true. The 200 words given by
M. Swadesh (1952) have been considered as standard kernel words by most
linguists, but I have observed, in contact between SDC and Dai in Dehong in
Yunnan, that some SDC kernel words have entered Dai, such as /xa:i*/ ‘sea’,
/xun®/ ‘tie’, /phiau’/ ‘float’, /te’*/ ‘father’. The Dai living by Jinsha River in
Yunnan have borrowed more SDC kernel words: /tsha'!/ ‘rub’, /lan®/
‘rotten’, /giang®®/ ‘think’, /xai’*/ ‘sea’, /tsha%/ ‘pull’, /sau**/ ‘few’, /phau®/
‘swell’, /tshan®®/ ‘dig’, /tsuan®*/ ‘turn’, /khan’3/ ‘cut’. All these borrowed
words show strict sound correspondences with the original words.

In recent years, Yan Xuequn (1979) and Dong Weiguang (1984) have
proposed “correspondence of word groups”, while Xing Gongwan (1983)
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has proposed “deep structure correspondence”. They attempt to use these
methods to demonstrate the genetic relationship between Chinese and
Kam-Tai. However, I have found that both of these types of correspondences
also appear in the borrowed words (Chen Baoya 1994:1.3).

Therefore, there is no reason to set a vocabulary boundary beyond
which no words can be borrowed. We maintain that even items of core
vocabulary showing regular sound correspondences are not enough to
distinguish genetic relationship from contact relationship. If we find two
groups of sound correspondent words at different times between two
languages, such as those between Kam-Tai and Old Chinese and between
Kam-Tai and SDC, we can say the sound correspondent words at the later
time are borrowed words because they have different kinds of
correspondences from those between Kam-Tai and Old Chinese, but we still
have no methods strong enough to tell if the sound correspondent words in
earlier time between Kam-Tai and Old Chinese are cognate words or
borrowed words. Li Fang Kuei (1976) found more than 100 sound
correspondent kernel words between Old Chinese and Tai, 29 of them
belonging to Swadesh’'s 200 word list. Li was more inclined to consider
them evidence of the genetic relationship between Chinese and Tai. Since
items of core vocabulary can also be borrowed, we think Li deduced too
strong a conclusion from his data. Most Chinese scholars explain the
relationship between Chinese and Kam-Tai as Li Fang Kuei did.

Now we can conclude that contact is potenetially unlimited.
“Unlimited” means that any language level, including kernel structure and
kernel vocabulary, can be influenced in contact. Therefore regular sound
correspondences are only a necessary condition for genetic relationship, not
a sufficient one.

But this does not mean that we cannot distinguish genetic relationship
from contact relationship at all. According to my personal observations of
contemporary contact phenomena, both language contact and language
division may be ranked on a scale, and the two kinds of scales are opposite.
In language contact, the more nuclear sound correspondent words are fewer
than the less nuclear ones. In language division, on the other hand, nuclear
sound correspondent words are more numerous than less nuclear ones.

To avoid personal bias in selecting items of core vocabulary, I have
divided Swadesh’'s 200 kernel words into two groups to see the different
semantic patterning in situations of language division versus language
contact. In 1952, Swadesh listed 200 words which he thought to be the
most stable words in human languages. But even these 200 words could be
borrowed from one language to another. In 1955, Swadesh narrowed his list
down to 100 words. He thought that these 100 words were the most stable
and could not be borrowed. As we discussed above, even these 100 words
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can also be borrowed as a result of Chinese and Tai contact. I have divided
Swadesh’s 200 kernel words into two ranks:

1st 100 words: Swadesh’s 100 kernel words (1955)
2nd 100 words: the remaining items on Swadesh’'s list of 200 words
(1952)

Having subtracted Swadesh's 100 words from his 200-word list, we
are left with 107 words. I have deleted seven of them, for in Asian languages
they are either partially repetitive with others in meaning or inconvenient to
be compared. These are: at (partial overlap with in), when (partial overlap
with what), wipe (partial overlap with rub), with (partial overlap with and),
ye (partial repetition with you), and some, other (inconvenient to compare).

I have found that in genetic relationship, the cognates among the first
100 words are more numerous than those in the second 100 words, while
in a contact relationship, the loanwords among the first 100 words are
fewer than those in the second 100 words.

Let us first look at the distribution of kernel cognate words in Dai
(=Tai) dialects of Yunnan Province:

DD DY DL DJ
Dehong Yun River Lincan Jinsha River

DX Xishuangbanna 88/71 91/68 85/71 84/66

DD Dehong 92/72 94/85 91/69
DY Yun River 91/68 88/68
DL Lincan 88/68

On the left of the slashes are the numbers of cognate words in the first 100
words; -on the right of the slashes are those in the second 100 words. It is
evident that the cognates among the first 100 words are more numerous
than those in the second 100 words.

Now let's see how core cognates in some European languages whose
genetic relationship has been proven are distributed in the first 100 words
and the second 100 words. In 1952 and 1955, Swadesh gave out the
following figures:
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Cognate words

in 200 word list in 100 word list
Old English/Modern English 77% 86%
Old German/Modern German 84% 89%
Old Swedish/Modern Swedish 85% 94%
Latin/Modern Romanian 56% 71%
Latin/French 62% 74%
Old Greek/Modern Greek 69% 71%

According to the formula x,=2x-x, (where 2x is the number of cognates in
the 200 word list, x, is the number of cognates in the first 100 word list,
and x, is the number of words in the second 100 word list), we can figure
out cognate percentages as follows:

Cognate words
in first 100 words  in second 100 words

Old English/Modern English 86% 68%
Old German/Modern German 89% 79%
Old Swedish/Modern Swedish 94% 76%
Latin/Modern Romanian 71% 41%
Latin/Modern French 74% 50%
Old Greek/Modern Greek 71% 67%

There is no doubt that all these pairs of languages have a genetic
relationship. All the figures show that, in each pair, cognates among the
first 100 words are more numerous than those in the second 100 words.

There is also no doubt that English belongs to the Germanic group.
The following figures show the distribution of cognate words between
English and some other languages of the Germanic group in the first 100
words and the second 100 words (judgments of cognacy are according to
Barnhart 1988).

Cognate words
in first 100 words in second 100 words

Old English/English 87% 71%
German/English 64% 46%
Old Frisian/English 72% 51%
Dutch/English 71% 54%
Old Icelandic/English 76% 57%

Gothic/English 58% 39%
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In each case, the cognates among the first 100 words are more numerous
than those in the second 100 words.

Let's turn to Chinese. It is obvious that the Chinese dialects have a
genetic relationship to each other. Compare the distribution of their kernel
cognate words:

Hakka Southern Min Xiang Wu Gan Yue
Mandarin 75/56 61/56 82/71 82/71 76/73 83/71
Hakka . 69/51 72/52 71/59 66/56 70/55
Southern Min 65/51 62/52 62/49 60/49
Xiang 87/64 81/67 78/68
Wu 78/72 76/72
Gan 71/69

On the left of the slashes are the percentages for the first 100 words; on the
right, those for the second 100 words. These figures also show that the
cognates in the first 100 words are more numerous than those in the
second 100 words.

By any criterion, the Indo-European languages and Chinese dialects
are among the most important language groups in the world; it is striking
that in both groups, there are more genetic cognates in the first 100 words
than in the second 100 words.

Now let's turn to contact relationship. In the contact between the
Southwest Dialect of Chinese and different dialects of Tai, all the dialects of
Tai have borrowed kernel words from the Southwest Dialect of Chinese in
different ways and to varying degrees. I have collected those in Dehong
(DD}, Jinsha (DJ) and Yun River (DY):
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Loans from Southwest Dialect of Chinese into Dai in Dehong

Meaning SDC originals Loans in DD Collocations

First 100 words:

hair £ /mau®l/ /mau‘2/ /mau*’gian?3/
‘knitting wool’
/mau*2pi*l/
‘writing brush’

liver B /kan%s/ /kan¥/ /kan’Sian%/
‘hepatitis’

Second 100 words:

father 3£ /tie%s/ /te¥/

float & /phiau%/ /phiau’s/

dull B /xan%/ /xan’/

turn ¥ /tsuan?/ /tsuan23/

ice vK /pin%/ /pin®/

sea % /xai23/ /xai?3/

tie $# /khun®®/ /xun®/

squeeze & /jia®/ /jia®/

if R /zuvd'ko%/ J7u3ko®/

because HXH /jin*uei?®/  /jin®vui2?/

Loans from Southwest Dialect of Chinese into Dai of Jinsha

Meaning SDC original Loans in DJ
First 100 words:

(no borrowed words)

Second 100 words:

rub # /tsha’l/ /tshall/
rotten £ /lan?3/ /lan®/
think A8 /cia®/ /eia%/
sea 1 /xai®/ /xai®/
split it /tsha®/ /tsha®/
few > /sau®/ /sau’s/
swell B /phau®/ /phau’/
turn k¥ /tshuan?®/ /tshuan®/
cut K /kan®/ /kan*/
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Loans from Southwest Dialect of Chinese into Dai of Yun River

Meaning SDC originals Loans in DY Collocations

First 100 words:

oil; grease M /joudl/ /jous/ /pan®jou®/
‘pork fat’

kill R /sa%/ /sa%/

water K /swPl/ Jswoai%/ /panSswaisl/

‘water in ditch’
Second 100 words:
grass L /tshau’3/ /tsha:u® /tsha:uS3xa:i3!/
‘straw sandals’

think ’ X8 /ciang®/ /eang®/

sea ¥ /xai®/ /xai’/ /xaisy?/
‘lake’

and 1 /x0%1/ /x0%/

old % /lau%/ a3/ /law’3puthau'!/
‘old man’
/a%ja%/
‘old woman’

squeeze & /ja%/ /ja®/

father £ /tie®/ /1a%tje®/

dull $ /Ponm/ /ponll/

The percentages reflected by the above data are:

DD DJ DY
Dehong  Jinsha River Yun River
SDC Southwest Dialect of Chinese 2/10 0/9 3/8

All the data show that the cognates among the first 100 words are more
numerous than those in the second 100 words, and that conversely
loanwords among the first 100 words are more numerous than those in the
second 100 words.

So far we can conclude that the distribution of kernel loanwords is
opposite to that of kernel cognate words.

We have seen that both cognate words and loanwords can show regular
sound correspondences, so that this criterion is insufficient by itself to
distinguish cognate words from loanwords, or genetic relationship from
contact relationship. However, now that we see that the semantic
distribution of kernel cognate words is opposite to that of kernel loanwords,
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we can distinguish genetic relationship from contact relationship by this
opposition. The method is, when confronted with two languages whose
genetic or contact relationship needs to be determined, if the sound
correspondent words in the first 100 words are more numerous than those
in the second 100 words, we can say the two languages have a genetic
relationship. Conversely, if the sound correspondent words in the first 100
words are fewer than those in the second 100 words, we can say the two
languages have a contact relationship.

Most linguists believe that there is a Proto-Kam-Tai, including a Tai
(Zhuang-Dai) branch, a Kam-Sui (Dong-Shui) branch and a Li (Hlai) branch. I
have selected eleven languages from Kam-Tai to observe the distribution of
kernel sound correspondent words. These languages are:

Tai Group: W Zhuang in Wuming (Guangxd)
ZL Zhuang in Longzhou (Guangxi)
BY Buyi (Guizhou)
DX Dai in Xishuangbanna (Yunnan)
DD Dai in Dehong (Yunnan)
Kam Group: DR Dong in Rongjiang (Guizhou)
MLL Mulao in Luocheng (Guangxi)
SS Sui in Sandu (Guizhou)
MLH Maolan in Huangjiang (Guangxi)
Li (Hlai) Group: LB Li in Baoding (Hainan)
LT Li in Tongshi (Hainan)

Now compare the following percentages of sound correspondent words in
the first 100 words and the second 100 words:
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First 100 words:

ZL BY DX DD DR MLL SS MLH IB LT
w 86 90 78 76 61 56 57 56 49 46

ZL 78 80 72 54 52 50 46 48 46
BY 72 72 56 52 56 54 52 50
DX 88 52 51 53 48 48 49
DD 48 48 50 47 51 48
DR 74 80 79 40 39
MLL . 76 73 38 37
Ss 79 37 38
MLH 37 38
LB 90

Second 100 words:

ZL BY DX DD DR MLL SS MLH 1IB LT
w 69 81 53 54 46 48 54 55 27 32

ZL 61 55 58 38 40 41 41 25 24
BY 53 51 46 47 52 52 25 27
DX 71 36 34 44 37 26 29
DD 34 33 40 37 31 30
DR 56 59 57 18 21
MLL 50 59 18 18
SSs 62 21 24
MLH 19 22
B 90

The figures show that in each pair of 11 languages selected from Kam-Tai,
the correspondent words in the first 100 words are more numerous than
those in the second 100 words. We should conclude that each pair of 11
languages has a genetic relationship, and there was indeed a Proto-Kam-Tai.

Let us turn to the most controversial issue in Sino-Tibetan research;
that is, what kind of relationship exists between Chinese and Kam-Tai. I
have compared the kernel words of Old Chinese (OC) with those of eleven
languages of Kam-Tai and have obtained the following result: (The single
numbers refer to classes of tones; OC reconstructions are according to Wang
Li).
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The percentages of correspondent words with Chinese are:

ZW ZL BY DX DD DR MLL SS MLH

First 100 words 13 13 5 4 7 11 10 6 7
Second 100 words 22 19 18 15 15 15 22 16 15

It is obvious that the sound correspondent words among the first 100 words
are fewer than those in the second 100 words. We should confess that the
intimate relationship between Chinese and Kam-Tai is a contact
relationship. ’

Some scholars suppose that Kam-Tai and Austronesian have a genetic
relationship (see Benedict 1942: 1975). I have selected Malay (M) and
Indonesian (I) from Austronesian to compare with Kam-Tai. Observe the
following data:
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The percentages of Kam-Tai/Indonesian correspondent words are:

ZW ZL BY DX DD DR MLL SS MLH

First 100 words 14 14 13 15 15 14 14 11 13
Second 100 words 6 6 6 5 5 6 4 6 6

The percentages of Kam-Tai/Malay comparabilia are:

ZW ZL BY DX DD DR MLL SS MLH

First 100 words 12 11 10 15 12 12 11 10 11
Second 100 words 6 6 5 5 5 6 4 6 5

According to these data, we may say that Austronesian and Kam-Tai have a
genetic relationship.

Now we can conclude in the light of these scales of kernel words that
there are two important family trees in the Asia/Pacific region: one is Sino-
Tibetan; the other is “Yue”, including Austronesian and Kam-Tai. These two
linguistic stocks have been in very close contact, so there is much similarity
between them. Most Chinese scholars think that Kam-Tai belongs to Sino-
Tibetan because of structural similarity and sound correspondences. Most
European and American scholars classify Chinese and Kam-Tai into different
families because of sound correspondences between Kam-Tai and
Austronesian. We have seen that structural similarity is not enough by itself
to distinguish a genetic relationship from a contact relationship, nor are
regular sound correspondences. To distinguish the two kinds of
relationship, we must refer to the semantic patterning of resemblant items
of core vocabulary.
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