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0. Introduction

Part of our research project on Mon-Khmer languages of Northeast Thailand
has been to compare wordlists taken from various related dialects and languages.
In collecting additional wordlists, we chose to use the SIL Southeast Asia Wordlist
of 281 words because there were already a significant number of lists available
using this wordlist and we wanted to be able to compare these lists with those we
were now collecting. The available lists included 1) those taken in Viet Nam and
Laos (some dating back to the late 60s and early 70s), 2) *lists collected by Thai
linguists, 3) lists taken in refugee camps of NE Thailand from speakers from Laos,
4) lists collected by ourselves in NE Thailand several years ago, and 5) lists taken
by Brian Migliazza in his recent study of the So language.

We rechecked the lists collected from communities resident in Thailand, as we
were able, by revisiting the areas where the lists were elicited. After visiting
representative villages of all Mon Khmer groups (with the exception of the large
Northern Khmer community which has been more extensively studied) in the three
provinces where we were authorized to work, we found that all but one of these
groups were from the Katuic branch of Mon-Khmer. We then keyboarded all of
the Katuic lists for comparison using the computer program WORDSURYV. Based
on our prior knowledge of a Katuic language, our improved knowledge of Lao and
more experience in taking wordlists, we decided to exclude for comparison 78
words from the original list. This left 203 words for comparison in our final
tabulation.

The problem of getting an appropriate wordlist is certainly not new. Huffman
(1976:544) describes in detail his attempts to do this. In referring to the problem of
generic vs. specific terms, for example, he says, “Southeast Asians never cut; they
slice, chop, hack, snip, mince or split, but they seldom, if ever, cut.” He excluded
words from his list because they 1) were not culturally relevant or were missing
(e.g. bear, shield), 2) demonstrated semantic overlap (e.g. hand/arm, day/sun, 3)
were compounds (e.g. tree, beard, milk), 4) were too general (e.g. bad, good,
basket, worm) or 5) were loan words (e.g. book, bottle, market).

Smith (1978:61), using the same SIL 281-item list which we used, excluded
69 words from comparison. 37 of these were words which we also excluded.
Smith’s reasons for exclusion were very similar to Huffman’s and ours (1)
confusion of elicitation, 2) duplication, 3) phrase, 4) borrowed or not cultural, 5)
differences in division of semantic domain, 6) eliciting grammatical rather than
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lexical data). But the broadly based nature of Smith’s study (30 widely different
Mon-Khmer languages) versus the more narrowly focused study of ours resulted in
a number of different decisions. For example, where Smith disqualified papaya
and coconut, there was no reason for us to do so. We also did not automatically
disqualify compounds which Huffman and Smith disqualified. If they seemed
fairly stable and widespread, we retained them. We did not disqualify words which
were grammatical in nature, though problems in elicitation resulted in some of these
being excluded.

Problems we encountered with specific entries on the wordlist that led to
exclusion may be summarized in several categories. Some entries had problems in
more than one of these areas. Numbers following the English gloss in the
description below indicate numerical postion on the wordlist. (See Appendix 1.)

1. Problems involving the eliciting language
1.1 Differences between languages

Lists have been collected in three different national languages, Thai, Lao and
Vietnamese, none of which have completely similar semantic domains for all entries
on the list. For example, the word worm (67) on the Vietnamese list called for an
earthworm, whereas the same entry in Thai and Lao referred to the kind of worm
found in rotten fruit. Similarly, the word for cow (64) on the Thai list asked for
female buffalo, where the Lao entry asked for cow. When comparing lists taken in
two or more national or regional languages care should be taken to try to assure the
elicitation of semantically identical words.

1.2 Supposed synonyns or two possibilities given

Sometimes an entry had two words given that were supposedly synonymous,
but really weren’t, as in the word for blow (113), where the Thai list has both blow
and fan. This made eliciting a consistent response difficult and suspect. Similarly
on the Thai and Lao lists the word for sick (104) gave two possibilites, both of
which have distinct meanings in the Katuic languages. The word scorpion (68)
caused confusion because Katuic languages distinguish between at least two
different kinds, both of which were included on the Lao list. Other words where
this proved a problem include branch/stick (37), return (132), fall (140), squeeze
(154), child (160), to steam (182), swell (244) and bad (256). Lists that are used
for comparison should be elicited with only one possibility for each entry.

1.3 Homonyms or phonologically similar words in the eliciting language

A word that has a homonym in the eliciting language will often result in
confusion. This was true in the Lao list where the words swim (134) and float
(135) were both elicited with the same word. Also, the Thai and Lao word for
some (223) is the same as the word for thin (233). There was no problem eliciting
thin, but when we asked for some we always got thin. Similarly, the word areca
(40) was misunderstood as the generic word for fruit since in Lao and Thai it is the
same word. Part of the problem with the word some may also have been the
difficulty of establishing a context for the word some, but it is nevertheless true that
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homonyms, or even phonetically similar words, in the eliciting language are
potential problems.

There were also cases of misunderstanding of the eliciting language, which
were not always due to mispronunciation. For example, the Lao word smell (119)
was easily confused with the phrase can eat since these are identical except for the
tone on the second segment of the item. Since eat is the more common word, we
would often get this response when asking for smell. The word few (224) on both
the Thai and Lao lists includes the word for small/little and this proved confusing to
a Katuic respondent who often heard it as a similar expression for small child.
Also, the concept of few was somehow difficult to communicate.

2. Unknown, uncultural or borrowed words

Sometimes no response was given to unknown or uncultural words, but often
they simply borrowed the term from the national or regional language.
Occasionally, a vernacular word was no longer used, having been replaced by the
national or regional word. Examples of this type of replacement are the words for
same (262) and different (263). Other words excluded in this category are snow
(14), freeze (15), lake (18), sea (19), gold (25), rabbit (59), sing (197).

3. No generic category in Katuic language

Sometimes there was no generic category in the Katuic language, as for the
word leg (92). In Katuic languages one must specify the part of the leg in question.
Similarly, most of the Katuic respondents could not think of a generic term for
animal (51) and clothing (193). For these words they generally used a borrowed
term. No generic word for rattan (39) resulted in different varieties being given,
sometimes more than one.

4. Repetitions

Some words were repeated in the Katuic languages, leading to the retaining of
only one occurrence. For example, the words for fingernail (91) and claw (49) are
the same in Katuic. The same is true for hair (80) and feather (45), firewood (183)
and fire (184), here (264) and this (266), there (265) and that (267). Twenty (219)
was excluded because it is generally composed of two (210) and ten (218).

5. TIrregular elicitation

This category accounted for 16 words being excluded. The reasons varied,
but were generally related to elicitation procedures. For example, the response to
the word for throw (139) depends on the mode of throwing. Katuic languages have
different words for throwing overhand and throwing underhand. And even if we
were careful to illustrate with an overhand motion, we could not be sure how
previous lists had been elicited. Some of the entries suggest that an underhand
motion was used.
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Other words excluded under this category were the following:

river (17) - many borrowed this word, but some Katuic languages distinguish
on the basis of size.

forest (29) - unclear as to secondary or primary forest.

chest (83) - some responded with chest, some with breast or heart.

heart (85) - sometimes this was understood as figurative, sometimes as the
physical heart.

hear (106) - this was excluded because of the closeness between listen and hear
and the feeling that there had been some confusion in the
responses.

speak (108) - this has many possible representations in Katuic languages as it
does in English: e.g. tell, say, speak, etc.

suck (111) - respondents were unclear whether this referred to sucking a straw

or breast, or to smoking a cigarette, all of which were covered by
the Thai & Lao word used to elicit, but would require different
Katuic words.

want (124) - many responded with want to have or a similar phrase.

come (130) - confused with come here and return.

turn (133) - confusion between turn (a corner) and turn around.

rub (148) - often confused with wipe (147); also confused with applying
medication.

cut (150) - brought responses ranging from chop to slice to having an
accidental cut (e.g. on the hand or arm).

hunt (206) - Katuic languages have many different kinds of hunting, e.g. with

gun, with snare, with net.

fight 208) - in Katuic languages this would be differently rendered if the
altercation were with words, with weapons, were reciprocal, etc.
e.g. argue, hit each other, to box, etc.

dirty (246) - this seemed to be too imprecise for Katuic languages. Some
simply gave the word for black. Others borrowed the Lao word.

6. Disparity in range of meaning

The range of meaning between the eliciting language and the Katuic languages
often proved problematic. For example, betel chew (179) sometimes elicited the
whole chew and sometimes the various parts. For the word burn (185) Katuic
languages distinguish between intentional vs. non-intentional burning and also
between active vs. passive. The words sleep (125) and lie down (126) have the
same overlap that they do in Thai and Lao in Katuic languages, with the former
consisting of the latter plus a qualifying modifier, so it was difficult to know what
was being elicited. Lie down was retained. The words hot (250) and cold (251)
were excluded because of the confusion between sensation and temperature. Many
had problems giving an equivalent for the word live (102), not because they did not
have a word for the concept, but because the Thai or Lao word used to elicit it had a
much broader range of meaning. The word given for dry (241) differed in many
Katuic languages depending on whether the action was understood to mean to dry
in the sun as rice or coffee or to hang up to dry as clothing or the condition resulting
from these actions.
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7. Difficulty of eliciting words in isolation

Most pronouns and grammatical connectors were excluded because of the
difficulty of eliciting these words in isolation. Even when illustrative sentences
were given, the connectives and pronouns were often not able to be isolated. These
included he/she (169), we (incl) (170), you (pl) (171), they (172), when (268),
who (270), and (272), with (273), at (274), because (275), how (276), if (277), in
(278), and not yet (280). On the other hand, the words 7 (167), you (sing.) (168),
where (269) and what (271) seemed to be easily elicited and were retained.

8. Other

Four other words were excluded that did not fit neatly into any of the above
categories, and we are not sure what made them difficult to elicit. The word for
dust (24) had no entry nine times, there were six unique responses and a few
responded with the word for ashes. This may have been an eliciting language
problem where respondents did not understand what was being asked. The word
loincloth (194) seemed to be a problem for many regpondents, which was
surprising since this is a common culturally known item in other Katuic languages.
The word for dull (248) also proved problematic for many, perhaps in part because
the phrase not sharp was used in eliciting it, but it still seems surprising that this
was not a well-understood concept. The word good (255) also presented problems,
although the eliciting word was clear and well-known. Perhaps this was a problem
of not having a generic word, but we do not know why it proved difficult. In most
cases they simply used the Thai or Lao word.

9. Retained despite problems

There are 15 words that presented some problems, but were retained because
we felt the problems were not serious enough to exclude them. On later reflection
and/or better information some of these may also be candidates for exclusion.

Three of these words had responses that generally fell into two cognate sets.
In at least some Katuic languages terms from both sets occur with slightly different
meanings. These words are mist (9), stone (21), and cord/string (191). They were
retained, however, because we could not be sure that all the Katuic languages had
both.

The English glosses of nine other words in this category are generic in nature,
whereas most Katuic languages have several varieties, or make other distinctions.
But in these instances responses seemed constrained by the corresponding word in
the eliciting language, so were retained. These words are monkey (60), deer (61),
bite (114), walk (129), drum (199), gong (200), many (222), short (229), and
round (230).

The word for rainbow (8) caused some amusement because the Lao form
includes the words drink/eat water. The Katuic respondent would give their word
for rainbow, and then, with a laugh add drinks water, indicating that this was not a
normal part of their word. We retained this word, but deleted drinks water.
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The words for mud (23) and spear (204) were strong candidates for
exclusion, but we decided to retain both. Although mud had 15 distinct cognate
categories, indicating a possible problem with the elicited form, we did not feel we
could exclude it on that basis alone. Spear could be excluded on the basis of
borrowing, but it was not clear to us that this was actually borrowed, even though
some Katuic languages do have a distinctive vernacular form for this.

10. Conclusion

The percent of shared cognates will certainly be affected by the consistency of
the list and the elicitation process. We found that when we excluded the 76
problematic entries from the list our cognate percentages went up by three to six
percent. This seems a significant adjustment, particularly when comparing closely
related languages and/or dialects.
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Appendix : SIL Southeast Asia wordlist (as used in current Mon-Khmer project).
S indicates status as described in paper: i = inclusion, e = exclusion,
p = problematic.

English Lao Thai V-Mese S
1. sky i ) troi i
2. cloud cun W may i
3. sun ’ M6y wizedmd, mein mat troi i
4. moon ciou wizduni, (o trang i
5. star o 12 sao i
6. wind au ou gio i
7. rain Ju N mua i
8. rainbow §9Ruih o méng p
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10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.

mist
night
day
year
hail
snow
freeze
water
river
lake
sea
earth
stone
sand
mud
dust
gold
silver
mountain
tree
forest
leaf
bark
flower
root
fruit
seed
grass
stick
banana
rattan
areca
papaya
coconut

men
n9au
n9eS
3
WANCH U
Bus

(w123 w2y (nw)

U
UL
@
nzea U9
neea
=)
CwUAY
o
oy
2y
60
20U
5.
EIARY)
e
o
cyu
Y
Auty, ANl
Ui
LD
nul
nent
sl
uant IJ
¢, Ly
o
goull, Llcn
waniey
nou
wan
mmn§3
AW 190

wNen
Na1AH
iy
b
gAY
Auy
(M) uds
L4
W
R4
Wit
nuwssy 99 ndw
N
UWHUAY
N
NIy

Thau

a1, now
fulay

1h

Tolay
waenlay
nonlal
PRUItY

walal, gnlal
win

Aol

neae

a3

nn
uTazNe

NEwin

suong mu
dém

ngay

nam

mua da
tuy'ét
dong lanh
nuoc

song

ho

bién

dat

da

vO cay
hoa

ré

trai
hot

)

gay

chudi
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43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.

bird
wing
feather
fly

cgg

tail
claw
horn
animal
dog

pig
chicken
duck
fish
snake
rat
rabbit
monkey
deer
tiger .
buffalo
cow
elephant

Lo

019

cau 20980
681

&0

WA

LY

n

en

U

J

W
n=nau
8
non9
cde
a0
99
g19

(elephant) tuskyng 1)

worm
scorpion
spider
louse
mosquito
afly
nose

eye

ear

head

ey

wuygen, ©uU9ea

CUY U
¢h

wn

n

™

i

19

YN

§u (veedmd)
o

&ni

Y]

"y

1n

dn

s

3

ny
nIzFL
8

n

o
LRl
anefauliy, winse
19
RRt g}
NUBY
uneae
UNEINN
M

it

WNRITH

Katuic wordlist

chim

canh

16ng chim
bay
tring
dudi
moéng thu
sung

con vat
cho

heo

ga

vit

ca

rdn

T T

—-
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77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.

100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.

mouth
tooth
tongue
hair
neck
shoulder
chest
back
heart
abdomen
intestine
liver
hand
palm
nail

leg
foot
knee
thigh
calf
blood
bone
skin
flesh
fat

live

die
sick
breathe
hear
see
speak
laugh

weep

Q

Ay

Mmocen
oqgou, finen
dacoy

@

caen

nzqQn

o9, Gouly
&

cU 9

Loy

aQ

ctfu, D85
MY

¢35y, Uou
A

LG

6Ol U

651

fiogou
Seqld

&
W, (39

190
1684, AU
FHN)

fon
nIzen
A
il

Toiu

RN

(L]

Su, v
witls
hCn

n

e
W

Joolv

miéng
rang
Iudi

téc

6
vai
nguc
Iung
tim
bung
rudt
gan

tay
ban tay
mong
chan
ban chan
dau gdi
bap dui
bédp chan
mau
xuong
da

thit

md
song
chét
dau
thd
nghe
xem
noi
cuoi
khéc
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111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.
142.
143.
144.

suck
spit (v)
blow
bite
eat
drink
drunk
vomit
smell
think
know
count
afraid
want
sleep
lie down
stand
sit
walk
come
enter
return
turn
swim
float
flow
push
pull
throw
fall
give
take
wash

launder

Qo
Auvhany
¢Ja

3y, fin
nu

Rur
¢l

san

Lo
an

®mo <~
Dp -

n, an

e e

U

g9y

figgnay, Uan
VewIju

U9

U1

21

@ o
cUe, Nu
4§90, iy
QUL
aou

Loy

g

a3

2099, Yoy
fin, nay
a1, contd
81

RN
gnifn

o usU 3N
1hnau
fin

1

.,

Ny
n&"
fieIns, een

iy

a9

¥n
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ba
khac nhd
thdi
cin
an
udng
say
mua
ngi
nghi
biét
dém
sQ
mudn
ngu
nam
ding
ngdi
di
dén
vao
vé
queo
16i
ndi
chay
day
kéo
ném
rét
cho
lay
rfa
giat

o o -

e



Mon—Khmer Studies 23

145.  split W i ché
146. te yn yn budc
147. wipe ¢5n I lau
148. rub 9 20 g, in cha
149.  hit a f darth
150. cut Ao fin, un cit
151. stab xng un3 dam
152. dig 30 1 dao
153. scratch 20, ¢hn g0, 1M gai
154a. squeeze du dn bép
154b. wring Un - --
155. man {2y B , danong
156. woman §9 Ko dan ba
157. person au an nguoi
158. father W o cha
159. mother Uy wal me
160. child ¢in, §n #in, gn con
161. husband o 7 chong
162. wife ey it Vo
163. brother 81y, fiegenu R, veere anh
164. sister S eu, oo R, ¥Bara chi
165. younger siblingiioq Yoo em
166. name 5} ie tén
167. 1 Sou, 8alsy, 1) M, 1) toi
168. you C’Aa"], NIy, U9 58, 9 -
169. he, she 63, ¢y, 819, DU né
170. we (incl) ¢S, wonesSn, - 3 chiing ta
wondey, wondaijey
171.  you uonc’":ﬂ, wonuaw wanise, wanily --
172. they woneadn, wonein wifamsw, wann ho
173. field rice 65 n¢den Fradden hia
174. pounded rice 68 g s gao
175. cookedrice  c5 §n 119qn com

176. corn 62 1813 F1lwa béap

[¢] (¢] -
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1717.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.
187.
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.
198.
199.
200.
201.
202.
203.
204.
205.
206.
207.
208.
209.
210.

salt

red pepper
betel chew
pestle
mortar

to steam
firewood
fire

burn
ashes
smoke
road
house
roof
cord

sew
clothing
loincloth
work
play

sing
dance
drum
gong
buy
crossbow
arrow
spear
shoot
hunt

kill

fight

one

two

che
wanewn
gsomnn
N

an

o9, w9

duy

L

e, Lo
¢fia, Scfi
adu

19, N1YNE0Y
¢S o

i 92

¢Son

ngula

& ol a
ARIER R
cSnosn
‘Uif'U

So96ug
cguéw, L]
ne;

BIER)
{é;
wiansy
nasy
men
63
ancle
51

g
899

\nie

win
Woavaan
®n

f3n

fla, du
N

n

W

.
AU
DU, N
1w
nim
Fon

du
o
Wea, feaan
Eaint

TN
F:NOLN
uin, Wew
neod

LGN

o
wihhy
qnns
ven

N

L
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mudi i
ot i
trau e
chay i
cbi i
ndu e
cti i
lida e
chay e
tro i
khoi i
dudng i
nha i
mai i
day p
may

ao e
kho S
lam i
choi i
hat e
mua 1
trong p
chiéng p
mua i
na i
tén i
gido p
bin i
san e
giét i

danhnhau e

mat i

hai
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211.
212.
213.
214.
215.
216.
217.
218.
219.
220.
221.
222.
223.
224,
225.
226.
227.
228.
229a.
229b.
230.
231.
232.
233.
234.
235.
236.
237.
238.
239.
240.
241.
242.
243,

three
four
five
six
seven
eight
nine
ten
twenty
hundred
all
many
some
few
big
small
long
tall
short (length)
low (height)
round
smoot
thick
thin
wide
narrow
black
red
white
green
yellow
dry
wet

rotten

Sou
fiquln
RS
19
caniieu
0]
ey
b

LRt

ap

e

3n

wun

M

fu

iy

ion
Fovian
W8, Wn
79, u
oy

vy

&n

[inle}

naw
Sou
an)
U
nne
WAy
i
und
ERb)
1)
Wies
why
Jon

i

bay

tam

chin
mudi

hai mugi
tram

tat cd
nhiéu
vai

it

16n
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244. swell wu, 155y LY sung e
245. full (container) ¢ U I day i
246. dirty cou snysn do e
247. sharp (blade) 8y Y sic i
248. dull v, oqu o, laen cun e
249. new T Il méi i
250. hot Sou $ou nong e
251. cold ¢y AN lanh e
252. heavy win wiin ning i
253.  straight § a9 nyo, o thing i
254. right fin qn ding i
255. good a # tot e
256a. bad oa Wi xau e
256b. evil ¢ad 82 - e
257a. old (object)  ¢fin, wn uri -- i
257b. old (person) cﬁﬁ, xn i gia i
258. far n 1na xa i
259. near %1} Ing gan i
260. rightside 20 m phai i
261. leftside « 8v Lot trai i
262. same 8 () wllewn (v gidng e
263. different m19 (Fu) o () khac i
264. here ) @ day e
265. there gu, fu () ¥ kia e
266. this 5 £ nay i
267.  that Fu i ds i
268. when? vta {Jals khi ndo e
269. where? gt fvu dau i
270. who? tw 1m ai e
271. what? i, cuund ocls gi i
272. and waz, N unz va e
273. with nu, WU, teu fan, (o) fiu voi e
274. a g & (e tai e
275. because cwazoa, Bouon e Rrn) vi e
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276.
2717.
278.
279.
280.
281.

how

if

in

not

not yet
already

U"‘I:]?.O, xugln

I

fin
tu
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a3 thé nao e
i) néu e
W trong e
by khong i
&, fola chua €
e roi i
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