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The Hmong-Mien Languages
David Stfecker

The Hmong-Mien family, which is also called the Miao-Yao
family, is one of the major language stocks of Southeast Asia.
Most of the languages of the family are spoken in southwestern
China, but several languages are spoken in the northern por-
tions of Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, and Burma.

A detailed understanding of the family first became
available to linguists as a result of the dialect surveys
and descriptive linguistic work undertaken in China after
the Liberation. More recently, the Indochinese war forced
. thousands of speakers of Hmong-Mien languages from Laos to
resettle in Australia, Europe, and the Americas, so that a
number of linguists outside of China and Southeast Asia have
now become active Hmong-Mienists., The present collection
includes the work of several of these scholars.

Even today some linguists who are not specialists in
these languages tend to think of Hmong-Mien as a small and
obscure group, comprising just two languages, "Miao" and
"Yao"”. In fact, Hmong-Mien comprises some two dozen major
subgroups which are sufficiently different from one another
to be mutually unintelligible. Within several of these sub-
groups there exist further subdivisions showing marked dif-
ferences in vocabulary and phonology and considered by their
speakers to be separate languages, despite some degree of
mutual intellibibility. It is probably closer to the mark
to say that there are between 30 and 40 Hmong-Mien languages.

The various subgroups of Hmong-Mien can be grouped in
three major branches:

Hmongic
Ho Nte
Mienic

Mienic, also called Yao, is a fairly close-knit group
comprising six languages as shown in figure 2. Mun and Mien
are widely spoken in China, Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand.

The other four languages are confined to a relatively limited
region within China,

Ho Nte, also called She, is a single language spoken in
four districts near Hong Kong (figure 1).



By contrast, Hmongic, also called Miao, is extremely
diverse, I have tried to give a rough idea of the diversity
of Hmongic languages and their approximate geographic dis-
tribution in Figure 1. In Chlnese publications, Hmonglc lan-
guages are subdivided into Midoyd 'Miao language' and Bunfiyl
'Bunu language’ agco;ding to whether the speakers are cul-
turaiiy Hmong (Midozd) or Yao (Yaozu). This distinction is
cultural rather than linguistic,

The Na-e language of Vietnam, also called Pateng, seems
in most respects to be simply a southern outlier of the
Pa Hng subgroup of Hmongic, as was first pointed out by
André Haudricourt. Recently, however, Paul Benedict has
argued that Na-e actually constitutes a fourth branch of
Hmong-Mien. This suggestion needs further study.

A more detailed breakdown of Hmong-Mien languages is as
follows:

I. Hmongic (Mido ylizhI)

A, West Hunan group or QoXiong language (Midoyd Xiangxl
angyin; Northern Hmongic)

B. East Gulzhou group or Mhu language (Miadyld Qlandong
angyn; Eastern HmoN&ic)

C. Slchuan Gulzhog—YunnaQ group_ (Mlaovﬁ Chuangifndian
angyin plus Bunliyl Bu-N4io fangyin; Western Hmongic;

Purnell s Western and Central)

1. Sicghuan- Guezhou—¥unnan subgroup (Mlaoxﬁ Chuan-
gidndian cifangyan; Purnell's West A Green
Mong, White Hmong, etc.

2. Northeastern Yunnan subgroup (M 1a01§ Diandongb¥i

cifangyin) (A-Hmau)

3. Guiyang subgroup (M 1aox§ Gulv ang 01fangyan)
(Hmong)

L, Huishui subgroup (Midoyt Hulshul clifan gx an)
(Mhong)

5. Mashan subgroup (Miéoyﬁ MAshan clfangyan) (Mang)

6. Luobo River subgroup (Mifov¥ Ludbd He cl fangyan)
(A-Hmyo)

7. Eastern or Zhong an R1ver subgroug (M 1aox§

Dongbu clfangyin or Mlaoxg hong'an Jiang cl—
f‘a.ngxin ) (Mhong)

8. Pingtang subgroup (Miﬁoxﬁ)
9. Qianxi-Pingba-Qingzhen-Liuzhi subgroup (Midoyl)
10. Luodian Moyin subgroup (Mifoyl)




I. Hmongic, continued.
C. Sichuan-Guizhou-Yunnan group, continued.
11, Dushan subgroup (Midoyl)
12. Iuodian Pingyan subgroup (Midoyd)
13. Ziyun-Zhenning subgroup (Midoyl)
14. Wangmo subgroup (Mifoyii)
15. Wangmo-Luodian subgroup (Midoyld)(Mhang)
16. Pu-Nao subgroup (Bintiyli Bu-N%o fangyan)
a. Pu Nu (Tung Nu) (Buniiyl Dongnii tlyl)
b. Nu Nu (Buniiyi Nin# thyd)
c. Pu No (Bﬁnﬁyﬁ Bunud thyl)
d. Nao Klao (Buntiyti Niogéldo thyl)
e. Nu Mhou (Bunfiyi N8mdo tfiyh)
D. Pa Hng (Buntiyli Baheng fangyan)
E. Hm Nai (Bunty# Winai fingxég)
F. Kiong Nai (Bunfiyti Jibngnai fangyin)
G. Yu Nuo (Buniiyl Younud fangyan)
II. Ho Nte (Sheyl)
A. Western or Lianhua dialect (Lifnhua fangyan)
B. Eastern or Iuofu dialect (Ludfu fangyin)
ITI. Mienic (Ydo ylizhI Mi¥nyl)
A. Mien-Kim (Mi%n-Jin fangydn)
1. Mien (Iu Mien) (Youmi%n tdyl)
2. Mun (Kim Mun) (JInmén tdiy%)
3. Biao Mon (Bifoman tliyi)
B. Biao-Chao (BiZo-Jido fangyén)
1. Biao Min (BiaomIn tHyt)
2. Chao Kong Meng (Jiaogongmi%n tlyl)
C. Dzao Min (Z%omIn fangyén)
IV. Classification uncertain: Na-e (Pateng)

Note that the articles on Hmong in this collection all
deal with White Hmong of Thailand and Laos, which belongs to
the Sichuan-Guizhou-Yunnan subgroup of the Sichuan-Guizhou-
Yunnan group of Hmongic.
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White Hmong Orthography and IPA Equivalents
(Broad Transcription)

1. Final consonant letters denote tones, not consonants.,
2. Doubling a vowel denotes final

Thus the name of the language is spelled Hmoob [vn0955],
o

Initials

P ph np nph v f m hm
(p]  [pn] [mo] [mpn] [v] [£f] [m] [g]
pl plh npl nplh ' ml hml
[(p1] [phl] [mbl] [mphl] (m1] [gl]
t th nt nth 1 hl n hn
(t]  [th] [na] [nth] [11 [3] [=] (3]
tx txh ntx ntxh X

[ts] [tsh] [ndz] [ntsh] [s]

d dh

[a]  Cq]

rh nr nrh

(] [th) [9d] [qth]
ts

tsh nts ntsh Z

[ts1 [tsh] [ndz] [qtsh] [31  [s]

c ch nc nch y Xy ny hny
31 (3h] (a4 (b1 (31 (g1  [pl R
k kh nk nkh g

[x] (kn]  [n9]  [gkh] (9]

o} gh nq ngh

(el  [an] [NG]  [Nqh]

g h

(2] (h]

For d and dh see Jarkey's paper in this collection.




Finals

i[i] ia[ia]
ele]

ala]

o[?]

u[u] ualua]
wlw]

Tones

-b [55] high level
-j [52] high falling
-v [24] rising

-s [22] mid-low level

-4 [33] mid level

aifai]
ee[A{)]
oo[og]
aulau]
aw[au]

-g [42] falling, whispery voiced

-m [21] low falling,

creaky voiced

-d [13], [213] low rising, or falling-rising (a syntactically
determined variant of -m)
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