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SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE MAP
OF THE ETHNIC GROUPS SPEAKING
THAI LANGUAGES

This map of Thai language ethnic groups was originally conceived for the
exhibition devoted to the habitations of this linguistic family which we prepared under
the program of scientific cooperation between Mahidol University, Bangkok, and the
Centre de Documentation et de Recherche sur I’Asie du Sud-Est et le Monde
Insulindien (CEDRASEMI-C.N.R.S./EHESS), Paris, continued by the Equipe de
Recherche 300, Asie du Sud-Est Continentale, CNRS. It was presented at the Congress
of Thai Studies, held at Bangkok in August 1984, then at the campus of Mahidol
University at Salaya and at the Siam Society in January 1985.

The exhibition was the result of our comparative studies on Thai ethnic
groups, prompted by research for the ethno-linguistic atlas directed by L. Bernot, G.
Condominas and A.G. Haudricourt. The exhibition was based on the research in
‘“Eléments comparatifs sur les habitations des ethnies de langues thai’’ (S. Charpentier
et P. Clément, 1978) which used the maps of the distribution of Thai ethnic groups
made for the Atlas by A, Lévy (1972). The use of a scale near 1 : 5,000,000 (1 :
4,750,000) was necessited by the inclusion of the largest possible number of ethnic
groups speaking Thai languages and spread over the greater part of continental
Southeast Asia and southern China. The cooperation among the authors from
complementary disciplines—architect, anthropologist and linguist, with the assistance
of M. Bruneau, geographer and Mrs. A, Lafitte, cartographer of Centre d’ Etudes et
de Geéographie Tropicale (CNRS, Bordeaux)—has permitted the continuation of this
work until the present edition (1) for which Mahidol University has provided the Thai
translation of the captions.

We would have been willing to use one of the existing ethnolinguistic maps of
South-East Asia. However, they depict the imbrication of the ethnolinguistic groups
living in this vast zone that has been characterized as an ‘‘ethnolinguistic mosaic’’
(Condominas 1979) and the superimposition of the territory they inhabit in relation to
topography and ethnic groups, so that it is difficult to locate the different linguistic
families.

Among these, the Thai-Kadai speaking peoples, have the particularity of being
spread through a large part of the Indochinese peninsula, the regions to the west as far
as the banks of the Brahmaputra, and to north and east in China’s southern provinces,
Yunnan, Guangxi, Guizhou and a large part of Hainan. The vast area in which they are
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represent the entirely of the Thai-Kadai peoples, even if indicated by overprintifg of
names of some ethnic groups, did not define the zones that they inhabited. By using a
scale of about 1 ; 5,000,000, 1 cm. for 50 km. instead of 1 cm. for 30 km., we have been
able to have the map printed on a single sheet, thus facilitating its use.

For the whole of Southeast Asia we have used the atlas produced in 1981 by the
Australian Academy of the Humanities, and in particular, for the region we were
interested in, the two sheets for continental Southeast Asia, northern and southern
parts, and that on the Malaysian peninsula, for southern Thailand. The northern part
only touches upon Burma, does not extend to southern China and leaves out part of
nothern Vietnam. These maps prepared by S.A. Wurm, D. Bradley and G. Benjamin
entailed a great amount of compilation and summarizing of the most recent informa-
tion on the region. They had to take account of the difficulties inherent in local
political conditions, namely the impossibility of carrying out surveys within most of the
countries concerned - Burma, Cambodia (Kampuchea), China, Laos and Vietnam—and
not knowing recent population movements. The explanation of these maps provided
population figures, which also reflected local political conditions. While attempting to
provide population estimates for 1981, the authors observed, for example, that the last
census for Burma available to therm dated from 1931. We shall return to the problem
posed by Burma.

We note in passing that the demographic estimates they gave, apart from the
Chinese, ranked the Thai-Kadai first with 72 million people, followed by Austro-
Asiatics with more than 57 million, the Tibeto-Burmans with 52 million, and finally the
Austronesians. The map is based on, but only partially reproduces, the genealogical
classification of Thai-Kadai languages drawn up by P.K. Benedict and Li Fang Kuei,
augmented with the dialectal data collected by Brown. [t portrays the two major groups,
the Kadai (975,000) and Thai (71,025,000). Of the four families of the latter group, the
Kam (1,250,000) located in southern China, are not shown. Of the grouping of four
families corresponding to our Thai-Yay subdivision, those of the North (Li Fang Kuei’s
Northern Group) (9,900,000) located in China, and of the Center (Li Fang Kuei’s
Central Group) (8,000,000) of nothern Vietnam, are omitted. Consequently, those
represented are the Southwestern family (Li Fang Kuéi’s Southwestern Group), by far
the most numerous (51,875,000), located mainly in the Indochinese peninsula. It is
divided into three subfamilies: (1) those of the North (25,525,000) among which are the
Shan (2,550,000), the Muang (3,500,000) and the Thai (19,000,000); (2) the Lao
sub-family (20,550,000) composed of the Lao, Thai Dan, Kaw and Daeng and some
dialectal groups such as the Phu Thai, Yo, Thai Neua; and (3) the sub-family of the
South (4,550,000).

Like the American work, the Australian atlas uses expanses of color to
represent linguistic families and subfamilies, overprinting for the ethnic groups whose
areas of inhabitation are not always defined, which compelled us to consult regional
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around Bangkok, corresponding to the zones which are occupied by the Mon on the
_map of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. By the same token, the decision to
depict some isolated minority ethnic groups such as the Lao Song and Phuan around
Bangkok does not mean that there are no Siamese present.

Finally, when the boundaries between Thai populations and other groups
could not be shown because of their imbrications, we have used cross-hatching to
indicate this interpenetration, for example, among the Lao, Thai Khorat and Khmer in
Southeastern Thailand, or between Siamese and Karen to the west.

As for the map’s background we have retained the contours of altitude for 200,
1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 metres. It may be noted that the contour lines cannot be seen
under violet (Nung 8.2).

Methodology

In preparing this map, we first of all based our work on a genealogical classi-
fication of the Thai-Kadai languages. Later, we introduced dialectal data. This was
seen necessary after research, primarily done in Thailand. For the same reason, we
located some ethnic groups isolated and remote from their traditional locations. We
will return to this later.

The aim of comparative grammar is to reconstruct a common initial language
by comparing related languages. To reach the final goal, it is necessary to proceed by
stages and to begin by reconstituting one or several common intermediate languages.
The languages are compared step by step and consitute internal groups of the languages
considered to be related. In this way, they aré classified genealogically. That of the
Thai-Kadai uses this methodology. Nonetheless, there are two theories. The oldest
relates them to the Sino-Tibetan languages. The more recent, proposed by P.K.
Benedict (1965) is the most widely accepted today. It dissociates them from the Sino-
Tibetan branch and incorporates them into a branch known as Austro-Thai, which
besides the Miao-Yao languages is composed of the Austronesian group.

There are three main groups making the first subdivision: Kadai, Kam-Sui and
Thai-Yay. In addition there are a few isolated languages which are progressively being
incorporated into one of the three groups owing to new data and research. In summary,
the detailed classification presented in inserts is that held by linguists apart from some
minor points. Some omissions and additions could be made which need to be explained
now by briefly describing each of these main subdivisions. In addition, some details or
observations will be provided with respect to the location of ethnic groups and their
cartographic representation.

1. The Kadai languages
Four languages, grouped in pairs, were formerly assembled under this name:
Kelao and Lati, on the one hand, and Laqua/Laha and Li, on the other. Those speaking
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From Li Fang Kuei, “‘A Tentative Classification of Tai Dialects’’ (1960).

b. By comparing all the languages of the first two groups of Li Fang Kuei, A. G.
Haudricourt reconstructed common Thai (1948). The reconstruction thus obtained,
when compared with Yay languages (Northern Group), also permitted the reconstruc-

tion of common Thai-Yay (1974-1975) (6).

Thus the subclassification involves either two or three groups. The difference
centers on whether the Tay-Nung languages are separated from (Li Fang Kuei) or
included (A.G. Haudricourt) with Thai languages proper, although making them a

separate branch.

Thai

Thai-Yay

TayNing

Yay
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where they are concentrated. The Menam valley constitutes the second pole, the Khorat
plateau and Malaysian isthmus, being the end points of their displacement or arrival.
Moreover, the intermediate, less populated zones indicate the routes of migration or
penetration towards western and northeastern Burma (Shan states); and towards the
south along the river valleys with a north-south orientation (Mekong, Menam) or even
in a northeastern to southeastern direction, along secondary rivers (Nam Ou, Nam
Seng, Nam Ngum).

Little is known about the circumstances of the migrations of the Thai con-
querors or the way it took place. Chamberlain (1975) offered an hypothesis based on
linguistic and historic evidence. On the one hand, the Thai languages and dialects
properly speaking are classified according to the change of voiced occlusives into
voiceless, or voiceless aspirants, and secondarily according to their tonal systems. On
the other hand, historic evidence was gathered from local chronicles. By combining
information from the two disciplines, the author described the stages of the migration.
In the eighth century, the Thai conquerors (including the Central Thai of Li Fang Kuei
or Tay-Nung) are still located in their original homeland while between the eleventh
and twelth centuries the migrations occured, so that by the thirteenth century the
populations are occupying approximately the areas were they are found today.

If it were possible to agree with this proposition, it is more questionable to date
the change in the voiced consonants to ninth to tenth centuries. Contradictory evidence
both confirms and invalidates this thesis.

It is known that in the Chinese and Vietnamese languages, the consonant
changes occurred before those of the Thai languages. It could be assumed that the
latter change took place as a result of their contact, social aspects of unequal relations
serving as the stimulus, before the migration of the Thai conquerors into the Indochina
peninsula. In this case the ninth to tenth century date could be accepted. But it can be
noted that the change of the voiced consonants into voiceless aspirants only affects the
languages (essentially Siamese and Lao) whose migrating communities had encoun-
tered Austroasiatic populations speaking Mon-Khmer. In this case, the consonant
change could only have occurred at a later date, after the collapse of the Tang Dynasty
(907), which paved the way for the great Thai migrations. At the same time, this
hypothesis explains the alphabet on the Ramakhamheng stele (Sukhothai, 1293). The
writing, which only represents a reform and is not original, depicts the voiced
occulsives by graphemes of Indian origin of the same value. Furthermore, the indica-
tion of three tones by two signs presupposes that phonological shifts resulting from the
changes in the voiced consonants had not yet occurred. The complexity of the problem
requires further research, especially in the historic domain, as Chamberlain has under-
taken. ,

The Yay, who remained under Chinese influence, migrated northward, the
Bu-Yi occupying southern Guizhou.
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ENDNOTES:

We would also like to thank Miss Michéle Alfonsi who prepared the cartographic layout.

This calculation was made from figures in the Vietnamese work “g4 tay vé cac din tdc ¢ Viét Nam”
(Manual of the Ethnic Groups of Vietnam), 1983. Those figures are estimates and are not data from the
census, the last being in 1979. The populations referred to: a) speak Thai languages proper: Tay (Thé),
Nung, Thai (Black Tai, White Tai), Lao and Lii. b) For the Yay:B‘6 y (Bu Yi),Giay (Yay) and Sanchi
(Cao Lan included). c) In the Kadai speaking group: Lachi (Lati),Co’-Lao (Kelao), Pupéo (Laqua), Laha.
The figures are provided later in the article.

We now can use data from the 1982 census published, for example in Ma Yinzhubian (1985), cf. bibliography.
The data used are for the following populations: part of the Dai (Lii of Xishuang Banna and Dai Dehong
for those speaking Thai languages proper: The Bu Yi and Zhuang for the Yay group (Nung are counted
with the Zhuang); those speaking Kam-Sui languages; the speakers of Kadai-Kelao in Guizhou and the Li
on Hainan island.

Lucien Bernot has pointed out the unclear limits in the west as indicated on the map in the Linguistic
Survey of India, prepared during British rule and which has served as a basis for subsequent research.
These figures are based on the following estimates: 85 percent of the Thai and related population in
Thailand, 66 percent Lao and related population in Laos, according to the highest estimate. We do not
have precise breakdowns by ethnic group for these two countries. In spite of these approximations,
recent Chinese and Vietnamese sources encouraged us to make general estimates for each of the three
linguistic groups. Our estimates differ significantly from those provided by the authors of the Australian
Atlas.

It is necessary to take account of the corrections made by the author in 1975 (see bibliography) to the
1974 edition which had not been reread by Haudricourt and was prepared by Shafer who died before the
final edition appeared (see bibliography).

It is a question of three terms “‘eye’’, ‘“‘sun’’ (eye of the day) and to “‘die’’. See A.G. Haudricourt’s
article, ‘‘De la restitution des initiales dans les langues monosyllabiques: Ie probléme du Thai Commun”’,
Bulletin de la Soviété de Linguistique de Paris 52, 1956, pp. 307-322.

A much fuller discussion of this question may be found in the thesis of A. Levy-Ward, *‘Introduction 4 la
notation chinoise de la langue Tay-Nung d’apreés les chants de mariage thé de la région de Cao Bing et
Lang So’n”’ (see bibliography).
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