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The Central and Southern Loloish Languages of Vietnam

JEROLD A. EDMONDSON
University of Texas at Arlington

1. Introduction.
In Three Tibeto-Burman languages of Vietnam (2004) 1 outlined the Vietnam
locations and situations of three Northern Loloish languages—Phu Kha (Phu L4),
X4 Pho, and L616." In this paper I present data and analysis on the remaining TB
groups of that country—the C66ng, the Sila, the Lahu, and the Hani, all found in
Lai Chau Province in the far northwest and all belonging to the Central and
Southern sub-groupings of the Loloish language. Like the three Northern Loloish
language, all these are found very near the border with China and all—except
possibly Sila—are presumed to have ultimately come from the north. However, we
are only beginning to understand the obviously complex language history that has
led to many linguistic groups living in close proximity and the sequencing of
migration and conflict that are woven into the intricate tapestry of Muong Te
District.” Indeed, until now there has been very little known in general about these
four languages aside from basic information about their home territory, numbers,
and some cultural features. That is not to say that all these languages have been
points of utter darkness. The Lahu and Hani languages of Thailand and China, for
example, have been described and analyzed in great depth. The work of Matisoff
1973, 1978 is especially notable for Lahu, and Hansson 1989 and Li and Wang
1981 have published much on Hani. But information about the other two
languages—the smaller groups, Co6ng and Sila—has been brief and incomplete.
These places do not allow of a full statement about any of these languages, but I
hope, nevertheless, to provide more details about all these langua%es and how they
compare to language forms outside Vietnam, cf. also my website” for a tabulation
of about 500 items taken from my field study of language of this area.

In the following, I will first discuss C66ng and Sila and then go on to Lahu and

! The research reported on here has been sponsored by a 1995 grant NEH RT-21754-95 from the
National Endowment for the Humanities and by the grants SBR 9511285 and SBR9729043 from
the National Science Foundation to the author and Dr. Kenneth J. Gregerson all entitled
“Languages of the Vietnam-China Borderlands”. 1 wish also to acknowledge the assistance of
Profs. Nguyén Vin Loi, Hoang Vin Ma, To Vin Thang, who arranged and accompanied me on the
field trips that led to the data and analysis here. Many thanks as well are due Pete Unseth, who
spent many hours digitizing the data from my original tape recordings, and Trin Thudn for help
with some of the Vietnamese data. Most of all I wish to thanks Graham Thurgood who was able to
unlock the system of tonal development in all of these languages.

? Lai Chau province has the most complex linguistic situation of any place in Vietnam and much of
that complexity is due to the number of groups in Muong Te. In addition to the Tibeto-Burman
groups, one finds there White Thai farmers and the little studies Mon-Khmer grouping — Mang.

? http://ling.uta.edu/~jerry/.
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Hani. All these groups live in Lai Chau Province, Mudng Te District on the China
and Lao borders, regarded as territory among the most difficult of access in all
Vietnam. To reach our field location one full day of bone shattering jeep travel was
necessary from Dién Bién Phu, passing the then flooded provincial capital at Lai
Chau, then tracing the course of the Black River to road’s end at Muodng Te District
capital. This remote site has allowed retention of a traditional lifestyle and the
development of a linguistic microcosm of unexpected diversity and vitality at the
end of a long and hard road.

2. The Coong.

The C66ng people of Mudng Te District live in five villages: Bo Léch (Can Ho
Commune), Ném Khao, Ndm Pyc (Ndém Khao Commune), Tac Nga (Muong Mo
Commune), and Nam Ké (Muong Tong Commune). Their population was given as
1261 in the last official census 1989. The population is estimated to have reached
1560 by the year 2000 PV (1998:21). It is said that their ancestors originally came
from China, but our informant, Mr. Ly Véan Lang, about 55 years of age in June
1999, had no information about the time or source of this migration. Bradley
(1977 68) states that the Co6ng probably fled China as a consequence of the
Moslem uprlsmgs in Yunnan Province during the 19" century and the first decades
of the 20" century and then were resettled during the wars between the Burmese
and Vietnamese into NW Vietnam.

The Co6ng autonym is also a puzzlement. In EMPV (363) it states that the most
widely used name is a toponym from one of their villages, Bo Léch, a White Thai
designation meaning ‘iron mine’. Thus the Codng refer to themselves in their own
language as [sam™® khon™® (tshan™® a*')] ‘iron mine people’. The [tshap33 a’'] is used
to des1gnate ‘people, group, ethnicity’, such as [a* kha® tshap®™ a*'] ‘Hani’ and
[za® ze” tshap™ a’'] ‘Yao’. At Nam Khao and Néam Pyc the autonym [phu133 a'']is
known but little used. It also resembles the name the C66ng use for the Lahu [kha
phwi®]. A number of people have also suggested the name Coong L6 Ma, which is
said to refer to a place in China where they once lived.

Bradley regards Coong to be a language closely related to Phunoi (1977:68,
1979, 1997), “In Vietnam, the Phunoi are called Co0ng, and speak a slightly
different dialect...” Co0ng was first recorded by LeFévre-Pontalis 1892, which we
have not consulted. We, however, have been able to examine Bradley's word list.*
In his description of Phunoi Bradley (1979:45-7) notes the existence of minor
syllables, as the ja in ja -ba” ‘elephant’, initial voiceless nasals /hm hn hy hmj/, a
voiceless lateral /hl/, and a voiceless palatal glide /hj/. Phunoi, moreover, has final
consonants /-p -t -m -n/ and four tones described as high level, mid level, low level
and low rising. The vowel nuclei are /i w u e 8 0 ai a au/. Of the minor syllables,
Bradley says (47) that the word for hand la also appears as a minor syllable [la] in
some compounds.

2.1. Distinctive features of Co0ng.
The C66ng of Vietnam has a high level tone (55), a mid-falling tone (31), and a

* I was also able to listen to data recorded in the 70's in Vientiane, Laos by Jimmy G. Harris. There
were about 1000 items in that list. Harris later trained this speaker how to write his language in a
romanized script and how to organize a dictionary.
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mid-level tone (33) corresponding to the tones of the parent language *1,*2, and *3.
There appear also to be some cases of a rising tone. Initials are:

p ph b m w

B ph b m

t th d n s

ts tsh dz n ¢ j
k kh g 1y

Rhymes include /i w u im in iy wm wn wy ¢ e 0 0 a am an ay/ in our list of about
500 words.

2.2. Comparative comments.
We are now able to state that Co6ng appears to be a language of significantly
different properties from Phunoi, as the comparisons below show.

Phunoi Codng
a. minor syllables take the tone of the main  first syllable is often unstressed but
syllable but has no independent tone has independent tone
voiceless nasals, laterals, palatals no voiceless nasals, laterals or palatals
c. final consonants /-p -t -k/ no final oral stop consonants,
only /-m -n -/

Coong also demonstrates several innovations not found in the Phunoi data at
our disposal. Bradley’s 1977 Phunoi material shows the voiced stops /b d/
corresponding to Co6ng /m/ and /I/ or /n/. This feature is very important as many of
these examples stem from Proto-Loloish vocabulary with *C-nasal initials, which
in Bisoid languages (the sub-branch to which Bradley assigns Phunoi and
presumably Cod0ng) regularly develop into voiced stop initials. Co6ng fails to
reflect voiced stops and instead exhibits nasals. Perhaps Co6ng has undergone a
recent mutation changing voiced stops to nasals or perhaps it fails to have this
landmark features but is still a Bisoid language. Below are some comparisons that
show the voiced stops-nasal alternation.

Gloss Phunoi Coong
woman kh3bja’ tay™ kha® ma”
daughter | je” bi” za mi*
fire bi” mi*
dream jup® ba® ba” zu” ma”
black 26 da” na” la”
eye ?655 b"l‘a.’ii me33 nm33
elephant | joba™ za” ma®

a ﬂy ma31 ba33 TlluU55 ma33
river 16% ba® u” ma®
near 26 di't a® ni*' ni*t @
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Phunoi nasal finals have often disappeared where they are preserved in Codng:

‘ Phunoi

Gloss Codng
sun mo” ni” si” mwy” nuy”
mushroom | hmu® muy”®

Voiceless onset nasals, palatal continuants, and laterals can begin a syllable, but
Coong cognate vocabulary evidences only nasals, palatals, and laterals that are
voiced or sometimes /h/.

Gloss Phunoi Coong

forget hmin® la” tse” min® ka” li”
buy hne” ce” hu® e”

red 26" hne” ne” le”

today hna® mi® ni® _nam® lop™ kon®
mushroom | hmu” mup”

beard ban™ hmot man’ mw’”

hot 26" hla® loy” &”

Phunoi final voiceless stops are lost in Co6ng;:

Gloss | Phunoi Coong
lightning | mo™ biap™ muy” mian™
kill sat’ ce” se’ i

vomit phat” ce” phe’ hai®
shirt hlat® a” kha®

Phunoi rime -au corresponds to Co6ng -g:

Gloss Phunoi Cdong

bone 26" jau™ Tay” jo'!

horn 26" chau® fay™ khe”
sweet 26" chau” tehe™ lo”
nine cau™ ko™
sugarcane | pon’ chau®  pon” tehe™
shout hau® ce” he” &

steal khau’' ce” khg" &”
widow bachau’ ma” te” tehg™

Phunoi minor syllables possess a limited inventory of initials, schwa vowels,
and a tone the same as the following main syllable. C60ng word structure has some
features of a weak first syllable; it is, for example, iambic with a somewhat
shortened first vowel for many words. This vowel is frequently not schwa and the
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first syllable can have its own fully independent tone. On the other hand, the tone
categories of the two languages also match closely in value and distribution.

Gloss | Phunoi Coong
comb | tacha® tu” kha™
317 pe55 t0337

navel | macha

There are also a great many lexical differences between Phunoi and Co6ng. Our
vocabulary is at present limited, so caution is in order. Phunoi and C66ng are, of
course, in contact with Lao and Vietnamese respectively and loanwords may be the
source of these differences (e.g. for ‘year’ and ‘four”). It also appears that that the
palatal glide j has changed to z under Vietnamese influence.

Gloss Phunoi Coong
daughter | jo" bi® za’ mi”
dream | jup” ba” ba” zu” ma®
fish ta” te” loy™ te*®
crab wacha™ lan® to”
eye 257 bla33 me” nu®
year l’ll33 pi”’ x0” la”
four si’t wn”
nine te’ ke’

teeth she phe” Pay® so™
otter w55 bo31 lan” fam®
star bk si™ pi’t kw”

Phunoi of Laos has been thought to be a rather diverse group, and the recent
survey by Shintani et al 1999 has confirmed that suspicion. However, none of the
studied Phongsaly locations yet studied seems strongly to resemble Coong of
Vietnam. While much more fieldwork study of both Phunoi and C66ng is in order,
it appears that C66ng and the Phunoi recorded by Bradley are no longer very close.

3. Sila.

The Sila people of Vietnam believe their ancestors came from Laos. According to
their old people, they once lived in the high mountainous areas near Muong U and
Muong La of Phongsaly Province, Laos. Owing to harsh conditions and
exploitation, seven families left about 175 years ago for Vietnam under the
leadership of Hu Cha Hoa. They first settled in Muong Tung and then moved again
several times until they reached their current homelands. A part of this story can be
confirmed, as a quick comparison of Sila data from Vietnam with the Sila of Laos
(Shintani et al 1999) shows—contra the results with Codng—a very strong
resemblance. Today the Sila—numbering about 700 people (589 in the 1989
census)—are found in three villages: Seo Hay and Xi Theo Chai (Can Ho
Commune) and Nam Sin (Muong Nhé). According to Chazée (1999:166), the Lao
Sila population call themselves Sila or Sida, our informant, Ms. Vang K6 Um of Can
Ho Commune about 35 years of age 1nf0rmed us that she uses the Sila autonym
[ko* za® sw’ ] ‘Sila male’ or [ko’ a*'] ‘Sila female’, though even the old
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people are uncertain of its meaning, EMPV (1977:369).

3.1. Distinctive features of Sila.

The initials of Sila show five places of articulation, labial, dental, palatal, velar, and
glottal with manners of articulation unaspirated, aspirated, and voiced (/d/ is not
represented in our corpus).

it k ?
gh & th kh
te
b b tch
f fjJ G i h
v %
m n npn
7 |

Rimes in Sila are always simple, that is to say there are no syllable codas, only
the nuclear vowels

iy w
3

O O ¢

€
a

Sila has tone contour 35 corresponding to *1 of the parent language;’ tone
contour 31 corresponding to *2, and tone contour 33 corresponding to *3.
Closed-syllable word shapes CVC occur in pitch contour 31, 33, or 35 all
accompanied with creaky glottal constriction at the end of the syllable, which
largely disappears when followed closely by a second syllable in a compound. We
indicate it with a tilde under the last digit of the tone, e.g. va™ ‘pig’.

3.2. Comparative comments.

Bradley (1997:45) assigns this language a position in Southern Loloish quite close
to Hani/Akha and our data support this decision. The tone shapes of Sila are
identical to those of Viet Hani. Sila, like Hani, also has strong decay of original
syllable codas. There are today no nasals or stops word finally.

Like Co6ng, Sila has experienced some influenced from Vietnamese. For
example, Sila /ph-/ has mutated to /f-/, as in fe' ‘rooster’ (<*po'), fo” ‘silver’
(<*pluh), fi* ‘day after tomorrow” (<*prak™), fa* ‘leaf” (*C-pak"), fi* ‘chili pepper’
(<*C-path), fe” “frog” (<*k-/-pa’).

Sila is also quite a lot like Hani lexically. The similarity in the construction of
compounds is especially evident in these pairs of Sila and Hani items: phi” kho™ la™

W’ vs. phi xo” lha” ya™ ‘clothing’; ze” ju® ze" vs. za” xjo™ za™ ‘son’; ze” mi® ze™ vs.

> Although the pitch trajectory rises from mid to high in this tone category, it may be because the
high or 55 tone shape must begin at mid-level at syllable onset.
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za” mi’' za* ‘daughter’. Although the position of the Sila language appears quite
close to Hani, the people have clothing, customs, and practices that confirm a
separate ethnic identity.

4. Lahu.

There are three kinds of Lahu spoken in Vietnam: Yellow Lahu, Black Lahu, and
White Lahu We were able to study only the Black Lahu of this area. The total Lahu
population in 1989 was 5,319 and estimated by PV to have reached 6,600 by 2000.
The Lahu have many names in Mudng Te. The Black Lahu group often refer to
themselves as Khucong or [khu® tsho™]. They look down on thelr Yellow Lahu
neighbors, calling them contemptuously [ne® tu®] 'Jungle Sp1r1ts According to
the EMPV (354) the local White Thai majority term all the Lahu in Muong Te Xd
Toong Luong, White Thai for ‘Spirits of the Yellow Banana Leaves’. Other scornful
exonyms are Xd Quy meaning ‘Devil Savages’. In addition to these names the Lahu
have distinctive monikers for each of their subgroups: (1) La Hu Su or Yellow Lahu
(living in the two communes Pa V& Su and Pa U as well as in the villages of La P¢,

Nhu T¢, and Hom B6 of the Ca Lang Commune, (2) La Hu Na or Black Lahu (11v1ng
in the v111age of Nam Phin, as well as Nam Khao Nam CAu, Phin Ho, Nam Xa of
Ca Lang commune), and (3) La Hu Phung or White Lahu (11V1ng often together with
the Yellow Lahu in the villages of Xa H, U Ma, Pha Bu, Pa U and Kho Ma of Pa U
commune as well as Ha Xe of Ca Lang commune) It is reported that the Lahu
originally came from the Jinping area of Yunnan Province, China.

4.1. Distinctive features of Lahu.

Since Lahu has been so exhaustively described in Matisoff 1973 and 1988 and
Bradley 1978, I will dispense with sketching is features and simply note that it has
the following inventory of initial consonants /p t tc k q phthtchkhghbdzgmn
nfechvjyl/and vowels/i w u e s o ¢ a o/. The seven tones for Vietnam Black
Lahu are 33, 35 53, 31 212, 537 and 317.

4.2. Comparative comments.
The Lahu of Muodng Te speak a language that differs some from the Black Lahu
recorded in Matisoff 1988 and the Zangmidnyii yityin hé cihui 1991 in many
respects. These differences seem focused mostly in the lexical domain.

One major difference is the variation of velar and uvular stops.

Gloss Matisoff 1988  Viet Lahu Semao Lanchang
mountain | gho® gho”

excrement | ghe” khe”

return q0317 qa317

ashes qho™ qha™

road go” ya' go”

village qha™” qha™

ditch yu’' gha” w’ kha” yu’' gha®®

year qh0317 qho317 qhoal?

¢ The form ne® in Matisoff 1988 is defined as 'spirit, demon'.
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There are also some differences in regard to voicing.

Gloss Matisoff 1988 Viet Lahu Semao Lanchang
walk dzu” tsu” dzu™

pull yo© go" yo©

crow chicken bo” bu

stand vu® xu®

scrape, skin | ge"” khe g™

wash clothes | tshu” tshw® tsh™

earrings na'yo® dzu”  na®?po” teu”  na’yo”

pillow u® ge® u® ko® u” ge®

Some voiced stops and affricates have become pre-nasalized, while others have
devoiced entirely. Velar fricative x is h. It is probable that Viet Lahu has undergone
some influence through language contact. For example, Black Lahu phi ld

(“dog- tlg r”’) kind of small wildcat that eats pigs or dogs in Vietnam Black Lahu it
is fu” la” with the meaning chd séi nhé 'small wolf'. The change ph — f is typical
kind of change effected in other minority language from Vietnamese.

Sun 1992 mentions several ways in which Kucong of Yunnan with the same
autonym as the Viet Lahu) shows special features not found more widely in Lahu.
These differences were not sufficient to prevent a decision on August 9, 1987 to
incorporate the Kucong of Yunnan (30,000 population) into the much larger Lahu
nationality. Some items of difference concern nasal codas that have developed in
harmony with nasal initials at syllable onset. The Kucong data we gathered from
Vietnam, however, shows mostly the Lahu proper forms and not China Kucon§
forms, cf. China vs. Vietnam Kucong: *spider’ a” kay” lay” vs. a(p)” ka® la”,

‘sweet’ tshan” vs. tsho®, ‘sell” xap™ vs. ho’. Also some Kucong forms i in Chma
show vowel raising, a — v, e.g. Chlna vS. Vietnam Kucong ‘bamboo’ v¥* vs. va*
‘cloth’ phy® vs. pha®, ‘good’ n¥” vs. na”. In all these cases, however, Viet Kucong
agrees with Lahu generally and not with China Kucong. But for the other cases of
vowel raising o — o, then Viet Kucong agrees with China Kucong, ‘high’ mo® for
both, not *mo”, ‘horse, sky, old’ mo™ not *mo™ as well as people tsho® not *tsho®.

By and large Viet Lahu/Kucong differs only very minimally from the larger

concentrations in China, Thailand, and Laos.

5. Hani (Hahni).

The Hani people of Vietnam are found in two provinces, Lai Chau at Muong Te
and Phong Tho Districts as well as in Lao Cai Province at Bat X4t District. All the
Hani people of Vietnam are thought to have migrated from Jinping and Liichiin
Counties of Yunnan Province, China. The earliest pioneering families — perhaps
five or six in number — came to Vietnam about 325 years ago and settled in Lai
Chau Province at Muong Te. The Phong Tho and Bat Xat Hani entered Vietnam
much later, 175 years ago. Despite geographic distance, bad weather, and bad roads,
the Hani of Vietnam say they are able to communicate with each other in the Hani
language. The villages where they live are: Sin Thau, Chung Chai, Mu Ca, Ca
Lang, and Thu Lim (Muong Te) and Y Ti and A Lu (Bat Xat). In Muong Te (cf.
map), the Hani settlement areas are separated by more than 50 km with no land or
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river links and found on both banks of the Black River (Song Pa). There are also
some villages very near the China border in the far northwest of Muong Te District.
Those in the Phong Tho District of Lai Chau Province and Bat Xat District of Lao
Cai are the Black Hani or Ha Nhi Pen, which we were not able to study. We did,
however, interview two speakers from two differing Muong Te locations, Ms. Po
Go Su of Ban Mu Ca of Mu C4, age 50, member of the Ha Nhi C6 Chd clan, and Ms.
Lo Mi S6 of Ban Chang Chau Pa of Xa Hua Bun, age 42,member of the Ha Nhi La
M clan. Their forms of the Hani language were quite similar but not identical.
Mostly they differed lexically. The system of tones, initials, and finals was
effectively the same. Both speakers agreed on the autonym [ha® ni* za®']. With
regard to tones, their speech had three tones in smooth syllables: 55 (corresponding
to *1 of the parent), 31 (corresponding to *2 of the parent), and 33 (corresponding
to *3 of the parent). There were also two syllables shapes that ended in strong
glottal constriction, one transcribed as [317] and the other as [337].
The initials of Vietnam Hani are:

PP t g k
ph phj th thj kh
b b d dj g
ts te
tsh teh
dz dz
m  mj n n y
|
lh
f s 6 X
J

According to Zangmidnyii yuyin hé cihui 1991 there are three kinds of Hani attested
in China.

5.2. Comparative notes.

The Hani of Vietnam differ from the Akha described by Hansson (1989:55-89) in
several important ways. The first difference involves voicing of the syllable initial.
Many items of Vietnam Hani have lost voicing of the initial consonant that is found
in Akha of Thailand.

Gloss | VietHani  Hani (Luchun) Akha (Thai)
thunder | tei” dji” dje”

copper | kw” gu’! gu’”!

star kw” gu’® gu®

fire mi tsa™ mi’! mi’ dza™
ear na’ po” bo” na’' bo”

The second difference concerns the loss of final nasal codas. In Vietnam all
final velar nasals have disappeared, whereas in Akha (Thailand) one finds -an and

9
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-m.
Gloss | Viet Hani Hani (Luchun) Akha (Thai)
hair tshe” kho™ tshe” khay™ tshe” khay™
thread sa’t khw*o™ sha* khay® sha™ khay®
heavy i’ kho” jo* khan® khan™
day before yesterday | xu’ no” fu3l nan® hu31 nan®
name tsho” mi®s”  tsho® mjan® tscho” mjan”

The third difference is the presence of the partially voiced or breathy lateral
initial lh-.

Gloss \ Viet Hani  Hani (Luchun) Akha (Thai)

wind u® hle” I le”
tongue | hla® ma” hla* la*
hot hlo® 1o” lan®
boat hio" hlu™

river 16" ba” lo” 1a”

When preceded by a vowel, as in ‘wind’, this item sounds as if it were [ul*® he™].
This feature is found occasionally in the vocabulary of Yunnan (1959, as cited in
Hansson 1989) and less in the Akha of Thailand.

Finally, it is worth noting that Southern and Central Loloish show a regular
pattern of tonal development, whereby one tone value corresponds, generally, to
one proto tone category. Lahu with seven tones has developed some extra splitting
and thus has the most complex reflexes of the proto categories

6.0 Conclusion.

As the above sketches and comparisons have shown, the Sila, Lahu, and Hani
languages of Vietnam held no real surprises. Co6ng might be regarded as a bit of a
surprise, as it appears to be more different from Phunoi than had been suspected.
Nevertheless, it has been relatively easy to decide where to situate this group of
languages within the overall Loloish pattern, unlike the languages reported on in
Edmondson 2004, northern Loloish of Vietnam, which were and remain quite
challenging in regard to the details of their genetic affiliation. In these southern and
central Loloish languages is was important to obtain certainty that the familiar
names did not conceal any unfamiliar linguistic entities We can now confirm that
Lahu and Hani are what we supposed, Sila is quite close to Hani, and Co6ng is
perhaps not as close to Phunoi as was thought.

"1 am, of course, not referring to the glottal constriction residue of original stops, which is still
present in Vietnam.
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YUNNAN PROVINCE, CHINA

Hani +— U M
o
Yellow Lahu White Lahu

W{y’te Lahu
OPa
Yellow Lahu

Nam Ciu
dlack Lahu

Mu Ca :
©Hani Nam Phin
Black Lahu
Bfack Lahu
ack Lahu
Chang Chao I’!Jl
Hani
Muiong Te District
Town ) A| CHAU PROVINCE
VIETNAM
_ LanHa
Sila Sila
o Ném Sin o Tac Ng& Roaduo Dién Bign Phu

Map of Muung Te District, Lai Chau Province, Vietnam
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