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PROTO-MON REGISTERS: TWO, THREE, FOUR . . . ?

Gérard Diffloth
University of Chicago

Historical linguistics has lost, perhaps permanently, the cen-—
tral position it used to occupy in the study of language. Nowadays,
it tends to receive new insights from other branches of linguistics,
more often than it gives. But there is nothing irreversible
about this situation: watching an organism like language change
through time still remains one of the best ways of understanding
its inner composition.

In the field of phonetics, for instance, historical informa-
tion can play a crucial role in framing precise questions. The
experimentalist, faced with large and undetermined numbers of param-
eters, may want to know that the dice are actually loaded, and if
so, how. What follows is an example.

The Southeast Asian linguistic area has become one of the best
regions for the study of registers (i.e. phonation types),among
other things. Several of its languages have contrastive phonation
types, usually clear voice vs. breathy voice, accompanied or not by
pitch contrasts. gSeveral more languages used to have such register
contrasts in the past, which have now given way to tone or aspira-
tion contrasts, as in standard Thai, or to vowel distortions, as in
the case of Khmer. Some others, like Javanese, are just now in the
process of acquiring registers.

The Mon language has long been known to possess a two-way
register contrast: clear voice vs. breathy voice,affecting all
vowels. Mon can be considered the archetypal register language.
And yet, we still know very little about Mon phonetics. Early
descriptions referred to breathy voice as being "une qualité plutdt
gutturale, tenant de la cavité postérieure de la bouche" (Blagden,
1910), and more recent studies suggest that pitch distinctions may
be associated with the two phonation types to create a "quasi-tonal
system (Shorto, 1962). From my own observations, impressionistic
but repeated, it seems that the register distinction is fundamental
though implemented somewhat differently by different individuals.
The pitch correlates which may accompany the two regis-—
ters appear to be a typical feature of word-by-word elicitation.

In the normal flow of speech, intonation appears to completely
take over, and eliminate whatever pitch differences might have been
present; but the two phonation types are still clearly audible.

Historically, the origin of Mon registers is simple. As in
numerous other cases in Southeast Asia, Mon has lost a voice dis-
tinction in its initial stops. Before disappearing in the stops,
the voice vs. voiceless distinction gave rise to a difference in
the phonation type of the following vowel: *voiceless initials
conditioned a clear voice in the vowel, while *voiced ones condi-
tioned a breathy voice. Nothing surprising so far.

We should note, however, that Proto-Monic possessed not two
but three series of stops: in addition to voiceless *p, t, cs Kk
and voiced *b, d,j , g, there was an implosive series: *6, d,



149

which has remained unchanged to thisg day, with only slight differ-
ences in the amount of implosion among various individuals., This
implosive series has, in most dialects, the same effect on the
phonation type of the following vowel as the *voiceless stop series:
it conditions a clear voice, except in a handful of words. This
again is not too surprising, at least in the Southeast Asian con-
text: Khmer, and the Tai family, offer parallel examples.

But from a phonetic point of view, there is a problem which
has not received the attention it deserves: after all, implosives
are phonetically voiced, not voiceless, and, in Khmer and most Tai
languages, they have remained voiced to the present day, just as in
Mon, even after the ordinary voiced stops have become voiceless: why
should implosives form a natural class with voiceless stops at all?

An explanation which has been proposed (Li, 1943, 1977), and
generally accepted (e.g. Haudricourt, 1961), consists in saying
that these articulatorily complex sounds, i.e. implosives, are
"preglottalized" and form, therefore, a natural class with the
initial glottal stops commonly found in Southeast Asia. The initial
glottal stop of Mon does indeed condition clear voice in the fol-
lowing vowel, even though it is neither voiced nor voiceless, but
constitutes by itself a distinct phonation type. And it is true
that implosives require, in the initial stages of their articula-
tion, a double closure, one at the glottis and the other in the
oral cavity. But there are two difficulties with this explanation:
a historical one and a phonetic one.

The historical difficulty, which I have suggested elsewhere
(Diffloth, 1980), is that the tones and registers of vowels which
immediately follow stops are not influenced by phonetic material
which precedes the release of these Sstops. Certain Mon-Khmer
languages, notably in the Palaungic branch, show that *kb- and *gb-
initial-types condition the same registers and tones as do simple
*b- initial-types. There is no reason why *2b- cluster-types should
be any different in this respect. 1In this respect, stops differ
from liquids and nasals, which are actually permeable to voice
features of preceding segments, so that *kl- and *kn- initial-types
behave like #*k- initial-types, while *gl- and *gn- behave like *g-,
Historically, stops are not permeable.

The phonetic difficulty is that the glottal closure which is
needed in implosives in order to lower the air-pressure in the oral
cavity is not maintained beyond the first few milliseconds of the

but gradually loosening glottis. It is this movement of air which
causes some glottal vibrations and gives the auditory impression
that implosives have the same phonation type as voiced stops. How-
ever, even without experimental evidence, it is easy to imagine
that the vocal cords probably do not vibrate in the same way during
an implosive and during a normal voiced stop: the air-pressure
configurations are different, and so are the successive states of
the glottis itself. 1In all likelihood, then, implosives have a
unique phonation type (or succession of phonation types), which

has no technical name to my knowledge, but should be distinguished
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from normal voice. This phonation type, not the initial glottal
closure, is what we should look at in order to explain why im-
plosives form a natural class with voiceless stops and glottal stop
itself.

From these considerations, one should be able to foresee that
initial implosives might give rise in some languages to a register
of their own, a third register, distinct from the clear and the
breathy registers found, for example, in Mon today.

The study of history and dialects reveals that there is indeed
evidence for a third register in Mon. But the evidence is indirect
and requires us to examine the Mon vowel system, more precisely,
the correlation between vowel qualities and registers in the his-
tory of Mon, a history noted for its complexity.

Since the Monic branch is only distantly related to other
branches of the Mon-Khmer family, the only historical guidelines
we had, until recently, were the orthography of the modern lan-
guage ("'Literary Mon") and the various Middle and 01d Mon inscrip-
tions, going back to the 6th century AD (Shorto, 1971). These,
though precious, are not always systematic or exhaustive in their
notations. Recently,I have recorded and compared the few remaining
dialects of Nyah Kur, the only language in the Monic branch other
than Mon. With this information, I have reconstructed the phonol-
ogy of Proto-Monic, including that of the vowel system (piffloth,
in press). I have also conducted, at the same time, a dialect
survey of Modern Spoken Mon, in both Thailand and Burma. In what
follows, the ancestral language common to both Mon and Nyah Kur
will be called Proto-Monic, and the ancestral language common to
all dialects of Modern Mon whill be called Proto-Mon.

Proto-Monic had a vowel system consisting of at least fifteen
units, not a very impressive one by Mon-Khmer standards, but cer-
tainly rich by comparison with later stages of the language. By
Proto-Mon times, the system had lost vowel-length contrasts and
merged some vowel qualities; but register had become established
and the relatively poor vowel system began acquiring many new
phonetic values, conditioned by both registers and final consonants
Exactly how many contrastive vocalic nuclei there were in Proto-=
Mon is not a simple matter to decide upon; several analyses are
possible, as is often the case in languages of this type (Shorto,
1966; Phillips and Miller, 1976). Matching these two very differes
vowel systems, those of Proto-Monic and Proto-Mon, is not a simple
matter. In order to do this, we need to consider an intermediate
stage between Proto-Monic and Proto-Mon, a time in the history of
the language which would predate the appearance of registers and
subsequent distortions of vowel qualities, but postdate the loss
of Proto-Monic vowel length. We shall call this stage: Pre-Mon.
The vowel system at this Pre-Mon stage was simple:

i u
ia e C) o

a
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Except for the ia/e contrast, it is this vocalic system which the
orthography of Modern Mon represents fairly consistently, even
today. In what follows, we shall be concerned with the evolution
of three of these vowels, from Pre-Mon to Proto-Mon and to several
Modern Mon dialects, namely: Pre-Mon *i, *3, and #*u,

The evolution of Pre-Mon *2 is a good illustration of what
happens in the classical case where only two registers interact
with vowel qualities. With the breathy register,? *9 remains un-
changed with all finals, including zero:

"forest" Pre-Mon *grap; Proto-Mon *krap; Mod. Mon: krap
"tO Step on" " A1 *lan; " n *1§n; n A1 1§n
"tree Stump" " " *taga; " " *hakﬁ; " ”n h?ka

except for final velars:

"to 1ift" Pre-Mon *ysk;  Proto-Mon *ygik; Mod. Mon: yaask
"fOOt" ” " *jag; " " *Céig; " A1 cgau

With the clear register, *3 ig split into two subsegments: the
first is more open and more prominent (louder and longer) than the
second; before final velars, h, and zero, the outcome is *-p%-,
before alveolars: *-p2-, before labials: *-ad-,

"thick" Pre-Mon *tam; Proto-Mon *ta®m; Mod. Mon: tom
"tO clim‘b" A1 ” *tan; ” " *tgin; ” ”" tEn
"tO get up" n n" *ta; " A1 *tni; " " tb
"to pluck" " " *pak; " " *Riik; " " Pgbk
"to build" " " *Sralj; " " *Sgé.‘); ” A1 sﬁ;g
"pus" " " *pa tah; ” " *patl?_ih; ” ” pat&h

Throughout Mon-Khmer, one can find examples of similar evolutions:
a bi-partition of the vowel system where high vowels remain intact
in the breathy register, but are diphthongized, or distorted by
lowering the initial part of the vowel, in the clear register: Khmer
is a well-known example.

The evolution of Pre-Monic *i and *u appears at first to follow
the same general pattern; they remain unchanged in breathy register:

"delicious, Pre-Mon *mip;  Proto-Mon *mip; Mod. Mon: miip

happy"
"bed-bug" ” ” *Sgit; ” " *hakit; ” n hakij:t
"centipede" " *gegi; " " %heki; " hakai
"turtle" " " *gwiz; " " *kw.:I;Z : " " kw:.l:z
"snake" Pre-Mon *jrum; Proto-Mon *sum;  Mod. Mon: saum
"termite" ] n *grun; " " *krgn; n " krgn
"(rain) to " " *gu; " " *k}!; " ” ka}l
fall"
"eldest " *glug; " " *klyz; " " klau?

child"
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except before final velars:

"to sew" Pre-Mon *jin; Proto-Mon *cglp; Mod. Mon: cQip
"to steam (rice)" " " *jrup; " " okspdy; " " sarm

In the clear register, Pre-Mon *{ and *u are generally distorte
but here we have to sort out the influences of various initials and
various finals, and pay attention to the great variety of Modern Mon
dialects.

The northern part of the Mon-speaking area of Burma comprises
a few dialects which are historically distinct from all other forms
of Modern Mon, including those spoken today in Thailand. Mons
themselves refer to these Northern dialects as 'Mon Ro," and to
others as "Mon Rao." Geographic and linguistic information on
Modern Mon dialects is given elsewhere (Diffloth, in print).

In Mon Ro dialects, clear register *i and %y are distorted
before -2 finals:

"earth" Pre-Mon *til?; Proto-Mon *QE}T; Mon Ro: tail
"moon" " " *getu? ; " " *hatzﬂ? ; non hat_go'l

Before zero finals (Proto-Monic *-r, *-1, or *-w), only *u is dis-
torted in clear register, while *i remains little changed:

"sand" Pre-Mon *bati; Proto-Mon *hati; Mon Ro: hatei
llbe burning" " " *tu; " ” *tz&; ” " t_a_O

Before other finals, clear register *i and %y are undistorted
Mon Ro dialects; *i is simply lowered to /e/ but not diphthongized:

"stairs" Pre-Mon *kenin; Proto-Mon *kenin; Mon Ro: 2anen

"3 bear" " " %khmim; n " *hmim; "non hm_e_a_m,
- hmen

"to know" " " ktim; " " *t_.’_L_m; noon teﬁ

(also: taem?®)

"to sprout" Pre-Mon *klut; Proto-Mon *klut; Mon Ro: Kklut
|'macaque" " " *khnuy ; " " *hn‘_.‘-y ; " ” hn}iy
"five" " " *Pasun; " ” *paSBn; " " pas&n

Final velars, as usual, create patterns of their own:

"pig" Pre-Mon *klik; Proto-Mon #klgic; Mon Ro: klot
e i R R
mango ruk; ryik; 3%
"high" ” " *Slu‘J; " " *hlf\t\); " " hlzun

However, there are a number of words where the expected vowel dis-
tortions do not take place:

"intoxicated" Pre-Mon *bgbu;  Proto-Mon *habu; Mon Ro: hsbu
"WOOd" " ” *chu? ; n " *Ch}_l? ; ” " Chll_z
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We shall return to these in a moment.,

In the various Mon Rao dialects, vowel distortion is more
thorough: clear register *i and *u with final -? have the same dis-
tortion patterns as in Mon Ro (unless otherwise specified, the Mon
Rao forms quoted here are from the vicinity of Mudon) :

"earth" Pre-Mon *ti?; Proto-Mon *tpi?;  Mon Rao: toe?
"moon" "M kgetul; " " *hatpuz; " v hatau?

But we also find distortion before all other finals, except velars:

""sand" Pre-Mon *bati;  Proto-Mon *hati;  Mon Rao: hatoe
"be burning" " " *tu; " " *tg':? " " tgo_
"to know" Pre-Mon *tim; Proto-Mon *tim; Mon Rao: taem
"a bear" n ” *khmim; " n *hmi:m; " " maim
"stairs" " " *konin; " " *kenin; "toom kanen
"to sprout" Pre-Mon *klut; Proto-Mon *klut; Mon Rao: klot
"five" " " *pasun; " " *paSEn; ” " pasgn
nmacaquen " " *khnuy; " n *hngy; " " nse
"pig" Pre-Mon *klik; Proto-Mon *kl¥ic; Mon Rao: kloic
"elephant" " " *CiD; " n *CETI\; n " Cgi’l
"mango" ” " *kruk; " " *krltk; " " kri!k
"high" " ” *Slug; ” " *hlé*g; " " hlim_)

Some of the Mon Rao reflexes of *i and *u have become monophthongs,
in kanen and psson, for example, but it is clear that they are
the result of a simplification of what used to be complex, "dis-
torted" vowel nuclei, probably *kana¢n and *pasnln respectively.
The evidence for this comes from other Mon dialects, one of which
is presented below. 1In addition, since the reflexes of Proto-Mon
*-en and *-on are -en and -on in Mon Rao, the evolution of #*-in to
~&tn and of *un to -pn, jumping, so to speak, over —en and -on, im-
plies diphthongization; a simple lowering pProcess would have
caused mergers. In what follows this implied diphthongization, or
distortion, will be taken for granted.

From the above evidence, it appears that the Mon Ro and Mon
Rao groups of dialects separated from each other at a time when the
process of vowel distortion had not yet been extended to all finals
(except velars). Only Mon Rao dialects proceeded with the dig-
tortion process.

But, as we briefly noticed in Mon Ro, there are many words in
Mon Rao dialects where the expected innovation does not occur:

"blood" Pre-Mon *chim; Proto-Mon *chim;  Mon Rao: chim
"mortar" " " *ga?i; " " *ha?i; " " ha?i:i
"sea" " " *Bi; " " *Bi;— " " bii
"to drift" " " *hi; " " *h_I; " " hiz
"to bathe" Pre-Mon *hum; Proto-Mon *hum; Mon Rao: hum
"knife" " " *Bun; " " *Bun; " " Bun
"to simmer" " " *d‘un; " " *dﬁn; n " cﬁ;n
"intoxicated" " n *babu; " " *h;BE; "oom h;Bg
"medicine" " " *g3luy; " " *hafuy; " v ha2suy
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These exceptions, in both Mon Ro and Mon Rao, have a common environ-
ment?: the initial consonants are: 6-, -, 2-, h- (and perhaps

k- in a few cases). Some phonetic aspect of these initials appears
to have prevented the distortion of vowel qualities, whereas *voice-
less initials encouraged it, while both groups of consonants con-
ditioned a clear register. gince the phonetic element common to

all four,but absent from the rest,is laryngeal activity, the ques-
tion of a possible third register naturally arises at this point:
the clear voice register of present-day Mon could represent a merger
of two formerly distinct phonation types, both opposed to the
breathy voice register.

It might be possible, by examining the numerous country-side
dialects of Mon spoken in Burma today, to find some phonetic trace
of such a three-way distinction. What I have found is not exactly
a third register, but something very close to it phonetically: in
several Mon villages around Kamawet ([kamg_wgk]), about 12 kms.
south of Mudon," a variety of Mon Rao is spoken where all words
having what I have called distorted vowels in Mon Rao are pharyn-
gealized with various degrees of strength.

This pharyngealization affects vowel nuclei in such a way as
to separate the two subsegments of a distorted vowel by a voiced
pharyngeal approximant; the vocalic subsegments themselves have
what sounds like a clear, ordinary phonation type, as in other Mon
dialects:

"earth" Pre-Mon *ti?; Proto-Mon #tpil; Kam.: tofic
"moon" noon kgatu?; " " *hatp4?; hetoSul
"sand" "o " kbatiy " " *hsti; " hatoSi
"be burning'" nwoo"m ktu; " " ktpY; " toSu
"to know" Pre-Mon *tim; Proto-Mon *tim; Kam.: toSap
"a bear" w1 kkhmim; " " *hmim; " miim, ~
hmoiip
"stairs" w " kkpnin; " " *kenin; " fanpSan
"to sprout' Pre-Mon *klut; Proto-Mon *klut; Kam.: klofut
"five" " " %pasun; " " *pasun; ?9spiun
nmacaquen " " ¥khnuy; " " *hng_y; " HB‘UY

In this dialect, the first part of the vowel nucleus of pharyngeal-
ized vowels is always [o], which leads directly to the pharyngeal;
the second part is high, shorter and unstressed, but may have a
drastic effect upon the final consonant (e.g. "earth").

Clear register vowels which are not distorted, i.e. those
preceded by -, &, h-, 1- (and sometimes k-) are not pharyngealize
and have about the same quality and register as in other Mon dia-
lects, Rao or Ro:

"blood" Pre-Mon *chim; Proto-Mon *chim; Kam.: ch#im
"mortar" "ot kgalij " " *hali; " halai
"sea" " " *Bi; ” ” *Bi; " Ba_'];

"to drift" n " xhi; n " *hi'; " hai
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"to bathe" Pre-Mon *hum; Proto-Mon *hum; Kam.: hum
"knife" " " *Bun; " " *Bun; " Bun
"intoxicated" " " *baBu; " " *h;BE5 " h;Bg
"medicine" " " kgatuy; " " *hauy; " haZauy

Laryngeal initials have apparently prevented pharyngealization (and
vowel distortion) of the following vowel.

Considering the phonetic conditioning, it is probable that
pharyngealization in the Kamawet dialect is the present-day realiza-
tion of a Proto-Mon laryngeal feature, a distinct phonation type.
The fact that pharyngealization agrees in all cases with Rao distortion
indicates that it is possible to reconstruct it back to Proto-Mon-
Rao times. Whether it appeared earlier, e.g. at the same time as
the clear/breathy distinction between Pre-Mon and Proto-Mon, or
actually very recently, only in the Kamawet sub-dialect, cannot be
decided upon in the present state of our knowledge.

There is an additional piece of patterning in the pharyngeal-
ization of distorted vowels which actually confuses this issue and
does not help us in dating the innovation: the evolution of *a.
Before final velars, as we saw above, reflexes of *® are distorted
in both Mon-Ro and Mon-Rao (see "build," "to pluck"); as expected,
these are pharyngealized in Kamawet :

"to pluck" Pre-Mon *pak; Proto-Mon *pokk; Kam.: poSak
"hole" n " *-Sral); " " *_SEQD; " 2332{3’)

But they are also distorted, in Mon Ro and Mon Rao, after laryngeal
initials:

""completed" Pre-Mon *d3k; Mon Ro: daak; Mon Rao: dask
"sambhar deer" " " *Bav); "om Baayn; "oon Baay
"hornet" " " *ha'); " " hﬁa\); " ” haaTJ

And these are also pharyngealized in Kamawet:

"completed" Pre-Mon *dsk; Proto-Mon *dpik; Kam.: dopfak
"sambhar deer" " " *bavn; " " *Boin; " BoSan
"hornet" " " *haf); " ” *hE‘-’.'); " tha,q

This only shows that the influence of laryngeals in pPreventing
pharyngealization is not deterministic but simply a phonetic option:
in the case of *-k, *-n it simply did not occur. It seems that
pharyngealization may have spread to those vowels which were already
distorted. In any case the history of vowels before velars in Mon
is not completely congruent with the development of vowels in other
environments.

This question aside, the phonetic options encouraging or dis-
couraging pharyngealization and vowel distortion present the phone-
tician with precise questions: what kind of phonation type, dis-
tinct from clear or breathy, could be the ancestor of pharyngeali-
zation and also be prevented by initial b-, &~, 7=, and h- ? Can
clear voice be subdivided into two subtypes?
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Note, in addition, that breathy voice itself is not without
resources: there are a few examples in Mon of *voiced stops plus
h initials, mostly borrowings, which become voiceless aspirated
stops, but are followed by breathy vowels:

"Dharma" Pre-Mon *dho; Proto-Mon *th3; Mod. Mon: thp

There is even the mysterious case of five Mon words with an
implosive f- initial followed by breathy, not clear, vowels:

"female (animal)" Mod. Mon: 632 (see Shorto, 1962)

I have so far been unable to trace their history, but they are
certainly old enough to have required the invention of a distinct
letter in the Mon alphabet, a letter which graphically resembles
a combination of m and ordinary, unimploded b. A fourth register
in Proto-Mon?

Footnotes

1 Breathy voice will be noted here with a subscript: /./; by
contrast, a special symbol was created to indicate clear voice:
/_/; phonation types are indicated only on stressed (ultimate syl-
1able) vowels, and only on the syllabic portion of diphthongs or
distorted vowels.

2 This is apparently a borrowing from a Mon Rao dialect nearby.

3 y. Mitani, Kyoto University, is to be credited for discovering
this configuration, having presented it at a public lecture on
the Mon Writing System at the American University Alumni associa-
tion in Bangkok, around January 1982.

% 1 was not able to visit the area myself, but met several Mons
from Kamawet, Kalawthut and Hnipadau, in Rangoon and in Thailand.
They all had spent most of their life there. I wish to express my
special gratitude to Nai Pan Hla, Ministry of Culture, Rangoon, and
to Theraphan L. Thongkum, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, for
their whole-hearted help in this research. Many other acknowledg-
ments are given in Diffloth (in press). My research project was
funded by NSF grant BNS-7926808 "A Mon-Khmer etymological lexicon."
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