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Abstract 

In the linguistic literature on the languages of ethnic Lao in Thailand, labels such as 
“Lao” or “Lao Wiang” are often used to identify local dialects as Lao varieties. This study 
examines patterns of tonal splits and mergers in the linguistic varieties spoken by the 
so-called “Lao” ethnic groups in Chachoengsao Province, Thailand, to re-identify and 
reclassify the so called “Lao” languages collected from 124 participants at 50 locations. 
This study used the tone box concept (Gedney 1972) as a basic tool to analyse tonal 
patterns. The results indicate that the “Lao” ethnic languages of Chachoengsao can be 
classified into three main groups, namely Lao, Phuan and Hua Phan Tai Nuea. While 
the Lao varieties show typical tonal patterns of Lao dialects (B≠DL, C1=DL123 and/or 
C234=DL4), the other two groups show none of the patterns. The findings show that 
the patterns of tonal development labels are better criteria than ethnic labels in the 
identification of Lao groups.
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1	 Introduction

There have been several studies on “Lao” ethnic languages1 spoken by the 
so-called “Lao” ethnic groups living in Central Thailand, e.g., Khanittanan (1973), 
Panka (1980), Chanthanakhom and Ratanapraseart (1983), Wattanaprasert 
and Liamprawat (1985), Daecha (1987), and Akharawatthanakun (2003; 2004). 
The ancestors of the speakers of these languages migrated from the Lan 
Chang Kingdom to Siam as a result of wars during the Thonburi and early 
Rattanakosin periods (Vallibhotama 1980; Piyabhan 1998). However, these 
previous studies have classified the “Lao” ethnic languages based primarily 
on their ethnonyms,2 i.e., “Luang Prabang Lao”, “Lao Wiang/Central Lao”, “Lao 
Tai/Southern Lao”, “Lao Phuan”, “Lao Khrang”, “Lao Ngaew”, etc. In some cases, 
this may be problematic as the ethnonyms may not be in accordance with the 
languages they speak. Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum (1998) have found that 
Tai-speaking groups living apart and having the same ethnonyms may speak 
different languages. Their research indicates that the “Tai Dam” ethnic groups 
living in the Counties of Yuanjiang and Maguan, Yunnan province, do not actu-
ally speak the same language as the Tai Dam varieties reported in the linguistic 
literature.

Regarding “Lao” ethnic groups, L-Thongkum (2016) examined the dialects 
spoken by the “Lao Khrang” and “Lao Wiang” groups living in Ban Rai District, 
Uthai Thani Province, and found that among the nine Tai-Lao varieties, 
only four could be classified as Lao. Therefore, the ethnonyms “Lao Khrang” 
and “Lao Wiang” imply both Lao and non-Lao Tai peoples migrated from 
Mueang Khrang (Khrang District) and from Khwaeng Wiang Chan (Vientiane 
Province) or Mueang Wiang Chan (Vientiane District) in Lan Chang (Lao pdr). 
Significantly, this reveals that the “Lao” ethnic languages spoken in Central 
Thailand need to be reconsidered using more robust linguistic criteria.

The literature review focuses on the history of “Lao” ethnic people’s migra-
tion and the languages of “Lao” ethnic groups in Chachoengsao Province 
(Duke and Sarikaphut 1986; Vallibhotama 1980; Piyabhan 1998; Premsrirat et al.  
2004). Chachoengsao Province, in the central part of Thailand, was chosen as 

1	 In this paper, “Lao” ethnic languages are the so called “Lao” languages, which can be Lao 
dialects or non-Lao Tai dialects, spoken by Laotians whose ancestors migrated from Lan 
Chang (Lao pdr) and settled in Chachoengsao Province, Central Thailand during the 
Thonburi and early Rattanakosin periods, rather than the Lao ethnic groups who have 
recently migrated from Lao pdr and Northeast Thailand.

2	 An ethnonym is the name applied to a given ethnic group of people, for example, “Lao 
Wiang”, “Lao Phuan”, “Lao Ngaew”, “Lao Khrang”, etc.
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the experimental site. Based on historical records and their interviews with 
Chachoengsao inhabitants, Duke and Sarikaphut (1986) mentioned four 
“Lao” ethnic groups which had migrated or been sent by royal command to 
Chachoengsao as a result of wars during the Thonburi and early Rattanakosin 
periods, namely, the Lao Phuan, Lao Wiang, Lao Mueang Phlan and Lao Nuea 
or Tai Et. Despite evidence given by historical records, it is unclear from where 
the “Lao” ethnic groups migrated from and what language they actually spoke. 
According to Duke and Sarikaphut (1986), even though historical records can 
help trace the homelands of the “Lao Phuan” and the “Lao Mueang Phlan” to 
Mueang Phuan, Xiang Khouang Province, and Mueang Phlan, Savannakhet 
Province, respectively, the original homelands of the “Lao Wiang” and the “Lao 
Nuea” or “Tai Et” cannot be traced and remain unclear.

The diversity as reported in the historical studies seems at odds with 
Premsrirat et al. (2004) as ethnolinguistic maps of Thailand in which only 
two languages namely Phuan and Lao Wiang, spoken by the four “Lao” ethnic 
groups, were recognised and plotted on the map of Chachoengsao Province. As 
this discrepancy might be a result of a mismatch between the ethnic labels and 
the languages, the main aim of this paper is to investigate the “Lao” ethnic lan-
guages spoken in fifty research locations in thirty-one villages in Chachoengsao 
Province through the use of tonal criteria and to re-identify and reclassify the 
“Lao” ethnic languages from their tonal patterns of splits and mergers. The 
research findings shed some light on the puzzling migration history of the 
“Lao” ethnic groups in Chachoengsao Province and the languages they speak.

2	 Literature Review

In order to distinguish the Lao language from non-Lao Tai languages such as 
Thai, Phuan, Tai Nuea, Phu Tai, etc., through tonal criteria, there are two major 
areas that require elucidation. These areas are tone box concept and the typi-
cal patterns of tonal development in Lao language.

2.1	 Tone Box
Gedney’s tone box is a common tool used to discover the patterns of tonal 
developments in modern Tai languages. It represents the historical interac-
tion between the Proto-Tai tones and factors that may cause tonal splits. Li 
(1977) and Pittayaporn (2009) reconstructed three contrastive Proto-Tai tones, 
labelled *A, *B and *C, in smooth syllables and tone *D in checked sylla-
bles. The tonal systems of modern Tai varieties differ from that of Proto-Tai 
as a result of tonal splits and mergers conditioned by four categories of the 
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Proto-Tai initial consonants. In checked syllables ending with final stops /-p, -t, 
-k, -ʔ/, tonal splits and mergers are additionally conditioned by vowel length. 
To illustrate how Gedney’s tone box is used in discovering tonal developments 
in Tai varieties, as well as the pattern of tonal splits and mergers, the tone sys-
tem and the tonal characteristics of each tone in present-day Vientiane Lao 
spoken in Vientiane Prefecture, as based on Osatananda (2016), is presented 
in the tone box below.

The five-tone system in Present-day Vientiane Lao is the result of tonal 
changes that converted Vientiane Lao from the original three-tone system to a 
five-tone system with restricted distribution on checked syllables. Each of the 
five tones can be referred to by the name of the box that relates to its Proto-Tai 
initial consonants and tones. According to Osatananda (2016), Tone 1 (T1) in 
Vientiane Lao, referred to as A123, is Low-Rising /24/. Tone 2 (T2) is referred 
to as A4 and DS123 or A4=DS123 is Mid-Rising /35/. Tone 3 (T3), referred to as 
B1234 and DS4 (B1234=DS4), is Mid Level /33/ whereas Tone 4 (T4), referred to 
as C1 and DL123 (C1=DL123), is Mid-Falling /31/. Tone 5 (T5), described as C234 
and DL4 (C234=DL4), is High-Falling /42/.

Vientiane Lao has the following tonal pattern of split and merger, i.e. A123-4, 
B1234, C1=DL123, C234=DL4, B≠DL, A4=DS123 and B1234=DS4. In other words, 
the original *A tone in Vientiane Lao split into two different tones, resulting 
in the A123-4 tonal pattern of split. For example, *kaːA ‘crow’ and *gaːA ‘to be 
stuck’ are now pronounced with different tones, namely, Tone 1 and Tone 2, 
respectively. Regarding the original *B tone, syllables with all categories of the 
Proto-Tai initial consonants have the same tone: Tone 3, referred to as B1234. 
The *C tone split into two different tones, resulting in C1-234. The words *phaːC 
‘cloth’ and *paːC ‘aunt’ turned out to be pronounced with different tones, Tone 
4 and Tone 5, respectively. Moreover, Vientiane Lao went through tonal split 

Proto -Tai tone
*A *B *C *DL *DS

In
iti

al
 c

on
so

na
nt

1. Voiceless friction sounds, 
e.g. *ph , *th , *kh , etc.

T1 /24/ T3 /33/ T4 /31/ T2 /35/

2. Voiceless unaspirated 
stops, e.g. *p, *t, *k, etc.

T5 /42/ 

3. Glottalized/implosive 
sounds, e.g. *Ɂb, *Ɂd, *Ɂ, etc.
4. Voiced sounds, e.g. *b, *d, 
*ɡ, *m, etc.

T2 /35/ T3 /33/

Smooth syllable Checked syllable

figure 1	 The tone box presenting the pattern of tonal splits and mergers of 
Vientiane Lao together with its tone system and the tonal characteristics
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based on vowel length in checked syllables. The split caused *D tone sylla-
bles with long vowels (*DL) and short vowels (*DS) to have different tones, 
i.e., *kaːpD ‘husk’ and *kapD ‘things to eat with rice’ are now pronounced with 
different tones, i.e., Tone 4 and Tone 2, respectively. This split can be referred 
to as DL≠DS.

2.2	 The Pattens of Tonal Splits and Mergers of the Lao Language
Lao varieties are spoken in Lao pdr, Northeastern Thailand and some parts 
of Central Thailand. The well-known distinctive tonal patterns of splits and 
mergers in the Lao language are B≠DL, C1=DL123 and C234=DL4, as shown 
in Figure 2 below. According to Akharawatthanakun (2003; 2004), the B1234 
pattern was claimed to be one of the distinctive patterns of tonal split and 
merger in the Lao language group. However, the B123-4 pattern of tonal split 
was found in several varieties of Lao language spoken in Mueang and Thawat 
Buri Districts in Roi-et; Wapi Pathum District in Maha Sarakham; Non Phet 
Subdistrict, Prathai District in Nakhon Ratchasima; and Khon Sawan District 
in Chaiyaphum (Brown 1965). The tonal pattern of B1234 is not thus included 
in this study as a distinctive tonal pattern in the Lao language.

The distinctive patterns resulting from tonal changes in the Lao language 
distinguish Lao varieties from other non-Lao Tai varieties, i.e., Thai, Phuan, 
Phu Thai, Red Tai, Lue, etc. As pointed out by Tingsabadh (2001), dialects of 
each language share a distinctive pattern of tonal splits and mergers whereas 
their other patterns of splitting and merging diverge at other cells in the tone 
box. The patterns of tonal splits and mergers presented in Gedney’s (1972) tone 
box are, therefore, widely used as criteria for identifying and classifying Tai 
dialects or varieties. However, some Lao varieties found in earlier studies do 

Proto -Tai tone
*B *C *DL

In
iti

al
 c

on
so

na
nt

1. Voiceless friction sounds, 
e.g. *p h, *t h, *k h, etc.
2. Voiceless unaspirated 
stops, e.g. *p, *t, *k, etc.
3. Glottalized/implosive 
sounds, e.g. *Ɂb, *Ɂd, *Ɂ, etc.
4. Voiced sounds, e.g. *b, *d, 
*ɡ, *m, etc.

figure 2	 The distinctive tonal patterns of splits and mergers in the Lao language
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not have the well-known patterns of splits and mergers pertaining to the Lao 
language group, i.e., B≠DL, C1=DL123 and C234=DL4, as found in Lao Wiang 
spoken in Nongnae Subdistrict, Phanom Sarakham District, Chachoengsao 
Province (Chanthanakhom and Ratanapraseart 1983; Ratanapraseart 1985; 
Pornpottanamas 2016), Lao Ngaew as well as Lao-Lao spoken in Lopburi, 
Saraburi and Singburi Provinces (Khanittanan 1973) and Lao Khrang spoken in 
Kanchanaburi Province (Akharawatthanakun 2003). These “Lao” dialects reflect 
none of the typical tonal patterns of splits and mergers in the Lao language.

Moreover, additional patterns of splits and mergers may be used to classify 
varieties of the same language into (sub)dialects. Among Lao dialects spoken 
in Lao pdr and Thailand, the splitting pattern of the Proto-Tai *A tone seems 
to vary. The patterns of A1-234, A123-4 or A1-23-4 are found throughout Lao 
dialects. However, it seems possible to divide them into groups based on the 
different tonal changes in the Proto-Tai *A tone. Based on Brown’s (1965) clas-
sification of the Lao dialects, the Luang Prabang Lao group (Northern Lao) 
exhibits two-way splitting of the Proto-Tai *A tone: A1-234. The Northern Lao 
varieties are spoken in Luang Prabang and Kaen Thao, Lao pdr, as well as some 
areas in Northeastern Thailand, e.g., the districts of Dan Sai and Mueang in 
Loei Province. The A1-234 pattern of Northern Lao varieties distinguishes the 
Luang Prabang Lao group from the group of Vientiane Lao (Central/Southern 
Lao) spoken throughout most areas of Northeastern Thailand as well as in 
Central and Southern Laos. The patterns of A1-23-4 and A123-4 are found in 
the Vientiane Lao group. Therefore, it can be concluded that the Northern Lao 
varieties share the distinctive pattern of the tonal splitting, A1-234, while the 
Central/Southern Lao varieties share the distinctive tonal patterns of split and 
merger, A1-23-4 or A123-4.

3	 Methodology

Duke and Sarikaphut (1986) provided a list of locations of “Lao” speakers in 
Chachoengsao Province based on historical records and their field research. 
Following the list of village names reported in 1986, the author first contacted 
local authorities in Chachoengsao not only to recheck the information but also 
to obtain other preliminary information about “Lao” ethnic groups, language 
situations and other locations of “Lao” speakers in Chachoengsao which were 
not reported in the historical research. After finding the locations of speakers 
from “Lao” ethnic groups who presently speak their “Lao” languages in daily 
life, three out of the eleven districts of Chachoengsao were chosen as research 
sites. The three districts were Phanom Sarakham, Sanam Chai Khet and Tha 
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Takiap. Fifty research locations located in thirty-one villages were selected. 
Research sites (locations and village names) and the number of participants 
interviewed can be found in Appendix 1. The research locations were based 
on the number of “Lao” ethnic languages informed by the “Lao” ethnic speak-
ers living in each village; for example, in Pa Rai Village, Nong Nae Subdistrict, 
Phanom Sarakham District, there were three locations since three “Lao” ethnic 
languages were found in this village. Unfortunately, an exact number for the 
“Lao” ethnic population in the three selected districts is not available.

At each location, three female participants, aged 50-88 years old, who 
were descendants of “Lao” ethnic groups of peoples who migrated from Lan 
Chang and settled in Chachoengsao Province during the Thonburi and early 
Rattanakosin periods, were invited to participate in this research project. 
The women were selected as it was more convenient to recruit older female 
speakers since they tend to remain in their villages and spoke their mother 
tongue fluently. They were also helpful and cooperative. However, in some 
cases, only one or two speakers were available when field work was conducted. 
Additionally, for acoustical analyses, it is more convenient to measure and 
compare the pitch height, pitch contour and pitch range of speakers of the 
same sex than different sexes, due to the different sizes of their vocal tracts and 
organs of speech which can affect the acoustic value of tones.3

For the analysis of the patterns of tonal splits and mergers, the tone systems, 
and tonal characteristics, 102 monosyllabic words adapted from Gedney’s 
tone box were used (see Appendix 2). Prompted by pictures presented in a 
PowerPoint slideshow, participants were asked to produce target words,  
e.g., /kʰaːA1/ ‘leg’, /paːA2/ ‘fish’, /kʰawC1/ ‘rice’, etc., using visual stimuli displayed 
as pictures. In order to confirm the results, 22 words were selected for an acous-
tic analysis of the tonal characteristics using Praat. The 5-scale graphs present-
ing the phonetic characteristics of each tone based on average semitone values 
in normalised time were miniaturised and presented in the cells of the tone 
box. Following the notation for tone-marking in Chao (1930), each level in the 
graphs represented pitch levels in the pronunciation of a tone, 1 representing 
the lowest level and 5 representing the highest level in a speaker’s pitch range. 
For example, T1 /24/ is a rising tone, starting low and then moving up consid-
erably. A name and tone number were also given in the tone box; for example, 
T1 /24/ means Tone 1 is Low-Rising /24/, T2 /331/ means Tone 2 is Mid Level-
Falling /331/, etc.

3	 The acoustic value or the fundamental frequency (F0) of tones can differ in each speaker. 
An average adult male speaker’s frequency range, typically, is lower than an average adult 
female’s frequency range (Laver 1994).

classifying “lao” languages spoken in central thailand
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To re-identify and re-classify the “Lao” ethnic languages of Chachoengsao, 
their tonal patterns of splits and mergers and tonal characteristics of tones 
were considered. The languages were categorised as typical Lao varieties when 
they show the typical tonal patterns pertaining to the Lao language group, i.e., 
B≠DL, C1=DL123 and C234=DL4. In cases in which only the B≠DL and C1=DL123, 
C1=DL123 and C234=DL4 patterns are presented, or the other way round (B≠DL 
and C234=DL4), the typical tonal characteristics of the Lao tones, e.g., the tone 
in C234 was Falling, the tone in B1234 was Level, etc., were used as a secondary 
criterion to help identify deviant Lao varieties. For subgrouping Lao varieties, 
the development of the Proto-Tai *A tone was used as a criterion. A Northern 
Lao subgroup has the A1-234 pattern of tonal split whereas a Central/Southern 
Lao subgroup has the A123-4 or A1-23-4 pattern of tonal split. If the “Lao” ethnic 
languages neither showed one of the typical tonal patterns in the Lao language 
group nor the typical tonal characteristics of the Lao tones, they may be con-
sidered as non-Lao Tai languages. Other linguistic features were additionally 
considered to help confirm the tonal criteria.

4	 Results

After carefully analysing the tone data collected from the 50 locations, 16 pat-
terns of tonal split and merger were found. These 16 patterns could be divided 
into three major groups: Lao (G1), Phuan (G2) and Hua Phan Tai Nuea (G3). 
Each group consisted of two main subgroups: typical Lao (G1/1) and deviant 
Lao (G1/2); typical Phuan (G2/1) and deviant Phuan (G2/2); and typical Tai 
Nuea (G3/1) and deviant Tai Nuea (G3/2).

4.1	 Group 1: Lao
Lao was spoken in eight locations. The typical pattern of tonal split and merger 
in Lao as pointed out by Brown (1965), Strecker (1979), Hartmann (1980, 2002), 
Osatananda (1997), Tingsabadh (2001), Akharawatthanakun (1998; 2002; 
2003; 2004), Kamalanavin (2013) and L-Thongkum (2016) is B≠DL, C1=DL123 
and C234=DL4. On this basis, two types of typical Lao could be found at the 
research sites, i.e., Northern Lao and Central/Southern Lao. Northern Lao was 
spoken in location 33 and Central/Southern Lao was spoken in five locations: 
24, 29, 32, 39 and 41.4 The two patterns of tonal split and merger (G1/1.1 or 
Northern Lao and G1/1.2 or Central/Southern Lao) can be seen in Figure 3. For 

4	 See details on research sites and locations in Table 1 in Appendix 1.
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more information on Luang Prabang Lao, see Roffe and Roffe 1956; Brown 1965; 
Chamberlain 1975; Hasonnary 2000; and Kamalanavin 2013.

The deviant Lao spoken in locations 31 and 36, as shown in  

Figure 4, consists of two varieties, namely, G1/2.1 and G1/2.2. Although the for-
mer does not provide all of the typical tonal patterns in the Lao language group, 
it has maintained one, B≠DL, as well as the typical tonal characteristics of the 
Lao tones in which C234 is Falling and the tone in B1234 is Level. However, the 
latter has no longer preserved the typical patterns of tonal split and merger in 
the Lao language, resulting atypical tonal patterns.

figure 3	 Two types of typical Lao

5	 Although Northern Lao (G1/1.1) has the tonal pattern of splits and mergers which is identical 
to Luang Prabang Lao, the tonal characteristics of each tone differ from that of Luang 
Prabang Lao in Roffe and Roffe (1956), Brown (1965), and Kamalanavin (2013), especially the 
characteristics of tones in A1 and C1. The distinctive tonal characteristics of the A1 and C1 
tones in Luang Prabang Lao found in the earlier works seem to be Mid-Falling-Rising and 
High-Falling glottalized, respectively. Perhaps, G1/1.1 should be classified as a kind of deviant 
Northern Lao instead of typical Northern Lao.

figure 4	 Two types of deviant Lao

classifying “lao” languages spoken in central thailand
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4.2	 Group 2: Phuan6 (non-Lao Tai)
Phuan speakers have been known as Phuan, Tai Phuan, Thai Phuan and Lao 
Phuan. Even though Mueang Phuan, from which they migrated, is in the north-
ern part of Lan Chang, they do not speak a linguisticall defined Lao variety.

Phuan was spoken in eighteen locations. Based on previous research find-
ings, typical Phuan can be said to have the following pattern of tonal split and 
merger, i.e., A1-234, B123-4, C1-234, DL123-4, DS123-4, B123=DL123, B4=DL4 and 
C1≠DL123 (Tanprasert 2003; Hartmann 2004; Akharawatthanakun 2003; 2004; 
2010). Typical Phuan (G2/1) was spoken in fifteen locations (1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 
11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 40). In the other three locations (6 and 17: Deviant Phuan 1 
(G2/2.1) and 2: Deviant Phuan 2 (G2/2.2)) deviant Phuan was used, as shown in 
Figure 5. Deviant Phuan has two patterns which are identical to typical Phuan 
except that the tone in DS123 has merged with the tone in B123 and DL123 
(B123=DL123=DS123) in the G2/2.1 and no tonal split occurs in the C column 
(C1234) in G2/2.2.

4.3	 Group 3: Hua Phan Tai Nuea7 (non-Lao Tai)
Based on Chamberlain (1984) and Dejvongsa et al.,’s (1972) research find-
ings, Tai Nuea has the following pattern of tonal splits and mergers: A1-234, 

figure 5	 One type of typical Phuan and two types of deviant Phuan

7	 Based on Chamberlain’s (1975) classification, Tai Nuea is one of the Nuea-Phuan sub-
branches of the ph group of Southwestern Tai (swt). The term Nuea was used to refer to 
the Tai languages of Hua Phan Province. Tai Nuea is phonologically and lexically closest 
to Phuan, hence the term Nuea-Phuan. In Hua Phan nowadays, they are usually called /
taiA4 pʰutDS4/ meaning ‘Tai Buddhists’, to separate them from the Tai Daeng and other 
Tais who often live side-by-side (Chamberlain, email to author, October 17, 2019). He used 
the spelling Tai Neua or Neua in order to differentiate them from the Tai Nüa of Yunnan. 
However, throughout this paper the author will use Tai Nuea /taiA4 nɯəA1/ according to the 
transliteration from Thai to English based on the system implemented by the Royal Institute 
of Thailand (1999).

6	 Phuan, a Southwestern Tai language (swt) (Li 1960; Brown 1965; Chamberlain 1975; 
Hartmann 2004; Pittayaporn 2009), is spoken in Lao pdr, Thailand and Cambodia. Based on 
Chamberlain’s (1975) classification using phonological criteria, swt varieties were divided 
into two main groups: P group (the Proto-Tai *voiced stops became unaspirated voiceless 
stops or *b > p) and ph group (the Proto-Tai *voiced stops became aspirated voiceless stops 
or *b > pʰ). Phuan like Thai, Tai Nuea, etc., belongs to the ph group of the swt branch.
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BCDL123-4 and B=dl. However, in some Tai Nuea varieties, the tone in C123 
has merged with the tone in B4 and DL4 (C123=B4=DL4). These two different 
types of tonal pattern have made them have different tonal systems, i.e., six-
tone and five-tone systems, respectively. In the present study, Tai Nuea was 
spoken in twenty-four locations: Tai Nuea people living in twelve locations, i.e., 
19, 21, 23, 25, 34, 35, 37, 42, 44, 45, 46 and 47, speak two varieties of typical Tai 
Nuea (G3/1.1 and G3/1.2) as shown in Figure 6. Typical Tai Nuea 1 (G3/1.1) and 2 
(G3/1.2) could be found in nine locations (23, 25, 34, 37, 42, 44, 45, 46, 47) and  
three locations (19, 21, 35), respectively. The two patterns of tonal split  
and merger in typical Tai Nuea can be seen in Figure 6. More information on 
the tone split and merger patterns of Tai Nuea spoken in Hua Phan Province, 
Lao pdr, can be found in Chamberlain (1984) and Dejvongsa et al. (1972).

In the other twelve locations: 18, 20, 22, 26, 27, 28, 30, 38, 43, 48, 49, 50, seven 
types of the Tai Nuea tone split and merger patterns were found, i.e., G3/2.1, 
G3/2.2, G3/2.3, G3/2.4, G3/2.5, G3/2.6 and G3/2.7 as shown in Figure 7 below. It 
is not certain whether these seven sub-varieties of Tai Nuea classified by their 

figure 6	 Two types of typical Tai Nuea

figure 7	 Seven types of Deviant Tai Nuea

classifying “lao” languages spoken in central thailand
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tonal patterns should be called “deviant Tai Nuea” because their tonal patterns 
of spilt and merger show some degree of diversity compared with the tonal 
patterns of Tai Nuea found in earlier works (Chamberlain 1984; Dejvongsa 
et al. 1972). For example, an atypical tonal merging between the tone in A1 
and B123 (A1=B123) is found in this study (G3/2.4, G3/2.5 and G3/2.7) and the 
C234=B4=DL4 pattern of tonal merger is also found in G3/2.6 and G3/2.7. It is 
possible that some of these varieties should be regarded as different Tai lan-
guages. Before coming to any definite conclusion, a thorough survey of the Tai 
languages and dialects or varieties spoken in the Hua Phan Province of Lao 
pdr is needed.

Tentatively, seven deviant Tai Nuea can be categorised into two groups 
based on which variety they could deviate from. G3/2.1 (locations 20, 22, 26, 
43), G3/2.2 (location 38), G3/2.3 (locations 27, 49) and G3/2.4 (location 28) 
seem to deviate from typical Tai Nuea 1, or G3/1.1, whereas G3/2.5 (location 30), 
G3/2.6 (location 18) and G3/2.7 (locations 48, 50) possibly deviate from typical 
Tai Nuea 2, or G3/1.2.

In summary, the tonal research revealed that the languages spoken by the 
“Lao” ethnic groups living in Chachoengsao were three major Tai languages, 
i.e., Lao, Phuan and Hua Phan Tai Nuea, as plotted on a map of the “Lao” ethnic 
languages spoken in Chachoengsao Province in Figure 8. As seen on the map, 

figure 8	 Map of the “Lao” languages spoken in Chachoengsao Province
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“Lao” ethnic people speaking the Lao language were found only in five research 
locations, whereas the rest of the “Lao” ethnic people scattered throughout for-
ty-five research locations in the three districts of Chachoengsao turned out to 
speak non-Lao Tai languages (Phuan and Hua Phan Tai Nuea). The research 
findings demonstrate that the tonal development could help reveal what lan-
guage the “Lao” ethnic groups actually spoke while ethic labels such as “Lao 
Wiang” could not.

5	 Discussion

The findings in the current study based on tonal criteria were in accordance 
with those on other linguistic features, i.e., lexical items and other phonologi-
cal changes. The classifications of the native “Lao” speakers of Chachoengsao 
Province are discussed below.

Lao people who speak typical Lao varieties (G1/1.1 and G1/1.2) have locally 
been known as “Lao /ʔiː33 ɲaŋ24/”, which implies “the people who use the word 
/ʔiː33 ɲaŋ24/ to mean ‘what’”. It is also noticeable that they use the word /het45/ 
meaning ‘to do, to make’ and that the Proto-Tai *aɯ has become /ai/ (*aɯ > 
ai). That is, all lexical items spelled with mai muan (ใ-) in Thai orthography are 
pronounced [ai], e.g., ‘heart’ /caiA2/, ‘new’ /maiB1/, etc.

Regarding the deviant Lao varieties, G1/2.1 and G1/2.2, it looks as if both have 
deviated from Northern Lao. It is also possible that the cause of tonal devia-
tion, especially in G1/2.2, is language contact with Thai or, the other way round, 
Tai speakers have adopted the tonal features of Thai, consciously or uncon-
sciously, which means that perhaps the speakers of the G1/2.2 do not speak a 
Lao variety as their ethnonym “Lao” suggests. Lao people who speak deviant 
Lao G1/2.1 have been known as “Lao /nɔːŋ24 prɯː33/”, which means ‘the Lao 
living in /nɔːŋ24 prɯː33/’, which is a village name. Like most typical Lao varie-
ties, deviant Lao G1/2.1 keeps the high-falling characteristics of tone C234 and 
the high-level characteristics of tone B1234. Moreover, speakers use the words 
/ʔiː33 ɲaŋ24/ and /het45/ meaning ‘what’ and ‘to do, to make’, respectively, and 
the Proto-Tai *aɯ > ai as is typical Lao varieties. Words spelled with mai muan 
in Thai will be pronounced [ai], for example /caiA2/ ‘heart’, /maiB1/ ‘new’, etc.

In the Nong Prue village in Ko Khanun Subdistrict, Phanom Sarakham 
District, the villagers speak two varieties of typical Lao, namely, G1/1.1, G1/1.2 
and two varieties of deviant Lao, namely, G1/2.1 and G1/2.2. The ones who speak 
G1/2.2 have been called “Lao or Thai /nɔːŋ24 naːm45 dam33/” and they live in a 
small section of Nong Prue Village. The other groups of Nong Prue inhabitants 
think that the language spoken by Lao Nong Nam Dam is “a strange mixture of 
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Thai and Khmer”. Besides having a Thai tonal pattern to their speech, they have 
/ɲ/ and /h/ (*r > h)8 as in Lao. They use both Thai and Lao words; for example, 
they say /het45 ʔa21 lai33 kan33/ (lit. “Do what together?”) instead of /het45 ʔi33 
ɲaŋ24/ (lit. “Do what?”). An atypical final particle /phəː42/ is used, e.g., /hɔːn45 
caŋ33 phəː42/ ‘It is very hot.’, etc. The irregular linguistic features mentioned 
above means the deviant Lao of Nong Nam Dam might be classified as one of 
the deviant Tai Nuea varieties in Group 3 because the tonal patterns look sim-
ilar to that of Tai Nuea and Thai languages.

It is interesting to point out that the word /ʔet45/ meaning ‘to do, to make’ 
and the final particle /phi33 ləː35/ meaning ‘what’ are used by the Phuan living 
in Chachoengsao Province. As for the cognate words spelled with mai muan,  
/maːi45 muan45/, in Thai orthography, speakers usually pronounce /əː/ (Proto-
Tai *aɯ > əː),9 e.g., /cəːA3/ ‘heart’, /həːC1/ ‘to give’, etc. Moreover, Proto-Tai *-vːk 
has become /-vːʔ/ in Phuan,10 such as /piːʔDL2/ ‘wing’, /luːʔDL4/ ‘child (off-
spring)’, etc. These typical features in Phuan help to prove that the Phuan do 
not speak a variety of Lao, although they are called “Lao Phuan”. These research 
findings support in previous research studies, e.g., Brown (1965), Chamberlain 
(1975), Wattanaprasert and Liamprawat (1985), Daecha (1987), etc.

Generally, the Tai people in Chachoengsao Province who speak Tai Nuea 
varieties are known as “Lao /ʔan33 dəː33/” because they use the final particle /
ʔan33 dəː33/, which means ‘what’, whereas the Lao group uses /ʔi33 ɲaŋ24/ and 
the Phuan group uses /phi33 ləː35/. They also identify themselves as “Lao” or 
“Lao Wiang”. The word /ʔet45/ ‘to do, to make’ and the Proto-Tai diphthong 
*aɯ, which has become /əː/, are used as in Phuan, for example /məːB1/ ‘new’, 
/bəːA3/ ‘leave’, /səːB1/ ‘to wear’, and so on. This may be the reason why some 
Phuan-speaking people call them “Phuan Nuea”, which means “northern 
Phuan”. Interestingly, the Abbot of Nong Suea Temple, located in Ko Khanun 
Subdistrict, Phanom Sarakham District, calls them “Tai Et /ʔɛːt21/”.11

8	 Li (1977) and Pittayaporn (2009) reconstructed the Proto-Tai consonants. The Proto-Tai *ɲ 
has been preserved as /ɲ/ in Lao but has become /j/ in Thai. The Proto-Tai *r has become 
/h/ in Lao, but it has been preserved in Thai.

9	 Proto-Tai *aɯ has merged with *ai in Thai, Lao, etc. It has become /əː/ in Phuan and some 
Northern Tai varieties, such as Saek, etc (Pittayaporn 2009).

10	 In Phuan, the final *-k has become /-ʔ/ in etyma that have long vowels in Thai and Lao. 
Akharawatthanakun (2010) pointed out that the final /-ʔ/ in lexical items that have the 
long vowel is uniquely found in Phuan.

11	 At present, Mueang Et /ʔɛ:t21/ is in the Hua Phan Province of Lao pdr, near the Lao-
Vietnam border. Known for its beautiful woven textiles, weavers ceased weaving when 
they came to settle in Central Thailand.
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Regarding the Hua Phan Tai Nuea group, the author suspects that some 
of the deviant Tai Nuea varieties could be unknown Tai languages or dialects 
spoken in the northern areas of Lan Chang about two-hundred years ago as 
various “Lao” ethnic peoples from several townships in these northern areas of 
Lan Chang migrated to Thailand during the reign of King Rama iii (Piyabhan 
1998). Moreover, there have only been a few linguistic research projects con-
ducted in the northern areas of Lao pdr. Therefore, the northern part of Lao 
pdr seems to be an area rich with potential for doing research on unknown 
Tai languages.

To summarise, although the classifications of “Lao” ethnic languages in pre-
vious studies based on ethnonyms were, in some cases, not in accordance with 
the linguistic realities, the research findings through the use of tonal criteria 
agreed with other linguistic features as well as the classifications by the “Lao” 
ethnic groups. Despite agreement with the findings of Premsrirat et al., (2004) 
on the Phuan language, the author’s findings were not in accordance with the 
findings on the “Lao Wiang” language of Chachoengsao. These revealed through 
the use of tonal criteria that the “Lao Wiang” varieties of Chachoengsao could 
be re-identified and reclassified into two Tai language groups, Lao and Hua 
Phan Tai Nuea, the latter of which is not a deviant Lao variety. This phenome-
non indicates why some Lao language groups, e.g., “Lao Wiang”, have deviant 
tonal patterns of split and merger from typical Lao. In some cases, they cannot 
be regarded as external and internal changes. The research findings help con-
firm the phenomenon L-Thongkum (2016) found in Uthai Thani Province.

The current linguistic study sheds some light on the history of “Lao” ethnic 
people’s migration and the languages of “Lao” ethnic groups in Chachoengsao 
Province. It has helped reveal that the “Lao Wiang”, who spoke Hua Phan Tai 
Nuea, migrated from Hua Phan Province near the Lao-Vietnam border dur-
ing the reign of King Rama iii as a result of Siam’s depopulation policy in the 
northern areas of Lan Chang, far from Bangkok, to lessen Vietnam’s power 
(Duke and Sarikaphut 1986).

6	 Conclusion

Based on a different standpoint and not focusing on ethnonyms, the “Lao” 
ethnic languages of Chachoengsao can be classified into three main Tai lan-
guage groups, namely, Lao, Phuan (non-Lao) and Tai Nuea (non-Lao). The 
tonal research findings indicate that the “Lao speaking groups having the same 
ethnonym “Lao” may speak different Tai languages as found in the case study 
of “Chachoengsao Lao”. Arguably, therefore, to identify and classify languages, 
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the patterns of tonal split and merger can serve as better criteria than ethnic 
labels. In summary, this study found that the label “Lao” and its derivative “Lao 
Wiang” and “Lao Phuan” do not reflect linguistic reality but the tonal criteria. 
In addition, the linguistic research findings based on tonal criteria were able 
to shed light on the perplexing migration history of the “Lao” ethnic groups, 
especially the “Lao Wiang” group, in Chachoengsao Province. The linguistic 
evidence revealed what language the “Lao Wiang” of Chachoengsao spoke as  
well as their original homelands in the Vientiane and Hua Phan Provinces.
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