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1. Introduction

In 1942 Paul K. Benedict wrote of the “Kadai stock”, which he has
sometimes since called the outlier languages, that they had received scant attention
from anthropologists and linguists.! Regrettably, that assessment about Qabiao
(Laqua or Pubiao), Laha, Lhai, Lachi, and Gelao remains still largely true today. In
this paper to honor our friend and colleague we offer notes from the field
concerning perhaps the least-known of these five outliers, namely Laha, in its least
described variety, which is Laha of Ta Mit Township of Lao Cai Province in
Vietnam. We briefly report here some preliminary observations on the sound
system of this language along with some sample comparisons with forms in the
Kam-Tai stock and other outlier languages of Kadai such as Gelao, Lachi, and
Qabiao—questions with which Professor Benedict has been concerned for half a
century.

Information about the Laha language of Vietnam has until relatively recently
been unavailable to Kadai researchers. At the turn of the century there were reports
by the French and in the 70’s a visit was paid to Laha areas by Professor André
Haudricourt. Information in Pdng Nghiém Van et al. 1972 is generally regarded
as being the earliest work about Laha by Vietnamese scholars. The most extensive
recent source on Laha is the Russian language publication by Solntseva and Hoang
Vin Ma 1986, which primarily describes the variety spoken in Son La Province.
Laha is also the focus of work in Hoang Vin Ma 1988. In China a language or
language group close to Laha, known as Paha or Buyang, is discussed by
Professor Liang Min 1990 and even more recently by Li Jinfang 1996a and 1996b.

The name Laha has not always been clearly distinguished from Laqua (also
known as Pen-ti Lolo, Pupéo, or Qabiao). For instance, Professor Cim Trong, a
Vietnamese ethnologist (Hoang Vin Ma, 1992:10) has opined that Laha and
Laqua are in fact variants of the same name. But whether or not the two
designations share a common origin, the languages. of the Laha and the Laqua
(henceforth referred to herein by their autonym, Qabiao) are not, in fact, a single
language, as shown by the work of Hoang V&n Ma and our own data. Having

1A part of this research was supported by a grant from the National Endowment for the
Humanities and the National Science Foundation to the authors entitled “Languages of the
Vietnam-China Borderlands, 1995-96.” Research was carried out in cooperation with scholars of
the Linguistics Institute of the National Centre for Social Sciences and Humanities (Vién Ngon
Ngi® Hoc, Trung Tam Khoa Hoc Xd Héi va Nhian Vin Quéc Gia, Viét Nam.)
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said this, however, it may still be observed that among the outliers there is some
evidence that Laha and Qabiao share certain features not reflected in other outlier
languages.

The Laha language is spoken in Vietnam at a somewhat greater distance
from the Chinese border than its four sister outlier languages, whereas Buyang in
China is spoken in areas of Yunnan and Guangxi Provinces just north of the
Vietnam-China border. The Laha population in Vietnam was 1,394 according to the
1989 census data, (SDSRV 1991) and in China they are estimated to number about
2,000 (Li 1996a:1). The Buyang speakers in China also report that they have
relatives now living in Phongsaly Province in Laos, though, to our knowledge, no
linguistic information exists to describe such a group. In Vietnam there are two
general settlement areas, one in Thudn Chau, Quynh Nhai, and MuOng La
Districts, especially at Badn Bung and a second in Son La Province in Lao Cai
Province at Than Uyén District T2 Mit Township, 50-60 km to the northwest,
Ma (1988:131). The Son La speakers refer to themselves as Khla Phlao or Laha
Phlao, the ‘Dry Laha,’” and the Lao Cai Ta Mit speakers refer to themselves as Laha
Ung [1a33ha2! un31], the ‘Wet Laha’ (EMPV 1978:243), referring presumably to
whether these groups plant wet fields or grow only dry hill rice. All the villages in
Vietnam are located on or near the Ndm Mu River, possibly the original migratory
link between otherwise separated communities.

The data reported here were obtained from Mr. Hoang Vin Phom, 26
years of age from Lao Cai Province, Than Uyén District, Ta Mit Township,
Ban Muot Village. From him we learned that in Than Uyén District there are
eight villages of Laha in Lao Cai, said to number more than 1,000 speakers. They
are surrounded by Black Thai speakers and virtually everyone is bilingually
competent in that language as well as their own first language. According to EMPV
(1978:243-48), the Laha presence is thought to have antedated the arrival of the
Black Thai in this area in the 11-12th century, based on references to the presence
of the ancestors of the Laha in old Black Thai script records. The prior presence of
the Laha is also supported both in oral tradition and by the contemporary more
advantageous location of the Laha villages relative to those of the Thai—with Laha
villages being located closest to the river on the best available land, with the Thai
villages more distant from the river.

As for the historical demographics of the close linguistic relatives of the
Laha in China, Li 1996a reports that groups, commonly known by their Zhuang
exonym as Buyang Zi 42 were once found in a variety of locations further to the
north and east of their current settlement areas on the Vietnam-China borderlands.
Indeed, there is an apparent north-east to south-west migration vector, as noted
elsewhere (Edmondson and Li 1996), that would place the Vietnam Laha
communities as an ancient vanguard that exited China along what we have called the
“language corridor”. That the Laha/Buyang were once much more numerous than
their present population of 5,000 is perhaps reflected in the widespread toponyms
involving the form i yang, as suggested in Li 1996a. This territory stretches
across the southwestern border areas of Guizhou Province and the adjacent areas in
Guangxi Province in a band from Tianlin County in the east to Longlin County in
the west and from Nanning City in the east to Napo County in the west. The
designation yang or, possibly lang, referred to a group in Chinese chronicles as
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descendants of the B #8 , Bdch Viét, or Hundred Yue, a conglomerate of peoples
south of the Yangtze in pre-Han times.

In China the Buyang at Yunnan Guangnan Yanglian and Anshe Villages call

themselves pa®> ha®3. The following sample comparisons suggest how close the
Laha of Vietnam and the Paha Buyang of China appear to be:

Laha Paha Laha Paha Laha Paha

‘one’ tcam3l tsam45 ‘two’ sa343 6a322 ‘thrce’ qu343 tu322
four' pa¥3 pa®2 ‘five mal3 mha®? ‘six’  dam?3 namd!

‘seven’ thoX*3 m33  ‘eigh’ ma33 mu3! ‘nine’ 033  dha33
hu33 wa24
‘ten’ pat23  var’S  ‘rain’  zen33  zindl  ‘sta’ ma3®  ropd!
lut]33
‘salt’ M33 n,ux31 ‘bird> ma33 nok!! ‘ear’ ka33 ka322
nok33 hu33
‘mouth” moon? mam3! ‘eye’ ma33 ma ‘beard” not3?2  mutl!
ta33 da33

‘blood” pat32 pe3?  ‘bone’ thak3? dap’?2 ‘liver qap3? tap>d

2. Ta Mit Laha

In this paper we present very preliminary results from a field trip to one
Laha area completed only days before the writing of this paper. Our analysis is
consequently still very preliminary.

The language at Ta Mit has a sizable number of two syllable words and six
tones. Syllable codas /-p -t -k -m -n -5y -i -u/ occur. Laha is also one of only two
languages known to preserve the final -/, which in Ta Mit has changed to -n, but is
attested as -/ in Laha Phlao of Nong Lay. Vowel length is distinguished in syllables
that end in one of these six sounds. Laha has six tonal contrasts in syllables ending
in vowels and that includes two tonal contrasts in syllables ending in /-p -t -k/.
Generally then, Laha Ung demonstrates a greater number of disyllabic words
(Benedict’s dyadic forms), whereas Laha Phlao has monosyllables with clusters
(Benedict’s monadic forms), cf. Benedict 1992.

2.1 The initials

Ta Mit Laha has a rather asymmetric pattern of initial consonants with
five points of articulation and four manners in stops:
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p t2 te k ?
th teh
b 2d
b d
m n Iy n
f S X h
v z
w iz
1
Laha initials are exemplified in the following forms:
P p:):)m24 ‘mountain’ pa24 ‘rice husk’
pa343 ‘four’ patr?# ‘blood’
t ta24 wan33 ‘sun’ tam?212 ‘short’
tap>2 ‘liver’ tau?12 ‘turtle’
te tgam3! ‘one’ tge33 ‘tea’
tcum343 ‘buy’
k kaa1)31 ‘chin’ kai3l ‘feces’
kai’43 ‘chicken’ kam343 ‘bitter’
? 12 “insipid’ k33 laak3*  “give birth’
th thak32 ‘bone’ tham?12 ‘cave’
tho343 ‘seven’ thun343 ‘leaf’
teh tghuk33 ma33 ‘wash hands’
b Ibook?23 ‘flower’ bi24 ‘cold’
bun?12 31 ‘right side’
d 2don?12 ‘white’ din3! ‘black’
2dun343 ‘stone’
b ba343 ‘dog’ bam33 ‘chop’
bok32 taZ4 ‘skin animal’
d dam343 ‘six’ dap3? ta? ‘close eyes’
dun?* ‘see’
m ma?! _‘cooked rice’ mat32 ‘ant’
ma33 hu33 ‘eight’ mai?! ‘woman’
n na212 ‘bow’ na33 ‘field, wet’
Yy ryaai>43 ‘sand’ no33 ‘salt’

2Mr. Phom invariably pronounced /t/ as [q] in syllable-initial position, even though he
also produced [th-] for /th-/. In fact, this substitution was true even in his Vietnamese, a fact of
which be was quite aware. When he saw our perplexed looks, he reassured us, writing <t-> on
paper, “it is a [qe]”. We cannot be sure if this substitution represented a linguistic change, an
idiosyncratic development in his speech, or a speech impediment. In this paper we have transcribed
his [q-] as /t-/, because he obviously intended this sound, as he indicated to us, and because the /t-/
was, from comparative evidence, the expected reflex in Laha.
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n I]a33 ‘snake’ IJaan33 ‘thorn’
nam?212 ‘think’

f faaiZ12 ‘cloth’ faai343 ‘dam’
faan?4 ‘village’

s 5033 wa? ‘nine’ suan343 ‘garden’
sun343 ‘teeth’

X xa33 ‘cogongrass’ xam33 ‘gold’
xak32 ‘leg’ xi343 ‘excrement’

h haai33 ‘shoes’ haap?3 ‘carry pole’
haam343 ‘carry mid-pole’

v ven33 muw33 ‘ring’

z za33 ‘grandmother’ za343 ‘medicine’
zen33 ‘rain’

w waax]343 ‘high’ wan33 ‘day’
wa?? thui?12 ‘wash dishes’

i jip32 15343 ‘push in firewood”  xau?12ju343  ‘sleep’

1 H343 ‘firewood’ oi4 ‘swim’
1u1r]343 ‘yellow’

2.2 Syllable codas

Ta Mit has eight syllable codas: /-p -t -k -m -n -p -i -u/, as illustrated in the
following words:

-p tap23 ‘liver’ ko212 kap23 ‘duck’

-t maat32 ‘socks’ haat34 ‘crab’

-k laak32 ‘child’ thak34 ‘bone’

-m poom?24 ‘mountain’ dam343 ‘six’

-n wan33 ‘day’ ta33 Lin343 ‘tongue’

) hoon?212 ‘room’ kan33 lun3! ‘elbow’

- hooi343 ‘snail’ ko212 221212 ‘elder brother’
-u laak34 pau31 ‘man, male’ sax)212 saau?*  ‘spider’

2.3 The vowels

The Ta Mit Laha vowels are as follows:

1 w u

€ ¥ O

€€ a ) 20
aa

The vowels occur in Laha forms as follows:
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i sin343
wan33 ﬁ212

w fuin343
ka33 luri33

u bu343
2dun343

€ ko212 7pe3!
k0212 he31

€€ xek32
keen3!

¥ p¥t23
kYI]3 1

o not32
s033 wa24

2 mook32
hoom343

a pa343
mak34

aa ma33 haak?23
saan?!

‘nitre’ kim33
‘day before yesterday’

‘die’ hun343
“far’

‘pig’ 2ug?!
‘stone’

‘goat’ 1a34 xe24
‘pangolin’

‘guest’ keen343
‘hard’

‘ten’ ma33 nyk43
‘shrimp’ xan33
‘beard’ tho343
‘nine’

‘cloud’ h:):)t)212
‘garlic’

‘four’ a2
‘love’ man33
‘taro’ kaa1]3 1
‘elephant’

Outlying Kam-Tai

‘salty’
‘fly, to’
‘water’
‘head’
‘soup’
‘bird’

‘person’
‘seven’

3

room’

‘snake’

3 3

new
‘chin’

The usual Tai rule about vowel length seems to apply. Namely, length is
contrastive only in syllables that end in consonants /-p -t -k -m -n -/ and /i u/ and
not in open syllables. The sound /-¥-/ occurs only in closed syllables and is
probably the result of unrounding an /-o-/.

2.4 The tones

The six tones of open syllables are illustrated in the set:

na33  ‘wet field’

ma3l  ‘horse’
na33  ‘face’
ma?*  ‘centipede’
na?!?2 ‘arrow’
ma2!  ‘rice’

As can be seen in Figure 1, the tone system of Laha resembles that of Tai
languages in many ways. Specifically, one can distinguish four tone types in words
that Laha shares with Tai languages and these can, with varying degrees of
certainty, be assigned to the tones A, B, C, and D. So for instance, tone 343
corresponds well with the A tone box one (as Gedney called it, and associated
historically with voiceless friction), while tone 24 corresponds to the A tone box
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two and three (plain and preglottalized initial consonants), and tone 33 corresponds
to the A tone box four (original voiced). Thus, we find suan’# garden in tone A1,
ma®3 ta®? eye in A2, and snake in tone A4. The D tone also corresponds with a
good deal of certainty, with original voiced initials reflected in the modern Laha
high tone 43 and the original voiceless consonants the current low tone, a kind of
limited tonal flip-flop familiar in a number of Southwestern Tai languages on a
more extensive basis. Tai vocabulary that normally shows up in the tone categories
B and C are, however, mixed in TM Laha, some forms identified with Tai B and
others with Tai C tone both occurring as Laha 212 tone. A similar ambiguity exists
for tones B and C forms appearing in Laha 31 tone. Thus, the Gedney diagram for
Laha yields a developmental pattern A1-A23-A4; B123=C123, B4, C4; D123; D4,
giving six tones in live syllables and two tones in dead syllables.

A B C D
n5o0343 pond xi212 ride hiu?12 carry hanging | bat32 flea
suan3*3 garden tam?12 short tham?12 cave 260132 blind
ba343 dog thu212 bean maZ21Z rise, grow up | laak34 child
bu343 pig tau?!2 turtle faai?!2 cloth maat32 socks
faai343 dam sviZ12 intestine tap32 liver
xig343 ginger haan3! goose sauj212 saau?* spider poot32 lungs
mai>*3 thread
ma33 sam?4 hair pat?4 blood
ma33 ta?* eye maak?* fruit
ma33 dvi2* gall ka4 seedling haap?3 pole carry
pin?* wet leech faan?* village
pak32 24 door ¢ mai?? tree
tom?* mud saauZ? spider
na33 snake ha?! dryfield
xam33 gold mai2! female xa3! trade
na33 wetfield ma?! rice ma3! horse
men33 wan33 fly | za?! gmdmother | kvn3!shrimp
xa33 cogongrass kai3! excrement
ka33 ma33 hand

Figures 1: Laha tones according to Proto-Tai categories

An important phonetic feature of Laha is that the tone 31 is accompanied by
glottal constriction at the end of the syllable in the manner found in the C tones of
Tai languages. Figures 2 and 3 provide instrumental confirmation of this feature.
Both figures show wave form (above) and pitch trajectory (below). In Figure 2, the
21 tone, voicing, as indicated by the pitch track, is seen to persist even when the
amplitude of the wave form above it is quite weak and shows hyperbolic collapse.
The pitch even rises a bit at the very end. Figure 3, by contrast, shows a more
abrupt termination of both pitch trajectory and wave form, as would be expected in
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the case of syllable-final glottal constriction, which may be represented in a close
transcription as [ma31 7].

secs 1.000; , 1.100, , 1.200 . 13001
,_%MM\\
(1) MOTHER.UT — Waveform {23 MOTHER UT - Fameuth

Figures 2: Wave form and pitch trajectory of Laha mai?! ‘mother’

Secs |
1

0500, 0600, _____ 0.700,

3
H
1

I VY- -
Y
\»”
~.

(1)HORSE.UTT — Waveform {2] HORSE LT — Femnuoth

Figures 3: Wave form and pitch trajectory of Laha ma>!? ‘horse’
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3. Comparative comments

The Laha language possesses a rather large shared vocabulary with the Tai
branch, a somewhat lesser body of lexical items shared with the four sister outlier
languages, and a very small body of forms in common with Kam-Sui. It is
somewhat uncertain, however, to what extent the “Tai” vocabulary of Laha
represents general inheritance as opposed to borrowing from their long-standing
Black Thai neighbors. Fairly obvious loans like the 43 ‘sky (ultimately from
Chinese & tian ‘sky’)’, the name of a celestial deity then luéng among the Black
Thai, cf. EMPYV 160, perhaps reflects this loan source. Laha also shares a number
of items only with the Kadai outlier languages such as those in Figure 4.3

Laha Qabiao Gelao Lachi
‘water’ Tun3! Tonp43 m33 2131
‘rice’ ma?! mi4 mo33 mm33
‘alcohol’ fu343 paau’?2 plw3s qud?
‘rain’ zen33 sau2l
‘star’ ma33 1u1333 qa43 lur_]43 ndud3 ndz33 m31 this21i52
salt’ 1033 @Bnu3  nusd )
‘thorn’ paan3! nuindS qa22ni3  mjadl ml2
‘monkey’ xvk32 rhok?2!
‘crab’ ko212 haat34  qa2! rat#3
‘spider’ san?l saau24  ko2! raau323
‘left’ men? min323
‘tooth’ sun343 suan>2 ndzi!3 phil3  £i52 or mso
‘bow’ na2i2 ne43
‘rat’ laai212 qa2l nai43  Nei3 (yoji) 2a311ja2
‘sand’ ryaai343 ts0i323 1a33 sa31 a3l n,a52

Figures 4: Vocabulary shared with outlier languages

As for items Laha shares in common with languages of the Kam-Sui Branch
but not Tai, there are forms of the following sort:4

3The Qibiao, Gelao, and Lachi forms are taken from our own un3oublished field notes.
Qabiao is from Ha Giang Province Phé L2, Gelao is White Gelao [t2397w33] from Phé L3, and
Lachi is from Bdn Phung.

4We employ Baccam Don et al 1989 for our Black Thai examples.
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Laha Kam # Black Thai

‘tail’ svt32 sat’ hag!
‘blood’ pat# phat¥’ lwotd
“fire’ pusi343 pwil fai2

‘child’ la34 laak 10 luuk10
‘husk’ pa24 pab kep?

‘full’ thik32 tik9 2im!
‘dream’ ryun343 tge33 pan24  pan! fan!

Figures 5: Vocabulary shared with Kam-Sui languages

Ta Mit Laha is a language with perhaps the best support within Kadai for
original disyllabic forms, as comparison to Austro-Tai, Kam-Tai, and other outliers
shows.

Ta Mit Laha Austro-Tai from Benedict 1975; Tai from Li 1977
‘night’ ka33 lom33 ‘dark’ Puyuma qazom
‘bear’ ka33 thwi33 mi33 ‘bear’ Formosan Seediq kumay/sumay
‘fish’ ma33 1a33 ‘fish’ AT *mbraw, Puyuma bulaw
‘charcoal’ ma331a33pyi24  “fruit (?) of the hearth’ AT *ndapuy
“far’ ka33 Jwi33 “far’ Proto-Tai *klai”
‘near’ ka331a31 ‘near’ Proto-Tai *kroiC
‘dark’ ka3l Iym33 ‘dark’ Proto-Tai *klamB

Figures 6: Vocabulary suggesting original disyllabic forms

In historical comparative terms the initials in Laha and possibly other outlier
languages are observed to have certain recurring regularities vis-a-vis the
reconstruction of Proto-Tai initials (Li Fang Kuei, 1977). Though the outlier
languages may have arrived at their present state by a different route from that of
Kam-Tai, one may still usefully note the following comparisons. For example,
Proto-Tai (PT) *7b : Laha (L) f > ph (f > h, when followed by high back vowels)
and *7d(l) : Laha (L) th.

Ta Mit Laha cf. Proto-Tai
‘thunder’ than33 *1danA
‘moon’ than343 *blwenA
‘navel’ thau33 *bluwA
‘bone’ thak32 *2dluokPL
‘village’ faan24 *7baanC
‘fly, to’ hwn343 *7binA
‘rope; twist, to’ fan24 *IbanA

Figures 7: Ta Mit Laha voiceless friction initials in reference to Proto-Tai
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The above correspondences do not, however, hold for a number of forms
that have presumably been borrowed from Black Thai, e.8. 22519 ‘blind’; ur?12
‘side’; Pik?3 ‘carry on shoulder’; ?book?3 ‘flower’; 2d2i24 ‘gallbladder’.

A second comparison involves Proto-Tai *khm : Laha b Somewhat
similarly, Proto-Tai *thr/hi/hx, : Laha d, as in the following forms:

‘pig’ bu343 cf. *khmuA

‘dog’ ba343 *khmaAl

‘flea’ bat32 *khmatDS1

‘stone’ dun343 *thrinA

‘see, t0’ dun24 *threnA

‘big, great’ dun343 *hlunA

‘white’ don212 *hlonAl

‘descendant’ daan24 *hleenA/ ‘grandchild’ *hlaanC
‘grass’ dau343 *hnywaCl

‘pull (grass), to’ dvk32 *hlokDS1

‘close the eyes’ dap32 ta24 *hlapDS1

‘winnow basket’ din212 *kran/khrunC
‘trousers’ din?# *klanA ‘cover, hide, to’

Figures 8: Ta Mit Laha plain voiced initials in reference to Proto-Tai

Briefly stated in conclusion, the Laha language of Ta Mit looks as though it
will prove useful in future work in deciphering the history of the outlier Kadai
languages Gelao, Lachi, and Qabiao in that it:

1. Preserves evidence of the syllable coda (along with Qabiao) to a much
greater degree than Lachi and Gelao.

2. Preserves a great many examples of morphologically simple disyllabic
word forms (again like Qabiao), many supportive of the Austro-Tai hypothesis.

3. Demonstrates a general resemblance to Tai tonal organization by having
Tai-like rules for assigning tones to vocabulary, borrowed and non-borrowed.

4. Manifests the characteristic glottal closure in the C2 tone as in Tai.
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