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Eighteen Karenic Groups in 

Myanmar (Ethnologue, 2009) 

 Pa-O  Brek   Paku 

 Lahta  E. Kayah  Sgaw 

 Kayan W. Kayah  Wewaw 

 Bwe  Yinbaw  Zeyein 

 Geko  Yintale  E. Pwo 

 Geba  Manumanaw W. Pwo 
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Six Karenic Groups in Thailand 

  Pa-O  Kayaw 

  Kayan  Sgaw 

  Kayah  Pwo 
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         Karen Settlement Areas and Population in Thailand  (2012)  



Previous Works on Comparative 

Karen 

   Haudricourt (1946, 1953) 

   Jones (1961) 

   Burling (1969) 

   Solnit (2001) 

   Manson (2009) 
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Previous Works on the Classifications 

of Karen 

  Jones (1961) 

  Burling (1969) 

  Kauffman (1993) 

  Bradley (1997) 

  Manson (2001, 2011) 

  Shintani (2003) 
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Obtaining Fresh and Compatible Data 

   Choosing languages and varieties 

 Devising a wordlist of 2,000 items with  

English and Thai glosses divided into 21 

semantic domains (Fauna = 128 items) 

 Eliciting data by interviewing male native  

speakers at different research sites 

 Comparing and reconstructing PK 

phonology and lexicon 
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Representatives of the Three Major 

Branches (Geographical Base) 

 

Northern         Central  Southern 

Pa-O (2 varieties)  Kayan       Sgaw (2 varieties) 

           E. Kayah Pwo (2 varieties) 

           Kayaw 

           Bwe (Henderson, 1997) 
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Protoform *k-rjaŋA (Karen) 
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Autonames:  ka  jaŋ53 A1 (Kayan) 

kɛ11 jɛ11  A3 (E. Kayah) 

kɔ33 jɔ33 A3  (Kayaw) 

(pɣa33) ka  ɲɔ33 A3 (Sgaw) 

Other names: ka  raaŋ21,  ka riaŋ21  (Central Thai) 

jaaŋ33 (Northern Thai) 



Regular Sound Changes of the *-aŋ 
Rhyme 
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Example:   PK *laŋA ‘to descend’ 
 Pa-O:  laŋ33 A3 (N.) Kayaw: lɔ33A3 
 laŋ53 A3 (S.) Sgaw:  lɔ33 A3 (N.) 
 Kayan: laŋ33 A3 lɔ33 A3 (S.) 
 Kayah: lɛll A3 Pwo:  lɛ5̃5 A3 (N.) 
 Bwe:     la33 A3 lɔ3̃l A3 (S.) 
       
 



Proto-Karen Phonology 

 The tones, onsets and rhymes of 

Proto-Karen phonology with some 

lexical examples can be found in 

Figure 1, Table 1 and Table 2 of the 

Appendix. 
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Proto-Karen Tones 

 How many tones should be reconstructed, 
two, three, four or six?  There are different 

opinions, as follows: 
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Haudricourt (1946, 1975) 2/3 A  B / A  B  B’ 

Jones (1961) 2 ´    ` 
Burling (1969) 6 1  2  3  4  Ɂ1  Ɂ2 

Shintani (2003) 4 1  2  2´ 3 

Manson (2009) 4 *A  *B  *B´  *C 

Luangthongkum 3 *A  *B  *D 



Tonal Development in Modern Karen 
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          N. Pa-O            S. Pa-O           Kayan           E. Kayah          W. Bwe 

  *A *B *D     *A *B *D     *A *B *D     *A *B *D     *A *B *D 

1 31¨ 55 21’   1 31¨  33   21’   1 53 11 45’   1  33  11  55   1 55 33 33 

2 31¨ 55 21’   2 31¨ 33  21’   2 53 11 45’   2 33 11  55   2 55 33 33 

3 33 53 45’   3 53  55  45’   3 33 11 21’   3  11        11  33   3 33 33 11 

                                                
        Kayaw           N. Sgaw          S. Sgaw          N. Pwo           S. Pwo 

  *A *B *D     *A *B *D     *A *B *D     *A *B *D     *A *B *D 

1  55 11  33    1  33  31˜ 45’   1  55  45’  21   1  35 33 45’   1  53  55  21’ 

2  55  11  33   2 33 31˜ 45’   2 55 45’  21   2  55 33 45’   2  31¨  55   21’ 

3  33  11  33   3 33 11¨  21’   3  33 31  11¨   3  55  11¨ 21’   3  31¨ 33  45’ 



Proto-Karen Lexicon: Fauna (1) 

 Cognates were found in all languages and 
varieties with regular sound changes. 

 *dəŋB   ‘ant’ *thwiB  ‘dog’ 
 *k-hneA  ‘honey bee’  *(thoB) lwiB  ‘dove’ 
 *p/b-naB  ‘buffalo’ *ɁdeB  ‘frog’ 
 *kwiB  ‘chameleon’ *jowB  ‘mouse’ 
 *chwɛB  ‘crab’ *thɔɁD  ‘pig’ 
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Proto-Karen Lexicon: Fauna (2) 

 Cognates were found in the Central and Southern 
branches. 

  *p-ɁdɛA  ‘rabbit’ *thoB  ‘bird’ 
 Cognates were found in the Northern and Central 

branches. 

 *daɁD  ‘fish’  *boB  ‘ox’ 
 *jajA  ‘serow’ *s-ŋwiB  ‘water snail’ 
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Proto-Karen Lexicon: Fauna (3) 

   Could be Austroasiatic loans (Monic, Waic) 

  *chjaNA  ‘chicken’ *k-chaŋA  ‘elephant’ 
  *k-sreT  ‘horse’ *hlaŋA/B  k-daʔD ‘vulture’ 
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Proto-Karen and Proto-Tibeto-Burman (1) 
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  PK   PTB Gloss 

*d-khejA *d-key, *d-kǝy ‘barking deer’ 

*t-khroʔD *d-yuk ‘sambha deer’ 

*thwiB *kwiy, *kwǝy ‘dog’ 

*kliA/kliʔD  *s-liy, *s-ləy ‘flea’ 

*swɨNB *sar, *śar ‘head louse’ 



Proto-Karen and Proto-Tibeto-Burman (2) 
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  PK   PTB Gloss 

*wiA *bwiy, *bwǝy ‘mole’ 

*jajA *kye.l, *kyi[.]l ‘serow’ 

*rowB *b-ru.l ‘snake’ 

*hliB *s-ley ‘squirrel’ 



Discussion (1) 

   Contact relationship 

     N. Pa-O            Shan 

     S. Pa-O    Mon 

         Pwo    Mon 
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Discussion (2) 
   Genetic relationship  

               A                ✓  B 
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Sino - Tibetan 

      Sinitic              Tibeto - Karen 

         Tibeto - Burman           Karenic 

             Sino - Tibetan 

  Sinitic        Tibeto - Burman 

                Karenic 



Discussion (3) 

 The names of some aggressive wild 
animals, such as no. 4 ‘bear’, no. 68 ‘tiger’ 
etc., have become taboo words and have 
been replaced by euphumisms as in Sgaw 
Karen. 

 The Karen language consultants could 
quickly recognise the animals when the 
pictures were shown to them during the 
interviews. 

 

Theraphan L-Thongkum             Slide 21 



Discussion (4) 

 In the modernised mountainous areas of 

Thailand, it is noticeable that children 

remember fewer and fewer animal names 

in their own languages, especially non-

domesticated animals, due to compulsory 

education with Thai as the medium of 

instruction, good transportation, the mass 

media and tourism. 
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Discussion (5) 

 In the near future, it is likely that only a 

few Karen animal names will be in the 

lexicon.  
 

 Sooner or later a similar phenomenon 

will occur in Myanmar.  
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Further Research 

 A decrease of Karen words with an 

increase of Thai loanwords for animal 
names could provide a good case 

for studying “language change in 

progress” or “change in apparent 

time”, with regard to vocabulary loss 
and morphological change as well 

as sound change. 
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