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Abstract

The Dai nationality calls itself “tai’” while the Thai nationality calls
itself “thai®’ who originated from the same ethnic group. The Dai and the
Thai languages belong to the Zhuang-Dai Language Group of the
Dong-Tai Language Branch of the Sino-Tibetan Language Family. The
objective of this study centers on the Thai language (with Bangkok
pronunciation as the standard pronunciation and modern Thai writing as
the standard written script) and two dialects of the Dai language,
Xishuangbanna dialect and Dehong dialect. The Thai writing has a history
of over 700 years. The old Xishuangbanna writing emerged not less than
the 14th century, and so did the old Dehong writing. Thus, these languages
and writings play an important role in the study of the Dong-Tai Language
Branch. This study focuses on a comparison of these languages (or
dialects) and writings and offers some reliable data, which should be of
much help to furthering such studies.

This paper, entitled On the Phonetic Systems of the Dai and the Thai
Languages in the 13th Century, consists of five parts as follows: Chapter
One, Introduction; Chapter Two, The Linguistic, Historical and Cultural
Connections between the Dais at Ahom in Assam State of India and the
Dais at Dehong of China; Chapter Three, An Interpretation of Langanheng
Tablet Inscription of the Sukhot'ai Dynasty (the thirteenth century);
Chapter Four, A Comparative Study of the Phonetic Systems between the
Dai Language and the Thai Language.There is a table of vocabulary



Abstract | | 5

comparisons attached.

Chapter One expounds the characteristics and historical development
of the Zhuang-Dai Branch of the Dong-Thai Language Group and centers
on the histories, cultures, languages and written scripts of the Dais and the
Thais, and summarizes the main content and achievements.in this field.

Chapter Two centers on the linguistic, cultural and historical
relationship between the Dais at Ahom in India and the Dais at Dehong in
China. Historical documents have proved that the Dais at Ahom in Assam
State of India were immigrants from Dehong of China in the thirteenth
century and they brought with themselves the old Dehong Dai written
scripts. Ahommulanji, collected and translated by Lienu. Weicaxin, a
teacher at Chiangmai University, is a valuable history book in the Dai
language on the Dais at Ahom with a record of the 36 generations of the

.Dai kings since the immigration. Their history, culture, language and
written scripts show a historical connection with those of the Dais in
Dehong. Though the Ahom Dai dialect disappeared .200 years ago, its
written scripts are a useful supplement to the: study of the Dai dialect at
Dehong of China.

Chapter Three centers ‘on an interpretation of Langanheng Tablet
Inscription which was made in 1283 and is the first tablet of this kind
found in Thailand. Thus, it is of great value to the study of the Thai
language in those days. The famous linguist Fang-kuei Li said, "This
tablet shows that'in the thirteenth century there were voiced and voiceles$
initial consonants in the. Siam (old Thai) language but no difference in
tone in the two sets of initial consonants. That is to say in the thirteenth
century these two sets of initial consonants had no phonemic system, at
least in the case of the Siam language." This tablet inscription has been
translated into Chinese, English, Japanese, French and other languages but:
the author hasn't seen it marked with LR.A. Thus, the author has done this
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for the convenience of future studies. The letters on the inscription share
the same origin in form as the modern Thai writing but the positions of the
vowels were different at this initial stage. Though they are not the same,
we can infer the differences between voiced and voiceless consonants
from the different positions of the consonants marked on the written
scripts.

Ch’aptér Four centers on a comparison of the initial consonants,
simple and compound vowels and tones between the Thai language and
the Xishuangbanna and Dehong dialects of the Dai language and tries to
find their similarities and to trace their development. The 56 letters in old
Xishuangbanna Dai dialect represent the phonetic system of the local Dai
language which was used not later than the 14th century and can be
compared with the first old tablet inscription (the thirteenth century) found
in Thailand. It is safe to say that in this period Xishuangbanna Dai dialect
and the Thai language shared the same phonetic system. However,
Dehong Dai dialect now has only kept sixteen initial consonants and its
phonetic system is very simple. If we .include Dehong Dai dialect in this
system, some people may not agree. Through a comparative study of the
relationship between the Ahom Dai and the Dehong Dai as well as other
connections as mentioned above, we can conclude that the old Dehong
Dai dialect should be the ancestor of the Ahom Dai dialect. Either in
number or in phoneme, the system of the initial consonants of Ahom Dai
dialect is similar to the systems of the old initial consonants of the Thai
language and the Xishuangbanna Dai dialect.. Through this comparison,
we can find the phonetic similarities between the Dai and the Thai
languages used in those days. In this study, the author has benefited much
from other scholars' works and findings, especially from Professor
Farig-kuei Li, a famous linguist.

The 56 Dai letters in old Xishuangbanna Dai dialect, the ancient
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tablet inscription of Sukhot'ai Dynaéty plus the materials of the Dai
dialects used in Dehong of China and in Ahom of India combine to form
The Phonetic Systems of the Dai and the Thai Languages in the Thirteenth
Century. The phonetic systems of the Dai and the Thai languages in the
13th century were identical in their systems of initial consonants, the
9-vowel system, and the emergence of level tone, falling-rising tone,
falling tone and entering tone. Their development in different directions
appeared later than the 13th century, especially finding expression in
modern Dehong Dai dialect.
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