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Background (1) 
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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 

• Six Karenic Groups in Thailand 

 Pa-O Kayaw Kayan 

 Sgaw Kayah Pwo 



Background (2) 

• Genetic relationship 
 

         A                     B 
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Evidence 1: Retention of the PTB low 

central vowel *a in PK 
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• PTB *pa  > PK * phaA  ‘male, father’ 

• PTB *ka  > PK *khaB  ‘bitter’ 

• PTB *tsa  > PK *saB  ‘salt’ 

• PTB *ŋya  > PK *hɲaB  ‘flesh, meat’ 

• PTB *b-wa  > PK *ʔbwaA  ‘white’  

• PTB *g/m/b-la-y  > PK *ʔblaB  ‘arrow’ 



Evidence 2: Retention of the PTB final 

nasals *-m  *-n  *-ŋ in PK  
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• PTB *mi:n  > PK *minA  ‘name’ 

• PTB *ʔam  > PK *ʔamB  ‘drink’ 

• PTB *s-min  > PK *hminA  ‘ripe, cooked’ 

• PTB *r-kaŋ  > PK *khaŋB  ‘leg’ 

• PTB *kaŋ  > PK *gaŋA  ‘spider’ 

• PTB *g-laŋ  > PK *hlaŋA/B  ‘hawk, vulture’ 

• PTB *s-luŋ  > PK *hloŋB  ‘maggot’ 
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Evidence 3: PTB *voiced initials > PK 

*voiceless or *glottalised initials 

• PTB *mey  > PK *hmeB  ‘fire’ 

• PTB *mi  > PK *hmɨB  ‘female, woman’ 

• PTB *g-laŋ  > PK *hlaŋA/B  ‘hawk’ 

• PTB *lap  > PK *hlaB  ‘leaf’ 

• PTB *b-wa  > PK *ʔbwaA  ‘white’ 

• PTB *dwəy  > PK *ʔdejB  ‘egg’ 



Evidence 4: PTB prefix *s- followed by 

a stem with *voiced sonorant > PK 

*voiceless initials  
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• PTB *s-min  > PK *hminA  ‘ripe, cooked’ 

• PTB *s-mwəy  > PK *hmejA  ‘sleep’ 

• PTB *s-luŋ  > PK *hloŋB  ‘maggot’ 

• PTB *s-ni(:)ŋ  > PK *hneŋB  ‘year’ 

• PTB *s-lay  > PK *hlajB  ‘lick’ 

• PTB *s-ley  > PK *hliB  ‘squirrel’ 



Evidence 5: PTB *voiceless 

unaspirated stop initials > PK *voiceless 

aspirated stop initials 
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• PTB *pa  > PK *phaA  ‘male, father’ 

• PTB *tak  > PK *thaB  ‘weave (cloth)’ 

• PTB *kroy  > PK *khloB  ‘snail’ 

• PTB *s-toŋ  > PK *g-thɔNA  ‘thousand’ 

• PTB *s-kew  > PK *khwiA  ‘nine’ 

• PTB *d-kruk  >  PK *khrowA  ‘six’ 

 



Evidence 6: PTB voiced rhotic *-r > PK *- ∅ 
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• PTB *s-kar > PK *chaB  ‘star’ 

• PTB *swa:r  > PK *chjaB ‘sour’ 

• PTB *s(y)ar  > PK *graB  ‘insect’ 



Evidence 7: PTB *voiceless alveolar 

fricative *-s > PK *voiceless alveolar stop *-t  
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• PTB *was  > PK *kwatD  ‘bee (Apis cerana)’ 

• PTB *rus  > PK *khrwitD  ‘bone’ 

• PTB *s-nis  > PK *ʔnwetD  ‘seven’ 



Evidence 8: PTB *voiceless stop 

finals have remained *voiceless stop or 

have become glottal stop *-ʔ in PK  
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• PTB *nuk  > PK *nokD  ‘brain’ 

• PTB *b-r-gyat ⪤ *b-g-ryat  > PK *khr/grɔtD ‘eight’ 

• PTB *ʔap ⪤ *ga:p  > PK *khaʔD ‘shoot (v.)’ 

• PTB *ma:k  > PK *maʔD  ‘son-in-law’ 

• PTB *m-sak  > PK *saʔD  ‘itchy’ 

• PTB *dyuk  > PK *t-khroʔD  ‘sambha deer’ 

• PTB *k-r-pwat  > PK *s-waʔD  ‘land leech’ 



Evidence 9: PTB high back vowel *u 

and *u: > PK mid back vowel *o 
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• PTB *nuk  > PK *nokD  ‘brain’ 

• PTB *ruŋ  > PK *noŋA  ‘horn’  

• PTB *r-luŋ  > PK *loŋB  ‘stone’ 

• PTB *d-kruk  > PK *khrowA  ‘six’ 

• PTB *s-luŋ  > PK *hloŋB  ‘maggot’ 

• PTB *b-yuw  > PK *jowB  ‘mouse, rat’ 

• PTB *b-ru:l  > PK *rowB  ‘snake’ 



Evidence 10: PTB off-gliding rhyme 

*-iy > PK monophthong *-i 
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• PTB *bwiy  >  PK *wiA  ‘bamboo rat’ 

• PTB *kwiy  >  PK *thwiB  ‘dog’  

• PTB *s-hwiy  > PK *swiB  ‘blood’ 

• PTB *s/g-liy  > PK *kliA  ‘flea’ 

• PTB *r-miy  > PK *rwiB  ‘root’ 



Evidence 11: PTB off-gliding rhyme 

*-ey > PK monophthong *-e 
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• PTB *mey  > PK *hmeB  ‘fire’ 

• PTB *rey  > PK *reB  ‘rattan’ 

• PTB *b-rey  > PK *breA  ‘buy’  

• PTB *d-key  > PK *kheA  ‘tiger’ 

• PTB *r-ney-t  >  PK *neB  ‘get, obtain’ 



Evidence 12: PTB off-gliding rhymes 

*-ay and *-a:y > PK monophthong *-e 
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• PTB *s/m-lay  > PK *bleA  ‘tongue’ 

• PTB *r-may  > PK *meB  ‘tail’ 

• PTB *pwa:y  > PK *pheA  ‘bran, chaff’ 



Evidence 13: PTB off-gliding rhyme 

*-əy > PK off-gliding rhyme *-ej(ey) 
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• PTB *nəy  > PK *nejA  ‘sun, day’ 

• PTB *b-ləy  > PK *lejA  ‘grandchild’ 

• PTB *d-kəy  > PK *d-khejA  ‘barking deer’ 

• PTB *d-ləy  > PK *klejB  ‘crossbow’ 

• PTB *twəy  ⪤ *dwəy  > PK *ʔdejB  ‘egg’ 



Evidence 14: PTB *prefix-stem and/or 

*-infix-stem > PK *CC-  
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•  PTB *b-wa  >  PK *ʔbwaA ‘white’    

•  PTB *b-rey  > PK *breA ‘buy’  

• PTB *s-hwiy  > PK *swiB ‘blood’ 

• PTB *g/b/m-la-y > PK *blaB ‘arrow’    

• PTB *s-hywəy, *s-hwiy  > PK *swiB ‘blood’    

• PTB *b-r-gyat  ⪤ *b-g-ryat  > PK *grɔtD ‘eight’ 

 



Conclusion 

• Karenic should be classified as a branch of 

Tibeto-Burman. 
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Discussion (1) 

• Genetic relationships can become less and 

less clear due to cultural and language contact. 
 

• It would be very interesting if we could find 

cognates and compare them at the proto level, 

e.g. Proto-Karen with Proto-Lolo(Yi)-Burmese-

Naxi, Proto-Karen with Proto-Nungish-Luish 

and so forth.  
 

• A comparison between Proto-Karen and Old 

Chinese focusing on the Karen innovations will 

be interesting too. 
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Discussion (2) 

• More information on Central Karen 

languages spoken in Myanmar is needed. 
 

• Academic co-operation and collaboration 

between specialists of Southeast Asian 

languages and linguists should be 

encouraged by the authorities of ASEAN 

countries, especially Myanmar and 

Thailand. 
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Thank you 
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