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The Danaw/Thanau’/Kanau’ 
people

• Ethnologue: [dnu] population of 
5000, 1000 speakers  

• Three villages near Aungban in Shan 
State: Taungbohla, Thaethit, 
Chaunggya

• Language status is Threatened-
Vigorous (cf. Luce, 1965), main 
identity marker?

• Widespread multilingualism: Danaw, 
Pa’O, regional Burmese, ?Shan, ?
Palaung

Luce, G. H. (1965) Danaw, a dying Austroasiatic language. Lingua 
14, 98-129









TEK in Language Documentation

• TEK: Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
(also IEK, LEK, TBK, etc.)

• Useful means of documenting 
languages
– Of interest to speakers
– Plenty of material
– Simultaneous documentation of cultural 

content
– Endangered semantic domain



Domains of TEK

• Plants – traditional medicine
• Large mammals
• Birds
• Honeybees
• Etc.



Why birds?

• Diverse, highly visible/audible
• Lots of associated folklore
• Birds “tell” people things:

– warn of danger
– news of death
– time of day, weather, season
– moral lessons



Challenges

• Scientific ID is very time-consuming 
but desirable

• Sightings are fleeting and long-
distance

• Good field guides may not exist
• An ‘expert’ may be required



Methodology

• Stimulus: Smythies (1940) Birds of 
Burma

• Elicitation at two villages: Taungbohla 
(older men, ages: 50 to ~75), 
Thaethit (younger men, ages: 30 to 
~50)

• Group discussion, consensus 
recorded



Methodology

• ‘Reliable’ – name accompanied by 
accurate information about ecology, 
behaviour

• ‘Consistent’ – same name offered by 
multiple consultants

• +R+C, +R-C vs. -R+C, -R-C 







Results

• Over 70 bird names from the two 
villages

• Very little overlap between the two 
word lists (only 17 shared items, 
24%)

• Referents of remaining bird names 
highly uncertain



Shared bird names
peacock ū tɔɔɔ
crane bjaiɔ
crow ɔ aɛɔɔ/ nɔŋ aɛɔɔ
Indian shama, Indian Magpie Robin san tʃa
Common Mynah san tʃī lʊn 
(Tickell’s Goldenback) Woodpecker san pok the

owls maj ū khɹɔɔɔ

Burmese Hoopoe san maj tɯŋ rɯɔ
raptor 1 nà jou
raptor 2 le káŋ pɛ
Wild pigeon (small) maj tū tu
Junglefowl jɪ ɔn ɓo
Burmese Francolin maj kǝsa
quail maj tǝkwat

duck
poŋ paj/ maj 
ŋŋɔpaj

vulture san ladà



Differences between the two 
villages

• Far more bird names from 
Taungbohla (48), almost double the 
number from Thaethit (25)

• Far more species recognised by 
people from Taungbohla

• Some visually striking species not 
known in Thaethit, e.g. jēt ‘Silver 
Pheasant’, san mī to ‘Green Bee-
Eater’ 



jēt ‘Silver Pheasant’

san mī to ‘Green Bee-Eater’



Differences between the two 
villages

• Some lexical differences
– Unreliable ID? 
– Dialectal variation?

• E.g. maj ōt ɲoǝn/maj lâ 
‘Swifts/Swallows’;   san kǝtā lɪɪ̃/ san tā 
khwa ɔ ‘Black-backed Forktail’



Nuthatch san tītī

Chloropsis san rʊi

Burmese Tomchat san tʃa bo

Red Vented Bulbul/ Crested 
Bunting

san kalà ǝsun

yellow bulbul san tʃi kloaʔ

Chinese Red-spotted Blue-
thr?

san bjɛʔ bjɛʔ

Sparrow san ɲa

Chinese Black Drongo san pǝnà

Burmese Tailorbird san bwi

Indian Grackle san tʃī lʊn kouɔ

Swifts/ Swallows maj ot ɲoǝn

Parrots san mì cju re

Long-tailed Broadbill san bjɛʔ bjɛʔ

Indian White-eye san bidi

Burmese Rufous Piculet
(san) maj kūkūk 
pɛɔt

Greater Coucal san un

Malay Koel san pǝthei

Indian Kingfisher san kǝnwe lɪ ɔ

Green Bee-eater san mī to

Burmese Ring-dove maj ɛɔt tu

Pigeon maj tū kho

Junglefowl jɪ ɔn ɓo

Silver Pheasant jet

Stone Plover maj tīvɪ ɔt

Cormorant jɪn un

Yellow-bellied Flycatcher san kǝta

Indian Spotted Munia san pedi

green, calls the rain, long 2-note 
high-low call

san heiʔ kǝle

Swifts/Swallows maj la

nightjars san dajh aɔɔ

TBL

TET





Problems with field guides

• May be outdated
• Arranged 

taxonomically
• Irrelevant 

species
• Too much detail
• Missing 

information – 
movement, calls



Compiling targeted stimulus 
material

• Bird photos, distribution information: 
http://avibase.bsc-eoc.org

• Bird call recordings:            http
://www.xeno-canto.org/ 

http://avibase.bsc-eoc.org/
http://avibase.bsc-eoc.org/
http://www.xeno-canto.org/
http://www.xeno-canto.org/
http://www.xeno-canto.org/










Conclusions

• Knowledge of bird names inversely 
proportional to age

• Driven by local extinction of many 
bird species following habitat loss in 
recent decades

• Importance of using appropriate 
stimulus material for elicitation



Thank you!

• U Wariya (Aung Chan Tha Monastery, 
Aungban), Ko Win Kyaw Aung 
(Aungban), the people of Taungbohla 
and Thaethit villages

• ELDP Small Grant SG0205


