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Abstract 

In this paper, the selected phonological changes shared by several Palaung 
dialects are discussed. The tentative subgrouping, based on innovations among the 
dialects, suggests that we recognize the primary split between Ta-ang and the 
Rumai-Darang groups. The Rumai-Darang group is further split into Rumai and the 
Darang groups, which include such dialects as Na-ang, Darang, Da-ang, and Dara-
ang. This subgroup scheme implies that the center of early Palaung settlement is 
likely to be in the northern-Shan State, west of Salween as well as the adjacent areas 
of Yunnan. The Palaung settlements scattered further south in the southern-Shan 
State may have resulted from relatively more recent migrations, especially in case of 
the Darang group of dialects.  

Keywords: Palaung, Ta-ang, dialect classification, phonological change, Mon-
Khmer 

บทคัดยอ 

บทความนี้อภิปรายถึงการเปลี่ยนแปลงทางเสียงบางประการที่พบในภาษาถิ่น 
ปะหลอง การจัดแบงกลุมภาษาที่นําเสนอในบทความนี้ แสดงใหเห็นวามีการแยกออกจากกัน
ระหวางกลุมภาษาตะอาง และกลุมภาษารูไม-ดารังกอน ตอมากลุมภาษารูไม-ดารัง จึงแยก
ออกมาเปนภาษารูไม และกลุมภาษาดารัง ซึ่งกลุมภาษาดารังประกอบดวยภาษานะอาง ดารัง 
ดาอาง และดาระอาง จากรูปแบบการจัดแบงกลุมยอยนี้ อาจกลาวไดวาศูนยกลางการตั้งถิ่น
ฐานในชวงตนนั้น นาจะอยูบริเวณทางตอนเหนือของรัฐฉาน ดานตะวันตกของแมน้ํา 
สาละวิน และบริเวณใกลเคียงในมณฑลยูนนาน การกระจายตัวและการตั้งถิ่นฐานของชาว 
ปะหลองทางตอนใตของรัฐฉานนั้น อาจเปนผลมาจากการอพยพเคลื่อนยายในภายหลัง 
โดยเฉพาะอยางยิ่งในกรณีของกลุมภาษาดารัง 
คําสําคัญ: ปะหลอง, ตะอาง, การจัดแบงกลุมภาษา, การเปลี่ยนแปลงทางเสียง, มอญ-เขมร 
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1. Introduction 

 Palaung varieties have been noted and described since the 19th century 
(for early sources, see, for example, Bigandet, 1858; Scott & Hardiman, 1900; and 
Davies, 1909). However, comprehensive materials did not become available until 
Milne’s (1931)'s work on a Ta-ang dialect at Nam-Hsan, Shan State, Myanmar. In 
general, we may recognize at least three main Palaung dialects: Ta-ang (Milne, 
1931; Shorto, 1960), Rumai (Milne, 1931; Davies, 1909; Diffloth, 1991), and 
Darang (Scott & Hardiman, 1900). 

In China, the Palaung or De-ang language is divided into three dialects: 
Na-ang, Pu-le, and Ro-mai (Yan & Zhou, 1995). The first is similar to Darang, the 
second to Ta-ang, and the last to Rumai dialects.  

In this paper, we trace the phonological development in various Palaung 
dialects and select ten rules of change that may imply shared innovation among the 
dialect groups. In the following section, five dialects with comprehensive materials 
available will be cited as representative. These are: 

Ta:  Ta-ang dialect called Pu-le spoken in Yunnan (Yan & Zhou, 1995) 
Rm: Ru-mai dialect called Ro-mai spoken in Yunnan (Yan & Zhou, 1995) 
Na: Na-ang dialect spoken in Yunnan (Yan & Zhou, 1995) 
Da: Da-ang or Pale dialect of Kalaw, southern Shan State, Myanmar (Janzen, 

1991) 
Dr: Dara-ang dialect of No-Lae, Chiang Mai, Thailand (Rattanapitak, Buakaw, 

this volume) 

Other sources will also be cited when relevant; these include the Ka-ang, Rumai and 
Ra-ang dialects (Diffloth, 1991) and Luce's Ra-ang dialect (Luce, 1965). 
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2. Discussions of selected phonological changes 

 Ten phonological criteria will be discussed in this section. Six concern the 
rime development, one each on final and medial consonants, and two on initial 
consonants. The PP reconstructed forms are mine. The inventories of consonants and 
vowels are basically the same as proposed by Mitani (1977).  

1. *N > *EN 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
swallow, v. *mN  mAN meN mEaN mEN mEaN 
stair *ndN ndAN nteN ntEaN ntEN /in tEaN 
beard *rmN mAN meN mEaN --- --- 
back *krN krAN kjEN   ---  --- --- 
hornet */N /AN /EN /EaN --- --- 

 This first change applies to all dialects except Ta-ang. Rm /e/~/E/ in this 
context are variants of the same phoneme. Diffloth (1991) records /E/ for all his 
corresponding Rumai forms. The reflex is typically glided in Na-ang and Da-ang; so 
is it in Ra-ang (Ra), namely, Ra /grEaN/ 'back'. For the dialects that belong to the Ta-
ang group, see Ka-ang /dÅÅN/ 'stair', /krÅÅN/'back', //ÅÅN/ 'hornet'; none shows the 
fronting of PP *N. 
 This fronting of *N > *EN may be temporarily taken as part of the 
primary split criteria between the Ta-ang dialect group and what we may call the 
Rumai-Darang group, which includes the remaining Palaung dialects such as Rumai, 
Darang, Da-ang, Na-ang and Dara-ang. 
 Note that this newly developed Rumai-Darang *εŋ did not merge with the 
original PP *εŋ. The latter is known to have already diphthongized into *iaŋ.  

*εŋ > iaŋ 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
drink *tEN diaN (coN) diaN  diaN diaN 
excrement */EN /iaN /i(N /iaN /iaN /iaN 
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2. *uN > ˆN/FN 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
horn *nuN nuN nµN nFN nˆN n¨N 
drum *kruN kruN   --- grFN grˆN gr¨k 
field  *kuN kuN kµN --- --- --- 

 This de-labialization of *uŋ > ˆŋ (or Fŋ, depending on dialects) also 
applies only to the Rumai-Darang dialects, and may be added as another innovation 
that defines the Rumai-Darang group. Ra-ang has -Fŋ (e.g. /grFŋ/ 'drum') and thus 
appears to adopt the same change. 

3. *´N     
      eN 
   *eN 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
foot  *Ô´N d¸FN dZAn t˛EiN ce¯ cen 
yarn  *s´N sFN sAn seiN se¯ sen 
road  *rndeN  ntEN ndAn nteiN nte¯ /in ten 
sky  *pleN plEN plAn blEiN ble¯ blen 

The Rumai-Darang dialects have merged PP *əŋ with *eŋ, as can be seen 
above. Rumai must have first palatalized -ŋ to -¯ after *e, then -e¯ > -A¯ > An. The 
reflex of the representative Ta-ang dialect is somewhat lower, i.e. -ε-, but the Nam 
Hsan dialects recorded by Milne (1931) and Shorto (1960, 1963) show -e- (e.g. 
/rədeŋ/ 'road', /pleŋ/ 'sky'). The important point is that the Ta-ang group of dialects 
clearly distinguishes the two rimes while the Rumai-Darang group has merged them.  

The Ra-ang forms provided by Diffloth (1991) also distinguish these two 
rimes (cf. Ra /cFŋ/ 'foot', /sFŋ/ 'yarn', but //antεŋ/ 'road', /∫lεN/ 'sky'). Thus, if this 
merger of *əŋ and *eŋ into *eŋ is a valid shared innovation that implies 
subgrouping, Ra-ang must have split off before the Rumai-Darang clade. In fact, 
since Ra-ang has adopted the preceding change of *uN > FN, it has merged instead 
PP rimes *uN and *əŋ (cf. /grFN/ 'drum' < *uŋ versus /cFŋ/ 'foot' < *əŋ). 

Luce's Ra-ang, however, seems to show the merger similar to Rumai and 
must be a distinct dialect from Diffloth's Ra-ang.  
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4. *om    
      *um (> ˆm /Fm)  
   *um 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
water */om /om /Em /Fm /Æ(m /¨m 
below *k(h)rum  khrum khjEm khrFm khrÆ(m khr¨m 
pus   *kdum dum dEm  tFm    --- --- 

PP *om and *um have merged, again, in the Rumai-Darang dialects. The 
vowel was de-labialized into ˆm/Fm in most dialects, parallel to the change PP 
*uŋ > ˆŋ/Fŋ. Rumai has further lowered and fronted the vowel to -ε-. The Darang 
dialect of Kengtung, however, still retains the rounded vowel -u- (cf. /um/ 'water',  
/i-krum/ 'below').  

5.  *o  
     /_k 
    * 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
fox *brok bro/ bjk pr√u/ prou/ prou 
toad *rok --- ƒk r√u/ rou/ rou 
corner, room *kdok do/ --- t√u/ tou/ tou 
full *nk n/ nk n√u/ nou/ nou 
cough *k/k ka //  ka /k ka /√u/ ka /ou/ ka /ou 

The merger of *o and * has also occurred before *-h in Na-ang, Da-ang, 
and Dara-ang (we will hereafter refer to these dialects as the Darang dialect group). 
Rumai has kept the distinction in this case. 

  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
beard *moh moh --- m√uh mouh mux(?) 
flower *poh poh poh b√uh bouh boux 
language *krh krAh kjAh gr√uh grouh groux 
taro *dh dAh dAh t√uh touh toux 
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6. *o > ua/_C [alveolar] 
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
four *phon phon phon phuan phuan phuan 
melon *klon klon klon gluan kluan gluan 
knife *bot bot (bo) puat pua/ pua 
granary *krol --- kjo grua --- --- 
barking deer *pos poih --- buah buah buax 

This change is unique to the Darang dialect group. We may also note that 
this *o > ua change must have preceded the change of final *-s > h. Compare the 
word 'barking deer' /*pos/ with flower /*poh/, we can see that the vowel breaking *o 
> ua only applies to the former root, which used to have an alveolar-final rime *-os. 

barking deer  *pos poih --- buah buah buax 
flower *poh poh poh b√uh bouh boux 

7. *-r > -n  
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
wind *khur khur khu khun khun --- 
seven *pul pur pu bFu m bu /im bu 
moon *kEr kiar kiµ gian gian gian 
cucumber *kEl kiar kiµ gia gia gji 
lead by hand *d (́r dar daµ t√n t (́n --- 
mix, stir *w (́l var vaµ v√ ka v´ (ka v√r) 
crawl *m´r mFr mF mFan m´n m¨an 
vomit *h´l hFr hF h√ h´Â h¨u 
wild cat *sa(r sa(r saµ sa(n --- --- 
fire *Na(l Nal Naµ N N N√u 
field *mar mar mE man man man 
seed *mal mar mE ma --- --- 

This change is also a shared innovation among the Darang dialects. From 
the preceding examples, we can see that Ta-ang and Rumai dialects have merged PP 
finals *-r and *-l. Ta-ang has /-r/ for both while Rumai has /-µ/, which becomes lost 
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after certain vowels. Without evidence from the Darang dialect group, all the listed 
words would have been reconstructed with final *-r. Such pairs as 'moon' /*kεr/ and 
'cucumber' /*kεl/ or 'field' /*mar/ and 'seed' /*mal/ would be indistinguishable.  
The Darang dialects in fact do not preserve any liquid endings in their present 
system. However, the change *-r > -n in these dialects has created distinct 
correspondence sets that make the reconstruction of *-r and *-l possible. 

8. * -r-  > -j-  
  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
old, ancient *prim prim pjim brim --- --- 
sour *braN braN bjaN praN praN praN 
crab *krEs kriaih kjµh griah gliah griax 
below *khrum khrum khjE(m khrFm khrÆ(m khr¨m 
knee *groN --- gjN krN kroN kroN 

This is the change so far found only in the Rumai dialects and may be 
used as a diagnostic test for the unity of the Rumai group.  

9. C (alveolar) > C (alveo-palatal)/_ia < *-E- 
Another development that seems to be an innovation within Rumai is the 

palatalization of alveolar initials before -ia- < *-ε-. The velar nasal seems to be also 
palatalized in this same environment, but not k- (cf. 'moon' kiµ < * kεr). 

  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
flea *tEr tiar tSµ dian --- --- 
small *dEt diat dZi/ tEt tE/ tEat 
ginger *sEN siaN SN siaN siaN siaN 
green *NEr --- ¯iµ Nian Nian Nian 
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10. PP *p-, t-, c-, k-  >  *b-, d-, Ô-, g- 
PP *b-, d-, Ô, g-   >  *p-, t-, c-, k- 

  Ta Rm Na Dr Da 
seven *pul pur pu bFu m bu /im bu 
nine *tim tim tim dim n dim /in dim 
deer *cak t˛a/ tSa/ d¸a/ Ôa(/ z√/ 
moon *kEr kiar kiµ gian gian gian 
bamboo shoot *ba(N ba(N ba(N pN pN paN 
taro *dh dAh dAh t√uh touh toux 
foot  *Ô´N d¸FN dZAn t˛EiN ce¯ cen 
old, aged *ga(t ga(t ga(/ ka(t ka(t k√t 

These changes of stop initial consonants, which occur in a Darang dialect, 
apparently caught anyone's eye and have been noted very early in the history of 
Palaung studies (cf. Shafer 1952). It appears that they apply to all dialects of the 
Darang group. The relative chronology of the changes must have been as follows: 

1. PP voiceless stops > implosives PP *p-, t-, c-, k- > *∫-, Î-, ◊-, ©- 
2. PP voiced stops > voiceless stops PP *b-, d-, Ô-, g- > p-, t-, c-, k- 
3. Implosives (from 1) > voiced stops *∫-, Î-, ◊-, ©- > b-, d-, Ô-, g- 

Diffloth (1991) has also suggested this line of development and noted that 
some dialects are in the midst of the changes. The situation may be demonstrated as 
follows (Diffloth did not mention the palatal stops (*c- and *Ô-), but examples he 
provided for Ka-ang and Ra-ang reveal the pattern as shown here for *Ô-):  

PP *p-, t-, c-, k- *b-, d-, Ô-, g- 
Ta-ang, Rumai p-, t-, c-, k- b-, d-, Ô-, g- 
Ka-ang ∫-, Î-, (c-?), k- b-, d-, Ô-, g- 
Ra-ang (Diffloth's) ∫-, Î-, (?), g- p-, t-, c-, k- 
Darang dialects b-, d-, Ô-, g- p-, t-, c-, k- 

Luce's Ra-ang shows a pattern similar to Ka-ang, but the implosivization of 
*p-, *t- > *∫-, *Î- applied conditionally in this dialect. Typically they are not 
implosivized when occurring in clusters such as *pl-, *pr-, *kl-, *kr-. As a single 
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initial, they seem to have developed into implosives only when the rimes end with a 
vowel or -h (< *-h/*-s). This does not include the vowel-ending rime that have 
resulted from the loss of early liquid finals *-r and *-l. 

In the Darang dialect recorded in Scott and Hardiman (1900), there are 
variants of initials d-, l-, and n- for PP *t- in some words. These variants may 
suggest that Darang (*t>) d- used to be implosive Î-. Such variations of d-~l-~n- are 
known to have occurred in Shan dialects in the words whose initial would go back to 
Proto-Tai preglottalized stop */d-. 

The situation is thus more complicated than what it first looks like. Though 
the Darang group of dialects mostly show the complete changes of initial voicing 
property, what we may note from Darang of Kengtung seems to suggest the early 
system that included implosive stops similar to that of Diffloth's Ra-ang. The Ka-
ang dialect, which is otherwise more closely related to Ta-ang, also adopted the 
implosivization - the change that does not occur in the Ta-ang proper. Luce's Ra-
ang, on the other hand, adopted similar change to Ka-ang (with its own conditioned 
details), and is different from Diffloth's Ra-ang. 

The dividing line is not always clear. The changes, especially the 
implosivization of early voiceless stops, seem to constitute a continuum of ongoing 
processes which could have occurred independently in each dialect and may be 
better taken as an areal or a parallel development. Such initial shift, therefore, may 
not be an ideal criterion for subgrouping purposes, though coupled with other 
criteria it may be still useful to a certain extent.  

3. A tentative subgrouping of Palaung dialects 
 The changes discussed in the preceding section may be summarized with 
respect to the dialect groups and their phonological innovations as shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1.  Phonological innovations and Palaung dialect groups 

Phonological changes Dialect groups 

1. *N > *EN Rumai-Darang innovation 

2. *uN > ˆN/FN Rumai-Darang innovation 

3. *´N 
   eN 
   *eN 

Rumai-Darang innovation 

4. *om 
   *um (> ˆm /Fm)  
   *um 

Rumai-Darang innovation 

5.  *o  
  /_k 
    * 

Rumai-Darang innovation 

6. *o > ua/_C [alveolar] Darang group innovation 

7. *-r > -n  Darang group innovation 

8. * -r-  > -j-  Rumai innovation 

9. C (alveolar) > C (alveo-palatal)/_ia < *-E- Rumai innovation 

10. PP *p-, t-, c-, k-  >  *b-, d-, Ô-, g- 
PP *b-, d-, Ô-, g-   >  *p-, t-, c, k- 

Darang group innovation? 

The Rumai and Darang dialects thus appear to share a number of rime 
innovations (Changes 1-5) that we may first separate them from the Ta-ang group of 
dialects. This is the first time that Rumai is shown to be closer to the Darang group 
of dialects. In previous studies on Palaung, the Ta-ang, Rumai, and Darang groups 
are usually put on the same par.  

The unity of the Darang dialects (Na-ang, Da-ang, Darang, Dara-ang) is 
confirmed by several shared developments in vowels, final and initial consonants 
(Rules 6, 7, and perhaps 10). And all the known Rumai dialects seem to adopt 
Changes 8 and 9. The scheme reached by these rules is shown in Figure 1. 
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Palaung

Ta-ang

Rumai

Rumai-Darang

Darang

Na-ang Da-ang Dara-ang

*çN > EN
*uN > ˆN/FN
*´N > eN

*on > uan
*-r  > -n

Darang

*-r- > -j-

 
Figure 1.  A tentative classification of Palaung dialect 

The position of Diffloth's Ra-ang remains uncertain due to the lack of 
relevant data. Only limited forms with velar nasal ending are available, thus only 
certain rules are applicable. Nevertheless, we may make the following comments. 
Ra-ang has adopted Changes 1 and 2 but not Change 3. This suggests that Ra-ang 
may have been among the common group distinguished from Ta-ang by the first two 
rules (we may assign to this a Ra-ang-Rumai node), but does not belong to the 
Rumai-Darang group because of its failure to adopt the third change. If this 
assumption is true, Ra-ang may be added to the scheme as shown in Figure 2. 

Palaung

Ta-ang
Ra-ang-Rumai

Ra-ang

Rumai

Rumai-Darang

Darang

Na-ang Da-ang Dara-ang

*çN > EN
*uN > ˆN/FN

*´N > eN

*on > uan
*-r > -n

Darang

*-r- > -j-

*uN FN*´N

 
Figure 2.  A tentative classification of Palaung dialect, with Ra-ang added (1) 
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On the other hand, if we take the changes of stop initials (Rule 10) as 
more crucial, Ra-ang may then have to be put closer to the Darang group (Figure 3). 
In this case, we will have to assume that the merger of *´N and *eN into *eN 
(Change 3) shared between Rumai and the Darang group is an areal or a parallel 
development.  

Palaung

Ta-ang
Rumai-Darang

Ra-ang

Rumai
Ra-ang-Darang

Darang

Na-ang Da-ang Dara-ang

*çN > EN
*uN > ˆN

*on > uan
*-r  > -n

*b, d, Ô, g > p, t, c, k

*-r- > -j-

Darang
 

Figure 3.  A tentative classification of Palaung dialect, with Ra-ang added (2) 

The geographical distribution of the dialect groups we propose seems to 
suggest that the center of the greatest diversity be in the northern Shan State areas, 
west of the Salween River. The Rumai group appears to cluster around Nam-Kham, 
extending north into Yunnan, with Ta-ang being found nearby but mainly further 
downstream. Despite their linguistic closeness, the Darang dialects are 
geographically most diverse, with Na-ang in the north in Yunnan, Darang in 
Kengtung, Da-ang in Kalaw of Shan States, Myanmar, and Dara-ang in Chiangmai, 
northern Thailand. It is possible that the original center of the common Darang 
group might be in the areas of current Na-ang settlement, with later migrations 
mainly following the Salween River southward. The Dara-ang of Thailand now 
marks the southernmost Palaung settlement.  



 

Some phonological criteria for Palaung subgrouping 75

MYANMAR Kengtung

Taunggi

Kalaw

Namhkam

Chaing Mai

Fang

Ruili

Baoshan

Luxi

CHINA

THAILAND

Namhsan
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2

5

8
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Ta-ang

Palaung Dialects

Ta-ang (Pu-le)

Rumai

Rumai (Ro-mai)

Na-ang

Darang

Da-ang

Dara-ang

Map 1.  Geographical distribution of Palaung dialects   
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