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The close gene t i c  relat ionship between Thai and Lao and , indeed , 

among the various languages in the Tai family , i s  well known and equally 

we l l  document ed ( Li 1 96 0 : 9 51 ) . However , s in c e  comparat ive stud i e s  to  

date have been largely restrict ed to phonology and lexicon , it  s eems 

appropriate to begin to cons ider other aspe c t s  of the s e  languages . The 

results of such comparisons may prove useful in evaluat ing the extent 

to which semant i c  structure , for example , may b e  relevant in comparat ive 

analysis  in the Tai family and may also enhance our understanding of the 

modern vernaculars . 

Even a casua l  comparison of surface phrase structure s of Lao and 

Thai reveals  a remarkable degree of simi larity . This s imilarity can b e  

seen despite d ifferences  b etween part icular l e x i c a l  items which may 

perform the same syntact i c  and s emant i c  funct ion in the two languages .  

The following pairs o f  sent ence s  are i l lustrat ive : 

( 1 )  L /�a n p hu t  ? a a c a a n  h � y  n ak h ( a n  ?a t h i b a a y  l t a Q  k a a n p 6 k k h �o Q /  
( 2 )  T /wa n p h u t  ? a a c a a n  h � y  n a k r i a n ? a t h ( b a a y  r ; a Q  k a a n p o k k h r o o Q /  

' Wedne sday t h e  profe s s o r  had the  s tude n t  exp lain (abou t )  

governmen t .  ' 

( 3 ) L / t h a h a a n  ii a Q  boo d a y  p a y  h60 Q s i n ee  m a a /  

( 4 ) T / t ha h a a n  y a Q  A may  d � y  p a y  r oo Q n a Q  ma a /  
' The  s o ldier hasn ' t  come back from the  movi e  theater ye t .  ' 

( 5 )  L / n a a y  k h u u  mak iiaa Q maa  h6o Q h ( a n  t hu k  m t i /  
( 6 )  T / k h u n  k h r u u  c ho o p  d a a n  m a a  rooQ r i a n t h u k  w a n /  

' The teacher l i k e s  to  wa l k  t o  s choo l every day . , 

37 

Gething, T.W. "Two Types of Semantic Contrast Between Thai and Lao". In Gething, T. and Nguyen, D.L. editors, Papers in Southeast Asian Linguistics No. 6: Tai studies in honour of William J. Gedney. 
A-52:37-44. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1979.   DOI:10.15144/PL-A52.37 
©1979 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



38 T . W. GETHING 

( 7 )  L I kh oy het  k a a n  n a m  ? a a y  l a awl  
( 8 ) T I p hom  t h a m Q a a n  kap  p h t i c h a a y  k h awl  

' I  work wi th  her/his  o lder bro t her . ' 

The se example s are interest ing als o b e c ause they show a progress ion 

from comp l e t e  ident i t y  of  lexicon , item by item ,  to  a t ot a l  dis similar­

ity of  lexicon , item by item ( the tonal , consonantal , and vocali c  cor­

respondences between the cognat e  forms being regular throughout ) . The 

explanation of any one of these d i s s imi lari t i e s  would be a useful exer­

c i s e , s ince a variety of  processes  i s  involved . For example , sentence 3 

has an apparent case of borrowing ( / s i n e e l  from French cine ) , while Imakl 
in sentence 5 may be related by s emant i c  shift to  Thai Ima k cal  ' li k e l y  

to ' ( c f . the reli c form preserved in the idiomat i c  I m a k  m � a k l  ' to b e  

v ery greedy ' ) . The dis cussion below i s  devoted to an inspe c t ion of two 

aspe c t s  of  the s emant i c  structure of  Thai and Lao .
l 

Two t ypes of contrast between Thai and Lao are exempli fied in the 

following sentenc e s : 

( 9 )  L I k h a m  ? u y  meE n k h 6 n  ( t hT i  mak m � kmua Q ) 1 
' Khamoui i s  the person (who l i k e s  mangoes ) . ' 

( 1 0 )  L I p i n k h a m  p e n  n a a y k h u u l  
' Pinkham i s  a teache r .  ' 

( 11 ) T i p r a a n i  i k h + +  k h 0 n ( t  h t i c h 0 0 p m a m uAa Q ) I 
' Prance is the person (who l i k e s  mangoes ) . ' 

(12)  T Iw f l a y  p e n  k h r u u l  
' Wi lai i s  a teacher . ' 

( 13 )  L I s :)o d a m  yuu n t i l  
( 14 )  T I d i n s !So y u u  t h t i n t i l  

' The  penc i l is  here . ' 

( 15 )  L I s ;) o d a m  yuu p h )  i I 
' The penc i l is  right  here . ' 

( 16 )  T I d i n s :)o y u u  t h t i n 8 0 n l  
' The  penci l is  over there . ' 

lA number of useful comment s by my colleague , D .  Haigh Roop , on an earlier version of 
this paper have been incorporated here.  I am indebted to him for his views and to two 
of my assi st ants in the University of Hawaii Department of Indo-Pacific Languages for 
their willingness to share with me their native speaker reactions to the examples 
cited in this paper . I would like to acknowledge with thanks the help of Vilai 
Prathnadi Grandstaff and Thao Kham-Oui . I must , however , be held accountable for the 
interpretation of the data . 

The dialects represented in the data are educated standard ( Central Plains ) Thai 
and educated standard ( Vientiane ) Lao . The transcription is that of Gething ( 1972 ) 
for Thai and an adaptation of the same system for Lao . The Lao tones are marked as 
follows : 0 lower mid level ; - upper mid level ; , high; v rising ; , high falling ; 
A low falling . 
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Looking first at examples 9-12 we see two pairs of structures which 

are ident ical semant ically and syntac t ically . Sentences  9 and 11 are 

equational sentenc e s , whi le 10 and 12 fi l l  t he indefinite funct ions of 

the c opula ;  all are NP V NP strings . For a more detailed d i s c u s s ion 

of the syntax of the Thai c opula see Warotamasikkhadit ( 19 6 9  and 1972 : 

14-15)  and Needleman ( 19 73 : 55 ) . Turning to the semant i c  structure we 

find here a situation whi c h  contrast s with English structure . In English 

the synt a c t i c  structure i s  c omplex , namely NP V Art NP , and the s ingle 

c opula ,  ' to be ' ,  funct ions with the de finite art i c le ( as in t he transla­

t i ons for 9 and 1 1 )  or with the indefinite art i c le ( as in the transla­

t ions for 10 and 1 2 ) . For Thai and Lao the seman t i c  structures are 

i s omorphic .  The diagrams be low ( adapted from Gething 1972 ) may help 

i l lustrate the pOint . 

to be 

I 
verb

cop 

I 
[+state ] 

I 
[ __ ±animate ] 

I 
[_±human]  

I 
[+exist] 

I 
[ +equal ] 

[+definite ] [ -definite] 

I I 
p e n  

Di agram 1 ,  Lao /mee n /  and / p e n /  
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[+definite ] I 
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to be 

I 
Verb 

cop I 
[+state ] 

I 
[ ___ ±anirnate ] 

I 
[ ___ ±hurnan ] 

I 
[+exist ] I 
[+equa l ]  

[ -definite ] 

I 
p e n  

D i agram 2 ,  Tha i  / k h t t /  and / p e n /  

It  i s  important to  observe that t h e  Lao c ognate of Thai / k h f t /  has a 

quite di fferent s emantic structure and s erve s as an example of one type 

of  seman t i c  contrast : s imple semantic shift . Note example 17 below . l 

( 17 )  / k h a m  ? u y  k h � t  ? a a y  l a aw/ 
' Khamoui i s  Like his  o Lder bro ther . ' 

The nearest equivalent Thai sentence to 17 would be : 

( 18 )  / n a a y  koo m t a n  k a p  p h t i c h a a y  k h � w/ or 

/ n a a y  koo  m t a n  k a p  p e n  p h t i c h a a y  k h �w/ 

Diagram 3 represents the s emantic structure of  Lao / k h � t /  and may be 

c ompared with Diagram 2 above . 

lThe existence of a homophonous form /kh�t/ in Lao with a semantic structure virtually 
identical to Thai /khtt/ appears to be a very late borrowing from Thai into Lao . Lao 
/kh4t/ 'to be (equationaL, definite) ' occurs only in platform address and is used for 
introductions . 
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to  be s imi lar to 

I 
Verbintr 

I 
[+state ] 

I 
[ __ ±animate ] 

I 
[ ±hurnan ] 

- I  
[+exist ] 

I 
[ -equal ] 

I 
/ k h H /  

D i agram 3 ,  Lao / k h � i /  
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In looking at the second t ype of  semant ic contrast the evidenc e of  

sentence s  15 and 16 i s  relevant . That 15 and 16 are semant i cally iso­

morphic c an be read ily seen . Howeve r ,  sentence 15 and sentence 16 both 

s t and a lone , that i s ,  15 has no c lose mat ch in Thai and 16 no close 

mat ch ( short o f  c ircumlocut ion ) in Lao . The following add i tional ex­

amp l e s  are needed to  comp lete the inventory of  demonstrative adj e c t ive s 

( or locat ive nouns ) in Thai and Lao : 

( 19 ) L / s Oo d a m  yuu p h u n /  
' The penci l i s  there (somewhere ) .  ' 

( 2 0 )  L / s Oo d a m  yuu h a n /  
' The  penc i l is right there . ' 

( 21 )  T / d i n s O o  y u u  t h t i n a n /  
' The  penci l i s  ther e . ' 

A graphic arrangement of the locatives in the two languages may help 

to  i lluminat e the contrast ( see d iagrams 4 and 5 ) . Here a caut ionary 

note is in order . A s emanti c  dist inction between / n t i /  and / t h t i n t i /  
[ proxima l ] plus [ ' in s i g h t ' ]  versus [proximal ] ,  but not neces sarily 

within eyesight , has not been reflected in Diagram 4 to permit a more 

fel i c i t ous pre sentation of the c ontrast under d i s cu s s ion . 
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n t i noon  

Diagram 4 ,  Tha i Locative s  

n t i h � n  

ph) i ph u n  

D iagram 5 ,  Lao Locatives 

Not e ,  for the sake of  compari son , that Engli sh has only two primary 

locat ive forms ; t he upper left box is filled ( ' here ' )  and the upper 

middle one ( ' there ' ) .  The remaining boxes require secondary , derived 

forms of c ircumlocut ions , e . g .  ' over there ' ,  'right  here ' .  

For some speakers of  Thai a fourth primary locat ive exi st s ,  although 

it looks susp i ciously like a derived form ( by an albeit morphophonemic­

ally unique , a.d hoe r
'
ule ) : / n Q u n /  'way over there ' .  The data presented 

in Diagram 6 are the most general and usual locat ives for Thai . 

location 

I 
Nl 

I 
[ +entity ] 

I 
[ -animate] 

I 
[ -human] 

I 
[+spatial] 

n t i 

D i agram 6 ,  Thai / n t i / ,  / n � n / , and / n o o n /  

.... _-------------------------------------------------- - -
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Before diagramming t he Lao forms a c omment on variat ion i s  ne c e s sary . 

The presentat ion here i s  based chie fly on the idiolect o f  a s ingle nat ive 

speaker .  I t  appears from a few spot che c ks with other Laotians that t he 

locat ive system varies somewhat from speaker t o  speaker . Some nat ives 

do not d ifferent iate s emanti cally between I n t i l  and I ph) i l  nor b etween 

I ha n l  and I phu n / .  I t  i s  t empt i ng t o  speculat e that these speakers may 

be losing ( or , better perhap s ,  have already lost ) a contrast whi ch was 

formerly quite widespread . It is possible that pres sure from Thai or 

systemic pres sure within the Tai fami ly c ould account for thi s putative 

case o f  semant i c  los s in  Lao . 

By way of an as ide it should be observed t hat t he meanings diagrammed 

here are only one set of senses for these words . Thai I n t i l  and I n a n / ,  
for examp l e , are polysememic forms and in other context s in the language 

are t he sole locat ive s ,  funct ioning in a two-way , Engl ish-style system . 

The c omp lexities o f  an exhaustive analy s i s  of the total semant ic system 

have been avoided , however , in order not t o  obscure the bas i c  argument 

about contrast ive structures in the two Tai languages .  

� [ +proxima l ]  [ +medial] I I 
n t i  phu n 

�o(]ation 

I 
Nl 

I 
[+entity] 

I 
[ -animate ] 

I 
[-human] 

I 

[ -vague ] 

[ +prox�ial ] I I 
ph) i 

D i agram 7 ,  Lao / n t i / ,  / ha n / ,  / ph) i f ,  and / phu n /  
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I f  we contrast Thai ( diagrams 4 and 6 )  with Lao ( diagrams 5 and 7 )  

w e  see a uni-diment ional categori sation of t h e  semant ic not ion of  " loca­

tion" with three defining features on the one hand and a bi-dimensional 

categori sat ion of  " locat ion" with two de fining feature s on the other . 

It i s  worth observing that the Lao c ognate of Thai I n t i l  does not 

carry the meaning signifi catum of pre c i seness found in the Thai form 

( as indicated by the feature [+vague ] ) .  The historical re lat ion between 

the remaining locat ive terms in Thai and Lao i s  beyond the scope of  this 

d i s cuss ion . 

To recapitulat e ,  we have analysed examp les o f  two kinds of semant i c  

contrast between Lao and Thai . The first case was one o f  seman t i c  shift 

in  which t he semant i c  dimensions were entirely coterminous . The se cond 

case showed seman t i c  dimensions whi ch were in sharp contrast with each 

other . Of  the two types of contrast the former is the more usual in 

Thai and Lao in t erms of gross  frequency of  occurrence .  Indeed ,  it  i s  

likely that further research will  show that t he maj ority of  t h e  lexical 

i t ems i n  t he two language s do not contrast in semantic structure at all . 

The se cond type of contrast i s , however , extreme ly intere s t ing . More 

attention should be given to the se , and other , languages in the Tai 

fami ly to  ascertain the extent of thi s semantic dimension "disequilibrium "  

among languages w i t h  c lose genet i c  relat ionships . 
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