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Homeland of Karenic languages: From the perspective of plant names
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Comparisons of plant names in Karenic languages reveal that names that can be traced back to Proto-
Karen belong to plants that grow in temperate zones, such as bamboo, banyan, and mango. The names for
coconut and palmyra palm, which are typical tropical plants, cannot be traced back to Proto-Karen and
are borrowings. This suggests that Proto-Karen was spoken in a temperate zone. Meanwhile, the highest
diversity of Karenic languages is observed in the area from southern Shan State to Kayah State and
northern Karen State in Myanmar. Thus, as per linguistic migration theory, this area may have been the
homeland of Karenic languages. Furthermore, the area largely has temperate zones. Hence, we can

assume that the homeland of Karenic languages was in this area.

Keywords: Karenic languages, Tibeto-Burman languages, homeland, plant names, linguistic migration

theory

1. Introduction

Karenic languages are a group of languages that form the Karenic branch of the Tibeto-Burman languages.
The languages belonging to this branch have a subject-verb-object (SVO) basic word order, unlike most
other Tibeto-Burman languages that generally have the SOV word order (see Kato, 2021b, for the
typological characteristics of Karenic languages). The Karenic branch contains many languages,
including Geba, Gek(h)o, Kayah, Kayaw, Kayan, Manu, Monebwa, Mopwa (Mobwa), Paku, Pa-O, Pwo
Karen, Sgaw Karen, Thalebwa, Yinbaw, Yintale, and Zayein (Eberhard et al., 2019). In this paper, people

who speak Karenic languages are referred to as “Karenic people”. Karenic people have a very wide range
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of cultures and lifestyles. There are Buddhists, Christians, and animists. Some of them live in the plains,
while others live in mountainous areas. Some of the groups, especially Sgaw Karen, Pwo Karen, and
Kayah, are engaged in an armed struggle against the Myanmar government. Even a single ethnic group
can have a high degree of diversity, for example, many Sgaw Karens practice Buddhism or Christianity
and live in urban areas, while other worship spirits and live in mountainous areas.

Figure 1 presents a rough distribution of the Karenic languages. This map is based on the maps
presented by Mitani (1984) and Asher and Moseley (2007), and the information provided in Bradley

(2007), with additional information gathered in my field research carried out in Myanmar and Thailand.

THAILAND

Figure 1. Distribution of Karenic languages

The purpose of this paper is to linguistically explore the homeland of Karenic languages through the
plant names found in these languages. Historical studies of Karenic languages, such as the reconstruction
of Proto-Karen or studies of their genealogical relationships, include Haudricourt (1946, 1953, 1972,
1975), Luce (1959), Jones (1961), Burling (1969), Peiros (1989), Solnit (2001, 2013), Manson (2002,

2009, 2019), Shintani (2003), and Luangthongkum (2013a, 2013b, 2014a, 2014b, 2019). However, there



have been no studies to estimate the homeland of Karenic languages in terms of linguistics.

Section 2 will list the Karenic languages included in this paper and present their genealogical
positions within the Karenic branch. Section 3 will examine the correspondences between the plant names
in the Karenic languages to determine whether the names can be traced back to Proto-Karen and
determine the climate of the regions where it was spoken. Section 4 will examine the possibility of the
area from southern Shan State to Kayah State and northern Karen State being the homeland of Karenic
languages due to the highest diversity of Karenic languages in these regions, based on the linguistic
migration theory. Section 5 will indicate that the areas discussed in Section 4 have a large portion of

temperate climates. Section 6 will conclude the paper with relevant findings.

2. Karenic languages dealt with in this study

There are a total of 16 languages of the Karenic branch studied in this paper. Their names and data

sources are listed below (see Section 3 for the order of the languages).

1. Northern Pa-O (Shintani, 2020b)
2. Southern Pa-O (Shintani, 2020b)
3. Eastern Kayah Li (Solnit, 1997)
4. Zayein (Shintani, 2014)

5. Nangki (Shintani, 2016)

6. Yingtalay (Shintani, 2018a)

7. Thaidai (Shintani, 2018b)

8. Sonkan Kayan (Shintani, 2018c)
9. Dosanbu Kayan (Shintani, 2018d)
10. Thamidai (Shintani, 2020a)

11. Pekon Kayan (Manson, 2010a)
12. Bwe (Blimaw) (Henderson, 1997)

13. Blimaw (Shintani, 2017)



14. Western Pwo Karen (Kyonpyaw dialect; the author’s data)
15. Eastern Pwo Karen (Hpa-an dialect; the author’s data)

16. Sgaw Karen (Hpa-an dialect; the author’s data)

The word notations in each language follow the consulted source. The notation of Western Pwo Karen,
Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen words, which are based on my data, follows Kato (2022), Kato
(2021a), and Kato (forthcoming), respectively. These 16 languages were selected because reliable data
were available for a certain number of plant names in each language. Note that Shintani’s (2017) Blimaw
is a different language from Henderson’s (1997) Bwe, which, too, is called Blimaw. Shintani’s Blimaw is
closer to Mopwa than to Bwe.

The tree diagrams in Figures 2 to 4 show the genealogical relationships between Karenic languages.
Figures 2, 3, and 4 were proposed by Manson (2002), Shintani (2003), and Manson (2017), respectively.
The capital letters A to G, indicating the subgroups in each tree, are added by me for convenience. The
same alphabet does not mean the same genealogical group. According to the respective diagrams, each of
the 16 languages belongs to the subgroups presented as follows (the three capital letters in parentheses

after each language name indicate the subgroups in Figures 2, 3, and 4, respectively):

1. Northern Pa-O (D, G, A)
2. Southern Pa-O (D, G, A)
3. Eastern Kayah Li (F, F, C)
4. Zayein (E, E, B)

5. Nangki (E, E, B)

6. Yingtalay (E, E, B)

7. Thaidai (E, E, B)

8. Sonkan Kayan (E, E, B)
9. Dosanbu Kayan (E, E, B)
10. Thamidai (E, E, B)

11. Pekon Kayan (E, E, B)

12. Bwe (G, D, C)



13. Blimaw (?, C, D)
14. Western Pwo Karen (B, A, A)
15. Eastern Pwo Karen (B, A, A)

16. Sgaw Karen (A, B, D)

Blimaw’s subgroup is uncertain in Figure 2 and is indicated by a “?”. The genealogical diversity exhibited
by these languages suggests that they are sufficient to serve as samples of Karenic languages, regardless

of the classification.
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3. Comparison of plant names

This section compares the plant names in Karenic languages. Thirteen plants included in this paper are:
(1) bamboo, (2) banana, (3) banyan, (4) betel palm, (5) coconut, (6) jackfruit, (7) mango, (8) palmyra
palm, (9) pine, (10) rattan, (11) sugarcane, (12) tamarind, and (13) teak. These plants were chosen
because their names are observed in a wide range of Karenic languages and they have been mentioned in

many of the literature consulted. In Sections 3.1 to 3.13, for each plant name, we will observe the



correspondences in the Karenic branch and consider whether a proto-form can be reconstructed at the
Proto-Karen stage. In Section 3.14, a discussion would be presented based on the considerations made in
Sections 3.1 to 3.13.

Tables 1 to 13 list the nouns for each plant in Karenic languages. The left column of each table lists
the language name and the right column lists the equivalent plant name. In the tables, the languages are
divided into six groups for ease of understanding. These six groups are arranged with the more leftward

groups in Figure 3 higher. The order of languages within a group is random.

1. Northern Pa-O and Southern Pa-O

2. Eastern Kayah Li

3. Zayein, Nangki, Yingtalay, Thaidai, Sonkan Kayan, Dosanbu Kayan, Thamidai, and Pekon Kayan
4. Bwe

5. Blimaw

6. Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen

This grouping was made because, as far as the plant names are concerned, the words seem to correspond
well with each other within each group in terms of comparative linguistics. Based on Shintani’s (2003)
classification in Figure 3, which best fits my image of the genealogical relations of Karenic languages
among the three classifications shown in Section 2, Group 1 here corresponds with Group G, Group 2
with Group F, Group 3 with Group E, Group 4 with Group D, Group 5 with Group C, and Group 6 with
both Groups A and B.

The symbol “—” in the tables indicates that the equivalent word was not provided in the data source.
For Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen, which are based on my data, the same
symbol indicates that an equivalent word was not found in the survey.

Data sources are presented in Section 2; however, Eastern Kayah Li forms may be taken from Solnit
(2013) or personal communications with him (June 2022). Such cases are noted as “(Solnit, 2013)” and
“(Solnit, p.c., 2022)”. Some of the Pekon Kayan forms may be taken from Manson (2010b), in which

cases they are noted as “(Manson, 2010b)”.



3.1 Bamboo

Table 1 lists the words for bamboo.

Table 1. Words denoting bamboo in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O wa34
Southern Pa-O wad4
Eastern Kayah Li ve
Zayein va42
Nangki va3l
Yingtalay vas5
Thaidai hua45
Sonkan Kayan huas5
Dosanbu Kayan huas5
Thamidai hua4?2
Pekon Kayan hwa
Bwe ho
Blimaw wa33
Western Pwo Karen wa
Eastern Pwo Karen wa
Sgaw Karen wa

All of these forms can be traced back to a single form of Proto-Karen. Matisoff (2003, p. 305; 2015,



p. 630) reconstructed *hwa as the Proto-Karen form and Luangthongkum (2019) reconstructed *hwa®.!

Similarly, I assume *hwa? to be a Proto-Karen form (*hw is a voiceless labial-velar approximant). The

forms of all 16 languages can be explained as having evolved from the proto-form *hwa?. Thus, the form

denoting bamboo is believed to have existed at the Proto-Karen stage.

3.2 Banana

Table 2 lists the words for banana.

Table 2. Words denoting banana in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O tha?34 thi34
Southern Pa-O 0a42 thi44
Eastern Kayah Li diklwi
Zayein le42 pa42 le42
Nangki —
Yingtalay 0a55 kloi53
Thaidai ca33 kuai42
Sonkan Kayan khlui31
Dosanbu Kayan khlui42
Thamidai cu4?2 kui55
Pekon Kayan khlwi

Bwe ya

1. The capital letters A, B, and C in the reconstructed Proto-Karen forms represent the tones reconstructed
by Haudricourt (1946). A and B are plain tones and C is a stopped tone. Some researchers refer to these
as 1, 2, and 3. Haudricourt himself used 1, 2, and 3, hence, I follow this method. For the process of
reconstruction of proto-tones by Haudricourt (1946) and modification in Haudricourt (1975), see Kato

(2018).



Blimaw lall kwell

Western Pwo Karen 0a?klwx
Eastern Pwo Karen 0akwi
Sgaw Karen tokwi

Manson (2019) reconstructed *kMwi* for the Proto-Kayan stage, which is the proto-language of
languages including Zayein, Nangki, Yingtalay, Thaidai, Sonkan Kayan, Dosanbu Kayan, Thamidai, and
Pekon Kayan in the table. Similar forms are found in Eastern Kayah Li, Blimaw, Western Pwo Karen,
Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen. These resemble the Proto-Mon-Khmer form, *t;luuy[ ] or *t;luoy?,
which Shorto (2006, p. 408) reconstructed. Thus, it is possible that Proto-Karen borrowed a word for a
banana from a certain Mon-Khmer language and that the forms in Table 2 evolved from that word.
However, this needs further consideration because the forms do not always show regular phonological
correspondences. For example, the forms of Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen
are similar; however, they do not show regular correspondence. That is, Sgaw Karen #» usually does not
correspond with Western Pwo Karen fa? or Eastern Pwo Karen 6a and the Western Pwo Karen /-
usually does not correspond with Eastern Pwo Karen kw- or Sgaw Karen kw-. Therefore, each Karenic
language may have borrowed Mon-Khmer words for banana independently.

Many Karenic languages, however, have different words for banana. These words are related to the

form of Bwe shown in Table 2. Solnit (2013) provided the following forms:

1. Pa-O pa?

2. Eastern Kayah Li pe

3. Pekon Kayan gg

4. Kayaw jo sa

5. Blimaw (Henderson’s 1997 Bwe) ya
6. Pwo Karen ja?

7. Sgaw Karen ja?

My Pwo Karen and Sgaw Karen data have the following forms and represent a type of banana that

10



grows in the jungle: Western Pwo Karen ja?, Eastern Pwo Karen ja, and Sgaw Karen ja?. These forms,
phonologically, correspond well among Karenic languages. Solnit (2013) reconstructed *nakD in Proto-
Karen. Similarly, I reconstruct *nak® in Proto-Karen. All the forms listed above can be explained as
having evolved from this reconstructed form. Thus, a form for banana is believed to have existed at the
Proto-Karen stage. I assume that the forms that evolved from *nak® were the original words for banana in
Karenic languages; however, later, for reasons unknown, words of Mon-Khmer origin became dominant.
A possible reason may have been that the original words represented “cooking bananas”, while the Mon-

Khmer words represented “dessert bananas”.

3.3 Banyan

Table 3 lists the words for banyan.

Table 3. Words denoting banyan in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O non34
Southern Pa-O klon44
Eastern Kayah Li S

Zayein ¥Qun42
Nangki sa31 klo31
Yingtalay klou55
Thaidai khlao45
Sonkan Kayan khlou55
Dosanbu Kayan khlou55
Thamidai khlao42
Pekon Kayan kP6n (Manson, 2010b)
Bwe klo
Blimaw x1055
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Western Pwo Karen khloun
Eastern Pwo Karen khloéon

Sgaw Karen khla

All these words, except the Northern Pa-O form, can be assumed to be related to each other and a
Proto-Karen form can be reconstructed. Manson (2019) reconstructed *k"lon® for Proto-Kayan. Although
no previous studies have proposed a reconstructed form at the level of Proto-Karen, 1 assume *khlun? for
Proto-Karen. The language forms, except Northern Pa-O, can be explained as having evolved from this
reconstructed form. Loss of syllable-final consonants is common in Karenic languages; thus, the loss of
syllable-final nasals in the nine languages, e.g. Sgaw Karen khl3, in the table is not strange. Thus, a form
for banyan is believed to have existed at the Proto-Karen stage. Note that the first syllable, sa31, of the

Nangki form is a morpheme representing fruit, the reasons for which are unknown.

3.4 Betel palm

Table 4 lists the words for betel palm (areca).

Table 4. Words denoting betel palm in Karenic languages

Languages Words

Northern Pa-O mok34 mu53
Southern Pa-O ma?32 mu44

Eastern Kayah Li mi (Solnit, p.c., 2022)
Zayein man42 my33

Nangki mou?53

Yingtalay ma53

Thaidai kun42

Sonkan Kayan ni31 mou31

Dosanbu Kayan mou31
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Thamidai kwen55

Pekon Kayan bamo
Bwe mamu
Blimaw lal1 mall
Western Pwo Karen Oe?
Eastern Pwo Karen 0e

Sgaw Karen 0g?

Manson (2019) reconstructed *bomo* for Proto-Kayan. For the Proto-Karen level, Peiros (1989)
reconstructed *m3®; however, I do not believe that a Proto-Karen form can be reconstructed since
Blimaw, Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen have different forms. Therefore, it
cannot be demonstrated that a form denoting betel palm existed at the Proto-Karen stage. Note that the
Thaidai and Thamidai forms were probably borrowed from Burmese kunv <kvam‘”>. Angle bracketed
forms of Burmese and Mon represent the written forms (Burmese and Mon transliterations follow the

systems of the Library of Congress and Shorto [1962], respectively).

3.5 Coconut

Table 5 lists the words for coconut.

Table 5. Words denoting coconut in Karenic languages

Languages Words

Northern Pa-O mok34 ?un31

Southern Pa-O mo?32 ?0n42

Eastern Kayah Li mi?use (Solnit, p.c., 2022)
Zayein mak33 qa33 ?0an42
Nangki ?0u3l

Yingtalay ma53 ?oun55
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Thaidai ma33 ?on42

Sonkan Kayan ?oun5s
Dosanbu Kayan ?ouns5
Thamidai ?0un42
Pekon Kayan 201
Bwe u
Blimaw ?0u55
Western Pwo Karen phlau
Eastern Pwo Karen phld
Sgaw Karen pl5 (x3)

The Northern Pa-O, Southern Pa-O, Zayein, Yingtalay, and Thaidai forms are borrowed from Shan
maak? Pun’ (Hudak, 2000). The Eastern Kayah Li (the second syllable), Nangki, Sonkan Kayan, Dosanbu
Kayan, Thamidai, Pekon Kayan, Bwe, and Blimaw forms are borrowed from the above-mentioned Shan
form or Burmese 20un <’un‘">. The Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen forms are
most likely borrowed from Mon préa <brau> (Shorto, 1962, p. 154). The Hpa-an dialect of Sgaw Karen
calls coconut pl5; however, certain dialects use the bracketed form x5. Both forms can be considered to
have emerged from the form *br5, which I assume for the Proto-Sgaw Karen level.

These words are borrowed from different origins and a Proto-Karen form cannot be considered to be
reconstructed. Thus, it cannot be demonstrated that a form denoting coconut existed at the Proto-Karen

stage.

3.6 Jackfruit

Table 6 lists the words for jackfruit.

Table 6. Words denoting jackfruit in Karenic languages

Languages Words

14



Northern Pa-O mok34 klan22

Southern Pa-O ma?32 klag53
Eastern Kayah Li —

Zayein lan42

Nangki ?a232 lan?53
Yingtalay —

Thaidai di42 ne33
Sonkan Kayan ba3l lan31
Dosanbu Kayan ba42 lan31
Thamidai peS5 nenS55
Pekon Kayan balap

Bwe tobane, thobonit
Blimaw toll pill
Western Pwo Karen nweé

Eastern Pwo Karen nwe

Sgaw Karen ponwe

Manson (2019) reconstructed *ba]an® for the Proto-Kayan stage. However, for the Proto-Karen stage,
it seems difficult to reconstruct a proto-form. Thus, it cannot be demonstrated that a form denoting
jackfruit existed at the Proto-Karen stage. Note that Thamidai, Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen,
and Sgaw Karen forms are probably borrowed from Sanskrit/Pali panasa via Mon panoh <pnah> (Shorto,

1962, p. 145) or Burmese péinné <pinnai>.

3.7 Mango

Table 7 lists the words for mango.

15



Table 7. Words denoting mango in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O ta31 kho?34
Southern Pa-O 0a42 kho?32
Eastern Kayah Li tokhé
Zayein 0a33 khwa42
Nangki khu31
Yingtalay ta33 kho53
Thaidai kho45
Sonkan Kayan kho53
Dosanbu Kayan khao?53
Thamidai khao?53
Pekon Kayan khau

Bwe —

Blimaw lall hull
Western Pwo Karen kho?
Eastern Pwo Karen kho

Sgaw Karen

tokho?, 6okho?

All the words listed in Table 7 can be traced back to Proto-Karen. Solnit (2013) reconstructed *khok
and Luangthongkum (2019) reconstructed *kho?P for Proto-Karen. I assume the Proto-Karen form is
*sokhok® and all the forms in Table 7 can be regarded as reflections of this form. The vowel ¢ in the
Eastern Kayah Li form may seem odd, but this shows a regular correspondence. For example, Eastern
Kayah Li thé ‘pig’ (Solnit, 1997, p. 371) corresponds to Eastern Pwo Karen #ho ‘pig’ and Sgaw Karen
tho? ‘pig’. The consonant 4 in the second syllable of the Blimaw form does not show a regular
correspondence to voiceless aspirated velar stops in the other languages, but presumably there was a

sporadic change of &k to / in this word. Thus, a form representing mango is believed to have existed in

Proto-Karen.
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3.8 Palmyra palm

Table 8 lists the words for palmyra palm.

Table 8. Words denoting palmyra palm in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O than34
Southern Pa-O thaen42
Eastern Kayah Li —
Zayein o
Nangki —
Yingtalay —
Thaidai than45
Sonkan Kayan —
Dosanbu Kayan than55
Thamidai na4?2 then42
Pekon Kayan —
Bwe tha
Blimaw tho55
Western Pwo Karen than
Eastern Pwo Karen ta
Sgaw Karen ta

Northern Pa-O, Southern Pa-O, Thaidai, Dosanbu Kayan, Thamidai, Bwe, Blimaw, and Western Pwo
Karen forms probably borrowed from Burmese thav <than‘”>. Eastern Pwo Karen and Sgaw Karen forms
were probably borrowed from Mon ta <ta> (Shorto, 1962, p. 108). Thus, it cannot be demonstrated that a

form denoting palmyra palm existed at the Proto-Karen stage. Note that both Burmese and Mon forms

17



might possibly reflect Sanskrit tala.

3.9 Pine

Table 9 lists the words for pine.

Table 9. Words denoting pine in Karenic languages

Languages Words

Northern Pa-O no3l

Southern Pa-O —

Eastern Kayah Li ni (Solnit, p.c., 2022)
Zayein nuss

Nangki mei31 nou232
Yingtalay ta33 no53
Thaidai thin33 ju33
Sonkan Kayan ngou31
Dosanbu Kayan nou4?2
Thamidai —

Pekon Kayan 0316

Bwe —

Blimaw thiS5 jud4

Western Pwo Karen —
Eastern Pwo Karen chauponain

Sgaw Karen chy6 (Drum Publication Group, 2000)

Some of these words begin with »; however, their etymology is unknown. The Thaidai and Blimaw
forms are borrowed from Burmese thinyu <than‘” ri”>. My Sgaw Karen consultants from Hpa-an

mentioned that they do not know the Sgaw Karen word for pine because pines do not grow in their
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villages where the climate is too hot for pines; however, Drum Publication Group (2000) contains the
form chyo, thus, it has been to the list. Nevertheless, I do not believe that a Proto-Karen form for pine can

be reconstructed. Thus, it cannot be demonstrated that a form denoting pine existed at the Proto-Karen

stage.

3.10 Rattan

Table 10 lists the words for rattan.

Table 10. Words denoting rattan in Karenic languages

Languages

Words

Northern Pa-O

Southern Pa-O

rei53

Eastern Kayah Li ri (Solnit, 2013)
Zayein Kei42
Nangki 720232
Yingtalay rwi31
Thaidai rei33
Sonkan Kayan rei33
Dosanbu Kayan rei3l
Thamidai 1i55
Pekon Kayan e

Bwe W1
Blimaw yi33
Western Pwo Karen yé
Eastern Pwo Karen y1
Sgaw Karen ye

19



All the words, except for the Nangki form, are related to each other and a proto-form can be
reconstructed. Solnit (2013) reconstructed *reB for Proto-Karen and Luangthongkum (2019)
reconstructed *reB. Similarly, I assume *re? is the Proto-Karen form and all the forms, except the Nangki
form, can be explained as having developed from this form. Thus, a form for rattan is believed to have

existed in Proto-Karen.

3.11 Sugarcane

Table 11 lists the words for sugarcane.

Table 11. Words denoting sugarcane in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O ton34 lai3 1
Southern Pa-O ton44 lai42
Eastern Kayah Li dikle bo
Zayein qin42 kwai55 bon55
Nangki he31 kli232
Yingtalay khi53

Thaidai din42 khle42
Sonkan Kayan khle31 bop31
Dosanbu Kayan khlai42 bon42
Thamidai cen55 khle55
Pekon Kayan depk™laibu
Bwe dakhlé
Blimaw chill dou55
Western Pwo Karen shipho?
Eastern Pwo Karen cipho

Sgaw Karen thipo?

20



The words denoting sugarcane vary from one language to another, making it impossible to
reconstruct a proto-form of these words in Proto-Karen, though the forms with the cluster /kl-/ or /khl-/ in
Eastern Kayah Li, Nangki, Thaidai, Sonkan Kayan, Dosanbu Kayan, Thamidai, Pekon Kayan, and Bwe

could reflect some relationship. Thus, it cannot be demonstrated that a form for sugarcane existed at the

Proto-Karen stage.

3.12 Tamarind

Table 12 lists the words for tamarind.

Table 12. Words denoting tamarind in Karenic languages

Languages Words
Northern Pa-O mok34 kren34
Southern Pa-O mon42 krend4
Eastern Kayah Li —

Zayein ma33 yeand2
Nangki ?a232 klaiS3
Yingtalay mi55 pian53
Thaidai bun42 klein33

Sonkan Kayan

ma31 klain53

Dosanbu Kayan pklain31
Thamidai ma4?2 klen55
Pekon Kayan S

Bwe maklé
Blimaw mull kle55
Western Pwo Karen mankhlaun
Eastern Pwo Karen mankhlon
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Sgaw Karen mdkld

Manson (2019) reconstructed *mak"len® for Proto-Karen. However, the forms shown in Table 12
seem to have different etymologies. According to the SEAlang Mon-Khmer Etymological Dictionary,
made available on the Internet by Paul Sidwell, the forms for tamarind in Riang-Lang and Riang-Sak are
man?® kleay’ and may’ kien?, respectively. The forms of Northern Pa-O, Southern Pa-O, Zayein, Nangki,
Thaidai, Sonkan Kayan, Dosanbu Kayan, Thamidai, Bwe, and Blimaw seem to have a certain relation
with the Riang form (Burmese mdji <man‘ kyafii‘">, too, may be related to this form). In contrast, the
Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and Sgaw Karen forms for tamarind seem to be related to the
Mon form méay klon <man glon> (Shorto, 1962, p. 168). One of my Sgaw Karen consultants mentioned
that in Sgaw Karen villages in the northern Karen state, tamarind is called mklé instead of mdkl>. The
form m>kle seems to have some relation to the Riang form mentioned above. It is possible that after the
Proto-Karen stage, the northern Karenic languages, such as Pa-O, Kayan, Bwe, and the northern Sgaw
Karen dialects, adopted the words for tamarind from Palaungic to which Riang belongs, while the
southern Karenic languages, such as Western Pwo Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, and the southern Sgaw
Karen dialects, adopted the words from Mon. Thus, it is difficult to demonstrate that a word for tamarind

existed at the Proto-Karen stage.

3.13 Teak

Table 13 lists the words for teak.

Table 13. Words denoting teak in Karenic languages

Languages Words

Northern Pa-O mai2?2 sak34

Southern Pa-O —

Eastern Kayah Li leha

Zayein mai42 sak42
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Nangki —

Yingtalay la55 haiS5
Thaidai cu4?2
Sonkan Kayan kiao31
Dosanbu Kayan kla5S5
Thamidai cun55
Pekon Kayan cu

Bwe bahi
Blimaw lal1 hei55
Western Pwo Karen poji
Eastern Pwo Karen paji

Sgaw Karen pohi

The Northern Pa-O and Zayein forms are borrowed from Shan may’ shak? (Hudak, 2000). The forms
of Thaidai, Thamidai, and Pekon Kayan are probably borrowed from Burmese cun <kyvan‘">. The
origins of the other forms are unknown. Looking at these correspondences, it is not possible to reconstruct
a proto-form for teak in Proto-Karen. Thus, it is difficult to demonstrate that a form denoting teak existed

at the Proto-Karen stage.

3.14 Discussion on Karenic plant names

Words for bamboo, banana, banyan, mango, and rattan may have been present in Proto-Karen. In contrast,
words for betel palm, coconut, jackfruit, palmyra palm, pine, sugarcane, tamarind, and teak cannot be
demonstrated to have been present at the Proto-Karen stage. In particular, the words for coconut and
palmyra palm in the languages included in this paper are likely to have originated from the borrowings of
a later period than Proto-Karen. The words for coconut are borrowed from Shan, Mon, and Burmese and
the words for palmyra palm are borrowed from Mon and Burmese. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume
that words representing these two plants did not exist in Proto-Karen.

Coconut (Cocos nucifera) and palmyra palm (Borassus flabellifer) are typical tropical plants, which
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require high temperatures to grow. According to Blombery and Rodd (1982, p. 185), the “extreme
minimum temperature” required for both these plants to grow is 10°C or higher. In contrast, bamboo,
banana, banyan, mango, and rattan, plants for which Proto-Karen is believed to have had names, have
many species that can grow in temperate zones, that is, they do not require temperatures as high as
coconut palm and palmyra palm do. For example, rattan (Calamus) has about 370 species (Blombery and
Rodd, 1982, p. 68), some of which require an extreme minimum temperature of 10°C or higher, while
others require a lower extreme minimum temperature of 3°C to 10°C (pp. 185-186). For information
about the environments in which bamboo, banana, banyan (especially, Ficus microcarpa,), and mango
grow, see Kigomo (2007, pp. 51-52), Turner (2003), Sakai (1979, p. 5), and Rajan (2012, pp. 72-74),
respectively. The temperatures given in these references suggest that while these plants prefer warmer
temperatures, they can also grow in temperate zones. Hence, it can be assumed that the speakers of Proto-

Karen lived in a temperate zone.

4. Homeland of Karenic languages as per the linguistic migration theory

It is important to explore the regions where the largest number of Karenic languages are spoken.
According to Asher and Moseley (2007) and my fieldwork, the largest number of Karenic languages are
spoken throughout southern Shan State, Kayah State, and northern Karen State in Myanmar. This is
approximately the area encircled in Figure 5. Within this relatively small area, numerous Karenic
languages, including Bwe, Geba, Gekho, Kayah, Kayaw, Kayan, Manu, Monebwa, Mopwa, Paku, Pa-O,
Sgaw Karen, Thalebwa, Yinbaw, Yintale, and Zayein, are spoken. There are only three Karenic languages
spoken outside the circle, i.e., Pwo Karen, Sgaw Karen, and Pa-O. Furthermore, the distribution of Pa-O
outside the circle is limited to the northern part of Mon State and the central part of Karen State. Thus,

primarily Pwo Karen and Sgaw Karen are the Karenic languages spoken outside the circle.
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@J/ Bwe, Geba, Gekho, Kayah,

Kayaw, Kayan, Manu,
Monebwa, Mopwa, Paku,
Pa-0, Sgaw Karen,
Thalebwa, Yinbaw, Yintale,
Zayein, etc.

Pwo Karen,
Sgaw Karen
\

Pwo Karen,
Sgaw Karen,
and partially
Pa-0

Figure 5. Distribution of Karenic languages (cf. Figure 1) and the area where the largest number of them

are spoken

According to the linguistic migration theory, first suggested by Sapir (1916) and refined by Dyen
(1956), the area where the largest number of related languages are spoken is the “homeland” of the
languages (see also Blust, 1984; Campbell and Mixco, 2007, pp. 106—-108). Therefore, the homeland of

the Karenic languages can be presumed to have been located within the encircled area in Figure 5.

5. Homeland of Karenic languages and its climate

In Section 4, we discussed that, in light of the linguistic migration theory, the homeland of Karenic
languages can be assumed to have been located within the area from southern Shan State to Kayah State
and northern Karen State. In Section 3, we discussed that the speakers of Proto-Karen lived in a temperate
zone. If the area presumed in Section 4 had a temperate climate, it would be even more likely that the

homeland was located in this area.
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Figure 6 represents a climate map of Myanmar that was created by the author based on the world
map of the Kdppen-Geiger climate classification by Kottek et al. (2006). The encircled area of Figure 5
overlaps with this map. It is clear that there is a large area of Cwa or Cwb, i.e., a temperate zone, in the
circle. The encircled area is located at the southwestern edge of the Shan Plateau and, despite being south
of the Tropic of Cancer, a significant portion of the area has a temperate climate due to its high altitude,
ranging from 500 to 2000 meters above sea level. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the last

homeland of Karenic languages was located within the encircled area.

W Cwa, Cwb

Figure 6. The climates of Myanmar and the area where the largest number of Karenic languages are

spoken (cf. Figure 5)

6. Conclusion

Proto-forms for bamboo, banana, banyan, mango, and rattan can be reconstructed in Proto-Karen. All

these plants can grow in temperate zones. However, the words for coconut and palmyra palm, both of
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which are typical tropical plants, cannot be reconstructed at the Proto-Karen stage. The words
representing coconut and palmyra palm in the modern Karenic languages are most likely borrowed from
other languages post-Proto-Karen. Therefore, it can be assumed that the Proto-Karen-speaking area had a
temperate climate. Meanwhile, looking at the distribution of Karenic languages, the area from southern
Shan State to Kayah State and northern Karen State shows the highest diversity. Therefore, as per the
linguistic migration theory, this area could be the homeland of Karenic languages. Moreover, this area has
a large distribution of temperate climate. This supports the belief that the last homeland of Karenic
languages was most likely located in this area (encircled in Figure 6).

Figure 7 is a photograph of the village of Pa-O near Taunggyi, Shan State. This village is located
within the circle in Figure 6 and its climate is probably the Cwa of Koéppen-Geiger. Coconut and palmyra
palm trees cannot be found in this village. The landscape of the homeland of Karenic languages would
have been similar to Figure 7. In contrast, Figure 8 is a photograph of a Pwo Karen village near Hpa-an,
Karen State and Figure 9 is of a Pwo Karen village near Kyonpyaw, Ayeyarwady Region. Both villages
are located outside the circle in Figure 6 and their climate is probably the Am of Képpen-Geiger. Both

villages are filled with coconut trees, evident in the photographs.
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Figure 8. A Pwo Karen village near Hpa-an, Karen State (photograph taken by the author in 2019)

Figure 9. A Pwo Karen village near Kyonpyaw, Ayeyarwady Region (photograph taken by the author in

1993)

This paper demonstrates the possible homeland of Karenic languages. However, there are certain
limitations. This study does not include the etymology of certain words, those of which proto-forms could
not be reconstructed. The words for coconut and palmyra palm are borrowed from Shan, Mon, or
Burmese. Future research must examine the etymology of the words for betel palm, jackfruit, pine,
sugarcane, tamarind, and teak to determine whether each form is a native Karenic word or has been
borrowed.

In addition, a precise estimation of the time of arrival of the speakers of Proto-Karen in the homeland
is required. Kato (2019) estimates the split of Western Pwo Karen and Eastern Pwo Karen to have
occurred in the seventeenth century based on their lexical similarity. Similarly, the split of Pwo Karen and
Sgaw Karen is estimated to have occurred in the eleventh century. However, the time for Proto-Karen
further goes back. I presume that the speakers of Proto-Karen would have already arrived in the homeland
shown in Figure 6 between the first century to the fifth century A.D. Presumably, this migration would
have taken place from north to south along the Salween River. According to Ge et al. (2013), who
estimated temperature changes in China over the past 2000 years, although there were several warm
intervals, they exhibited similar or lower levels than contemporary temperatures. It is quite possible that

the Shan Plateau adjacent to China has experienced similar temperature changes. Thus, when Proto-Karen
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was spoken, a large portion of the area shown in Figure 6 probably belonged the temperate zone, just as it

does today.
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