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CHAPTER 10 

HUAI KOK VILLAGE 

10.0 Introduction 

This chapter describes and discusses language ecology and sub-ecologies of Huai Kok 

village, Chiang Khong district.  

10.1 General background 

Huai Kok village, literally olive creek village, was so named due to the abundance of olive 

trees at the nearby creek. The village is four kilometres away from Chiang Khong town and 

under the jurisdiction of Wiang sub-district office. The village has 121 households with the 

population of 392 comprised of 214 males and 178 females (Wiang Sub-district Office, 

2005). The village is a relatively new village as it was administratively established in 2000. 

        
Picture 10. 1 Huai Kok village sign     

Picture 10. 2 Huai Kok view from the main road. 
 

Huai Kok is a Kammu village. Before settling down at Huai Kok village location, the Huai 

Kok villagers moved from Huai Ian village, a Kammu speech community in Wiang Kaen 

district, to Huai Meng village, a Tai Lü speech community in Chiang Khong. This move was 

due to the scarcity in farming and agriculture land in Huai Ian village. The relocation 

occurred in 1973 with only 17 households with approximately 40 people who migrated to 

Huai Meng village. 

Prior to the migration, three elders from the group went to ask for permission from the head 

of Huai Meng to stay in the village. When permission was granted, the 17 households then 

settled at a location which is approximately six kilometres away from Huai Meng, the area 
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still in the Huai Meng.  This particular location is known by the name of Huai area. Thus, the 

community initially settled in Huai area of Huai Meng village. The type of community 

settlement in Huai Kok in 1973 was an extended settlement of Huai Meng village and was 

administratively under Huai Meng. This was because with the limited number of households 

mentioned earlier, an independent village could not be formed1

With regard to religion, there are three main religions in this village: traditional religion or 

animism, Buddhism and catholic Christians. However, there is only one small church in the 

village while the nearest Buddhist temple is in the nearby village of Huai Meng. There are 

other temples in other villages nearby. Villagers have to travel a few kilometres to the temple. 

With animism, there is no animism per se, but in fact the rituals are well integrated in those 

practicing both Christianity and Buddhism. Certain rituals are practiced by the whole 

community especially those connected with agriculture.  

. It had to be attached to a 

village as a community. Therefore, Huai Kok was initially attached to Huai Meng as one 

village. The newly settled location was under the jurisdiction of the Huai Meng village head 

until 2000. When the village grew in number of people and households the separate village 

was then administratively formed on 8 September 2000 called Huai Kok village (Surlan, 

n.d.).  

Due to the size of the village and distance from its neighbour, other basic communal 

necessities such as school, health centre and market are not located in the village. Children 

have to attend primary and secondary school at other villages nearby while high school 

students have to go to district school, in town 5-6 kilometres away. The same goes for the 

health centre. Moreover, villagers can go to the district hospital. As for market, there is only 

one grocery stall in the village (See Figure 10.1 for village map). The grocery stall is in fact an 

extension of a villager’s porch. The owner of the stall goes to morning market in the district 

                                                 
1 According to the government’s administration law as of 14 May, 1996, a village can be administratively 

established based on two broad criteria: a densely populated village and a remote village. In the former case 
three more criteria were considered: the number of population in the main village should not be less than 
1,200 people and having not less than 240 households after the split; the new village should have a 
population of at least 600 or at least 120 households; and the establishment should be approved by the 
authorities concerned. In the case of the remote area villages, there were four other criteria to be considered. 
Firstly, the main community (prior to the split) has to have at least 600 people or at least 120 households. 
Secondly, after the split the new village should have at least 200 people or at least 40 households. The new 
village will have to be at least six kilometres in distance from the main village. Finally, the new village will 
have to be approved by authorities concerned (Department of Provincial Administration, 2008).  However, 
official village registration and settlement may differ from the ethnic criteria of village settlement. In some 
ethnic communities certain criteria such as housing structure for particular purposes has to be built for e.g. 
communal house and village rice storage. Apart from the housing structures other main criteria in setting up a 
community are: a midwife, a shaman, a blacksmith, and a traditional healer. Without these main components 
a proper village cannot be formed in some ethnic concepts.  
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town at around 4-5am to get fresh food and products that cannot be found in the village. 

Therefore, villagers often ask the stall owner to get certain food that they want from town. 

Every morning, the stall would be busy and crowded with villagers picking up fresh food 

and products. 

The villagers’ main incomes were mainly from farming, rice plantations and labour jobs in 

town and in the city. Villagers take up temporary jobs at nearby fruit orchards and rubber 

plantations. At these temporary workplaces villagers get to know people from different 

language backgrounds such as Akha. Some of the villagers are also in Bangkok working in 

factories. 

Huai Kok village is an ethnic Kammu2

 

 village. Led Surlan, the head of Huai Kok village, 

wrote in his manuscript that since the forming of this village, the village had gone under 

tremendous developments at the cost of Kammu culture. The elders in the village 

recognized that their culture was fading away thus formed a group for Kammu cultural ties 

with nine other Kammu villages in Chiang Khong and Wiang Kaen districts. A Kammu 

cultural festival, Praaksanang festival, is hosted annually in December and rotates among the 

ten villages (See Pictures 10.3-10.9 of Praaksanang festival in 2002). The nine other Kammu 

villages in Chiang Rai are comprised of five villages in Wiang Kaen district: Huai Jaw, Huai 

Ian, Pa Tueng, Wang Pha, and Huai Sarn; and four villages in Chiang Khong district: Ban 

Muang Karn, Huai Yen, Thung Saai, and Huai Koi. The districts, Chiang Khong and Wiang 

Kaen, are the only two districts where Kammu can be found collectively in Chiang Rai 

province.  

                                                 
2 As a matter of respect to this ethnic group the researcher used the preferred autonym by this ethnic group 

which is Kammu throughout the thesis. See 10.5.3  
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 Figure 10. 1 Huai Kok village map 
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                           Picture 10. 3 First Praaksanang festival hosted in Wiang Kaen district in 2002 
 

 
Picture 10. 4 Lü Kammu or those who dressed like Tai 
Lü 

 
Picture 10. 5 Senator Tueanjai Deethet attended the 
festival. 

 

 
    Picture 10. 6 Black Kammu from Pa Tueng. 

 

 

 
       Picture 10. 7 Red Kammu from Huai Yen village. 

a1172507
Text Box
                      NOTE:  These pictures are included on page 247 of the print copy of the thesis held in the University of Adelaide Library.
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         Picture 10. 8 Lü Kammu from Huai Jaw village. 
 

        Picture 10. 9  Lü Kammu . 
 

Pictures 10.3-10.9 belong to Led Surlan, the head of Huai Kok village and are reproduced 

here with his permission.  

10.2 Language use in Huai Kok 

In terms of ethnicity, the villagers are ethnic Kammu with the exception of three Khamet3

 

 and 

one Hmong who is the wife of a Kammu man. Thus, the community of Huai Kok village 

consist of two main sub-communities: the Kammu community and the Lamet community.  

The main language used in this village is Kammu which is the ethnic language and the 

language of the majority. The other ethnic language used in the village is Lamet. The villagers 

also speak other languages namely northern Thai, standard Thai, Laotian, and Tai Lü to 

outsiders in different situations. The following section attempts to describe the languages 

used in Huai Kok village. 

Figure 10.2 below is the communication pattern of Huai Kok village in relation to the 

provincial/regional and national contexts. Standard Thai is used as the national language 

while northern Thai is used as the regional language. Other languages such as Laotian and 

Tai Lü are also used to communicate regionally but limited to certain conditions addressed 

later in this chapter. Finally, at the home level, Kammu ethnic language is used.  

 

 

 

                                                 
3 This ethnic group are known as Khamet, Lamet and Rmeet. This ethnic group is addressed as Lamet in this 

thesis. 
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Figure 10. 2 Communication pattern of Huai Kok village in relation to provincial and national contexts. 
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10.3 Standard Thai 

Standard Thai, as a national language, is also the language of formalities, media, and 

schooling. Villagers use standard Thai at government offices but when the government 

officers are northern Thai speakers then the language switches to northern Thai. Kammu 

speakers from this village feel more comfortable speaking northern Thai when compared to 

standard Thai. The elderly and adults rarely use standard Thai in daily life apart from reading 

the newspaper, listening to radio news, and watching television. However, the younger 

generation who have had their schooling have no problem using standard Thai. 

10.4 Northern Thai 

When interacting with outsiders, whether inside the village or outside the village, two main 

languages would be used among the village population: northern Thai and standard Thai. 

The villagers know extremely well that the immediate language used outside the village is 

northern Thai. Therefore, apart from Kammu, northern Thai is also used in the village and 

outside the village. Conversations are often conducted with strangers in northern Thai if they 

are northern Thai speakers both inside the village and outside the village.  

 

Almost all the villagers spoke to me in northern Thai and I could not even tell a difference 

or hear any interference of Kammu language in their speech, with the exception of the 

elderly. The switch from Kammu to northern Thai and vice versa was instantaneous and 

without effort. During the vaccination program organized by the village and the hospital, 

Kammu and northern Thai were used interchangeably with children and their parents. 

Parents communicated in Kammu to their young children and to health officers in perfect 

northern Thai. Children also communicated to officers in northern Thai while being 

vaccinated. The vaccination program organizing committee spoke through a microphone in 

northern Thai and in Kammu.  

 

Two main patterns can be seen with regard to the villagers’ northern Thai language learning 

patterns: those villagers who had been to school, and those who went straight to work. Since 

the village has no schools, children in this village have to go to schools in a nearby village or 

in town, which are not very far. As mentioned earlier, that Huai Kok is surrounded by 

northern Thai and Tai Lü villages, so it is inevitable that children going to preschools, 
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primary and secondary schools in these villages have to mingle with school friends from 

different language backgrounds at a very early age. At the school, Kammu children learn two 

languages at the same time: standard Thai in the classroom and northern Thai or Tai Lü with 

children at school outside the classrooms. Moreover, since the village is not far from town, 

children are also exposed to northern Thai usage in various places in town such as temples, 

the market place, shops, noodle shops etc. Children are exposed to northern Thai and Tai 

Lü at a critical language learning age. This explains why everyone from children to adults of 

this village speak clear northern Thai.  

 

The second pattern was those villagers who had minimal to no schooling and went straight 

to work. This group consist of adults in their 30s, the elderly and a few fairly recent migrants 

from Laos who married men from this village. The first group has minimal skills but they 

can read standard Thai. This group went straight to work in town where the language use is 

northern Thai. They are fluent in northern Thai, Laotian and Tai Lü due to exposure to the 

languages. One male informant mentioned that when he visits Huai Meng village, he uses 

Tai Lü in that village and when he goes to town he uses northern Thai. A group of men 

assisting each other in making rattrap spoke in Kammu but on explaining to me the language 

switched to northern Thai. The group also communicated in northern Thai to me while I 

was busy working out how to use a rattrap.  As for the elderly, they cannot read standard 

Thai but a few people seem to have learned how to read on their own. When 

communicating with outsiders the language used is northern Thai and not standard Thai. 

Almost all of the elderly can speak two additional languages: Laotian and Tai Lü. In the case 

of the wives they cannot read standard Thai but their communicative skill in northern Thai is 

good enough as they could speak Laotian and the Laotian spoken just across the Mae Khong 

river in Laos was intelligible to northern Thai speakers. With the elderly people’s northern 

Thai, interference from Kammu can be heard, especially the accent. The words are northern 

Thai while the accent is tinged with Kammu.   

10.5 Kammu 

Extensive scholarly works on Kammu language and culture in Thailand especially in Chiang 

Rai were mainly conducted by Suwilai Premsrirat (1987, 1992, 1999, 2001, 2002, 2004). 

Other studies on Kammu in Thailand and the neighboring country, Laos, where Kammu is 

largely, spoken were mainly conducted by William A. Smalley, Damrong Tayanin, Kristina 

Lindell, and Frank Proschan. Studies in Vietnam and China were conducted by Dang 
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Nghiem Van (Premsrirat, 1987, 1992, 1999, 2001, 2002, 2004; Premsrirat et al., 2004; 

Proschan, 1997, 2001; Smalley, 1956, 1961, 1973, 1994, 1976; Tayanin, 1994; Tayanin & 

Lindell, 1993; Van, 1993). Other works that mention in passing about Kammu settlements in 

Thailand especially in Lampang and Nan provinces were the works of early French and 

British explorers in the Mae Khong region namely Francis Garnier, Reginald Campbell, 

James McCarthy and Achibald Colquhoun (Campbell, 1986; Colquhoun, 1886; Garnier, 

1996a, 1996b; McCarthy, 1994). 

10.5.1 Kammu Diasporas 

The Kammu living in Thailand is a fraction of a much larger group living in Laos. Kammu 

was categorized as one of the “marginal languages” in Thailand (Premsrirat et al., 2004; 

Smalley, 1994). Kammu diaspora in northern Thailand occurred in the late 19th century and 

the early 20th century due to two main reasons: labour in the teak industry in northern 

Thailand and migration due to the political situation in Laos (Campbell, 1986; Colquhoun, 

1886; McCarthy, 1994). Campbell(1986) mentioned in his travelogue that in the late 19th

“The Khmu in Chiang Rai emigrated from Laos across the Maekhong river to 
Thailand about 40-50 years ago; the Khmu in Nan have lived in their present and 
nearby locations for a long time. Some of them may have moved down from old 
villages further north. Some knew their ancestors came from Luang Prabang area in 
Laos.” (p. 57) 

 

century  Kammu in the teak industry worked well with their northern Thai counterparts, that 

they had great mahout skills and were strong. The Kammu were well known to the northern 

Thai people for their strength, hard work, endurance and loyalty to the masters as can be 

seen in northern Thai expressions like “แฮงอยา่งขมุ – haeng yang Khmu” which means “having 

strength and endurance like the Kammu people”. The Kammu who settled in Thailand 

during this time were mostly found living in Nan and Lampang provinces while the group 

that settled in Chiang Rai were recent immigrants. Premsrirat (1999) noted that:  

The Kammu were generally found to live among the Tai language speakers for example in 

northern Thailand they live among the northern Thai speakers, in Laos they live among the 

Tai Yuan, Tai Lü and the Laotians, and in China they also live among the Tai Lü.  As for the 

Huai Kok villagers, they initially lived in a Kammu village in Wiang Kaen district as stated 

earlier. 
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10.5.2 Status 

There seem to be two opposing views, between the government and ethnic Kammu. The 

Kammu is categorized by the government as one of the hilltribe ethnic groups and also as 

the “others within”. However, according to the Kammu genesis all ethnic groups are created 

equal as they were all born from the same gourd. The story goes:  

 

There was a lonely couple created by god. After having lived a lonely couple life, they asked 

god to bless them with children. One day the wife became pregnant and after a few years she 

gave birth to a great bottle gourd. The couple, not knowing what to do with the gourd, 

placed the gourd on a shelf. A few days later, hearing sounds from inside the gourd, the 

husband then heated an iron rod until it was red-hot and pierced the gourd. The red-hot iron 

rod created a charred opening and people came flooding out. The very first people to come 

out were the Kammu followed by the Thais, Laotians, and Lü while Vietnamese and Chinese 

were the last group of people to come out of the charred opening. Coming out of the 

charred opening as the first group, explained why the Kammu had dark complexion while 

the other ethnic groups that followed had fairer complexions.  Due to being the first to 

come out of the gourd, the Kammu regarded themselves as the eldest brother among the 

siblings.  

 

This myth did not exclusively belonged to the Kammu people but was an ancient myth of 

the region. This genesis relationship can be seen in an expression used in standard Thai 

referring to the relationship with the Laotian that “ไทยลาวใช่อ่ืนไกล พ่ีนอ้งกนั – Thai Lao chai uen 

klai pi norng kan” which means “Thais and Laotians were no strangers but siblings”. 

According to Proschan (2001, p. 1002) “This myth is an ancient one with related myths that 

can be found throughout mainland Southeast Asia”. Dang Nghiem Van (1993) states in his 

article that the tale was found in almost all ethnic groups in different versions4

  

 but the 

original form was still retained. He states that: 

“…often found among Mon-Khmer and Viet-Muong peoples, and these tales may 
retain much of their original form. The tales collected among Hmong-Yao, Tibeto-
Burman, and Kadai peoples already belong to later forms. 7 tales from the Tay-
Thai, Viet, and Muong groups have undergone many changes, 8 even merging into 
older tales and unofficial history…”(Van, 1993, p. 305) 

 
                                                 
4 For further information on the differing versions of the same myth see Proschan(2001), and Dam Nghiem 

Van (1993). 
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Wherever the Kammu settle down the myth went along with them. Different versions arise 

as the storyteller travels; the more ethnic groups he sees the more the story expands. The 

varieties of ethnic populations are incorporated into the myth. A version of the myth told by 

a Kammu living in the United States incorporates the Africans, the Americans, and the 

French into the myth5

10.5.3 Ethnonyms: Kammu, Khamu and Tmoi 

. According to Proschan (2001) if nationalism in Benedict Anderson’s 

terms is an “imagined community” then this myth is also the oldest form of an imagined 

community. I cannot agree more. It is indeed a dynamic imagined community. 

Ethnonyms discussed in this section consist of three main ethnonyms: two autonyms, 

Kammu and Tmoi; and one exonym, Khamu.  

 

Kammu people prefer to be called Kammu rather than the exonym Khamu or Khmu. The 

name Kammu is an autonym of the Kammu people, which means ‘people’. Proschan (1997, 

p. 91-92) states that the term is: 

 
“…the preferred autonym of a half-million people living in northern Laos, northern 
Thailand, northwestern and west-central Vietnam, Southern most China, and 
diasporic communities in the United States, France, Canada, and Australia. Kmhmu is 
one of those names that can be translated as “human” or “person”, and can be used 
variously as an ethnonym, common noun, or adjective. …It is ethnological common 
place that a group’s self-chosen autonym often means “person” or “people”, 
“human”, or “humankind” ”.  
 

 
The Ethnologue lists 15 alternate names for this ethnic group: Kmhmu, Khmu, Khamu, 

Kamu, Kammu, Khamuk, Kamhmu, Khomu, Tmoi, Mou, Pouteng, Pu Thenh, Tenh, 

Theng, and  Lao Terng (Ethnologue, 2004a).  

 

However, most Kammu studies still use the exonym Khmu with the exception of Damrong 

Tayanin, an ethnic Kammu himself, whose works on his life and village, Being Kammu, prefer 

the use of the autonym Kammu. Proschan (1997, p. 91) states that exonyms “…are often 

tinged with implied inequality or negative valuation, when they are not straightforwardly 

pejorative…”. The Kammu are often addressed in northern Thailand as Khamu or Khmu 

in which the word kha in Khamu or Khmu is a Tai root meaning slaves or wild people. 

Proschan (ibid, p. 96-97) also stated that: 
                                                 
5 For details of this version and other version of the same myth see Proschan (2001) and Dam Ngiem Van 

(1993). 
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 “Khaa is a term used throughout the region to denote especially Mon-Khmer ethnic 
minorities; it is both an ethnonym and a socioeconomic class term that can be 
translated as “slaves”. Scholars debate whether Khaa was originally a nonpejorative 
autonym that was later generalized to a pejorative class term, or whether it was first a 
class term that was later generalized to denote those ethnic groups most often 
enslaved, that is, the Mon-Khmer peoples”.   

 

Apart from that the term Khamu was once associated with being stupid, as one elderly 

northern Thai man told me, that in his school days those who could not answer questions 

when asked by a teacher in the classroom would embarrassingly be called a Khamu. 

 

In Huai Kok village, the younger generation spoke of their experience in school and in 

public that they had to go through difficult and embarrassing experiences. One informant 

expressed that people would look down and insult that the Kammu would not learn 

anything. She mentioned that they would say “ด่าเท่าไหร่ก็บ่หลาบ – da thao rai kor bor laab” 

which means “no matter how much you insult or scold them they would not learn”. 

Another informant expressed that people even have insulting expressions in northern Thai 

like “ดาํอยา่งขมุ – dum yang khmu” which means “as dark as a Khmu (in terms of 

complexion)”;  “ตายอยา่งขมุ – taai yang Khmu” which means “die like a Khmu” or die without 

being able to go back to their lands or die without a Thai nationality like a Kammu; 

“ลูกหลานลาว – look laan Lao” which means “the Laotian’s descendants”. Moreover, one 

informant mentioned that once a government officer told her in northern Thai 

“เขา้มาเวียงให้พดูให้รู้เร่ือง อูห้ยงับ่ฮูบ้กๆบัก๊ๆ – khao ma wiang hai phood hai roo rueang oo yang bor 

hoo bok bok bak bak” which means “when you come to town speak clearly, I don’t know 

what are you talking about bok bok bak bak”. Bok bok bak bak is how Kammu is perceived 

by that particular northern Thai speaker, as a language which is not a proper language that 

people would understand. The younger generation grew up with the perception that 

speaking their language was embarrassing. Therefore, the language was only spoken within 

the village.  

 

However, this kind of feeling subsided when the Kammu elders got together to revive their 

customs with other Kammu from other villages. Provincial and districts officers were 

invited to the Praaksanang annual festival. This annual festival was supported by the district 

and provincial cultural offices. Acceptance and respect in the Kammu culture are now 
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higher among outsiders. Most importantly, the outsider’s acceptance had ignited the 

acceptance of self-identity among the Kammu youth. There were campaigns among the 

Kammu communities to speak Kammu with Kammu people in the public domain. The 

youngsters later felt better and started using Kammu. One girl even taught her school 

friends how to speak Kammu. A few others mentioned that they did not feel embarrassed 

anymore when speaking their language. One girl even mentioned “ภาษากาํมุเป็นภาษารักในหมู่บา้น – 

phasaa Kammu pen phasaa ruk nai moo baan” which means “Kammu is the language of 

love in the village”. The village youth are now proud of their Kammu heritage and as one 

girl put it “ภูมิใจท่ีเป็นกาํมุ – phoom jai thi pen Kammu” which means “I am proud of being a 

Kammu”.   

 

One other interesting Kammu autonym is tmoi. Tmoi, a reciprocal autonym, means ‘us’ with 

a ‘different from us’ meaning. To put it another way, it means the ‘same people’, that is, 

those who share the same ethnic origin of Kammu, but with unintelligible dialects or 

different cultural practices. The term implies degree of distance or otherness or in 

Proschan’s (1997, p. 98) term “themness”. This ethnonym can be used to describe us-ness 

and otherness in terms of language, settlement location, striking or remarkable costumes 

and group practices, and ancestors. With regard to language, Proschan (ibid., p. 96) noted 

that: 

  

“Khmu recognize an overriding unity among those who speak the Kmhmu language 
and practice Kmhmu customs –those who are, in short, Kmhmu. The Kmhmu 
language is so diverse that in some regions every village has its own dialect. 
Recognizing this diversity, the Kmhmu use the word tmɔɔy ("guests" or "visitors") for 
those people who are clearly Kmhmu but are not known to the speaker personally”.  
 

 

In Huai Kok village, when asked about the dialects that they speak, the answer did not 

conform to the dialects given by Kammu scholars. Villagers have their own way of telling 

the dialects apart. Huai Kok villagers mentioned that the Kammu they speak  is the same as 

Kammu spoken in Huai Ian and Huai Yen villages which is different from the Kammu 

spoken in Pa Tueng, Huai Jaw and Wang Pha villages. The villagers agreed that the Kammu 

in the latter three villages was spoken very quickly and unclearly with some lexical 

differences. One informant mentioned with a referent to their accent that “ตะเขบ็ชายแดนอูช้ดั – ta 

kheb chaai daen oo chud” which means “those living near the borders have clear speech” 

when compared to other villages. For example those who speak very quickly would be called 
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Tmoi las, those who speak slowly would be called Tmoi yaal, those who use [el] in their speech 

would be called Tmoi el, and those who use [lerʔ] in their speech would be called Tmoi Lerʔ.  

 

With regard to striking clothing for example, the Kammu in Huai Kok village are addressed 

by other Kammu from other villages as tmoi yim, which means they belong to our stock but 

of a red turban group or tmoi lü, which is the Kammu who dress like Tai Lü. However, 

interestingly, Proschan (1997) noted that the Lamet, although from a different linguistic 

branch, but similar to the Kammu in cultural traits and practices, were also addressed as tmoi 

Lamet. The use of tmoi ethnonyms listed in the Table 10.1 is adapted from Proschan (1997; 

2001) and Premsrirat (Premsrirat, 1992, 2001, 2002, 2004). 

 

Apart from autonyms, the Kammu address outsiders, especially Tai language speakers who 

are not Kammu as yeh as in Khon yeh meaning Tai people or outsiders or Kham yeh meaning 

the Tai language or outsiders’ language. The word yeh itself is interesting on two counts. The 

word yeh must have been borrowed from the Chinese into Kammu as in a Chinese chronicle 

there is an expression which addresses the people in the southernmost part of Yunnan, the 

Tai groups, as “Pai Yeh” which means “a hundred tribes of yeh” (Wongthes, 2006a).  

Secondly, the Lamet were excluded from the meaning of yeh as they were in the Tmoi group.  

 

The numbers of Kammu speakers in Thailand varies among different sources. The 

Ethnologue (Ethnologue, 2004a) lists 31,403 Kammu speakers in Thailand. In Premsrirat 

and others (2004) the number is estimated at 12,000 while in Bradley (2007) the number is 

reported as 13,674 speakers. Squaring down to the number of speakers in Chiang Rai, the 

number as estimated by Premsrirat in 1999 was about 3,000, whereas in 2004  the number 

increased to approximately 4,840 speakers (Premsrirat, 1999; Premsrirat et al., 2004). The 

reason for the increase has not been mentioned in the articles but it may have been because 

the villagers reveal themselves or the villages are newly found. Among those numbers 392 

speakers were in Huai Kok village.  

 

 

 

 



 258 

 

Table 10. 1 Kammu autonyms “Tmoi” as used by Kammu people 

 

10.5.4 Kammu in domestic and public domains 

Kammu is used by all age groups and also by the three Lamet speakers. The Kammu 

language is in a healthy situation as the language is still transmitted among the generations. 

All the generations speak Kammu to each other in all the domains within the village and 

outside the village.  

 

In the domestic domain, as the Kammu speakers live in an extended family where the 

grandparents stay in the same household with their daughters or sons, children are raised to 

Tmoi  ethnonym terms Contexts 
1. Different way of speaking 
Tmoi mee Tmoi who uses  mee when others use yeʔ as a second masculine pronoun 
Tmoi el Tmoi who use el as negative particle  

Tmoi khat Tmoi who use khat as a negative 
Tmoi am Tmoi who use am as a negative 
Tmoi las Tmoi who speak quickly 
Tmoi yaal Tmoi who speak slowly 
Tmoi həʔ Tmoi who use final question particle həʔ 
Tmoi saree Tmoi who say pee ah saree 
Tmoi lerʔ Tmoi who say pee ah lerʔ 
2. Striking or remarkable costumes/clothing/customs 
Tmoi trial Tmoi who wear short blouse 
Tmoi vaang Tmoi who wear long blouse 
Tmoi laak Tmoi who are untruthful 
Tmoi gləəc Tmoi who wear their hair short 
Tmoi yim Tmoi who wear red turbans 
Tmoi klɔɔk Tmoi who wear white 
3. Place or location 
Tmoi Pu Saang Tmoi from Pu Saang mountain 
Tmoi Pu Yot Tmoi from Pu Yot mountain 
Tmoi Ckok Tmoi from Ckok mountain 
Tmoi Mok Tmoi from Mok mountain 
Tmoi Luang Phra Baang Tmoi from Luang Phra Baang  
Tmoi Sum Nuea Tmoi from Sum Nuea 
Tmoi Ou Tmoi who lives near the Ou river 
Tmoi Khrong Tmoi who lives near the Mae Khong river 
Tmoi Ou  Tmoi who lives near the Ou river 
Tmoi Stockton Tmoi who lives in Stockton 
Tmoi Sacramento Tmoi who lives in Sacramento 
4. Cultural hero 
Tmoi Cheuang Tmoi whose cultural hero and ancestor is Cheuang 
5. Similar cultural traits 
Tmoi Rmet Referring to the Lamet/Khamet/Rmet as Tmoi whose cultural traits are similar 

to Kammu 

. 
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speak Kammu. Thus, Kammu is actively spoken in domestic domains. During a dinner at 

the village head’s house, the language used was Kammu. The talk during dinner was 

translated to me in northern Thai from time to time by the headman and his daughter. The 

grandmother would give additional explanations in Kammu and sometimes in northern 

Thai. The village head’s five year old grand daughter was eager to teach me the language, 

especially the names of the dishes, including every object around the house and the village. 

We communicated in northern Thai and she was fluent in northern Thai. Her speech was 

very clear and she understood almost everything I said in northern Thai. In another family 

while talking to the grandparents on the porch, I overheard two siblings quarrelling over the 

TV channels in Kammu.  

 

In the public domain, the language used is mainly Kammu if the interlocutors are also 

Kammu speakers. The granddaughter of the village head greeted everybody she met in 

Kammu and also conducted continuous speech in Kammu. She would also tell me in 

northern Thai what people said. Furthermore, she has friends of the same age or less who 

would communicate with her in Kammu and with me in northern Thai. As it was during 

their school holidays, I was followed by a trail of children and preschoolers wherever I went 

in the village. They would stop by at the villagers’ houses to talk with the elders in Kammu. 

Most of the lexicon used by children and preschoolers was mainly Kammu. Sometimes, they 

would use Thai words to refer to certain things, such as Khanom, a general term for sweets or 

snacks, and Rongrian for school.  

 

With regard to children, two patterns were observed: those children who had attended 

school and those who had not yet been to school. Those who attended schools were able to 

communicate in northern Thai and standard Thai. When they returned home after school 

they also used northern Thai and standard Thai with their parents. However, they still used 

Kammu at home. In addition, I observed that children who had been to school, initially 

communicated with me in standard Thai. Later when they heard me speak northern Thai 

they too switched to northern Thai. One of the reasons that they spoke standard Thai to me 

may have been that I was addressed as a Khun Kru, a teacher, or Kru Farang which means 

foreigner teacher by other adults and older children. Children then associated a teacher with 

teaching in school and with using standard Thai. Later, when I used northern Thai in the 

village, the children also used northern Thai with me. As for children who had not yet been 

to school or attended any nursery schools in town, they could only communicate in Kammu. 
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When the children wanted to communicate to me they would ask other children who could 

speak northern Thai to ask me questions. When the familiarity between us increased the 

questions increased as well.  

 

For other age groups, Kammu was used among the villagers. In the evenings, after returning 

from the cornfields, men from all ages would gather and lend a hand in making rattraps. The 

language used in this event was Kammu. The only grocery stall in the middle of the village 

informally functions as the village information centre and a get together place in the evenings 

after work. Almost all of the people visiting the stall, communicated in Kammu regardless of 

age. A father and a young son came hand in hand to the stall speaking Kammu. A man came 

to the stall with freshly picked Lychee in his motorbike basket. Children and youngsters 

stopped him just to get the Lychee and the whole mischievous event was communicated in 

Kammu. The youngsters returning from their work in the cornfields stopped at the stall to 

talk to their friends and families in Kammu. A number of people also stopped at the stall to 

pay their daily bills.  

 

The language used while conducting business in the stall is noteworthy. I observed that the 

communication was mainly in Kammu but when it came to a specific transaction, such as a 

customer asking a price and the stall owner telling the price of the item, or telling the cost of 

the daily bills, the language switched to northern Thai for a very brief moment. The phrases 

switched were particularly at transaction cues such as: ta dai or How much?; hok baht or “Six 

bahts”; torn 4 baht or “Four bahts change”; and bin tawa ta dai or “How much was yesterday’s 

bill?”. This only happened for a brief moment in all the communication that I happened to 

witness at the stall. The Kammu certainly have number terms as they too borrowed a long 

time ago from the Tai language groups, but the switches may have been because of 

transaction situations normally happens outside the village domains. The village was only 

four kilometres away from town and all the buying and selling was easily and conveniently 

done in town.  

 

Kammu is also the language of use in village radio. The village radio is broadcast in Kammu 

followed by standard Thai.  
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10.5.5 The Hmong woman 

In the case of a Hmong woman married into a Kammu family, the language use in the family 

was Kammu. Naker mentioned that when she got to know her husband the language used 

between them was standard Thai, as she did not know northern Thai. When she moved into 

the village she later learnt Kammu. Living in an extended family assisted in her language 

learning. Naker’s in-laws, living in the same house, all spoke to her and her daughter in 

Kammu. She had been married for 5 years and was fluent in Kammu when I met her. Her 

father in law commented that Naker spoke Kammu like a Kammu person and that she was a 

true Kammu. She also used Kammu with her daughter. Naker had completely switched to 

Kammu with her husband. She also mentioned that recently her 3 ½ year old daughter had 

shown interest in learning Naker’s ethnic language, Hmong, after a few visits to her parents’ 

village. Naker said her daughter would always ask her in Kammu following any utterances 

how that utterance would be said in Hmong so that she could learn how to speak to her 

maternal grandparents. Naker had started to communicate with her daughter in Hmong. 

While I was talking to Naker, her daughter communicated to the village head’s 

granddaughter in Kammu.  

10.5.6 Kammu dialects 

According to Premsrirat (2001), the Kammu dialects can be phonologically divided into two 

major dialects: the western dialect and the eastern dialect. The western Kammu is spoken in 

Udomsai, Bokaew and Luang Namtha in Laos, Chiang Rai and Nan in Thailand and in some 

villages in Xishuanbanna, Yunnan, China. The eastern dialect is spoken in Hua Phan, 

Phongsalee, Luang Prabang and Chiangkhwang in Laos; in a few villages Vietnam and in 

some villages in Xishuanbanna. Thus, the Kammu dialect spoken in Huai Kok village and in 

Chiang Rai in general is the western dialect and is the same as that spoken in the nearby 

Kammu village of Huai Yen. It is also the same as that spoken in Huai Ian village in Wiang 

Kaen district where the Huai Kok villagers had migrated. The Kammu spoken in Chiang Rai 

and in Huai Kok is also facing language change, specifically from a non-tonal to a tonal 

language. 

10.5.7 Tonogenesis in Kammu dialects 

Kammu dialects are changing (Premsrirat, 1999; 2001, 2004). Studies into the language reveal 

development of tones or “tonogenesis” which Premsrirat regards as “one of the most 
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outstanding linguistic phenomena in Southeast Asia” (Premsrirat, 2001). Kammu, initially a 

non-tonal language, has now developed tones. Kammu dialects are at different stages of the 

process called “register-tone development process” (Premsrirat, 1999, 2001, 2004). Some 

dialects are in the “conservative” stage, which still maintain the “voicing contrast” and retain 

the non-tonal, non-register characteristics, whereas other dialects have shown signs of 

change. The eastern Kammu dialect is in a conservative stage while the western Kammu is 

changing. The following paragraph illustrates the change of Western Kammu dialect. Special 

attention is given to dialect 1 which is spoken in Chiang Khong and Wiang Kaen districts in 

Chiang Rai whereas dialects 2-5 are spoken in Nan provinces6

 

.  

“As a result, some dialects of Khmu, such as Dial (3) and Dial (5), have become tone 
languages. The presyllable is reduced in one way or another, phonation is less prominent 
or even disappears; but the pitch differences can be heard clearly. These are high and 
low tones with a tendency to develop a four tone system in Dial (3). Other dialects are 
at different stages of the process. Dial (1) has developed a tense-lax register system in the same 
way as Dial  (2a,b), except that the latter has added aspiration to the initial stop of the 
lax/breathy register syllable. Dial (4) is the most conservative by retaining the voicing 
contrast. It is a non-tonal non-register language” (Premsrirat, 1999, p. 68).  [Emphasis 
added] 

 

As this thesis does not aim to go into further details of dialect change, for details of 

tonogenesis and phonetic variations see Suwilai Premsrirat (1999; 2001; 2004).   

 

The reason for this outstanding linguistic change lies in the relationships and contacts 

between the Kammu and other Tai language family groups. As the Tai ethnic groups are the 

majority in the areas of Laos, Thailand, Southern Yunnan, and Vietnam, the Kammu have 

had constant contact with the Tai ethnolinguistic groups and developed good relationships 

for a long time.  Constant contact with the Tai ethnolinguistic groups has influenced the 

Kammu, both culturally and linguistically. In conclusion, the change in Kammu dialects is a 

result of the exposure to the tonal environment. With this constant and on going 

relationship between different cultures, coupled with the situation in Thailand as seen in the 

Western dialects change, without any doubt the language will change and shift at an 

accelerated speed, or, as observed by Premsrirat herself “the situation in Thailand is different 

                                                 
6 Premsrirat divided the dialects spoken in Thailand in this study into five dialects namely: Dialect 1 spoken in 

Chiang Khong and Wiang Kaen districts in Chiang Rai; Dialect 2a spoken in Nam Pan and Huey Moy 
villages, King Songkhwai district, Nan Province; Dialect 2b spoken in Ban Mai Chaidan Village, King 
Songkhwai district, Nan Province; dialect 3 spoken in Namsot and Phukam villages, Thung Chang district, 
Nan Province; dialect 4 spoken in Pa Phae village, Wiang Sa district, Nan Province; and dialect 5 spoken in 
Huey Puk and Huey Hai villages, Muang District, Nan province.  
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from the Khmu language situation in other countries in terms of fast changing and shifting 

process” (Premsrirat, 2004). 

10.5.8 Kammu names 

Kammu names are complicated. Damrong Tayanin (1994, p. 7), a well known Laotian 

Kammu who has lived and worked in northern Thailand, noted in his biography on his and 

his family’s Kammu names:  

“Damrong Tayanin is my Thai name, but Kàm Ràw is my Kammu name. My father’s 
name was Ràw Làaŋ and my grandfather’s name was Làaŋ ……Then I do not know the 
second part of my great-grandfather’s name. My father used his father’s name Làaŋ as 
his last name, and I, my brothers, and my sister use our father’s first name Ràw as our 
last name.  …I have five elder brothers. Their names are: Mán Ràw, Miin Ràw, Càŋ Ràw, 
Ŋii Ràw, and Wáaŋ Ràw. I have only one sister, an elder sister, her name is Mìaŋ Ràw”.  

 

According to Led Surlan, the village’s headman, the naming process in Huai Kok village was 

the same as described by Damrong Tayanin. The present names have gone through many 

changes. The villagers’ last names now have three characteristics.  Firstly, the parents’ first 

names are combined to form a last name with the father’s name as the first syllable followed 

by the mother’s name. For example in the case of Mr. Led Surlan, his last name Surlan came 

from his father’s name Sur and his mother’s name Lan. This last name is now used as an 

official last name for all family members. There are last names that can be identified as 

having the tradition of traditional parents’ names in the village such as Boonjerng, Thongsri, 

Boonruen, Yerpern, Lapaai, and Boonmun. Secondly, last names have changed to northern 

Thai sounding last names. Thirdly, last names have developed into Thai last names which 

have Pali and Sanskrit sounding names (See details in Chapter 4 for names).  One elderly 

informant observed that the first names and nicknames of today’s generation have also 

changed. He mentioned that parents nowadays name their children after Thai stars. The 

names sound more like Pali and Sanskrit names, with many syllables, whereas the Kammu 

names were mainly one syllable like Saw, Sae and Jerng. 
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10.6 Lamet 

This group of people is known in Thailand as Khamet, in Laos as Lamet, while they call 

themselves Rmet or Rmeet. The Lamet in Huai Kok call themselves Khamet7

10.6.1 Lamet studies 

. Conver 

(1999) estimated that there were approximately 10,000 Lamet speakers in Laos and only 

about 100 speakers in Thailand. Only three speakers were found residing in Huai Kok 

village.  

Lamet studies in Thailand are rare due to the dispersal of the Lamet families. Lamet families 

are often found to live among the Kammu and speak Kammu. Thus, they are well blended 

into the Kammu society. When the Lamet are well blended in the Kammu community, the 

language use tend to shift to Kammu. This is clearly seen in Huai Kok Lamet. The younger 

generation of the Lamet in this Kammu community do not speak Lamet. Thus, people are 

often misled when it comes to the number of Lamet ethnic ethnolinguistic group in 

Thailand. Although the Ethnolinguistic Maps of Thailand (Premsrirat et al., 2004) have listed 

Lamet as having 100 speakers and that it is spoken in Chiang Rai and Lampang provinces, 

the language in fact was not listed in the maps of the two provinces. They may simply be 

missing out from the maps or else this may be due to their being listed as Kammu speakers 

and not Lamet speakers. Another problem is illustrated by Bradley (2007, p. 318) listing “one 

village of Khamet near Wiang Pa Pao in Thailand” where Wiang Pa Pao is a district in 

Chiang Rai province. If the village listed in Bradley’s article is the same village as studied by 

Charoenma (1982) then the listing of 100 speakers is also in doubt. Narumol Charoenma’s 

(1982) article clearly states that other ethnic groups may have been mistakenly perceived as 

Lamet. A Lua village was mistakenly perceived as a Lamet village, thus causing a 

misunderstanding in the Lamet studies. She states that:  

 

 “The Lua of this study has been called Khamet by Kraisri (1963) and others, or Lawa; 
but the people with whom I was in contact preferred the name Lua. These villagers have 
lived in Ban Pang Chok (Ban Lua) in Wiang Pa Pao district of Southern Chiang Rai 
province all their lives and I could find no tradition of their ancestors having ever lived 
anywhere else. Ferlus (1980) and others consider Lua to be a dialect of Lamet. On the 
contrary, I find them to be only about 50% cognate, and regard Lua as clearly not a Lamet 
dialect, though perhaps belonging to the same sub-group within Palaungic”. [Emphasis 
added] 

 
                                                 
7 The reason they call themselves Khamet may have been because of the ease to the Thais. In this thesis I use the name 

Lamet and not Khamet  to avoid the connotative meaning of the word Kha, which means slaves, in the word Khamet. 
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With the data provided in Charoenma’s article, the data on “one village near Wiang Pa Pao 

in Thailand” provided by Bradley as is in doubt. Moreover, a Lamet elder in Huai Kok 

provided new information that there are Lamet living in Phrae province as well. This 

information has not yet been explored or listed anywhere else. Extensive research in this 

area of language is needed. 

10.6.2 Lamet language change 

Lamet is a Mon-Khmer language under the Palaungic branch with two dialects: the Upper 

Lamet and the Lower Lamet. The only study conducted on Lamet in Thailand is The 

Phonologies of a Lampang Lamet and Wiang Pa Pao Lua conducted by Narumol Charoenma 

(1982). Only two articles on Lamet studies have been found published in a Thailand based 

linguistic journal, The Journal of Mon-Khmer Studies, since its inception in 1964, and one 

anthropological study of Lamet in Laos in 1936-1938 which mentions Lamet in Siam in 

passing (Charoenma, 1982; Conver, 1999; Izikowitz, 1979).  

 

Although, to my knowledge, studies on Lamet have not been conducted in Chiang Rai it is 

worth making a note that there has been an observed change in the Lamet language. Conver 

(1999) found that earlier studies into Lamet phonology in Laos “did not identify tones or 

contrastive voice registers” but according to his Lamet study it was found that the Lamet he 

worked with had a “pitch contrast between the high and low tone”. He also noted about the 

change in the Lamet spoken in Lampang province, Thailand, as studied by Narumol 

Charoenma in 1982 that:  

 
“The jury is still out concerning the relationship between voice register and tone in 
Lamet. The community of speakers with whom I have been working recognizes two 
tones. …Narumol did not find contrastive tones for the speaker she studied, but she 
found two contrastive voice registers. It might be helpful to compare Narumol’s word 
lists with my lexical files to see how voice register for her speakers corresponds to tone 
for mine. My initial impression is that there is a high correlation between Narumol’s 
“tense” register and high tone” Charoenma (ibid., p. 51).  
 

 

What I have noticed in Conver’s word list are the similarities in the Lamet words and 

northern Thai words. This may be a result of cultural and linguistic interaction in the early 

days, which led to borrowing of terms from Laotian, which is in the Tai language family. 

Interestingly, Izikowitz (1979, pp. 345-346) observed in 1936 the same type of change in the 
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language and social life of the Lamet in Huaisai, Laos, across the Mae Khong river from 

Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong  districts. He states that: 

 
“As I have already mentioned, there are a great number of different kinds of peoples 
and cultures to be found in the province where the Lamet live, and they are thus 
surrounded by many different tribes. …The Lamet have in fact been influenced by two tribes, 
partly the Khmu, to whom they are closely related and with whom they have certainly lived together for a 
very long time, and partly the Thai people, especially the Yuan. …In any case, it is evident that 
the Upper Lamet had included a large number of Khmu words in their language. …For 
a long time the Lamet have had contact with the Yuan, to whom they were at one time 
tax payers. They have also borrowed a number of manners and customs from this 
source, which we noticed in certain religious and magical rites. …Thus the Lamet have 
taken their calendar and their knowledge of medicine from the Yuan. Several medicine 
men told me about how they got hold of amulets for protecting spirits from prominent 
Yuan medicine men. It is quite characteristic that the entire ritual that is connected with the activity 
of medicine men is performed not in the Lamet language, but in Yuan. A medicine man is called mot, 
which is the Yuan word for such a person….”[Emphasis added] (Izikowitz, 1979, pp. 345-346) 

 

The Yuan in this excerpt refers to the northern Thai people who are said to be the Yuan 

tribe.  

 

The living environment of the Lamet from the old days until the present has one thing in 

common, they are surrounded by two ethnolinguistic groups: the immediate one being the 

Kammu, while envelope in the Tai speech community (See Figure 10.3). Linguistic and 

cultural interaction is inevitable.  

10.6.3 Lamet language use in Huai Kok 

There are three Lamet speakers in Huai Kok Kammu village. The three speakers consist of 

two males and one female - two are in their 60s. The two elderly, one male and one female, 

are brother and sister while the other male is the woman’s teenage son. The two are married 

to Kammu spouses and have been living in this village since their marriages. The three 

people use Kammu in their households. Saen Boonjerng, the elderly man, known to the 

community as Lung Saen or uncle Saen, does not use Lamet with his children, whereas in the 

elderly female’s household, Lamet is only used with her son who is in his teenage years. 

According to Saen Boonjerng, his nephew can communicate in Lamet. However, northern 

Thai was used when Lung Saen was talking to his daughter in my presence so that I could 

understand what was spoken.  

 

To the Lamet speaker, Lamet and Kammu are two different languages. Saen Boonjerng  

recounted the differences in language use between Kammu and Lamet. He mentioned that 
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“มนัแตกต่างกนัมากมายนะขมกุบัขะเหมดน่ีนะ...ขมอุูน่ี้ขะเหมดฟังออกหมดแต่ถา้ขะเหมดอูน่ี้ขมฟัุงบ่ฮูเ้ร่ือง – mun taek taang 

kun maak mai na Khamu akb Khmet ni na …Khamu oo ni Khamet fung ork mod tae tha 

Khamet ooni Khamu fung bor hoo rueng” which means “the two languages are very 

different, the Khamet understood all the Kammu spoken but the Kammu could not 

understand the Khamet”. His daughter confirmed that “มึนตึบเลย ขนาดลูกสาวยงัฟังบ่ฮูเ้ร่ืองเลย – mun 

tueb loei kanaat look saow yung fang bor hoo rueng loei” which means “It is truly puzzling 

to me, even me, his own daughter cannot even understand what he says”.  

 

Saen Boonjerng distinguished two types of Lamet dialects based on lexical items and accent 

difference: the Lamet that says Som Oob and the Lamet that says Per Oob which literally 

means “eat rice” or “having meals”. Interestingly, Saen Boonjerng identified himself as the 

Per Oob dialect Lamet while he called the other dialect, the Som Oob, the Khamang or Lamang. 

He also mentioned that there were more Khamang than Lamet in Chiang Rai. Lamang or 

Khamang as identified by this speaker has not been listed in the Ethnologue. The only 

Lamang listed in the Ethnologue is an Afro-Asiatic language family spoken in Nigeria which 

is a completely different language family. He also gave additional information that there were 

Per Oob Lamet in Phrae province as well. There was no other Per Oob Lamet in Chiang 

Khong district. The Per Oob Lamet can be found in Huai Ian and Tung Sai villages in Wiang 

Kaen district, Chiang Rai while the Som Oob Lamet or the Khamang lives in Tung Saan 

village. However, they have abandoned Lamet and Khamang to speak Kammu. He lamented 

that “เขาบ่อูแ้ลว้ เขาไปอูข้มหุมดบ่าเด่ียว ...ผมไปป๊ะเขา เขาก็อูอ้ยู ่ - Khao bor oo laew khao pai oo Khamu mod 

badiew …phom pai pa khao khao kor oo yoo” which mean “They don’t speak it anymore. 

Nowadays they all speak Kammu. …When I meet them, they do still speak to me”. 

 

With regard to accent difference, he mentioned that: 

  
“ไอข้ะเหมดท่ีผมอูต้ะก้ีว่าซอมอูบน่ี เวลามนัจะอูภ้าษาเมืองน่ียากสุดบ่ว่ามนัจะอยูก่ี่ท่ีก็จ่างเตอ๊ะ 

...มนัอูไ้ดแ้ต่ล้ินมนับ่เขา้...มนัไปแฮ๋มอยา่งหน่ึง...อูจ้า้งแต่ล้ินมนับ่ไปอ้ีน่ะ” 
 
“the Khamet that I just said, the soom oob Khamet, when they speak northern Thai its 
difficult for them no matter how many places they have stayed. … They can speak 
[northern Thai] but their tongues are not in place….Its different. …They can speak 
[northern Thai] but their tongues just don’t work”.8

 
 

                                                 
8 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 10.1 
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10.7 Literary tradition 

Both the Kammu and Lamet in this village do not have their own scripts.  Saen Boonjerng, 

the Lamet elder, recounted a story about how the Kammu and the Lamet did not have  

written script. The story started in the old days of Pu Lan9

 

, languages and their scripts were 

given to all ethnic groups alike. Some wrote their languages and scripts down on their palms, 

some wrote it down on paper, while the Kammu and Lamet wrote it on a stick for carrying 

loads on their shoulders. On the way home, it rained very heavily, the weather turned chilly 

and it was difficult to find any firewood in the forest to keep the fire burning. They had to 

chop the sticks for carrying the load into pieces to make firewood. The fire burnt the 

scripted sticks and since then Kammu and the Lamet have lost their scripts. Saen Boonjerng, 

also mentioned that “....ตอนน้ีก็ใชข้องเพ่ินหมด อยูป่ระเทศลาวก็ใชห้นงัสือลาว อยูป่ระเทศไทยก็ใชห้นงัสือไทย 

ของขมน้ีุบ่มีอ่ะ – torn ni kor chai khong pern mod yoo prathet lao kor chai nungsue lao yoo 

prathet thai kor chai nung sue thai khong Khamu ni bor mi or” which means “nowadays we 

use other peoples’ scripts. When in Laos, Laotian script is used. When in Thailand we use 

Thai script. There is no Kammu script.”  

However, villagers remembered that there was a Farang, a foreigner, whom I believed was 

Kristina Lindell who developed a written Kammu and Lamet based on the roman script. In 

the situation of risking the language loss coupled with the national language situation and 

identity conundrums of the minority people, the written representation of the language in 

Roman script might hinder language revival and maintenance in Thailand.  

 

To begin with, the Roman script was used for the ease of early linguists and anthropologist 

who were non-Thais and to be used in countries other than Laos and Thailand. Roman 

script is inevitably viewed as a foreign language. This, coupled with the government’s view of 

ethnic minority as “the others within”, could well have a significant double-impact on any of 

the minority languages representing their language with a foreign alphabet system in 

Thailand. Early linguists working on these languages, have without doubt, conducted 

extremely valuable work on recording the languages, but they have certainly not been 

pondering on the factor of language shifts and life support mechanisms of the language in 

the future. It has been left to Thai linguists to ponder over the life support mechanisms of 

languages via national language policy and political situation in the nation. With the 

                                                 
9 A mythical god- like figure. 
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complexity as seen, standard Thai script could best be the life support mechanism of the 

minority languages. However, prior to that, a large amount of work has to be done. 

Although by the numbers of speakers per se, for example Kammu, the language may seem 

to be “not endangered” as according to Bradley (2007) the risk situation is high in Thailand.  

 

Although the standard Thai alphabet system is a good life support mechanism for the 

language, there may be a risk situation attached to it if the standard Thai alphabet system is 

viewed as a one size fits all alphabet system. Let us first consider the advantage of the 

standard Thai alphabet system. The advantage of standard Thai script lies in the fact that the 

villagers are more comfortable with the standard Thai alphabet system, as a large number of 

villagers have attended Thai schools and used standard Thai script. However, the advantage 

above may turn into a disadvantage if the standard Thai used is not adapted for the 

documentation of Kammu and Lamet.  I have seen people record Kammu language using 

standard Thai script but the language, Kammu, changed to standard Thai as well and not 

Kammu or Lamet. This was mainly due to the standard Thai alphabet system lacking certain 

Kammu and Lamet phonological aspects. This was also expressed by younger generation 

Kammu in the village, some words just could not be written in Thai, for example [lerʔ] and 

standard Thai did not have the glottal stop representation. This does not mean that it cannot 

be done. Representing the language in the standard Thai alphabet system would benefit the 

people in terms of blending in well with the nation while still maintaining their language and 

identity. There is already a base for Kammu and Lamet using the standard Thai alphabetic 

system in the village, but there is a need for innovation to accommodate the Kammu and 

Lamet languages. 

 

It is important to not only plan for the language representation system but also identity and 

status planning where the minority languages and people would have their own space within 

the “Thai-ness” conceptual system and not as “the others within”. The same concept 

employed in creating nationalism is mirrored here but with a twist. Constructive identity is 

used as a tool to maintain the so-called ethnic identity. It is about time for the people to 

construct a new meaning for their language and culture. When nationalism is an “imagined 

community” as advocated by Benedict Anderson, why cannot we imagine a new community 

based on the existing “imagined community”. As a consequence, this would add the concept 

of diversity to the national concept, and break away from the packaged concept of 

nationalism and otherness through one single language.  
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10.8 Language use in religious institutions 

As mentioned earlier that there are three practiced religions namely traditional religion or 

animism, Christianity and Buddhism. In traditional religion, the main language used in the 

Kammu community is Kammu while the Lamet use Lamet. When it is a communal custom 

then the language used will be Kammu.  

 

For the Christian Church, there are two main languages used. The Bible used is in standard 

Thai. The language used in the services is Kammu. As I entered the church the priest’s 

language immediately switched to northern Thai with a Kammu accent. This was noticeable 

and was a sign to the church attendants that someone from a different language background 

was present in church at that moment and the attendants all turned to the entrance to see 

who that person was. The switch in the languages told of the stranger entering the church. 

Church attendants were mainly females with a ratio of 10:1 when compared to the males. 

Interestingly, most of the women were the elderly and middle-aged housewives who had 

preschool children or grandchildren to take care of at home. Adult men and teenagers were 

nowhere to be seen. This may due to the adults being at work and the teenagers being at 

school. Working in the farms, rice fields, or orchards has no holidays, as these chores have to 

be attended daily. The church only opens for services on Fridays.  

 

With regard to languages used in Buddhist temples there are mainly four languages 

concerned, dependent on the temples attended at other villages, either at the Lü village of 

Huai Meng or a northern Thai village in a nearby village or in town. The language used in 

Buddhist texts is Pali in standard Thai script but the Tai Lü and northern Thai villages may 

have additional versions of the Tua Dham script. The language used in Buddhist chants is 

Pali in all the temples but the language used in services or preaching would be Tai Lü in a Lü 

village and northern Thai in a northern Thai village. However, the monks do switch to 

standard Thai from time to time.  

10.9 Language mixing and language shift 

Language mixing can be seen in the speech of the villagers. This is dependent on the topics 

discussed. If the topics are about issues within the village and topics that exist in the Kammu 

worldview then Kammu lexicon is used but when topics shift, such as to HIV/AIDS, 

youngsters and adults alike have to employ standard Thai vocabulary. Standard Thai words 
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are used only when the Kammu language lacks the concepts or when it is difficult to 

translate. The head of the village youth association told me that in some cases the words 

used were mainly standard Thai or northern Thai but the accent was Kammu. While he was 

discussing issues on youth work with the village head in Kammu, I observed the language 

used was in Kammu with a few words in standard Thai for example karn sadaeng ork which 

means confidence and performance.  

10.10 Geographical and linguistic environment 

One main reason for the fluency in the three languages namely northern Thai, Tai Lü and 

Laotian of the Huai Kok Kammu is the geographical and linguistic environment. 

Geographically, Huai Kok is surrounded by a northern Thai community and is near the Tai 

Lü communities – as Chiang Khong is well known for Tai Lü inhabitants. Also, across the 

river is the Laotian territory, where there was constant contact between the people of the 

two countries. Moreover, the elderly Kammu had lived in Laos prior to their initial migration 

to Wiang Kaen district. The elderly Kammu still have relatives visiting from Laos.  

 

Linguistically, this area is a Tai language continuum area. Not many people from a different 

linguistic area would readily speak or understand the three languages and varieties spoken in 

this area.  The communicative ease in three languages of the Kammu in Huai Kok may have 

also been the result of centuries old cultural and linguistic interaction with the Tai language 

families as analysed by Downer (1989-1990). Kammu, an Austroasiatic language family, 

exhibits large number of Tai loan words, which is the result of a cultural interaction in past 

centuries. Downer (ibid., p. 44) states that “probably all KhmuɁ groups have had long and 

close contact with speakers of Tai languages, with the result that a large number of Tai 

words have been absorbed into KhmuɁ”. A large number of words are of Laotian origin, and 

Yuan or northern Thai origin. The “absorbed” words have been nativised to suit the 

Kammu phonological system but the original terms can still be easily traced.  

 

Thus, synchronically and diachronically, Kammu has enveloped Lamet and the Tai 

ethnolinguistic groups have enveloped Kammu as shown in Figure 3. The shift of Lamet to 

Kammu was dependent on the number of Lamet speakers in the community. In fact, the 

number of speakers critically determines the survival of a language.  
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10.11 Conclusion 

Huai Kok language ecology is not as complex when compared to the language ecology of 

Wiang Mok village. The factors underpinning the language ecology of Huai Kok are mainly 

at the home, regional, and national levels. The international level was not clearly evident. The 

following tables, Tables 10.2-10.5, summarize the factors that result in the existing language 

ecology and sub-ecologies in Huai Kok village with their underlying forces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. 3  Synchronic and diachronic envelopment of languages in Huai Kok. 
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Level of Forces and factors Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Huai Kok 

Language ecology 

 
Notes 

Home level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Type of family (extended) Positive Extended family enhances ethnic language use in domestic and public domains within the village. 
b. Size of groups of language 

speakers 
Neutral Then number of language speakers positively influences Kammu language when compared to that 

of the Lamet. The Lamet having only three speakers are lost within the Kammu language group. 
Interestingly, the number of Kammu speakers and the extended family act as buffers against other 
factors and forces such as frequency of contact and distance.  

c. Size of village and basic 
communal necessities 

Positive The size of the village determines other basic necessities such as schools, religious institutions and 
markets. Not having these basic necessities, the village maintains the Kammu language, but, at the 
same time not having these basic necessities also provide opportunities for language contact with 
people of all ages. Thus, it enhances bilingual or multilingual language ability among the people. 

d. Distance Positive With only 4-6 kilometres to the nearest village and town, provides an opportunity for language 
contact and the multilingualism of the community.  

e. Frequency of language and 
cultural contacts 

Positive Frequency of language and cultural contact enhances multilingual language abilities of Huai Kok 
(HK) villagers.  

f. Intermarriage Neutral Intermarriage of a Kammu with other ethnic groups is positive to the Kammu due to it creates 
more Kammu speakers. At the same time, the other language speakers such as the Lamet loses 
their language due to having only  three speakers in the village.  

g. Language mixing Positive Language mixing in this village, both synchronically and diachronically, enhances language 
transmission across time and generations. 

h. Number of languages  Positive The number of languages enhances language abilities of villagers.  
i. Degree of intelligibility Positive Degree of intelligibility helps maintain language boundaries and context of language use. 
j. Intergeneration transmission Positive Intergeneration transmission is mutual language learning and there is  intergeneration transmission 

in the Kammu community.  
k. Religion  Neutral The church in the village enhances Kammu language transmission due to the services and chants 

delivered in Kammu. With other institutions outside the village, other languages are used.  
l. Attitude towards language 

and Identity 
Positive The villagers’ Praaksanang festival enhances positive attitudes of outsiders. Most importantly, the 

festival, positively enhances insiders’ attitudes towards their Kammu and Lamet languages.  
m. Status Positive 
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n. Similarity in cultural traits  Neutral Similarities in cultural traits help in retention of the languages. However, when coupled with the 
size of the groups of speakers, the Lamet tends to lose there language in presence of the Kammu, 
the enveloped linguistic community.  

2. Economics factors   
a.    Jobs Neutral Villagers learn northern Thai and other languages at workplaces. This is neutral to Kammu, but it  

enhances the multilingualism of Huai Kok community. 
3. Education factors   
a. Schooling Neutral Schooling did not enhance Kammu nor Lamet languages, but in fact schooling enhances 

multilingual abilities of the villagers. This is also dependent upon the other social factors such as 
distance of Huai Kok village to other villages and town, and size of the village.   

4. Geographical factor   
a. Border area  Neutral Being at the border of Thailand and Laos the village is in the Tai geo-ethnolinguistic area. Thus, 

the Kammu and Lamet inevitably have linguistic and cultural interactions with the Tai 
ethnolinguistics group for centuries. The result of the interaction is in the two smaller ethnic 
languages.  

Table 10. 2 Home level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Huai Kok language ecology. 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 

        Huai Kok 
Language ecology 

 
Notes 

Provincial/egional level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Thai/regional/otherness discourse Neutral    This is the case which the negative force is changing into positive. The otherness and 

regional discourses were negative to Kammu language. It affected the attitudes of the people 
and youngsters toward their language. Today, the negative attitude has eased up and children 
and teenagers take pride in their language and ethnicity. 

b. Regional language and discourse Neutral Mentioned in 1a 
c. Attitude to northern Thai language  Neutral Mentioned in 1a 
   
2. Education factor   
a. Schooling  Neutral Schooling has a negative force as it discourages ethnic language learning. However, the 

context of schooling (not in the classrooms) coupled with students’ language backgrounds 
creates a sense of multilingualism. The school indirectly and unknowingly encourage 
language learning through their students. 

3. Geographical factors   
a. Border area  Positive The border area coupled with Tai and Kammu language continuum create a multilingualism 

atmosphere.  
Table 10. 3 Provincial/regional level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Huai Kok language ecology. 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on  
Huai Kok 

Language ecology 

 
Notes 

National level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Nationalism Negative The discourse of Thai-ness will certainly have an effect on the use of the language. 
b. Thai and otherness discourse Negative The concepts threaten language diversity and younger generation switched to the national 

language. 
2. Education factor    
a. Language and diversity deficient 
curriculum 

Negative The curriculum does not encourage the study of small languages in the community. 

Table 10. 4 National level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences to Huai Kok language ecology. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on  
Huai Kok 

Language ecology 

 
Notes 

International level forces   
1. Education factor    
a. Linguistic studies Neutral  Linguistic studies in the two ethnic languages are extremely valuable. However, the written 

script based on Roman script could be problematic when used in Thailand.  
Table 10. 5 International level force and factor and their positive and /or negative influences on Huai Kok language ecology  
 



CHAPTER 11  

PAYANG CHUM VILLAGE 

11.0 Introduction 

This chapter describes and discusses the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Payang 

Chum village, Maesai district. 

11.1 General background 

Payang Chum village is administratively under the jurisdiction of two sub-districts: Maesai 

sub-districts and Maesai municipality.  This is due to the location and the size of the village. 

The village has been located at this place for a long time and has approximately 500 

households and 1,400 people. The village has expanded and crossed over the main road and 

river to the other side. Thus the village is automatically split into two sections: a bigger half 

and a lesser half. The bigger half, consisting of approximately 400 households, is under the 

jurisdiction of Maesai municipality while the smaller half, consisting of approximately 100 

households, is under the jurisdiction of the Maesai sub-district. The village however, has one 

village head (Maesai Sub-district Local Administration Office, 2005).  

The larger half of the village consists mainly of northern Thai people. The smaller half 

consists of northern Thai people, Tai Yai or the Shans and Tai Lü. The lands of the bigger 

half are individually own by the owners of the households while the lands in the smaller half 

of the village are privately owned by a real estate owner. The people in the smaller half of the 

village can buy their own plot of land from the real estate owner and build their own houses. 

There are three real estate villages inside a village: Thanathani, Phavini and Tai Lü.  

Data collection at Thanathani, and Phavini real estates was extremely difficult. This may have 

been due to the way of life of the people having changed. People come from different parts 

of Thailand to trade at the border market and temporarily settle down at these real estate 

villages. Dwellers rarely know their neighbors. Mingling with people was difficult for the 

researcher. However, with limited access, the only data available was that Thanathani and 
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Phavini real estates consist mainly of standard Thai speakers from Chanthaburi1

Tai Lü real estate village has an interesting establishment story. The village was initially 

established following talks between the owner of the land, who is a Tai Lü, and Tai Lü 

representatives. The Tai Lü representatives consisted of the Tai Lü elders of the Tai Lü 

community in Maesai area and the head of Maesai Tai Lü Cultural Association. The talk was 

conducted because the Tai Lü Cultural Association had no office or premise to begin work. 

The owner of the plot of land, or “Mae Liang Tip”, then offered this plot of land for the use 

of the culture’s revival and maintenance. The association was first built on the plot. Later on, 

the “pi nong Tai Lü” or the Tai Lü brothers and sisters who have dispersed around Maesai 

formed their small communities. There are 27 Tai Lü communities in 27 villages of Maesai’s 

eight sub-districts with approximately 1,600 households. According to the Tai Lü elders and 

the head of Maesai Tai Lü Cultural Associations, the Tai Lü people in Maesai are facing the 

loss of their culture and language since they have not formed a strong community. Children 

and the younger generation cannot and do not speak the language as they do not see the 

instrumental use of the language.  

 province 

who were in Maesai for the gemstone trade in the border market and also for trade with 

Myanmar. Northern Thai and Tai Yai or Shans speakers are also found living in the village. 

Tai Yai people are legal Myanmar migrants who work in Maesai and live in this village. 

Thus, the village slowly and gradually established in 2002 with the concept of a Tai Lü 

cultural village where the houses to be built on this plot of land had to be built in a Tai Lü 

style (See Pictures 11.1–11.6 for houses styles). The plot of land was then divided into 

smaller plots for all the Tai Lü to live together collectively instead of dispersing around the 

Maesai area. When I went on data collection to the village, 14 houses had already been built 

while some of the houses were still under construction. Most of the plots of land had been 

sold to the Tai Lü families living in other villages. The people in this village seemed to know 

each other fairly well despite their first time settlement in a completely new village.  

Since the village’s inception, it has held two annual Tai Lü cultural festivals. The festival was 

supported but not financed by the district office and the provincial cultural centre (Wongsa, 

T. & Duangdee, I., 2006, 11 February, interview). The festival has become one of the main 

tourist destinations in Maesai district. The Tai Lü festival attracts a large number of tourists 

both provincially and nationally. The festival is held in the village where tourists can roam 

                                                 
1 Chantaburi province is in the central region of Thailand. 
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around the village to see the modern houses built in Tai Lü style. Tourists also have an 

opportunity to observe the life style and history of the Tai Lü in Yong town, Myanmar, and 

also in Sipsongpanna, China. Tai Lü is used in and throughout the festival.  

 

 

Figure 11. 1 Payang Chum village map 
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Picture 11. 1 Sign of Maesai Tai Lu Association in 
Tai Lü with Standard Thai script.  

 

Picture 11. 2 Tai Lü real estate village under 
construction. 

 

Picture 11. 3 New style Tai Lü houses. 

 

Picture 11. 4  A Tai Lü house. 

 

Picture 11. 5 An original Tai Lü house built for 
the fair.  

 

Picture 11. 6 Sign in both Tai Lü and standard Thai 
scripts.  

a1172507
Text Box
                           NOTE:    This picture is included on page 280  of the print copy of the thesis held in    the University of Adelaide Library.
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With regard to Payang Chum village’s communal necessities, since the village is only five 

kilometers from the district centre, it is very convenient for students and villagers to go to 

school, hospital and the health centre in Maesai town. There is one temple in the village 

centre and many other temples in the vicinity, although not in the village area, is still 

conveniently accessible. The village is more like a traditional village mixed with a new real 

estate type of village concept, very near the town centre, thus, making the village part of an 

extended city centre. In terms of other communal necessities the village head and his 

members take care of the livelihood of the villagers in terms of electricity and water supply. 

However, those communal necessities do not cover the people residing in Thanathani and 

Phavini real estates. The owners of the real estates had to take care of these necessities on 

their own. However, with regard to official dealings such as elections, budgets and other 

formalities, the two real estate villages are taken care of by the Payang Chum village head.  

Villagers’ main incomes are from border trade, conducting their own businesses, farming, 

rice plantations, fruit orchards, and government service works.  

Ethno-linguistically, there are mainly three groups of people in Payang Chum village: 

northern Thai, Tai Lü, and Tai Yai or Shans. Northern Thai people are the indigenous group 

of this area while the remaining two are relatively recent migrants into the country.  

The initial homeland of the Tai Lü people was Sipsongpanna, Yunnan province, China. The 

Tai Lü migrated south at two different periods as told by a Tai Lü elder Ooi2

                                                 
2 Ooi is a northern Thai word meaning grandfather or grandmother.  

 Inkaew 

Duangdee. The first wave of migration was approximately two centuries back. Tai Lü 

migrated from Sipsongpanna and settled down in Burma, Thailand and Laos. Those settling 

in Thailand had their own strong communities in Chiang Kham District, Phayao province; 

Wiang Kaen District, Chiang Khong District, Chiang Rai province; and a few villages in 

Chiang Mai. These Tai Lü people called themselves Tai Lü. The second wave of migration 

came when the communist regime took over China in 1958. This group of Tai Lü migrated 

and stayed in Yong town in Myanmar. Later on when the Tai Lü from Yong town migrated 

into Thailand, they called themselves Khon Yong or the “Yong people”. Today the older 

generation still calls themselves and the language they speak Tai Lü. It is the middle age 

generations and those born in Thailand who called themselves Khon Yong and speak Kam 

Yong or the Yong words/language. This makes Tai Lü and Yong the same ethno-linguistic 



 

 

282 

group. However, Tai Lü and Yong are listed as two different languages in the Ethnologue 

(2004b).  

With regard to Tai Yai, literally the big Tai, or the Shans, they migrated from Myanmar into 

Maesai. Adjoining the border of Thailand is Myanmar’s Shan state. Maesai has constant work 

migrants both on a daily basis and on a temporary work permit basis. Apart from that there 

have been Tai Yai people living in Maesai for a long time as well. The Tai Yai people would 

do the trading from Myanmar and Thailand as they have knowledge of Burmese, Shans and 

northern Thai. Tai Yai prefers to be addressed by the autonym Tai or Khon Tai, meaning 

human beings or people. However, the Tai Yai are often addressed by the northern Thai 

people or the Yuan people as Ngiaew, a derogatory term as in the phrase “งูเง้ียวเข้ียวขอ - Ngu 

ngiaew khiao khor” literally “snakes and crooked beings including fanged and hooked 

beings” or, simply, untrustworthy people. The Yuan people would in turn be addressed by 

the Tai Yai in a derogatory term as Yone in Burmese meaning slaves. Northern Thai people 

in the town or city of Chiang Rai do not feel the derogative nature of the word as the 

meaning is not known to the general public. This derogatory meaning is however felt by a 

few people in the border area as a few mentioned that they do not like to be called Yone.  

11.2 Language use in Payang Chum 

There are four main languages used in the village: standard Thai, northern Thai, Tai Lü, and 

Tai Yai. This section attempts to describe only three languages used in Payang Chum 

community. Tai Yai cannot be described due to the inability to access information. See 

Figure 11.2 for language use in relation to national context. 



 

 

283 

 

 
Figure 11. 2 Communication pattern of Payang village community in relation to provincial and national contexts. 
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11.3 Standard Thai 

Standard Thai is used as a national language and as an official language. It is used in schools, 

government offices and private sectors including in the media such as magazines, 

newspapers, radio broadcasts and television. All the people can communicate in Standard 

Thai well with the exception of the elderly whose listening skills are better than their 

speaking skills. Apart from the elderly, the villagers are bilingual. The language situation is a 

bilingual with diglossic situation. Standard Thai is used in official domains and to those who 

speak standard Thai as their first language, while in the domestic and public domains where 

speakers are northern Thai speakers the language used is northern Thai.  

11.4 Northern Thai 

Northern Thai is spoken in all the age groups and generations in the village. 

Intergenerational language transmission is very strong. Children speak northern Thai to their 

parents and grandparents. It is also spoken both domestic and public domains where 

speakers are northern Thai. When going to the market in town very near the village all the 

conversations were conducted in northern Thai. The market vendors also conducted 

conversations to customers in northern Thai. Politics was discussed at morning coffee stalls 

in the market and at the noodle shops in the village in northern Thai. Village and community 

radio were broadcasted in northern Thai. People still listen to traditional northern Thai songs 

called Saw or Krao Saw.  

 

As for written script, only a few elderly men who had been ordained as monks in the temple 

could read and write the script. They are now in their late sixties and a few were in their 

seventies and eighties. The northern Thai script is not learnt by the younger generation. They 

only know that there is a script but cannot read and write. They do see the importance of it 

but do not see the use of the script in the future.  

 

The Tai Lü and Tai Yai living in the village also speak northern Thai. For the Tai Lü, they 

can speak northern Thai at ease due to the intelligibility of the two languages. At home they 

speak Tai Lü but when they meet a northern Thai speaker they switch to northern Thai. In 

cases where northern Thai speakers are familiar with Tai Lü speakers, the Tai Lü speaker will 

continue speaking Tai Lü. To northern Thai speakers in general Tai Lü is not unintelligible 
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as Tai Lü have 88% lexical similarity with Northern Thai and 74% with central Thai 

(Ethnologue, 2004b).  

 

Northern Thai is also used in government offices and private sectors when the speakers are 

northern Thai. As it is a regional language, villagers would approach officers in northern 

Thai. People often approach officers with northern Thai when they observe officers 

speaking northern Thai to fellow officers or to people receiving services. On 27 March 2006, 

a formal letter was issued by the Provincial Office signed by the Deputy Governor acting for 

the Governor, to the head of all the government sectors and institutes in Chiang Rai, with 

the message requesting, and campaigning for, Lanna cultural promotion and preservation. 

One of the requests for cooperation was to speak the local language. Thus, government 

officers and people spoke northern Thai without any hesitation or belief that they will have 

to speak Thai in government sectors. However, the cooperation was only needed for one 

month, which was in April 2006. Despite this, people do still speak northern Thai to 

northern Thai speakers in government office. 

11.5 Tai Lü 

The Tai Lü live both in the main village and in the real estate village called Tai Lü village. 

The Tai Lü people from the main village often visit the Tai Lü in the real estate village as the 

elders and the head of the Maesai Tai Lü Cultural Association live there. There were only 14 

households at the time of data collection. The language used among the Tai Lü people is 

mainly Tai Lü in the domestic domain whereas in public domain or with northern Thai 

speakers the Tai Lü speakers switch to northern Thai. 

 

Tai Lü in this village can be grouped into two main categories: the people who were born 

and raised outside of Thailand and those who were born in Thailand. Those born outside 

Thailand were either born in Sipsongpanna in China or in Yong town of Myanmar. This 

generation was raised to speak Tai Lü in a community where Tai Lü was spoken in the 

domestic and public domains in the villages, and where the culture has not changed much. 

Apart from their domestic language, this generation was raised to speak the national and 

regional languages of the country they  had lived in, Yunnanese Chinese or Burmese. There 

are two main migrant generations in this group: those who migrated long before the 1950s 

and recent migrants. This first group consisted of elders in their late fifties and over while 

the second group consisted of two generations - parents and their children. These three 
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groups of people can still speak Tai Lü fluently. Of the recent migrants, those men who had 

been ordained in temples in Sipsongpanna and in Yong, can still read and write Tai Lü script, 

locally known as “Lik tai”. Tai Lü script and the northern Thai “Tua Dham” are very similar 

but with some differences. Those who can read Tai Lü script can also read northern Thai 

“Tua Dham” script. Apart from Tai Lü, Yunnanese Chinese, and Burmese they can also 

speak northern Thai as the language is similar to Tai Lü but the Tai Lü accent can still be 

recognized in their speech such as in the following vowel sounds:  

  

Tai Lü Northern Thai Meaning  
โห  -   ho             หวั - Hua       Head  
โหลง - Long           หลวง - Luang Big, grand 
เมิง  -  Merng เมือง - Muang City  
เฮน -  Hen เฮียน - Hian  Study  

 

Furthermore, while in a focus group interview with the elders and villagers, the Tai Lü 

speakers spoke to each other in Tai Lü but when turning to me for questions or answers the 

language used would switch to northern Thai and the switch was instantaneous.   

 

Inkaew Duangdee, a Tai Lü elder, recalled cases when speaking Tai Lü in those early days of 

migration equated to illegal migration and those who spoke Tai Lü were often arrested and 

fined. The fine was as high as ranging from 100-400 baht; with the same amount of money 

one could buy a huge amount of rice to feed a family.  

 

“…สมยัก่อนตอนท่ีเขา้มาใหม่ๆเน่ีย มนัยงับ่มีบตัรบ่มีหยงัเต่ือนะ เน๊าะ แลว้หมู่ตาํรวจก็เขา้ไปไล่ หย ับ๊กัน๋ท่ีแม่สายนะ 

เผลอๆน่ีตีส่ีตีหา้ไปลอ้มบา้นก่อนเขาต่ืน บ่ากองต่ืนข้ึนมาป๊ปไปจบัฮอ้งลงมาไปเขา้โรงพกัป๊ัป 

เม่ือสมยัก่อนน่ีไม่ปรับนัก๊นา ก็ 100 –200 –300- 400 ก็เงินมนัหายากเนาะ 100 
หน่ึงน่ีซ้ือขา้วสารไดเ้ป๋นสองสามถงัแลว้สมยันั้นนะ  มนัไปลกัษณะอยา่งอ้ี แลว้ทีน้ีเอาไปเอามาเอาเขา้มาก็วา่ 

เอ...ถา้วา่กเูป็นล้ือเขาจะถามหาบตัรหาไป...มนัก็ใส่กาํเมืองไปเลย ตาํรวจก็บ่ค่อยสนใจ เออ 

อนัน้ีมนัอูก้าํเมืองก็เลยบ่สนใจ ถา้ว่าบ่จา้งอูเ้มือง บ่จา้งอูไ้ทยก็ถามละ มีใบก่อน่ี แลว้ทีน้ีท่ีวา่อูไ้ดเ้ตม็ปาก อูแ้ลว้บ่อายน่ี 

ก็คือวา่กาํลงัมามีเอาตอนท่ีไดบ้ตัรเป็นพ่ีนอ้งไทยล้ือข้ึนมา. ... ปี 2519” 
 
 
 “When we first came to Thailand, we didn’t have any ID and police would arrest us in 
Maesai town. Sometimes the houses were surrounded by police as early as 4 – 5am and 
they waited for the Tai Lü migrants to wake up. When the migrants woke up they would 
be arrested by the police and taken to the police station. In those days, the fine wasn’t 
much when compared to today. It ranged from 100 –200-300-400 baht. In those days 
money was difficult to earn. A 100 baht would be able to buy 2-3 thangs of rice. So, that 
was all about it. What happened next is that the Tai Lü in those days thought that if they 
said they were Tai Lü people, then the police would ask them for their ID. What they 
did was they spoke northern Thai. When they used northern Thai, police were not 
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interested. If they said they did not know northern Thai or did not know standard Thai, 
police would ask if they have an ID with them. It was in 1976 that we did confidently 
speak Tai Lü and were not embarrassed to speak the language because we all got our ID 
saying that we were Tai Lü brothers and sisters”.3

 
 

 
Thus, people in those days would readily switch to northern Thai leaving Tai Lü as the 

domestic language. Tai Lü faded away from use and people took on northern Thai. Some 

people were ashamed to speak Tai Lü and avoided being identified with the language. 

However, the situation today has changed and people are willing to speak Tai Lü and are not 

ashamed of the language.  

 

With regard to people born in Thailand, this generation is now in their late thirties or early 

forties down to the younger generations today.  The Tai Lü in this village lives dispersed in 

communities where their neighbors speak northern Thai. Tai Lü children grow up acquiring 

northern Thai. Parents also speak northern Thai to community members even though Tai 

Lü is used in the households. Children and Lü speakers are in an environment where 

northern Thai is spoken in all the domains except in the classroom. In school, northern Thai 

is the main medium among friends. One informant mentioned that when children were 

growing up it was difficult to speak to them in Tai Lü as they have learnt northern Thai with 

friends and playmates and standard Thai at school. The children did not like to learn Tai Lü 

as when used in the public domain their friends did not understand it. It was later when the 

children grew up then they understood that the language was to be spoken at home. The 

informant also purchased Tai Lü language learning CDs and songs, produced in 

Sipsongpanna and Burma, for his children. He usually puts them on when his children are at 

home after school.  

 

Lung Kaew, the head of the Tai Lü real estate community, mentioned that the Tai Lü 

youngsters in the village do not speak proper Tai Lü. They tend to use more northern Thai 

words and accent. One informant, mentioned his grandchildren’s use of language as  

“เขาอูก้าํล้ือสามกาํกาํเมืองกะว่ากาํไทยสามกาํในประโยคหน่ึง –khao oo kam Lü sam kum sam muang ka wah 

kam Thai sam kum nai prayok nueng” which means “they speak three words of Lü and 

three words of northern Thai or Thai in a sentence”.  

                                                 
3 See transliteration and three tiered quote in appendix A under 11.1 
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11.5.1 Lü accents 

The Lü language spoken in this village has only one accent, called the Yong accent. Ooi 

Inkaew Duandee identified two main accents in Maesai: the Oo and the Yong accents. The 

Oo accent is used by the Tai Lü from Oo village in Sipsongpanna while the Yong accent is 

used by the Tai Lü in Yong in Myanmar. The Tai Lü people in this village are descendants 

and migrants from the Yong town thus use Yong accent. Inkaew Duangdee further 

identified tone differences in the two accents for example in the word ho, meaning head. The 

word has a low tone in the Oo dialect while the same word has a high tone in the Yong 

dialect. The Tai Oo accent was also identified with the Lü in Chiang Khong district of 

Chiang Rai province.  

11.5.2 Religion and Tai Lü script 

With regard to Tai Lü script, the generation who grew up in Thailand cannot read or write 

the Tai Lü script leaving only two main groups of people: the generation born in either 

Sipsongpanna or Myanmar, and the males who had ordained as monks and studied in temple 

schools. With the former group in the case of people who had lived and grown up in 

Sipsongpanna, they have the knowledge of two Tai Lü script versions. The two versions are:  

the old forms as in Buddhist texts and the new version which has been revised for general 

use4

 

. The older generations, especially the males, will know both the new and old versions 

while the females will usually know only the new version. There were a few women in 

Payang Chum who had learnt the new version of Tai Lü. However, in general, there would 

be very few who had the knowledge of the Tai Lü script especially the new generations. 

There was an exception in the village where one informant, in his mid thirties, could still read 

and write the Tai Lü script, which is odd in the Lü community in Chiang Rai as nobody at 

this age normally knew the script. It was explained that although he was born in Thailand, he 

had ordained as a novice and learned the script in a temple in Sipsongpanna.  

The Lü script is not learnt in temples in Chiang Rai or in Lü Buddhist temples as most of the 

Buddhist texts nowadays have been written in standard Thai script. The Lü script has faded 

from use in temples. Inkaew Duangdee mentioned that even at temples there were no 

monks who could read the Lü script. He had wanted to make offerings to a temple by 

writing a scroll of Buddhist related text in Tai Lü script for the temple but he could not do it 
                                                 
4 This information was from my personal communications with monks and some Dai Lü people on my 
previous visits to a temple in Sipsongpanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan, China, in 2000 and 2003.  



 

 

289 

now due to monks not knowing the script. When he presented a scroll in Tai Lü script to a 

monk, the monk had to read the scroll in his presence, as a symbol that that the monk and 

Buddhism have acknowledged his highest deeds of continuing the religion. He lamented that 

the highest deeds in continuing the religion could not be done. The practice of offering 

scrolls with self-written script to the temple is considered as one of the highest deeds in 

Buddhism for the Tai Lü.  

11.6 Culture and economics: the coexistence 

An interesting characteristic of this village, which is noting here is that the Tai Lü real estate 

village in Payang Chum was established based on economic and cultural reasons. Culture and 

economics in this instance are in a symbiotic relationship. The Maesai Tai Lü Cultural 

Association was established on a plot of land which in turn profited the owner. It became a 

real estate village within a village that has a cultural centre, which attracts Tai Lü 

ethnolinguistics group including tourists.  This village, when fully formed, will provide a 

situation for Tai Lü language learning and acquisition for the younger generations. The head 

of the Maesai Tai Lü Cultural Association insisted on the language revival and maintenance 

within the village, and believes it will encourage the learning of Tai Lü script and literacy. 

The elders also initiated the idea of Tai Lü evening school for young children. The elders and 

representatives of the Tai Lü community also assisted Chiang Rai Rajabhat University in 

designing a Tai Lü language curriculum. The symbiotic relationship of this real estate is 

clearly seen in the formation of this real estate village. From dispersed Tai Lü communities 

in Maesai, a new form of village is gradually forming. This leaves a big challenge for the 

villagers and the head of the Maesai Tai Lü Association to consider. The challenge for the 

community is, how to maintain the balance of economics and cultural power that is backing 

up the survival of the culture and their language community.  

11.7 Conclusion 

Payang Chum village has a stable bilingual and diglossic speech community. Standard Thai 

being the high variety is used in formal domains whereas northern Thai became the low 

variety and is used in all informal domains. For Tai Lü speakers, Tai Lü is only used in the 

domestic domain with Tai Lü interlocutors. The factors underpinning Payang Chum 

language ecology are at home level, regional level, and national level. The following Tables 
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(Table 11.1-11.4) summarize factors that result in the existing language ecology and sub-

ecologies of Payang Chum village with their underlying forces.  
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 

Payang Chum 
language ecology 

 
Notes 

Home level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. History and migration route Positive It has a positive enhancement to the language ecology and provide profound understanding 

of the ecology of Payang Chum. 
b. Gender Negative Language and literacy was attached to religion which is a male domain therefore the learning 

of the script was not passed on to women.   
c. Number of languages  Positive It positively enhances the ecology of the languages. 
d. Number of sub-communities or 

sub-ecologies 
Positive There is positive enhancement to the language ecology of the community and sub-

communities.  
e. Degree of intelligibility Neutral In Payang Chum Tai Lü is not difficult to learn due to its similarities to northern Thai. 

Although children naturally acquired northern Thai, the knowledge of northern Thai 
assisted in the learning of Tai Lü and vice versa. This also is dependent on the size of the 
group of language speakers of the two languages. 

f. Size of groups of language speakers Neutral It is positive in terms of language transmission but negative when the language becomes the 
majority then it would threaten other small languages. It also depends on how the 
community views language and cultural diversity.  

g. Intergeneration transmission Positive Intergeneration transmission is mutual language learning and there is a strong 
intergeneration transmission in Payang Chum community.  

h. Religion  Neutral Religion can be both positive and negative in the language ecology of Payang Chum. In the 
northern Thai and Tai Lü’s case language and script are positive in the transmission of 
knowledge and literacy. The two languages, were once considered important for living in the 
society and taught in the temple schools. It can be negative due to the value attached to the 
script as sacred. However, the standard Thai script has taken the role of the sacred script 
due to nationalism during the Thai-ization period.  

i. Identity Neutral Being proud of one’s own identity results in the use of minority languages but this is also 
dependent on the national “otherness” discourse. 

j. Attitude towards languages  Neutral The attitudes towards Tai Lü in the early days were negative. However, the attitude of the 
outsiders and insiders later became positive. People became comfortable with their language 
and culture. 
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k. Status Neutral  
2. Economics factors   
a. Cultural tourism Positive Cultural tourism and real estate business coupled with cultural aspects brought about the 

symbiotic relationship. This enhances positive attitude to cultural survival and to language 
and culture.  

3. Education factors   
b. Thai schooling Neutral Positive in the case of attaining the power as Thai citizens and negative in the case of the 

language learnt at school takes over the domestic domains of Tai Lü and northern Thai. 
This factor is interrelated with attitudes to their languages in relation to Thai.  

4. Geographical factor   
a. Border area Positive The Thailand – Myanmar border in this area was designated as the special economic border 

zone. Thus, this area brings a high national income both from trade and tourism esp. 
cultural tourism and ecotourism. This attracts any form of cultural tourism sites. Tai Lü 
association unknowingly made full use of the power that lies in their own culture. This, in 
turn brings good attitude to the Tai Lü youngsters and indirectly helps in the revival of the 
language. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Table 11. 1 Home level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Payang Chum language ecology. 
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Table 11. 2  Provincial/regional level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Payang Chum language ecology. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 

        Payang Chum 
language ecology 

 
Notes 

Provincial /Regional level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Thai/regional/otherness discourse Negative Ethnic and regional languages shift and change. In the case of Tai Lü, people chose not 

to speak their language in the early days.  
b. Regional language and discourse Neutral The regional language also affects Tai Lü but to a limited extent as the two varieties have 

a high degree of similarities.  
2. Economics factors   
a. Border trade and special economic zone Positive Provincial policy with economics and tourism, unknowingly, boosted the cultural 

tourism and thus helps in attitude towards culture and language revival.  
4. Geographical factors   
a. Geographically strategic province Neutral Mentioned above in 2 a  
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 Table 11. 3 National level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Payang Chum language ecology. 
 

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on  

Payang Chum 
language ecology 

 
Notes 

National level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Nationalism Negative towards 

positive 
The discourse of Thai-ness gradually wipes out other small and minority languages. 
However, the regional language and other small languages are looking forward to a good 
future.  

b. Thai and otherness discourse Negative The concepts threaten the language diversity and younger generation switched to the 
national language and regional language. 

2. Economics factors none none 
3. Education factor    
a. Language and diversity deficient 
curriculum 

Negative The curriculum discourages other languages in the community. 

4. Geographical factors   
a. Geographically strategic province Neutral  

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
attributes 

to Payang Chum 
language ecology 

 
Notes 

World level forces   
There are no world level forces seen in this village.  

  Table 11. 4 World level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Payang Chum language ecology. 



CHAPTER 12 

PHAMEE VILLAGE 

12.0 Introduction  

This chapter describes and discusses the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Phamee 

village, Maesai district. 

12.1 General background 

Phamee village, literally hill bear or bear hill village, is approximately 12 kilometres from the 

town of Maesai and is under the jurisdiction of Wiang Phaang Khum sub-district (See Figure 

12.1 for village map). The village was so called due to the fertility of the forest and hill area 

which attracts many different types of animals (See Pictures 12.1–12.6). The area has 27 

caves of different sizes which provide shelter for animals especially the Asian black bear. 

Therefore, numerous black bears are often found living in the area. Phamee village was once 

notorious for drug trafficking.  

Phamee is an Akha ethnic village. According to UNICEF and Department of Social 

Development and Welfare, Ministry of Social Development and Human Security (2002), 

Chiang Rai alone has a 59,782 Akha population which is the highest number of the Akha 

ethnic population in Thailand from a total of 68,653. Apart from Chiang Rai Akha are also 

found living in six other northern provinces: Chiang Mai, Lampang, Taak, Phrae, Phayao 

and Petchaboon. 

Table 12.  1 Numbers of Akha found in the upper northern provinces of Thailand (UNICEF and Department 
of Social Development, Ministry of Social Development and Human Security, 2002).  

a1172507
Text Box
                           NOTE:     This table is included on page 295  of the print copy of the thesis held in    the University of Adelaide Library.
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Picture 12. 1 Welcoming sign before the entrance of 
Phamee Village.  

 

Picture 12. 2 Phamee or bear hill village. 

 

Picture 12. 3 View from main road before entering 
the village.  

 

Picture 12. 4 Topmost location of the village 
overlooking Maechan -Maesai plain.  

 

Picture 12. 5 A narrow path leading to the Myanmar 
border.  

 

Picture 12. 6 Crossing the hill in the foreground will 
reach “Sampi” Myanmar Akha village.  
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Figure 12. 1 Phamee village map 
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Focusing on the Akha in Phamee village, there is a contradiction in the records of the sub-

district (Wiang Phaang Khum Sub-district Local Administration, 2005) and the records given 

by the headman, the head of the health centre located in the village, and from the 

researcher’s presence in the fieldwork, from December 2005 to June 2006, and as recorded 

by Assawayingtaworn (2002). The sub-district’s figure in 2005 is higher than the actual 

number of the people in the village. According to the Wiang Phaang Khum sub-district 

record (ibid.), the village had 344 households with a total population of 889. However, the 

headman stated that there was only 126 households, which altogether comprised 590 people. 

The information from Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn (Assawayingtaworn, 2002) and the 

village health centre including that of the researcher’s, corresponded with the headman’s 

information. The number in the sub-districts record seemed to be a misprint. This number, 

126 households, included people in the hilly terrain accessible only on foot. The people in 

this area often visit the village centre due to communal facilities like the preschool, primary 

school, health centre, meeting hall, village market-like stalls, noodle stalls, roti (dessert) stall, 

and drinks stall.  

 

Since the village is situated in a hilly area, the village has a natural multi-tiered structure. 

Moreover, the village is located at the Thailand-Myanmar border and for effective 

administration and security purposes the village is further divided into six main units called 

Khoom. The six Khooms were named as follows: Albino Elephant, Zebra, Peacock, Red Bull, 

Hawk and Lion.  

 

The Akha Phamee village has an interesting migration history. There are two versions of the 

history, one was recorded by the Chiang Rai Akha Association while the other was recorded 

by Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn1

 

 (2002). On considering both the narratives, it is more 

likely that this village is a collection of the lost members of or clans, from the original 

homeland villages, who migrated from China. When the ancestors migrated from China, 

they left at different periods and in different directions in search of the former Akha 

migrants. One group went through Burma while the others went through Laos and finally 

made their way into Thailand at Pha Taek village and finally to Phamee village.  

                                                 
1 Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn is an Akha woman and a teacher who conducted research on her own village. 
The research gave an insight into the history and culture including the language use in the village. 
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The Chiang Rai Akha Cultural and Education Association’s  version records that the people 

in this village were initially from “โฮ๊ะอา -Hoa”2

 

 village in “ จูก๋อ - Chugou” province, China. 

They had been living in the village for 30 years until the war between the nationalist party 

and the communist party broke out. They fled the war in China, entered Burma, and settled 

down temporarily in “หล่อคา้โบะ๊ - Lor Kah Boh” in Keng Tung, Burma, for six year, and later 

migrated to Thailand and Laos due to harsh conditions, famine, and the ethnic wars in 

Burma (cited in Assawayingtaworn, 2002).  

Interestingly, the version recorded by Chiang Rai Akha Cultural Association suggests that the 

only migration route was via Burma, whereas the second version mentions two migration 

routes, which were via Burma and Laos.  

 

The second version as told by the village head, Charnyut Rungtaweepithaya and also as 

recorded in Assawayingtaworn (Assawayingtaworn, 2002; Rungtaweepithaya, 2006), was that 

the Akha in this group initially migrated from “ป่าละ –Pala” village, in Xishuanbanna 

province, China, in 1942. This group consisted of three main clans: “หม่อโป๊ะกู่ – Moh Poh 

Ku”, “เชอหมือกู่ - Cher Mue Ku”, and “เบียกากู่ - Bia Kah Ku”. Before meeting each other in 

Thailand, the Mor Poh Ku clan migrated eastward to Laos and stayed in Laos whereas the 

other two remaining clans, the Cher Mue Ku and the Bia Kah Ku, migrated westward to 

Burma. Later on, when the groups confronted hardship and famine, they moved further 

south to Thailand. The Mor Poh Ku clan who lived in Laos migrated to Pha Taek village in 

Maesai whereas the Cher Mue Ku and Bia Kah Ku migrated to the settlement known today 

as Phamee 1. Later on, in 1957, the Mor Poh Ku clan who had lived in Pha Taek village for 

eight years joined the other two clans at Phamee 1. According to the headman, since the 

position at Phamee 1 was a hilly area and very close to the border and as a matter of security, 

at around 1970 - 1971 they moved further down the hill to the present position where there 

were adequate farming and settlement spaces. The present position of Phamee village is 

known to the villagers as Phamee 2. Therefore, the history of Phamee 2 is fairly recent but 

when considering the migration route and timeline, the village history dates back almost nine 

decades (since 1922). 

                                                 
2 Names are transliterated from the Thai words as cited in Assawayingtaworn (2002) as the English version of 
the names were not given anywhere in the text. The same goes for place names like Lor Kah Boh, Chugou, and 
Pala. However, to prevent confusion, Thai words are cited I the text. This also includes the clan names. 
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The village has no religious institutions as the villagers practice ancestor worship. The village 

has one nursery school, one public primary school and one health centre which serves 

Phamee villagers and also nearby villages.  

 

In terms of schooling, the village preschool takes care of children aged 3-6 years old. There 

are three teachers and carers. The languages used in the nursery are standard Thai and Akha.  

The public primary school in the village only offers nine years of compulsory schooling, 

which includes three years of kindergarten and six primary school years. The majority of the 

students are Akha students from Phamee village and from Myanmar. Myanmar students 

attend the school due to their parents having taken up temporary jobs as fruit pickers in the 

fruit orchard in this village. Myanmar Akha are often instantly spotted by the villagers, both 

adults and children. According to the villagers, Myanmar Akha speak faster than the Phamee 

Akha. During the fruit-picking season, students are often seen babysitting their younger 

siblings and sharing the same lunch box offered by the school while their parents and elders 

are away in the hills picking fruits (See Pictures 12.7-12.8). When students finished 

compulsory school, they are encouraged to go to higher studies in town. Students who do 

not continue their studies go into the workforce. They initially help with household chores 

and fruit picking within the village and when they turn 15 years they go out to town in search 

of work. This work was usually housemaid, babysitter, waiter and waitresses, factory 

workers. Some go as far as Taiwan, Japan and Singapore for work.    

 

The villagers’ main incomes are mainly from the coffee plantations, fruit orchards especially 

from Lychee and Mafai3

                                                 
3 Mafai, a local fruit, is known scientifically as Baccaurea ramiflora, and also known as Burmese grapes.  

, domestic farming such as raising pigs, chickens, buffaloes, selling 

 
Picture 12. 7  Students having lunch 

 
Picture 12. 8  A student and her kid brother 
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home grown seasonal vegetables, and labour jobs in town and city.  The village is 

approximately 4-6 kilometres away from the main road leading to the nearest market in Pa 

Muead Village.  

 

Villagers rely on the village stalls and market-like places on the shoulder of a very narrow 

road that cuts across the village. Villagers visit the stalls on a daily basis buying necessary 

goods. However, there is a mobile market, which is a utility car loaded with fresh and dry 

food and fruit, which comes up to the village once a week. The seasonal stall owner only set 

up the noodle stall when the village people, including housewives, were engaged in Lychee 

picking and had no time to cook. The noodle-stall owner and the roti stall owner are not 

members of the village. The non-villager vendors come in the morning and leave in the 

evening. These stalls are frequented by all generations but at different times. In the mornings 

the stalls are usually frequented by housewives and in the afternoons by all generations 

heading for noodles. In the evening after school hours, the stalls are frequented by students 

and also by the younger generation and those who are returning from work.  

12.2 Status  

With regard to the status of the Akha ethnic group, the Akha is viewed as the minority group 

and as the “others within” within Thai society.  This view of a deprived status is seen as 

affecting language maintenance and revival program by Robert and Robert (2004, p. 60) as 

illustrated in the following quote:  

 

 “one problem impacting on the maintenance of the Akha language is that on occasion 
hilltribe people in Thailand are treated in some respects as second class citizens, … If 
they speak Thai fluently can easily hide their hilltribe roots – and lose their second class 
citizen status. In addition, not a few young Akha in urban areas have chosen for various 
reasons not to make known their ethnicity. Even some older Akha feel similar pressures. 
The late Dr. Leo Alting Von Geusau, an eminent Akha scholar who was married to an 
Akha lady, once related that Thais would ask him what language he and his wife were 
speaking. Rather than admit that they were speaking Akha (and thus his wife was a 
member of a hilltribe), Leo would say they were speaking Dutch, his native language”. 

 
 

 Phamee Akha children were ready to discard their Akha language identity as expressed by 

Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn (2002, p. 156) that:  

 

“เดก็อ่าข่าไม่ไดใ้ส่ใจหรือเห็นคุณค่าของภาษาอ่าข่าท่ีถูกสร้างและสืบทอดมาแต่คร้ังบรรพบรุุษแต่อยา่งใด 

เดก็ๆพร้อมเสมอกบัการหนัมาใชชี้วิตแบบคนไทย พดูภาษาไทย และพร้อมเสมอกบัการละทิ้งภาษาอ่าข่า 
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เพ่ือลบภาพของความเป็นคนอ่าข่า ท่ีพวกเขาเขา้ใจวา่ต ํ่าตอ้ย เป็นเศษเดนของสงัคม ไม่ไดรั้บการยอมรับ 

และเป็นผูส้ร้างปัญหาใหก้บัสงัคมไทย อาจเป็นไปไดท่ี้ในวนัหน่ึงขา้งหนา้ เดก็ๆรุ่นใหม่เหล่าน้ีจะพดูภาษาอาข่าไม่ได ้

ฟังภาษาอ่าข่าไม่เขา้ใจ ถึงตอนนั้นชนอ่าข่าก็คงหมดไปจากประเทศไทย”  
 
“Akha youngsters do not pay any attention to or see the value of the Akha language 
which had been invented and passed down from the ancestors. The youngsters were 
ready to live the Thai way of life, speak Standard Thai; and were also ready to wipe off 
the image of being an Akha person. In their perception, being an Akha was of a lowly 
birth, an unwanted social subject who will never be accepted into the society. Moreover, 
they were viewed as the people who created problems for the Thai society. It may be 
that one day in the future these younger generations will not be able to speak Akha, 
cannot understand Akha and then by that time the Akha ethnic group will all be gone 
from Thailand”. 4

 
 

Apart from the identity hideouts, Akha youngsters at Phamee village view standard Thai as 

an economic tool that will help improve their status “...อยูใ่นเมืองไทยจาํเป็นท่ีจะตอ้งพดูภาษาไทยใหไ้ด ้

และหากพดูภาษาไทยไดก้็จะมีงานท่ีดีทาํ มีเงินเดือนแพงๆ – Yoo nai muang Thai jum pen thi ja tong phood 

phasaa Thai hai dai lae haak phood phasaa Thai dai gor ja mee ngarn ti dee thum ” which 

means “When living in Thailand it is a must to speak Thai and if you can speak Thai you will 

have good job and high salary” (Assawayingtaworn, 2002, p. 156).  

12.3 Ethnonyms: Ekaw, Khakaw, Akha, Hani and Yaa Nyi 

Akha in Thailand prefer to be called Akha rather than the exonym Ekaw or  Khakaw due to 

their negative connotations. The Akha are known to Tai speakers in Myanmar as Kaw; in 

Thailand as Ekaw, and to the Laotians as Khakaw. In Thailand the word “E” in Ekaw is an 

impolite second and third person female address term. Thus, addressing the Akha ethnic 

group with Ekaw is seen as impolite in the standard Thai sense. However, it can also be 

argued that in northern Thai the term “E” does not confer an impolite or negative meaning 

in cases like Epaw (second person + father) and Emae (second person + mother) to the 

general public. A lot of people living in the district areas or those who still use original 

northern Thai still address their parents with the prefix “E”.  The word “E” is still used to 

prefix words signifying female kinship terms as:  

For example: 

                   Enong     second person + younger sister 

                   Epi         second person + elder sister  

                  Elah        second person + youngest sister  

                  Enoi        Second person + little one 
                                                 
4 See transliteration and three tiered quote in appendix 1 under 12.1 
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As for the Laotian Khakaw, the word Kha means slaves in the Tai language groups. The 

details of this word, Kha, have been addressed in Huai Kok village under the Kammu 

ethnonyms in Chapter 10 under 10.5.3. Akha is also known in China as Hani.  

 

According to Kraisit Sittichodoke, the oldest form of ethnic autonym was “หยา่นหยี ่ – Yaa 

Nyi” or, in the Akha writing system according to Kraisith is written as “Zaq Nyiq”[sic]. He 

also mentioned that “Zaq Nyiq” [sic] was often recited in many rituals chants such as in 

funerals and also in proverbs and sayings. According to Kraisit Sittichodoke (2006, 7 March, 

interview): 

 
“หยา่นหยแีปลว่าชนเผา่อาข่าน่ีแหละ ในเวลาสวดจนถึงปัจจุบนัน่ีเน่ีย สุภาษิตก็มีนะ สุภาษิต คาํสวด หรือทาํพิธีกรรม 

แต่วา่คาํว่าอาข่าก็มี แต่อาข่าน่ีจะอยูใ่นสุภาษิตเยอะ ในพิธีน่ีมีนอ้ยเวลาสวดนะครับ แต่หมายถึงว่าเก่าแก่จริงๆก็หยา่นหย ี

น่ีแหละก็กลายเป็นการเรียกช่ือชนเผ่าของอาข่าน่ีนะครับ อาจจะเป็นเก่าเลยเอาง่ายๆ ....ก่อนอาข่าครับ...” 
 
“The meaning of Yaa Nyi is the Akha people. It refers to the Akha in the chants from 
then and until now. Yaa Nyi was found to be used in proverbs, sayings, and rituals and 
worship chants too. Akha was also u;sed. Akha usually appears more in proverbs and 
sayings but less in rituals and worship chants. What I mean is the oldest name is Yaa 
Nyi. This is how the Akha names were derived. Yaa Nyi is older…older than Akha.”.5

 
 

  

Kraisith Sittichodoke seems confident about the name, Yaa Nyi, that it was definitely older 

than Akha, but there is no etymological evidence to support when and how different the 

two autonyms are apart from ritual chants, proverbs and old sayings. Examples of the 

sayings are (Sittichodoke, 2006, p. 13-15): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 12.2 
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Zaq nyiq tsawl jawl aq dui tiq mavq Yaa Nyi are the same people no matter where they 

live. 

Zaq nyiq tiq pehq al jwuq Yaa Nyi share the same ancestors. 

Zaq nyi  zahk tav taq Yaa Nyi do not violate laws. 

Zaq nyiq lahl jahl qahq teq  Yaa Nyi built city wall and ruled. 

Zaq nyiq duml gui taq it Yaa Nyi should not migrate south. 

Zaq nyiq nahq ga nahq gahl Younger generation Yaa Nyi are more intelligent. 

Zaq nyiq oeq tsel pu tsov ngaq tsel 

qahq teq 

Yaa Nyi take 40 years to build a village and 50 

years to govern it.  

 

Apart from the autonym, according to Kraisith (ibid.), Zaq (Zaq nyiq) - a shortened form of 

Yaa Nyi, appears to be used as a kind of prefix to certain pronouns such as:  

 

Zaq ciq zaq tus aq ma Mother  

Zaq Jawl daq Ovary 

Zaq jawl cawq Womb 

Zaq cehv lel euq Conceive a baby 

Zaq jeuq eu Pregnant 

Zaq jawl ga beh  The first born child 

Zaq jawl saw le eu Give birth to a child 

Zaq dehvq le eu A child is born 

Zaq nahq aq ma  A mother of a new born 

Zaq guh aq numl Youngsters  

  

 

However, it is worth mentioning that all 23 words given as examples in Sittichodoke’s 

manual had a meaning that revolved around birth and early stages of life. The word Zaq may 

have other uses with other words as well but this has not been documented in Sittichodoke’s 

(2006) language learning manual.  
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As mentioned earlier Akha is the preferred name of the ethnic group. However, the meaning 

of the name, Akha, is not clearly known. A likely explanation is that it came from the word 

for “borders” in Akha which is Mikha. Thus, Akha means the mediator or those who stay 

in-between the borders (Sittichodoke, 2006, 7 March, interview):  

 

“หลายท่านก็บอกว่าเน่ืองมาจากชนเผา่อาข่าอยูน่ิ่งโดยนิสยั หรือโดยธรรมชาติชอบอยูติ่ดแนวชายแดน 

แลว้คาํวา่แนวชายแดนเน่ียภาษาอ่าข่าเรียกวา่มิข่ะ … แลว้ก็อีกหลายท่านบอกวา่คือคลา้ยๆการรับอิทธิพล 

คืออนัน้ีผมแปลตรงเลยก็คือ 

เป็นคนกลางคือสามารถรับไดก้บัเร่ืองทุกๆเร่ืองอยา่งน้ีหละครับ...อนัน้ีก็ยงัไม่ชดัเจนเท่าไหร่”  
 
“Many people said that the Akha are quiet and calm by nature and they like to stay at 
the borders. The word border in Akha language is Mikha. … Many people also said that 
its like being influenced. However, I would like to be direct in my interpretation, I 
would say it means the mediator or neutral which means we can deal with anything that 
come our way. …However, it is still not clear”.6

12.4 Language use in Phamee 

 

The language used in this Akha community is mainly Akha, followed by standard Thai and 

northern Thai. Akha is used as the language of the village. Standard Thai functions as the 

national language, language of schooling, formalities, media and the language of external 

communications. Northern Thai is learnt through contact either through work or school 

friends. The pattern of standard Thai and northern Thai usage in this village is not different 

from other villages described earlier thus will not be discussed in this chapter. 

 

Figure 12.2 below is the communication pattern of Phamee village in relation to the 

provincial/regional and national contexts. Standard Thai is used as the national language and 

the regional language by the youngsters. Villagers of forty years and over use standard Thai 

as their first priority followed by northern Thai as the regional language. Finally, at the home 

level, Akha ethnic language is used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
6 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 12.3 
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Figure 12. 2 Communication pattern of Phamee community in relation to provincial and national contexts. 
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12.5 Akha and its three accents: Chokow, Achaw and Aker 

Akha is classified as a Sino-Tibetan language family and under a Lolo language family sub-

classification. The language has an SOV sentence structure. According to the Ethnologue 

(2004a) Akha has two main dialects: Ako and Asong; but in Phamee village 

Assawayingtaworn (2002, p. 148) classifies Akha spoken in the village as having three main 

“accents”7

12.6 The Akha writing system 

; “โจ่วโก่ – Chokow”, “อาจอ – Achaw” and “อาเคอ -Aker” in accordance with the 

speaker’s clan clusters or original homeland. Although having three “accents”, the 

differences did not create any communication problems among the Phamee Akha speakers.  

With regard to written form, Akha use the Roman alphabet in writing their language. 

However, since there are many versions of the Roman based Akha writing systems in 

Thailand, confusion arises (Sittichodoke, 2006). There were attempts in developing a Thai 

based orthography in the 1970s by a few foreign linguists (Wyss, 1976), but  in practice it was 

not popular when compared to the already situated Roman based orthography. The reason 

may have been that the Roman based orthography was already in use as the language of the 

Bible to the Christian Akha. Furthermore, the most referred to Akha dictionary to date is the 

one  compiled by Paul Lewis, where the script used is Roman based. Moreover, as 

mentioned elsewhere many Christian-Akha based associations have continually developed 

the writing system and promoted the use of the Roman based orthography through special 

Akha cultural schooling. The Chiang Rai Akha Education and Culture Association has 

recently developed a Roman based writing system without the diacritic markers which makes 

it easier and more convenient when typing.  In 2004, the Akha writing system developed by 

the Chiang Rai Akha Education was introduced to the public. The new version was 

developed with the intention to be used as the ‘super-regional standard’ in countries where 

Akha people had settled, that is, China, Myanmar, Laos and Thailand. The ultimate goal is to 

create the same level of understanding and communication.  The Chiang Rai Akha 

association is still in the process of promoting its use. However, each association still uses its 

own version of the writing systems. Standardization of the writing systems remains a crucial 

issue for the associations’ heads to discuss.  

                                                 
7 In Saowaluck Assawayingthaworn’s (2002) study the Thai word used is “Samniang”. 
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Interestingly, it is worth noting that I suggest the use of Romanized orthography for Akha 

and not for other ethnic groups elsewhere.  This is because the organizations want the 

orthography to be able to be used internationally, enabling connection with the Akha people 

all over the world. Having 5-6 different orthography systems causes confusion to users. 

Thus, concerned Akha organizations will have to work on the standardization of an 

orthography system. However, I also support the use of Thai script for Akha orthography 

system, although a lot of effort and support will be needed as there is no Akha orthography 

system that is based on a Thai system as yet. This will require a great deal of support from 

people concerned such as linguists, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Culture, the 

National Research Foundation, the Chiang Rai Akha Education and Culture Association, 

and the Chiang Rai Municipal Office, Chiang Rai Cultural Associations, and, most 

importantly, the Akha community in Chiang Rai.  

 

The Akha do have their own explanation as to why they do not have their own writing 

system today. In the mythical days, the Akha were given the writing system and language by 

God, but in some version the writing system was given by lord Buddha, such as in Davis’ 

version (Davis, 2003). This may have depended on the background of the storyteller in terms 

of ethnicity and religion. The writing system and language given by God was carved on a 

buffalo hide and given to the Akha. On the return to their settlements they did not have 

anything to eat and the weather was too severe to go hunting. They had to eat the buffalo 

hide in order to survive. Thus, the language was “in the flesh and blood” of all the Akha 

until today (Rungtaweepithaya, 2006; Sittichodoke, 2006). However, the story was told by the 

Phamee village elders to Assawayingtaworn (2002, p. 148) with a slight twist reflecting the 

situation of the elders’ life history, filled with war and migration. The story was told by the 

village elders that: 

 

“…เดิมทีนั้นชนอาข่ามีภาษาเขียนเช่นกนั โดยไดเ้ขียนตวัหนงัสือไวบ้นหนงัควายแทนการเขียนลงในกระดาษ 

แต่เน่ืองจากเกิดศึกสงครามบ่อยชนอาข่าตอ้งหนีภยัสงครามตลอดเวลา 

ดงันั้นเพ่ือขจดัภาระในการดูแลรักษาและการขนยา้ยตวัอกัษรเหล่านั้น 

ชนอ่าข่าจึงคิดหาวิธีท่ีจะทาํใหภ้าษาเขียนอยูคู่่กบัชนอ่าข่าตลอดไป โดยไดท้าํการตกลงกนัว่า ใหต้ม้หนงัควายกิน 

และใหจ้ดจาํตวัอกัษรใส่ไว้ในใจกับสมอง...” [Emphasis added] 
 

“…In the old days, Akha used to have their writing system. Their writing system was 
written on buffalo hide instead of paper. Due to frequent wars the Akha had to escape 
the wars and in order to get rid of the responsibility of carrying the alphabet and writing 
system, the Akha reached a decision. The decision was to keep the alphabet and the 
writing system with them forever. The Akha had to memorise the alphabet by heart [the 
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thai phrase used was ‘in their heart and brain’] and then the buffalo hide was boiled and 
eaten…”8

 
  

 

Studies on the Akha in Phamee village are rare. The only study was that conducted by 

Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn. Her research, A study on Thai and Aq Kaq Cultural Integration 

Process of Aq Kaq students in Elementary School: A case Study of Aq Kaq Students at Pamee Village, 

Maesai District, Chiang Rai Province, in the year 2002 was an  unpublished thesis for Master’s 

degree submitted to Chulalongkorn University, Thailand.  

12.7 Language use in domestic domain 

Most Akha families today consist of three generations in one household: grandparents, 

parents and children. There is a healthy intergenerational Akha language transmission. All 

the generations are fluent speakers of Akha and it is spoken in all domestic domains.  

Children are raised speaking Akha. However, there were exceptions in the cases of 

intermarriage in the Akha community in Phamee village, which will be dealt with below. 

This section describes the language use in the three generations: grandparents, parents and  

the young generation.  

 

With regard to the grandparents’ generation, those in their late 50s and over, communicate 

in Akha and northern Thai, but, with few differences between male and female elders. 

Female elders being always at home and not having much outside contact, speak only Akha, 

while the male elders show northern Thai communication ability, but not standard Thai. On 

my first meeting with the head of Phamee village, I went earlier than the meeting time and I 

had to wait in his house compound. Before entering the house compound I shouted in 

northern Thai to check if anyone was home, the headman’s mother, who was in her 70s, 

opened the door and spoke to me in Akha. She did not speak any northern Thai or standard 

Thai. She only knew the headman’s position in northern Thai, “Por Luang”. The rest of the 

conversation was conducted by hands. After a while, we understood each other and I was 

permitted to wait in the house compound.   Most of the Phamee female elders do not speak 

northern Thai or standard Thai. Therefore, they rely on the younger generations when going 

to town or hospital. During field work, I came across many elderly Akha women who could 

not speak Thai or northern Thai at all. I had to ask for help from children of under 10 years 

of age who were playing near the houses to help with interpretation of certain questions. 
                                                 
8 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 12.4  
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The children were eager to help with the interpretation. They were fluent in Akha. The 

children did not know northern Thai so the language used between the children and me was 

standard Thai. In many cases, the elderly men who were around would help with the 

interpretation and respond in northern Thai. While walking around the village, I would hear 

elders scold their children in Akha. The children responded on hearing the elders’ 

comments. Once a group of children were climbing a tree which was in a dangerous 

location.  The branches extended over a relatively steep valley. A few elders saw the mischief 

and shouted in Akha. The children who were waiting under the tree dispersed in different 

directions while the ones already on the tree tried to jump down.  

 

12.8 Language use in public domain 
There are two types of public domains: in-village and outside-village.  In the in-village 

domain, the language used would be Akha if the interlocutors were Akha speakers. At the 

village stall a child was crying for certain candies and when refused by the mother the child 

revolted using Akha. The entire conversation was in Akha. After school, children stop by at 

the village stalls to buy snacks and conversations are in Akha if the owners are Akha. In the 

case of communicating with non-Akha speakers the language used is standard Thai. At the 

village stalls, communication with Akha speaking stall owners is conducted in Akha whereas 

in the case of the roti stall owner, the conversation is conducted in standard Thai due to the 

owner of the stall being a northern Thai person who can not speak Akha while the Akha 

children can not speak northern Thai. Therefore, the two parties used standard Thai.  The 

roti stall owner has been conducting her business in the village for a number of years but 

had not learned the Akha language. She mentioned in passing that she did not see the 

usefulness in learning the language when villagers can all speak standard Thai and that they 

should speak standard Thai.  

12.9 Language of meetings 

In the case of village meetings, the language used in the meetings depends on who attends 

the meeting. When only the village administrative members are present at the meetings, the 

meetings are conducted in standard Thai. When it is a village meeting, then two languages 

are used: Akha and standard Thai. Standard Thai is used first followed by an Akha 

translation. The headman mentioned that if there were only the middle-aged generation and 
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the young generation then the language use would be standard Thai only. If the elderly were 

present at the meeting, Akha would have to be used following standard Thai. 

 

“อูเ้ป็นภาษาไทยตวยละก็แปลเป็นภาษาอ่าข่าตวย เวลาประชุมตอ้งดูวา่กลุ่มวยัรุ่น วยักลางคนมีก่อ 

อยา่งรุ่นพ่อหลวงเขาน่ีส่วนใหญ่จะอูไ้ดห้มดคือตั้งแต่ 50 ลงไปเน่ียอูไ้ดห้มดละ ถา้ 50 ลงไปกลุ่มนั้นก๊จะอูภ้าษาอ่าข่า 

ถา้ผอ่แลว้เป๋นคนวยัทาํงานก็อูภ้าษาไทยเลย” 
 
“[the meeting is conducted] in standard Thai and also translated into Akha. When there 
is a meeting we have to see whether the attendants were the young generations or 
middle age. For example, my generation almost all of them can speak standard Thai 
which is the 50 years and downwards all can speak standard Thai; but if 50 years 
upwards, that group will speak Akha. If the meeting attendants were the working age 
people then standard Thai would be used”.9

 
 

12.10 Gender and domains of work 

Gender and domains of work also play important roles in language use. The Phamee Akha 

families are patrilineal. Therefore, bearing a male child is considered extremely important as 

the male plays an important role in religious ceremonies. The male role in the Akha rituals 

and religious customs is highly significant in the well being of the family.  Akha boys have to 

learn certain rituals, sayings, and chants from their fathers and grandfathers by attending the 

rituals. The girls do not have to learn them.  Moreover, boys have to be able to memorize 

and recite their ancestors’ names from the very beginning until the most recent names, 

whereas girls do not have to recite as much as boys, only five generations is adequate for 

girls. According to Assawayingtaworn (2002, p. 126) boys have to master the art of 

communication in trading and transactions, welcoming guests and accompanying their male 

elders to religious rituals. Girls, on the other hand, accompany their mothers and learn skills 

from mothers such as in the domestic domain, embroidery, agriculture, cutting firewood and 

raising domestic animals. What is worth noting is that communicating to strangers or people 

in general seems to be limited to males. Thus, males have a tendency to be bilingual and 

multilingual whereas females, are monolingual. Even if they had attended schools they still 

have limited communication skills in standard Thai and highly likely no skills in northern 

Thai.  

                                                 
9 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 12. 5 



 312 

12.11 Language use in schools 

There are two main schools in this village: a pre-school and a government primary school. 

Children who go to the village pre-school are spoken to by teachers in both Akha and 

standard Thai. First time children attending pre-school usually speak Akha with their carer. 

Simple Thai words and phrases including commands are usually taught and used at thepre-

school. Children with young parents who had done their schooling are able to understand 

standard Thai and use standard Thai words and phrases with their teachers and carers. On 

the other hand, children with older parents, who had not attended school, tend to use Akha 

and had fewer standard Thai words. However, Akha is used among children at pre-school. 

Pre-schoolers understand standard Thai used to a certain extent (personal communication 

with a carer at the pre-school). 

 

The government primary school has nine classes in total including three kindergarten levels 

and the primary levels from level 1 to level 6. The school has approximately 95 – 110 

students at all levels10

 

. Most students are from Phamee and some were from Myanmar who 

followed their parents on a work permit to work in the Lychee orchard. Hence, students 

consist of Phamee Akha and the Myanmar Akha. The school has five teachers in total and 

none speak Akha. All the teachers’ first language was northern Thai.   

Wilaiwan Sutthi, a teacher, mentioned that when students first enrolled at the school they 

could not communicate in standard Thai and none of the teachers knew Akha. In order to 

be able to communicate with the newcomers teachers had to get help from students in 

higher level classes who could speak Akha and standard Thai. She mentioned that teachers 

had to teach standard Thai to kindergarten students from the very beginning such as body 

parts, objects names, and greetings. In many cases gestures would be incorporated into the 

communication, for example teachers had to mime the acts of washing hands and brushing 

teeth to students. Teachers had to observe students’ gestures and cues to see if they had 

understood what had been taught. It took approximately three months to teach the Thai 

alphabet to the newcomers. When these newcomers reached kindergarten two, they were 

able to respond to greetings in standard Thai; when they reached primary level 3 to 4 they 

were able to engage in continuous conversations.  When students returned from school 
                                                 
10 The approximate number is due to the school being at the beginning of a new school year and the number of 
students still fluctuated. Teachers were still keeping records at the time of the visit. The reason for the 
fluctuation was that it was Lychee picking season and students would be helping their parents pick Lychee in 
the orchard. In some cases children would bring their baby sisters and brothers to school as both parents go to 
work in the orchard.  
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holiday breaks after three months, there was a need to brush up their speech, language and 

accent as according to Wilaiwan Sutthi, students “พดูเพ้ียน – phoodphian”, speak in a slightly 

inaccurate or distorted accent. As for the Burmese Akha students, on their initial enrolment 

at the school an interpreter is needed due to their having no knowledge of standard Thai. An 

interpreter used was a Phamee Akha student who was familiar with the Burmese Akha 

accent. Later on the Burmese Akha students adjust their speech into the Akha spoken in 

Thailand or Phamee village. 

 

By the end of each school year, students learn a number of things but still lag behind when 

evaluated using the criteria based on the objectives required in the national curriculum. In 

addition, teachers are stressed trying to catch up with the objectives of the national 

curriculum. The national curriculum is a ‘one size fits all’ curriculum which does not cater 

for the needs of the particular language situation at the school. The curriculum is designed 

for speakers of standard Thai as a first language but not as a second language. The school 

needs a tailored curriculum in which Thai is taught as a second language. Moreover, the 

school needs teachers with special skills in languages and a special curriculum which 

balances the acquisition and learning of students’ first language and second language 

education.  This particular area deserves an independent research in its own respect.  

12.12 Language and healthcare 

The village of Phamee has one health centre which also services another Akha village nearby.  

The head of the health centre mentioned that there were communication problems in the 

villages. The problems mainly happened to people with limited standard Thai and northern 

Thai language skills, usually women in their late 30s11

The complexity of the communication was dependent on the type of illness and the 

conceptual understanding necessary. The head of the health centre mentioned that patients 

would usually come to the health centre with seasonal illnesses and the explanations of those 

illnesses were not difficult as they have the knowledge of those illnesses in their cultural 

concepts. The explanations of those seasonal illnesses would be done with the help of 

materials like flip charts and disease explanation cassette tapes supplied by international and 

, people who did not attend school, 

small children, and the Burmese Akha who do not speak standard Thai.  

                                                 
11 The head of the health centre mentioned the exact age being 38 as she has been recording the age of the 
patients on patient cards and found that this was the age that most of them would start to have communication 
problems.  
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non-government organizations. Problems arise when there is a need to communicate the 

non-seasonal types of illnesses that go beyond cultural and environmental concepts, like 

HIV/AIDS and Thalassemia. The head of the health centre had to come up with strategies 

to communicate the concept of HIV/AIDS as ‘good blood’ and ‘bad blood’ (See details of 

the HIV/AIDS and Thalassemia discussion in Chapter 8).  There were neither flip charts 

nor materials to help explain these illnesses across cultures.  

The national health department realized the problem and embarked upon the idea of a 

health volunteer project in each problematic village. The project was sponsored by 

international organizations with a limited timeline and Phamee had eight health volunteers. 

The health volunteers’ work was to announce health issues in Akha language via village 

radio, imparting health knowledge to villagers, and interpret when the health care unit was 

on village visits. The volunteers were given certain amounts of incentives and perdium.  

However, the project seemed to have a number of problems. Firstly, the project was short-

lived. It lasted for only a year. The project relied on temporary outside funding sources and 

not funding on a permanent and continual basis. The future and stability of the project and 

work including the personnel was at stake. Secondly, the project did not solve the problem 

to the core. The type of work done was routine and one-sided problem solving. Thirdly, the 

project reflected a clear ‘medical-centricism’ view.  Project volunteers were trained to impart 

the knowledge from the medical field to the people and not from the cultural perspective 

upwards to the medical field.  

12.13 “My children are not home”: language and roles in the family 

Due to the situation and patterns of language use between the generations as described 

earlier, the role ‘head of the family’ has shifted from the parents or the grandparents to the 

younger generation of the family whose standard Thai was fluent. Any new information that 

came to the family members will involve consultation with the younger generation, as they 

are the people who understand the world outside the village and how things work out there. 

Any news or official letters that come from the government to the elders of the family will 

have to wait for the younger generations’ say and decisions. In most of the households that I 

visited, most of the members, on the initial encounter would utter the most often heard 

northern Thai phrase “ลูกบ่อยู ่  - look bor yoo” which means “my children are not home”. 

Hearing the phrase for the first time, I was a bit confused about what children had to do 
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with it. On hearing the phrase from the people, time and again on every initial encounter, I 

realized its significance in terms of language influence.  In one household, the parents and 

grandparents had no knowledge of standard Thai and the outside world apart from working 

in the orchard, their eleven year old son had become the head of the family in all contact 

issues and matters with the world beyond the village boundary.  

Knowing standard Thai became a kind of password to the world outside the village and the 

younger generation became the mediator between the two worlds. 

12.14 Intermarriage and language use 

To begin with, there are three patterns of marriage and lifestyle seen in this village which 

play an important role in language use.  

 

In the first group, couples are of Akha ethnic background and live in Phamee village. The 

language used in this type of family is mainly Akha in the normal lifestyle in this Akha village 

as described earlier. Children live in the Akha community where the environment assists in 

Akha language acquisition. The languages used in the other two types of family pattern differ 

from this first type.  

 

The second group is Phamee Akha persons whose spouses are from other language 

backgrounds and who live outside the village in the town area. The languages used in this 

type of family are mainly standard Thai and northern Thai. If the spouse of a Phamee Akha 

person is a northern Thai speaker, the main language used between the spouses is standard 

Thai. Children are raised to speak northern Thai and standard Thai but not Akha. The 

children get into Thai schools and are in a northern Thai speaking environment. This 

situation does not allow for the speaking of Akha and there are no Akha community in town 

where the children could acquire the language apart from one of their parents. In the case of 

neither parent being a northern Thai speaker then the only language used in this type of 

nuclear family is standard Thai.   

 

The third type of family pattern is Phamee Akha persons whose spouses are from other 

language backgrounds but who live in Phamee village. The language used in this family 

between the family members in the absence of the spouse from other language background 

is Akha. When the spouse from other language background is present, the language used for 
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communication in the household switches to standard Thai. The spouse also learns certain 

words or phrases in Akha but does not usually have the incentive to learn Akha. Children 

from this family speak standard Thai and Akha to their parents and family members.  

 

With regard to the parents from an Akha language background who work and live outside 

the village, there was one case where although the parents were Akha speakers, their 

children did not know Akha well enough to communicate. This example clearly illustrates 

the necessity for the involvement of a community of language speakers for a language to be 

passed on to the next generation. Charnyut Rungtaweepithaya (2006) mentioned his sister’s 

family living in the city saying that both parents were Akha speakers but that their children 

did not speak Akha. He stated that:  

 

“ภาษาอ่าข่าก็น่าเป็นห่วงนะตอนน้ี ลูกพ่ีสาวผม...... แต่งงานตวยคนอ่าข่าเน่ียแต่ไปอยูเ่ชียงราย มนัอูบ่้ไดแ้ลว้ 2 

คนน้ีไปเกิดปุ้ น อีกคนหน่ึงเกิดท่ีน่ี แลว้อุม้ลงไปเม่ือตวัยงัเลก็ แต่คนโตเวลาไปคุยดว้ยเคา้ยงัฟังได ้

แต่ไอส้องคนเลก็พดูไม่ได ้ เวลาเฮาอูก้าํอ่าข่าน่ีผ่อหนา้ บ่ฮูแ้ลว้ไปถามแม่วา่แม่ นา้เป้ินอูอ้ะหยงัแน่ อูเ้ป๋นคาํเมืองเอา 

แม่มนัก็แปลฮ้ือ แม่มนัก็วา่นา้เป้ินอูจ้ะอ้ี จะอ้ี โดยธรรมชาตินะ บ่ฮูจ้ะไปหวง ไปหา้มจะใด” 
 
“Akha language now is something to worry about. My sister’s children… My sister 
married an Akha too and now lives in Chiang Rai. Her children cannot speak Akha. 
Two of her children were born over there [Chiang Rai], and one was born here and was 
taken to Chiang Rai when she was small. When I speak Akha to the eldest one, she/he 
still understands the language but the younger two cannot speak Akha and when I speak 
Akha they looked at me in bewilderment and asked their mother what their uncle has 
said. They talked to their mother in northern Thai. Their mother translated to them and 
said your uncle said this and this. It’s natural; just don’t know how to stop them”.12

 
 

 

In conclusion, the main factors affecting language use of the above mentioned families in 

the village seem to consist of: the language background of the spouse, the location of their 

settlement, the environment, the attitude towards languages and cultures and attitude of 

others in the society.  

12.15 Language mixing and language attitudes 

As for children, a specific pattern of language use was observed. There are two main 

languages used: Akha and standard Thai. Apart from the two main languages, language 

mixing was also observed. The mixing can either be more of Akha spoken with standard 

Thai sporadically thrown in, or, the language spoken was mainly Thai mixed with Akha. 

                                                 
12 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 12.6 
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Interestingly, this kind of language use was also observed by Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn 

(2002). According to her, the children would use Akha with family members and sometimes 

would mix in standard Thai words as in the following examples cited in her work:  

 

 Standard Thai words are italicised.  

 

       Eg. 1     Karn baan jur sah ma la                        “การบ้านเจ่อส่ามาล่ะ”                                          

                    Have you done your homework? 

      Eg. 2      Khun Naam bae a miaw ie?                   “ขนุนํา้แบอะเหม่ียวอ้ีเอ” 

                         When are you going to Khun Naam? 

      Eg. 3       Ngama wad roop moh ya.                      “หง่ามะ วาดรูปเหมาะยา”  

                     I don’t like to draw pictures. 

      Eg. 4       Koo nue mah yoh mueh ah.                   “คูนือหม่าหยอ้หม้ืออ่า” 

                     The teacher is very kind.  

 

The mixing as shown in the examples mainly occurs with lexically loaded words. When 

language mixing occurs at the lexical level, it is a real sign of language loss.  

 

As an insider, Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn notes that the language used is based on the 

children’s awareness of domains and of the relationship between the children and their 

interlocutors. At school, the language used among the children in kindergarten classes until 

Level 2 is Akha and Akha mixed with standard Thai. For students in Level 3 to Level 6, they 

communicate with each other in standard Thai and standard Thai mixed with Akha. At 

home, children use Akha and Akha mixed with Thai. Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn (2002, p. 

151) also mentions of language mixing of Akha and standard Thai that 

“ไม่พบการใชภ้าษาอ่าข่าหรือภาษาไทยโดดๆในการสนทนากบับคุคลในครอบครัวและบคุคลในชุมชน – mai phob garn chai 

phasaa Akha rue phasaa Thai dode dode nai karn sonthana kub bookkol nai krobkrua lae 

bookkol nai choomchon ” which means “neither Akha nor Thai was found to be used 

separately without the influence of the other when spoken to family members or community 

members”. As for the outside-village public domain, children switch to standard Thai 

completely.  
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When communicating with friends from higher level classes, the younger ones use Akha 

while Akha mixed with standard Thai is used with friends from the same class level, close 

friends, and friends in the neighbourhood.  When communicating with teachers and carers, 

the language used is standard Thai only. When talking to others within the village and of 

Akha language group, Akha is used; but to an outsider in the village which includes vendors 

or visitors to school, standard Thai is used.  

 

Saowaluck Assawayingtaworn states two main reasons why Akha children mix Akha and 

standard Thai in their speech. Firstly, children have not fully grasped the Akha vocabulary. 

She cites children saying that “คาํบางคาํหากพดูดว้ยภาษาไทยแลว้ ดูเหมือนจะเขา้ใจง่ายกว่าการพดูดว้ยภาษาอ่าข่า – 

khum bag khum haak phood duai phasaa thai laew doo muean ja kao jai ngai khwa garn 

phood duai phasaa Akha” which means “certain concepts when expressed using Thai words 

seem to be more easily understood than using Akha words” (2002, p. 156). In addition to 

the lack of Akha vocabulary, language attitude was seen as the other reason that assisted in 

language mixing of children at Phamee. She expresses great concern with the change in the 

young generation’s attitude that: 

 
“…[เขา]ไม่รู้สึกเสียดายภาษาของตนท่ีสูญเสียไป  ถือวา่เป็นเร่ืองธรรมดา ตอ้งมีการปรับตวั ปรับภาษา 

เพ่ือใหเ้ขา้กบัสภาวะแวดลอ้มและดาํเนินชีพอยูใ่นสงัคมได ้

พวกเขาไม่รู้สึกกระดากอายหรือตาํหนิบคุคลท่ีใชภ้าษาไทยมากกว่าภาษาอ่าข่าแต่อยา่งใด 
...อยูใ่นเมืองไทยจาํเป็นท่ีจะตอ้งพดูภาษาไทยใหไ้ด ้ และหากพดูภาษาไทยไดจ้ะทาํใหม้ีงานท่ีดีทาํ 

มีเงินเดือนแพงๆ…” 
 
“ [they] do not regret or feel sorry for the loss of their language. They think that it’s a 
normal process that people and languages adapt to the environment and survive in the 
society. They did not feel embarrassed or blame Akha people who speak Thai more 
than Akha. ….When living in Thailand it is a must to speak Thai and if you can speak 
Thai you will have good job and high salary.”13

 
 

According to her, with this kind of attitude and speech, a number of common Akha words 

such as colour, table, homework, school, and rubber have fallen out of use and have been 

replaced by standard Thai as mentioned in Examples 1- 4 above.  

 

Children’s attitude towards language mixing and language change also plays an important 

role in language change. Children view that knowing two languages enables them to switch 

between the two languages and is an advantage to them. They mentioned that: 

                                                 
13 See transliteration and three tiered quotes in Appendix A under 12. 7 
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 “ทาํใหส้ามารถพดูคุยกบัคนไดอ้ยา่งหลากหลาย ไม่วา่จะเป็นคนอ่าข่าหรือคนไทย 

ทาํใหไ้ม่เสียเปรียบจากการฟังไม่รู้เร่ือง โดยเฉพาะหากอยูใ่นกลุ่มคนไทย พวกเขายิ่งไดเ้ปรียบ 

เพราะคนไทยฟังภาษาอ่าข่าไม่เขา้ใจ” 
 
“[knowing two languages] we can communicate to both Akha and Thai people. 
Moreover, we would not be disadvantaged from not being able to understand the 
communication especially when in the Thai community, the Akha people understood 
what was spoken and are at an advantage because the Thai people do not understand 
Akha language” (Assawayingtaworn, 2002, p. 156).14

 
 

12.16 Diglossia: Structural and functional relationships  

The concept of Diglossia initially developed by Ferguson in 1959 has been expanded by a 

number of linguists in terms of the structural and functional relationships of languages (Bell, 

1976; Ferguson, 1972; Fishman, 1967; Hudson, 1980; Tollefson, 1983). Tollefson (1983, p. 

1) explained that diglossia, according to Ferguson, is “designed to distinguish paired language 

varieties having specific kinds of structural and functional relationships”. The concept of 

diglossia was expanded by Fishman as “any situation in which there are functionally 

differentiated language varieties is considered diglossic”. However, Tollefson (ibid.) has 

expanded diglossia as “some diglossic varieties are distinguished primarily by structural 

differences, while others are distinguished mainly by functional differences”. Thus, languages 

in a diglossic situation can have both structural and functional relationships. Based on the 

definition given by Tollefson (1983) above, the language situation in Phamee village can be 

considered diglossic. It has both the characteristics of structural and functional relationships 

of languages.   

In Phamee village, structurally, there are two main genetic varieties used: Thai, and Akha. Let 

us first consider Thai, Thai encompasses two varieties: standard Thai and northern Thai. 

Standard Thai is used in all formal domains and outside the village. Standard Thai is also 

used by villagers of age 50 and under while northern Thai is only used by villagers of 50 

years and over and in the work domain. Northern Thai is considered as a regional dialect of 

standard Thai. Secondly, the Akha language is a genetically different language family from 

that of standard Thai and northern Thai. Within the Akha language spoken at this village 

there are 3-4 main dialects spoken, as mentioned earlier. The dialects used can be understood 

by all the village members. The Burmese Akha migrants switch to the Akha spoken in 

                                                 
14 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 12. 8 
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Thailand and in particular to that spoken in this village after spending some time in the 

village; but when they speak to their fellow Burmese Akha, the dialect then switches to 

Burmese Akha. Functionally, for Akha language, a special register is used in religious rituals. 

For example the word for “sun” in normal everyday use is “nongma” whereas the word 

“nong” is used in rituals (Assawayingtaworn, 2002, p. 149; Sittichodoke, 2006, p. 6). Using a 

shorter form of the word in special registers delivers a holy and sacred message believed to 

be filled with supernatural powers.  

Thus, Phamee language situation can be diglossic where the languages have both structural 

and functional relationships. Diglossic language situation and choice of code in Phamee 

village are summarized in Figure 12. 3.  The figure is adapted from Tollefson’s (1983) code 

choice diagram.  
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Figure 12. 3 Code choice in a diglossic language situation at Phamee Village 
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12.17 Phamee language change: what can be done? 

The language ecology of Phamee is changing. Akha language spoken in Phamee is in an early 

stage of language transition. The language use of children and the elderly has shifted from 

Akha to standard Thai. The regional language, northern Thai, has limited use in the language 

ecology of Phamee villagers. The regional language layer of northern Thai will vanish in a 

matter of a few years. Both ethnic language and regional language have been affected by the 

national language. It is not only the language that has been affected but the villagers’ attitude 

towards their ethnic language as well. This can be seen in the embarrassment of some when 

they use their ethnic language in public domains. Moreover, the thought that their ethnic 

language is not equipped with words to describe things outside the village also plays an 

important part in the shift of language. The head of the village mentioned that there are no 

words for “car” or “petrol” in the Akha language. Therefore, these words had to be 

borrowed from standard Thai or northern Thai into Akha. Furthermore, as mentioned 

elsewhere the school curriculum is designed based on students with standard Thai as the first 

language and students in this village do not speak standard Thai as their first language.  

 

In order to help maintain the existing language ecology of Phamee village, a number of 

things need to be done. Firstly, a new bilingual and transition curriculum is needed. It is 

urgently needed because students in this village already lag behind in terms of objectives set 

out in the national curriculum.  The government needs to acknowledge that the curriculum is 

not only not effective but also is gradually destroying the language layers and the ethnic 

language including the biodiversity of the region which intrinsically relates to the survival of 

languages and their speakers (See the inextricable link of language, culture and environment 

including loss of biodiversity in Chapter 1). Secondly, the new curriculum, apart from being 

bilingual and transitional, should include a new way of thinking and attitude towards ethnic 

language and their speakers. This new attitude will not work if the national curriculum does 

not change the already situated false perception and attitude of the general public towards 

the ethnic groups and hilltribes that sees them as troublemakers. Thus, curriculum will have 

to work both ways for the ethnic group and for the people in general. Status building of the 

language and its people is a crucial factor in this case. Thirdly, teacher training needs to focus 

on specific issues especially on the diversity of languages. Teachers with particular ethnic 

language backgrounds should be employed in the schools. Fourthly, the village can enhance 

the use of Akha language through the teaching and learning within the village using Thai 
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script. Using Thai script with the help of Akha linguists will help take the language learning 

to another level. Both identities can be maintained: Akha and Thai. Thus, a new 

understanding will be fostered. Fifthly, more studies into the language are needed. As a 

matter of urgency, study in the extent of Akha language change is needed. Finally, the district 

and provincial cultural and education sectors should include ethnic languages into the plan 

and projects, ethnic languages must not be left out.  

12.18 Conclusion 

Phamee language ecology may not be as complex as other villages. The factors underpinning 

the language ecology of Phamee village are mainly at home, regional and national level 

whereas the international level is not clearly seen. The following Tables (Tables 12.3-12.6) 

summarize factors and forces that result in the existing language ecology and sub-ecologies 

of Phamee village with its underlying forces at four levels: home level, regional/provincial 

level, national level and international level.  
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Phamee 

Language ecology 

 
Notes 

Home level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Type of family (extended) Positive Extended family enhances ethnic language use in domestic and public domains within the village. 
b. History and migration route Positive The factor positively enhances the language ecology of Phamee. The factor also provides 

profound understanding of the ecology. Four dialects are found in the village based on migration 
history. 

c. Intermarriage Neutral Intermarriage can have either positive or negative effect to the language ecology. The positive or 
negative effects, are also dependent on other factors such as settlement and language status.  

d. Gender Positive Gender can be positive when the male is connected with a special register used in rituals. 
Obligation is on the males to perform rituals.  

e. Number of dialects/languages Positive The factor positively enhances the language ecology since languages in this ecology have 
particular functions in the society. 

f. Degree of intelligibility Neutral Degree of intelligibility can be both positive and negative. The three dialects are used widely and 
known by all the community members. However, the smaller number of dialect speakers tend to 
use the dialect of the larger group of speakers.  

g. Size of groups of language speakers Neutral This factor can be positive in terms of intergenerational language transmission, and language and 
cultural maintenance. It can also be negative to smaller groups of dialect speakers.  

h. Intergeneration transmission Positive This factor positively enhances the health of Akha language. 
i. Religion  Positive Religion is also connected with the male and Akha special ritual register.  
j. Identity Negative Due to the notion of “otherness”, the Akha identity is often neglected and many Akha youth are 

embarrassed in being the Akha.  
k. Attitude towards languages  Neutral Many Akha youth found Akha to be of no use outside the village boundary.  
l. Status Negative The Akha language does not have high status. 
m. Clash of medical and cultural spheres Negative The clash causes people to look down on their language as not being equipped with concepts 

and words.  
2. Economics factors   
a. Jobs related languages Neutral Standard Thai is seen as an instrumental tool for higher income while northern Thai is seen as 

having limited use and that is only within the northern region. Akha language has no economics 
status in this village apart from for the Burmese Akha who came in search of orchard work in 
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this Akha village. 
3. Education factors   
a. Thai schooling Neutral Schooling did not enhance Akha ethnic language. It is negative in the case of the language learnt 

at school takes over the domestic domains. Schooling is positive in the case of attaining the 
power as Thai citizens. Schooling is instrumental. 

4. Geographical factor   
a. Border area Positive Constant contact between Phamee Akha and Burmese Akha draws a new dialect in to the 

community, thus brings in the diversity of dialects in the Phamee Akha village.   
Table 12.  2 Home level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Phamee language ecology 
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Level of Forces and factors 
Positive or negative 

Effects on 
Phamee 

Language ecology 

 
Notes 

Provincial /regional level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Thai/regional/otherness discourse Negative Ethnic and minority language domains diminish in favor of the national language. Language 

switch and language borrowing can be seen in domestic domains.  
b. Regional language and discourse Neutral There was no clear effect of regional language, or northern Thai, on Phamee language ecology. 

The villagers can communicate in Thai to northern Thai people.  
c. Attitude to northern Thai language  Neutral To speak northern Thai in a sense is good for the villagers, but it did not prove to have high 

importance. This is because standard Thai can be used instead of northern Thai for the young 
generation. However, the older generations and those who had not attended school, northern 
Thai is the only medium to communicate with the world outside. Therefore, the attitude towards 
northern Thai language is dependent on the age of  speakers and their schooling.    

d. Clash of medical and cultural sphere Negative This factor is negative in the case that people do not see the use of their own language and 
wisdom, especially health related wisdom. Therefore, ethnic language speakers look down upon 
their own languages and cultures.  

   
3. Education factor   
a. Schooling Neutral No provincial or regional plans on ethnic and minority language support program. 
4. Geographical factors   
a. Border area Neutral This factors is positive in terms of strengthening the status of the national language. It is negative 

in terms of lessening the statuses of the ethnic language.  
b. Geographically strategic province Neutral It is strategic for only Chinese and not for Akha. 
Table 12.  3 Provincial/regional level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Phamee language ecology 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Phamee 

Language ecology 

 
Notes 

National level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Nationalism Negative The discourse of Thai-ness gradually wipes out other small and minority languages. 
b. Thai and otherness discourse Negative The concepts threaten the language diversity and younger generations switches to the national 

language. 
c. Clash of medical and cultural spheres  Negative Mentioned above in Table 12.3 
2. Economics factors   
a. FTA with China Negative FTA elevated the language status of other ethnic group such as Chinese and not Akha. 
3. Education factor    
a. Language and diversity deficient 
curriculum 

Negative The curriculum discourages other languages in the community. 

4. Geographical factors   
a. Geographically strategic province Neutral The factor is only strategic for Chinese and not for Akha. 
Table 12.  4 National level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Phamee language ecology 
 
 
 

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
attributes 

to Phamee 
Language ecology 

 
Notes 

World level forces   
NOT CLEARLY SEEN  - NOT CLEARLY SEEN 
   
   
Table 12.  5 World level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Phamee language ecology 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 13  

SOP RUAK VILLAGE 

13.0 Introduction 

This chapter describes and discusses language ecology and its sub-ecologies in Sop Ruak 

village, Chiang Saen district. 

13.1 General background 

Sop Ruak is a Tai Yai ethnic village which is located on the Mae Khong River bank. To be 

specific, it is located where the Ruak River meets the Mae Khong River, in other words, the 

Ruak Delta. (See Pictures 13.1-13.4) Sop Ruak earned its name from the geographical 

location and was formally named so in 1938 during the great national census 

(Khongcharoen, 2003, p. 1; Sop Ruak Village Committee, 2003). To date, the village’s history 

dates back more than a hundred years. The earliest settlers in this village were those whose 

clan names or last names were: Phrompanya “พรหมปัญญา”, Hong Nor “หงษห์น่อ”, Chompoo 

“ชมภู”, Koatyee “โกฏยี่”, Sanghawadee “สงัฆวดี”, Suphan “สุพรรณ” and Kamsorn “คาํซอน” 

(Khongcharoen, 2003) .  

Prior to 1938 the village was known as Muang Kiang. This was due to the village being 

established on an ancient city called Muang Kiang with its history dating back to at least 1300 

years.  The debris and ruins of the ancient city are visible until today. It is also said that the 

name Muang Kiang may have derived from a tree named Kiang, where Muang means town, 

or the town of Kiang Tree (Khongcharoen, 2003, p. 11).  

With regards to population there are 385 households with a total population of 1,815 (Sop 

Ruak Village Committee, 2003). From the total 385 households, the main income of 190 

households comes from small businesses at Chiang Saen’s Golden Triangle touristic site; 72 

households have incomes from agriculture; the remaining 115 households have income from 

jobs in general, including service jobs, government sector officials, and labour jobs. It is 

interesting and worth noting here that the majority of household incomes are from 

businesses and trades conducted in and near the village. 
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With regards to communal necessities, the village has one primary school and one nursery 

school. Students have to go to high school in the district centre which is approximately six 

kilometres away from the village. Apart from schools, other communal gatherings are 

market, food stalls, grocery stores, and health centre. There are many food stalls and grocery 

stores in the village. Tai Yai and northern Thai are spoken at these communal gatherings. 

With regard to religious institutions, there are two Tai Yai Buddhist temples. 

 

 

 

 
Picture 13. 1 View of  Ruak River 

 
Picture 13. 2 Ruak River on the left meeting the Mae 
Khong River on the right 

 
Picture 13. 3 Sop Ruak village view from the hill 

 
Picture 13. 4 Sop Ruak village view 
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     Figure 13. 1 Map of Sop Ruak Village 
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13.2 Language use in Sop Ruak village 

The village can be roughly classified as consisting of Thai citizens and non-Thai citizens. 

With regard to the Thai citizens, ethno-linguistically, the village consists of 80% Tai Yai or 

Shan speakers; 17% Thai speakers, which includes standard Thai and northern Thai 

speakers; 3% of hilltribes such as Mien and Akha speakers (All percentage estimated by the 

head of the village in a personal communication). The Tai Yai speakers speak Tai Yai to each 

other while northern Thai is used with their northern Thai interlocutors. The Tai Yai 

speakers when communicating with hilltribes use standard Thai with the exception of 

hilltribes in Sa Ngo hill due to their proximity to the northern Thai settlements, and where 

northern Thai is the lingua franca. 

Included in the non-Thai citizen category are migrants on waiting lists for permanent Thai 

citizenship and migrant workers on work permits. The number of non-Thai citizens consists 

of approximately 315 migrant workers with work permits and approximately 600 illegal 

migrants who have been granted temporary IDs and who are on a waiting list for Thai 

citizenship. However, these migrant numbers are not under the jurisdiction of the village or 

sub-district.  

An interesting point on non-Thai citizens worth mentioning is their language background. 

This group of people come from three major language backgrounds: Tai Yai or Shan 

speakers from Shan State, Myanmar; Tai Lü speakers from Myanmar and Xixuangbanna, 

China; and Laotian speakers from Laos. The Tai Yai migrants from Shan state Myanmar, 

have no problem communicating with the Tai Yai villagers at Sop Ruak as they share the 

same language background. With regard to Tai Lü and Laotian migrants and the Sop Ruak 

Villagers, the shared language is northern Thai. The three languages, Tai Lü, Laotian and 

northern Thai are intelligible for all speakers with the exception of the accents and a certain 

amount of vocabulary.  

Thus, the main languages spoken at Sop Ruak village consist of standard Thai as the national 

and official language, Tai Yai as an ethnic language, and northern Thai as a regional language. 

However, the community uses the three languages interchangeably within the village. Apart 

from the three languages there are three outer layers of language used for business purposes 

at the international level. These are Mandarin Chinese, English and French (See Figure 13.2). 
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Figure 13. 2 Communication pattern of Sop Ruak villagers 
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13.3 Standard Thai: official and national language 

Standard Thai is used as the official and national language of Thailand. The language is also 

used in the village as the formal language, the language of school and media. The villagers 

read newspapers in standard Thai, listen to national radio and songs, and watch television 

broadcasted in standard Thai. Standard Thai is also used in official documents at the village 

meetings. Tai Yai and northern Thai are also used in the village meeting. Standard Thai is 

also used in government offices. However, when in government offices and if the officers 

are northern Thai speakers, northern Thai is also used. In the case of head of villages 

attending meetings at the government offices, although all are northern Thai speakers, 

standard Thai is used at the meetings. Standard Thai is used with outsiders who do not speak 

Tai Yai or northern Thai.  

13.4 Northern Thai: regional language 

As a regional language, northern Thai is used as the language of wider communication in the 

region. When out of the village domain, the language use switches from Tai Yai into 

northern Thai. The elders and the middle aged generation are fluent in both languages 

whereas the younger generation is more fluent in northern Thai than Tai Yai. The villagers 

are bilingual in Tai Yai and northern Thai.  

13.5 Tai Yai 

Sop Ruak village is an ethnic Tai Yai village, also known as Shan. In Thailand this group of 

people is known by the name Tai Yai or The Great Tai. Tai Yai are known by many names 

which are autonyms and exonyms. 

13.5.1 Tai Yai ethnonyms 

The name ‘Tai Yai’ itself is an exonym meaning the Great Tai. The name Tai Yai often 

appears in comparison with the name of an ethnic Tai group called ‘Tai Noi’, or the Small 

Tai.  Tai Yai later became the common exonym for this group of people. The distinction of 

the two names goes back to the history of the establishment of city states and the 

establishment of townships of the indigenous people in this area. According to Sujit 

Wongthes (Wongthes, 2006a), a Thai historian, the two names Tai Yai and Tai Noi were 



 335 

distinguished by Jit Phumisak, an early Thai historian who states that Tai Yai refers to the 

Tai who inhabited the land on the Salween River basin and the Kong River basin in 

Myanmar while the Tai Noi, or the Small Tai, inhabited the area to the east of the Mae 

Khong River basin and the lands in Laos and Vietnam. The Tai Yai were the first group of 

people who received religion and formed a stable nation and city states whereas the Tai Noi 

were still tribal and could not form any complex political rules with the exception of villages 

and towns. The name Tai Yai or the Great Tai thus referred to the group of Tai people who 

settled down and formed a community with a relatively complex political institution.  

As an autonym the Tai Yai people today and at Sop Ruak village prefer to be addressed 

simply as Tai1 which means people or social people. On the other hand, the Tai Yai were 

also addressed as ‘Ngiaew’ by northern Thai people. Ngiaew has a derogatory meaning, 

specifically untrustworthiness, attached to it and is often seen used in many old northern 

Thai phrases for example:   

Item no. Examples2  English Translation 

1. งูเงีย้วเข้ียวขอ 

Ngu Ngiaew kiaew kor 
Snake Ngiaew  teeth fangs   

Do not trust snakes and Ngiaews as 
they have teeth and fangs. This phrase 
particularly means that the Ngiaews are 
not trustworthy.  

2.  บ่ดีเอามเูซอเป็นเส่ียว  
Bor di aow muser pen siaew 
No good take muser as friend 
บ่ดีเอาเง้ียวเป็นสหาย 
Bor di aow Ngiaew pen sahaai 
No good take Ngiaew as friend 

Do not befriend the Lahu or the 
Ngiaew. This phrase also means that the 
two groups of people are untrustworthy.  

3.  บ่ดีเอาคาส๊วกเข้ียว  
Bor di aow kha suak kiaew 
No good use kha pick tooth 
บ่ดีเอาเง้ียวเป็นกาํ  
Bor di aow Ngiaew pen kum  
No good listen to Ngiaew’s words 

Do not pick your tooth with Ka grass 
and do not take the Ngiaew’s words 
seriously. This phrase means the 
Ngiaew’s words cannot be trusted as 
they might bring harm to the listeners.  

  Figure 13. 3 Examples of the use of ‘Ngiaew’ in northern Thai phrases 
 

                                                 
1 For the meaning of Tai  see Paul K. Benedict (Benedict, 1975) and G. Thurgood (Thurgood, 1994). 
 
2 Examples provided by Somwang Inchai, a northern Thai language expert and lecturer at Faculty of 
Humanities, Chiang Rai Rajabhat University. 
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According to one elderly informant at the village, in the old days, if any outsiders mentioned 

the word Ngiaew, those people would not be welcomed into their houses and would not 

even be given a glass of water “ นํ้าแกว้เดียวก็บ่ฮ้ือก๋ิน – naam kaew diaew kor bor hue kin – not 

even a glass of water will be given to drink”3

“ตะก่อนสมยัก่อนน้ีเม่ือการศึกษามนัยงัไม่สูง..คือเฮายงัไม่ไดสู่้สงัคมท่ีกวา้ง ถา้ใครมาเรียกว่าเง้ียวเน่ียเป็นเร่ืองใหญ่เลย 

แลว้กอ้ตอนหลงัมาเน่ีย ไม่ไดเ้กิดความรู้สึกอะไร คือฐานะเท่าเทียมกนั  จะฮอ้งอะหยงักอ้ได ้ 

ขอฮ้ืออูใ้นส่ิงท่ีมีไมตรีต่อกนั คุณจะฮอ้งผมอะหยงัก็ได ้แต่ต่างคนก็ไม่ไดด้อ้ยไปกวา่กนั...” 

. However, nowadays people do not mind the 

saying as it is something of the past. According to the head of the village: 

 “In those old days when we didn’t have as much education as today ..its like we hadn’t 
been in the wider society.  And if anyone called us Ngiaew it would be a big issue. Just 
lately, we don’t feel anything because of our equal status. Whatever they want to call 
they can but it should be addressed with friendship. Whatever you want to call me you 
can but we are not inferior to any people…”.4

 

 

13.5.2 Tai Yai dialects 

Tai Yai is the language of Myanmar. Approximately 60,000 Tai Yai speakers are found in 

Thailand (Ethnologue, 2004a). According to the Ethnologue, Shan or Tai Yai has at least three 

main dialects which are Kokant Shan, Tai Mao or Northern Shan, and Tai-Khae. The villagers in 

Sop Ruak do not identify their dialect with any of the above.  

However, they distinguish themselves from the Tai Yai or Shan language used in 

Maehongsorn province, saying that the Maehongsorn province speech is more beautiful and 

more polite than theirs. The Maehongsorn Tai use more polite forms of words such as Or 

kha as a polite speech ending word while the Sop Ruak Tai does not use the term but use 

Chao which is a northern Thai polite speech ending instead. Moreover, the Sop Ruak 

villagers also use Kao and Mur which are impolite pronouns for You and I in their speech. 

Some Sop Ruak villagers mentioned that the use of such pronouns sends shock waves to 

those people who do not use these pronouns in their dialects. The Maehongsorn Tai Yai 

dialect is known to the Sop Ruak villagers as Tai Or Kha while their own dialect is identified 

as Tai Kao Mur.  

                                                 
3 Giving water to drink is an act of conventional generosity in the traditional cultures in Thailand and in the old 
days, especially in the northern part Thailand, almost every house will have “mor-naam -หมอ้นํ้า” or earthen pots 
filled with water placed in front of their houses for passers-by.  
 
4 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 13.1 
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13.5.3 Tai Yai as domestic language 

Tai Yai is spoken in all three generations but with less fluency in the younger generations. 

This section will address Tai Yai as used in the three generations.  

To begin with the first generation, or the generation in their sixties and over, can be divided 

into two main groups. The first group consists of those who were born in Myanmar and 

migrated to this village with their parents as children. This group can still speak the ‘old Tai 

Yai’. There are only two female elderly left from this generation who can use the ‘old Tai 

Yai’ and they are now in their nineties. The two elderly cannot read or write the script, as in 

those days women were not allowed to study the script. This generation cannot speak 

northern Thai but has a certain amount of understanding of the language. A number of 

informants mentioned that if the two elderly speak the ‘old Tai Yai’ it can hardly be 

understood by the younger generation today.  Once they pass away the language and 

recollections of the past will go with them. The second group consists of the generation in 

their sixties and over, who were born in Thailand and live in Sop Ruak village. This 

generation can speak Tai Yai and northern Thai. They are the remaining fluent speakers of 

the Tai Yai language in this village. They speak Tai Yai to other villagers, to their children 

and grandchildren. 

The second generation, or the generation in their thirties to forties, has a slightly different 

Tai Yai language use. This generation can speak standard Thai, northern Thai and Tai Yai. 

They tend to mix their Tai Yai with northern Thai and standard Thai words. The Tai Yai 

spoken by this generation is perceived by villagers as “เพ้ียนไปละ – pian pai la” or ‘diverted’. 

Indicators of the villagers’ language divergence lie in the use of northern Thai words and 

accent instead of Tai Yai words and accent. For example: 
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                              Figure 13. 4 Northern Thai words used in Tai Yai language at Sop Ruak 
 
  
This generation still communicates fluently in Tai Yai with the older generation. This 

generation also communicates to their younger generation in Tai Yai but more often switch 

to northern Thai due to the younger generation’s limited Tai Yai language ability.  

The younger generation can still communicate in Tai Yai but with limited fluency. Apart 

from mixing northern Thai in their speech, standard Thai words are also often mixed. The 

younger the new generation is the less Tai Yai they speak. The teenage generation and under 

are in a state of language change, where Tai Yai is used less in their daily life. One informant 

mentioned that her 15 year old son mixes standard Thai and northern Thai in his Tai Yai 

speech. Moreover, his Tai Yai speech and accent is similar to the northern Thai accent and 

in a matter of ten years he will completely shift to northern Thai.  

Apart from all the generations mentioned above, there is one variable which is worth 

mentioning here that there are a number of Tai Yai people, both male and female, from 

Myanmar, who migrated to Sop Ruak and married Sop Ruak villagers. This particular 

group’s language background is Tai Yai and Burmese. According to one informant, she 

could read and write Tai Yai and Burmese script. Tai Yai was taught to females in Myanmar 

outside the temple compound by those who had learnt it at the temple. Tai Yai is used as the 

language of literacy among the Tai Yai or Shans in Myanmar, although the language and 

culture have been suppressed by the Burmese military regime. Thus, this group of people, 

who migrated from Myanmar and married Sop Ruak villager, can read and write the Tai Yai 

 
Northern Thai 

 

 
Tai Yai 

 

 
Meaning 

 
Ork duean    
ออกเดือน 

Ork dern  
 ออกเดิน 

A period of 30 days 
after giving birth to 
a baby. 

Batuen  
บะต๋ืน 

Batong 
บะตอ้ง 

Santol  
 

Makhaam  
มะขาม 

Makaang  
มะแกง 

Tamarind  

Pak Pom 
ผกัป้อม 

Pak kee 
ผกักี 

Coriander  

Banaw  
บ่านาว 

Bafah 
บ่าฟ้า 

Lemon/lime 
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script; and, it is not confined to the male domains as it is in Sop Ruak village. The language 

and script have been separated from the male compound. It is a new type of language 

knowledge that is brought into Sop Ruak with them. This indeed could be use as a factor of 

change or of Tai Yai language revival in Sop Ruak village. 

Apart from bringing in the idea, they also bring along with them to Sop Ruak, books, 

magazines, newspapers, language learning CDs, songs and DVDs in Tai Yai. Moreover, 

these entertainment media can be purchased at Thachilek district, Myanmar, which is the 

area adjoining Thailand. On visiting villagers’ homes, Tai Yai songs are often played in their 

houses and people are happy showing their cultural heritage.  

13.5.4 Language learning and attitudes 

In the case of intermarriage with people from different language backgrounds, the language 

used is the common language known to the couple, either northern Thai or standard Thai. 

The language used in the family consists of both the parents’ languages. Thus, children will 

have the knowledge of two languages, one being father’s language and the other, mother’s 

language. The non Tai Yai spouse staying at Sop Ruak Tai Yai community will learn to speak 

Tai Yai after some time. There are cases in the village where one person acquired the 

language within nine months while others took varying lengths of time. There are a number 

of people who understand Tai Yai but can not speak fluently.  

13.6 Language use in temples 

The village has two Buddhist temples but with few differences in the two temples. One 

temple is a Tai Yai temple where the abbot and monks are mainly from the Shan state of 

Myanmar and who can speak, read and write Tai Yai, Tai Khün, and Burmese scripts. The 

language used in communication at this temple is mostly Tai Yai. The language is also taught 

to novices who are ethnic Tai Yai.  The abbot can communicate in northern Thai but to a 

limited extent. I had to ask help from other novices to translate his talk. One senior monk 

was originally from Shan state and is fluent in northern Thai, Tai Yai and Tai Khün. He is 

well known in the area of Laos, Myanmar and this part of Thailand for his skills in chanting 

in all these languages. He also teaches Tai Yai script to the newly ordained Tai Yai children 

and novices. The blessings and chants are conducted in Tai Yai and Tai Khün.  
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The two languages, Tai Yai and Tai Khün, have different domains of use in the chants. Pra 

Thanakorn Katapunyo (2006, 23 February, interview), explains that this is the usual protocol 

that is used in the Shan state in Myanmar and that it is being transferred to be the protocol in 

this village as well. According to the monk, Tai Khün script is used in sacred Buddhist texts 

in temples in Shan state, but not Tai Yai script. This may have been because of the Shan 

language and cultural suppression in Myanmar.  Shan or Tai Yai script is only learnt in 

temples and is only allowed to be studied until the equivalent of Grade 3 in Myanmar. Thus, 

the status of Tai Khün is higher than the status of Tai Yai. Therefore, the chants domain 

differs. Tai Khün is used the domains of religion and chants, while Tai Yai is used in chants 

as well but those involved more in the secular domains, where the teachings of certain 

Dhamma issues is usually conducted in Tai Yai, for example at wedding ceremonies, and 

house warmings.  

The second temple is also a Tai Yai temple in which monks are mostly Thai and northern 

Thai speakers. Thus, languages used and studied in the temples are significantly different. 

The languages used in communication are mainly northern Thai and standard Thai. Blessings 

and chants were mainly in standard Thai. For parents who want their male children to learn 

the script, they will usually have their children ordained at the first temple to learn Buddhist 

teachings and Tai Yai script. However, the learning of the script is limited only to the males, 

as the script is related to religion and sacredness. Females have no place in this domain. 

 

 
Picture 13. 5 Tai Khün, Tai Yai, and Burmese 
language learning texts. 

 
Picture 13. 6 Tai Khün script 
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13.7 Family types and language transfer: extended and nuclear family 

Tai Yai language retention in the younger generation is dependent on the type of family, 

whether it is an extended family or a nuclear family. In an extended family, where family 

members include the first generation, children can still speak Tai Yai fluently. On visits to 

many households, children under ten in extended families are fluent in their Tai Yai speech. 

They communicate with their elders in Tai Yai. Moreover, children are also bilingual in 

northern Thai due to their parents’ language ability and the children’s exposure to northern 

Thai at an early age. On knocking at doors and asking in northern Thai if the elders are at 

home, children would nod their head or answer in northern Thai and sometimes question 

me in northern Thai about why I wanted to see their parents.  

However, in a nuclear family, children have limited Tai Yai language fluency. The parents’ 

Tai Yai language ability is already limited, and above all, they are the generation whose Tai 

Yai language ability was perceived of as diverted from the Tai Yai spoken by the earlier 

generations. The language that they tend to transfer to their children is, therefore, the one 

considered diverted. Moreover, children go to school in town and mingle with school 

friends from northern Thai language background. One elderly informant mentioned that 

from her observation on children’s language use, that while speaking Tai Yai in a group, the 

children’s language would slowly switch to northern Thai. In one case, a child asked his 

mother “มนัเป๋นจะใดน่ะภาษาไทยใหญ่ – mun pen ja dai na phasaa Tai Yai?” or “What is that Tai Yai 

language?” Another elderly woman expressed that today’s young generation speaks northern 

Thai instead of Tai Yai.  

13.8 Tai Yai language revival: a village effort  

Acknowledging language and cultural change as a result of external forces, the village 

committee initiated a cultural committee within the village to assist in bringing back cultural 

practices and encourage people to speak Tai Yai to their children. The head of the village 

states that:  

“...ในการอูต้อ้งอูภ้าษาไทยใหญ่หมด เพราะว่าเป็นอะหยงัท่ีตอ้งรักษาเอกลกัษณ์ตวัน้ีไว ้ คือความคิดของชุมชนท่ีน่ีเน่ีย 

วา่ภาษาเน่ีย ละอ่อนท่ีเป็นนกัเรียนเน่ียตั้งแต่สามขวบเขา้ไปอยูใ่นสถานศึกษา คือไปอยูใ่นศนูยเ์ดก็เลก็เน่ีย 

เป้ินตึงสอนอูก้าํเมืองกาํไทยอยูแ่ลว้ เป็นปกติอยูแ่ลว้ เพราะฉะนั้นภาษาไทยใหญ่มนับ่มีใครสอน ไม่มีโรงเรียนท่ีสอน 

เพราะฉะนั้นพ่อแม่ตอ้งปลูกฝังใหล้ะอ่อนตอ้งอูก้าํเง้ียวกาํไทยใหญ่ฮ้ิอลูกไดฟั้งไดส้มัผลัอยูต่ลอดเวลา 

ฮ้ือไดฮู้เ้ร่ืองจารีตประเพณีและวฒันธรรม ตอ้งฮูว้่าวิถีชีวิตของเราเป็นอยา่งไร 

....ถึงพอ่จะเป็นคนเมืองถา้แม่เป็นไทยใหญ่ก็ตอ้งอูภ้าษาไทยใหญ่ใหลู้ก ครอบครัวนั้นตอ้งอูภ้าษาไทยใหญ่....” 



 342 

 “..When they speak, Tai Yai must be used fully. This is because we have to preserve this 
identity. The community’s thought on language is that when kids go to school they go 
to nursery schools at the age of three and there they get to learn northern Thai and 
standard Thai. That is a normal thing. For Tai Yai, there are no schools, no teachers. 
Therefore, parents will have to instil in their children the Ngiaew or Tai Yai words 
[language] and constantly familiarize their children with the language. Children will have 
to know the culture and customs and the lifestyles and practices in our culture. …Even 
if the father is a northern Thai, the mother is still a Tai Yai, thus, the mother will have to 
speak Tai Yai to her kids. The family must speak Tai Yai.”5

 
 (Suphan, 2006 interview). 

With regard to learning Tai Yai language and script, not many are interested in learning for 

the reason that it has no instrumental use in the society when compared to Chinese, English 

and Japanese. The head of the village expressed that:  

“ คือภาษาน่ะเอาออกมานอกวดัได ้ แต่วา่ถา้เอาออกมาแลว้ ความสนใจของละอ่อนมนัจะมีนัก๊นอ้ยเท่าใดเท่านั้นแหละ 

....แต่การศึกษาของละอ่อน คือถา้มาศึกษาในดา้นตวัน้ีเน่ีย คือเอาไปประกอบอาชีพมนัจะไม่ไดใ้ชไ้หม 

มนัไม่เหมือนภาษาองักฤษ ภาษาจีน ภาษาญ่ีปุ่ นอะหยงัหมู่น้ี มนัจะเป็นเร่ืองท่ีสามารถนาํไปประกอบอาชีพ ทาํหยงัได ้

ฉะนั้นความสนใจของเด็กมนัจะมีนอ้ย”  

 “We can bring the language out of the temple but what would be the level of interest of 
those children, high or low? …Talking about children learning it.. If children were 
interested to study this then they can’t use it in their future work, right? It’s not like 
English, Chinese or Japanese. These languages are instrumental in their career. They 
can’t do anything with this [Tai Yai] language. Therefore, children’s interest was 
minimal”.6

 

 (Suphan, 2006 interview)   

Language revival efforts in the village to bring back the language and its culture are still at 

their initial stage. The village still has a long way to go and help from many sources is 

needed, in particular, the expertise of linguists. A tremendous amount of work is needed. 

13.9 Tourism industry and language learning 

Sop Ruak and the area around it is world renowned for its identification as the Golden 

Triangle. It was once notorious for drug trafficking. Due to the village’s location on the Mae 

Khong River bank, coupled with the fact that the village area is at the exact spot where the 

three countries namely Thailand, Myanmar and Laos, meet at the Mae Khong River, the 

main income of the Sop Ruak villagers were mainly from the tourism industry. There are two 

opium museums in the village and there are guesthouses run by villagers on their own plots 

of land. Some villagers own long tail boat tour businesses along the Mae Khong River. A 

                                                 
5 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 13.2  
6 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 13.3 



 343 

large number of villagers also own souvenir stalls, restaurants, coffee stalls and cafés in the 

tourist area (See Pictures 13.7-13.12). A lot of people also work for large hotel chains in the 

vicinity. 

These simple and small trades and businesses conducted by villagers encounter three levels 

of business competition and threats: bigger business firms with huge financial investment 

capital, national pressure from the national tourism industry which is in part a response to 

the third level of competition, that of the growing international tourism industry in the 

neighboring countries of Laos and Myanmar. Acknowledging the pressures, the head of the 

village and his committee have come up with a master plan for village development. It is the 

first village master plan in the country. The head of Sop Ruak village, Mr. Prasith Suphan, 

explains that:  

“แผนแม่บทชุมชนเฮาจะทาํก่อน ก่อนรัฐบาลประกาศทาํแผนแม่บทชุทชนดว้ยซา้ไป ท่ีตอ้งทาํก่อนเพราะวา่ 

เราตอ้งเขา้มาดูแลตวัเอง ทีน้ีการแข่งขนัเชิงธุรกิจมนันัก๊ มนัไม่ใช่การแข่งขนัทัว่ไปท่ีเราแข่งกนันะ 

มนัเป็นการแข่งขนักบันายทุน ทนุระดบัชาติ และทนุระดบัโลกดว้ย ฉะนั้นชาวบา้นถา้ไม่ทาํกรอบของเราดีๆ เน่ีย 

ชาวบา้นในอนาคตขา้งหนา้ แฮ๋ม 30-40 ปีขา้งหนา้เน่ียะ ชาวบา้นหรือคนในหมู่บา้นจะไปสู่เบ้ียล่างของนายทนุทั้งหมด 

ฉะนั้นบา้นสบรวกก็จะอยูเ่ฉยไม่ได ้ตอ้งมีกรอบของตวัเองไว”้  

 “We came up with our own community master plan before any village and even before 
the government’s own community master plan. We had to do it due to having to take care 
of our own community. This is because there are huge business competitions. It’s not a 
normal business competition but a competition with investors, capitalists, national 
investors including international investors. Thus, if villagers do not come up with our own 
frame, then in the future, like 30-40 years from now, the villagers or people living in this 
village will all go under the investors and be at a disadvantage. Thus, Sop Ruak village 
cannot stay still. We have to have our own frame”.7

 

 

Apart from the community master plan, the village also hosts many seminars on 

economics and tourism related topics, and, interestingly, language learning courses.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 See transliteration and three tiered quote in Appendix A under 13.4  
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Picture 13. 7 Casino on the Myanmar side of the 
border. 
 

 
Picture 13. 8 Boat trip businesses on the Thai border. 

Picture 13. 9 More building structures to cater for 
tourism. 

Picture 13. 10 Villager’s small to medium size guest- 
houses. 

 
Picture 13. 11 Villagers’ souvenir business. 

 
Picture 13. 12 Villagers’ souvenir business and clothing 
store. 
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With regard to language learning, the village organizes courses in three main tourism 

languages, specifically targeted to the area and the tourists. The courses are Mandarin Chinese, 

English and French. The two former languages are obvious as the economic and international 

languages while the latter, French, was targeted as having an historical relationship with Laos 

and the Mae Khong River including the status of French in Europe. Large numbers of French 

speaking tourists visit this place. Language courses are designed based on tourists’ language 

backgrounds. Courses were set up for villagers in the evenings. Any family members who want 

to learn those languages can register for the courses free of charge. The objectives of the 

courses are for communicative purposes and aim at providing tools for business 

communication. Interestingly, the Tai Yai temple was the main financial supporter for the first 

Mandarin Chinese course to be conducted in the village. 

13.10 Conclusion 

There are four main language boundaries in this village: Tai Yai, northern Thai, standard Thai 

and foreign languages for business purposes. Standard Thai and northern Thai have gradually 

encroached on the Tai Yai language boundary (See Figure 13.5). Tai Yai language boundary is 

perforating. Acknowledging the language situation, an initial effort to instill pride in their own 

language and culture has been carried out in the village by the villagers themselves.  

The language ecology of this village is complex and interdependent. The strength and power 

of the village lies in the power to negotiate with the multilayered economics power entities and 

vice versa. With that negotiation power in hand, the village in turn redefines and renegotiates 

their language and cultural existence. The main determining factors in the success of this 

village are the leadership skills, and teamwork of the village committee in the negotiation. 

Negotiation power determines the inner strength and existence of the community. The 

negotiation power is also vital for the success and failure of any future language revival 

program. Thus, factors that make up the linguistic ecology of Sop Ruak village are its 

geographical location and the people’s negotiation strength. To conclude, the factors 

underpinning the language ecology of Sop Ruak are evident in all the four levels: home level, 

regional level, national level, and international level. In all the four levels, economics is the 

major factor that interlinks the levels (See Tables 13.1 – 13.4).  
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 Figure 13. 5 Perforating language boundaries of Tai Yai and northern Thai 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Sop Ruak 

language ecology 

 
Notes 

Home level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. History Positive History positively enhances the language ecology and provide profound understanding of the ecology of 

Sop Ruak village.  
b. Gender Negative Language and literacy was attached to religion which is a male domain, therefore, the learning of the script 

was not passed on to women.   
c. Size of groups of language speakers Positive The factor is positive in terms of language transmission. It also depends on how the community views the 

language.  
d. Intergeneration transmission Positive There is strong intergeneration transmission. However, Tai Yai language has gone through changes and 

language shift is becoming clearer.  
e. Religion  Neutral Religion can be both positive and negative in the language ecology of Sop Ruak.  
f. Identity Positive Being proud of one’s own identity results in the use of Tai Yai which is also dependent on the nation’s 

“otherness” discourse. However, the power to negotiate and redefine this identity is dependent upon 
external factors such as economic power. 

g. Attitude towards languages  Positive The attitude towards Tai Yai in the early days was negative. However, the attitude of outsiders and insiders 
later became positive. People became comfortable with their language and culture. 

h. Leadership Positive Strong leadership skill in this village is very important in the negotiation of power.  
2. Economics factors   
a. Tourism Positive Tourism brings in the necessity of learning other instrumental languages which indirectly enhances the 

power to redefine and renegotiate the meaning of the community’s own language and cultural existence. 
This, however, does not stand alone as the main factor but requires another catalyst factor, i.e. the 
leadership skill in negotiating the meaning.  

3. Education factors   
a. Thai schooling Neutral This factor is positive in the case of attaining the power as Thai citizens. It is negative in the case of the 

language learnt at school gradually takes over the domestic domains of Tai Yai.  
4. Geographical factor   
a. Border area Positive The Thailand, Myanmar and Laotian border was designated as the special economic border zone.  Thus, 

this area brings a high national income both from trade and tourism esp. cultural tourism and ecotourism. 
Moreover, this particular area has a shared historical importance.  

 Table 13. 1 Home level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Sop Ruak language ecology. 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 

        Sop Ruak 
language ecology 

 
Notes 

Provincial /regional level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Regional language and discourse Neutral This factor creates a bilingual situation for Sop Ruak villagers. However, the boundary of 

regional language also expands into the Tai Yai boundary where language switch is often seen.  
2. Economics factors   
a. Border trade and special economic 

zone 
Positive Provincial policy with economics and tourism unknowingly boosting cultural tourism and thus 

helps in attitude towards culture and language revival. Tourism at this spot is highly 
competitive; therefore the ability to hold and control businesses within the villagers’ area is a 
high achievement. Thus, the ability to control the business and the area surrounding the village 
gives a certain amount of negotiation power to the villagers to have their say. This also 
indirectly brings in the feelings of pride in villagers language and culture among the new 
generations. 

4. Geographical factors   
a. Geographically strategic province Positive The geographical area although not directly linked to the language ecology but it is the factor 

that assisted immensely in the development of the power negotiation which leads to the 
redefining and renegotiating of language and cultural status and meaning.  

Table 13. 2 Regional level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Sop Ruak language ecology. 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on  
Sop Ruak  

language ecology 

 
Notes 

National level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Nationalism  Neutral As a displaced Tai Yai from Shan state of Myanmar coupled with the geographical location, the 

Tai Yai people were initially seen as the “others within”. One problem lies in the clash of two 
boundary concepts: the nation’s concept of boundary and the cultural concept of boundary. 
Today’s Sop Ruak people were born in Thailand and have Thai citizenship, thus parts of the 
identity is being a Thai citizen.  

2. Economics factors   
a. FTA with China and tourism Positive This factor is positive in the case that economics enhances the negotiation power in redefining 

and renegotiate the roles of language and culture both village internal and for business purposes.  
3. Education factor    
a. Language and diversity deficient 
curriculum 

Neutral The national curriculum discourages other languages in the community. However, the 
curriculum also leaves 30% room for local schools to develop their own curriculum. Hence, the 
local school came up with local language and cultural classes.  

4. Geographical factors   
a. Geographically strategic province Neutral Mentioned in 1a 

  Table 13. 3 National level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Sop Ruak language ecology. 



 350 

 

 
 

 
 

 Table 13. 4 World level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Sop Ruak language ecology. 
 
 

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Sop Ruak 

language ecology 

 
Notes 

World level forces   
a. Economics factor Positive The signing of FTA with China brought tremendous change in economy to the border area 

trade. It brings in jobs and boost up the local economy. Apart from the FTA it is also the 
tourism promotion on the ancient city of Chiang Saen and its local history including international 
history in the region with French and British occupation of Laos and Myanmar including the 
historic Mae Khong River basin. The two main economy incidents happened to be at this 
particular site and village. Thus, the world economy affects and at the same time boosts other 
factors at the home level and forces in the village.   



CHAPTER 14 

SANTHAAT VILLAGE 

14.0 Introduction  

This chapter describes and discusses the language ecology and sub-ecologies in Santhaat 

village, Chiang Saen district.  

14.1 General background 

Santhaat village is under the jurisdiction of the Yonok Sub-district office, Chiang Saen 

district. The village is approximately 10 kilometers from Chiang Saen town center and 70 

kilometers from Chiang Rai city center. Santhaat earned its name from an ancient temple 

and pagoda which has been in the village since Chiang Saen’s prehistoric era. The word 

“san” literally means near or at the edge of while “thaat” means pagoda. Thus, the name 

Santhaat village means the village that is located at the edge of the pagoda area. The village 

consists of 364 households with approximately 2,500 people. 

 

Santhaat village was formally formed in 1963 when a few families migrated from the 

northeastern part of Thailand, known as Esarn, during a period of famine and drought in 

1963. They were in search of fertile land for cultivation. The migration continued until the 

“the great flood year” which occurred in Chiang Saen in 1966. The families who first 

migrated here had heard of the lush and fertile land in the northern region and came in 

search of that land (See Pictures 14.1-14.4 for surroundings of the village). The majority of 

the families living in Santhaat today are from the following provinces of the northeastern 

region: Mahasarakham, Nakornratchasima, Khonkaen, Udornthani, Chaiyaphoom, Roi-et, 

Srisaket and Buriram. In fact, the villagers were originally from nearly all the provinces in 

the northeastern region.  

 

Thus, the villagers share a history and identity of being northeastern Thai in origin and 

speaking northeastern Thai or Esarn language. The early settlers were the first generation, 

born in northeastern Thailand, while their children consisted of those born in Santhaat and 

also those born in their original homeland and who migrated with their parents in 
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childhood. The third generation was the generation who were all born in Santhaat village. 

Thus, the environment of language speaking and attachment to the origin appears to be 

different in all three generations.  

 

 
 
Picture 14. 1 Santhaat village in Standard Thai. 
 

      
 
Picture 14. 2 Rice fields in the village area. 

 
Picture 14. 3 Tarmac road cut across rice fields 
into the village. 

     
Picture 14. 4 Roadway leading to the village. 

 

 

In terms of income Santhaat villagers rely on rice farming and Santhaat per se has three 

rice mills. Santhaat village is situated on the plains between mountains and thus makes it 

perfect for rice farming. Apart from rice mills the villagers also rely on cattle raising, 

chicken farms, mulberry tea industry and seasonal crops (See Pictures 14.5-14.8). 

Interestingly, the people had inherited traditional skills of silk weaving and growing 

mulberry to raise silk worms. Most of the villagers have their own silkworm nurseries.  The 

village committee, including the sub-district office, also support the silk weaving industry 

within the village by organizing a silk weaving group and center at the village. The center is 

the place where the village women gather during the day to weave. Silk cloth woven at this 

village is gaining a reputation for being a high quality silk with unique weaving skills. 

Furthermore, people also take up other jobs such as trading, labor jobs, and government 

service jobs in town.  
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With regard to communal gatherings, people often get together for talks and other 

activities at the temple, the weaving center, noodle and food stalls, and the headman’s 

house. Apart from the gathering places, other communal facilities within the village are: a 

primary school, a nursery school, and a Buddhist temple.  

 

 
Figure 14. 1 Santhaat village map 
 

 

The northeastern Thai living in this village prefer to be called “Khon Esarn” or the 

“northeastern people” to the exonym “Lao”. The exonym “Lao” is often used to refer to 

the northeastern Thai by other Thais living in Thailand. There are two main reasons for 

using the exonym, linguistic and historical. Linguistically, the people in the northeastern 

part of Thailand speak a language that is similar and intelligible to the language spoken in 

Laos, as the northeastern part of Thailand is near the Laotian border. The northeastern 

Thai language is, according to David Bradley, “closely related to Lao” (Bradley, 1996). 

Historically, this area, or the northeastern area, and Laos, shared their history during the 

Lanchang Kingdom. Thus, the exonym “Lao” was derived.  
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Picture 14. 5 Silk worm nursery 

 
Picture 14. 6 Silk weaving. 

 

 
Picture 14. 7 Cattle-raising in the village. 

 

 
Picture 14. 8 Garlic is the seasonal crop in the 
village. 

 

 

However, the northeastern people living in this village do not like to be addressed by the 

exonym “Lao”. The reason given is that they are The Thais who had their origin in the 

northeastern region and thus speak northeastern Thai or Esarn language and not Laotian. 

They are on the Thai side of the Mae Khong river and not on the Laotian side. From this 

answer, the Thai-ness or Thai-ization seems to have played an important role in distancing 

the people from their historical connection. This can be seen in the history textbooks for 

primary and high schools, where regional history has been omitted (Kasetsiri, 2005, 2006a, 

2006b).  

 

Ethno-linguistically, apart from the northeastern speakers, the village also has four 

Cambodian language speakers known as Khmer speakers. The language was described as 
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“Khamen Tum - เขมรตํ่า” or the lowland Khmer by an elderly Khmer speaker in the village 

who had his education in a temple in Cambodia during his monk hood. The Khmer 

speakers were born and lived in villages in the northeastern region of Thailand where 

Khmer was the domestic language spoken in those villages. This group of people had 

married and migrated with their spouses to live in Santhaat village.  

14.2 Language use in Santhaat village 

The languages used in Santhaat village consist of four main languages: standard Thai, 

northern Thai, northeastern Thai or Esarn, Khmer or Cambodian (See Figure 14.2). The 

hierarchy of language use is as follows: standard Thai is used as the official and national 

language, northern Thai is used as the regional language, northeastern Thai or Esarn is 

used as the language of the village, and Khmer is used by only four people.  

14.3 Standard Thai 

Standard Thai is used as the language of communication at the national level. People, the 

elderly, the middle-aged including the younger generations, can understand the national 

language as it is used in all types of media such as television, radio, newspapers and 

magazines. Standard Thai is used in schools and government organizations. Standard Thai 

script is used in temples and in Buddhist religious texts at the village temple. Moreover, 

standard Thai script is also used to write the northeastern Thai language.  

14.4 Northern Thai  

Northern Thai is also spoken by villagers when outside the village domain. Northern Thai 

is used in the northern Thai speaking area in Chiang Saen town, Chiang Rai city and other 

places. People in this village can speak northern Thai fluently. During data collection the 

researcher used northern Thai throughout the time spent in the village. However, there are 

also a few people, especially the elderly and those who recently migrated from the 

northeastern part of Thailand, who can not communicate in northern Thai, but who 

understood what the researcher had asked in northern Thai. The answers given by this 

group of people were in northeastern Thai. The researcher had no problem understanding 

the language used by the people. This may also due to the use of standard Thai vocabulary 

in the northeastern Thai speech. Interestingly and worth noting here is that although 

standard Thai is there to be made full use of by both parties, the villagers tended to go for 
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northeastern Thai, and the researcher with northern Thai. Although two languages were 

used during the interview, we understood each other. This may also be due to the 

intelligibility of the two languages. Where confusion arises with any of the languages used 

at a particular moment, standard Thai would be used to resolve the issues.  

 

14.5 Northeastern Thai or Esarn 
Northeastern Thai or Esarn is spoken in all age groups and generations in the village. 

Intergenerational language transmission is very strong. All the three generations - the 

elderly, the middle aged and the younger generation - communicate fluently in 

northeastern Thai.   

 

There are three main reasons for the healthy intergenerational language transmission in the 

village. Firstly, the number of speakers plays an important role in the language 

transmission of the speech community. Secondly, there is an extended family lifestyle 

where all the three generations live in one household and the elders get to speak and 

interact with the younger generations in both domestic and public domains. Children 

speak to their elders in northeastern Thai and also the elders to their children. Finally, is 

the villagers’ positive attitude and pride in their own language and culture. They also 

communicate to each other in northeastern Thai even when in the northern Thai speech 

area. They do not hide their language identity.  
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Figure 14. 2 Communication pattern of Santhaat village 
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Northeastern Thai is also used in meetings within the village and among the village 

members. When there are government-officials from the sub-district present at the 

meetings, the language used is northern Thai. This is due to the knowledge that the 

officials at the sub-district level also communicate in northern Thai.  

 

Villagers’ technique in determining language use with strangers is worth mentioning. When 

approached by a stranger in the village, villagers would first listen to the stranger’s language 

use and determine the appropriate language to be used. At a noodle stall, the owner of the 

stall, together with a few customers, revealed that they would wait and hear the strangers’ 

speech first, whether it would be standard Thai or northern Thai. If the stranger’s speech 

is standard Thai then the villagers would communicate to him/her in standard Thai but if 

the stranger slipped or “palaed - ปะแหล็ด” northern Thai language into standard Thai then 

the villagers would use northern Thai right away. The palaed examples given were words 

with different vowel sounds such as “duai - ดว้ย” which becomes “doi - โดย้” and “thanon - 

ถนน” which becomes “thanoon - ถนุน”.  

14.5.1 Intermarriage: the in-law’s language use 

Northeastern Thai intermarriage spouses, whether wives or husbands, living in the village, 

speak northeastern Thai to varying degrees of competency. The varying degrees of 

competency may be due to the degree of attention given to language learning. There are 

people who could communicate fluently after staying in the village for three years and 

some after even less time. Tim, a northern Thai woman who married into a northeastern 

Thai family mentioned that she uses northeastern Thai in her daily life in all the domains, 

and when she visits her parents’ home she tends to mix northeastern Thai into her 

northern Thai speech. She said it was commented on humorously by her family and 

friends as “ลืมชาติเกิด – luem chart kerd - forgotten the race and birth”. Ubon, an informant 

who married a northern Thai person, mentioned that her husband uses northeastern Thai 

at home with the family and whenever he visits his family in a northern Thai speech 

community he tends to mix northeastern Thai in his northern Thai speech.  

 

Ubon’s case is quite interesting in the sense that the male from another language 

background, living in this village also speaks northeastern Thai in the household. This case 
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is not conclusive but it is worth a brief discussion here. Firstly, according to the villagers’ 

observations, men from a non-northeastern Thai speech community who marry into a 

northeastern Thai family and live in this community acquire northeastern Thai and use the 

language in the household both at the domestic and public domains (within the village) 

and with all generations. There could be a factor of matrilineal power and language use in 

the domestic domain. However, the data collected are still too vague to make the 

conclusion of the existence of matrilineal power in the household. To my understanding, 

whether being a non-northeastern Thai or a northeastern Thai speaker, one is Tai in origin, 

and share inherited trait of matrilineal culture. In addition, the northeastern Thai culture 

seems to be a strong culture when compared to non-northeastern Thai cultures which 

seem relatively soft. If the patrilineal power of the men were a dominant trait, there would 

be the use of the men’s language in the households, as seen in Chinese families in Wiang 

Mok village, where the patrilineal power strongly exists. However, this patrilineal power 

did not come with the men who married into this village. The picture from this village 

gives a different point of view to that seen in Wiang Mok village where the patrilineal and 

matrilineal power negotiation clearly interplays. 

 

A second observation worth noting is that there seem to be a certain understanding of 

language learning that prevails in the village concerning the intermarriage spouses’ 

language backgrounds.  Those spouses whose language backgrounds are Tai Lü and Yong 

have a tendency to grasp the northeastern Thai better than the northern Thai spouses. 

This claim is also interesting in the sense that Tai Lü was listed in the Ethnologue (2004b) 

as having 88% lexical similarity with that of northern Thai and Tai Lü was also listed as 

having a similar phonological system to that of Yong. This claim suggests a need for 

further linguistic study into the language systems; that is, whether it was due to the 

phonological system or in particular the tonal system, or lexical similarity or other 

unknown factors. 

14.5.2 Language mixing 

Although there is a strong intergenerational language transmission within the village, there 

are signs of language mixing. The elders complain of the younger generation mixing 

northern Thai and standard Thai words into their northeastern Thai speech. For example, 

a noun classifier for one shoe, “ขอน-khorn”, is not used by the younger generation, in 
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particular the teenagers, as they tend to use “ขา้ง -kharng” which is a standard Thai term, 

instead. The same goes for the word shoes where a standard Thai term “รองเทา้ - rong thao” 

replaces “เกิบ-kerb”. A mother of three children expressed concern that when she asked her 

children “เกิบขอนนั้นไปไหน- kerb khorn nun pai nai? – Where has the other shoe gone?” her 

teenage children did not know what she was referring to. Teenagers do speak northeastern 

Thai but lexicon replacements can be seen. Nevertheless, this is not a threat as yet, but an 

awareness that lexicon replacements do exist.  

14.6 Khmer or Cambodian 

There are only four households in the village that have Khmer speakers and only one 

speaker in each household.  The Khmer speakers consist of three females and one male. All 

four speakers were originally from the northeastern region of Thailand, and in particular 

from two provinces which are well known for the ancient Khmer settlements called Srisaket 

and Buriram. There is only one person from Srisaket’s Khun Harn district and the remaining 

three people are from three districts in Buriram namely Khoo Muang, Nang Rong, and 

Lamplaimas.   

All four people when in their original homeland used Khmer in their village and 

northeastern Thai when outside the village. However, when married to a northeastern Thai 

speaker especially when living in an extended family and in a northeastern Thai speech 

community, their language switched to northeastern Thai and Khmer was not used in the 

households. All four speakers did not teach their children to speak Khmer apart from a few 

words such as those concerned with “kin kao kin nam” literally meaning “eat rice/food eat 

water”, that is, words that involved eating and drinking (in the sense of water). Buasri, a 

mother of two children who is a Khmer speaker, mentioned that when visiting her parents’ 

house in the Khmer speech community, her children could not communicate in Khmer to 

their grandparents and the language used between them was northeastern Thai. Another 

informant mentioned that even she had problems of “lin phan kan” or “entangled tongue” 

when communicating in Khmer due to the lack of use when living in this village. All four 

people when they get to meet use northeastern Thai.  

When gender is concerned, there are few differences worth discussing. The three women 

only acquired the language in childhood and had no knowledge of the written Khmer. 



 

 

361 

Therefore, the language of the three women was only spoken. The only man had had his 

education in the traditional way where he was ordained as a monk and had his education in a 

Thai temple and in a Cambodian temple. He is a well respected person in the village and the 

nearby villages. He is fluent in both Dhamma script as used in Thai Buddhist culture and 

also the Khmer Dhamma script as used in Cambodia. Thus, he is fluent in both the spoken 

and the written forms.  

Interestingly, the knowledge of Khmer script and the Cambodian way of Buddhism play 

an important part in the man’s daily life. He is a well known person among the people in 

the Chiang Rai area for his knowledge of the Khmer language and in astrology. He is often 

consulted by people from different walks of life. The elderly man’s job is now often 

associated with astrology and the giving out of charms as requested by guests (See 

examples of Khmer script in charms in Pictures 14.9-14.12). The charms or protection 

charms are written in Khmer language and also script, including candles to light under 

special circumstances. The elderly man’s premises was is decorated with different types of 

charms on which  Khmer language and script is written. The prevailing sense of sacredness 

is also due to the status attached to the Khmer language and script. The Khmer language 

and script that comes with ancient knowledge of astrology, traditional medicine, charms 

and others was and is perceived as highly sacred and quite accurate in terms of astrology. 

According to the man, those who study the Khmer script have to work very hard on the 

language and its script, thus it was perceived as the most difficult and the most sacred 

script. In the old days, prior to the forming of the nation, Thailand’s Buddhist scriptures 

were written in Khmer script. Since the Thai-ization era all things foreign were taken out 

of the nation, including the Khmer script in Buddhist texts, leaving only Thai script in 

Buddhist texts (see Chapter 3 for details of Thai-ization process and language) and thus, 

leaving the sense of sacredness attached to the Khmer script.  

14.7 Conclusion 

There are clear language use boundaries in Santhaat village. There are four main languages 

at work: standard Thai, northern Thai, northeastern Thai, and Khmer. The three former 

languages are at use and have particular domains while Khmer is out of use even at the 

domestic level. Northeastern Thai has taken over the domestic domains of Khmer 

language speakers. There are signs of language change in the younger generation where 

northern Thai and standard Thai vocabulary replaces the use of northeastern Thai. To 
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conclude, the language ecology of Santhaat is not very complex and has clear boundaries. 

The factors underpinning the language ecology of this village are not really strong but are 

still evident at three levels: home level, regional level, and national level (See Tables 14.1-

14.4). The international level was not seen at the time the study was undertaken.  

 

 
Picture 14. 9 Khmer script in a protective charm. 

 
Picture 14. 10 Khmer script on mermaid charm in 
business premises for prosperity purpose. 

 
Picture 14. 11 Khmer script on mermaid charm. 

 
Picture 14. 12 Khmer script on mermaid charm. 
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  Table 14. 1  Home level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Santhaat language ecology. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Santhaat 

language ecology 

 
Notes 

Home level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. History Positive History positively enhances the language ecology and also provide profound understanding of 

the ecology of Santhaat village.  
b. Gender Negative Language and literacy was attached to religion which is a male domain therefore the learning of 

the script was not passed on to women.   
c. Size of groups of language speakers Positive This factor is positive to the language ecology in terms of language transmission.  
d. Intergeneration transmission Positive There was a strong intergeneration transmission. 
e. Religion  Neutral Religion can be both positive and negative in the language ecology of Santhaat.  
f. Identity Positive Being proud of one’s own identity results in the use of northeastern Thai which is also 

dependent on the nation’s “otherness” discourse. However, the power to negotiate and 
redefine this identity is dependent upon external factors such as economic power or the village 
being strengthened and villagers’ having social stability and infrastructure.  

g. Attitude towards languages  Positive The attitudes towards northeastern Thai in the early days were less favorable. However, the 
attitude of the outsiders and insiders later became positive. People became comfortable with 
their language and culture. 

h. Extended family Positive Extended family plays an important role in language transmission. 
2. Economics factors   
a. Tourism Positive Tourism together with the silk weaving industry brings in an increasing amount of income to 

the villagers.  
3. Geographical factor   
a. Border area Neutral For Santhaat, the concept of border area did not apply much to the village and language 

maintenance. 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Santhaat 

language ecology 

 
Notes 

Provincial /regional level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Regional language and  discourse Positive This factor creates a bilingual situation for Santhaat villagers.  

 Table 14. 2  Provincial/regional level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Santhaat language ecology. 
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Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Santhaat 

language ecology 

 
Notes 

National level forces   
1. Social factors   
a. Nationalism  Neutral The concept of nationalism gives a sense of being a Thai citizen when considered on a 

nation’s geography and boundary mapping system. While building in the sense of oneness, 
the concept of nationalism, pulls the people out from the concept of cultural and 
linguistic boundary. The cultural and linguistic boundary extends far beyond the nation’s 
boundary drawn on maps.  

2. Education factor    
a. Language and diversity 
deficient curriculum 

Neutral The national curriculum discourages other languages in the community. However, the 
curriculum also leaves 30% room for local schools to develop their own curriculum. 
Hence, the local school came up with local language and cultural classes.  

b. Lack of regional history 
curriculum 

Negative The lack of regional history in the national history curriculum gives no pride in the 
regional history.  

 
Level of Forces and factors 

Positive or negative 
Effects on 
Santhaat 

language ecology 

 
Notes 

World level forces   
NO CLEAR FORCES AT WORLD LEVEL AT TIME OF STUDY 

Table 14. 3 National level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Santhaat language ecology. 

 Table 14. 4 World level forces and factors and their positive and/or negative influences on Santhaat language ecology. 
 
 



CHAPTER 15 

CONCLUSION 

15. 0 Introduction 

This chapter summarizes the findings of the study, revisits the research questions and 

makes recommendations for further research. The responses to the research questions 

draw upon the data collected from primary and secondary sources.  

15.1 Summary of the study 

This study was prompted by three main concerns. The first concern was the awareness of 

the interrelatedness of language, culture and biodiversity. The loss of one language is also 

the loss to the world of valuable assets, such as the world’s traditional knowledge, 

biodiversity and linguistic diversity.  Language loss or language death, as addressed by 

researchers around the world, is the result of many factors such as economic development, 

political pressure, education reforms, and other forms of development. This first concern 

leads to the second concern which is that the pressures mentioned above have been 

observed by the researcher in Thailand, in particular, in Chiang Rai province. This second 

concern lies in questions as how and to what extent have the pressures affected languages 

and their ecologies and sub-ecologies in Chiang Rai. Finally, the last concern is that to date 

and to my knowledge there have been minimal to no studies conducted in Chiang Rai 

province on its language ecology and also no studies conducted to pinpoint and estimate 

the forces and pressures affecting the languages spoken in the province.  The three 

concerns led to a survey of language ecology and ecolinguistics literature, including 

language planning. The ultimate goal was to describe the language ecology of Chiang Rai 

province, and to identify the forces and factors that affect the language ecology of the 

province, which will later assist stakeholders in future language planning; and also, to help 

language speakers to maintain and revive their languages. Thus, this study provides: 

extensive information, original ideas and understandings of the factors and forces that 

underpin the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Chiang Rai province.  
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15.2 Benefits of the two frameworks: theoretical and methodological 

This research benefits from the two main frameworks used: theoretical framework and 

methodological framework. The following describes the usefulness of the two frameworks.  

 

15.2.1 Theoretical framework 
Theoretically, this study is grounded in ecological thinking (Mühlhäusler, 2003) and 

structured on Ecolinguistics theory (Mühlhäusler, 1995, 1996, 1998, 2003, 2006; 

Mühlhäusler et al., 2004). The benefits of this theory are as follows.  

 

Firstly, ecological thinking and Ecolinguistics allow the researcher to observe and think in 

ways that extend the prevalent linguistics paradigm (See Chapter 2 for details of theoretical 

underpinning.) The thinking allows the researcher to freely explore and cross discipline 

boundaries. For example, this research allowed the researcher to gain insights into health 

related communication and found that such problems exist and are real (See Chapter 8 for 

detailed discussion). Ecological thinking and the health communication problem led the 

researcher into a finding and development of the idea based on the finding as written in 

Chapter 8 that: 

 
Society or speech communities without the self-generating-power to constantly 
“contest for meanings” and terminologies in societal and environmental problems 
loses a vital function of a healthy language, which will finally lead to the loss of 
other life support entities of the language. Therefore, the aetiology of language 
death is the inability of the community to self-generate the negotiation of 
meanings, the inability to think, rethink, formulate and conceptualize their 
environment in their own worldview and language. (This thesis, Chapter 8, p. 188-
189; Oupra, 2008) 

 
 

Secondly, the parameters from outside the linguistics discipline assist immensely in the 

understanding of the concept of language interplay with the world and the world with 

language. For example, the matrilineal/patrilineal social system assists in the understanding 

and explanation of how the system is reflected in the language transmission in the families 

of intermarriage couples of Yunnanese Chinese and the Tai Lü (See Wiang Mok village in 

Chapter 9 under 9.17.1).   

 

Thus, it can be regarded as certain that ecological thinking and ecolinguistics provide and 

offer a larger and wider perspective for the understanding and the interpretation of the 

study of the language ecology of Chiang Rai province.  
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Finally, this study is the first study of its kind conducted in Chiang Rai that incorporates 

non-linguistics parameters to assist in the understanding of the language situation. The 

findings of this thesis suggest that, to understand a language situation we have to look at 

the language in its environment. The environment includes: the relationship of a language 

with other languages in its environment, and the factors that interplay with all the 

languages in that environment. In this way, the health of a language can be accurately 

assessed in the context of linguistic diversity.  

15.2.2 Methodological framework 

The methodology, ethnography, is useful for this research in many ways. Firstly, the nature 

of this study requires data collection methods that are varied and provide profound 

explanations of the underpinning forces and factors that make up the existing language 

ecology of Chiang Rai province. Ethnography provides such data collection methods and 

techniques.  

 

Secondly, the methodology provides an opportunity for the researcher to reflect on the 

study as an insider and an outsider. Interestingly, apart from adopting the insider/outsider 

roles, I have taken these two roles further. There are two major points that I would like to 

make. First, there are varying degrees of insider/outsider role. Although being an insider in 

Thailand and Chiang Rai, I am an outsider to the villagers. Sometimes, I am an insider by 

language, and, many times by the shared Thai and northern Thai culture, and, at some 

other times, a complete outsider. Second, the multiple identities present in the researcher, 

assist the study immensely in one way or another (See details of the two points in Chapter 

6 under 6.6 - 6.8). Researchers with multiple identities, or the ‘in-between people’, or the 

people who cross language and identity boundaries, seem likely to have a built in receptor 

for the understanding of cross boundary issues, be it language, identity or culture. These 

people know the extent and how far they can push themselves into each boundary and 

explore those cultural realms. For example, during data collection, the researcher had to 

accommodate multiple roles based on her “implicit plural identities” (Kim, 2002), 

including being a female with multiple identities, and having varying degrees of an insider 

and an outsider point of view. Being an insider assists the researcher in gaining access to 

data that are culturally rooted, while being an outsider the role allows the researcher to 

consciously reflect upon the insider role, and also in the analysis of the data. For example, 
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in order to make a critical analysis of a communication activity, a conscious critical analysis 

process has to be worked upon. Questions have to be asked consciously, such as: What is 

the strangeness in this familiarity?; or What is the underlying essence of this familiarity in 

this particular incident? etc (See details in Chapter 6). 

 

Finally, the researcher also experienced “shifting identities” (Kim, 2002) which was the 

result of the multiple identities that existed in the researcher. The multiple identities shifted 

as a result of adjustment to the changing contexts during data collection (ibid.). The 

shifting identities played a significant role during data collection as has been seen in the 

discussion in Chapter 6. 

 

To conclude, this study not only benefits from the two frameworks as mentioned above, 

but also pushes the knowledge boundary further ahead. Some of the findings from this 

study are findings that expand the theoretical and methodological knowledge. Findings to 

research questions are discussed below.  

15.3 Responses to research questions 

As this study is the first study of its kind in Chiang Rai, the questions concerned were 

aimed at finding out the nature of the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Chiang Rai 

province and also at addressing the question of language policies. There were three main 

research questions and the research questions will be discussed according to the following 

questions:  

 

1. What is the language ecology of Chiang Rai province and how did it come about? 

2. What are the factors and forces that underpin the existing language ecology? 

3. What is Thailand’s and Chiang Rai’s existing language plan and policy and how can 

it benefit from the existing language ecology? 

15.3.1 Response to research question one  

In response to research question one: What is the language ecology of Chiang Rai province 

and how did it come about?, I would like to draw attention to one crucial definition 

concerning the interrelationships of languages. Mühlhäusler (2003, p. 17) states, 

“Ecolinguistics, in focusing on the interrelationships between languages and the 
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environment, seeks to identify the adaptive processes that occur. Languages are optimally 

adapted to the cultural and natural environments where they have become endemic.”  

Thus, to answer the question on the language ecology of Chiang Rai, I will attempt to 

explain via the interrelationship as mentioned and provide examples where needed.  

 

Firstly, at the national level, there seems to be only one type of language relationship in the 

language ecology of Chiang Rai province. It is a language relationship that does not 

support the health of other languages in the language ecology. Almost none of the 

language plans and policies, both implicit and explicit, support the health of other 

languages. The focus is put on the national language and foreign languages, with particular 

emphasis on English and Chinese; whereas, regional languages and minority languages in 

the same ecology have been neglected. This language ecology lacks the mutual beneficial 

relationships which are critical for the survival of the languages that exist in the same 

language ecology. The lack is due to the interaction of a number of factors and forces (to 

be addressed in the response to research question two under 15.3.2), for example, socio-

political and historical. The lack of support to other languages, in particular regional and 

minority languages, is seen in many situations as mentioned in the content of the thesis 

such as the health related communications (as described in detail in Chapter 8); the lack of, 

or minimal support on bilingual education; and the centralized education system. This lack 

of support to the health of other languages within the same ecology will only contribute to 

language loss. Thus, not only concerned bodies in language plans and policies should take 

into account the findings of this study but also any organizations or disciplines, that work 

with people from different language backgrounds. All plans and policies from 

organizations and disciplines, should also declare the advantages and disadvantages that 

the plans will most likely cause to the regional and minority languages. 

 

Secondly, at the ground level, there are many active language relationships in the villages 

(See Chapters 9 - 14). For example, the acquisition of tones in a non-tonal language like 

Kammu, illustrates the adaptive process which is the result of the interrelationship of 

Kammu and the Tai languages that have been enveloping the Kammu language and 

community for a long time (See discussion of Tonogenesis in Kammu in Chapter 10 under 

10.5.7). Apart from Kammu, Lamet language also adapts culturally, environmentally and 

linguistically to the Tai language family that has been enveloping it (See Chapter 10 under 

10.6.2). It is worth noting here that Wiang Mok village, a multilingual community, also 
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illustrates the interrelationship of languages at the ground level (See Chapter 9). This 

particular interrelationship of languages is interesting as the languages peacefully and 

meaningfully coexist. There is very little to no conflict between the language groups in this 

village.  

 

An interesting question arises from this observation: Why is there a peaceful coexistence 

of language groups in this village? This question can also be extended further to study why 

there is no peaceful coexistence of language groups in some other villages. These questions 

still need answers.  

 

Apart from the big picture presented above, there are other findings on language 

relationships worth enlarging and putting into perspective. They are as follows: 

 

1. Thai names reflect political, economic and cultural influences. Politics or state 

influenced names can be seen in the change of: first names, last names, institution names, 

and the change of the country’s name from Siam to Thailand. This kind of name change 

was for hegemonic and assimilation purposes. Economics influenced name change occurs 

in small scale businesses in Chiang Rai. In the case of small scale businesses, employees 

often change their names for ease of pronunciation by the employers, for example, Dao 

and Fon. In the case of road name signs in Chiang Rai, Chinese appears on the signs as the 

language of economics. In the signs, standard Thai appears on the first row, English on the 

second row, followed by Chinese on the third row. Culturally, in Thailand, almost all 

names involve consultation with monks or language experts for their auspiciousness. The 

auspiciousness of names is attached to the letters and vowels that make up names (See 

details of the three types of influences in Chapter 4). The changing of names reflects the 

interrelationship of languages in the Thai linguistic ecology. It is the interrelationship of 

standard Thai, ethnic languages, and the language that comes with economic power.  

 

2. The research also found that the concept of a language and its boundary in indigenous 

and cultural terms are context dependent, whereas in the linguistic view, context and other 

non-linguistics issues are less likely to be considered as has been seen in the detailed 

discussion on “linguists’ views’ and “indigenous views” of language and boundary. Thus, 

the concepts raise concern in the sense that the use of any statistical databases on language 

should be with caution. In addition, users of the databases should take into consideration 
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the possibility of discrepancies that would arise in the databases in terms of underlying 

perceptions of language boundary. For example, the two language databases, Ethnologue 

and Ethnolinguistics Maps of Thailand, differ in terms of the criteria used in compiling the data 

and the underlying linguistics perceptions used in defining languages. This can be seen in 

the differences in ethnonyms used to refer to ethnolinguistic groups, and in the names of 

languages and their dialects used in the two databases. For example, according to the 

Ethnologue, northern Thai has three main dialects, namely Naan, Bandu, and Tai Wang; 

whereas in the Ethnolinguistics Maps of Thailand, no such distinction is made. As a native 

speaker of northern Thai, the researcher has no knowledge of the three dialects mentioned 

(See details of discussion in Chapter 5). 

 

3. Patterns of language use differ in government and private hospitals. According to data 

collected, languages used in government hospitals, consist of three main languages: 

standard Thai, northern Thai and English. Only two languages appear in signs, standard 

Thai and English. Northern Thai is mainly used in the communication between patients 

and health personnel. Other languages such as Laotian only appear in Chiang Saen hospital 

at specific places with certain problems and in limited numbers. In private hospitals, six 

languages are used: standard Thai, northern Thai, English, Chinese, Burmese, and Laotian. 

Standard Thai and northern Thai are mainly used for communication between patients and 

health personnel. Standard Thai, English, Chinese and Burmese appear on signs and 

brochures in the hospitals and their branches, while Laotian only appears on brochures. 

Foreign languages other than English are seen as having economic value to the health 

business (See details in Chapter 7). 

 

4. Health related communication is a problem in hospitals and health centres in Chiang Rai 

and remains unsolved. The health related communication problem arises in 

communication between health personnel and patients from different language 

backgrounds. One specific health related communication problem found during data 

collection is the attempt of health personnel in communicating the two concepts, 

HIV/AIDS and Thalassemia, to patients. There are three levels of problems associated 

with the communication: language and conceptual level, ethical level, and worldview level. 

Not being able to communicate and understand the illnesses from their ethnic worldviews 

and languages, people do not see the use of their ethnic languages, health related wisdom 

and other wisdom. People then abandon the use of their ethnic languages and worldviews 
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in favour of other languages and worldviews. This abandoning, not only leads to the loss 

of languages but also cultural wisdom and practices, and ultimately contributes to the loss 

of biodiversity. The complexities of communication presented in Chapter 8 reveal the 

interrelatedness of language, social, environmental and health problems. Health 

communication is complex and cannot be solved from one perspective, neither the health 

discipline nor the linguistics discipline. Each discipline looks at the problem from their 

demarcated boundary and dares not cross the boundary as it is not each discipline’s 

territory to venture. It is like a stinking pool problem (See this metaphor and discussion in 

Chapter 8 under 8.5).  A complex problem as such needs a shift in thinking. It needs a 

shift from one discipline based thinking to a transdisciplinary-based thinking. 

 

Transdisciplinary thinking gives primary concern to the problem and not any particular 

discipline but incorporates relevant disciplines to look into the problem (See details of 

transdisciplinary concept in Chapter 8). When a problem is identified the related disciplines 

are included in the working team. The team then devises a common conceptual 

framework, which can be used by all disciplines in order to help solve that particular 

problem. In this manner, new knowledge of the problem and its solution can be achieved. 

Thus, the health communication problem in Chiang Rai can be tackled by working in 

conjunction with a variety of disciplines such as Anthropology, Linguistics, and health 

related disciplines. The disciplines concerned then devise a common conceptual 

framework to work upon by all the disciplines concerned. The underpinning language 

ecology thought to the solution of the health communication problem is that successful 

health communication will be one of the factors that will mutually help support the health 

of the ethnic and minority languages in Chiang Rai. It is the language support system and 

the survival of the languages that will facilitate optimal and culturally meaningful 

understanding of vital health concepts. Successful health communication can be identified 

as one of the factors in the language support system.  

 

 5. The knowledge of village history and migration routes provide profound understanding 

of the language ecologies of the villages. For example, knowing the migration route of 

Akha Phamee village elders, explains why the elders could comprehend and communicate 

in northern Thai when compared to the younger generations (See Chapter 11). The 

communication skills of the elders were the result of temporary settlement in the Tai 

speaking area of Burma and Laos. Similarly, knowing the history and migration route of 
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the Tai Lü of Payang Chum village clearly explains the misunderstandings that we have 

about this ethnic group and the two ethnonyms, Tai Lü and Yong (See Chapter 12). The 

Yong are the Tai Lü ethnic group who migrated from China into the Yong town of 

Myanmar and then later into Thailand. They are in originally the same ethnic group.  

 

6. Intermarriage can have either a negative or positive effect on the transmission of 

language and the language ecology of a community. Intermarriage is also dependent on 

two other factors: patrilineal/matrilineal social system, and the number of speakers. There 

is a positive enhancement to the language in the matrilineal system when interacting with 

language in the patrilineal system. For example, in approximately twenty Yunnanese 

Chinese families at Wiang Mok village; the husbands were all from Yunnanese Chinese 

background and the wives were all from Tai Lü cultural background. The wives in these 

intermarriage families were able to teach their children to speak Tai Lü and the children 

speak Tai Lü to their mothers. We know that Yunnanese Chinese has a patrilineal cultural 

system, whereas, the Tai Lü has a matrilineal cultural system which is typical of Tai cultural 

system. Although the matrilineal cultural system has lost its significance, certain traits still 

remain. The remaining traits are hidden in the form of power negotiation through other 

cultural practices (See power negotiation under response to research question 2 in 

additional findings). On the contrary, intermarriage families with both spouses from a 

patrilineal system, the family tends to only use the father’s language, while the mother’s 

language is not taught to children (See discussion and details in Chapter 9 under 9.17.1). 

For example, in Wiang Mok village, couples from patrilineal backgrounds only use the 

male spouse’s language.  

 

Very small number of speakers of a language also plays a significant role in language 

enhancement. Although the number is small but it is still important. For example, there are 

at least twenty Tai Lü speakers, originally from China, in the village, and they often form a 

group to conduct Tai Lü ceremonies and use Tai Lü language. Thus, the children of the 

intermarriage couples of patrilineal (Chinese) fathers and matrilineal (Tai Lü) mothers have 

a small community in which to use the Tai Lü language. The community assists the 

children in Tai Lü language use. The children speak Tai Lü when in this community (See 

discussion and details in Chapter 9 under 9.17.2).  
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7. A diglossic language situation exists in Phamee village. The Phamee Diglossia has both 

the characteristics of structural and functional relationships of languages. Since the 

discussion, with examples, that should be provided here on this topic is lengthy, readers 

are requested to please see details of the diglossic situation discussion in Chapter 12 under 

12.16. 

 

8. Ethnic language boundaries are perforating. Villagers have started noticing the change in 

ethnic language use. Standard Thai is mixed with ethnic languages such as Akha, Tai Yai, 

northern Thai, Kammu, Lamet and Hmong. The extent of language mix is still unable to 

be accurately assessed since there have been no studies conducted on the languages. My 

study is the first attempt to identify the changes and quoted villagers and few studies that 

notice the change in their ethnic languages. Details of language change and language 

mixing are addressed in Chapter 7 and Chapters 8-14.  

 

To conclude, the language ecology of Chiang Rai and the villages studied are dynamic and 

multiplex. The dynamism and multiplexity is primarily dependent on village structure in 

terms of: number of ethnic groups; the population of each ethnic group; geographical 

location of the village; religion; communal facilities such as schools and religious 

institutions; socio-cultural structure of each ethnic group; intermarriage; attitude; status; 

and neighboring villages and their languages. Thus, different villages have different 

language ecologies.  

15.3.2 Response to research question two 

In response to research question two: what are the factors that underpin the existing 

language ecology? The following were observed: 

 

Firstly, the dynamics and complexities of the ecology are dependent on numerous factors. 

Broadly, two main powers were observed, which I hereby term ‘factors’ and ‘forces’. To 

begin with factors, there are five major factors that affect and enhance the language 

ecology and sub-ecologies of Chiang Rai. They are: social, education, geographical, 

economics, and political/geopolitics factors. It was also found that in each factor, there are 

multiple ‘units’ that affect the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Chiang Rai province 

and its six villages. The ‘units’ found under each factor are summarized and compiled in 

the table below.  
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Factors Units found affecting language ecology and sub-ecologies in 
Chiang Rai province and six villages  

1. Social Type of family (extended), history and migration route, 
intermarriage, gender, number of dialects/languages, degree of 
intelligibility, size of groups of speakers, intergenerational 
transmission, religion, identity, attitudes towards languages, status, 
clash of medical and cultural sphere, Thai/regional/otherness 
discourse, nationalism discourse, number of sub-communities or 
sub-ecologies, leadership, size of village and basic communal 
necessities, distance, frequency of language and cultural contacts, 
language mixing, similarity in cultural traits 

2. Education Thai schooling, language and diversity deficient curriculum, linguistic 
studies, provincial Chinese language curriculum 

3. Geographical  Border area, geographically strategic province  

4. Economics Jobs related languages, FTA with China, cultural tourism, border 
trade and special economic zone 

5.Political/geopolitics Nationalism, China and Taiwan conflicts, change and shift in 
geopolitics 

Table 15. 1 Factors and their units found affecting the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Chiang   Rai. 
 

 

These factors and their units are different in different villages and language situations. 

They are affected by the second set of variables called ‘forces’.  

 

The second power, ‘forces’, consist of four main levels of forces that affect and enhance 

the language ecology and sub-ecologies of Chiang Rai. These forces are: world level, 

national level, regional/provincial level, and home/village level. For example Wiang Mok 

village (See Chapter 9) is a clear example of a language ecology affected by at least two 

levels of forces in the past, world level and national level.  

 

Secondly, the above mentioned ‘factors’ and ‘forces’ interact. When the factors and forces 

interact, they affect the language ecology of Chiang Rai as a whole. The interaction of the 

five factors and four forces are multidimensional and complex. The interaction of the 

factors and forces can affect the language ecology of Chiang Rai and sub-ecologies and 

result in any of three broad outcomes identified as positive, negative or neutral to the 

languages. Neutral in this context does not mean that there will be no effect but in fact the 

factors and forces are already present but are not yet active. In other words, they are 



 378 

dormant and can erupt at any time if there are changes in the forces and factors. When 

they erupt the result can either be positive or negative. However, precise impacts of the 

interactions cannot be generalized due to the structural differences and dynamics in each 

community. One factor and one force that affect one community may not affect another 

community and thus may not cause the same result.  Each language ecology with sub-

ecologies encountered in Chiang Rai and its villages are different. They are dynamic and 

multiplex. (See Tables of factors and forces at the end of Chapters 9-14) 

 

Let us take an example of world level forces. When world power shifts, the geopolitics and 

national policy shifts, and the fixation on any single major power country shifts too. The 

language ecologies of the villages also shift accordingly. The change in the villages swing to 

either positive or negative, sometimes neutral. In Wiang Mok village we see the swing from 

negative to positive. However, that positive or negative swing affects one language group 

only, the Yunnanese Chinese, and not any other ethnic groups. In the other six villages 

studied, the world level force is neutral. The force does not affect the villages and their 

people. Nevertheless, even though the force may seem neutral, in Sop Ruak village the 

economic part of the force slightly affects some people as villagers began to enroll in 

communicative Mandarin courses in order to be able to use it in their businesses. That, 

however, still does not affect the whole community or change their way of life.  

 

Apart from the big picture presented above, there are other findings from the study as 

follows:  

 

1. Politics and geopolitics play a significant role in the language ecology of Thailand and in 

Chiang Rai. All that Thailand has gone through, from the confrontations of colonialism, 

the hegemony process that involves tools like education, religion, state preferences, the 

nationality act, the building of national history and history texts books, and a state-imposed 

identity, to the change in geopolitics – all these factors played concerted roles in the 

structuring and restructuring of the language ecology of Thailand and Chiang Rai including 

the villages. For example, nationalism and the introduction of standard Thai language and 

the centralized education system in the 1930s wiped away the regional language literacy 

and script. When the country became more stable, regionalism studies began to take shape 

(See Chapter 3). 
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The change in geopolitics is clearly seen in the closure of Chinese ethnic schools in the 

past, and in the rise of Chinese language courses in schools, after Thailand signed the FTA 

with China. In the past, the schools had to be closed down and ethnic language learning 

was not encouraged. In one village, it can be seen through the actual structure of a Chinese 

ethnic school building, that half of the building is still hidden in the ground (See Chapter 9 

under 9.16). What is interesting is that the recent shift in geopolitics also plays a significant 

role in the restructuring of language status, in this case Chinese. Due to China’s rise in 

world politics and world economics Chinese has now become one of the major foreign 

languages encouraged by the Thai government (See details in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3).  

 

In addition, the change in world geopolitics, specifically the conflict between Mainland 

China and Taiwan, not only affects one of the Chinese ethnic schools in Chiang Rai but 

also affects the policies and plans of the Thai government. The Chiang Rai and Thailand 

education organizations conform to Mandarin Chinese used in Mainland China; whereas, 

the ethnic Chinese school, associated with the KMT nationalist party, was and is financially 

and educationally supported by organizations in Taiwan. The government of Thailand and 

Chiang Rai wants a uniform Chinese language curriculum for both Thai schools and 

Chinese ethnic schools. The school has to make a critical decision (See details of 

discussion in Chapter 9 under 9.16). Today, there is a new development in China and 

Taiwan geopolitics. Taiwan’s Prime Minister and his government are working towards 

friendship with China. This change is worth keeping a close watch. To sum up, change in 

world geopolitics affects the nation’s directions, policies and plans, either implicit or 

explicit, for Chiang Rai’s language ecology. 

  

2. Economics is usually seen as one of the factors that triggers language loss in speech 

communities. However and interestingly, economics plays a different role in Chiang Rai: it 

assists cultural and language revival. The findings are as follows:  

 

Firstly, economics, in particular, tourism, enhances the health of the language ecology in 

Sop Ruak and Payang Chum village.  At Payang Chum Lü community, the Lü cultural 

village was established based on economics and it was observed that language, culture and 

economics have a symbiotic relationship. This symbiotic relationship occurs due to many 

interacting factors and forces (See Chapter 11).  In the case of Sop Ruak village, where 

there is tourism and economic development, although the tourism and economic 
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development did not take a lead role in enhancing language and culture revival, they 

provide the negotiation power to the villagers and their community (See Chapter 13). In 

this case, economics brought the hidden force of power negotiation. This finding clearly 

illustrates the point made by Mühlhäusler that “Ecological thinking is not, as has 

sometimes been assumed, anti-economic. It is about achieving aims with limited resources 

and management; and it de-emphasizes salient economic parameters such as competition.” 

(Mühlhäusler, 2003, pp. 1-2).  

 

Secondly, languages are learnt as a result of jobs. People learn languages because there is a 

higher chance in getting jobs, an economic value. Mandarin Chinese, once suppressed by 

the government, has become a major trade language in the border area since Thailand 

signed the FTA with China. The rise of China in world economics, coupled with its 

geographical proximity to Thailand, brings the change to Chinese language learning into 

schools in Chiang Rai. Mandarin Chinese is learnt more due to the opportunity of jobs 

overseas in Chinese firms (See details in Chapter 2 and Chapter 9 under 9.16) or in self-

owned trades and businesses. Mandarin Chinese language courses have significantly 

increased in Chiang Rai in the past years.  

 

3. Smalley’s (1994) model of language hierarchy in Thailand proposed in 1994 (see Chapter 

5 for details) is being disrupted to a certain extent. The model proposes five levels of 

language according to social hierarchy in the following categories: world languages, 

national language, regional languages, marginal regional languages, and others. The model, 

firstly, is a mere snapshot of language ecology, that is, it happened at a certain specific 

time. The disruption to the model is due to the negotiation of power of the languages and 

the factors and forces that interplay within the discourse of economics, ethics and politics. 

There is a disruption at the regional language level. Northern Thai “language layer” 

(Mühlhäusler, 1998, p. 154) is thinning among the minority language speakers. Many 

minority language speakers do not communicate in northern Thai as a regional language 

but instead opt for standard Thai due to the Thai schooling. Thus, when communicating 

with the regional speakers, standard Thai is used. The language is used because of its 

boundary of usage which is wider, and, because it is far more important in terms of status, 

trade and economics. The thinning of one layer is dependent on the speakers of the 

esoteric languages (minority languages), their statuses, and their realization of the power 

attached to the languages (ibid.). The thinning of regional languages among the esoteric 
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language groups results in the disruption of the concept of language hierarchy, in particular 

at the regional level. For example, in Phamee village (See Chapter 12), the villagers speak 

Akha as their first language, and those who had schooling speak standard Thai as their 

second language. The external language of the villagers is standard Thai. Thus, northern 

Thai has no role in the village’s language ecology. It can be seen that northern Thai, as the 

regional language layer, according to Smalley, is already thinning in this village. In my 

experience and being an insider, Phamee village is not the only case. The same language 

situation is also happening in other hilltribe villages not included in this study. It is a matter 

of fact, standard Thai has gradually taken the space of the regional language through 

schooling. The regional language will no doubt go away, but the question is when? The 

answer is: Now, gradually and steadily.   

 

4. The research also found that patrilineal and matrilineal power negotiations seem to exist 

in the households and influence the language use pattern in the households of 

intermarriage couples. This finding is most obvious in Wiang Mok village in the household 

of intermarriage couples where the father is from the patrilineal cultural background while 

the mother is from the matrilineal cultural background or has remaining traits from the 

matrilineal cultural background. (See details in Chapter 9 under section 9.17.1.) It is also 

interesting to see that in a household that has both parents from a matrilineal background, 

another factor seems to play a role. This is the type of sub-culture, whether it is a strong 

culture or not, as in the case of Santhaat village. (See details in Chapter 14 under section 

14.5.1.) However, the latter claim cannot be fully and rightly claimed as such in this 

particular study due to inadequate data but it does raise an interesting assumption which 

should lead to further exploration. In-depth studies and explorations are needed to probe 

into patrilineal and matrilineal power negotiations that affect language use patterns. 

 

5. It was also observed that leadership skills and a long term vision are essential 

characteristics of a village leader who would successfully steer a community towards 

language, culture and community development. Leadership skills not only bring 

community development, but also the cooperation and trust of the village members in 

their village head as seen in Sop Ruak village (See Chapter 13). For example, the head of 

Sop Ruak village and the village committee have very precise ideas and plans of what they 

want to do and what is required of the villagers. In the cases of tourism and business 

forecasts, the village head and his committee invite national experts on issues to speak to 
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the villagers. Language courses are carried out free of charge for villagers undertaking 

tourism related businesses. 

 

6. The concept of certain traditional villages seems problematic and any language planning 

and policy to be based on the concept of one speech community and one language will 

also be problematic. This is due to a number of reasons. Firstly, the observed villages have 

been recently formed, with some having a relatively short history of only two to three 

decades. Thus, the communities have entered a new village establishment where the 

attachment of the community is not deeply rooted to the land, territory and environment. 

Secondly, when the villages were formed they did not consist of one single ethnic group 

but in fact a mixture of ethnic groups. Thus, a number of languages are spoken in a village 

and this creates a structurally new language ecology in a village where the languages 

compete with each other in terms of speaker number power, economic power, religious 

power, regional power, national power, and international power to varying degrees. The 

ethnic languages spoken in those villages will have to survive in the changing face of the 

world where economics, tourism and globalization have turned every corner of the world 

into towns. Languages will have to survive in the changing ecology – a new ecology. This 

raises the questions of languages will survive in this changing ecology and how language 

policy should be planned based on the new ecology. 

 

7. Extended family assists in intergenerational language transmission. Children living in an 

extended family with the grandparent generation tend to acquire language better than 

those living in a nuclear family. Living in extended family enhances the chances to use 

ethnic languages within domestic and public domains within the village. (See Chapters 9-

14). 

 

8. It is also found that the number of language speakers, and the number of languages in 

the community can both positively and negatively influence the language ecology.  The 

larger the number of speakers and the number of languages, the more they enhance 

language transmission and the language ecology. However, if the number of speakers of 

any one language becomes the majority over other languages in the community, then it is 

likely to have a negative effect on smaller language groups. This also depends on how the 

community views language and cultural diversity. For example, Wiang Mok village has the 

highest numbers of languages, the majority being Yunnanese Chinese. There are other 
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languages where the number of speakers are relatively small when compared to Yunnanese 

Chinese. The smaller language speaker numbers have a tendency to shift to the majority 

language. Younger generations have shifted to Yunnanese instead of speaking their ethnic 

languages. They mention being more comfortable when expressing certain things in 

Yunnanese (See details of language description in Chapter 9). Another example is the 

Lamet language spoken by three people in Huay Kok village, the language speakers had to 

switch to the language of the majority which is Kammu. The children of the remaining 

three Lamet speakers do not speak Lamet but have shifted completely to Kammu (See 

details of language in Chapter 10).  Finally, Khmer, a language known only to four people 

are not spoken in Santhaat village. The speaker of Khmer in this village switched to the use 

of Isarn or north eastern language (See details in Chapter 14). 

 

9.  The wellbeing of a language is also attached to gender and religion. In Tai based cultural 

communities, females are restricted from taking part in the religious domain. Females have 

less access to the studies of Tua Dham script as it is in the religious domain which is only 

accessible by males ordained as monks in the temples. For example, the Tai Lü community 

(which has only females) in Wiang Mok village has to invite a Naan from another village to 

perform rituals connected with Buddhism and texts written in Tua Dham. In a ceremony, 

males will perform those functions which are religion related, while the females will 

perform functions which are not related to texts, temples, or Buddhism but are seemingly 

attached to the blessings for the physical and mental wellbeing of the family (See details in 

Chapter 9 under 9.18). In an Akha community at Phamee village, it is an obligation for 

males to perform rituals. Thus, males are connected to the use of the special register used 

in rituals (See details in Chapter 12 under 12.10). 

 

10. Religion and religious institutions assist in language transmission, both the spoken and 

the written variety. Services are conducted in ethnic languages, and religion related texts 

are written in ethnic (if there appears to be one) and romanised scripts. For example, in 

Wiang Mok village, all churches conduct services in their ethnic languages, but one church 

conducts the services in two languages, namely, Chinese and Akha. Chinese is used every 

week while Akha is used every fortnight. This is due the two ethnic groups being the 

majority in this church while other ethnic groups understand Yunnanese (See Chapter 9 

under 9.14). In Kammu village, the church also conducts its service in Kammu, while the 

Bible used is written in standard Thai. In Akha village, Akha is used in ancestor worship. 
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In Tai Yai or Shan temples in Sop Ruak village, Tai Yai is used; while the written language 

used is Tai Khün, also known as ‘Lik Khün’.  

 

11. Size of village, distance of village to the city and to the nearest villages, and basic 

communal necessities positively enhance multilingualism. For example, due to the size of 

Huai Kok village and the number of villagers, which is relatively small, basic communal 

necessities such as schools, temples, health centre, and market, cannot be set up within the 

village. Villagers have to go to schools, temples and markets at nearby villages. This 

provides opportunities for language contact with people of all ages and many languages, 

thus enhancing the multilingualism of the community (See details in Chapter 10). 

15.3.3 Response to research question three 

In response to research question three: What is Thailand’s and Chiang Rai’s existing 

language plan and policy and how can it benefit from the existing language ecology?  This 

question was set out with the purpose of finding out whether minority language policies 

existed in Thailand or not. The findings are as follows:  

 

1. It was found that there was no explicit minority language policy in Thailand. However, 

even though there is no policy as such, there is a national provision laid out in the past and 

present Constitutions of the Kingdom of Thailand that says “unjust discriminations against 

the differences on the grounds of …language…can not be done” ("Constitution of the 

Kingdom of Thailand," 1997; "Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand," 2007).  This 

seems to be the best starting point for Thailand to work further on its minority language 

and other language related policies.  

 

2. The study also found that there are two other types of language policies found in 

Thailand, top-down policy and quasi bottom-up policy. Both the policies are education 

related. The top-down policy is comprised of an implicit national language policy and 

explicit foreign language policy, with special attention given to English as an international 

language. Explicit Chinese language education and curriculum came into effect much later 

than English and with China’s rise into world economics. Due to the centralized 

government structure, Chiang Rai has to follow the national language policies and 

curriculum structure set out from the central government, in particular, the Ministry of 

Education. One flaw in the national language curriculum is that standard Thai is taught as 
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the first language to all. It is flawed because the curriculum is a ‘one size fits all’ curriculum 

which overlooks the regional and minority language use of the people. For example, a 

government school at Phamee village faces problems of teachers not having two things: 

firstly, ethnic language background to communicate with new arrivals, and, secondly, 

knowledge that deals with multilingual schooling. The new arrivals only speak Akha ethnic 

language, whereas teachers have been oriented towards teaching standard Thai as the first 

language and not as a second or third language. With this mismatch, the teaching and 

learning cannot reach the aims and objectives according to levels as specified in the 

national curriculum (See Chapter 12 under 12.11). The national language curriculum 

should be designed to cater for the transition of languages for minority language speakers 

so that the languages can survive and coexist in the Thai context. National language policy 

should also be planned in the context of language diversity and not on one particular 

language.  

 

In the case of quasi bottom-up language policy, Chiang Rai has developed its own Chinese 

language curriculum at the provincial level but with the vision and economic related 

strategic plans set out by the central government and followed up by the Chiang Rai 

provincial office. (See Chapter 2 under 2.4.2) However, the curriculum is solely the work 

of Chiang Rai province, where local schools and local ethnic schools, local universities – 

Chiang Rai Rajabhat university and Mae Fah Luang University, were involved in the details 

and planning of the curriculum.  

 

The implications for language planning and policy have been addressed briefly in each 

response to research questions one and two. In this section I would like to take it further, 

as to how we can actually make it work from the findings.  

 

The benefit of this research to language planning and policy making is that I have 

pinpointed problems, and how to deal with them from bottom-up. The findings of this 

thesis indicate that language plans and policies should aim to tackle the problems. The 

policies and plans should only be formed after the problems have been identified and 

analyzed. The plans and policies should be realistic and practical and not just some 

paperwork, imagined and penned down by the government bodies, and unable to be 

implemented. For example, let us take the case of problems faced by teachers and Akha 

students in Phamee village. A useful plan should state:  
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 Proficient teachers with ethnic language background are highly needed.  

 A new way of teacher training is needed.  

 A training that caters for language and cultural diversity is needed.  

 The teacher training program should encourage students with ethnic language 

backgrounds to study in the program.  

 The training program should include two main types of courses at the initial stage: 

firstly, how to teach students from different ethnic backgrounds; and secondly, 

ethnic language courses.  

 Teachers in general have to be trained and oriented for education for diverse 

ethnic groups.  

 Status planning of minority languages is highly needed.  

 

Knowing what is needed, the amount of work, budget, and timeline can then be estimated. 

It can be practical and realistic.  

 

Where should Thailand and Chiang Rai go from here with its language plans and policies? 

Chiang Rai and Thailand should aim for language and cultural diversity and help support 

minority languages. Chiang Rai should encourage language, cultural, and knowledge 

exchange, as knowledge is embedded in languages and cultures. The encouragement of 

these exchanges brings the needed respect to the minority languages and cultures. Most 

importantly, the transmission of languages will continue as there will be active users of 

both language and cultural activities. The end result, Chiang Rai will have a vast number of 

living ethnic knowledge databases. This living ethnic knowledge database will then 

continue to weave more knowledge. Chiang Rai and Thailand should be planning for all 

languages and not for only one national language or one regional language. 

 

All the findings have two significant implications for language planners and policy makers. 

Firstly, any language plan, policy or curriculum to be developed has to take into 

consideration these factors and forces and the dynamism and complexities of the 

languages to be planned. Planning one language may affect the structure and power 

relations of other languages. Thus, in developing any policies and plans for any languages 

in Chiang Rai or in Thailand, the effects of the plans on other languages have to be 
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estimated in order to prevent negative outcomes. Secondly, in order to successfully carry 

out the above, there needs to be changes in the underlying thoughts on policy making. The 

thinking has to change from a one language only mindset to a diversity of languages 

mindset – a shift in paradigm. A good language plan and policy should incorporate the 

languages that exist in that particular ecology.  

 

Questions arise: Why should we incorporate other languages? And why should we give the minority 

languages a place in the national policies and plans?  

 

The questions take us back to where I started. There are two main answers. 

 

Firstly, languages have an inextricable link to the environment. Languages encapsulate the 

invaluable knowledge, wisdom and worldviews which are the results of long term 

interaction of human beings with their environment or home. Due to the differences in 

environment and cultures, each language encapsulates and perceives the world differently. 

Yes, the worldviews are different and so what? What can we do with those differences?  

 

We can make a leap in our knowledge with those differences. For example, the differences 

in worldviews have the potential to assist quantum theorists in their studies. Peat1

 

 (2008, 

pp. 42-43) writes:  

“So what went wrong? Why are physicists finding it so hard to make that final 
step? I believed part of the answer was hinted at by the great physicist Niels Bohr, 
when he wrote: “It is wrong to think that the task of physics is to find out about nature. 
Physics concerns what we can say about nature.” …This is where language comes in. 
While Heisenberg argued that “the meaning of quantum theory is in the 
equations”, Bohr pointed out that physicists still have to stand around the 
blackboard and discuss them in German, French or English. Whatever the 
language, it contains deep assumptions that do not apply to the quantum world. 
Hence, wrote Bohr, “we are suspended in language such that we don’t know what 
is up and what is down”, trying to talk about quantum reality generates only 
confusion and paradox. … David Bohm embraced Bohr’s views on language, believing that 
at the root of ….the problem is the structure of the language we speak”. [Emphasis Added] 
(pp.42-43) 

 

                                            
1 This piece of information is taken from my paper presented at a conference in China on 23 - 24 June, 2008. 
Paper title: Not in Our Language, Not in Our World: The Complexity of Communication and the Space in-
between Among Healthcare Profession and Ethnic cultures in Maesai, Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong, 
Chiang Rai Province. Conference Title: Knowledge Networks and Regional Development in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region and Asia – Pacific.  
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Peat (2008, pp. 42-43) further explains that the languages physicists use to discuss their 

theories namely English, German and French, were noun and object based languages2

 

, 

which prevented them from seeing the process-based of their object of study. 

“…European languages, he [David Bohm] noted, perfectly mirror the classical 
world of Newtonian Physics. When we say, “the cat chases the mouse” we are 
dealing with well-defined objects (nouns), which are connected via verbs. 
Likewise, classical physics deals with objects that are well located in space and 
time, which interact via forces and fields. But if the world doesn’t work the way 
our language does, advances are inevitably hindered. Bohm pointed out that quantum 
effects are much more process-based, so to describe them accurately requires a process-based 
language rich in verbs, and in which nouns play only a secondary role”(Ibid.). [Emphasis 
Added] 

 
 
Thus, in 1992 a group of physicists sat down and spoke with the Native American elders 

whose languages were in the Algonquian language family.  This language family is a 

process-based language family with a “wide variety of verb forms” and process oriented 

concepts. Peat (2008, p. 43) concludes in his article that: 

 
“In interpreting the equations we must remember the limitations language places 
on how we can think about the world. The study of other types of languages 
opens us up to other worldviews, to complementary ways of speaking about the 
cosmos. Being open that way might give physics the inspiration to leap forward.” 

 

This is just only one example of how a leap in knowledge can be made via the differences 

in languages and their worldviews. There are innumerable other discoveries waiting for us 

to find in languages and their worldviews. This is one reason why Thailand and Chiang Rai 

should incorporate all languages that exist in the nation or the province’s language 

ecologies into the national/provincial language plans and policies.  

 

Secondly, diversity is a fact of life, be it biodiversity, cultural diversity, or language 

diversity. In order to maintain biodiversity, cultural and linguistics diversity has to be 

maintained. They are inextricably linked (See Chapter 1 for the interrelatedness or the 

inextricable link of linguistic diversity, biodiversity, and cultural diversity). If a language 

dies, we risk the loss of innumerable other entities, not only to the nation, but, to the 

world. In order to prevent the loss of biodiversity, languages and their interrelationships 

with other languages in their environment have to be maintained. In order to maintain 

those interrelationships, language health support systems have to be installed or 

                                            
2 Further information on noun-object based language and process-based language in physics please see 
David Peat’s article. Also see Comrie for linguistics typology.  
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maintained. For example, language needs space. Space is essential for the ethnic groups to 

be able to express themselves and their identity in their ethnic languages. The worry is that 

people do not see the importance of their ethnic languages, thus, abandon their languages. 

A language without its active users and cultural space has no hope of survival.  

15.4 Recommendations for further research 

The thesis provides fresh new findings of the language ecology in Chiang Rai. Even 

though it provides many new findings, I still found that there is much research that can be 

conducted further. During the data collection phase, I encountered a number of gaps.  

 

As there were no previous studies on this topic in Thailand extensive data collection was 

needed. Some data that I needed were not possible to obtain due to the size of the 

problem and data collection in those topics deserves independent studies. As a matter of 

urgency, I would like to recommend that the following topics be researched as soon as 

possible, such as, the extent of language change, language shift and language loss in 

languages spoken in Chiang Rai province. I found in my fieldwork that the languages, 

whether northern Thai or minority languages, they are changing. It is speedy change. The 

extent of the change and shift has not yet been studied. The effect on the languages is not 

fully known; only observations by the elders have been noted. For example, Akha 

children’s use of Akha language has started to change as documented by Saowaluck 

Assawayingtaworn, and quoted in Chapter 12. The change is seen at the lexical level. 

Lexical replacements have started in Akha children in Phamee village. The rest remains 

unknown.  

 

In addition, there were minimal to no studies or data on issues concerning indigenous 

views and concepts of language and language boundaries. This topic needs more studies 

and research. Furthermore, a number of other issues and topics touched on in this thesis 

became evident during data collection but need further insightful studies and research into 

them. Issues such as the health related communication problem, needs an entire 

independent study on its own; as does power negotiations and language use in families 

with patrilineal and matrilineal socio-cultural backgrounds. In addition, as this study 

collected data from only six villages in Chiang Rai province, there should be further studies 

in other villages examining the factors and forces that play important roles in those villages 

and their ecologies. Finally, the same type of research can be conducted in other provinces.  
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15.5 Conclusion 

The language ecology of Chiang Rai is dynamic and complex. It is influenced by four 

important levels of forces: world level, national level, regional and provincial level, and 

home level. The findings of this study can be effectively used in future language planning 

of Chiang Rai and Thailand as a whole. The study conveys the message that any language 

plans and policies to be developed in the future need to pay close attention to the effects 

that they might have on other languages, including the factors and forces of those 

languages within the same ecology. This is because “…language is interconnected with the 

world – it both constructs and is constructed by it” (Mühlhäusler, 2003). 
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