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Abstract
A historical linguistic study of Chinese-Tai cognates in the Isan dialect of Thai

The hypothesis in this study was that the Isan dialect of Thai contains many
words not sharing the same origin with Central Thai and other languages within the Tai
language family. Therefore, it was further hypothesized that these words are historically
related to Chinese, as suspected word pairs were found which could potentially be
cognates. The purpose of this research was to examine and analyze relations between
Isan and Chinese as members of the same Chinese-Tai family by focusing on a survey
of words potentially related. These words were analyzed. There relations were explained
in terms of phonetic, lexical, and semantic properties. The research method involved
pairing vocabulary words hypothesized to be potentially related whose phonetic and
semantic features are identical, related, or connected. Words were sampled from
dictionaries and verified by informants. The findings showed that the Isan vocabulary
contains 407 monosyllabic words and disyllabic elaborative 176 words which are related
to Chinese words. The findings indicated that Isan is closely related to Tai languages
spoken by ethnic groups residing in Southern China. They supported the historical
argument that Tai-Lao or Isan people originally lived scatteredly in Southern China and
later migrated down to Northern Laos and eventually into the Isan region of Thailand. In
addition to the result which pointed out such relationship, the list of cognates found in
this study were further used in teaching Chinese to native Isan-speaking students. As a
result, the students were highly interested in cognate relationships. They also showed an
improved speed of memorization of Chinese-Isan cognates.

Keywords Chinese-Tai cognates, Isan dialect of Thai, Chinese-Tai family, Tai language
family



