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Maniq, spoken by 250–300 people in southern Thailand, is an undocumented 
geographical outlier of the Aslian branch of Austroasiatic. Isolated from other 
Aslian varieties and exposed only to Southern Thai, this northernmost member 
of the group has long experienced a contact situation which is unique in the 
Aslian context. Aslian is otherwise mostly under influence from Malay, and ex-
hibits typological characteristics untypical of other Austroasiatic and Mainland 
Southeast Asian languages. In this paper we pursue an initial investigation of 
the contrastive strategies of the Maniq sound system. We show that Maniq 
phonology is manifestly Aslian, and displays only minor influence from Thai. 
For example, Maniq has not developed tone, register, or undergone changes typi-
cally associated with tonogenesis. However, it departs from mainstream Aslian 
phonology by allowing extreme levels of variation in the realisation of conso-
nants, which in our view are best explained by its distinctive social ecology and 
geographical isolation.
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1.	 Introduction

The Aslian branch of the Austroasiatic stock is represented by some 18–20 eth-
nolinguistic groups in Peninsular Malaysia and Isthmian Thailand. This south-
ernmost division of Austroasiatic persists under circumstances very different 
from those of most of its relatives. Thus, for example, the ecology of all Aslian lan-
guages is the evergreen equatorial rainforest, and not the more seasonally marked 
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ecologies typical of Mainland Southeast Asia. Second, Aslian speakers have adapt-
ed to this tropical environment in a number of distinct and complementary ways. 
So, although forming a solid, well-defined and geographically rather continuous 
genealogical grouping, the Aslian languages exist in an unusually diverse societal 
and economical setting, and are represented among subsistence foragers, slash-
and-burn horticulturalists, and collectors-traders alike (Benjamin 1985a). Third, 
unlike their Austroasiatic relatives further north, the Aslian languages are geo-
graphically couched well within the Austronesian realm, which is represented in 
the peninsula primarily by various dialects of Malay.

These circumstances have resulted in a number of both conservative and in-
novative linguistic characteristics which are conventionally considered to be pe-
culiar to Aslian in the Austroasiatic context (Matisoff 2003). For example, unlike 
many languages further north, Aslian languages do not adhere to the common 
pattern of monosyllabism but generally display a large number of sesqui- and di-
syllabic roots, and frequently also tri- and even tetrasyllabic forms. Furthermore, 
Aslian languages have untypically productive and regular paradigms of nominal 
and verbal derivation, employing intricate and presumably conservative morpho-
logical processes of reduplication and affixation. Such paradigms and processes 
have been largely lost or fossilised in other Austroasiatic languages, and they defy 
the dominant trend of isolating morphology typical of Mainland Southeast Asia. 
Finally, intense contacts with Austronesian languages, especially Malay, have had a 
profound influence on the grammars and, above all, the lexica of Aslian languages.

However, the conventional view of Aslian has been challenged by the pro-
posal that some Aslian languages may display unexpected ‘Mainland’ phonologi-
cal properties. On the basis of existing accounts of the sound systems of Jahai and, 
especially, Kensiw, it has been proposed that these languages exhibit contrastive 
tone, albeit with marginal functional load, and that Kensiw displays a set of aspi-
rated voiceless stops (Hajek 2003; 2010). Both features are suggested to result from 
contact with Thai. Furthermore, an earlier first-hand source proposed a highly 
complex set of distinctive vowel qualities in Kensiw, which departs radically from 
the vowel systems of other Aslian languages (Bishop 1996). These claims are sig-
nificant because they suggest that the sound systems of a subset of Aslian lan-
guages — notably spoken in the northern part of the Aslian range — are currently 
undergoing substantial reorganisation in response to outside influence.

In this paper we address the issue by examining the sound system in Maniq, a 
hitherto undescribed Aslian language of the Isthmus of Kra, in southern Thailand. 
Maniq provides an intriguing exception to the typical Aslian ecology. Spoken by 
250–300 subsistence foragers, it is the northernmost Aslian language and current-
ly forms a geographically isolated enclave separated from other Aslian languages 
by at least 150 kilometres. Its speakers are not in regular contact with other Aslian 
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speakers, which is uncommon in the Aslian context. A considerable number of 
loanwords suggests that Maniq must have been in regular contact with Malay in 
the past, but this is no longer the case. Presently Maniq is in contact with Southern 
Thai of the Tai-Kadai stock. This distinguishes Maniq from most other Aslian 
languages, which are primarily in contact with various dialects of Malay (and in 
Malaysia also with Standard Malay). Consequently, Maniq provides a unique case 
for testing to what extent diverging contact ecologies have had an influence on 
formal language properties in the Aslian context. For example, Maniq can be ex-
pected to be the most susceptible to Thai and ‘Mainland’ influence of all the Aslian 
languages and thus to any un-Aslian reorganisation of the phonological system.

Our results, detailed below, show that Maniq does indeed display phonologi-
cal features unusual for Aslian. However, influence from Thai is less in evidence 
than expected, which suggests instead a hitherto underestimated diversification of 
sound systems within Aslian itself.

2.	 Maniq: An Aslian outlier

Maniq is spoken by 250–300 people in the Banthad mountain range of south-
ern Thailand, at the intersection of Trang, Satun, and Phatthalung provinces.1 Its 
speakers are hunter-gatherers traditionally leading a nomadic or a semi-nomadic 
lifestyle, and they belong to a cluster of forager populations in the Malay Peninsula 
referred to ethnographically as the Semang. The bands set up temporary camps 
in the rainforest, usually in relative isolation from the closest settlement. Because 
of their partial dependence on the local Thai economy (exchange of goods, wage 
labour, and tourism), the Maniq normally keep the distance short enough to allow 
regular visits to nearby villages. Almost all Maniq speakers are fluent in Southern 
Thai, which they use in contact situations with Thai villagers and forestry officials. 
However, Maniq is the most important language used within the group, and it is 
learnt as a first language by children (Bishop & Peterson 2003).

Maniq belongs to the Northern Aslian division of the Aslian branch of the 
Austroasiatic stock. Until recently, apart from a few word lists and brief notes 
(Bishop & Peterson 1993; Bishop & Peterson 2003; Phaiboon 2006; Becker 2008; 
Bauer 1991) it was largely undocumented, but in the past few years descriptive 
work on Maniq has been accumulating (Peterson 2012; Wnuk & Majid 2014; 
Kruspe, Burenhult & Wnuk, in press). Also, recently collected Maniq lexical data 
form part of our re-examination of Aslian relationships. This shows that Maniq 
together with Kensiw and Kentaq forms a ‘Maniq’ subclade of Northern Aslian. 
This subclade and its sister subclade Menraq-Batek (which includes Jahai, Menriq, 
and Batek) together form a Maniq/Menraq-Batek grouping, which represents the 
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portion of Northern Aslian spoken by Semang foragers (Burenhult, Kruspe & 
Dunn 2011). Figure 1 illustrates the Aslian family tree derived with computational 
phylogenetic methods (Dunn et al. 2011).

The 18–20 Aslian languages form a geographically and genealogically distinct 
branch of Austroasiatic. They are conventionally subdivided into a Northern, 
Central, and Southern group, but there is increasing evidence that the Jah Hut 
language forms a separate, fourth branch (Diffloth & Zide 1992; Dunn et al. 2011; 
cf. Figure 2).

Maniq is surrounded by the Tai-Kadai stock (represented by Southern Thai) 
and potentially susceptible to typological and lexical influence very different from 
that experienced by the rest of Aslian. Since the early 1900s, ethnographic sources 
have reported that the Maniq community is not in contact with other Aslian com-
munities, a situation discussed and verified by Peterson (2012). Although it has 
so far remained uncertain to what extent Maniq is structurally distinct, there are 
clear indications that it has undergone considerable lexical change in relation to 
much of the rest of Aslian. Thus, according to a recent computational phylogenetic 
analysis of Aslian basic vocabulary by Dunn et al. (2011), most of the Northern 
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Aslian division (specifically those Northern Aslian languages which are spoken by 
foragers, the Maniq/Menraq-Batek clade) is lexically highly divergent from other 
Aslian branches. Compared to the rest of Aslian these languages have experienced 
an unusually high rate of change to their basic vocabulary, presumably due to a 
distinct pattern of intense contact between foraging groups. Notably, among these 
languages, Maniq displays the greatest divergence and has thus taken lexical change 
to its extreme. There is little indication that this is due to contact with Southern 
Thai (i.e. lexical change cannot be shown to result from borrowing of Thai vocabu-
lary). This suggests that the secondary geographical isolation of Maniq has given a 
further boost to the Northern Aslian trend of lexical diversification.

Identifying the typological profile of Maniq is an important next step in deter-
mining to what extent it is different from other Aslian languages and why any such 
differences have come about. As just noted above, lexical analyses suggest that in-
ternal diversification within Aslian overrides divergent external contact situations 
as the main cause of change, and we might hypothesise that typological features 
follow a similar trajectory. In the present paper we examine the contrastive strate-
gies of the Maniq sound system. Throughout the analysis, we situate the Maniq 
data in the wider Aslian (and general Austroasiatic) perspective, as well as make 
frequent references to relevant features in contact languages, especially Southern 
Thai.

Figure 2.  Aslian languages
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3.	 Maniq phonology

This section describes the phonological system of Maniq, including its phonemic 
inventory of consonants (Section 3.1) and vowels (Section 3.2) and their phonetic 
realisation, as well as prosodic features (Section 3.3). The analysis is based on a 
glossary of 2,100 forms, and primarily relies on auditory impression, although se-
lective instrumental analyses have been carried out on some segments.

3.1	 Consonants

Aslian languages have rather typical Austroasiatic consonant systems. There is a 
core set of distinctive points and manners of articulation, shared by all Aslian lan-
guages described to date and adding up to approximately 20 phonemes (for com-
parative notes, see Kruspe 2004: 58–59). Some languages add further distinctions 
to this core set. For example, Northern Aslian languages have an augmented frica-
tive series, adding at least a voiceless bilabial /ϕ/ to the set (see e.g. Bishop 1996; 
Burenhult 2005; Phaiboon 2006).

Maniq shares these features with its relatives, but has an enlarged system of 
consonants compared to other Northern Aslian languages, totalling 23 phonemes. 
This is due to the untypical contrastive function of aspiration in stops resulting in 
the addition of three extra phonemes to the standard series. However, these ad-
ditional distinctions are infrequent and display clear restrictions to their phono-
tactic2 and lexical distribution (see further below). A general feature of the Maniq 
system of consonants is an unusually high degree of realisational variation across 
environments, instances, and speakers. As will be shown below, this is particu-
larly evident in stops, fricatives, and liquids. Table 1 presents the full inventory of 
Maniq consonant phonemes.

Table 1.  Consonant phonemes in Maniq

bilabial alveolar palatal velar glottal

stop b / p d / t ɟ / c ɡ / k ʔ

aspirated stop ph th kh

nasal m n ɲ ŋ

fricative ϕ ɕ h

rhotic r

lateral l

approximant w j
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3.1.1	 Stops
There are 12 stop phonemes in Maniq: the voiceless /p, t, c, k, ʔ/, voiced /b, d, ɟ, ɡ/, 
and post-aspirated voiceless /ph, th, kh/. The latter occur only in a small set of Thai 
loanwords. The stops in each set are pronounced as bilabial, alveolar, palatal and 
velar, respectively. The following minimal pairs illustrate contrasts between the 
voiced and voiceless series in word-initial position:

		  /balɨʔ/		  ‘leg’			  /palɨʔ/		  ‘to find’
		  /dut/		  ‘navel’		  /tut/		  ‘to be empty’
		  /ɟɛɕ/		  ‘to run’		  /cɛɕ/		  ‘to slide’
		  /ɡaw/		  ‘pig’			  /kaw/		  ‘(proximate marker)’

Infrequently, voiceless phonemes are realised as phonetically voiced and vice 
versa (cf. transcription mismatches in Bauer 1991, Bishop & Peterson 2003, and 
Phaiboon 2006). All stop phonemes can occur in syllable-initial position, but 
syllable-finally the manner distinctions are lost and only voiceless non-aspirated 
stops occur. Final stops are by default unreleased. Stops in words in isolation may 
be realised: (1) with an aspirated voiceless release, e.g. /ʔɛk/ [ʔɛkh] ‘to give’; (2) with 
an extra vowel and an optional glottal stop, e.g. /planuk/ [planukɨʔ] ‘lesser mouse 
deer (Tragulus kanchil)’; (3) with a voiced nasal release followed by an optional 
glottal stop, e.g. /ɡaʔet/ [ɡaʔetnʔ] ‘cloth’; (4) with a homorganic fricative release, e.g. 
/tapip/ [tʌpipϕ] ‘ashes’. Such patterns of stop release, apart from the last one, are 
also attested in other Aslian languages — (Burenhult & Wegener 2009). None of 
them is lexically contrastive.

3.1.1.1	 Non-aspirated stops.  The segments /b, p/ are usually realised as bilabial 
stops. In intervocalic position they are both sometimes pronounced as the bilabial 
approximant [β̞], e.g. /ɡəbaʔ/ [ɡəβ̞aʔ] ‘to be bad’, /labɛh/ [laβ̞ɛh] ‘bamboo tube’, 
/ləpaj/ [ləβ̞aj] ‘fat’. In such cases, the contrast between the voiced and voiceless is 
neutralised.

The alveolar stops /t/ and /d/ are normally realised as [t] and [d], unless occur-
ring before front close and close-mid vowels /i, e/ or the opening diphthong /ie/. 
In such environments, they are occasionally realised as affricated stops [tɕ, dʑ], 
e.ɡ. /tidɔʔ/ [tɕidɔ̰ʔ] ‘to wait’, /kadieʔ/ [kʌdʑjɛʔ] ‘civet’. This, however, does not apply 
systematically. The palatal stops /c, ɟ/ are realised as simple stops [c, ɟ], e.g. [cej] 
/cej/ ‘bum’, [ɟit ]̚ /ɟit/ ‘to obtain food’, or affricated stops [cɕ, ɟʑ], e.g. /kaceʔ/ [kɐcɕeʔ] 
‘moon’, /ɟanat/ [ɟʑʌnat]̚ ‘pineapple’. The two variants are in free variation although 
the affricated stops are more frequent. Perceptually, they are very similar to the 
affricated alveolar stops [tɕ, dʑ]. The affricated release of the palatal stop, however, 
occurs in the environment of all vowels and is more common than the alveolar 
stop affrication. If the voiceless palatal stop /c/ is copied from the final-syllable 
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coda, it is often realised as an alveolo-palatal fricative [ɕ] or palatal approximant 
[j], e.g. /kama〈c〉lɔc/ [kamaɕlɔc̚] ~ [kamajlɔc̚] ‘to be jumping’.

The voiceless velar stop /k/ is a considerably more frequent phoneme than its 
voiced counterpart /ɡ/. It also displays much greater allophonic variation. The first 
varying factor in the allophones of /k/ is the place of articulation which ranges 
from velar, e.g. /kɛn/ [kɛdn] ‘to get, to take’, uvular, e.g. /ʔikan/ [ʔiqadn] ‘fish’, to epi-
glottal, e.g. /kukɔʔ/ [quʡɔʔ] ‘nail’. The uvular and epiglottal allophones occur usu-
ally, but not always, in the environment of back vowels, in particular in fast speech. 
The velar stop /k/ may also be realised as one of the range of dorsal/radical frica-
tives: velar /məkɔʔ/ [məxɔʔ] ‘egg’, uvular /bakɛt/ [bɐχɛt ]̚ ‘to be warm’, and epiglottal 
/lmkɛm/ [ləmʕɛbm] ‘to have fever’. Similarly to /k/, the voiced velar plosive /ɡ/ has 
also been recorded to surface as a uvular fricative, e.g. /tiɡaʔ/ [tiʁa̰ʔ] ‘three’. Finally, 
in some rare cases, /k/ is realised as a uvular approximant, e.g. /lakaʔ/ [laʁ̞a̰ʔ] ‘to 
insert hand’. It may be briefly glottalised, in which case a very short glottal stop 
interrupts it.

The glottal stop /ʔ/ is a high-frequency segment found in both onset and coda 
positions. It is realised as [ʔ]: /ʔaj/ [ʔa̰j] ‘banded leaf monkey (Presbytis femoralis)’, 
/haʔɨp/ [haʔɨp̚] ‘to know, to remember’, /buʔ/ [buʔ] ‘to drink’. The constriction of 
the glottis during its production frequently influences adjacent sounds, causing 
creaky voice, which is a typical co-articulatory effect accompanying glottal stops 
(Ladefoged & Maddieson 1996: 75). When pronounced with emphasis, the final 
glottal stop is released with a heavy aspiration, /ʔiɕiʔ/ [ʔiɕiʔh] ‘body’, similar to the 
aspirated release of final stops described above. In continuous speech, it is often 
elided at the end of the syllable.

3.1.1.2	 Aspirated stops.  The aspirated stops are a marginal phenomenon associ-
ated with Thai borrowings. The whole series of aspirated voiceless stops /ph, th, kh/ 
is found syllable-initially in a set of 26 Thai loanwords. The following minimal or 
near-minimal pairs illustrate the distinction.

		  /phak/	 ‘vegetable’	 /pak/	 ‘to slap, to hit’
			   (Thai phàk)
		  /taphan/	 ‘bridge’	 /papan/	 ‘(tree sp.)’
			   (Thai sàphaan)
		  /tham/	 ‘cave’ (Thai thâm)	 /tam/	 ‘place’
		  /hutʰiem/	 ‘garlic’ (Southern	 /tem/	 ‘right side’
			   Thai hǔa thiam)
		  /tʰien/	 ‘candle’ (Thai thian)	 /ɕantien/	 ‘vine, rope’
		  /tʰan/	 ‘to catch up’	 /nəmtan/	 ‘sugar’ (Thai námtaan)
			   (Thai than)
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		  /manthet/	 ‘sweet potato’	 /katɛt/	 ‘to blowpipe (using one
			   (Thai manthêet)		  thin shaft)’
		  /khiew/	 ‘canine tooth’	 /kiew/	 ‘(plant sp.)’
			   (Thai khîaw)
		  /khanom/	 ‘candy, sweet’	 /kanɔm/	 ‘to urinate’
			   (Thai khànŏm)
		  /khɔn/	 ‘hammer’	 /maŋkɔn/	 ‘(tree sp.)’
			   (Thai khɔ́ɔn)

Other than the listed items, there are some loanwords from Thai for which no con-
trastive forms have been identified, e.g. pʰɔ ‘to be enough’, kʰwan ‘axe’.

Aspiration in borrowed Thai lexical items is not entirely regular and predict-
able. There are a number of unaspirated loans with aspirated Thai source terms, 
e.g. /kanbit/ ‘fishing rod’ (Thai khanbèt), /kuhɔy/ ‘pharynx’ (Thai khɔɔhɔ̌y). They 
could represent an earlier layer of loanwords with no aspiration or simply indicate 
that the preservation of aspiration is not systematic. There might also be a dialectal 
or individual variation in the retention of aspirated stops in Thai loanwords (cf. 
khɔhɔy ‘pharynx/glottis’ in Phaiboon 2006).

The palatal aspirated stop /cʰ/ is not in evidence, even though it is part of the 
Thai inventory. Thai loans in which it would be expected are very rare in the cor-
pus. The current data contains only an affricated palatal stop [cɕ] realisation, sug-
gesting the underlying plain palatal stop /c/, e.g. /cɛt/ [cɕɛt ]̚ ‘to wipe’ (Thai chét). 
One has to bear in mind, however, that [cɕ] and [cʰ] may be difficult to distin-
guish auditorily. A larger data set will possibly reveal more about the nature of this 
sound in Maniq, and the future identification of /cʰ/ would not be unexpected.

Aspirated stops have not been found in Malay loanwords, a fact which in it-
self is not surprising since Malay does not have aspirated stops in its inventory. 
Yet they do appear in some words of Malay origin in the closely related Kensiw 
language, e.g. /pʰarot/ < Malay parut ‘scar’, as well as in Southern Aslian Mah Meri 
(Kruspe, personal communication).3

Importantly, the aspirated stops are absent from the indigenous lexicon. This 
is in contrast to the pattern observed in Kensiw, for which at least a velar exponent 
/kʰ/ is identified in indigenous words, e.g. /kʰəʔ/ ‘to vomit’, /kʰiʔəh/ ‘mountain goat’ 
(Phaiboon 2006; Hajek 2010). Incidentally, these two Kensiw examples corre-
spond to /kəʔ/ ‘to vomit’ and /kieh/ ‘mainland serow (Capricornis milneedwardsii)’ 
in Maniq. However, aspirated bilabial [pʰ] does occur in indigenous Maniq forms 
as an allophone of the voiceless bilabial fricative /ϕ/ (see Section 3.1.3 below).
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3.1.2	 Nasals4

Maniq has four nasals /m, n, ɲ, ŋ/ displaying the same places of articulation as the 
oral stops (except the glottal stop), i.e. bilabial, alveolar, palatal, and velar.

They are realised as [m, n, ɲ, ŋ], unless they are found in word-final position 
following an oral vowel. In this environment they are realised as prestopped nasals 
[bm, dn, ɟɲ, ɡŋ], a term commonly applied in Aslian descriptive convention (Bishop 
1996; Kruspe 2004; Burenhult 2005; Burenhult & Wegener 2009) to denote allo-
phones of nasals, in which the nasal part is preceded by a voiced stop-like onset, 
most frequently very short, sometimes hardly audible.5

		  [cɕadubm]	 /cadum/	 ‘to embrace, to hold’
		  [cɕadn]		  /can/		  ‘foot’
		  [habuɟɲ]	 /habuɲ/		 ‘to be full’
		  [wɔɡŋ]		  /wɔŋ/		  ‘child’

There is convincing historical and synchronic evidence described for several 
Aslian phonologies and present in Maniq in favour of treating prestopped nasals 
as allophones of nasals rather than allophones of voiced stops (e.g. Kruspe 2004; 
Burenhult 2005). Prestopping of final nasals does not occur in the reduplicated/
unstressed syllable, e.g. /pŋpɛŋ/ [pʌ̃ŋ-’pɛɡŋ] ‘cheek’, /tntin/ [tʌ̃n-’tidn] ‘to make a 
tired sound’, /wɔŋ ‘hɔ̃ʔ/ [wɔ̃ŋ hɔ̃ʔ] ‘little’ (from wɔŋ ‘child’) as well as unstressed 
function words, e.g. personal or demonstrative pronouns. If stressed or uttered 
in isolation, function words are pronounced with a prestopped nasal: /ʔiɲ/ [ʔĩɲ ~ 
ʔiɟɲ] ‘I (1st person singular)’, /ʔum/ [ʔũm ~ ʔubm] ‘that (distal)’. Prestopping of final 
nasals does occur, however, after an oral vowel in loanwords, e.g. /piɕɛŋ/ [piɕɛɡŋ] 
‘banana’ (Malay pisang), /tham/ [thabm] ‘cave’ (Thai thâm).

Simple nasals occur after nasal vowels, e.g. /daɡə̃ɲ/ [daɡə̃ɲ] ‘charcoal’, as well 
as vowels progressively nasalised by a nasal consonant onset, e.g. /ɲam/ [ɲãm] 
‘to open fist’. There exists a small number of apparent exceptions, in which pro-
gressive nasalisation is presumably blocked: [hanɛɡŋ] ‘hole, cave’, [panɨɡŋ] ‘resting 
place, bed’, [cənɛɡŋ] ‘lower arm’, [manɔɡŋ] ‘skink’, [kanɨɡŋ] ‘oriental small-clawed 
otter (Aonyx cinerea)’. The phonetic representations of these are, however, not 
stable across different realisations, sometimes being realised with a medial stop 
preceded by a nasalised vowel or a medial cluster of a stop + nasal, e.g. [cə̃dɛɡŋ], 
[kandɨɡŋ] (see also Bishop & Peterson 2003: 92). Furthermore, the earlier histori-
cal stages of these words show medial clusters *-nd- and *-nr-, still found in their 
Aslian cognates (Diffloth, personal communication; cf. Maniq [manɔɡŋ] ‘skink’ 
and Jahai [mandrɔɡŋ] ‘skink’). This leads us to conclude that at the underlying 
level the consonant clusters are still present (i.e. /handɛŋ/, /pandɨŋ/, /cəndɛŋ/, 
/mandɔŋ/, /kandɨŋ/) and there is a tendency among some speakers to assimilate 
them. These items are therefore not true exceptions to progressive nasalisation. In 
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fast speech, across word boundaries as well as within the word, nasals assume the 
place of articulation of the following stop, e.g. /ʔiɲ buʔ/ [ʔim buʔ] ‘I drink’, /mŋ-
dɛŋ/ [mən-dɛɡŋ] ‘to be looking’. In some cases of reduplication, the copy of the 
nasal surfaces as a glottal stop preceded by a nasal vowel, e.g. /hnhan/ [hãʔhan] 
‘to go over a hill’. If the palatal nasal /ɲ/ in the coda of the reduplicated syllable is 
followed by another nasal, it sometimes surfaces as a palatal glide /j/, e.g. /haluk 
nɲŋaɲ/ [haluk najŋaɲ] ‘barred gliding lizard (Draco taeniopterus)’.

3.1.3	 Fricatives
There are three voiceless fricative phonemes in Maniq: bilabial /ϕ/, alveolo-palatal 
/ɕ/, and glottal /h/, all of which are found in both syllable-initial and syllable-final 
position.

The bilabial fricative is analysed here as having two main allophones: a voice-
less bilabial fricative [ϕ] in word-final position, and a post-aspirated bilabial stop 
[ph] in syllable-initial position, e.g. /tiϕ/ [tiϕ] ‘to spit’, /ciʔaϕ/ [ciʔaϕ] ‘to buzz’, 
/ϕpϕɔp/ [pʰapʰɔp] ‘to make a sound (of Pallas’ squirrel (Callosciurus erythraeus))’, 
/ϕɔŋϕɔŋ/ [pʰɔmpʰɔŋ] ‘to make a low-pitched sound’. The sound occurs in the coda 
of the pre-final syllable only in reduplicated forms. In this environment, it is re-
alised as a vague and brief fricative noise whose phonetic properties are unclear, 
or, more commonly, it is lost altogether: /hjϕhjɛ̃ϕ/ [hj̃ə̃hj̃ɛ̃ϕ] ‘to whistle shrilly (of 
birds)’.

A bilabial fricative is attested in most Northern Aslian languages, but only in 
syllable-final position. Its occurrence in syllable-initial position is thus unique to 
Maniq. It might be argued that the initial [pʰ] should be analysed as the aspirated 
stop /pʰ/, a phoneme whose identical syllable-initial realisation is already attested 
in vocabulary borrowed from Thai (cf. Section 3.1.1.2). However, the only aspi-
rated stop found to occur in indigenous vocabulary is the bilabial [pʰ], so, if we 
disregard Thai loanwords for the moment, the most parsimonious analysis is one 
which treats the fricative [ϕ] and aspirated [ph] as allophones of one underlying 
phoneme in indigenous forms. This is justified by the phonetic similarity between 
these realisations (both are voiceless bilabial aspirates) as well as semantics. The 
majority of /ϕ/-final words and [ph]-initial indigenous words have an onomato-
poeic component, conveying meanings associated with processes and actions in-
volving motion of air, e.g. /lĩϕ/ ‘to breathe’, /ʔeϕ/ ‘to blow’, /ϕupϕup/ ‘to flap wings 
briskly’, /ϕɨk/ ‘to smash, to hit’.

The alveolo-palatal fricative in Maniq displays considerable variation across 
speakers and occurrences. It is most commonly realised as the alveolo-palatal 
fricative [ɕ], and less often as the palatal fricative [ç], an alveolar fricative [s], or 
as an affricate [ʦ] or [ʨ]. A marginal allophone is the aspirated palatal stop [cʰ] 
which occurs occasionally in Thai loans (see Section 3.1.1.2). Affricate realisations 
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tend to occur in the onset of stressed syllables, e.g. /ɕɔk/ [ʨɔk̚] ‘hair’. In cases of 
coda copying, the copy of /ɕ/ is sometimes realised as an approximant [j], e.g. 
/tumu〈ɕ〉kɛɕ/ [tumujkɛɕ] ‘to be somersaulting’.

The glottal fricative /h/ is most often realised as a voiceless glottal [h], although 
a range of other realisations occur. Among voiceless non-glottal fricative allo-
phones of /h/ we find a velar [x], e.g. /takɨh/ [takɨx] ‘after’, a uvular [χ], e.g. /cikah/ 
[cɕiʁaχ] ‘to split’, and a pharyngeal [ħ], e.g. /kabɨʔ tɔh/ [kabɨʔ tɔħ] ‘type of fruit’. The 
voiced fricative allophones include the pharyngeal [ʕ], e.g. /hah/ [ʕaħʕ] ‘mouth’ 
and the glottal [ɦ], e.g. /hah/ [ɦax] ‘mouth’. There appear to be no strict distribu-
tional patterns in these realisations, and the same word can be pronounced in mul-
tiple ways. However, one observable tendency is that the pharyngeal and uvular 
realisations seem to occur mainly following the open vowels /a, ɔ/. In the coda of 
a reduplicated syllable as well as across word boundaries, particularly if followed 
by a palatal or alveolar consonant, the phoneme is sometimes realised as a palatal 
fricative, e.g. /chcɔh/ [cɕaɕcɕɔh] ‘to tell untruths’, /bah dɛŋ/ [baɕ dɛɡŋ] ‘go and look’. 
If followed by the alveolar stop /t/, reduplicated /h/ is occasionally realised as a 
glottal stop [ʔ], e.g. /tɔhtũh/ [tɔ̃ʔtũh] ‘wrinkled hornbill (Rhyticeros corrugatus)’.

Also, infrequently in sequences consisting of /h/ + nasal, /h/ undergoes as-
similation and surfaces as a voiceless nasal, e.g. /hmuʔ/ [m̥muʔ] ‘group, collection’ 
(Thai mùu), /hnaŋ/ [n̥naŋ] ‘film’ (Thai nǎŋ), /h〈mu〉〈w〉lɔw/ [m̥muwlɔw] ‘to be 
yelling’ (derived form of /halɔw/, from Malay halau), /hnɨŋien/ [n̥nɨŋien] ‘(bird 
sp.)’ (cf. below).

3.1.3.1	 Note on /h/ + sonorant sequences.  A subset of the Thai loans where the 
source term begins with a sonorant are realised in Maniq with a sequence of /h/ 
+ the sonorant, e.g. /hmuʔ/ ‘group, collection’ (Thai mùu), /hnaŋ/ ‘film’ (Thai 
nǎŋ), /hlɛk/ ‘iron’ (Thai lèk), /hwan/ ‘sweet’ (Thai wǎan), /hjã/ ‘grass’ (Thai yâa). 
Interestingly, these sonorant segments are reconstructed as voiceless in Proto-Tai, 
i.e. *hm, *hn, *hl, *hw (Pittayaporn 2009), indicating that present-day Maniq shows 
reflexes of the earlier stage of pronunciation of the Thai source terms (Diffloth, per-
sonal communication). This pattern provides clues to the age and source of Thai 
borrowings in Maniq: voiced/voiceless distinction in sonorants existed in Old Thai 
but not Modern Thai and the merger and associated loss of voiceless sonorants oc-
curred around 1600 AD at the latest (Li 1977). We can thus cautiously propose this 
date as a terminus ante quem for Maniq (and Aslian) contact with Thai.

3.1.4	 Liquids
The lateral /l/ occurs syllable-initially, realised as an apico-alveolar lateral [l]: 
/lɛɕ/ [lɛɕ] ‘ant’, /planuk/ [planukɨʔ] ‘lesser mouse deer (Tragulus kanchil)’, /hlatɔ̃t/ 
[hlãtɔ̃t ]̚ ‘to be sticky’. Word-finally, [l] is in free variation with the palatal glide [j]: 
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/təmkal/ [təmkal ~ təmkaj] ‘man, husband’, /pitul/ [pitul ~ pituj] ‘to put in’, /naʔal/ 
[naʔal ~ naʔaj] ‘morning, tomorrow’. In most cases, individual speakers show a 
preference for one final allophone, but other speakers use them interchangeably. 
The palatal realisation neutralises the contrast with the actual phoneme /j/ in some 
minimal pairs: /kaʔel/ [kaʔej] ‘pot’ vs. /kaʔej/ [kaʔej] ‘thunder deity’, /kul/ [kuj] ‘to 
shout’ vs. /kuj/ [kuj] ‘head’. However, such pairs are not numerous and context 
usually resolves possible ambiguities.

The rhotic /r/ occurs syllable-initially in a limited number of Thai loanwords 
and indigenous Aslian terms. This sound is phonetically unstable across many 
Aslian languages. Also in Maniq it displays considerable allophonic variation and 
is varyingly realised as a uvular trill [ʀ], e.g. /rɔp/ [ʀɔpϕ] ‘to fight’ (Thai róp); a velar 
lateral approximant [l], e.g. /hrɔϕ/ [hlɔϕ] ‘to be swollen’; a palatal lateral approxi-
mant [ʎ], e.g. /ran/ [ʎjadn] ‘shop’ (Thai ráan); or a velarised lateral approximant 
[ɫ], e.g. /ruɕ/ [ɫʊɕ] ‘liver’. However, it is never realised as the alveolar trill [r] typical 
of some Aslian languages. Since the set of examples is very limited, it is not pos-
sible to determine at this stage whether the different allophones are conditioned by 
the environment or if they are in free variation. None of these realisations appear 
to be more common or fundamental than any other. Given the variation in place 
of articulation, we therefore prefer to render this phoneme as /r/. Also, comparing 
Maniq forms with those of other Aslian languages, we have observed that Maniq 
/r/ typically corresponds to /r/ in those languages. This suggests there is also a his-
torical motivation for representing it underlyingly as /r/. However, in some forms, 
Aslian /r/ corresponds to a glottal stop or nothing in Maniq, e.g. /kaʔej/ [kaʔej] 
‘thunder deity’ (Jahai karɛj), /kaʔɔʔ/ [kaʔɔʔ] ‘back’ (Jahai krɔʔ), /bɛ/ [bɛː] ‘younger 
sibling’ (Jahai bɛr), /hakɔt/ [hakɔt] ‘night’ (Jahai hrkɨt). This glottal stop is not in 
complementary distribution or free variation with other realisations of /r/ and is 
thus not considered here to be an allophone of /r/.

3.1.5	 Approximants
The approximant /w/ occurs in syllable-initial and syllable-final position and is 
realised as a voiced bilabial [w]: /wa/ [wa:] ‘to walk, to go’, /balaw/ [bʌlaw] ‘blow-
pipe’, /ɕawɛ/ [ɕawɛː] ‘to search’. If uttered slowly in isolation, a word with a final /w/ 
is sometimes pronounced with a voiceless off-glide, e.g. /kawaw/ [kʌwawʍ] ‘bird’.

The approximant /j/ is found both syllable-initially and syllable-finally. In both 
positions it is most often realised as a voiced palatal [j], e.g. /dɔj/ [dɔj] ‘to come’, 
/ɡəjah/ [ɡəjah] ‘elephant’, /jek/ [jek̚] ‘to return’. Sometimes, if a form is uttered in 
isolation or emphasised, an affricate realisation [ʥ] occurs in the onset of the ini-
tial syllable, e.g. /jɔc/ [ʥɔc̚] ‘feline’, /jəkɔp/ [ʥəkɔp̱̚] ‘snake’. Another relatively rare 
realisation of /j/ employed in fast speech is the voiced palatal fricative [ʝ], e.g. /jin/ 
[ʝidn] ‘(EMPH)’, /jɔt/ [ʝɔt ]̚ ‘to smoke’.
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3.2	 Vowels

Aslian vowel inventories typically involve a basic monophthongal three-by-three 
system of vowel heights and front-back qualities, cross-cut by an oral-nasal dis-
tinction. Some languages expand this system of basic qualities by adding a two-
way length or register distinction, an extra height, or diphthongs (cf. Kruspe 
2004: 58–59).

Maniq adheres to the basic Aslian pattern. The data analysed to date suggest 
three degrees of vowel height and three degrees of front/back distinction for oral 
vowels. All oral vowel phonemes apart from the mid-front and mid-back have na-
sal phoneme counterparts. As in most Aslian languages, these are significantly less 
frequent than the oral ones. Two additional vocalic nuclei are represented by the 
opening diphthong /ie/ and its nasal counterpart /ĩẽ/. This provides a total number 
of 18 distinctive vocalic nuclei. The full system is presented in Table 2.

Table 2.  Distinctive vocalic nuclei in Maniq

ORAL NASAL

front central back front central back

high i ɨ u ĩ ɨ̃ ũ

close-mid e
ə

o
ə̃

open-mid ɛ ɔ ɛ̃ ɔ̃

open a ã

diphthongs ie, ĩẽ

Typically for a Northern Aslian language, Maniq does not have contrastive vowel 
length. Environmentally-conditioned lengthening takes place in final open-syl-
lable vowels and typically occurs when words having this structure are uttered in 
isolation or appear in a focus position such as the end of a phrase, e.g. [waː] /wa/ 
‘to walk, to go’.

The following near-minimal set illustrates the contrasts between the vowel 
qualities in the basic three-by-three system:

Table 3.  Vowel contrasts in Maniq

/kapin/ ‘on, up’ /campɨɕ/ ‘to be sick’ /bajuʔ/ ‘shirt’

/calak peŋ/ ‘(lizard sp.)’ /lɕpəɕ/ ‘to be fragrant’ /kajoʔ/ ‘Sunda flying lemur (Galeopterus 
variegatus)’

/pŋpɛŋ/ ‘cheek’ /caŋbãŋ kapaɕ/ ‘[toponym]’ /kijɔʔ/ ‘to turn one’s back to someone’
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Importantly, the Maniq system does not bear any resemblance to that proposed for 
the closely related Northern Aslian language Kensiw with five degrees of height for 
front and central vowels, and four for the back vowels (Bishop 1996). The Kensiw 
system displays a level of quality variation which is hardly observed even at the pho-
netic level in other Aslian languages, and Benjamin (2012) cautiously questions the 
analysis. Phaiboon (1984) documents a typical three-by-three system for the same 
variety, and Asmah (1963) describes a system of eight qualities (three degrees of 
height for front and back, and two for central) for the similarly closely related vari-
ety Kentaq. Our own Kentaq data suggest a typical three-by-three system with nine 
oral vowels, seven of which have nasal counterparts (Burenhult, field notes, 2005).

3.2.1	 Phonetic description of vowels
/i/ – is a close front unrounded vowel [i]: [maniʔ] /maniʔ/ ‘indigenous person’; its 

nasal counterpart is realised as [ĩ]: /batĩk/ [bãtĩk̚] ‘to be dirty’.
/e/ – is a close-mid front unrounded vowel [e]: /ʔijeŋ/ [ʔijeɡŋ] ‘bone’; in the context 

of palatals, it is in free variation with the near-close unrounded [ɪ]: /ɕec/ [sɪc̚] 
‘meat’, and a raised [e̝]: /kajeŋ/ [kɐjeɡ̝ŋ] ‘to hear, to listen’.

/ɛ/ – is an open-mid front unrounded vowel [ɛ]: /bɛm/ [bɛbm] ‘many’; in the con-
text of palatals, it is in free variation with the raised [ɛ̝]: /lɛj/ [lɛ̝j] ‘to flow’; its 
nasal counterpart is realised as [ɛ̃]: /hɛ̃c/ [hɛ̃c̚] ‘to fall (of rain)’.

/ɨ/ – is a close central unrounded vowel [ɨ]: /kabɨʔ/ [kabɨʔ] ‘fruit’, slightly lower than 
other high vowels, sometimes realised as the close back unrounded vowel [ɯ]: 
/pajɨ/ [pajɯː] ‘to play’; its nasal counterpart is realised as [ɨ]̃: /tatɨt̃/ [tatɯ̃t ]̚ ‘to 
make a sound (of porcupine)’.

/ə/ – is a mid central unrounded vowel [ə]: /ʔantɛŋ dəl/ [ʔantɛɡŋ dəl] ‘to be deaf ’; its 
nasal counterpart is realised as [ə̃]: /daɡə̃ɲ/ [daɡə̃ɲ] ‘charcoal’.

/a/ – is an open central unrounded vowel [a]: /tak/ [tak̚] ‘to cook in water’, in 
the pre-final syllable [a] is in free variation with [ɐ] and [ʌ]: /kaceʔ/ [kɐcɕeʔ] 
‘moon’, /jampɨh/ [jʌmpɨx] ‘to fall’; its nasal counterpart is realised as [ã]: 
/lapãk/ [lãpãk̚] ‘mud’.

/u/ – is a close back rounded vowel [u]: /ʔaŋkut/ [ʔaŋkut ]̚ ‘to lift’, occasionally re-
alised as the near-close back rounded [ʊ]: /ruɕ/ [ɫʊɕ] ‘liver’; its nasal counter-
part is realised as [ũ]: /katũt/ [katũt ]̚ ‘protrusion’.

/o/ – is a close-mid back rounded vowel [o]: /takop/ [takop̚] ‘tuber (Dioscorea 
orbiculata)’.

/ɔ/ – is an open-mid back rounded vowel [ɔ]: /ɕɔʔ/ [ɕɔʔ] ‘to be dead’; it is in free 
variation with a less frequent open back rounded [ɒ]: /wɔŋ/ [wɒɡŋ] ‘small’; its 
nasal counterpart is realised as [ɔ̃]: /hŋhɔ̃ŋ/ [hãŋhɔ̃ŋ] ‘to whistle’.

/ie/ – is an opening diphthong [ie] with a close-to-mid articulation: /ɡaliet/ [ɡaliet ]̚ 
‘to be tired’; its nasal counterpart is realised as [ĩẽ]: /baɡĩẽc/ [bãɡĩẽc̚] ‘to be red’.
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3.2.2	 Nasal and nasalised vowels
Like for other Aslian languages, it is important to make a distinction in Maniq be-
tween nasal vowels, i.e. those which are characterised by phonemic nasality, and na-
salised vowels, i.e. those which display phonetic nasalisation conditioned by the envi-
ronment. Nasality can usually be straightforwardly distinguished from nasalisation.

3.2.2.1	 Nasal vowels.  Phonemically nasal vowels occur only in the final syllable. 
They are significantly less frequent than oral vowels. The following minimal or 
near-minimal pairs illustrate the contrastive function of the nasal vowel series:

		  /ʔatɛ̃ɕ/	 ‘to sneeze’	 /tɛɕ/	 ‘to sever a rigid object’
		  /batĩk/	 ‘to be dirty’	 /patik/	 ‘to miss a target’
		  /ckcãk/	 ‘to make a sound	 /ckcak/	 ‘to dim, to wane (of moon)’
			   (of footsteps in mud)’
		  /daɡə̃ɲ/	 ‘charcoal’	 /dəɡɛn/	 ‘beautiful tree squirrel
					     (Callosciurus sp.)’
		  /mahɨ̃m/	 ‘blood’	 /tahɨm/	 ‘dung beetle’
		  /hitɔ̃t/	 ‘to attach’	 /tɔt/	 ‘to burn, to roast’
		  /katũt/	 ‘protrusion’	 /tut/	 ‘to be empty’
		  /lakĩẽn/	 ‘to be thin, to be fine’	 /lakiem/	 ‘brain’

3.2.2.2	 Nasalised vowels.  Phonetic nasalisation of vowels is conditioned by nasal 
vowels and nasal consonants. It is bidirectional, i.e. both progressive and antici-
patory. There is a tendency for nasal vowels to cause anticipatory nasalisation of 
the vowel of a preceding syllable, e.g. /hitɔ̃t/ [hĩtɔ̃t ]̚ ‘to attach something’, /baɡĩẽc/ 
[bãɡĩẽc̚] ‘to be red’, /haʔĩt/ [hãʔĩt] ‘to stink’, /pawĩɕ/ [pãw̃ĩɕ] ‘(turtle sp.)’. In most 
Aslian languages this type of nasalisation occurs only with a limited set of inter-
mediate consonants (typically approximants and glottals, cf. Burenhult 2005). In 
Maniq, however, all consonants are transparent to such nasalisation.

3.2.3	 Diphthongs
The opening diphthongs /ie/ and /ĩẽ/ are found in a limited set of lexical items and 
are contrasted below with monophthongs:

		  /tieʔ/	 ‘soil’	 /teʔ/	 ‘mortar’
		  /paliek/	 ‘to be white’	 /palik/	 ‘bat’
		  /talien/	 ‘Pinanga sp.’	 /jəkɔp talɛn/	 ‘snake sp.’
		  /kamieŋ/	 ‘lower leg, shin’	 /kamɛŋ/	 ‘to be young’
		  /biem/	 ‘gular sac’	 /bɛm/	 ‘to be many’
		  /kapĩẽh/	 ‘to have small	 /kapĩh/	 ‘to have a small hole and
			   nostrils’		  thick walls (of bamboo)’6
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Diphthongs are not a pan-Aslian feature, but occur in some languages, and the 
question arises if the Maniq examples reflect innovation or retention. Some com-
parative evidence shows that Maniq diphthongs may correspond to diphthongs in 
occasional distant relatives, which suggests that they are a conservative feature of 
the Maniq sound system. Comparative examples include Maniq /tiek/ ‘to sleep, to 
lie down’ and Jah Hut /cyɛk/ ‘to sleep’ (Diffloth 1976);7 and Maniq /lakiem/ ‘brain’ 
and Semnam /lakuoːm/ ‘brain’ (Burenhult & Wegener 2009).

Thai words containing the diphthong ia are borrowed into the Maniq sys-
tem with the opening diphthong /ie/. Examples include /lɔŋien/ ‘school’ (Thai 
rooŋrian), /tʰien/ ‘candle’ (Thai thian), /bie/ ‘money’ (Thai bîa), and /huthiem/ ‘gar-
lic’ (Southern Thai hǔa thîam).

3.3	 Prosodic features

3.3.1	 Stress
Like in other Aslian languages stress has no lexically contrastive function in Maniq 
and falls invariably on the final syllable. Furthermore, no secondary stress has 
been found. Thai loans receive stress on the final syllable, consistent with the stress 
patterns in both Maniq and Thai (Haas 1964).

3.3.2	 Tone
We have found no evidence of retained tones for systematic contrast in Maniq, 
neither in the borrowed nor the indigenous lexicon. Maniq speakers, who are flu-
ent in Southern Thai, are aware of tonal distinctions in that language and, not 
surprisingly, in the context of elicitation carried out in Thai, they often pronounce 
borrowed items in a Thai-like manner. However, Thai loanwords are not realised 
consistently with the same pitch. Peterson (2012: 23, fn 7) makes the same obser-
vation. This is true not only of the same items in different prosodic contexts, but 
also of words produced in isolation, e.g. [cɕákɛ̄j] ~ [cɕàkɛ̂j] ~ [cɕákɛ̀j] ‘lemongrass’ 
(Thai tàkhrái), [kʰānōm] ~ [kʰānôm] ‘sweet, candy’ (Thai khànŏm), [kə́ptɨ̀ː] ~ 
[kə̄ptɨ́ː] ~ [kə́ptɨ̂] ‘dragonfly/damselfly’ (Thai khɔ́ptə̂ə, from English helicopter). The 
examined items are also not marked by distinct phonation. Moreover, speakers of 
Maniq accept realisations of the same items with varying pitches and, when asked 
explicitly whether there is a difference between these realisations, state that there 
is none. It is therefore evident that tone is not retained as a contrastive feature in 
items borrowed from Thai.

As for indigenous vocabulary, we have examined items most likely to reveal 
tonal distinctions: (1) words transcribed as homophones (e.g. /ɕak/ [ɕak] ‘to wash 
clothes’ (Thai sák), /ɕak/ [ɕak] ‘old tuber’), (2) cognates of what are said to be 
contrastive tonal pairs in closely related Kensiw8 (/kuj/ ‘head’, /kec/ ‘to cut’, and 
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/kap/ ‘to bite’; cf. Bishop 1996), and (3) stop-initial pairs with unexpected varia-
tion in voicing (e.g. /ɡaw/ [ɡaw] ~ [kaw] ‘pig’ and /kaw/ [kaw] ~ [ɡaw] ‘(proximate 
marker)’). In all cases, the words in question are not consistently realised with 
the same pitch, but rather the pitches vary considerably across different realisa-
tions, suggesting that they convey post-lexical information and are not part of 
the underlying representation. In addition, Maniq speakers accept realisations of 
the same words with varying pitches and, for homophones, confirm that items in 
homophonic sets are pronounced the same.

To summarise, we are unable to distinguish lexically contrastive tonal patterns 
in Maniq, even amongst the items that would be most likely to carry them. We 
think it is significant that existing tonal contrasts in Thai, of which the Maniq are 
aware, are lost when Thai items are borrowed into Maniq. Equally significant is the 
fact that speakers’ judgments of items with varying pitches consistently support 
our impression that tone is not lexically contrastive.

4.	 Discussion

4.1	 Consonants

The Maniq consonant system is fundamentally Aslian in character, and typically 
Northern Aslian at that, with its addition of the bilabial fricative to the standard 
basic set of distinctions. However, its additional series of aspirated stops is rare in 
the Northern Aslian context, and is also not typical for Aslian in general. As dem-
onstrated, these consonants are infrequent and restricted to Thai loan words. It is 
thus doubtful whether they should be considered fully integrated components of 
Maniq phonology. We can conclude that Maniq does not display any of the indig-
enous manifestations suggested to occur in Kensiw (Hajek 2010). This means that 
a component considered fundamental to the development of tonal distinctions is 
absent (see further in Section 4.4).

The aspirated stop series looks superficially similar to the equivalent series 
described for Southern Aslian Mah Meri by Kruspe & Hajek (2009). It might be 
tempting to ascribe these similarities to either shared retention of archaic distinc-
tions largely lost elsewhere in Aslian, or some common historical contact situation. 
However, we can conclude that the two languages have acquired these distinctions 
in very different and unrelated ways. Whereas the Maniq series is restricted to Thai 
borrowings and thus of evidently foreign origin, the Mah Meri aspirated stops are 
a Southern Aslian feature.

Our decision to analyse the bilabial aspirated stop in indigenous forms as the 
syllable-initial allophone of the bilabial fricative /ϕ/ calls for elaboration. This 
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phoneme is restricted to the Maniq-Menraq/Batek branch of Northern Aslian, 
and has so far only been found in syllable-final position. It is a very unusual pho-
neme from an areal point of view (cf. Diffloth 1975: 5). As noted, it is also highly 
iconic and associated with a particular class of meanings. Furthermore, it is the 
most infrequently occurring consonant in the languages in which it exists — for 
example, our present Maniq word list of 2,100 forms contains only 20 forms with 
/ϕ/; Bishop & Peterson’s (1993) Kensiw glossary of 2,170 entries contains 13. The 
presence of a syllable-initial allophone of /ϕ/ in Maniq not only places it distri-
butionally on a par with the other fricatives in the language. It also speaks to an 
areally unusual tendency in many Aslian languages for greater tolerance of both 
initial and final exponents of consonant phonemes (cf. Benjamin’s 1976 descrip-
tion of final voiced and voiceless stops in Temiar, a distinction which is almost un-
heard of elsewhere in Southeast Asia). The discovery occasions a search for similar 
allophones which may have passed unnoticed in other Northern Aslian languages.

From an Aslian perspective, the most idiosyncratic aspect of the Maniq sound 
system is its high degree of variation in the realisation of consonants. Some types 
of conditioned variation, such as the prestopping of word-final nasals after oral 
vowels or the typically unreleased character of word-final stops, are common 
among Aslian languages. But for the most part the conditioned and free varia-
tion observed in Maniq is prominent compared to that described for other Aslian 
languages. Most notably, stops are affricated, fricativised, or even approximatised; 
the voiceless alveolo-palatal fricative /ɕ/ can be realised as voiceless affricates or a 
voiced approximant; and the apico-alveolar lateral /l/ can surface as [j] word-final-
ly. These are mostly processes of lenition (e.g. voicing, affrication, spirantisation, 
and approximation), although fortition seems to be in evidence as well (e.g. the af-
fricate realisations of the voiceless alveolo-palatal fricative /ɕ/). Clearly the Maniq 
consonant system is characterised by a measure of instability so far not observed 
in other Aslian settings (see Sections 4.4 and 5 below for further discussion).

4.2	 Vowels

The basic system of contrasting vowel qualities in Maniq is consistent with those 
encountered in a number of other Aslian languages, and the contrast between oral 
and nasal vowels is shared with almost all of them. Like other Northern Aslian 
languages, but unlike Central Aslian languages, Maniq does not have contrastive 
vowel length. It preserves diphthongal distinctions with clear correspondences 
in some other Aslian languages. There is nothing to indicate that Maniq displays 
an unusual system of qualities of the kind proposed for Kensiw (Bishop 1996). 
Consequently, as far as vowels are concerned, we have no reason to conjecture non-
Aslian influence on contrastive strategies, nor any major internal reorganisation.
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4.3	 /h/ + sonorant sequences

As noted, /h/ + sonorant sequences in some Thai loans indicate that Maniq bor-
rowed vocabulary from Old Thai and that a terminus ante quem for Thai contact 
of 1600 AD can be proposed on those grounds. Incidentally, our own phylogenetic 
and phylogeographic models of Aslian history suggest that Maniq split off from its 
sister branch Kensiw/Kentaq some several hundred years ago (Dunn, Kruspe & 
Burenhult 2013). Similar /h/ + sonorant sequences in Thai loans have not been re-
ported in these varieties, so this may be taken to indicate that Maniq is the only sur-
viving Aslian language to have experienced early and sustained contact with Thai.

4.4	 Tone

Our analysis has been unable to detect lexical tone in Maniq, even in Thai borrow-
ings, and we believe no such contrast exists. Considering the distinctive contact 
ecology of Maniq, this result may have a significant bearing on the issue of tone in 
Northern Aslian. The tonal tendencies observed in previous work are linked to un-
stable realisation of initial stops (cf. Hajek 2003), a well-documented tonogenetic 
phenomenon in other branches of Austroasiatic (Svantesson 1989). Specifically, 
the merging of voiceless aspirated and unaspirated stops tends to be associated 
with high tone and the voiced stops with low tone. However, as we have dem-
onstrated, Maniq does not bear traces of indigenous aspirated stops, its voicing 
contrast in initial stops remains (despite the variation), and tonal or register pat-
terns have not developed into a strategy of lexical contrast. Given Bishop’s (1996) 
and Phaiboon’s (1984) first-hand analyses, as well as our own limited Kensiw data, 
we propose that a similar situation holds for Kensiw. Although the processes we 
observe are certainly relevant to the conditioning of pitch differences, we believe 
that the proposed contrastive function of tone and aspiration in Northern Aslian 
is overstated.

Our Maniq data also demonstrate that the marginal instability of voicing in 
initial stops forms part of a much broader trend of flux and variation in the indige-
nous consonant system. Thus, to the extent that we are witnessing pitch differences 
of some sort, there does not seem to be a simple one-to-one causal relationship 
between a merging stop series and tonal development. This is a crucial point when 
we consider any potentially tonogenetic processes. Specifically, it is difficult to ar-
gue that contact with tonal Thai has somehow stimulated the unstable realisation 
of stops (cf. Hajek 2003). It is also noteworthy in this context that some Southern 
Thai varieties are currently undergoing their own tonogenetic processes, through 
which a new high tone is evolving in tandem with lenition of final stops (Diller 
1982; Diller 1985). This development is qualitatively different from the processes 
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proposed for Northern Aslian by Hajek (2003) because it results from regressive 
conditioning of register on the basis of finals, rather than progressive conditioning 
on the basis of initials. Note again that the realisational variation of consonants 
in Maniq mainly affects initials, not finals. In short, the Maniq consonant system 
offers no evidence of contact-induced changes which could stimulate the develop-
ment of lexical tone.

5.	 Concluding remarks

Maniq strategies of phonological contrast are manifestly Aslian. The segmental 
systems are typical of its genealogical grouping, and register and tone are not lexi-
cally contrastive. In this respect, Maniq shares fully in the distinctiveness of Aslian 
languages and does not follow the typological trends of Mainland Southeast Asia, 
in spite of its geographical exposure. We propose that existing claims of contras-
tive aspiration and tone in Northern Aslian (Hajek 2003, 2010) are in need of 
careful reassessment.

What does make Maniq unusual in the Aslian context is its penchant for varia-
tion in the realisation of consonants, especially far-reaching and unpredictable 
manner variability in initials in the form of lenition. Environmental conditioning 
seems to play only a minor role, since a given form typically displays realisational 
instability across both occurrences and speakers. The rationale of this inter- and 
intra-individual elasticity remains to be charted, but it is clear that it is extreme 
when compared to the allophonic variation documented in other Aslian languages.

The patterns of free variation identified here represent rather significant de-
partures from mainstream Aslian phonology. Failing to find clear evidence that 
these developments are conditioned by the distinct ‘Mainland’ contact ecology of 
the language, we propose instead that the issue should be viewed in light of a dif-
ferent set of sociolinguistic parameters. First, the Northern Aslian speech commu-
nities in general (and especially those of the Semang forager sphere) display a dis-
tinct and well-documented pattern of idiolectal variation and change (Benjamin 
1985a: 234–5). This is due to their highly mobile lifestyle, manifested in their sys-
tem of intermarriage between individuals of widely dispersed groups, as well as in 
their marked pattern of group disintegration and regrouping into new constella-
tions as an adaptive response to ever-changing subsistence conditions. This spatial 
and social mobility, and presumably the associated patterns of idiolectal variation, 
are most pronounced in the northern parts of their range (Benjamin 1985a: 243–4, 
261–2). Maniq here represents the northernmost extreme.

Second, and crucially, Maniq is geographically disconnected from its Aslian 
relatives and not in social contact with them. This sets it apart from the other 
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Northern Aslian communities, which, in Benjamin’s (1985a) terms, form a “mesh” 
of inter-varietal contact in which individuals intermarry, move, and acquire new 
languages. So, while the Maniq communities display the typical Northern Aslian 
spatial and social flexibility, they lack the component of inter-Aslian contact and 
multilingualism. This lack, coupled with the fact that the Maniq community is 
small (c. 300 speakers) and fragmented, may well foster a high degree of pho-
nological idiosyncrasy and variability, as well as an increased rate of change. It is 
well-known that small and tight language communities, where communication 
is constantly face-to-face and knowledge is profoundly shared, have a tendency 
to tolerate high levels of linguistic irregularity and complexity (see e.g. Kusters 
2003). Arguably, the highly individualistic language use appreciated in the forag-
ing Northern Aslian communities enforces this pattern even more. Our analyses 
of basic vocabulary suggest that the same circumstances may have spawned an 
unusually high rate of lexical change in Maniq (Dunn et al. 2011), and we might 
speculate that it is a recurrent typological pattern throughout the Maniq language 
system.

While retaining typically Aslian strategies of phonological contrast, the Maniq 
sound system bears witness to developments which have so far not been docu-
mented in other Aslian languages. This points to hitherto unrecognised paths of 
diversification within Aslian and hints at interesting typological discoveries to be 
made in our continued exploration of the Maniq language. We believe these de-
velopments are primarily conditioned by the distinctive social ecology and geo-
graphical isolation of the Maniq community, not by contact with Thai.

Notes

*  The present work is based on field research carried out intermittently from 2009 to 2014 by 
Wnuk among speakers of Maniq in Satun Province, Thailand. It forms part of a wider pro-
gram of description and documentation of Maniq carried out by Wnuk (in progress), and it 
is the first in-depth examination of Maniq language structure. We are grateful to the Maniq 
community of Manang (Satun), Jaroon Thotsagool, the National Research Council of Thailand, 
Suwilai Premsrirat, and Theraphan Luangthongkum. Special thanks goes to Norval Smith for 
his supervision of an earlier version of the phonological analysis. We thank Nicole Kruspe, 
Stephen Levinson, Nick Enfield, Sylvia Tufvesson, Gérard Diffloth, Geoffrey Benjamin, Jan-
Olof Svantesson, Asifa Majid, the editors, and two anonymous reviewers of Studies in Language 
for insightful comments on the earlier drafts of this article. Thanks also go to Michael Dunn, 
Paul Boersma, and Jan-Willem van Leussen. The research leading to these results was support-
ed by the Volkswagen Foundation’s DOBES program (Wnuk and Burenhult), the Max Planck 
Gesellschaft (Wnuk), and the European Research Council under the European Union’s Seventh 
Framework Programme (FP7/2007–2013)/ERC Grant agreement no. 263512 (Burenhult).
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1.  There is also a Maniq group in the Rattaphum District, Songkhla province. Although there 
are no linguistic data available, it is likely that they speak the same language. The population 
estimate is based on a survey carried out by Wnuk in 2009. The term Maniq is adopted here 
in accordance with the speakers’ own usage to refer to a specific language variety, but it is not 
entirely unproblematic. Previous literature on this variety contains several alternative names, 
including Tonga and Mos (used e.g. by Schebesta & Blagden 1926; Bishop & Peterson 2003), 
Trang Kensiw (Bauer 1991), and Tean-ean (Phaiboon 2006), Ten-edn (Peterson 2012) or Ten’en 
(Dunn et al. 2011). None of these alternative names is known to the consultants whose variety 
is discussed here.

2.  Maniq phonotactics are not dealt with in detail in this paper, but we would like to briefly 
point out that they largely conform to the general Aslian pattern, e.g. most phonemic variation 
is found in the final syllable, all syllables start with a consonant, the inventory of initials is larger 
than that of finals (see, for instance, Kruspe 2004: 58–60). Unlike some other Aslian languages, 
Maniq allows final open syllables.

3.  The only possible exception here is the word /ʔathũt/ ‘to be short, to be stumped’ most likely 
deriving from the Malay kontot ‘stumpy, clipped, maimed’.

4.  Nasal segments in Maniq cause both progressive and anticipatory nasalisation, which are 
predictable and not marked for the most part of this paper. Only where it facilitates an illustra-
tion of various related processes is nasalisation included in the phonetic orthography.

5.  Prestopped nasals are a common Aslian phenomenon featured in many descriptions and 
cross-Aslian studies (for a summary of the topic, see e.g. Benjamin, 2012: 27–28).

6.  This minimal pair is an example of a consonantal template, often found with perceptual 
verbs in Maniq (and common with Semai expressives, Tufvesson 2011). The two forms share the 
string of consonants, which defines the perceptual notion (in this case, hollowness, having small 
holes) common for both of them, while the alternating vocalic nucleus provides the particulars 
of that notion. For more examples of templates, see Tufvesson 2011.

7.  The Jah Hut item is given in Diffloth’s original notation. Although it diverges from the one 
adopted in this paper, it stands for the same opening diphthong /ie/.

8.  In addition to tone, the initial consonants in the discussed examples differ in terms of being 
fortis/lenis (Bishop 1996). This suggests that we could be dealing with a consonantal rather than 
a tonal contrast. This interpretation is backed by Phaiboon’s (1984) analysis of tonal patterns in 
the same variety of Kensiw, stating that tone has no contrastive function there. Indeed, Bishop 
herself acknowledges that the pitch differences are minimal and atypical and states that Kensiw 
is not a tonal language (1996: 239).
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