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Guillaume JACQUES*
The lateralization of labio-dorsals in Hmongic
Abstract: This paper provides support for Ratliff’s hypothesis of a highly
unusual shift from labio-dorsal to lateral affricates in some Hmongic
languages. It proposes that this shift, which results from a series of sound
changes, constitutes evidence for positing a ‘Tlowic’ subgroup within
Hmongic. In addition, it disproves attempts to use correspondences
between Chinese labiovelars and Hmongic lateral affricates in borrowings
as evidence to revise Chinese historical phonology.
Keywords: Hmongic, labiovelars, lateral affricates, merger, Old Chinese

1 Introduction
A few Hmongic languages, including White Hmong (hmon1333),2 Green
Hmong (hmon1264), Xianjin and Shimen,3 have the lateral affricate tl-̥
or a dental stop d- corresponding to words with labiovelars elsewhere in
Hmong-Mien (Wang and Mao 1995: #661; #687).4 Some reconstructions
of Hmong-Mien, including those of Wang and Mao (1995) and Ostapirat
(2016), reconstruct the onset of these groups with a consonant cluster com-
prising a labio-dorsal (labiovelar or labio-uvular) stop followed by an *-l-.5
However, most of the words presenting this correspondence are Chi-

nese loanwords that do not have a [stop+liquid] cluster at any stage of
their known history (Ratliff 2010: 124; 126). Ratliff proposes instead a
reconstruction with simple labiovelars in these sets, a solution which im-
plicitly entails that an unusual shift from labiovelar to lateral took place in
White Hmong, Xianjin and Shimen.
It is not immediately obvious which of the two alternatives is the cor-

rect one, as both raise puzzling problems: the Wang/Ostapirat hypothesis
would suggest a serious revision of either Chinese historical phonology or
Hmong-Mien/Chinese comparison, as it is not compatible with any of the
present works on Old Chinese reconstruction, while the Ratliff hypothesis
implies the existence of a very unusual sound change.
*Jacques, Guillaume, Southwest University, Chongqing, China / CNRS-CRLAO-

INALCO-EHESS, Paris, Email: rgyalrongskad@gmail.com
2Whenever applicable, the code in the Glottolog database (Hammarström et al. 2020) is

provided for the languages cited in this work.
3Shimen is a subvariety of the Diandongbei (larg1235) subgroup of Greater Chuanqian-

dian (grea1295), spoken in Weining county 威宁县. Xianjin belongs to the Chuanqiandian
proper subgroup (chua1248), and is spoken in Bijie毕节市 county in Guizhou, China.

4I use to symbol # to indicate the reference number of the cognate sets in Wang and
Mao (1995).

5The Hmong-Mien data in this paper are cited from Wang and Mao (1995) and Ratliff
(2010), except for Green Hmong which is from Lyman (1974). White Hmong and Jiangdi
Mien (iumi1238) data have been systematically rechecked in Heimbach (1979) and Mao
(1992). Middle Chinese is based on Baxter’s (1992) transcription, but converted to IPA.
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The aim of this paper is to examine these two hypotheses in detail and
evaluate whether it is possible to disprove one of the two. First, I exam-
ine all correspondences involving White Hmong d-, Xianjin and Shimen tl-̥
and Green Hmong kl- in Hmong-Mien and the proposed reconstructions for
these onsets. Second, I evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of the
two competing hypotheses, and argue that Ratliff’s solution is preferable.
Third, I show how this shift from labiodorsal to lateral affricate (via clusters
of the type [velar+lateral]) is significant for Hmong-Mien reconstruction
and Old Chinese historical phonology, and additionally for the panchronic
typology of sound changes.

2 The correspondences involving White Hmong d-
in Hmong-Mien languages

2.1 Hmongic correspondences
Table 1, using data drawn from Wang and Mao (1995) and Ratliff (2010),
completed with Green Hmong data from Lyman (1974) collected by the
author, illustrates the attested correspondences of the lateral affricates tl-̥
in Xianjin and Green Hmong,6 tl-̥, dlɦ- in Shimen, and the voiced stop d-
in White Hmong (described as preglottalized [ɗ] or as fully voiced [d] by
different authors, see Jarkey 1987 and Niederer 1998: 93 for a summary
of the references) in the rest of Hmong-Mien.7

6In Lyman’s (1974) Green Hmong dictionary, the lateral affricate is transcribed as kl-,
but the author specifies that [kl] and [tl] are both possible realizations of this onset, a fact
confirmed by Mortensen (2004). It could in principle be either analyzed as a [stop+lateral]
cluster or as a lateral affricate; the second option is favoured in this paper, but the first one
would not significantly change the discussion in this work.

7For ‘cross’, (Ratliff 2010: 151) provides dhau5 ‘through, pass through, beyond’ as the
White Hmong cognate. However, Xianjin tlu̥a5, Shimen tlḁ5 and Green Hmong klau5 are
better compared to White Hmong dua5 ‘pass on, go, surpass, more than, better than’ (He-
imbach 1979: 38) instead. There is little doubt that this comparison is valid: White Hmong
dua5 is used in ‘surpass’ comparative constructions exactly like 過 kwaH in many varieties
of Chinese (Chappell and Peyraube 2015; Chiang 2017. White Hmong dhau5 should rather
be compared with Green Hmong khlau5 ‘exceed, over-reach, pass’ with an aspirated lateral
affricate.

2



Ta
bl
e1

:T
he
Hm
on
g-M
ien
co
rre
sp
on
de
nc
es
inv
olv
ing
Xi
an
jin
/S
him
en
lat
era
la
ffr
ica
tes
an
dW
hit
eH
mo
ng

d-.

Me
an
ing

Ra
tli
ff

W
&
M

Ya
ng
-
Jiw
ei

Xi
an
jin

Sh
im
en

W
hit
e

Gr
ee
n

Zo
ng
di

Fu
yu
an

Mi
en

Mu
n

20
10

19
95

ha
o

Hm
on
g
Hm
on
g

pe
ac
h

*ɢ
læ

w
*ɢ

l6
51

le̥n
2

qw
a2

tlu̥
a2

dlɦ
a2

du
a2

klu
a2

lḁ2
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ŋ3

tlḁ
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ȴḁŋ
3

cɑ
ŋ3

–
–

dɔ
3

kla
o3

–
qlo

ŋB
–

–
wh
ite

*q
low

A
*q

l6
49

lu̥1
qw

ə1
tle̥

u1
tle̥

y1
da

ɯ1
kla

ɯ1
lə̥1

a
qlo

A
–

–
do
g

*q
luw

X
*q

l6
49

lḁ3
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These onsets have two groups of correspondences in other Hmong-Mien
languages. First, in the sets labelled #649, #651, #673, #697 and #699,
the lateral affricates correspond to unvoiced laterals in Yanghao8 and Zongdi,9
labio-uvulars or c- in Jiwei,10 the clusters ʁl- and ql- in Fuyuan,11 and
among Mienic languages, kl- in Mun (kimm1245). This group of corre-
spondences is henceforth referred to as ‘type I’.
Second, in the sets #661, #663 and #687, they correspond to f- in

Yanghao, uvular or labiovelars in Jiwei and Fuyuan, hw- in Zongdi, and
k- or kw- in Mienic, a group of correspondences which call ‘type II’ in the
following discussion.
The apparent exceptions vɦaɯ2 ‘yellow’ (instead of expected †dlɦaɯ2

and faɯ3 ‘wide’ (instead of †tlḁɯ3 ‘wide’) are treated in section 3.
A similar split is found involving the onset nt- in Xianjin and White

Hmong, ndlɦ- in Shimen and ŋgl- in Green Hmong.12 As shown in Table 2,
these onsets can correspond either to [uvular+l] clusters or to labiovelars.
However, the evidence is more fragmentary, and no convincing cognates
in Mienic are found.13

Table 2: The Hmong-Mien correspondences involving Xianjin and White Hmong
nt- and Shimen and Green Hmong prenasalized lateral affricates.
Meaning Ratliff Wang & Mao Yanghao Jiwei Xianjin Shimen White Green Zongdi

2010 1995 Hmong Hmong
front surface *ɴɢlinA *ɴɢl 654 – – nta2 ndlɦie2 ntia2 – ɴqlenA
to flow *ɴɢlʉB *ɴɢl 654 – – ntu4 ndlɦy4′′ ntɯ4 ŋglɯ4 qluB
ragged/shabby *ɴɢluC *ɴɢl 654 nei6 – ɳʈua6 ndla6′′ ntua6 ŋglua6 qlaC
to have a gap *NKʷet *ɴqlw 664 qei5 ɴqwɑ3 ntai7 ntlḁi7 ntai7 ŋglai7 –

2.2 Tlowic
Xianjin tl-̥, White Hmong d- and Green Hmong kl- correspond to tl-̥ and dlɦ-
in Shimen. However, these two onsets are in complementary distribution,
the former occurring with high-register tones (1, 3, 5, 7) and the latter with
low-register tones (2, 4, 6, 8), while Xianjin tl-̥, White Hmong d- and Green
Hmong kl- occur with both tone registers. The opposition between upper

8The language of Yanghao village 养蒿寨 (Guizhou) belongs to the Northern Qiandong
group (nort2747).

9The language of Zongdi 宗地乡, spoken in Yunnan, belongs to the Central Mashan
subgroup (cent1394).
10The language of Jiwei 吉卫乡 belongs to the Western Xiangxi group (west2430).
11The Fuyuan language is spoken in Yejipo village 野鸡坡寨 in Guizhou, and belongs to

the Luopohe subgroup (luop1235).
12The transcription ŋgl- in Lyman’s Green Hmong dictionary stands for a prenasalized

lateral affricate.
13Mien gwa7is compared to the etymon of White Hmong ntai7, but it had a final *-k in

Mienic (reflected by a glottal stop implied by the tone 7), and this coda should correspond
to tone 5 in Hmongic (Downer 1967; Ratliff 2010: 31).

4



and lower tone register is universally reconstructed as a voicing contrast
in proto-Hmongic (Chang 1973; Haudricourt 1951; Niederer 1998; Ratliff
2010; Wang and Mao 1995), and Shimen is thus conservative in preserving
onset voicing as a secondary clue of tone register.
It is clear that the White Hmong value d- cannot be the archaic value

of these onsets in the common ancestor of these four languages: Proto-
Hmongic *d- corresponds to t- in low register tone in all Xianjin, White
Hmong and Green Hmong, but still voiced in Shimen (for instance ‘fire’,
Xianjin teu4, Shimen dey4′ and White and Green Hmong taɯ4, Ratliff 2010:
62, Wang and Mao 1995: #207).
The proto-onsets for the common ancestor of these four languages can

be conservatively reconstructed as lateral affricates *tl-/*dl-.14 I recon-
struct *tl- for high register tl-̥, d- and kl-, and *dl- for low register tl-̥, d-,
kl- and dɦl- in Shimen, possibly with free variation with *kl- and *gl- as in
Green Hmong. White Hmong thus underwent a shift from lateral affricate
to preglottalized stop (1), possibly becoming d- in some varieties.

(1) White Hmong delateralization 1
*tl-/dl- → *ɗ

The correspondences in Table 2 can be interpreted as the prenasalized coun-
terparts of the lateral affricates in the common ancestor of these three lan-
guages, *ntl- in high-register tones, and *ndl- in low-register. In White
Hmong, prenasalization prevented the shift to implosive (1), and prenasal-
ized lateral affricates mergedwith prenasalized dental stops inWhite Hmong
and Xianjin (the retroflexion in ɳʈua6 ‘ragged’ being unexplained). In Shi-
men and Green Hmong, the prenasalized lateral affricates did not become
delateralized in this context.

(2) White Hmong/Xianjin delateralization 2
*ntl-/ndl- → nt- (with devoicing and tonal bipartition)

Whatever the value we want to ascribe to the onsets of type I and type II
correspondences (section 2.1) to proto-Hmongic, it is clear that the merger
of the proto-onsets of types I and II in Tables 1 and 2 as lateral affricates
is a common innovation exclusive to Xianjin, Shimen and White Hmong
among the languages treated in Wang and Mao (1995) and Ratliff (2010).
Although this requires further confirmation with additional data, in

particular from vocabulary, I provisionally propose that these four vari-
eties constitute a clade within Hmongic, which will be henceforth referred
14Taking Lyman’s transcription of the Green Hmong lateral affricates as [velar+l] clus-

ters, one could alternatively propose *kl-/*gl-; this would only marginally change the dis-
cussion of the paper.
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to as ‘Tlowic’ following the intermediate reconstruction *tlowA of the ety-
mon ‘white’ (Xianjin tle̥u1, Shimen tle̥y1, White Hmong daɯ1, Green Hmong
klaɯ1, Proto-Hmongic *qlowA) in the common ancestor of these four lan-
guages (following the sound law 4b). The choice of this etymon to serve a
name for the group is because this adjective appears in the self-designation
of the White Hmong hm̥ɔŋ1 daɯ1 (hmoob dawb).

2.3 Type I correspondence
There is agreement between Wang and Mao (1995) and Ratliff (2010) on
how to reconstruct type I correspondences: all authors posit for these sets
a uvular stop (*q in high-register tone and *ɢ in low-register tone)15 fol-
lowed by a liquid.16 The differences in the reconstruction of liquids are
minor: *q/ɢl- are reconstructed in the same words, Wang and Mao’s *q/ɢɭ-
and *q/ɢlj- both correspond to Ratliff *q/ɢr-, the former before non-front
vowels, and the latter before front vowels.
The reflexes of these proto-onsets are relatively regular among the lan-

guages in the dataset. Jiwei stands out among the languages in having
labio-uvulars in most words in type I, and three with c- (ci2 ‘armspan’, cɑŋ3
‘roll down’ and coŋ1 ‘trough’). In view of of the fact that all Hmong-Mien
languages other than Jiwei have either [stop+liquid] clusters or onsets
obviously originating from such a cluster in this set, it is clear than Jiwei
underwent a change from *q/ɢl- to qw-, possibly through a stage with a
velar lateral *q/ɢɫ (3b) following merger of *r and *l after uvular (3a).
All three cases of Jiwei c- correspond to Yanghao ȴ-̥. Yanghao ȴ-̥ is also

found in ȴḁŋ1 ‘ghost’, whose Jiwei reflex is qwei1, but apart from that Jiwei
qw- corresponds to Yanghao l-̥. These two languages share a palataliza-
tion that is not explainable as secondary development from vowels, and is
not reflected in existing reconstructions. Perhaps a palatal glide in proto-
Hmongic can be postulated in these examples (3c), since no clusters *(q|ɢ)(r|l)j-
exist in Ratliff’s system.17

(3) Jiwei delateralization
a. *q(r|l)-/*ɢ(r|l)- → *ql-/*ɢl-

15Ostapirat (2016) disputes the necessity of reconstructing a contrast between uvu-
lars and velars in proto-Hmong-Mien, and argues that these two series, being in quasi-
complementary distribution, have a single origin.
I leave this issue to future research, but in any case it does not substantially change the

discussion in this paper – the contrast between velar and uvular has no incidence on the
sound changes hypothesized in this work.
16In addition to Wang and Mao (1995) and Ratliff (2010), type I correspondences have

been discussed by Solnit (1996), who also proposes similar reconstructions.
17The amended reconstructions would thus be *ɢrjaŋ ‘armspan’, *qljəŋ ‘roll down’ and

*qrjoŋ ‘trough’. The palatalization in Yanghao ȴḁŋ1 ‘ghost’ is unexplained.
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b. *ql-/*ɢl- → *qɫ/*ɢɫ → qw- (with devoicing and tonal biparti-
tion)

c. *qlj-/*ɢlj-→ *qj/*ɢj→ c- (with devoicing and tonal bipartition)
In Tlowic languages, all [uvular+liquid] clusters merged to lateral affricates
*tl-/dl- (4). This change applies to prenasalized clusters (Table 2), and is
followed by delateralization in White Hmong (sound laws 1 and 2).

(4) Shift from [uvular+liquid] clusters to lateral affricates in Tlowic
a. *q(r|l)-/*ɢ(r|l)- → *ql-/*ɢl-
b. *ql-/*ɢl- → *kl-/*gl-
c. *kl-/*gl- → *tl-/*dl-

3 The interpretation of the type II correspondence
group

3.1 Tlowic lateral affricates and Chinese labiovelars
In contrast with the general agreement between Wang & Mao and Ratliff
regarding type I correspondences, the type II group is not easy to recon-
struct.
Wang & Mao reconstruct for this set clusters with *-l- medial (Table 1).

However, as pointed out by Ratliff (2010: 125-127), most of the etyma
displaying these correspondences have possible Chinese sources, as shown
in Table 3 (comprising the four Tlowic languages, and one non-Tlowic lan-
guage, Fuyuan, for comparison).

Table 3: Type II correspondences as borrowings from Chinese.

Meaning Chinese Xianjin Shimen White Green Fuyuan
comparison Hmong Hmong

escape tli̥6 dlɦi8 di8 kli8 ʁwaD
yellow 黃 ɣwaŋ tlḁŋ2 vɦaɯ2 da2 klaŋ2 ʁwenA
cucumber 瓜 kwæ tli̥1 tli̥1 di1 kli1 qwaA
to cross (river) 過 kwaH tlu̥a5 tlḁ5 dua5 klua5 qwaC
wide 廣 kwaŋX tlḁŋ3 faɯ3 da3 klaŋ5 –
far 迂 ʔju tle̥1 tli̥1 de1 kle1 qweiA
to have a gap 缺 kʰwet ntai7 ntlḁi7 ntai7 ŋglai7 –

The same correspondence between Middle Chinese kw- and Tlowic *kl- is
observed with White Hmong dai5 ‘hang’ (Heimbach 1979), Green Hmong
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klai5 and Xianjin (Dananshan) tɬai544 (Chen 2012: 880) from掛 kwɛɨH ‘hang’.18
In Ratliff’s hypothesis, the only etymon in this set which is not a Chi-

nese borrowing is ‘escape’. Her comparisons are unproblematic, except for
迂 ʔju ‘twisted, detour’, which is semantically and phonetically too differ-
ent from the Hmong-Mien etymon.19 The fact that all of these languages
share Chinese borrowings to express these meanings does not imply that
borrowing took place at the proto-Hmongic stage: it could be the result
of independent borrowing. In particular, the unexpected onsets of vɦaɯ2

‘yellow’ and faɯ3 ‘wide’ in Shimen are to be accounted for as recent bor-
rowings (the sound change *kʷ- → f- in ‘wide’ is identical to that found in
Yanghao, where all of these etyma has f-, see Table 1).
While Middle Chinese lacked consonant clusters, Old Chinese is recon-

structed with some *C+r- clusters in reconstruction systems based on the
ideas of Li (1971), Pulleyblank (1962) and Yakhontov (1963). Among the
Chinese etyma in Table 3, medial *-r- is only reconstructed in 瓜 kwæ ‘cu-
cumber’ (reconstructed as *kʷra in Baxter’s 1992 system), and with none
in all the remaining words (黃 *1gʷaŋ, 過 *1kʷajs, 廣 *1kʷaŋʔ and 缺 *kʷet
according to Baxter 1992).20 All reconstruction systems, including Baxter
(1992), Baxter and Sagart (2014), Schuessler (2009) and Starostin (1989)
agree on this point, even if they may differ on other issues.
Ratliff’s reconstruction of this correspondence implies that the presence

of lateral affricates (or sounds originating from lateral affricates by sound
laws 1 and 2) is secondary in White Hmong (and other Tlowic languages).21
Ratliff’s reconstruction of the etyma in table 3 with labiovelars is dis-

puted by Ostapirat (2016: 138; 143), who reconstructs ‘cucumber’ as *klˠaA
‘cross over’ as *klˠaiC and ‘wide’ as *klˠaŋB in proto-Hmong-Mien with a
*-l- based on the evidence from Tlowic languages in Table 3. He also recon-
structs velarized onsets rather than labiovelar or labiouvulars like his pre-
decessors. He is aware of the discrepancy between his proto-Hmong-Mien
and Old Chinese, and makes a suggestion with far-reaching consequences:
“No trace of -l- is found for these words in Chinese, which are usually re-
constructed with Old Chinese initial *kʷ-. If they are loans, the borrowing
must have gone from MY into Chinese rather than the other way around.”
(Ostapirat 2016: 143)
The absence of medial in Chinese in these words (in both Middle and

Old Chinese) is interpreted by Ostapirat as precluding the possibility of
18Additional examples may exist, including White Hmong da5, Green Hmong klaŋ5 ‘im-

merse’ with 盥 kwanH ‘wash’.
19The initial 影 ʔ- of Middle Chinese is reconstructed as a uvular *qʷ(r)a in this word by

Baxter and Sagart (2014), following Pan (1997). However, even if the uvular hypothesis is
correct, the Hmong-Mien vocalism does not match OC魚部 *-a.
20A medial *-r- is also reconstructed in the additional example掛 kwɛɨH< *1kʷreʔ.
21The sound laws implicitly implied by Ratliff’s reconstruction are discussed in section 4.
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borrowing from Chinese into Hmong-Mien.22

3.2 The date of borrowing
Since the words 黃 ɣwaŋ, 過 kwaH, 廣 kwaŋX and 缺 kʰwet are all attested
in pre-Han texts, even accepting Ostapirat’s hypothesis of borrowing from
Hmong-Mien, this borrowing would have had to occur in Old Chinese times.
Therefore, Ostapirat’s hypothesis could be decisively refuted if we could
show that the Tlowic forms are better explained by Middle Chinese than
by Old Chinese.
For ‘cross’, the hypothesis of an Old Chinese borrowing is very likely.

We find exactly the same vowel correspondences in all Hmongic languages
(including those in Wang and Mao (1995) not included in Table 1) between
‘cross’ (rhyme #113 inWang andMao) and ‘waist’ (rhyme #171), for which
the reconstruction *-aj given by Ratliff (2010: 151) is strongly supported by
the Mienic cognates (Jiangdi tɕaːi3). The reconstruction *-aj for the rhyme
of this etymon reflects the final *-j in the 歌部 *-aj rhyme that is lost in
Middle Chinese -a (過 kwaH< *1kʷaj-s).23
In the case of 廣 kwaŋX ‘wide’, since the Old Chinese form (*1kʷaŋʔ) is

similar to its Middle Chinese outcome, little can be said about the age of
borrowing.
Concerning Xianjin tlḁŋ2, White Hmong da2 and Green Hmong klaŋ2

‘yellow’, the evidence is ambiguous. The initial 匣 ɣw- in 黃 ɣwaŋ should
yield v- in the main layers of borrowings from Middle Chinese. At the same
time, ‘yellow’ is reconstructed in Old Chinese as *N-kʷˤaŋ with a prenasal-
ized onset by Baxter and Sagart (2014: 81) on the basis of an assumed
etymological relationship with 光 kwaŋ ‘light’ and the presence of a trace
of prenasalization in the voicing of borrowings of the latter word in Mien
(for instance Jiangdi Mien gjwaŋ1 ‘light, bright’, Mao 1992: 183). If the
hypothesis of prenasalization in ‘yellow’ is accepted, then the Hmong-Mien
etymon cannot be borrowed from Old Chinese, otherwise †nta2 would be
expected in White Hmong (sound law 2).
The evidence reviewed in this section remains inconclusive: the Hmongic

forms of the etymon ‘cross’ reflect a rhyme correspondence resembling Old
Chinese, but the other forms can be interpreted either as Middle or Old
Chinese.
22Ostapirat (2016: 143) uses a similar argument to suggest that Chinese 狗 kuwX <

*1k(r)oʔ ‘dog’ is borrowed from the Hmong-Mien etymon for ‘dog’, which he reconstructs
*kluB (see the data in Table 1). However, medial *-r- is undetectable before侯部 *o accord-
ing to Baxter (1992) and Starostin (1989), so that this argument is vacuous: whether 狗
kuwX is borrowed from the Hmong-Mien ‘dog’ etymon or not, there is no phonetic evidence
to support this hypothesis.
23Alternatively, Tlowic -ua : -a : -ua could also come from proto-Hmongic *-æ, but in this

case the non-Tlowic languages would have borrowed this etymon separately from Tlowic
languages. It is not an impossible hypothesis, but is considerably less parsimonious.
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Table 4: Correspondences of ‘cross’ in Mienic.

Language ‘waist’ ‘come’ ‘salty’ ‘bedbug’ ‘cross’
#150 #150 #74 #1 #112

Jiangdi tɕaːi3 taːi2 dzaːi2 pje1 kwje5
Xiangjiang ka3 ta2 dza2 pje1 kje5
Luoxiang klaːi3 taːi2 daːi2 pi1 kwɔi5′
Changping klaːi3 taːi2 ðaːi2 pi1 kwai5′
Liangzi klaːi3 taːi2 daːi2 pi1 kwi5
Lanjin klaːi3 taːi2 daːi2 pi1 kwaːi5
Dongshan kla3 ta2 dza2 pi1 kwa5
Sanjiang lai3 – tswei2 beŋ1 kwei5
Daping lai3 tɛi2 dɔi2 bɛi1 kɛi5

3.3 Phylogeny and the interpretation of the correspondences
The decisive evidence against Ostapirat’s hypothesis does not come from
the dating of the Chinese borrowings, but rather from the correspondences
with Mien.
The etymon ‘cross’ is also found in Mienic, where it presents a unique

set of correspondences, listed in Table 4, with a comparison with other
etyma to provide the expected outcomes of the proto-Hmong-Mien rhymes
*-aj and *-ji discussed below.
Among these forms, Jiangdi, Xiangjiang, Liangzi and Daping have corre-

spondences compatible with an alternative reconstruction *kwji in Ratliff’s
system (same as ‘bedbug’). It is possible that these languages represent a
different etymon unrelated to the Chinese word, but superficially similar.24
Among the other languages, Lanjin and Dongshan have the rhyme expected
for a proto-form *kwajX lautgesetzlich comparable with the Tlowic forms
in Table 3, and the rhyme -ei in Sanjiang corresponding to -aːi in Lanjin
is attested in a few other words. The remaining languages have rhymes
coming either from *-ɔj (Luoxiang) or *-əj (Changping). Thus, excluding
Jiangdi, Xiangjiang, Changping (and possibly Daping), whose etymon for
‘cross’ may be a native etymon only superficially resembling Chinese,25 the
remaining Mienic languages have a rhyme with an open or mid-open vowel
followed by a coda *-j.
The presence of this coda indicates that these forms are comparable to

24Alternatively, Jiangdi and Xiangjiang could go back to a proto-form *kʷjaH, with the
same treatment of *-jwa as in Jiangdi jwe ‘urine’. However, such a solution would create
more problems than it solves: it leaves the Liangzi form isolated, and neither Middle nor
Old Chinese are not compatible with the -j-. Even accepting Ostapirat’s hypothesis, -j- could
not be the trace of a liquid medial *-r- or *-l-, otherwise tɕ- would be expected in Jiangdi.
25Labiovelars are found in a certain number of Mienic native etyma, for instance *gʷjaX

‘get up’ (Jiangdi kwje4).
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Old Chinese rather than to Middle Chinese, but while some may be inher-
ited from proto-Hmong-Mien and cognate with the Hmongic etymon, the
Luoxiang and Changping form must reflect independent borrowing.26
Not all Mienic languages preserve medial liquids faithfully. Some such

as Jiangdi lost them, some such as Lanjin only preserves *-l-, but Sanjiang
still keeps a trace of *-r- (for instance kljɛ7 ‘bear’ from *qrep, see table 1).
Even in the Mienic languages that lose the medials, they merged with -j-
and thus did not vanish without trace.
Thus, Ostapirat’s hypothesis that the laterals in the etyma in Table 3

should be reconstructed to proto-Hmong-Mien raises not only a problem
for the comparison of Hmongic with Chinese, but also for Hmong-Mien
reconstruction. While few works have been published on the Stammbaum
of the family, it is clear that Tlowic is not the first clade to branch off of
Hmong-Mien or even Hmongic, and that the first branching of the family is
between Hmongic and Mienic. Within Hmongic, Baheng, She and Jiongnai
are generally considered to be the outgroups (Ratliff 2010: 3).
Ostapirat’s hypothesis postulates the existence of a third medial liquid

distinct from *-l- and *-r-, only reflected in Tlowic, and independently merg-
ing with *-w- more than three times: in the passage to Chinese, in Mienic
and in the Hmongic outgroups.
In addition to the lack of plausibility regarding the direction of borrow-

ing, this hypothesis is highly non-parsimonious, and cannot be accepted
unless independent evidence of a medial liquid in these words is found in
an independent source of data. Therefore, Ratliff’s hypothesis of a shift
from labiovelar to lateral affricates is the preferable option.

4 Consequences for Hmongic historical phonology
4.1 Lateralization of labiodorsals
The only weakness of Ratliff’s hypothesis is the apparent phonetic difficulty
of deriving lateral affricates from labiovelars or labiouvulars. In particu-
lar, despite the presence of a series of labiovelars in proto-Indo-European,
Kümmel (2007: 146; 255)27 does not document any sound change of this
type in the sections on Lateralisierung and Entlabialisierung.
26This verb has been highly successfully borrowed in many different languages, including

Kra-Dai (Pittayaporn 2009: 352), though Old Chinese borrowings are only found in Hmong-
Mien as far as I know. Since the forms of ‘cross’ in Kra-Dai reflect Middle Chinese, they are
not relevant to the present discussion.
27While there are are several detailed surveys of synchronic phonological system ( Gor-

don 2016; Maddieson 1984; Moran and McCloy 2019; Nikolaev 2018), global databases on
sound changes and their directionality (Ben Hamed and Flavier 2009) are still under con-
struction, so that Kümmel (2007), despite its limitation to three language families, remains
the largest sourcebook for diachronic phonological typology.
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However, the hypothesis of a shift from labio-dorsals to lateral affricates
is not in fact so outlandish as it may appear at first sight. Rather than a
single sound change, it can be accounted for by positing two steps: the
labial articulation develops a lateral articulation and shifts to *ɫ in this
context (5a), followed by merger between *qɫ/*ɢɫ and *ql/*ɢl to the latter
(5b).28

(5) a. *qw-/*ɢw- → *qɫ/*ɢɫ
b. *qɫ/*ɢɫ → *ql/*ɢl (merger of *ɫ and *l)

In addition, (5b) feeds the change of [uvular+liquid] clusters to lateral
affricates in Tlowic languages (4b).
The hypothetical shift (5) is the converse of the Jiwei lateral to labial

glide shift (3b) discussed above. The only apparent difficulty is to assume
that the direction of the shift from a lateral to a labial glide can be bidi-
rectional. While this idea may seem counterintuitive, at least one example
of change from labial glide to a liquid is attested: proto-Algonquian *w
merges with *y, *r29 and *n to n (except in word-internal clusters, Goddard
1974: 106). These correspondences can be explained by a series of mergers
*w > *y > *r/*l > *n (Jacques 2013: 51; 54), involving thus a change
from *w to *r or *l in two steps.
Even though the shift from labial glide to liquid in Arapaho is different

in particular details from the sound change (5a) hypothesized for Tlowic,
at least it disproves the idea that sound changes involving labial glides and
laterals are necessarily unidirectional.30

4.2 Further implications of the lateralization rule
The shift (5), if accepted, has several important implications for Hmongic
historical phonology and the comparison of Tlowic data to other languages.
First, due to the merger of labio-dorsals with [uvular+liquid] clusters

in Tlowic, the existence of an onset originating from a velar+lateral clus-
ter (*kl-,*gl- and their prenasalized counterparts, White Hmong d- and nt-)
cannot be used to prove the existence of a liquid medial in proto-Hmongic
without confirming data from a Hmongic language that has not undergone
merger between the two types of onsets (ie, any Hmongic language other
than Tlowic and Jiwei).
Second, the lateral in Tlowic languages cannot be used as evidence to

support Yakhontov’s *-r- medial hypothesis in the borrowings dai5 ‘hang’
28A typological parallel of this merger is the so-called bylaczenie in northeastern Kashu-

bian (Toby 2000: 331).
29There was no contrast between laterals and rhotics in proto-Algonquian, and the

phoneme reconstructed here as *r is noted *l by Bloomfield (1925).
30Unlike for instance the case of fricative debuccalisation, where a strong case for unidi-

rectionality can be made (Ferguson 1990).
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(Chinese掛 kwɛɨH< *1kʷreʔ) and di1 ‘cucumber’ (Chinese瓜 kwæ< 1kʷra),
and even less to reconstruct laterals in first division words like dua5 ‘cross’
(過 kwaH < *1kʷaj-s), contra Ostapirat (2016) and scholars who approv-
ingly use his reconstructions (Akitani 2017: 42; Smith 2021).
Third, etyma presenting type II correspondence cannot be compared to

etyma with lateral onsets in Chinese or other languages. For instance, the
etymon ‘escape’ (Xianjin tli̥6, Shimen dlɦi8, White Hmong di8, Green Hmong
kli8) is not comparable to either 脫 dwat < *1lot (Sagart 1999: 123) or
to the cognates of this etymon in non-Sinitic Trans-Himalayan languages
as proposed by Mortensen (2002) in view of forms such as Fuyuan ʁwaD
(Table 1) which imply a proto-Hmongic labiovelar.

5 Conclusion
The present paper has three main contributions, concerning Hmong-Mien,
Chinese and panchronic linguistics.
First, it lays out in detail five sound changes in several Hmongic lan-

guages, and it documents the highly unusual shift from labio-dorsal to lat-
eral affricates (resulting from the combination of 5 and 4), apparently not
attested elsewhere, and thus contributing to the typology of sound changes.
Second, it provides evidence from exclusive phonetic innovations for a

‘Tlowic’ subgroupwithin Hmongic comprisingWhite Hmong, Green Hmong,
Xianjin (Dananshan, Chuanqiandian) and Shimen.
Third, it disproves the idea that the lateral affricates in Tlowic corre-

sponding to labiovelars in Chinese and elsewhere are archaisms, and that
these data could be used to revise Old Chinese reconstructions.
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