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The c. 2500-year-old Hmong-Mien protolanguage diverges from the Southeast Asian type
in ways that, in time, may make the affiliation of this language family with other
language families in the area possible to discern. It should also raise questions about the
historical depth and diachronic development of the Southeast Asian type as defined by
the comparative rarity of those WALS feature values shared by modern Southeast Asian
languages (see Professor Comrie’s presentation at this conference).

A set of hypotheses about the nature of the Hmong-Mien protolanguage will be
presented, based on a new reconstruction by the speaker (Ratliff 2010). Features of the
phonological and morphological structure of the protolanguage will be proposed, and a
sketch of the justification for each will be given. Phonological features treated will be
syllable structure, pre- and post-aspirated consonants, dorsal consonants, liquid
consonants, vowel length, and tone. The possibility that the protolanguage contained
sesqui-syllabic or disyllabic words will be addressed. Two interesting aspects of the
Proto-Hmong-Mien lexicon will also be raised: the very small set of native numerals and
quantity words, and the basic character of a small number of words shared by Proto-
Hmong-Mien and one or more of the other language families of Southeast Asia.
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