
 

  

Tom Hemsworth 

ILA 

5th July 2020 

Why have there been changes in the phonetics and phonology 
of Khmer since the existence of Proto-Austroasiatic? 



1 
 

Contents 
Abbreviations ...................................................................................................................................... 1 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................................ 2 

Background to Phonetics and Phonology ....................................................................................... 2 

Background to Cambodia and the Khmer language ....................................................................... 2 

The Ancestry of Modern Khmer ................................................................................................ 3 

A Brief History of Modern Cambodia ......................................................................................... 4 

Proto-Austroasiatic to Proto-Khmeric ................................................................................................ 6 

Proto-Khmeric to Old Khmer .............................................................................................................. 8 

Old, Middle and Modern Standard Khmer ....................................................................................... 10 

Khmer Dialects .................................................................................................................................. 13 

Northern Khmer ............................................................................................................................ 13 

Western Khmer ............................................................................................................................. 16 

Khmer Khe ..................................................................................................................................... 17 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 18 

The Future of Khmer ..................................................................................................................... 18 

Appendices ........................................................................................................................................ 20 

Bibliography ...................................................................................................................................... 26 

Images ........................................................................................................................................... 26 

Appendices .................................................................................................................................... 27 

 

Abbreviations 
Languages 

pAA – Proto-Austroasiatic 

pK – Proto-Khmeric 

OK – Old Khmer 

MK – Middle Khmer 

NK – Northern Khmer 

WK – Western Khmer 

KK – Khmer Khe 

 

Symbols 

C – consonant 

V – vowel 



2 
 

Introduction 
Background to Phonetics and Phonology 
Phonetics is the area of linguistics concerned with the speech sounds in human languages. 

Phonology is the way that these speech sounds are organised in each language.1 In these 

branches, sounds are split into two main categories, vowels and consonants, which are 

produced when air passes freely through the vocal tract (mouth and nose), or when there is 

some sort of obstruction, respectively. 

Throughout this study, especially in Appendix 2, there are references to speech sounds, or 

phonemes, which are represented by certain symbols. These are symbols from the 

International Phonetic Alphabet, all of the speech sounds produced by the world’s languages, 

written in a universally recognisable notation. They are crucial for understanding speech 

sound and they form the very foundations of phonetics and phonology.  

Appendix 2 shows the phonemic inventories of each stage of language in this study. I will be 

making reference to many different phonemes throughout the study. In the inventories, and 

in phonetics generally, consonants are classified in rows (e.g. nasal), according to how they 

are produced, and columns (e.g. velar) according to where they are produced in the mouth. 

Vowels are sorted by the height of the tongue when they are produced (e.g. high), which part 

of the tongue is raised (e.g. front), their length (long or short), and whether the lips are 

rounded or unrounded when they are made. Diphthongs are vowel sounds, during the 

production of which the tongue or lips change position. 

Background to Cambodia and the Khmer language 
Khmer is the language spoken mainly in the Kingdom of Cambodia, in South-East Asia. It is 

also recognised as a minority language in neighbouring Vietnam and Thailand. It is estimated 

that there are 16.6 million speakers of Khmer globally.2 In modern day Cambodia, most 

Cambodians speak a standard version of Khmer known as Central Khmer, though several 

dialects do exist, some of which I shall be examining in this paper.  

The first dialect is Northern Khmer (also known as Surin Khmer) which is spoken primarily in 

the Thai provinces of Surin, Sisaket, and Buriram by over 1 million people and is very closely 

related to Central Khmer; around 80-85% of words are cognates.3 Secondly, Western Khmer 

(also known as Cardamom Khmer or Chanthaburi Khmer) which is spoken in the west of 

Cambodia, in the area near the Cardamom Mountains, as well as in the Thai province 

 
1 Davenport, M. & Hannahs, S., 2013. Introducing Phonetics and Phonology. 3rd ed. Abingdon(Oxfordshire): 
Routledge, p. xv. 
2 Ethnologue, 2020. Ethnologue. [Online]  

Available at: https://www.ethnologue.com/guides/ethnologue200 

[Accessed 2 May 2020]. 

3 Thomas, D. & Wanna, T., 1987-1988. An Acoustic Study of Northern Khmer Vowels. Mon-Khmer Studies, 

Volume 16-17, p. 99. 
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Chanthaburi. Finally, Khmer Khe, a dialect which is the most similar to Central Khmer, spoken 

in the Stung Treng province in the north of Cambodia. 

The Ancestry of Modern Khmer 
Khmer is part of the Austroasiatic language family, which encompasses 168 languages spoken 

across South-East Asia. The origin of this family is the language Proto-Austroasiatic, also 

known as Proto-Mon-Khmer, and it is believed that southern China is its Urheimat. From this 

proto-language, several other language branches began to evolve from around 5000 BC. 

Modern Khmer is derived from the Khmeric branch, which appeared around 2000 BC.4 This 

too is a proto-language, called Proto-Khmeric. 

Around 600, the first stone inscriptions were recorded at the time that a group of kingdoms 

called the Chenla Empire occupied what is now Cambodia.5 This marked the birth of a new 

period in the Khmeric branch: Old Khmer. Experts note two periods in Old Khmer: Pre-

Angkorian, from 600 to 802, and Angkorian, from 802 to the mid-14th century. I shall make it 

known here that 802, the year dividing these periods, was the year that Jayavarman II united 

the kingdoms of Chenla and founded the Khmer Empire (also known as the Angkorian 

Empire).6 However, the two periods effectively have identical phonetics bar one example, 

therefore I shall mostly not distinguish between them, referring to the period as Old Khmer. 

As previously mentioned, the period Old Khmer ended in the mid-14th century. Boosted by 

the fall of the Khmer Empire in 1431 due to the sacking of Angkor by Sukhothai and 

Ayutthaya7, this caused a shift in the Khmer language. The name of this new period is Middle 

Khmer, and it spans until around 1800, when Modern Khmer emerged. Figure 1 explains how 

the modern descendants of Middle Khmer have come into existence. 

 

 

 

 

 

Western Khmer (here “khmer des Cardamomes”) is closely related to Middle Khmer (“khmer 

moyen”), which is an idea I shall touch upon later, whereas the other dialects of Modern 

Khmer are more similar to Central Khmer (“khmer central”), though they do uphold some of 

the features of MK.  

 
4 Diffloth, G., 2005. The Contribution of Linguistic Paleontology to the Homeland of Austro-Asiatic. In: L. Sagart, 

R. Blench & A. Sanchez-Mazas, eds. The Peopling of East Asia. Oxford: RoutledgeCurzon, p. 79. 

5 Ray, N. & Lee, J., 2016. Cambodia. 10th ed. Singapore: Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd, pp. 307-308. 

6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid, 310. 

Figure 1: The Evolution from Middle Khmer to Modern Khmer (in French) 
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A Brief History of Modern Cambodia 
To provide context for some of my later research, I shall talk about some of the events of the 

last few hundred years in Cambodia. In 1863, the French arrived in Cambodia and persuaded 

the king at the time, Norodom I, to sign a treaty of protectorate. The French ruled over 

Cambodia for nearly a century, influencing architecture, culture, and crucially, language, with 

independence declared in 1953.8 From then on, Cambodia became war-torn. Initially, this was 

caused by the USA, whose air force secretly undertook carpet bombing from 1969 to 1973 in 

order to drive out Việt Cộng soldiers hiding in Cambodia, killing a quarter of a million 

Cambodians.9 

Then Cambodia was led into civil war. King Norodom Sihanouk was overthrown by Sisowath 

Siri Matak, Sihanouk’s cousin and great grandson of former ruler, King Sisowath, and a military 

commander called Lon Nol. From 1970-1975, Siri Matak and Lon Nol controlled the Khmer 

Republic, a devastating period that saw many more hundreds of thousands of people die in 

the country. Eventually, the two leaders had lost control of most of the country, only holding 

on to Phnom Penh, the capital city of Cambodia. Lon Nol fled the country and Siri Matak, 

refusing to leave, was handed over to the Khmer Rouge, a revolutionary movement which 

Sihanouk had formed an alliance with shortly before he was overthrown.10  

You would have thought that things could not get much 

worse for Cambodia, yet they did. The Khmer Rouge 

regime, whose figurehead was the dictator Pol Pot, took 

over Phnom Penh and the entirety of the Khmer Republic 

in 1975 and renamed it Democratic Kampuchea. Pol Pot 

was influenced by communists such as Marx, Lenin and 

Mao but had a different interpretation of communism. In 

other words, he had his own ideology, which was to 

emulate the glorious days of ancient Angkor. Pol Pot and 

the Khmer Rouge turned the clocks back to Year Zero, and 

introduced an agrarian society. In order to fulfil his vision, 

he drove people out of cities into the countryside in order 

that they could work in agriculture. An issue arose because, 

although the history books had been erased, people still 

knew about the past. Pol Pot’s answer was simple: anyone 

who was intelligent, anyone who was a teacher, an 

academic, a lawyer, a banker, even anyone who wore 

glasses was killed. Anyone who was from an urban area was classed in a group called New 

People; these were the people who Pol Pot saw as threats to his ideology. Siri Matak, the 

former leader of the Khmer Republic, was one of the first to be killed, though it is not known 

how or when exactly he died. 

 
8 Ibid, 311-312. 
9 Ibid, 314-315. 
10 Ibid, 314-316. 

Figure 2: Inside the Memorial 

Stupa at the Killing Fields of 

Choeung Ek, near Phnom Penh 
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When I was in Cambodia in 2019, I heard countless stories of people’s experiences of the 

genocide, as well as what happened to those who did not survive. In some cases, people were 

taken to torture prisons before being executed, other were taken straight to places known as 

Killing Fields. There are many of these across Cambodia; they contain around 20,000 mass 

graves which were filled with victims of the Khmer Rouge.  

Thankfully, the regime was toppled in 1979, as the Vietnamese entered Phnom Penh. 

Sihanouk was reinstated as king, and in 1993, the Kingdom of Cambodia as we know it today 

began. Although Pol Pot is dead now, his deputies are on trial for causing the deaths of a 

quarter of the Cambodian population: two million deaths in total. These genocide trials began 

in 2006 and are ongoing.11 

The diverse and tragic history of Cambodia has had a 

profound effect on the country’s current status. 

Nevertheless, it is a culturally rich and growing nation with 

a fascinating language and dialects, which have undergone 

many changes over the past millennia. 

  

 
11 Ibid, 315-325. 

“To keep you is no benefit; 

to destroy you is no loss” 

Figure 3: Khmer Rouge Slogan 
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Proto-Austroasiatic to Proto-Khmeric 
I shall begin by examining the oldest ancestor of modern Khmer, Proto-Austroasiatic, and by 

analysing how its phonetics differ from Khmer’s most recent proto-language ancestor, Proto-

Khmeric. Upon first constructing the phonemic inventories of these two ancient languages, I 

began to notice that there were not too many differences between them. This was surprising, 

as when you inspect the Swadesh 100 list (see Appendix 3), a list of one hundred basic words 

used for historical and comparative linguistics, the transition between the two columns is 

visibly the largest between any two consecutive word lists.  

The question is: why do the phonetics differ only slightly whereas the vocabulary is in many 

cases quite dissimilar? A consideration one must make when looking at the comparative 

linguistics here is that these are both reconstructed languages which existed thousands of 

years ago, therefore there is a high level of ambiguity in the reconstruction of each language. 

First, let us consider the consonants. When reconstructing pAA, Paul Sidwell and Felix Rau 

used 21 consonants (22 if you count [*ʄ], but this was an uncertain addition). All 21 of these 

are carried through to pK. The reason for this can clearly be shown by how they are also 

passed down to Middle Khmer: it is that related languages obviously do have a high level of 

lexical similarity.12 On the other hand, there are several vowel changes: the possible 

disappearance of the short vowel sounds [*o] and [*e], the appearance of both [*ɛː] and 

(possibly) [*ɨ], and the certain inclusion of the diphthongs [*ie] and [*uo]. Sidwell and Rau 

hypothesised about the inclusion of these two diphthongs13 but there was insufficient 

evidence to include them. However, conclusive evidence can be seen in pK words, such as 

*muoj (‘one’), *duol (‘mountain’) and *bier (‘two’), for their existence. Looking at the 

Swadesh list, [*ie] has either developed from [*iə] or [*aː], which happen to sound relatively 

similar, and [*uo] can be compared to the fourth diphthong [*uə]. 

Personally, I doubt that the language lost the [*e] and [*o] sounds. Michel Ferlus omits them 

from his ‘système vocalique du proto khmer’,14 but I believe that there are more reliable 

sources, given that he also leaves out [*iə] and [*uə], two vowel sounds we know to have 

definitely been present, and includes [*ia] and [*ua], of which there is no evidence. One only 

has to look at Sidwell’s reconstruction in Harry L Shorto’s Mon-Khmer dictionary to see that 

both of them are present in many words, for example *cɓoc (‘to withdraw’) and *pɗeɲ (‘to 

memorise’).15 After all, we must not forget that the vocabulary of these languages extends 

beyond the Swadesh 100 list. 

As for [*ɨ], it is present in the Swadesh list in the word *tɨk (‘water’), which changes from the 

pAA word *ɗaːk, therefore although Sidwell omits the vowel and it appears in neither Old nor 

Middle Khmer, we must acknowledge that it may be a rare case. Finally, the appearance of 

 
12 Sidwell, P., 2010. The Austroasiatic central riverine hypothesis. Journal of Language Relationship, Volume 6, 

p. 128. 

13 Sidwell, P., 2018. Austroasiatic Studies. Hsinchu, National Tsing Hua University, p. 12. 
14 Ferlus, M., 1992. Essai de phonétique historique du khmer. Mon-Khmer Studies, Volume 20, p. 80. (French). 
15 Shorto, H. L., 2006. A Mon-Khmer Comparative Dictionary. Canberra: Pacific Linguistics. 
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long vowel sound [*ɛː] is an odd case. On the Swadesh list, most words in which it is present 

are unrelated to their pAA predecessors, which leads me to think that these are either new 

terms coined by people as they migrated from the Austroasiatic homeland in China into 

Cambodia and other South-East Asian countries, or if they are related, merely slight 

differences in pronunciation, such as between the pAA *cgəj and the pK *ckɛː (‘dog’). 

This point about migration brings me back to the question I posed at the beginning of this 

section about why the pAA and pK wordlists differ so much from each other. As Figure 4 

indicates, when the Austroasiatic language family broke off into branches, its speakers either 

travelled west into India and Myanmar or south into Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos and 

Malaysia. Many general terms will have only gone in one direction. Examples of this can 

particularly be found in words relating to flora and fauna. Take the pAA word *draŋ (‘horn’), 

which does not relate to the pK *sneːŋ. Words that derive from the pAA term can be found in 

Munda languages, for example dereŋ in Santali, spoken in Northeast India.16 

Another reason that there are pK words with no relation to pAA words is that as more and 

more people began to speak the language, new words were created, just as new words are 

created in today’s society. We can see examples in even basic words, such as the change from 

*tnraːŋ to *ɟmoːl (‘man’), just as we have different words for ‘father’, like ‘dad’, which some 

people have as their standard word in their lexicon. I believe that some combination of these 

ideas is responsible for the clearly visible differences in language, taking into account the 

phonetic uncertainty due to the fact that these languages are incredibly old. 

  

 
16 SEAlang, n.d. Munda Comparative Dictionary. [Online]  

Available at: http://www.sealang.net/munda/dictionary/ 

[Accessed 9 May 2020]. 

Figure 4: Approximate migration route of Austroasiatic people 
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Proto-Khmeric to Old Khmer 
Next in the timeline is the transition out of proto-language to Old Khmer, the first language 

in Khmer ancestry with solid phonetic evidence. Much research has been conducted on this, 

mainly using stone inscriptions, the earliest dating from 611 AD.17 

The basic consonant phonemes do not change from pK to OK; however, the voiceless stops 

[t], [p], [c] and [k] can also occur in OK with aspiration. Denoted by the symbol ʰ after the 

letter symbol, aspiration is when the speaker lets out a small ‘huh’ sound. An example in 

English is when aspiration occurs after the ‘p’ in ‘pie’, but not after the ‘p’ in ‘spy’. Compare 

the two words in the diagram below. A straight horizontal line represents the voiceless stop, 

the zigzag represents the voiced vowel sound, and the vertical line represents the release of 

the stop. 18  

 

This became prevalent in OK from words derived from pK, as illustrated by Figure 6 below. 

Aspiration is only present in words beginning CCV- and only form parts of the first consonant 

in the word. This linguistic feature developed due to the fact that in Angkorian dialect, there 

was more of a junction between the initial voiceless stop and the second consonant, usually 

a nasal or liquid.19 You can visualise the junction as the gap between the vertical line and 

zigzag in the word ‘pie’. This is easy to understand: it is difficult to say a word like *pnɛːk 

without aspirating. 

Proto-Khmeric Old Khmer English meaning 
*ckɛː cʰkɛː Dog 
*klim kʰlim Heart 
*pkaːj pʰkaːj Star 
*tləːm tʰləːm Liver 

 

Comparing the word lists of pK and OK, there is a visible change in pK words that either begin 

with or contain the letters *tV in that the consonant [*t] changes to [ɗ]. The difference 

between these two stops is that when producing the implosive [ɗ], the glottis in the vocal 

 
17 Jenner, P. N., 1980. A Chrestomathy of Pre-Angkorian Khmer I: Dated Inscriptions from the Seventh and 

Eighth Centuries (A.D. 611 – 781). Southeast Asia Paper, 20(1), pp. 1. 

18 Davenport, M. & Hannahs, S., 2013. Introducing Phonetics and Phonology. 3rd ed. Abingdon(Oxfordshire): 

Routledge, p. 22. 

19 Jacob, J. M., 1960. The Structure of the Word in Old Khmer. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African 

Studies, 23(2), pp. 352, 360. 

Figure 6: Aspiration in Old Khmer words from the Swadesh 100 list 

Figure 5: 

Aspirated [pʰ] in 

the word ‘pie’ vs 

unaspirated [p] in 

the word ‘spy’ 
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cords is lowered and narrowed. The phoneme [ɗ], as well as its bilabial equivalent [ɓ], were 

both present as early as pAA, therefore this feature is only a replacement in this specific type 

of word: the phoneme [t] was used in words where it was aspirated, or came before another 

consonant such as [r]. 

The other changes in pK phonetics are of course in the vowels. I have found that the 

diphthongs [*ie] and [*uo] that appeared in pK are not present in OK. The potential reasoning 

behind this change is that the pronunciation of these vowel sounds was simplified in 

Angkorian culture.20 For [*ie], this would be into either the already existent diphthong [iə] or 

into the long vowel sound [iː]. [*uo] underwent similar alterations: either to [uə] or [uː]. 

Examples of these can be seen in Swadesh words 11, 12, 55 and 67 (see Appendix 3). Although 

Michel Ferlus suggests that these changes in diphthongs indicated the transition between Old 

and Middle Khmer, evidence from most other sources suggests that this change occurred 

much earlier than he believes. 

Having said all of this, the phonetics of pK and OK are largely the same. There are certainly 

more apparent evolutions in language from OK to the modern day. 

  

 
20 Ferlus, M., 1992. Essai de phonétique historique du khmer. Mon-Khmer Studies, Volume 20, p. 73. (French). 
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Old, Middle and Modern Standard Khmer 
The period from the fall of Angkor in 1431 to the modern day is the period in the history of 

Khmer with the highest phonetic variation. New vowel sounds, devoicing, and the influence 

of countries near and far all play a role in shaping the Cambodian language which is spoken 

today. The transition from Old to Middle Khmer is somewhat difficult to analyse as after those 

from Angkor, stone inscriptions, the primary source for analysis, became very sparse, only 

reappearing in the mid-16th century.21 What we do know is that most phonological changes, 

especially those in consonants, occurred between the 16th and 18th centuries, and that they 

occurred very quickly.22 

A major change in the consonantism of Khmer is the devoicing of its voiced stops. Devoicing 

is the term describing when the voiced stops in a language become voiceless. All four cases 

of this are illustrated in Figure 7. 

Consonant change Old/Middle Khmer word Modern Khmer word English meaning 
[b] to [p] or [pʰ] bləːŋ pʰləːŋ fire 

[d] to [t] or [tʰ] dmeːɲ tmɨɲ tooth 

[g] to [k] or [kʰ] ʔəŋguj ʔɑŋkuj sit 

[ɟ] to [c] or [cʰ] ɟəːŋ cəːŋ foot 

 

Devoicing in Khmer began after the fall of Angkor in 1431: as well as the Swadesh list evidence, 

the topological evidence from the word ‘Angkor’ itself proves this. Documents from the 16th 

century show that Angkor was pronounced ‘Angor’, whereas in the 17th century and up to the 

modern day, we pronounce it as ‘Anckoor’.23 The reasons behind devoicing can be discovered 

by examining other languages in South-East Asia, such as the Tai family. The Chinese linguist 

Li Fang-Kuei wrote that “voiced consonants have become devoiced in practically all dialects”24 

of Tai languages. Since the fall of Angkor was at the hands of the Ayutthaya, a kingdom which 

was located in modern day Thailand, I have deduced that the influence of this kingdom is a 

key reason behind devoicing. Devoicing did not occur in Thai until after the 15th century,25 so 

I believe that this process started thereafter and thus influenced the Khmer language. 

Moreover, the concept of register links to devoicing. This is the development of separate ways 

of speaking in a language (also called registrogenesis). I shall explain this term by using the 

example I gave previously – ‘father’ and ‘dad’. The first word, ‘father’ is formal, whereas ‘dad’ 

 
21 Vickery, M., 2004. Cambodia and its Neighbors in the 15th Century. Asia Research Institute Working Paper 

Series, Issue 27, p. 2. 

22 Jenner, P. N., 1974. The Development of the Registers in Standard Khmer. South-east Asian Linguistic 

Studies, Volume 1, p. 52. 

23 Lewitz, S., 1967. La toponymie khmère. Bulletin de l'Ecole française d'Extrême-Orient, 51(2), p. 388. (French). 

24 Li, F.-K., 1977. A handbook of comparative Tai. Manoa: University Press of Hawaii, p.23. 

25 Bauer, C., 1989-1990. Thai etymologies. The Mon-Khmer Studies Journal, Volume 18-19, pp. 257-260. 

Figure 7: Examples of devoicing in Khmer from the Swadesh 100 list 
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is more informal and in everyday use. Other words in everyday use, like ‘ain’t’ and words 

ending ‘-ing’ where you omit the ‘g’ (like nothin’) also fall into this second category. The 

development of two levels of lexical register occurred in Khmer: ‘Head Register’ for formal 

and ‘Chest Register’ for informal.26 Chest Register, characterised by a breathier voice caused 

by the lower pitch from the larynx,27 was present in OK and MK. The low voice characteristic 

remains in standard Khmer but it has lost its breathiness (although this does remain in 

Western Khmer).  

Devoicing and the registrogenesis of Khmer are the reasons why, between OK and modern 

Khmer, new vowel sounds developed.28 For the first time, the vowels [ɨ], [ɨː], [ɑ], and [ɑː] 

appeared regularly in Khmer, as well as a whole range of new diphthongs, which were more 

common in Head Register as alternatives for long vowel 

sounds.29 Take as an example the short open back 

unrounded vowel [ɑ], which is present in Chest Register. 

This phoneme is frequently featured in Modern Khmer 

as a lowering of [ə] in words such as trɑciək (‘ear’ – 

previously trəciək). A similar process occurred with its 

long version [ɑː], lowered from [ɔː]. 

Modern Khmer is also the first instance of any short 

diphthongs. There are three of these: [ĕə], [ŏə] and [ŭə] 

(the diacritic ˘ represents an “extra-short” vowel).30 

These were also a by-product of registrogenesis and the 

lower pitch of Chest Register. The open front unrounded vowel [a] is unable to be lowered 

any further therefore when people speak with a lower pitch, short diphthongs are born.31 

Two examples from the Swadesh list of MK words with [a] evolving to modern words with 

short diphthongs are anak to nĕək and mat to mŏət. There are examples of [ŭə] evolving from 

both [ə] and [ɔ]. 

There is an exception to the fact that diphthongs are alternatives for long vowel sounds. [ɨə], 

as mentioned in Appendix 2.4, was included in the Khmer language on account of Thai loan 

 
26 Shorto, H. L., 1962. A Dictionary of Modern Spoken Mon. London: Oxford University Press, p. x. 

27 Henderson, E. J., 1952. The Main Features of Cambodian Pronunciation. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 

African Studies, 14(1), p. 151. 

28 Wayland, R. P. & Jongman, A., 2002. Registrogenesis in Khmer: A phonetic account. The Mon-Khmer Studies 

Journal, Volume 32, p. 104. 

29 Huffman, F. E., 1985. Vowel Permutations in Austroasiatic Languages. In: G. Thurgood, J. A. Matisoff & D. 

Bradley, eds. Linguistics of the Sino-Tibetan area: the state of the art. Papers presented to Paul K. Benedict for 

his 71st  birthday. Canberra: Pacific Linguistics, p. 141. 

30 International Phonetic Association, 1999. Handbook of the International Phonetic Association. 1st ed. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 203. 

31 Jenner, P. N., 1976. The Relative Dating of Some Khmer CPĀ'PA*. Oceanic Linguistics Special Publications, 

13(2), p. 695. 

Head Register Chest Register 
[ɔː] [ɑː] 
[ɛː] [ae] 
[iː] [əj] 
[ie] [aː] 
[əː] [aə] 
[u] [o] 
[uː] [oː] 

[oː] or [ou] [ao] 

Figure 8: Examples of vowels used 

in the Khmer registers 
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words. This was also the largest change between OK and MK and once more I believe that the 

increasing Thai influence, notably from the Ayutthaya, is responsible for the introduction of 

this diphthong, which first appeared on inscriptions in the 17th century.32 This new feature 

from MK has been carried forward into standard Khmer, for example in the word mɨəŋ (‘city’). 

The phonetics of Khmer have also greatly been influenced by languages other than Thai, 

especially the borrowing of words. The language began to borrow when OK did so from 

Sanskrit and Pali. More recently, it is French and English which have affected the phonetics. 

Although devoicing led to the eradication of [g], this particular phoneme is present in loan 

words such as hamɓɨːɡəɨ (‘hamburger’). Two other new consonants are used in modern 

speech: [f] as in tiːfoŋ (‘typhoon’), and [z] as in zaːmaːʔiːk (‘Jamaican’).33 

A final note on the consonant changes is that from the implosive stops [ɓ] and [ɗ] to the 

voiced stops [b] and [d] respectively. Since the registrogenesis of Khmer, the implosives have 

become weaker in Head Register34 and have therefore disappeared from the phonology of 

standard Khmer. On the other hand, the implosives are more common in Chest Register. This 

is something which I noticed when I was in the Ratanakiri Province in rural Cambodia, 

especially in the pronunciation of some numbers. Whereas a more educated person living in 

a city like Phnom Penh might say the numbers ‘three’ and ‘ten’ as bəj and dɑp, the people 

there spoke them as ɓəj and ɗɑp. This change would have accompanied the devoicing of 

voiced stops between MK and modern Khmer,35 with [b] and [d] the replacements of 

themselves, if you like, where [g] (apart from in loan words) and [ɟ] went extinct. 

It is a combination of all these factors which makes Khmer, with its large number of vowel 

sounds and transformations in consonantism, such a diverse language today.  

 
32 Jacob, J. M., 1976. An Examination of the Vowels and Final Consonants in Correspondences Between Pre-

Angkor and Modern Khmer. South-east Asian Linguistic Studies, Volume 2, pp. 23. Note: Jacob uses the symbol 

[ɯə] in lieu of beginning the diphthong with the more central [ɨ] sound. 

33 Wiktionary, 2016. Khmer Borrowed Terms. [Online]  

Available at: https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Category:Khmer_borrowed_terms 

[Accessed 13 May 2020]. 

34 Frawley, W. J., 2003. International Encyclopedia of Linguistics. 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 

356. 

35 Vickery, M., 1989-90. Loan words and devoicing in Khmer. The Mon-Khmer Studies Journal, Volume 18-19, p. 

240. 
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Khmer Dialects 
It is worth remembering that standard modern Khmer is not the only version of the language 

that is spoken today. There has been great interest taken in the Khmer dialects: specifically, 

the orthography of Northern Khmer and its constant influences from Thai, and whether these 

dialects are likely to become extinct, superseded by Khmer and other languages. 

I have chosen to write about Northern Khmer, due to its links to other language families, 

Western Khmer, because of its relation to MK, and Khmer Khe, as it is spoken in rural areas 

similar to those that I visited in 2019. 

Northern Khmer 
To begin with, Northern Khmer, which is the dialect spoken in several Thai provinces that 

border Cambodia, is probably the dialect that differs the most phonetically from standard 

Khmer. The most notable changes are with the vowel sounds, though there are a few minor 

consonantal differences. It certainly cannot be missed that NK has 14 vowel sounds, as 

opposed to the 10 that standard Khmer has. The additions are the close-mid back unrounded 

[ɤ], the open-mid back unrounded [ʌ], the near-close near-back rounded [ʊ], and the near-

close near-front unrounded [ɪ]. All are present as both long and short vowels. 

The origins of [ʌ], I believe, are from another language group found in Thailand, Cambodia 

and Laos: the Kuy language. Spoken in provinces including Surin, the sound [ʌ] is part of the 

phonetics of the Kuy people.36 Kuy is descended from Katuic, a branch of Austroasiatic and 

does have some lexical similarities with Khmer, such as the word for ‘one’ being muːj37 in 

comparison to the Khmer muəj and NK mʊ:j. I think that the links between the languages 

suggest the source of this particular vowel sound. 

Some of the other vowel sounds have been formed as a result of Thai influences. Notably, [ɤ] 

is present in the Thai language. It is very likely that this vowel entered the NK dialect through 

the tug-of-war-like border changes between Thailand and Cambodia and that its presence 

remains due to the modern Thai education system, which aims to teach Thai to pupils in 

schools in NK speaking areas from an early age.38 

All four vowels are revisions of those found in equivalent words in Khmer. The other possible 

reason for their existence is regional difference. It is just like Scottish English having a different 

vowel system to Received Pronunciation English. These are highlighted in Figure 9.1 overleaf. 

By plotting the vowel sounds shown in this figure, one can see that the vowels that are present 

in NK, but not in standard Khmer, all share similar properties.   

 
36 van der Haak, F. & Woykos, B., 1987-88. Kui dialect survey in Surin and Sisaket. The Mon-Khmer Studies 

Journal, Volume 16-17, p. 112. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Smalley, W. A., 1976. Phonemes and orthography: language planning in ten minority languages of Thailand. 

Canberra: Pacific Linguistics, p. 44. 
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Short Vowels Long Vowels 
Northern Khmer Standard Khmer Northern Khmer Standard Khmer 

[ɤ] [ɨ] [ɤː] [əː] 
[ʌ] [ə] [ʌː] [aǝ] 
[ʊ] [u] [ʊː] [uə], [oː] or [ou] 
[ɪ] [ɨ] [ɪː] [iə] 

 

 

 

In Figure 9.2, I have represented the NK vowels with yellow dots and standard Khmer vowels 

with red dots. Corresponding pairs are linked by a black arrow, pointing from standard to NK. 

Diphthongs are shown by orange arrows, pointing from the first phoneme to the second. The 

higher the dot, the higher the position of the tongue. Dots on the left of a diagram show that 

the front of the tongue is raised; dots on the right of a diagram show the back of the tongue 

is raised. 

The regional accent of NK differs from the standard accent firstly in its short vowels, for which 

the tongue is lower than standard, and secondly in its long vowels, for which the tongue is 

positioned higher than standard. Long vowel sounds which are the equivalent of diphthongs 

in standard Khmer are either situated perfectly within the diphthong, or have a tongue height 

around half way between diphthong phonemes. Therefore, another conclusion I have come 

to is that the two dialects have a similar relation to that of regional accents in England. 

The development of NK and its accent is, in reality, partially a consequence of the events of 

the 1960s and 1970s. The NK population, already severed from Cambodia, perhaps even 

around the time following the breakup of Angkor, remains cut off from Cambodia. Along the 

border with Thailand, the ground is littered with landmines, which were placed in response 

to the Khmer Rouge.39 The north west of the country is the most heavily mined – especially 

the Cambodian province Oddar Meanchey, which borders Surin in Thailand.40 Coupled with 

 
39 Ray, N. & Lee, J., 2016. Cambodia. 10th ed. Singapore: Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd, pp. 252, 256. 

40 Wheeler, C., 2008. GIS Technology Helps Rid Southeast Asia of Dangerous Land Mines and Unexploded 

Ordnance. [Online]  

Available at: https://www.esri.com/news/arcwatch/0708/feature.html 

[Accessed 28 May 2020]. 

Figure 9.1: Differences in vowel sounds between Central and Northern Khmer 

Figure 9.2: The data from Figure 9.1 represented on Cardinal Vowel Charts 
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the difficulties of crossing the Dangrek mountains between the provinces,41 NK has become 

more closely associated with a Thai accent, just as the further north you go in England, the 

accent of the region becomes more similar to Scottish. 

As earlier mentioned, the phonology of NK consonants is slightly different from standard 

Khmer, although they do share the same consonant system. The first point to mention is that 

although aspiration is present in NK, it differs phonologically from standard Khmer. Where a 

word in Khmer begins CʰC-, NK prefers to split this with an infix of -a-, creating the end product 

of CʰaC-. Examples can be seen in Swadesh words 77, 86 and 100. I think that this occurs 

purely for ease of speech – it is much simpler to say the word if there is an extra vowel 

between consonants. 

Another difference between NK and standard Khmer concerns the phoneme [r]. Firstly, a 

minor change which is that in some NK words, an element of Khmer words -rV- can be lost, 

for example in Swadesh word 41: crɑmoh is revised as cmɔh in NK.42 This allows for the 

development of aspiration into NK, which I believe could see words like cmɔh possibly become 

*camɔh in the future. Moreover, where Khmer usually has a non-rhotic accent, NK is the 

opposite. This rhotic accent is a distinguishing feature of NK, and it makes standard Khmer 

word like haǝ and cʰəː pronounced as hʌːr and cɨar. Even the word for ‘Khmer’ itself fits into 

this rule (kʰmae vs kʰmɛːr). This is similar to the pronunciation of ‘bear’ in English (non-rhotic) 

and Scottish (rhotic).43 

NK also shares a quality with standard Khmer in that [b] and [d] are more similar to [ɓ] and 

[ɗ]; they are more implosive.44 This makes perfect sense, as these are characteristics of the 

Chest Register spoken in rural Cambodian areas. NK is spoken in the same sort of areas; 

therefore, the feature is maintained. Finally, with Khmer words ending in -k, NK tends to have 

them end in -ʔ or -c – examples are Swadesh words 27, 28, 39 and 67. Once more, this is likely 

to be a regional difference. The slight difference in stops is merely due to a minor shift in the 

place of articulation. For the change between -k and -c, imagine the difference between the 

English word ‘key’ and the French word ‘qui’. 

Having analysed all of these alterations in NK from the version of Khmer spoken the most 

widely, it is clear why many people consider NK a different language entirely, rather than 

purely a dialect. However, I believe that NK is most certainly a dialect as it behaves similarly 

to Scottish English with a different vowel inventory and slight variations in consonant 

phonology. 

 
41 Jenner, P. N., 1974. Observations On the Surin Dialect of Khmer. South-east Asian Linguistic Studies, Volume 

1, p. 62. 

42 Prakorb, P.-N., 1993. The problem of aspirates in Central Khmer and Northern Khmer. The Mon-Khmer 

Studies Journal, Volume 22, p. 255. 

43 Davenport, M. & Hannahs, S., 2013. Introducing Phonetics and Phonology. 3rd ed. Abingdon(Oxfordshire): 

Routledge, p. 33. 

44 Smalley, W. A., 1976. Phonemes and orthography: language planning in ten minority languages of Thailand. 

Canberra: Pacific Linguistics, p. 47. 
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Western Khmer 
Before beginning my analysis of Western Khmer, I shall explain that no full Swadesh list has 

been published thus a WK column is absent from Appendix 3. However, WK resembles 

standard Khmer much more that NK, so many words are spoken either in the same way or 

very similarly. 

We are shown in Figure 1 (on page 3) that WK is a direct descendant of Middle Khmer. It 

maintains the breathy voice from MK and Chest Register, which is shown in Appendix 2.7 in 

that several of the vowel sounds are spoken in a 

breathier voice. In breathy voice, both the duration 

and intensity of the vowels is greater45 and in terms of 

acoustics, the vowel formants have a lower frequency 

than in clear voice.46 

When you overlap the two vowel inventories in 

Appendix 2.7, you can see that WK and standard 

Khmer are nearly phonetically identical. The only slight 

difference being that the WK open back vowel is 

rounded, whereas it is unrounded in standard Khmer, 

therefore written as [ɒ] rather than [ɑ]. This is likely to 

be down to the same reason why WK developed in the 

first place: that the region in which WK is spoken is 

isolated geographically. As I previously mentioned with NK and its location on the opposite 

side of the Dangrek mountains to Cambodia, WK is spoken on the other side of the Cardamom 

Mountains (shown in Figure 10) to where standard Khmer is spoken. 

In WK, breathy and clear tones are used to distinguish between otherwise phonetically 

identical words. An example of this is the WK word prah meaning ‘to lie down’ and pra̤h which 

means ‘buddha image’.47 They also differentiate between equivalent pairs of words in Khmer 

with very similar pronunciations, such as proh (man) and prŭəh (to sow). WK has these words 

written as proh and pro̤h respectively.48 

Aside from this, WK stays true to Khmer in both its vowels and its consonants. Where the 

vowels of NK differ, shown in Figure 9.1 (such as when the Khmer [ə] is the NK [ʌ]), WK sticks 

close to its relative and has [ə].49 What I like about it is that it draws parallels with MK and 

adds to the complex Austroasiatic language family tree.  

 
45 Wayland, R. P. & Jongman, A., 2001. Chanthaburi Khmer vowels: Phonetic and phonemic analyses. The Mon-

Khmer Studies Journal, Volume 31, p. 69. 

46 Ibid, pp. 75-76. 
47 Wayland, R. P. & Jongman, A., 2003. Acoustic correlates of breathy and clear vowels: the case of Khmer. 

Journal of Phonetics, Volume 31, p. 198. 

48 Ibid. 
49 Ferlus, M., 1992. Essai de phonétique historique du khmer. Mon-Khmer Studies, Volume 20, p. 68. 

Figure 10: Map of West Cambodia 
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Khmer Khe 
The final dialect that I am examining is Khmer Khe. Overall, the dialect is the most similar to 

standard Khmer: the exact figure is around 95% similarity.50 Despite this, KK retains some 

features of MK, and like both NK and WK, most of the differences are in the vowels. 

Beginning with the consonant changes, I saw that there were two noticeable variations from 

standard Khmer. The first is that the phoneme [f] is present in KK in both aspirated and 

unaspirated form. Granted, it only appears in two words from the whole lexicon assembled 

in 2013, but nevertheless it is still present in words descended from pAA. This is different from 

standard Khmer, in which [f] only 

appears in loan words. The likely 

explanation for this is that the Stung 

Treng province, in which KK is 

spoken, borders Laos. The Lao 

language contains [f], so there is perhaps some influence here in KK from its neighbour. 

The other consonant difference is also the first similarity between KK and MK. KK preserves 

the consonant [ɟ] from MK, which is lost in modern standard Khmer. In some words which are 

descended from MK that began ɟ- and changed to c- in standard Khmer, KK keeps with this 

initial [ɟ], for example ɟɨŋ, meaning ‘foot’. However, it must be noted that there are many 

words that change in the same way as standard Khmer. Therefore, I assume that the transition 

between [ɟ] and [c] is still in progress and is not complete like it is from MK to standard Khmer. 

There are a few more features shared by KK and MK which are not present in standard Khmer. 

Previously I talked about the lowering of some of the back vowels in MK to the open back 

unrounded vowel [ɑ]. This vowel is not present, long or short, in KK, purely because this 

process did not happen. KK equivalents of standard words containing [ɑ] and [ɑː] are most 

commonly found as having [ɔ] and [ɔː] instead. Like the other dialects of Khmer, KK has many 

slight variations in vowel pronunciation. On the Swadesh list, many of these can only be found 

as single instances, as well as there being variations of the variations. For example, [ae] can 

be found in standard Khmer words, but in the corresponding KK words, there are examples 

of [eː], [ɛː], [ə] and [ɨ] on the list. Looking at the phonemic inventories, the notable difference 

in vowels is the addition of the short [ɛ] in KK. I believe this is likely to be another Lao 

influence, for Lao has both short and long versions of this vowel. 

A final note is that KK is a rhotic accent like NK - the final [r] sound in words is pronounced, 

another preservation of MK that is rarer in standard Khmer.51 For example the word for ‘flow’ 

in KK is huːr; in standard Khmer, it is hou. The reason for this is the same as for NK: it is merely 

to do with the two being accents, like Scottish English compared to Received Pronunciation. 

 
50 Herington, J. & Ryan, A., 2013. Sociolinguistic Survey of the Khmer Khe in Cambodia, Chiang Mai: Linguistics 

Institute, Payap University, p. 17. 

51 Ibid. 

Proto-Austroasiatic Standard Khmer Khmer Khe 
*tmiːʔ tʰməj fʰmiː 
*krpiʔ krɑbəj kfɨbɨː 

Figure 11: [f] and [fʰ] in Khmer Khe 
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Conclusion 
It is no surprise that society in South-East Asia has evolved immensely since the emergence 

of pAA several thousand years ago. While historians focus on specific events and eras in 

history, language is often overlooked. In reality, the changes in language are just as important 

as the technological advancements from 5000 BC to the modern day, and it has changed just 

as much. As a direct consequence of societal, geographical and cultural influence, the 

phonetics and phonology of Khmer are greatly different from those of pAA. 

The changes commenced as the language was introduced in new parts of the world. Migrants 

from China ventured into Cambodia and its neighbours, giving rise to a new climate, where 

new words were created and the phonetics and phonology were influenced. As people settled 

and society developed, people became more sophisticated. In the great Angkorian Empire, 

words began to be phonologically simpler for ease of speech. However, when the Thai 

kingdoms invaded and plundered Angkor, Khmer developed new vowel and consonant 

patterns. The Thai influence caused the devoicing of consonants and registrogenesis in 

Khmer, some of the main features of Khmer today. During the French control of Cambodia, 

Khmer picked up loan words, which included new phonemes which had never been part of 

the language before. 

Thereafter, Cambodia’s dark period began and the country was torn apart by war. People in 

rural areas were isolated from cities and many were 

forced to flee into Thailand, Vietnam and Laos. This was 

the key to the new dialects of Khmer, which all preserve 

certain aspects of MK, such as a breathy tone or a rhotic 

accent. NK and WK formed on the other side of 

mountain ranges, which were made minefields in the 

1970s, and developed somewhat independently from 

standard Khmer.  NK experienced changes due to Kuy 

and Thai, and KK from the neighbouring Lao language.  

The Future of Khmer 
After the departure of the French, the future of Khmer looked set: the language was in the 

safe hands of Buddhist monks, including Chuon Nath, who compiled the first Khmer 

Dictionary. They removed many French and Siamese words from Khmer,52 a reason why 

French is no longer used as much in Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge halted this ‘Khmerisation’ 

process, particularly in education, which was greatly suppressed.53 Chuon Nath’s dictionary 

was only brought back in 2009, but at this point, Cambodian society had been partially taken 

 
52 Sasagawa, H., 2015. The Establishment of the National Language in Twentieth-Century Cambodia: Debates 

on Orthography and Coinage. Southeast Asian Studies, 4(1), p. 66. 

53 Sok, K., 1999. La khmérisation de l'enseignement et l'indépendance culturelle au Cambodge. Bulletin de 

l'École française d'Extrême-Orient, Volume 86, p. 312. (French). 

Figure 12: One of many warning signs 

for landmines 
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over by English – virtually every sign in Cambodia now has both Khmer and English writing on 

it. 

Furthermore, Khmer is threatened by the greater need to be able to speak a foreign language. 

It is now the case that globalisation has led to the establishment of many schools that teach 

foreign languages instead of Khmer, usually English or Chinese, and people are worried that 

the children of Cambodia are losing their Khmer roots as a consequence.54 There are more 

business and job opportunities for those who speak English, especially in industries such as 

tourism and media. People believe that this causes Khmer language and culture to be 

forgotten.55 Social media is another means by which Khmer is challenged. Youngsters tend to 

prefer typing with Roman characters rather than the Khmer abugida, and many new words 

are being created. The National Council of Khmer Language does have a positive response to 

this: they create new words by using Pali and Sanskrit, which previously influenced OK and 

MK, and then write them in the Khmer writing system, thus numbing the threat of an English 

or Chinese influence.56 

As for Khmer’s dialects, NK is also threatened by the takeover of Thai in schools. The Thai 

government’s enforcement policies could mean that NK is overrun in the long term, but it 

could increase bilingualism in the short term.57 KK on the other hand looks likely to remain. 

Most speakers speak KK in preference to standard Khmer on a daily basis, so the possibility of 

KK becoming extinct is low.58 

The future may seem menacing for Khmer, but despite the worry of Khmer being dominated 

by English and Chinese, I see no reason that it will disappear entirely. The influence of the 

modern, business- and technology-rich world will surely produce many new phonetical and 

phonological changes in the future, and it will undoubtedly prove to be a fascinating area of 

study. 

  

 
54 An, K. & Mom, S. O., 2020. Fluent in English, Awkward in Khmer: A Generation Is Growing Up With a Mixed 

Bag of Language Skills. [Online]  

Available at: https://newsroomcambodia.com/en/2020/01/10/fluent-in-english-awkward-in-khmer-a-

generation-is-growing-up-with-a-mixed-bag-of-language-skills/ 

[Accessed 30 June 2020]. 

55 Lach, V. & Tha, P., 2010. The future of Khmer language. [Online]  

Available at: https://tinyurl.com/yc3bup2d 

[Accessed 30 June 2020]. 

56 Taing, R., 2019. Keeping the Khmer language up to date. [Online]  

Available at: https://www.khmertimeskh.com/621184/keeping-khmer-language-up-to-date/ 

[Accessed 30 June 2020]. 

57 Smalley, W. A., 1976. Phonemes and orthography: language planning in ten minority languages of Thailand. 

Canberra: Pacific Linguistics, p. 44. 

58 Herington, J. & Ryan, A., 2013. Sociolinguistic Survey of the Khmer Khe in Cambodia, Chiang Mai: Linguistics 

Institute, Payap University, p. 41. 
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Appendices 
(1) Linguistic and Historical Timeline of Khmer and Cambodia 

 

(2) Phonemic Inventories Through the Ages 
(2.1) Proto-Austroasiatic (Proto-Mon-Khmer) 
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(2.2) Proto-Khmeric 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2.3) Old Khmer 
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(2.4) Middle Khmer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2.5) Modern Standard Khmer (Central Khmer) 
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(2.6) Northern Khmer (Surin Khmer) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2.7) Western Khmer (Cardamom Khmer/Chanthaburi Khmer) 
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(2.8) Khmer Khe 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(3) Swadesh 100 List 
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* denotes a reconstructed word from a proto-language 

V denotes an unknown/interchangeable vowel  
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