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A Typological Analysis of the Structure of Place Names in Laos’s Tailue Language
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Abstract

The research of the structure of place names in Laos’s Tailue language is part of the research project studying place
names in Laos. This research includes the research of place names in five provinces in northern Laos there are . Phongsali
provinces, Luangnamtha Province, Bokeo Province, Oudomsai Province, Luangprabang Province and Saiyaboury Province in
which the Tailue language is used. This paper uses 1600 Tailue place names to conduct analysis on the structural use of
morphemes, finding that place names in Tailue are made up of anywhere between one and four morphemes. From a lexical
perspective, place names in Tailue usually have a central word item related to things like forests, plants, animals, occupations,
minerals, water, rivers, etc. Same place names have the first two morphemes as the central word item with modifying morphemes
following it. In this type of structure of Tailue’s place names, Which the word structure is mainly composed of nouns, pronouns,
adjectives, numerals, verbs, etc., and the other main components are compound words such as noun plus noun, noun plus verb,
and adjective plus noun. and many more.

Key Words: Tailue Ethnic Group, Place Names, Morpheme, Structure
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Introduction
1. The Structure of Morphemes in Place Names in Laos’s Tailue Language
As Laos’s Tailue language is spoken in northern Laos, most of the place names using this language are located in this
region. Although the place names for 1800 different locations were chosen, because of duplication where two places have the
exact same name, only 1700 distinct place names were used in this paper. Examples of place names used for analysis in this paper
include: xoi2"*xok>> (X0i214: small brook,xokssz Moso bamboo), ISaz‘khamz‘pirJ21 (Sa?: a title, kham?'pil]': a person’s name),
pu?'vel]?*' (pu*::mountain, veI]?': city). Most place names put the core word at the beginning and then follow it with a adjectival
element. However, it is certain the place names do not give their lexical constituents any unique lexical meaning.
1.1 The Morphological Structure of Place Names
Place Names in Tailue are made up of anywhere from one to five morphemes. For example “pel’]Z‘dOk35
kham?®'/>*” in which the “dOk*’kham® means golden flowers, a reference to vegetation, has three morphemes. The numerical
distribution between the first four types of place names, those made up of one, two, three, or four morphemes, is as follow: 520
(32.5%) of the places names are made up of one morpheme, 380 (23.75%) are made up of two morphemes, 400 (25%) are made

up of three morphemes, and 300 (18.75%) are made up of four morphemes (see Table 1).

Table 1: The Numerical Distribution of Morphemes in Tailue Place Names '

Number of Morphemes Number of Place Names Percentage
One Morpheme 520 32.50
Two Morphemes 380 23.75
Three Morphemes 400 25.00
Four Morphemes 300 18.75
Total 1600 100%

1.1.1 Place Names with One Morpheme
Most Tailue place names with only one morpheme are related to lexical items expressing natural

vocabulary. For example: baln2‘4ta1t35, Waterfall Village (talt35: “waterfall/ cliff”), ba:n>*dd:n>> Bird Village (dOInSS:

.

“bird”). Referring to human settlements there is the village bafn214dafn35, Port Village (da1n35. ‘port”). Place names which are

taken from directional items include bafn214ka11:]33, Middle Village,(kail]”: “middle”) ; ba:n2*nd* North Village(nd?*:

214 '2]4

“north”);  ba!n®"tai South Village (tai2‘4: “south”). Place names taken from the natural world include: baln2‘4d935, No
Tree or Flower Village (d935: “No Tree or Flower”); baln214dur_]55, Forrest Village, (dul'_]55: “Forrest”); ba1n214p033, Bronze
Village, (p3**: “Bronze Tree”). Place names taken from the animal world include: m3I})*'sil]?, Lion County, (sil]**: “lion”).

Place names taken from other categories include: ba1n2‘4m0214, Wok Village, (m0214: “wok”); ban?*kJ1)*, Drum Village

1 (National Survey of Laotian Place Names, 2015)
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(k9:1)*: “drum”); baIn214khOIn2‘, Stick Village (khOQ:In?:“wood”). Place names taken from occupational positions include:
ba:n**na>, Rice Paddy Village (na>*:*“rice paddy”); ba:n>*xai>>, Dry Land Village (xai>>: “Dry Land/Planter”); baln2‘4ph81t33
Doctor Village (ph€:t*: “doctor”). Place names which are taken from attributive words include baln2141011:]33, Big Village
(lo:1)*: “big”); ba1n2‘4n0121, Small Village (nJi2': “small”); baln24tS€Il:]214, Light Village (TSSII:]2‘4: light/clear). Place names
taken from the names for mineral deposits or material things include: baIn214saIi53, Gravel Village (sai53: “gravel”) o

1.1.2 Place Names Formed with Two Morphemes

Place names with two morphemes are formed by joining two morphemes together to become a compound
word expressing a distinct location. The first morpheme usually becomes the core, or central, lexical item of the place name. The
second morpheme usually serves to modify the core lexical item. The follow tree represents the structure of two morpheme place

names in Tailue.

Place Names in Taile Formed From Two Morphemes

T

Central Word Modifier
First Morpheme Second Morpheme
Example: nam2! khun?* Muddy River Village

Image 1 Place Names in Tailue Which Are Formed with Two Morphemes

Many of these core lexical items are related to water or water resources: nam?'thul]®! Flag River (nam?': “water” here
is the core lexial item; thul]*': “flag” acts as a modifier); xoi2‘4xok55, Moso Bamboo Brook (x0i214: “brook™ is the core lexical
item here and xok>> or “moso bamboo” acts as the modifier. Examples including specifics on locations include: dd:n*mai*
New Island (dJ:n*: “island” is the core lexical item and mai®> “new” is the modifier. Place names expressing location or
construction include: on]5319133 Saw Mill (on] 53: “factory” is the core lexical item with 19i*® or “saw” serving as the modifier;
in the example khok*xiin** Rock Mortar (khok®: “mortar” is the core lexical item and xi:n*, or rock, is the modifier. Place
names using directional vocabulary include: x0**na?' Field Head (x0%: “head” is the core lexical item here and na?', or field, is the
modifier. Place names which include reference to mineral deposits include: nam?"*lek>> Iron River (nam2‘4 : “water” is the core
lexical item and lek>> or iron is the modifier; xoi2‘4‘[f)l’_]53 Bronze Brook (xoi2'4: “brook™ is the core lexical item and tOI] 5 or
bronze is the modifier. Place names which include lexical items which refer to borders or gardens include: tSiaI]z‘qu]33
Developed City (TSiaI]z‘ “town” is the core lexical item and xul}®, or ‘flourishing,” acts as the modifier; ni*'khum*'nUII)*,
First Community (ni*’khum’': “community” acts as the core lexical item and nUII)*, or one, acts as a modifier. Place names
which use plant names include: ph053kham3'B0dhi Tree (pho53 “bodhi tree” is the core lexical item and kham?®', or gold, acts as
the modifier; pa35sallj53 Dragon Bamboo Forrest (pa35 “forrest” is the core lexical item and saIlJ53, or dragon bamboo, is the

modifier. Place names which include the words for material objects include: khQ:n*k€ u* Jade Stone Stick (khJ:n* “wooden
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stick” serves as the core lexical item and k81u214, or jade stone, serves as the modifier. Place names which include lexical items
related to peoples’ occupation include: na>ndi?' Small Field (na53 ‘field’ serves as the main lexical item and nJi?', or small, is
the modifier). Place names which include numerical items include: salm‘“sop55 Three Rivers Convergence Spot (sa:m?®® “three”
is the core lexical item and sop55, or convergence spot serves as the modifier. Place names which express auspiciousness include:
suk>>tSa10n>> Developed Happiness (suk55: “Happy” is the core lexical item and tSa3319n53, or development, is the modifier;
mul]*'khun®'sin** Buddha’s Blessings (mul]*'khun®' “auspiciousness” is the core lexical item and sin®, or taboo , serves as the
modifier), etc. o
Modifier elements mainly modify the core lexical item. Take for example a place name made up of the word for water
and a word used to create greater focus: namz‘thul’]31 Flag Water (The first morpheme, nam?', which can refer a river, is used as
the central lexical item and thul}*, or flag, serves as a modifying element.
1.1.3 Place Names Formed with Three Morphemes
Place names with three morphemes are made from putting those three morphemes all together. Typically
the first morpheme typically has the role of the central lexical item, just like in place names made from two morphemes. The last
two morphemes typically serve has modifiers which help identify the core lexical item. Three morpheme place names can be
divided into three different structures.
1.1.3.1  In the first structure, the last two morphemes form a word which modifies the first
morpheme.
This type of place name is quite common. Examples include:ba:n?! 4xoi2‘4pa33lalt35 Mudfish
Brook Village (x0i2‘4: “brook”, pa331a1t35: “mudfish”); tul]”s%ll]”'[SSn33 Moonlight Plains (tul}*: “plain”, sSI]”'[SSn”:

“moonlight™). The structure of this type of place name is represented in image 2 below:

Structure of Three Morpheme Place Names

/\

Core Lexical Item Modifier
1st Morpheme 2nd Morpheme 3rd Morpheme
Example: tup*? sen®? sen3d Moonlight Plains

Image 2 In this example the second two morphemes form a word which modifies the first

morpheme.
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1.1.3.2 In the second type of structure, the first and second morpheme form a word which the
third morpheme modifies.
For example:nam?'k€%'nJi*' Small Merchant River (nam?' k€3': “commercial river”) is the central lexial
item and nJi*', or small, modifies the first word; in palk35tha53n933 (The North Convergence of the Southern Ta River)
‘palk35tha53,’ meaning “convergence of the southern ta river,” is the core lexical item and n9%*, or ‘north side,” modifies the first

word. This example has the following structure (see Image 3):

Structure of Three Morpheme Place

/\

Core Lexical Item Modifier
1st 2nd Morpheme 3rd Morpheme
l l l
135 33
pak tha® no The North Convergence of
. . the Southern Ta River
Convergence Point Southern Ta River North Side ! v

Image 3 The first and second morpheme are put together to form the core lexical item while the third morpheme acts a modifier

1.1.3.3 The third structure is when the second and third morphemes both as act as individual

modifiers which modify the core lexical item.

For example: saim”m@l]“mai35 New Third County (sa:m*: “three”, mdI)*': “county”, mai*>: new). This

example can be illustrated as such (see Image 4).

Structure of Three Morpheme Place Names

_— T

Core Lexical Item Modifier Modifier
1st Morpheme 2nd Morpheme Third Morpheme
sa:m m9n31 mai35

mage 4 The second and third morpheme act as modifiers of the first morpheme, the core lexical

item.
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1.2 Place Names Formed with Four Morphemes
Place names formed with four morphemes have a very similar structure as those formed with two and three
morphemes and specially have two unique structures.
1.2.1 The first structure is when the first two morphemes form the core lexical item
However, the second morpheme of these first two morphemes does act as a modifier for the first
morpheme. The last two morphemes form a modifier. The first morpheme of this modifier (the third morpheme of the place
name), however, does act as the core lexical item of the modifier. The last morpheme, or the fourth morpheme in the place name,
modifies the core lexical item of the modifier. For example: tul]*kua*lin*'nJi*' ‘Melon Waterhole Plains’ where the tul}*
means ‘plains,” kua** means ‘melon’ (together meaning fruit garden), lin*! means ‘get water,” and nJi?! means ‘small’ (these last

two items means 'small place for getting water’). The structure is as follows:

Structure of Place Names with Four Morphemes

Core Lexical Item Modifier
Core Lexical Item Modifier Core Lexical ltem Modifier
bo:k° jazt sai®3 mais>
dragon fish New Grass
pond grass g new Basin

Image 5 The first and second morphemes form the core lexical item and the second and third
morphemes form the modifier
1.2.2 In the second structure, the second and third morphemes modify the first morpheme which is the
core lexical item and the fourth and last morpheme modifies the whole place name.
For example: b()1k35jaz'4sai53mai35 New Grass Basin,“bolk35 pond, jaz‘4sai53 grass, (b01k35jazl4sai53 a grassy

basin), mai*> new”. This can be represented by the following image:

Structure of Place Names with Four Morphemes

/\

Core Lexical Item Modifier
Core Lexical Item Modifier Core Lexical Item Modifier
| | | | Melon
tun® kua® lin3t noit Waterhole
‘ Plains ‘ Melon Get water ‘ Small Plains

Image 6 The second and third morphemes both modify the first morpheme and the fourth morpheme acts as a modifier of the

whole place name
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2. The Part of Speech Structure for Tailue Place Names
The giving of place names is a societal activity. Place names themselves are made up of either a word or phrase. The
structure of these place names reflects the overall structure of the language in question. The specific situation is as follows:
2.1 Nouns:
ba.n2*nas (Rice Paddy Village), ba1n2‘4via1’] 3 (Town Village), bain2® tha!e» (Buddhist Tower Village),
kiu*>lum>? Mountain Waist Wind, ban24s2! (Earthen Pot Woden Flower Village), baIn“ﬁSiaI] 53ISai3‘ (City Town Village),
kOI)*'kd%ket’ (Unicorn Village) etc.
2.2 Noun + Noun:

214

ba n*na>kham* (Gold Village), ba.ln2‘4pa351au53 (Reed Forrest Village),baln214 xo0i2? xok>> (Moso Bamboo

214

Brook Village), ba:in?"x0*na? (Head of Rice Paddy Village), ba n24an? (Bamboo Reed River Bank Land Village),

x0i214101]21tau31(Green Algae Village), 101)2'kJ* ma.k*> kha:m>> (Sour Horn Tree Dyke), ba:n>*tin*that** (Buddhist Tower
Foot Village).

2.3 Adjective:

ba:n?*mai*> (New Village)nam*d€I)**(Red Water) ba:n24si*>[i*>mun®(Circle Bitter Lift Tree Village),
baln214xoi214loI]55 (Big River Village), ba:n2? dJ:n*IJaim? (Pretty Island Village), baIn2‘4loI] 55 (Big Village), etc.

2.4 Noun + Verb:

baln214d01n33j811]3‘ Shine Island Village (dJ:n*:“island”, jSIl:]““shine”), na’'1€*" Look Field Village (na*':

214 '2]4

“field”, 1€3': “look™), ba1n214nam2'pi)fk33 Return River Flow Village (nam?': “5ﬂ5ﬁ,”, Pk “return”), bain?'"xoi taIp35

Subsidize Brook Village (xoi214 “brook”, tafp35 “subsidize”), etc.

2.5 Noun + Adjective:

35

ba:n2*dd n®mai*> New Island village (dJ:n*: “island”, mai*> “new”), b::1111214pu311<heiu33 Green Mountain

214

Village (pu®': “mountain”, khelu®: “green”), ba!n?"nam?jau’ Long River Village (nam?': “River”, jalu®: “long”),

214 '214

Xoi 35. «

bain saIp35 Rancid Brook Village (x0i214: “brook”, sa:p*”: “rancid”).
2.6 Noun+ Place Word:
ba:n2*md:n>nd* North Mulberry Village (m01n53: “mulberry”, nd*: “north”), ba;n2* x01214k311:]33 Middle
Brook Village (xoi2‘4: “brook”, kaI)*: “middle”, baIn214pa1k35xaiu53tai“4 Great River South Convergence Village
(pa1k35xa1u53: “great river convergence points, tai?™: “sout "), mel)*'’khua® Right County (mel]*': “county”, khua®: “right hand side”).
2.7 Noun + Noun + Adjective:
x01214p853jai35 Big Raft Brook (x0i2‘4: “brook”, p853: “raft”,jaiSS: “big”), puI]35'[SC)m33
'[5811]2‘4Sa1t Land Crown Top Clear (puI]35: “salt land”, t8Om?: “crown”, tSEII:]Z‘4: “clear”), nam?' k81u2‘4101]55 Big Jade
River (nam?': “river”, ke “glass”, 101_]55: “big”), b01k35ja214sai53kau35 Old Swimming Grass Lake (boIk35: “lake”, ja214
sai: “swimming grass”, kau®>: “old”).
2.8 Noun + Noun + Noun:
b9*>ta"*kai*Chicken Eye Well (b9%: “well” ta: “eye”, kai*>: “chicken”), xa.t°>dd:n**k€ u>* Jade Shoal Land

. a5 . . v d v ane .. . . .
Village (xa:t*”: “shoal”,dD:n*: “island”, k€ u?'": “jade”),nam?'so:n*ja** Medicine Garden River (nam?!: “river”, so.n:

“garden”, ja**: “medicine”).
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2.9 Noun + Numeral:

ba n2*lak>>sa u’? Twelve Kilometer Village (lak55 : “kilometer”, salu’: “twelve”),
nam214mlllr_]31nUlf_]33Meng River One (nam2‘4mUIr_]3‘: “meng river”, ntII)*: “one”), pa35kha53tSet55 sip55p81t35 Cagon
Grass Garden Number 78 (pa35kha53: “cagon grass garden”, Betsssipsspglﬁz “number 78”).

2.10 Noun + Numeral + Noun:
mel)*'sQI)**kIn* Two Perch County (mel}*": “county”, sOI)*: “two”, kOn®: “perch”), na*'sQI)*m3I)** Two Drainage Ditch Rice
Paddy (na*': “paddy”, sOI]**: “two”, m3I}*: “drainage ditch”), pu*'sam* jOt** Three Peak Mountain (pu*': “mountain”, sam*:

“three”, jOt** “peak”).

2.11 Adjective:

14 214

ban2*mai* New Village (mai35: “new”), bain? "'nJ ' Small Village (nJ:i*': “small”), baIn2‘4ph01n53 Protruding

Village (phoin53: “protruding”).

2.12 Adjective + Noun:

p611:]3‘di)11(351<ham53 Golden Flower Plain (pe:1)*': “plain”, dO 'k**kham*: “golden flower”), mai35pu3‘kha31
New Cogon Grass Mountain (mai35: “new”, pu': “mountain”, kha’': “cogon grass”).

2.13 Adjective + Numeral:

koI)?'thi*'nTII)* First Curve (koI]*': “curve”, thi*'nUTI])* “first”), ban si**vi*'lai*'nUI)* Civilized First
Village (si**vi*'lai*': “civilized”, nUOI)*: “first”).

2.14 Adjective + Adjective:

ba!n**mai**tS2*°19n> New Development Village (mai35: “new”, fSa*® 10> : “development”),

baIn214pe11:]215a3sva11j35 Clear Plains Village (pe:1)*': “plain”, sa® Vailj35: “clear”), bain2‘4peII:]3‘1’]aIm31 Good Plains Village
(pe:1)*': “plain”, IJaim?": “beautiful/good”), baln2‘4xum33jin33 Cool Shady Tree Village (xum?: “tree shade”, jin®*: “cool”).

2.15 Adjective + verb:

i

ba:n**ma pat®*tha®'na’' New Development Village (mai*>: “new”, pat* tha’'na* “development”),

4 5 . . .5 ars
"mai*”ni*'jom* New Welcome Village (mai*”: “new”, ni*'jom*": “welcome”) o

ba:n?
2.16 Verb + Adjective:

baIn214ki)ll:]33khualj33 Pile Horizontal Village (kO 1) “pile”, khual])*: “horizontal”), ba:n2*ai**mai*> Pursue

i35. ‘. n4

New Village (lai**: “pursue”, mai*”: “new”). ba n lai**kau® Purse Old Village (1ai**: “pursue”, kau®>: “old”).

2.17 Noun + Adjective:

ba:n2*kD:n*sD 13 Rafter Penetrate Village (kQIn®: “rafter”, sQt**: “osmosis™), ba:n2* nam?'khun®> Water
Yellow River (nam?': “water/river”, khun®>: “muddy”).

2.18 Directional Word:

bain2*ka.1)* Middle Village (ka:1)*: “middle”), ba:n**nd® North Village (nd* “north”) ba:n**lum* Below
Village (lum: below), baInZ‘4tIIIIj 5 Above Village (tUUI) 53: “above”).

2.19 Directional Word + Noun:

ba:n**x0%na’" Head of Field Village (x0*: “head”, na’': “field”), bIn214kaII:]33paII:]33tOI'_]31 Middle Copper

Residence Village (ka:1)*: “middle”, pa:I)*: “small residence”, tOI]*!: “copper”).
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2.20 Directional Word + Adjective:

ba:n**ka![)*mai*® New Middle Village (ka:1)**: “middle”, mai*>: “new”), lal}**pha**kau’> Old Back of the
Precipice (“lal])**: “back”, pha*: “precipice”, kau®>: “old”).

2.21 Pronoun:

fSatin¥ta’® (8a®: “official rank”, in”ta?”: “person name”), s€ . n**khan**kham?'(s€:n*: “middle level official”,
khan**kham?': “person name”).

2.22 Numeral:

ba:n**sa:m>> Three Village (saImSS: “three”), aIn2‘4n[III] 55 One Village (nUUI) 55: “one”),
ba:n**sa;m»mWn®> Thirty-thousand Village (safm33mIHn35: “Thirty- thousand”).

2.23 Numeral + Directional Word:

baln214sa1m33k21111:]33 Middle Three Village (sa:m*: “three”, kal1)®: “middle”), ba:n2* diau*nd* North One
Village (diau®: “one”, nd*: “north”).

2.24 Numeral + Noun:
kau2'*s€n>> Nine Back (kau214: “nine”, s€n>>: back), ba1m214salm33m91]31 Three County Village (sa:m?: “three”, m3I)3:
“county”).

2.25 Numeral + Noun + Adjective:

saim33m91]31kau35 Three Old County (sa:m*: “three”, mdI)*': “county”, kau>: “o0ld”), sa:m*mdI)*! mai®®

Three New Counties (sa.m?: “three”, m3I])*": “county”, kau®: “new”).

Conclusion

Place names in Laos’s Tailue Language reflect the naming wisdom of the local people and the situation of the natural
environment. Structurally, place names in Tailue are made up of a central word item and a modifier. Place names can be formed
with anywhere between one and four morphemes. Attributes of Tailue place names include references to rivers, water, geography,
animals, and auspicious events. Place names in Laos’s Tailue language are a phenomenon of social activity. These place names
include lexical items and phrases which maintain the same grammatical structure as normal Tailue speech. As such, the study of
place names will reveal not only some of the typological features of the Tailue grammar, but it will also reveal some of the social
activity of the Tailue people, including religion. This is because place names contain rich cultural content and record the cultural

experiences of people.
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