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Abstract 

This report presents the results of a dialect intelligibility survey carried out in 2008 
in the southwestern part of the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region of China, 
described by Zhang et al. (1999) as the Dejing dialect area of Southern Zhuang. The 
Zhuang varieties surveyed in this area have been grouped into the Central branch of 
Taic languages. This survey of nineteen locations across the dialect area found 
evidence from intelligibility, from similarity of wordlists (as determined by a string 
edit distance algorithm), and from speaker attitudes for assigning them to at least 
two distinct ISO 639-3 language codes, [zyg] “Yang Zhuang” and [zgm] “Minz 
Zhuang”. 

Previous published sources claimed that the variety of Yang spoken in the county 
seat of Jingxi County is well understood across the region. This survey tested this 
claim with recorded text tests (RTTs) from the county seat and a nearby rural area, 
and found them to be well understood across most of the Dejing area. Through 
comparison with the wordlist similarity results, however, this intelligibility is 
inherent only for a subset of the surveyed varieties; these varieties represent a 
cluster that is herein referred to as Yang-Nong, and includes several Zhuang 
varieties from this area. The high intelligibility of Jingxi Yang by speakers of other 
varieties is due to acquired ability in Jingxi Yang. Initial intelligibility results 
indicate another cluster of mutually-intelligible varieties in the area which we refer 
to as Min-Zong and which appears to correspond to the Minz of Yunnan Province; 
further fieldwork is needed to verify this in a more representative sample of these 
varieties. 

Sociolinguistic questionnaires were administered in order to measure residents’ 
attitudes toward these language varieties and factors relevant for language planning. 
The results indicate that Jingxi Yang is viewed very positively over a large area, 
though in particular areas local sociolinguistically-prominent varieties of Zhuang are 
preferred. 

Based on the data from wordlist similarity, inherent intelligibility, and 
sociolinguistic attitudes, a variety of Yang would work very well as a standard or 
basis for language development efforts among Yang-Nong communities, accounting 
for roughly two-thirds of the Zhuang in the Dejing dialect area; we propose that 
documentation of the ISO code [zyg] “Yang Zhuang”, previously taken to apply to 
most Zhuang varieties in the area, be amended to include only those Zhuang 
varieties that fall under Yang-Nong. Language development among Min-Zong 
communities in the area, accounting for another one-sixth of the areas’ Zhuang, 
would benefit from development based on a variety of Min or Zong; we propose that 
documentation of the ISO code [zgm] “Minz Zhuang”, previously thought to apply 
only to a small group of speakers in Yunnan Province, be amended to also include 
the Min-Zong communities found in this survey. Language development efforts 
among most of the remaining one-sixth of the Zhuang population of the Dejing area 
would require other varieties as a basis, but for many of these varieties, Jingxi Yang 
could likely still be used as a means of widespread communication.
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 1  Dejing Zhuang: An introduction 

The Zhuang ethnic group is the largest of the fifty-five officially-recognized minority 

nationalities of the People’s Republic of China, with a total population of 

approximately 16 million in the year 2000, according to the 5th National Census of 

the People’s Republic of China, more than 14 million of whom live in the Guangxi 

Zhuang Autonomous Region of southern China (National Bureau of Statistics 2003). 

Outside of Guangxi, significant Zhuang communities can be found in each of the 

neighboring provinces of Yunnan, Guizhou, Hunan, and Guangdong. Although the 

Chinese government recognizes a standard variety of the traditional Zhuang 

language [zha]1 with a roman orthography, local varieties of Zhuang spoken across 

this area differ from this standard in both phonology and lexicon. Traditionally, a 

primary division exists between Northern and Southern varieties of Zhuang. 

Northern varieties have been classified within the Northern group of the Tai branch 

of the Tai-Kadai language family, along with neighboring languages like Bouyei 

[pcc] and some languages found in other locations, such as Yoy [yoy] of Thailand 

and Laos. Southern varieties have been classified within the Central group of the Tai 

branch, along with neighboring languages like Nung [nut] and Tày [tyz] of Vietnam 

(Edmondson and Solnit 1997b). 

These two major groups can in turn be divided into a handful of different local 

speech varieties. The recent Zhuang-Chinese-English Dictionary (Luo et al. 

2005:1234, based on the work of Zhang et al. 1999) lists a total of twelve varieties 

of Zhuang within Guangxi and Yunnan. Many of these varieties have a relatively 

high shared cognate count (70% or higher), but a relatively low degree of mutual 

intelligibility. Because of these low intelligibility levels, Western linguists have 

chosen to describe these varieties as distinct languages, as reflected in the current 

set of ISO-639 language codes. Most Chinese literature, however, refers to varieties 

at this level as dialects, and to the entire Zhuang group as a single language, as 

reflected in the use of [zha] as a macro-language code for all Zhuang varieties. 

Regardless of the label applied to the linguistic varieties at this level, there exists a 

small body of literature in Chinese as well as English which examines the phonetic, 

                                         
1Three-letter language codes from the ISO 639-3 standard are given in square brackets following full 
language names. 
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lexical, and syntactic differences found between these varieties. This report, 

however, presents the results of a survey of variation and intelligibility within the 

geographical area traditionally occupied by just one of these “dialects” in the 

southern group (that is, a Central Taic variety), referred to as the Dejing Zhuang 

dialect area.2 

The Dejing Zhuang dialect area occupies three counties at the southwestern corner 

of the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region—Napo (那坡), Jingxi (靖西), and Debao 

(德保) Counties, all within the Baise (百色) Municipality (Zhang et al. 1999). Similar 

speech varieties or communities of speakers displaced from this area have also been 

reported in neighboring areas of Vietnam, in Funing County of the Wenshan 

Zhuang-Miao Autonomous Prefecture in southeastern Yunnan Province (Johnson 

and Wang 2010), and even as far as Mubian County in Yunnan (Zhang and Wei 

1997). (See appendix A: for an illustration of the region covered by this survey.) 

 1.1  Piecing together the ethnolinguistic situation 

For this under-documented language group, primary sources of information are 

mainly Chinese national census data and local county almanacs, which vary in their 

level of detail when writing about the languages within their borders. Zheng (1996) 

is a detailed grammatical description from Jingxi County, but while it acknowledges 

some linguistic variation in the area, it focuses on only a single variety. According 

to Chinese national census data, the total population of Napo, Jingxi, and Debao 

counties in Guangxi in the year 2000 was slightly over one million people, of which 

97% belonged to the Zhuang nationality (National Bureau of Statistics 2003). The 

county almanacs for the three counties (Debao Xian Zhi 1998, Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000, 

Napo Xian Zhi 2002) and Zheng (1996) all report that Zhuang language use is very 

robust in many areas and that most speakers of Zhuang in these three counties are 

able to communicate easily with each other, and can communicate to a lesser 

degree with speakers of neighboring dialects. 

                                         
2 The term Dejing is taken from Zhang et al. (1999), which is a re-publishing of fieldwork by Chinese 
linguists during the 1950s, describing variation within Zhuang. This book argues for twelve dialects 
of Zhuang in Guangxi and Yunnan, and one in Guangdong, based on fieldwork carried out in these 
areas from 1954 to 1955. Dejing is used by Zhang et al. to describe a dialect area occupying three 
counties in southwestern Guangxi; the name is taken from the names of two of those counties. Prior 
to that work, it was not used by people from that area to refer to themselves. 
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We take these sources to be trustworthy in the claims that the population of the 

three counties in Guangxi is nearly all ethnically Zhuang and that many of them still 

use their language for many or all spoken domains. From the published sources, 

however, it is no simple matter to determine exactly how many of these Zhuang 

speakers speak a variety that is close to what was sampled by Zhang et al. (1999), 

or concretely how the local varieties of Zhuang across the Dejing area differ from 

each other. It is also not possible to quantify to what degree local residents are able 

to understand each other’s local speech varieties, for instance, for tasks that are 

more complicated than negotiating market interactions. The county almanacs for 

the three counties do note that different varieties of Zhuang are spoken locally, 

typically differentiated by Chinese ethnonyms, but they do not specifically describe 

the degree of variation between these speech varieties, nor do they include detailed 

wordlists to enable others to estimate mutual intelligibility. The most detailed prior 

survey of the Dejing area is that of Zhang et al. (1999), which covered the entire 

Zhuang-speaking areas of Guangxi and Yunnan; because of its large scale, however, 

it included only one datapoint per county for the three counties making up the 

Dejing dialect area, and so provides little more help than the almanacs in 

understanding the variation within this area. 

Moreover, the Chinese ethnonyms found in the county almanacs, while useful as a 

starting point for further research, do not clearly represent the degree of linguistic 

relatedness of the speech varieties they characterize. Many local vernaculars are 

referred to using the same or similar Chinese terms, even those which are from 

widely different dialects. Examples are the widely used 农农 nónghuà, meaning 

“farmer speech”, and 土农 tǔhuà, meaning “local speech” (literally, “earth speech”) 

which is used to refer to various northern and southern varieties of Zhuang, as well 

as other non-Han minority languages in China. Similarly, communities whose 

speech varieties are rather similar linguistically but which for currently unknown 

reasons underwent strong social separation in the past, may refer to themselves 

using very different names and may thus have distinct Chinese ethnonyms. 

It is also important to note that migrations of both large and small groups have been 

common through the history of the Tai peoples, extending even into the twentieth 

century. Because communities of Zhuang speakers may have migrated into the 

Dejing dialect area from other locations as recently as the last few decades, this 
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geographical area likely includes speakers of Zhuang varieties which would properly 

be phylogenetically categorized as belonging to a different dialect. Similarly, 

Zhuang communities which speak a “Dejing” variety may be found outside what is 

properly considered the Dejing dialect area. 

For all of these reasons, this linguistic survey uses a high level of detail to improve 

the understanding of the ethnolinguistic situation in the area. In addition to 

documenting and preserving the linguistic variation found in the dialect area, a 

survey like this using modern methods of estimating intelligibility between speech 

varieties, as presented in Blair (1990) and Nahhas (2006a), provides a systematic 

comparison of the varieties that have been described in the existing literature. A 

deep understanding of the relationships between Zhuang varieties at this local level 

is needed if the local community wishes to develop its variety of Zhuang for any 

purpose—including documentation and preservation of aspects of local Zhuang 

culture. 

The dialect survey results presented here clarify some of the relationships between 

speech varieties in the Dejing area, though completely untangling the relationships 

of people groups in this area may be a never-ending task. 

 1.2  Demographics and non-linguistic background 

 1.2.1  Geography 

These three counties within Guangxi have an area of 8,820 square kilometers. This is 

a generally hilly to mountainous area, with the highest point among the three 

counties in Guangxi, Guilong Mountain in central Napo County, at 1681 meters above 

sea level. The prevalent landforms in this area represent the tropical to subtropical 

humid type of karst formations, dominated by steep-sided limestone peaks, 30 m to 

300 m higher than surrounding drainages. Water is relatively plentiful in this area, 

with an average annual rainfall for the three counties in Guangxi varying from 1.4 

meters to over 1.6 meters. Annual temperature extremes range from a few degrees 

below zero Celsius to as high as 37 degrees Celsius (Guangxi Zhuangzu Zizhiqu Dituji 

2003). The hilly, rocky terrain, coupled with high rainfall, have made travel through 

the area a difficult prospect prior to the road-building projects undertaken by the 

Chinese government within the last few decades. 
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 1.2.2  Ethnicity 

Zhuang, as part of the Taic language stock and as an ethnic group, has a significant 

history of study, even if variation within the group as a whole has not been 

completely documented. Modern comparative work on Zhuang and other Taic 

languages was begun as early as 1936 by the linguist Li Fang Kuei (Li 1940, Li 

1956; Li 1977), and many linguists inside and outside of China have contributed to 

this pursuit. Although consensus on certain issues regarding Taic languages and 

peoples has not yet been reached—such as placing Taic languages within the Sino-

Tibetan family, as many Chinese scholars do, or treating the Tai-Kadai family as a 

separate stock, as many Western scholars do—there is general agreement 

(Edmondson and Solnit 1997b) that the ancestors of the Taic-speaking ethnic groups 

originated in southern China. Taic has been traditionally divided into a 

Southwestern group including Thai, Lao, and others, a Central group including 

Southern Zhuang, Nung of Vietnam, and others, and a Northern group including 

Northern Zhuang, Bouyei, and others (Li 1977, Haudricourt 1956, the latter cited in 

Edmondson and Solnit 1997a).3 Those ethnic groups speaking Taic languages that 

are found within China are considered to belong to a number of official ethnic 

groups, including Zhuang, Bouyei, and Dai, and as the previous sentence hints, the 

closest linguistic relationships are not always found between languages that are 

classified within the same official ethnicity. Another complicating factor of 

comparative study of languages in this area is that many of these language varieties 

have been in close contact with each other and with languages of other families for 

long periods of time, making genetic relations very difficult to tease apart from the 

effects of borrowing and contact, sometimes resulting in disagreements concerning 

the most proper language classification. 

Linguistic relationships aside, a common Zhuang identity can be found in a number 

of shared cultural practices. The Zhuang, as well as other Taic ethnic groups, 

traditionally practice wet paddy rice farming, and construct raised homes on stilts 

within round mountain valleys. Embroidery and embroidered items, as well as 

fabric with geometric brocades, are also characteristic of Zhuang culture. Another 

shared traditional feature is the important place of singing for social events such as 

                                         
3Though see Pittayaporn (2009) for a recent proposal involving a more articulated phylogenetic 
structure that lacks these large intermediate groupings. 
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festivals, greeting guests, and courtship. Among the Zhuang of certain areas in 

particular, there is a history of veneration of an ancestral founder, Buluotuo or 

Pauloktao (Edmondson 2007). 

The Zhuang in the Dejing language area are reported to enjoy relatively good 

relations with other ethnicities. In other parts of Guangxi, as well, the Zhuang have 

a favorable position with Han Chinese, perhaps encouraged by the fact that Guangxi 

is the “Zhuang Autonomous Region”. Other minority ethnicities within Guangxi do 

not always enjoy such a favorable social position. While some ethnic Zhuang in 

other areas of Guangxi—particularly the more urban areas—have become very 

Sinicized, not having a strong identity associated with speaking Zhuang and not 

using Zhuang for all social domains, the use of Zhuang in the Dejing area is quite 

vigorous, and even those who are not ethnically Zhuang sometimes learn and use it 

as a means of communication (Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000). 

 1.2.3  Economy and commerce 

Within the three counties that make up the Dejing dialect area, rural agriculture is 

the prevalent livelihood among the Zhuang. A recent almanac of Guangxi put the 

total rural population of Jingxi, Debao, and Napo counties at 1,021,000 people, 

accounting for almost 96% of the total population of the area of 1,068,000, and the 

livelihood of most of these rural residents is agriculture (Guangxi Zhuangzu Zizhiqu 

Dituji 2003). As mentioned above, agriculture—and in particular, wet paddy rice 

farming—is a historical characteristic of the Zhuang, like many other Taic groups, 

and rice farming is still the type of agriculture pursued by many farmers in this 

area. In some parts of the Dejing area where water is not sufficient for rice, corn is 

used as a staple food instead. Within the last several years in Jingxi county, 

however, the government has encouraged farmers to shift to cash crop farming to 

produce tobacco and sugar cane rather than rice, in an effort to increase local 

household incomes (Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000). This has met with some success, but 

many farmers are still not very knowledgeable in the best methods for growing 

these relatively new crops. 

Within the last several years, however, other sources of non-agricultural income 

have been growing within the Dejing language area. In Jingxi and Debao Counties, 

two aluminum refineries have recently been built, drawing some rural Zhuang to 
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the more urban areas of these counties in search of higher wages. Additionally, an 

increase in tourism to the area’s natural and scenic spots has meant more financial 

opportunities for rural Zhuang to provide services and sell handicrafts. Along with 

bringing more financial resources into the region, these two changes have also 

brought more Han Chinese, though the population of the area overall still remains 

strongly Zhuang. 

Additionally, an unknown but presumed high percentage of people, after finishing 

secondary school, leave the Dejing area to seek non-agricultural work in more 

industrialized areas of China, such as urban areas of Guangxi, the Pearl River Delta 

area of Guangdong Province to the east of Guangxi, and sometimes even more 

distant manufacturing areas on China’s east coast. Factory or construction wages in 

these areas provide enough money for the workers to live on, with enough money 

remaining to send back to their families in the Dejing area. Those who remain in the 

rural villages—adults from middle age and older, children, and other adults who are 

unable or unwilling to travel so far to look for work—may try to continue farming, 

but this requires either hiring Vietnamese workers to help during the labor-intensive 

planting and harvesting times, or having their family members return from 

neighboring provinces during these seasons. 

This movement of workers from poorer rural areas in search of higher-paying 

industrial jobs in China’s eastern coastal areas is a major social force in China today. 

Whatever the broader societal consequences are, the consequences for language and 

social networks are potentially profound. Sometimes migrant workers from the same 

village are able to find work in a factory together, transplanting their linguistic 

community from rural China into a factory in Guangdong. In such a situation, the 

community as a whole might be able to continue to use their mother tongue within 

that social network, providing stability against linguistic pressure from other 

languages of wider communication. In other cases, however, migrants work together 

with others from across rural China and are forced to rely on languages of wider 

communication, such as Mandarin or regional Chinese dialects. These migrant 

workers may return to their home villages as often as one month a year, or may stay 

away from home for years at a time, until injury, dissatisfaction, the inability to find 

suitable work, or any of a number of other forces bring them home. Although it is 

not the focus of the current study, the direction and magnitude of the language 
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change that this labor migration is potentially creating deserves thorough 

sociolinguistic study, especially since it works in the direction of language 

endangerment and eventual loss for many of the minority languages of China—

many of whose strongest remaining population bases are the rural poor who are 

involved in this migration, and for whom language shift to Chinese varieties offers 

the possibility of prosperity for them and their children that is not available in their 

home communities. 

A number of governmental and non-governmental agencies have been involved in 

poverty alleviation work in the Dejing area for a number of years. International 

Action Aids, an international NGO, has partnered with the government over the last 

several years in community development projects in Jingxi County. From 2003 to 

2007, Jingxi County was also the focus of the Guangxi Minority Language and 

Scripts Work Commission’s poverty alleviation program, and for the last year of this 

program (from 2006 to 2007), the East Asia Group of SIL International partnered 

with them in a number of projects: building a dormitory and renovating a kitchen at 

a township-level elementary school, providing scholarship assistance to financially-

disadvantaged students, and constructing a clean water storage system for one 

natural village.4 From the end of 2007, SIL-EAG continued this work independently 

from the Guangxi Minorities Language Commission by partnering with one 

administrative village to install a total of 16 biogas systems in two natural villages. 

Other aspects of the SIL project, such as the student sponsorship, have also 

continued since that time. 

 1.2.4  Education 

In China as a whole, instruction is officially conducted in Mandarin, the official 

national language, and textbooks and teaching materials are also standardized in 

                                         
4A natural village is the smallest population center in the Chinese administration system. A natural 
village constitutes a small collection of contiguous dwellings with a few tens to hundreds of resident 
households, and is what is typically thought of as “a village” in English. Several natural villages may 
be grouped together into one administrative village (or village commission, 村委员会), which is the 
level at which the bare term village is typically applied in English translations of Chinese 
governmental documents. Administrative villages are under the level of a township or district. The 
Chinese terms 镇 zhèn “township” and 乡 xiāng “township, countryside, district” are both used for 
this administrative level; in this paper, the English term township is used for all administrative units 
at this level. Townships are then under the administration of the county. 
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Mandarin. Bilingual education programs do exist, and SIL-EAG is involved in several 

of these, but even in areas with a high population of ethnic minorities, bilingual 

education is far from common. In spite of the official status of Mandarin in 

education, however, the Jingxi county almanac reports that teachers in that county 

sometimes revert to Zhuang or to other Chinese dialects (such as Pinghua [yue], a 

Yue variety widely spoken by Han Chinese in this area of Guangxi) in order to 

clarify difficult topics for students (Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000). It is likely that this 

practice is not limited to Jingxi County, as well, since for many students in this area, 

the first extensive exposure to Mandarin is in primary school, and their ability to 

use Mandarin as a language of education requires time to develop. 

In Debao County, Mandarin-Zhuang bilingual instruction has been attempted since 

1984, and is now offered at four elementary schools and one secondary school. For 

Debao County, this “bilingual instruction” has meant using government-supplied 

textbooks that were written in the standard variety of Zhuang—a variety which 

most closely resembles the Zhuang of Wuming County [zyb], a Northern Zhuang 

variety. A principal of one of these schools in Debao reported that this method 

helped to raise the performance of Zhuang students in the school, especially in the 

years 1993 through 2002. In contrast, though, at least one former student reported 

that studying in the standard variety of Zhuang was akin to studying a foreign 

language, and no official measures of the effectiveness of this program have been 

published. 

Although China currently has a policy of minimum compulsory education, there are 

many adults who do not have even this minimum level of education. Within very 

rural areas, including the Dejing language area, some village residents in their 20s 

and 30s have reported having only one to three years of formal education. In both 

rural and urban areas, there is also a generation of adults (roughly aged 40 to 55) 

whose education was interrupted by the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976, 

when formal education was suspended. Prior to that time, formal education in rural 

areas often varied in its quality and availability, so many adults from rural areas 

who are older than 55 still have a very low level of education. 

Nine years of primary and secondary instruction is now mandatory even in rural 

areas, though enforcement of this requirement varies. Some students in Jingxi 
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County report only having eight years, after which they leave school. Some leave in 

order to find work, but other Zhuang-speaking students report leaving simply 

because it was too difficult to follow the instruction in Mandarin. It remains to be 

seen how the required nine years of Mandarin-based education will affect the 

attitudes toward Zhuang and use of Zhuang as the current generation of students 

become adults. 

 1.3  Linguistic background 

 1.3.1  The language development situation 

Poa and Lapolla (2007) present three primary factors that are related to any 

minority’s language situation or language endangerment within China: increased 

contact with other language communities as a result of population movements and 

changes in the economy; the policies of the government regarding ethnicities and 

population control, and particularly the identification of official nationalities and 

their official languages; and the relationship between the education system and the 

minority language community, particularly whether a policy of bilingual education 

is in place. 

The stability of the community of speakers of Zhuang in general, and Dejing Zhuang 

in particular, is certainly affected by each of these factors—issues of people 

movements and education are discussed in the sections above—but for the 

immediate future, the community appears stable in spite of several potentially 

negative influences. 

One factor which has both a positive and a negative effect is the presence of an 

orthography. In fact, two types of orthographies have been or are being used in 

Zhuang-speaking areas: a traditional, non-standardized orthography using borrowed 

and modified Chinese characters, referred to as Zhuang square characters; and a 

phonemic orthography introduced within the last century using a roman script, of 

which the official government-approved Zhuang orthography is an example. The 

Zhuang square characters were used by traditional priests to record and pass on 

their knowledge, but are now used very little, primarily for recording songs and 

traditional religious texts (Tai 2005). The official roman orthography was 

introduced by the government in 1955, replacing a different alphabetic orthography 
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that had been in use at that time for several decades. This standard orthography was 

based on the pronunciation of a variety of Yongbei Zhuang [zyb] that is spoken in 

an area of Wuming County, Guangxi, which at that time was chosen as the standard 

for Zhuang as a whole.5 

The establishment of a standard orthography and a standard variety serves on one 

hand as a unifying point for ethnic Zhuang in Guangxi, where it is used in many 

official governmental functions. Many of the regional government offices are labeled 

in Zhuang, as are street signs. A number of Zhuang intellectuals use the orthography 

and standard written form, and there is even a set of Wikipedia pages in Standard 

Zhuang (http://za.wikipedia.org). On the other hand, the standard orthography is 

inadequate for writing many local varieties of Zhuang—particularly Central Taic or 

Southern Zhuang speech varieties—because of phonetic differences between them 

and the standard variety. As an example, the only plosives that occur in syllable 

onset position in Standard Zhuang, as in many of the Northern Zhuang dialects, are 

unaspirated. Southern Zhuang dialects, however, typically include both an aspirated 

and an unaspirated series of voiceless plosives in syllable onsets. The standard 

orthography includes no way to distinguish these two classes of plosives. 

Nevertheless, efforts to promote the use of Standard Zhuang and the official 

orthography have been organized in many areas of Guangxi. Literacy classes in 

Standard Zhuang were held in Jingxi County from 1983 to 1988, which were 

reportedly attended by nearly 37,000 students, over 27,000 of whom subsequently 

passed a test of literacy in Standard Zhuang (Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000). The nature of 

this test is not known, nor how many of these students have maintained their 

proficiency with the standard writing system. 

While the government appears to favor policies which unite the Zhuang community 

rather than divide it, it acknowledges the difficulty in extending the standard 

orthography without modification to other dialects. While the Standard Zhuang 

orthography is the only orthography that has been officially sanctioned for use 

                                         
5Technically, Standard Zhuang is not identical to the Zhuang used in Wuming County; rather, the 
pronunciation at that location is taken as standard. The basis for this decision was the survey work 
reported by Zhang et al. (1999). Since Standard Zhuang was intended to be used as a standard for 
all Zhuang dialects, it includes a few elements that do not make it identical to any pre-existing 
Zhuang variety. Nevertheless, the variety which Standard Zhuang most closely resembles is the 
variety spoken in Wuming, which is a Northern Taic speech variety. 
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within the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, the Wenshan Zhuang-Miao 

Autonomous prefecture in Yunnan has been developing its own orthography since at 

least 1984 as an extension of the standard orthography, for use with that 

prefecture’s Southern Zhuang (i.e., Central Taic) dialects. 

Even more strikingly, in 2005 the Guangxi Minorities Language and Scripts Work 

Commission began working with the Jingxi County Minorities Language and Scripts 

Work Office to develop a localized version of the standard orthography for the 

variety of Zhuang known as Yang [zyg], which is the most populous of the named 

varieties spoken in Jingxi County. Although the Zhuang Museum in the county seat 

of Jingxi County uses the official Standard Zhuang in its displays, there have been 

official government banners and announcements that use the localized orthography. 

Reportedly, a similar localization was done for the most populous local variety of 

Zhuang spoken in Debao County, variously called Fu [府], Lang [狼], or sometimes 

even Nong [农 or 侬], but it is not known whether or how widely that orthography 

has been used since its creation. In spite of these recent developments in terms of a 

localized orthography, however, no large-scale literacy efforts using these 

orthographies have begun in Guangxi. The few literacy classes that have been held 

in the Dejing area after the 1980s have all presented the standard orthography, and 

have had no more than a few thousand students (Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000). 

Local varieties of Zhuang have, however, been used in broadcast media, albeit to a 

limited extent. Since 2006, the Jingxi County television station has broadcast a daily 

half-hour news program in Yang Zhuang. During the 1980s, news broadcasts were 

also made in Debao County using Debao Fu. Use of the local language in non-

written media, however, does not seem to be expanding (Debao Xian Zhi 1998, 

Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000, Napo Xian Zhi 2002). 

 1.3.2  Linguistic variation according to published accounts 

Much linguistic work done specifically on Zhuang was done by Chinese linguists 

working for the government beginning in 1952, in an effort to determine a standard 

variety of Zhuang and to produce a standard orthography. In the course of this 

work, wordlists of 1465 words were taken from fifty-two locations within forty-nine 

Zhuang-speaking counties in Guangxi, Guangdong, and Yunnan. This included one 

datapoint in Debao County (原第二区 yuándìèrqū “original second region(?)”), one 
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in Jingxi County (新和乡 xīnhéxiāng “Xinhe Township”), and one in Napo County 

(平孟乡 píngmèngxiāng “Pingmeng Township”) (Zhang et al. 1999, Guangxi 

Minorities Language and Scripts Work Commission Research Department 1994). The 

recent Zhuang-Chinese-English Dictionary uses a selected portion of this data to 

compare lexical similarity of the Zhuang dialects, and notes that the Northern 

Zhuang dialects generally show a degree of mutual lexical similarity reaching 75% 

or higher, while the Southern Zhuang dialects have a slightly lower average of only 

70% mutual lexical similarity (Luo et al. 2005:1237). 

In addition to variation between dialects, each dialect shows internal variation 

which is sometimes rather large. For instance, differences in the vowel system and 

in the phonetic realization of tone categories are evident from the descriptions 

found in some of the county almanacs of the Dejing dialect area. Additionally, 

varieties of Zhuang spoken in parts of the Dejing dialect area differ in terms of a 

historical segmental merger. Specifically, this involves the merging of preglottalized 

stops with nasal stops. In syllable onsets, many Southern Zhuang varieties display a 

series of voiceless unaspirated stops (/p/, /t/, /k/), voiceless aspirated stops (/pʰ/, 

/tʰ/, /kʰ/), and voiced preglottalized stops (/ʔb/, /ʔd/). In the Yang spoken in and 

around the Jingxi County Seat, however, the voiced preglottalized series has merged 

with the historically separate series of nasal stops (/m/, /n/). This is illustrated, for 

instance, in comparing the word data for Jingxi County Seat Yang in Zheng (1996) 

with the data for the Jingxi datapoint in Zhang et al. (1999), which was located to 

the north of the county seat: 村 cūn “village” is transcribed by Zhang et al. (for 

Jingxi as well as Debao) as [baːn³], while Zheng transcribes it as [maːn³]6 (Zhang et 

al. 1999:686, Zheng 1996:27). This type of relationship between lects is frequently 

one which contributes to a reduced degree of intelligibility (Milliken and Milliken 

1996). 

As the above description shows, determining the relationships among varieties of 

Zhuang spoken in Jingxi, Napo, and Debao counties solely using published 

information is rather difficult. Most of the available literature does not elaborate on 

the relationships between such varieties, and materials published at the county level 

                                         
6 While Zhang et al. (1999) do not include the pre-glottalization of the syllable-initial voiced stops in 
their transcription, it is sufficient to note that they transcribe an oral voiced stop rather than a 
nasal. The [³] in both transcriptions refers to the tone category, not the phonetic tone level. 
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use the language names that communities use to refer to their own language, which 

are not always useful for determining genetic relationships (and are sometimes even 

misleading). Additionally, some of the named varieties found in each county may 

actually represent communities speaking other dialects of Zhuang who have moved 

to the area relatively recently. The following data concerning county populations 

and language varieties must therefore be viewed with these difficulties in mind. 

  Jingxi County 

Seven varieties of Zhuang are recognized in the Jingxi County Almanac as being 

spoken within Jingxi County. The following table shows the number of speakers 

within Jingxi of each variety of Zhuang, listed by township (population data and 

township list is from 2004). 

(1) Jingxi County Zhuang varieties and population, by townshipa 

Lang. variety → 

Township ↓ 

Total 

population 

Yang 

(仰仰仰仰) Zong 

(宗宗宗宗) Long’anb 

(隆安隆安隆安隆安) Zuozhouc 

(佐州佐州佐州佐州) Rui (Yei) 

(锐锐锐锐) Sheng 

(省省省省) Fud 

(府府府府) 
Xinjing (新靖) 56861 56300 561 0 0 0 0 0 

Yuexu (岳圩) 12914 11496 1166 252 0 0 0 0 

Xinxu (新圩) 23591 14785 1041 0 7633 132 0 0 

Nanpo (南坡) 24688 6050 12627 2014 0 445 3552 0 

Hurun (湖润) 21095 20454 0 641 0 0 0 0 

Ande (安德) 16285 1190 14185 90 820 0 0 0 

Sanhe (三合) 21721 4986 10573 4569 1593 0 0 0 

Tunpan (吞盘) 15831 6931 8900 0 0 0 0 0 

Dizhou (地州) 27672 27672 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Dajia (大甲) 15893 14407 650 836 0 0 0 0 

Wuping (武平) 26233 19805 4170 0 499 0 1759 0 

Anning (安宁) 14789 13175 702 0 0 0 912 0 

Renzhuang (壬庄) 18780 18565 0 215 0 0 0 0 

Ludong (禄峒) 22648 20012 0 0 2636 0 0 0 

Quyang (渠洋) 18876 9416 2313 5009 1043 1095 0 0 
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Lang. variety → 

Township ↓ 

Total 

population 

Yang 

(仰仰仰仰) Zong 

(宗宗宗宗) Long’anb 

(隆安隆安隆安隆安) Zuozhouc 

(佐州佐州佐州佐州) Rui (Yei) 

(锐锐锐锐) Sheng 

(省省省省) Fud 

(府府府府) 
Dadao (大道) 14951 5335 0 2893 5966 521 0 236 

Tongde (同德) 25086 25086 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Longbang (龙邦) 17140 17140 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Huadong (化峒) 18879 18879 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Bameng (巴蒙) 17659 8524 528 4141 462 3094 0 910 

Guole (果乐) 21914 7681 10306 1461 0 788 1678 0 

Longlin (龙龙) 31714 19454 4883 2501 3267 700 909 0 

Kuixu (魁圩) 21442 7514 3023 468 0 4529 5908 0 

Ronglao (荣劳) 21468 17035 329 1012 3092 0 0 0 

Total 528130 371892 75957 26102 27011 11304 14718 1146 

  70.4% 14.4% 4.9% 5.1% 2.1% 2.8% 0.2% 

aIn 2005—following the publication of the Jingxi County Almanac, from where this information was 
taken—several townships in the county were merged; the list of townships published in the almanac 
therefore does not entirely match the current list of townships in Jingxi County. 
bThe Long’an (or sometimes 侬安 Nong’an) variety likely belongs to Yongnan Zhuang [zyn] (a 
Southern Zhuang variety); Long’an is the name of a county in the Yongnan dialect area. 
cIn our subsequent research, we sampled a variety of Zhuang in Jingxi referred to as “Zhazhou 
speech (炸州话)” or “Zhenzhou speech (振州话)”; we believe that Zhazhou, Zhenzhou, and Zuozhou 
refer to the same variety of Zhuang. 
dThis variety is listed in the Jingxi County Almanac as “府 (德保)” fǔ (débǎo), indicating that this 
variety is primarily spoken in Debao County (Jingxi Xian zhi 2000:743). 

(Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000; personal communication, Jingxi Language Commission) 

The Jingxi county almanac acknowledges the large dominance of the variety called 

Yang (仰) in terms of population, and refers to it as the “Putonghua” of Jingxi.7 

According to the almanac, speakers of Yang can be understood and can understand 

others across a wide region, extending into the neighboring Debao, Napo, Daxin, 

and Tiandeng counties, and even into the border areas of Vietnam. The Jingxi 

almanac claims that the syntax and segmental phonology of these varieties do not 

vary much, nor do the tone categories differ; instead, the varieties of Dejing Zhuang 

are claimed to differ most in terms of their tone values8 (Jingxi Xian Zhi 2000:743). 

                                         
7Pǔtōnghuà ‘common speech’ is the term typically used in the People’s Republic of China to refer to 
Mandarin, the official national language. 

8Through the current survey, we discovered that there was in fact a moderate amount of phonetic 
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The claim that Yang is widely understood may be difficult to interpret, however, for 

a number of reasons. First, it is impossible to tell, merely on the basis of this 

statement, to what extent this results from inherent intelligibility of this variety, or 

to what extent this results from speakers of other varieties having exposure to this 

variety and acquiring a higher degree of comprehension. It is also not clear what 

context this claim is made in; for instance, if this claim is based primarily on market 

interactions, which utilize only a limited portion of the language in a relatively rich 

context, this degree of intelligibility may not characterize interaction in any domain, 

with less context. 

  Debao County 

The Debao county almanac reports that both Northern Zhuang and Southern Zhuang 

dialects are found within the county. Although Han and Yao ethnic groups also live 

in the county, Zhuang is reported to be the primary means of communication 

(Debao Xian Zhi 1998:634). Population data by language variety and by township 

are not available for Debao County, but the county almanac indicates the names of 

villages where each language variety is spoken, and the Debao county offices 

responsible for minority language development have provided an estimate of the 

county population by language variety, as seen in the following table. (Total 

population estimate is from 2004.) 

                                                                                                                               
variation between the wordlists from different datapoints, sometimes moderate differences in tone 
categories, and often substantial differences in phonetic tone values. See the following sections for 
discussion. 
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(2) Debao County Zhuang varieties and locations 

Language variety Locations spoken Population Percent of total 

Lang (狼话)a county-wide 255,000 75% 

Min (敏话) 
Fuping (扶平) township, near 

Napo County 
17,000 5% 

Nong (侬话) Southern Zhuang 

four villages in Dongguan (东关), 

Ma’ai (马隘), and Du’an (都安) 

townships 

17,000 5% 

Nong (侬话) Northern Zhuang, 

resembling Baise County 

Dongling (东凌) and Puxu (朴圩) 

townships 
34,000 10% 

Nong (侬话) Northern Zhuang, 

resembling Tiandong County 
Longsang (隆桑) township 17,000 5% 

 Total 340,000  

aWe later discovered that this variety was also referred to by some people as Nong [农 or 侬], and by 
others as Fu [府]; the latter term is used by the Jingxi County Almanac. 

(Debao Xian Zhi 1998; personal communication, Debao County Minority Affairs 

Office) 

The Debao county almanac includes a phonetic sketch of the both of the major 

Northern and Southern Zhuang varieties spoken in the county, but does not 

elaborate further on the differences between any of the other Zhuang varieties 

found within the county. 

  Napo County 

The Napo county almanac lists a total of twelve varieties of Zhuang spoken within 

the county—the most for any of the three counties in the Dejing dialect area—and 

several of these varieties are themselves divided into sub-varieties. The following 

table represents a synthesis of information from the Napo county almanac (Napo 

Xian Zhi 2002) and information acquired directly from the Napo County language 

commission; note that unlike the information for the other counties, these numbers 

are the number of villages speaking these varieties, not the number of individual 

speakers of these varieties. 
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(3) Napo County Zhuang varieties and village count, by township 

D
o
n
g 

(峒峒峒峒话话话话

) 

N
o
n
g
b 

(农农农农农农农农

) 

Township 

M
in
 (敏敏敏敏话话话话

) 

Y
an
g
a (央央央央话话话话

) 

Nongs

hun 

(农农农农农农农农话话话话) N
o
n
g
sh
u
n
 

(农农农农农农农农农农农农

) 

N
o
n
gfu

 

(农农农农府府府府农农农农
) 

B
u
 N
o
n
g
c (布布布布侬侬侬侬话话话话

) 

R
u
i/Y

ei (锐锐锐锐话话话话
) 

A
o
 (嗷嗷嗷嗷话话话话

) 

Sh
en
g (省省省省话话话话

) 

Ju
e
d (决决决决话话话话

) 

Y
o
n
g (拥拥拥拥话话话话

) 

Lo
n
g’an

 (隆安隆安隆安隆安话话话话
) 

Z
h
a
zh
o
u
 (炸州炸州炸州炸州话话话话

) 

Chengxiang (城厢) 57 23 unk 8 46 2 0 20 0 17 unk 10 0 

Pohe (坡荷) 40 0 unk 8 1 0 0 0 0 1 unk 5 0 

Longhe (龙合) 70 2 unk 41 0 0 14 0 0 0 unk 17 17 

Delong (德隆) 84 18 ≥1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 unk 0 6 

Baihe (百合) 48 51 ≥1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 unk 0 0 

Bainan (百南) 24 29 ≥1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 unk 0 0 

Pingmeng (平孟) 46 38 unk 9 0 0 0 0 13 0 unk 5 0 

Baisheng (百省) 54 20 ≥1 15 0 16 0 1 0 0 unk 0 0 

Baidu (百都) 28 11 unk 11 0 34 5 5 0 0 unk 16 0 

Totale 1,159 451 192 ≥4f 96 48 52 19 26 13 18 8 53 23 

  39% 17% ≥0.3% 8.3% 4.1% 4.5% 1.6% 2.2% 1.1% 1.6% 0.7% 4.6% 2.0% 
aThe Napo county almanac indicates that a sub-type of Yang, called Yangzhou (央州 yāngzhōu) is spoken 
among ethnic Han Chinese who have moved to the county and acquired the language through interaction 
with other Zhuang speakers, or as a result of intermarriage; the Napo Language Commission indicates that 
there are 41 villages which speak Yangzhou. In addition to Yangzhou, the Napo Language Commission 
staff also report that there are four other varieties of Yang spoken in Napo County: Yangdong (央垌 
yāngdòng), 100 villages; Yanggai (央改 yānggǎi), 3 villages; Yangwu (央伍 yāngwǔ), also known as 
Yangniao (央鸟) 24 villages; and Yangtai (央台 yāngtái), 22 villages. Several other names of language 
varieties are referred to in the Napo county almanac on page 103, including Yangwo (央窝 yāngwō), 
Yanglong (央龙 Yānglóng), Yangyin (央音 yāngyīn), Yangjie (央介 yāngjiè), and Yangnan (央南 yāngnán), 
and as an added complication, the character for “yang” in these names is sometimes replaced by the 
character 洋 yáng, though both are distinct from the terms used for the Yang (仰 yǎng) of Jingxi County. 
bThe Napo county almanac refers to Nongshun as “Jingxi speech”, and Nongfu as “Debao speech”. 
cNote that different characters are used to refer to the two varieties whose names include “Nong”. 
dLi (1977:12) discusses a Tai variety which he calls the Po’ai dialect, spoken in the town of Po’ai in 
Funing County; speakers of this variety refer to it as Jui, and Li relates this to Dioi and Jai of 
Guizhou. He classifies the Po’ai dialect in the Northern Tai group, but, beyond the similarity of the 
name, it is not known how similar the Jue of Napo County is to the dialect he refers to. 
eThe value of 1159 total villages in Napo County comes from the Napo County language commission. This 
table includes only villages speaking a variety of Zhuang, therefore the number of villages which speak each of 
the languages in this table does not sum to this number, and the percentages in this table do not sum to 100%. 
fThe Napo county almanac lists Dong as being spoken in four townships, but does not indicate how 
many villages in each township speak it. 

(Napo Xian Zhi 2002; personal communication, Napo County Minority Language 

and Scripts Work Office) 
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The Napo county almanac notes that across Napo County, although there are a total 

of six language types represented in the county—Mandarin, Yue (which includes 

Cantonese and certain other southern Chinese dialects), Zhuang, Yao, Miao, and 

Yi—most interactions are carried out using either Mandarin or Zhuang; it does not 

specify, however, what variety of Zhuang is used predominantly. Going by the 

number of villages which speak each variety from in the table above, the Zhuang 

variety known as Min appears to be the largest and most widespread, being spoken 

in numerous villages in every township in the county. Yang appears to be second to 

Min in this regard. 

Nevertheless, it is a variety of Yang, namely Yangzhou (央州 yāngzhōu), which is the 

primary variety of Zhuang spoken in the county seat, and which was chosen as 

representative in the phonological sketch in the almanac. It is important to note that 

this Yang (央 yāng) is pronounced with a different tone and written with a different 

character than the Yang (仰 yǎng) which is described in the Jingxi County almanac. 

The distinctness of these two similarly-named varieties is also reflected by the note 

in the Napo County almanac that the Napo variety known as Nongshun—not one of 

the Yang varieties—is equivalent to what is spoken in Jingxi (Napo Xian Zhi 

2002:101). 

  Comparison of Dejing dialect area varieties: tone 

Apart from wordlist comparison and intelligibility testing of each of these 

varieties—as discussed later in this paper—it is difficult to evaluate these claims of 

similarity and difference or do more than guess at the relationships that hold 

between any of these varieties. Comparison of tone systems, tone contrasts, and tone 

phonetic realization, however, is taken by Tai scholars such as William Gedney to 

be a useful diagnostic in determining dialect boundaries (Gedney 1972), and the 

information in the almanacs is sufficient to permit limited comparison in this 

regard.9 Comparing the tone values listed in the Napo County Almanac for 

Yangzhou, in the Jingxi County Almanac for Yang (among other varieties), and the 

Debao County Almanac for Lang does indicate that Yangzhou of Napo County and 

                                         
9Strictly speaking, Gedney’s perspective is focused more on tone systems than on the phonetic 
realization of tone. Thus, the use here represents a bit of an extension, but one that is at least in the 
same spirit as the original quote by Gedney. For reference, this section of Gedney 1972 is quoted in 
section  3.2.1  in the context of analyzing tone systems as determined by wordlists. 
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Yang of Jingxi County are tonally distinct, as seen in the following table. (Tone 

levels range from 1, the lowest, to 5, the highest.) 

(4) Comparison of published descriptions of tone values of selected varieties 

Standard 

Zhuang 

Napo Jingxi Debao 

Tone numbers 

(reconstructed tone 

categories in 

parentheses) 

W
u
m

in
g 

(N
orth

ern
 Z

h
u
an

g) 

Y
an

gzh
ou

 (央州话
) 

Y
an

g (仰话
) 

Z
on

g (宗话
) 

Lon
g’an

 (隆安话
) 

Z
u
ozh

ou
 (佐州话

) 

R
u
i/Y

ei (锐话
) 

Sh
en

g (省话
) 

Fu
 (府话

) Lang 

(狼话) 

1 (A1) 24 24 54 34 45 54 24 24 54 54 

2 (A2) 31 55 31 44 21 21 44 21 31 31 

3 (C1) 55 33 2323a 24 24 24 25 34 214 214 

4 (C2) 42 42 13 54 44 42 42 43 2323 2323 

5 (B1) 35 22 45 33 212 2323 33 31 45 45 

syllables 

without 

obstruent 

codas 

6 (B2) 33 31 214 42 42 31 31 42 33 33 

7, short 

(D1s) 

55 55 55 44 353 33 31 55 55 55 

7, long 

(D1l) 

35 24 44 55 454 55 55 44 55 55 

8, short 

(D2s) 

33 42 13 31 55 11 21 54 33 33 

31b 

syllables 

with 

obstruent 

codas 

(checked 

syllables) 
8, long 

(D2l) 

33 42 21 55 11 11 43 33 31 33 

31 

aThis tone, transcribed 2323, can be found in both the county almanacs and in Zheng (1996); none of 
these sources provides any further description of it, but from the experience of the authors of the 
current study, it represents a roughly mid-level tone that wavers somewhat. 
bFrom the Debao county almanac, it is not clear if there is a conditioning factor in this differing 
phonetic realization of tone 8 syllables, or if this is an unpredictable distinction. Most likely, this 
represents a tone split within this category. 

Based only on the phonetic realization of tone categories as reflected in this table, 

the Yangzhou of Napo County more closely resembles the Rui (locally pronounced 

more like Yei) or Sheng of Jingxi County more than the Yang of Jingxi. Also notable 
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from this table is the high similarity of the Fu of Jingxi County and the Lang of 

Debao County; indeed, the Jingxi county almanac, when mentioning the Fu of 

Jingxi, refers to it as being the variety primarily spoken in Debao. While the 

conclusions that this kind of tone comparison provides are very limited, it can at 

least provide an indication of further fruitful comparisons such as these. 

  Funing County 

While it is not strictly considered part of the Dejing dialect area, Funing County, in 

the neighboring Wenshan Zhuang-Miao Autonomous Prefecture of Yunnan Province, 

is reported to have residents who speak Dejing varieties of Zhuang. The language 

situation there in fact is quite complex. In addition to a significant and varied 

Zhuang population, this county reportedly also has ethnic Han, Miao, Yi, Yao, Hui, 

Dai, Bai, Hani, Mongol, Gelao, Jing, and Pu peoples—thirteen of the fifty-six official 

ethnic groups of the People’s Republic of China (Lu and Nong 1998). 

The Funing nationalities almanac lists varieties of Zhuang people that were living in 

the county at the time of its research, which is regrettably more than twenty years 

ago, in 1985. The varieties that it lists are: Butu (布土 bùtǔ); Tianbao (天保 tiānbǎo); 

Buxiong (布雄 bùxióng); Buyayi (布雅衣 bùyǎyī); Bunong (布侬 bùnóng), listed as 

Southern Zhuang; Bunong (布侬 bùnóng), listed as a Bouyei (布衣 bùyī) or Sha (沙 

shā) language; Bu’ao (布嗷 bù’áo); Jiazhou (甲州 jiǎzhōu); Jiang’an (降安 jiàng’ān); 

Mayang (麻央 máyāng); Yangniao (洋鸟 yángniǎo); Buli (布俚 bùlǐ); Buyue (布越 

bùyuè); Longyin (龙音 lóngyīn); Long’an (隆安 lóng’ān); and Buyang (布央 bùyāng). 

For several of these language varieties, it is possible to make guesses at their 

affiliation within Zhuang based on just their names—either from resemblance to 

place names, or from resemblance to other known language names. For instance, the 

variety referred to above as Tianbao is likely a variety originating in or near 

present-day Debao County, which was historically called Tianbao (天保 tiānbǎo) 

County; Li Fang Kuei, in his Handbook of Comparative Tai, even discusses a Tai 

language which he calls Tianbao (or T’ian-pao in the romanization he uses), which 

he indicates is from western Guangxi (Li 1977:20). As another example, the variety 

listed as Long’an Zhuang is likely from Long’an county in Guangxi, where the 

Yongnan dialect of Southern Zhuang [zyn] is predominantly spoken. Butu is 

probably a variety of the Guibian dialect of Northern Zhuang [zgn]. 
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Simple phonetic similarity may also reflect some language affiliations. The Buyayi 

and Bouyei varieties may be closely related to the Bouyei of Guizhou, a Northern Taic 

language. Jiazhou Zhuang may be an alternate Chinese transliteration of Zhazhou, a 

variety listed in the Napo County almanac—which itself may be an alternate name 

applied to Zuozhou, listed in the Jingxi County almanac. Several other ethnicities 

here are also found in the almanac listings in other counties; for instance, Buyang, 

Yangniao, Bu’ao, and Bunong are also reported in Napo County. Caution is required 

in classifying languages named “Yang” or “Buyang” based only on that name, 

however (the morpheme bu indicates the name of an ethnic group, and is sometimes 

not recorded in ethnic descriptions), as there are several Kadai languages—more 

distantly related to languages of the Taic branch—which are nevertheless officially 

classified as Zhuang by the Chinese government and which also use the name 

“Buyang”. Examples are E’ma Buyang [yzg], Langnian Buyang [yln], and Baha 

Buyang [yha]. There have been other published reports of communities of Buyang 

Zhuang, as well, within the last twenty years (Li 1997, Liang 1990). 

Although Funing County is somewhat far from the center of the Dejing dialect area, 

it would appear that at least a few varieties of Dejing varieties are spoken there and 

might benefit from language development efforts based in the three counties in 

Guangxi. This wide range of Zhuang varieties and apparent places of origin points to 

a complicated history of people movements in this area, undoubtedly producing a 

very complex language contact situation. Without detailed survey in Funing County, 

it is not possible to say for certain how easily language development efforts from 

Guangxi could be extended to some of the more geographically distant, yet related, 

Dejing varieties in Funing. 

  Summary 

Since the information for the three counties in Guangxi is given in different 

formats—number of speakers or number of villages—and since the relationships 

between the language names that are used is not always clear, it is somewhat 

difficult to make an overall summary of this information. With a few assumptions, 

however, an approximate picture can be sketched. 

The following assumptions will be made concerning relationships between varieties 

mentioned in the three county almanacs. Based on individual reports, and on the 
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similarity in phonetic realization of tone categories, it is likely that the Lang 

described in the Debao County almanac and the Fu described in the Jingxi County 

Almanac are at least very similar varieties; their numbers will be combined below. 

According to the Napo County almanac, the data for Nongfu should be combined 

with Lang and Fu, as well. Likewise, the data for Nongshun will be combined with 

the data for Jingxi Yang found in the Jingxi County Almanac. Apart from Napo 

Yang and Jingxi Yang, which will not be combined, it will be assumed that all 

varieties with similar names can reasonably be considered similar: Nong’an and 

Long’an will be combined; Zuozhou and Zhazhou will be combined. Other groups 

with identical names found in two almanacs—such as Rui and Sheng—will also be 

combined. 

Some assumptions are also required to relate the population data of these sources.  

Some data is given in terms of individuals—from Jingxi and Debao—and other data 

in terms of villages—from Napo. To roughly translate village count to population 

information, an average village population will be assumed for Napo County: 

average village population is taken to be the total county population divided by the 

total number of villages. If the numbers are to be properly compared, it is also 

important to use population statistics for the three counties that are at least roughly 

from the same year. While the villages in Napo are unlikely to have changed their 

primary language within the last ten years, the population of those villages is likely 

to have changed; it would introduce error to use population statistics from 2000—or 

from 2007—for Napo when the statistics from Jingxi and Debao are from 2004. 

Therefore, the population for Napo from 2004 will be used as a total in calculating 

the average village size, and all numbers will be assumed to reflect the situation in 

2004. Moreover, since there are quite a few assumptions involved in making this 

comparison, including original population numbers (for Debao) that are somewhat 

approximate, a low number of significant digits should be assumed throughout. 

The following table summarizes the population and speech variety information for 

those varieties mentioned in the Debao, Jingxi, and Napo County almanacs, and 

through personal communication with each county’s minority language affairs 

office. 
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(5) Dejing dialect area population by variety, from published sources 

Variety name(s) Jingxi Debao Napo  Total Percent 

Jingxi Yang (仰)/Nongshun (农农) 371892  16351 388243 39% 

Fu (府)/Lang (狼)/Nongfu (农府) 1146 266250 8077 275473 28% 

Min (敏)  17750 76633 94383 9.4% 

Zong (宗) 75957   75957 7.6% 

Long’an (隆安)/Nong’an (侬安) 26102  9062 35164 3.5% 

Napo Yang (央)   32702 32702 3.3% 

Zuozhou (佐州)/Zhazhou (炸州) 27011  3940 30951 3.1% 

Debao Nong (侬)  17750  17750 1.8% 

Sheng (省) 14718  2167 16885 1.7% 

Rui (锐) 11304  3152 14456 1.4% 

Napo Bunong (布侬)   8865 8865 0.9% 

Ao (嗷)   4334 4334 0.4% 

Jue (决)   3152 3152 0.3% 

Yong (拥)   1379 1379 0.1% 

Dong (峒)   ≥591 ≥591 ≥0.1%    

According to this estimate, roughly two-thirds of the Zhuang population of the 

Dejing dialect area speaks some variety of either Jingxi Yang or Debao Fu as a first 

language. Min and Zong, the next largest groups, are spoken by one in ten Zhuang 

people and one in thirteen Zhuang people, respectively; together, Min and Zong 

account for one-sixth of the Zhuang population in the area. The remaining eleven 

varieties account for the remaining one-sixth of the Zhuang speakers in the area. 

This proportional information is expressed visually in the following figure. 
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(6) Estimated proportions of Dejing Zhuang varieties, from published sources 

Yang/Nongshun

Fu/Lang/Nongfu

Min

Zong

Long'an/Nong'an

Napo Yang

Zuozhou/Zhazhou
Debao NongShengRuiNapo BunongAoJueYongDong

 

From this estimated proportion information, it can be seen that focusing initial 

language development efforts on the two largest Dejing Zhuang varieties—Jingxi 

Yang and Debao Fu—has the potential to benefit a significant majority of speakers 

in the region. For the remaining one-third of the population, however, language 

development efforts face the significant challenge of a diversity of language 

varieties. This situation could be even more complicated if, in fact, Jingxi Yang and 

Debao Fu are not uniformly spoken across the region. Contrarily, the situation could 

be simpler if the linguistic and sociolinguistic differences between many of these 

varieties are discovered to be minimal. In order to facilitate language development 

efforts in this area, it is crucial to determine the phylogenetic and intelligibility 

relationships between these many varieties. 

 1.4  Other background information 

Although the most detailed survey of the entire Zhuang language area to date is 

the 1950s survey presented in Zhang et al. (1999), several recent surveys have 
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focused in detail on portions of the Zhuang-speaking area and on closely-related 

languages. 

The closest of these both geographically and in terms of linguistic relatedness is the 

survey of Central Taic language varieties of the Wenshan Zhuang Miao Autonomous 

Prefecture, Yunnan, described by Johnson and Wang (2010). In terms of Zhuang 

dialects, their survey covered Nong [zhn], Dai [zhd], and (to a minimal extent) Min 

[zgm] Zhuang spoken in Wenshan.10 

Among Northern Taic languages, survey was recently completed for the Hongshuihe 

dialect area of Northern Zhuang, covering Central Hongshuihe [zch], Eastern 

Hongshuihe [zeh], and Liuqian [zlq] Zhuang; this work is described in Castro and 

Hansen (2010).11 Wu, Snyder, and Liang (2007) describe a detailed dialect survey 

that was carried out in Guizhou among speakers of the Northern Taic language 

Bouyei [personal communication]. 

In each of these cases, a deeper understanding of the language situation in the 

surveyed area was beneficial for the communities’ efforts to develop and preserve 

their language. We hope that the results of this survey will similarly prove beneficial 

to the government and to communities in the Dejing dialect area as they develop 

and preserve their valuable linguistic heritage. 

 2  Purpose of the current field study 

Based on the findings presented in section 1, the Jingxi Yang variety of Dejing 

Zhuang, as spoken in the county seat of Jingxi County, Guangxi, is a good candidate 

for becoming the focus of early language development; we will refer to this variety 

as the urban reference variety. Published sources claim that it is a widely-understood 

and accepted variety among Zhuang speakers, not only within Jingxi County, but 

into Debao and Napo Counties, as well. We take these claims to be trustworthy to 

                                         
10Nong Zhuang corresponds to what Zhang et al. (1999) refer to as the Yan-Guang dialect (砚广土语) 
of Southern Zhuang, and Dai Zhuang corresponds to that reference’s Wen-Ma dialect (文麻土语) of 
Southern Zhuang. Min Zhuang—sometimes also spelled Minz, where the z is a tone letter—appears 
not to be described by Zhang et al. (1999). It was proposed by Johnson and Wang (2010) on the 
basis of a small community (sampled only once) found during their survey work. 

11Prior to this survey, internal relationships of language varieties within the Hongshuihe dialect area 
(红水河土语地区) were not well described. This survey resulted in the creation of the three above-
mentioned ISO codes to describe the situation of this area. 
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some extent, and thus our research goals do not include explicitly determining 

which variety of Dejing Zhuang—among the many varieties spoken in Jingxi County 

alone—is most widely understood and would constitute the best basis for language 

development. Rather, the focus of this survey is on determining how widely 

materials based on the urban reference variety could be used for language 

development, and determining where this variety would be inadequate for language 

development. This constituted the first goal of our survey. 

The urban reference variety differs from some other varieties of Jingxi Yang in 

the Dejing area because of the phonological merger of voiced preglottalized 

stops that has occurred historically in the urban variety (as discussed in section 

1.3.2). Because of this, the intelligibility of the urban reference variety may be 

degraded in some areas. The varieties of Yang spoken generally in the northern 

part of Jingxi County preserve these preglottalized stops, and for this reason 

speakers of such varieties—not to mention speakers of other varieties of Zhuang 

found in the Dejing area—may find the Jingxi county seat variety difficult to 

understand. 

Concretely documenting this kind of variation and evaluating the relative 

intelligibility of these two particular classes of lects is another aim of this survey. 

We therefore examined not only the intelligibility of the urban reference variety, 

but also intended to compare its intelligibility to the intelligibility of a variety 

which preserves the preglottalized stops. We will refer to the second variety, 

which retains the preglottalized stops, as the rural reference variety (in contrast to 

the urban variety spoken in the county seat). The second goal of our survey, 

closely related to the first, is thus to evaluate whether materials developed in the 

rural reference variety would be more broadly intelligible or sociolinguistically 

acceptable than materials developed in the urban reference variety for speakers of 

Zhuang in this area. 

One of our early tasks, therefore, was to find a suitable location whose Zhuang may 

serve as this rural reference variety. Ideally, this rural reference variety would differ 

from the urban reference variety only in terms of the preglottalized stops, but we 

understood that finding such an ideally-suited variety would be difficult. As a first 

candidate, however, we noted that the Zhuang spoken at the location within Jingxi 
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County used in the Zhang et al. (1999) survey of Zhuang dialects, Xinjia Township 

(新甲乡), did preserve these preglottalized stops, and so we chose a village near this 

location as our rural reference variety.12 

In addition to providing information regarding the scope of potential language 

development based on one of the reference varieties of Jingxi Yang Zhuang, this 

survey was also intended to collect information regarding specific variation within 

the Dejing Zhuang dialect area that could be used as the basis for a localized version 

of the orthography. As noted above, some efforts to localize the Standard Zhuang 

orthography to Southern Zhuang varieties have already been started; the Jingxi 

County Minorities Language and Scripts Work Office has already begun to use a 

variant of the official Zhuang orthography which has been localized for Jingxi 

County Seat Yang Zhuang, and the Yunnan Language Commission in Wenshan 

Prefecture has also developed a unified localized orthography for the two Southern 

Zhuang varieties spoken there, Nong and Dai Zhuang. Documenting the phonetic 

(and to some extent phonemic) variation across the area allows the creation and 

checking of spelling rules for each variety that account for any variations in 

pronunciation. This would allow speakers of Dejing Zhuang varieties over a wider 

area to spell words in a uniform way, even though they might pronounce them 

slightly differently. Any future language development in the Dejing area would 

benefit from this knowledge. Therefore, in addition to determining the scope of 

intelligibility of the urban and rural reference varieties, another major goal of this 

survey was to acquire the information regarding phonetic variation that is needed 

for the widespread development and use of a localization of the standard 

orthography for the Dejing dialect area. 

A tight constraint on the fieldwork portion of this survey was time. Only four 

months were available for all fieldwork in Jingxi, Debao, and Napo Counties. 

Because of this, we prioritized our work toward these goals in terms of reported 

population. This meant that our focus was primarily on the varieties of Yang and Fu, 

                                         
12The location listed for the Jingxi County datapoint in Zhang et al. (1999) is actually Xinhe 
Township (新和镇), which was recently combined with Dajia Township (大甲乡) to form Xinjia 
Township. Because of our criteria for choosing datapoint locations, our data actually comes from a 
small village in a rather rural area of the township, and not from the central, more developed region 
of the township proper. We felt that the final location we selected was still a good representative of 
the variety we intended to sample. See section 3.1 for the criteria used in selecting datapoints. 
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secondarily on Min and Zong, and on the other varieties to a lesser extent. We 

understood that individuals and government offices in the different counties would 

also have different priorities for the language varieties, according to relative 

population or other sociolinguistic factors within their own counties. We attempted 

to balance these factors in a way that was efficient, yet provided useful results to 

most parties in the area. 

Within Jingxi county, we intended to first survey local varieties of Yang, which we 

felt had the greatest probability of understanding the two reference varieties, and 

then survey other Zhuang varieties roughly in order of decreasing population. In 

Napo and Debao counties, we planned to begin with the varieties most closely 

associated with government and the county seats, and continue surveying within the 

largest (by population) named varieties of Zhuang. Where we found reports in 

multiple counties of varieties that were likely similar, we tried to co-ordinate our 

work between the different counties to more concretely determine the relationship 

between the varieties. 

Once we felt our primary goals were certain to be accomplished, we felt free to 

pursue supplementary goals. First, we were able to evaluate the two reference 

varieties among some, but not all, of the smaller varieties of Zhuang spoken in the 

Dejing area. Additionally, we discovered that Jingxi Yang would largely be 

inadequate as a basis for language development within the Min- and Zong-speaking 

communities that we surveyed, and that some variety of Min or Zong would be 

more appropriate. While we were not able to fully evaluate which member of that 

group of language varieties might best serve as the basis for language development 

within those communities, we were able to begin work for this purpose. 

 2.1  Research questions 

Our research questions follow naturally from the goals of our survey, as outlined in 

the previous section. We formulated two research questions for each of our two 

primary goals—the goals concerning the acceptability of the two reference varieties 

of Yang Zhuang as a source of materials in a language project. 

(7) R1. Over what area do speakers of Dejing Zhuang adequately understand the 

urban reference variety? 
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R2. What are the attitudes of Dejing Zhuang speakers towards the urban 

reference variety?  

R3. Over what area do speakers of Dejing Zhuang adequately understand the 

rural reference variety?  

R4. What are the attitudes of Dejing Zhuang speakers towards the rural 

reference variety? 

We take answers to the first two questions (R1 and R2) to indicate the acceptability 

of the urban reference variety as a basis for language development, and answers to 

the last two questions (R3 and R4) to indicate the acceptability of the rural 

reference variety for this purpose. 

For our goal concerning the development of a localization of the Standard Zhuang 

orthography for Dejing Zhuang, we formulated the following research question. 

(8) R5. What phonetic and phonemic differences are found within varieties of 

Dejing Zhuang within the Dejing language area? 

As noted above, the short time available for this survey led us to seek answers for 

these research questions first for the varieties with the largest populations within 

the Dejing dialect area. Answering these questions for other varieties of Dejing 

Zhuang was considered a supplementary task. 

In addition, our supplementary goal of determining the locations for subsequent 

language development work led us to the following research question. 

(9) R6. (Supplementary) Where the two reference varieties are not adequately 

understood or are not socially acceptable, what other variety or varieties 

are adequately and widely understood, and are socially accepted? 

 2.2  Concepts, indicators, and instruments 

The preceding six research questions fall into four categories in terms of the 

concepts that they are related to. Questions R1 and R3 include the concepts of 

understanding or intelligibility of a language variety. We take scoring well on a 

Recorded Text Test (RTT) to be an indicator of understanding of at least that small 

excerpt of the language that the RTT represents; see section 3.2.2 for details 

regarding development, use, and analysis of data from this instrument. It does not 
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follow from necessity that a high degree of understanding of the small excerpt 

represented by the RTT implies that any other sample of the reference language will 

be understood to the same degree; nevertheless, we assume that understanding of 

the reference variety RTT excerpt indicates that the reference variety and the target 

variety—that is, the variety spoken by the test-taker—are similar enough such that 

even if other samples of the reference language would initially not be understood by 

a speaker of the target variety, a motivated speaker of that variety could learn those 

other aspects of the reference variety reasonably easily. In this, we follow the 

thoughts of Milliken and Milliken (1996) regarding the usefulness, shortcomings, 

and interpretation of RTTs for evaluating the intelligibility of speech varieties. 

Questions R2 and R4 both concern attitudes and opinions toward a language variety 

and the individuals who speak it. We assume that an individual’s answers to a well-

designed Sociolinguistic Questionnaire (SLQ) would be properly indicative of these 

attitudes; see sections 3.2.3 and 3.2.4 for details regarding development, use, and 

analysis of data from this type of instrument. We used a series of questions 

administered in conjunction with each RTT, as well as a set of overall post-RTT 

questions, to address research questions R1 and R3. In addition, we administered 

group SLQs to solicit attitudes and opinions on other speech varieties that are not 

tied directly to the varieties represented by the RTTs, as well as to gather 

background information on vitality, language use, language change, and other 

attitudes toward language. 

Research question R5 involves the concepts of phonetic and phonemic similarity of 

words of language varieties spoken in a number of locations. We assume that asking 

speakers to pronounce words in isolation in their own language variety would be 

indicative of the sounds of that language variety. We therefore used a wordlist to 

capture these differences; see section 3.2.1 for details regarding development, use, 

and analysis of data from this instrument. Our wordlist was prioritized into a core 

list and an extended list; the core list was elicited first, and only if time allowed and 

if significant phonetic differences were noticed between these words and the 

reference data points did we elicit the extended list. Phonemic differences are at a 

higher level of abstraction from phonetic differences, and while a simple wordlist 

may not be sufficient to establish the phonemic structure of the target language 

variety—especially our relatively small core list—we feel that the picture a wordlist 
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provides is sufficient to form an initial impression of the system that is adequate for 

preliminary writing system development; any problems brought out by the wordlist 

data can be addressed in more detailed follow-up work. 

Question R6 involves concepts of intelligibility and language attitudes. As with 

questions R1 through R4, we therefore used a combination of RTTs and SLQs, as 

described above. The choice of reference varieties for creation of the RTTs, 

however, can be made if there is already some indication of linguistic similarity. We 

take phonetic similarity of individual lexical items to be a rough indication of 

linguistic similarity; thus we also chose to use the wordlists we gathered in order to 

choose language varieties that are likely to be intelligible as reference varieties for 

any new RTTs. 

 3  Methods of the current field study 

The methodology that was used in this survey was strongly dependent on the 

linguistic situation as understood from published sources and as presented in section 

1; it should not be taken as a general survey methodology to be employed in any 

arbitrary context. If this situation had been found to be different from our initial 

understanding, this methodology would no longer have been as appropriate—

particularly in the assumption that one or more varieties of Jingxi Yang were well 

understood across the region. We were fortunate that the published description of 

the linguistic situation was fairly accurate, and so we did not need to first determine 

the major varieties spoken in the area and their dialect centers. 

The first step in this survey was to prepare materials for the two reference varieties 

of Dejing Zhuang—the urban and rural samples of Yang Zhuang spoken in Jingxi 

County. This involved collecting and preparing the research instruments used in the 

survey: a wordlist transcribed in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and an 

audio recording of a local speaker reading that same list; an audio recording of a 

story for use as the basis of an RTT, accompanied by a transcription in IPA and a 

free translation in Mandarin, and subsequent baseline testing of that RTT in the 

local community; sociolinguistic questionnaires, one directed at knowledgeable 

community members and one directed at a group of local community members. 

Each of these research instruments is described in more detail below. Since we felt 

confident in assuming a high degree of intelligibility of the urban reference variety 
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at the location of the rural reference variety, we did not administer the urban 

reference variety RTT to a full sample of participants there.13 After preparing the 

materials for the urban and rural reference varieties, we tested those materials as 

our primary activity at all but the last few datapoints; wordlists and SLQs were also 

administered, as described in the following sections. 

 3.1  Selection of datapoints 

A prerequisite for preparing the materials for the rural reference variety was to first 

select a location to use for that variety. This selection was made in consultation with 

the Jingxi County Minorities Language and Scripts Work Office; for all subsequent 

datapoints, the choice of where to work was similarly made in consultation with the 

appropriate government officials at the county or township level, according to our 

established criteria for an ideal datapoint. 

We looked for a number of characteristics in a village when choosing those that 

would best serve as representative datapoints. Most importantly, the ideally 

representative (natural) village was within an administrative village composed 

entirely of ethnic Zhuang, speaking the same variety of Zhuang.14 This village would 

ideally have had little interaction with outside communities, especially those who 

speak other varieties of Zhuang; this typically meant that the village was relatively 

far from major roads, and relatively far from the administrative center of the 

township it was located in. 

A characteristic of the ideal village that was in opposition to this, however, was that it 

was relatively easy for us to get to. This was important since we did not plan to stay 

overnight in any of the smaller villages that served as datapoints; instead, we planned 

to make day trips to each location and return each night to the Jingxi County Seat, or 

where that was not possible, to the nearest county seat. We deviated from this for only 

one datapoint (16), where we returned to the nearest township seat each evening. 

                                         
13At the location of the rural reference variety, we hoped to save time by collecting a full wordlist 
and sociolinguistic questionnaires, but administering the urban reference variety RTT to a limited 
sample of six participants. Based on this limited data, we found a high degree of intelligibility 
between the two reference varieties, so we do not feel that our lack of a complete sample in any 
way limits the usefulness of this survey. See section 4 for a full discussion of our results. 

14The administrative structure of villages, administrative villages, and higher bodies is explained in 
footnote 4 on page 8. 
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In practice, we were able to find villages which met many, if not all, of these 

criteria. The actual locations that we visited were also determined by sociolinguistic 

considerations—choosing some varieties that were viewed as sociolinguistically 

prominent over others—as well as by our desire to balance adequate representative 

sampling for the language varieties with the largest estimated populations, and to 

determine the linguistic relationships between the largest possible number of 

reported varieties. A list of villages chosen as datapoints is shown below. Appendix 

A shows the locations of these points within the Dejing dialect area. A dagger after a 

datapoint ID indicates a long datapoint; all others are short (explained below). 

(10) Datapoint locations for the current survey 

Location 地点地点地点地点 
Datapoint ID 音点音点音点音点编编编编号号号号 Variety 土土土土话话话话 County 县县县县 Township 乡乡乡乡乡乡乡乡 Village 村村村村 Natural Village 屯屯屯屯 

01† Yang 仰 Jingxi 靖西 Xinjing 新靖镇 County seat 县城  

02† Yang 仰 Jingxi 靖西 Xinjia 新甲乡 Pangling 庞凌村 Lingwan 凌晚屯 

03† Fu 府 Debao 德保 Ma’ai 马隘镇 Ma’ai 马隘村 Ma’ai Street 马隘街上 

04† Yangzhou 央州 Napo 那坡 Chengxiang 城厢镇 County seat 县城  

05   Yang 仰 Jingxi 靖西 Hurun 湖润镇 Nianxiang 念祥村 Niantong 念通屯 

06† Min 敏 Napo 那坡 Pohe 坡荷乡 Daguola 大果腊村 Daguola 大果腊屯 

07† Nong 农 Jingxi 靖西 Quyang 渠洋镇 Youli 由利村 You 由屯 

08   Fu 府 Debao 德保 Batou 巴头乡 Duozuo 多作村 Jiunei 旧内屯 

09   Nongshun 农农 Napo 那坡 Longhe 龙合乡 Xinhe 信合村 Yan 燕屯 

10   Nongfu 农府 Napo 那坡 Longhe 龙合乡 Renhe 仁合村 Guoren 果仁屯 

11† Zong 宗 Jingxi 靖西 Tunpan 吞盘乡 Lingguang 灵光村 Nongdi 弄底屯 

12† Nong’an 农安 Jingxi 靖西 Ande 安德镇 Sanlu 三鲁村 Nonghe 弄合屯 

13   Yangdong 洋垌 Napo 那坡 Baihe 百合乡 Nale  那乐村 Nale 那乐屯 

14   Rui 锐 Debao 德保 Jingde 敬德镇 Nong’an 农安村 Xianong 下农屯 

15† Zhazhou 炸州 Jingxi 靖西 Wuping 武平乡 Xianfeng 仙奉村 Bahuai 巴怀屯 

16   Min 敏 Napo 那坡 Baidu 百都乡 Nonghua 弄化村 Nonghua 弄化屯 

17   Yang 仰 Jingxi 靖西 Dizhou 地州乡 Luli 鲁利村 Youlong 佑龙屯 

18   Nong 农a Debao 德保 Ronghua 荣华乡 Ronghua 荣华村 Nei 内屯 

19   Min 敏 Napo 那坡 Delong 德隆乡 Niantou 念头村 Niantou 念头屯 

aThis variety was described by residents both using the Chinese term Nong (农), and also using a 
word in the local variety without a clear Chinese equivalent—pronounced [mjaŋ] (the tone for this 
item was not recorded). In some of our materials, this variety name is represented using a 
romanization based on the IPA transcription, Mjang. 
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Following the datapoints for the urban and rural reference varieties, we sampled the 

most sociolinguistically prominent variety for each of the neighboring counties, 

namely, the variety of Zhuang spoken by the largest number of speakers in each 

county seat. For Debao County, the accepted standard for this variety was actually 

the central area of a township located some distance away from the county seat 

itself (datapoint 03), while for Napo County, the accepted variety could be found in 

the county seat proper (datapoint 04). Since the government offices in each county 

wanted a measure of the intelligibility of their local variety independent of Jingxi 

Yang, we collected and developed RTTs at these two locations in addition to the 

urban and rural reference varieties. For all subsequent datapoints in a given county, 

we then tested that county’s prominent variety along with the urban and rural 

reference variety. 

Following this, our selection of villages as datapoints mainly reflected our intended 

strategy for collecting wordlists and administering these main RTTs. We intended to 

test within each of the largest varieties—Jingxi Yang and related varieties, Debao Fu 

and related varieties, Min, and Zong—at least once. Where the varieties had 

particularly large populations or were geographically separated, we felt adding 

additional datapoints was justified in order to look for regional variation within that 

variety. We also wanted to evaluate the claims of equivalence or inequivalence 

between varieties found in different counties—such as that Napo Nongshun and 

Jingxi Yang were equivalent, and that Napo Yang and Jingxi Yang were not 

equivalent—by comparing these varieties at datapoints within each county. 

Since our time available for fieldwork was very limited, we did not collect an entire 

suite of data at each location. Where we expected a datapoint to represent our first 

sample of a given variety, we considered this a long datapoint and collected a full 

suite of data: a full wordlist, group and leader SLQs, RTT tests administered to at 

least ten subjects, and creation of a pilot-tested local RTT (for possible use at future 

datapoints or on follow-up surveys). Where we expected a datapoint to represent 

our second sample of a given variety, we considered this a short datapoint, and 

collected a limited set of data: a core wordlist, group and leader SLQs, and RTT tests 

administered to at least ten subjects. We felt that this smaller set of data would be 

sufficient to determine whether the variety of Zhuang at a short datapoint was or 

was not well represented by the wordlist and RTT for the variety sampled at the 
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corresponding long datapoint, while saving fieldwork time overall. The specific 

differences between survey instruments for a long and a short datapoint are 

explained for each instrument below. 

An exception to this general working outline was our datapoint for Rui (14). As our 

first and only sample of Rui, it should have been a long datapoint; it was actually 

carried out as a short datapoint, however, because of our initial expectations about 

that location. We originally planned to select a Min-speaking village, and after 

discussing several possible locations with knowledgeable local officials, we chose 

this village for its representativeness of the local area and its desirability in terms of 

our other criteria, and planned our time accordingly. Local residents initially 

described the local variety as “Fuping speech” (扶平话), after the township where it 

was spoken, and only after our first day of work—too late to change our working 

schedule—did we discover that it was properly characterized as Rui. 

Other exceptions to this procedure were our final three datapoints. Datapoints 17 

and 18 were the last two of the main phase of fieldwork. Because of insufficient 

time, we collected core wordlists and group SLQs there, but were unable to 

administer the RTTs to a full sample of participants. Datapoint 19, on the other 

hand, represents a follow-up phase of fieldwork: after we determined that Jingxi 

Yang was not likely to be highly inherently intelligible to native speakers of Min, we 

hoped to explore the intelligibility within Min in more detail, including possibly 

Min-speaking communities in neighboring Funing County, Yunnan. Datapoint 19 

was used to create a Min RTT that did not use as many Chinese borrowings as our 

original Min RTT (from datapoint 06). Neither a wordlist nor a group SLQ was 

collected there. 

Because of our sampling strategy, we are not claiming that our sample represents all 

varieties of Dejing Zhuang in this three-county area; we intended for our results to 

be representative only of the language varieties that we sampled. We did not use 

random sampling over all varieties, nor did we try to make our sample set 

completely representatively balanced in terms of number of points based on 

population. The latter would have been difficult at any rate because of the very 

approximate nature of the population figures. Our claim of representativeness 

assumes that within each of the varieties that are described in the Chinese 
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literature, variation is minimal—specifically, not enough to greatly reduce 

intelligibility. We confirmed this assumption for those varieties for which we have 

two or more sample sites; it would have been invalidated if our wordlists or RTT 

results for data points within a single variety had been found to differ by more than 

an arbitrarily small amount, which we in fact did not find. In actual practice, 

however, we often discovered other variables, such as degree of outside language 

exposure, that distinguished different datapoints representing the same language 

variety, so interpreting our results is rather complicated. We feel, however, that our 

results are generally representative of the varieties that we sampled, if not of the 

entire Dejing dialect area. 

 3.2  Survey instruments 

 3.2.1  Wordlists 

  Selection and creation 

For research question R5 (given in item (8) on page 30), concerning the concepts of 

phonetic and phonemic similarity of words of language varieties spoken in a 

number of locations, the instrument we chose was a traditional wordlist. We chose 

to base our wordlist on the list that was used for the recent sociolinguistic survey of 

Southern Zhuang (that is, Central Taic language varieties) in neighboring Yunnan 

Province (Johnson and Wang 2010). Using the same wordlist for Southern Zhuang 

languages in the Dejing dialect area facilitates comparison between these two 

surveys, which is especially helpful for those language varieties that are found in 

both locations. The wordlist used by Johnson and Wang also has the advantage of 

already having cross-references by item number to the wordlist used in the Zhang et 

al. (1999) surveys, and of already having a Proto-Tai reconstruction listed for each 

wordlist item where a reconstruction is available.15 

Transcribing a wordlist without first investing time in detailed study of the 

phonetics and phonology of the local variety can lead to mis-transcriptions, 

                                         
15The Proto-Tai reconstructions were obtained by Johnson and Wang through the Proto-Tai’o’Matic 
web tool (found at http://sealang.net/crcl/proto/). This searchable online resource combines 
reconstructions for Proto-Tai from four published sources: Li 1977, Brown 1965, Jonsson 1991, and 
Luo 1997. See the site’s introductory page for more information. 
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especially when it comes to languages whose tone system is as complex as most Taic 

languages. Fortunately, the tone systems of many language varieties in this area 

have followed a known path of historical development, generally dependent on 

properties of the historically-reconstructed Proto-Tai syllable-initial consonant and 

tone category. It is therefore possible to get an understanding of the phonetic and 

phonemic properties of most tone systems in the area by first eliciting a relatively 

small set of specific vocabulary items, as described by Gedney (1972). 

We depended heavily on this method in our wordlist elicitations. The first 

vocabulary items that we elicited were specifically chosen so as to (most likely) 

instantiate all tone categories in the modern language variety; this set of 64 lexical 

item probes became known as our Gedney chart. (See appendix C for the specific 

lexical item probes used in our chart.) At this stage, individual lexical items could 

be compared, and the set of phonemic tone categories and phonetic tone contours 

largely worked out. After the tone system had been established with confidence, the 

remainder of the wordlist items were elicited and transcribed with the phonetic tone 

contours and categories that had been worked out at this initial stage, in some cases 

through direct comparison to the items on the Gedney chart. Later modification of 

the transcription of the tone contours was of course possible, based on comparison 

between individual lexical items.16 

As described above, our wordlist was divided into a core section and an extended 

section. We intended for our core wordlist to be elicitable in less than a day of 

work, including establishing the tone categories of the language variety using the 

Gedney chart, so we felt it needed to be on the order of 200 words or less. 

However, we did want to obtain a useful set of vocabulary that would be easy to 

compare with other neighboring languages, so we wanted to obtain at least the 

Swadesh 100 list as part of the core wordlist. The core section therefore consisted 

of the 64 items from our Gedney chart, plus all remaining items that were 

needed to complete the Swadesh 100 list. This core list comprised 144 items. The 

extended list comprised an additional 346 items, all but four of which were 

                                         
16In the course of our field work, we inevitably encountered language varieties which had apparently 
undergone historical changes and tone splits which were not easily determined based on our 
Gedney chart. In such cases, using the Gedney chart was still better than proceeding completely 
blindly, but we could of course not be certain that we had completely and clearly worked out the 
complete set of tone contrasts in those languages. 
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found on Johnson and Wang’s (2010) Yunnan Southern Zhuang wordlist, for a 

total of 490 items.17 

We did not pilot test the wordlist probes to ensure that they consistently returned 

the proper lexical item in the target language. We discovered as we worked through 

this wordlist at various locations, though, that certain wordlist items were best 

presented with a bit of context in order to elicit the most appropriate item for the 

intended meaning, or were presented along with an alternate probe.18 We also 

discovered that, for some items, it was most helpful if the elicitor/transcriber 

provided an appropriate syntactic context in which to produce the intended item, or 

if the transcriber selected the desired individual lexical item out of a phrase 

consisting of other known wordlist items (for instance, where the intended item was 

a noun classifier). We do not feel that this in any way reduced the consistency or 

accuracy of the elicited items. 

  Data sources 

Within each village selected as a data point, we worked in cooperation with the 

county and local government officials to choose three speakers for participation in 

the wordlist elicitation. Our ideal wordlist participant was a middle-aged, fully 

fluent speaker of the local language variety who had been born and grew up in that 

community and had had only minimal interaction with outside language varieties, 

whether through contact with outsiders coming to the village or through that person 

leaving the village. In opposition to this last point, we also needed at least one of 

the three—and preferably more—who understood Chinese enough to understand 

the concepts behind the Chinese probes, either from seeing them written or from 

hearing them pronounced by the transcriber. The ideal participant would also have 

clear pronunciation, without any missing teeth, and a great deal of patience. 

In practice, we were able to find a panel of people at all locations who fit these 

criteria, and at least two people at each location (out of the ideal three) were able to 

                                         
17For clarity, the wordlist that was actually used for this work was not exactly identical to that of 
Johnson and Wang (2010); we added four items not found on Johnson and Wang’s 491-item list, 
and removed five. 

18As an example, we discovered that for the intended meaning of “house lizard, gecko”, it was better 
to simply use the probe 壁虎bìhǔ than to use Johnson and Wang’s probe 蜥蜴xīyì “lizard” with an 
accompanying explanation. 
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participate for the entire wordlist elicitation. Where one participant was not able to 

continue for the entire time needed to elicit the wordlist, an alternate wordlist 

participant was found. 

  Procedures 

After appropriate wordlist participants were located, the transcriber (Eric Jackson, 

for all wordlists) read them an introductory script in Mandarin which explained the 

work and the participants’ part in it, and asked for their oral consent to continue. 

This served as our means of obtaining informed consent for the work. (See section 

3.4 for discussion of our ethics and informed consent procedures, and see appendix 

B for the actual script that was used.) 

The wordlist elicitation sessions were conducted in locations that were as 

comfortable as possible, given the village settings that many of the sessions took 

place in—typically either in a government office with work tables and chairs, or in a 

community member’s home. Each participant was given a binder with the numbered 

list of Chinese probes for reference. The wordlist transcriber had a binder with 

transcription sheets containing the Chinese probes, English glosses, Proto-Tai 

reconstructions, and transcribed forms for the Jingxi and Debao datapoints of Zhang 

et al. (1999), as well as a Gedney chart to fill in for that location. In addition, 

wordlists for any previous datapoint were available for comparison at subsequent 

datapoints. 

For each item, the transcriber began by reading the Chinese probe aloud and making 

sure that the three participants understood the intended meaning. Presenting the probe 

orally sometimes involved discussion among the participants in Chinese or Zhuang, 

since not all participants had the same level of ability in written and spoken Chinese. 

When the participants had decided between themselves what was the most appropriate 

word to express that meaning in their own variety of Zhuang, each person pronounced 

it once. Following that, the transcriber pronounced it for the participants; when the 

participants agreed that the transcriber was pronouncing it accurately according to 

their judgment, the transcriber recorded that pronunciation in writing in narrow IPA. 

On some occasions, the transcriber asked for an item to be compared with a previous 

item, either by having the participants pronounce the two items in sequence, or by 

explicitly asking the participants about the similarity of the two items. 
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At times problems arose in the elicitation of wordlist items. On occasion, even 

though all three participants were all from the same natural village, there were still 

variations in pronunciation by speaker. Where there was not a majority 

pronunciation, the transcriber (without indicating this to the participants) chose one 

of the participants to be representative and focused the transcription of the 

remainder of the wordlist on that person’s pronunciation, often making notes about 

the variant pronunciation by the other speaker or speakers. Where the three 

speakers could not agree about the most appropriate Zhuang equivalent for a 

particular probe, the transcriber wrote down each of the forms that were offered, 

with notes about any differences in meaning that the participants offered. Where 

speakers could not think of any word that was an appropriate Zhuang equivalent, 

the transcriber sometimes asked about words that might sound like the forms 

transcribed by Zhang et al. (1999), like forms elicited at previous datapoints, or like 

forms resembling appropriate modern reflexes of the Proto-Tai reconstructions. 

In all cases, the wordlist transcription session began with the transcriber 

determining the tone system on the basis of the items filling the Gedney chart. No 

further elicitation was done until the tone system had been established to a 

reasonable degree of confidence. On more than one occasion, the transcriber 

worked with another of the authors to establish the tone system to this level of 

confidence, sometimes even making a recording of the words on the Gedney chart 

and instrumentally analyzing their pitch contours.19 

After the Gedney chart had been completed and the tone system established to this 

level of confidence, the remaining items on the core wordlist were elicited. When all 

items on the core wordlist had been elicited and transcribed, one speaker was 

chosen as a representative to make an audio recording of the list. This recording 

was made using a Fostex FR2LE flash memory recorder on battery power, and an 

Audio-Technica ATM710 hand-held cardioid condenser microphone.20 The resulting 

monaural digital audio files were time-stamped and recorded as Broadcast WAV 

files in uncompressed PCM format at 24-bit resolution, 48 kHz sampling rate. This 

                                         
19Recordings were made using the same recording equipment as for the general wordlist and RTT 
recordings, as described below. Tone pitch analysis was done on copies of the resulting digital files 
using the open source Praat phonetic analysis package (Boersma and Weenink 2007). 

20The FR2-LE had been modified from the stock configuration by Oade Brothers Audio (see 
www.oade.com) for reduction of noise in the pre-amplifiers. 
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recording began with the transcriber reading identifying information for the 

recording content and location; then the transcriber read each probe in Mandarin, 

followed by the wordlist participant pronouncing the Zhuang item three times. 

For long datapoints, where the extended wordlist was elicited, work continued in 

this way on the wordlist with the transcriber and participants working through 

roughly 150 items at a time, and making an audio recording of each set afterward. 

Except where absolutely impossible, the same speaker was used for all audio 

recordings. 

The process of eliciting, transcribing, and recording a core wordlist took nearly one 

complete day; eliciting, transcribing, and recording a complete wordlist took two to 

three days. All participants in wordlist elicitation were financially compensated for 

their time. 

After transcribing the wordlist on paper, the transcriber entered each wordlist into a 

computer in Unicode IPA. This was done as soon as possible after the wordlist was 

initially transcribed, and ideally before the next wordlist was transcribed, so that 

any notes or impressions would not be confused between the two wordlists. 

  Analysis 

Wordlists like those collected in the current study can provide a very rich set of data 

about the language varieties that they represent. Through the historical comparative 

method, they can be used to establish historical relationships between the varieties. 

Each wordlist can also be analyzed synchronically to determine the phonemic 

system that is represented at each location, as Johnson (forthcoming) does for a 

recent survey of Southern Zhuang varieties in Yunnan. For this survey, the original 

purpose in obtaining these wordlists was to assist in the development of a unified, 

localized orthography and spelling rules for as many language varieties as possible 

in the Dejing dialect area; the wordlist information has been provided to the county 

language commission offices for this purpose. This does not mean that the wordlists 

have not been useful in other aspects of the analysis so far, however. 

Comparison of wordlists provides a measure of the similarity of the speech varieties 

they represent, and phonetic and lexical similarity of speech varieties correlates 

with intelligibility—which was the focus of research questions R1, R3, and R6. The 
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wordlists were therefore used to provide a plausibility check on the intelligibility 

results from the RTTs. 

After being entered into a computer, the wordlists were compared with each other 

using the RuG/L04 dialectometry and statistics package (Kleiweg 2008). This 

package facilitates comparison of the wordlists using an algorithm to calculate the 

string edit distance (or Levenshtein distance) between each pair of phonetic 

transcriptions—pairwise comparisons of transcriptions of the same wordlist item, for 

all pairs of datapoints. This provides a measure of the phonetic similarity between 

wordlists, which contrasts somewhat to evaluating similarity of wordlists in terms of 

the number of shared cognates, which constitutes traditional lexicostatistic 

analysis.21 

Since the string edit distance calculation can be automated, the results by this 

method are available much more quickly than the results of lexicostatistics. 

Moreover, as with lexicostatistic similarity, string edit distance calculations of 

similarity have also been shown to correlate well with intelligibility as measured by 

other tools. String edit distance and its applications to dialectometry are discussed 

in a number of recent papers: for example, Beijering, Gooskens, and Heeringa 

(2008) illustrate an application to predicting intelligibility in Scandinavian 

languages, and Castro and Yang (2009) evaluate ways to apply this method to 

languages with lexical tone. While this method of analysis is not a substitute for the 

traditional comparative method in establishing genetic relations between language 

varieties, it can provide useful information concerning intelligibility of those 

varieties, as it is used in the current study. 

The pairwise comparisons by wordlist item which the RuG/L04 package calculates 

are combined for all pairs of datapoints and all wordlist items, and result in a 

difference matrix expressing the similarity of each datapoint to others. Other 

components of the RuG/L04 package can evaluate this difference matrix using 

                                         
21When string edit distance calculations are done on only wordlist items that are cognate, the degree 
of similarity between language varieties represented by those wordlists can be said to represent only 
phonetic similarity, and not reflecting differences in lexical choice. When non-cognate items are 
included in the string edit distance comparison, however, the measured level of similarity is actually 
reflective of both lexical and phonetic similarity; non-cognate items are often highly dissimilar 
phonetically, and reach a maximum string edit distance value that can be set within the RuG/L04 
program. Since intelligibility depends on both lexical and phonetic similarity of the two language 
varieties being tested, the latter method was used in this work. 
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algorithms to determine hierarchical clustering of the datapoints, and subsequently 

to generate graphical representations of that similarity and clustering. This 

information was particularly useful in situations where similarity between a 

reference and test variety was determined by this method to be relatively low, but 

where RTT scores were relatively high; this was taken as an indication that factors 

besides inherent intelligibility may have affected the RTT scores. High levels of 

previous exposure to the RTT test varieties were a major potential confound in the 

current study, and the availability of wordlists for such comparisons was very 

helpful in interpreting the RTT results. See section 3.2.2 for details of this method of 

analysis, and sections 4.1 and 4.3 for specific examples of how this information 

informed the interpretation of RTT results. 

The similarity results of the string edit distance analysis are represented by a 

dendrogram and multidimensional scale plot of the entire wordlist set, produced by 

the RuG/L04 package; the programs making up this package are described in detail 

by Kleiweg (2010). Specifically, the procedures of this analysis were as follows. The 

wordlists, originally entered into the computer as IPA Unicode text, were converted 

to X-SAMPA phonetic notation, which is a representation of IPA using only ASCII 

characters (the version of RuG/L04 that we used was only able to analyze ASCII 

characters). The X-SAMPA representation was tokenized using the xstokens 

program of RuG/L04, such that each primary phone represented in Unicode IPA was 

also treated as a primary phone in X-SAMPA, even when that phone was 

represented by a sequence of ASCII characters; for example, the phone [ɕ], 

represented as the ASCII sequence [s\] in X-SAMPA, would be treated after 

tokenization as a single unit by leven, the program which calculated string edit 

distance. Had we not taken this step, the leven program would have treated the 

two symbols [s] and [\] (representing the phone [ɕ] in X-SAMPA) as two separate 

phones for the purpose of calculating string edit distance. Diacritics were also 

marked such that leven would treat different relative orders (such as [tʰʲ] and [tʲʰ], 

were such pairs to be found in the wordlist data) as equivalent, and thus having a 

string edit distance of zero. 

The numerical scale in which leven produces output, and with which figures are 

shown, is without units. This is because it is a normalized scale, representing the 

average string edit distance for each pair of wordlist items that were compared 
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between each pair of wordlists, normalized by the total length of both wordlist 

items. Specifically, it is calculated thus: for item 1 from wordlist A, and the 

comparable item 1 from wordlist B, the minimal string edit distance between these 

two transcribed forms is calculated using a cost of 1 for each insertion or deletion of 

a symbol, and 2 for each substitution; this value is divided by the total number of 

phonetic symbols in the two items; this normalized value is calculated for wordlist 

items 2, 3, and so on, for all items that the two wordlists A and B share; all of these 

values are then averaged, resulting in an average normalized difference for these 

two wordlists. 

When clustering is calculated, different methods are available for finding the 

average normalized difference between a cluster of N wordlists and any other single 

wordlist. Where unspecified, the method used in the figures in this paper is Ward’s 

Method (Ward 1963), as implemented by the cluster program. A logarithmic 

scaling of 3 (or, rather, an exponential scaling of 1/3) was applied to the horizontal 

scale of the dendrogram by the program den. The number of color groups to 

display was arbitrarily set by the researcher to five. 

The phonemic systems captured in these wordlists can also be analyzed from the 

perspective of phonological system relationships, as described by Milliken and Milliken 

(1996), to determine what those authors describe as the inherent learnability (in contrast 

to inherent intelligibility) of any two varieties—how easy it is for speakers of one 

variety to map the phonological categories of a new variety to their own in such a way 

that cognate relationships are maintained, without having to engage in the kind of 

language learning that characterizes the learning of a second language that is 

appreciably different from one’s first language. While performing this kind of phonemic 

systems analysis on the segmental phonology of the surveyed language varieties would 

require working out the segmental phonology of all the language varieties in question 

and the historical correspondences between them—a large task, for the number of 

language varieties in the current survey—the task is easier for a less complex 

component of the language varieties, such as the system of tone. 

As discussed above in section 1.3.2, tone and tone systems are a major aspect of 

dialect variation within Taic speech varieties. The Taic scholar William Gedney, 

when writing about variation within Taic languages, suggested that the 
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phonological patterning of tone is a very useful diagnostic for dialect boundaries, as 

expressed in the following quote. 

Indeed, the most useful criterion for dialect boundaries within the 
Tai-speaking area is perhaps that of tonal systems; in traveling from 
place to place...one may consider that he has crossed a dialect 
boundary if he finds an increase or decrease in the number of tones 
in the system, or if he finds that a list of morphemes which in the 
previously studied dialect agreed in tone is now distributed among 
two or more different tones, or conversely, that a previously noted 
tonal distinction is now lost, with most or all of the morphemes 
previously noted as showing a tonal distinction now merging into a 
single list having the same tone. Gedney (1972:423) 

Since the tone system of each language variety included in the current survey was 

worked out prior to the transcription of the wordlist, comparing these tone systems 

is not difficult, and in fact provides useful information to supplement the string edit 

distance analysis of the wordlists, discussed above. 

While the approach to phonemic system relationship analysis described in Milliken 

and Milliken (1996) is more conceptual than quantitative, it is possible to adopt a 

similar qualitative approach to comparing the tone systems of these varieties. Since 

the system relationships that are analyzed in this method are always compared 

pairwise, it is not practical here to compare every pair of languages that were 

surveyed; instead, a few representative examples were chosen for comparison, 

particularly relative to the clustering analysis provided from the RuG/L04 package, 

and oriented toward answering the research questions for which this data is 

relevant, namely those concerning phonetic and phonemic similarity (R5) and an 

estimate of inherent intelligibility (R1, R3, and R6).22 

The conclusions drawn from this kind of comparison, unlike string edit distance, 

lexicostatistic, or phonostatistic methods of analysis for wordlists, are dependent on 

                                         
22One aspect of the system relationship analysis proposed in Milliken and Milliken (1996) involves 
weighting particular phonemic relationships by functional load—to what extent items that exhibit a 
given relationship naturally occur. Obviously, a given relationship with an obscuring effect may not 
in practice degrade intelligibility much (or, rather, inherent learnability, as described in that source) 
if linguistic items that have that relationship do not occur frequently in the language. So, the 
comments here concerning tone relationships should be tempered by an estimate of the functional 
load of tone in general in these languages—especially when they are segmentally very similar—as 
well as the particular tone categories that bear these relationships in these languages. 
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the direction of comparison. When listeners hear their own language, they must 

map the sounds that they hear to the mental categories that are used in their own 

language; when listeners first hear a distinct but related language variety, before 

they have learned the categories of the new system, this mapping from the sounds 

of the other variety to the phonemic categories of their own is open to mismatches. 

Milliken and Milliken propose that listeners initially hypothesize sound-category 

correspondences for the new variety based on phonetic similarity between the 

sounds of the new variety and the sounds of their own. The degree to which this 

process of hypothesis, testing, and discovery of proper correspondences between the 

sounds of a new language variety and the categories of the listener’s own first 

language can proceed easily to correct correspondences is referred to as the degree 

of inherent learnability. Since the correspondences being discovered are directional—

that is, they depend on which variety is being heard, and which variety provides the 

initial phonological categories of the listener, this degree of difficulty is directional. 

In the following discussion, therefore, we must pay attention to which variety 

represents the hypothetical listener, and which represents the variety being heard. 

 3.2.2  Recorded Text Tests 

  Selection, creation, and pilot testing 

For research questions R1 and R3 (given in item (7) on page 29), as well as 

supplementary research question R6 (given in item (9) on page 30) concerning the 

concepts of understanding or intelligibility of a language variety, the instrument we 

chose was a Recorded Text Test, or RTT. The basic modern form of this instrument 

is described by Blair (1990), but RTTs were in use even as early as the 1960s, as 

described by Casad (1974), and their methods of use continue to change and 

improve. We specifically chose to use what Nahhas (2006b) describes as the 

Quantitative Retelling method for RTT testing, either in a common language or in the 

vernacular. Although this differs slightly from the traditional RTT method, which 

involves creating a series of comprehension questions based on a short personal 

narrative, construction of the test is very similar. 

At the locations where we chose to create an RTT, we first solicited volunteers to 

tell short personal stories in the local variety of Zhuang; our ideal was to collect 
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three potential stories—either all of them from a single person, or from two or three 

separate people. These stories were ideally two to three minutes long and centered 

on an event that had occurred in the speaker’s life which others in the community 

might not be aware of. The more unpredictable the story was, the better; traditional 

stories and stories whose course was easily predictable from cultural knowledge 

were avoided. We also avoided stories which involved a large number of words 

borrowed from Chinese. The stories were recorded using the same recording setup 

and format that was used for wordlists (described above), in a location that was as 

comfortable and free of outside noise as possible. 

After choosing the best candidate RTT story from the three recordings, one of the 

researchers (Shuh Huey Lau, who had fair conversational ability in Jingxi County 

Seat Yang) worked with another Zhuang speaker from the storyteller’s village to 

transcribe the story in IPA and craft a free translation in Mandarin. Based on the 

transcription and translation of the story, the researchers then divided the story at 

natural semantic breaks into roughly fifteen segments, each ten to fifteen seconds 

long; generally, these segments contained no more than three clauses. 

Based on these divisions, the actual audio files for the RTT were created, using the 

open source audio editing program Audacity (2008) to manipulate copies of the 

original digital recordings. The final test files consisted of one unedited copy of the 

complete story, followed by a segment-by-segment replay of the story, with five 

seconds of silence added between segments (at zero crossings) to facilitate later 

administration of the test. After all editing had been finished, all files were converted 

to a compressed format (MPEG-3, 48 kHz, 128 kpbs) for playback during testing. 

Before the RTT could be effectively scored at test locations, however, a baseline 

score at the reference point was required; establishing this baseline is known as pilot 

testing (or sometimes hometown testing) the RTT. A panel of at least five residents of 

the storyteller’s village listened to the RTT, and their re-telling responses for each 

section were recorded. These five re-told versions were compared, and the elements 

(nominal, adverbial, or predicative phrases) common to all five re-tellings were 

taken to represent the core elements of each story section. When the RTT was 

administered at a test location, the listeners were scored based on how many of 
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these core elements they re-told correctly.23 For convenience, all but one RTT was 

baseline tested while the testers were participating in a real RTT session; that is, the 

test from their hometown was given to them, without telling them where it was 

recorded, during the same session in which they listened to other RTTs for testing. 

  Data sources 

Once an RTT had been pilot tested in the location that it was recorded in, it was 

ready to be administered as a real test in other test locations. As stated in research 

questions R1 and R3, the primary focus of our survey involved evaluating 

understanding of the urban Jingxi Yang variety and a very similar rural variety by 

means of RTTs. Sociolinguistically prominent Zhuang varieties from each county—

the variety of Zhuang spoken most in each county seat—were also tested as RTTs. 

(Selection of the locations for these varieties was discussed in more detail in section 

3.1.) In addition, RTTs representing each major Zhuang variety in the area, as 

judged from published descriptions, were collected and baseline tested (that is, at 

long datapoints), but these RTTs were not systematically tested at other locations in 

this phase of fieldwork; they were collected for their potential use in later rounds of 

fieldwork, such as pursuing supplementary research question R6, and were often 

used in the current work only as practice tests. 

While the storytellers and hometown test participants were sources of data in 

creating the tests, the participants in each test location were the sources of data in 

making the evaluation of intelligibility. Within each natural village that we selected 

as a data point, we worked in cooperation with the county and local government 

officials to find ten speakers for participation in the RTT administration. Our ideal 

RTT participant was between 18 and 60 years old, a fully fluent speaker of the local 

language variety, with good hearing, who had been born and grew up in that 

                                         
23Using a panel of local speakers to determine the number of core elements, rather than having the 
investigators arbitrarily decide which elements should be retold, is intended to account for elements 
of a story that may not be re-told by listeners not because they weren’t understood, but because 
they were not sufficiently prominent or salient for the re-teller to consider them worth re-telling. If 
the listeners are from the same village as the storyteller and speak the same language variety, all 
things being equal, they should be able to completely understand the content of the story. Any 
differences between what they hear and what they re-tell are assumed to reflect any differences in 
prominence or salience of elements in the story. If they didn’t re-tell an element,  that element is 
taken to not warrant re-telling, and participants at test locations are not penalized for not re-telling 
such elements. 
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community, and had had no, or only minimal, interaction with outside language 

varieties, whether through contact with outsiders coming to the village or through 

that person leaving the village. We tried to balance variables like age and gender, so 

in our ideal sample, we would have five men and five women, and a roughly even 

distribution by age, in order to reflect the gender and age distribution in the 

community we were testing in. 

In practice, we discovered that it was often difficult to balance the demands of some 

of these conflicting ideals with the practicalities of fieldwork in modern rural China. 

Because many young and middle-aged men and women had left their villages to work 

elsewhere, they were not available during the time of our fieldwork to serve as RTT 

participants. Moreover, those who had left for work in the past and had now returned 

to their village generally made less ideal RTT participants because of their typically 

greater exposure to other varieties of Zhuang in their workplace. This meant that 

typically the age range from 20 to 35 was under-represented among RTT participants. 

Furthermore, because of the multilingual nature of the Dejing area, it was simply 

very difficult to find local residents—even among those who had never left to seek 

work elsewhere—who had had no exposure to Jingxi Yang or to similar, 

neighboring varieties of Zhuang that were spoken in nearby villages. While we tried 

to find those in our test villages with the lowest amount of exposure to the RTT 

reference varieties, it was often not possible to find a complete sample of ten 

participants, all of whom had had no exposure to all of the reference varieties being 

tested. We feel confident that the RTT results we obtained are still informative and 

useful, however; this is discussed in more detail in the  section. 

  Procedures 

After an appropriate RTT participant was located, that person was read an 

introductory script in Mandarin which explained the work and their part in it, and 

asked for their consent to continue, following the same procedures for obtaining 

informed consent as for the wordlists. (See section 3.4 for discussion of our ethics 

and informed consent procedures, and see appendix B for the script that was used.) 

As with the wordlist and story elicitation sessions, the RTT testing sessions were 

conducted in locations that were as comfortable as possible, given the village 
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settings that many of the sessions took place in—typically either in a government 

office with work tables and chairs, or in a community member’s home. Each 

participant was asked a series of screening questions to ensure that the participant 

was a native speaker from the appropriate village, and to evaluate that participant’s 

level of exposure to other varieties of Zhuang. Examples of the bilingual screening 

materials used for the RTTs (as well as written forms used on other occasions) are 

found in appendix D. 

A typical RTT testing session involved the participant listening to a practice test 

followed by two to four actual RTTs, and lasted for between 30 and 90 minutes. The 

participant listened to the RTTs using headphones, while one investigator—the one 

who controlled the playback apparatus—listened on a second set of headphones. 

When the participant’s responses were audio recorded (such as when the participant 

was part of a hometown panel), this investigator also controlled the recording 

equipment. A second investigator scored and recorded (in writing) the participant’s 

responses. The participant was financially compensated for their time. 

Allowing the participants to listen to a practice test before administering the other 

RTT tests allowed the participant to get used to the test procedure before it was 

actually required for the purpose of testing. The practice test also served as a check 

to make sure that participants who simply did not understand the test procedure 

were not allowed to continue, which would have artificially lowered the test 

average for that location. If a participant did not score sufficiently high on the 

practice test, no further tests were administered. It is therefore important that the 

practice test be in a language that the participant understands completely; Nahhas 

(2006b) suggests that RTT practice tests be created for each location where RTT 

testing is carried out. Since we did not have sufficient time to create a practice RTT 

in each location, we used a number of alternatives. At the datapoint for the rural 

reference variety, we created and pilot-tested an RTT which we later chose not to 

use as the main rural reference RTT because of its relatively low amount of detail; it 

was sufficient for a practice test, however, and this test was used for most 

datapoints that were similar (based on published claims and on wordlist similarity) 

to Jingxi Yang, or where understanding of Jingxi Yang was reported by the 

participants to be very high. At other locations, we used an RTT that most closely 

resembled the test variety, where such RTTs were not being given as real tests. 
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Practice tests and real RTTs followed the same procedure. The participant first 

listened to the entire story once, after which the participant was asked a short series 

of questions about the story; for example, “Did you understand the entire story?” 

and “Is this the same as the language you speak?” These questions constituted part 

of the post-RTT SLQ, described in more detail in section 3.4.3. 

The participant was then allowed to listen to the story one section at a time, and 

asked to re-tell the content of that section. This re-telling did not need to be in the 

same order that it was in the original story. The participant’s responses were 

compared to the list of core elements derived from the hometown test panel, and 

points were given to the participant for core elements repeated correctly. If the 

participant wanted to listen to the section again, this was allowed, up to a total of 

three times, or until the participant felt that all important elements of that section of 

the story that he or she understood had been re-told. The investigator that was 

scoring made notes about errors, incomplete responses, or any other aspect of the 

response that was noteworthy. This was repeated for all sections of the story. 

Although we encouraged participants to re-tell the story in Mandarin, not all 

participants had sufficient command of Mandarin to enable them to do this. Those 

who were not able to respond in Mandarin were encouraged to respond in their own 

variety of Zhuang. The investigator responsible for scoring RTTs understood 

Mandarin and the Jingxi urban variety of Zhuang, and was able to score most tests 

without assistance. Where she had to interact with people whom she could not 

communicate with directly, a local partner—typically a government official from 

that village—served as a translator. The test procedure was first explained to the 

translator, to ensure that the translation would reflect as accurately as possible just 

the answer of the test participant. Where necessary, the scorer clarified with the 

translator exactly what content had been repeated by the participant. 

In any village, the RTT testing was done in as short a time span as possible—one, 

two, or at most three days—so that past participants would not talk to others and 

share the content of any of the stories. We also asked participants at the end of 

their RTT session not to share the story content with others until we had left the 

village, and that if they shared the story with others, our results could be 

invalidated. 
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  Analysis 

The scoring of each RTT was finished immediately following the administration of the 

RTT. The scores were then entered into a computer to facilitate analysis. In addition, 

all of the scores and scoring notes were reviewed after all RTTs had been 

administered at all datapoints, to ensure consistency in scoring across all RTTs and all 

datapoints. During this review, several individuals’ scores were removed from 

analysis based on deviancy from the group average and on notes made during the 

testing; reasons for removing individuals’ scores included hearing difficulties, extreme 

distraction during the testing, and significant exposure to the RTT reference varieties. 

The mathematical analysis of the RTT data consists merely of calculating the 

average and standard deviation of the scores for each RTT from all participants at 

the same location, but interpretation of these results can be difficult. What an RTT 

measures is comprehension of given sample of natural speech, and various factors 

influence how well that comprehension score of that individual reflects the 

intelligibility of the reference speech variety as a whole by speakers of the test 

variety as a whole. 

Different RTTs (that is, different speech samples) may vary in their difficulty for 

different individuals to understand based on factors other than the phonological and 

grammatical similarity of the reference and test speech varieties—the speaker’s 

gender, voice quality, and rate of speaking all contribute to an individual’s RTT 

score, as does the familiarity or unfamiliarity of the cultural knowledge relevant for 

understanding the story. Moreover, choosing a single percentage to represent the 

boundary of “sufficient” intelligibility can be misleading, since intelligibility is a 

gradient property and technically cannot be treated as simply as a cutoff percentage. 

Reaching an accurate conclusion about the general intelligibility of a language 

variety therefore involves reducing or removing the influence of these outside 

factors, and balancing that against an idealized cutoff in comprehension scores. 

While the methods used in administering RTTs are intended to reduce the influence 

of these outside factors, it is also important in analyzing RTT results to evaluate the 

extent to which the influence of these factors was effectively removed. 

The clearest possible results from RTTs are either “near-complete understanding”, 

which we took to be reflected in scores in the range of 90–100%, or “near-complete 
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lack of understanding”, which we took to be reflected in scores in the range below 

50%—though this was well below the range of scores that we actually observed. We 

chose an intermediate level of 80–85% as indicating the break between sufficient 

and insufficient intelligibility for the purposes of language development, following 

suggestions by Nahhas (2006b), but we acknowledge that this is an arbitrary choice 

and requires additional information about language variation and attitudes to 

properly interpret its significance for language planning and development. 

The purpose of selecting participants with little or no exposure to the reference 

variety is to reduce or eliminate the effects of previous language exposure on the 

RTT results: actual comprehension of a sample of language will depend both on the 

level of understanding which a listener has based on the similarity of her own 

speech variety with the speech variety she is listening to (inherent intelligibility), and 

on the degree to which she has been exposed to that speech variety before (acquired 

intelligibility). To the extent that all members of a speech community have roughly 

equal mastery of their common mother tongue, the degree of comprehension based 

on inherent intelligibility should be relatively uniform throughout a community. 

Individual members of the community may have had more or less exposure to 

outside speech varieties, however, making the influence of acquired intelligibility 

more varied throughout the community. Inherent intelligibility, therefore, provides 

a useful lower bound on the intelligibility of a given speech variety, and is the factor 

that is most useful to know in order to plan for language development. Since 

comprehension testing has no way to distinguish how much of comprehension is 

based on inherent intelligibility and how much on acquired intelligibility, the effects 

of acquired intelligibility are typically removed from consideration by selecting 

participants who have had little or no exposure, and for whom the effects of 

acquired intelligibility should be minimal. 

As mentioned in the  section, for a number of reasons we were unable to find a 

complete sample of ten participants at every location who had all had no exposure 

whatsoever to our reference speech variety. In analyzing and interpreting our RTT 

results, we therefore needed a way to distinguish when our RTT results reflect 

inherent intelligibility of the reference variety by speakers of the test variety, or 

when they reflected some degree of acquired intelligibility—when the participants’ 

past exposure to the reference variety (or a similar variety) gave them a greater 
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degree of comprehension than what their understanding of their own speech variety 

gave them. 

One reflection of acquired intelligibility comes from properties of the RTT results 

themselves. Variations in the amount of exposure to the reference variety that 

individuals have had will produce differences in participants’ overall RTT scores; 

since the amount of personal exposure to an outside speech variety may vary widely 

between members of a community, variations in exposure are often manifested in a 

wider range of individual scores than if all participants had no exposure whatsoever. 

Following Nahhas (2006b), we take a standard deviation above 10% to be one 

indication of a problematically high degree of exposure to the reference variety on 

the part of at least some speakers comprising the test sample at that location. 

The wordlist similarity analysis provides another means of checking the influence of 

past exposure on our RTT results. A number of recent papers involving Levenstein 

Distance analysis of wordlists (Beijering, Gooskens, and Heeringa 2008, Yang and 

Castro 2008, Yang 2010) have found a high correlation between intelligibility, as 

estimated from comprehension tests like our RTTs, and wordlist phonetic similarity. 

Thus, we can assume that wordlist similarity provides a first approximation of 

expected RTT results based solely on inherent intelligibility—specifically, that 

locations with highly similar wordlists will likely have higher intelligibility, and 

those with less similar wordlists will have lower intelligibility. We also assume, to a 

first approximation, that variations are homomorphic: three varieties which form a 

continuum in terms of phonetic similarity will be expected to form a continuum also 

in terms of intelligibility. 

In actual fact, we know that the correlation between wordlist similarity and 

intelligibility is not perfect, however, and we expect to see at least some mis-matches. 

Where we see a mismatch between the predicted inherent intelligibility from 

wordlists and the intelligibility estimated by RTT results, although we cannot 

conclude with certainty that exposure is implicated in every such mismatch, we 

initially infer the possibility of previous language exposure raising the RTT results. In 

cases of mismatch, we therefore re-examine our screening information with care, to 

see in which cases a high degree of past exposure would be plausible, and in which 

cases we can independently rule out exposure as a controlling factor in the mismatch. 
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A number of screening questions are relevant in estimating past exposure to a 

given speech variety. We typically asked participants about the languages spoken 

by members of their family, and about any history of travel to the area where the 

RTT was spoken. In addressing cases of mismatch, however, one particular 

screening question which we felt was very important was the question “What 

language(s) do you speak?” A participant’s answer to this question involves a 

number of thorny sociolinguistic issues, including what the participant considers 

to be separate languages, for the purpose of this question, and what level of self-

evaluated language ability the participant feels is required in order to say that he 

or she “speaks” that language. We do not intend to be able to address these and 

other issues completely, and for our purposes here, we do not think this is needed. 

We think it is justified, for the current purposes, to make the following 

assumption: if a participant’s answer to this question makes reference to some 

additional speech variety beyond the locally-spoken variety—especially if the 

participant refers to a variety by name—then that person has likely had significant 

exposure to that variety in the past, and likely views that variety as 

sociolinguistically distinct from the local variety. In a number of cases of wordlist 

and RTT mismatch (that is, potential influence of acquired intelligibility), we did 

in fact find a large number of test participants answering this question that spoke 

the reference variety. Although this does not prove that acquired intelligibility is 

implicated in such cases, we take this to indicate that an explanation in terms of 

acquired intelligibility is very likely. 

In order to establish with the greatest certainty that previous exposure to the 

reference speech variety has raised RTT scores to a level that would indicate high 

intelligibility, while inherent intelligibility alone would produce scores below our 

high intelligibility threshold, we looked for pairs of datapoints with very similar 

wordlists, but which differed in their reported levels of exposure to the reference 

variety and in their RTT results. In such cases, the only independent variable 

significantly distinguishing that pair of points was degree of exposure to the 

reference variety, and the only dependent variable different between the two was 

the degree of comprehension of the reference variety. Where we found such pairs, 

we felt confident in claiming that inherent intelligibility of the reference speech 

variety at both test locations was not sufficient for a high degree of understanding, 
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but that the high RTT scores were the result of exposure to the reference variety (or, 

in some cases, to a speech variety very similar to the reference variety). 

As a concrete example, consider a situation with reference language variety A and 

test varieties B and C. Wordlists are collected for all three varieties, and an RTT for 

reference variety A is administered at the locations of the test varieties B and C. 

Suppose that, according to the string edit distance analysis, varieties A and B are 

more similar than A and C. Based on the wordlist analysis, we would expect 

participants from location B to score better on the location A RTT than those from 

location C. If these are the RTT scores that we actually see, then our analysis is 

straightforward: inherent intelligibility of variety A by speakers of variety B is 

greater than for speakers of variety C. 

However, in other cases, our RTT scores pattern the opposite way: on the RTT for 

the reference variety A, participants from location C scored significantly better on 

average than participants from location B. The fact that participants from location C 

scored better, then, may result from factors other than inherent intelligibility—such 

as acquired ability in language variety A based on past exposure to it. Where this 

type of situation was found in our data, screening information would then hopefully 

provide a check on the plausibility of acquired intelligibility affecting RTT results in 

such cases. 

 3.2.3  Post-RTT Individual Sociolinguistic Questionnaire 

Research questions R2 and R4 (given in item (7) on page 29), as well as aspects of 

supplementary research question R6 (in item (9) on page 30), concern attitudes and 

opinions toward a language variety and the individuals who speak it; the instrument 

we chose to measure these attitudes and opinions was a Sociolinguistic 

Questionnaire, or SLQ. Since the attitudes we were concerned with evaluating were 

those that were directed toward the urban and rural reference varieties of Jingxi 

Yang Zhuang, which comprised our two primary RTTs, we decided to administer 

this SLQ in conjunction with administering each RTT. 

  Selection and creation, data sources and procedures 

The actual set of questions that comprised the post-RTT SLQ was rather small, and were 

written with two concepts in mind. The first concept is that asking directly about such an 
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abstract concept as a participant’s attitude toward a speech variety is less helpful than 

asking more concrete questions which indirectly reveal the participant’s attitudes. 

Participants may not be fully aware of their underlying attitudes toward a language 

variety and may not be able to accurately express them—or more problematically, they 

may believe they have a neutral attitude when in fact they have a strong positive or 

negative underlying attitude which influences their behavior toward that variety or those 

who speak it. Asking questions which indirectly reveal these underlying attitudes is 

therefore more effective than asking questions about participants’ conscious attitudes. 

The second concept, presented by Radloff (2006), is that well-designed post-RTT 

questions can in some cases be used in conjunction with RTT scores to reveal 

participants’ attitudes toward the language variety represented by the RTT. For 

instance, a participant who scores well on an RTT may nevertheless estimate her 

own understanding as low if she believes that the variety represented by that RTT is 

one that is significantly different from her own—possibly for sociolinguistic or 

ethnological factors unrelated to intelligibility. Similarly, a participant may score 

low on an RTT and yet estimate her understanding as high if she feels an affinity 

toward the variety represented by that RTT; perhaps it represents a 

sociolinguistically prominent variety, or a variety that is taken as a regional 

standard, even if it is not entirely intelligible to that participant. 

The data source for these SLQs was the set of RTT participants, as the SLQ was 

administered as part of each RTT test. The questions that we actually used as part of 

this post-RTT SLQ were modeled on those suggested by Radloff, but our procedures 

and analysis differ slightly from hers. One set of questions was asked about each 

RTT story, immediately after the participant had heard the entire story once, but 

before listening to the story section-by-section and re-telling it in Mandarin or 

Zhuang. These questions were as follows. 

(11) Can you completely understand this story? 

(If “no”:) Roughly how much do you think you can understand? 

Is this the same as the language you speak? 

Can you guess where this storyteller comes from? If so, where? 

The participants’ answers were transcribed by the RTT scorer on the same form that 

was used for screening of participants (for a complete example, see appendix D). 



 

59 

Another set of questions was asked after the participant had heard all RTTs that 

were being tested at that location. For these questions, the participant was told to 

consider all the varieties of Zhuang represented by the stories that he or she had just 

heard, and to answer the questions about those kinds of Zhuang, not about the 

particular story, or about the particular storyteller who had told the story. 

(12) You’ve now listened to N different stories. Which did you think was the most 

pleasing to the ear? 

Which did you think was the most harsh to listen to? 

Which did you think represented the most “standard” Zhuang? 

In cases where no RTT had been created in that location (that is, short datapoints), 

participants were also directed to consider the local variety of Zhuang as an option 

when answering these questions. 

Because of the short time available for fieldwork for this survey, these questions 

were not pilot tested. In practice, we discovered that some participants had 

difficulty understanding what was meant by “most pleasing to the ear” (Chinese: 听起来最舒服或者柔软, literally “the most comfortable or soft to listen to”) or “most 

harsh” (Chinese: 听起来最刺耳或者粗, literally “the most ear-piercing or coarse to 

listen to”). This confusion may be responsible for some of our most confusing results 

(such as the participant who chose the same variety of Zhuang as most pleasing and 

most harsh). Since most respondents appeared to understand the questions enough 

to answer them confidently, however, we feel that our results are quite valid. 

  Analysis 

Tying this SLQ so closely to the RTT administration imposed some constraints on 

interpretation of the results. The first constraint is in terms of the representativeness 

of the sample: the desired participants for an RTT are those who have had little or 

no exposure to the language variety represented by the RTT, but this group of 

people is not necessarily representative of the entire community at that location. It 

is possible for a community to have large numbers of people who have been 

exposed to the reference varieties of our RTTs, and for those speakers who have had 

moderate or high exposure to the reference variety of an RTT to have attitudes 

toward that variety that are not the same as those who have had little exposure to 
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it. We therefore cannot claim that the attitudes reflected in this SLQ are 

characteristic of the entire language community at a given location.24 

The second constraint imposed by linking this SLQ to administration of the RTTs is 

the size of the available sample: ten participants were taken as the minimum sample 

size to ensure that their average score would confidently be representative, and 

because the time for fieldwork was so short, the minimum was typically all that we 

could achieve. Such a small sample, however, meant that proportions within it 

could not confidently be taken as representative of proportions in the population. 

Interpretation of the post-RTT SLQ results, then, was done with the following in 

mind: the population which is represented by this sample is in most cases just that 

portion of the community with the lowest exposure to the reference varieties and 

often to many other language varieties, as well; proportions of attitudes within the 

sample may not be reflective of proportions within the population, and conclusions 

should not be drawn based on a potentially marginal proportion of responses. 

Because of these factors, we chose not to do a rigorous statistical analysis of the 

results of this SLQ. Instead, the analysis that was done was only qualitative, and 

started with categorization of the responses. Possible answers to the overall post-

RTT questions, shown in (12), were all language varieties at specific locations, and 

could be categorized naturally in terms of those locations. Where a participant’s 

response was anything other than an RTT designating a particular speech variety—

such as “it’s hard to say”, “I don’t know”, or “they’re all equally good”—that answer 

was not used in the analysis. The answers to the per-RTT questions, shown in (11), 

were also categorizable: the first two questions were combined into a single 

estimate of understanding in terms of a percentage, which was then characterized as 

either “high”—meaning 80% or more—or “low”, for all other scores; the question of 

similarity was categorized either as “same”, “different”, or “other” (the latter 

representing any answer that was not clearly “same” or “different”). Guesses about 

                                         
24On the other hand, at most data points it was extremely difficult to find participants with little or 
no exposure to outside varieties of Zhuang—and in some cases it is quite clear that the RTT 
intelligibility results show the influence of past exposure to the test variety. It may therefore be that 
the participants in the sample we actually obtained had comparable exposure to the reference 
varieties, and that that group of people was not so un-representative of the population as a whole 
after all; the attitudes of the participants in our samples may be taken as representative of at least a 
large portion of the population at each of these data points. 
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where the RTT variety was from were extremely varied, and even categorization as 

simple as “this village” versus “elsewhere” did not seem to be informative; answers 

to this question were therefore not analyzed for this report. 

After the responses were categorized, they were examined datapoint by datapoint 

for particular relationships. Interpretation is straightforward where actual RTT 

scores and self-reported level of understanding pattern together; high actual and 

self-reported understanding indicates that the reference and test varieties are viewed 

as similar, and are in fact highly intelligible, while low actual and self-reported 

understanding indicates that the reference and test varieties are viewed as 

dissimilar, and are in fact not highly intelligible. Following Radloff (2006), we 

interpreted the following mismatched relationships to reflect particular attitudes 

held by participants toward the test variety: (1) a high actual RTT score with a low 

self-reported level of understanding indicates a possible negative attitude toward the 

test variety—even though it is well understood, it is at least viewed as different 

from the variety spoken by the participant, and possibly viewed with negative social 

implications; (2) a low actual RTT score with a high self-reported level of 

understanding indicates a possible positive attitude toward the test variety—even 

though it is not well understood, it is at least viewed as part of the same social 

group as the variety spoken by the participant, and possibly viewed with positive 

social implications. This inferred attitude of “same/positive” or “different/negative” 

can also be compared to the direct responses of participants when asked whether 

the test variety was the same as the participant’s own variety or different from it. 

Given these general tendencies, we also expect any potential expression of 

participants’ attitudes to be obscured by individual variations in how participants 

might estimate their own level of understanding relative to how the actual test 

scores were computed. This should be kept in mind especially when comparing 

categorized scores. As with the analysis of RTTs, we used 80% as the dividing line 

between “high” scores and “low” scores, but this represents a somewhat arbitrary 

measure; it was consistent with our RTT procedures, though, and seemed to be a 

convenient point at which to categorize the scores. It is possible, though, for 

participants’ actual and self-reported scores to unintentionally straddle our cutoff; a 

participant who is unaware of our categories may estimate her understanding at 

85%, when in fact she scored 75% on the RTT, or similarly, estimate her 
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understanding at 70% when in fact she scored 82%. Both of these would result in a 

score mismatch according to the criteria here, but the roughly ten percent difference 

in actual and perceived scores might not be a meaningful reflection of an attitude 

that the test variety is different from the local variety. We therefore did not take a 

score mismatch to be significant unless a large number (half or more) of participants 

at a location shared the same type of mismatch. 

In addition to the per-RTT questions, the overall post-RTT questions, seen in (12), 

were also intended to elicit positive or negative attitudes of speakers toward the test 

varieties. Unlike the per-RTT questions, however, interpretation of the post-RTT 

questions was more straightforward. We take the response of a speech variety to the 

first question (“Which was the most pleasing?”) to indicate a positive attitude 

toward that variety; we take the response of a speech variety to the second question 

(“Which was the most harsh or coarse?”) to reflect a negative attitude toward that 

variety. We take responses to the third question (“Which was the most standard?”) 

to also indicate a positive attitude toward that variety, receptivity to that variety, or 

acceptance of that variety as a regional language of wider communication, even 

though it may be different from the local variety. 

Even though we did not perform a numerical statistical analysis on this data, we must 

still address the question of significance or confidence—or to put it another way, 

whether any patterns in the data from our sample truly characterize the population. For 

instance, if five of ten respondents felt that RTT01 represented the variety of Zhuang 

that was most pleasing, while three respondents chose RTT02, can we confidently 

conclude from that that more people at this location prefer RTT01 to RTT02? The 

answer is unclear for such close cases, and in such cases, we chose to refrain from 

drawing any conclusion from this data alone. For situations that are less close, 

however, it seems easier to make a confident statement, such as perhaps if eight of ten 

participants responded with the same answer. We therefore reserve our most confident 

statements for cases in which a clear majority of participants (six or more) expressed 

the same attitude toward a single variety, to the exclusion of other similar varieties. 

Thus, the type of results which were potentially obtained from this SLQ were, for each 

datapoint, an estimate of the attitude toward each of the RTTs that was administered—as 

“same”, “different”, or “mixed/unclear”—and an overall choice of which variety was 
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viewed most positively/receptively or most negatively. These attitudes were available as 

one component of information in deciding, for a given location or language variety, the 

suitability of the reference varieties represented by the RTTs. 

 3.2.4  Group Sociolinguistic Questionnaire 

Research questions R2 and R4 (given in item (7) on page 29), as well as aspects of 

supplementary research question R6 (in item (9) on page 30), concern the attitudes 

and opinions toward a language variety and the individuals who speak it; in 

addition to measuring this concept with the individual SLQ, we administered a 

group SLQ to obtain information on attitudes not tied so closely to the recorded 

texts that we were using as RTTs. This provided an opportunity to also obtain 

information on language vitality, language change, language use, and attitudes 

toward language development. 

  Selection and creation 

The questions that were used for this SLQ were taken from earlier surveys in East 

Asia Group, and had the advantage of already being translated into Chinese. The 

questions were divided into sections based on topic: preliminary information (basic 

metadata), subject demographics, ethnolinguistic identity, dialect perceptions, 

migrant labor, language use and linguistic vitality, bilingualism, attitude to 

potential materials in Zhuang, and cultural vitality. A component of this group SLQ 

involved asking questions about language perceptions of nearby villages and towns 

based on a map of the local area; maps for each county were obtained from the 

published almanac for that county. Although participants’ perceptions of nearby 

Zhuang varieties may not accurately reflect the true nature of those varieties, 

soliciting this information on the SLQ was meant to compensate to some degree for 

our inability to visit every town—and even every township—in the survey area. 

An example of this survey instrument can be seen in appendix E. Due to the short 

time available for fieldwork, the survey instrument was not pilot tested. 

  Data sources 

As a group questionnaire, this SLQ required a group of at least moderate size—five 

to ten individuals, preferably with an even distribution of age and gender, and 
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preferably all born and raised in that location. Where possible, we attempted to find 

naturally-occurring groups at each datapoint to administer the questionnaire to. 

Where naturally-occurring groups of people could not be found, we worked with 

government partners to gather a group together, varying in age and gender as much 

as possible. 

  Procedures 

After the group had been gathered, the researcher administering the SLQ read an 

informed consent script in Mandarin and obtained verbal permission from the group 

to continue.25 Where some in the group did not understand Mandarin sufficiently, 

the researcher asked for the government or local partner to orally translate this into 

an understandable local variety of Zhuang. Following this, the researcher read 

through the SLQ question by question, summarizing and writing down the group’s 

answers as they were offered. When a question or response required translation, the 

government or local partner was again called on to translate. When one or a small 

number of group members were the only ones offering responses, the researcher 

would solicit responses from others in the group. As Nahhas (2006a) notes, 

administering a group SLQ, as compared to an individual SLQ, means that the 

person administering the questionnaire is less able to maintain control of the 

conversation, and at times the researcher had no choice but to record the group’s 

responses as rapidly and accurately as possible, checking the written answers with 

the group as needed, and moving the group to a new question if the group 

discussion began to move off topic. 

At times, a group would disperse on its own before the SLQ had been completed. In 

such cases, the researcher and local partners would then attempt to find a new 

group, or to gather a new group, and continue administering the SLQ, after again 

obtaining informed consent and group demographic data. Responses on the SLQ 

were tagged based on the group that they were obtained from. 

                                         
25On several occasions, the set of people who participated in the group SLQ was not consistent over 
the course of the group interview; people wandered off, and new people joined the group. We did 
not re-solicit informed consent from newcomers, but we assumed that by their willingness to 
participate in the group discussion, they were consenting to their information being anonymously 
combined with others’ in the questionnaire’s results. 
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  Analysis 

As with the analysis of post-RTT SLQs, the analysis of group SLQs was qualitative, 

not quantitative. Analysis of the verbal responses (as opposed to the geographically-

oriented data recorded on the county map) began by categorizing the responses. 

Each SLQ question was either designed to provide specific information, or to 

indicate an attitude. The information and attitudes provided by the questions were 

synthesized into a table; clear generalizations or trends from this table were 

available to inform decisions of language planning and language development 

regarding specific language varieties, or situations at specific locations. 

 3.2.5  Leader sociolinguistic questionnaire 

Research questions R2 and R4 (given in item (7) on page 29), as well as aspects of 

supplementary research question R6 (in item (9) on page 30), concern the attitudes 

and opinions toward a language variety and the individuals who speak it. The 

leader SLQ provided background information to help in the interpretation of the 

attitude data obtained by the individual post-RTT SLQs and group SLQs. This SLQ 

also provided information on village demographics, language vitality, language 

change, and language use, specifically in the domains of education and government. 

  Selection and creation 

The questions that were used for this SLQ were taken from earlier surveys in East 

Asia Group, and had the advantage of already being translated into Chinese. The 

questions were divided into sections based on topic: Preliminary information (basic 

metadata), subject demographics, village demographics, village history, education, 

migrant labor, and official language. 

An example of this survey instrument can be seen in appendix E. Due to the short 

time available for fieldwork, the survey instrument was not pilot tested. 

  Data sources 

At each location, a knowledgeable leader was located for this SLQ. The ideal 

participant for this SLQ would simply know the answer to each of these questions 

from first-hand experience or official records, and not have to hypothesize about 

any of them; at each location, this would typically be the mayor of the 
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administrative village or the Communist Party secretary. These were typically the 

first people that we met in starting work at any location, and so this SLQ was often 

the first research instrument to be administered. 

  Procedures 

This SLQ, like the other SLQs, was preceded by an informed consent script, and the 

leader’s verbal consent was marked on the SLQ form before continuing. The 

researcher then asked the questions on the SLQ item by item, recording the answers, 

and checking them with the leader afterward where needed. 

  Analysis 

Since the purpose of this SLQ was to provide background information for the 

interpretation of other research instruments, its analysis was again qualitative, not 

quantitative. The information obtained on village demographics was sometimes 

used to select or reject particular natural villages as locations in which to work; 

apart from this, the categorized information on language use in government and 

education, as well as information about language change and migrant labor 

patterns, was tabulated similarly to the group SLQ information. 

 3.3  Official partnership 

Survey fieldwork cannot be accomplished in this language area without cooperating 

with a local educational or governmental agency, such as a university, an education 

bureau, or the language commission at the provincial or county level. Since the kind 

of information obtained through a survey like this one is very relevant to language 

development and language planning, it is natural to conduct this survey in 

partnership with the government offices who will benefit most from this 

information. 

The Guangxi Minorities Language and Scripts Work Commission has recently 

partnered with SIL-EAG to conduct a dialect intelligibility survey of the Hongshuihe 

dialect area of Northern Zhuang (Castro and Hansen 2010). We have carried out the 

present survey in continuation of this spirit of partnership with them. Through the 

introduction of their office, SIL-EAG members were able to work closely with the 

Napo County Minorities Language and Scripts Work Office, the Jingxi County 
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Minorities Language and Scripts Work Office, and the Debao County Minority 

Affairs Office. 

SIL-EAG members were responsible for planning and design of the survey, including 

the written proposal, for preparing the materials needed for the survey—such as the 

audio recording equipment, wordlists, survey instruments, and so on—and for 

preparing, analyzing, and publishing the results following the survey. The survey 

materials and results are shared equally among SIL-EAG and the Language 

Commission. Guangxi Language Commission staff at the provincial level were 

responsible for making introductions to the staff at the county level, and for 

ensuring that the survey was conducted in accordance with the laws and regulations 

of the People’s Republic of China. County-level staff were responsible for arranging 

transportation to each data point, for making sure that appropriate speakers of the 

target language were available when needed, and for accompanying the researchers 

during all fieldwork. Preparation of the RTT materials, administration of the RTTs, 

and collection of the wordlists was done by SIL-EAG and language commission staff 

working together. Transportation, food, and lodging costs for SIL-EAG and language 

commission personnel, and consultant and test subject fees were paid by SIL-EAG. 

 3.4  Research ethics 

A large number of speakers of Zhuang participated in this survey by providing 

information about their language as well as limited personally-identifying 

information about themselves and their language use situation: a total of 176 people 

for RTT testing, 54 people for wordlist collection, 18 people for village leader 

sociolinguistic questionnaires, and 16 people providing personal narratives in 

Zhuang for potential use as RTTs, as well as a large number of anonymous 

participants in group sociolinguistic questionnaires. Designing the survey 

procedures and protocols so as to protect the rights of these participants in terms of 

informed consent, privacy, and proper handling of intellectual property is as 

important for these individuals as it is for the benefit of the researchers—

guaranteeing that the data and results from this survey do not become legally 

unusable or unpublishable. 

Requiring a formal, signed document of informed consent from each participant 

would add a significant management burden to the survey; moreover, such a formal 
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procedure might arouse suspicion among the survey participants—why should such 

a harmless activity as listening to some stories, dictating a list of words, or 

participating in an interview require such formal legal documents? The survey 

personnel felt that an oral presentation and acceptance of informed consent was 

more commensurate with the perceived level of risk of participating in this survey. 

Therefore, before each participant began telling a story, listening to an RTT, 

answering a questionnaire, or dictating a wordlist, one of the researchers read a 

scripted statement of informed consent and waited for the participant to orally 

indicate his or her understanding and acceptance of these terms before proceeding. 

The full Chinese text of these informed consent statements, as well as translations 

into English, can be found in appendix B. These scripted statements of informed 

consent reminded the participant of his or her right to stop participating at any 

time, and listed the intended use of the materials or information that he or she was 

about to provide: we would not publish in our results any information that could 

identify that person personally; the wordlists, questionnaire results, and texts were 

to be shared between SIL and our government partners; the aggregated results were 

to be presented in one or more survey reports, which would likely be published; the 

texts and wordlists would be archived, stored on backup media or the researchers’ 

personal computers, and would not be sold for profit. 

 4  Results and interpretation 

The raw results of this field survey could be presented very straightforwardly: A 

tabulation of RTT scores, with percentages, sample sizes, and standard deviations; a 

difference matrix generated from the string edit distance analysis of the wordlists; a 

tabulation of categorized responses from the three types of sociolinguistic 

questionnaires. Because of the nature of dialect intelligibility surveys, however, and 

the nature of the research questions being asked, the raw results do not answer the 

research questions directly, but instead require interpretation. The most confident 

conclusions to be taken from the RTTs are not immediately obvious just from the 

raw numerical results, and the interpretation of each instrument’s results is best 

done in the context of the results of the others. For this reason, the results of this 

survey’s various instruments will be presented in parallel with their interpretation, 

and an overall summary of the interpretation given at the end. 
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A significant part of the data that was collected as part of this survey was non-

print—the many wordlist and RTT recordings—and we feel that making this data 

available to other researchers is at least as important as making our results and 

interpretation known. Moreover, data such as wordlists can be much more useful to 

other researchers in digital form than in print. For these reasons, the full set of data 

from this survey can be obtained in electronic form from the SIL digital public 

library (after this resource comes online soon), which is searchable through the 

Open Language Archives Community webpage at http://www.language-

archives.org/search/. 

 4.1  Wordlist results: String edit distance analysis 

Because we wanted a quickly-available estimate of phonetic similarity between 

Zhuang varieties at each survey datapoint in order to guide the administration of 

RTTs, we performed the computer-based string edit distance analysis and cluster 

analysis of the wordlists nearly as soon as each wordlist had been entered into the 

computer. To confidently determine the historical linguistic relationship between 

the Zhuang varieties that we sampled, we must still perform a traditional historical 

comparative analysis, but the quick results of the string edit distance analysis 

provide a reasonably good measure of predicted inherent intelligibility based on 

phonetic similarity. 

The basic phonetic similarity and clustering results are shown in (13) below. The 

clustering analysis (here using Ward’s Method) results in five major groups, which 

are indicated here by color: Jingxi Yang and similar varieties (in red), totaling six 

points; Debao Fu and similar varieties (in green), totaling three points; Debao Min, 

Napo Min, and Jingxi Zong (in dark blue), totaling three points; an intermediate 

group composed of a few varieties resembling both Yang and Fu, on one hand, and 

Min and Zong on the other (in light blue), totaling five points; and one point for 

Jingxi Nong’an (in purple). 

Since the cluster program of the RuG/L04 package offers several different 

methods for calculating the ideal clustering within a data set, it is possible to see 

how these different algorithm choices affect the resulting cluster pattern that is 

produced. For any of five different clustering methods, the following clusters of 

Zhuang varieties, representing groupings at several levels, are still represented as a 
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cluster to the exclusion of other varieties: core Yang (datapoints 01, 02, 05, and 17), 

Fu (datapoints 03, 08, and 10), Yang-Nong (datapoints 01, 02, 03, 05, 07, 08, 09, 

10, and 17), Min-Zong (datapoints 06, 11, and 16), Yangdong-Yangzhou (datapoints 

04 and 13), and Mjang-Zhazhou (datapoints 15 and 18).26 We take these clusters to 

be the most confident resulting from our data, and are shown in the dendrogram in ; 

this figure is unscaled, that is, the length of the branches in this figure does not 

represent the different degrees of similarity possessed by different clusters. Phonetic 

similarity and confident clustering is also represented in the multidimensional scale 

plot in (14); each datapoint is represented there only by its datapoint ID number, for 

ease in determining its intended location. 

(13) Dendrogram of tokenized wordlist data for all 18 datapoints 

 

                                         
26The five clustering methods used are Ward’s method (which was used to generate all clustering 
figures in this paper), the single link method, the complete link method, the unweighted pair group 
method using arithmetic averages, and the weighted pair group method using arithmetic averages. 
These clustering algorithms are taken from Jain and Dubes 1988. 
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(14) Tokenized wordlist data showing only most confident clustering 

 

(15) Multidimensional scale plot of tokenized wordlist data, confident clustering 

 

 



 

72 

The Fu group (in green) has the highest group-internal similarity, at an average 

normalized difference of 0.28 (since these numbers represent average normalized 

differences, lower numbers represent higher similarity). This is in contrast to the 

Min-Zong group (in dark blue) which has an average normalized difference of 0.40, 

the Yang group (in red) with an average normalized difference of 0.42, and the 

intermediate group (in light blue) with an average normalized difference of 0.46. 

The single wordlist for Nong’an (in purple) is the most different from the other 

groups, with an average normalized difference from the intermediate group, for 

instance, of 0.54. 

That the Fu group’s internal similarity is rather high is shown, for instance, by 

comparison with the Yang group. The two most similar points within the Yang 

group, datapoints 01 and 05, have about the same degree of similarity as the Fu 

group overall (0.27 for Yang, compared to 0.28 overall for the Fu group). Even 

within the Yang group, the set of datapoints which is most internally similar, and 

may be taken to represent the “core” of Yang—datapoints 01, 02, 05, and 17, 

constituting the Yang datapoints except for Napo Nongshun and Jingxi Nong—has 

an average normalized difference of 0.34, less internally similar than the Fu group. 

The Min-Zong group (in dark blue) has the next highest internal similarity after the 

Fu group, at an average normalized difference of 0.40, higher even than the internal 

similarity of the Yang group. Comparing these groupings with each other, however, 

shows that the Yang and Fu groups, on the one hand, and the Min-Zong group, on 

the other hand, are quite dissimilar from each other. The figures in  and  are a 

dendrogram and multidimensional scale plot for only the Yang, Fu, and Min-Zong 

datapoints. The substantial properties of the dendrogram in  are the same as the 

common part of the dendrogram from, and the only benefit in showing this portion 

is to more clearly focus on these particular groups; the layout of a multidimensional 

scale plot, however, is strongly dependent on the set of elements that is being 

shown, so the figure in  is a much better representation of just the differences 

between the Yang, Fu, Min, and Zong varieties. 
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(16) Dendrogram of tokenized wordlist data for Yang, Fu, Min, and Zong 

datapoints 

 

(17) Multidimensional scale plot of tokenized wordlist data for Yang, Fu, Min, and 

Zong datapoints 

  

Here, it is much clearer that the Yang and Fu datapoints resemble each other more 

than either of them resembles the Min and Zong datapoints, and vice versa. There is 

clearly a large difference between the two sets, represented by the large gap in the 
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middle of the figure in. This evidence warrants provisionally making a major 

distinction between the two sets of Zhuang varieties represented by these wordlists: 

Yang and Fu on one hand, and Min and Zong on the other. We thus provisionally 

categorize Yang and Fu as sub-dialects of one dialect of Southern Zhuang (that is, 

the level of distinct ISO-639 codes), and Min and Zong as sub-dialects of another. 

To be clear, this wordlist similarity calculation produces a preliminary result only; by 

itself, it is not sufficient to justify the degree of difference commensurate to distinct 

ISO-639 codes, or to suggest that language development efforts could not treat these 

as a single language variety. To argue with confidence for this classification as two 

separate dialects requires additional evidence: traditional historical-comparative 

argumentation, such as shared phonological innovations within each group; lack of 

inherent intelligibility sufficient for communication in most domains; and 

sociolinguistic evidence showing that speakers’ of each of these two sets of Zhuang 

varieties view the other set as distinctly different from their own. Intelligibility and 

sociolinguistic evidence supporting this dialect division will be presented in the 

following sections, and so we feel this division is well justified. For the remainder of 

this report, we use the term Yang-Nong to represent the group consisting of Yang 

and Fu varieties (the red and green clusters above), and Min-Zong to represent the 

group consisting of Min and Zong varieties (the dark blue cluster above).27 

The remaining two clusters picked out from this analysis of the wordlists are the 

group in light blue in (13), referred to as intermediate between Yang-Nong and Min-

Zong, and the singleton variety Nong’an, in purple, which appears to be the most 

distinct of all the varieties surveyed. The intermediate group had the lowest internal 

similarity of any of the clusters, with an average normalized difference of 0.46; as a 

cluster, it did not constitute one of the confident clusters picked out regardless of 

clustering algorithm used. However, this group contains two pairs whose internal 

degree of similarity is roughly the same as for the Yang-Nong and Min-Zong groups, 

and which were picked out as confident clusters: Yangdong and Yangzhou 

(datapoints 04 and 13), with an average normalized difference of 0.32; and Zhazhou 

                                         
27The term Yang-Nong was chosen here in order to follow the usage of some members of the 
community (such as Liao 2008), but we acknowledge that other labels may be equally appropriate, 
such as Yang-Fu. We do not mean for our use of Yang-Nong to be taken as an argument in favor of 
this term, since a final decision for this language label ought to rest on a consensus of community 
members themselves. 
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and Mjang (datapoints 15 and 18), with an average normalized difference of 0.33. 

This cluster as a whole is somewhat difficult to interpret. Because the algorithm 

used by the clustering analysis necessarily places every datapoint within some 

group, it is difficult to say what relationship ought to exist within some groups like 

this whose internal similarity is not high. 

Several possible interpretations may be put forward for the similarity seen in these 

Zhuang varieties. If we had sampled a few more Yang datapoints in Napo County 

like Yangdong and Yangzhou, the resulting cluster may have more clearly 

constituted a sub-group within what would then be a more varied Yang-Nong group. 

Alternatively, it is plausible that Yangdong and Yangzhou represent varieties of 

Zhuang that are historically related to Yang-Nong, but have acquired a greater 

resemblance to Min-Zong based on a history of language contact with those 

varieties. It is also possible that any subset of these varieties might be more distantly 

related historically, but have come to resemble each other more because of features 

acquired through contact with similar Chinese varieties in the area, such as 

Guiliuhua. 

One other interpretation for the Nong’an and Rui varieties, and possibly Zhazhou or 

Mjang, as well, is that they may properly constitute varieties of Zhuang that are 

predominantly located outside of the Dejing dialect area. If further investigation 

beyond the Dejing area were to confirm this, these speech varieties would then be 

best handled in conjunction with a language development plan based in the area 

where they predominate. 

Since we did not sample dialects outside of the Dejing area, it is especially difficult 

to evaluate this last possibility, but to definitively answer these questions, we must 

look to other evidence beyond the wordlist clustering analysis, such as traditional 

historical-comparative argumentation. The patterning together of what were called 

the intermediate Zhuang varieties (that is, the light blue cluster), as a cluster, is 

inconsistent enough that the existence of this cluster cannot be taken as a confident 

claim based on this data. Further evidence—such as from the phonological systems 

of these languages, as discussed in the next section—is more helpful in finding 

relationships between these varieties. 
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 4.2  Wordlist results: Tone systems 

The comparison of the tone systems of each of the surveyed varieties will be based 

on the Gedney chart that is described elsewhere in this report (section 3.2.1 and 

appendix C). The Gedney chart comprises a table of twenty sets of wordlist probes, 

where each set of probes is designed to elicit a set of words in a modern Taic 

language whose historical forms (if the modern forms are actually cognate) shared 

particular phonological properties, such as a common reconstructed tone class or a 

common set of phonological features—like voicing, voiceless aspiration, or 

glottalization—of the reconstructed initial consonant. These features which govern 

the organization of the Gedney chart are often the features which have conditioned 

tone splits and mergers in the development of Taic languages. Comparing the 

assignment of a given cell of the Gedney chart to a particular tone category in a 

modern language variety offers one way to compare the historical development and 

synchronic relationships of the tone system of Taic varieties. 

The chart in (18) shows the phonetic realization and tone category of words from 

the Gedney chart at each datapoint where a Gedney chart was obtained (that is, all 

datapoints except for 19). The numbers represent phonetic tone levels, where 5 is 

high and 1 is low; for example, the sequence 53 represents a high tone falling to 

around mid (or, equivalently, a falling tone in a high register), the sequence 44 

represents a level tone that is relatively high, and the sequence 334 represents a 

level tone around mid, with a slight rise at the end. Asterisks indicate cells of the 

chart whose tone is characterized by glottal tension, sometimes realized as a 

syllable-final glottal stop, and other times realized as creakiness of the vowel in the 

syllable nucleus. Cells are color-coded to reflect the modern tone category; all cells 

with the same color are realized with the same tone category in the modern 

language. Cells with two or more sequences of numbers separated by slashes 

represent cells which have split, resulting in several tone categories realized on 

items from the same original cell; the modern items are cognate with the 

historically-reconstructed forms, but they nevertheless are realized in distinct tone 

categories. Since cells with multiple modern tone reflexes cannot be assigned a 

single tone category, they are not color coded. For convenience in comparing 

similarity sets here to the clustering produced from the wordlist analysis, the 

location labels have also been color-coded to match the wordlist clusters (the colors 
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here are less saturated). Note that the varieties have been organized by similarity, 

not arranged numerically by datapoint number, in order to make the common 

properties of sets of varieties easier to see. The color-coding and numerical 

representation allows both the comparison of the historical development of the tone 

system and of the phonetic realization of the tone categories. For convenience in 

comparison to other published sources, we have also included a key to relate our 

color coding of tone categories to the traditional numbering system used for Zhuang 

tones, and to historically-reconstructed Proto-Tai tone categories. 

(18) Tone systems of Dejing Zhuang varieties: color codes and tone numbers 

red  = tone 1     (Proto-Tai tone A1) 

orange = tone 2     (Proto-Tai tone A2) 

yellow   = tone 5     (Proto-Tai tone B1) 

green   = tone 6     (Proto-Tai tone B2) 

blue  = tone 3     (Proto-Tai tone C1) 

purple  = tone 4     (Proto-Tai tone C2) 

cyan   = tone 7 short    (Proto-Tai tone D1-

short) 

black   = tone 8 short    (Proto-Tai tone D2-

short) 

brown  = tone 7 long (or tone 9)   (Proto-Tai tone D1-long) 

gray   = tone 8 long (or tone 10) (Proto-Tai tone D2-long) 
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(19) Tone systems of Dejing Zhuang varieties 
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 03 08 10 18 15 01 02 05 17 09 07 04 13 14 06 16 11 12
1 53 53 53 45 35 52 53 53 45 55 45 35 35 24 24 35 35/24 45/43/21
2 53 53 53 45 35 52 53 53 45 55 45 35 35 24 24 35 35 45
3 31 31 31 32 32 52 53 53 45 55 45 35 35 24 24 35 35 21
4 31 31 31 32 32 31 21 31 31 31 31 53 33 33 55 55 44 33
5 45 44 45 44 44 45 354 45 34 24 34 24 213 22 22 22 32 34
6 45 44 45 44 44 45 354 45 34 24 34 24 213 22 22 22 32 34
7 33 22 33 33 21 45 354 45 34 24 34 24 213 22 22 22 21 43*
8 33 22 33 33 21 243 243 24 24 13 23 42 31 31 31 31 42 43*
9 35* 24* 34* 23* 24* 334* 44* 34* 32* 33* 55* 44* 55* 45* 33* 33* 32* 45
10 35* 24* 34* 23* 24* 334* 44* 34* 32* 33* 55* 44* 55* 45* 33* 33* 32* 45
11 35* 24* 34* 23* 24* 334* 44* 34* 32* 33* 55* 44* 55* 45* 33* 33* 32* 45
12 213 21 22* 21* 54* 24 214 13 23* 12* 22* 31 53* 54* 53 54* 54* 54*
13 55 44 44 44 44 44 44 33 44 55 55 44 55 44 55 55 55/11 55
14 55 44 44 44 44 44 44 33 44 55 55 44 55 44 55 55 55 55
15 55 44 44 44 44 44 44 33 44 55 55 44 55 44 55 55 55 55
16 21 21 21 22 44 21 21 23 33 22 21 31 44 33 55 55 55 44
17 55/33 44/22 44/33 33 44 35 55 55 45 35 34 13 213 22 22 22 33/11 24
18 55/33 44/22 44/33 33 44 35 55 55 45 35 34 13 213 22 22 22 33/11 24
19 55/33 44/22 44/33 33 22 35 55 55 45 35 34 13 213 22 22 22 11 44/43
20 33 22 33 23 22 24 24 24 23 12 13 33 32 31 31 31 43 44/43
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Rows in this table correspond to classes of reconstructed syllable onsets: rows 1, 5, 

9, 13, and 17 represent syllables with “voiceless friction sounds” as onsets—

voiceless fricatives, voiceless nasals, and voiceless aspirated stops; rows 2, 6, 10, 14, 

and 18 represent syllables with voiceless unaspirated stops as onsets; rows 3, 7, 11, 

15, and 19 represent syllables with glottal or glottalized stops as onsets; rows 4, 8, 

12, 16, and 20 represent syllables with voiced onsets; see appendix C and Gedney 

(1972) for more details. 

In terms of the structure of the tone system, two major classes can be seen from this 

table, which largely correspond to the clusters picked out by the string edit distance 

analysis discussed in the previous section. The first class consists of Debao Fu and 

Napo Nongfu, including datapoints 03, 08, and 10. Proto-Tai tones A, B, C, D-short, 

and D-long have all split into a higher register and a lower register in these 

varieties. For proto-tones A and B, syllables with reconstructed voiced, glottal, or 

glottalized onsets are now realized with a tone in a low register, while those with 

reconstructed voiceless onsets are now realized with a tone in a high register. For 

proto-tones C and D, syllables with reconstructed glottal and glottalized onsets 

pattern with those with voiceless onsets, instead of voiced onsets, being realized in 

the high register rather than the low. A split and merger has also taken place within 

proto-tone D, in which all syllables that would otherwise be realized as tone D1-

long are realized as either D1-short or D2-long; phrased in terms of modern tone 

categories, the words which are found in tone 9 in other Zhuang varieties are all 

realized as either tone 7 or tone 10 in Debao Fu and Napo Nongfu. The conditioning 

environment for this split and merger is not apparent just from the Gedney chart, 

however. 

The second class of Zhuang varieties consists of Jingxi Yang and similar varieties, 

including datapoints 01, 02, 05, and 17 (the core Yang varieties), 09 (Napo Nongshun), 

07 (Jingxi Nong), 04 (Napo Yangzhou), 13 (Napo Yangdong), and 14 (Debao Rui). Note, 

though, that although the tone systems of these last three points—three of the 

intermediate varieties from the string edit distance analysis—resemble the system of the 

other Yang varieties, some of the actual phonetic values are distinct, and in some cases 

even have the opposite tone contour. As with the first class of tone systems, this class 

shows a split of proto-tones into a high and low register, but for these languages, only 

syllables with reconstructed voiced non-glottalized onsets are found in the low register. 
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The remaining varieties tend to resemble one of these two large classes. Debao 

Mjang (18) and Jingxi Zhazhou (15) resemble the Debao Fu group, patterning the 

same in terms of which items from proto-tones A, B, and C are now in the high and 

low register, but differing in the reflexes of proto-tone D: Debao Mjang has not lost 

tone D1-long (modern tone 9), while Jingxi Zhazhou has merged D1-long and D2-

short into D1-short; Zhazhou’s D2-long also includes syllables with glottal and 

glottalized onsets, as was seen with proto-tones A and B. The tone systems of the 

Napo Min varieties (datapoints 06 and 16) resemble the Yang group for all but 

proto-tone D2-short (in black), though their tone values are also somewhat distinct; 

Jingxi Zong (11) mostly resembles the two Min varieties in terms of structure and 

phonetic realization of its tones, though it shows some tone splits and changes that 

are not shared—or at least were not picked up on the Gedney charts—by the other 

Min varieties. 

As with the string edit distance analysis, Jingxi Nong’an (12) is the most unlike any 

of the other varieties. It appears to show some historical changes in its tone system 

that are not picked up well by the current Gedney chart, particularly in box 1, 

which corresponds to items reconstructed with proto-tone A and beginning with 

voiceless friction sounds—voiceless fricatives, voiceless nasals, and voiceless 

aspirated stops. 

In terms of tone system relationships, one relevant comparison is between the 

Zhuang varieties comprising the Debao Fu group and those comprising the Jingxi 

Yang group. This is particularly relevant if Jingxi Yang is to be evaluated as a 

potential standard variety to be used for language development even in areas where 

Debao Fu is spoken. This analysis will assume that Jingxi Yang is being heard by a 

Debao Fu speaker; as representatives of these varieties, we will take the wordlists 

from datapoints 01 and 03. The figure in (20) is a schematic representation of the 

cognate relationships between the tone categories of these varieties; each tone is 

expressed both in pitch level numbers and in a representation of register (Low, Mid, 

High) and contour (Level, Falling, Rising). Solid lines are used to show cognate 

relationships; hatch marks on these lines indicate correspondences that speakers are 

particularly unlikely to hypothesize based on the phonetic realization of each tone 

category, while the colored shapes and dotted lines are used to indicate likely 

incorrect hypotheses of correspondence that speakers of Debao Fu (D03) would 
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make concerning phonetically-similar tone categories of Jingxi Yang (D01) that they 

hear.28 The heavy black line separates tones occurring on unchecked syllables from 

those on checked syllables. 

 
(20) Tone category relationships: Jingxi Yang (D01) and Debao Fu (D03) 

 52 31 45 243 334 24 44 21 35 24 
D01: HF LF HR MRF ML LR HL LF HR MR 
 
D03 HF LF HR ML MR LFR HL LF  ML 
 52 31 45 33 35 213 55 21  33 

The tone category mismatches between these two varieties are relatively minor. 

Most cognates share the same tone categories, and most phonetic tone contours of 

corresponding categories are very close. The only correct tone category hypotheses 

that are not also phonetically similar involve what are traditionally called tones 6 

and 3: for Jingxi Yang, these are realized as a mid-rising tone with a final fall (243) 

and mid level tone with a slight final rise (334), while for Debao Fu these are 

realized as a mid level tone (33) and mid rising tone (35). There is a slight 

possibility that speakers of these varieties might incorrectly hypothesize that the 

two mid-level tones correspond, and that the two rising tones correspond—the 

wrong correspondences for enabling Debao Fu speakers to listen and understand 

Jingxi Yang words according to the correct tone category. 

A greater difficulty than this, however, is posed by the more complicated tone 

correspondence patterns seen in some of the other tones. There is a partial tone 

mismatch between what are traditionally called tones 1 and 2, and tones 5 and 6, the 

four leftmost tone categories in . Speakers of Debao Fu, on first exposure to Jingxi 

Yang, may be confused that certain words which they expect to hear with a low 

falling tone are in fact pronounced by Jingxi Yang speakers with a high falling tone; 

likewise, certain words that they expect to hear with a mid level tone are in fact 

pronounced with a high rising tone. Since at least one of the actual correspondences 

is also phonetically dissimilar, it may be difficult for Debao Fu speakers to 

hypothesize the correct tone correspondences when listening to these words in Yang. 

                                         
28We assume that unlikely correspondences are whose for which the initial and final pitches of 
corresponding tones are not both within one pitch level of each other. An exception is made, 
however, for tones with the same contour, differing only in register; a high rising tone and a low 
rising tone will not be considered an unlikely correspondence. 
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As Milliken and Milliken (1996) point out, the size of the effect of any phonological 

system mismatch will depend on the frequency with which that mismatch occurs in 

normal speech; mismatches affecting rare phonemes—or rare tone categories, in this 

case—will have a lesser effect than mismatches affecting frequently-occurring 

phonemes or tones. Unfortunately, there is no currently available corpus of Zhuang 

speech representing the varieties that were part of this survey from which to draw 

text frequency information for phonemes or tones. For this survey, the number of 

Gedney boxes that a mismatch affects will be used as a rough estimate of textual 

frequency for the comparison of the magnitude of tone system differences between 

different pairings of locations. For the tone mismatches just discussed, the actual 

number of words affected by the problematic tone correspondence may therefore be 

rather low: this mismatch only affects words in two out of twenty Gedney boxes, 

and so may not greatly reduce inherent intelligibility. 

A potentially more frequently-occurring problem is found in checked syllables. In 

checked syllables, Debao Fu has completely lost a tone category, with the original 

members of this category being absorbed into two others. Some, but not all, words 

which a Debao Fu listener expects to hear with a high level tone would be 

pronounced by a Jingxi Yang speaker as a high rising tone, while other words that 

are pronounced with a high rising tone would be expected by this listener to be 

pronounced with a mid level tone. Although this problem affects more words than 

the one discussed above—three of twenty Gedney boxes, in this case—it may also be 

sufficiently infrequent that it is not likely to reduce inherent learnability much, and 

certainly not as much as in some of the cases to be seen below. 

Overall, then, Debao Fu speakers who first hear Jingxi Yang will be presented with 

certain difficulties in tone correspondence, affecting words in five out of twenty 

Gedney boxes. While the existence of these mismatches in tone correspondence may 

pose difficulties for introducing a standard alphabetic system for Jingxi Yang and 

Debao Fu that writes tone, it is likely that the systematic differences may not pose 

large problems for oral understanding. This prediction will be checked against 

actual intelligibility data, such as from RTTs, in the next section. As an illustration 

of the fact that speakers of these varieties do not consider these differences to be 

large, a unified localized orthography covering both Yang and Fu varieties which 

addresses some of these difficulties has already been proposed by a community 
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member (Liao 2008). 

Another very important tone system comparison is between Jingxi Yang and Napo 

Yangzhou, to evaluate the suitability of Jingxi Yang as a standard variety for 

language development in areas where Napo Yangzhou or similar varieties are 

spoken. The figure in (21) is a schematic representation of the cognate relationships 

between the tone categories of these varieties, as well as their phonetic realization. 

(21) Tone category relationships: Jingxi Yang (D01) and Napo Yangzhou (D04) 
  52 31 45 243 334 24 44 21 35 24 

D01: HF LF HR MRF ML LR HL LF HR MR 
 
D04: HR HF MR MF HL LF HL LF LR ML 
 35 53 24 42 44 31 44 31 13 33 

As before, true correspondences that are phonetically dissimilar are indicated by 

hatched lines, and hypotheses based on tone contour similarity that Yangzhou 

speakers who have never heard Jingxi Yang are likely to make are indicated by 

dotted lines and shapes. The fact that this chart is somewhat difficult to read 

underscores the observation that the tone systems of one of these varieties is likely 

to be somewhat confusing to speakers of the other. 

Within checked syllables, there are no complicated tone category correspondences, 

and the phonetic realization of each cognate tone category is similar enough that by 

the criteria used here, speakers are considered likely to make correct mapping 

hypotheses. For unchecked syllables, however, the situation is different. Although 

the tone category correspondences are all straightforward, there is sufficient 

difference in each tone’s phonetic realization that speakers of Napo Yangzhou would 

be likely to make a number of incorrect mapping hypotheses when first hearing 

Jingxi Yang—three or four incorrect hypotheses, in fact, involving a large fraction 

of lexical items. To use the same measure employed above in terms of Gedney 

boxes, this involves lexical items from seven of twenty boxes. This is a larger degree 

of potential mismatch for speakers of Napo Yangzhou when hearing Jingxi Yang 

than was predicted for speakers of Debao Fu, and the prediction is that the inherent 

learnability of Yang by speakers of Yangzhou would not be as high as for speakers 

of Debao Fu. While the task of creating a written standard for tone as part of an 

alphabetic system for both Jingxi Yang and Napo Yangzhou would be simpler than 

for Yang and Fu, this result makes Jingxi Yang an inadvisable standard variety to 
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use for oral language development tasks in Yangzhou-speaking areas, unless 

Yangzhou speakers also have had a high degree of exposure to Jingxi Yang and thus 

have acquired a degree of bilingualism in that variety. 

Another useful tone system comparison is to evaluate the inherent learnability of 

Jingxi Yang by speakers of Min. This addresses the suitability of using Jingxi Yang 

as a standard variety for language development among speakers of Min; this 

analysis will take datapoints 01 and 06 as representative of these two varieties. The 

figure in  shows the schematic relationships between the tone categories of these 

two varieties, as well as their phonetic realization. 

(22) Tone category relationships: Jingxi Yang (D01) and Napo Min (D06)  
            52 31 45 243 334 24 44 21 35 24 

D01:   HF LF HR MRF ML LR HL LF HR MR 

 D06:   MR HL LL  LF ML HF HL  LL LF 
          24 55 22  31 33 53 55  22 31 

From a glance at this representation, it is clear that quite a few tone mismatches are 

likely for speakers of Napo Min listening to Jingxi Yang. Although the cognate tone 

correspondences for tone categories on unchecked syllables are all very direct, the 

phonetic realization of each tone category is significantly different, potentially 

leading Napo Min listeners to make many incorrect hypotheses about the categories 

of the tones that they hear in Jingxi Yang. Of the twelve Gedney boxes that cover 

unchecked syllables, nine of them—an extremely large proportion—are obscured by 

these potential incorrect hypotheses and phonetically dissimilar correct mappings. 

The situation with checked syllables is slightly more hopeful. Although the tone 

contours themselves are dissimilar, there are not many incorrect tone similarities 

that would prompt listeners to hypothesize incorrect tone mappings. Napo Min 

listeners would not initially be able to make correct tone mapping hypotheses based 

only on phonetic similarity, but in only one or possibly two cases would they also be 

inclined to make incorrect mappings based on phonetic similarity. In the case of 

checked syllables, there is also a case of tone merger—where two tone categories 

with distinct tone contours in Jingxi Yang correspond to a single tone category in 

Napo Min. Because of the directionality of inherent learnability, however, this 

merger is easier for Napo Min listeners to understand than if Jingxi Yang listeners 
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were trying to understand Napo Min. As soon as a Napo Min listener realizes that 

both high level tones and low falling tones on checked syllables correspond to high 

level tones in Min, the situation becomes easier to understand (and removes a likely 

incorrect hypothesis involving the proper mapping of those low falling tones). 

In total, however, the problems for Napo Min listeners trying to understand Jingxi 

Yang for the first time affect words in fourteen out of twenty Gedney boxes. 

Regardless of the lexical and textual frequencies of the individual items 

corresponding to these boxes, this accounts for a significant portion of the spoken 

language, and would likely give Jingxi Yang a very low inherent learnability—at 

least in terms of tone—for speakers of Napo Min. The mismatch in tone in checked 

syllables would make the representation of tone in a unified alphabetic transcription 

system slightly difficult, but the phonetic mismatches would make the use of Jingxi 

Yang as an oral standard for language development among speakers of Napo Min 

very difficult, without a strong focus on learning Jingxi Yang as a second language. 

If Jingxi Yang is judged to be inadequate as a standard for language development 

among speakers of Min, an alternative might be to suggest using Napo Yangzhou, 

which is a sociolinguistically more prominent variety in the area where Napo Min is 

spoken. So, lastly, we will evaluate the inherent learnability of Napo Yangzhou by 

speakers of Min, taking datapoints 04 and 06 as representative for these varieties. 

The figure in  shows the schematic relationships between the tone categories of 

these two varieties, as well as their phonetic realization. 
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(23) Tone category relationships: Napo Yangzhou (D04) and Napo Min (D06) 
  35 53 24 42 44 31 44 31  13 33 

D04: HR HF MR MF HL LF HL LF  LR ML 
 
D06: MR HL LL LF ML HF HL   LL LF 
 24 55 22 31 33 53 55   22 31 

The cognate tone relationships between these two varieties are the same as between 

Napo Min and Jingxi Yang. Although the phonetic tone contours on unchecked 

syllables are more similar, resulting in potentially fewer incorrect mapping 

hypotheses there by Napo Min listeners, there are more misleading similarities in 

contours on checked syllables. Overall, the unlikely correct mappings and likely 

incorrect mappings still involve words from twelve to thirteen Gedney boxes. Thus, 

Napo Yangzhou does not appear to be any better than Jingxi Yang—at least in terms 

of tone similarity—as a standard written or oral basis for language development 

among speakers of Napo Min. 

Of the four pairwise comparisons discussed here for tone systems—Jingxi Yang as 

heard by speakers of Debao Fu, Napo Yangzhou, and Napo Min, as well as Napo 

Yangzhou as heard by speakers of Napo Min—the situation with the highest degree 

of inherent learnability was found to be Jingxi Yang as heard by speakers of Debao 

Fu. Although creating a common representation of tone in an alphabetic 

transcription system in these two varieties might be somewhat challenging, it seems 

likely that tone mismatches would pose relatively little difficulty for a speaker of 

Debao Fu who has never before heard Jingxi Yang. In contrast, it would be quite 

straightforward to create a common representation of tone in an alphabetic 

transcription system for Jingxi Yang and Napo Yangzhou, but the oral form of Jingxi 

Yang would be quite difficult for uninitiated speakers of Yangzhou to understand. 

Similarly, a common representation of tone in an alphabetic transcription system 

would be slightly challenging for Jingxi Yang and Napo Min, or Napo Yangzhou and 

Napo Min, but orally, neither of these varieties would make a good basis for oral 

language development of Napo Min. 

We have repeatedly qualified these conclusions by stating that they only refer to 

inherent learnability in terms of the tone systems and do not include any estimate of 

the influence of segmental phonology. Furthermore, this measure of inherent 

learnability is relevant only for listeners who have had little or no exposure to the 
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oral variety being examined. As we will see in the following section, there is indirect 

evidence from RTTs that many speakers in the Dejing area have in fact had quite a 

bit of exposure to Jingxi Yang and related varieties. 

 4.3  RTT results 

From an examination of the RTT results in conjunction with the wordlist analysis 

described above, it has become clear that two factors have influenced the RTT 

results in the current study. These factors are not typically present in studies that 

employ RTTs, and an appropriate interpretation of the RTT results requires bearing 

these factors in mind. 

The first of these factors is that many test participants appear to have had previous 

exposure to the reference varieties. As mentioned in section 3.2.2, when we were 

looking for RTT participants, one of the most difficult aspects of our work at nearly 

every datapoint was finding people who had seldom or never heard the reference 

varieties of the RTTs, in order to reduce or remove the influence of acquired 

intelligibility on our results. Since we were not able to completely remove the 

possibility of acquired intelligibility influencing our results, we outlined several 

methods of analysis for discovering when it was present. These included high 

standard deviation of RTT scores, comparison of RTT scores with predicted 

intelligibility from the wordlist similarity analysis, and detailed examination of 

answers on screening materials. In addition, we suggested that comparing sets of 

data points which are highly similar according to the wordlist analysis, but 

divergent according to the RTT results, would also be useful in revealing the 

influence of acquired intelligibility. When our data is examined in this way, some of 

the results do indeed appear to show the influence of acquired language ability. 

Even though in this aspect the RTT data is therefore not ideal, it is still useful—as 

long as we remember that the RTT results are influenced by acquired language 

ability, and are not just a result of inherent intelligibility. 

The second factor which influenced these scores is that our two primary RTTs, 

labeled RTT01 and RTT02 (corresponding to datapoints 01 and 02, Jingxi urban 

Yang and Jingxi rural Yang), differed significantly in their difficulty for rural 

participants, independent of the language variety that they represented; it appears 

that RTT01 was significantly more difficult than RTT02 in several respects. Because 
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of this, it is not possible to infer, based only on the average scores for these two 

Yang tests, which variety is easier for test participants to understand. 

The first of these two factors—acquired intelligibility—will be discussed in 

conjunction with the interpretation of the RTT results in the following section. 

Before interpreting the RTT results in general, however, the following section will 

discuss the evidence showing that the second factor—a difference in difficulty 

between our two Yang RTTs—had a significant effect. 

 4.3.1  RTT results: Factors in interpretation 

After administering these RTTs and analyzing the results, we believe that RTT02 is 

apparently easier to understand than RTT01, and so RTT01 tests a higher level of 

language ability than does RTT02. Although our purpose in developing two different 

Yang RTTs was to examine what differences in intelligibility might result from the 

retention or merger of the set of preglottalized voiced plosives, the significant 

differences of these tests in other respects renders such a comparison impossible. 

At a number of datapoints, even datapoints which represented very similar varieties 

of Yang, participants commented on aspects of RTT01 that made it more difficult to 

understand than RTT02. Importantly for this point, their comments did not involve 

the preglottalized stops at all. The aspects which participants brought up largely 

involved aspects of clarity of the speaker’s voice, but we observed that RTT02 may 

also have been easier for rural participants to understand from a cultural standpoint. 

The storyteller for RTT02, a man, spoke very slowly and clearly in a resonant voice, 

while the speaker of RTT01, a woman, spoke quite quickly and excitedly. The story 

in RTT02 involves a bee flying into the speaker’s ear, and represents a type of 

experience that others in a rural setting could easily imagine and identify with. In 

contrast, the story in RTT01 represents a type of experience that most villagers may 

not have had—a potential assault by thugs in a public park and subsequent rescue 

by an off-duty soldier—and refers to cultural knowledge more salient for urban 

residents, like the emergency services telephone number 110 and the category of 

“Special Forces” in the military. 

Because these two tests were not sufficiently parallel in these respects, it is not 

possible to infer any difference in intelligibility between these two varieties solely 
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from differences in their results, since any difference in average scores between the 

two tests could be the result of at least two factors: RTT01 and RTT02 represent 

different language varieties, and RTT01 is harder to understand than RTT02. Since 

the tests that were actually recorded differed in difficulty in addition to language 

type, they cannot be used to evaluate the impact on intelligibility of differences in 

language type alone, even though that was the intended purpose in recording and 

testing two Yang RTTs. 

The results at datapoint 14 (Debao Rui) show particularly clearly that these two 

stories are not equally easy to understand. The average score for the ten participants 

on RTT01 is 79% (standard deviation 10.5%), and the average score for RTT02 is 

98% (standard deviation 3.6%). The same set of participants listened to these two 

tests, and only one responded that he could speak Jingxi Yang (though eight 

responded that they could speak some variety of Debao Fu, which the wordlist 

analysis found to be somewhat similar to the rural Jingxi Yang used in RTT02). If 

inherent intelligibility was the only factor influencing these results, we would 

expect the standard deviation of the two tests to be roughly the same. However, the 

standard deviation for RTT01 is roughly three times that of RTT02.29 In addition, 

whether acquired intelligibility or inherent intelligibility made RTT02 so easy for 

these people to understand, the language varieties used in RTT01 and RTT02 are 

not extremely different. The main difference between these two varieties was just 

the presence or absence of the merger of preglottalized voiced stops with 

homorganic nasal stops; even though this is an articulatorily significant difference, 

the surface phones are acoustically relatively similar. We would not expect a 

difference in scores of almost 20% based only on this difference. 

As with the suggestion that speakers at some datapoints had had significant 

exposure to the reference varieties, the suggestion that the two primary RTTs 

                                         
29It is worth noting that while a high standard deviation often indicates that some fraction of 
participants have had past exposure to the test variety, a high degree of exposure does not always 
guarantee a high standard deviation. As a larger fraction of the scores (and thus the overall average 
score) approaches 100%, the standard deviation of the sample will necessarily decrease, simply 
because scores cannot exceed 100%. Thus, participants may still vary in their degree of acquired 
intelligibility of Jingxi Yang based on different levels of learned ability in Debao Fu, but if the 
difficulty of the RTT was not sufficient for these differences in ability to manifest themselves in a 
range of scores well below 100%, the standard deviation could still be quite low, even though the 
participants have had significant exposure to the reference variety or a variety related to it. 
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differed in their ease of understanding is not absolutely proven by the results from 

datapoint 14. This is a very plausible explanation, however, for what would 

otherwise be some very puzzling RTT results, and we feel justified in interpreting 

the RTT results according to these two factors. This is, in fact, a reminder of the 

limitations of RTT testing, and a warning not to place too much confidence in 

differences in RTT scores which may be statistically significant, but which are 

nevertheless relatively close—within as much as 20%, as seen in the difference 

between RTT01 and RTT02 at datapoint 14. 

Therefore, test results should be interpreted bearing in mind that RTT02 tests a 

basic level of ability in one variety of Jingxi Yang (namely, rural Yang north of the 

county seat), while RTT01 tests a higher level of ability in another, similar variety 

of Jingxi Yang (namely, Yang in the county seat). Independent evidence, such as 

comparison with the wordlist analysis and with speaker’s responses in the RTT pre-

screening interviews, must also be provided to indicate whether the resulting ability 

in Yang primarily reflects inherent intelligibility or acquired intelligibility. 

Acknowledging this degree of inequality between the testing level of two of our 

RTTs in fact raises this question for the remainder of our RTTs, as well. If these two 

particular RTTs produced scores at the same location which differed by almost 20%, 

are we in fact justified in comparing the numerical results of all of our other RTTs at 

the same numerical cutoff for “sufficient” intelligibility, namely, average scores 

above 80%? We believe so. After RTT01, all RTTs were recorded by male 

storytellers, all stories were told at roughly the same rate of speech, made with the 

same recording quality, and covered topics that were fairly common in a village 

setting. Moreover, we did not hear comments from participants about differences in 

relative difficulty for any RTT besides RTT01. For these reasons, we believe that our 

other RTTs are justifiably much more similar to RTT02 than RTT01, and that 

numerical comparison of these tests is reasonable. 

 4.3.2  RTT results: Interpretation 

A summary of the results from RTT testing is shown in the table in . The numerical RTT 

scores themselves can be found in appendix F. The results shown here are that 

intelligibility is judged to be either high (comprehension scores above 80%, indicating 

sufficient intelligibility for moderate understanding across a range of domains) or low 
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(scores below 80%, indicating insufficient intelligibility). Where the observed level of 

participants’ understanding is judged to result from some amount of acquired 

intelligibility according to the criteria in section 3.2.2, it is italicized. Asterisks indicate 

a suggested level of intelligibility for locations without sufficient RTT information for 

confident conclusions (samples with only two to eight participants). Colors for test 

locations (in rows) and reference varieties (in columns) indicate membership in the 

clusters determined from the wordlist analysis. Blank cells indicate reference and test 

variety combinations that were not tested, and grayed cells indicate locations where the 

reference variety and test variety would be the same (and thus would not be tested). 

(24) Summary of intelligibility (inherent and acquired) results from RTTs 

Intelligibility of reference variety 
Test location and variety 

Jingxi Yang Debao Fu Napo Yangzhou Napo Min 

05 Jingxi Hurun Yang high    

17 Jingxi Dizhou Yang    high*   high*  

07 Jingxi Quyang Nong high    

09 Napo Longhe Nongshun high  high  

03 Debao Ma’ai Fu high    

10 Napo Longhe Nongfu high  high  

08 Debao Batou Fu high    high*  

04 Napo County Seat Yangzhou high    

13 Napo Baihe Yangdong high  high  

14 Debao Jingde Rui high high   

15 Jingxi Wuping Zhazhou high    

18 Debao Ronghua Mjang    low*   

12 Jingxi Ande Nong’an high    

06 Napo Pohe Min high  high  

16 Napo Baidu Min low  high  

19 Napo Delong Min   low*   low*   

11 Jingxi Tunpan Zong high     high* 

 

Since the wordlist similarity results were heavily used in order to interpret these 

RTT results, the multidimensional scale plot showing similarity for the 18 
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datapoints where a wordlist was collected is reproduced here for convenience (from 

(15)). 

(25) Multidimensional scale plot of tokenized wordlist data, confident clustering 

 

The briefest possible summary of the RTT results is that many speakers across the 

Dejing area do understand Jingxi Yang to at least a moderate extent, as published 

sources had claimed; at nearly every test location, scores for the Jingxi Yang RTTs 

(particularly RTT02) were above 80%. When wordlist similarity and RTT pre-

screening information is combined however, it becomes apparent that at least some 

scores are high as a result of participants having learned Yang. Recall from section 

3.2.2 that where a location scored high on the Jingxi Yang RTTs, this was typically 

interpreted to reflect acquired intelligibility where two other factors were present: 

(1) participants indicated high exposure to Jingxi Yang (or a similar variety, as 

judged from the wordlist analysis); (2) wordlists for the test location were very 

similar to another location where (1) was not true and where Jingxi Yang RTT 

scores were not high. 

As an example, the clearest evidence of the presence of acquired ability in Yang 

comes from comparing the wordlist and RTT results for Nong’an Zhuang (datapoint 
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12). From the string edit distance analysis of the wordlists (reproduced in), Nong’an 

Zhuang was the variety that was most different from most other datapoints, 

including Jingxi Yang. Since the wordlist analysis showed that Debao Fu (for 

example, at datapoint 03) and Napo Yangzhou (datapoint 04) are much more 

similar to Jingxi Yang than Nong’an Zhuang is, we expect that participants at 

datapoints 03 and 04 would score better on RTT01 and RTT02 than participants 

from datapoint 12 would. Even allowing that wordlist similarity may not perfectly 

correlate with intelligibility results from RTTs, the differences between the wordlists 

for datapoint 12 and datapoints 01 and 02 are so great that there should be no 

mismatch in this case; speakers of Nong’an Zhuang from datapoint 12 who have 

never been exposed to Jingxi Yang should understand significantly less of it than 

speakers of Debao Fu and Napo Yangzhou would. 

In fact, speakers of Nong’an Zhuang scored an average of 98% when testing on 

RTT02, with a very low standard deviation (2.4%). This is better than speakers of 

Debao Fu and Napo Yangzhou (Debao Fu, datapoint 03: average score 92%, 

standard deviation 4.3%; Napo Yangzhou, datapoint 04: average score 89%, 

standard deviation 10.4%), and these three averages are significantly different at a 

confidence level of 2%. From this we suspect that in addition to whatever degree of 

inherent intelligibility there might be for speakers of Nong’an Zhuang hearing Jingxi 

Yang, there is some other factor influencing the scores at datapoint 12, a village in 

Jingxi County, to be higher than the scores at datapoints 03 and 04, the county 

seats of Debao and Napo. We then check our screening information for additional 

information. 

From the information on participants’ screening questionnaires, this additional 

factor at datapoint 12 is very likely exposure to the reference variety—Yang, in this 

case. As part of the screening questionnaire for RTTs, participants were individually 

asked, “What languages do you speak?” (question 24). Although each participant’s 

list of spoken languages was slightly different, all eleven participants at datapoint 

12 responded that in addition to speaking the local variety of Zhuang, they also 

spoke Yang Zhuang. Even though SLQ and screening information indicate that 

children at this location first learn Nong’an Zhuang, and primarily use Nong’an 

Zhuang for interactions in the local community, they must learn Jingxi Yang in 

order to interact with Yang-speaking communities (and other communities) in the 
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surrounding area. At datapoint 04, however, only one of the twelve participants 

responded that, in addition to the local variety of Zhuang, he also spoke Jingxi 

Yang. At datapoint 03, none of the ten participants specifically mentioned speaking 

Yang in addition to the local variety, though of the three varieties being considered 

here (datapoints 03, 04, and 12), the Debao Fu spoken at datapoint 03 was the most 

similar to Jingxi Yang.30 

This is unfortunately not proof that a high amount of exposure to Yang was what 

raised the scores for the Yang RTTs at datapoint 12 above datapoints 03 and 04. It is 

consistent with this hypothesis, however, that so many participants reported being 

able to speak Yang as a second language at that location. In light of the wordlist 

analysis, this is also a very plausible explanation for what would otherwise be a very 

puzzling mismatch of wordlist similarity and comprehension test results. 

Assuming that this single datapoint is representative of Nong’an Zhuang generally, 

the linguistic situation for Nong’an Zhuang is relatively straightforward to interpret. 

For interaction with adults in these communities, Jingxi Yang would be sufficiently 

understood; for language development activities related to children, however, such 

as mother-tongue education, a variety of Nong’an would be more appropriate. 

Language development planning for these communities would also benefit from a 

concrete comparison to the varieties of Zhuang spoken in Long’an County, to see if 

these apparently displaced communities could be served in conjunction with 

language development activities elsewhere. 

Another case where acquired intelligibility has raised comprehension scores for 

Yang involves the Min-Zong cluster (datapoints 06, 11, and 16); these speech 

varieties most likely have a low degree of inherent intelligibility of Yang, which has 

been raised in some cases because of high exposure. Our interpretation here focuses 

                                         
30When participants were asked this question, they were not in a group and were not given a list of 
languages to choose from, but were instead free to respond as they chose. Their responses were later 
categorized by the investigators. It is very likely that participants’ responses to this question also 
reflect aspects of the sociolinguistic situation in the area; to the extent that participants view 
“Zhuang” as a unified local language, they might respond with the single item “Zhuang” when in 
fact they would consider themselves to speak several of the different varieties presented in section 
1.3.2. while other participants who are more aware of the linguistic variation in the area may 
respond by listing the names of several varieties that they consider themselves to speak. 
Participants’ responses to this question will be revisited with this very thought in mind in the 
discussion of Post-RTT Sociolinguistic Questionnaires in section 4.4.1. 
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on one datapoint where we feel acquired intelligibility can be confidently ruled out 

as a complicating factor. 

The datapoint with the lowest scores on the Jingxi Yang RTTs is datapoint 16, in 

southwestern Napo County’s Baidu Township, which is about as far away as possible 

from Jingxi County while still being in the Dejing area; the average score here on 

RTT02 was 75% (standard deviation 14.3%, nine participants). Although the 

standard deviation here is rather high, indicating the possibility of some exposure 

among the test participants, participants at this location reported some of the lowest 

exposure to Jingxi Yang, and given its location we feel that it is quite reasonable 

that they have overall had little direct exposure to that variety. While they have had 

a high degree of exposure to Napo Yangzhou, that variety and Jingxi Yang were 

judged to be sufficiently different (recall, especially, the tone system analysis of 

section 4.2) that any acquired ability in Yangzhou would not result in significantly 

improved understanding of Jingxi Yang. Based on the low degree of wordlist 

similarity, the low intelligibility score at this datapoint is not surprising. Although 

only four participants at datapoint 19 (in central Napo County’s Delong Township) 

heard RTT02, and only three heard RTT03, these partial results also point in the 

same direction as those at datapoint 16. Extending this result, speakers of Min from 

Yunnan’s Funing County likely have had even less exposure to Jingxi Yang, so we 

hypothesize that their ability to understand Jingxi Yang is similar to that at 

datapoint 16. 

The average scores for RTT02 from other speakers of Min and Zong (datapoints 06 

and 11) are quite a bit higher than at datapoint 16: Min speakers at datapoint 06 

scored an average of 94% (standard deviation 5.4%, 8 participants), and Zong 

speakers at datapoint 11 scored an average of 96% (standard deviation 3.4%, 10 

participants). Even though the standard deviations of these scores are not high, the 

high degree of wordlist similarity between datapoints 06, 11, and 16 leads us to 

expect RTT results at datapoints 06 and 11 that are much closer to those from 

datapoint 16; since the scores are not in fact close, we suspect that these results are 

influenced by acquired intelligibility. In fact, at both of these locations, participants 

reported extremely high exposure to Jingxi Yang or similar varieties. At datapoint 6, 

one of eight participants reported speaking Yang in addition to the local variety, 

and we noted that although this village was in Napo County, a number of Yang-
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speaking villages were found within a few kilometers. At datapoint 11, which was 

located in western Jingxi County, eight of the ten participants reported speaking 

Yang in addition to the local variety. Based on this, we think it is most likely that 

the elevated scores at these datapoints simply result from acquired intelligibility. 

Jingxi Yang therefore does not appear to be a viable standard for language 

development within Min-Zong communities as a whole, based on this low level of 

inherent intelligibility. Even where Jingxi Yang is well understood as a second 

language, children are still reported to be learning Min and Zong as a first language, 

and so especially for purposes of multilingual education, a variety of Min or Zong 

would serve the development needs of those communities best. 

Nong’an and Min-Zong involve the clearest cases of acquired intelligibility; the 

interpretation of several other varieties is somewhat more provisional. The 

remaining varieties which are dissimilar from Yang—western Debao County’s Rui 

Zhuang (datapoint 14), Jingxi County’s Zhazhou Zhuang (datapoint 15), and eastern 

Debao County’s Mjang or Nong (datapoint 18)—as a group showed only marginal 

similarity to Jingxi Yang in the wordlist analysis. The intelligibility results for Rui 

and Zhazhou, however, were quite high. This likely reflects learned ability in the 

reference varieties, since all but one speaker at the Rui datapoint reported being 

able to also speak Debao Fu or Jingxi Yang, and all but one speaker at the Zhazhou 

datapoint reported being able to speak Jingxi Yang. Results from the Mjang 

datapoint should be taken very provisionally, since only two participants heard 

RTT03 (Debao Fu), and only one participant heard RTT02 (rural Jingxi Yang). 

While this leaves the language development prospects at datapoint 18 quite unclear, 

it is clearer that Jingxi Yang could be used in Rui and Zhazhou communities at least 

among adults who are already proficient in it as a second language. 

For the datapoints in Napo speaking Yangdong and Yangzhou (datapoints 04 and 

13), the understanding of Jingxi Yang appears to be roughly the same as at the Fu-

speaking datapoints—even datapoint 13, where speakers probably also do not have 

much exposure to Jingxi Yang. This is somewhat surprising given the tone system 

analysis of the previous section, which found significant differences in the phonetic 

realization of tone categories between Yang and Yangzhou/Yangdong. The 

similarity of tone categories would make the creation of a unified localized 
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orthography straightforward, and the level of intelligibility seen in these RTT results 

indicates that Jingxi Yang is sufficiently well understood to allow its use in oral 

language development activities, as well. Any negative attitudes of speakers of 

Yangzhou and Yangdong toward Jingxi Yang would thus be the main limiting factor 

in a coordinated language development strategy; attitudes toward the reference 

varieties, as determined by the SLQs, were in fact mixed, and will be discussed in 

the following section. 

The results from the three Fu-speaking datapoints (including Napo Nongfu) show 

fairly high intelligibility, which we take to be inherent based on their high degree of 

wordlist similarity. We feel that this also shows that differences in the tone systems 

of Yang and Fu do not pose a large barrier to understanding. Even the datapoint in 

Debao’s Batou Township (datapoint 08), which is on Debao’s northern border and is 

very remote compared to the Yang-speaking areas, had an average score on RTT02 

of 90% (standard deviation 9.3%). While the tone differences between Yang and Fu 

may pose challenges for a unified orthography, the spoken languages would not 

preclude being combined for the purpose of community language development. 

The two reference varieties of Jingxi Yang have a high degree of intelligibility 

among the other varieties comprising the Yang cluster—the varieties of Yang spoken 

in the southern and south-eastern parts of Jingxi County, as well as Nong spoken in 

the northern part of the county, and Nongshun spoken in Napo County—which we 

take to be inherent. These varieties have scores on the Yang RTTs that are quite 

high, and they have wordlists that are quite similar. 

In summary, it appears that Jingxi Yang is well understood on the basis of inherent 

intelligibility among most speakers of the Yang, Fu, and Yangzhou-Yangdong (taken 

to represent Napo Yang) clusters. Using the population and proportion data 

presented in section 1.3.2, this accounts for roughly 72% of the three county Dejing 

area (roughly 714,000 people, using the population data from 2004). If additional 

RTT testing within the Min-Zong cluster can similarly provide one or more reference 

varieties that are well understood across that cluster on the basis of inherent 

intelligibility, that would account for 17% of the Zhuang (170,000 people) of the 

Dejing area. Intelligibility relations among the remaining 11% of the Zhuang 

population remain unclear, though the current results suggest that speakers of the 
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minor varieties in Jingxi and Debao Counties likely have acquired a relatively high 

degree of proficiency in Yang and Fu through exposure to those sociolinguistically 

prominent varieties. 

 4.4  SLQ results 

Since several types of sociolinguistic questionnaire were used in this study, the 

results will be separated by type. Information from RTT pre-screening forms and 

from post-RTT questions—all of which involve the responses of individuals who 

participated in RTTs—will be presented first. Information from leader sociolinguistic 

questionnaires and from group sociolinguistic questionnaires—which reflect the 

attitudes and practices of the entire community—will be presented last. 

 4.4.1  RTT pre-screening and post-RTT SLQ results 

Before presenting and interpreting these results, we must note that it is possible, in 

spite of our request that speakers base their answers on the language varieties that 

they heard rather than on the particular stories that they listened to, that 

participants’ responses may have been colored by their attitudes toward the tests 

themselves—the voice quality or other properties of the speakers who told the 

stories, the narrative and cultural content of the stories, or other factors which may 

contribute to the overall difficulty of understanding the story itself. This is 

particularly an issue for us since we have good reason to believe that our stories 

differed significantly in how easy they were to understand. 

Where our stories were more comparable, however, we saw evidence that effects of 

this type, though present, were not very large. Although we always tried to choose 

the best story before investing the time to transcribe and translate it in order to 

create an RTT, our stories did not always turn out to be adequate. At the Jingxi 

rural reference datapoint (02), we initially recorded and transcribed a story for an 

RTT, and did not discover that it was inadequate as an RTT until we began pilot-

testing it. It contained insufficient detail to serve as a truly useful diagnostic tool for 

RTT testing; we were forced to find another storyteller and begin again. Since we 

had already prepared it as an RTT, however, we chose to use it at several later 

Jingxi Yang datapoints as a practice test; in our internal notation, we referred to it 

as RTT0X.  
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This test was from the same location as RTT02 (the rural reference RTT), and was 

much more comparable to RTT02 than RTT01 was: RTT0X was told by a man, and 

involved an event that took place in a rural setting. When using RTT0X as a practice 

test, we did observe slight differences in people’s opinions of and attitudes toward it 

as compared to their opinions of and attitudes toward RTT02. Some people 

preferred RTT0X to RTT02, or RTT02 to RTT0X, even though both were recorded in 

the same village, differing only in speaker and story content. Since the differences in 

attitudes toward RTT02 and RTT0X were typically not as large as differences 

between these RTT’s and those from other locations, however, this increased our 

confidence that the responses regarding RTT02 were truly representative of that 

variety, and not strongly influenced by peculiarities of that story. 

Thus, we take the responses on RTT SLQs as representative of the language varieties 

rather than the stories themselves, but where evidence of people’s attitudes are 

unclear—especially concerning RTT01, which we feel was most open to influence by 

factors related to the speaker—we will note the conclusions as open to correction. 

The following chart summarizes the attitudes at each data point toward the various 

tested varieties, simplifying some of the distinctions within the data for the sake of 

presentational clarity. The presentation in the table follows the format of the table of 

RTT results in : the datapoints are color-coded and arranged in the table in  according to 

the groups picked out by the wordlist clustering analysis; cells which would represent a 

local variety are grayed out; cells for which no data is available are left blank. Note that 

some datapoints are not included in the table because RTT-associated SLQ information 

was not available or was not sufficient for making confident conclusions. 

(26) Summary of attitude results from RTT-related SLQs 

Similarity of ... 

Location Jingxi 
County Seat 

(RTT01) 

Rural 
Jingxi 

(RTT02) 

Debao 
County Seat 

(RTT03) 

Napo 
County Seat 

(RTT04) 

Most 
positive 
non-local 
variety 

Most 
negative 
non-local 
variety 

05 same same   RTT02 RTT01 

02 neutral      

07 mixed mixed   RTT02 RTT01 

09 mixed mixed  different RTT01/2 RTT04 



 

100 

Similarity of ... 

Location Jingxi 
County Seat 

(RTT01) 

Rural 
Jingxi 

(RTT02) 

Debao 
County Seat 

(RTT03) 

Napo 
County Seat 

(RTT04) 

Most 
positive 
non-local 
variety 

Most 
negative 
non-local 
variety 

03 different different   unclear  

10 neutral different same different RTT03 RTT04 

08 different different same  RTT03 RTT01 

04 different different   RTT01 RTT02 

13 different different  mixed RTT04 RTT01 

14 different different different  RTT03 unclear 

15 different different   unclear unclear 

12 different different   RTT01 RTT11 

06 different different  different RTT04 RTT01 

16 different different  different RTT04 unclear 

11 different different   unclear unclear 

 

For locations in the Yang group, the perceived similarity of the Yang RTTs varied, 

but most often the rural Yang variety was the one which was viewed most positively 

among those tested. Most locations in the Fu group viewed the varieties represented 

by the Yang RTTs as different from their own, while they viewed the variety 

represented by the Fu RTT as the same. Although they viewed the Fu RTT most 

favorably, the rural Yang RTT was typically not viewed as negatively as other 

varieties. For Yangzhou and Yangdong, Jingxi Yang was clearly viewed as different.  

Although it was viewed positively in the Napo county seat, Jingxi Yang was not 

viewed as positively as Yangzhou was by Yangdong speakers. Among Nong’an 

speakers in Jingxi, although Jingxi Yang was clearly viewed as different, it was 

viewed the most positively of the other varieties tested there. 

For the Min-Zong group, the three sociolinguistically prominent varieties that were 

tested were all viewed as different, and no single variety stood out as viewed most 

positively; the two locations in Napo County did, however, view Napo Yangzhou 

positively. There was unfortunately no single Min or Zong RTT that was 

administered to all participants at these locations in order to provide a confident 

measure of the attitudes toward other Min and Zong varieties. At datapoints 11 and 
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16, however, many participants heard a Min or Zong RTT as a practice test; 

anecdotally, many of them responded that this represented another variety of their 

own speech, often judged to originate from quite nearby. We take this as at least a 

preliminary indication of positive attitudes toward other Min and Zong varieties, 

and another piece of evidence in favor of grouping Min and Zong together. 

 4.4.2  Group and leader SLQ results 

The questions on each of the group and leader sociolinguistic questionnaires that we 

administered as part of this survey were divided into topics. The results for each 

topic will be summarized here, rather than copying each detailed answer. 

  Leader SLQ: Historical movements to the current location 

Knowledge of historical people movements can help to determine the proper 

historical relationships between language varieties. Since historical people 

movements sometimes become part of the collective memory of a community that is 

passed from generation to generation, we asked a community leader at each 

location (who was assumed to be a “knowledgeable insider”—a community member 

who would know certain facts that are all taken for granted within the community) 

about any such tradition. Surnames are another piece of information that can 

sometimes help to decipher people movements, and so we asked about the most 

common surnames in the communities, as well. 

The following table shows the information that we found. Datapoints are again color 

coded and arranged according to the clustering analysis; where the data is available, 

multiple surnames are listed by descending frequency in the community.31 

                                         
31Leader SLQs were not administered at datapoints 01 and 19, so those datapoints are not included in 
this table. 
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(27) Leader SLQ responses concerning historical movements 

Location 
How long has your 

community been here? 

Where did you come from 

before you lived here? 
Common surnames 

05 
at least several 

generations 

(no memory) (no response) 

17 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Nanhai County [南海县],  

Guangdong 

Liao [廖], Nong [农], Huang [黄] 

02 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

(no memory) Huang [黄], Yang [杨] 

07 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Nanhai County [南海县],  

Guangdong 

Huang [黄], He [何], Nong [农] 

09 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

(no memory) (no response) 

03 
at least several 

generations 

Nanhai County [南海县],  

Guangdong 

Huang [黄], Li [李], Nong [农] 

10 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Hunan, then to Debao 

County, then to here 

Huang [黄], Li [李] 

08 
several hundred years Guangdong Nong [农], Liang [梁], Huang [黄] 

04 
more than ten 

generations 

Guangdong, Hubei Zhang [张], Huang [黄] 

13 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Guangdong Huang[黄], Guang[光], Li[李], Nong 

[农], Zhou [周], Yang [杨], Cen [岑] 

14 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Nanhai County [南海县],  

Guangdong 

Huang [黄] 

15 
several hundred years Guangdong Ling [凌], Huang [黄], Nong [农], 

He [何], Liang [梁] 

18 
(no response) Nanhai County [南海县],  

Guangdong 

Nong [农], Huang [黄] 

12 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Nan’an County [南安县], 

Guangdong 

Huang [黄] 

06 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

Long’an County Huang [黄], Lin [林], Li [李] 

16 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

(no memory) Li [李], Zhao [赵], Huang [黄], Long 

[隆] 

11 
a very long time (not 

specifically known) 

(no memory) Zhao [赵], Lu [陆], He [荷], Wei 

[韦] 
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If the responses summarized above are accurate, then these communities have been 

in place for as long as several hundred years, or possibly more. More specific 

generalizations do not appear to be supported by the data, however, and no 

differences seem to correlate with the cluster divisions. Only a few locations had 

beliefs about historical movements; since so many are the same and involve a 

location that is quite distant from here, it is possible that this reflects modern 

knowledge rather than knowledge that has been traditionally passed on in each 

community. Of particular interest, however, are the two datapoints which had a 

tradition of origin within Guangxi: datapoint 06, Min from Pohe Township, Napo 

County, who believe that they originated in Long’an County before coming to their 

current location; and datapoint 10, Nongfu from Helong Township in Napo County, 

who believe that they had settled in Debao before coming to their current location. 

It is unfortunate that none of the other Min-Zong datapoints had beliefs concerning 

their origin that could be compared with that at datapoint 06, in order to evaluate 

its prevalence and likely accuracy. Based on the linguistic similarity, it is quite 

reasonable to accept the claim at datapoint 10 that they originated in Debao 

County. As with the other claims, we cannot say whether this is truly traditional 

knowledge or whether it comes from modern comparisons of how people speak at 

this location and in Debao, but based on the wordlist similarity and RTT results, this 

is very plausible. 

  Leader SLQ: Language use in government domains 

Another category of questions which were presented to village leaders concerned 

the language that was used in governmental activities. The following table 

summarizes these results.32 

(28) Leader SLQ responses concerning language use in local government 

Location 
When you hold a meeting 

with villagers, what 
language do you use? 

What language do village 
leaders typically use in the 

village offices? 

What language do you 
typically speak in the 

township/district offices? 

05 
local (Yang) Zhuang local (Yang) Zhuang Mandarin for meetings, 

Zhuang for chatting 

17 local (Yang) Zhuang local (Yang) Zhuang local Zhuang 

                                         
32A leader SLQ was not administered at datapoints 01 and 19; no data for these questions was 
obtained at datapoint 18, so they were omitted from this table. 
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Location 
When you hold a meeting 

with villagers, what 
language do you use? 

What language do village 
leaders typically use in the 

village offices? 

What language do you 
typically speak in the 

township/district offices? 

02 
local (Yang) Zhuang local (Yang) Zhuang Mandarin for meetings, 

Zhuang for chatting 

07 local (Nong) Zhuang local (Nong) Zhuang local Zhuang 

09 
each village’s variety of 

Zhuang 

each person’s variety of 

Zhuang 

Guiliuhua 

03 
local (Fu) Zhuang Mandarin for documents, 

local Zhuang for chatting 

local (Fu) Zhuang 

10 

local (Nongfu) Zhuang Guiliuhua for meetings, each 

person’s variety of Zhuang 

for chatting 

Mandarin or Guiliuhua for 

meetings, each person’s 

variety of Zhuang for 

chatting 

08 local (Fu) Zhuang local (Fu) Zhuang local (Fu) Zhuang 

04 (no response) local (Yangzhou) Zhuang Mandarin, Guiliuhua 

13 

local (Yangdong) Zhuang 

(even the Yao in this village 

understand it) 

Guiliuhua and local 

(Yangdong) Zhuang 

Guiliuhua for meetings, 

local (Yangdong) Zhuang for 

chatting 

14 local (Rui) Zhuang local (Rui) Zhuang Fu Zhuang 

15 local (Zhazhou) Zhuang local (Zhazhou) Zhuang Mandarin 

12 

each village’s variety of 

Zhuang—Zong, Nong’an, 

and Yang 

each person’s variety of 

Zhuang—Zong, Nong’an, 

and Yang 

Yang Zhuang 

06 
local (Min) Zhuang local (Min) Zhuang usually local (Min) Zhuang, 

sometimes Guiliuhua 

16 
local (Min) Zhuang usually local (Min) Zhuang, 

sometimes Guiliuhua 

Guiliuhua for meetings 

11 local (Zong) Zhuang local (Zong) Zhuang Yang Zhuang 

 

These leaders report using local varieties of Zhuang for interactions with villagers at 

the local level; all also use some variety of Zhuang at least in informal settings at 

the village offices, and in nearly all cases at the township/district offices, as well. 

From this, we can conclude that Zhuang use is quite robust in government domains 

in the rural areas covered by this research. 
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  Group SLQ: Attitudes toward other Zhuang varieties 

When administering group SLQs, one set of questions concerned local residents’ 

attitudes and opinions toward several other varieties of Zhuang. The table in (29) 

summarizes the responses to several questions at each datapoint; blank cells in the 

table indicate that there was no response to the one or more questions for that topic 

at that location.33 

(29) Group SLQ responses concerning attitudes toward other Zhuang varieties 

Location 
JX County Seat 
Zhuang: soft or 

harsh? 

Harshest 
Zhuang? 

Softest 
Zhuang? 

What kind of Zhuang 
is most well 

understood in this 
county? 

05 softer local or Zong JX County Seat JX County Seat 

17 (it sounds good) local Debao  

02 softer, similar to local local Yang Dabang village Yang Yang 

07 (we understand it) Nong’an or Rui Debao Fu JX and DB County Seats 

09 softer Nong’an   

03 softer  NP County Seat the local variety 

10 harsh Jingxi Debao Yang or Min 

08 harsh Jingxi DB County Seat the local variety 

04 softer Debao JX or NP County Seat Yangzhou 

13 harsh Debao Napo  

14 soft  JX or DB County Seat Fu 

15 
(it sounds nice) Nong’an, 

Zhazhou 

DB County Seat JX County Seat 

12 
(disagreement in 

group) 

local Nong’an or 

JX County Seat 

Debao Yang and Zong 

06 softer Debao Jingxi  

16 soft Rui or [ŋau²¹]  Min 

11 harsh local Zong Nanpo Township  

 

These attitudes toward other varieties generally correlate with what was seen in the 

post-RTT SLQs, building our confidence that these truly reflect the attitudes of 

speakers toward these different varieties; these attitudes can be summarized by 

                                         
33Datapoints 01, 18, and 19 are not listed because group SLQs were not administered there. 
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language cluster. Speakers of varieties that are in the Yang cluster have a generally 

positive attitude toward Jingxi County Seat Yang, and feel that that variety is well 

understood across the county. Despite the similarity of Yang and Fu, the positive 

attitude toward Yang is not shared by most varieties in the Fu cluster; datapoints 08 

and 10 chose Jingxi County Seat Zhuang as most harsh-sounding. This attitude 

could create difficulties among Fu-speaking communities if a variety of Jingxi Yang 

is chosen as a standard for language development—though recall from the post-RTT 

SLQs that the attitudes of speakers of Fu tended to be more positive toward rural 

Jingxi Yang than toward the urban variety, when neither was referred to by name. 

Attitudes toward Jingxi County Seat Yang among Yangzhou-Yangdong speakers are 

split, as was also seen in the post-RTT SLQs: those in the Napo County Seat 

(datapoint 04, Yangzhou) had a generally positive attitude toward Jingxi County 

Seat Yang, but those in more rural Napo County (datapoint 13, Yangdong) viewed it 

as quite harsh. This attitude could likewise create difficulty in using Jingxi County 

Seat Yang as a standard there for language development. 

Attitudes toward Jingxi Yang among smaller Jingxi varieties also varied. Speakers of 

Nong’an and Zong in Jingxi (datapoints 12 and 11) reported viewing Jingxi County 

Seat Yang as harsh, while speakers of Zhazhou (datapoint 15) reported viewing it 

somewhat positively. For Nong’an (datapoint 12), this contrasts with the results of 

the post-RTT SLQ discussed above, where RTT01—representing Jingxi County Seat 

Yang—was viewed the most positively of all non-local RTTs. While any variety of 

Jingxi Yang is unlikely to serve as a viable standard for language development 

among these communities—because the first language of most children in these 

communities is quite different linguistically from most varieties of Yang—the fact 

that Jingxi Yang is viewed positively, coupled with their high level of acquired 

intelligibility, means that these communities may be receptive to the use of Jingxi 

Yang at least for non-written communicative purposes. 

  Group SLQ: Attitudes toward Zhuang language use 

Another set of group SLQ questions was designed to reveal group members’ 

attitudes toward the use of Zhuang in a number of settings. These results are 

summarized in the following table. 
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(30) Group SLQ responses concerning attitudes toward Zhuang language use 

Favorable toward use of local Zhuang... 

Location 
Ethnic identity 

includes 
language? 

Will Zhuang 
disappear? on television? in writing? in karaoke? 

05 yes no yes some some 

17 yes no split some yes 

02 yes no yes some uses yes 

07 yes yes yes yes yes 

09 yes no yes yes yes 

03 yes no yes no yes 

10 yes no yes yes yes 

08 yes no yes some yes 

04 yes some loss yes yes yes 

13 yes some loss yes yes yes 

14 yes some loss yes some yes 

15 yes no yes yes yes 

12 yes no yes yes yes 

06 yes no yes yes yes 

16 yes no yes some no 

11 yes some loss yes some yes 

 

The questions in this section were designed to measure attitudes toward Zhuang 

language use that are relevant to any government or community organization that is 

planning a language development program. Attitudes about language use that are 

held by community members can have a large effect on the success or failure of 

such projects. These responses are encouraging in that those surveyed at every 

location felt that speaking the Zhuang language was a significant part of what it 

meant to be ethnically Zhuang; language development efforts can expect to receive 

much support when appealing to this attitude. The fact that most communities do 

not feel Zhuang is in danger of dying out means that avoiding language loss or 

language death will not be a strong source of community motivation for language 

development efforts; whether their estimation of the situation is correct or not for 

this area, based on this attitude they will not see a strong need for action to keep it 

from being replaced by varieties of Chinese in their children’s lives—Mandarin, 
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Guiliuhua, or Yue. Ethnic identity, however, does seem like a strong motivational 

factor for community involvement in language development. 

We also asked questions designed to measure the attitude of communities toward 

particular aspects of language development; the specific aspects that we chose to ask 

about were oral use of local Zhuang on television, use of local Zhuang in written 

form, and use of local Zhuang in karaoke—an activity that is very popular in some 

parts of China, and can be a positive language development activity since it involves 

both oral and written use of language. Most communities had very favorable 

attitudes toward local Zhuang being used on television, though individual 

community members differed on whether they would prefer to watch television 

programs in local Zhuang or in some other language (typically Mandarin or a local 

variety of Yue).34 Many participants of all ages also expressed positive feelings 

toward the possibility of karaoke in local Zhuang. At seven of the sixteen locations, 

participants mentioned karaoke for more modern popular songs, while a slightly 

different set of seven locations suggested karaoke for traditional mountain songs; 

participants at four locations felt that any kind of songs in Zhuang would be 

appreciated. This is not completely surprising, given the high regard for singing in 

traditional Zhuang culture. 

The written aspect of karaoke was often not commented on by survey participants, 

but groups at a number of locations did express reservations in general about 

writing in local Zhuang. In fact, the overall attitude of these groups toward reading 

and writing local Zhuang seemed to be only neutral, or even slightly negative when 

it came to the possibility of their own literacy. This at first seems to be contradicted 

by the summary in the table in (30), however, where nine locations have “yes” 

entered under “Favorable toward use of local Zhuang in writing?”; an explanation of 

the method of summary will make clear why the table gives this impression, 

however. In summarizing the recorded group responses for this question, a “yes” 

was entered where at least one participant expressed that it would be good in 

principle for someone to be able to read and write the local variety of Zhuang, and 

                                         
34Our impression is that younger participants (age 20–40) tended to prefer Mandarin, and that 
regardless of age those with less education tended to prefer Zhuang, although these are only 
tendencies and are not universal. This is not a statistical finding of this SLQ, however, since it was 
not designed to measure these attitudes as a function of age or educational background. 
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where no one voiced a negative opinion in response. If a participant had expressed 

qualified support, or if the group had been in open disagreement, “some” would 

have been listed in the table. Only where no one was found to be openly in favor of 

writing local Zhuang would a “no” have been entered in the summary table. The 

table therefore does not show that these “yes” entries may reflect just one or two 

individuals at each location who may have been considering literacy as an option in 

general, and not for themselves, while the rest of the group either had no positive 

opinion, or chose to keep from sharing a negative opinion in the context of the 

group. In fact, although most participants thought that it would be useful to be able 

to record traditional aspects of culture such as local songs or stories, several 

expressed worry about the effort that might be required for themselves to become 

literate in local Zhuang. Any future efforts at literacy in local varieties of Zhuang 

would likely need to deal with the general community ambivalence, as well as this 

worry about the personal effort that literacy would take in order to see widespread 

adoption and success. 

  Group SLQ: Language vitality, use, and change 

We also asked a large number of questions designed to measure factors associated 

with language vitality, language use, and language change. For the language of a 

community to continue to be used, it must be continually passed on to children in 

that community. A change in language use by children is an indicator of language 

shift in a community, and our impression from observations in and around the Jingxi 

county seat was that language use by children may be changing. In the county seat 

itself, our informal observations were that many, but not all, children under 12 years 

old grow up primarily speaking Mandarin; in areas surrounding the county seat, our 

informal observations were that many children 12 years old grow up speaking 

Mandarin with their parents and varieties of Zhuang with their grandparents, making 

many of them bilingual. We were therefore very interested in obtaining more formal 

observations about what languages were being learned and used by children. We 

were also concerned what effects migrant labor may be having on the language 

proficiency of those who leave their communities for work. The following table shows 

the results of questions on these topics. Here and following, blank cells indicate 

questions which were not asked or to which no response was given. 
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(31) Group SLQ responses on language use: children, monolinguals, migrants 

Do children in this village... 

Location learn Zhuang 
first? 

use Zhuang with 
each other? 

Any local 
Zhuang who 
only speak 
Zhuang? 

Any local 
Zhuang who 
can’t speak 
Zhuang? 

Does migrant 
labor reduce 

Zhuang 
proficiency? 

05 yes yes elderly no no 

17 most yes children, elderly no no 

02 yes yes elderly no  

07 yes yes children, elderly no no 

09 yes yes children, elderly no no 

03 yes yes + Mandarin elderly  no 

10 yes yes children, elderly no no 

08 yes yes elderly no no 

04 some yes + Mandarin no yes  

13 yes yes elderly women no  

14 yes yes children, elderly no no 

15 yes yes children, elderly no no 

12 yes yes children, elderly no no 

06 yes yes + Mandarin elderly no no 

16 most yes children, elderly no no 

11 yes yes children, elderly no no 

 

To the extent that self-reporting in this area is accurate, this table shows a number of 

results that are encouraging from the perspective of language preservation. At all 

locations where answers to this question were obtained, community members 

responded that the time spent away from the community by migrant laborers who 

have returned has not been detrimental to their ability to speak the local language. 

This is consistent with descriptions of migrant labor habits obtained independently, 

namely, that many workers will preserve language community ties by working in 

factories with other displaced workers from their original language community. 

Furthermore, at all but three of the locations surveyed, all children are repoeted to be 

learning local Zhuang as a first language, and at even those three locations, some 

children (at datapoint 04, an urban area) or most children (at datapoints 16 and 17, 

which are rather rural areas) are learning Zhuang as a first language. Children are 
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also using local Zhuang in their interactions with each other, though in a few locations 

they are also reported to use Mandarin at times. It was only in the most urban 

location where a group SLQ was administered—at datapoint 04, the Napo County 

Seat—that there were reported to be local Zhuang people who could not speak 

Zhuang at all, and where there were reported to be no residents who were 

monolingual in Zhuang. These results are very promising for the continued use of 

these language varieties. 

While the potential negative effects of migrant labor for minority language 

communities often focus on the children who grow up in urban areas outside the 

home language area—and thus are less likely to learn the minority language as their 

first language—these results suggest another effect of migrant labor that at least 

currently works to support minority language communities. If parents (currently 

aged 20–40 years) leave their home community to find work in an urban area, but 

leave their children in their home village to be raised by the children’s 

grandparents, the children are more likely to learn the minority language as their 

first language, since their primary caregivers—the grandparents—are nearly always 

more proficient in the minority language than they are in a variety of Chinese like 

Mandarin, Yue, or Guiliuhua; the grandparents are nearly always less proficient in 

Chinese than the parents themselves. This is true only for the current generation, 

and there are certainly other factors which may influence children in the direction 

of learning and speaking Chinese. Nevertheless, this is an intriguing aspect of 

potential language change taking place in modern China, which is relevant for 

language development efforts among these communities and which future research 

will hopefully address. 

In addition, our questionnaires included questions on the use of local Zhuang and 

Mandarin in several particular contexts. Summarized answers are shown in the 

following table. 
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(32) Group SLQ responses on language use: local Zhuang, Mandarin 

Is local Zhuang used with non-
locals... 

Mandarin use 

Location 
who are 
spouses? 

at market? others? 
Who 

doesn’t 
speak it? 

Do you watch 
and understand 

TV in it? 

Do you read 
and 

understand it? 

05 
yes yes  elderly yes; understood 

better if educated 
material not 

available 

17 
no  yes + 

Mandarin 
children, 
elderly 

yes; understood 
better if younger 

some read; 
partial 

understandign 

02 

yes yes  children, 
elderly 

yes; understood 
better if younger 

few read; 
understood 

better if 
educated 

07 
yes + 

Mandarin 
yes no children, 

elderly 
yes; varies by 
age, gender 

some; partially 
understood 

09 
 yes + 

Mandarin 
yes + 

Mandarin 
children, 
elderly 

yes; mostly 
understood 

varies; well 
understood 

03 
 yes  children, 

elderly 
yes; even old 

understand much 
few read 

10 

yes yes + 
Mandarin + 
Guiliuhua 

yes + 
Mandarin + 
Guiliuhua 

children, 
elderly 

yes; understood 
better if educated 

material not 
available; not 

well understood 

08 
   elderly yes; varies by 

age, education 
varies; partially 

understood 

04 no  no the 
uneducated 

many watch  

13 

no  some elderly 
women 

yes; understanding 
varies 

material not 
available; not 

well understood 

14 
no yes + Fu yes + Fu + 

Mandarin 
children, 
elderly 

yes; not well 
understood 

few read 

15 
yes + 

Mandarin 
yes + Yang yes + Yang children, 

elderly 
little; not well 
understood 

yes; 
understanding 

varies 

12 
no yes + Yang 

+ Zong 
yes + Yang 
+ Zong + 
Mandarin 

children, 
elderly 

 yes well 
understood 

06 
yes yes yes + 

Mandarin 
elderly not often 

watched; little 
understood 

not read 
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Is local Zhuang used with non-
locals... 

Mandarin use 

Location 
who are 
spouses? 

at market? others? 
Who 

doesn’t 
speak it? 

Do you watch 
and understand 

TV in it? 

Do you read 
and 

understand it? 

16 
yes + 

Guiliuhua 
yes + 

Mandarin 
yes + 

Mandarin 
children, 
elderly 

varies by age, 
education 

few read; 
partially 

understood 

11 
some Yang no children, 

elderly 
yes; understood 

better if educated 
some; understood 
better if educated 

 

The responses concerning use of Zhuang are, at most locations, mildly positive in 

terms of the robustness of use of local Zhuang varieties; we take these results to 

reflect the prevalence or dominance of certain Zhuang varieties. Among speakers of 

the very populous Yang, Fu, and Min-Zong varieties, local Zhuang is what is 

typically used with spouses who are not from that village. At locations which speak 

less populous varieties of Zhuang, however, other language varieties are used; if the 

two spouses already speak a more prevalent or dominant language, it is not 

necessary for the non-local spouse to learn a new variety. Among Nong’an speakers 

(datapoint 12), spouses are not expected to learn the local Nong’an variety, perhaps 

because local Nong’an speakers typically already speak a variety of Zhuang that 

their non-local spouse speaks. Several datapoints in Napo County (04, 13, 16) 

reported not using local Zhuang with non-local spouses, or using the local variety in 

combination with Guiliuhua, reflecting the prevalence of Guiliuhua in that county. 

We see the same factors of regional language prevalence or dominance reflected in 

language use at markets and with other outsiders: local varieties are used where 

they are prevalent or dominant—Yang, Fu, and Min-Zong, within certain areas—and 

where that is not sufficient for communication, Yang, Fu, and Min-Zong as non-local 

varieties, or varieties of Chinese are used—Mandarin in Jingxi and Debao counties, 

and Guiliuhua in Napo County. 

The responses of those who do not speak Mandarin are typically the same as those 

who are monolingual in Zhuang, which is unsurprising. Concerning the other 

questions on Mandarin language use, we acknowledge that the estimates of 

understanding of Mandarin are self-estimates by individual members of the group 

and should not be assumed to be accurate measures of comprehension. Moreover, 
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these answers were extremely difficult to summarize for the table in (32); those who 

wish to make further conclusions based on this data should use the full version, 

available through the SIL bibliography online. We take them to partially reflect 

understanding, but also partially reflect the attitude of most group members toward 

Mandarin in these contexts. 

The attitudes that we see reflected in these responses are generally not positive 

toward written materials in Chinese. At many locations, group members were 

seldom interested in reading, and reading materials were sometimes difficult to 

obtain. At other locations, groups specifically made the observation that written 

language use and understanding varied with the education level of the person. Since 

most residents who have remained in these villages—mainly children and older 

adults, since the educated young are primarily the ones who have left for urban 

areas in search of work—have extremely low education levels, it is unsurprising that 

few should have interest in or be able to read newspapers or books in Chinese. For 

any language development program to succeed that includes a component of 

literacy in the local language, it must carefully address this ambivalence toward 

writing and literacy currently expressed toward written materials in Mandarin.35 

The attitudes toward television in Mandarin are similar to those for written 

Mandarin, but slightly more positive. Groups typically claimed to watch television 

in Mandarin more than they read in Mandarin, possibly reflecting the relative 

difficulty of literacy in Mandarin as compared to oral competency in Mandarin. 

Groups anecdotally linked the amount of television viewing and understanding to 

education levels in Mandarin. Participants report that those with higher educational 

levels tend to understand more television in Mandarin; younger residents tend to 

have higher education levels than older residents, and particularly for older 

residents (above 60 years), men tend to have higher education levels than women. 

Since our survey methodology was not designed to control for the variables of age, 

                                         
35To be clear, this ambivalence may involve many factors: a large expenditure of time and effort is 
required to create and maintain literacy in Mandarin; ability to write in Mandarin may not be seen 
as necessary or helpful in village life; similarly, existing written materials in Mandarin may not be 
seen as necessary or useful in village life. A local literacy program as part of language development 
need not share any of these factors. Since the focus of this report is on the observed attitudes, rather 
than recommended characteristics of a language development program, the broader issues of 
language development program design will not be discussed further. 
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gender, and education level, we can only note this as being what participants 

themselves described. We take this to indicate relatively positive attitudes toward 

non-written materials—again, a relevant factor for designing a successful language 

development program in these areas. 

  Group SLQ: Cultural vitality 

In addition to the questions on language attitudes and use, we asked a set of 

questions designed to measure the degree of cultural vitality in each of these 

communities. Cultural vitality was taken to involve continued cultural practices in a 

number of domains—music, both singing and instrumental; traditional events held 

in Zhuang; re-telling of traditional Zhuang folktales; and Zhuang embroidery. The 

range of possible answers to questions in each domain was categorized on a scale of 

vitality and assigned a numerical score: 1.0 if the practice has involved all ages in 

the community within the last five years; 0.5 if the practice has involved only those 

40 years old or older, has been practiced within the last five to twenty-five years 

(but not more recently), or (for events) was not carried out in Zhuang; otherwise, 

the location received zero points in that domain. The scores for each domain were 

summed to yield an overall vitality score ranging from 0 to 4 for that location. The 

categorized responses and overall vitality scores are shown in the table in (33). 

(33) Group SLQ responses concerning cultural vitality 

Location 
Festivals or 
events in 
Zhuang 

Zhuang 
traditional 

music 

Zhuang 
traditional 

stories 

Zhuang 
embroidery 

Overall 
vitality 
score 

05 no few yes no 1.5 

17 no some yes yes 2.5 

02 yes some some many 3.0 

07 yes yes yes yes 4.0 

09 yes some yes yes 3.5 

03 yes some yes some 2.5 

10 yes yes yes yes 3.5 

08 no some no no 0.5 

04  noa yes few few 1.0 

13 no no yes some 1.5 

14 no some no no 0.5 
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Location 
Festivals or 
events in 
Zhuang 

Zhuang 
traditional 

music 

Zhuang 
traditional 

stories 

Zhuang 
embroidery 

Overall 
vitality 
score 

15 no some no some 1.0 

12  yesb some no yes 2.0 

06 yes yes some no 2.5 

16 no few no few 1.0 

11  some yes  noc 1.5 
aTraditional events were held at this location—the Napo County Seat—but they were held using 
Mandarin rather than Zhuang. 
bAt this location, events were held in Zhuang, but they were non-traditional social events. 
cSome individuals were reported to have the knowledge of how to do Zhuang embroidery at this 
location, but none of them was reported still to practice it. 
 

From these results, we conclude that while some locations have preserved very few 

traditional cultural practices—for example, datapoints 08 and 14 with a vitality 

score of only 0.5—others continue to be culturally quite vital, with one location—

datapoint 07—even receiving the maximum possible score of 4.0. With such a small 

set of measured points, it is not possible to derive confident conclusions based on a 

statistical analysis of these results (for example, using an Analysis of Variance to 

determine if membership in a wordlist-derived cluster or size of the village 

correlates with overall vitality score). Impressionistically, however, communities 

that speak the Zhuang varieties of the Yang and Fu clusters appear to have higher 

averages than other communities; possible factors may be that these other 

communities speak language varieties that are relatively low in population and are 

found in close contact to other varieties of Zhuang, or are relatively isolated 

geographically. Further field study would be required to determine both if this 

tendency is borne out statistically, and what the relevant controlling factors are. 

 Since the set of locations that were sampled is small and is not designed to be 

representative of the area in terms of degree of urbanization, it is not possible to 

determine with statistical confidence whether population or degree of urbanization 

correlates with the overall vitality score. Plausibly, however, the linguistic and 

social heterogeneity that is present in the urban areas of the Dejing dialect area 

would work to reduce the overall cultural vitality score as calculated here. 

Nevertheless, it is encouraging that around half of the locations (7 out of 16) 

reported holding traditional events in Zhuang within the last five years, and that 
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even more (8 out of 16) reported still telling folktales to their children. Nearly 

three-fourths (11 out of 16) reported that community members still engaged in 

traditional embroidery, and as a testimony to the importance of song in traditional 

Zhuang culture, all but one location reported having community members who 

actively engaged in traditional music. What is not reflected in the table, however, is 

that at many of these locations, the community members who engaged in these last 

two traditional activities were 40 years old or older. Without these aspects of 

traditional culture being passed to younger generations, a few decades will see them 

vanish from many of these locations entirely. This only serves to underscore the 

importance of providing a way—whether in written or in audio-visual media—to 

record and preserve these aspects of traditional culture while they are still relatively 

vital in many communities. 

 5  Summary and conclusions 

Analysis of the information collected as part of this dialect survey indicates that the 

majority of people in Jingxi, Napo, and Debao Counties, comprising the Dejing 

Southern Zhuang dialect area, understand at least some varieties of Jingxi Yang to a 

degree that allows adequate communication in a range of domains. According to 

this data, this level of intelligibility is due in some cases to inherent intelligibility of 

these language varieties, and in others to intelligibility acquired through exposure 

to one or more of the Zhuang varieties that comprise the Yang-Nong cluster. 

On the basis of RTT results and wordlist comparison, Jingxi Yang, Debao Fu, Napo 

Nongshun and Nongfu, and at least some varieties of Jingxi Nong can reasonably be 

considered to constitute a single dialect of Southern Zhuang. This single dialect, which is 

spoken as a first language by roughly two-thirds of the population of these three counties, 

is very much in the spirit of Zhang et al.’s (1999) conclusion that this area constitutes a 

single dialect area. We use the term Yang-Nong to refer informally to this dialect and take 

this to represent what Zhang et al. (1999) referred to as Dejing Zhuang. We therefore 

categorize these varieties within the pre-existing ISO 639-3 language code zyg, “Yang 

Zhuang”, which was itself proposed largely on the basis of Zhang et al.’s (1999) work. 

The Min and Zong speech varieties spoken within the Dejing area can also be 

considered to constitute varieties of a single dialect of Southern Zhuang, on the 

basis of wordlist similarity (including similarity in tone systems), on provisional 
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RTT results, and on a common attitude that other Min and Zong varieties constitute 

the same way of speaking as their own. These varieties are intelligible with Yang 

only on the basis of acquired intelligibility; that is, speakers from those regions do 

not have sufficient inherent comprehension of Yang Zhuang for moderate 

understanding across a range of domains. These factors support the exclusion of Min 

and Zong Zhuang varieties from the Yang-Nong dialect. We use Min-Zong to refer to 

this dialect, which does not properly correspond to any dialect described by Zhang 

et al. (1999). Based on similarity of our Min and Zong wordlists to those found in 

Johnson and Wang’s (2010) survey of Southern Zhuang varieties in Yunnan, we 

categorize these varieties within the pre-existing ISO 639-3 language code zgm, 

“Minz Zhuang” (Johnson and Wang’s survey was itself the basis for the proposal of 

“Minz Zhuang” as a separate ISO language code). Some Min-Zong speaking regions 

within this three-county area—such as the area around this survey’s datapoint 16, 

Nonghua Village in Nonghua Administrative Village, Baidu Township, Napo 

County—have had little or no exposure to speakers of Yang, meaning that they have 

little comprehension of Yang even from acquired intelligibility. Therefore, for 

language development purposes for all residents of the Dejing area, it would not be 

possible to use only Jingxi Yang. Within Min-Zong communities, it would be 

advisable to choose a variety of Min-Zong for development. 

Other conclusions from this survey’s data are suggested, but less certain: Jingxi 

County’s Zhazhou and Debao County’s Mjang (the latter of whom also refer to 

themselves as a variety of Nong) have a fair degree of similarity to each other; Napo 

County’s Yangdong and Yangzhou are also rather similar to each other, but these 

four varieties are not very similar to Yang-Nong. Thus, it is difficult to say whether 

they constitute independent speech varieties on their own, or simply a less similar 

variety of Yang-Nong. On the basis of wordlist similarity, the rather high RTT 

results for Jingxi Yang obtained by speakers of Zhazhou, Mjang, and Yangdong and 

Yangzhou may represent inherent intelligibility with Yang, or some of them may 

reflect a degree of acquired intelligibility. More distinct Zhuang varieties that were 

sampled as part of this survey—Debao Rui and Jingxi Nong’an—more confidently 

have low inherent intelligibility with Yang-Nong, and may have a higher degree of 

similarity and inherent intelligibility with Zhuang varieties that are centered outside 

the Dejing dialect area. 
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 5.1  Answers to our research questions 

Our research questions, repeated from section 2.1, are answered on the basis of this 

research as below. 

(34) R1. Over what area do speakers of Dejing Zhuang adequately understand the 

urban reference variety? 

 

R3. Over what area do speakers of Dejing Zhuang adequately understand the 

rural reference variety?  

Because the Recorded Text Tests that represented these two varieties differed in 

significant ways in their level of difficulty, it is not possible to compare the relative 

intelligibility of the urban and rural reference varieties of Jingxi Yang. However, we 

can answer that, to the extent that these RTTs both represent Jingxi Yang, Jingxi 

Yang is well understood by roughly two-thirds of Zhuang speakers in this area on 

the basis of inherent intelligibility—those who speak the local varieties Yang [仰], 

Nong [农 or 侬], Fu [府] or Lang [狼], Nongshun [农农], and Nongfu [农府], 

accounting for roughly 714,000 people (using 2004 population statistics). In 

addition, many speakers of other Zhuang varieties who live in Jingxi and Debao 

Counties have acquired intelligibility of Yang (or Yang-Nong) because of the 

prominent sociolinguistic status of those varieties in this area. 

(35) R2. What are the attitudes of Dejing Zhuang speakers towards the urban 

reference variety?  

 

R4. What are the attitudes of Dejing Zhuang speakers towards the rural 

reference variety? 

Although the nature of the RTTs makes direct comparison of scores impossible, it is 

still possible to compare attitudes of speakers toward the varieties represented by 

these RTTs. From the free-form responses obtained from group SLQs, we determined 

that most locations within the Yang cluster (including Napo Nongshun and Jingxi 

Nong, but not including the Debao Fu cluster) had a favorable attitude toward 

Jingxi County Seat Yang. From the more fixed set of responses obtained from post-

RTT SLQs, which included RTTs representing both urban and rural Jingxi Yang, we 



 

120 

noticed that many participants in fact expressed more positive attitudes toward the 

rural variety than toward the urban variety. At locations within the Debao Fu 

cluster (including Napo Nongfu), however, participants in group and post-RTT SLQs 

expressed a negative attitude toward Jingxi Yang, with somewhat more positive 

attitudes toward the rural variety than toward the urban variety. Participants from 

the Yangzhou location viewed Jingxi Yang positively, while those from the 

Yangdong location viewed it negatively, preferring Yangzhou over other tested 

varieties. Attitudes among the low population varieties within Jingxi, Napo, and 

Debao were sometimes positive and sometimes negative, with no systematic 

conclusions to be drawn. 

These first four questions were chosen in order to evaluate the suitability of using 

Jingxi urban or rural Yang as a basis for language development efforts in this area. 

An ideal language variety for language development is linguistically similar to the 

varieties it will be used for development of—similar overall, resulting in a high 

degree of inherent intelligibility, and similar phonologically, making it possible to 

create a single, standard writing system (typically alphabetic for ease in literacy)—

as well as viewed positively by the members of the communities where it will be 

used. Jingxi urban Yang meets most of these criteria among speakers of Yang-Nong 

varieties. Where it does not meet these criteria is particularly in the area of attitudes 

held by Debao Fu speakers and Napo rural Yang speakers, as represented by 

Yangdong. In such cases, Jingxi rural Yang tended to be viewed more favorably. 

Since Jingxi rural Yang appeared to be equally similar to other varieties and is also 

well understood, we conclude that Jingxi rural Yang would be a better basis for 

language development efforts than Jingxi urban Yang. 

(36) R5. What phonetic and phonemic differences are found within varieties of 

Dejing Zhuang within the Dejing language area? 

This question is answered, at least for phonetic differences, by reviewing the 

wordlist information for each datapoint. Analysis of phonemic differences requires 

establishing the phonemic inventory at each wordlist location. This would be 

important information in the design of a customized writing system that could be 

used across the widest possible area; for this report, this type of analysis—involving 

comparing phonemic system relationships—was done only for tone systems. This 
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analysis shows that the structural properties of tone systems at many wordlist 

locations was quite similar: Yangzhou-Yangdong varieties, Rui, and most Yang-Nong 

varieties differ in phonetic realization of tone categories, but are identical in their 

tone category structure; varieties of the Fu cluster—mostly spoken in Debao 

County—and Mjang differ slightly from the rest of Yang-Nong in the structure of 

their tone categories, but these differences most likely would not prevent the design 

of a unified localized writing system.  

(37) R6. (Supplementary) Where the two reference varieties are not adequately 

understood or are not socially acceptable, what other variety or varieties 

are adequately and widely understood, and are socially accepted? 

The Zhuang varieties that are called Min [敏] and Zong [宗] appear not to have 

sufficient inherent intelligibility with Yang to allow Yang to serve as a basis or 

standard for effective language development within Min-Zong-speaking 

communities. The preliminary results obtained here, however, suggest a fairly high 

degree of inherent intelligibility between local Min and Zong varieties—including 

perhaps those that are located in Yunnan Province. This would most likely make a 

variety of Min or Zong a viable basis for development within Min-Zong, but a lack 

of fieldwork time did not permit sufficient research to confirm this. 

For the other minor varieties that were sampled in this survey, Jingxi Yang would 

likewise not serve as an effective basis for language development, though in many 

cases Yang could be an effective means of non-written communication for the 

many adults who have learned it. Further study of these minor varieties would be 

required to determine what variety would constitute an adequate basis for 

language development in general within these communities. For some of these 

varieties—Debao Rui and Jingxi Nong’an, in particular—such a basis for language 

development may in fact be found outside the Dejing dialect area. 

 5.2  Recommended future research 

This survey represents a vast increase in the amount of information available on the 

linguistic and sociolinguistic situation in the Dejing dialect area. Although quite a 

bit of the data has been analyzed, this report does not exhaust all methods of 

analysis which can be performed. The wordlist data presented here has been 
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analyzed for similarity in terms of string edit distance, but this is not a substitute for 

traditional historical comparative analysis to determine historical genetic 

relationships between these varieties of Zhuang. Comparison of the phonemic 

systems of each variety and their relationships to each other would round out the 

conclusions of intelligibility drawn here, and would also aid in the creation of a 

unified localized writing system with the broadest possible use. 

Other information which was collected in the course of this survey but which has 

not been analyzed here involves the network of social relationships among villages 

and the varieties of Zhuang that they speak. In conjunction with the group SLQs, 

participants at each location were asked about the market villages that they 

typically visit. Comparing the range of market villages visited in each area would 

yield an estimate of the size and connectedness of social networks across the Dejing 

dialect area; an analysis of such social networks would inform the planning and 

scope of any future language development efforts in the area. 

This data also points to much additional research and new data to be collected, particularly 

with regard to the groups with smaller populations, many of whom were grouped into the 

“intermediate” cluster in the wordlist analysis—intermediate between Yang-Nong and Min-

Zong—or were unsampled in the current survey. Comparing the local Nong’an variety with 

the Southern Zhuang that is spoken in Long’an County would show the suitability of 

coordinating language development activities between these two areas; similarly, 

comparing the local Rui variety with Guibian Zhuang of Yunnan and northwestern 

Guangxi (there called Yei) would show the suitability of coordinating language 

development activities there. Some local varieties—like Zhazhou or Zuozhou—could also 

be compared with similarly-named varieties in Yunnan. Extending this work to Yunnan 

would also allow the comparison of local Min-Zong varieties to the Min spoken there. 

Other low-population Zhuang varieties, like Sheng, Bu’Ao, Dong, and possibly others, were 

entirely left out of this survey because of the short time available for fieldwork, and their 

relationship to the other surveyed varieties is completely unknown. With the risks of 

language shift and language death in modern China, a complete understanding of these 

additional varieties and the questions of relationship that they raise cannot be put off much 

longer before it will become impossible to address them at all.
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Appendix A: Map of the Dejing dialect area showing survey datapoints 
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The information used to create the image above was obtained from a dataset titled 

“China Administrative Regions GIS Data: 1:1M, County Level, 1990”, which gives 

the locations and names of administrative regions of the county level and above of 

the People’s Republic of China as of December 31, 1990. It was obtained from the 

Socioeconomic Data and Applications Center (SEDAC) of Columbia University’s 

Center for International Earth Science Information Network (CIESIN) via their 

website at http://sedac.ciesin.org in March 2008. This dataset was developed by a 

team from CIESIN, CASM (Chinese Academy of Surveying and Mapping), and the 

China in Time and Space (CITAS) project at the University of Washington, under the 

NASA grant NASG-2901 and the Ford Foundation grant No.995-0669. It is freely 

available from CIESIN for non-commercial use. The image itself was created using 

Generic Mapping Tools (GMT), a freely available, open source data plotting 

software package produced by the School of Ocean and Earth Science and 

Technology at the University of Hawai’i at Manoa; it is available from 

http://gmt.soest.hawaii.edu/. 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent scripts 

Each script begins and ends the same way; the portion that is specific to each 

activity is in curly braces {}. We do not give any indication that the information will 

be used for selection purposes, since we want people to answer as accurately as 

possible and do not want them answering in the way they think will keep them from 

being rejected. We also want to reduce the stress of the RTT participants as much as 

possible by presenting it not as a test of their ability but as a test of the story. 

Original Chinese, for RTT participants: 我们是世界少数民族语文研究院的研究者。我们来这里搞一个状语方言调调，跟区民语委合作，和这三个县的民语语合作：靖西，德保，和那坡县。因为有很多种土话，所以我们要看哪一个地方的人能够听懂哪一个地方的土话。{我们有几个土话故事，是不同地方的人讲个人故事，我们要给你听三、四个，听以后要问你你听懂多少，故事的内容是什么。我们不要考你的土话能力，其实可以说我们要考这些故事。我们也不要考你的记记力，所以每个故事听完以后，我们分段给你听，每段可能有两、三句话，每段听完以后就请你用普通话解释这段的内容。如果你忘了这段的一部分，就可以再听一次。听完故事可能要一个到一个半小时，花这么长时长我们的机构提供误工费给你，十块块。听故事以前，我们要问你几个背景问问，看你的土话能力已经受到什么影响。我们们表结果的时候，我们不会们表这种个人资料，也不会告诉诉人，这是让我们好分析而已。}如果有几个问问你不要回答，就可以说”我不要回答”，也如果有问问你不知道，就可以说”我不知道”。这些条件下，你愿意继继继？ 

English translation, for RTT participants: 

We are researchers from SIL International. We have come here to carry out a Zhuang 

dialect survey in partnership with the Regional Minorities Language Commission, and with 

the Minorities Language Commissions of Jingxi, Napo, and Debao Counties. Since there 

are many local language varieties, we want to find out which varieties can be understood 

by people in different places. {We have personal stories in the local speech of several 

different places; we’d like to let you listen to three or four of them, and afterwards ask 

you how much you understood, and what the content of the story was. We don’t want to 

test your own language ability, but you can think of it as if we’re testing out these stories 

themselves. We also don’t want to test your memory, so after listening to each story, we’ll 

let you listen to it a little bit at a time—even repeating each section two or three times—

and after each section we’ll ask you to use Mandarin to explain the content of that 

section. If you forget part of a section, you can listen to it again. It might take 1 to 1.5 
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hours to listen to all the stories, and for spending this much time, our organization has 

provided ten RMB to make up for your lost work time. Before listening to the stories, we’d 

like to ask you some background questions to see what factors may already have 

influenced your ability in the local speech variety. When we publish our results, we won’t 

publish your personal information, nor will we pass it on to others; this is only to help us 

analyze our data.} If there are questions that you don’t want to answer, you can always 

say, ‘I don’t want to answer,’ and if there are questions that you don’t know the answer 

to, you can always say, ‘I don’t know.’ With these conditions, are you willing to continue? 

Original Chinese, for RTT storytellers: 我们是世界少数民族语文研究院的研究者。我们来这里搞一个状语方言调调，跟区民语委合作，和这三个县的民语语合作：靖西，德堡，和那坡县。因为有很多种土话，所以我们要看哪一个地方的人能够听懂哪一个地方的土话。{我们想录你的一个个人故事，解释模一个事情们生，有什么情况，你有什么心情，什么感觉，也要看你怎么解决，事有什么过程。整个故事只能讲两、三分钟。我们打算代你的故事到诉的地方，给那边的人听，所以应应看故事的内容合不合适。如果你想不起来合适的故事，我们有一个例子可以给你听。讲故事以前，我们要问你几个背景问问，看你的土话能力已经受到什么影响。我们们表结果的时候，我们不会们表这种个人资料，也不会告诉诉人，这是让我们好分析而已。}如果有几个问问你不要回答，就可以说”我不要回答”，也如果有问问你不知道，就可以说”我不知道”。这些条件下，你愿意继继继？。 

English translation, for RTT storytellers: 

We are researchers from SIL International. We have come here to carry out a Zhuang 

dialect survey in partnership with the Regional Minorities Language Commission, and with 

the Minorities Language Commissions of Jingxi, Napo, and Debao Counties. Since there 

are many local language varieties, we want to find out which varieties can be understood 

by people in different places. {We’d like to record a personal story of yours, describing 

how an event happened, what it was like, what feelings or emotions you had, how you 

solved the problem, and what the overall course of the event was. The whole story can 

only be two or three minutes long. We plan to take your story to other locations and let 

the people there listen to it, so you should think about whether the content of your story is 

appropriate for this. If you can’t think of an appropriate story, we have an example that 

you can listen to. Before you tell the story, we’d like to ask you some background 

questions to see what factors may already have influenced your ability in the local speech 

variety. When we publish our results, we won’t publish your personal information, nor will 

we pass it on to others; this is only to help us analyze our data.} If there are questions 
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that you don’t want to answer, you can always say, ‘I don’t want to answer,’ and if there 

are questions that you don’t know the answer to, you can always say, ‘I don’t know.’ 

With these conditions, are you willing to continue? 

Original Chinese, for wordlist participants: 我们是世界少数民族语文研究院的研究者。我们来这里搞一个状语方言调调，跟区民语委合作，和这三个县的民语语合作：靖西，德堡，和那坡县。因为有很多种土话，所以我们要看哪一个地方的人能够听懂哪一个地方的土话。{我们的调调的一个项目是收集词词表，看每个地方的基本词词有什么们音，有什么特点。我们要听你们三各人们每个词，然后用国际音标记你们的音。我们也要用录音机录一个人的们音。作词词表要今天整天也可能要明天整天，花这么长时长我们的机构提供误工费给你们，每天四十块块。作词词表以前，我们要问你几个背景问问，看你的土话能力已经受到什么影响。我们们表结果的时候，我们不会们表这种个人资料，也不会告诉诉人，这是让我们好分析而已。}如果有几个问问你不要回答，就可以说”我不要回答”，也如果有问问你不知道，就可以说”我不知道”。这些条件下，你愿意继继继？ 

English translation, for wordlist participants: 

We are researchers from SIL International. We have come here to carry out a Zhuang 

dialect survey in partnership with the Regional Minorities Language Commission, and with 

the Minorities Language Commissions of Jingxi, Napo, and Debao Counties. Since there 

are many local language varieties, we want to find out which varieties can be understood 

by people in different places. {One part of our survey is to collect wordlists, to find out 

how the basic vocabulary of each location is pronounced, and what special characteristics 

it might have. We’d like to listen to the three of you pronounce each word, and then we’ll 

use the International Phonetic Alphabet to record the pronunciation. We’ll also use a 

recorder to record one person’s pronunciation. It might take all day today and all day 

tomorrow to collect this wordlist, and for spending this much time, our organization has 

provided forty RMB per day to make up for your lost work time. Before we start taking 

the wordlist, we’d like to ask you some background questions to see what factors may 

already have influenced your ability in the local speech variety. When we publish our 

results, we won’t publish your personal information, nor will we pass it on to others; this 

is only to help us analyze our data.} If there are questions that you don’t want to answer, 

you can always say, ‘I don’t want to answer,’ and if there are questions that you don’t 

know the answer to, you can always say, ‘I don’t know.’ With these conditions, are you 

willing to continue? 
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Original Chinese, for Leader SLQ participants: 我们是世界少数民族语文研究院的研究者。我们来这里搞一个状语方言调调，跟区民语委合作，和这三个县的民语语合作：靖西，德堡，和那坡县。因为有很多种土话，所以我们要看哪一个地方的人能够听懂哪一个地方的土话。{我们要问你几个关于村的情况的问问，也要问你几个个人的问问。我们们表结果的时候，我们不会们表你的个人资料，也不会告诉诉人，这是让我们好分析而已。}如果有几个问问你不要回答，就可以说”我不要回答”，也如果有问问你不知道，就可以说”我不知道”。这些条件下，你愿意继继继？ 

English translation, for Leader SLQ participants: 

We are researchers from SIL International. We have come here to carry out a Zhuang 

dialect survey in partnership with the Regional Minorities Language Commission, and with 

the Minorities Language Commissions of Jingxi, Napo, and Debao Counties. Since there 

are many local language varieties, we want to find out which varieties can be understood 

by people in different places. {We’d like to ask you some questions about this 

administrative village, and also some personal background questions. When we publish 

our results, we won’t publish your personal information, nor will we pass it on to others; 

this is only to help us analyze our data.} If there are questions that you don’t want to 

answer, you can always say, ‘I don’t want to answer,’ and if there are questions that you 

don’t know the answer to, you can always say, ‘I don’t know.’ With these conditions, are 

you willing to continue? 

Original Chinese, for group SLQ participants: 我们是世界少数民族语文研究院的研究者。我们来这里搞一个状语方言调调，跟区民语委合作，和这三个县的民语语合作：靖西，德堡，和那坡县。因为有很多种土话，所以我们要看哪一个地方的人能够听懂哪一个地方的土话。{我们要问你们几个关于村的情况的问问，也要问你们的观点是怎么样。以后我们要词汇和们表这些信息。}如果有几个问问你不要回答，就可以说”我不要回答”，也如果有问问你不知道，就可以说”我不知道”。这些条件下，你愿意继继继？ 

English translation, for group SLQ participants: 

We are researchers from SIL International. We have come here to carry out a Zhuang 

dialect survey in partnership with the Regional Minorities Language Commission, and with 

the Minorities Language Commissions of Jingxi, Napo, and Debao Counties. Since there 

are many local language varieties, we want to find out which varieties can be understood 
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by people in different places. {We’d like to ask you some questions about this 

administrative village, and also some questions about your opinions. Later, we will edit 

and publish this information.} If there are questions that you don’t want to answer, you 

can always say, ‘I don’t want to answer,’ and if there are questions that you don’t know 

the answer to, you can always say, ‘I don’t know.’ With these conditions, are you willing 

to continue? 
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Appendix C: Gedney chart and wordlist 

The image below is a copy of the Gedney chart used in collecting wordlists. 
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Each item is listed by wordlist item number, with the Chinese probe (read in 

Chinese by the transcriber) and the Proto-Tai reconstructed form, which was 

sometimes helpful in searching for the correct cognate vocabulary item. 

The structure of the chart is described in detail by Gedney (1972). Noting that the 

proper orientation of the chart is a landscape orientation, columns in the chart 

correspond to reconstructed Proto-Tai tone categories: moving left-to-right, category 

A, B, C, D-short, and D-long. Rows correspond to phonetic classes based on 

properties of the reconstructed initial consonant: moving top-to-bottom, what 

Gedney describes as “voiceless friction sounds,” including voiceless fricatives, 

voiceless nasals, and voiceless aspirated plosives; voiceless unaspirated plosives; 

glottal stops and glottalized stops; and all other voiced consonants. 

The small numbers in parentheses in each cell of the chart indicate the numbers 

traditionally used for the tone category that words in each box fall into in 

modern Jingxi County Seat Yang. This is a ten tone system, with six tones 

possible on what are traditionally called smooth syllables (syllables without an 

obstruent coda, comprising proto-tones A, B, and C) and four tones possible on 

what are traditionally called checked syllables (those with an obstruent coda, 

comprising proto-tones D-short and D-long). This chart proved to be a very 

useful tool in preparing to transcribe wordlists, especially for the significant 

number of varieties whose tone systems were not identical to those of Jingxi 

County Seat Yang. 

The probes used for the complete wordlist are listed below.

Core wordlist: 

1. 狗 ‘dog’ 

2. 腿 ‘leg’ 

3. 三 ‘three’ 

4. 鱼 ‘fish’ 

5. 吃 ‘eat’ 

6. 年 ‘year (calendar)’ 

7. (小)叶子 ‘leaf (small, tree)’ 

8. 鼻子 ‘nose’ 

9. 红 ‘red’ 

10. 房子 ‘house’ 

11. 稻田 ‘field (paddy)’ 

12. 水牛 ‘water buffalo’ 

13. 蛇 ‘snake’ 

14. 蛋 ‘egg’ 

15. 新 ‘new (thing)’ 

16. 四 ‘four’ 

17. 吹 ‘to blow (w/mouth)’ 

18. 矮 ‘short (height)’ 

19. 鸡 ‘chicken’ 

20. 骂 ‘to scold’ 

21. 泉 ‘spring (of water)’ 

22. 肩膀 ‘shoulder’ 

23. 灰 ‘ashes’ 
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24. 坐 ‘to sit’ 

25. 尿 ‘urine’ 

26. 胡子 ‘beard’ 

27. 杀 ‘to kill’ 

28. 脸 ‘face’ 

29. 等 ‘to wait’ 

30. 近 ‘near’ 

31. 秧苗 ‘rice seedling’ 

32. 短 ‘short (length)’ 

33. 甘蔗 ‘sugar cane’ 

34. 村子 ‘small village’ 

35. 张(嘴) ‘to open (one’s mouth)’ 

36. 水 ‘water’ 

37. 树 ‘tree’ 

38. 舌头 ‘tongue’ 

39. 肚子 ‘abdomen, belly’ 

40. 跳蚤 ‘flea’ 

41. 六 ‘six’ 

42. 菜(蔬菜) ‘vegetable’ 

43. 肝 ‘liver’ 

44. 鸭子 ‘duck’ 

45. 掉 ‘to fall’ 

46. 胸脯 ‘chest’ 

47. 熄(灯) ‘to extinguish (a light)’ 

48. 生(肉) ‘fresh, raw (meat)’ 

49. 鸟 ‘bird’ 

50. 洗衣服 ‘to launder’ 

51. 偷 ‘to steal (secretly)’ 

52. 蚂蚂 ‘ant’ 

53. 果子, 水果 ‘fruit’ 

54. 担, 挑 ‘to carry (on a pole)’ 

55. 客人 ‘guest’ 

56. 嘴巴 ‘mouth’ 

57. 拥抱 ‘to embrace’ 

58. 晒 ‘to hang to dry in the sun’ 

59. 骨头 ‘bone’ 

60. 热(水) ‘hot; warm (water)’ 

61. 饿 ‘hungry’ 

62. 根 ‘root’ 

63. 血 ‘blood’ 

64. 拉 ‘to pull; to draw’ 

65. 鼻涕 ‘mucus’ 

66. 太阳 ‘sun’ 

67. 月亮 ‘moon’ 

68. 星星 ‘star’ 

69. 云朵 ‘cloud’ 

70. 雨 ‘rain’ 

71. 夜 ‘night’ 

72. 土壤 ‘earth (soil, dirt)’ 

73. 石头 ‘stone’ 

74. 沙 ‘sand’ 

75. 土山 ‘mountain’ 

76. 石山 ‘stone mountain’ 

77. 树皮 ‘bark (of a tree)’ 

78. 种子 ‘seed’ 

79. 角 ‘horn’ 

80. 尾巴 ‘tail’ 

81. 虱子 ‘louse’ 

82. 头 ‘head’ 

83. 头头 ‘hair (on the head)’ 

84. 眼睛 ‘eye’ 

85. 耳朵 ‘ear’ 

86. 牙齿 ‘tooth’ 

87. 脖子 ‘neck’ 

88. 手 ‘hand’ 

89. 指甲 ‘fingernail’ 

90. 膝盖 ‘knee’ 

91. 脚 ‘leg+foot’ 

92. 心脏 ‘heart’ 

93. 皮肤 ‘skin (human)’ 

94. 乳房 ‘breast’ 

95. 肉 ‘flesh, meat’ 

96. 油 ‘oil’ 

97. 火 ‘fire’ 

98. 烟 ‘smoke’ 

99. 烧 ‘to burn ‘ 

100. 路 ‘road’ 

101. 咬 ‘to bite’ 

102. 喝 ‘to drink’ 

103. 死 ‘to die’ 
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104. 看 ‘to see’ 

105. 睡觉 ‘to sleep’ 

106. 躺 ‘to lie down’ 

107. 站 ‘to stand’ 

108. 走 ‘to walk’ 

109. 来 ‘to come’ 

110. 飞 ‘to fly’ 

111. 游泳 ‘to swim’ 

112. 给 ‘to give’ 

113. 人 ‘person’ 

114. 男人 ‘man’ 

115. 女人 ‘woman’ 

116. 名字 ‘given name’ 

117. 我 ‘I’ 

118. 你 ‘you (singular)’ 

119. 咱们 ‘we (inclusive)’ 

120. 黑 ‘black’ 

121. 白 ‘white’ 

122. 绿 ‘green’ 

123. 黄 ‘yellow’ 

124. 一 ‘one’ 

125. 二 ‘two (ordinal)’ 

126. 热 ‘hot (weather)’ 

127. 冷(天气) ‘cold (weather)’ 

128. 多 ‘many’ 

129. 大 ‘big’ 

130. 小 ‘small’ 

131. 长 ‘long’ 

132. 圆 ‘round’ 

133. 干(的衣服) ‘dry (clothes)’ 

134. 满 ‘full (bottle)’ 

135. 好 ‘good’ 

136. 都 ‘all (as in “They all came.”)’ 

137. 说, 讲 ‘to speak/talk’ 

138. 知道 ‘to know’ 

139. 听 ‘to listen’ 

140. 谁 ‘who?’ 

141. 不 ‘not, no’ 

142. 什么 ‘what?’ 

143. 这(个) ‘this’ 

144. 那(个) ‘that’ 

Extended wordlist: 

145. 天, 天空 ‘sky’ 

146. 风 ‘wind’ 

147. 雷 ‘thunder’ 

148. 打闪 ‘to strike (of lightning)’ 

149. 彩虹 ‘rainbow’ 

150. 雾 ‘mist, fog’ 

151. 雪 ‘snow’ 

152. 冰雹 ‘hail’ 

153. 早 ‘early’ 

154. 早晨 ‘morning’ 

155. 中午 ‘noon’ 

156. 晚上 ‘evening’ 

157. 白天 ‘daytime’ 

158. 天,日子 ‘day (24 hours)’ 

159. 昨天 ‘yesterday’ 

160. 明天 ‘tomorrow’ 

161. 尘土 ‘dust’ 

162. 泥巴 ‘mud’ 

163. 河 ‘river’ 

164. 很大的湖 ‘lake (large)’ 

165. 海 ‘sea’ 

166. 石灰 ‘lime’ 

167. 山洞 ‘cave’ 

168. 影子(人的) ‘shadow (human)’ 

169. 浮 ‘to float (on water)’ 

170. 流 ‘to flow (of a river)’ 

171. 结冰 ‘to freeze’ 

172. 草 ‘grass’ 

173. 树林 ‘woods’ 

174. 树枝 ‘branch; twig’ 

175. 花 ‘flower’ 

176. 橘子 ‘tangerine’ 

177. 木瓜 ‘papaya’ 

178. 香蕉 ‘banana’ 

179. 菌子 ‘mushroom’ 

180. (植物上的)刺 ‘thorn’ 

181. 茄子 ‘eggplant’ 

182. 花生 ‘peanut’ 
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183. 结(果子) ‘to bear (fruit)’ 

184. 猪 ‘pig’ 

185. 羊 ‘sheep’ 

186. 马 ‘horse’ 

187. 牛(黄牛) ‘cow’ 

188. 屎(牛屎) ‘feces (cow dung)’ 

189. 老虎 ‘tiger’ 

190. 鹿 ‘deer’ 

191. 猴子 ‘monkey’ 

192. 乌乌 ‘turtle’ 

193. 兔子 ‘rabbit’ 

194. 老鼠 ‘mouse, rat’ 

195. 大象 ‘elephant’ 

196. 猫 ‘cat’ 

197. (鸟)窝 ‘(bird’s) nest’ 

198. 羽毛 ‘feather’ 

199. 翅膀 ‘wing’ 

200. 爪子(鸡爪) ‘claw’ 

201. 蜻蛙 ‘frog’ 

202. 壁虎 ‘(house) lizard’ 

203. 虫 ‘insect, bug’ 

204. 蚊子 ‘mosquito’ 

205. 苍苍 ‘fly (insect)’ 

206. 蜜蜂 ‘bee’ 

207. 蝴蝶 ‘butterfly’ 

208. 蜘蛛 ‘spider’ 

209. 蚯蚓 ‘earthworm’ 

210. 蚂蟥 ‘leech’ 

211. 螺蛳 ‘snail’ 

212. 鬼 ‘ghost’ 

213. 神 ‘spirit, god’ 

214. 灵魂 ‘spirit, soul (person)’ 

215. 裸体 ‘to be naked’ 

216. 累 ‘tired’ 

217. 胖 ‘fat (person)’ 

218. 痒 ‘itchy’ 

219. 瞎 ‘blind’ 

220. 身体 ‘body (human)’ 

221. 额头 ‘forehead’ 

222. 齿齿 ‘gums’ 

223. 下巴 ‘chin’ 

224. 腋下 ‘armpit’ 

225. 肘 ‘elbow’ 

226. 手掌 ‘palm’ 

227. 手指 ‘finger’ 

228. 脚跟 ‘heel’ 

229. 背 ‘back’ 

230. 肺脏 ‘lungs’ 

231. 脑子 ‘brain’ 

232. 肚脐 ‘navel’ 

233. 屁股 ‘buttocks’ 

234. 肠子 ‘intestines’ 

235. 粪 ‘excrement, feces’ 

236. 汗 ‘sweat’ 

237. 脓 ‘pus’ 

238. 口水 ‘saliva’ 

239. 病 ‘sick’ 

240. 咳嗽 ‘to cough’ 

241. 药 ‘medicine’ 

242. 聋 ‘deaf’ 

243. 肿 ‘to swell’ 

244. 洗澡(在河里面) ‘to bathe (in a river)’ 

245. 饱 ‘full; satiated’ 

246. 辣 ‘hot, spicy’ 

247. 甜 ‘sweet’ 

248. 酸 ‘sour’ 

249. 咸 ‘salty’ 

250. 盐 ‘salt’ 

251. 糖 ‘sugar’ 

252. 米，大米 ‘husked rice’ 

253. 饭 ‘meal; (cooked) rice’ 

254. 糯米 ‘glutinous rice’ 

255. 竹笋 ‘bamboo-shoot’ 

256. 黄豆 ‘soybean’ 

257. 肥肉 ‘fat’ 

258. 蒜 ‘garlic’ 

259. 姜 ‘ginger’ 

260. 酒 ‘liquor’ 

261. 炭 ‘charcoal’ 

262. 柴火 ‘firewood’ 
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263. 火柴 ‘matches’ 

264. 熬(酒) ‘to boil for a long time’ 

265. 炒 ‘to fry; to stir-fry’ 

266. 煮 ‘to cook/boil’ 

267. 蒸 ‘to steam’ 

268. 锅(炒菜锅) ‘wok’ 

269. (舀汤的)勺子 ‘ladle’ 

270. 舂(米) ‘to pound; to pestle’ 

271. 磨(米) ‘to grind’ 

272. 切(肉) ‘to cut (meat)’ 

273. 田 ‘dry field’ 

274. 板(木板) ‘board (wooden)’ 

275. 弓 ‘bow’ 

276. 箭 ‘arrow’ 

277. 船 ‘boat; ship’ 

278. 矛 ‘lance; spear’ 

279. 射击 ‘to shoot’ 

280. 种(菜) ‘to plant’ 

281. 干活 ‘to do work’ 

282. 轻 ‘light (weight)’ 

283. 铁 ‘iron’ 

284. 金子 ‘gold’ 

285. 银子 ‘silver’ 

286. 井 ‘well (of water)’ 

287. 房顶 ‘roof’ 

288. 墙壁 ‘wall’ 

289. 藤子 ‘rattan, vine’ 

290. 臼 ‘mortar (for pounding in)’ 

291. 杵 ‘pestle’ 

292. 上衣 ‘upper clothing’ 

293. 布 ‘cloth’ 

294. 帽子 ‘hat’ 

295. 裤子 ‘pants’ 

296. 鞋子 ‘shoes’ 

297. 袜子 ‘socks’ 

298. 鼓 ‘drum (noun)’ 

299. 小刀(尖刀) ‘knife (for cooking)’ 

300. 刀(用来剃头) ‘razor (for shaving)’ 

301. 绳子 ‘rope, cord, string’ 

302. 枪 ‘gun’ 

303. 棍子 ‘stick’ 

304. 针 ‘needle’ 

305. 被子 ‘blanket, quilt’ 

306. 枕头 ‘pillow’ 

307. 蜡烛 ‘candle’ 

308. 梳子 ‘comb’ 

309. 门 ‘door’ 

310. 裤裤 ‘waist belt’ 

311. 席子 ‘mat’ 

312. 纸 ‘paper’ 

313. 戒指 ‘ring’ 

314. 锣 ‘gong’ 

315. 棉 ‘cotton’ 

316. 缴,交(交税) ‘to pay (taxes)’ 

317. 猎 ‘to hunt’ 

318. 嚼 ‘to chew’ 

319. 呕吐 ‘to vomit’ 

320. 缝 ‘to sew (by hand)’ 

321. 穿 ‘to put on, wear’ 

322. 呼吸 ‘to breathe’ 

323. 笑 ‘to laugh’ 

324. 哭 ‘to weep’ 

325. 吸 ‘to suck’ 

326. 吐(口水) ‘to spit out (saliva)’ 

327. 骑  ‘to ride’ 

328. 弯(用火烤弯) ‘to bend’ 

329. 转弯 ‘to turn (a corner)’ 

330. 玩 ‘to play’ 

331. 唱 ‘to sing’ 

332. 跳 ‘to jump’ 

333. 跳舞 ‘to dance’ 

334. 关 (门) ‘to close (a door)’ 

335. 推 ‘to push’ 

336. 扔 ‘to throw (a ball)’ 

337. 拿 ‘to take; to hold’ 

338. 买 ‘to buy’ 

339. 卖  ‘to sell’ 

340. 洗(手, 脸) ‘to wash (hands or face)’ 

341. 洗锅 ‘to wash dishes’ 

342. 绑 ‘to tie (up)’ 
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343. 擦 ‘to wipe’ 

344. 打 ‘to beat; to fight’ 

345. 剪/割 (绳子) ‘to cut (rope); to trim’ 

346. 劈开 ‘to split (wood)’ 

347. 扎 ‘to stab/prick’ 

348. 挖 ‘to dig’ 

349. 挤 ‘to squeeze (w/fingers)’ 

350. 打架 ‘to fight (w/fists)’ 

351. 破 ‘to break’ 

352. 搓(绳) ‘to twist (rope)’ 

353. 抓(痒) ‘to scratch the face’ 

354. 闻 ‘to smell’ 

355. 踢 ‘to kick’ 

356. 舔 ‘to lick’ 

357. 织(布) ‘to weave’ 

358. 晾(衣物) ‘to dry in the air’ 

359. 埋(尸体) ‘to bury’ 

360. 挑选 ‘to select’ 

361. 爬(在地上爬) ‘to crawl’ 

362. 做 ‘to do’ 

363. 染(布) ‘to dye’ 

364. 跪 ‘to kneel’ 

365. 抬(单人抬) ‘to raise, carry’ 

366. 剃 ‘to shave’ 

367. 喊 ‘to shout’ 

368. 沉 ‘to sink’ 

369. 打喷嚏 ‘to sneeze’ 

370. 打鼾 ‘to snore’ 

371. 告诉 ‘to tell’ 

372. 打哈欠 ‘to yawn’ 

373. 爬上(树) ‘to climb’ 

374. 放(下) ‘to put down’ 

375. 跑 ‘to run’ 

376. 脱 ‘to take off’ 

377. 年轻 ‘young’ 

378. 别人 ‘others’ 

379. 生气 ‘angry’ 

380. 高兴 ‘happy’ 

381. 父亲 ‘father’ 

382. 母亲 ‘mother’ 

383. 孩子 ‘child’ 

384. 丈夫 ‘husband’ 

385. 妻子 ‘wife’ 

386. 兄弟姐妹 ‘relative/buddy’ 

387. 哥哥 ‘elder brother’ 

388. 姐姐 ‘elder sister’ 

389. 弟弟 ‘younger brother’ 

390. 妹妹 ‘younger sister’ 

391. 啊姨  ‘aunt (maternal)’ 

392. 姑姑 ‘aunt (paternal)’ 

393. 姓 ‘surname’ 

394. 女婿 ‘son-in-law’ 

395. 朋友 ‘friend’ 

396. 寡妇 ‘widow’ 

397. 他 ‘he’ 

398. 我们 ‘we (exclusive)’ 

399. 你们 ‘you (pl)’ 

400. 他们 ‘they’ 

401. 蓝 ‘blue’ 

402. 五 ‘five’ 

403. 七 ‘seven’ 

404. 八 ‘eight’ 

405. 九 ‘nine’ 

406. 十 ‘ten’ 

407. 二十 ‘twenty’ 

408. 百 ‘hundred’ 

409. 千 ‘thousand’ 

410. 醉了 ‘drunk’ 

411. 高 ‘high; tall’ 

412. 扁  ‘flat’ 

413. 粗 ‘thick, coarse (hair)’ 

414. 细 ‘thin, fine (hair)’ 

415. 硬 ‘hard (stiff)’ 

416. 软 ‘soft’ 

417. 瘦 ‘thin (person)’ 

418. 空 ‘empty (bottle)’ 

419. 干净  ‘clean (clothes)’ 

420. 老 ‘old (person)’ 

421. 凉快 ‘cool’ 

422. 暖和 ‘warm’ 
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423. 深(水) ‘deep’ 

424. 浅(水) ‘shallow’ 

425. 难 ‘difficult’ 

426. 容易 ‘easy ‘ 

427. 恶心 (想呕吐) ‘nauseating’ 

428. 半 (一半) ‘half’ 

429. 慢 ‘slow’ 

430. 苦 ‘bitter’ 

431. 少 ‘few’ 

432. 厚 ‘thick (paper)’ 

433. 薄 ‘thin, flimsy (paper)’ 

434. 宽 ‘wide’ 

435. 窄 ‘narrow’ 

436. 直 ‘straight’ 

437. 曲，弯曲 ‘crooked’ 

438. 重 ‘heavy’ 

439. 湿 ‘wet (clothes)’ 

440. 腐烂(水果) ‘to rot’ 

441. 腐朽(木头 ) ‘rotten (dry)’ 

442. 脏(脏的衣服) ‘dirty (clothes)’ 

443. 顿 (刀不利) ‘dull (knife edge)’ 

444. 快，锋利 ‘sharp (knife edge)’ 

445. 旧 ‘old (thing)’ 

446. 坏 (坏人) ‘bad’ 

447. 远 ‘far’ 

448. 右 (边) ‘right (side)’ 

449. 左 (边) ‘left (side)’ 

450. 错(错了) ‘wrong’ 

451. 松(土很松) ‘loose’ 

452. 熟 (水果) ‘ripe’ 

453. 对(对了) ‘right; correct’ 

454. 滑 ‘smooth; slippery’ 

455. 亮 ‘bright; light’ 

456. 没有(走) ‘not yet’ 

457. 弱 (身体) ‘weak’ 

458. 去  ‘to go’ 

459. 进(入) ‘to enter’ 

460. 回(来) ‘to return’ 

461. (想)要 ‘to want’ 

462. 有  ‘to have’ 

463. 怕 ‘to fear’ 

464. 爱 (妻子) ‘to love’ 

465. 疼爱 (小孩) ‘to love dearly, be fond of’ 

466. 头抖 ‘to shiver’ 

467. 吞 ‘to swallow’ 

468. 隐藏 ‘to hide (something)’ 

469. 活 ‘to live’ 

470. 数 (动动) ‘to count’ 

471. 在 ‘at (ie, a general locative)’ 

472. 做梦 ‘to dream’ 

473. 忘记 ‘to forget’ 

474. 听见 ‘to hear’ 

475. 想 ‘to think’ 

476. 怎么 ‘how?’ 

477. 如果 ‘if’ 

478. 一些 ‘some’ 

479. 和 ‘and’ 

480. 哪里 ‘where?’ 

481. 几时 ‘when?’ 

482. 里 (面) ‘in (side)’ 

483. 外 (面) ‘out (side)’ 

484. 这里 ‘here’ 

485. 那里 ‘there’ 

486. 是 ‘to be, is’ 

487. 把 (一把刀) ‘classifier for knife’ 

488. 只 (一只动物) ‘classifier for animal’ 

489. 个 (一个东西) ‘general classifier’ 

490. 两 (两个东西) ‘two (cardinal)’

 

The full wordlist data for all datapoints is not included here because it would take 

up many pages of text, and because a printed version (or one formatted as part of 

this paper) would be less useful for modern analysis than an electronic version, such 

as a Unicode text file. Therefore, an electronic version of all transcriptions, and the 
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accompanying audio files, will be available for download from the SIL digital public 

library once this resource comes online, searchable through the Open Language 

Archives Community webpage at http://www.language-archives.org/search/.
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Appendix D: Wordlist, storyteller, and RTT participant screening forms 

The following pages were used to screen potential wordlist participants. 
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The following pages were used to screen storytellers for Recorded Text Tests (RTTs). 
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The following was used to screen RTT participants and record the post-RTT SLQ. 
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Appendix E: SLQ instruments 

The following pages show the questions that comprised the leader SLQ. 
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The following pages show the questions that comprised the group SLQ. Each form 

was paired with a copy of a county map obtained from the relevant county almanac. 
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Appendix F: Average RTT scores 

The following table lists the average raw scores for each RTT which was 
administered at each datapoint. A number of participants’ scores have been 
excluded from these averages as unrepresentative for various reasons. Below the 
score in parentheses are the standard deviation for that sample, and the number of 
participants’ scores which were used for this calculation; note that standard 
deviation is not defined for a sample of only one participant. The table cells are 
colored salmon where one of the following is true: an average score is considered 
rather low (below 85%); a standard deviation is considered high (above 10%); or a 
sample size is relatively small (below ten). 
In interpreting these values, Nahhas (2006b) makes several suggestions: data from 
sample sizes below ten is not always strongly reflective of the population as a 
whole, so confident conclusions should be based on a sample of at least ten 
participants; standard deviations above 10% often indicate that some participants in 
the sample have had previous exposure to the reference variety of the RTT; small 
differences in average score between two RTTs, even if they are statistically 
significant, are not always reflective of a difference in intelligibility between the two 
reference varieties. We have taken 80% as a cutoff point for intelligibility of the 
reference variety to be considered sufficient for use in language development. 

Test location 
and variety 

RTT Test Number 
1 2 3 4 6 

02 Jingxi Lingwan 
(Xinjia) Yang 

94%     
(5.6%,6)  

03 Debao Ma’ai Fu 
82% 92%    

(5.1%,10) (4.3%,10)    
04 Napo County 
Seat Yangzhou 

91% 89%    
(7.9%,10) (10.4%,12)    

05 Jingxi Niantong 
(Hurun) Yang 

94% 96%    
(3.7%,10) (5.3%,10)    

06 Napo Daguola 
(Pohe) Min 

84% 94% 96%  
(8.6%,8) (5.4%,8)  (2.7%,8)  
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Test location 
and variety 

RTT Test Number 
1 2 3 4 6 

07 Jingxi Youli 
(Quyang) Nong 

86% 98%  81%  
(8.7%,10) (2.0%,10) (undef.,1) 

08 Debao Jiunei 
(Batou) Fu 

67% 90%  91%  
(13.2%,10) (9.2%,10)  (9.6%,3)  

09 Napo Yan 
(Longhe) Nongshun 

80% 92% 90%  
(9.6%,10) (7.0%,10)  (6.4%,10)  

10 Napo Guoren 
(Longhe) Nongfu 

90% 96%  99%  
(5.5%, 10) (2.7%, 10)  (2.3%, 10)   

11 Jingxi Nongdi 
(Tunpan) Zong 

86% 96% 98%
(11.3%,10) (3.4%,10)   (1.5%, 3 

12 Jingxi Nonghe 
(Ande) Nong’an 

90% 98%    
(11.3%,10) (2.4%,10)  

13 Napo Bale 
(Baihe) Yangdong 

79% 91%  96%  
(12.7%,9) (6.6%,9)  (5.3%,9)  

14 Debao Xianong 
(Jingde) Rui 

79% 98% 92%   
(10.5%,10) (3.6%,10) (7.4%,10)   

15 Jingxi Bahuai 
(Wuping) Zhazhou 

88% 97%    
(8.0%,10) (3.6%,10)    

16 Napo Nonghua 
(Baidu) Min 

67% 75% 96%  
(9.6%,9) (14.3%,9)  (2.7%10)  

17 Jingxi Youlong 
(Dizhou) Yang 

  94% 88% 76% 
 (2.7%,2) (5.7%,2) (undef., 1)

18 Debao Nei 
(Ronghua) Mjang 

66% 100% 81%   
(undef.,1) (undef.,1) (15.9%,2)   

19 Napo Niantou 
(Delong) Min 

 79% 70%   
 (16.8%, 4) (18.4%, 3) 
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