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SOUTHEAST ASIA AS THE CRADLE OF ASIAN CULTURE

and the place of the Tai within it

' Placzek*

InTRODUCTION

Despite the failure of the more grandiose
visions for prehistoric Southeast Asia, the facts still
point to an independent, higher, and much earlier
level of development than had been previously
imagined. Gone forever is the notion that
Southeast Asia produced no innovations in
technology, art, or society. While not the cradle of
Asian civilization, it was certainly one of the
venerable elders.

In this essay, for the pupose of clarifying our
knowledge of the region, I am proposing that
Southeast Asia is a culturally identifiable region,

and thus it has some unique contributions to world
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culture. Was it the “cradle of Asian civilization™?
The evidence is insufficient to support this claim
fully, but in reviewing the evidence below, I hope to
show that, at the very least, Southeast Asia’s
contribution cannot be dismissed out of hand. Along
the way I will review the position of what we know
about Thai origins within this overview of the
region.

Some more concessions. First, it is
questionable to argue that there is some evidence
for a claim, and thus it might be true. In this way,
people can argue in favour of literally anything. My
justification for doing so now is two-fold : one, this
academic exercise is worth doing for what we can
learn about the region : and two, Southeast Asia
still lacks the broad overview that is required to
assess it in full perspective.

The next concession involves defining terms.

“CRADLE” OR “HOMELAND”

The notion of cradle or homeland is a very
basic one in popular thought. It seems natural to
ask where a cultural tradition came from, where
and how it originated. However, in the very
different world of prehistory, this is often not a
valid question at all. It is more common to see
major cultures growing out of widespread
settlements which have developed independently but
in parallel, usually due to common environmental
factors and low-level personal contacts between them.
There may be social levels in these societies, but the
gradient is gentle, without abrupt class boundaries.

This level of development is usually achieved before

the society becomes totally dependent upon

agriculture, and before metal artifacts become major
definers of social status.

It has recently become popular to link early
development of agricultural practices with geographic
expansion of a given cultural complex (Renfrew
1992, 1994, Cavalli-Sforza et.al. 1993, O’Conner 1996,
Hartmann 1998). Renfrew (1994) calls this “Farming
Dispersals”. They are thought to have occured after
an intial spread of human populations out of
Africa beginning about 100,000 years ago.

There appear to be two such agricultural
expansions into SE Asia. The first is associated with
Austroasiatic speakers, spreading southward and
westward from a middle Yangzi valley core in what
today is south-central China. Whether they came in
contact with other groups who are presumed to
have spread from Africa to SE Asia, is not clear at
this point. The theory, as applied to SE Asia, conflates
the early spread from Africa with this Austroasiatic
expansion, identifying the participants in both as
speakers of “Austric” languages, a super-family said
to contain Tai, Austroasiatic and Austronesian.
Perhaps at such early dates it makes sense to talk of
undifferentiated proto-languages.

The second “Farming Dispersal”, again from
the “cradle” area of modern-day southeast China,
was of Thai and Vietnamese groups who had a
more efficient kind of farming system and were
thereby able to eventually displace the previous Mon,
Khmer, and Cham farmers. (From a point that was
somewhere further west, the Burmese also
participated in this period of expansion.)

The third era expansion involved groups
moving into the warming arctic (Renfrew 1994 :
118-119).

Renfrew and the others identify a fourth



expansion, “Elite Dominance”, wherein stratified
societies, urban concentrations, kingdoms, and
empires arise, and cultures expand again, but in a
different pattern, following military conquest or trade
routes. Classic examples were the expansion of the
Roman Empire and Imperial China. From such a
stage we have the stuff of history, whether or not
the events are actually recorded in some script.
From what we know of history and
proto-history in SE Asia, the expansion of the

Burmese, Thais, and Vietnamese seems to

participate a little. in the second stage of “Farming
Dispersals™ and also in the fourth stage of “Elite
Dominance”. Once again, SE Asia may be forcing
theorists to revise their views because it just doesn’t
fit.

But it should be clear nevertheless that
socio-political evolution tends to be a process of
crystallization of high cultures and power centers
out of the network of similar but independent
settlements, the “mother soup” that in Southeast
Asia has taken the last ten thousand years to
develop.

In this view one is clearly wasting one’s time

looking for a single center or a single cause behind

the rise of a great cultural tradition. What we should
be looking for is evidence of how and why specific

cultures crystalluzed out of that ancient mother soup.

«CIVILIZATION”

“Civilization™ has been defined as the stage
of development in which one social group learns to
treat another group as animals. In general usage,
what we usually mean by this term is a cultural
tradition based on massive political power and high
levels of urbanization, social differentiation, and
technology. relative to its time. The culture should
bear fairly clear identifying characteristics, artistic
traditions, and have survived for a long time.

By these criteria, Southeast Asia does not
qualify as a single civilization. But is it possible that
the great civilizations of India and China have
crystallized out of the Southeast Asian mother soup?
In fact I have little to say about India, since its
earliest centers are to the west and its crucial
relationships are with the earliest of all cultures,
those of Mesopotamia and other centers of the
Middle East.

I will concentrate more on southern and
central China, since there recently have been great
advances in that region. My conclusion is that to a
certian extent eastern India, and to a very great
extent central China, may be deeply indebted to
the early people of Southeast Asia. This explicitly
excludes the generally-accepted “hearland” area of
Chinese culture along the Huang-Ho (Yellow) River
in the north. Excuded also is the Mohenjodaro-
Harappan center in the Indus valley. The

involvement of the Ganges valley is less clear.



Therefore this view does not challenge the
undoubted early developments in Mesopotamia and
the Indus that influenced western India ; nor does
it seek to impugn the cultural achievements of
northern China that had strong impacts upon
central China. Southern China, by way of contrast.
is clearly and absolutely part of Southeast Asia. Thus
A term that needs clarification is “Southeast Asia”

itself.

«SOUTHEAST ASIA”

In modern times we use an arbitrary
collection of ten modern day nation-states (and
city-states) as a convenient definition of “Southeast
Asia”. However, as we go further and further back
into prehistory these arbitrary lines on the map
become less and less relevant. What we are left
with are the broad parameters of geography :
climatic, vegetational, topographic, and other
ecological boundaries. In the discussion to follow it
will become clear, especially when we focus on the
crucial question of the domestication of rice, that
by “Southeast Asia”;wg have to include vast regions
that, for political and historical reasons, on today’s
maps are parts of Bangladesh, India, China, and
even Japan. Higham (1996 : 1) comes t0 essentially
the same conclusion on China, as does Bellwood

(1995 : 403)

My view is that populations who once lived in the southern

part of the nation which we today call “China expanded
southwards, commencing at the beginning of the Neolithic, to form
the founders of the present Austroasiatic, Austronesian and
eventually other major populations of Southeast Asia (such as the

Thais and Burmese).

These people were not “Chinese” in the ethnic or biological
sense (Le., the ancestors of prescm-day Han Chinese) and had no
direct connection with Anyang or the Shang Dynasty whatsoever.
They were Southeast Asians.

_there are also strong grounds for ixlgtludillg the areas of

castern India settled by those speaking Mundaric, Austroasiatic

languages (Higham 1996 : 1).

»

Including these areas a parts of Southeast
Asia, in a general geographic and climatic view, is
not controversial. However, it rings emotional and
nationalistic alarm bells and this is the main reason
why these simple and common links have been

overlooked for so long.

SOUTHEAST ASIAN UNITY : GEOGRAPHICAL
FACTORS

In what sense can we talk about SE Asia as a
unified region to begin with? Geographical factors
are mostly represented through discussion of
human cultural adaptation to them. The great
mountains of northern SE Asia clearly formed a
barrier, as did the seas, until human seafaring and
shipbuilding reversed this role of the oceans. One
result is that except for Chinese imperial expansion
into Guangdong, Guangxi, Gueizhou and northern
Vietnam (Bac Bo), there have been no invasions of
SE Asia until (seabourne) European colonial
dominance began 300 years ago.

The monsoon climate and the wet season
dry season annual cycle also led to a common
dependence upon rivers for transportation inland,
and the many architectural, dietary, and social

adaptations to the cycle of flooded and parched

fields.



SOUTHEAST ASIAN DIVERSITY
GEOGRAPHICAL FACTORS

The mainland eventually developed large
stable peasant societies usually in broad river  valleys
above major river deltas. The islands tended to have
fewer such areas, and thus developed much smaller
populations clustered at river mouths (except
Central Java). There certainly were agrarian centers
in the islands, but cities tended to be focused on
trade, with good harbours, at strategic points along
the international trade routes established in
prehistoric times. These “entrepot cities” were less
stable than their mainland couterparts, since trade
is notoriously fickle.

Central Java and the mainland flood plains,
then, were the places where the large populations
eventually developed, based on the social relations
of labour-sharing for wet-rice agriculture and the
complex irrigation arrangements that this crop
requires when planted on a large scale. In contrast
there were no major highland centers. The
agricultural base in the mountains tended to be
shifting cultivation of rice and other crops, in a
semi-nomadic system, which could be as long as
twenty years in one location.

In many cases these highlanders had been
the earliest Austroasiatic-speaking inhabitants of the
area, including the lowlands. But under the ethnic
groups (Burmans, Thais, Vietnamese) who later came
to dominate them, they had three choices : face
wholesale slaughter if they organized resistance, stay
and become assimilated but marginalized lower
classes, or retreat to the less productive, heavily

forested mountainous areas between the great river

valleys. Some kingdoms had royal rituals that clearly
honoured these earlier inhabitants as pioneers,

despite their current lower status.

SOUTHEAST ASIAN DIVERSITY : CULTURAL

FACTORS

So far we have seen more divisions than
commonalities. When we look at modern-day SE
Asia we see even more diversity : different languages,
religions, political systems. In fact SE Asia is
notorious as a “cultural shatterbelt” between India
and China.

To see beyond these major distinctions, we
need to emphasize that the vast majority (I would
guess a good 85%) of the most obvious cultural
differences have developed during the later
histories of the various nations. Burma, Laos,
Thailand, Cambodia, Malaysia and Java were
subject to the strong and fundamental cultural
influences flowing out of India in the early
centuries of the Christian era. These nations are
said to be “Indianized”. Vietnam, on the other hand,
was subject to a thousand years of domination by
its giant imperial neighbour to the north, and is the
only through-going Confucian state, said to be
“Sinicized” by this experience. The Philippines, while
distantly exposed to the influences of Indic and
Chinese cultures, was the first SE Asian nation to
come under European control and adopt a Spanish
high culture. It is thus is said to be “Hispanicized”.

The modern nations thus have all borrowed
their high cultures from different external sources,
increasing the diversity.

In the 13" Century Theravada Buddhism



swept most of mainland SE Asia. Soon after, Islam
and Christianity made converts in the region, mostly
in the islands, increasing the mainland - islands

cultural division.

Later yet the region was divided up into

colonial domains, with far-reaching consequences
depending on the methods of colonial control and
the educational systems installed. A prominent
aspect of colonialism is that the colony must be
tied to the colonizer economically and is thereby
prevented from interacting with its neighbours. Even
Jater came the cold war and the division of the
region into communist and capitalist camps.

The main point here is that these very
important dlstmctlom were clearly latter-day
developments, external factors that were borrowed
or imposed. becoming entrenched in SE Asian
societies in a “top-down” process of adaptation. The
fundamental cultures, the “little tradition” of the
people, retained much of their agriculturally-based

similarity.

SOUTHEAST ASIAN UNITY : CULTURAL
FACTORS

SE Asia is remarkable for its cultural

diversity. Wherein lies its unity? The factors are
less obvious, yet can be extracted from the amazing
diversity.

In this enquiry it is important to note the
anthropological distinction between the “Great
Tradition” of the courts and elite, as opposed to
the “Little Tradition” of the common people, in
particular the farmers and peasants. In SE Asia,
while the great traditions of the various
modern-day nations clearly show the different
sources of those traditions (India, China, Spain),
the little tradition shows a remarkable number of
cultural traits that are either unique or very

widespread.

WIDESPREAD OR UNIQUE CULTURAL
TRAITS

Space prevents a fuller discussion of these
additional traits. The following are seen as
widespread, but not necessarily covering the whole
region :

drinking though straws drinking through the nose

eating with hands

betel chewing

fermented fish, fish sauce
prominence of bathing
piston bellows
procession, spectacle
cock fighting

backstrap loom

lack of family names
relatively high status of women
territorial spirits

thunder god complex

blow pipe

glutinous rice as staple
palm wine, sugar, etc.
lactose intolerance

houses on stills

jar burial

boat races

rocket festivals

tattooing

debt as social institution
“big man” patron system
“butterfly” spirits

bronze image casting




sticly rice as staple
kris

musical traditions
sepak-takraw

blackening of the teeth

The following are seen as more clearly unique :

finger knife
prominence of naga
ikat and batik

penis inserts

houses designed as boats

double outrigger

Clearly much could be said about each of these but
space forbids at this time. In many cases clear
parallels exist in world cultures but I have simply

not surveyed them.

WET-RICE AGRICULTURE AND THE
DOMESTICATION OF RICE

Clearly, wet-rice agriculture is dominant

throughout the region in every place it can be grown,

and often in areas completely unsuited for it.

It is assumed that the gradual process of
domestication of rice began in seasonal swamps
(White 1995 : 61) where the intervening dry season
Jed to larger and more efficient seeds. Even today
people have been observed harvesting wild cousins
of rice, sometimes by paddling a boat through the
plants and fﬁp}Sing the ripe grains into the boat.

Cultivation in deeper or more permanent
bodies of water probably evolved from this, as did
cultivation in bunded flood-recession fields and in
the now-common gravity-fed poldered fields.
Upland dry rice practices also were later
developments in White’s typology.

On the other hand, by Mudar’s survey of the
prehistoric and early historic sites in central
Thailand, it appears that the earliest scttlements

(within the period when rice cultivation was known

in the area) were on upper slopes and only by the
early historic period (6th Century AD) did
settlements flourish in the lower river valley itself
(Mudar : 177).

The labour-sharing and irrigation co-operation
involved in wet-rice agriculture is ohvious and widely
noted. The connection l;etween wet-rice and high

population is clear :

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION POPULATION SUPPORTED

hunter-gatherer .005 to .12 people per km’

shifting cultivation up to 60 people per km’

wet rice cultivation up to 2,000 people per km®
Aside from the need to co-ordinate the system of
irrigation for a large flood-plain area, wet-rice has
another labour-intensive characteristic : transplanting.
Rice seed is planted and cultivated intensively in
crowded seed-beds that can be protected and
watered more easily while the young plants grow
and the farmers wait for the monsoons to break.
With the start of the rains the seedlings are
transplanted by hand to the fields. This extremely
labour intensive system is still practiced today, and
is a characteristic of SE Asia.

There is general agreement currently that rice
was probably domesticated in the middle and lower
reaches of the Yangzi river, in what today is central
China. The identity of these early agriculturalists is
unknown, but I will summarize below that Tai
origins are inseparable from those of domesticated
rice.

In China archaeology has recently been
preceeding with incredible speed. Scores of
important new sites are reported every year.

Recently rice has been found in Neolithic sites even



in northern China, dating about 5000 BC (Underhill
: 129), but these sites are thought to have learned
the technology from the south, where rice is

naturally more native.

Approximately 80% of the Neolithic sites in China with

domesticated rice are located in the Yangzi River valley. Since the
Yangzi River valley contains the greatest number of sites with rice as
well as the earliest sites, it is probably the arca where rice was first
domesticated ...Scholars acknowledge that rice could have been first

domesticated in areas farther south or beyond the borders of China

(Underhill : 133).
A key factor in establishing domestication of
rice is the distribution of wild rice. The ancestor of

Onyza sativa is usually considered to be Oryza rufipogon

"1 Areaoforigin
= — = lIndica

— - = = . Japonica or Sinica

-------------- Distribution of wild relatives *
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1.The present distribution of wild relatives and the spread of geographic races of Oryza
sativa In South-East Asle, after T.T. Chang 1976a. the northem fimit of the wild rices may have
boon closer 1o the Yangtze in earty Holdcene times (see text).(The afrows on this map do not
early reflect the in this chapter.) Courtesy:T.T Chang.

(see Figure 1). The figure shows that wild rice
occurs in the middle and lower Yangzi, and also in
northern SE Asia and into India.

One serious problem with wild rice is that it
can easily hybridize with domesticated rice. It is a
“genetically volatile” plant (Higham 1989 : 82) :in a
few years domesticated rice can revert back to a

form similar to wild rice when it is left to

reproduce naturally.

The most famous site of course is the
Hemudu site in Zhejiang (lower Yangzi), with
massive layers of husked rice from 5000 BC.
However. sites in the middle Yangzi have turned
out to be extraordinarily early, with dates for wild
and domesticated rice phytoliths ;nd pollen from
9200-7550 BC (Underhill : 138). These significant
dates are supported by an increase in the quantity
of agricultural tools. The earliest of these middle
Yangzi sites are located south of the river. At the
site of Pengtoushan we have clear grains of modern
rice, by 7000-5500 BC (Underhill : 142).

Significant for the question of the ethnic
identity of the people is the fact that earlier middle
Yangzi Pengtoushan houses were built on or under
the ground, while the later lower Yangzi,Hemudu
houses, in contrast, were built on stills with
remarkably skilled carpentry. This supports the view
that early Tais were associated with the lower Yangzi
cultures and less so with the middle cultures. It is
also interesting to note that the Liangzhu culture
of the lower Yangzi (c. 3300-2200 BC) has also
yielded “the ealiest undisputed evidence for
sericulture and silk reeling in the form of thread,
ribbon, and fabric” (underhill : 144). We shall
return to this culture below.

By 3000 BC rice and some domesticated
animals had diffused southward to Guangdong sites.
The earliest clear radiocarbon dates for rice in
mainland SE Asia (narrowly defined) are about 3,000
BC, found at sites in northeast Thailand (Miksic :
30).

Rice apparently reached Taiwan later: there
is no evidence for cultivation on the island until

after 2500 BC, and the first solid evidence of rice is




not until 2000-1000 BC (Underhill : 146). This fact
has important implications for the origins of the
Austronesians (Malayo-Polynesians), and if we
follow Benedict’s Austro-Tai hypothesis, the origins
of the Tais as well. These are discussed below
under “language patterning”.

Another surprise is that Yangzi valley
pottery dates are now among the oldest in the world.
at 12,000-9.200 BC (Underhill : 140). One result of
all this activity and these remarkable finds is that
the old notion of a unified China which owes
everything to the “cultural hearth” in the north is
crumbling. and the southern peoples’ early
contributions as finally being recognized. Obviously
most of these southern peoples in prehistory were
Southeast Asians.

An important result of these advances in
archaeology has been the comparative coalescence
of site information in both south-central China and
SE Asian sites in Vietnam and Thailand.
Archaeologists can now identify similarities between
these areas in dates, material culture, and economy
(Underhill : 137). No longer alien disciplines,
Chinese a“nd SE Asian archeology are further
clarifying'lth? esential link : Southern China is part

of SE Asia.

EARLY BRONZE TECHNOLOGY

Since the claims of very early bronze at Ban
Chiang have not proven supportable, the trend has
been to apply stringent requirements of dating
techniques (“chronometric hygiene”) and accept only

the most secure dates. Higham (for example 1996)

has been the main proponent of bronze technology

as an innovation from the early dynasties of

northern China, primarily because

i. the dates of early bronze in mainland SE Asia are not

yet secure
ii. the early bronze technology of the Shang and early
Zhou dynasties was so impressive and e);amples of their
work have been found in early Lingnan and Bac Bo sites.
iii. early jade art has also been found in these sites. The

jade is identified with Shang and Zhou dynasties.

Higham also is a strong supporter of Blusi s Austric
hypothesis, namely, that Austronesian and
Austroasiatic (and Tai) share a common ancestor.
There is some consensus (see below) that
Austroasiatic speakers were dominant in the middle
Yangzi; and from there they expanded up the Yangzi
and down the headwaters of the Brahmaputra,
Salween, Chao Phraya, Mekong, and Song Hong

(Red) Rivers to their present locations. With



increasing pressure from northern populations they
were replaced in their homeland and spread thinly
across SE Asia. Higham (1996 : 311) sees this
proposed Austroasiatic expansion as having
established long distance links for the later spread
of metallurgical technology originating in northern
China.

Tenuous as these links may be, there is
another weakness in Higham's emphasis (1996b :
26, 28 ; 1997 : 146) on Shang and Zhou jades as
evidence of northern Chinese influence. That is the
fact that the lower Yangzi culture of Liangzhu
(3300-2200 BC) is now known to have been the
major production center of a series of standardized
jade figures of an extremely high quality. These
jade ritual items were traded widely, and it is quite
possible that some of the items Higham assumes
were Shang or Zhou were in fact from Liangzhu.
As shown above, the early lower Yangzi cultures are
associated with a later Tai culture.

Higham does not, however, rule out
independent development of metallurgical
technology in SE Asia. His requirement for
accepting such a development is an secure date for
bronze (or copper) by 2100-1800 BC (Higham
1996 : 311).

These dates agree with White's later proposed
dating for the earliest bronze at Ban Chiang, and
White (1997 : 103) has produced dates from
“impeccable provenience” that appear close :
1950-1600 BC and 1560-1530 BC. Even if such dates
are sufficient, Higham finds it a remarkable
coincidence that this development would happen
in SE Asia just at the same time as in northern
China. Indeed, he points out, that ideas, even

rumours of ideas, can be enough to inspire local

craftspeople to experiment and approximate the
distant innovations, but in a uniquely local way.
There is much truth in that point ; it just needs to
be established which way the influence went.

It has become colmmon to cite as a
theoretical puzzle the diserepancy between early
bronze (and agriculture) in SE Asia yet the very late
development of urbanization, social classes, warfare
and the other markers of “civilization”. Higham
surveys other early societies in the world where
bronze was developed fairly early, and assesses the
time lag between metallurgical competence and the
rise of highly stratified societies and warfare (Higham

1996 : 316-319) :

Huanghe Valley (Northern China) : time lag of c. 400 years

Mesopotamia : time lag of c. 2000 years

Iberia time lag of 1500 to 250 years

Eastern Mediterranean time lag of c. 1000 years

Given the greater population densities and
more intensive lifestyles of some of these cultures,
Higham concludes :

The situation is echoed in Southeast Asia. Again, we

encounter a Bronze Age which lasted a millennium before a rapid
change which saw bronze being used in warfare, for personal
ornamentation and in feasting and ritual. The argument that the
Bronze Age of Southeast Asia is anomalous is rejected (Higham

1996 : 319).

While Higham’s arguments and support are
compelling, it may not yet be time to conclude that
there is nothing at all anomalous about Southeast
Asia’s social development. In fact scholars of
prehistory and history alike continually comment
on the resistance of SE Asian societies to

centralized and rigidly stratified structures. In fact




it can be argued that even today, the nation states
of SE Asia are really social collections of “big man”
patrons and their entourages of clients masquerading
as Prime Ministers, Presidents, Ministers, etc. If this
view can be sustained for modern and historic times,
how much more so for prehistoric times? One
cannot deny the lateness and the external
dependence of the transition in SE Asia to
(apparently) centralized stratified societies focused
on competition for resources. See White (1995a).

and White & Piggot for summaries of these views.

EARLY DOMESTICATION OF OTHER
PLANTS AND ANIMALS

Many kinds of fruits and animals were
domesticated in SE Asia. Sauer suggested in the 50s
that this area was one of innovation. The list of SE
Asian domestications includes bananas, taros, yams,
breadfruit, many other tropical fruits, and probably
coconuts. The new archeaological data shows the
domestication of the pig in Guangxi (Underhill :
149) but the dogl‘ is now seen as originating in
northern China. As well the chicken and the water
buffalo were probably domesticated here, despite
their early appearance in neolithic sites in northern

and central China.

LANGUAGE PATTERNING

Studies of the history of languages supports
the general argument of early development in SE
Asia. However, at first one is again struck by the

overwhelming diversity.

In SE Asia there are hundreds of languages

but only four major languague families :

* Sino-Tibetan (e.g. Chinese, Tibetan, Burmese, Kachin, with
Karen as a possible outlier)

* Austro-asiatic or Mon-Khmer (Cambodian, Vietmanese,
Mon, Nicobarese. Wa, Munda) »

* Austronesian or Malayo-Polynesian (Indonesian, Malay.
Cham, Tagalog, Cebuano, Hawaiian, Javanese, Sundanese,
Balinese, Buginese) Hawaiian, Maori, Malagasy are example
outside of SE Asia.

# Tai (Thai or Siamese, Shan, Lao, Zhuang. Black/Red/
White/Tai, Ahom. and small pockets of distant outliers

such as Kam. Lati, Laqua, etc.. in southern China)

AUSTRONESIAN (MALAYO-POLYNESAIN)

By now it is fairly well agreed among
Austronesian specialists that the great Austronesian
family must have evolved on the coast of what today
is southern China, and spread throughout its vast
range with the point of departure being Taiwan.
Certainly the aboriginal languages of eastern
Taiwan exhibit the tell-tale signs of greater diversity
and greater concentration. One problem is the
absolute lack of Austronesian languages spoken on
the mainland today.

Another problem is the lateness of rice
cultivation on Taiwan noted above. The
contradiction arises from the reconstruction of
Proto-Austronesian by Blust (1995) : it is said to
contain words for rice, millet, taro, sugarcane,
banana, betelnut, and domesticated animals. The
Proto-Austronesians also wove cloth. Given the time
depth for the origins of rice agriculture on the
mainland of at least 5000 BC, Blust's scenario has
the Proto-Austronesians on Taiwan cultivating rice

and weaving cloth there by about 4,000 BC. The



Dapenkeng culture seemed a likely choice. As shown
above, however, the evidence does not support this
: Dapenkeng rice is in evidence only by about 2500
BC. The new, even earlier dates of rice in the middle
Yangzi at 9,000 BC would imply a correspondingly
earlier date for rice farming Austronesians on
Taiwan. And even worse for the Blust
reconstruction, no archaeological support for
weaving is found that early. Bark cloth beaters
similar to Polynesian tools are clearly in evidence at
the Dapenkeng site as late as 2500 BC.
This does not undo the linguistic work of
reconstructing proto-Austronesian ; it merely
re-dates the crucial Taiwan stage much later than
assumed, implying a much faster colonization of
the rest of the Austronesian world.

The Austronesian and the Tai language
families probably origiﬁated within several hundred
kilometers of each other in the area which is now
southern China. Benedict has been arguing since
the 1940s that these two families are related, and
his ideas have found support in the rough
proximity of origin. The super-family of Tai and
Malayo-Polyhesian (called Austro-Tai) is still
controversial ; however it seems to have gained much
favour among archaeologists and other students of
SE Asian prehistory. Especially for this reason, but
also on general principles, new information about
Austronesian is important to understanding the
evolution of Tai.

From the above discussion we see that there

- are still problems with positing the most likely
Austronesian origins. Concentration of most diverse
languages points to Taiwan, but the island itself is
clearly insufficient as an ultimate homeland, and a

source on the mainland is necessary. None is

forthcoming. If there is indeed a common parent
for Tai and Austronesian, then the fact that Tai has
more solid evidence for a homeland area becomes
more crucial to the origins of Austronesian.
Conversely, if dates for ekpansion of Austronesian
must be moved back these can affect estimates for

Tai.

AUSTROASIATIC (MON-KMER)

Even earlier theories linked Austronesian,
Asutroasiatic and Tai in an Austric super-family.
Although some limited links were found, this idea
lay dormant for several years. Now, however, with
the new archaeological data pouring in, there has
been renewed interest in the idea. It has been
supported by the Austronesian linguist Blust in
papers from 1993 and enthusiastically adopted by
archaeologists (see White 97 : 103, Higham 1996a :
1-3, 324 ; 1996b : 11-13). This interest does not
seem to depend on the Austric proposal, rather it
is focused on the fact that by general distribution
and corroborating evidence, the early Austroasiatic
speakers are considered to be the first settlers of
mainland Southeast Asia, plus the Nicobar islands,
with some possible vestiges in Sumatra or other
islands (see Baer : 22). With a distant branch (Mundra
languages) in India, and stronger evidence of an
early presence in the middle-Yangzi neolithic, Blust
see the Austroasiatics expanding from their middle
Yangzi homeland along river systems to their present
locations during the 6th millennium. This does not
really affect scenarios of Tai expansion, and fits
with the historical and ethnological evidence that

the Lawa, Mon, Khmer and Khmu were all in place



when the Tai-speaking elements arrived in

mainland SE Asia.

TAI OR TAI-KADAI

The evolution of the Tai family seems fairly

clear, with origins in the area of the modern-day-

border between Vietnam and Guangxi-Guizhou in
China, literally ringed by small dialect pockets of
speakers of very diverse and distantly related Tai
languages (see Terweil 1978 : 47-48 ; Pulleyblank :
431 ; Haudricourt : 28-29). In the region of most
diversity among Tai languages (Tay-Ninh
autonomous region of Vietnam and nearby areas
in Guangxi and Guizhou) the Chinese call the Tai
groups thou-jen (alternatively {'u-jen or (turen in
Pinyin), and the Viétﬁamese call them tho-nhan. Both
terms mean “native people” (Haudricourt : 30).

I think that this location makes sense
because the people there are settled from ancient
times, they are recognized as native, they practice
the common Tai style of agriculture and social
custom, thé topographical features are cosistent with
what we know of their farming style. and they
exhibit thé prerequisite concentration and
diversity. However, there are historical and
archaeological reasons to consider at least a wider
core area for the Tai.

The linguist Haudricourt has argued that Tai
is a mixed language with deficient vocabulary. One
example he offers of this is the fact that Austroasiatic
languages distinguish three kinds of rice as distinct
lexical forms : padi, raw polished, and cooked rice.
Austronesian and Miao-Yao languages also make

this distinction while some Chinese dialects

distinguish a fourth form, that for planted rice. Tai,
on the other hand says Haudricourt (1970 : 33) has
only one form for any kind of rice, making
reference to the various conditions or stages by the
use of compounds. He concedes that Proto-Tai has
a word for “transplapting plot” (my translation).
kla2. In modern Thai this form means the rice
seedling before transplanting. Li (1997 : 153) gives
the proto-form a rough gloss of “husked rice”, Haas
(1965 : 537) defines the modern form as a nominal
meaning “substance, essence, esentials”, when used
in isolation. In combination with the word for “rice”
it means “raw, husked rice”.

Thus Haudricourt is only partly correct when
he says only one form exists. Whether this
constitutes a deficiency is debatable. A term for
rice seedling is found only in Tai languages ;
furthermore, Proto-Tai contains terms for both wet
field, dry field, and the transplanting of seedlings.
This indicates much sophistication with rice
agriculture at the earliest stage of Tai.

We have noted above a close connection
between Tai and rice, Haudricourt’s_arguments
notwithstanding. The Tai word for rice has
cognates in Vietnamese and other Austroasiatic
languages (though the direction of influence is not

clear).

For Tai the link to stream-watered mountain valleys is

ancient and unambiguous {(O'Connor 976, citing a long list of sources).

Hartmann's 1998 study of the Tai term
meuangAl faiAl “ditch-dike” agricultural
technology further underscores the essential Tai
connection with wet-rice agriculture. He outlines

the basic view (see O'Connor 1996) that the



Burmese, Tais and Vietnamese, known in history to
have expanded southward to displace earlier Mon.
Cham and Khmer states, had as an important a
dvantage a relatively innovative agricultural system
based on the management of swiftly-flowing stream
water, as opposed to the locally-established systems
of management of receding floodwater (see also
van Liere 1980, 1989). Hartmann notes (2) that the
ditch-dike system was widely distributed among Tai
speaking groups, and that the word meuangA 1 seems
clearly to have been borrowed into Burmese and
Vietnamese, implying a Tai source for the
innovation. He surveys Tai words for “rice”, “dry
field”, “wet field", “rice seedling”, “canal or ditch”,
“channel or ditch”, “dike or weir”, “field
embankment”, and “small dike”. Following an
innovative theory from Bailey and Edmondson in
which the languages at the center of a field of
historical expansion are considered to have evolved
more, and the languges at the periphery have been

more conservative, Hartmann concludes that there

is most innovation in the Guizhou-Guangxi area,
supporting this area as a core area for Tai speakers,
the point I want to stress here, though, is the direct
connection of Tai speakers with early innovations
in rice technology. Further, the basic analysis of
O’Connor, well-argued and cempelling, pictures
early Tai agricultural innovation and adaptation to
an upland fertile environment with fast-flowing
rivers. This again favours the upland areas of
Guangxi-Guizhou and upper Bac Bo (Tonkin) as a
core area, as opposed to the coastal Chejiang, Fujian,
Guangdong, and the lower Song Hong (Red) river
delta.

A quick glance at the ethnographic map
(Lebar etal) confirms that the modern-day Tai
distribution is along river valleys where rice can be
grown, especially up the tributaries of the Hsi in
Guangxi and eastern Guizhou, the Song Ma (Black)
river in Vietnam, and down the middle Mekong
into the heart of Cambodia. It is a rare exception
even today to find Tai speaking populations in
rural areas who are not associated with wetrice
farming. Given this close connection it is not
unreasonable to link Tai culture to the origins of
domesticated rice. As shown in the section above
on archaeology. this is the Yangzi valley.

Also noted above, the middle Yangzi evolved
into the powerful non-Han state of Chu, which
modern consensus sees as being dominated by
Austroasiatic speakers, with strong Miao-Yao
presence and certainly some Tai involvement.

Other arguments for a Tai original home in
coastal areas were presented by Chamberlain who
found a consistent word for the giant salt-water
crocodile (crocodylus porosus) in Tai languages no

matter how far inland the group is now located. He



felt that this

. places the Tais along the coast, no further north than
Fujian province at the period of PT (proeo-Tai). Since cognates for
this taxon do not occur in KS (Kam-Sui) we may assume that family
separated from the mainstream earlier, at a point further north than

Fujian (Chamberlain : 189).

The Chinese alligator (alligator sinensis) is a
more difficult etymology, since this smaller
river;dwelling beast does not occur south of the
Yangzi. In Tai languagues the cognate of the
Chinese term refers to the giant water beetle
(belostome). Chamberlain (190) gives mythological
reasons for the transfer of meaning, and is thus
able to justify his view of a Proto-Tai-Kam-Sui
homeland in the lower Yangzi valley, north of the
Proto-Tai area on the Fujian coast.

Pulleyblank (439-440) notes that work by Mei
and Norman strongly suggest an Austroasiatic
stratum in the Min dialects of Fujian. There is little
evidence of a Tai influence.

Supporting the view of a Tai heartland along
the coast is the occasional identification of the coastal
Yueh culture and later state with some Tai
characteristics, There is clear support for Yueh as a
precursor ta the establishment of the earliest
Vietnamese state in Bac Bo (Tonkin). But some Tai
references persist.

Historical mention of Yueh is from the
beginning of the first millennium BC. These people
were far to the north of Fujian and controlled the
lower Yangzi valley. By the ninth century BC they
were moving to the coast and were in control of
Zhejiang by the sixth century. They established a
state covering the coast from Zhejiang to Tonkin

by 496BC. After this, official Chinese reference to

Yueh fades out until after the Han period when
reports on the area begin to refer to various smaller
ethnic groups including Tai groups such as the
Zhuang and Li. (Wiens : 115). Interestingly enough
there is an ancient manuscript called Yue Ren Ge,
“Song of the Yue people” which apparently defied
translation for centuries. Recently it was translated
and turned out to be clearly Tai, almost
comprehensible to speakers of Standard Thai (Q.H.
Gong. pers. communication).

Interestingly too, there are references to the
smaller, less well-organized state of Yeh-lang lying
to the northwest of the state of Nan-Yueh. Wiens
(138-139) mentions that this satellite state contained
Tais, Lolos, and other groups, and it entered into
alliances with or against Nan Yueh and Tien.
Pulleyblank (435) notes that the o century BC Kelao
may have come from the area of Yeh-lang as well.
Clearly this early stats needs more study.

Pulleyblank : (430) discusses the term tung,
which appears to be an earlier name (Sung dynasty)
for the Zhuang, and also for a unit of territory. It is
probably related to the name of the Kam people,
called tung or dong by the Chinese. This word‘ earlier
meant “mountain valley” or level ground between
cliffs and beside a stream”, the calssic Thai upland
rice-farming environment. tung is frequent in place
names in Guizhou, and probably indicates former

Tai settlements.

It may not be going too far to suggest that there was a
continuum of Tai-related peoples from the coast of Guangdong.
Guangxi, and northern Vietnam stretching inland through Guizhou
into Yunnan and north into Hunan and southern Sichuan. No doubt
they were already somewhat differentiated in culture and language
before the coming of the Chinese, having adapted to the different

environments in which they had lived (Pulleyblank : 433).



Assessing the various arguments above. it is
by now quite clear that arguments for the upland
Guangxi-Gueizhou-upper Song Hong region as a
core area are stronger and more mutually
consistent than those for a more coastal area
including the lower Yangzi. However, some
arguments for the influence of Tai in coastal areas
have force, and there may be some kind of
continuum, as Pulleyblank suggests, which would
be succeptible to separation and the rise of distinct
Tai groups.

Connections between Tai and Mon-Khmer
are found in the often-noted influence of early Tai
upon Vietnamese. Haudricourt notes an influence
upon the tonal system, and a Tai cognate for the
Vietnamese word for padi rice. The Vietnamese word
ray “upland slash-and-burn field" is also a clear Tai
import (Hartman 2). Two other words seem worthy
of notice in this connection.

Thai kaew Al has cognates in all three brances
of the Tai family (Li : 187). The word has a
puzzling range of meanings in modern Thai : it can
mean “yam bean” or “Vietnamese”. McFarland (130)
defines it as “the Siamese who live on the border of
Annam and gradually change their nationality.” He
also gives the ¢ompounds laos kaewl and yuanl
kaewl, both meaning “a tribe of Annamites of
Siamese origin.”

The term yuanl in turn is interesting.
Manitcharoen (126) notes that the Thais of Sakhon
Nakhon in northeastern Thailand equate the terms
yuanl and kaewl. Spelled with yoI ying5 the term
yuanl is always glossed as “Vietnamese, Annamese”.
Spelied with yoI yak3 it can also mean “Vietnamese”
but covers Greeks and the people of northern

Thailand as well. There may be some folk

etymologizing based on spelling here.

THE LANGUAGES OF CHINA

It is clear, if controversial, that languages of
southern China were not Chinese, depite the fact
that modern-day languages of the area are spoken
by people who are clearly ethnically Chinese. Early
southern China, as I have been arguing all along.
was culturally, climatically, and ecologically part of
SE Asia. Today it is Chinese. because of the
inexorable military and cultural pressure of
Chinese imperial power. Note that it was not all
push : there were pull factors as well. Many local
elites were attracted to the Chinese cultural center
by the advanced arts, philosophies, and especially
classical literature. There was also the common
political practice of offering a daughter in marriage
to cement a political alliance. Nevertheless, there is
much historical evidence that the great ancient
cultures of southern China were advanced
technologically and socially, before coming under
the influence of Han Chinese. The history (;f China
is acknowledged as a “march to the south”, and it
was punctuated by wholesale flows of refugees
southward, at about 300AD and 1100AD. Tt is
necessary to look briefly at the linguistic situation
in China in order to understand the linguistic
environment of early SE Asian languages from the
perspective of the “other side”.

The first point is that we always talk of
“dialects” of Chinese out of deference to Chinese
practice and convention. Nevertheless, many
languages of southern China today are mutually

unintelligible with Mandarin Chinese, and the Wu



and Min groups cannot be traced to a common
ancestor (which is the basis for inclusion in a
language family). The only unifying links are shared
Chinese culture, political organization. and above
all, script. Keep in mind that as a logographic
system, the script has acted for centuries as a
unifying system of communication (with elite
associations) that is not dependent upon
pronunciation, or, in the last analysis, upon having
a common language.

All of this. while not often pointed out, is
still common knowledge. But what I will argue now
is somewhat more controversial. On the general
principle that greater diversity and greater
concentration of that diversity indicates earler
development, the evidence is clear that the “dialects”
of southern China. based on earlier non-Chinese
languages, are priovr“to the evolution of Mandarin
Chinese. and therefore that south China is part of
SE Asia not only ecologically. but linguistically as

well. The map of Chinese “dialects” shows clearly

that the concentration of diversity is in the south,

not in the north. In fact, the north shows no such

concentration at all.

DIALECTS OF THE CHINESE GROUP

D 6 {No data for Taiwan}

KILOMETRES

Dialects of Chinese Group. Major contrast between the uniformity of the

north (solidly Northern Mandarin in speechjand the complexity of the south.

KEY: 1.Northem Mandarin. 2.South-Westem Mandarin. 3.Southemn Mandarin.
4.Wu Group. 5.Foochow Group. 6.Amoy-Swatow Group. 7.Hakka.
8.Cantonese. 9.Anhwei Group.

FIGURE 2 (CHINESE DIALECTS)

Some supporting evidence is the fact that
several southern Chinese place names appear to be
Austroasiatic in origin (the chiang part of the names
of rivers, Yangzi-Chiang, for example). There is also
the common ocurrence of tung noted above in
Guangxi and Vietnam.

Against these arguments is the fact that
although there has been some limited evidence put
forward (Cantonese related to Tai : see also R. Bauer,
Denlinger), on clear connection has been found by
Western scholars between southern Chinese
languages and the other three SE Asian families.
(Chinese linguists see the Tai family as related to

Chinese, but this is not supported by Western



scholars.) The problem, it seems, lies within the
traditional view and study of Chinese.

Norman and Coblin (576-577) point out that
the received traditional reconstruction of Ancient
Chinese (c. 600AD) and Archaic Chinese (from 1028
BC) did not depend upon comparison of actual or
historical languages, but rather were based, in a
classical scholarly style, upon detailed dictionaries
from these periods. During vigorous dynasties but
even more in periods of inter-dynastic
disorganization, the language of the center and the
literati became a kind of lingua franca or koine,
used by all groups to maintain communication with
each other. The main exception was Fujian, which
resisted incorporation until the Sui dynasty
(581-618 AD).

Recently, much scholarship has come to bear
upon the assumption that these dictionaries and
rime tables are sufficient to reconstruct the
proto-language which evolved into modern Chinese
languages. In particular, the assumption that the
dictionaries were based on the local language of
the imperial center has been discredited. Even the
language of the Ming and Ching courts was not
based on the dialect of Beijing, but rather on a
variety of Southern Maridarin (Norman & Coblin :
581).

In fact, the common administrative languages of
the past are what we might call “floating norms” that  derive
their cohesiveness only from the pratical requirement that

they allow officials from various parts of the country to

communicate with one another (Norman & Coblin : 581).

They reject outright the claim that modern Chinese
languages are direct descendants of Ancient

Chinese, no matter how it is reconstructed. The

new model they propose for Chinese historical
linguistics will focus on a reconstruction of a
proto-Mandarin by applying recognized methods of
comparison to historic northern dialects. The
ultimate source of Chinese will come be tackled
later. As for this “big picture”, they recognize that
large-scale movements of refugees several times in
the last two millennia have influenced the picture,
as well as the enduring attraction of classical

literature :

..strong literary traditions have had 2 tendency to collapse
linguistic features of different periods and areas into chronologically
and geographically anomalous “standard” entities which, by their
very nature, have tended to efface the true lines of dialectal
development (Norman & Coblin: 582).

While such studies do tell us a number of iniportant things
about the overall drift of linguistic evolution in Chinese, one has the
feeling that they are too far removed from real linguistic and
philological data and that a great deal of the vast richness and
complexity.of Chinese linguistic history is simply being ignored or
swept under the carpet (583).

First of all we need a better classification of the dialects.
This is important because a classification based on rigorous
principles is in fact a theory about the origin of the things being
classified. (583)

In this way we will eventually come to realize that such”

dialect groupings as Wu, Gan, Kehjia, and Min are very old. (583).

It is also important to keep in mind thét, as in
Europe, centuries of close cultural interaction,
especially under large imperial systems, cause very
different languages to actually converge and
become more similar. That is the case for several
non-Indo-European languages such as Hungarian,
Basque, Lapp. etc. Clearly this has happened in
China.

At this point I will go out on a limb and

predict that



(i) when the work that Norman and Coblin propose has
proceeded some way, it can only support my contention above that
the source of Chinese language (and by extension, Chinese culture)
is in the south, not the north. This is absolutely in line with the latest
archaeological results.

(i) as Chinese linguists approach a clearer picture of
proto-Chinese, there will be a clear influence from the Southeast
Asian language families. with Tai taking a leading. if not dominant
role. Placzak (1985), for example, argues the case for Tai as the
ultimate source of tonality.

< (iii) when an approximation of a genuine proto-Chinese is
made, it will help immensely to clear up many of the unresolved
questions plaguing scholars of SE Asian languages. such as the
relation between Tai and Austronesian, and whether any of the
southern Chinese “dialects” share an ancestor with a SE Asian

family.

The C(;nclusion to draw at this point is that
the historical blinkers outlined by Norman and
Coblin constitute today the major abstacle to
further advancement of our knowledge of

Southeast Asian origins.

PHYSIOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

There is some support for the argument that
not all human populations are literally “out of
Africa”. Early hominid evidence from northern China
and Java sho;vs 'that homo erectus and other forms
might have survived into the Holocene era and at
least contributed some genetic influence to
modern Asian Homo sapiens sapiens (Bellwood 1992).

Farlier formulations assumed expansion of
Homo sapiens from Africa through the Malays
peninsula and that there were two waves of
modern  humans : Malay and deutero-Malays.
This view gives an unsupportable division between

the modern Malay/Indonesian stock. The real

picture is similar, but involves Homo sapiens moving

to the central China river valleys, and also throught

a unified Sundaland (during periods when the
continental shelf was dry land) and reaching New
Guinea and Australia. Later centers of agriculture
developed in the Yangzi valley and in the highlands
of New Guinea and the latter produced large and
vigorous enough populations to resist the later
expansion of the Austronesians in the first
millennium AD.

Cavalli-Sforza et. al. (1994 : 223-225)
summarize the work of Bowles on Asian
anthropometrics, based on nine variables such as
stature, face Breadth, nose height, etc. In an
analysis of all Asian populations, Bowles” work does
not particularly separate SE Asian populatiops from
the rest of Asia. As will be shown below, this is a
major difference between the clustering of groups
based on anthropometric measures and DNA-based
genetic studies. Bowles’ work also groups Thais, Laos,
and Cambodians together at some distance from
the Chinese of Yunnan, Guizhou, and “SW Chinese”.
A consistent characteristic of DNA-based studies is
the closeness of some SE Asian populations
(including the Tais) to the southern Chinese
populations.

G.C. Turner (1990) has studies the tooth types
of ancient skeletons in Asia. He finds that there are

two very general types, which he calls Sundadonts



and Sinodonts. The former are named after the
ancient region today covered by the Java Sea and
the Gulf of Thailand. This large area of the
continental shelf was once a broad river plain. The
Sundadonts then are SE Asian. The Sinodonts are.
broadly speaking, northern Fast Asian, primarily
Chinese. Distinguished by such characteristics as
shovel-shaped incisors, root type and five-cusp
molars, the ancient teeth were classified by Turner,
who went on to develop a theory (still debated)
tracing the development from Sundadont to
Sinodont. Sinodonts eventually spread to North
America as the aboriginal peoples. The point is that
the SE Asian type predates and is the source for
the Chinese type.

Another tooth study was done by Brace. He
found that the smallest tooth size was an indication
of genetic adaptation to cooked food, and thus took
small teeth to be an indication of how long a people
had been “civilized”. A survey of East and
Southeast Asia showed that the area of smallest
teeth was southern China, where tooth size in
general was on a par with western Europe. With
geographical distance from southern China, tooth
size tended to increase. This fits generally with our
view of a southefn éhina origin of Chinese, Tais
and other SE Asians, and the north as peripheral to
this center.

Terwiel (1978 : 346) notes that earlier
blood-group studies relied on samples from Thais
in central Thailand whose genetic make-up is most
likely to contain much genetic material from the
earlier absorbed Mon population. He also cites two
other studies that show closer affinities of the Thais
to Indonesians than to Chinese. It is not clear if the

Chinese in the sample were northern or southern.

Baer notes the generally “poor fit” of such
morphological studies with genetic studies. In

particular, studies involving SE Asia

have been known to cover the mainland or island areas

haphazardly, to lump together people of different language families.
or to ignore aboriginal Taiwanese (a test group for Austronesian
cultural origins). Also, unusual connections have been reported. such
as the people of Laos being closer to those of Java and Sulawesi than

to those of Burma or china ...(Baer : 23).

It will be seen below that many genetic studies are
nevertheless subject to the same problems,

especially sampling selection.

(GENETIC STUDIES

I do not pertend to understand the
intricacies of historical genetic studies, but the basic
concepts are as follows (generally taken from
Renfrew 1992 ; Cavalli- Sforza etal. 1992, 1994 ;
Baer).

The traditional method of analysing the
genetic similarities of populations depends upon
knowing the fequencies of gene variants (alleles) in
those populations. Unfortunately, data from SE Aisa
are not plentiful. As is well known, different
statistical methods of constructing trees or other
graphic representations can produce striking
differences in the relations between groups. For
the most part larger clusters are relatively stable,
but outliers can and often do group together in
bizarre pairs.

One assumption underlying this method is
that a roughly connstant rate of change will occur

over long periods of time. This assumption ignores



contributions from both parents and changing
marriage patterns. Similarly languages have been
assumed to change at regular rates, ignoring the
realities of language replacement and language
convergence.

Sophisticated statistical tests are applied to
summarize the genetic variability and produce
Principal Components (PCs). The PC which accounts
for the most variation is counted the First PC, and
the proportion of its contribution can be calculated
as a per centage of all variation. The same applies
to the second, third, etc. From this theoretical
perspective data gathered can be analysed to
produce “synthetic” genetic maps which show lines
of equal value of each of the Principal Components
(PCs). In some cases the value of the PC in real
physical terms is known.or analysable (e.g. the RH
negative factor prominent in the population of the
Basques), but in many cases it is a medico-technical
abstract genetic factor that produces fascinating maps
but there is no explanation of just what is
represented by the focus area of the map and its
surrounding zones of receding values.

The analygis of genetic materials outlined so
far has depend¢d upon the presence or absence of
enzymes, prote{ns,' antibodies, blood groups, etc.
the PCs are built up by genetic distances based on
gene frequencies. DNA studies. however, depend
on the specific structures of molecules themselves,
and the likelihood of one structure being derived
from another by mutational change.

Studies of mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) do
not show the frequencies of genes in groups but
rather the genetic makeup of individuals. mtDNA
is inherited almost exclusively through the female

line, so your mtDNA is identical to your mothers,

and to your grandmother’s, etc. except for the
vagaries of genetic drift. Apparently mtDNA drift is
much faster than drift in the regular genes, which
nevertheless reflect the mixture of genetic
contribution from both parents.

A. Baer (24) cites 4 series of studies on a
mtDNA marker called “the nine base-pair deletion”
which is restricted to East Asia, the Pacific, and
North and South America. It is absent from New
Guinea highlanders, common (frequencies of
20-50%) in aboriginal Taiwanese, Filipinos, Malays,
Malayan aborigines, Javanese, eastern Indonesia
groups, and in coastal New Guinea. The Aeta of
the Philippines and Phlynesian groups have over
90%. Baer points out that this is all very nice,
significant somehow, but open to interpretation. In
fact the connection of Aeta (negroid former
hunter-gatherers) and the Polynesians is curious,
since the Aeta are usually assumed to be an

Austroasiatic-speaking group whose language was

replaced by the influence of powerful invasive




Austronesians, who are cleary related to the
Polynesians.

Another study was conducted by A. Bear,
who explicitly focuses on SE Asia by selecting rare
genetic variants from within SE Asia and some wider
variants which are scarce within the region. He also
purposely selects populations that are crucial for
current theories or reconstructions (such as the
Taiwan :aborigines). Further, he eschews the
complex statistical processes that produce the
stunning maps of Cavalli-Sforza's group, preferring
to discuss only the percentages of common
occurrences of a given genetic marker. In this way
Baer avoids some of the problems and
inscrutability of the more complex methods.

In the end he is able to state that the Taiwan
aboriginals share very little genetically with the rest
of SE Asia. The other conclusion has to do with the
linguistic group labelled “Western Malayo- Polynesian”
(basically the Philippines, Malaysia, most of
Indonesia but excluding the far eastern islands and
New Guinea). Baer's results show this island area to
be closer to mainland SE Asia than it is to its own
Austronesian brothers to the east.

Saitou et.a"t.v note that the geneological tree
model is dependent upon the assumption of
separated populations never re-uniting or
permitting gene flow between them. Since history
shows this to be unrealistic, they opt for an unrooted
network as more representative. They present
various different statistical treatments of the same
data which for the most part produce stable
clusters, but with some strange variation among the
outliers.

One network (p.124) has the Thais’ nearest

neighbour as North Chinese, lying between them

and the Thai Chinese! Malays and Filipinos are on
a different branch (though nearby). Even if one
assumes that the sampled Thai population was
predominantly of Mon genetic inheritance, there is

simply no rational explanation for this network.

k4

FIGURE 3 SAITOU ET.AL. P.124

In a final presentation, Saitou et.al. sample
30 Fast Asian populations and the results show a
clear northern cluster with populations of Beijing
Han, Mongolians, Tibetans, Koreans, Japanese. The
southern cluster shows (in order of proximity to
the northern group) Guangxi Han, Guangzhou Han,
Dong, Zhuang, Yiao, Hainan Han, Miao, and a
distant Li.

They conclude (128) that their preferred
neighbour-joining method reflects the geographical
Jocation or isolation of the groups, thus implying
migration. For this they can use a map. Their
preferred methodology will certainly need some
adjustment if it consistently produces bizarre
groupings such as the North Chinese in the micidle
of the SE Asian group. Perhaps these are the kinds
of presentations that Baer decries, though he does
not mention Saitou et.al.

All of these methods strongly support the
“out of Africa” view of human evolution, and this
has been a factor in widespread acceptance of the
techniques, with justifiable criticism of some of the
assumptions of a regular rate of mutation over
millennia.

The expansion of ethnic groups inplies an
advantage that leads to an increase in food supply

and thus to population increase, in the theoretical



view of Cavalli-Sforza etal. (1993). They then see
groups expanding in all directions until natural
barriers or competing populations appear. This

allows them, in general, to assume a regular
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chronological progression for expansions, as well
as nearly circular patterns of genetic gradients
around the areas where the group originated. These
are the patterns that appear on the genetic maps.
Initial studies of genetic clines from the Middle
East to western Europe were shown to fit
reasonably well with what is known about the spread
of agriculture and of languages, leading Renfrew
and others to posit a strong connection between
the spread of agricultural techniques and languages,
leading in turn to insightful local analyses such as
O’Connor’s. The convergence of genetic studies with
archaeological knowledge and linguistic patterning

has also led to a widespread acceptance of genetic

studies.

It is widely accepted now that “cultivators
expand and absorb foragers” (Renfrew 1992 : 455,
citing Bellwood), and the link between agriculture
and expansion is considered stfong, with only a few
dissenters. .

Cavalli-Sforza et.al. (1994) constructed the
following tree showing overall genetic closeness of
39 Asian populations or population pools, based
on 68.8 genes on average. The tree calculations are
based on a group of 44 that included Taiwan
aborigines, who clustered closer to the Thai - Viet
Muong group than to the Indonesian - Malaysian

group. to whom they are linguistically much closer.

FIGURE 4 HERE. Cavalli-S fig 4.10.1, p.225

Note the following facts :

1. the SE Asian populations are discrete from
the rest of Asia

2. the separation of SE Asians is more basic

(does this mean earlier?) than even the major

division between Mongoloid and Caucasoid.

3. the South Chinese are the closest group to
the Thai - Viet Muong cluster, and the North
Chinese are quite distant in the northern

Mongoloid cluster.

The tree clearly shows that the northern and  southern

Chinese have different genetic backgrounds  ..Modern China is a
country of more than one billion people, and as we saw before, has
been densely populated for  millennia. Clearly, internal migration
has not been sufficient to create homogeneity; thus the initial
peopling must have been from two different sources, north and
south. .. The pressure by the pastoral nomads from the north has
been strong throughout the last 2300 years and has certainly

contributed to maintaining the gradient of gene frequencies, but the



difference between the north and south most probably antedates the
nomads’ expansion (Cavalli-Sforza etal. 1994 : 232).

All the Han speak Sino-Tibetan Languagues. but genetically
the northern Han are élosely related 1o Mongolian and Japanese
people (ie. northern Mongoloids), and the southern Han to the

Vietnamese and Mon-Khmer (Cavalli-Sforza et.al. 1994 : 133).

“Cavalli-Sforza and his colleagues then go on
to analyze Southeast Asia itself, producing a tree of
25 populations covering 31 genes, considerably fewer

“than the data available for the overall Asia tree.

FIGURE 5 (C-S fig. 4.13.1, p. 234)

[
] Genetic Distance

Genetic tree of 39 Asian populations.

Items of note in this tree are

1. South Chinese again cluster with
mainland SE Asian populations. Their closest group
is the Viet-Muong, a language group of Vietnam

whose language shows clear Austroasiatic

characteristics.

2. The Thais also cluster most closely with
Austroasiatic speakers, the Mon and Khmer.

3. Outliers to the group of South Chinese,
Viet Muong, Thai, and Mon Khmer, are the Khasi
(Austrasiatic speakers from Assam area in India)
and the Ami, a Taiwanese minority group.

4. Qutliers to all of these is the cluster of
odd bedfellows Zhuang (13 million Tai speakers of
southern China) and Semai (18,000 negrito
farmers, Austroasiatic speakers, from the Malay

peninsula)

We may explain away the Chinese-Muong

connection through the close association of the

0.09 0.05
L 1

0
J Genetic Distance

A genetic tree 25 popolations in Southeast
Asia. Taiwan Ab., Taiwan Aboriginal.

Vietnamese, and the association of Thais with Mons
is due perhaps to the fact that central Thailand was
a Mon kingdom (Dvaravati) until Thai expansion
into the area. Most likely the majority of the
population of the Chao Phraya valley was Mon, and
after the rise of the Thai kingdoms, the



population gradually “became Thai” linguistically
and culturally, and there obviously must have been
much gene interflow over the past 700 years.. But

how to explain the clustering of Zhuang and Semai?
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A reasonable genetic taxonomy of the people of southern
China and mainland Southeast Asia awaits a better set of data from
a more representative group of all the minorities present in this
part of the world. Qur sample is far too small for going beyond the
statement that South Chinese classiflying themselves as Han, and
the few populations tested in the eastern part of mainland
Southeast Asia form a fairly compact genetic cluster (Cavalli-Sforza

etal. 1994 : 235).

These authérs feel that the Austroasiatic language
of the Semai is sufficient explanation for their
clustering with the Zhuang. Clearly more through
data is required here. Also, none of the studies 1
have seen so far gives much detailed information
on the sampled populations. Groups like “Malaysian”
have absolutely no use otherwise.

Overall, the genetic data seem to be
internally consistent with itself (Saitou et.al.
notwithstanding) and with linguistic and

archaeological patferning as Cavalli-Sforza is

AHWWVAN3ANS DILVISYHNT

concerned to stress.

There is one érea, though where the genetic
and linguistic groupings show a strikings difference.
This of course is the area where linguistic tradition
shows one “Chinese” langeage and ethnic
grouping. Cavalli-Sforza lines up the data with
genetic groups on the left and linguistic groups on
the right. Since the northern Chinese cluster with
the Tibetans, Koreans, Japanese, and are thus quite
a distance from the soutl'lern Chinese who cluster
with the SE Asians, he finds it necessary to enter
“Sino-Tibetan” twice : once for the north, once for
the south. There could be no clearer evidence that
the northern group is distinct from the southern,
and that the identification of both as “Chinese”
simply obscures the genetic realilties of the comon

origin of both the Chinese and the Southeast Asians.

NONCENTERS

There are clear parallels in many other parts
of the world where we find regions undeniably early
in their development. but in recent history
relatively slow in development, seeming too tied to
ancient tradition. For example the Balkans is a
much-troubled “backward” part of Europe, but there
is strong evidence that this region, with its fierce
fidelity to local traditions, may have been the
homeland of the Beaker people who spoke the
original Indo-European language.

J. Harlan (1971) has reviewed world cultures
and refined the patterning into what he calls
“centers” and “noncenters”. Basically the centers
are the recognized “cultural hearths™ of the world :

Mexico, Mesopotamia, northern China. Along with



each of these centers, he finds an associated
“noncenter”. These noncenters are basically the kind
of vaguely-bordered regions like the “mother soup”
of early SE Asia, the broad areas of indenpendent
but parallel development which gradually developed
the basic agricultural societies from which the great
centralized cultures sprang. The noncenters Harlan
finds are the Inca lands, central Africa, and South

East Asia.
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