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Abstract 
This study aims to describe the tonal differences of Southern Thai as spoken in the 21st century 

across the entire region of Southern Thailand and to show their geographical distribution on maps. 

The study adopts a dialectological approach (Chambers and Trudgill 1998), focusing on how 

tones vary by geographical area. Tonal data were collected from 998 native Southern Thai 

speakers across Southern Thailand. Site selection was based on a geometric grid method using 

QGIS and Google Earth Pro software. A set of 80 monosyllabic words, adapted from Gedney’s 

(1972) checklist, was used to elicit tonal data. Tonal data were analyzed through auditory 

judgment, followed by acoustic verification and refinement using Praat software. The results 

revealed that tone patterns and characteristics varied by geographical area. Southern Thai can be 

divided into nine regional dialects based on the patterns of tone splits and mergers, and each of 

the nine dialects can be further divided into sub-dialects according to the phonetic characteristics 

of the tones. This study both confirms and extends previous findings: it supports earlier 

observations regarding the merger of tones A1 and B1 as a distinguishing feature of Southern 

Thai, while also revealing a more complex picture of tonal diversity and distribution than 

previously documented. 
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Introduction 
A regional dialect is not merely a different language but a variety of a language spoken within a particular 

geographical area. Dialects are defined by unique linguistic features—such as phonology, vocabulary, and 

sometimes grammar—that distinguish them from other varieties of the same language. In the case of Thai, the 

language shows significant regional variation, with each region of the country showcasing its own dialectal 

differences. These dialects are often classified based on geographical and administrative boundaries, but it is 

important to note that local dialects may also exist within smaller divisions, such as districts, sub-districts, or 

even individual villages. This phenomenon of local variation adds a layer of complexity to the study of regional 

dialects and underscores the richness of linguistic diversity within a language. 

Dialectology is the study of variations in relation to the geographic distribution of dialects. Bloomfield 

(1933:321) defined dialect geography as "the study of local differentiations in a speech area." Early studies of 

dialect geography in Thailand focused on how regional dialects varied in vocabulary, tone, consonants, and 

vowels. The core objective of these studies has been to examine how linguistic features differ across various 

regions, including Northern, Central, Northeastern, and Southern Thailand. Researchers have employed 

linguistic mapping techniques to display these variations geographically, helping to visually represent how 
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dialects and their features, such as tonal patterns, evolve across the country. This approach to studying dialects 

through dialect geography has since become a central method in understanding regional linguistic diversity in 

Thailand.  

The early studies of dialect geography in Thailand primarily focused on vocabulary and tone. Research 

on the dialect geography of vocabulary spans various regions, including the central region (e.g., Malival 1987; 

Supridi 1988; Panarat 1990), the northern region (e.g., Burusphat 1981; Phantachat 1983; Weesakul 1983; 

Nakphantawong 1987; Yucharoensuk 1991; Chunkhiri 1991; Burusphat 1992), the northeastern region (e.g., 

Piamphumphun 1986; Bunkao 1989; Sombatmangkan 1990; Phuwachinnaphong 1997; Phaengchat 1997), and 

the southern region (e.g., Senitontikul 1984; Ache 1986; Vaitayavanich 1991; Thepsakulrat 1991; Jaipakdee 

1992). Studies focusing on the dialect geography of tones include research conducted in the central region 

(e.g., Rattanadilok Na Phuket 1982; Malaicharoen 1988; Nuanjansaeng 1992; Pornsip 1994; Worawong 2000; 

Canilao 2010), the northern region (e.g., Bunmee 2010; Thanajirawat and Burusphat 2017), the northeastern 

region (e.g., Sawangwan 1991), and the southern region (e.g., L. Thongkum et al. 1978; Thammapradit 1981; 

Somnuek 1982). Despite the breadth of research, most studies have predominantly focused on vocabulary. In 

contrast, studies on tonal geography remain relatively scarce, particularly in the southern region. 

Tonal geography is a subfield of geographical dialect studies that focuses on tone patterns and 

characteristics as key elements in demarcating sub-group areas. According to Tingsabadh (1982), tone refers 

to significant contrasts between words that are identified by variations in pitch. Changes in the pitch of 

syllables can alter the meaning of words, meaning that low and high pitch levels are linguistically significant. 

The system of tone contrasts in any given language or dialect is unique, both in terms of the phonetic 

characteristics of the tones and in the number of tone contrasts. Gedney (1972) noted that the tone system in 

each dialect differs in the number of tones and their phonetic characteristics. Some Tai dialects may have as 

few as five tones, while others may have up to seven (Burusphat 2000). This makes tone patterns and 

characteristics an effective criterion for identifying dialect boundaries. 

Several important studies on Thai tone geography have been conducted, with Tingsabadh (2001) being 

one of the most significant, as it provided an overview of tonal geographical studies across Thailand. However, 

when examining tonal diversity in greater detail, it becomes evident that Southern Thai dialects show the 

greatest tonal complexity among all regions of the country. The complexity of Southern Thai tones further 

underscores the region’s linguistic diversity, making it a key focus of dialectological studies that seek to 

understand the full scope of tone variation in Thailand. 

Southern Thai dialects are particularly interesting for the study of dialect geography due to their complex 

and varied tonal systems. Unlike the more standardized varieties of Thai spoken in Central Thailand, Southern 

Thai shows significant tonal diversity that reflects not only historical linguistic developments but also the 

region's unique geographic and social factors. Southern Thai, one of the major dialects of the Thai language, 

is primarily spoken in the southern provinces of Thailand. This dialect is classified within the Southwestern 

Tai branch of the Tai-Kadai language family (Li 1977), which places it in a larger linguistic context shared 

with other Tai languages spoken in Southeast Asia. The Southern Thai dialect is known for its distinct tonal 

system, which has been the subject of numerous studies over the past few decades. The variations in tone are 

not merely of theoretical interest but are also linked to the diverse geography of Southern Thailand. The 

region’s landscape, with its mountains, coastal areas, and rural settlements, plays a significant role in shaping 

the local dialects and their tonal systems. These geographical features make 'dialect geography' a compelling 

explanation for the tone variations observed in Southern Thai (Diller 1976). Understanding how tones differ 

across different areas of Southern Thailand can provide valuable insights into both the phonological evolution 

of the dialect and the cultural dynamics that have influenced its development. 

The study of tones in Southern Thai dialects has been particularly popular, with numerous studies focusing 

on different areas of Southern Thailand. Early studies, such as those by Brown (1965) and Diller (1976), 

explored the tonal systems of Southern Thai dialects, with Brown's work providing an overview of Southern 

Thai tones across the region. Many studies have focused on individual provinces or districts, including 

Songkhla (Chantawiboon 1956; Phisetsakonkit 1973; Khwanrit 1987; Phonyarit 2015), Phattalung 

(Kaewchana 1988; Kiwkasem 2002), Surat Thani (L. Thongkum et al. 1978; Manomaya 1989), Nakhon Si 

Thammarat (Dumrak 1970; Somnuek 1982), Phuket, Phang Nga, Krabi, and Trang (Thampradit 1981). Other 

studies, such as those by Rose (1997) and Kitivongprateep (2005), focused on more specific areas like 

Pakphanang and Koh Samui. These studies have shown that the tonal patterns and tonal characteristics of 

Southern Thai dialects differ significantly across various regions. This variation in tones results in distinct 
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accents, highlighting the rich diversity within Southern Thai. Differences in tonal patterns—such as the number 

of tones, pitch contours, and their phonetic realization—are evident from one locality to another, reflecting the 

particular linguistic landscape of the region. Such diversity suggests that a comprehensive study of the dialect 

geography of Southern Thai tones is informative. This type of study should not be limited to individual 

provinces or districts but should encompass the entire Southern region to fully capture the scope of tonal 

variation and understand how geographical factors influence tonal development. 

Despite the valuable insights provided by these studies, earlier research often had a limited focus on 

individual provinces or districts, which meant that the overall tonal variation across the entire Southern Thai 

region remained underexplored. Some of these studies, such as those by Diller (1976) and Brown (1965), 

attempted to address this gap by investigating tonal patterns across multiple provinces. However, much of the 

research still relied on sample groups, leaving some tonal variants unaccounted for. 

This gap in the research motivates the current study, which aims to provide a comprehensive investigation 

of the tonal variation across the entire region of Southern Thailand. Unlike earlier studies, which often limited 

themselves to specific provincial or district-based data, this research endeavors to present a broader view of 

Southern Thai tones in the 21st century. By examining tonal patterns and characteristics across the entire 

region, this study seeks to offer a more complete understanding of Southern Thai tonal geography. Moreover, 

by using modern tools such as Geographic Information System (GIS) software, this research will not only 

analyze the tonal differences but also visually map them, thus providing a spatial representation of how tonal 

variation correlates with geographic factors. 

The results of this study reveal significant findings that contribute to the understanding of Southern Thai 

tonal geography. The analysis demonstrates that tone patterns and characteristics in Southern Thai vary 

according to geographical area. Based on the patterns of tone splits and mergers, the Southern Thai dialect can 

be divided into nine regional dialects. Each of these regional dialects can, in turn, be further subdivided into 

smaller sub-dialects based on the distinct phonetic characteristics of the tones. This subdivision of Southern 

Thai into nine main dialects, with further sub-dialectal distinctions, offers a more comprehensive view of the 

tonal diversity in Southern Thailand. These findings not only confirm the geographical influence on tonal 

variation but also add a new layer of complexity to the previous models of Southern Thai dialectology, which 

often focused on broader categorizations. The study's results suggest that the tone patterns in Southern Thai 

are more diverse than previously understood, and the detailed mapping of these dialects provides new insights 

into the region’s linguistic landscape. 

Area and scope of study 
The study area covers the entire region of Southern Thailand, spanning an area of 27,302 sq. mi. Based on 

political and administrative boundaries, the southern region currently consists of 14 provinces: Chumphon, 

Ranong, Surat Thani, Phang Nga, Krabi, Phuket, Trang, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Phatthalung, Songkhla, Satun, 

Yala, Pattani, and Narathiwat. According to Kesmanee’s study (1983), the linguistic boundary between Central 

Thai and Southern Thai is drawn in Thap Sakae district, Prachuap Khiri Khan Province. For this reason, 

Prachuap Khiri Khan Province, one of the central provinces, is also included in this study. 

The southern region of Thailand is a long, narrow isthmus that extends to the border with Malaysia, 

located on both the east side along the Gulf of Thailand and the west side along the Andaman Sea. Based on 

topographic differences, the southern region is climatically divided into two groups: the southeast (Gulf of 

Thailand) and the southwest (Andaman Sea). The southeast consists of eight provinces: Chumphon, Nakhon 

Si Thammarat, Surat Thani, Phatthalung, Songkhla, Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala. The southwest consists of 

six provinces: Krabi, Phang Nga, Phuket, Ranong, Satun, and Trang. The western part features highly steep 

coasts, while the east is dominated by river plains. Running through the middle of Southern Thailand are 

several mountain chains, with the highest elevation being Khao Luang in Nakhon Si Thammarat Province. The 

largest river is the Tapi in Surat Thani Province, and the biggest lake is Songkhla Lake, which spans both 

Songkhla and Phatthalung Provinces. The map of the Southern Thailand is shown in Map 1. 

 

 



Ratchadaporn PHONYARIT | Tonal Geography of the Southern Thai Dialects | JSEALS 18.2 (2025) 

26 

Map 1: Map of Southern Thailand (Map online, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific) 

 

Framework 
The dialectology approach (Chambers and Trudgill 1998) is used here as a framework, focusing on the study 

of dialect variation according to geographical areas. In other words, dialectology examines the relationship 

between languages or dialects in a geographical setting, reflecting their historical development. The objective 

of dialect geography is to understand the identity of dialects and sub-dialects. The principles and approach of 

dialectology were used to select study areas and speakers, and to create study instruments to collect data. This 

approach was also used to manage and display data on maps. 

Methodology 
Tonal data were collected from 998 native Southern Thai speakers across Southern Thailand. Site selection 

was based on the geometric grid method, along with QGIS and Google Earth Pro software. The distance 

between two locations was approximately ten kilometers. The 998 locations are shown on Map 2 below. 
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Map 2: Map displaying the 998 selected locations in Southern Thailand 

 
 

Tonal data for the study were collected in the field by interviewing the informants based on Gedney’s (1972) 

tone checklist with 80 monosyllabic words, divided into 48 smooth syllable words (i.e., those with no codas 

or with sonorant codas) and 32 checked syllable words (i.e., those ending in a glottal stop or with p/t/k codas). 

Informants were asked to pronounce each word in their own native dialect. 

The Geney’s tone checklist is based on the influence of the voicing states of initial consonants on the 

mergers and splits of tones in Tai dialects. Historical and comparative linguists have reconstructed Proto-Tai 

tones A, B, and C in smooth syllables, and tone D in checked syllables. The tone splits and mergers in each 

category, or between different categories, are conditioned by four distinct historical classes of phonetic features 

of the initial consonant in each syllable: aspirated, unaspirated, glottalized/implosive, and voiced. In checked 

syllables, tone splits and mergers are further conditioned by vowel length. William J. Gedney (1972) presented 

a tone diagram as a useful method for analyzing tonal systems in Tai dialects, in which he identified patterns 

of tone splits and mergers across phonation types and syllable categories. These patterns are represented in 

Table 1, which follows the structure often referred to in later literature as a ‘tone box’ (see Akharawatthanakun 

2004:58).  
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Table 1: Gedney’s Tone Box (adapted from Gedney 1972:434) 

Proto-Tai Tones 

Initials at time of tone splits 
Smooth Syllables Checked Syllables 

*A *B *C *DL *DS 

1. Voiceless frictions/ aspirated A1 B1 C1 DL1 DS1 

2. Voiceless unaspirated A2 B2 C2 DL2 DS2 

3. Voiceless glottalized/ implosive A3 B3 C3 DL3 DS3 

4. Voiced A4 B4 C4 DL4 DS4 

 

Table 1 presents a tone diagram based on Gedney’s (1972) system, which originally included categories A, B, 

C, D-short, and D-long, but did not use subcategories such as A1, A2, A3, etc. These numbered labels were 

later introduced by scholars such as Chamberlain (1975, 1984) and Akharawatthanakun (2004, 2010) for 

analytical clarity in discussing tone splits and mergers.  

A set of eighty monosyllabic words, adapted from Gedney’s (1972) checklist, is illustrated in Gedney’s 

tone box, as shown in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: A set of eighty monosyllabic words adapted from Gedney’s (1972) checklist 

 Smooth Syllables Checked Syllables 

A B C DL DS 

1 

huː ‘ear’  

kʰaː ‘leg’ 

hua ‘head’ 

sɔŋ ‘two’ 

kʰai ‘egg’ 

pʰaː ‘to split’ 

kʰaː ‘galangal’ 

tʰua ‘bean’ 

kʰaaw ‘rice’ 

sɯa ‘shirt’ 

mɔː ‘pot’ 

haː ‘five’  

kʰuat ‘bottle’ 

muak ‘hat’ 

sɔːk ‘elbow’ 

saːk ‘pestle’ 

mat ‘flea’ 

pʰak ‘vegetable’ 

hok ‘six’ 

sip ‘ten’ 

2 

puː ‘crab’ 

taː ‘eye’ 

kin ‘to eat’ 

kaː ‘crow’ 

kai ‘chicken’ 

paː ‘forest’ 

taw ‘turtle’ 

piː ‘woodwind’ 

kaːw ‘nine’ 

pɔːn ‘to feed’ 

kaːŋ ‘fish bone’ 

tuː ‘cupboard’ 

piːk ‘wing’ 

kɔːt ‘to embrace’ 

tɔːk ‘to pound’ 

paːk ‘mouth’ 

kop ‘frog’ 

cet ‘seven’ 

teʔ ‘to kick’ 

cap ‘to catch’ 

3 

bin ‘fly’ 

dæːŋ ‘red’ 

baːn ‘to bloom’ 

daːw ‘star’ 

baː ‘shoulder’ 

ʔɯŋ ‘toad’ 

baːw ‘man’ 

daː ‘to scold’ 

daːj ‘cotton’ 

ʔɔi ‘sugar cane’ 

daːm ‘classifier’ 

ʔaː ‘to open’ 

dæːt ‘sunshine’ 

biːp ‘to grasp’ 

bɔːt ‘blind’ 

diːt ‘to palm’ 

bet ‘fishing rod’ 

dip ‘raw’ 

ʔok ‘chest’ 

det ‘to pinch off’ 

4 

mɯː ‘hand’ 

kʰwaːj ‘buffalo’ 

naː ‘rice field’ 

ŋuː ‘snake’ 

pʰɔː ‘father’ 

waːw ‘kite’ 

lɯaj ‘wood cutter’ 

maːj ‘widow’ 

naː ‘aunt’ 

kʰiu ‘eyebrow’ 

nam ‘water’ 

lin ‘tongue’ 

miːt ‘knife’ 

lɯat ‘blood’ 

cʰɯak ‘rope’ 

mɔːt ‘rice bug’ 

nok ‘bird’ 

mot ‘ant’ 

kʰrok ‘mortar’ 

lep ‘nail’ 

 

To elicit the data, the author showed pictures and asked questions to prompt the informant to say the required 

words from the tone checklist. The informant pronounced eighty monosyllabic words, repeated three times, 

with one word at a time. The data were carefully recorded on a recorder. 

According to the selection process of informants proposed by Chambers and Trudgill (1998:pp. 29-30) in 

the methods of the dialectology approach, NORMs was mainly applied. 

 

N (Nonmobile) - All informants are native speakers of the Southern Thai Dialects. They have been 

born and lived most of their lives in the selected area so that their speech accurately represents the dialects 

spoken in those areas. 

O (Older) - The informants are older in order to reflect, to a certain degree, the particular speech and 

accent originating in the area. Accordingly, they are over fifty years of age. 

R (Rural) - All informants are in a rural residential area holding traditional occupations (e.g. 

agriculturist, fisherman, etc.) because there would be less chance for local residents needing to 

accommodate other speech dialects. In addition, the highest level of education of informant is primary 

level at the fourth year of primary school (Prathom 4 or fourth grade) because they are not very 

experienced in speaking standard Thai.  
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Ms (Males) - The NORMs of the dialectology approach required the speakers to be male only. 

However, previous tonal studies have shown that there is no significant difference in the tone data 

represented by males and females (Akharawatthanakun 2012; Phonyarit 2015). Therefore, the informants 

in this study are both male and female, with sixty-eight percent being female and thirty-two percent male. 

 

After data collection, the tonal data from all informants were initially analyzed by auditory judgment. To verify 

and refine these transcriptions, acoustic analysis was conducted using PRAAT (version 6.0.40). The tonal 

patterns, namely tone split, coalescences, and complementary distribution, were analyzed by using Gedney's 

Tone Box, where the number of tones was counted under investigation by considering only the twelve slots of 

the smooth syllables. The tones that occur in checked syllables are each analyzed as an allotone of one of the 

tones in smooth syllables based on phonetic similarity. 

The tonal characteristics, including tone height and shape, were analyzed using acoustic analysis. The 

Praat was used to determine the average fundamental frequency (F0) of tones. The duration was normalized 

and divided into 11 points from 0% to 100%. The average F0 values were then converted into semitones to 

reduce each speaker’s phonetic variants as well as cross-speaker variation. The formula used for the conversion 

was ST = 12*log (Hertz to be translated/Hertz Reference)/log (2). The conversion of hertz into the semitone 

scale is proven to be effective in responding to the most recognized processes and helps reduce fundamental 

frequency variation caused by the different genders of speakers (Jitwiriyanont 2012). 

Findings 
Geographical variations of Southern Thai tones are discussed below. 

Tone splits and coalescences 
Southern Thai spoken in 998 locations in Southern Thailand has nine tone patterns based on tone splits and 

mergers. These nine patterns consist of four-tone, five-tone, six-tone, and seven-tone systems. All nine patterns 

were compared in terms of tone splits, tone mergers, and the complementary distribution of allotones, as shown 

in Diagram 1. 
The nine patterns of Southern Thai tones vary across different regions, as summarized in Table 3 below. 

It was concluded that these tone patterns differ by geographical area and can be used to characterize the 

Southern Thai dialects. Based on these nine tone patterns, Southern Thai can be divided into nine regional 

dialects: Upper Eastern, Upper Western, Northeastern, Northwestern, Western, Eastern, Central, Lower 

Western, and Lower Eastern. It should be noted that the name of each dialect is based on the location where 

each dialect is spoken.  

The tone pattern of the Central region represents the primary pattern of Southern Thai and is spoken by 

the majority of Southern Thai speakers in most areas of Southern Thailand. 

The patterns of tone splits in Southern Thai dialects, especially the presence of splits in at least the Tone 

A column, show a three-way split in recognition of aspiration and voiced initials. The patterns of tone splits in 

Southern Thai dialects are categorized into two groups as two-way split: A1-234 and three-way split: A1-23-

4. The two-way split (A1-234) is conditioned by the aspiration of initials, while the three-way split (A1-23-4) 

is conditioned by the aspiration and voicing of initials. The two-way split patterns occurred in the Upper 

Eastern, Upper Western, Northeastern, Northwestern, and Lower Eastern dialects, while the three-way split 

patterns occurred in the Western, Eastern, Lower Western, and Central dialects. Tones in Columns B, C, and 

D, were split into two-way conditioned by the aspiration of initials (BCD1-234) or voicing (BCD123-4), and 

three-way conditioned by the aspiration and voicing of initials (BCD1-23-4). Tone B was split into three ways: 

B1-23-4 in the Northeastern, Northwestern, Western, Eastern, Lower Western, Lower Eastern, and Central 

dialects. However, in the Upper Eastern and Upper Western dialects, there was no split between B1 and B23. 

Similar to tone B, tone C was split in three ways: C1-23-4 in the Northeastern, Lower Eastern, and Central 

dialects, while in the Upper Eastern, Upper Western, Northeastern, Northwestern, Western, Eastern, and Lower 

Western dialects it was split in two ways because tones C1 and C23 merged. 

More tone splits were found in Tone D compared to the others. Tone DL showed three patterns of tone 

splits: DL1-234, DL123-4, and DL1-23-4. Meanwhile, tone DS was split into DS1-234, DS123-4, and DS1-

23-4. The patterns of tone splits in the Southern Thai dialects are summarized in Table 4. 
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Diagram 1: The nine tone patterns of Southern Thai dialects 
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Table 3: The geographical variation of tone patterns spoken in Southern Thailand 

Tone 

Patterns 
Areas 

1 

Upper Eastern 

Prachuap Khiri Khan: Bang Saphan, Bang Saphan Noi Chumphon: North Pratiw, North Tha 

Sae 

2 

Upper Western 

Chumphon: South Pratiw, South Tha Sae, North Sawii, West Mueang Chumphon, Pha To, West 

Thung Tako, West Lung Suan, West La Mae Ranong: Kraburi, La Oun, North Mueang Ranong 

3 

Northeastern 

Surat Thani: Koh Samui, Koh Phangan, Don Sak, East Kanchanadit  

Nakhon Si Thammarat: Thong Nian (Kanom) 

4 

Northwestern 

Ranong: South Mueang Ranong, Kaper, Suk Samran Surat Thani: West Phanom  

Phang Nga: North Khura Buri 

5 

Western 

Phang Nga: South Khura Buri, Takua Pa, Takua Thung, Kapong, Thai Mueang, Mueang Phang 

Nga, Thap Put Krabi: West Plai Phraya 

6 

Eastern 

Chumphon: South Sawii, South Mueang Chumphon, East Thung Tako, East Lung Suan, East 

La Mae Surat Thani: Tha Chana, Chaiya, Tha Chang, Phumphin, Mueang Surat Thani, West 

Ban Naderm, Viphawadi, West Kanchanadit, West Khian Sa, Khirirat Nikhom 

7 

Lower Western 

Satun: West La Ngu, West Tha Phae Songkhla: South Saba Yoi Yala: South Raman, East 

Bannang Star Pattani: East Khok Pho 

8 

Central 

Surat Thani: East Ban Naderm, East Khian Sa, Ban Takhun, Phanom, Wieng Sa, Phra Saeng, 

Chai Buri Nakhon Si Thammarat: Entire province Phuket: Entire province Krabi: East Plai 

Phraya, Mueang Krabi, Khao Phanom, Koh Lanta, Khlong Thom, Ao Luek, Lam Thap, Nuea 

Khlong Phattalung: Entire province Trang: Entire province Satun: East La Ngu, East Tha 

Phae, Thung Wa, Ma Nung, Khuan Kalong, Mueang Satun Songkhla: Entire province (Except 

South Saba Yoi) Pattani: West Khok Pho, Sai Buri, Mai Kaen Yala: Ka Bang, Yaha, Mueang 

Yala, Krong Penang, North Raman, West Bannang Star, Than To, Betong 

9 

Lower Eastern 

Satun: Khuan Don Pattani: Meaung Pattani, Nong Chik, Mae Lan, Yarang, Yaring, Mayor, 

Thung Ya Daeng, Pa Na Re, Ka Phor Narathiwat: Entire province 
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Table 4: The patterns of tone splits in the Southern Thai dialects 

Tones 

 

Tone Patterns / Areas 

A B C DL DS 

Pattern 1: Upper Eastern A1-234 B123-4 C123-4 DL1-234 DS1-234 

Pattern 2: Upper Western A1-234 B123-4 C123-4 DL1-234 DS1-23-4 

Pattern 3: Northeastern A1-234 B1-23-4 C1-23-4 DL1-234 DS1-23-4 

Pattern 4: Northwestern A1-234 B1-23-4 C123-4 DL1-234 DS1-23-4 

Pattern 5: Western A1-23-4 B1-23-4 C123-4 DL123-4 DS123-4 

Pattern 6: Eastern A1-23-4 B1-23-4 C123-4 DL1-234 DS1-23-4 

Pattern 7: Lower Western A1-23-4 B1-23-4 C123-4 DL1-23-4 DS1-23-4 

Pattern 8: Central A1-23-4 B1-23-4 C1-23-4 DL1-23-4 DS1-23-4 

Pattern 9: Lower Eastern A1-234 B1-23-4 C1-23-4 DL1-23-4 DS1-23-4 

 

As shown in Table 4, in all tone pattern groups—except for the pattern of Upper Eastern—there is consistently 

at least one tone that shows reflexes of both aspiration and voicing contrasts from the proto-system. This 

suggests that a three-way tonal split based on the initial consonant’s phonation (voiceless unaspirated, voiceless 

aspirated, and voiced) is a defining feature of most Southern Thai dialects. The other Tai dialects show many 

instances of two-way splitting (Li 1977:25). Following this methodology, the three-way split of the Southern 

Thai tones can be related to the orthographic groups of Thai consonants. Based on the phonetic features of the 

consonants in each group, the classes are named High (for aspirated initials), Mid (for unaspirated and 

glottalized initials), and Low (for voiced initials). 

The patterns of tone mergers in the Southern Thai dialects are summarized in Table 5. Table 5 shows that 

the merger between tone A1 and tone B1 (A1 = B1) occurred in all tone patterns of the Southern Thai dialect, 

marking it as a distinctive feature of Southern Thai. Additionally, the merger between tones B4 and DL4 (B4 

= DL4) was also found in all tone patterns; however, it did not serve as a defining characteristic of the Southern 

Thai dialects, since it has a wide distribution and is also found in Northern Thai and Central Thai. Tone B123 

was different from tone DL123 (B123 ≠ DL123) in Southern Thai, similar to the tones found in Northeastern 

Thai. Therefore, the merger between tones A1 and B1 was the only merger that uniquely identified Southern 

Thai.  

The Northeastern, Western, Eastern, Lower Western, and Central dialects of Southern Thai share the same 

characteristics of tone mergers in tones A and B: A1 = B1, A23 = B23, and A4 ≠ B4. In contrast, in the Upper 

Eastern, Upper Western, Northwestern, and Lower Eastern dialects, tone A23 is not entirely merged with tone 

B23 (A23 ≠ B23). Interestingly, the merger of tones B4 and C23 was found only in the Northeastern dialect. 

Diller (1985:318-319) noted that Samui Island has its own distinct tone system, with tone splits and mergers 

that clearly differ from those in other areas of Southern Thailand. Moreover, previous studies have shown that 

the lexical items and tone system of the Samui dialect are derived from Eastern Southern Thai and Western 

Southern Thai (Chittham 1970; Tingsabadh 2001). This is plausible, since Ache (1986) discovered that several 

isoglosses separating these two sub-dialects of Southern Thai were located on the mainland near Samui Island. 

For checked syllables, tone C1 consistently corresponded to tone DL1, and tone C23 to tone DL23, in the 

Central and Lower Eastern dialects. In contrast, in the other dialects, tone C23 did not show a corresponding 

relationship with tone DL23. Tone DS and tone DS1 corresponded to tone C1 in all Southern Thai dialects, 

except for the Central and Lower Eastern dialects, where tone DS1 corresponded to tone AB1. Moreover, tone 

DS23 corresponded to tone B4 in the Upper Western, Northeastern, and Northwestern dialects, while in the 

Lower Western and Central dialects, tone DS23 corresponded to tone AB23. In the Western dialect, tone DS23 

corresponded to tone C23.  
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Table 5: The patterns of tone mergers in the Southern Thai dialect2 

Tone Mergers 

 

  

Tone 

Patterns /Areas 

A1=B1 AB1=B23 A23=A4 A4=B23 A23=B23 B4=C23 C1=C23 B4=C4 

Pattern 1:  

Upper Eastern 
+ + + - - - + + 

Pattern 2:  

Upper Western 
+ + + - - - + - 

Pattern 3: 

Northeastern 
+ - + + + + - - 

Pattern 4: 

Northwestern 
+ - + - - - + - 

Pattern 5:  

Western 
+ - - - + - + - 

Pattern 6:  

Eastern 
+ - - - + - + - 

Pattern 7: 

Lower Western 
+ - - - + - + - 

Pattern 8: 

Central 
+ - - - + - - - 

Pattern 9:  

Lower Eastern 
+ - + - - - - - 

Tone characteristics3 
The tone characteristics of the Southern Thai dialects vary by geographical area. These characteristics consist 

of seven categories based on tone mergers: tone AB1 = (B23); tone A23 = (A4) = (B23); tone (A23) = A4; 

tone B4 = (C23); tone C1 = (C23); tone C23; and tone (B4) = C4. It is important to note that tones surrounded 

by brackets ‘( )’ occur in specific patterns, while those without brackets occur in all patterns. For example, in 

the case of tone AB1 = (B23), tone AB1 occurs in all Southern Thai dialects, while tone (B23) only occurs in 

the tone patterns of the Upper Eastern and Upper Western dialects. 

It should be noted that the analysis of the geographical variation in tonal characteristics for each tone was 

conducted across all areas, without reference to the tone pattern groups.  

1. Tone AB1 = (B23) 
The tone characteristics of tone AB1 = (B23) consist of five variants: high falling [52], higher-mid rising 

falling [452/453/454], higher-mid rising [45], high falling rising [523], and high level [55] tones. The higher-

mid rising falling [452/453/454] tone is spoken in most areas of Southern Thailand. Its contour starts at higher-

mid, rises to high, and then falls to either lower-mid, mid, or high-mid. The high falling [52] tone is found in 

the northern part of Southern Thailand. Its contour begins high and falls to lower-mid. The higher-mid rising 

[45] tone is spoken in the southern part of Southern Thailand. Its contour starts at higher-mid and rises to high. 

The high falling rising [523] tone is spoken in some northern regions of Southern Thailand. This tone starts at 

high, falls to lower-mid, and then rises to mid. The last variant is the high level [55] tone, which is spoken in 

 
2  Tone mergers marked with the symbol ‘+’ are present, while tone mergers marked with ‘-’ are absent. 
3  Tone characteristics are shown by 1-5 numerals to present different levels of tone height and direction of tone 

movement from the lowest to the highest levels of pitch. The value shows tone level numerals: 1 for low; 2 for lower-

mid; 3 for mid; 4 for higher-mid; and 5 for high tone. Most tone studies use these numerals (for example, Osatananda, 

2015; Burusphat, 2013; Diller, 1976). These five numerals have been commonly used for tone contours, with a 

numerical value assigned to the beginning, end, and sometimes the middle of the contour. For example, the tone 

‘[452]’ is a higher-mid rising falling tone. In this, the first numeral ‘4’ indicates the beginning of the tone, the second 

numeral ‘5’ shows the direction of the tone, while the final numeral ‘2’ represents the end of the tone. 
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some parts of the southernmost region. Variations of tone characteristics in tone AB1 = (B23), spoken in 

different areas, are shown in Table 6. 

Table 6: The geographical variation of tone characteristics in tone AB1 = (B23) 

Tone AB1 = (B23) 

Tone Variants Areas 

1. higher-mid rising falling 

[452/453/454] 

Chumphon (Rap Ro, Pak Song), Ranong (West Kra buri), Surat Thani 

(North Don Sak, West Phanom, South Tha Chang, East Ban Naderm, East 

Khian Sa, Wieng Sa, Phra Saeng, Chai Buri), Nakhon Si Thammarat (Entire 

province), Phang Nga (South Khura Buri, Takua Pa, West Takua Thung, 

Kapong, Thai Mueang, Mueang Phang Nga, Thap Put), Krabi (Entire 

province), Phattalung (Entire province), Trang (Entire province), Satun 

(East La Ngu, East Tha Phae, Thung Wa, Ma Nung, Khuan Kalong, Mueang 

Satun), Songkhla (Ranot, Singha Nakhon, Krasaesin, Sathing Phra, Khuan 

Niang, Ratthaphum, Bang Klam, Klong Hoi Khong, Namom), Yala (East 

Bannang Star), Pattani (Yaring, Mae Lan, Major, Thung Ya Daeng, Pa Na 

Re) 

2. high falling [52] Prachuap Khiri Khan (South Bang Saphan, Bang Saphan Noi), Ranong 

(East Kraburi, La Oun, North Mueang Ranong, South Mueang Ranong, 

Kaper, Suk Samran), Chumphon (West Pratiw, Tha Sae, Sawii, Mueang 

Chumphon, Pha To, Thung Tako, Lung Suan, La Mae), Surat Thani (Koh 

Samui, Koh Phangan, Don Sak, East Kanchanadit, Tha Chana, Chaiya, 

North Tha Chang, Phumphin, Mueang Surat Thani, Viphawadi, West 

Kanchanadit, West Khian Sa, Khirirat Nikhom, Ban Ta Khun, Phanom), and 

Phang Nga (North Khura Buri) 

3. higher-mid rising [45] Chumphon (East Pratiw), Phang Nga (North Takua Thung), Phuket (Entire 

province), Songkhla (Chana, Sadao, Nathawee, Thepa, Hat Yai, Mueang 

Songkhla, North Saba Yoi), Pattani (West Khok Pho, Sai Buri, Mai Kaen), 

Yala (Ka Bang, Yaha, Mueang Yala, Krong Penang, North Raman, West 

Bannang Star, Than To, Betong) 

4. high level [55] Satun (West La Ngu, West Tha Phae), Songkhla (South Saba Yoi), Pattani 

(East Khok Pho) 

5. high falling rising [523] Prachuap Khiri Khan (North Bang Saphan), Surat Thani (South Don Sak, 

West Ban Naderm) 

2. Tone A23 = (A4) = (B23) 
The tone characteristics of tone A23 = (A4) = (B23) consist of three variants: mid level [33], mid rising falling 

[342/343/352], and mid rising [34/35] tones. The mid rising falling [342/343/352] tone is spoken in most areas 

of Southern Thailand. Its contour starts at mid, rises to higher-mid or high, and then falls to lower-mid or mid. 

The contour of the mid rising [34/35] tone starts at mid and rises to higher-mid or high. The last variant is the 

mid level [33] tone, which is spoken in the northern part of Southern Thailand. Variations of tone 

characteristics in tone A23 = (A4) = (B23), spoken in different areas, are shown in Table 7. 
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Table 7: The geographical variation of tone characteristics in tone A23 = (A4) = (B23) 

Tone A23 = (A4) = (B23) 

Tone Variants Areas 

1. mid rising falling 

[342/343/352] 

Chomphon (South Sawii, South Mueang Chumphon, East Thung Tako, East 

Lung Suan, East La Mae), Ranong (South Mueang Ranong, Kaper, Suk 

Samran), Phang Nga (North Khura Buri), Surat Thani (Ta Khun, Phanom, 

Khian Sa, Chai Buri, Phrasaeng, Nasan, Wieng Sa, Ban Naderm, Tha 

Chana, Chaiya, Tha Chang, Phumphin, Mueang Surat Thani, West Ban 

Naderm, Viphawadi, West Kanchanadit, West Khian Sa, Khirirat Nikhom), 

Nakhon Si Thammarat (Entire province, except Pak Phanang, South 

Chaouat, Chian Yai, Hua Sai), Krabi (Entire province), Phuket (Entire 

province), Trang (Entire province), Phattalung (Entire province), 

Songkhla (Rattaphum, Khuan Niang, North Hat Yai, Bang Klam, Chana, 

Sadao, Nathawee, Thepha, South Saba Yoi), Satun (Thung Wa, La Ngu, Ma 

Nang, Khuan Kalong, Tha Phae, Meaung Satun), Yala (South Raman, East 

Bannang Star), Pattani (East Khok Pho)     

2. mid rising [34/35] Nakhon Si Thammarat (Pak Phanang, South Chaouat, Chian Yai, Hua 

Sai), Songkhla (Ranot, Kasaesin, Sathingphra, Singha Nakhon, South Hat 

Yai, Meaung Songkhla, Klong Hoi Khong, Namom, Saba Yoi), Satun 

(Khuan Don), Pattani (Meaung Pattani, Nong Chik, Mae Lan, Yarang, 

Yaring, Mayor, Thung Ya Daeng, Pa Na Re, Ka Phor), Yala (Entire 

province), Narathiwat (Entire province) 

3. mid level [33] Prachuap Khiri Khan (Bang Saphan, Bang Saphan Noi), Chumphon 

(North Pratiw, North Tha Sae) 

3. Tone (A23) = A4 
The tone characteristics of tone (A23) = A4 consist of two variants: lower-mid rising falling [231/232/242] 

and mid falling [31/32] tones. The contour of the lower-mid rising falling [231/232/242] tone starts at lower-

mid, rises to mid, high, or higher-mid, and then falls to low or lower-mid. In contrast, the mid falling [31/32] 

tone starts at mid and falls to low or lower-mid. 

The mid falling [31/32] tone is spoken in Phang Nga (South Khura Buri, Takua Pa, Takua Thung, Kapong, 

Thai Mueang, Mueang Phang Nga, Thap Put), Krabi (West Plai Phraya, Koh Lanta), Surat Thani (Ta Khun, 

Phanom), Nakhon Si Thammarat (Thung Song, Bang Khun), Trang (Ratsada, Huai Yod, South Wang Wiset), 

Phattalung, Songkhla (Rattaphum, Khuan Niang, South Hat Yai, Bang Klam, East Chana), Satun (Thung Wa, 

La Ngu, Ma Nang, Khuan Kalong, Tha Phae, Meaung Satun, Khuan Don), Pattani (Meaung Pattani, Nong 

Chik, Mae Lan, Yarang, Yaring, Mayor, Thung Ya Daeng, Pa Na Re, Ka Phor), and Narathiwat. The lower-

mid rising falling [231/232/242] tone, on the other hand, is spoken in other areas of Southern Thailand.  

4. Tone B4 = (C23) 
Tone B4 = (C23) has only one variant: the lower-mid rising [23/24] tone. The contour starts at lower-mid and 

rises to mid or higher-mid. This tone does not occur in the tone pattern of the Upper Eastern dialect, as it is 

merged with tone C4. The lower-mid rising [23/24] tone is spoken in all areas of Southern Thailand, except in 

Prachuap Khiri Khan (Bang Saphan, Bang Saphan Noi) and Chumphon (North Pratiw, North Tha Sae). 

5. Tone C1 = (C23) 
The tone characteristics of tone C1 = (C23) consist of two variants: higher-mid level [44] and higher-mid 

falling [43] tones. The higher-mid level [44] tone is spoken in most areas of Southern Thailand. The contour 

of the higher-mid falling [43] tone starts at higher-mid and falls to mid. The higher-mid falling [43] tone is 

spoken in Satun (West La Ngu, West Tha Phae), Songkhla (South Saba Yoi), Yala (South Raman, East 

Bannang Star), and Pattani (East Khok Pho), while the higher-mid level [44] tone is spoken in other areas of 

Southern Thailand. 



Ratchadaporn PHONYARIT | Tonal Geography of the Southern Thai Dialects | JSEALS 18.2 (2025) 

36 

6. Tone C23 
Tone C23 has only one variant: the mid level [33] tone. Tone C23 occurs only in the tone patterns of the 

Central and Lower Eastern dialects, as in the other dialects, this tone is merged with tone C1. 

7. Tone (B4) = C4 
The tone characteristics of tone (B4) = C4 consist of two variants. The first variant is the lower-mid level [22] 

tone, spoken in most areas of Southern Thailand. The second variant is the lower-mid falling [21] tone, which 

starts at lower-mid and falls to low. The lower-mid falling [21] tone is spoken in Surat Thani (West Tha Chana), 

Nakhon Si Thammarat (Hua Sai, Chaouat, Pak Phanang, Chian Yai), Songkhla (Ranot, Sathing Phra, 

Krasaesin, Singha Nakhon, South Saba Yoi), Satun (West La Ngu, West Tha Phae), Yala (South Raman, East 

Bannang Star), Pattani (East Khok Pho, Meaung Pattani, Nong Chik, Mae Lan, Yarang, Yaring, Mayor, Thung 

Ya Daeng, Pa Na Re, Ka Phor), and Narathiwat, while the lower-mid level [22] tone is spoken in other areas 

of Southern Thailand. 

Based on the variation in the phonetic characteristics of the tones among the Southern Thai, each of the 

nine regional dialects can be further divided into sub-dialects. Within each dialect, the sub-dialects exhibit 

similar tonal pattern but differ in the phonetic realization of specific tones. In particular, speakers of each sub-

dialect produce at least one tone with distinct phonetic features that set their speech apart from others within 

the same dialect group. 

 

Upper Western Dialect is divided into three sub-dialects (UW1, UW2, UW3), based on differences in the 

realization of tone AB1, which corresponds phonetically to B23. 

Diagram 2: Sub-dialects of the Upper Western dialect group 

 
 

Northeastern Dialect comprises three sub-dialects (NE1, NE2, NE3), distinguished by variation in the AB1 

= (B23) tonal pattern. 

Diagram 3: Sub-dialects of the Northeastern dialect group 
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Northwestern Dialect includes three sub-dialects (NW1, NW2, NW3), differentiated by variation in the AB1 

= (B23) tonal pattern. 

Diagram 4: Sub-dialects of the Northwestern dialect group 

 

 

Lower Eastern Dialect consists of three sub-dialects (LE1, LE2, LE3), separated by the tonal correspondence 

AB1 = (B23). 

Diagram 5: Sub-dialects of the Lower Eastern dialect group 

 
 

Upper Eastern Dialect exhibits greater diversity, with five sub-dialects (UE1, UE2, UE3, UE4, UE5) 

classified based on variations in both AB1 = (B23) and A23 = (A4) = (B23) tones. 

 

Diagram 6: Sub-dialects of the Upper Eastern dialect group 
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Lower Western Dialect contains four sub-dialects (LW1, LW2, LW3, LW4), differentiated by tonal patterns 

involving AB1 = (B23) and A23 = (A4) = (B23) tones. 

Diagram 7: Sub-dialects of the Lower Western dialect group 

 
 

Western Dialect includes three sub-dialects (W1, W2, W3), distinguished by three tonal correspondences: 

AB1 = (B23), A23 = (A4) = (B23), and (B4) = C4 tones. 

 

Diagram 8: Sub-dialects of the Western dialect group 

 
 

Eastern Dialect consists of three sub-dialects (E1, E2, E3), identified by two tonal features: AB1 = (B23) and 

(B4) = C4 tones. 

Diagram 9: Sub-dialects of the Eastern dialect group 

 

 

 

Central Dialect shows the highest tonal complexity, comprising six sub-dialects (C1, C2, C3, C4, C5, C6), 

classified based on a combination of AB1 = (B23), A23 = (A4) = (B23) tones, the presence or absence of tone 

A4, and the correspondence (B4) = C4. 
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Diagram 10: Sub-dialects of the Central dialect group 

 

Discussion and conclusions 
Regarding the patterns of tone splits and mergers, there are nine tone patterns in Southern Thai, each found in 

different regions. A comparison of these nine patterns reveals that they share a merger between tones A1 and 

B1, which serves as a distinguishing feature that separates Southern Thai from other dialects. This is because 

Southern Thai is the only dialect in which A1 and B1 have the same tone (Diller 1976; Tingsabadh 2001).  

According to the results obtained, the Southern Thai has nine regional dialects based on the tone patterns. 

The geographical distribution of these nine dialects of the Southern Thai is displayed in Map 3. 
Tone patterns found in the northernmost area (Upper Eastern and Upper Western dialects) of Southern 

Thailand appear to have a mixture of features from both Central Thai and Southern Thai. This region of mixed 

features has been referred to as a ‘hybrid’ dialect by Tingsabadh (2001). The tone patterns in the Upper Eastern 

and Upper Western dialects are somewhat similar to those of the Central Thai tones (Cf. Canilao 2010). 

Meanwhile, their tonal characteristics also resemble those of Southern Thai tones spoken in other areas. These 

tone patterns were noted in Debavalya’s study (1983) and are supported by the findings of this study. 

Debavalya categorized these tone patterns as Southern Thai dialects because they have mergers in tones A1 

and B1. In particular, they do not show a split between tones B1 and B2, clearly indicating a mixture of Central 

Thai and Southern Thai. Moreover, the tone patterns identified in this study occurred in a transitional area, 

suggesting that the speakers may have been influenced by Central Thai in some linguistic ways. According to 

Debavalya’s research, the dialect boundary between Central Thai and Southern Thai can be drawn within the 

Thap Sakae and Khao Lan sub-districts of Prachuap Khiri Khan Province. However, the results obtained here 

indicate that the dialect spoken in parts of Ranong and Chumphon Provinces is also a dialect whose tone system 

has been influenced by contact with neighboring groups. This implies that the dialects of Central Thai and 

Southern Thai may have extended into the northernmost areas of Chumphon and Ranong Provinces. 

Kongthong and Tingsabadh (2009) noted that the Ranong dialect is undergoing changes to its tone system 

through contact with other dialects, and the results of this study support that argument. 
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Map 3: The geographical distribution of the nine dialects of Southern Thai based one our tonal analysis 

 
 

Moreover, the tone pattern of the Northeastern dialect found in this study supports Diller's study (1976). It was 

found that the tone system in the dialect of the Koh Samui, Koh Phangan, Don Sak, and parts of the 

Kanchanadit district has five tones. The split and merger of this tone pattern differ from those described by 

Brown (1965) and L. Thongkum et al. (1978). In this study, tone A4 merges with tone AB23, resulting in five 

tones, while Brown and L. Thongkum et al. found five tones because tone A4 does not merge with tone AB23. 

However, the studies by Brown, Diller, L. Thongkum et al., and this study all share the same result: tone B4 

has merged with tone C4. Interestingly, this B4-C4 merger has only been found in Kanchanadit, Don Sak, Koh 

Samui, and Koh Phangan, as Diller mentioned that Samui Island has its own distinct tone pattern. The tone 

splits and mergers in these areas clearly differ from those in other parts of southern Thailand. Moreover, 

previous studies have shown that the lexical items and tone patterns of the Samui dialect are derived from both 

Eastern and Western Southern Thai (Chittham 1970; Tingsabadh 2001). This is supported by Ache (1986), 

who discovered that several isoglosses separating these two sub-dialects of Southern Thai are located on the 

mainland near Samui Island. 

The Koh Samui dialect's distribution indicates that it differs from other local dialects. Koh Samui is an 

island relatively isolated from the mainland. Prior to 1940, it was nearly inaccessible, with the only way to 

travel between the mainland and the island being by night boat. At that time, the island had no roads or vehicles, 

and its residents primarily traveled on foot. However, since 1980, Koh Samui has become a popular destination 

for both Thai nationals and foreign tourists and is very accessible (Prayong 1987). This increased accessibility 

has helped preserve the unique characteristics of the Koh Samui dialect. Thus, it can be concluded that the 

distribution of dialects in the region is influenced by the island's topography, particularly its mountainous 

terrain. 
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Map 4: The geographical distribution of the thirty-two sub-dialects of Southern Thai based one our tonal 

analysis 

 
 

The Southern Thai dialect can be categorized into nine major regional dialects based on distinct tonal patterns. 

Each of these dialects can, in turn, be further subdivided into sub-dialects, determined by phonetic variation in 

tonal characteristics. Based on these tonal differences, the nine major dialects of Southern Thai can be further 

divided into thirty-two sub-dialects. The geographical distribution of these thirty-two sub-dialects is shown in 

Map 4. 
According to the variation of tone characteristics, all Southern Thai dialects share the low pitch of tones 

A, B, C, DL, and DS on voiced initials (ABCDLDS4). These characteristics accompany the two-way 

bifurcation of basic tones in Southern Thai. Another tone characteristic common to all dialects is the high pitch 

on aspirated initials of tones A, B, C, DL, and DS (ABCDLDS1). Moreover, the most stable pitch contour in 

Southern Thai tones is tone C on unaspirated and glottalized initials (C23). Almost all dialects have a level 

pitch contour. This finding supports Brown’s (1965) hypothesis of a V-L correlation in Southern Thai dialects, 

particularly in the tone characteristics found in the Central dialect. The V-L correlation representing the 

Sukhothai-Southern Thai dialect and the tone characteristics of the Central dialect of Southern Thai from this 

study are compared below. 

 

                               

 Sukhothai Dialect 1400 AD 

(Adapted from Brown 1965: 14) 
Southern Thai Dialect (Central Group) 

(Found in this study) 
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The variation of tone characteristics in each tone may be due to both internal and external factors. For the tone 

characteristics of tone AB1, the high falling [52] in the northern areas of Southern Thailand becomes the 

higher-mid rising falling [452/453/454] in the central areas, and then reduces to a higher-mid rising [45] in the 

southern areas.  
 

High falling [52] → Higher-mid rising falling [452/453/454] → Higher-mid rising [45] 

 

 

Diller (1985:342) points out that the change in tone AB1 is a gradual north-to-south progression from high 

falling [52] to higher-mid rising falling [452/453/454] to high rising [45]. Thirty years ago, tone AB1 was 

pronounced as high falling [52] in the northern area of Southern Thailand, while in the southern area, it was 

pronounced as high falling [52] for unstressed syllables and as higher-mid rising falling [452/453/454] for 

stressed syllables. Subsequently, the higher-mid rising falling [452/453/454] tone began to be pronounced as 

higher-mid rising [45] for stressed syllables by some younger speakers in Songkhla. In this century, most 

Songkhla speakers pronounce tone AB1 as higher-mid rising [45] for both stressed and unstressed syllables. 

The change in tone AB1 from high falling [52] to higher-mid rising [452/453/454] may be attributed to 

internal factors related to ease of articulation. The high falling [52] starts at a very high pitch; for easier diction, 

speakers may begin at a lower level. In other words, the tone starts at a higher-mid level and rises to a high 

level. The higher-mid rising falling [452/453/454] tone then changes to the high rising [45] tone. This change 

may also be due to internal factors related to ease of articulation. 

Similar changes occur in tones A23 and B23. Their distribution indicates an ongoing transition from mid 

rising falling [342] to mid rising [34/35]. In the same way, this change has also been observed in other Tai 

dialects, such as Black Tai, where tone A4 changed from a rising falling tone to a rising tone. Burusphat (2013) 

stated that this may be caused by ease of articulation.  

Moreover, two variants of tone AB1—the high falling rising [523] and the high level [55]—may be due 

to external factors caused by language contact. First, the high falling [52] tone has changed to a high falling 

rising [523] tone in the northernmost part of Southern Thailand, possibly influenced by a lower-mid rising [24] 

in tone A1 in Central Thai (Canilao 2010). Second, the higher-mid rising [45] tone has changed to the high 

level [55] tone in the southernmost part of Southern Thailand. This high level tone may be influenced by Tak 

Bai speakers residing nearby, as the high level tone is characteristic of tone B1 in the Tak Bai dialect (Potibal 

and Trongdee 1998). However, it remains unclear how and why tone AB1 is the only tone affected by the Tak 

Bai dialect, which presents an interesting point for further research. 

In conclusion, this study presents the geography of Southern Thai dialects from the perspective of tone 

variation. The maps displaying the geographical distribution highlight the diversity of tones. They also show 

the variation in tone across Southern Thai dialects and sub-dialects. Additionally, this study demonstrates that 

GIS software can enhance the systematic presentation of dialect distribution. The findings confirm key aspects 

of earlier research—particularly the merger of tones A1 and B1 as a distinguishing feature of Southern Thai—

while revealing more nuanced and extensive tonal diversity than previously documented. The identification of 

nine regional dialects and thirty-two sub-dialects, as well as the discovery of hybrid dialect zones and 

transitional areas, extends the traditional classification of Southern Thai tones. Additionally, the study offers 

empirical evidence for the dynamic and evolving nature of tonal development, emphasizing the roles of both 

internal (e.g., articulatory ease) and external (e.g., language contact) influences. Taken together, these findings 

offer a richer and more geographically grounded understanding of tonal variation in Southern Thai than has 

been provided by earlier studies. 

While this study concentrates specifically on tonal features, other dimensions of dialectal variation—such 

as differences in consonants, vowels, and vocabulary—were occasionally observed during fieldwork but were 

not systematically analyzed. These aspects merit further investigation, as they would contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of the linguistic diversity within Southern Thai. 
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