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Tea in Hmong-Mien Languages and the Language Ecology

The Proto form of tea was reconstructed as *ji® of Proto-Hmong in Wang (1994),
while as *gjiP of Proto-Hmong and *ja* of Proto-Mien in Ratliff (2010). In this paper, more
material of different Hmong-Mien languages has been accumulated. In connection with
geographical distribution, extensive comparison across these languages does not support the
reconstruction of tea either to the Proto-Hmong or Proto-Mien on the basis of pervasive
sound correspondence. Thus, the emergence of tea should be later than the time depth of
either of the two proto-languages. In details, most Hmong languages share an innovation of
*gjiB ‘camellia oleifera’>‘tea’, while in a few Hmong languages, tea is still called medicine
or tree leaf. The Mien branch borrowed Chinese tea, which can be exemplified with the
stratification of different historical layers. It is suggested that the development of tea in
Hmong-Mien languages could be clarified in combine with rigorous sound correspondences
and historical stratification. Furthermore, tea is put in the word series of the daily life, so
called ‘firewood, rice, oil, salt, and vinegar’, it is found that the evolution of vocabulary in
Hmong-Mien languages is associated with the social-ecological environments of
Hmong-Mien people.
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