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ABSTRACT

Ethnolinguistic Maps of Thailand

SUWILAI Premsrirat et al.
Institute of Language and Culture for Rural Development
Mahidol University

Thailand, which is situated right at the heart of South East Asia (SEA), represents one
of the most complex areas in terms of languages and ethnicities. In the present age, of
globalization, modern economic development, the mass media and a new urban culture have
played a vital role in destroying indigenous languages and cultures. The languages of wider
communication have heavily influenced the small vernacular languages. The research project
on the Ethnolinguistic Maps of Thailand was undertaken to provide a language database and to
act as a point of reference in mapping the distribution of ethnolinguistic groups in the country.

The language data was collected at the village level by the use of questionnaires and
aimed at getting information about the languages spoken in the homes as well as the number of
the speakers of each language. After trials and errors, the enormous amount of ethnolinguistic
data was organized using database programs (Shoebox, Microsoft Access, etc.). GIS
applications (Arc/Info, ArcView, etc.) were used as a tool for mapping by linking
ethnolinguistic data with the geographic information. In this paper the socio-cultural and geo-
political distributions of more than 60 languages classified by ethnonyms are presented. The
distribution of languages belonging to 5 language families (the Tai-Kadai, Austro-Asiatic,
Sino-Tibetan, Hmong-Mien and Austronesian) are displayed as well as the distribution of
major regional, marginal, displaced and enclave languages. Finally, the distribution of
languages at the different geo-political level of 76 provinces and four regions are displayed.

The research result illustrates the resource in languages and cultures in various parts of
the country. This knowledge is important for policy making and action planning including the
detailed research in linguistics, anthropology, sociology and the documentation and revival of

traditional wisdom.
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