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1. SPOKEN LANGUAGES
 of Eastern Asia

…Eightish major language families…



WHAT IS A LANGUAGE FAMILY?

1. A group of genealologically related languages, believed to descend from 
a shared, common ancestor

• Think of your own family tree, with ancestors at the top, and descendents at the bottom

2. Spoken language diversifies naturally, because language is transmitted 
from one generation to another

• Variation is always present in language. Changes are called “innovations.”

3. When innovations in one speaker population’s dialect grow to the point 
where it is no longer mutually intelligible with the rest of the speaker 
population, a new language is born.

• This is called linguistic diversification.



WHAT ISN’T A LANGUAGE FAMILY?

1. A language family does not equal a people, ethnicity, nation, or 
culture

• The Chinese (or “Sinitic”) Language family is not the same thing as the 
Chinese people

• The history of the Sinitic language family is not the same thing as the 
history of the Sinitic or Chinese people(s)

2. Communities adopt or abandon language frequently over history

3. Conflating language, ethnicity, and culture is a modern nationalist 
habit, and often at odds with actual historical or linguistic reality
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This is may be a cultural and political reality. But 
linguistically (and historically), it’s untenable.
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LANGUAGE PEOPLE
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Now sometimes argued 
to include the Japonic 
and/or Koreanic 
language families…

Robbeets & Bouckaert 2018: 146

Altaic
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EIGHTISH LANGUAGE FAMILIES IN EASTERN ASIA

Altaic

Austronesian

Bellwood (2013: 164)

E.g. Malay, 
Indonesian, 
Tagalog, Formosan 
languages, etc.
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EIGHTISH LANGUAGE FAMILIES IN EASTERN ASIA

Austronesian

Austroasiatic

Altaic

E.g. Vietnamese, Khmer, many 
“ethnic minority” languages of 
Mainland Southeast Asia





7/21/25, 3:02 PM Austroasiatic languages | Mon-Khmer, Munda & Vietic | Britannica

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Austroasiatic-languages 1/1

Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1997, accessed 7-25-25
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EIGHTISH LANGUAGE FAMILIES IN EASTERN ASIA

Austronesian

Austroasiatic

Hmong-Mien

Altaic

Based on Muturzikin & Rutgers; Wikipedia 5-31-2020; accessed 7-25-25

E.g. Hmong, Mien, various 
small languages often spoken 
in the highlands of 
southeastern Asia
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EIGHTISH LANGUAGE FAMILIES IN EASTERN ASIA

Austronesian
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Japonic

Hmong-Mien

Altaic

Map of Japonic languages according to Vovin & Whitman, Wikipedia 2-22-2022; accessed 7-25-25

The Japanese & Ryukuan 
languages…
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Map of Koreanic Dialects, Wikipedia 
8-21-22; accessed 7-25-25

Yeah, Korean. A 
mystery!!
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Map of (proposed) Koreo-Japonic Language Family, Wikipedia 6-2-2017; accessed 7-25-25

???
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EIGHTISH LANGUAGE FAMILIES IN EASTERN ASIA

Austronesian

Austroasiatic

Japonic

Koreanic

Hmong-Mien

Altaic

Map of hypothetical Altaic superfamily, including Japonic, Koreanic, & Aniu; Wikipedia 6-2-2017; 
accessed 7-25-25

CAREFUL!!
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Map of Kra-Dai languages; Wikipedia 11-15-2008; accessed 7-25-25

E.g. Thai, Lao, 
Zhuang, Tầy 
languages, etc.
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Austronesian

Austroasiatic

Japonic

Koreanic

Kra-Dai

Hmong-Mien

Sino-Tibetan

Altaic

Map of Sino-Tibetan languages; Gutman & Avanzati 2013, 
cited as Language Gulper by Humans Who Read Grammar

E.g. Chinese 
languages, Tibetan, 
Burmese, etc.



Altaic

Austronesian

Austroasiatic

Japonic

Koreanic

Kra-Dai

Hmong-Mien

Sino-Tibetan

EIGHTISH LANGUAGE 
FAMILIES IN EASTERN ASIA



Eight(ish) 
families…
…is that all???

Attested and Suspected Historical Range of Ainu Languages, Wikipedia 
2-10-2011; accessed 7-26-25

NO.
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2. SCRIPTS & 
WRITING in Eastern Asia

and the concept of Cosmopolitan & 
Vernacular



SCRIPT AND LANGUAGE

•Not the same thing!

•Writing is a technology

• English is written with 
the Roman alphabet

• Vietnamese also uses 
the Roman alphabet!

Tiếng Việt cũng sử dụng 
bảng chữ cái La Mã!



• But script is usually borrowed 
together with a language…
• …at least at first…

• Writing in Eastern Asia began with 
China in at least the 2nd millennium 
BCE

• It was then borrowed and adapted 
throughout the region

SCRIPT AND LANGUAGE



• Because China developed writing so early, as other 
societies in Eastern Asia came into contact, they 
borrowed both Chinese characters and the Chinese 
language as their first literary script and language

• This means that the the first experience of literacy for 
many Eastern Asian societies, was in a language 
different from their native form of speech.

A LITERARY LANGUAGE
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• Literacy in Vietnam, Korea, and many other parts of Eastern Asia 
began with the Chinese script and language

• Therefore, the development of vernacular writing proceeded 
through a stage of hybridization with Chinese

• This was reinforced by the sustained importance of Literary 
Chinese textual culture across Eastern Asia

• Institutions like the Civil Service Examination reinforced the 
importance of literacy in Chinese script, language, and classical 
corpus of literature in many societies across Eastern Asia

MIXED SCRIPTS AND LITERARY LANGUAGE



A Sinographic
Cosmopolis


