(Abbreviations:
AN = Austronesian

AA = Austroasiatic

MK = Mon-Khmer)

1. THE AUSTRIC HOMELAND
Pater Wilhelm Schmidt’s one-century old AA theory has survived all its rivals and, thanks largely to Heinz-Jürgen Pinnow’s studies on AA etymologies (based on his reconstruction of Proto-Munda roots and his systematic comparative study of AA verbal morphology), has come to be accepted by most if not quite all the scholars working on Munda and/or MK languages. Schmidt first established the AA family on a scientific basis, including a solid body of etymologies and phonological correspondences. However, the Austric language super-family further proposed by Schmidt in an attempt to link AA with AN is still treated with scepticism, although F.J.B. Kuiper adduced new possible lexical correspondences for Austric, and additional material has been more recently presented by LaVaughn Hayes, an independent scholar.
The only serious challenger of the Austric super-phylum proposed by Schmidt, Paul Benedict’s Austro-Tai theory, has got very little support. Benedict’s theory denies the existence of a common vocabulary shared by AA and AN and unites AN, Daic, Hmong-Mien and Japanese (originally only AN and Daic) into one language superfamily. Other proposed super-phyla, such as Merrit Ruhlen’s Austric (Benedict’s original Austro-Tai plus AA plus Hmong-Mien), Ilya Pejros’ Austric (Miao-AA plus Austro-Tai), LaVaughn Hayes’ Austric (AA plus AN, together representing a sub-category of Austro-Tai), Laurent Sagart’s Sino-AN (Sino-Tibetan plus AN, with Kadai representing a category of the latter language family), Frederik Kortlandt’s Austric (AA as a younger branch of Malayo-Polynesian having intruded from island into mainland S.E. Asia), and Igor M. Diakonoff attempt at connecting Munda and Sumerian, have not met much favour among comparative linguists.
In recent times the Austronesianist Lawrence A. Reid, in this supported by his colleague Robert Blust, has revisited Schmidt’s Austric hypothesis with discussing afresh the morphological evidence (mainly verbal affixes) presented in the past for a genetic relationship between AA and AN. In Reid’ own words,
http://tinyurl.com/c7pux
<< The position of the AA family vis-à-vis the AN family also seemed worth investigating. I examined the early claims of Schmidt who claimed that they were related and gave the super-family the name Austric. Although many of his claims could not be supported, given our greater knowledge of the families involved, a careful re-examination of the morphology of the two language families, especially that found in Nicobarese, an isolated Mon-Khmer language, strongly suggest that there does in fact exist a genetic relationship between the two families. >>
And (from the abstract of Reid’s major paper on this topic):

http://tinyurl.com/84rjg
<< The morphologies of certain AA and AN languages, and of the parent languages reconstructed for these two groups, are compared. Striking similarities of form and function are revealed in derivational affixes (including prefixes, infixes, and suffixes), as well as in particles with syntactic functions and in the pronoun system. Similarities are also revealed in major syntactic features. Among the AA languages, those of the Nicobar Islands appear to be most similar to AN. A number of possible explanations for the facts revealed by this comparison are considered. The question is especially perplexing as to why Nicobarese morphology should appear so similar to AN, while its lexicon resembles neither AN nor to a great extent that reconstructed for its own family. The conclusion is reached that while Nicobarese is indeed a conservative AA language, especially in its grammar, the deviance of its vocabulary may be due to a substratum -- that the original inhabitants of the Nicobars may have spoken languages that were neither AA nor AN. >>

As regards the putative homeland of the proposed Austric super-family, no linguistic or archaeological evidence would permit scholars to locate it with any degree of scientific certitude. Austronesianists propose that Proto-AN originated on the island of Taiwan or in nearby S.E. China. AA is spoken in certain areas of southern China, and a variety of evidence indicates that the domain of its speakers once extended into S.E. China (see, for instance Jerry Norman and Tsu-lin Mei’s online article at http://tinyurl.com/7n3ct on proposed AA loans in Old Chinese). Thus, the most likely location of the Austric homeland would appear to be southern China.
Robert Blust, an Austronesianist, has proposed that the Austric homeland coincided with the general region in which the Mekong, Salween, and Yangzi rivers run parallel at their narrowest watershed -- thus, roughly, northwestern Yunnan. Reviewing the archaeological evidence from mainland China and Taiwan, Blust estimates that Proto-Austric was spoken at c. 7000-6500 BC. From the highland area of N.W. Yunnan, Neolithic rice farmers would have access to most of S.E. Asia and to the Assam-Bangladesh region following the lower-lying river valleys. According to Blust, during the seventh millennium BCE pre-Proto-AN speakers would have entered the Yangzi basin, following the river eastward till they reached the Fujian coast (where PAN probably originated at c. 4500 BC). This branch of the Austric macro-phylum would have been ancestral to Proto-Tai-Kadai too. Pre-Proto-AA speakers, on the contrary, gradually moved southward till they reached upper Burma, Blust’s supposed centre of dispersal of the AA language family, by c. 5500 BC. Note that Blust’s putative AA homeland, unlike his putative AN homeland in Fujian and across the strait to Taiwan, is not far away from his putative Austric homeland.

Archaeologist Charles Higham thinks that rice cultivation was developed in the marshy or seasonally flooded lakelands of the mid-Yangzi basin by a Neolithic culture who spoke languages belonging to the Austric super-phylum. Yet, the complete absence of similarities in the rice terminology of AN and AA suggests that rice cultivation emerged only after the two phyla diverged (for a synthesis of the rice debate wrt AN and AA see Roger Blench’s online paper at http://tinyurl.com/8y67k ). The supposedly Austric-speaking pre-Neolithic culture ancestral to both AA and AN speakers may, at any rate, have heavily relied on wild rice collection.
2. THE AUSTROASIATIC HOMELAND
In the past, scholars such as Robert von Heine-Geldern believed that the AA homeland was in S.E. Asia in opposition to Pater Schmidt, the founder of AA linguistics, who had formerly hypothesized that the AA homeland lay in S. Asia. More recently, Edwin G. Pulleyblank and Alexander Vovin have put the AA homeland as far afield as the eastern seaboard of China, but the majority of past and present historical linguists put it in the mountain regions further to the west. Others still subscribe to Schmidt’s hypothesis of a S. Asian homeland for the AA language family.

Robert Blust (p. 124) cites the Mon-Khmerist Gérard Diffloth’s (unpublished) personal view that the AA homeland was in the Burma-Yunnan border region, perhaps in the middle Salween basin. Formerly, in a 1994 paper of his, Blust had proposed that PAA was spoken somewhat to the west, in the Assam-Burma border region. His linguistic hypothesis rests on the assumption that, by about 5500-5000 BC (as much as a millennium earlier than the supposed period of formation of PAN on the S.E. China coasts and in Taiwan), a west-east dialect split within PAA separated the Munda tongues presently spoken in central-eastern India from the MK ones presently spoken in mainland S.E. Asia, the Nicobar Islands, and also N.E. India (Khasi). The geographical gap between the Munda and MK branches of AA is not that big (about 400 miles from the MK-speaking Palaung of central Burma to the isolated MK-speaking Khasi of N.E. India, and a similar distance to the Munda tribes of the Chotanagpur Plateau). On the sole ground of this distributional pattern, the region where this language split occurred must have been roughly midway between central-eastern India and mainland S.E. Asia; accordingly, upper Burma still appears to be the best candidate. The date of the divergence between Munda and MK languages within AA seems, however, to be fixed rather arbitrarily by the various scholars who have dealt with this problem. In his article “Austroasiatic Languages” on the _Encyclopaedia Britannica_, Diffloth wisely confines himself to dating Proto-MK to a period comprised in the second millennium BCE without speculating on the date of the Munda-MK divergence:

<< The date of separation of the two main AA subfamilies -- Munda and MK -- has never been estimated and must be placed well back in prehistory. Within the MK subfamily itself, 12 main branches are distinguished; glottochronological estimates of the time during which specific languages have evolved separately from a common source indicate that these 12 branches all separated about 3,000 to 4,000 years ago. >>
Based on Diffloth’s and Blust’s language divergence hypotheses, it may be argued that speakers of western (= Proto-Munda) AA dialects, probably following the Brahmaputra valley, entered eastern S. Asia while speakers of the eastern (= Proto-MK) AA dialects gradually spread southward down the Salween and Mekong valleys into mainland S.E. Asia. The subsequent spread of Tibeto-Burman speaking peoples down the Irrawaddy and Salween valleys would have separated the Khasi in the west from the rest MK speakers. The theory about the MK language dispersal from north to south across Indo-China is indebted to the nineteenth-century scholar Ernst Kuhn.

It must be said, however, that the time gap between the genesis of Proto-Munda tongues thus sketched and the earliest attestation of their living descendants (Munda languages were first recognized as belonging to a separate family only in the 19th century) is so big, that it prevents scholars from formulating any hypothesis about what the specifically “AA” (and, therefore, purely Neolithic) cultural heritage of the historical Munda tribes would consist of:

<< While the linguistic evidence does point to a connection of some sort [of Munda languages] with, ultimately, southern China [together with Upper Burma] -- the favourite location for an AA ‘homeland’-- it is not clear how this can affect the Munda specifically. The period in which any concentration of AA speakers was present in this ‘homeland’ must have been one of much greater linguistic unity than obtains today and one long before the Munda languages became identifiable as a group separate from their AA parent -- and this takes us back a very long time. […] Thus although the evidence for a linguistic connection between Munda and other AA is now considered incontrovertible, the link is still a very remote one. Typologically, Munda and MK, the two main branches of AA, oppose one another in almost every respect […]. This means that AA has greater linguistic diversity than most other Asian language families. In matters of culture and social organization there is not even this degree of connection […]. Any non-linguistic parallels between these two groups [i.e. Munda and MK] are probably due to similar structural entailments, or similarities brought about by the centuries of cultural influence that Indian civilization has exercised over S.E. Asia as well as in the subcontinent itself. Indeed, many features are also shared by non-AA speakers in these regions, and they cannot be seen as a product of any AA ‘survivals’. […] ‘AA’ is a linguistic classification only, not in any meaningful sense a cultural or sociological, much less a racial one >> (Robert Parkin, _The Mundas of Central India: An Account of Their Social Organization_, Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1992, pp. 3-5).

The Munda scholar David Stampe’s views on the homeland, taxonomy and directions of dispersals of AA languages differ from Diffloth and Blust’s ones. According to Stampe’s own hypothesis, the AA homeland lay somewhere in eastern S. Asia, and not in S. China or N. Indo-China as per the generally accepted view. Stampe’s hypothesis is summarized at the following page from the Mon-Khmerist Paul Sidwell’s website:

http://tinyurl.com/cq6jb
<< Munda languages of India are more distantly related to MK, all together forming the AA family. According to the ideas discussed at the 2004 S.E. Asian Linguistic Society meeting in Bangkok by Prof. David Stampe (Uni. Hawaii), India may be the homeland of AA, and MK reflects an offshoot that migrated eastward. In this model there is not a simple split of Munda versus MK, rather AA has perhaps 3, 4 or more old branches, with MK one of these, or an offshoot of one of these. In that case the identification of a distinct Munda branch is premature, and it may be better to reserve the term Munda for just the sub-group containing Mundari, Santali etc. The division of North versus South Munda is certainly oversimplified; according to David Stampe (pers. com.) 4 sub-groups are reconstructable, but how they form a family tree is far from clear. >>

Therefore, in Stampe’s perspective taxonomic scheme one can no longer isolate a ‘Munda’ branch of AA including all of the AA languages spoken in S. Asia to the exception of Khasi; nor does this scholar seem to accept the traditional sub-division of North vs. South Munda languages established by Pinnow. Moreover, he  now appears to favour the S. Asian homeland hypothesis for AA.

In his book _Languages of the Himalayas_ (Brill, Leiden-Boston-Köln, 2001, Vol. I, pp. 289ff.), the Tibeto-Burmanist George Van Driem cites with approval Stampe’s proposal of a S. Asian homeland for AA, which he approximately locates in “the area along the northern shores of the Bay of Bengal.” According to him, Pinnow’s (and now Stampe’s and Zide & Anderson’s) view that the Munda branch of AA is more conservative than the MK one (and, therefore, more similar to PAA) would suggest “that the linguistic ancestors of the Munda peoples of India might have been subjected to less upheaval through migration than have other AA groups.” According to this scenario, Munda languages would have stayed back close to the centre of gravity of the AA language family in N.E. India, while Khasi would be “the remnant of the eastward migration of Proto-MK into S.E. Asia.” The linguistic ancestors of all other MK languages, including Nicobarese, would have migrated into mainland S.E. Asia from N.E. India. The Munda-MK split would have been caused by the southern migration of ancient Western Tibeto-Burman groups into the lower Brahmaputra basin. This migration may have constituted, always according to van Driem, “the disruptive force which drove the linguistic ancestors of the Munda further west deeper into India, whereas the arrival of the Pyu in the Irrawaddy basin is what split up MK.”

An Indian homeland for AA was, as already mentioned, Pater Schmidt’s own preference too. According to him, after the Munda-MK split the Munda speakers would have stayed back in India, while the MK speakers would have migrated out of India in an easterly direction. This hypothesis apparently fits with the Munda’s own traditions recorded a century ago by Sarat Chandra Roy, which tell of their coming to the Chotanagpur Plateau through a circuitous route across most of northern India, probably even including the Panjab. Of course, such late oral traditions are for the most part historically unreliable. However, according to Parkin there may be some truth in this tradition even if one favours the theory about the entry of the Mundas into the subcontinent from the east. Given the long period of time that the Mundas have been in India, they could have migrated quite far to the west (as far as the Panjab?) at first, only to be pushed back or assimilated by later newcomers (Dravidians and/or Indo-Aryans). These relatively more recent events may have persisted in their oral traditions, while the memory of their initial entry into India from the east during the Neolithic period may have been obliterated.

It must be said that there isn’t to date any archaeological evidence that would support either the view that the PAA homeland lay eastern India or that placing it in upper Burma. Both theories are based on the assumption that the centre of gravity of AA lies somewhere east or west of the present India-Burma border.
http://tinyurl.com/dpkxg
David Stampe, Was Proto-Austroasiatic like Munda or like Mon-Khmer?

<< The Indian (Munda) and South-East Asian (MK) branches of AA, spoken by the earliest inhabitants of both S. and S.E. Asia whose languages have survived there, are perhaps the most divergent of any reconstructable language family in the world: Munda is polysynthetic and head-last, while MK is analytic and head-first. [Patricia] Donegan and Stampe in various papers have argued that PAA was like MK, and that the typological reversals and elaboration of structure in Munda began with a simple shift from final to initial phrase and word accent. A drift from analytic to synthetic and head-first to head-last is the opposite of that in Indo-European, and was widely held to be possible only under outside influence. Some Munda specialists past and present still argue that much of Munda morphology at least must have already been present in proto-Austroasiatic, and that it was MK that changed, losing that original structure as Indo-European did. In this paper I will try to resolve these opposite views. >>

In their PDF paper at http://tinyurl.com/737l4 Donegan and Stampe reject the theory on ancient reciprocal borrowings having occurred between Munda languages and IA (or Drav.) languages on the basis of the following syntactical and lexicostatistical arguments:

* there is no convincing evidence to support the theory that the Munda sythesis and head-last order were borrowed from IA or Drav.;

* few IA or Drav. words appear in a form in Munda languages that would indicate ancient borrowing;

* few Skt. words in Kuiper 1948’s list have turned out to be Proto-Munda (N.B. What about the list in Kuiper 1991? Why don’t they refer to it in their paper?);

* only a handful of words in DEDR and CDIAL seem likely to turn out to be Munda.

On the whole, Donegan & Stampe seem to reject the whole theory of pre-/protohistoric aerial contacts (and reciprocal influences) between Munda and the two largest languages families represented in S. Asia.

N.B. Note, however, that their allegation that Munda languages were once spoken over much of India, apparently solely resting on Indic and Greek references to the S’avaras, is untenable inasmuch as the ancient S’avara tribes are not likely to have been ethnically homogeneous, while nothing is known about the (non-IA) languages or dialects they spoke.

Jean Przyluski, Jules Bloch, Sylvain Lévi, Suniti Kumar Chatterji, Frans Kuiper, and now Michael Witzel advocate the idea that an AA substrate existed in Vedic Sanskrit.

Witzel’s ‘Para-Munda’ hypothesis, according to which a substrate related to Munda languages can be detected in Vedic Sanskrit, is best explained in his 1999 _Mother Tongue_ essay published online at

http://www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~witzel/Substrates_MT1999.pdf
Witzel is of the opinion that Proto-AA can be used to clarify the uncertain etymologies in Rgvedic Sanskrit, especially those which, according to him (in this following Kuiper), clearly show AA-like prefixes. According to him, the thus reconstructed AA prefixes often look more like those of the Khasi-War language sub-group of the MK branch of AA than those of its Munda branch as a whole. This may be due to the early date of the attested substrate. Witzel also thinks there are some indications that point to a ‘Para-Munda’ linguistic influence in Rgvedic E. Afghanistan.

Among historical linguists working on S. & S.E. Asian languages, George van Driem is an opponent of what he calls the “Austroasiatic Indus” theory of Witzel:

http://www.iias.nl/host/himalaya/driem/abstracts/ait.html
Van Driem makes an argument for an AA “centrally located origin” in the N.E. of the Indian subcontinent and rejects the idea that (at least part of ) the populations of the IVC were AA speakers. He seems to suggest that Witzel argues for a Munda homeland in or near the Indus Valley, which is, however, a distortion of Witzel’s ‘Para-Munda’ theory (which doesn’t deal with the problem of the Munda homeland at all!).

In his book _Languages of the Himalayas_ (I, pp. 296-7), van Driem states:

<< Any solution of the AA homeland problem must satisfy several criteria. One of these is what Jim Mallory calls the ‘total relationship principle’, whereby the origins for any single AA group cannot be resolved independently of other AA groups. […] The origins of Munda cannot be resolved without taking into account the linguistic ancestors of Nicobarese and speakers of MK languages as far flung as Vietnamese. The Punjab is not only a good distance away from the geographical centre of gravity of modern AA language communities, the Punjab in the far northwest is also beyond the range of any modern por istorucally attested AA language community. >>

