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The etymological puzzle of Giao/Jiao

(1) a. Folk etymology: Giao/Jiao ‘cross, intertwined’ < Giao Chỉ/Jiaozhi ‘(the
land of) intertwined-toe people’ (e.g. Trần Trọng Kim’s (2019:31) remark
in his Brief History of Vietnam)

b. Kra-Dai account: Giao/Jiao < MC *kaew < OC *kraw < Proto-Kra-Dai
*kraw/*krawʔ ‘person’ (cognate with Proto-Tai *kra:C ‘slave’)

(e.g. Nguyễn V.L. 1993:42, Ferlus 2009:3-4, Chamberlain 2016:46-47)
c. Austroasiatic account: Giao/Jiao < MC *kaew < OC *kraw < Proto-AA

*trawʔ ‘taro Colocasia Esculenta’ (cf. Vietnamese (khoai) sọ ‘taro’)

Kra-Dai account of Giao/Jiao

(i). Giao Chỉ/Jiaozhi (< OC *kraw < *krawʔ) was a Kra-Rei
territory (on par with lao, gelao, etc.) (Nguyễn V.L. 1993,
Chamberlain 1998, 2016, 2018). Chamberlain claims further
that the Đông Sơn culture was originally Tai-speaking.

(ii). Kra-Dai kɛːw¹ (< MC *kaew) first became an exonym referring
to Tai speaking peoples in the Jiaozhi area and later applied to
the Vietnamese.

(iii). North-Central Vietnamese with the greatest linguistic diversity
is the homeland of Vietic and from there did the Viet-Muong
people move to the RRD (cf. Nguyễn T.C.’s (1995:321) reading
of the Sơn Tinh-Thủy Tinh myth as a reflex of this northward
movement).

(iv). Sinitic loans found in Vietic were thus borrowed indirectly via
Tai in the first millenium CE (Chamberlain 2018:158).

AA alternative account

Figure 1: Key archaeological sites in Northern Vietnam
(cf. Tingley 2009:25)

Vietnamese archaeological evidence have shown a continuous
development of material cultural styles and technologies:
Phùng Nguyên (2000-1500 BCE) > Đồng Đậu (1500-1000 BCE) >
Gò Mun (c.1100-800 BCE) > Đông Sơn culture (600 BCE-200
CE) (contra Chamberlain’s claim in (i)).

There is a growing body of evidence from AA scholarship
points to the RRD as a viable locus of AA dispersal.

Alternative account of Giao/Jiao: OC *kraw < Proto-AA *trawʔ
‘taro Colocasia Esculenta’, implying Giao Chỉ/Jiaozhi was once
an Austroasiatic taro-growing territory (Pain 2020:370-371).

Common ESLs in Tai and Vietic

Lexical and phonological evidence places Tai and Vietic in the
Lingnan and RRD region during the Đông Sơn period whose
distinct language early contact situation/locations with Sinitic.

CAVEAT: linguistic data (including etymological info) alone
cannot recover the details of location, timing, or population of
both Tai and Vietic communities back then.

Table 1: Common early Sinitic loans in Tai and Vietic

New implications

Both Tai and Vietic had a long presence in the Giao/Jiao
region before the Chinese arrival.
Though Giao/Jiao may ultimately derive from a Kra-Dai
toponym, Giao Chỉ isn’t necessarily a solely Kra-Dai polity.
The locus of early Sinitic-Vietic contact is less likely to be
North-Central Vietnam, but presumably be in the RRD (e.g.
in and around Cổ Loa). The homeland of Vietic (and
subsequently AA’s Urheimat) is thus pending revision.
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The etymology of “Giao/Jiao” (in Giao Chỉ/Jiaozhi 交趾) and the related question of 
the Vietic homeland remain central to the ethno-linguistic prehistory of mainland 
Southeast Asia. While its Old Chinese proto-form, i.e., *kraw, seems indisputable, 
the etymon of this Sinitic proto-form/toponym and the ethno-linguistic prehistory 
of Northern Vietnam before the arrival of the Chinese (c.200 BCE) in Red River 
Delta (RRD) remain controversial.

Alves (2020:155) finds no salient evidence supporting 
Chamberlain’s claim #(iv) – See Table 1.
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