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CHAPTER TWO 

OVERVIEW OF SINO-TIBETAN 
MORPHOSYNTAX 
Randy J. LaPolla 

1 SINO-TIBETAN 

At the earliest reconstructable stage of the development of the Sino-Tibetan (ST) language family, possibly as 
much as six thousand years ago (Thurgood 1994),1 the proto-language was monosyllabic. Matisoff (2014) 
reconstructs the syllable canon as *(P²) (P¹) Ci (G¹) (G²) V (ː) (w/y) (Cf) (s).2 It is not clear whether the prefixes 

in some or all cases entailed a vocalic element. If so, the structure might have been sesquisyllabic (e.g. as in the 
name tə̌әrùng ‘T’rung/Dulong’, the vocalic element of the tə̌ә- prefix is very slight). 
 
There was no relational morphology (LaPolla 1990, 1992a,b, 1994b, 1995a,b, 2004), but there was derivational 
morphology in the form of prefixes, suffixes, and voicing alternations of the initial consonants (Wolfenden 
1928, 1929; Benedict 1972; Pulleyblank 1962–3, 1972, 1973a,b, 1977–8, 1991, 2000; Bodman 1980; Mei 1980, 
1988, 1989, 2012; LaPolla 1994c; Sagart 1999, Sagart & Baxter 2010, 2012; Jin 2008a-b; Gong 2000; Matisoff 
2003; Handel 2012). In §1.1 are examples of several types of derivational morphology.3 Sections 1.2-1.5 discuss 
other aspects of morphosyntax common to all of Sino-Tibetan. Following that are sections that discuss aspects 
of the morphosyntax unique to Sinitic or Tibeto-Burman. 

1.1 Affixal morphology 

1.1.1 *s- prefix 

The *s- prefix in most cases had a causativizing, denominative, or ‘intensive’ (change of state) function 
(Wolfenden 1929; Pulleyblank 1973a, 2000; Bodman 1980; Mei 1989, 2008a-b, 2012; Gong 2000, 2001; Dai 
2001; Matisoff 2003; Phua 2004; Sagart & Baxter 2012; Handel 2012). For example, Old Chinese (OC) *mjiet (

滅) ‘extinguish, destroy’ : *smjiet (烕) ‘to cause to extinguish, destroy’; OC *məәk (墨) ‘ink’ : *sməәk (黑) 

‘black’ : Written Tibetan (WT) smag ‘dark’; OC *C-rjəәs (吏) ‘clerk’, ‘minor official’ : *srjəәʔ (使) ‘to cause 
(someone to be an emissary)’, to send’; *tjuʔ (帚) ‘broom’ : *stuʔ (掃) ‘to sweep’; *ljek (易) ‘to exchange’ : 
*sljeks (賜) ‘to give’, ‘gift’; WT: grib ‘shade’, ‘shadow’ : sgrib-pa ‘to shade, to darken’; gril ‘a roll’ : sgril-ba 
‘to roll together’, ‘to form into a roll’; mnan ‘smell (intr.)’ : snam ‘smell something (trans.)’. There is broad 
agreement that there was an *s- prefix with these uses, but there is still much controversey as to which forms are 

                                                             
1 The comparative method is limited in how far back it can go. Arguments trying to link genetic or archeology findings of 
earlier periods to languages carry no weight in discussions of language history, as there is no necessary connection between 
these sorts of evidence and language forms. 
2 P = prefix, Ci = initial consonant, G = glide, : = vowel length, Cf = final consonant, s = suffixal *-s; parentheses mark that the 
item does not appear in all syllables. This is an expansion of the syllable canon given in Matisoff 1991a: 490 and 2003: 12. 
3 This list is not exhaustive, and the necessarily brief discussion glosses over many controversies and details. As is always 
the case in attempting to find Sino-Tibetan correspondences, the lack of a single standard for the reconstruction of Old 
Chinese (ideally based mainly on the comparative method) makes comparative work difficult and more conjectural than 
would otherwise be the case. What constitutes a cognate set using one reconstruction system might not be seen as cognate 
using another system (see LaPolla 2012 for discussion). I have here used the system of Baxter 1992, as this is the best system 
I have found to date, though even this system is in flux (see Baxter 1995; Baxter and Sargart 1998, 2014 for discussion of 
some of the recent changes, and Schessler 2015 for a critical reaction to the changes). 
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due to this prefix and which might be due to other factors, such as a *voiced prefix or *voicing contrasts (see 
below). 

1.1.2 *Voiced prefix and/or *Voicing contrasts 

In both OC and Tibeto-Burman (TB), we find pairs of cognate lexical items which differ phonetically only in 
terms of the voicing or aspiration of the initial, and differ semantically in terms of transitivity, where the item 
with the voiced initial is intransitive, and the item with the voiceless initial is transitive (e.g. see §4.2.3 in the 
chapter on Classical Tibetan and §2.5.1 of the Tangut chapter). Benedict (1972: 124) discussed this for TB, but 
argued that in OC no consistent pattern of morphological alternation could be recognized. Most scholars now 
would see the OC forms as parallel to the TB forms, and part of a cognate phenomenon. Pulleyblank (1973a, 
2000) argues these variant forms should be the result of an intransitivizing prefix *ǎ- (a non-syllabic pharyngeal 
glide) which voiced the initial of the original transitive roots. Mei (1989, 2008a-b, 2012) includes this prefix in a 
paradigm with the *s- directive prefix and the *-s direction of action changing suffix (below).4 Both Pulleyblank 
and Mei base the idea for the prefix mainly on the Written Tibetan a-chung (‘small a’) prefix (here marked with 
an apostrophe). Pulleyblank also equates this prefix with the a- nominalizing prefix found in Burmese. Baxter 
(1992) adopts this view in reconstructing OC forms, and uses *ɦ- for the form of the prefix,5 e.g. *kens (見) 
‘see’ : *ɦkens (> *gens) (現) ‘appear/be visible’. While this analysis is attractive from a systemic point of view, 
Benedict (ibid) points out that the prefixing and the voicing alternation in Tibetan are two different phenomena 
that interact in the specialization of different forms as ‘present’, ‘perfect’, ‘future’ and ‘imperative’, such that 
the present and future forms have the voiced initial and are intransitive or durative, while the perfect and 
imperative forms have the voiceless initial and are transitive or active. As an example, for the verb ‘put off, pull 
off, take off’, we have present ’bud-pa and future dbud, which derive from an intransitive stem *bud, and 
perfect and imperative phud, which derives from a transitive stem *pud. Evidence that it is not the a-chung 
prefix that is involved in the contrast in Tibetan is the fact that in many cases both forms of a pair of contrasting 
forms have the prefix, e.g. Tibetan ’gril-ba ‘to be twisted or wrapped round’ : ’khril-ba ‘wind or coil round, 
embrace’. Bodman (1980: 54) also mentions that he did not find any Tibetan-Chinese cognates where 
prefixation or lack of it in Tibetan corresponds with the voicing distinction in OC. We also find the voicing 
alternation in TB languages independent of prefixation, e.g. *kh(r)jok (曲) ‘bend’, ‘bent’ : *ɦkh(r)jok (*g(r)jok) 
(局) ‘compressed’, ‘bent’, ‘curved (body)’ :: Bahing kuk ‘make bent’ : guk ‘to be bent’ (TB *kuk ~ *guk; 
Benedict 1972: 125). Pulleyblank’s association of the voicing distinction in OC with the a- prefix in Burmese is 
also problematic, as the latter is a nominalizer, not an intransitivizer, and is independent of the voicing 
distinction, e.g. Burmese phai ‘break off a small piece from a larger’, ‘crumble’ : pai ‘to be broken off’, 
‘chipped’; (cf. also Qiang ɦe-phe ‘tear (clothes)’ : de-pe ‘be torn’; TB *pe ~ *be; Benedict 1972: 59) (:: OC 
*phajs (破) ‘to break’ : *pajʔ (跛) ‘lame’). Other examples: OC *prats (敗) ‘to defeat’ : *ɦprats (*brats) (敗) 
‘to be defeated’; *krujs (壞) ‘to destroy’, ‘ruin’ : *ɦkrujs (*grujs) (壞) ‘to be ruined’; *trjangʔ (長) ‘grow tall’, 
‘increase’; ‘elder’ : *ɦtrjang (*drjang) (長) ‘long’; Bodo beŋ ‘to be straight’ : pheŋ ‘to make straight’ (TB *bleŋ 
~ *pleŋ; OC *breŋ (平) ‘level’).  
 
In a 2010 debate (published in 2012), Mei (2012) argued for the *s- prefix as the cause of the voicing contrasts 
(also the view of Dai 2001, Gong 2000, 2001, and Phua 2004) and Sagart and Baxter (2012) argued for a *N- 
prefix as the cause of many of the voicing contrasts said by the others to be due to *s-. Handel (2012) critically 
evaluated both positions, and argued that neither is the ultimate answer, and so there should be consideration 
that there may have been several different productive and non-productive morphological forms, plus analogical 
leveling, involved in the contrasts found in different periods before and during the Old Chinese period. 
 
                                                             
4 In a slightly earlier paper, Mei (1988) argues for reconstructing a voiced initial rather than a prefix. 
5 Baxter (1992: 221; following Chang and Chang 1976, 1977) also associates his *N-prefix (posited to account for characters 
with phonetic elements that appear in syllables with both stop and homorganic nasal initials) with Tibetan a-chung. Gong 
(2000; also following Chang and Chang 1976, 1977) associates Tibetan a-chung with a nasal prefix, but uses it to explain the 
development of Middle Chinese *d-, items that Baxter (1992) reconstructs with *ml- clusters (e.g. Gong: *N-ljəәk (食), 
Baxter *mljəәk (see Matisoff 1995, footnote 1; originally *Ljᵼk in Baxter 1992). 
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There clearly were intransitivizing and nominalizing prefixes in PTB and possibly STC, but these are 
represented by WT m- (e.g. mkho-ba ‘desirable’, ‘to be wished for’ : ’kho-ba ‘to wish, to want’; Wolfenden 
1929: 27 – notice the a-chung in the active form, showing that that doesn’t have an intransitivizing function). 
Wolfenden (1929: 26) described verbs marked with m- as “of intransitive nature, or which at most describe an 
act on the part of the subject which does not entail any change in position on the part of such subject . . .”, and 
connected this prefix with the m- found on many substantives (1928). Matisoff (2003: 117) says “the nasal 
prefix generally signals inner-directed states or action . . . PTB etyma like *m-nwi(y) ‘laugh’, *m-tu:k ‘spit’, 
*m-sow ‘awaken’ . . . it is sometimes found in paradigmatic opposition to the *s- prefix, which marks outer-
directed action, transitivity, causaitivity: e.g. WT manam-pa ‘smell, stink’ (v.i.) vs. snam-pa ‘sniff, take a smell 
of’ (v.t.)” (italics in original). See Matisoff 2003: 87-156 for extensive dicussion of the PST/PTB prefixes with 
exemplification from many languages. 
 
We also find *b- and/or *g-, e.g. T’rung rɯt ‘to tear down (a house)’ : brɯt ‘to collapse (of a house)’; la ‘to 
throw (down)’ : glà ‘to fall (down)’6 (there is also a separate intransitivizing/stativizing əә- prefix in T’rung as 
well: tāl ‘roll (vt)’ > əәtāl ‘roll (vi)’; LaPolla & Yang 2004; see also LaPolla 2000 on Rawang). These are 
independent of the voicing alternation, which is also found in Rawang: zəǹ-ē ‘follow (intr.)’ : səǹ-òē ‘follow 

(trans.)’. In Ronghong Qiang (LaPolla with Huang 2003) we also find both the voicing distinction (ɦe-phe ‘tear 
(clothes)’ : de-pe ‘be torn’) and a reflex of the *s- prefix (ɕtɕəә ‘feed’ < tɕhəә ‘eat’ (with assimilation of the prefix 
to point of articulation of the initial; see also Sun 1981a:192-3 for more examples of each type from the more 
conservative Mawo dialect). So my own view is that all three phenomena exist; while some of the voicing 
distinctions can be shown to be due to either an *s- prefix or a *nasal prefix, we need to also recognize the 
possibility that some of the voicing contrasts can’t be explained by either of these prefixes and so are an 
independent phenomenon. 

1.1.3 *ʔaŋ- (*ʔã-) ⪤ 	  *ʔak-	  ⪤  *ʔa- (əә-) prefix 

Matisoff (2003: 104) reconstructs *ʔa- ⪤ *(ʔ)əә- ⪤ ʔə̃ә- ⪤ *ʔaŋ- ⪤ *ʔak- as a single prefix for PTB (but see the 
discussion on p. 108, which leaves the door open to other possibilities). He says the “essential component of the 
prefix was its initial glottal stop” (p. 105), and so calls it “the glottal prefix”. He sees all the forms as related, 
and includes the functions of marking kinship (usually as a-), 3rd person possessive and subject, nominalization 
of verbs, stativity or intransitivity or causitivizing of verbs.7 All of the forms can appear in a single language, 
e.g. Lahu (Matisoff 2003: 108-9). In Rawang (LaPolla 2000) the functions are similar, but distinguishable. The 
nominalizing prefix àŋ- (which has the allomorph ak- before voiceless stops) is the third person pronoun and 
third person possessive prefix, and is used quite productively to form nominals. Some of these have become 
lexicalized, such as àŋdál 'fool (n.)' (< dál-ē 'to be foolish'), àŋwə̄әm 'lid' (< wə̄әm 'to cover').  This prefix is 
actually more of a general formative prefix, and so can be used on some nouns as well, such as in àŋtʰı̀ 'liquid' (< 
tʰı̀ 'water'), and on classifiers, e.g. àŋtʃʰəәŋrı̀ 'the trucks' (< tʃʰəәŋ ‘classifier for round or lump-like objects’, with 
the plural marker -rı̀). The prefix əә-, when used on verbs, is mainly for intransitivizing (əәŋaʔ-ē 'fall over' < ŋaʔ-
òē ‘push over’), which includes forming reciprocals (àŋmaʔ əәʃəәʔnē ‘They are arguing/fighting’ <ʃəәt-òē), but is 
also involved in some deverbal nominals as well, such as əәŋɯ́ 'one who cries easily' (< ŋɯ̄-ē 'to cry'; note the 
tone change, which can mark nominalization alone) and əәkʰɯ́ 'thief' (< kʰɯ̄-ē / kʰɯ́-òē 'to steal'), though it is not 
very productive. The kinship use of əә- marks 1st person possessive (əәpè ‘my father’ vs. nəәpè ‘your father’ and 
àŋpè ‘his father’). In Sinitic it seems we only find the kinship/vocative use (generalized for vocatives), so this 
might be a separate morpheme.8 

                                                             
6 See also Konnerth’s (2009) discussion of the voiced velar nominalizing prefix found in many languages in the family, 
which she associates with these functions, but those velar prefixes might instead be related to the nominalizing *aŋ- prefix 
found in other parts of the family (see §1.1.3). 
7 Matisoff (2003: 107): states that as far as verbal valence is concerned, “*m- is consistently stativizing/intansitive, *s- is 
consistently causitivizing/transitivizing, while *ʔ- behaves sometimes one way, sometimes the other”. 
8 Although the intransitivizing prefix Pulleyblank (1973a, 2000) reconstructed (see §1.1.2) was written as *ǎ-, it was seen as 
a non-syllabic pharyngeal glide; no one has argued for a prefix such as the one here to explain the voicing and transitivity 
contrasts found in Chinese, and no one has given arguments why it couldn’t have been such a prefix. 
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1.1.4 *-t suffix9 

The *-t suffix most often has the function of transitivizing an intransitive verb, as in WT ɦbye-ba ‘open’, 
‘separate’ (vi) : ɦbyed-pa ‘open’, ‘separate’ (vt), Rawang ŋɯ̄ ‘weep’ : ŋɯt ‘mourn’, ‘cry for someone (vt)’, but 
in some cases seems to nominalize intransitive verbs, as in WT ŋu-mo ‘weep’ : ŋud-mo ‘a sob’ (see also 
Benedict 1991), and in still other cases seems not to have had any affect on the valency, e.g. WT gči-ba, gčid ‘to 
urinate’; bka ‘word’, ‘speech’, skad ‘speech’ (for other examples and discussion, see Benedict 1972: 98–102; 
Dai and Xu 1992; Michailovsky 1985; van Driem 1988; Jin 1998a; Matisoff 2003: 439ff). In OC we find pairs 
of related forms that differ only in the final consonant, but no clear derivational pattern can be determined, e.g. 
*nji (尼) ‘near’, ‘close’ : *njit (昵) ‘intimate’, ‘familiar’; ‘glue’ (from Pulleyblank 1972: 11; this set is cognate 
with WT nye ‘near’, nyen ‘relative’; see also LaPolla 1994c; Matisoff 2003: 439ff). 

1.1.5 *-n suffix 

The *-n suffix generally had a nominalizing function, e.g. WT rku ‘steal’: rkun-po ‘thief’; nye ‘near’, nyen 
‘relative’, but in some cases seems to have had a collective sense (Benedict 1972: 99ff; Matisoff 2003: 446ff), 
e.g. Proto-Tibeto-Burman (PTB) *r-mi ‘person’ : OC *mjin (民) ‘the people’. Pulleyblank (1991, 2000) also 
suggests that Proto-Sino-Tibetan (PST) had a morphological *-n suffix (as well as a *-t suffix), which could 
explain the correspondences among pairs such as *ŋja (語) ‘speak’ ~ *ŋjan (言) ‘say’; ‘word’ (see also Jin 
1998a for more examples). Following Graham (1983), Pulleyblank argues that the *-n suffix marks a durative or 
continuative aspect, and *-t marks a punctual or perfective aspect. Norman (1988: 86) argues that the forms 
*njan (然) and *w(r)jan (焉) are fusions of *nja (如) and *w(r)ja (于) with an *n- initial pronoun, possibly 
*njəәjʔ (爾) or *njak (若). While a demonstrative may have been the ultimate origin of the *-n suffix, it seems 
this *-n could have been a more general suffix, and not the result of a chance fusion of isolated lexical items. 
Especially when we see the patterns of variants, it is hard not to assume there was some systematicity to it, e.g. 
*nja (如) ‘like’ : *njan (然) ‘like this’ : *njak (若) ‘like’; ‘that’. There is also *ʔa (烏) : *ʔan (安) both 
‘interrogative pronoun’ (‘where’), and possibly *ʔak (惡) ‘interrogative pronoun’.10 

This is not to say there were no fusions. Some variation within word families may be due to a coalescence of 
two forms, as suggested for Tibetan by Walter Simon (1941, 1942, 1957). Simon’s idea was that many of the 
finals in Tibetan, such as -g, -n, -l, -r, -s were from the coalescence of two syllables, the second of which 
originally also had lexical content, such as -s < sa/so ‘place’.11 We find synchronic variation in Tibetan that 
points to this kind of development, such as da-ra ~ dar-ba ‘type of buttermilk’, źa-la ~ źal ‘clay’, bu-ga ~ bug 
‘hole’, lco-ga ~ lcog ‘lark’, nya-ga ~ nyag ‘steelyard’, and yi-ge ~ yig ‘letter’. Norman (1988: 85ff.) gives the 
following as examples of fusion words in OC: *tja (諸) from *tjəә ʔja (之於) ‘3rd person patient pronoun’ + 
adposition ‘in’, ‘at’, ‘to’; *njəәʔ (耳) from *njəә ljəәʔ (而已) ‘linking particle’ + ‘end’; *lja (歟) from *le hwa (也
呼) ‘sentence final particle’ + ‘question particle’; *gap (盍) ‘negative question (“why not”) particle’ from *gaj 
pəә (何不) ‘question word’ + ‘negative particle’. 

1.1.6 *-s suffix 

The *-s suffix generally had a nominalizing function (Pulleyblank 1973b; Mei 1980, 1989, 2012, Matisoff 2003: 
439ff), where the derived noun is the patient of the action represented by the verb, but also had a function that 
Mei (1980, 1989) and Schuessler (1985) have characterized as ‘change of direction’ or ‘inversion of attention 
flow’ respectively. Mei (2012) suggests these two functions derive from a marker that was used originally for 
perfective aspect but was then extended to marking nominalizations of the result of the action. In Modern 

                                                             
9 Although not often explicitly mentioned, except by Jin (1998a, b), the idea is that some of the finals we find on words are 
etymological, while others are due to affixation. Here we are only talking about affixation. 
10 The usual reading of this last character when used as an interrogative pronoun is *ʔa, but it is written using a character that 
is in other contexts pronounced *ʔak. If it is the same pronunciation as the one otherwise written (烏), it seems odd to use a 
character that normally is read with a stop final. 
11 This may also be the origin of the -s nominalizing suffix found in many languages in TB. 
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Chinese this suffix is now reflected in the ‘departing’ tone.12 In some cases, the addition of the suffix resulted in 
the creation of a new Chinese character, but in many cases there are simply two pronunciations for the same 
character. For example OC *C-rjang (量) ‘measure’: *C-rjangs ‘an amount’ :: WT ‛grang-ba ‘to number’, ‘to 
count’ : grangs ‘a number’; OC *tjəәk (織) ‘weave’ : *tjəәks ‘thing woven’ :: WT ‛thag-pa ‘to weave’ : thags 
‘texture’, ‘web’; OC *nup (納) ‘bring in’ : *nups (內) ‘inside’; *mreʔ (買) ‘buy’ : *mres (賣) ‘sell’; *djuʔ (受) 
‘to receive’ : *djus (授) ‘to give’. 

1.1.7 *-j suffix 

Matisoff (1989, 1995; Matisoff 2003: 482ff) discusses etyma that show palatal-final and non-palatal-final 
variants, and posits three different sources for variants with morphological differences: PST *s-way ⪤ *s-yay 
‘go’; ‘motion away’, for transitive motion/motion away from the deictic centre or emergent quality in stative 
verbs; PST *ya (⪤ *za ⪤ *tsa ⪤ *dza) ‘child’, ‘son’ for a diminutive or affective sense; and PST *way ⪤ *ray 
for nominalization, subordination, or other grammatical functions. The clearest examples are in the system of 
pronouns, where for the first person pronoun we get PTB *ŋa : ŋaj :: OC *ŋa (吾) : *ŋaj (我). 

1.1.8 *-ʔ suffix 

Old Chinese seems to have had a glottal stop suffix which developed into the rising tone category (Baxter 1992, 
Zhengzhang 2013), e.g. *trjang (張) ‘to make long’, ‘stretch’ : *trjangʔ (長) ‘grow tall’, ‘increase’; ‘elder’; 
*wəәk (或) ‘someone’ : *wjəәkʔ (有) ‘there is’; *kak (各) ‘each’ : *k(r/j)akʔ (舉) ‘all’. In these last two examples I 
am assuming that the suffix caused the loss of the root final consonant, just as is assumed to have happened with 
the *-s suffix (Baxter 1992: 323ff.; cf. also Bodman 1980: 132), but this assumption is not widely accepted. An 
alternative possibility, discussed immediately below, is that there was a *-k suffix. Glottalized forms do appear 
in some TB languages, e.g. T’rung, but it is clear at least in T’rung that these are developments from *-k. 

1.1.9 *-k suffix 

There may have been a *-k suffix as well, as we find a large number of lexical items in both TB and Chinese 
that have open final and *-k final variants, e.g. TB *yu(w) : *yuk ‘descend’ (Benedict 1972: 101); OC *m(r)ja (
無) ‘there is not’ : *mak (莫) ‘no one’; *djuj (誰) ‘who’ : *djuk (孰) ‘which one’. This possibility was suggested 
by Pulleyblank (1972: 13, 1973a: 122) as an explanation for some of the pairs given above as examples of the 
glottal stop suffix: *wjəәʔ (有) ‘there is’ : *wəәk (或) ‘someone’; *k(r/j)aʔ (舉) ‘all’; ‘lift’ : *kak (各) ‘each’. 
Pulleyblank only discusses this in relation to pronominal forms, and says the suffix marks a distributive sense. 
There is also the set *nja (如) ‘like’ : *njak (若) ‘like’; ‘that’ mentioned above. As the largest number of 
variants involve the difference between an open final and a *-k final (63 out of 99 rhymes in the Book of Poetry 
where the finals differed, as marked in Wang 1980; see LaPolla 1994c for discussion), it may be that there is 
more than one explanation; some velar stop finals may have dropped due to the influence of the glottal stop 
suffix, and some may have been the result of a *-k formative suffix (see also Jin 1998b).13 If PST had a particle 
similar to Tibetan -ga, which Das (1902: 203) says ‘is sometimes used as an affixed particle of a word to 
complete it’, then this would be at least one explanation for the large number of *-Ø ~ *-k variants. 
 
It has long been known that within Sino-Tibetan we must deal with word families rather than isolated words 
(Karlgren 1933, 1956; Wolfenden 1936, 1937, 1939; Wang 1982; Zhang 1999). Given what we now know 
about these derivational processes, we can see clearly how the word families are created. These forms seem to 
have formed paradigms (sets of choices), but of derivational possibilities rather than inflectional possibilities. 
Following are two examples (from Baxter 1992: 317 and 324 respectively; see also Mei 1989; Matisoff 2003: 

                                                             
12 See Wang Li 1958[1980], Downer 1959 on the derivational process of the departing tone. 
13 Our answer to this question will affect our understanding of certain word families. For example, Pulleyblank (1991: 30) 
suggests that *k(r/j)aʔ (舉) ‘all’; ‘lift’ has an allofam *kjat (揭) ‘lift’ (and so the latter would involve a *-t suffix). This set 
would stand only if we assume the root did not originally have a *-k final. 
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440): *kat (割) ‘to injure’, ‘to harm’ (vt) : *ɦkat (*gat) (害) ‘to suffer harm or injury’ (vi) : ɦkats (*gats) (害) 
‘harm’, ‘injury’ (n); *trjang (張) ‘to make long’, ‘stretch’ (vt) : *trjangʔ (長) ‘grow tall’, ‘increase’; ‘elder’ 
(intransitive active verb) : *ɦtrjang (*drjang) (長) ‘long’ (stative verb). To this last set Mei (2012) adds (脹) 
*trjangs ‘distended, swollen’ (perfective). 
 
Aside from the suffixes mentioned above, Mei Tsu-lin (personal communication, November 1994) has 
suggested some of the frequent variations found in Chinese between homorganic stop and nasal final might be 
due to Chinese having had suffixes similar to WT -ma and -pa (which have both gender marking and formative 
functions). The nasal-initial suffix would cause a final stop to nasalize, while the stop-initial suffix would 
denasalize a final nasal. We see this sort of development with the diminutive in some dialects of Chinese, where 
the diminutive suffix reduces to a nasal element (e.g. in Wenzhou, and some areas of Anhui, Zhejiang, Guangxi, 
and Guangdong), and in some cases nasalizes final stops, e.g. in Xinyi of Guangdong, the nasal suffix -n causes 
final -p, -t, and -k to become -m, -n, and -ŋ respectively, as in ap33 ‘duck’ > am35 ‘duckling’. Certainly the use of 
reflexes of PTB *pa (and to a lesser extent *ma) as a gender marker and as a nominalizer (usually producing an 
agentive noun) is widespread throughout TB, though there is the possibility that many of these were independent 
parallel developments, such as in the case of the frequent development of diminutives from a word meaning 
‘son’ or ‘child’ (Matisoff 1995), and of causatives from a word meaning ‘make’, ‘cause’, or ‘send’ (LaPolla 
1994b). In Chinese the form *p(r)ja(ʔ) (夫/父/甫) was used as an extra-syllabic suffix for creating agentive 
nouns, just as in TB (e.g. *din p(r)jaʔ (田父) ‘farmer’), and this may be the cognate of PTB *-pa. 

1.2 Clausal morphology 

In terms of clausal morphology, there may have been a clause-final question particle *la, as there is evidence for 
such a particle in several languages across the family: OC *lja (歟), Newar lā, Burmese lâ, Meithei la (Matisoff 
1995: 73–4). Matisoff (2003: 599) reconstructs PTB *la-y. As mentioned above, though, the Chinese form has 
been said to be a fusion form, from *le hwa (也呼) (Norman 1988: 95), so may not be cognate with the PTB 
form. 
 
Unmarked clausal negation in PST took the form of a preverbal particle *ma-y (Matisoff 2003: 488). For PTB 
we can also reconstruct a prohibitive (negative imperative) particle *ta- ⪤ *da (Matisoff 2003: 586; see ex. (1) 
below for a Lahu example), but this is not found in the Sinitic languages. Old Chinese instead had two negative 
imperative particles *mja (毋), which was homophonous with the unmarked negator but written with a different 
character, and *mjəәt (or *mjut) (勿), which is often assumed to be due to fusion of the negative *mja with 
another particle (assumed to be the demonstrative pronoun *tjəә (之)).14 
 
Most languages in the family have not grammaticalized grammatical relations, but many have grammaticalized 
semantic role marking.15 For detailed arguments against the existence of syntactic functions in particular Sino-
Tibetan languages, see Andersen 1987 (Classical Tibetan), Bhat 1991 (Manipuri), and LaPolla 1990, 1993b 
(Chinese). See also the discussions of Lisu in Hope 1973, 1974 and Mallison and Blake 1981. Benedict (1972: 
95ff) also expressed the view that relational morphology was not part of the grammatical system of PTB. A 
corollary of the fact that very few languages have grammaticalized grammatical relations is that there are few 
true passive constructions in the family. As the order of NPs is generally determined by pragmatic factors, 
variations of word order can affect the interpretation of utterances in a way similar to the effect of passives. 

                                                             
14 One might conjecture that the mysterious *-t final of the OC negative imperative *mjəәt is actually the prohibitive *ta, but 
we do not find *ma- and *ta- occurring together in TB. 
15 By grammatical relations is meant the grammatical singling out of a particular NP (the ‘pivot’ of a construction) for 
special grammatical treatment in a construction, such that a restricted neutralization of semantic roles occurs (has 
conventionalized/grammaticalized) in that position in the construction for the purpose of aiding referent identification. See 
Van Valin and LaPolla 1997, Chapter 6, for the concept of pivot and its relation to grammatical relations. See Dixon 1995, 
Chapter 2, and also Hale and Watters 1973 on semantic marking vs. grammatical marking. 



C02   p. 35 

1.3 Pronouns 

First and second person pronouns are reconstructable to the family as a whole (1st person *ŋa ⪤	  ŋay; 2nd 
person *na ⪤ naŋ), with both variants of each pronoun found on both sides of the family (see LaPolla 1994c; 
Matisoff 2003), but there is no third person pronoun or plural marker reconstructable to the PST or PTB or even 
Sinitic level. The deictic pronouns are reconstructable, though (*nday ⪤ *ndi), and they became the source for 
many of the third person forms. A survey of inclusive and exclusive forms in Tibeto-Burman (LaPolla 2005) 
showed that the inclusive forms were innovative, and the exclusive form in such systems generally involved the 
inherited pronoun.	  

1.4 Classifiers and definite marking 

Classifiers were not part of PST, but evolved individually in quite a few of the languages in the family (see for 
example Xu 1987, 1990; Dai 1994, 1997a,b for prosodic reasons for some languages developing classifiers, and 
some not). Even within some of these groups, such as the Lolo-Burmese languages, while the nouns they derive 
from may be cognate, the use of the nouns as classifiers is recent (see Bradley 2012 for discussion). There was 
no definite marking in PST, and only a few languages in TB, such as Qiang (see LaPolla with Huang 2003) have 
developed something that can be considered as definite marking (in the case of Qiang, the marking seems to 
have developed from demonstratives). Several languages that have developed classifiers, both in TB and in 
Sinitic, have developed a use of the classifiers that resembles definite or specific marking. This generally 
involves use of the classifier without a numeral, e.g. Rawang lègā tiq bok [book one CL] ‘one book’, lègā bok 
‘the book’, Cantonese yat55 ga33 che55 [one CL vehicle] ‘one car’, ga33 che55 (roughly) ‘the car’. This feature is 
an areal feature of part of Southeast Asia (Baron 1973). 

1.5 Constituent order 

In terms of constituent order (LaPolla 2002, 2014), all ST languages have GENITIVE-HEAD order and MODIFIER-
MODIFIED order in N-N structures (the former is actually a subcase of the latter in PST). All ST languages have 
RELATIVE-NOUN order (Karen also has a less productive post-nominal relative clause – Solnit 1997: 249ff, this 
volume). Originally there were no nominalizers or relative markers in relative clauses, but various languages 
have developed one or the other since that time (see LaPolla 2008a-b for discussion of the process). In cases 
where the relative clause is nominalized, this construction then is also a subcase of the N-N modifier-modified 
construction. It seems the original position of attributes was after the head, but in many languages (e.g. 
Burmese), the attribute can be nominalized and appear before the head. This then becomes another subcase of 
the N-N modifier-modified construction. The overwhelming majority of ST languages have NEGATIVE-VERB 

order, and where there is a deviation from this, the pattern is either due to reinforcement of the original negative, 
as in Karen, or due to the grammaticalization of a post-main-verb negative verb out of a negative-auxiliary verb 
combination. We can therefore assume MODIFIER-MODIFIED order in N-N structures, and GENITIVE-HEAD, HEAD-
ATTRIBUTE, NEGATIVE-VERB, and RELATIVE-NOUN word order patterns for PST.  
 
The Tibeto-Burman languages genderally have verb-final word order with an immediate preverbal unmarked 
focus position (including in many cases for interrogative words, e.g. in Tangut). At present, the Sinitic 
languages, the Karen languages, and Bai have an unmarked post-verbal focus position (rather than an 
immediately preverbal unmarked focus position as in the other languages), and so the patient argument often 
appears in post-verbal position in the clause.16 From the fact that we can clearly see changes in the word order of 
these three languages over time, and cannot see such changes in the Tibeto-Burman languages other than Bai 
and Karen, we assume that it was Bai, Karen, and Chinese that changed rather than all the other Tibeto-Burman 
languages. As argued in LaPolla 1993a and LaPolla 2014, these three languages show a remarkable similarity in 
the particular patterns they developed. In Old Chinese, verb-medial order (which implies a post-verbal position 
for unmarked focus) was the unmarked word order, but there was a marked verb-final word order pattern used 
for contrastive focus that seems to have been due to an earlier preverbal focus position. In Karen and Bai, we 
                                                             
16 This is due to the fact that crosslinguistically agents are overwhelmingly more likely to be topical and patients are more 
likely to be focal in discourse. See Du Bois 1987 and Sun & Givón 1985 for statistics.	  
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have the same situation as in Old Chinese in terms of the major constituents: unmarked verb-medial order, but 
NP-NP-V as a marked word order possibility. What is significant is that the conditions on the use of the marked 
word order pattern in Bai are almost exactly the same as those of Old Chinese: it is used when the second NP is a 
contrastive pronoun or when the sentence is negative or a question (Xu and Zhao 1984). Also interesting about 
the use of the different word order patterns in Bai is the fact that the older people prefer the verb-final order, 
whereas the younger and more Sinicized people prefer the verb-medial order (ibid.). This would seem to point to 
the change in word order as being relatively recent. Karen (Solnit 1997; this volume) has some similar word 
order patterns, with genitives and nominal modifiers coming before the noun, and number and classifier follow 
the noun, while adjectival and verbal modifiers (i.e. relative clauses) can follow the head. Karen does not appear 
to have a preverbal focus position; from the data in Solnit 1997, it seems that focus position is sentence-final as 
in Modern Chinese. In terms of phrase-internal order, Karen is very similar to Old Chinese, differing mainly in 
terms of having HEAD-ATTRIBUTE order as the unmarked word order, as opposed to Chinese, which has it only 
as a marked order. Karen and Bai differ from most of the rest of the Tibeto-Burman languages mainly in terms 
of the position of the NP representing the undergoer referent and in terms of having prepositions. Based on the 
relative frequency of patterns and patterns of change witnessed in some languages, we can assume PST also had 
the following word order patterns: DEMONSTRATIVE-HEAD, HEAD-NUMBER, NOUN-ADPOSITION, and STANDARD-
(MARKER)-ADJECTIVE (see LaPolla 1993a, 1994a/2002, 2014; also Dryer, this volume). 

2 SINITIC 

In Old Chinese, there was a gradual loss of productivity of the derivational morphology sometime around the 
formation of the characters (roughly 3500 years ago), and the language became more isolating. A gradual 
change occurred in the word order and information structure pattern to verb-medial word order and post-verbal 
focus position (LaPolla 1993a, 2014). There has been no grammaticalization of grammatical relations; the basic 
structure of the clause is topic-comment rather than subject-predicate (Chao 1955, 1959, 1968; Lyu 1979; 
LaPolla 1990, 1993b, 2009). Information structure is the chief determinant of word order in Chinese (LaPolla 
1995c; LaPolla & Poa 2005, 2006). The prepositions now found in the language all derive transparently from 
verbs. In the past there was an assumption among Chinese linguists that the grammar of all the dialects is 
roughly the same, and so until recently little serious work was done on the grammar of the dialects. With the 
work by Anne Yue-Hashimoto (1993, this volume), Huang Borong (1996), and Chappell (2001, 2004), and Liu 
Danqing (2008, 2013), serious investigation of the grammar of the dialects has begun, but much more needs to 
be done to understand the differences between the dialects, particularly in more difficult-to-understand areas 
such as information structure and its relation to grammatical structure (compare LaPolla 1995, on Mandarin, and 
Lee 2002, on Cantonese, in this regard). As Yue (this volume) and Ho (this volume) give us an overview of 
modern dialect grammar, I will not say more about this, and devote the rest of this chapter to the Tibeto-Burman 
languages. 

3 TIBETO-BURMAN 

After the split-up of Sino-Tibetan into Sinitic and Tibeto-Burman due to the divergent migrations (LaPolla 
2001), there were a number of developments in the realm of grammar, some of which have areal coverage, some 
of which are subgroup specific. I will first discuss the different groups and some of their characteristics, and 
then some more general morphosyntactic phenomena. 

3.1 Language groups 

Based on morphological paradigms and migration history (LaPolla 2001, 2013a, 2013b), I divide TB into the 
following groups:17 
                                                             
17 These groupings are not definitive, as much more work needs to be done on comparing the morphology (rather than 
random samples of words) to prove genetic relatedness (see LaPolla 2012, 2013b for arguments). For earlier hypotheses on 
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The Bodish group: Tibetic18 and the other languages, such as Tamang, Gurung, Lepcha, Dzongka, and Newar 
(Newari), derived from the original migrations west into Tibet and then later migrations south down into Nepal, 
India/Sikkim, and Bhutan; in terms of morphology, this group is characterized by an *-s ablative/ergative suffix 
on nouns (see LaPolla 1995a). Non-classificational morphological features include development of evidentiality 
and conjunct-disjunct19 systems in many varieties (see for example Hale and Watters 1973: 207ff. on Jirel, 
Newar, and Sherpa; Hale 1980, Hargreaves, this volume, on Kathmandu Newar; DeLancey, this volume, 
Tournadre & LaPolla 2014 and references therein on Tibetan), and a lack of a bound pronominal person 
marking system20 or reflexive/middle marking. 
 
The Qiangic group: Qiang, Pumi, Shixing, Ergong, Daofu, Queyu, Guiqiong, Muya, Namuyi, Zhaba, and 
possibly a few others, the speakers of which migrated only a short distance from the original ST homeland in 
Northwest China (these languages are now spoken in Sichuan and Yunnan Provinces, China). The genetic rather 
than area affiliation of this group has been called into question (e.g. Chirkova 2012a, LaPolla 2005a), as the 
similarities seem to be more typological than gentic, and at least two of them, Shixing and Namuyi have been 
argued to be closer to Naxi (Chirkova 2012b). Languages of this group characteristically have a set of 5–10 
directional prefixes on the verb, marking action up, down, up-river, down-river, inward, outward, towards the 
speaker, away from the speaker, and sometimes towards the mountain, away from the mountain, although the 
actual forms of the systems in different languages do not all correspond in any clear way (see Sun 1981; Huang 
Butan 1991, Chirkova 2012a), and so may be considered an areal phenomenon (Shirai 2009, Chirkova 2012a). 
They have cognate person marking systems which often have an actor–non-actor contrast (as opposed to a 
hierarchical system as in many other TB languages—see LaPolla 2010 on the system in Rawang). The exception 
would be Tangut, if this language is in fact to be included in the Qiangic group (Sun 1991, 2001), as the very 
simple person marking system there is clearly hierarchical (see Ebert 1987; LaPolla 1992a). It may be that the 
Qiangic system was originally hierarchical and later developed into an actor/non-actor system, as it seems this 
system may be related at a very deep time depth to the system of the Rung group (see Figure 2.1 and discussion 
of the Rung group below), which is clearly hierarchical. These languages generally have evidential systems, but 
it is not clear if there is any cognacy among the systems. The case markers fill similar categories, but generally 
are not cognate. See Sun 1982, 1985, 2001, Huang Bufan 1991 for more on this group. Sun (1982, 1985, 2001), 
who first established the Qiangic group as a group, includes rGyalrong as part of the group, but the relation of 
rGyalrong to the Rawang and Kiranti groups is much clearer than that to the Qiangic group. The similarities 
rGyalrong shares with Qiangic are at a deeper level and there is also areal influence.  

Figure 2.1 THE SUBGROUPING OF QIANGIC-RUNG (from LaPolla 2006: 394) ABOUT HERE 
 

The Rung group: rGyalrong, T’rung21 (Dulong), Rawang, Kiranti, Kham, and Western Himalayan (Byangsi, 
Darma, Chaudangsi, Kinnauri), languages that (except for rGyalrong) migrated down along the eastern edge of 
the Himalayas and then across Burma and into Northern India and Nepal.22 These languages have clearly 
                                                                                                                                                                                              
the genetic groupings, see Benedict 1972; Burling 1983; Dai et al. 1989; DeLancey 1987; Matisoff 1990, 1991a; Shafer 
1955; Sun 1988; Thurgood 1984, 1985; Bradley 1997. 
18 See Tournadre 2014 for this term, used for all of the varieties that can be shown to be derived from Old Tibetan. 
19 See Tournadre 2008 for arguments against the use of the term “conjunct-disjunct” for the relevant phenomenon. 
20 Dolakha Newar (Genetti, this volume), a Newar variety surrounded by Kiranti languages, is an exception in not 
manifesting the sort of conjunct-disjunct or evidential systems found in the other varieties of this and in having innovated a 
person marking system on the verb. Classical Newar did not have such a system, and in the only other variety to have 
innovated such a system, Pahari, the system is not cognate with that in Dolakha, and neither system is cognate with the Rung 
or other known systems. See Kansakar 1999 for discussion and evidence. 
21 See LaPolla 1989 on the lack of correspondence in the tone systems. Commonalities shown in that paper between 
Jinghpaw and T’rung are shared retentions, as both are rather conservative phonologically. 
22 Ebert (1990) has argued for a Kiranti-rGyalrong-Rawang genetic grouping (see also Thurgood 1985), based largely on the 
person marking systems; I am including also Western Himalayan in this grouping, based on the person marking and the 
reflexive/middle marking (LaPolla 2013b). See also Grierson (1909, vol. III), for particular characteristics shared between 
the Western and Eastern Himalayan pronominalized languages not shared by the Tibetic languages, and Watters (1975: 50) 
for discussion of the ‘remarkable similarities’ between the pronominals and subject marking systems of the eastern (now 
including Kham) and western Himalayan pronominalized languages. Chang and Chang (1975) also argued for a close 
connection between rGyalrong and T’rung. Given that the distribution of the group is due to migration along the eastern and 
southern edges of the Tibetan plateau, we would expect other languages found along that path, particularly in Northeast 
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cognate complex person marking systems, and all but rGyalrong have a *-si reflexive/middle marking suffix on 
the verb (adapted from LaPolla 2013b): 

 1sg 1pl 2pl dual refl/middle 
Proto-rGyalrong *-ŋ *-i *-ñ *-tsh  
Proto-Dulong-Rawang *-ŋ *-i *-n *-si *-si 
Proto-Kiranti *-ŋ *-i *-ni *-ci *-nsi 
Proto-W. Himalayan *-g/ŋ *-ni *-ni *-si *-si 

Within this group then, there is a branching where the languages other than rGyalrong split off from rGyalrong, 
as it does not manifest the innovation of the reflexive/middle marking. This accords well with the migrations 
assumed. A second branching of Western Himalayan off from Rawang and Kiranti is assumed, as the latter two 
share the innovation of a non-first-person-actor marking prefix.23 

 

The Karenic group: The Karen were one of the earliest groups to migrate down into Burma along the river 
valleys. As the earliest migrants into Mon and Tai territory, this group has been greatly influenced by the latter 
two languages. Most striking is the verb-medial word order, prepositions, and post-nominal relative clauses (see 
Kato, this volume, Solnit, this volume). 

The Kuki-Chin group: Now straddling the India-Burma-Bangladesh borders, the speakers of these languages 
closely followed the Karen down the eastern edge of the Tibetan plateau and into Burma, but went more 
westerly and so had less contact with Mon and Tai. This group has also innovated person marking, but 
independent of the system found in the Rung group. In the Kuki-Chin system we find the Proto-Kuki-Chin 
pronouns *kai ‘1sg’, *naŋ ‘2sg’, and *a-ma ‘3sg’ grammaticalized into the person marking prefixes *ka-, *na-, 
and *a-respectively (Thurgood 1985). 

 

The Lolo-Burmese group: This group came down along the same path as the Karen and Kuki-Chin but at a 
later time and displaced them in many areas in Burma. They are now stretched from Sichuan and Yunnan 
Provinces in China (the Yi languages (Nasu, Nosu, etc.), Lisu, Zaiwa, Langsu) down along the migration path to 
southernmost Burma. Lisu is now found in Northeast India as well. Within Lolo-Burmese, some Loloish 
languages have been greatly influenced by contact with Tai (e.g. Lahu—Matisoff, this volume), while Burmese 
has been more influenced by Mon (see Bradley 1980, Wheatley, this volume). Within this group there is no 
relational morphology that can be reconstructed to the PLB stage. They do not show person marking, and most 
adpositions and auxiliaries are recent transparent grammaticalizations (see for example Matisoff 1991b; see also 
Bradley 2012 on the phonetic and morphosyntactic characteristics of this group). 

 

The Bai language shared the same origin and territory as the Lolo-Burmese (initially Sichuan and later Yunnan 
Province in China), but broke off from the main TB group culturally (aligning themselves culturally with the 
Chinese), forming what was known in Chinese in the eighth century as the Bái Mán (White Barbarians), in 
                                                                                                                                                                                              
India, would be members of the group, but so far no language of that area fits the strict criteria established in LaPolla 2013b 
for membership in the group. The name Rung was coined by Thurgood (1984), but used for a somewhat larger grouping of 
languages identified using different principles and methodology. That original grouping is no longer recognized, and so I 
have used the name for this grouping, as my original name for the group, GRKW, is less euphonious. 
23 Thurgood (1984) discusses the fact that rGyalrung, T’rung, and Kham all have a preverbal yes-no interrogative particle 
*ma- (< PTB *ma ‘negative particle’), and argues this is a shared innovation (a reduction of an alternative (A not A) 
question) that points to a common parent language. If only these three share this innovation, it would cloud the picture 
presented above, unless there was an assumption that this form was lost in Kiranti, just as it is now being lost in T’rung. 
One interesting commonality is what I have talked about as “transitivity harmony” in Rawang (LaPolla 2008c) and Kiranti, 
e.g. Hayu. 
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contrast to the Wū Mán (Black Barbarians), the rest of the Lolo-Burmese, who were not as Sinophilic. Because 
of the cultural orientation of the Bai people, the Bai language came to be heavily influenced by Chinese, and 
now the lexicon is comprised largely of Chinese loanwords, and the word order is now verb medial (see Lee & 
Sagart 2008, Matisoff 2008). See Wang (2013) for an alternative view of the affilation of Bai. 

 

The Tani group: Sun (1993a, Chapter 5; 1993b, see also Sun & Post, this volume) argues convincingly that the 
Tani group (formerly called Mirish or Abor-Miri-Dafla, including the languages of the Adi, Nishi, Bengni, 
Apatani, and Mishing peoples) constitutes a separate branch of TB at the highest level. Thurgood (1985: 397) 
shows there is a high degree of uniformity in the case marking systems of the languages. I have little 
information about their migration to Southern Tibet and Northeastern India, only anecdotal information about 
the members of this group now in Arunachal Pradesh having come across northern Burma.24 
The Sal or Bodo-Konyak-Jinghpaw group: This group, which includes the Luish/Askaian (Sak/Cak [Bernot 
1967, Luce 1985, Huziwara 2008a-b, 2010], Kadu/Kanan [Brown 1920, Sangdong 2012]), Bodo-Garo [Burling, 
this volume, on Garo], Koch, Konyak, and Jinghpaw/Singpho [Kurabe, this volume] languages (Burling 1983; 
Post & Burling, this volume; see Matisoff 2013 for Asakian-Jinghpaw comparisions), was given central 
importance by Benedict (1972: 6) partly because of its central geographic location. There are early Chinese 
records that seem to point to the Jinghpaw having been in northern Burma in the early part of the current era, but 
there is nothing definitive on their time of arrival. A number of linguists have grouped Rawang and Dulong (the 
so-called Nungish languages) with Jinghpaw, but I do not find a pattern of shared innovations that would lead to 
seeing them as forming a group. While Jinghpaw does have a person-marking system, it is not cognate with that 
of the Rung group. Resemblances between the languages seem to be due to shared retentions rather than 
innovations, or due to long-term contact.  
 
Aside from these genetic groupings, and a split in prosodic type between a southeastern iambic stress area and a 
northern trochaic stress area due to contact with Austro-Asiatic languages in the southeast,25 there are two other 
broader areas of language contact, the Indo-sphere and the Sino-sphere (Matisoff 1990, 1991a). These terms 
refer to whether the languages are more influenced by Indic languages and culture, or by Sinitic languages and 
culture. There are certain features that we frequently find in languages in the Indo-sphere that we do not find in 
the Sino-sphere. In phonology we find, for example, the development of retroflex stop consonants. In syntax we 
find, for example, post-head relatives or correlatives of the Indic type (relative clauses are generally pre-head 
and without relative pronouns in Sino-Tibetan languages). In Sino-spheric languages we often find the 
development of tones. Contact with Chinese can also result in monosyllabicity and an isolating structure (the 
most extreme example of this is Vietnamese).26 

3.2 Person marking 

Several branches of TB have independently innovated person marking, possibly due to areal influence (LaPolla 
1992a, 1994b, 2001). The marking develops from copies of the free pronouns becoming prefixed or suffixed to 
the verb. Even groups that do not normally have person marking systems, such as Karen, have recently 
developed such systems in some dialects (see for example the Delugong dialect of Sgaw Karen discussed in Dai 
et al. 1991).27 The pattern discussed most often is that of the Rung group, because of its wide geographic 
distribution along the edge of the Tibetan plateau. This pattern seems to have developed out of the Tangut 

                                                             
24 The Rawang people feel that the speakers of the Tani languages are related to the Rawang people, being simply a further 
extension of the Rawang migration west. They point to the name Abor as evidence (Abɯr is a Rawang clan name), and tell 
stories of Rawangs who have been to India and can speak in Rawang with the people there and be understood. Given the 
major differences in the languages, this would seem unlikely. 
25 Cf. Donegan & Stampe’s (2004) discussion of the shift in Munda due to the prevailing rhythm patterns in South and 
Southeast Asia. 
26 As discussed in LaPolla 2001: 236, there is also the subjective aspect of the training of the scholars documenting the 
languages, which influences the description of the languages. 
27 Independent innovation of bound pronominal paradigms in various languages in a family is not unique to TB, but occurred 
also in Amerindian (Mithun 1991) and Australian (Dixon 1980) languages. 
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pattern (1sg *-ŋa2, 2sg *-na2 [the same forms as for the free pronouns], first and second person plural ni2),28 
though the pattern found in the Rung languages expanded greatly after the split of Qiangic and Rung (see 
Firgure 2.1). Attempts to associate the Rung pattern with other patterns in the family and reconstruct it to PTB 
have been unsuccessful (see LaPolla 1992a for discussion). 

3.3 Multiple existential verbs 

In a number of unrelated languages we find a pattern of multiple existential or locative verbs, with the difference 
between them being, if there are only two, as in Idu (Sun 1983a: 72) a difference between an animate (Idu i55) 
and an inanimate (Idu khɑ55) referent. A language may have as many as seven different verbs with distinctions 
between the verbs being of the type animate vs inanimate, abstract vs concrete, location within a container vs 
location on a plane, and others. For example, Hani has a general existential dʑɑ33, an existential for people and 
animals dʑo55, an existential bo33 for people and their organs, dɔ31 for liquids, de31 for general animates, kɤ31 for 
existence within a group, and one existential verb, sɔ55, which is used only in the poetic language (Li and Wang 
1986: 54). In Queyu there are seven existential verbs (Wang 1991: 61): tʃi55, for animals; tɕy13, for location in a 
vessel or certain area; ʁo31, for non-movable objects; ɕi13, for movable objects; lo13, for an object mixed up in 
another object; ru13, for abstract objects; and tʃe13, for possession by a person. In Zaiwa (Xu and Xu 1984: 80–1) 
there are six existential verbs, two of which are specialized for animate beings and can be causativized: nji51, 
which seems to mark the existence or long-term location of animate beings and has the causative form nji51; 
luŋ55, for short-term location of animate beings and has the causative form luŋ55; vo55, for possession by a 
person; tʃoʔ31, for inanimates; po51, for containment within a vessel; and toŋ51, for roads and footprints. Other 
languages that have this feature are Jinghpaw, Apatani, Tamang, Naxi, Nusu, Pumi, rGyalrong, Qiang (this 
volume) and most of the other Qiangic languages. While some of the categories of existential verbs correspond 
among the languages, particularly within Lolo-Burmese, such as ‘containment in a vessel or area’ (Hani tɕy13, 
Zaiwa po51), ‘possession by a person’ (Hani tʃe13, Zaiwa vo55), the forms used in these languages are clearly not 
cognate. 

3.4 Causative constructions 

The PST *s- causative prefix and voicing alternations are no longer productive in most TB languages, and so 
languages throughout the family (in more than eighty languages and dialects I have counted) have innovated 
analytical causatives, usually by serializing a verb meaning ‘send on an errand’, ‘entrust with a commission’, 
‘make’, ‘do’, or ‘give’ to create a causative construction (Matisoff 1976, 1991b; LaPolla 1994b). For example, 
in Lahu the verb cɨ ‘send on an errand’ is used to create causatives, as in Johnny thàʔ qay-cɨ-ve [OBJ go-CAUSE-
PART] ‘Make Johnny run’ (Matisoff 1976: 418). Though occasionally different languages will use cognate verbs 
to form such causatives (e.g. Lahu and Burmese), the pattern cannot be reconstructed to even some of the lower 
(e.g. the Proto-Lolo-Burmese) levels; it must have been independently grammaticalized in each of the languages 
(Matisoff 1976). Even among the very closely related languages and dialects of Northern Burmish we find 
radically different forms used for causative marking: Longchuan Achang xu55, Xiandao Achang ʂaŋ31, Bola nɔ̃55, 
and Leqi/Langsu lɔʔ 55. In each case we have the independent grammaticalization of a free verb into a post-
verbal causative marker. 

3.5 Benefactive constructions 

Another commonly found development among TB languages is the grammaticalization of a benefactive 
construction. This most commonly takes the form of an auxiliary verb derived from a verb meaning ‘to give’, as 
in Jinghpaw (-tʃa33), Tamang (pín), Tshangla (bi), Camling (bi), Belhare (-per), and Lahu (pî; for third person 
benefactives; Matisoff 1991b). As can be seen from these examples, the verb used in this construction is often 
the PST verb *biy ‘give’, but the constructions themselves were independently innovated. A fully morphological 
benefactive such as is found in Rawang, where the suffix -ā has an applicative benefactive function (LaPolla 
                                                             
28 The correspondence of the latter form with the Western Himalayan first and second person plural marker *ni is interesting 
in this regard, but the Western Himalayan form may be due to leveling of the original second person plural form to marking 
both plurals. 
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2000; e.g. rí-ā-ò-ē (carry-BEN-TR.NPAST-NPAST) ‘(He) is carrying (something) for him’) is rare (see LaPolla & 
Yang 2007 for the possible origin of this marker). 

3.6 Semantic case marking 

As mentioned above, there is no relational morphology that we can reconstruct to the PST stage, but there has 
been grammaticalization of different types of adpositions in every branch of the family (see Hale and Watters 
1973; LaPolla 1994b, 2004). These adpositions are also often used for subordinate clause marking (Genetti 
1986, 1991; Ebert 1993). There is a regular path for the development of adpositions in the family, where 
locational markers first develop, then these are extended in use to cover other types of relation, in a predictable 
way along two different paths: ablative > instrumental > manner adverbial > agentive > anterior or causal clause 
subordinator (see Hargeaves, this volume for one example of the full set); locative > dative > patient > 
purposive, temporal, or conditional clausal subordinator (LaPolla 1995b). Large-scale surveys of agentive 
marking (LaPolla 1994b, 1995a) and ‘object’ marking (LaPolla 1992b, 1994b) were carried out, and the results 
indicate that although 106 languages (out of 145 surveyed) have an agentive marker, and such a marker can be 
reconstructed to some of the lower level groupings within TB, such as Proto-Bodish, there is no form that cuts 
across the upper level groupings to the extent that it could be reconstructed to PTB. The conditions on the use of 
agentive marking in each language were also surveyed. The results point to the existence of at least two major 
types of ‘ergative’ marking in TB: systemic and non-systemic (or ‘paradigmatic’ and ‘non-paradigmatic’). Non-
systemic marking can be seen as a relatively recent development, and has the same function as ‘anti-
ergative’/‘anti-agentive’ marking (LaPolla 1992b, 1994), i.e. disambiguation of two potential agents. It is used 
only when needed for this purpose and does not pattern paradigmatically, so is unlike what is normally referred 
to as ‘ergativity’. Systemic ergativity is much more complex, often involving semantic and pragmatic functions 
beyond simple disambiguation (see for example Genetti 1988; Nagano 1987; Tournadre 1991, 1996; Saxena 
1991; Chelliah 2009, in press; Donohue & Donohue 2016). Though discussed as two types for expository 
purposes, these two types, as they are manifested in TB, are actually points on a continuum of types from 
completely non-systemic to fully systemic, with movement along the continuum corresponding to degree of 
grammaticalization.29 
 
From the survey of ‘object’ marking in Tibeto-Burman (LaPolla 1992b), it was found that out of 126 languages 
surveyed, twenty-two languages had no nominal object marking, twenty languages had nominal morphology 
consistently marking the patient as object, regardless of whether the clause included another non-agent argument 
(i.e. was either transitive or ditransitive), and eighty-four languages, from a broad spectrum of languages in all 
sub-branches and areas of TB, had a type of marking where the patient in monotransitive clauses is often or 
always marked with the same postposition as the recipient, beneficiary, or other non-actor argument in 
ditransitive clauses. For example, in the Lahu examples below (Matisoff 1973: 156–7), thàʔ marks a patient 
argument in (1a), but a recipient argument in (1b). 

(1) a. ŋà thàʔ tâ dɔʔ̂. b. liʔ chi ŋà thàʔ pîʔ. 

  1sg OBJ NEG.IMP hit  book that 1sg OBJ give 
  ‘Don’t hit me.’   ‘Give me that book.’  

I refer to this type of marking as ‘anti-ergative’ or ‘anti-agentive’ marking, as the crucial function of this type of 
marking is to mark an animate argument that might otherwise be interpreted as an actor as being something 
other than an actor. In this way it is the opposite of the type of ergative marking we find in some of these same 
languages, which marks an argument as being an actor.30 In those languages that have both types of marking, it 

                                                             
29 See also DeLancey 2011, Sawada 2012, and the other papers from the two special issues (34.2 and 35.1) of LTBA on 
“Optional Case Marking in Tibeto-Burman”. 
30 The term anti-ergative may be somewhat infelicitous, as, like the term ergative itself, it may lead the reader to credit these 
particles with more of a paradigmatic nature than they actually have, but this term is already somewhat established in the 
literature (e.g. Comrie 1975, 1978; LaPolla 1992b), and clearer than Blansitt’s (1984) term for this phenomenon, 
dechticaetiative. I also do not use Dryer’s (1986) term primary object because he defines it as a grammatical function. The 



C02   p. 42 

is often optional whether to use one or the other or both, but the marking is often not systemic, as it is used only 
to disambiguate two arguments when that becomes necessary due to the semantics of the referents, the actions 
involved, or the pragmatic viewpoint (see for example Matisoff 1973: 155–8 on Lahu thàʔ, Wheatley 1982 on 
Burmese kou). It is especially common for overt marking (either ergative or anti-ergative) to be necessary when 
the most natural (unmarked) topic, the agent, is not the topic, and instead appears in the preverbal focus 
position. 

 

Most of the languages have grammaticalized different morphemes to mark anti-ergative arguments, and so while 
it is possible to reconstruct forms for some low-level groupings such as Tani or Tibetan, in other branches even 
closely related languages have different anti-agentive markers (e.g. Lahu (thàʔ), Akha (áŋ)), or differ in terms of 
having anti-agentive marking or not (e.g. Akha, which has anti-agentive marking, and Hani, which does not). 
We can assume that this marking is not of great time depth. 

 

Those languages that have postpositions, but do not have the anti-agentive marking pattern (e.g. Tujia, Hani) 
generally mark NPs by strictly semantic principles. That is, a locative/goal (when marked) will always be 
marked the same way, and a patient/theme (when marked) will always be marked the same way, and there are 
no relation changing (or ‘promotion’) rules (e.g. passive, dative, antidative). We then have two types of role 
marking in Tibeto-Burman. Both are semantically based, but one (agentive and patient marking) is based on 
what semantic role a referent has, and the other (anti-agentive marking) on what semantic role a referent does 
not have. The development of both types of marking can be said to be related to the importance of semantic role, 
pragmatic viewpoint, and animacy to the users of these languages. 

3.7 Evidential marking 

Evidential marking, the marking of how one came to know the information one is reporting in making a 
statement (e.g. seen with one’s own eyes, heard from someone else, inferred—see Aikhenvald & LaPolla 2007, 
Tournadre & LaPolla 2014) has grammaticalized in quite a few languages within TB. The systems may be as 
simple as having only a contrast between hearsay and non-hearsay (e.g. Rawang, where the hearsay particle wā 
is derived from the verb ‘say’), to more complex systems, as in different varieties of Tibetic (DeLancey 1986, 
this volume; Woodbury 1986; Sun 1993c; Hongladarom 1993). Some other languages which have evidential 
marking are Qiang (LaPolla 2003, this volume), Kathmandu Newar (Hargreaves 1983, this volume), and Akha 
(Hansson this volume; Egerod 1985; Thurgood 1986).  

3.8 Reflexive/middle marking 

Reflexive marking of different types, using reflexive pronouns or verb suffixes, is found throughout the family, 
but a small number of languages have independently innovated patterns like that found in French, where 
marking that was originally used only for true reflexives has been extended to middle voice situations (i.e. 
situations where there is no clear distinction between the ‘doer’ and the one ‘being done to’; LaPolla 1996, 
LaPolla & Yang 2004). One pattern found was mentioned above. This is the *-si suffix found in the Rawang, 
Kiranti, Kham, and Western Himalayan languages. For example, in Dulong, àŋ sat-ɕɯ ̌ ‘He is hitting himself’ 
and àŋ et-ɕɯ̌ ‘He is laughing/smiling’ have the same morphological form, but the semantics of the reflexive are 
less clear in ‘laugh’, and this verb must take this suffix to mean ‘laugh’ rather than ‘laugh at (someone)’. This 
suffix has also become extended to use as a detransitivizer in some contexts (see LaPolla & Yang 2004, LaPolla 
2000; this volume, on Dulong and Rawang). Several Tani languages, e.g. Padam, Nishi, have a similar suffix 
*su (Lorrain 1907; Tayeng 1983; Das Gupta 1969; Sun 1993), but it is unclear whether this suffix is cognate to 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
use of this type of marking in most of the Tibeto-Burman languages that have it is not of the nature of a grammatical 
function, and in some languages it is also not limited to marking objects and recipients. 
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the one in Rawang. rGyalrong has a verbal prefix nəә- which marks indirect reflexives and middles and also 
functions as an emphasizer of intransitiviness (Nagano 1984: 55, this volume; Jin et al. 1958: 81). Mizo 
(Changte 1993; Lorrain and Savidge 1898) has a verb prefix ni- which marks reflexive, reciprocal, and middle 
semantics. 
 
Quite a few other frequent patterns could be discussed, but the above should suffice to show that with the loss of 
the original PST derivational morphology the daughter languages each went their own way in creating new 
morphology, but due to inherited typological features and areal contact, there were certain regularities in the 
types of morphology they developed (see LaPolla 1994 for more detailed discussion). 
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