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INTRODUCTION FROM THE VOLUME EDITOR S 

The Southeast Asian Linguistics Society (SEALS) was founded in 1990 by Martha Ratliff and Eric 

Schiller in 1990. Until 2020, SEALS conferences had been convened annually for 29 years, but the 

Covid-19 pandemic resulted in sudden and dramatic restrictions on travel. The original 30th meeting 

was to be hosted by the Department of Linguistics of the University of Hawaii, but that conference was 

cancelled, like so many other academic activities. As the pandemic lingered, it was decided that rather 

than lose another year, conference video presentations would be posted, and conference proceedings 

would follow. In part due to the shift to the JSEALS journal publications, the last SEALS conference 

proceedings volume for SEALS XVI was published in 2006, making these papers the first such SEALS 

proceedings in 17 years. 

 

The papers in this special publication of JSEALS were written based on the video presentations of the 

SEALS 2021 conference launched online on the 1st of June. While this lacked the interactive aspects 

associated with a normal international conference, participants were enthusiastic. All the video 

presentations associated with the articles in these proceedings are listed with live links on page vii  of 

this volume. The complete listing of videos and supplemental materials are available here: 

https://sites.google.com/site/sealsjournal/seals-and-jseals-history/seals-xxx-online-2021/seals-2021-

program. 

 

The papers were written after the talks, and authors necessarily made modifications to their works, but 

the videos, much like handouts of a conference, provide a point of reference of the core ideas of the 

authors. This is the first time that SEALS conference presentation videos have been made available 

with the subsequent conference proceedings. 

 

That over 350 pages of 21 articles have been assembled and published during challenging circumstances 

around the world attests to the vigor of the field of Southeast Asian linguistics. 

 

Editor s 

Mark Alves    Paul Sidwell 

Montgomery College   University of Sydney 

JSEALS Editor-in-Chief  SEALS President 

SEALS Publishing Officer   

  

https://sites.google.com/site/sealsjournal/seals-and-jseals-history/seals-xxx-online-2021/seals-2021-program
https://sites.google.com/site/sealsjournal/seals-and-jseals-history/seals-xxx-online-2021/seals-2021-program
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FROM THE JSEALS EDITOR -IN-CHIEF  

This is the eighth JSEALS Special Publication. The goal of JSEALS Special Publications is to share 

collections of linguistics articles, such as select papers from conferences or other special academic 

events, as well as to offer a way for linguistic researchers in the greater Southeast Asian region to 

publish monograph-length works. 

The volume contains 21 papers in total: five papers on historical linguistics, eleven papers on 

syntax and/or morphology, and five papers on phonetics/phonology. The languages covered in this 

volume are spoken in throughout the greater Southeast Asian region: Mainland Southeast Asia, Insular 

Southeast Asia, Southern China, and the Indian Subcontinent. The papers range from detailed 

descriptions of linguistic aspects of understudied languages to probing questions related to multiple 

groups of languages in the region. 

We are very pleased that JSEALS is able to contribute to the sharing of quality linguistic research 

in Southeast Asia, and we welcome and encouragae proposals for issues going forward. 

 

Mark J. Alves 

January 15th, 2022 

Montgomery College 

Rockville, Maryland 
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List of SEALS XXX (2021) Conference Presentation Videos 

 

The list below contains all the videos associated with the articles in the SEALS XXX conference that 

were posted online on 1 June 2021. The entire collection of videos are housed at the SEALS-JSEALS 

site on Google (https://sites.google.com/site/sealsjournal/seals-and-jseals-history/seals-online-

2021/seals-2021-program) and can also be found on the SEALS 2021 Youtube page 

(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTT4-3HEvM_Z65tHQHXfvFw). Additionally, the 

downloadable videos in the links below have permanent DOI identifiers provided by Zenodo and have 

Creative Commons 4.0 licensing, meaning they can be freely downloaded and shared. 
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VIETIC ETYMA VERSUS EARLY CHINESE LOANWORDS 

IN THE DOMAIN OF GRAMMATICAL VOCABULARY  

Mark J. ALVES 
Montgomery College  

mark.alves@montgomerycollege.edu 

Abstract 
In this study, over a hundred and twenty Vietnamese function words with Vietic 

reconstructions and/or status as early Chinese loanwords (i.e., those borrowed before the 

Sino-Vietnamese layer associated with Late Middle Chinese character readings) have been 

assembled, grouped by subcategory, and given historical linguistic context. In this lexical 

data, most basic function words (e.g., numerals, pronouns, locative terms, time words 

related to the natural world) are native etyma, while most words with other functions (e.g., 

aspect, modality, comparison, time/aspect, etc.) are early Chinese loanwords. Despite the 

early borrowing of Chinese function words, current evidence suggests 

structural/typological changes in Vietic happened primarily in the later Viet-Muong 

period, and before that, this northern Vietic group did not undergo substantial 

morphophonological restructuring for several centuries from the time of language contact 

with Sinitic. This scenario implies significant Sinitic-Vietic bilingualism in those early 

centuries, but it also shows Vietic maintained sufficient sociolinguistic status to retain core 

function words. However, this early language contact set the stage for typological 

convergence into the second millennium and the speciation of Viet-Muong. 

 

Keywords: Vietic, Austroasiatic, Chinese loanwords, function words, historical syntax 

ISO 639-3 codes: vie, zhx, och, ltc, mtq, tai 

1  Grammatical features and words in Vietnamese 
Vietnamese is a Vietic language which has undergone morphophonological restructuring largely due to 

language contact with and lexical borrowing from Sinitic (and presumably Tai but with much less 

lexical exchange). This is also the case for the dozens of closely related Muong lects, together 

constituting the Viet-Muong sub-branch of Vietic. Based on historical, archaeological, and comparative 

linguistic data, the earliest period of substantial language contact between the pre-Proto-Viet-Muong 

(i.e., a stage after Proto-Vietic but before the speciation of the Viet-Muong sub-branch) speakers and 

Sinitic-speaking groups is from the Han Dynasty (202 BCEï220 CE), with the most significant early 

contact from the first century CE. 

What was the degree of typological similarity or difference between Sinitic and Vietic at that time? 

There is a good deal of information about Sinitic linguistic structures at the time of Sinitic-Vietic 

contact. Textual data shows that Archaic Chinese had SVO structure, and modifiers preceded nouns in 

noun phrases (Aldridge 2015, Peyraube 1996). Reconstructions of Old Chinese phonology include 

presyllabic material (Baxter and Sagartôs (2014a and 2014b)) and final fricatives *-s and *-h and a 

glottal stop but no tones (Pulleyblank 1977-1978, Zhengzhang 2000, Schuessler 2007, Baxter and 

Sagart 2014a and 2014b). Old Chinese has also been reconstructed with derivational prefixes and 

suffixes (Pulleyblank 2000, Schuessler 2007:38-50, etc.), but without evidence of a high degree of 

productivity. 

Regarding this northern pre-Proto-Viet-Muong speech community, as an Austroasiatic language 

group, it most likely had a typical Austroasiatic typology and core Austroasiatic vocabulary, in addition 

to any innovations this branch had developed since the Austroasiatic dispersal. It would have had 

reduced presyllables and no tones, but final fricatives *-s and *-h and a glottal stop, and possibly 

phonemic phonation (e.g., Diffloth 1986). As for morphosyntax, Vietic had derivational prefixes and 

infixes, though no data exists to help ascertain the degree of productivity. Vietic noun phrase structure 
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has been hypothesized to have been like that of Old Khmer (i.e., head-initial structure with all modifiers 

following the head noun and no development of classifiers), SVO clause structure with a topic-comment 

tendency, and the lack of explicit passive-voice marking (see Alves 2020). 

Overall, with exception of headedness in noun phrases, Vietic shared many typological features 

with Sinitic. This was likely before (or early in the process of) major sub-branching in Vietic, and thus 

long before the Viet-Muong stage. We can also assume that this groupôs grammatical vocabulary was 

entirely native at that point, including Austroasiatic retentions and Vietic innovations. 

However, from the early centuries of language contact, dozens of grammatical words were 

borrowed from Sinitic into this portion of the Vietic lexicon. While Muong lects have some early 

Chinese loanwords (hereafter, ñECLsò), Vietnamese has the largest quantity, as will be shown in this 

study. As a result, today, Vietnamese grammatical vocabulary consists of a mixture of native Vietic and 

Austroasiatic etyma and Chinese loanwords. The latter include (a) ECLs from Late Old Chinese (i.e., 

towards the end of the Han Dynasty) and Early and pre-Late Middle Chinese (i.e., before the second 

millennium CE), all of which have native Vietic phonological features, and (b) the later Sino-

Vietnamese layer, which is associated with Chinese character pronunciations of Late Middle Chinese 

of the early second millennium. 

With an admittedly wide scope of the meaning of ñgrammatical vocabularyò, the focus of this study 

is on function words, or at least vocabulary with a functional nature in semantico-syntactic structure 

and with relatively abstract, functional semantic properties. This study considers numerals and quantity 

terms, pronouns and interrogative terms, measure words, and locational and temporal terms, among 

others. Such vocabulary overlaps with the borrowing of matter and of pattern (see Sakel 2007). Thus, 

while grammatical vocabulary does not on its own demonstrate structural influence and typological 

changes, such vocabulary can at the very least enhance semantico-syntactic features, as well as possibly 

impact relevant semantic systems (e.g., restructuring of the system of Vietnamese terms of address and 

reference (see Alves 2017)). 

Moreover, the borrowing of functional words can indicate the degree of intensity of language 

contact and bilingualism. It tends to correspond to the degree of structural impact, as posited by 

Thomason and Kaufman (1988:74-75). Morphophonological restructuring and some change in the noun 

phrase is what eventually occurred in the northern part of Vietic, which became Viet-Muong and from 

which Vietnamese developed. However, this was a process involving several centuries to a millennium, 

not all of which can be directly attributed to language contact with Chinese. Nevertheless, mitigating 

the perceived linguistic impact of Chinese, the lack of influence in certain subdomains highlights how 

this pre-Viet-Muong northern Vietic maintained a distinct linguistic status and identity. We will return 

to the question of ethnolinguistic implications in the conclusion. 

In previous studies (Alves 2001, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2009), I have explored Chinese loanwords 

in the domain of grammatical vocabulary in Vietnamese, as well as possible structural influence of 

language contact with Chinese. However, these studies incorporated limited historical phonological and 

historical syntactic data for support. In this study, regarding the historical phonological aspects, the data 

herein have been evaluated with respect to historical phonological studies of Ferlus (1982, 1992, 2014, 

etc.), Nguy֑n T. C. (1995), and Nguy֑n V. T. (2005), consideration of Middle and Old Chinese of 

Baxter and Sagart (2014a) and Schuessler (2007), as well as my own observations about the 

chronological development of tones in both Sinitic and Vietnamese (Alves 2018a). I have also 

increasingly applied ancient Chinese and Vietnamese textual data together with historical phonological 

matters (see Alves 2018b regarding the triplet cȈng óalsoô, c½ng ótogether withô, and cίng (a bound 

morph with the general sense of ótogetherô), all related to Chinese  gòng ótotalô (OC *N-k(r)oǼᾐ-s, 

MC gjowngH) and Alves 2020 regarding Vietic noun phrase structure). Lastly, we now have a 

substantive study of the Austroasiatic grammatical lexicon, with Proto-Austroasiatic reconstructions 

(Shorto 2006, used for all Proto-Austroasiatic reconstructions except those marked #, which are my 

suggested reconstructions) and comparative data (Alves, Jenny, and Sidwell 2020), which serve as a 

further useful point of comparison. 

I cannot demonstrate the same depth as the latter articles for all the words in this study, but I have 

made efforts to (a) note historical phonological patterns for all selected items and (b) check ancient 

Chinese textual resources. I have periodically checked two Chinese language dictionaries of Ancient 
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Chinese words (Guhanyu Cidian: Dongfang xuesheng gongjushu (1997), Guhanyu Changyongzi Zidian 

(2005)) and VҼҺng Locôs (2002) dictionary of ancient words in Vietnamese to determine that certain 

meanings and syntactic structures are attested in the past. I have also checked ancient Chinese textual 

data at the ctext.org database, focusing on the early period in question, though finding examples with 

precise meanings and syntactic distribution is not always possible. For native Vietnamese words, there 

is no textual data outside of Vietnamese-language Nôm documents extending back to the 1200s. 

However, the types of native vocabulary tend to be less controversial and have higher certainty (e.g., 

numerals and basic time words) and often supported by comparative data in Austroasiatic (e.g., 

pronouns and locative words), further strengthening the certainty of chronological depth. Even stronger 

arguments can be made with more careful identification of textual evidence, but that is a long-term 

matter for after this study. 

2  Grammatical vocabulary in Vietnamese 
This study of grammatical vocabulary presents over sixty native etyma and about sixty ECLs. Thus, 

these words have a history extending from the second millennium BCE before the Han expansion into 

northern Vietnam into the first several centuries of Sinitic-Vietic contact in the first millennium CE. 

Table 1 provides very general time periods based on historical and archaeologically attested 

periods. This lasts from the Austroasiatic dispersal hypothesized to be about 4000 BP into the mid-first 

millennium CE. Regarding contact with Sinitic, that period lasts from Late Old Chinese through Middle 

Chinese before the Late Middle Chinese stage. The key Chinese dynasties when historically 

documented early migrations of Chinese arrived in northern Vietnam include the Han Dynasty (206 

BCE-220 CE), the Jin Dynasty (266-420 CE), and undoubtedly more arrived in following centuries, but 

as yet, I have seen no other supporting textual evidence with details. It is also presumably leading into 

the period of development of the hypothetical Annamese Chinese, as per Phan (2013). The descendants 

of speakers of this variety of Chinese ultimately shifted to Viet-Muong in the early second millennium. 

Chinese function words borrowed from the turn of the second millennium CE and the emergence of 

Viet-Muong (i.e., dictionary Chinese character readings) are not part of this study. 

Regarding the Annamese Chinese hypothesis, whether a specific Chinese dialect emerged in this 

areaðparallel to the emergence of Chinese dialect groups elsewhere in southern Chinaðcannot be 

known. Nevertheless, the grammatical lexical data in this study could not have been borrowed without 

a large enough Chinese-speaking community embedded within this pre-Proto-Viet-Muong community.  

Table 1: Stages from Austroasiatic to Vietic 

Stages Time Periods 

1. Austroasiatic dispersal c. 2000 BCE  

2. Development of Vietic as a distinct group and early contact with 

Kradai (pre-Proto-Tai?) and early but limited contact with Sinitic 

Between 2000 and 1 BCE 

3. Initial substantial Sinitic-Vietic contact and development of local 

Annamese Chinese (Late Old Chinese to Middle Chinese) 

First several centuries of 

first mill. CE 

4. Development of Viet-Muong and shift of Annamese Chinese to 

Viet-Muong (Late Middle Chinese) 

Early 2nd mill. CE 

 

Analysis of subcategories of ECLs allows for historical linguistic inferences from the pre-Proto-Viet-

Muong period. Native proto-language etyma include native numerals (óoneô to ótenô), core pronouns 

(first-, second-, and third-person singular, second-person plural, and determiners), question words 

(ówhoô, ówhatô, ówhereô), several locational terms, and core time words. Thus, the grammatical terms 

which are reconstructable to an early stage of Vietic are genuinely basic vocabulary (e.g., pronouns and 

numbers) or relatively more basic (e.g., interrogative words and location words). Some of these have 

central roles in clause structure. 

ECLs in Vietnamese, in contrast, are less central to clause structure but instead have other 

semantic-syntactic functions (e.g., modal verbs, conjunctions, unit terms) or even have a cultural nature 

(e.g., calendar terms). ECLs fall into several categories, including a handful of locative, measure, and 

numeric terms, but a notable number of clause-connective and preverbal auxiliary words, as well as 
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time words related to the Chinese zodiac calendar. Grammatical ECLs in Vietnamese are mostly not 

seen in Vietic languages other than Muong, but they nevertheless represent borrowing in a relatively 

early stage of Vietic history, at least the predecessor to Viet-Muong. Vietnamese and other Vietic 

languages have numerous additional Chinese loanwords from the Late Middle Chinese period, but these 

were borrowed after the emergence of Viet-Muong and a stage in which Vietnamese was distinct. Thus, 

those true Sino-Vietnamese loanwords are not relevant to the sociocultural impact in first part of the 

first millennium CE. 

The matter of identification of ECLs requires explanation. Sino-Vietnamese vocabulary stemming 

to the Late Middle Chinese period can be readily identified since such words are listed in dictionaries 

as Chinese character readings. In contrast, ECLs must be identified through the comparative method, 

and there generally cannot be absolute certainty regarding such proposed loanwords. The ECLs in this 

study have been assessed for their phonological, semantico-syntactic, and sociocultural viability, and 

based on these factors, they have been evaluated with medium to high certainty of ECL status. Many 

other candidates have been excluded, and some items in this study may later be excluded as data is 

further evaluated. But in general, considering the consistency of the phonological patterns and quantity 

of words in semantic domains which provide reinforcing support for certainty, a large majority of these 

are strong candidates as ECLs. Thus, though some details herein remain tentative, the broader claims 

(e.g., sufficient Sinitic-Vietic bilingualism to facilitate substantial borrowing of grammatical words in 

this early period) must be considered viable hypotheses unless strong counterevidence shows otherwise. 

Additional clarification of these wordsô histories is provided through Muong lexical data found in 

the substantive Muong Bi dictionary of Nguy֑n V. K. et al. (2001). Comparable Muong words are 

provided in various tables in this paper to show the presence of probable ECLs in Viet-Muong, not only 

Vietnamese, thus supporting the dating of these items to that early period, but data from more Muong 

varieties is needed. While Vietnamese cannot be ruled out as a donor language in some of the Muong 

words, others have phonological features that mark them as predating the modern era. Phan (2013:320-

321) has also presented some data of Sino-Vietnamese grammatical morphemes shared by a few 

varieties of Muong. He similarly noted phonological features of these words to suggest that these were 

indeed borrowed directly from Annamese Chinese, rather than through Vietnamese. He further proposes 

that these predate the speciation of Viet-Muong. While this is one reasonable hypothesis, another 

possibility is that they were borrowed variously before and after speciation. Regardless, at least some 

are genuine ECLs, which supports the presence of a Chinese-language community and widespread 

bilingualism with Viet-Muong in the first millennium. 

However, as will be shown, many grammatical ECLs in Vietnamese do not appear in the Muong 

Bi data, suggesting a different type and degree of language contact with Chinese. Also, though Nguy֑n 

V. T.ôs (2005) 1,200-word list for some 30 Muong varieties does contain several grammatical ECLs 

listed in this study, in various instances, not all varieties of Muong are shown to have those ECLs. For 

example, while all the Muong varieties have cognates for the Vietnamese ECL khá órather/veryô (see 

Table 20), Muong cognates for Vietnamese ECL cȈng óalsoô (see Table 19) are in only 10 of the 30 

Muong lects, with another form /i/ in the other 20 (Nguy֑n V. T. 2005: 230 and 203 respectively). Thus, 

we can hypothesize that different groups of Viet-Muong had different periods of contact with Chinese 

in different locations, perhaps during the time in which Vietnamese and varieties of Muong were 

differentiated. Nevertheless, the idea that Viet-Muong, as opposed to other Vietic groups, shared a more 

intense degree of contact with Chineseðthereby spurring the speciation of Viet-Muong as a Vietic sub-

branchðis supported by the larger quantity of Chinese loanwords into Vietnamese and varieties of 

Muong than other sub-branches of Vietic. 

Finally, a more thorough study of these proposed ancient loanwords would require careful 

identification of relevant developed senses, functions, and distributional patterns of grammatical words 

in ancient Chinese texts. However, in most cases, the semantics are straightforward and either have 

been retained in Chinese into the modern era or, in a few cases, are older senses that can be readily 

located in references on ancient literary Chinese. For example, Vietnamese khá órather/veryô has a sͽc 

rather than hΥi tone marking it as an ECL, and the Chinese source  kŊ óableô has, among other 

functions, precisely this preverbal intensifier position and semantic function and did so also at least as 

early as the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE). In some instances, some ECLs were not originally 
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grammaticalized throughout Sinitic but became grammaticalized in Vietnamese, and sometimes 

Muong. Such cases are noted and of course cannot be considered direct influence of Chinese, but they 

are, nonetheless, ECLs with grammatical meanings. They could also potentially represent developments 

of the Annamese Chinese speech community in the region in the first millennium CE, in which case, 

some of these could borrowed grammatical words, but then the timing and source of the 

grammaticalization would become harder or even impossible to determine. 

3  Categories of function words Vietic and Early Chinese loanwords 
This section covers Vietnamese function words and their etymological origins. Table 2 presents an 

overview of the eight categories of grammatical words and the numbers of words in the two categories 

of Vietic etyma and ECLs. As is shown, pronominal, quantity, and locational words are predominantly 

native etyma. ECLs are dominant in the categories of measure words and words with conjunctive, 

comparative, and modal functions. Thus, these are words with potential significance to or even impact 

on phrase structure in northern Vietic. The number of time words is similar in both columns, but native 

words are core time words (e.g., ódayô, ómonthô, óyearô, etc.). ECLs in this domain are secondary (e.g., 

óhourô, ónowô, óturnsô, óinstancesô, etc.) or are related to the sociocultural system of the Chinese zodiac 

calendar. The total number of grammatical ECLs in Table 2 is 62. The number is 73 when Chinese 

zodiac calendar terms, which are cultural content words rather than function words, though with 

semantic overlap of these with temporal function words, so they are noted herein. 

Table 2: Categories and numbers of Vietic and ECL items in Vietnamese 

Category Vietic Etyma Early Chinese Loans 

1. Pronouns and interrogative terms 11 0 

2. Numbers and quantity expressions 18 9 (mostly quantity terms) 

3. Locational words 12 5 

4. Time words 11 12 (and 11 calendar terms) 

5. Measure words and units 8 17 

6. Conjunctive terms 1 5 

7. Comparative terms 1 8 

8. Modals and preverbs 1 6 

Total  63 62 (or 73) 

 

A few ECLs have spread widely throughout Vietic, enough to be reconstructable, as shown in Table 3. 

The timing of the borrowing is obviously not to the proto-Vietic level but rather sometime in the first 

millennium CE. Vietic languages have borrowed grammatical words from Vietnamese recently, as 

shown by their phonological traits (e.g., the Sino-Vietnamese passive marker bΠ in Chut languages), and 

thus cannot be valid reconstructions. However, the phonological features of the words in other Vietic 

languages listed in Table 3 mark them as earlier loans, though whether directly from Chinese or another 

Vietic language cannot be known. Regardless, this small number of items highlights the spread of ECLs 

in Vietic many centuries ago but also the limited impact on function words outside of Viet-Muong. 

Table 3: Grammatical ECLs which are reconstructable in Vietic 

Gloss Viet. SV Proto-Vietic Muong Chinese OC MC 

(classifier) cái cá #kajᾐ cӶi  g¯ ópiece, itemô *kῙa[r]-s kaH 

many/much nhiΖu nhiêu #Ὤew ( t  ַ)  r§o óabundantô *[Ǽ]ew nyew 

pair Ľ¹i ĽΧi *toΈj t¹i  du³ ópairô *[t]Ῑ[u]p-s twojH 

side bên biên #pe:n pên  biǕn ósideô *pῙe[n] pen 

 

Another aspect considered in this study is borrowability rates. WOLD (the World Loanword Database) 

lists borrowability rates of classes of words, providing criteria for a select list of basic vocabulary, the 

Leipzig-Jakarta 100-word list (Tadmor et al. 2010), which is relatively resistant to borrowing. For this 

study, the statistical range of borrowability rates are interpreted in a relative manner: one can posit very 

low (e.g., below 0.10, typical for items in the Leipzig-Jarkarta list), somewhat low (from 0.10 to 0.25), 
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and medium or higher rates. These are impressionistic ranges, but they are based on ranges of rates 

found in WOLD statistics. Where necessary in subsequent subsections, I provide interpretation of the 

borrowability rates seen in subgroups of words. 

This study secondarily explores the matter of relatively more basic vocabulary within the domain 

of grammatical vocabulary, as demonstrated precisely in the kinds of native retentions in Vietnamese 

versus ECLs. In this way, the data from WOLD gives some perspective regarding the etymological 

sources of the words, and while WOLD statistics cannot be considered strong support for claims of 

loanword status, the statistical tendencies in WOLD provide another angle to consider and should be 

used as a point of reference in establishing word origins. The following subsections of types of 

grammatical words are organized as they are in Table 2. 

3.1 Pronouns and Interrogative Terms 
Vietnamese pronouns and interrogative terms highlight the native Vietic and Austroasiatic origins of 

the Vietnamese lexicon. In the data of WOLD, among the forty-one languages, these terms have very 

low borrowability rates, 0.07 or lower, as in Table 4. Such rates match rates of other basic vocabulary 

in the Leipzig-Jakarta wordlist, such as óyou (2s)ô at 0.04, óthisô at 0.00, and ówhoô at 0.03. 

Table 4: Borrowability rates of pronouns and referential terms 

Borrowability  Rates Categories 

0.00 - 0.07 Personal pronouns 

0.00 - 0.06 Interrogative, information-question words 

0.00 - 0.03 Demonstratives/Deixis 

 

The modern Vietnamese system of pronouns has been somewhat restructured from the original Vietic 

system (which is admittedly only partially reconstructable). There is notable impact on the overall 

system and related pragmatics, resulting directly and indirectly from language contact with Chinese 

(see Alves 2017). Despite this impact stretching out over several centuries from the first to second 

millennium CE, all pronouns and interrogative terms in this data are almost exclusively native 

retentions. The native pronouns in Table 5 include first, second, and third-person singular pronouns and 

the proximal demonstrative. 

Table 5: Proto-Vietic pronouns 

Gloss Proto-Vietic Proto-Austroasiatic Vietnamese 

1s *soΈ NA tao 

2s *miΈ *mi[i]ᾐ; *miih mày 

2p #baj *pὑj bay 

3s *hanᾐ *[ᾐ]anᾐ hͽn 

3s #na:ᾐ *nVᾐ n· 

this *-niΈ *niᾐ; *nih nay, này 

 

The data in Table 5 deserves comments. While the second and third-person Proto-Vietic forms are 

Austroasiatic etyma (again, from Shorto 2006 in this table and all others), the first-person form is an 

apparent Proto-Vietic innovation of unknown origin. Not listed in Table 5 is the only pronominal ECL, 

Vietnamese hΣ, which is a third-person plural pronoun connected to Chinese  hù óhouseholdô (OC 

*m-qῙaᾐ, MC huX). However, this grammaticalization represents an innovation in Vietnamese, so this 

ECL might not have been borrowed as a pronoun. Only further exploration in Nôm texts can determine 

whether any evidence can elucidate the chronology of grammaticalization of this word. It is not used 

this way in Muong Bi, which instead uses pͻu ótheyô (nor is this item seen in descriptions of other Vietic 

languages), but data for this word in other Muong lects is not readily available. 

The form for the proximal óthisô, Vietnamese này, is comparable to a form with complex regional 

distribution. This form is seen in Austroasiatic (*niᾐ; *nih óthisô), Austronesian (*i-ni óthis/hereô), 

Kradai (*najC), and Cantonese nei1/ni1  óthisô (but not widespread among other varieties of Chinese 
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or even Yue). Regardless of any possible deeper historical origins, it must be treated first as an 

Austroasiatic etymon and a lexical retention, not a loanword. Other determiners in Vietnamese 

constitute an phonaestheme-like analogical pattern of initials and rhymes (see Thompson 1985:142), 

making etymological identification challenging. For example, words with initial /Ὄ/ (Ľ· óthatô, Ľͫy 

óthereô, Ľ©u ówhereô) may be related, but there is currently no means of determining their etymological 

origins or derivational sources. 

All Vietnamese interrogative words in Table 6 are native etyma. However, the terms mô ówhereô 

and chi ówhatô are central Vietnamese dialect words that have different counterparts of unknown 

etymological origin in northern and southern dialects (Ľ©u ówhereô, as just noted, and g³ ówhatô). Central 

Vietnamese has retained some archaic traits in its grammatical vocabulary, including some of those 

wordsô phonological features, while northern Vietnamese innovated in other ways (Alves 2012). Some 

Vietnamese interrogative terms are bisyllabic compounds, which cannot be reconstructed to the distant 

past. The compounds sometimes contain a mixture of etymological sources (e.g., ówhyô t iͧ sao (at.how) 

with a Sino-Vietnamese syllable (  zài óatô) and a native etymon; ówhenô bao giγ (how much.time) 

with a native etymon bao and an ECL giγ  (see in Table 14)). 

Table 6: Proto-Vietic interrogative words 

Gloss Proto-Vietic Proto-Austroasiatic Vietnamese 

how many *bᴅlᾐ NA m yͫ 

what #ci: *(?)ci? chi (dialectal) 

where #mo: *m(o)? mô (dialectal) ówhere/whatô 

where/which *-moΈ NA mô (dialectal) 

who *ᾐeΈ NA ai 

3.2 Numbers and quantity expressions 

Compared to the low borrowability rates of pronouns, rates among number words are noticeably higher, 

with numerals two to ten having rates of 0.21 to 0.29. Numeral term systems are sometimes shared 

among languages, and in this region, language contact with Chinese has significantly affected the 

numeral systems of Tai (and Japanese and Korean). Nevertheless, numerals must be considered in 

studies of affiliation in language families. In WOLD, other quantity expressions vary in borrowability 

rates, but in general, they range from 0.09 to 0.23, only somewhat higher than truly basic vocabulary. 

Like pronouns and interrogative terms in Vietnamese, core numeral words are native etyma, either 

stemming to Vietic or Austroasiatic. The overall situation of numerals in the Austroasiatic language 

family suggests developments of numeral terms above four after the Austroasiatic dispersal (Sidwell 

nd), but still, all Vietic numerals have cognates in multiple branches of Austroasiatic, as noted for the 

terms for five to nine in Table 7. While Chinese was clearly a donor language for many cultural 

elements, including measure words, as described in Section 2.5, the retention of native numerals over a 

thousand years of language contact and a bilingual Sinitic-Vietic community is evidence of Vieticôs 

sociocultural status in the first millennium CE. Otherwise, we could expect to see a situation like that 

of Tai, in which core numerals have been replaced with the Chinese system. These include the Proto-

Tai numbers for two to ten, and then through lexical compounding, to ninety-nine. In addition, in a list 

of lexical data for sixteen Kradai lects (Liang and Zhang 1996:44-45), most have forms clearly 

stemming to Chinese numeral terms for 100, 1,000, and 10,000 (with Thai as a notable exception, 

having other etymological sources for 100 and 1,000). This is very different from the circumstance in 

Vietnamese and Vietic broadly. 

An unanswerable question is how muchðif at allðthe Annamese Chinese community adopted 

Vietic numerals in their daily speech in a bilingual community. Regardless, other than some very limited 

circumstances noted below, Vietic speakers did not predominantly use Chinese numerals. 
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Table 7: Proto-Vietic numbers 

Gloss Proto-Vietic Proto-Austroasiatic Vietnamese 

one *moΈc *muuj mίt 

two *haΈr *Ὀaar (unlikely related to the Vietic form) hai (cf. v̈ i óa fewô) 

three *paΈ *piᾐ (#pe:) ba 

four *poΈnᾐ *punᾐ bΧn 

five *Ὄam NA (cf. Bahnaric, Monic, Aslian) nŁm 

six *p-ruΈᾐ > pᾪruΈᾐ / kᾪluΈᾐ NA (cf. Bahnaric, Monic, Aslian) sáu 

seven *pᴅs NA (cf. Bahnaric, Monic, Aslian) bͩy 

eight *saΈmᾐ NA (cf. Bahnaric, Monic, Aslian) tám 

nine *ciΈnᾐ *dciin[ᾐ] chín 

ten *ὕuΈk NA chλc 

ten *maΈl NA m̯γi 

hundred *k -lam NA trŁm 

few *ᾐiΈt NA ít 

more #Ὄᴅ:h NA nυa 

half #CVὌᴅ:h NA nσa 

 

There are only a few Vietic general quantity terms in Table 8, but these express significant quantitative 

senses (ófewô and ómoreô). None are Austroasiatic etyma, but the fact that these are all reconstructable 

in Vietic suggests they could have been used before Sinitic-speaking groups arrived. 

Table 8: Proto-Vietic quantity words 

Gloss Proto-Vietic Proto-Austroasiatic Vietnamese 

few *ᾐiΈt NA ít 

more/additional #Ὄᴅ:h NA nυa 

half #CVὌᴅ:h NA nσa 

 

As for ECL quantity terms, there are several quantity expressions and a few numerals with very 

restricted usage. The impact of Chinese quantity expressions on pre-Viet-Muong and Vietic broadly is 

small but still notable, including óeveryô and ómuch/manyô. The Chinese words ópair/twinsô and 

ómany/muchô have spread widely throughout Vietic, as noted in Table 2. The numbers that have been 

borrowed have little to no usage in modern Vietnamese, and it is unclear exactly how these scattered 

items were used in the pre-Proto-Viet-Muong period. The number 10,000 was not likely to have been 

useful in daily interaction, except with a metaphorical meaning, as in the sense ócrowded/numerousô in 

Table 9 (muôn has phonological features showing it to be an older loanword than vàn). Also, the ECLs 

for ótwoô (with different tones suggesting multiple periods of borrowing) and ófourô have no widespread 

usages in modern Vietnamese, and there are no other apparent ECL numerals. 

The entire set of Chinese numerals is available in the later Sino-Vietnamese pronunciations, but 

these are used primarily in literary writing or in limited compounds, not as free morphemes. Again, as 

noted above, Vietnamese has retained all core native number terms, so while the system of quantity 

terms was modified somewhat in the first millennium, the Vietic numeral system has received no 

apparent influence. 
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Table 9: Early Chinese loanwords for quantity terms and numbers 

Category Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

general enough Ľν túc; tú t¼  zú *[ts]ok-s tsjowk 

 every mΣi mέi (th§y)  mŊi *mῙᴅᾐ mwojX 

 much, many nhiΖu nhiêu  ( tρ )  ráo *[Ǽ]ew nyew 

 lacking/little thiΔu thiΘu thiΘu  shׅo *[s.t]ewᾐ syewX 

 pair Ľ¹i ĽΧi t¹i  duì *[t]Ῑ[u]p-s twojH 

number two nhi, nh³, nhǫ nhΠ NA  èr *ni[j] -s nyijH 

 four t ̯ tο NA  sì *s.li[j] -s sijH 

 ten thousand muôn,  vͧn muôn  wàn *C.ma[n]-s mjonH 

 crowded, numerous v n̈ vͧn muôn  wàn *C.ma[n]-s mjonH 

3.3 Locational words 

The borrowability rates of the two dozen locative words in WOLD can be divided into two main 

categories: those with rates below 0.10 and those with rates above 0.20. Rates of basic locational and 

directional terms with core cognitive linguistic properties are at the lower end (e.g., óupô 0.0, óaboveô 

0.03, ódownô 0.05, ófarô is 0.06, etc.). In contrast, cardinal direction terms have notably higher 

borrowability rates of 0.20 or higher (i.e., ónorthô 0.20, ósouthô 0.26, óeastô 0.23, ówestô 0.24). This 

situation largely matches that of Vietnamese locational terms, with some exceptions. Most locational 

and directional terms in Vietnamese are native etyma, while cardinal terms are all Chinese loanwords 

from the later Sino-Vietnamese layer, not ECLs. However, a few locational terms were borrowed from 

Chinese in the early, pre-Sino-Vietnamese period. 

Table 10: Proto-Vietic location words 

Gloss Proto-Vietic Austroasiatic Vietnamese Muong 

after #khsaw *krawᾐ sau khau 

before/forehead *k-laΈk NA tr̯αc NA 

end/extremity > nipple *gὉΈjᾐ / kὉΈjᾐ NA cuΧi cuΫi 

far *s-ǼaΈjᾐ *[c]Ǽajᾐ ngái (dialectal) (xa) 

inside *k -lὉΈǼ *kluuǼ óbelly/middleô trong tlong 

left side *k -laΈjᾐ NA trái tl iͩ 

middle #Csah NA giυa khυa 

right side *dam / tam *st1am; *st1uum ĽŁm (archaic) tŁm 

stay/be at *ᾐᴅh NA ε α 

top (upstream?) *k -leΈὬ NA trên tli°nh 

top/crown *ǼὉΈnᾐ NA ngΣn ngΣn 

under *-taΈlᾐ *kt 1aal d̯αi tΞn 

 

Several of the Vietic reconstructions in Table 10 are Austroasiatic etyma (e.g., óafterô, óunderô, óinsideô, 

óright sideô, and ófarô), giving these items truly deep history. Both ófarô and óright sideô are not used in 

modern mainstream Vietnamese, but they still demonstrate native etymological connections. As for 

óinsideô, it is a possible grammaticalized form of óbellyô, a noted grammaticalization cline (i.e., BELLY 

> IN (Heine and Kuteva 2002:53)), but it may not be possible to determine the timing of 

grammaticalization in Vietic. There is a comparable form in ChinesezhǾng ómiddleô (OC *truǼ, MC 

trjuwng) considering its phonetic shape, including a source *u which often leads to Vietnamese óoô /Ὁ/, 

and reasonable semantic overlap. However, I propose we consider native sources first as a default unless 

stronger evidence can show an external source is more likely. 

The number of locative ECLs in Vietnamese is smaller than the number of native terms, but these 

ECLs have significant semantico-syntactic functions. A general locative term for ósideô (in contrast with 
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óleftô or órightô, which are native terms in Vietnamese) was borrowed. There is an odd pattern, for which 

I see no explanation: the borrowing of only one item of semantic pairs, including ónearô but not ófarô, 

ófromô but not ótoô, óoutsideô but not óinsideô, and óbottomô but not ótopô. Overall, the locative ECLs 

unquestionably impacted parts of this lexical system in that early period, but a core native system is still 

mostly in place. 

Table 11: Early Chinese loanwords for locational terms 

Gloss ECL SV Muong Proto-Vietic Chinese OC MC 

bottom Ľ§y ĽΘ Ľͩy NA  d ׇ *tῙijᾐ tejX 

from tρ tχ (pα) NA  zì *s.[b]i[t] -s dzijH 

near gͭn cͻn kh°nh *t -kᴅὬ  jìn *N-kᴅrᾐ gj+nH 

northern (of wind) bͫc bͽc NA NA bŊi pok *pῙᴅk 

outside ngoài ngoͧi w ï NA  wài *[Ǽ]ᾱῙa[t]-s ngwajH 

side bên biên pên #pe:n  biǕn *pῙe[n] pen 

 

As for possible syntactic influence, it seems such ECLs did not impact Vietic prepositional phrase 

structure. While the use of prepositions, not postpositions, in Vietic has not been shown conclusively, 

all evidence suggests that Vietic had right-branching structures in noun phrase and clauses. Because 

both Vietic and Sinitic were prepositional languages, loanwords for ófromô and ónearô could have been 

readily fit into Vietic structures. However, for Sinitic locational nouns, such as óoutsideô and óside/the 

location ofô, the words take preceding modifiers, such as adjectives, possessives, and determiners (e.g., 

Chinese wȊ w¨i  (house-outside) óoutside the houseô (found in both early and modern Chinese), 

in which óhouseô precedes the locative noun). This is unlike Vietnamese and other Vietic languages 

with post-noun modifiers (e.g., Vietnamese ngoài nhà (outside-house) óoutside the houseô, in which 

óhouseô follows). Thus, not only did Sinitic not impact Vietic phrase structure related to locational 

concepts; some of these locative words were also adapted to the typologically distinct Vietic syntactic 

patterns. 

3.4 Time words and calendar terms 

Table 12 presents three levels of borrowability rates of time words, focusing on the terms in this study: 

low (0.01-0.19), medium (0.22-0.45), and high (0.49-0.76). The lowest level consists of terms that are 

identifiable in the natural world (e.g., ódayô and óyearô), while those at the upper end of the range are 

arbitrarily defined and culturally specific (e.g., óhourô and óweekô). As might be expected, those in the 

lower range are native in Vietnamese, as seen in Table 13, while those at the upper end are ECLs, as in 

Table 14. Those in the middle category include both native etyma and ECLs. 

Table 12: WOLD borrowability rates of time words 

Rates Subcategories 

0.01 to 0.19 ¶ Terms related to ódaysô (day, today, tomorrow, etc.) 

¶ Parts of the day (morning, midday, evening, night) 

¶ Month, year 

¶ Seasons (spring, summer, autumn, winter) 

0.22 to 0.45 ¶ Various (the beginning, immediately, always, ready, the season) 

0.49 to 0.76 ¶ Hour, week, days of the week 

 

A few of the Vietic time words in Table 13 are also Austroasiatic etyma. The words ódayô and óyearô 

are truly basic as they are observable natural phenomena. In contrast, óabout toô is a probable 

grammaticalized word derived from óready/prepareô, and while the word form is reconstructable in 

Vietic, it is not possible to determine when the grammaticalization occurred. However, the etymon with 

the aspectual function is seen in both Muong and the conservative Vietic Ruc language khrap3 (Nguy֑ n 

V. L. 1993:100), both with retained early onset, suggests some time depth of this development). All 

other time words in Table 13 have Proto-Vietic reconstructions, including the parts of the day and two 
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additional aspectual terms. The latter two, like óabout toô, are likely grammaticalized from verbs, though 

ideally, there will be textual data in early Vietnamese Nôm writing to clarify the timing of such 

developments. 

Table 13: Proto-Vietic time words 

Category Gloss Vietnamese Proto-Vietic Proto-Austroasiatic 

Units day ngày *-ǼiΈ *tǼiiᾐ 

 month tháng *k -raΈǼᾐ NA 

 year nŁm *c-n-ᴅm < cᴅm *cn1am 

 day after tomorrow mΧt #CVmu:t NA 

Parts morning sαm *k -rᴅΈmᾐ NA 

of midday/noon tr̯a *k -laΈ NA 

days dark/evening tΧi *suΈlᾐ NA 

 night Ľ°m *teΈm NA 

Adverbials right/immediate/just ngay *t -Ǽar NA 

 finished/complete xong #ὊὉ:Ǽ NA 

 about to/prepared to sͽp #srap < khrap (?) *srap óready/prepareô 

 

The ECLs in Table 14 include a range of adverbials and units of time which do not have a natural world 

point of reference, as the native etyma do. Instead, these adverbials primarily function as 

aspectual/temporal markers for past, present, or future time frames. Other than óhourô, the unit terms 

have a somewhat more abstract sense of an instance of time. The grammaticalization paths of all of 

these words will require more careful sifting of both early Chinese and Vietnamese textual data. 

Nevertheless, the phonological features of these mark them as loanwords in that early period. 

Of note is the Chinese word  shí, which is listed twice in Table 14. Thus, the loanwords constitute 

a triplet with two ECLs and a corresponding Sino-Vietnamese form. In Chinese, this morph has a wide 

range of meanings, including ótime (in the general sense)ô, ócurrentlyô, óhourô, among others. 

Correspondingly, this triplet in Vietnamese expresses multiple meanings: (a) giγ ótime (in the general 

sense)ô, ónowô, and óhourô, (b) chρ ónowô, and (c) th³/thγi ótime (in the general sense)ô. The Sino-

Vietnamese syllable th³ is a later Sino-Vietnamese borrowing, while giγ is probably the oldest, 

considering the affricate onset. The timing of the borrowing of the ECLs is less certain, but their onsets 

and vowels show they are both ECLs. The Sino-Vietnamese morph thì is also a possible source of the 

homophonous high-frequency topic marker thì óthenô, becoming more dominant over the ECL bèn 

óthenô, as discussed in Section 3.6. 

Also of note is Vietnamese Ľang óduringô, of which some aspects weaken my claim of its ECL 

status. The phonological form is reasonable, including the retention of *a from the early period of 

borrowing, in contrast with the diphthongization in the Sino-Vietnamese form. However, the use of this 

word in modern Chinese is as a kind of adverbial clause marker, meaning ówhenô, not as a preverbal 

form in Vietnamese (and I cannot find syntactic descriptions of this in early Chinese texts). 

Meinsterernst (2011) shows how, in Pre-Tang Chinese,  dǕng had multiple functions, including as a 

temporal and locative preposition, effectively ñatò (in addition to a verb meaning óto match/correspondô 

and modal expressing necessity). Thus, if this is indeed an ECL, there was a reinterpretation with impact 

on its semantico-syntactic features. Another issue is that some Tai languages have a comparable form. 

The progressive sense for a form [daaǼ] is seen in several central and northern Tai languages (Gedney 

2008:115), though this is homophonous with óbodyô, a common source in grammatical clines. There is 

a Malay/Indonesian form sedang, which has a similar semantico-syntactic function and distribution, but 

considering the presyllable, this seems more likely to be a chance partial similarity. As for deeper 

historical origins, one word in isolation contributes nothing of value, and without wider distribution in 

Austronesian (perhaps instead grammaticalization from the homophonous word meaning óaverageô?), 

it does not even have relevance to Sagartôs Sino-Austroasian hypothesis. Regardless, the word would 
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be a likely ECL into both Viet-Muong and Tai. Hopefully, additional ancient Chinese and/or 

Vietnamese textual data can clarify the matter. 

Table 14: Early Chinese loanwords for time terms 

Category Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

Adverbs always xàng 

(redup.) 

th̯γng NA  cháng *[d]aǼ dzyang 

 during Ľang Ľ̯̭ng tang  dǕng *tῙaǼ tang 

 ever tρng t΄ng, tŁng NA  céng *[dz]ῙᴅǼ dzong 

 just about to chχc trχc (khͽp)  zhí *N-t<r>ᴅk drik 

 now chρ th³ (c  ͧn³, 

ch² n³) 

 shí *[d]ᴅ dzyi 

 previous/old x̯a s ̭ h  ̭  chȊ *[ts]ᾪra tsrhjo 

 then bèn tiΜn (ĽΎ )̄ biàn *ben-s bjienH 

Units a turn lͭn luân l nͭ  lún *[r]u[n]  lwin 

 batch; time/turn lι̯t liΜt l̯̭t  liè *[r][e]t  ljet 

 hour (and ónowô 

and ótimeô) 

giγ thì dγ  shí *[d]ᴅ dzyi 

 period of time; 

level 

chρng tr³nh NA  chéng *l<r>eǼ drjeng 

 time/instance phen phiên, 

phan 

(c )ͧ  fǕn *pᾪar phjon 

 

There are other ECLs related to time, but not fully grammaticalized ones. VҼҺng (2002) notes a number 

of Chinese loanwords (what he sometimes labels ñnativizedò words, likely following Wang Li (1948, 

1958), though no phonological traits distinguish them from ECLs), such as thαt ómeasure wordô, v n̈ 

ónumerousô, bι̯p ólackô, tua ómustô. A few of these in Table 15 are ECLs which refer to punctuality. 

Overall, among ECLs, there is a domain of terms with reference to both grammatical issues of time 

(e.g., aspect) and timeliness (i.e., being late or on time), altogether supporting the idea of a bilingual 

language contact situation, one with a broader sociocultural impact. 

Table 15: ECLs with general reference to timeliness 

Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

gradual dͭn tu nͭ Ľͭn xùn *zwin *sᴅ.lu[n] 

in time lͻp cͻp l©p jí *[m-k-]rᴅp gip 

in time kΠp cͻp ( l©p ) jí *[m-k-]rᴅp gip 

late chͭy trì (muίn ) chí *l<r>ᴅ[j] drij 

urgent kíp cͫp NA jí *[k](r)ᴅp kip 

ECL Calendar Words 

Calendar terms are abstract cultural words rather than function words. However, considering that (a) 

they overlap in function with other time words, (b) they constitute a semantic system, and (c) there are 

a dozen ECLs in this category, they deserve attention. The core concept of the Chinese New Year is an 

ECL, tΔt, as noted in Table 16. As for seasons, Vietnamese has borrowed all four terms for seasons, but 

only ósummerô belongs to the category of ECL, while the other three are of the later Sino-Vietnamese 

stratum. The only ECL time word for a part of the day is for ónoonô (though the native tr̯a ónoonô is 

the dominant one in modern usage). This word is listed as the standard Sino-Vietnamese pronunciation, 

suggesting a Late Middle Chinese borrowing, but its vowel (i.e., óoô which is statistically mostly 

associated with native words, instead of the expected ó¹ô) and tone (i.e., nΊng instead of the expected 

ng«) suggest it was borrowed in an earlier period and retained as a formal Chinese character 

pronunciation. 
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The Chinese calendar system, along with its many names of years and months, is more complicated 

than what can be described here. Readers can readily locate sources listing these forms in various 

recipient languages in the region. Lexical evidence demonstrates that the Vietic spoken in northern 

Vietnam after Chinese groups settled borrowed this calendar system early in the first millennium CE, 

as demonstrated by the phonological features as well as the spread of the system to other languages in 

the region. Based on the Chinese system of twelve earthly branches with animal terms, Vietic speakers 

developed their own version with several native etyma.1 This system subsequently spread to Old Khmer 

(Ferlus 2013). It is this nativized Viet-Muong system that is in both Vietnamese and Muong (see Ferlus 

2013), while I can find no source of these original ECLs in available Muong sources. Regardless, we 

can hypothesize that the original Chinese system, and thus the ECLs in Table 16, were borrowed before 

that second native system was developed. 

What is notable in Table 16 is that there are only six ECLs of the twelve Chinese year terms, and 

of these, the first four are formally listed in dictionaries of Chinese character readings (an interesting 

detail as others were replaced by later-stage pronunciations). However, all four have clear ECLs 

phonological features, notably tones, which place these borrowings in the first half of the first 

millennium. The reason for these seeming scattered replacements of earlier forms is unclear. 

Table 16: Early Chinese loanwords for Chinese calendar terms 

Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

new year tΔt tiΔt thΔt  jiǛ *tsῙik tset 

noon ngΣ (SV) ngΣ (c  ͧnοa ng̈ y)  wȌ *[m].qᾪῙaᾐ nguX 

summer hè h ͧ (nΥng)  xià *[Ὑ]Ῑraᾐ haeH 

1st month giêng chinh, ch²nh, ch§nh chi°ng  zhǛng *C.teǼ tsyeng 

12th month chͧp lͧp chap  là *C.rῙap lap 

1st earthly branch tí (SV) tσ and tí NA  zׇ *tsᴅᾐ tsiX 

2nd earthly branch xú (SV) sσu and xú NA  chבu *n─ruᾐ trhjuwX 

3rd earthly branch d nͭ (SV) d nͭ NA  y²n *[Ὑ](r)ᴅr yin 

4th earthly branch mΎo (SV) m«o and mΎo NA  mׅo *mῙruᾐ maewX 

5th earthly branch th³n th nͭ NA  chén *[d]ᴅr dzyin 

8th earthly branch mùi vΠ NA  wèi *m[ᴅ]t-s mj+jH 

10th year in the cycle dͻu dͻu NA  yבu *N-ruᾐ yuwX 

3.5 Measure words 

WOLD does not include a category for measure words. The container word óbottleô has a  high 

borrowability rate of 0.60, and it overlaps with the class of measure terms, but this data does not allow 

generalizations. Still, words for containers, and thus related to trade, are in a sociocultural situation that 

can lead to lexical borrowing. The focus here is on general measure words, while classifiers cannot be 

considered in the earliest period of Sinitic-Vietic language contact. Fully grammaticalized classifiers in 

Chinese are not clearly attested until the later first millennium CE (e.g., Peyraube 1996, Behr 2009). 

 
1  I take a different position from that of Norman (1985) and Ferlus (2013), who followed Coedésôs (1935) 

reasonable claim of a Viet-Muong origin of the dozen-animal calendar in Khmer and Tai languages. Norman 

proposed an Austroasiatic origin of the system in Chinese, and Ferlus attempted to provide further 

phonological support. This calendar system is not practiced among hilltribe Austroasiatic groups, not even (to 

my knowledge) conservative Vietic groups, so it appears limited to Viet-Muong. Also, I do not find their 

phonological evidence of proposed loanwords into Chinese to be strong enough to support these claims. Also, 

it is problematic to claim the borrowing of the word for óhorseô since horse-raising could not have been part 

of Vietic culture before the Oracle bones, when the Chinese calendar is attested. Regardless of the origins of 

the system in Chinese, the phonological data in Table 16 leans strongly in the direction of borrowing the words 

and overall system from Chinese in the early centuries of the 1st millennium CE.  
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The category of measure words in Vietnamese shows clear lexical influence of Sinitic from the 

early period. Only several Vietic items have been identified in Vietnamese, as in Table 17, whereas 

Table 18 contains seventeen ECL measure words. The later Sino-Vietnamese layer contains many more 

measure words, though these are not in the scope of the current study, but overall, this highlights the 

long-term tendency for such words being borrowed in Viet-Muong languages. The classifier cái 

(generic classifier) has also been borrowed in Tai (see Alves 2015a), a kind of indirect evidence of the 

shared period of borrowing of these terms. However, Proto-Tai and later stage Tai vocabulary includes 

a significant number of grammatical ECLs not seen in Vietnamese, highlighting the distinct situations 

of Vietic and Tai with Sinitic. 

Table 17: Proto-Vietic measure words 

Gloss Proto-Vietic Vietnamese Muong 

bunch (of bananas) *bὉΈǼ (AA *buuǼ) buΩng (tl¹c) 

bunch/bouquet *pὉΈᾐ NA bó 

fathom *p-laΈs sͩi NA 

handful of bananas *c-naΈs (< c-rn-aΈs ?) NA nͩi 

handful/contents of two cupped hands *poΈk vΧc pΧc 

lump #kok cλc c¹c 

mouthful/piece of * -mὑΈǼᾐ miΔng / m§nh miΘng 

span *c-kaΈǼ gang (n nͩg) 

 

A key question is how Vietic speakers incorporated these measure words into noun phrases in that early 

period. In modern Vietnamese noun phrases, the order is quantity, measure or classifier, and the head 

noun, followed by other modifiers (e.g., mίt quͩ  cam t̯̭i (one.CLSF.orange.fresh) óone fresh orangeô). 

I have suggested that borrowing these kinds of words from Chinese impacted Vietnamese noun phrase 

structure as their pre-noun position goes against the typology in the region (Alves 2001). No textual 

evidence for Viet-Muong precedes the second millennium CE, but in the earlier part of the second 

millennium, texts show classifiers as optional and their position in noun phrases variable, both before 

and after nouns (VȈ 2014). As for the early Vietic noun phrase, I have hypothesized that quantity 

expressions were originally in post-nominal position, this order in Old Khmer texts from the first 

millennium CE and the implied change in progress considering the variable position in early 

Vietnamese Nôm texts (Alves 2020). If so, we can speculate that there was stimulus to use such ECLs 

in this post-nominal position at some point after the borrowing of Chinese measure terms but before 

numerals and quantity terms could be moved in front of head nouns. This change in Vietic noun-phrase 

word order may have been in progress for centuries, but no specific time can be offered based on 

existing data. 

However, as noted in Section 3.2, the Vietic numeral system was not impacted by Sinitic. Native 

numerals moved to the front position along with Sinitic general quantity expressions and measure 

words. Perhaps this combined movement of native numeral terms with measure words is related to the 

loss of Annamese Chinese. We can assume that bilingual Annamese Chinese used Chinese numerals 

with Chinese measure words or classifiers in the pre-noun position, but this speech community 

eventually shifted to Viet-Muong. That bilingual situation could have contributed to the variability in 

word order of quantified noun phrases Viet-Muong noun-phrase, even as the Chinese numerals stopped 

being used. Again, there is no concrete evidence of this, making it speculation, but the speculation is 

based on observable data and possible language contact scenarios. 
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Table 18: Early Chinese loanwords for unit terms 

Category Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

Architecture level/floor  tͭng t΄ng thγng  céng *N-s-tῙᴅǼ dzong 

 story, floor,  

building 

lͭu lâu lͭu  lóu NONE NONE 

 unit for buildings cŁn gian NA  jiǕn *kῙre[n] kean 

Classifiers classifier for 

vehicles 

chiΔc chích chiΔc  zhǭ *tek tsyek 

 generic classifier cái cá c iͩ  gè *kῙa[r]-s kaH 

 measure for 

pictures 

tranh tr§nh NA  zhǛn NONE NONE 

 measure word for 

groups of animals, 

classifier for 

elephant, garden, 

raft 

thαt th tͫ NA   p ׇ *pᾪi[t] phjit 

 unit for flat things bοc phúc NA  fù *pᴅk pjuwk 

General situation/classifier 

for activities 

cuίc cλc  cu¹c  jú *[g](r)ok gjowk 

 type giΧng chνng, 

chúng 

chΫng  zhבng *k.toǼᾐ  tsyowngX 

 type/species loài loͧi thσ  lèi *[r]u[t] -s lwijH  

 part phͭn phͻn phͭn  fǛn *[m] -

pᴅ[n]-s 

pjun 

 measure for 

divinations 

quΐ quái NA  guà *[k]ᾱῙre-s kweaH 

 ten thuoc in length 

(archaic) 

d̯ιng tr̯ιng NA  zhàng *[d]raǼᾐ drjangX 

Trade unit of 

measurement (for 

cereals) 

th̯ng thŁng NA  shǛng *s-tᴅǼ sying 

 peck of Ľͫu Ľͯu; 

Ľͫu 

t uͯ  dבu, 

dòu 

*tῙoᾐ tuwX 

 tael lͧng l̯ιng lͧng  liàng *[r]aǼ-s ljang 

3.6 Conjunctive words 

The term ñconjunctiveò is here used loosely as the words in Table 19 include adverbial conjunctive 

words as well as conjunctions. WOLD contains only a few conjunctive words. In the database, the rate 

for óbecauseô is somewhat high at 0.35, while óandô has borrowability rate of 0.19, towards the lower 

end of the range. The sense of ówithô is very low at 0.09, but overlap of usage of words ówithô and óandô 

is common in languages of Asia, which complicates the situation. 

The number of ECLs in this domain is small, but the items are functionally significant. As shown 

in Table 19, it is precisely these words ówithô, óandô, and óbecauseô that have been borrowed in the early 

period. Details of multiple borrowings of Chinese gòng  óaltogetherô, a triplet of two ECLs and a 

Sino-Vietnamese morph, have been described elsewhere (Alves 2018b). 

In contrast to several conjunctive ECLs, only one native conjunction, hay óorô, Proto-Vietic #hi:, 

is in Vietnamese. Again, additional conjunctive words are seen in the later Sino-Vietnamese layer, but 

the ECLs already show impact on multi-clausal constructions. One speculation to make is that the use 

of parataxis for conjunctive, cause-effect, and conditional (e.g., Ruc in Vietic (Nguy֑n V. L. 1993:125, 

Pacoh in Katuic (Alves 2015b:892-893)) left gaps to fill with a lexeme. Another possibility is Chinese 

had a somewhat more formal status and involved higher frequency usage of connective words. This is 

the case in modern Southeast Asian languages: parataxis is more associated with minimal lexical 

marking, while more formal registers tend to include lexical clause linkers (Jenny 2021:608-611). 
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Table 19: ECL conjunctions 

Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

and và hoà (pιi)  hé *[Ὑ]Ῑoj hwa 

and, with cùng cίng cΩng  gòng *N-k(r)oǼᾐ-s gjowngH 

also cȈng cίng (i)  gòng *N-k(r)oǼᾐ-s gjowngH 

because vì vΠ (t iͧ)  wèi *Ὑᾱ(r)aj-s hjweH 

if/supposing gi§ gi  ͩ d  ͩ  jiׅ *Cᴅ.kῙraᾐ kaeX 

3.7 Comparative terms 

The data in WOLD includes only two comparative senses: ósimilarô with a borrowability rate of 0.17 

and ómoreô at 0.23, both medium-low rates. The former sense is seen in corresponding ECLs in Table 

20, while the latter is manifested as an instance of native grammaticalization and likely a part of a 

regional typological tendency. 

Vietnamese has only one comparative term that stems from an early reconstructable etymon: 

Vietnamese h̭n ómore thanô, Proto-Vietic #hᴅ:n, a possible grammaticalization of Proto-Austroasiatic 

*hᴅn, *hᴅ:n óto grow/to increaseô (see Alves, Jenny, Sidwell 2020:325). This grammaticalization path 

fits into the ósurpassô type construction seen among languages in the region, such as Yue Chinese, Tai, 

Lao, and others (see Ansaldo 2010). However, there is currently insufficient data to posit the structure 

of comparative constructions in early Vietic preceding this grammaticalization event. It is used with the 

comparative function in other Vietic languages, but this etymon has not been carefully studied in them, 

nor have I found studies of it in early Nôm texts. Lastly, the common Vietnamese intensifier lͽm óvery 

muchô is restricted to Viet-Muong languages, so ultimately, there is little reconstructable lexical data in 

this domain. 

Table 20: Early Chinese loanwords for comparison terms 

Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

as much as tày tԚ NA  qí *[dz]Ῑᴅj dzej 

contrary ngҼ֯c ng֗ch ngҼҺc  nì *Ǽrak ngjaek 

equal; flat bԄng bình pԄng  píng *m-breǼ bjaeng 

more so càng cánh; canh cԊng  g¯ng, gǛng *kῙraǼ-s & *kῙraǼ kaeng 

rather khá khӶ (kh  ֕hҺi)  kŊ *[k]ᾪῙa[j]ᾐ khaX 

similar tֽa t ֽ NA  sì *sᴅ.lᴅᾐ ziX 

to resemble t ֯ t ֽ NA sì *sᴅ.lᴅᾐ ziX 

to compare ví t ׁ NA  b ׇ *C.pijᾐ pjijX  

 

As for ECLs, there are several terms that express comparison and similarity in Table 20. Chinese  sì 

ósimilarô was borrowed twice in the early pre-Sino-Vietnamese period, resulting in a triplet. Of the two 

ECLs, distinguished only by vowel type, I am not sure which is the older borrowing, only that they have 

vowels corresponding to Old Chinese reconstructions (also note Schuesslerôs Late Han Chinese *ziᴅB 

with a diphthong). Vietnamese khá óratherô is from Chinese  kŊ óableô, but it also has the sense of 

óveryô as an intensifier for adjectives, though this is less common in Chinese and somewhat more 

archaic. Vietnamese b ńg óequal toô is a probable grammaticalized form of Chinese ólevelô. As it is also 

in all thirty varieties of Muong as well (Nguy֑n V.T. 2005:176), it most likely stems to a pre-Viet-

Muong period, and we can even hypothesize that this could represent a development in Annamese 

Chinese. There is, of course, no means of verifying or excluding this idea, but it would seem more likely 

than grammaticalization of a Chinese morph only in pre-Viet-Muong and not the source variety of 

Chinese. A last thought is that, as suggested in Section 3.6 about conjunctive words, the borrowing of 

comparative words may have filled a lexical gap as some evidence in some data shows parataxis as a 

means of comparative structures, but again, this is not a testable hypothesis. 
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3.8 Modal words 

Modal words are not included in the data of WOLD, so there is no statistical point of reference for 

borrowing of such words. It is, nevertheless, reasonable to assume that loanwords expressing modality 

would most likely be borrowed in a bilingual community or other significant language contact situation. 

As for native etyma, there is no clear evidence of reconstructable modal elements at the Proto-Vietic 

level, whether preverbal words or sentence-final particles. There is the Central Vietnamese negative 

morph nΥ óno/notô, for which there is a reconstructed Proto-Vietic *-nὉh. However, with attestations in 

only a variety of Muong and four Pong lects, it can at best only be connected to a later sub-branch stage 

within Vietic. 

In contrast, there are several probable ECLs expressing types of modality (condition, obligation, 

ability, passive voice, and emphasis), as shown in Table 21. Not all of these are in widespread usage in 

modern Vietnamese, but considering the lack of native modal terms, these loanwords are, or were, 

significant as they serve core modality functions. The ECL meaning óto stopô and the prohibitive 

meaning ódonôtô is a probable grammaticalized function in Vietnamese. This meaning extends at least 

back to the 1651 de Rhodesô dictionary, so it is not a recent development. However, I find no attestations 

of it in the Muong Bi data, and it is not included in Nguy֑n V. T.ôs (2005) comparative Muong data, so 

it might not date to the Proto-Viet-Muong stage. Careful sifting of earlier Nôm texts might or might not 

show the use of this word, which is normally a spoken functor. Regarding nΫi óableô, the semantics are 

slightly different from the Chinese source, suggesting possible grammaticalization in Vietnamese, but 

the form matches the expected form well. Finally, Ľ̯ιc óget/ableô matches well the function in Chinese, 

and the segments are reasonable, but the tone height is unexpected, but not enough to exclude it as there 

are no viable alternative etymological sources. 

Table 21: ECL modal words  

Gloss ECL SV Muong Chinese OC MC 

able nΫi nͧi nΧi  n¨i óable to 

endureô 

*nῙᴅ-s nojH 

by, due to bεi bΠ pαi  bèi *m-pᾪ(r)ajᾐ-

s 

bjeH 

donôt (prohibitive) Ľρng Ľ³nh (chε)  tíng *Cᴅ.[d]ῙeǼ deng 

get/able/(passive) Ľ̯ιc Ľͽc ( nͩ)  dé *tῙᴅk tok 

must tua 

(archaic) 

tu NA  xȊ *[s]o sju 

sentence particle 

(emphatic) 

thay tai NA  zǕi *[ts]Ῑᴅ tsoj 

 

One problematic item is worth noting. The preverbal bΠ, from the Chinese bèi passive marker, is a 

common adversative (i.e., indicates a negative effect) passive marker in Vietnamese, but it is relatively 

recent development, not one seen in early Nôm texts. In Table 19, a preposition with passive-like 

features bεi óby/due toô has ECL phonological features, though it is in need of checking textual data to 

see how early it can be attested, making it somewhat tentative. 

Lastly, Vietnamese phͩ i has a partially passive-like function, in addition to the senses of ócorrectô 

and ómustô. It is even listed with this sense in de Rhodesô 1651 Vietnamese-Portuguese-Latin dictionary. 

This word has a superficial comparable form to Old Chinese *m-pᾪ(r)ajᾐ-s (MC bjeH, SV bΠ) of Chinese 

bèi . However, the passive function in Sinitic was not developed at the stage of Old Chinese, but 

rather has been hypothesized to have developed only in the late first to early second millennium 

(Peyraube 1996:177). Instead, this term likely followed a grammaticalization pattern in Southeast Asia 

involving words meaning ócorrectô, ómustô, and/or ócontactô which developed a passive-like function. 

This is the case with Khmer trϸw ócorrect/mustô and Thai thu½k ócorrect, conforming; to contactô, both 

of which are also passive markers in those languages (see Matisoff 1991:425-426, but his claim of 

shared origin of Vietnamese Ľι̯c and Thai thuùk is not supported by historical phonological data). This 

has developed even in the Vietic language Thavung, with a distinct etymon cҜh meaning ócorrectô and 
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also marking the passive voice. Thus, comparable evidence suggests it is an instance of chance 

phonological similarity of a distinct etymon. 

4  Summary of the data and the extent and limits of early structural impact 
The situation presented in the previous sections both highlights core native Austroasiatic and Vietic 

elements in Vietnamese grammatical vocabulary and shows clear evidence of early grammatical lexical 

borrowing from Sinitic in the first several centuries of the first millennium CE. The categories of 

grammatical categories of retentions and borrowing can be summarized as follows. 

 

1. Categories of significant lexical retentions: A solid set of numeral terms (ó1ô to ó10ô), core 

pronouns (1s, 2s, 3s, 2p), question words (ówhatô, ówhereô, ówhoô), locational words (several terms), 

and time words (ódayô, ómonthô, óyearô, etc.) are native retentions. These are precisely the types of 

vocabulary commonly considered in establishing linguistic affiliation and thus underscore the 

Vietic and Austroasiatic origins of Vietnamese, despite the long-term impact of language contact 

with and lexical borrowing from Sinitic and later stages of Chinese languages. 

2. Categories with significant quantities of loanwords: Sinitic has contributed to pre-Viet-Muong 

Vietic a modest number of locational words and a significant number of measure words and 

connective and modal terms. ECLs with temporal functions include several of the twelve-animal 

zodiac calendar, which thus represent a kind of cultural borrowing, but together with other early 

loanwords related to time, the semantic domain of time was notably lexically impacted in this part 

of Vietic from this early period. 

3. Areas of uncertainty: Some issues are uncertain or unanswerable. Chance similarity is still 

possible, and so with few exceptions, absolute certainty cannot be claimed. The issue of 

grammaticalization highlights the challenges in identifying loanwords. Some of the Austroasiatic 

etyma and ECLs have undergone grammaticalization at later periods after speciation of Vietic or 

Viet-Muong, and the precise timing of the grammaticalization of classifiers and passive-voice 

markers in Chinese is still under consideration. Moreover, some of the types of grammaticalization 

are seen in various languages in Southeast Asia. Thus, we cannot always know with complete 

certainty whether words were borrowed as grammaticalized morphs. Also, the timing of some 

developments in Viet-Muong are unclear, some clearly occurring in the second millennium, but in 

other cases, evidence for structural changes in the first millennium of the ECL period is lacking or 

is unclear. 

 

Overall, despite any uncertainties, the data shows Vietnamese grammatical vocabulary contains a core 

of Vietic etyma (numerals, pronouns, locational terms, etc.) with the borrowing of a significant number 

of grammatical ECLs with the kinds of shared functional elements (measure words, aspectual words, 

comparative words, etc.) that likely facilitated communication in a bilingual community. 

This suggests a question: Can a language borrow grammatical vocabulary but not undergo morpho-

syntactic or semantico-syntactic change? For pre-Proto-Viet-Muong, there is no direct evidence, such 

as textual data, to answer this question. Only in the early second millennium is there textual data of 

archaic Vietnamese to show possible impact of language contact with Sinitic, and thus any changes had 

to have occurred before that, but with no means of determining timing (i.e., anytime from 1 CE to the 

turn of the second millennium). Regardless, I argue that these grammatical ECLs could have largely fit 

into the existing Vietic morphosyntactic structures and may not have impacted Vietic syntactic 

structures for several centuries approaching the development of the Viet-Muong sub-branch. Also, 

crucially, there are instances in which the Sinitic elements have been fit into the typological structures 

of Viet-Muong. An example is the post-nominal modifiers for locative nouns (Section 3.3). While there 

is no existing textual data for that early period of pre-Proto-Viet-Muong, it seems possible, and even 

probable, that other instances of structural adaption of grammatical ECLs occurred. 

Furthermore, numerous grammatical domains in Vietnamese have seen little to no influence due 

to contact with Sinitic in that early period (e.g., negation terms (unlike Tai, see Pittayaporn et al. 2014), 

core numerals (again, unlike Tai), clause-final particles, etc.). Also, Vietnamese lacks many key 

Chinese typological features (e.g., phrase-final nominalizing particles, post-nominal modifiers, the A-
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not-A question pattern, clause-initial time adverbs, etc.). Vietnamese also has typological features that 

are unlike those in varieties of Chinese (e.g., post-clausal adverbial elements, intensifiers and negation 

words in both pre- and post-verbal positions, etc.). As both core pronouns and clause-final particles 

have pragmatic functions, their lack of borrowing from Sinitic offers a sense of the limits on the lexical 

borrowing and the nature and intensity of Sinitic-Vietic bilingualism as well as the limits of the ultimate 

linguistic impact of Sinitic on late Vietic, certainly in the pre-Viet-Muong period. Thus, it is reasonable 

to speculate that in the first several centuries of Sinitic-Vietic contact, there was a substantial amount 

of bilingualism, and that the evidence supports a scenario of a socioculturally robust Vietic speech 

community speaking a language with Austroasiatic typological and structural features and native 

grammatical vocabulary for centuries into the period of Chinese settlement in the region. 

To provide additional context for the borrowing of grammatical morphs and questions of related 

syntactic structure, it is also useful to consider the differing language contact circumstances in the pre-

Viet-Muong period in the first millennium versus the developments in Viet-Muong moving into the 

second millennium. In the first millennium, the pre-Viet-Muong Vietic still would have had a typical 

early Austroasiatic typological template (i.e., non-tonal, polysyllabic, before regional typological 

convergence) before the period of Southeast Asian typological convergence. By the mid-second 

millennium, Viet-Muong had completely lost presyllabic material (though Vietnamese retained cluster 

onsets into the 1800s, and Muong lects still have them), it had fully developed tones, and it had 

undergone substantial typological convergence in the Southeast Asian language area. These features 

are listed in Table 22 (adapted from Alves 2020:54), in which hypothesized differences between Vietic 

and Vietnamese are highlighted. 

Table 22: Linguistic structural features of Vietic versus Vietnamese 

Linguistic  Vietic Modern Vietnamese 

Information structure ¶ Topic-comment ¶ Topic-comment 

 ¶ Middle voice only, no explicit 

lexical marking of the passive voice 

¶ Commonly employs lexical marking 

of the passive voice 

Clauses ¶ SVO/AVP ¶ SVO/AVP 

Noun-phrase structure ¶ Noun + quantity and modifiers  ¶ Quantity + noun + modifiers 

Locational terms ¶ Prepositional structure, but 

locational nouns with postposed 

modifiers 

¶ Prepositional structure, but 

locational nouns with postposed 

modifiers 

Modality ¶ Unknown ¶ Preverbal modals, modal sentence-

final particles 

Phonology ¶ Clusters 

 

 

¶ Sesquisyllables 

 

¶ No tones, possible phonation 

¶ No clusters (but retained in 

Vietnamese into the 1800s, still 

retained in Muong lects) 

¶ No presyllables (but textual 

evidence of some in the 1200s) 

¶ Complex tone system with 

phonation 

Morphology ¶ Derivational prefixes and infixes ¶ No affixes, only compounding 

 ¶ Alternating reduplication ¶ Alternating reduplication 

 

Connecting lexical borrowing and syntactic structural aspects, we can see a correspondence between 

grammatical ECLs (i.e., measure words and passive markers) and the change in position of quantity 

phrases in noun phrases and the addition of lexical marking of the passive voice. The number and types 

of native Vietic measure words are limited, while a significant number of ECL measure words (but not 

classifiers until later) were borrowed into pre-Proto-Vietic-Muong. No native numbers were replaced, 

with a few early ECL numbers borrowed with highly restricted usage. In the era under consideration, 

Vietic likely had very different noun phrase structure from that of modern languages: strictly post-

nominal elements and no grammaticalized classifiers, as comparative evidence in Austroasiatic 

indicates (Alves 2020). It is uncertain when or how the restructuring of the Vietic noun phrase occurred, 
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though the pre-nominal position of numbers and classifiers is attested in Vietnamese Nôm texts by the 

1300s. 

The borrowing of several ECL conjunctive, comparative, and modal words also suggests the 

possibility that Sinitic had a larger number of such lexemes than in Vietic at that time. Indeed, in a 

review of Austroasiatic grammatical vocabulary, preverbal modal verbs, sentence particles, and 

classifiers are all lacking, whereas there are full sets of pronominal, interrogative, and locative terms 

(Alves, Jenny, and Sidwell et al. 2020). Also, as noted, parataxisðjuxtaposed clauses without explicit 

lexical marking for semantico-semantic interpretationðmay have left positions to fill with such lexical 

items, but such a supposition will require additional data to clarify. 

Recent borrowing of similar types of grammatical words can be seen among modern Austroasiatic 

languages in the region: So Thavung from Thai (see Srisakorn 2008), Semai from Malay (Alves 

fieldnotes 1998), and Chut lects from Vietnamese (see Nguy֑n V. L. 1993 for Ruc, Babaev and 

Samarina 2018), and certainly many others. All these minority languages with less sociocultural status 

than the national languages they are in contact with have thus far retained their Austroasiatic typological 

structural profiles. In contrast with these examples, Vietic was not a minority language and was, as 

indicated by archaeohistorical and comparative linguistic studies, a language spoken by a community 

in an emerging proto-urban area (see Alves 2021). Again, native numbers, pronouns, and many locative 

terms were retained in Viet-Muong, so this Vietic speech community had some sociocultural status with 

their Sinitic-speaking neighbors. 

5  Evidence of Annamese Chinese and the development of Viet-Muong 
Twenty years ago, I wrote (Alves 2001:222) that the impact of Chinese on Vietnamese was ñprimarily 

of lexical influence with some accompanying phonological influenceò in light of Thomason and 

Kaufmanôs hierarchy of borrowing scale (Thomason and Kaufman 1988:74-75). I also posited that 

various structural typological features of modern Vietnamese reflect regional typological changes, not 

only the impact of language contact with Chinese. Based on the current data, this overall position is still 

supported, though with somewhat more evidence of structural influence of Sinitic. 

I have also suggested in some publications (e.g., Alves 2009) that the language contact in the Viet-

Muong period leading to borrowing, including grammatical loanwords, was influenced to a good extent 

by literary transmission of words, paralleling the Japanese situation, and I argued this at the time as 

evidence for widespread bilingualism in the first millennium in northern Vietnam was lacking. 

However, since then, Phan (2010, 2013) has presented arguments based on historical and linguistic 

evidence precisely supporting a large Chinese community in northern Vietnam in the first millennium. 

He posits that his coined ñAnnamese Chineseò developed as a substantial Chinese variety in northern 

Vietnam, but that this speech variety completely shifted to Viet-Muong in the early first millennium. I 

have since published data which further supports such a hypothetical Chinese community (hypothetical 

as there is no concrete historical textual description of it, only general mention of Chinese groups 

periodically migrating), including both lexical borrowing and structural adaptation (Alves 2016, 2017, 

2018a, 2018b, 2020). This study provides further deep support via the early borrowing of grammatical 

morphs, in a period likely before widespread literacy in Chinese among Vietic speakers. 

Indeed, at this point, the linguistic evidence in support of a culturally influential Chinese 

community in northern Vietnam throughout the first millennium continues to grow, making it 

increasingly difficult to account for the ECL data without such a community. This bilingual and 

bicultural scenario would eventually have had an impact on practices of literacy in northern Vietnam in 

the Viet-Muong speech community. We do not have a clear understanding of the development of 

literacy in northern Vietnam in the first millennium. Nevertheless, literacy undoubtedly became more 

prominent over the centuries, as evidenced by the construction of the first university in Vietnam, the 

VŁn MiԒu  óTemple of Literatureô in Hanoi in 1070 CE, built a century after Vietnamese political 

independence from China. Assuming a Chinese community was still part of the language ecology of 

northern Vietnam at that point, we can expect a lingering bilingual situation of Viet-Muong and 

Annamese Chinese. But we can also assume that growing literacy-based cultural practices contributed 

in various secondary ways to the lexical borrowing and codification of character readings of Late 
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Middle Chinese, but such possible impact of literacy on the sociolinguistic conditions of lexical 

borrowing occurred after the ECL period. 

Altogether, it was the Viet-Muong speech community that borrowed the largest quantity of Sinitic 

vocabulary, and this community is the most typologically divergent of the Vietic sub-branches. The 

other sub-branches of Vietic borrowed Sinitic content words, and a few grammatical words made their 

way into Vietic broadly. However, the so-called ñSinificationò of Viet-Muong generally and 

Vietnamese specifically was far from immediate, and rather took more than several centuries for Viet-

Muong to undergo structural convergence with Annamese Chinese. And if one considers that (a) tones 

in Viet-Muong may have developed only towards the end of the first millennium (Alves 2019), (b) the 

complete loss of presyllabic material only occurred in the early second millennium (Shimizu 2015, 

Gong 2019), and (c) onset clusters with [r] and [l] lingered into the 1800s (Vu 2019), and they are still 

retained in varieties of Muong (Nguy֑n V. T. 2005), the concept of ñSinicizationò, certainly does not 

account for the entire typological situation in Viet-Muong. Instead, Viet-Muong is the result of very 

long-term language contact with Sinitic but also neighboring languages, leading to shared regional 

exchange and typological tendencies, all on top of an Austroasiatic typological template which also 

likely conditioned the ways in which some linguistic features evolved. 
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Abstract 
In most modern Tai varieties, Proto-Tai voiced stops are devoiced, and Proto-Tai voiced 

stops developed into another class of sounds, but they did not split into multiple 

consonants. For example, Proto-Tai *b either became /p/ or /pᾪ/ in most modern Tai 

languages. However, in Trang Dinh Nung, a variety of the Nung language spoken in the 

Trang Dinh district, Lang Son province, Vietnam, each Proto-Tai voiced stops split into 

two consonants. For example, Proto-Tai *b split into both /p/ and /pᾪ/ in Trang Dinh Nung. 

This paper is aimed at showing that this phenomenon in Trang Dinh Nung is related to 

tone and constitutes evidence that the phonetic feature of the B tone in Proto-Tai had a low 

pitch.  

 

Keywords: Tai languages, tone, consonant split 

ISO 639-3 codes: cmn, ltc, nut  

1  Introduction  
This paper is aimed at demonstrating that each Proto-Tai voiced stop split into two consonants in Trang 

Dinh Nung (a variety of the Nung language used in Trang Dinh district) and showing that this 

phenomenon is related to tone. In Section 1, I discuss how Proto-Tai voiced stops have changed and are 

realized in modern Tai varieties, and I provide background information about Trang Dinh Nung, which 

is the subject of this paper. In Section 2, I describe the phonological system of Trang Dinh Nung, and I 

discuss etyma with Proto-Tai voiced stops to clarify the consonant split in Trang Dinh Nung. In Section 

3, I discuss the relationship between the consonant split and tone. In Section 4, I discuss the phonetic 

feature of Proto-Tai B tone on the ground of the consonant split in Trang Dinh Nung. 

1.1 Proto-Tai voiced stops in modern Tai varieties 

Modern Tai varieties can be classified into three types from the perspective of how Proto-Tai voiced 

stops change. In modern Tai varieties, Proto-Tai voiced stops (1) became simple voiceless stops, (2) 

became aspirated stops, or (3) were retained as voiced stops. Few modern Tai varieties belong to the 

type 3.1 Instead, Proto-Tai voiced stops are devoiced in most modern Tai varieties, such as *b > /p/ or 

*b > /pᾪ/. 

In Trang Dinh Nung, however, the Proto-Tai voiced stops split into two consonants. For example, 

*b has split into /p/ and /pᾪ/. To the best of my knowledge, this split pattern in Trang Dinh Nung is 

uncommon in modern Tai varieties.2 

1.2 Trang Dinh Nung 

The Nung language is spoken by the Nung people, who live mainly in northeast Vietnam. In the 2019 

Vietnam Population and Housing Census (General Statistic Office of Vietnam 2020), the Nung 

population totaled 1,083,298. Trang Dinh district is part of Lang Son province, Vietnam, as shown in 

 
1  The Proto-Tai voiced stops ñhave been devoiced in most modern Tai varieties, except for a few dialects on the 

Sino-Vietnamese borderò (Pittayaporn 2009:110). 
2  Pittayaporn (2009:110) indicates that most modern Tai varieties reflect Proto-Tai voiced stops ñeither as plain 

/p-/, /t-/, /c-/, and /k-/, or as aspirated /pᾪ-/, /tᾪ-/, /cᾪ-/ and /kᾪ-/ò. 
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Figure 1. The Nung language belongs to the Central Tai group of Tai languages (Li 1960). The Nung 

ethnic group contains subgroups, and whose names correspond with their original homelands in China. 

According to Phan and Kh֡ng (eds.) (1999), there are three subgroups of Nung in Trang Dinh district: 

Nung Chao, Nung An, and Nung Phan Slinh. More than ninety percent of the Nung in Trang Dinh 

district are Nung Chao. According to Fang (1989:163), the ancestors of Nung Chao migrated from 

Longzhou ( ), which is located in present Longzhou county.3 The Trang Dinh Nung data in this 

paper are from my fieldwork in Trang Dinh district, Lang Son province, Vietnam. The informant is a 

Nung Chao man, who was born and raised in Trang Dinh disctrict. 

Figure 1: Map of Lang Son Province 

 
 

The syllable structure of Trang Dinh Nung is C1(C2)V(C3)/T. Table 1 shows the Trang Dinh Nung 

consonants that can occur as C1. Two Trang Dinh Nung consonants, /Ὀ/ and /Ὄ/, correspond to the Proto-

Tai implosive *Ὀ and *Ὄ, respectively. In other words, Proto-Tai voiced stops are devoiced in Trang 

Dinh Nung, as they are in most modern Tai varieties. 

 
3  According to Fang (1989: 163), the Nung An people had migrated from Jieôanzhou (), and the Nung 

Phan Slinh people had migrated from Wanchengzhou ( ). Jieôanzhou and Wanchengzhou are located in 

present Tiandong ( ) county and Daxin ( ) county, respectively. 
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Table 1: C1 consonants in Trang Dinh Nung 

  labial dental palatal velar glottal 

voiceless stops p t  k ᾐ 

aspirated stops pᾪ tᾪ  kᾪ  

implosives Ὀ Ὄ    

affricate   ᾤ   

nasals m n Ὤ Ǽ  

voiceless fricatives f s   h 

voiced fricatives v z    

lateral fricatives  ὦ    

lateral  l    

 

In Trang Dinh Nung, /w/ and /j/ can occur as C2. Table 2 shows the combination of C1 + C2 in Trang 

Dinh Nung. The velar sounds can occur with /w/, and the bilabial sounds can occur with /j/. Regarding 

/ᾐw/, it is found only in onomatopoeia.  

Table 2: Combinations of C1 + C2 in Trang Dinh Nung 

kw kᾪw Ǽw (ᾐw) 

pj Ὀj pᾪj mj 

 

Table 3 shows the consonants that can occur as C3. The C3 consonant /Ὢ/ can occur only after /Ł/, the 

other C3 consonants can occur after any vowels. 

Table 3: C3 consonants in Trang Dinh Nung 

p t k 

m n Ǽ 

w j Ὢ 

 

Trang Dinh Nung has six tones, which are developed from Proto-Tai tones, as shown in Table 4. 

Although the Proto-Tai D tone has split according to vowel length in many modern Tai varieties, it has 

not split in Trang Dinh Nung. 

Table 4: Tonal split pattern of Trang Dinh Nung (Adapted from Gedney 1972:202) 

 A B C DS DL 

Voiceless friction sounds 

*f -, *hm-, *ph-, é 

1 [33 ̔̀] 3[35 ‭] 5 [213 ] 3 [35 ‭] 3 [35 ‭] 
Voiceless unaspirated stops 

*p-, *t -, *k -, é 

Glottal  

*Ὀ-, *Ὄ-, *ᾐ-, é 

Voiced 

*v-, *m-, *b-, é 
2 [32 ⁭] 4 [11 ̔͂] 6 [32ᾐ ⁭ᾐ] 4 [11 ̔͂] 4 [11 ̔͂] 
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2  Reflexes in Trang Dinh Nung 
Table 5 shows the Proto-Tai consonant reflexes in Trang Dinh Nung4. One Proto-Tai consonant 

corresponds to one Trang Dinh Nung consonant in principle, but *b, *d, *ὕ, *g, and *Ὓ, which are 

highlighted in gray in Table 5, have two reflexes in Trang Dinh Nung. 

Table 5: Consonant reflexes in Trang Dinh Nung  

 

Among the five Proto-Tai consonants that split into two series in Trang Dinh Nung, *Ὓ is an exception: 

it is a fricative, not a stop, at least in the Proto-Tai reconstruction. However, the split of *Ὓ in Trang 

Dinh Nung also occurs for the same reason as the split in Proto-Tai voiced stops, as shown in Section 

2.  

 To show that the ó1-into-2 splitô phenomenon in Trang Dinh Nung is uncommon in Nung 

varieties, I compare etyma in Western Nung from Gedneyôs word list (Hudak 2008) with etyma in 

Trang Dinh Nung. Western Nung (Hudak 2008) has 23 initial consonants, as shown in Table 6. The 

voiceless stops /b/ and /d/ in Western Nung correspond to Proto-Tai *Ὀ and *Ὄ, respectively. Thus, it is 

clear that in Western Nung, the Proto-Tai voiced stops developed into voiceless stops, similar to most 

modern Tai varieties. In Western Nung, ñthe only recorded initial cluster is [kw] in kwaay2 ï stubbornò 

(Hudak 2008:36). 

 
4  The Proto-Tai reconstructions by Pittayaporn (2009) are adopted in this paper. Although there are some 

differences between the Proto-Tai reconstruction by Li (1977) and that by Pittayaporn (2009), the 

differences do not affect the conclusion in this paper. 

 labial alveolar palatal velar uvular glottal 

stops voiceless *p > p *t  > t *c > ᾤ *k > k *q > kᾪ  

 voiced *b > p, pᾪ *d > t, tᾪ *ὕ > ᾤ, s *g > k, kᾪ *Ὑ > k  

glottalized *Ὀ > Ὀ *Ὄ > Ὄ *Άj > z   *ᾐ > ᾐ 

fricatives voiceless  *s > ὦ *Ὂ > ᾤ *x > kᾪ *ɢ > kᾪ *h > h 

 voiced  *z > ὦ *ᾍ > ᾤ *Ὓ > k, kᾪ   

nasals voiceless *ᾪm > m *ᾪn > n *ᾪὬ > Ὤ *ᾪǼ > Ǽ   

 voiced *m > m *n > n *Ὤ > Ὤ *Ǽ > Ǽ   

liquids and glides 

voiceless *ᾪw > pᾪ 
*ᾪr > h 

*ᾪl > l 
    

voiced *w > f 
*r  > ὦ 

*l  > l 
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Table 6: Onsets of Western Nung (Data from Hudak 2008) 

 labial dental palatal velar glottal 

voiceless stops p t c k ᾐ 

voiced stops b d    

aspirated pᾪ tᾪ ch kᾪ  

nasals m n Ὤ Ǽ  

voiceless fricatives f s ġ  h 

voiced fricatives v ð    

lateral  l    

approximants   y   

 

Table 7 shows the codas in Western Nung. Unlike in Trang Dinh Nung, Western Nung has /ᾐ/ as a coda. 

Table 7: Codas of Western Nung (Data from Hudak 2008) 

p t k ᾐ 

m n Ǽ  

w y Ὢ  

 

Western Nung has six tones, which have developed from Proto-Tai tones, as shown in Table 8. Unlike 

in Trang Dinh Nung, the Proto-Tai D tone is split according to vowel length. 

Table 8: Pattern of the tonal split in Western Nung (Data from Hudak 2008) 

  A B C DS DL 

Voiceless friction sounds 

*f -, *hm-, *ph-, é 

1 [14 ₵] 2 [21 ₩] 3 [22ᾐ ̔́ᾐ] 6 [55 Ὶ] 2 [21 ₩] 
Voiceless unaspirated stops 

*p-, *t -, *k -, é 

Glottal  

*Ὀ-, *Ὄ-, *ᾐ-, é 

Voiced 

*v-, *m-, *b-, é 
4 [44 Ί] 5 [31 ⁷] 6 [55 Ὶ] 4 [44 Ί] 5 [31 ⁷] 

 

The ó1-into-2ô splits in Trang Dinh Nung are related to Proto-Tai tone. Tables 9 through 13 show etyma 

with Proto-Tai *b, *d, *ὕ, *g, and *Ὓ. In these tables, Proto-Tai voiced stops (and *Ὓ) are each split into 

two series according to Proto-Tai tones in Trang Dinh Nung, such as *b > /p, pᾪ/, *d > /t, tᾪ/, and *ὕ > 

/ᾤ, s/. In contrast, Proto-Tai voiced stops do not split and are simply devoiced in Western Nung. 

Regarding *Ὓ, it developed into /h/ in Western Nung.  
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Table 9: Etyma with Proto-Tai *b 

Proto-Tai 

(Pittayaporn 2009) 
Trang Dinh Nung 

Western Nung 

(Hudak 2008) 

*beΈA óraftô pe2 pὑὑ4 

*beΈǼA óexpensiveô pὑǼ2 peǼ4 

*biΈB óelder siblingô pᾪi4 pii5 

*buΈkD ópomeloô pȌk4  

 

Table 10: Etyma with Proto-Tai *d 

Proto-Tai 

(Pittayaporn 2009) 
Trang Dinh Nung 

Western Nung 

(Hudak 2008) 

*daΈA óto smearô ta2  

*daΈB óriverô tᾪa4 taa5 

*diΈB óplaceô tᾪi4 tii5 

*dawC ócaneô tŁw6  

*daΈkD óland leechô tak4 taak5 

 

Table 11: Etyma with Proto-Tai *Ҧ 

Proto-Tai 

(Pittayaporn 2009) 
Trang Dinh Nung 

Western Nung 

(Hudak 2008) 

*ὕimA óto tasteô ᾤǯm2 cim4 

*ὕaǼB óto weighô sŁǼ4 caǼ5 

*ὕeB óto soakô se4 cii5 

*ὕaΈǼC óelephantô ᾤaǼ6 caaǼ5 

*ὕὝΈkD óropeô ᾤᴅk4 cik5 

 

Table 12: Etyma with Proto-Tai *g 

Proto-Tai  

(Pittayaporn 2009) 
Trang Dinh Nung 

Western Nung  

(Hudak 2008) 

*geΈǼA óstink bugô kὑǼ2  

*guΈB ópairô kᾪu4 kuu5 

*gawC óowlô kŁw6  

*gapD ónarrowô kap4  
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Table 13: Etyma with Proto-Tai *Ҫ 

Proto-Tai  

(Pittayaporn 2009) 
Trang Dinh Nung 

Western Nung  

(Hudak 2008) 

*ὛoΈA óneckô ko2 hoo4 

*ὛeΈǼB óshinô kᾪὑǼ4  

*ὛamB ónightô kᾪŁm4 ham4 

*ὛoΈlC óto hammerô kὉn6  

 

Table 14 summarizes the splits of Proto-Tai voiced consonants in Trang Dinh Nung. Proto-Tai voiced 

stops in the syllables which do not have the B tone are realized as simple voiceless consonants, whereas 

Proto-Tai voiced stops in the syllables with the B tone are aspirated in Trang Dinh Nung. For instance, 

*ὕ, it is realized as /ᾤ/ in the syllables which do not have the B tone and as /s/ in those with the B tone. 

As for *Ὓ, although it is not a stop, but a fricative in Proto-Tai reconstruction, it also splits into /k/ and 

/kᾪ/, similar to the voiced stop *g. We can therefore hypothesize that *Ὓ merged into *g during the early 

stage. After that, it split into /k/ and /kᾪ/. 

Table 14: Pattern of Proto-Tai voiced consonant splits in Trang Dinh Nung 

 A, C, D B 

*b p pᾪ 

*d t tᾪ 

*ὕ ᾤ s 

*g k kᾪ 

*Ὓ k kᾪ 

3  Relationship between aspirated sounds and tone height 
The ó1-into-2ô split in Trang Dinh Nung is very important for developing a better understanding of the 

Proto-Tai B tone. A similar split occurs in modern Beijing Mandarin ïï the óping song ze bu song [

]ô (level-aspirated / non-level, unaspirated) phenomenon. Middle Chinese voiced stops in the 

syllables with level tone became devoiced and aspirated, whereas the same initials in the syllables with 

other tone categories are realized as unaspirated in modern Beijing Mandarin. For example, in Middle 

Chinese, p²ng ólevelô and b³ng ósickô have the voiced stop *d, andp²ng ólevelô has a level tone, 

whereas b³ng ósickô has a departing tone. In modern Mandarin, p²ng ólevelô is /pᾪiǼ‭/; that is, *b 

is realized as /pᾪ/. In contrast, b³ng ósickô is /piǼ /; that is, *b is realized as /p/, as shown in Table 15. 

Table 15: óPing song ze bu songô phenomenon in Chinese 

Character 
Middle Chinese 

(Baxter and Sagart 2014) 
Beijing Mandarin  

 ólevelô *bjaeng / level tone p²ng /pᾪiǼ‭/ 

 ósickô *bjaeng / departing tone b³ng /piǼ / 

 

The óping song ze bu songô phenomenon might have occurred because of pitch height. Although it is 

impossible to describe the pitch height of each tone in Middle Chinese concretely, some scholars such 

as Pulleyblank (1978:178) have pointed out that, based on historical documents, the level tone in Middle 

Chinese had a low pitch. Chen (2015:100) notes the tendency of voiced stops to cause breathy voice 

and the relationship between breathiness and low tone height. Thus, we can hypothesize that the level 

tone in Middle Chinese preserved the breathiness of voiced initials because it was low. 
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4  Proto-Tai B tone 
Although not all scholars have categorized Proto-Tai as a tonal language, some scholars suggest that in 

Proto-Tai, pitch height was part of a tonal contrast. For example, Pittayaporn (2009:271) argues that 

the pitch height of the B tone was low. In contrast, Liao (2016) argues that the earlier stage of Proto-

Tai had non-tonal structures (p. 120) and proposes that the B tone in the later stage of Proto-Tai should 

be high-falling due to influence from Middle Chinese as well as the typological collocation in Mainland 

Southeast Asian languages between tone pitch and phonation voice (p. 102). Considering the split of 

voiced stops in Mandarin, which is discussed in Section 3, the ó1-into-2ô split in Trang Dinh Nung might 

suggest the Proto-Tai B tone was low. 

5  Conclusion  
Proto-Tai voiced stops became simple voiced stops or voiceless aspirated stops in most modern Tai 

varieties. In contrast, Proto-Tai voiced stops split into two consonants depending on the Proto-Tai tones 

in Trang Dinh Nung. In the syllables which do not have the B tone, Proto-Tai voiced stops are realized 

as simple voiceless consonants, whereas Proto-Tai voiced stops in the syllables which have the B tone 

are realized as aspirated in Trang Dinh Nung. 

 This ó1-into-2ô split in Trang Dinh Nung is very important to improving our understanding the 

phonetic features of the Proto-Tai B tone. It may be evidence that the pitch height of the B tone in Proto-

Tai was low. 
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Abstract 
This article on Tai Meuay first discusses their ethnonym, attested in Vietnam (Ngh֓ An 

and Thanh Hóa) and Laos (Bolikhamxay). After introducing the language data available 

in the literature, it analyzes Tai Meuay data collected in the districts of Khamkeuth, 

Pakkading, and Viengthong of Bolikhamxay Province. It also takes into account speakersô 

perception of their ethnic group and language. Regarding the Tai Meuay tonal diversity, 

this article identifies a main type with a 123-4 split in the A, B, C and DL columns of 

Gedneyôs tone diagram, as against marginal types characterized by no split in DL. 

Although the considered varieties share lexical items with Tai dialects of Ngh֓ An, tonal 

features (e.g., absence of split in DS) and phonological features (e.g., the reflex of the 

initial *Ὓ-) indicate that Tai Meuay is affiliated with Tai Daeng within the Southwestern 

Tai branch of the Tai language family. 

 

Keywords: Tai Meuay, Tai Thaeng, Tai Daeng dialects in Laos and Vietnam, 

ethnonymics, tone systems 

ISO 639-3 codes: tyr 

1  Introduction and literature overview 
This article on Tai Meuay,1 both as an ethnonym and as a dialect belonging to the Southwestern Tai 

branch of the Tai language family, focuses on Tai Meuay varieties spoken in a province of Laos, 

Bolikhamxay Province.2 Earlier discussions regarding the ethnonym óTai Meuayô in the literature relate 

it to a few areas of Vietnam (ņԊng 2010, Ferlus 2008, Guignard 1912, Robert 1941, Vi 1996) and Laos 

(Chamberlain 1984, Seidenfaden 1967). 

Starting from Thanh Hóa Province in Vietnam, the French colonial administrator R. Robert 

(1941:8, 10) explains the context of the appellation ñTay MҼҺyò in his ethnographic notes about the 

ñTay D¯ngò (Tai Daeng) of Lang Ch§nh District. The ñJ¸ò (Tai Yo), who live in ThҼ֩ng Xu©n District 

of Thanh Hóa and QuȢ Châu District of Ngh֓ An, are the southern neighbors of the Tai Daeng. The Tai 

Yo call the Tai Daeng ñTay MҼҺyò, and even the Tai Daeng often use that appellation to refer to 

themselves. ñTay MҼҺyò thus appears to be an exonym of the Tai Daeng and is neither their main 

autonym nor the name of the language they speak. That use of the appellation óTai Meuayô to refer to 

 
1  For a discussion regarding the term óMeuayô and its use, see section 2. We owe the Romanized form used in 

this article, óTai Meuayô, to James R. Chamberlain (1984). óTaiô and óTayô representing [ta:j] and [taj] 

respectively in the Romanized orthography of Vietnamese and in some usages of Romanization followed in 

Laos, the initial component of the phrase óTai Meuayô should be spelled óTayô. However, Chamberlain uses 

óTaiô instead of óTayô because the Romanized form óTaiô is the one conventionally used when referring to the 

Tai language family. When Romanized forms for either the ethnonym of the Tai Meuay or their language 

name are referred to in relationship with the authors who use them, they are enclosed in double quotation 

marks. 
2  For toponyms of Laos, this article gives Romanized forms of their names commonly used in that country (e.g., 

Bolikhamxay, Houaphanh, Khammouane ï names of provinces ï; Khamkeuth, Pakkading, Viengthong ï 

names of districts ï, etc.). There are indeed some variations in spelling, and one can meet with forms such as 

Borikhamxay, Houaphan, Khammouan, Khamkeut, instead of the forms given above. As for places located in 

Vietnam, toponyms are given in Vietnamese script. 
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the Tai Daeng is confirmed by the fieldwork conducted by SӺm C¹ng Danh, a graduate student at the 

University of Social Sciences and Humanities (Hanoi, Vietnam), in ThҼ֩ng Xu©n District. 

Some Tai Daeng of Xamtay District (Houaphanh Province, Laos), especially those living in Muong 

Pao Subdistrict, say that they migrated from places they call [mὩaǼA4 dὑ:ǼA3]3 ï the Tai Daeng name 

of Y°n KhҼҺng Commune in Lang Ch§nh ï and [mὩaǼA4 mὉ:tDL4] ï the Tai Daeng name of B§t M֥t 

Commune in ThҼ֩ng Xu©n (SӺm C¹ng Danh, personal communication, March 24, 2021). As a result, 

the fact that Erik Seidenfaden (1967:91) mentions ñThai M¿oiò together with ñRed Thaiò (Tai Daeng) 

among the Tai groups inhabiting the region of Houaphanh does not come as a surprise. However, 

according to extensive interactions with Tai Daeng speakers in Houaphanh Province, not only in Samtay 

District but also in Viengxay District and S¹p Bau District, the ethnonym óTai Meuayô seems not to be 

in use nowadays in Houaphanh Province. 

When it comes to the Western part of Ngh֓ An Province, Th®odore Guignard (1912:XXII), a 

missionary priest of the Missions étrangères de Paris based at Cành Tráp (in the present-day TҼҺng 

DҼҺng District) from 1892 to 1906, mentions ñThay MҼ֩yò as a language name, and he lists ñThay 

MҼ֩yò among a few dialects of the ñThayò language such as ñThayò itself, ñLaoò, ñPh½ Thayò, and 

ñPhuב⅞nò. Vi Van An (1996:30ï32) mentions ñ80,000 Tai living in three districts: Con Cuong, Tuong 

Duong and Ky Sonò. They belong to three main groups: the ñTai Muongò, or people who ñbelong to 

the Muongò; the ñTai Thanhò, or people whose ethnonym ñcould possibly have originated from their 

old homelandò, who might thus be linked to either ñThanh Hoaò or ñMuong Thanh (Dien Bien Phu)ò; 

and the ñTai Muoiò, or people having migrated from ñMuong Muoi, which today belongs to the district 

of Thuan Chau, province Son Laò. According to ņԊng Nghi°m VӴn (2010:80, 82), ñMҼ֩ng Mu¹iò was 

the capital of the Tai Dam after the 13th century, and the ñT¨y Muoiò are people who were displaced 

from ñMҼ֩ng Mu¹iò, following a rebellion against L° L֯i at the beginning of 15th century. 

The Tai dialects of that region having been documented by Michel Ferlus (2008), one can see that, 

in his classification, there are only two groups of dialects for that region. 

¶ The first group consists of ñTay Yoò and ñTay Muongò, the latter being also called ñTay Paoò 

in TҼҺng DҼҺng District. The appellation ñTay Muongò can actually refer to both subdialects. 

¶ The second group comprises Tai Daeng varieties, also called ñTay Thanhò or ñTay Meuyò. 

 

If we follow Ferlusô classification, the use of óTai Meuayô in Western Ngh֓ An, óTai Meuayô being 

written either ñTai Muoiò or ñTay Meuyò, is the same as in Robertôs 1941 study: it is an appellation 

among other ethnonyms referring to the Tai Daeng. 

The last area for which the literature provides accounts about the Tai Meuay is the region of Lakxao 

(Khamkeuth District) in Laos,4 which used to belong to Khammouane Province, but has been under 

Bolikhamxay Province since 1986.5 The speakers whose varieties are dealt with by Chamberlain 

 
3  In order to note a syllable used in a variety belonging to the Southwestern Tai branch of the Tai family, whether 

it is discussed as a separate word or as a part of a compound or a sentence, this article uses a transcription 

based on the International Phonetic Alphabet. As most syllables which are discussed are expected to have 

cognates in other Tai languages, we have chosen not to note the tone of a given syllable in reference to the 

tone system of the variety in which it is used. Instead, we give the category of that syllable in the tone diagram 

devised by William J. Gedney (1972), which helps summarize Tai dialectsô tone systems. If we take the 

example of the syllable [mὩaǼA4], its category, which is given in the superscript indication, is óA4ô, with óAô 

indicating its etymological tone, as reconstructed for Proto-Tai, and ó4ô showing the consonant type to which 

its onset belongs. As the category of a given syllable in Gedneyôs tone diagram remains the same (there are 

very few exceptions), one can easily find the tone of that syllable in varieties whose tone systems have already 

been documented. Figure 1 in subsection 3.1 reproduces Gedneyôs tone diagram. 
4  Lakxao, which has developed since 1975, is the present-day center of Khamkheuth District. Nape used to be 

the main center of the region at the time of the French colonization. The toponym óLakxaoô means óKilometer 

20ô ([lakDS1 sa:wA4]), the starting point being the historical administrative building of Nape, locally known as 

the óbungalowô. 
5  Roughly speaking, the present-day Bolikhamxay Province, created in 1986, comprises the territory of the 

former Borikhane Province, as well as areas formerly belonging to Khammouane Province (Khamkeuth 

District), to Vientiane Province, or to Xiengkhouang Province (a few subdistricts of Viengthong District). 
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(1984:68ï69) come from two villages of Khamkeuth District. The appellation óTai Meuayô appears to 

be the only ethnonym of those informants and is the name of their language. 

The Tai Meuay spoken in Khamkeuth District was further investigated by a few researchers. 

¶ A variety spoken in the village of Phônsy (Khamkeuth)6  was documented in 1993 by 

Thongpheth Kingsada and Michel Ferlus, who recorded both ñthe Matisoff 200-wordlistò and 

ñthe Gedney tone checklistò for Pranee Kullavanijaya and Theraphan L-Thongkum.7 The two 

linguists of Chulalongkorn University (Thailand) used the language data of that recording in an 

article in which they deal with dialects belonging to the Central and Southwestern branches of 

the Tai family (Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum 1998). 

¶ Sasithorn Onlao (2010a) investigated a part of Khamkeuth District which she identifies as the 

ñNam Paw basinò, for her masterôs thesis which she did at Mahasarakham University 

(Thailand). Her study introduces six Southwestern Tai dialects spoken in the area, including 

ñTai-thaengò, ñTai-motò, ñTai-moeiò, ñPhoo-thaiò, ñNhoò, and ñLaosò. The Tai Meuay variety 

she discusses is a variety spoken in Namphao Village.8 The data collected by Onlao are referred 

to in an article in which she focuses on the tone merger and split patterns of the dialects she 

deals with (Onlao 2010b). 

¶ Souksada Soutthixay (2016-2017), a native of the previously mentioned Phônsy (Khamkeuth) 

Village, discussed ñ570 basic words of Meuy languageò in the dissertation she submitted for 

the completion of her bachelorôs degree (Department of Lao Language and Culture, Faculty of 

Letters, National University of Laos). Furthering her studies in folk literature at the masterôs 

degree level, she analyzed a corpus of thirty stories (Soutthixay 2019-2020). 

 

In addition, Tai Meuay living in other areas of the present-day provinces of Bolikhamxay and 

Khammouane are mentioned in the following accounts. 

¶ Chamberlain (1991:103) refers to ñSop Viengò as ña Tai Moey /m±y C1/ villageò. S¹p Vieng 

is located ñnear the old LS 28 airstrip at Ban Doneò, that means in the present-day Chomthong 

Subdistrict (Viengthong District, Bolikhamxay Province). 

¶ Chamberlain (1996:11) speaks of the ñMoeyò in Nakai Plateau (Khammouane Province) as one 

of the ñTai speaking groups [which] have recently moved to the plateau from Khamkeut district 

in Borikhamxayò. 

¶ Joachim Schliesinger (2003:175) lists a few villages inhabited by Tai Meuay in the districts of 

Paksane and Pakkading. 

 

As the previously mentioned studies, this article will discuss data elicited from Tai Meuay speakers 

of Khamkeuth District. Tai Meuay data collected in two other districts of Bolikhamxay Province, 

Pakkading and Viengthong, will also be included in this article. 

2  The ethnonym óMeuayô: a linguistic analysis 
Starting with Robert (1941:8), because he explains the context of the ethnonym ñTay MҼҺyò, his 

account lacks linguistic information regarding the syllable ñMҼҺyò he gives and its meaning. Robertôs 

transcription of the Tai Daeng varieties spoken in ñMҼҺng Ch®ngò ([mὩaǼA4 cὑ:ǼC2], the Tai Daeng 

name of Lang Ch§nh) and ñMҼҺng D¯ngò ([mὩaǼA4 dὑ:ǼA3]) is rather accurate for lexical items and 

 
Ironically, Khammouane, the village to which Khammouane Province owes its name, being located in 

Khamkeuth District, is nowadays in Bolikhamxay Province. 
6  As a matter of coincidence, there are Tai Meuay locations in Khamkeuth District, e.g., Phônsy, Phônxay, 

Nakhua, having the same names as Tai Meuay locations in Pakkading District. As this article mentions Phônsy 

and Phônxay near Lakxao, as well as Phônsy and Phônxay in Pakkading District, the former Phônsy and 

Phônxay are referred to as Phônsy (Khamkeuth) and Phônxay (Khamkeuth) and the latter Phônsy and Phônxay 

as Phônsy (Pakkading) and Phônxay (Pakkading). 
7  Thongpheth Kingsada and Michel Ferlusô recording is now an open access resource in the Pangloss Collection 

(https://pangloss.cnrs.fr/). 
8  Namphao (or ñNam Pawò, as spelled by Sasithon Onlao), in which -phao represents the Lao syllable [pha:wA4], 

is the name of both the river Namphao in Khamkeuth District and of the village Namphao named after it. 
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their tones in his wordlist and lexicon (Robert 1941:128ï139, 141ï164),9 but it is less reliable when it 

comes to ethnonyms. For example, Robert uses the spelling ñJ¸ò to refer to the ethnonym of the Tai Yo 

[tajA4 jὉ:C4], but the expected form in his system of transcription is actually ñJ֙ò. As for ñMҼҺyò, the 

absence of tonal mark supports either an A4 syllable or a B123 syllable of the Southwestern Tai tone 

system. The interpretation of this article is that ñMҼҺyò is an A4 syllable of Southwestern Tai, not a 

B123 syllable. When writing ñMҼҺyò, Robert actually renders in Tai Daeng the Vietnamese designation 

óMҼ֩iô of the Tai Meuay since A4 syllables of Southwestern Tai correspond to A2 syllables of 

Vietnamese. 

With respect to the form ñMҼ֩yò given by Guignard (1912:XXII), its tone mark consistently 

characterizes C1, C2, and C3 syllables of Southwestern Tai in his Lao-French dictionary and has 

nothing to do with the way it is used in Vietnamese.10 Chamberlain (1984:68) is the first to explicitly 

posit ñ/mὩaj C1/ò, a C1 syllable in the Southwestern Tai tone system. Ferlus (2008:299) also gives a 

C1 syllable, ñ[mᴅΈjC1]ò,11 in which one will notice the reduction of the diphthong. Giving the exact tone 

of the ethnonym óMeuayô in Southwestern Tai remains all the more relevant as it cannot be determined 

from the usage in Vietnamese and in Lao. 

¶ In Vietnamese, we find, as mentioned above, óMҼ֩iô, an A2 syllable in the Vietnamese tone 

system. The diphthong is not simplified. The expected form óMҼ֧iô, a Vietnamese B1 syllable 

being the equivalent of a Southwestern Tai C1 syllable, is however the correct form, according 

to Vi (1996:38, and personal communication, November 11, 2018) of the Vietnam Museum of 

Ethnology, who is himself a member of a Thái group of Vietnam.12 

¶ In Lao, one consistently finds ŠŉŘŧĽ [mὝΈjC4]. Whereas Southwestern Tai C1 syllables are 

pronounced with a rising tone in Tai Meuay, they are pronounced with a low-falling tone in 

Lao. As a result, Lao speakers are likely to interpret a C1 syllable of Tai Meuay such as [mὝΈjC1] 

as a C4 syllable of Lao. The diphthong is simplified. 

2.1 The diphthong in the ethnonym óMeuayô and its reduction 

As could be seen from the forms mentioned above, the vowel in the term óMeuayô is either the diphthong 

/-Ὡa-/ or the monophthong /-ὝΈ-/. Three phonological rising diphthongs are found in Southwestern Tai 

languages: /-ia-/, /-Ὡa-/, and /-ua-/. There are a few Southwestern Tai languages in which those 

diphthongs are simplified, such as Tai Don, Phu Thai, and others.13 In addition, Ferlus (2008:310) 

mentions the case of the ñTay Muongò spoken in TҼҺng DҼҺng District (Ngh֓ An Province) and ñTay 

Maenò, better known in the literature as ñM¯neò, a Tai dialect of Khamkeuth District described as 

ñoriginally spoken in Ngh° Anò (Chamberlain 1991): diphthongs in ñTay Muongò and ñTay Maenò are 

simplified in front of semivowels.14 

When it comes to the Tai Meuay varieties spoken in Bolikhamxay Province, the data we have show 

that there are very few words in which the diphthong is simplified. Then, the diphthong which is 

 
9  Robertôs transcription is clear and consistent for the tones in the A123, B4, C123, C4, and DL4 boxes of the 

tone diagrams used to summarize tone systems of dialects belonging to the Southwestern Tai branch of the 

Tai family. For a more detailed introduction to tone diagrams, see subsection 3.1. 
10  Guignard (1912:XX) calls his transcription of Lao ñqu֝c ngֻ laotienò. That Qu֝c ngֻ for Lao displays the 

same tone marks as the Qu֝c ngֻ for Annamite, but uses them in a different way. 
11  Ferlus (2008:309) lists the word ñ[mᴅΈjC1]ò among a few lexical units of Tai Yo having no cognates in other 

languages of the Tai family. That remark reminds us that, even though it is possible to posit a C1 syllable of 

Southwestern Tai for that word on the basis of its use in a few languages such as Tai Yo and Tai Meuay, it 

cannot be taken into account in discussions regarding the Southwestern Tai branch of the Tai language family 

as a whole or, from another perspective, Proto-Southwestern Tai etyma. 
12  In Vietnam, ethnographic and linguistic accounts use the form óTh§iô to refer to groups speaking Southwestern 

Tai dialects. As for the form óT¨yô, it is used for groups speaking Central Tai dialects. 
13  In Phu Thai dialects, the rising diphthongs /-ia-/, /-Ὡa-/, and /-ua-/ are consistently replaced by the long 

monophthongs /-e:-/, /-ὝΈ-/, and /-o:-/. 
14  According to Frédéric Pain (personal communication, January 25, 2021), diphthongs in the Tai Muong of 

TҼҺng DҼҺng, also called Tai Pao, can be simplified in front of [-w] and [-j], but such a reduction is not ñan 

absolute ruleò, and a same speaker can say either [kuajC1] or [koΈjC2] for the lexical item óbananaô. 
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simplified is always /-Ὡa-/, and its reduction occurs in front of [-j], e.g., [mὝΈjB4] óto be tiredô, [┴ὝΈjC3] 

óelder sisterô, as against [mὩajB4] óto be tiredô, [┴ὩajC3] in Lao. Finally, only the ethnonym óMeuayô, 

which is used as a separate word or as a final component in a phrase, displays either a diphthong or a 

monophthong. In the ethnonym, /-Ὡa-/ and /-ὝΈ-/ somehow lose their phonological status and become 

free variants, hence [mὩajC1] or [mὝΈjC1] óMeuayô; [tajA4 mὩajC1] or [tajA4 mὝΈjC1] óTai Meuayô; [sa:wA1 

mὩajC1] or [sa:wA1 mὝΈjC1] óMeuay young womanô. It should be noted that, although speakers use freely 

[mὩajC1] or [mὝΈjC1], an overwhelming majority of the twelve speakers from different locations with 

whom we could discuss the term óMeuayô for this research use [mὩajC1] when repeating the word or 

when asked to pronounce it in citation form. 

2.2 Another use of the term óMeuayô 

This article has so far dealt with the term óMeuayô, a C1 syllable posited by Chamberlain (1984) and 

Ferlus (2008), as an ethnonym only. In addition, we have accounts which relate that term to places of 

origin of the Tai Meuay, either in Vietnam (ņԊng 2010, Vi 1996) or in Laos (Schliesinger 2003).15 

However, neither such accounts nor the discussion of the forms [mὩajC1] and [mὝΈjC1] in the preceding 

subsection have taken into account another use of that term. 

Apart from being used as a separate word or as the final component of a phrase, positions in which 

the term óMeuayô is indeed the ethnonym of the Tai Meuay, it is found in the initial position of a phrase, 

especially when used as the initial component in pronominal compounds. The term óMeuayô then 

denotes plurality, as in [mὝΈjC1 ᾐemC3] ówe (as many people)ô, [mὝΈjC1 thawA4] óyou (as many people)ô, 

[mὝΈjC1 sa:A4] óthey (as many people)ô.16 In that position, all the speakers are found to use the form 

[mὝΈjC1], with the reduction of the diphthong, except one speaker who consistently uses [mὩajC1]. When 

asked to pronounce the syllable [mὝΈjC1], used as the initial component of a pronominal compound, in 

citation form, a seven-twelfths majority of the speakers use [mὩajC1]. 

Some of the speakers when discussing the term óMeuayô make the following statement: ñthe (Tai) 

Meuay are usò ï [(tajA4) mὩajC1 mὑ:nB4 mὝΈjC1 tu:A2] ((Tai ï) Meuay ï be ï plural ï us). That statement 

as well as the translation of óMeuayô as [paᾐ sa:A4 sonA4] ócitizen, peopleô, which was proposed by one 

speaker in another discussion, suggest that Tai Meuay speakers do not separate the ethnonym óMeuayô, 

pronounced [mὩajC1] or [mὝΈjC1], from the use of [mὝΈjC1] to denote plurality. 

2.3 The syllable [mҶajC1] and its semantic equivalent [puakDL4] 

This article, which already follows Chamberlainôs 1984 account by using the Romanized form óTai 

Meuayô, will also follow his account by positing the phonological syllable ñ/mὩaj C1/ò that he gives, 

with the diphthong /-Ὡa-/, for both phonetic syllables [mὩajC1] and [mὝΈjC1], for the three positions they 

can occupy in a sentence (an initial component of a phrase, a final component of a phrase, or a separate 

word), and for both the meanings (an ethnonym and a pluralizer) discussed above. 

The use of [mὩajC1] as a pluralizer and the related meaning ógroup, peopleô it implies (Ferlus 

2008:299, 309) are worth taking into account in the present discussion, because they do not support 

toponymic interpretations of óMeuayô such as the ones referred to above. Furthermore, [mὩajC1] in 

that use is the semantic equivalent of [puakDL4] ï pronounced [phuakDL4] in Thai and Lao ï, and 

[puakDL4] is used to name some ethnic groups as well. According to Chamberlain (personal 

communication, March 18, 2021), [puakDL4] ñwas used for Kra peoples and for some Austroasiatic 

groups, apparently as a marker of lower social status, as in its use in reference to the Ksing Mul in the 

Tai Dam feudal systemò. 

As this article proposes to understand [mὩajC1] in comparison with its semantic equivalent 

[puakDL4], one will note that, apart from the fact that the term [mὩajC1] has the same uses as [puakDL4], 

 
15  According to Schliesinger (2003:175), the place of origin of the ñTai Meuyò is ñMuang Meuy, west of Hua 

Phan province in the most eastern part of Luang Prabang provinceò. A few speakers interviewed during this 

research stated that they had migrated from Luang Prabang three hundred years ago. However, they could not 

say from which part of Luang Prabang Province they arrived and did not mention a place called ñMuang 

Meuyò. 
16  Ferlus (2008: 307) notes the same use of ñ[mᴅΈjC1]ò in Tai Yo. 
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a remark by Robert suggests that, in the relationship between the Tai Yo and the Tai Daeng, the latter 

could be in particular cases the ones with an inferior status. According to Robert (1941:10), the ñJ¸ò 

occupied the best lands in some areas of ThҼ֩ng Xu©n, and their chiefs would bring in ñTay D¯ngò to 

cultivate higher valleys. The use of the appellation ñTay MҼҺyò by the Tai Yo when they refer to the 

Tai Daeng, as it is noted by Robert (1941:8), would thus be explained by a local context in which the 

Tai Daeng would be a labor force available for the Tai Yo. 

3  The Tai Meuay language data for Bolikhamxay Province in the literature 
The overview of the literature in the introduction of this article (see section 1) mentions fifteen accounts 

in which the Tai Meuay are dealt with in one way or another. Five of those accounts (Chamberlain 

1984, Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum 1998, Onlao 2010a, Onlao 2010b, Soutthixay 2016-2017) are 

linguistic accounts dealing specifically with varieties spoken by the Tai Meuay in Khamkeuth District. 

As Onlaoôs (2010b) article is nothing more than a summary of her masterôs thesis (Onlao 2010a), and 

as we could not consult Soutthixayôs 2016-2017 dissertation, the following presentation builds on the 

other three accounts. 

3.1 Chamberlainôs 1984 account 

It is a short introduction dealing with the Tai Meuay varieties spoken in two villages, Keng Bay and 

Nava, of Khamkeuth District. In an area described as ñlinguistically very richò (Chamberlain 1984:62), 

Tai Meuay is ñquite widespreadò (Chamberlain 1984:68). The present research confirms such a 

qualification, especially if one compares Tai Meuay with other dialects of the same region which are 

spoken in a few villages or even in one village only.17 

Chamberlainôs account introduces Tai Meuay along with other dialects, a good number of them 

being spoken in Khamkeuth District or in neighboring districts belonging to the province of 

Khammouane as it was before 1986. All the dialects he discusses belong to the two groups he had earlier 

proposed in his classification of the Southwestern Tai branch of the Tai language family, the P group 

and the PH group (Chamberlain 1972, 1975).18 The five dialects of the P group Chamberlain takes into 

account are ñTai Meuayò, ñTai Khangò, ñTai Kuanò, ñTai Maenò, ñTai Paoò (Chamberlain 1984:66ï

70). Information related to Tai Daeng, a P language which is not spoken in that region, is included ñfor 

comparison with Tai Meuayò (Chamberlain 1984:69). The dialects of the PH group included in 

Chamberlainôs account are four dialects of the ñPH group Neua-Phuan languagesò, namely, ñTai 

Nheuangò, ñTai Kaloepò, ñTai Nhoò, ñPhu Taiò (Chamberlain 1984: 70ï76), as well as four dialects of 

the ñPH group Lao-Southern Thai languagesò, including ñYooyò, ñKaleungò, ñTai Boò, ñYoò 

(Chamberlain 1984: 76ï82). Chamberlain lists a few ñphonological characteristicsò and ñlexical 

characteristicsò for each of those dialects. 

  

 
17  Among the languages which are discussed in this article, Tai Meuay is spoken in many locations of Khamkeuth 

District. As for Tai Thaeng (see subsection 4.4), it is less widely spoken. When it comes to languages spoken 

in one village of Khamkeuth District only, a good example is Saek, which is spoken in Nakadôk Village. 

Chamberlain (1998) is the first who mentioned Nakadôk and its distinct Saek dialect. Although a few Saek 

families can be found in other villages of that area and in Lakxao City itself, all of them come from Nakadôk. 
18  According to Chamberlain (1975:62), the Southwestern Tai branch of the Tai language family was divided 

around the 8th century into two groups, which subsequently evolved independently from each other. Among 

the features of the two groupsô divergent evolution, Chamberlain focuses on the devoicing of voiced initial 

stops reconstructed for Proto-Tai (*b-, *d-, *j -, *g-) and names both groups according to the reflexes [p-] or 

[ph-] of the Proto-Tai consonant *b-, hence the P group and the PH group. Other specialists of Tai historical 

linguistics disagree with Chamberlainôs dating of the previously mentioned devoicing sound shift and thus 

reject his classification. Gedney (1991:208), for example, states that ñthe trouble with this classification is that 

it uses as its basic criterion something very late in the history of these languages, but Chamberlain wants to 

make it very earlyò. 



Papers from SEALS 30 ï Pacquement 

- 39 - 
 

¶ Starting with the phonological characteristics listed by Chamberlain, one will note that the five 

dialects of the P group share, as expected, the reflex [k-] in words reconstructed with the initial 

*g-.19 The reflex [kh-] in words reconstructed with the initial *Ὓ- characterizes Tai Meuay. As for 

the rhyme *-aὩ, its reflex in Tai Meuay is [Ὕ:]. 

¶ Among lexical characteristics, one will notice the lexical items ñpaa (paah)ò (óto goô), ñkiiò (óto 
eatô), ñ etò or ñ e ò (óto doô). 

 

Tone systems of the varieties dealt with for each dialect are introduced separately. They are summarized 

in tone diagrams adapted from the tone diagram devised by William J. Gedney (1972:434). Figure 1 

shows Gedneyôs tone diagram with its five columns, representing the tones reconstructed for Proto-Tai, 

and its four rows, referring to initial consonant types. Devised to display ña maximum of possible tonal 

distinctions resulting from the various types of tonal splits that has been describedò, Gedneyôs tone 

diagram helps compare Southwestern Tai varietiesô tone systems and identify tone splits and mergers 

which are relevant for dialect differentiation. 

Figure 1: Gedneyôs tone diagram for Tai dialects (following Gedney 1972:434). 

 

 

Chamberlain (1972, 1975) changed the layout of the columns in Gedneyôs diagram to A, B, C, DL (D-

long), and DS (D-short). Chamberlainôs layout is followed in all the tone diagrams which were created 

for this article. 

Chamberlain (1984:67) proposes two tone diagrams for Tai Meuay on the basis of the data he 

elicited from two male speakers, one aged 65 from Nava Village and another one in his seventies from 

Keng Bay Village. In Figure 2, we have adapted his tone diagram for the Keng Bay variety in order to 

display an interpretation using tone numerals20 of the tones in that Tai Meuay variety. 

 
19  With regard to the reflex [tὊ-] in words reconstructed with the initial *dᾍ- (Chamberlain 1984:66), Tai Meuay 

shares it with languages of the P group, such as Tai Dam, Tai Don, and Tai Daeng. However, the Tai Maen 

and Tai Pao varieties studied by Chamberlain, although they belong to the P group, are characterized by the 

reflex [s-]. 
20  In the tone diagrams which were created for this article, tones are represented with tone numerals. This notation 

of tones, devised by Yuen Ren Chao (1930), focuses on the pitch, which it indicates on a five-point scale, with 

1 being the lowest pitch and 5 being the highest. In order to describe a particular toneôs pitch and contour, tone 

numerals appear as sequences of numbers representing the starting point, change points (if any), and the end 

point of the concerned toneôs fundamental frequency (F0) curve. 
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Figure 2: The tone diagram for Keng Bay Tai Meuay with tone numerals (following Chamberlain 

1984:67). 

 

Summarizing tonal features of the Keng Bay variety, we have six tones in the A, B, and C columns and 

three tones in the DL and DS columns. In his introduction to the ñP Group Languagesò, Chamberlain 

(1984:68) notes a ñtone splittingò which ñtook the form 123-4ò in most dialects of that group, and we 

can observe such a 123-4 split in the columns displaying tone splits (A, B, C, DL). In comments below 

his tone diagram for Keng Bay Tai Meuay, Chamberlain further notes the ñB-DL coalescenceò (B = 

DL, with B123-4 and DL123-4, B123 [554] = DL123 [554] and B4 [224] = DL4 [224]), as well as the 

ñlack of splits in DS columnò (DS1234 [34]). The three types of shading displayed in our adaptation of 

Chamberlainôs tone diagram reflect the latter two sets of features, which will be summarized as B = DL 

(with B123 = DL123, B4 = DL4) and DS1234. Chamberlainôs diagram for Keng Bay is also 

characterized by a creakiness in the low-falling tone of C4 [221]. One will eventually note that, although 

both B4 [224] and C123 [445] have rising tones, the pitch heights of those tones are different, and there 

is no coalescence. 

Figure 3 shows Chamberlainôs tone diagram for the Nava variety, with an interpretation using tone 

numerals of the tones in that variety. 

Figure 3: The tone diagram for Nava Tai Meuay with tone numerals (following Chamberlain 

1984:67). 

 

The Nava variety has five tones in the A, B, and C columns and two tones in the DL and DS columns. 

Chamberlainôs comments related to the tone diagram for Keng Bay Tai Meuay apply to the tone diagram 

for the Nava variety as well. There is the same lack of splits in DS column (DS1234 [33]). However, 

when it comes to the B-DL coalescence, that feature is not the same for the two varieties: in the Nava 

variety, neither B nor DL display a split (B1234 [443] = DL1234 [443]). Two types of shading in our 

adaptation of Chamberlainôs tone diagram for the Nava variety reflect those sets of tonal features. 
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As commented by Chamberlain (personal communication, March 18, 2021), ñthere seemed to be 

two dialectsò. The absence of splits characterizing the B and D columns in the tone diagram given for 

Nava Tai Meuay is noteworthy, because it can also be found in tone diagrams available in the literature 

for a ñTai Paoò variety (Chamberlain 1984:67) and a ñM¯neò variety (Chamberlain 1991:108), both 

spoken in the present-day districts of Khamkeuth and Viengthong of Bolikhamxay Province,21 as well 

as for the ñTay Muongò variety spoken in the TҼҺng DҼҺng District of Ngh֓ An Province (Ferlus 

2008:310). In addition, tone shapes in the Nava variety tone diagram are rather similar to tone shapes 

in tone diagrams available for those dialects. However, tone diagrams for the Tai Pao and the Mène of 

Bolikhamxay and for ñTay Muongò of Ngh֓ An regularly display a split in the DS column, unlike tone 

diagrams for the Tai Meuay varieties of Keng Bay and Nava. 

3.2 Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkumôs 1998 article 

As previously mentioned (see section 1), the ñTai Moeiò variety discussed in these authorsô article is a 

variety spoken in Phônsy Village (Khamkeuth). The speaker, a female aged 39, was recorded on the 6th 

of January 1993 by Thongpheth Kingsada and Michel Ferlus. 

Whereas Chamberlain (1984:68) notes the prevalence of a 123-4 split for each column in languages 

belonging to the P Group, Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum (1998:284) speak of the 123-4 split for the 

A and C columns in ñTai Dam, Tai Don, Tai Lue, and Tai Daeng (including Tai Phoeng and Tai 

Moei)ò.22 As a matter of fact, their focus on the A and C columns is relevant when one compares those 

languages of the P Group with languages such as Lao, which has A1-23-4 and C1-234, or Thai, which 

has A1-234 and C123-4. 

In addition, according to the authors, ñTai Daeng and closely related dialects, Tai Phoeng and Tai 

Moei, have a further step of tone merger, i.e., B4 merges with C123ò. That B4-C123 coalescence is 

noted for Tai Daeng by Gedney (1989:421, 423, 425) and is always confirmed in interactions with Tai 

Daeng speakers, whether in Houaphanh Province or in Thanh Hóa Province. As for Chamberlain 

(1984:69), he speaks of a ñC123-B4/DL4 coalescenceò for Tai Daeng, but he does not mention it for 

Tai Meuay, that particular coalescence being absent in the tone diagrams he gives for the Keng Bay and 

Nava varieties. 

The authors do not propose a tone diagram for the ñTai Moeiò of Ph¹nsy (Khamkeuth) they refer 

to in their article. However, their article (Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum 1998:285ï286) contains the 

following fourteen lexical items used in that variety whose tones are noted with tone numerals: [bὝ243] 

óleafô, [bin243] óto flyô, [din243] ósoilô, [daǼ243] ónoseô, [daau243] óstarô, [phom243] óhairô, [bὩᴅn243] ómoonô, 

[sai bὩ243] ónavelô for the A123 box; [baan45] óvillageô, [phὩǼ45] óbeeô for the C123 box; [bὉk33] 

óflowerô, [ka duk33] óboneô, [pik33] ówingô for the DL123 box; [naak24] óotterô for the DL4 box.23 As the 

lexical items given for the DL123 and the DL4 boxes support a split in the DL column, the tone merger 

and split pattern in Phônsy (Khamkeuth) could be of the Keng Bay type rather than of the Nava type. 

3.3 A first summary of the criteria provided by the literature 

Chamberlainôs 1984 account and Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkumôs 1998 article provide criteria that 

help identify Tai Meuay varieties, and a linguistic analysis will thus check the following characteristics 

in each variety. 

 
21  While the Mène and Tai Pao varieties can be said to be spoken in Khamkeuth and Viengthong, Mène is 

definitely more widespread than Tai Pao. 
22  ñTai Phoeng, a branch of Tai Daeng, can be found in Muong Kham, Xiangkhuang provinceò (Kullavanijaya 

and L-Thongkum 1998: 285). 
23  The main purpose of the authors when they list such lexical items is to show that, although the dialects they 

identify as ñTai Phoengò and ñTai Moeiò appear to be ñclosely relatedò to Tai Daeng, ñthe different patterns 

of consonant changes can be used as criteria for separating Tai Phoeng and Tai Moei from Proper Tai Daeng 

and from each otherò (Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum 1998: 285). For example, ñTai Moeiò lexical items 

such as [bὝ243] óleafô, [bὩᴅn243] ómoonô, [din243] ósoilô, [phom243] óhairô, etc., whose respective initials are 

reconstructed as * b-, * bl-, * d-, and *ph- in Proto-Southwestern Tai, do not display the reflexes [v-] (for 

both * b- and * bl-), [l-] (for * d-), and [f-] (for *ph-), which characterize many varieties of Tai Daeng. 
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¶ Phonological characteristics (e.g., the reflex of the initial *Ὓ- and the reflex of the rhyme *-aὩ); 

¶ Lexical characteristics (e.g., Tai Meuayôs specific lexical items for óto goô, óto eatô, or óto doô); 

¶ Tonal characteristics (e.g., 123-4 split in columns displaying tone splits, especially in the A and 

C columns; B-DL coalescence; lack of splits in DS column; B4-C123 coalescence). 

For two of the tonal characteristics which have just been mentioned (B-DL coalescence, B4-C123 

coalescence), literature provides a counterexample with Onlaoôs 2010 study. 

3.4 Onlaoôs 2010 dissertation 

The Tai Meuay data in Onlaoôs study were elicited from a female speaker, aged 65, living in Namphao, 

a village on the outskirts of Lakxao City, where a bridge on the road from Lakxao to Nakai crosses the 

Namphao River. According to the information gathered in the area during this research, Namphao 

cannot be considered as a Tai Meuay location. However, as many Tai Meuay families have come to 

live in Lakxao City and the villages which belong to it (e.g., Nongpong and Sômsanouk), a few Tai 

Meuay speakers can be found in Namphao. 

The description of the tones which the author proposes for the Namphao variety is based on 

measurements of their fundamental frequency (F0) in the Hertz (Hz) scale, which she summarizes by 

giving a figure displaying the F0 curves of the tones in the appendix of her dissertation (Onlao 

2010a:189). Figure 4 shows a tone diagram for Namphao, with an interpretation, using tone numerals, 

of the tones in that variety. 

Figure 4: The tone diagram for Namphao Tai Meuay with tone numerals based on the F0 

measurements of the tones, as given by Onlao (2010a:189). 

 

The Namphao variety has five tones in the A, B, and C columns and two tones in the DL and DS 

columns. While a 123-4 split can be observed in A, B, and C, there are no splits in either DL or DS 

(DL1234 [324], DS1234 [35]). As we have a split in B (B123-4) and no split in DL (DL1234), there is 

no B-DL coalescence in this tone diagram (B Í DL). In addition, the tone shape in DL1234 [324] cannot 

be related to either the tone shape in B123 [442] or the tone shape in B4 [112]. When it comes to the 

tones in the B4 and C123 boxes, although the tones in B4 [112] and C123 [445] are rising tones, their 

tone numerals indicate quite different pitch heights, and there is no coalescence. A distinctive feature 

of this tone diagram, according to Onlao (2010a:86), is the B4-C4 coalescence (B4 [112] = C4 [112]). 

Could that B4-C4 coalescence noted for Namphao Tai Meuay possibly be used as a criterion when 

dealing with other varieties? In the tone diagram given for the Namphao variety, the sets of tonal 

features given as B4 = C4 and DS1234 are reflected by two types of shading. 

4  The investigation and the Tai Meuay language data of this research 
From October 2010 to May 2012, the author of this article was based in Kaysone Phomvihane City 

(Savannakhet Province, Laos) and had the opportunity to work on studentsô linguistic autobiographies 

together with a Lao instructor teaching French at Savannakhet University. Although the final article 
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dealing with that study focuses on Phu Thai students of the provinces of Khammouane and Savannakhet 

(Pacquement and Phongphanith 2012), four Tai Meuay students belonging to Bolikhamxay Province ï 

one from Khamkeuth District, two from Viengthong District, and one from Pakkading District ï 

participated at an earlier stage of the research and provided data. The student from Khamkeuth District 

provided a great deal of additional information about her village, Vangko, other villages in the 

surroundings, and the Tai Meuay language spoken there during in-depth interviews conducted in May 

2012 and further exchanges which took place later in December 2015. 

The author of this article eventually visited the region of Lakxao in July 2016 and could go and 

stay there again in November 2016, November 2017, and March 2018. He also visited a few locations 

in Viengthong District (November 2017) and Pakkading District (January 2020). Whereas in 

Khamkeuth District, as well as in some parts of Viengthong District, Tai Meuay is, as noted by 

Chamberlain (1984:68), ñquite widespreadò, in Pakkading District, Tai Meuay is spoken in a few 

villages only. 

This section discusses the data collected for this research. That data collection consisted of informal 

interviews, in which various topics, such as body parts, colors, kinship, nature, weather, as well as food 

gathering and cooking processes, were discussed. One purpose of those exchanges, which were 

recorded, was to elicit representative monosyllabic words for each of the twenty boxes in Gedneyôs tone 

diagram. Whenever such words appeared during the interviews, speakers were sooner or later invited 

to pronounce them in citation style at least two times. 

The data analysis showed both a language uniformity with respect to phonological and lexical 

features and a language diversity with respect to tonal features. The focus in this section is on tonal 

characteristics. The PRAAT program (Boersma and Weenink 2021) was used to obtain measurements 

of fundamental frequency for each tone in the monosyllabic words elicited from speakers. Auditory 

judgements by some speakers, those whom we could meet again to discuss the data after the tone 

analysis, were also taken into account. 

Map 1 shows both the locations whose varieties are dealt with in the literature (see section 3), i.e., 

Keng Bay (1), Nava (2), Phônsy (Khamkeuth) (3), Namphao (4), and the locations for whose varieties 

this article proposes tone diagrams, i.e., Phayat (5), Chomthong (6), Phônsy (Pakkading) (7), Thôngkhe 

(8), Nong-o (9), Hinngôn (10). 

Map 1: From google maps (https://www.google.com/maps) @2021 Google. 
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4.1 Phayat (Khamkeuth) 

The interview in Phayat Village, which took place in July 2016, was with a female speaker in her forties. 

The tone diagram for the variety she speaks is given in Figure 5. That speaker was interviewed again in 

March 2018. 

Figure 5: The tone diagram for Phayat Tai Meuay. 

 

The Phayat variety has five tones in the A, B, and C columns and three tones in the DL and DS columns. 

The 123-4 split is found in the columns displaying tone splits. The DS column, which has no split, has 

a rising tone (DS1234 [25]). On the basis of the measurements of the fundamental frequency obtained 

for the tones in the B123 and DL123 boxes, and in the B4 and DL4 boxes, there is a B-DL quasi-

coalescence: B å DL, with B123 [342] å DL123 [343], and B4 [125] å DL4 [124]. In addition, B4 

merges with C4 coalescence (B4 [125] = C4 [125]). The tones in B4 and C123 are both rising tones (B4 

[125] and C123 [245]), but their contours are different, and there is no coalescence. The last two tonal 

features (B4 = C4 and B4 Í C123) were confirmed by the speakerôs auditory judgement. Various types 

of shading in the tone diagram for Phayat reflect the following sets of tonal features: B å DL (with B123 

å DL123, B4 å DL4), B4 = C4, and DS1234. 

4.2 Chomthong (Viengthong) 

The interview in Chomthong, nowadays the headquarters of the subdistrict bearing the same name in 

Viengthong District, took place in November 2017 with a female speaker in her forties. Figure 6 shows 

the tone diagram for the variety she speaks. 

Figure 6: The tone diagram for Chomthong Tai Meuay. 

 

The tone numbers in the B4 and C4 boxes (B4 [334] å C4 [335]) and the F0 measurements represented 

in [334] and [335] being close to each other, the 6 tones in the A, B, and C columns turn out to be five; 

and there are three tones in the DL and DS columns. Then, the tone splits and mergers in the tone 
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diagram for Chomthong can be related to those displayed in the tone diagram for Phayat. Tone shapes, 

however, are different. For example, the tone in the DS column is a low-level one (DS1234 [22]). When 

considering the B-DL coalescence, we have B123 [541] = DL123 [541], and B4 [334] = DL4 [334] for 

Chomthong, as opposed to B123 [342] å DL123 [343], and B4 [125] å DL4 [124] for Phayat. As for 

the tones in B4 and C123, they have different contours (B4 [334] Í C123 [55]) in Chomthong, and there 

is no coalescence. The various types of shading displayed in the tone diagram for Chomthong reflect 

the sets of tonal features summarized as B = DL (B123 = DL123, B4 = DL4), B4 å C4, DS1234. 

4.3 Phônsy (Pakkading) 

With respect to Phônsy (Pakkading), this article takes into account the varieties spoken by two speakers. 

The first speaker who provided data is a former student of the National University of Laos in her 

twenties. She left her native place, Phônsy (Pakkading), at the age of 10, and then lived in another part 

of Bolikhamxay Province (Thaphabat District), where Lao varieties are spoken, but her family 

continued to speak the Tai Meuay of Phônsy (Pakkading). She was interviewed in August 2018 at 

Nongkhai (Thailand), where some of her relatives run a restaurant. The tone diagram for the variety she 

speaks is given in Figure 7. 

Figure 7: The first tone diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading) Tai Meuay. 

 

This first tone diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading) has five tones in the A, B, and C columns and three 

tones in the DL and DS columns. Although the concerned speaker has lived in Lao-speaking 

environments since the age of 10, her tone diagram displays a 123-4 split in the A, B, C, and DL 

columns, the columns which have tone splits. Lao being characterized by quite different splits in the A 

and C columns (A1-23-4, C1-234), the language she spoke during the interview was definitely not Lao. 

As the tone diagram for her variety can be related to the tone diagrams for the Tai Meuay varieties of 

Phayat and Chomthong discussed above, it can be inferred that she still speaks Tai Meuay. The tone in 

the DS column is a mid-level one (DS1234 [33]). When it comes to the B and DL columns, which both 

display a 123-4 split (B123-4 and DL123-4), measurements of the fundamental frequency for the tones 

in the B and DL columns support a B-DL quasi-coalescence (B å DL): the tones in the B123 and DL123 

boxes are both falling tones, albeit with different tone numbers (B123 [553], DL123 [441]); as for the 

tones in the B4 and DL4 boxes, they can be more easily related to each other (B4 [335] å DL4 [325]). 

As in Phayat, B4 merges with C4 (B4 [335] = C4 [335]). One will further note that, in this first tone 

diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading), the tone in the B4 box, a mid-rising tone, can be compared with the 

tone in the C123 box (B4 [335], C123 [445]). However, we could not meet that speaker again to 

determine whether there could be a merger. In order to clearly show the relationship of this first tone 

diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading) to the tone diagrams for Phayat and Chomthong, the types of shading 

it displays reflect only the following three sets of tonal features: B å DL (B123 å DL123, B4 å DL4), 

B4 = C4, and DS1234. As for the rather complex tone in the A123 box (A123 [5214]), which is 

characterized by a voice quality feature, pressed voice, in the third quarter of its duration, it actually 

brings us to the second tone diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading). 
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The second speaker who provided data for the variety spoken in Phônsy (Pakkading) variety is a female 

speaker in her fifties whose family seems not to be related to that of the first speaker. The interview 

took place in January 2020 in the village of Phônsy (Pakkading) itself. Figure 8 shows the tone diagram 

for the variety she speaks. 

Figure 8: The second tone diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading) Tai Meuay. 

 

This second tone diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading) has six tones in the A, B, and C columns and three 

tones in the DL and DS columns. The tone in the DS column is a low-falling and rising tone (DS1234 

[212]). There is a B-DL quasi-coalescence (B å DL), both columns displaying the same split (B123-4 

and DL123-4), and, whether one considers the tones in the B123 and DL123 boxes or those in the B4 

and DL4 boxes, the two tones in each pair can be related to each other (B123 [54] å DL123 [53], B4 

[214] å DL4 [213]). This tone diagram lacks the B4-C4 coalescence (B4 [214] Í C4 [112]). 

Furthermore, unlike the previous tone diagram for the same location, the two rising tones in the B4 and 

C123 boxes have different contours (B4 [214] Í C123 [35]), and there seems to be no coalescence. The 

tone mergers and splits in this second tone diagram for Phônsy (Pakkading) thus appear to be of the 

same type as the ones in Chamberlainôs tone diagram for Keng Bay Tai Meuay. Accordingly, the 

various types of shading it displays reflect the sets of tonal features given as B å DL (with B123 å 

DL123, B4 å DL4) and DS1234. When it comes to the tone in the A123 box (A123 [5413]), this second 

speaker is found to pronounce it with the same voice quality feature as the previous speaker. That voice 

quality feature, pressed voice, occurring in both cases in the third quarter of the tone duration, appears 

to be a distinctive characteristic of the variety spoken in Phônsy (Pakkading). 

4.4 Thôngkhe 

A more intriguing tone diagram is the one for Thôngkhe Tai Meuay in Figure 9. The interview, which 

took place in July 2016, was with a male speaker in his fifties. That speaker was interviewed again in 

November 2017 and March 2018. 

The Thôngkhe variety has nine tones in the A, B, and C columns and three tones in the DL and DS 

columns. As expected, there is only one tone in each of the A4, B123, B4, C123, DL123, DL4, and 

DS1234 boxes. However, the A123 box contains three tones, and the C4 box two tones. The three tones 

in the A123 box can be found in A1, A2, and A3 words, as well as with all the possible initial consonants 

of A1, A2, and A3 words. Each of the two tones in the C4 box can be found with the initials associated 

with C4 words. 
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Figure 9: The tone diagram for Thôngkhe Tai Meuay. 

 

With respect to the tone mergers and splits, the tone diagram for Thôngkhe displays the same pattern 

as the tone diagram proposed by Chamberlain for Keng Bay Tai Meuay. The DS column having no 

splits, its tone is a rising one (DS1234 [34]), as in the Keng Bay and Phayat varieties. There is a B-DL 

quasi-coalescence (B å DL), for which we have a B123-DL123 coalescence (B123 [343] = DL123 

[343]), and a B4-C4 quasi-coalescence (B4 [225] å DL4 [235]). While the tone numbers in the B4 and 

C123 boxes (B4 [225], C123 [35]) could have supported a kind of coalescence, the speakerôs auditory 

judgement did not support it. When he was invited to listen to B4 and C123 words, such as [ka:B4] ócost, 

feeô and [ka:C2] óyoung plantô, [Ὤa:B4] ópaternal grandmotherô and [Ὤa:C1] ógrassô, [mὝΈjB4] óto be tiredô 

and [mὝΈjC1] óMeuayô,24 which he himself had pronounced several times in citation form in previous 

interviews, he always identified them correctly. As for the tones in the B4 and C4 boxes, they have 

quite different contours. The various types of shading displayed in the tone diagram for Thôngkhe Tai 

Meuay reflect the tonal features given as B = DL (with B123 = DL123, B4 å DL4) and DS1234. 

In order to explain the three tones ([51], [423], and [113]) in the A123 box,25 we propose to start 

from the tone identified by Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkum (1998:285ï286) for the same box (A123 

[243]). Consisting of a rising part and a falling part, that toneôs contour is frequent in many Tai Daeng 

varieties for words in the A123 box. 

¶ In the speech of the speaker interviewed in Thôngkhe, the rising part being either very short or 

absent, the falling tone, high falling in his speech [51], makes sense. 

¶ In what might be a secondary development, the second half of that falling tone can become 

slightly rising, hence the second tone shape [423], also found in the A123 box of Chamberlainôs 

tone diagram for Keng Bay Tai Meuay. 

¶ Although a tone in the A123 box consisting only of the rising part of the tone shape [243] could 

not be found in the Tai Meuay varieties which were investigated, there is such a rising tone in the 

A123 box of the tone diagram we give for a Tai Thaeng variety that could be investigated during 

this research (see Figure 10). However, the rising tone in the A123 box of the variety spoken by 

the speaker of Thôngkhe (A123 [113]) is much lower than the one we have in the Tai Thaeng 

variety (A123 [245]). 

 

The case of the C4 box is a case for which one cannot focus on F0 measurements only. The two tone 

shapes we find in the C4 box ([41ᾐ] and [425]) can be found in some Tai Daeng dialects as well. Many 

 
24  As the concerned speaker pronounces the ethnonym óMeuayô either [mὩajC1] or [mὝΈjC1] ï whether he uses 

that word in natural speech or pronounces it in citation form ï, the parts of the recordings he was invited to 

listen to in order to identify [mὝΈjB4] óto be tiredô and [mὝΈjC1] óMeuayô were only the parts in which he was 

pronouncing [mὝΈjC1]. 
25  These three tones in the A123 box are not specific to the speech of that speaker only and actually concern 

other speakers of all generations in that particular area, including the female student from Vangko mentioned 

at the beginning of section 4. 
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Tai Daeng varieties spoken in Houaphanh and Thanh Hóa have a falling tone in the C4 box, and that 

tone can be found to be slightly glottalized. For Tai Meuay, Chamberlain gives a low-falling tone in the 

C4 box of his tone diagram for the Keng Bay type (C4 [221]), its second half being characterized by a 

creakiness. In the variety spoken by the speaker of Thôngkhe, we have a high falling tone with a slight 

glottal constriction [41ᾐ]. When the glottal constriction is absent, the second half of the tone becomes 

rising, hence the contour in the falling-rising tone [425]. 

Focusing on the two falling tones in the C4 boxes of the tone diagrams for the Keng Bay (C4 [221]) 

and Th¹ngkhe varieties (C4 [41ᾐ]), one will note that such a tone shape in C4, which cannot be found 

in the tone diagrams for other Tai Meuay varieties, appears to be specific to the Tai Meuay varieties of 

Thôngkhe and Keng Bay. However, we find a similar contour for the tone in the C4 box, with the same 

tone numbers as those in our interpretation for Keng Bay Tai Meuay (see Figure 2), in the Tai Thaeng 

variety investigated in Nong-o Village,26 whose tone diagram is given in Figure 10 for comparison. The 

Tai Thaeng data on which it is based were elicited from a male speaker in his forties during an interview 

which took place in November 2017. 

Figure 10: The tone diagram for Nong-o Tai Thaeng. 

 

This tone diagram will not be discussed in detail. We will simply note that, with a B-DL quasi-

coalescence and the lack of splits in the DS column, the tone mergers and splits in this particular Tai 

Thaeng variety have the same pattern as those in the Tai Meuay varieties spoken in Keng Bay and 

Thôngkhe. However, such a proximity can only highlight the main difference between the former (Tai 

Thaeng) and the latter two (Tai Meuay) varieties: the tone diagram available to us for Thai Thaeng is 

precisely characterized by a B4-C123-DL4 coalescence, supported by tone numbers and the F0 

measurements they represent. When it comes to Tai Meuay varieties, the use of the PRAAT program 

and speakersô auditory judgements could not support an indisputable B4-C123 merger in any Tai Meuay 

variety. In the tone diagram for Nong-o Tai Thaeng, the sets of tonal features given as B å DL (B123 å 

DL123, B4 = DL4), B4 = C123 = DL4, and DS1234 are reflected by three types of shading. 

4.5 Hinngôn 

The last tone diagram discussed in this article is the one for Hinngôn, a village belonging to Naxouang 

Subdistrict in Viengthong District.27 The interview in Hinngôn took place in November 2017 with a 

female speaker in her forties. Figure 11 shows the tone diagram for the variety she speaks. 

 
26  The ethnonym and language name óThaengô ([thὑ:ǼA1]) is spelled óThanhô in accounts dealing with ethnic 

groups and Tai dialects in Vietnam (see section 1). When it comes to Khamkeuth District, Tai Thaeng, a dialect 

of the P group, is mainly spoken in a few villages around Nape and Nong-o. Outside that area, Tai Thaeng is 

also spoken near Thôngkhe in Nathone Village. 
27  From Khamkeuth District to Xiengkhouang Province, Naxouang is the first subdistrict of Viengthong District. 
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Figure 11: The tone diagram for Hinngôn Tai Meuay. 

 

The Hinngôn variety has five tones in the A, B, and C columns and two tones in the DL and DS columns. 

The main difficulty with this tone diagram lies in the B and DL columns. On the basis of the F0 

measurements for the tones in those two columns, we obtain a first tone for B1, B2, B3, a second one 

for B4, and a third one for DL1, DL2, DL3, DL4. Their tone numbers being [41], [42], [442] 

respectively, could there be some kind of coalescence? 

As the author of this article could not visit Hinngôn again to meet the concerned speaker and further 

assess the relationship between the three tones in the B123, B4, and DL1234 boxes, we must first take 

a close look at the F0 measurements which the tone numbers given in the tone diagram represent. 

¶ The tone numbers [41] for the B123 box represent a tone whose starting point is 265Hz.28 During 

its first quarter, the F0 curve rises to reach a change point (284Hz). Then, from the second quarter 

to the last quarter, it gradually falls to 197Hz. 

¶ The tone numbers [42] for the B4 box represent a tone with a similar contour. The F0 curve first 

rises from 266Hz to 277Hz, the latter value of the F0 being reached in the middle of the second 

quarter. Then it falls to a comparatively higher end point (234Hz). 

¶ The tone numbers [442] in the DL1234 box represent a tone whose F0 curve rises from 276Hz to 

294Hz during its first half. Its change point is in the exact middle of the F0 curve, and it then 

gradually falls during its second half to 249Hz. 

 

Taking into account the significant difference between the falling part of the tone in the B123 box (with 

a F0 falling from 284Hz to 197Hz) and that of the tone in B4 (with a F0 falling from 277Hz to 234Hz), 

one can reasonably conclude that there is no coalescence between these two tones. In addition, with a 

split in B (B123-4) and no split in DL (DL1234), there is definitely no B-DL coalescence (B Í DL). 

One will also note the following tonal features: B4-C4 coalescence (B4 [42] = C4 [42]), no B4-C123 

coalescence (B4 [42] Í C123 [344]), and lack of splits in DS column (DS1234 [34]). On the basis of 

the tone mergers and splits, the tone diagram for Hinngôn can thus be compared with the one which 

was created for the Namphao variety studied by Onlao (2010a). 

However, when one takes into account the tone contours in the B123, B4, DL1234 boxes of both 

tone diagrams, such a comparison based only on tone mergers and splits seems to have its limits. 

¶ In Sasithorn Onlaoôs study, the three tones in the B123, B4, and DL1234 boxes have completely 

different contours (B123 [442], B4 [112], DL1234 [324]) and cannot be related to one another. 

¶ With respect to the tone diagram for Hinngôn, although F0 measurements do not support a 

coalescence between the tones in the B123, B4, and DL1234 boxes, especially between the tone 

in the B123 box and the tone in the B4 box, their tone shapes are comparable, because all these 

 
28  As for other varieties, Yuen Ren Chaoôs five-point pitch scale was applied to all the F0 measurements which 

were obtained for the tones of that speaker, those measurements ranging from 197Hz (end point of the tone in 

the B123 box [41]) to 330 Hz (end point of the tone in the A123 box [225]). 
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three tones are falling or at least have a significant falling part (B123 [41], in B4 [42], and in 

DL1234 [442]). 

 

With such similarities of the tones in the B123, B4, and DL1234 boxes, the tone diagram for Hinngôn 

appears to have some relation to the tone diagram proposed by Chamberlain for Nava. It should 

nevertheless be borne in mind that the Nava tone diagram shows a B-DL coalescence, with no splits in 

the B and DL columns, and does not have a B4-C4 coalescence.  

Accordingly, the various types of shading displayed in the tone diagram given for Hinngôn Tai 

Meuay reflect the sets of tonal features given as falling tones with different tone numbers in B123, B4, 

and DL1234 (three shades of the same color), B4 = DL4, and DS1234. 

5  The speakersô perspective: ethnographic and sociolinguistic information 
This research was also an opportunity to listen to speakersô views on their ethnic group and language. 

5.1 Ethnographic information: óTai Meuay Katip Nyeuô and óTai Meuay Katip Noiô 

Tai Meuay speakers in Khamkeuth District, especially those in the area surrounding Lakxao City, 

identify two main groups of Tai Meuay: the óTai Meuay Katip Nyeuô ï [tajA4 mὩajC1 ka  ti:pDL2 ὬὝ:B1] 

ï and the óTai Meuay Katip Noiô ï [tajA4 mὩajC1 ka  ti:pDL2 nὉ:jC4]. These designations refer to the size 

([ὬὝ:B1] óbig, largeô, [nὉ:jC4] smallô) of a basket called [ka  ti:pDL2], which Tai Meuay women carry on 

their backs using a forehead band.29 

With respect to the speakers whose varieties were taken into account for the tone analysis proposed 

in the preceding section, all of them, but the one interviewed in Chomthong (Viengthong District),30 

clearly stated that they belong to one of these two groups. 

¶ The male speaker interviewed in Thôngkhe (Khamkeuth District) is a Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu. 

More generally, in the surroundings of Thôngkhe, Tai Meuay are Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu. 

¶ The female speaker interviewed in Hinngôn (Viengthong District) stated that her family and her 

husbandôs family are Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu, and that there are Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu in the 

surrounding area. 

¶ The female speaker interviewed in Phayat (Khamkeuth District) is a Tai Meuay Katip Noi. The 

Tai Meuay in Lakxao City, as well as in the area of Thôngkhe, say that Phayat Village is the only 

Tai Meuay Katip Noi location in Khamkeuth District. 

¶ The two female speakers interviewed for the variety spoken in Phônsy (Pakkading) are Tai Meuay 

Katip Noi. Other villages near Phônsy (Pakkading), such as Phônxay (Pakkading), Nakhuanai 

and Nakhuanok, also have Tai Meuay speakers. However, only a few speakers in that area say 

they are Tai Meuay Katip Noi. Others know and use only the designation óTai Meuayô. 

 

This research did not investigate possible linguistic differences between Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu 

varieties on the one hand and Tai Meuay Katip Noi varieties on the other. The fact that the tone diagram 

for Hinngôn is very different from the one for Thôngkhe, with speakers being Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu 

in both locations, suggests that it may be actually difficult to identify common features for at least the 

Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu varieties. We will simply say that the varieties spoken by the two groups are 

mutually intelligible. As for the differences mentioned by individual speakers, they are related to their 

auditory perception of a few segmental features (e.g., length of syllables) and prosodic features (e.g., 

sentence intonation) rather than to the use of specific lexical items. 

 
29  The Tai Daeng have the same basket and refer to it in the same way. A similar basket, called [ka  dὝ:pDL3], is 

used by both the Tai Meuay and the Tai Daeng, but the weaving is slightly different, and the [ka  dὝ:pDL3] is 

generally of a larger size than the [ka  ti:pDL2]. 
30  Talking about Chomthong and the Tai Meuay of that area, that speaker did not refer to the Tai Meuay Katip 

Nyeu and the Tai Meuay Katip Noi. When asked specifically about those two designations, she said that she 

had never heard them. 
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5.2 Sociolinguistic information: óTai Meuay D¹ngô and óTai Meuay Laoô 

When the author of this article visited the village of Phônsy (Khamkeuth) in November 2017, Tai Meuay 

speakers there, who are Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu as in Thôngkhe Village, explained that they identify 

two ways of speaking Tai Meuay. 

¶ The first way is called óTai Meuay D¹ngô, the term [doǼA3] referring to forest areas. It is the way 

Tai Meuay speak their dialect in their original locations, which are supposed to be in remote areas. 

¶ The second way is called óTai Meuay Laoô. It is the way Tai Meuay Katip Noi and some Tai 
Meuay Katip Nyeu speak their language when they live with Lao people. 

 

The distinction between these two ways of speaking Tai Meuay was later confirmed by speakers 

belonging to other villages, such as Thôngkhe and Vangko. 

According to Tai Meuay speakers in Phônsy (Khamkeuth), Thôngkhe and Vangko, Tai Meuay Lao 

is spoken by all the Tai Meuay Katip Noi, such as those of Phayat Village in Khamkeuth District and 

those living in Pakkading District. It is also spoken by Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu in villages located on the 

main roads, such as Phônxay (Khamkeuth), a Tai Meuay village on the main road from Lakxao to Nakai 

where Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu are said to speak Tai Meuay Lao.31 

While only some Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu actually speak Tai Meuay Dông, many of them live in 

the area comprising the villages of Phônsy (Khamkeuth), Thôngkhe, and Vangko. Tai Meuay Katip 

Nyeu speaking Tai Meuay Dông in that area say that they originate from a village called Namuong.32 It 

will be noted that, although villages such as Phônsy (Khamkeuth), Thôngkhe, Vangko, and others are 

not on the main road between Lakxao and Nakai, they are rather recent locations.33 

With respect to the two ways of speaking Tai Meuay referred to as Tai Meuay Dông and Tai Meuay 

Lao, their difference is mainly related to word choice. One aspect of the difference between the Tai 

Meuay Dông and Tai Meuay Lao ways of speaking involves the use of pronouns. Tai Meuay varieties 

have the following first- and second-person pronouns: [ᾐemC3] and [ka:A4] óIô, [thawA4] and [mὩǼA4] 

óyouô. 

¶ A speaker uses [ᾐemC3] óIô to mean that he or she does not enjoy a high status. That speaker will 

then use [mὩǼA4] óyouô with a person of a higher status and [thawA4] with a person of equal or 

lower status. 

¶ A speaker uses [ka:A4] óIô when he or she wants to stress his or her higher status. That speaker 

will then use [mὩǼA4] óyouô with a person of the same status and [thawA4] with a person of lower 

status. 

 

While people speaking in the Tai Meuay Dông way use all those four pronouns, those who speak the 

Tai Meuay Lao way still use the four pronouns, but they tend to avoid [ka:A4] óIô, [thawA4] and [mὩǼA4] 

óyouô, especially with outsiders. 

Another aspect of the difference between the Tai Meuay Dông and Tai Meuay Lao ways of 

speaking concerns the use of a few lexical items. Here are two examples. 

¶ For órainô, we have [fὝnA1] in Tai Meuay Dông (as in Tai Daeng) and [fonA1] in Tai Meuay Lao 

(as in Lao). 

 
31  Tai Meuay Lao should not be considered as a recent development of the Tai Meuay language: a speaker of 

Phônsy (Khamkeuth) in his fifties recalled he was born in another village, Nakhua, now an abandoned location, 

where the way of speaking was already identified as Tai Meuay Lao forty years ago. 
32  Namuong is located on a gravel path which starts in Wangko and ends in the vicinity of Nape. From Namuong, 

there is a pathway to Vietnam, and walking to Vietnam is said to take three hours. However, the only official 

checkpoint in the area is the one on the road from Lakxao to the border via Nape. 
33  The Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu speaking Tai Meuay Dông who came to live in Phônsy (Khamkeuth) live with 

some Tai Meuay Katip Nyeu speaking Tai Meuay Lao, themselves from other villages. As for the Tai Meuay 

Katip Nyeu speaking Tai Meuay Dông who came to live in villages such as Thôngkhe and Vangko, they live 

with other Tai groups, the most prominent one being the Tai Bo (Chamberlain 1984:81ï82; 1996:11ï12). 
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¶ For ócalf (of the leg)ô, we have [pi:A2 khὑ:ǼB4] in Tai Meuay Dông, the form [pi:A2] being specific 

to Tai Meuay, and [bi:A3 khὑ:ǼB4] in Tai Meuay Lao (as in Lao). 

6  Conclusion: the position of Tai Meuay in the Southwestern Tai branch of the Tai 
language family 
In presenting the Tai Meuay language data from this research, this article has focused on tonal 

characteristics. Although the tonal features discussed in section 4 suggest a linguistic diversity of Tai 

Meuay in the area considered for this study, all the tone diagrams proposed for Tai Meuay varieties 

display both a 123-4 split in columns displaying tone splits and an absence of splits in their DS columns, 

giving a first glimpse of a Tai Meuay language uniformity. With regard to the phonological and lexical 

characteristics identified in the literature, they were found in all the locations which were investigated 

without significant variation, suggesting a more consistent Tai Meuay language uniformity. While the 

previous sections of this article left out phonological and lexical features, they will now be taken into 

account in this conclusion, which focuses on the position of Tai Meuay in the Southwestern Tai branch 

of the Tai language family. 

In Chamberlainôs 1984 account, as well as in Kullavanijaya and L-Thongkumôs 1998 article, Tai 

Meuay is posited as a dialect of the P group related to Tai Daeng. The data elicited for this research 

confirm that Tai Meuay varieties are to be related to Tai Daeng. The main arguments for that placement 

are the following: the absence of splits in the DS column; the reflex [kh-] of the initial *Ὓ-; the reflex of 

the rhyme reconstructed as *-aὩ. 

¶ Tone systems of all the Tai Meuay varieties dealt with in the literature (section 3) as well as in 

this research (section 4) exhibit a tonal coalescence in the DS column. According to Chamberlain 

(1984:67), ñlack of splits in DS column seems to be areal feature of the Hua Phan dialectsò. As 

Tai Daeng dialects in Thanh Hóa Province (data elicited by the author of this article) are also 

characterized by a tonal coalescence in the DS column, it is reasonable to assume that it is a Tai 

Daeng feature. 

¶ When it comes to initial consonants, Chamberlain (1984:66) notes the reflexes [k-] and  [tὊ-] in 

Tai Meuay for words reconstructed with the initials *g- and *dᾍ- respectively. Tai Meuay varieties 

share those reflexes with other languages belonging to the P group of the Southwestern Tai branch 

in the Tai family. However, in the P group, the reflex [kh-] in words reconstructed with the initial 

*Ὓ- characterizes Tai Daeng, such as [kᾪὑΈǼB4] ólower leg, shinô, in contrast with [kὑΈǼB4] in Tai 

Yo and Tai Dam. The Tai Daeng reflex of the initial *Ὓ- is found in all the Tai Meuay varieties 

studied in this research.34 

¶ When it comes to the rhyme reconstructed as *-aὩ, Chamberlain (1984:66) notes that the Tai 

Meuay reflex is [Ὕ:]. As Tai Daeng and Tai Yo have the same reflex [Ὕ:] for the rhyme *-aὩ, it 

helps separate Tai Daeng, Tai Yo, and dialects related to both languages, from languages such as 

Tai Dam, in which the rhyme is [-aὩ]. In connection with the rhyme *-aὩ, the cognate of the Tai 

Dam interrogative [daὩA3] ówhichô is [lὝ:A4] in both Tai Daeng and Tai Yo. All the Tai Meuay 

varieties mentioned in this article have the reflex [Ὕ:] for the rhyme *-aὩ and use the interrogative 

[lὝ:A4] of Tai Daeng and Tai Yo. 

 

Tai Meuay has been related to Tai Yo, as in the Pangloss Collection (https://pangloss.cnrs.fr/), and to 

Tai Dam, as in Glottolog 4.3 (https://glottolog.org/). However, neither the Pangloss Collection nor 

Glottolog 4.3 have given references with supporting arguments. The relationship of Tai Meuay with 

 
34  Considering the initial consonant [kh-] in Tai Daeng and in Tai Meuay varieties leads to another important 

difference of Tai Daeng and Tai Meuay with Tai Yo. While Tai Yo lexical items such as [ha:wA1] ówhiteô, 

[hawC1] óenterô, or [hὑ:nA1] óarmô have the initial consonant [h-], their cognates in Tai Daeng and in Tai Meuay 

varieties are [kha:wA1], [khawC1], and [khὑ:nA1]. As a matter of fact, words whose initials were reconstructed 

by Li Fang-kuei (1977) as *x- or *kh-, and later by Pittayawat Pittayaporn (2009) as *x-, *ɢ-, or *q-, are never 

found to display in Tai Daeng and Tai Meuay varieties the initial [h-], a reflex specific to Tai Yo and other 

Tai dialects of Ngh֓ An and Bolikhamxay related to Tai Yo such as Mène. 
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Tai Dam, which appears to be only a relationship between languages belonging to the P group, might 

be based on Vietnamese scholarsô accounts linking Tai Meuay with a location in the Tai Dam area: 

ñMuong Muoi, which today belongs to the district of Thuan Chau, province Son Laò (Vi 1996:32). 

Even if Tai Meuay varieties are definitely to be related to Tai Daeng, they appear to have a kind 

of relationship with Tai Yo and other Tai dialects of Ngh֓ An and Bolikhamxay which can be related 

to Tai Yo. That relationship, which can be described in terms of language contacts, mainly involves 

lexical items. 

¶ Verbs: [ki:A4] óeatô, [pa:A4] ógoô, [pe:A4] óbeô, [ a:A4] ótakeô, [ e:A4] ódoô. 

¶ Pronouns: [ka:A4] óIô, [sa:A4] óhe, she, itô. It will be noted that, although Tai Meuay shares [ka:A4] 

as a pronominal word with Tai Yo, [ka:A4] has a different use in Tai Yo and expresses reciprocity. 

¶ Other items shared by Tai Meuay varieties and Tai Yo: [ ukDS3 ikDS3] óbrainô, in contrast 

with [ὑ:kDL3] in Tai Daeng; a tense marker expressing the future tense ([khamC1]); the pluralizer 

[mὩajC1], which in that case tends to be pronounced [mὝΈjC1]; the phrase referring to the moon 

[ma:kDL1 bὩanA3], as against [to:A2 bὩanA3] in Tai Daeng. 

 

In contrast with the relationship of Tai Meuay with Tai Yo and other Tai dialects of Ngh֓ An and 

Bolikhamxay related to Tai Yo, the relationship of Tai Meuay with Tai Daeng appears to be a deep 

linguistic and ethnolinguistic relationship. Chamberlain (1984:68) makes the following remark. 

ñThe lineage names are identical to those of the Red Tai. There is a red band around the top of the 

womanôs sarong which is worn tied above the breasts, also like the Red Tai.ò 

 

This article has noted that the Tai Meuay share with the Tai Daeng the basket called [ka  ti:pDL2]. A 

last example of that deep relationship is the fact that both Tai Daeng and Tai Meuay share a lexical 

particularity: they use different words for the lexical item ómotherô ([ e:C4] in Tai Daeng, [me:C4] in all 

Tai Meuay varieties) on the one hand and to refer to female animals ([mὑ:B4]) on the other. In Lao and 

most Tai languages spoken in Laos, the form [mὑ:B4] is used for both meanings. 
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Abstract:  
This paper continues ideas introduced by Sidwell (2020) concerning Austroasiatic 

prehistory and the Neolithic transformation in Mainland Southeast Asia to propose a 

fundamentally new vision of the AA dispersal. I speculatively propose that a significant 

proportion of early AA speakers were oriented to estuarine environmentsðas opposed to 

inland or upland ones as has been commonly assumed. I abandon my earlier (Sidwell 2009, 

2010 and elsewhere) proposed AA homeland on the middle Mekong, in favor of a Red 

River Delta locus of dispersal, from which settlers emigrated variously upstream (Northern 

AA speakers) and coastally around Indo-China to the Malay peninsula and India. This 

coastal movement may have been facilitated by improved watercraft, perhaps mediated by 

interaction with early Austronesians. The hypothesis is consistent with the aquatic 

component in the early AA lexicon (Blench 2018), and the emerging archaeological 

indications of the coastal spread of Neolithic rice farmers. 

 

Keywords: Austroasiatic, homeland, migration, reconstruction 

ISO 639-3 codes: vie, kuf, bru, bdq, sti, lbo, kjg, mlf, puo, pll, vbm, mnw, cbn, khm, 

cog, khr, pcj, srb 

1  Introduction: the AA homeland reviewed  
Over the past century or so, many ideas about the Austroasiatic (AA) homeland and migrations have 

been expounded, with sharply conflicting assumptions, and reliance on divergent kinds of evidence. 

Below, we briefly survey the range of proposals, before moving on to the new hypothesis. The extant 

range of AA homeland proposals are grouped below into seven broad categories, based on the 

geographical assumptions and the kinds of evidence regarded as significant. These are listed as follows: 

 

1) Central China: It may be assumed that as Neolithic cereal farmers, AA correlates with ancient rice 

domestication about the middle Yangtze, potentially in relation to other Asian language families. The 

idea is particularly associated with the observation by Norman & Mei (1976) that the name of the 

Yangtze River in ancient Chinese resembles a generic AA word for óriverô (although the thrust of the 

N&M paper favors a Southern China hypothesis). Scholars such as Starosta (2005), Sagart (2003, 2011) 

and others, have posited a general origin of Asian languages in central China, citing broad typological 

correlations between multiple families: 

The shared linguistic typology just described can be due to a very old genetic relationship between 

AA and STAN1 [é] or to diffusion. In either case, a period of geographical closeness between 

languages ancestral to AA and STAN must be assumed.  

(Sagart 2011:355) 

 

While the broad explanatory power of the central China hypothesis also partly explains its 

attractiveness, no convincing body of lexical coincidences has emerged to support the hypothesis. 

 

 
1  STAN = Sino-Tibetan-Austronesian. 
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2) SW China: This model puts AA inland and upland, at or near the convergence of the great rivers 

emerging out of Tibet: the Salween, Mekong, Yangtze/Jinsha. The basic assumption is that communities 

migrated downstream to their present locations; ostensibly reasonable as it potentially explains the 

movement of AA speakers into both Indo-China and Eastern India. It is articulated by Blust (1996) and 

Peiros (2011), in particular. 

 

3) Southern China: The region of Yunnan, Guangdong, Guangxi, and Fujian were inhabited by Yue or 

barbarians, later variously absorbed or driven south by the Chinese since Han times. The hypothesis 

was particularly supported by Norman & Mei (1976) comparing a handful of Yue and Chinese words 

with AA etyma; although a widely cited paper, the claims were essentially refuted by Sagart (2008). 

Schuessler (2006) controversially proposes hundreds of Chinese-Khmer lexical parallels (ignoring 

advances in AA reconstruction), suggesting that AA speakers were present in southern China and 

maybe as far north as Shandong. The southern China hypothesis is also supported by archaeologists and 

geneticists (e.g., Bellwood 2021, Higham 2021, Lipson et.al. 2018, McColl et. al. 2018) as evidence is 

strongly emerging that cereal agriculture came into Indo-China from southern China during the 

Neolithic. 

 

4) Indo-China (central or northern): The diversity of AA branches in Indo-China, with half the family 

more or less along the Mekong, suggests a locus of origin and riverine dispersal vectors (e.g., Sidwell 

2009, Sidwell & Blench 2011). Forms of the hypothesis go back to Schmidtôs (1906) Austric proposal, 

which saw the overlap of AA and Chamic as indicating dispersal of Austric from Indo-China. 

Historically, northern Indo-China overlaps with Yue China, and the Red River Delta is ambiguous in 

this respect, so a hard line is not drawn between these here. Any hypotheses reliant on interpretation of 

language geography and diversity are dependent on phylogeny, and this remains controversial in regard 

to AA. 

 

5) Bay of Bengal coast~hinterland: The center of diversity argument shifts eastward when one places 

special emphasis on Munda as a primary branch, and this is proposed by van Driem (2001, 2007) and 

Diffloth (2005, 2009). These scholars also note that the environment around the Bay of Bengal includes 

animals and plants indicated in the proto-AA lexicon, as well as giving medial proximity to both India 

and Indo-China. Presumably the locus ranges from the Ganges-Brahmaputra delta to the Irrawaddy 

Delta, and the Patkai Range in between. Although appealing on grounds of simplicity, this hypothesis 

lacks archaeological or other interdisciplinary support.  

 

6) Eastern India: Among South Asia-oriented scholars there has been a strong tendency to identify 

India as the homeland of AA, and the Munda as an especially ancient population there. For example, 

Peterson (2017) makes a typological case that AA constitutes a prehistoric substrate in the eastern half 

of northern South Asia, investigating substrate hypotheses that go back to Kuiper (1948). Van Driem 

(2001) characterizes Munda as the most linguistically conservative AA branch, echoing Pinnowôs 

(1963, 1966) discussions of Munda morphology and confidence that proto-AA was extensively 

prefixing and suffixing. Typological arguments have been taken further, with Donegan & Stampe 

(1983, 2002, 2004) arguing that Munda independently shifted in grammatical and rhythmic structure, 

and: 

This suggests that the Austroasiatic people may have dispersed from South Asia rather than South-

East Asia, and the shift of Munda from rising to falling rhythm, after the eastern language had moved 

eastward, may have been the cause rather than the effect of the profound polarization of South and 

South-East Asian language structures.  

(Donegan & Stampe 2004:27) 

 

However, the typological arguments have been strongly challenged recently (see, for example Anderson 

2020, Jora & Anderson, this volume) and great antiquity of Munda in India is open to challenge. 
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7) Punjab: Witzel (1999 etc.) has argued that Vedic shows signs of a local substrate with AA features 

(especially particular prefixes), which he calls ñPara-Mundaò and regards as an ancient AA language, 

implying AA speakers in the Punjab. He also speculates that an AA may have influenced language in 

the Himalayas and eastern Afghanistan and had links to Sumarian. He speculates, ñIf indeed so, the 

speakers of (Para-)Austro-Asiatic would have been builders of a number of great civilizations, from 

Mesopotamia to Pakistan/India, Burma and Cambodia.ò (Witzel 1999:12) While this is not an explicit 

claim of homeland location, Witzel places AA in western India prior to 1500 BC, with a clear 

implication that the language subsequently spread eastward.  

 

It is clear that there is no obviously correct solution the AA homeland problem; well informed scholars 

have come to widely divergent and entrenched views. We would hope that if real progress were being 

made in recent years/decades, that views and evidence would be converging on some kind of consensus, 

with the clarity of the Austronesian out of Formosa hypothesis (see Blust 2019 for a recent overview). 

Another aspect of the problem is that secondary literature--such as reference works and interdisciplinary 

papers--have mostly failed to reflect the diversity of views of the subject of the AA dispersal. Specific 

claims and hypotheses are cited without critical engagement, gaining authority by dint of repetition and 

re-citation. Regrettably, these days AA studies is a small and geographically dispersed field, and 

without a critical mass of interested scholars and students it is difficult to sustain constructive 

discussions that can move things forward.  

The homeland hypotheses reviewed here rely on a diversity of evidence and inferences, and while 

these can offer attractive narratives, mostly they are articulated without assessing the strengths of 

counter claims. We see this quite starkly, for example, in the fact that the India and China homeland 

claims have been supported by both lexical and typological comparisons. Yet those comparisons are 

not tabled against those of the competing hypotheses nor their strengths and weaknesses discussed. 

Furthermore, these are dependencies between the kinds of evidence that are used: for example, what 

are the probabilities associated with lexical similarities given particular typological alignments? What 

are the probabilities particular typological parallels will occur independently among neighbors, or 

would emerge from selective lexical comparisons? These are interesting questions and also go to 

general questions of how we assess the strengths of claims made about reconstructed and ancient 

languages (i.e., paleolinguistics). 

Given this state of AA homeland views, we find maps like those presented here as figures 1 and 2, 

with arrows showing suggested migration paths in directly opposite directions. Such maps published 

before 2019, as far as I can tell, all have something in common: they imply primary movement overland 

and along rivers, with only the Nicobarese crossing substantial waters. The principle is so neat that the 

homeland problem seems to resolve to a discussion about whether peoples moved upstream or 

downstream here or there, such that we might draw our arrows going clockwise or anti-clockwise 

depending on our favored origin point. This may make for straightforward narrative, but it does little to 

actually test competing claims on their strengths, and it boxes any discussions into an inland riverine 

perspective at the expense of other possibilities. 
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Figure 1: ñThe Southeastern Riverine hypothesis for the Austroasiatic dispersalò 

(Sidwell & Blench 2011:339, figure 6) 

 

 

Figure 2: ñéschematic representation of the routes of migration of the different Austro-Asiatic 

linguistic subgroups of India.ò (Kumar et. al. 2007:49, figure 1). 

 

Another commonality among considerations of AA homeland is that ancient AA speakers were cereal 

cultivators before they dispersed into their recognized branches, based on the distribution of cereal 

related lexicon (see Sidwell & Rau 2014 for an overview). If this is accepted, it has strong implications 

for the possible AA center of dispersal. A very old chronology, say more than 7ky BP, effectively forces 

a homeland identification somewhere in China, proximal to the Yangtze, since we can confidently 

identify millet and rice in central China at such a time depth (in fact domestication of millet occurred 

further north than rice and may have led the spread of cereal cultivation chronologically (Stevens et al. 

2021)). Such early dates also seem to rule out an Indian homeland as archaeology now indicates that 

rice and millet cultivation was practiced in the Indus Valley around 4400ï4200 BP, and came somewhat 

later to the Ganges (Bates et al. 2017, Petrie et al. 2016). 

https://www.thoughtco.com/the-indus-valley-civilization-119176
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A very old chronology for AA has found independent statistical support since the 1990s, tending 

to put proto-AA in a 7~9ky BP window. This includes the glottochronology of Peiros (1998, 2004) and 

the calibrated chronology by Greenhill using the 200-word data set that this author compiled (Sidwell 

2015). To these we can also add Difflothôs (2005) 7,000-plus year chronology based on intuitive 

reckoning. While these dating estimates would seem to support a central China homeland, we have the 

problem that AA shows a rice vocabulary which is independent from other Asian language families 

(see Sagart 2011), and scant indication of any lexical parallels between AA and Sino-Tibetan or other 

families beyond some odd lexical similarities (e.g., Norman & Mei 1976).2 

I take the view that the results of the various statistical studies have to be treated with great caution. 

Rates of lexical change may have been highly variable in the past, and the very low cognate scores that 

underlie the older dates may reflect uncontrolled factors such as word tabooing, and founder effects 

arising from small groups migrating to remote locations and their interactions with autochronous 

populations. Consequently, analyses that include, for example, Munda or Nicobarese, may be skewed 

in ways we do not understand, and removing such outlying branches from consideration significantly 

reduces the age estimate.  

Thomas (1973) applied the glottochronological replacement rates specified by Gleason (1955)3 to 

the lexicostatistical set of Thomas & Headley (1970), which did not include Nicobarese, Munda, or 

Pakanic, and found a root date squarely within the Indo-Chinese late-Neolithic. Thomas found that the 

calculations, ñécould point to a mass dispersal from some central Mon-Khmer homeland some time 

during the 2nd millennium B.C.ò (1973:139). Specifically, a date of 3800 BP is indicated for 20% of 

cognacy, which is in the lower range of the inter-branch percentages, and thus can be regarded as 

indicative.  

2  AA homeland and the Red River Delta 
If we do locate the AA dispersal in time around, say, 4000 BP, a dispersal center in southern China or 

Indo-China becomes a serious possibility. Studies in recent decades across multiple disciplines support 

the view that agriculturalists from southern China began to migrate into the Red River Delta (RRD) and 

other parts of northern Indo-China from the last centuries of the fifth millennium BP, bearing the 

ñNeolithic packageò that included rice, millet, pigs, dogs, incised pottery, and supine burials, attested 

at sites such as Man Bac. This yielded a genetically mixed population, hence the term ñTwo-layer 

hypothesisò: 

The traditional archaeological evidence, including ceramic vessels and stone adzes, is thus unanimous 

in identifying the settlement of mainland Southeast Asia by at least 2000 BC by migrants from the 

northé.  

(Higham 2021:26) 

é cranial and ancient DNA analyses of the excavated Neolithic skeletons (c. 1900 BCE) from this site 

reveal a remarkable admixture between an indigenous and morphologically Australo-melanesian 

population that was represented earlier at Con Co Nguôa, and an immigrant Neolithic East Asian 

population that was morphologically related to modern Vietnamese. The latter entered Vietnam from 

the north, according to the ancient mitochondrial DNA record from Man Bac and cranial comparisons 

with Neolithic populations in China. 

 Indeed, it is clear that [é] the centuries around 2500-2000 BCE witnessed some remarkable 

cultural and biological changes in Southeast Asia (Hanihara et al. 2012; Higham 2013). South Chinese 

Neolithic populations with food production based on rice, millet, pigs and dogs pressed southwards, in 

the process settling alongside or simply amalgamating the indigenous hunter-gatherer populations  

(Bellwood 2015:55). 

 

The resulting Phùng Nguyên culture (4000ï3500 BP) of northern Vietnam is thus a prime candidate for 

being either proto-AA or late-AA speaking, and the direct ancestor of the Vietic languages of the region 

 
2  This is not withstanding the fact that various claims for lexical parallels have been made. For example, Peiros 

(1998) presents some 15 AA-HmongMien comparisons in support of his wider Austric model. 
3  Thomas specifies 1965, apparently in error.  
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spoken there today (cf. Alves 2021 for further discussion). Among archaeologists who advance the two-

layer hypothesis, such as Charles Higham and Peter Bellwood, it is supposed that the incoming farmers 

were AA speaking, with the local indigenes shifting to AA speech. This assumption leaves open the 

possibility that AA originated somewhere further north, and that is not disputed here; in this paper we 

are concerned with where, when, and how the AA culture and language dispersed across the region. 

There may have been a pre-AA language that migrated from one location to another before ultimate 

dispersal. Alternatively, AA may have been indigenous to the RRD or some nearby territory, with 

inward settlers assimilating to the local language. I personally doubt that we will ever have a clear 

answer to this problem, and prefer to focus on the dispersal question. 

The RRD as a locus of AA dispersal also implies that it is the Vietic homeland. While the Vietic 

homeland is not a matter of consensus, various scholars do explicitly identify the pre-Common Era 

ņ¹ng SҺn culture of the Red River Valley with Vietic, such as OôHarrow (1979), Ferlus (2009), TrӺn 

(2011), Taylor (2013), and Alves (2021) and continuity from Ph½ng Nguy°n to ņ¹ng SҺn, both cultural 

and demographic, appears to be supported by a diversity of evidence. And as with Mon and Khmer, 

there is no evidence that indicates their migration from some inland origin; rather, Vietic speakers seem 

to have been living in the Red River delta, exploiting the rich estuarine environment for farming and 

gathering, for as long as we can tell.  

The RRD, as an estuarine environment, is also consistent with the reflections offered by Blenchôs 

(2018) paper: ñWaterworld: lexical evidence for aquatic subsistence strategies in Austroasiaticò. That 

paper emerged after Blench and I cooperated on a (2011) paper combining linguistics and archaeology 

to propose a 4000 BP AA dispersal from somewhere along the Mekong, accepting traditional 

inland/riverine assumptions. 

Blench (2018) explores in detail specific lexical indications for the AA homeland, focusing on 

likely utilization of aquatic environments by early AA speakers: 

Although early Austroasiatic speakers were clearly crop producers, growing both taro and rice, if they 

were largely following river basins, aquatic technology and subsistence must have been highly salient 

in their vocabulary. [é] a number of lexical items can be shown to be common to many of the branches 

of Austroasiatic, suggesting them as reasonable candidates for the proto-language. [é]. 

(Blench 2018:192) 

 

Blench assembles evidence for proto-language items for:  

 

Fauna: fish (general), catfish, crab, crocodile, eel, heron, otter, pelican, prawn/shrimp, tortoise, 

turtle, turtle (freshwater) 

Fishing: to poison fish, scoop net, fish trap 

Boats: three roots for boat 

Geographical features: large river/sea, river valley, ditch/canal 

 

Such lexical indications are arguably consistent with estuarine/coastal environments; potentially far 

richer in terms of diverse food sourcing than inland waterways, and demonstrably consistent with Mán 

Bac and other Phùng Nguyên sites that have been identified and documented in Northern Vietnam. 

Doubtless, there are many other locations that fit these broad indications if one includes all the coastline 

from the Pearl River delta to the Mahanadi-Brahmani Delta of India, but the RRD has a special 

resonance in this context of the two-layer hypothesis, and so is a strong candidate the AA locus of 

dispersal. 

A specific linguistic argument can also be made for the primacy of the RRD. Ferlus (2009) argues 

that Vietic preserves evidence of the morphological formation of the word for ópestleô (Vietnamese 

chày) from óto huskô (Vietnamese xay) ultimately from óto dig, hollow, excavateô by <r> infixation 

(*tώeᾐ > *tώeΈ > *tώreΈ > ὕeΈ) speculating that it reflects the specific innovation in Southeast Asia of the 

wooden husking mortar and pestle, which proved easier to make and husked grains with less shattering 

compared to stone mortars. While Ferlusô point is to suggest diffusion from ancient or pre-Vietic across 

AA, locating the AA dispersal in the Indo-Chinese Neolithic permits us to correlate the dispersal of 

ópestleô with the dispersal of AA itself, and even hint at explanation for that dispersal, i.e., a special 
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case of the farming/language dispersal hypothesis (Renfrew 1987 and passim). The wooden pestle may 

have been a key innovation for early AA speakers adopting cereal cultivation, and carried widely as 

AA dispersed, even to be found in Munda. This strikes me as the best explanation for the distribution 

of the ópestleô etymon across the family, as exemplified below: 

 

Vietic: Vietinamese chày 

Katuic, Kantu ntrὑΈ, Bru ntri⌡Έ 

Bahnaric: Bahnar hdrᴅj, Stieng rᴅnaj, Laven ᾐrὑj  

Khmuic: Khmu cn reᾐ, Thin Ǽgrὑᾐ, Ksingmul hagὑӡΈ 

Palaungic: Palaung greΈ, Wa Ǽὢᾐ 

Monic: Mon r³Ά, Nyah Kur Ǽr³ΈΆ 

Khmeric: Khmer ᾐὉǼrὑΈ 

Pearic: Chong kᴅhiΈ ĭ  

Munda: Kharia e di, Gorum in(d)ri , Sora ὉǼrὢj 

 

The root reconstructed *tώeᾐ óto dig, hollow, excavateô by Ferlus is phonologically marked, as the *tώ 

segment is rare in the reconstructed proto-Vietic sound system, and generally not reconstructed for 

proto-AA. Ferlus speculates that *tώ was part of a layer of ñDongsonian vocabularyò that Vietic speakers 

took on as they migrated into the RRD region, correlating with the demographic ñtwo-layer hypothesisò, 

I take no position here on the origin of *tώ in AA. The dispersal of its reflexes is arguably aligned with 

the primary dispersal of AA.  

Arriving at this point in our discussion, the question arises of by what routes and means did early 

AA groups disperse? What are the pros and cons of the RRD as the principal AA locus of dispersal? Is 

there something about the RRD that suggests a new way of looking at the problem? And is there 

anything else we need to consider? 

3  Maritime Migration?  
Among AA branches, only the Nicobarese were traditionally considered in terms of maritime migration, 

and then as an anomaly in a language family of mainly inland dwellers, reflecting the strong bias 

towards conceptualizing AA migrations as inland/riverine events. That changed recently with the 

ñMunda Maritime Hypothesisò (MMH) of Rau & Sidwell (2019), which proposes that pre-Munda 

spearkers migrated from SEAsia to Odisha (India) across or around the Bay of Bengal. Just as the 

Nicobarese necessarily reached their islands by sailing over open waters in Neolithic times, the MMH 

suggests that the pre-Mundas did something similar. Secondarily, the MMH also asks if the pre-Aslian 

speakers also arrived on the Malay Peninsula by coastal navigation. If correct, these speculations imply 

the possibility of an ancient AA coastal/maritime culture on the shores of the Andaman Sea. 

While the MMH marshals multiple lines of argumentationðlinguistic, archaeological, 

geographical, and geneticðthe main thrust is that the distribution of Munda languages is best explained 

by dispersals upstream and outward from the Mahanadi-Brahmani Delta (MBD). Assuming that the 

MBD was not itself the origin point of AA,4 a locus at the MBD is quite significant; the only other AA 

branch present in mainland India, Khasian, shows clear affiliation with the Palaungic language of 

Myanmar (Sidwell 2011) such that we can confidently suppose a pre-Khasian migration through Upper 

Burma to the Bhramaputra Valley on the way to Meghalaya. Munda seems to have appeared on the east 

coast of Indiaðtentatively correlating with the Eastern Wetland Tradition5 dated by archaeology to 

around 3500 BPðwithout signs of connections to any AA groups in India or immediately east of the 

subcontinent. In fact, the most striking lexical connections are between Munda and AA language of 

Indo-China, especially among the pronouns and numerals of Vietic and Bahnaric, suggesting a direct 

connection to the Vietnam coast. 

  

 
4  This is itself a question worth considering, and I encourage it be tested thoroughly. 
5  A Neolithic farming culture that predated the arrival of Indo-Aryans in Odisha. 
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Figure 3: Rau & Sidwell (2019:40, figure 2) proposed original dispersal region of Munda 

Languages. 

 

 

Figure 4: Rau & Sidwell (2019:45, fragment of figure 4) contrasting proposed migration routes 

through the Patkai Range (P) and Ganges Delta (GD) versus hypothetical maritime routes. 
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The case for at least a partial maritime component to the pre-Munda migration is strongly indicated 

by geography. The Ganges-Brahmaputra delta would have presented a significant barrier to migration 

in Neolithic times (see figure 4) and navigation past the mangroves and shallow river mouths has to be 

seriously considered. Furthermore, in such a journey across the northern Bay of Bengal, one finds the 

MBD is the first hospitable landing place once the mouth of the Ganges-Brahmaputra is passed, with 

the adjacent Chilka Lake functioning as a sheltered harbor and desirable estuarine fishery for millennia.  

It is as if the pre-Mundas appeared out of nowhere on the Odisha coast in Neolithic times in just the 

right place for landfall coming from the east. And there can be no doubt that pre-Mundas around 3500 

BP had the capacity to skirt the Bengal coastline; the Nicobarese settlement involved crossing a greater 

stretch of open water than required to skirt the Bengal coastline, so there is simply no basis for ruling 

out coastal navigation as a mode of migration in the Neolithic.  

Given these speculations regarding Neolithic AA navigation west of the Kra isthmus, I began to 

ask if coastal navigation had been even more widespread, and could it provide a wider basis to explain 

the distribution of AA branches? Could we examine if coastal/maritime migration provides as good or 

better explanation for the location of more AA branches than discussed in the MMH? There are hints 

of such speculations in an observation by Shorto four decades ago: 

The Northern Mon-Khmers and Khasis are likely to have followed what became a Chinese trade 

route to India, as the Mundas may well have done before them. But there seems no overriding reason 

to trace routes for the Mons and Khmers, and other groups who occupied the river-plains, down the 

rivers from the hinterland rather than up them from the coast. 

(Shorto 1979:278) 

 

Note the phrase ñup them [the rivers] from the coastò. It has been a staple of paleo-linguistics of East 

and Southeast Asia that language families dispersed substantially by moving down rivers, particularly 

down those with headwaters in the eastern Himalayas. But what happens if we reverse the logic and 

imagine that the early AA groups were principally coastal and estuarine dwellers whose inland 

migrations began upriver from the coast? Arguably several AA branches of Mainland Southeast Asia 

have their historical loci by the coast in estuarine settings. 

Archaeology has established that the earliest Mon-Dvaravati urban settlements closely 

approximate the highest water line of the Chao Phraya River during the mid-Holocene sea-level maxima 

(Mudar 1999), suggesting that they developed from settlements founded right on the Bay of Bangkok 

coastline in Neolithic times.  

Belonging to a later period, the earliest archaeological indications of Khmer urbanism (the Funan 

period) are found at locations such as Oc Eo in the Mekong Delta; from the first century CE this was a 

trading port on the ñMaritime Silk Roadò (Stark 2006, Higham 2014). Stark notes: 

At least ninety "Oc Eo" period complexes have been recorded throughout southern Vietnam's Mekong 

delta (Vo Si Khai 2003); contemporary sites have been reported along the coasts of peninsular Siam 

with similar material culture.   

(Stark 2006:149) 

 

The earliest identifiable Khmer settlements are coastal, around the gulf of Thailand, while settlements 

further inland or up-river are historically later, as the development of land and water management 

methods allowed for expansion into areas with less reliance on seasonal flooding and other forms of 

natural irrigation. Furthermore, similar sites are found on the Siam peninsular coast, consistent with the 

narratives of Coedes (1968), Wheatley (1961) and others who saw 1st century Funan as extending from 

the Mekong Delta, around the Gulf of Thailand, and dominating the isthmus including its west coast. 

While this period is nearly two millennia later than the putative Neolithic AA dispersal, it starkly makes 

the point that our contemporary sense of Khmers as oriented to the inland is an artifact of later history-

-the shift of the Khmer political center to Angkor after 800 CE, and subsequent reorientation towards 

an inland empire.  

Over many centuries, various Austronesians came to dominate much of the Mainland Southeast 

Asian coastlines; Chams along the central and southern Vietnamese coasts, Malays around the 

peninsular, Mokens and other Sea Nomads, among others. Studies such as Thurgood (1999) have 
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clearly established that there is an old AA substrate in the mainland Austronesian languages, and these 

were obviously acquired in contexts of coastal and/or insular interactions. The case seems compelling 

that a significant proportion of ancient AAs were oriented in their culture and economy towards the 

seacoasts, especially deltas and estuaries, leaving an imprint in Cham, Malay, and other Austronesian 

languages. Frankly, to my mind it stretches credibility that ancient AAs, as both farmers and foragers, 

would not take advantage to the opportunities the mainland estuarine environments present. As Higham 

points out: 

The coasts of Southeast Asia, and particularly river estuaries, offer one of the worldôs richest habitats 

in terms of natural bounty. On a world scene, hunter-gathers living in such marine habitats can secure 

their territory through permanent occupation and become very rich in social, technological and 

economic terms.   

(Higham 2004:42) 

 

Deltas and river flats are prime natural locations for rice farming, and deltas such the RRD have long 

been prime rice production regions. While upland dry rice cultivation is old in Mainland Southeast Asia 

and clearly important for AA (cf. Fuller & Castillo 2021 for overview), and upland cultivators are 

somewhat mobile, they typically do not move far when establishing new swiddens and often cycle back 

over the same ground after an appropriate period of fallowing. Also, upland cultivation is rather low in 

yield and does not support high populations or high population growth relative to lowland rice farming, 

which in favorable conditions can support multiple cropping within a given year. In this context, it 

makes sense to associate lowland rice cultivation with population growth and the hypothesized search 

for new estuarine environments with the kind of long-distance movements needed to account for a 

relatively rapid Neolithic dispersal of AA groups. Thus, we should not be surprised when Castillo 

(2011), citing Thompson (1996), writes:  

The first evidence of domesticated rice in Thailand using macroremains dates to 2000ï1500 BCE from 

the Neolithic period in the coastal site of KPD [Khok Phanom Di]   

(Castillo 2011:115)  

Figure 5: Fragment of Castillo (2011:115, figure 1) map showing sites with evidence of rice (Thailand). 
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Khok Phanom Di is (9) on Castilloôs map (figure 5), shown right on the edge of the Bangkok plain 

today but four millennia ago located by the shore of the Bay of Bangkok.  

There are potentially earlier sites in central and northern Thailand based on phytolith remains but 

apparently their evaluation is remains problematic. The evidence for early millet at these inland sites is 

much better. As Castillo remarks: 

Higham (2002) originally proposed that rice agricultural expansion followed major riverine routes 

and would be archaeologically visible in interior sites, an idea previously put forth for Austroasiatic 

language expansion by Blust (1996). However, Ban Tha Kae and Ban Chiang are the earliest interior 

sites dating to the Neolithic and are reported to have rice cultivation, but the evidence is based on 

rice-tempered pottery, so it may be open to doubt.  

(Castillo 2011:115)  

 

We lack clear archaeological evidence for the expansion of rice cultivators along riverine routes as 

predicted by the traditional models of AA dispersal. Instead, there are some ambiguous indications of 

rice-husk impressed pottery at some early inland sites (i.e., these may be traded items). On the other 

hand, unambiguously, we have rice being grown by the Bangkok plain in Neolithic times. 

Consequently, I propose that the predecessors of the Mons and the Khmers were AAs sailing the coast 

looking for rich estuarine environments to settle (and perhaps bringing rice with them?). As Shorto 

mused, ñéthere seems no overriding reason to trace routes for the Mons and Khmers, é., down the 

rivers from the hinterlandéò. Additionally, there are at least two other AA branches that we can 

examine from the same perspective. 

Ferlus (2011) reconstructs the Pearic homeland in the vicinity of Thailandôs Trat Province and 

Cambodiaôs Koh Kong Province. While the coasts of these provinces are nowadays dominated by ethnic 

Thais and Khmers, Pearic peoples live only tens of kilometres inland today. At the intersection of these 

provinces is the mouth of the Meteuk River and the modern Port of Koh Kong, which suggests a likely 

landing place for pre-Pearic settlers, providing both sheltered harbor and ready access to the inland. 

Another potentially coastal AA branch is the AA substratum in Chamic, a putative lost AA branch, 

also discussed by Blench (2009). Thurgoodôs (1999) historical reconstruction of proto-Chamic 

demonstrated nearly 600 words of non-Austronesian origins in the Chamic historical lexicon, with 

roughly half of these identified as being AA in origin. While Thurgood assumed that this borrowing 

was largely from Bahnaric and Katuic into Chamic in ancient times, the direction of borrowing must 

have been largely from Chamic (Sidwell 2007, 2008). Furthermore, much of the proto-Chamic lexicon 

of AA origin cannot be identified with any specific AA branch, strongly suggesting that an unknown 

AA branch was spoken on the Vietnam central coast and absorbed into Chamic.  

While admittedly circumstantial, we have now identified some seven AA branches whose locations 

can be accounted for by estuarine settlement and potential maritime arrival/departure in competition to 

traditional assumptions of inland origins and movement. However, there do remain AA branches that 

clearly fall outside the possibility of any maritime hypothesis, plus some ambiguous cases. 

4  Inland Austroasiatic 
The Khasian, Palaungic, Mang, Pakanic (and perhaps Khmuic) branches can be loosely grouped into a 

northern AA clade of the basis of sharing a form for the 1st person personal pronoun that reconstructs 

as *ᾐὉΈᾐ (see Sidwell 2014 for overview of classification). Forms within Khmuic are split between 

reflexes of *ᾐὉΈᾐ (Khmu, Mlabri) and *ᾐaὬ (all other Khmuic), the latter being widely (although not 

universally) reflected in the rest of AA (including Munda, e.g., Juang, Ho, Mundari /aὬ/ óIô). Frankly, 

the status of Khmuic as a unitary branch is somewhat ambiguous, but for the present purposes it clearly 

falls into the category of geographically northern branches. It seems intuitively obvious that the 

distributions of all the Northern branches are readily explained by migrations upstream along the Red 

River and tributaries, with groups branching off as they went, eventually hitting the higher reaches of 

the Mekong and Salween, and ultimately descending to the Brahmaputra (see map at figure 6). 

In addition to the Northern AA groups, Bahnaric and Katuic are ambiguous as their centers of 

diversity are in the hills of the Annamite range, with no apparent history of coastal presence. It has 

always been assumed more or less that these groups ascended the Annamite Range from the Mekong 
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side, although it is not at all clear that this is the case. We do see hints of directionality in the expansion 

of Kui people into Thailand and Cambodia, and of South Bahnaric speakers into Cambodia; these look 

to be relatively recent (Common Era) expansions given their internal homogeneity, perhaps related to 

the Khmer Empire providing motivations for lowland settlement. At a deeper historical level, we simply 

do not know who was living on the Indo-Chinese coast before the arrival of the ancient Chams, and it 

may well be that the ancestors of the Katuic and Bahnaric speakers were oriented to the coast in ancient 

times. In any case, there is nothing in particular about the distribution of Katuic or Bahnaric that 

contradicts an initial coastal dispersal, versus the inland alternative.  

5  Conclusion 
Our discussions have brought us to an interesting conclusion: one can account for the distribution of all 

AA branches on the bases of just two primary vectors: (1) inland up the Red River and beyond and (2) 

a coastal dispersal perhaps in one or more pulses, clockwise around the Indo-Chinese coast and around 

or across the isthmus into the Andaman Sea and beyond. We can speculate that AA migrants initially 

took with them rice and millet, and the wooden mortar and pestle for husking grains (with the 

Nicobarese, for example, eschewing these for a primarily fishery and tuber-based subsistence). 

Secondary expansions/migrations after the speculated coastal movements were primarily inland and up-

river. We can propose that demographically, the first migrations were rather small and were focused on 

finding estuarine sites for settlement, rather than seeking to further ocean fishery or sea nomadism. 

Figure 6 presents a possible scenario for these migrations with approximate chronology. 

Figure 6: Sidwell (2020:26, map 3). Speculative model of AA dispersal with maximal maritime component, 

including possible chronology of movements. 

 

 

For more than a century, we have ignored the richest ecosystems, and the fastest modes of travel in 

ancient times, when considering the problem of AA dispersal and homeland. Our thinking has been 

conditioned by images of gradual overland and downriver movements of hunters, dry rice farmers, and 

vegeculturalists. I propose that to some extent, we were projecting into the past our observations of the 

present and especially of those AA groups that today have under-developed economy and relatively 

little mobility, suggesting an unrepresentative image of historical character. Yet we are now beginning 
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to recognize that early rice farmers were sometimes capable coastal navigators. Higham (2021:26) 

discussing the introduction of rice to Indo-China states bluntly, óIt is beyond reasonable doubt that there 

was a rapid coastal colonization by rice farmers.ô Should we assume a sudden abandonment of such a 

strategy once our early colonists had lit upon the fertile land of the RRD? I suggest that it is more likely 

that our colonists remained oriented to the coast for all sorts of practical reasons, but it just happens to 

be a serious challenge for archaeology to investigate ancient coastlines, such that sites further inland 

provide more stable conditions likely to favor preservation and discovery. It is also an issue that 

archaeology favors later eras with their greater production and diversity of artifacts. As Hung et. al. 

have expressed so clearly:  

In many ways, the conspicuous archaeological record of the Iron Age has distracted our attention 

away from the likelihood of older cultural links across the South China Sea. In fact, the Iron Age 

connections very likely followed much older sealanes and trade-routes, é 

(Hung et al. 2013:400) 
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Abstract 
The Austro-Tai hypothesis proposes that Kra-Dai and Austronesian are descended from a 

common ancestor, Proto-Austro-Tai, which existed somewhere in Southern China several 

thousand years ago. In this paper, a newly created list of Kra-Dai and Austronesian shared 

lexical items is presented, along with already-proposed shared lexical items from earlier 

works resulting in a list of some 71 shared lexical items which may be ultimately inherited 

from a putative Proto-Austro-Tai language. The list is also used to analyze 

correspondences between Kra-Dai and Austronesian vowels in final syllables. It is shown 

that several regular correspondences are shared by the two families and that these regular 

correspondences most likely date back to a shared common ancestor. 

 

Keywords: Austro-Tai, Austronesian, Kra-Dai, Historical linguistics 

ISO 639-3 codes: ami, bhp, bnn, bny, bth, btx, bzg, ceb, ckv, doc, enc, iba, ilo, ind, ivv, 

kmc, kys, kzi, kzp, laq, laq, lbc, lic, mak, mkg, msa, nij, nut, onb, pcc, pni, sas, skb, smr, 

sne, ssf, tao, tay, tgl, tha, tou, trv, tys, tyz, uun, xnb, yha, yln, yrn, yzg, zbc, zha, zyn 

 

1 Introduction 1  
The Austro-Tai hypothesis is a macro-family proposal which posits that Austronesian and Kra-Dai2, 

two major language families of Southeast Asia and the Pacific, are descended from a common ancestor, 

henceforth referred to as Proto-Austro-Tai (hereafter, PAT)3. The proposal itself is not new ð the first 

major publication on the topic, that of Benedict (1942), is nearly 80 years old, and the first ever mention 

of AN-KD relations (Schmidt 1906) is even older. In addition to linguistic similarities, recent genetic 

studies also suggest a link between AN and KD populations (Li et al. 2008). The AT proposal itself, 

however, has not gained wider acceptance due to issues both in the comparisons found in Benedictôs 

 
1  Data Sources and Abbreviations are as follows: Proto-Austronesian (PAN) and Proto-Malayo-Polynesian 

(PMP), are from Blust and Trussel (ongoing), Proto-Kra (PK), Buyang, Qabiao, Pubiao are from Ostapirat 

(2000), Paha is from Li and Lou (2010). Note that Li and Louôs 2010 publication is a grammar of ñBuyangò, 

which is used as a cover term that includes several dialects. In this case, Li and Louôs ñBuyangò is the Paha 

variety. Proto-Ong Be (POB) and Ong Be are from Chen (2018). Proto-Hlai (PH) and Hlai are from Ostapirat 

(2004). Lakkja is from Fan (2019). Southern and Northern Kam (S. Kam, N. Kam) are from Long et al. (1998). 

Proto-Tai (PT), and all lexical data of Tai languages, including Siamese, Sapa, Bao Yen, Cao Bang, Lungchow, 

Sangsi, Yay, and Saek are from Pittayaporn (2009). Additional abbreviations include AT (Austro-Tai), AN 

(Austronesian), and MP (Malayo-Polynesian). 
2  Kra-Dai is often referred to as Tai-Kadai.   
3  A modification to the original AT proposal is given in Sagart (2004, 2005), where he states that Kra-Dai is a 

daughter, rather than a sister, of AN. Sagartôs proposal places Kra-Dai as a sister to Malayo-Polynesian with a 

Formosan ancestor which he dubs FATK, or ñFormosan Ancestor to Tai-Kadaiò. For the purposes of this 

paper, it is assumed that any relationship between KD and AN is at most a sister relationship, with an ancestor, 

PAT, giving way to two daughters, PKD and PAN.  
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original publication as well as sometimes serious methodological issues in his follow-up manuscripts, 

namely, Benedict (1975 and 1990).4 

More recent research in AT, especially that in Ostapirat 2005, 2013, and 2018, has given new life 

to the AT hypothesis with methodologically strict and consistent research on a core set of shared 

vocabulary between AN and KD while keeping a safe distance from Benedictôs less methodologically 

sound post-1942 publications. Therefore, the present research looks to Benedictôs original 1942 

publication and Ostapiratôs more recent research when evaluating past AT proposals and does not 

include comparisons from Benedictôs later works on the subject.  

The present research is also meant to expand the core set of AT lexical and phonological 

comparisons with newly available datasets from KD. Through analysis of new datasets and application 

of the comparative method, this research is able to expand the number of comparisons to over 70, with 

much of the evidence coming from the Tai branch. The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: 

Section 2 gives background information on the AT Hypothesis itself and organizes a list of possible 

shared lexemes from various publications. Section 3 offers a list of new shared lexemes which are then 

added to the existing list. Section 4 discusses vowel correspondences between KD and AN. Section 5 

concludes. Something to keep in mind when reading the paper is that KD and AN have differing 

orthographic conventions. AN y is equivalent to KD j, both indicating IPA [j]. AN ñ is equivalent to KD 

ҹ. AN *z is equivalent to IPA [ᾠ], and AN *j is typically considered to be equivalent to IPA [gj]. In this 

study the different orthographical practices sometimes result in comparisons between AN -y and KD -

j.   

2 The Austro-Tai hypothesis 
As already stated, the AT hypothesis is not new, but AT itself is not typically considered a ñmainstreamò 

language family. Before getting into the specifics of the proposal, some background on AN and KD is 

necessary. AN and KD occupy mostly nonoverlapping territories in Southeast Asia. AN languages are 

spoken in Taiwan, The Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, New Guinea, Madagascar, and throughout the 

Oceanic region. KD languages are spoken in Southern China, Laos, Thailand, parts of Myanmar, 

Vietnam, and Cambodia. The divide between AN and KD roughly follows the boundary between 

Mainland and Island Southeast Asia, although this division is fuzzy and exceptions are found. 

Member languages in the two families tend to be typological opposites in many respects. In terms 

of phonological typology, conservative AN languages tend to have (C)V(C) syllables, four to six 

vowels, disyllabic canonical words, and are nontonal. As for syntactic features, conservative AN 

languages exhibit complex verbal morphology, ubiquitously AN voice systems, and verb-initial word 

orders. KD languages, in terms of phonological typology, have  more complex syllable shapes such as 

(C)CV(Έ)(C), have larger vowel inventories including a higher prevalence of diphthongs, have 

canonically monosyllabic or sesquisyllabic words, and are tonal. Regarding morphosyntax, KD 

languages have little affixational morphology and a relatively strict SVO word order. A potentially 

interesting outcome of pursuing a research program with the AT hypothesis is learning both the nature 

of the proto-language itself as well as the mechanics of syntactic and phonological change that result in 

such opposite typologies. 

 
4  In these later studies, Benedict attempts to strengthen the AT hypothesis via crude means. For example, he 

expands the family to include Miao-Yao in 1975, and further to include Japonic in 1990. Both of these 

inclusions allow for almost unlimited sources for his search for similar words, but the inclusion of these two 

languages is not widely supported. Another issue is the direct comparison of KD lexemes with both individual 

languages in AN and with late-stage proto-forms that contain innovated phonemes not present in PAN. An 

example of the latter is his direct comparison of Proto-Oceanic labio-velars with KD lexemes even though 

such phonemes were Proto-Oceanic innovations (Reid 1984-1985). Finally, Benedict expanded his 

comparison list by reconstructing complex and sometimes unnatural sequences of consonants to PAT with 

liberal use of parentheses and square brackets. Blust (2014) uses to term ñproto-form stuffingò in his criticism 

of Benedictôs 1975 comparison between AN óforeheadô and KD ófaceô. To quote Blust (2014:310), ñIn order 

to relate what [Benedict] called ñIndonesianò *[d]aᾐay=[d]aᾐᴅy óforeheadô and related forms in Formosan 

languages such as Thao shaqish, Bunun daqis ófaceô to Proto-Tai *hna ófaceô, he posited Proto-Austro-Tai 

*(q/)(n)dza[q]ai[s] óface, foreheadô.ò 
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Regarding the nature of the relationship between AN and KD, the proposals below assume that 

shared vocabulary is the product of inheritance from a distant common ancestor. Although it has been 

argued that shared vocabulary is not inherited (Thurgood 1994), this study considers the evidence 

sufficient for a genetic relationship hypothesis. Evidence in the form of shared vocabulary contains two 

important features, namely, the tendency for shared vocabulary to be ñbasicò and the regularity of sound 

correspondences between suspected cognates. The vocabulary listed in this and previous studies on the 

AT hypothesis overwhelmingly comes from basic vocabulary. Ostapirat (2013) makes a similar 

observation and notes that Chinese vocabulary in KD tends to be non-basic vocabulary whereas AN 

vocabulary tends to be basic. Regarding sound correspondences, Ostapirat (2005) laid a solid 

foundation of regular sound correspondences between AN and KD in both consonants and tone. 

Regularity of this kind is typically viewed as evidence for inheritance. Additionally, as will be discussed 

more later in Section 4, there is regularity in vowel correspondences, which adds additional evidence 

in support of the hypothesis that these lexemes are inherited from a common ancestor. 

The current research is mostly dedicated to identifying and examining potential cognates between 

the two families. The current inventory of AN/KD potential cognates are from several sources stretching 

over multiple decades. Because of this, an attempt is made to organize a more comprehensive list before 

moving on to the original portion of this paper. The review begins with Benedict (1942), who gives a 

large list of potential cognates and later includes data sets from Ostapirat (2005, 2013). 

2.1 Benedictôs comparisons 

A list of comparisons from Benedict 1942 is given in Table 1, with the PAN reconstructions according 

to the original sources and modified wherever necessary to reflect current PAN orthographical practices. 

Benedictôs reconstructions were based on Dempwolff (1937), and therefore need much modification to 

make them compatible with modern PAN orthography. Benedict also compared some KD words directly 

with Indonesian, not with a reconstructed AN proto-language. In these cases, the Indonesian words are 

listed in italics.  

Not all of the words on this list hold up to close scrutiny. Some, particularly those which are found 

only in Indonesian and not in any AN proto-language, should be excluded from any list of potential AT 

vocabulary. In this study, the acceptability of cognates are judged on three conditions: (1) Can the 

comparisons be reconstructed to at least one primary-level protolanguage in both AN and KD?; (2) 

Based on our current understanding of sound correspondences, are the comparisons regular?; and (3) 

Are the proper syllables being compared between the two groups (specifically, do the KD 

monosyllables correspond to AN final-syllables)? Based on these criteria, the words for the numerals 

óoneô through ótenô, ówaterô, ócry/weepô, óstar/sunô, óeatô, órawô, óthisô, óbirdô, ónoseô, ógrandfatherô, 

ófireô, óheadô, ótoothô, ódieô, órainô, óeyeô, óblackô, ómoonô, ófartô, and ósourô appear to pass scrutiny. The 

others do not, and an explanation for why they are ruled out as valid comparisons are given in the 

remainder of section 2.1. 
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Table 1: Potential AT etyma from Benedict 1942 with glosses, Proto-An,  and Malay words 

Gloss An lexeme   Gloss An lexeme 

bird *manuk  hair rambut 

black *dᴅmdᴅm  head *qulu 

blind *buCa  lungs *pusuq 

blood *daRaq  man *Cau 

boat perahu  moon *bulaN 

body daging  nest sarang 

bone tanduk  night  *Rabiqi 

breast *susu  nine *Siwa 

cry/weep *CaǼis  nose *ijuǼ 

day/sun *waRi  one *isa 

die *m-atay  rain *Rabun/*ambun 

door pintu  raw *qudip 

ear *CaliǼa  rice field *bᴅna 

eat *kaᴅn  seven *pitu 

eight *walu  six *ᴅnᴅm 

eye *maCa  small *qitik  

fart *qᴅtut  sour *qasᴅm 

fat/oil minyak  star/sun *qajaw 

father bapak  ten *sa-puluq 

fire *Sapuy  this *ni  

five *lima  three *tᴅlu 

flower *buǼa  tooth *[Ǽ/n/l]ipan 

foot *qaqay  two *duSa 

four *Sᴅpat  water *danum 

grandfather *ᴅmpu (PMP)  yellow kuning 

2.1.1 Kra-Dai words compared with Austronesian penultimate syllables 

A major difference between AN and KD is canonical word shape. AN languages are mostly disyllabic, 

a canonical word shape that can be reconstructed to PAN. KD languages are mostly monosyllabic or 

sesquisyllabic, although Ostapirat (2018) argues that PKD can be reconstructed with fully disyllabic 

words with internal evidence despite a total lack of disyllabic canonical words in modern KD languages. 

The shift to monosyllabicity in KD appears to be the natural consequence of ultimate-syllable stress, 

which results in the reduction and eventual deletion of the unstressed penultimate syllable but no 

reduction or deletion in final syllables. The result of this reduction is that monosyllabic words in KD 

correspond to the ultima in PAN, never the penult. Benedict, however, tended to compare KD 

monosyllables to both penultimate and ultimate syllables in AN at his own convenience. This practice 

allowed him to make many additional comparisons, but since the nature of penultimate syllable 

reduction as a consequence of stress placement on the ultima is well understood, the validity of 

comparisons between KD monosyllables and AN penultimate syllables is questionable. Therefore, only 

comparisons that match KD monosyllables with AN final syllables are considered valid. The following 

PAN reconstructions in example 1, which Benedict connects to KD vocabulary, are considered invalid 

because Benedict compared their penultimate syllable to his suspected KD cognates.   
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1 *CaliǼa óearô  *waRi óday/sunô 

 *buǼa óflowerô  *qaqay ófootô 

 *buCa óblindô  *Rabiqi ónightô 

 *pusuq ólungô5  

2.1.2 Words that are restricted to Indonesian and closely related languages 

Other words can be discarded because they involve comparisons of KD words directly with Indonesian. 

This set of words is listed in example 2. In these cases, the Indonesian words cannot be reconstructed 

to a higher-level proto-language (PMP or PAN): 

 

2 bapak ófatherô  kuning óyellowô  

 perahu óboatô  rambut óhairô 

 minyak ófat/oilô   pintu ódoorô 

 sarang ónestô  tanduk óhornô (listed as bone in Benedict 1942) 

2.1.3 Words with additional issues in correspondences, semantics, and attestation 

Three additional words, *daRaq óbloodô, *qitik ósmallô, and *bᴅna órice field, are problematic due to 

their correspondences, semantics, and attestations. Details are shown in example 3. 

 
3 *daRaq óbloodô` - This comparison assumes a change of *q > t in KD, for example, PT *lὩᴅt 

and or Lakkja lieԒt11, which is irregular (*q typically merges with *k in this position). 

*qitik  ósmallô - Benedictôs comparison is based only on Lati, but the Lati word could not be 

verified. Even so, comparison with a single language violates the reconstructability 

requirement.  

*bᴅna órice fieldô - This word compares KD with AN words meaning óriver mouthô or ólower 

part of river/tidal boreô. The semantics are considered too different to reconcile.  

2.2 Ostapirat (2005 and 2013) 

Other than Benedict, Ostapirat has contributed much to the field of AT studies and has introduced many 

additional suspected cognates. A combined list from Ostapirat 2005 and 2013 is given in this section, 

with the PAN reconstructions according to the original sources and modified wherever necessary to 

reflect current PAN orthographical practices. This is a simple list of all words that Ostapirat includes in 

his studies, and therefore several overlaps exist between this list and the list in Table 2.  

 
5  This word also compares the word ólungô to PAN *pusuq óheartô with dubious semantics. 
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Table 2: Suspected AT etyma from Ostapirat 2005 and 2013 with gloss and PAN reconstruction 

Gloss PAn    Gloss PAn  

bear *Cumay  moon *bulaN 

bird *manuk   navel *pudᴅR/puja 

bitter/pungent *paqiC  net *aray 

black *tidᴅm  nine *Siwa 

boat *aluja  nose *ijuǼ 

borrow/lend *Sᴅzam  one *isa 

centipede *qali-Sipan  otter *Sᴅnaq 

chaff/bran *qᴅpah  plant *mula 

child *aNak  rain *quzan 

clam/snail *(kuSul)  raw/alive *qudip 

cry/weep *CaǼis  saliva *Ǽajay 

die *m-aCay  sesame *lᴅǼa (PMP) 

eat *kaᴅn  shoulder *qabaRa 

eight *walu  shrimp *qudaǼ 

excrement *Caqi/*Caki  skin/scale *kuliC 

eye *maCa  sour *qasᴅm 

fart *qᴅtut  stream *qaRus (PMP ócurrentô) 

fat/oil/grease *SimaR  sun/star *qajaw 

fire *Sapuy  taro *biRaq 

flow/current *qaluR  ten *sa-puluq 

grandmother *aya  this *ni  

grandparent *ᴅmpu (PMP)  tongue *Sᴅma 

hand *qalima  tooth *[Ǽ/n/l]ipᴅn 

head *qulu  two *duSa 

I *aku  water *daNum 

leg/thigh *paqa óthighô  you *Simu 

louse *kuCu    

2.2.1 Questionable comparisons 

Ostapirat (2005) additionally includes the following comparisons in example 4 which are found in 

Atayalic, an AN primary branch, but which are not reconstructed to PAN. 

 

4 yawn   Proto-Atayal  *surab 

 mouse  Proto-Atayal  *qawlid 

 leaf  Proto-Atayal  *ᾐabag 

 

These three comparisons are all used to demonstrate word-final voiced stop correspondences between 

KD and AN. There are two issues with these comparisons. First, the words themselves cannot be 

reconstructed to PAN with internal evidence. Although the presence of KD cognates theoretically allows 

for reconstruction without additional AN evidence under the AT hypothesis, the words in question 

compete with much more robustly attested PAN reconstructions *Suab óto yawnô, *labaw ómouseô, and 

*waSaw óleafô, each with evidence from multiple AN primary branches. The second issue is 

methodological. Many proposed KD-AN cognates and sound correspondences are evidenced by 

multiple witnesses. The proposals in 4, however, are not corroborated with any second witnesses. The 

correspondence between PAN * -b and suspected KD cognates, for example, relies on this single lexeme. 

Considering the confinement of AN examples of potential word-final voiced stops to Atayal, the 
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competition between Proto-Atayal reconstructions and more robustly attested PAN reconstructions, and 

the lack of second witnesses for the proposed word-final correspondences, these words are left off of 

the list. Note that Ostapirat (2005:120) also points out that these comparisons are tentative.  

An additional questionable comparison is *aray ónetô, which Ostapirat reconstructs based on the 

comparison between PAN *aray ónetô, Tai hҢҢ, Kam-Sui re, and Hlai raԒj. The source of the PAN 

reconstruction is unknown, however, so itôs difficult to analyze the potential relationship between these 

words. It is therefore left off of the list unless it can later be verified with an AN source.  

2.3 Listing established comparisons 

Next, the various comparisons from Benedict (1942) and Ostapirat (2005; 2013) are combined into a 

single list. The resulting list is a moderately sized table (shown in Table 3) of likely shared lexemes 

between AN and KD numbering 52. Reconstructed forms reflect their AN reconstructions. 

Table 3: Combined list of KD-AN etyma from Benedict (1942) and Ostapirat (2005; 2013) with 

glosses and PAN reconstructions 

Gloss PAN   Gloss paN  Gloss PAN  Gloss PAN 

 bird *manuk   fart *qᴅtut   moon *bulaN   sour *qalᴅsᴅm 

alive; raw *qudip   fire *Sapuy   navel *puja   sun; star *qajaw 

bear *Cumay   five *lima   nine *siwa   
thigh; 

leg 
*paqa 

bitter *paqiC   flow *qaluR   nose 
*[i/u]ju

Ǽ 
  this *i -ni 

black; 

dark 

*dᴅmdᴅ

m 
  four *Sᴅpat   one *isa   three *tᴅlu 

boat *aluja   
grandparen

t 
*ᴅmpu   otter *Sanaq   to cry *CaǼis 

chaff *qᴅpah   grease 
*Sima

R 
  saliva *Ǽajay   to die *m-aCay 

child *aNak   hand 
*qalim

a 
  sesame *lᴅǼa   to plant *mula 

current *qaRus   head *qulu   seven *pitu   tongue *Sᴅma 

eat *kaᴅn   I *aku   shoulder 
*qabaR

a 
  tooth 

*[Ǽ/n/l]ipᴅ

n 

eight *walu   lend *Sᴅzam   shrimp *qudaǼ   two *duSa 

excrement *Caqi   louse *kuCu   six *ᴅnᴅm   water *daNum 

eye *maCa   mist *Rabun   
skin; 

scale 
*kuliC   your *kamu 

2.3.1 Notes on irregular comparisons 

In addition to the 52 words in Table 3, there are six additional words which are frequently cited as being 

unproblematic AT vocabulary, but which nevertheless have some irregularities which should be 

mentioned. These six additional comparisons are shown in Table 4 with a more detailed discussion of 

each lexeme afterward. Inclusion in this list does not imply that these comparisons should be removed, 

but simply that there are some irregularities which may be explained better in future work.  
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Table 4: Proposed AT etyma from Ostapirat (2005) with irregularities 

Gloss PAN  

clam; snail *kuSul/(*-kul)óclam; snailô 

fat; grease; oil *SimaR ófat; grease; oilô  

grandmother *aya ógrandmotherô 

rain *quzan órainô 

taro *biRaq ótaroô 

ten *puluq ótenô 

 

 

*puluq ótenô - The first irregular comparison involves *puluq ótenô. Most basic KD and AN numerals 

are straightforwardly connected. For example, there is good evidence that the numerals óoneô to 

ónineô are shared by KD and AN. In Buyang, for example, the numerals ótwoô to ónineô are clearly 

related to their PAN counterparts, as shown in example 5. 

 

5 Buyang PAN 

 ὊaA1 ótwoô *duSa 

 tuA1 óthreeô *tᴅlu 
 paA1 ófourô *Sᴅpat 

 maA2 ófiveô *lima 

 namC1 ósixô *ᴅnᴅm 

 tuA2 ósevenô *pitu 

 ðuA2 óeightô *walu 

 vaA1 ónineô *Siwa 

 

The word for the numeral ótenô, however, differs in the presence of a seemingly irregular reflex of *q. 

Comparisons of ótenô include the following in example 6. 

 

6 PAN *puluq PH *apuΈC Paha vatD1/ pwatD1 Buyang putD1  

 

The assumed history of this word is as follows: First, the penultimate vowel deletes, causing an 

intermediary *pl- cluster in PKD daughter languages. This simplified to *p as in Paha vatD1 and Buyang 

putD1. However, there are still issues with this comparison. PAN * -q corresponds to -k in KD: Paha 

naak11 óotterô : PAN *Sanaq óriver otterô and Paha taak33 óvomitô : PAN *utaq óvomitô. Ostapirat (2005) 

postulates that the word-final sequence *-uq undergoes a fronting process: *-uq > *-uiq > *-uC (-ut in 

Kra). This condition is unexpected, since word-final [q] tends to have a lowering and backing effect on 

preceding vowels, not a fronting effect. Another possible comparison with *-uq, PAN * -tuq óto fallô : 

PH *ᾐtuk óto fallô, Paha tҜk55, Buyang tuk54, S. Kam tok55 may indicate that *q from *-uq merged with 

* -k just as it did after other vowels. If this is true, then word-final t in this comparison diminishes its 

strength. Sagart (2010) proposes that -t is from a linker which is now fused on the KD root, although 

the Austronesian equivalent is only found in Philippine languages. 

 

*aya ógrandmotherô - This word is reflected as ógrandmotherô in KD, but probably referred to oneôs 

paternal aunt/paternal auntôs husband in PAN. This reconstruction holds for MP, but Formosan 

reflexes mean either ómotherô (Taokas) or ómother; motherôs sisterô (Atayal). At any rate, it is 

possible that apparent comparisons between KD ógrandmotherô and AN ópaternal aunt/paternal 

auntôs husbandô underwent semantic differentiation.  

*quzan órainô - Only one comparison is shown in KD, but this comparison has an l reflex of word-final 

* -N, which is considered a result of the short vowel reflex in Laha ӫal. There are not many words 

that can be used to test if this hypothesis is true. The only other reflex of a word-final -N is from 

*bulaN, where it is reflected with -n and the vowel is long. Medial *z does not provide additional 
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insight, since there is no overlap between reflexes of *sᴅzam óto borrowô and *quzan órainô. 

Additionally, *z may be affected by the preceding *u, making direct comparison between reflexes 

of *z from *sᴅzam and *z from *quzan difficult.  

*biRaq ótaroô - Reflexes of *biRaq in KD pose issues because of the irregular devoicing of word-initial 

*b in PT *prὩᴅk and Paha pwaak11. It is possible, however, that devoicing occurs due to the 

intermediate *br- cluster from PKD. There is not enough data to tell if this is regular, however.  

*kuSul óclam; snailô - Ostapirat reconstructs *kuSul from PMP *kuhul with additional KD evidence: 

Tai hҜҜi, Kam-Sui khuj, Hlai tshei, Kra ci. He points to the typical *S > *h sound change which 

took place between PAN and PMP, suggesting that although there is no Formosan evidence that 

the PAN reconstruction can be validated with KD evidence. This comparison may be correct, 

although there is no other corroborating evidence for the l : -j correspondence between AN and 

KD. If * -l merged with *-R, then the change may have followed suit.  

*SimaR ógrease; fat; oilô - Two issues are found with this comparison. First, Tai reflexes of words 

with high vowels in the penultimate syllable and the low vowel in the final syllable typically have 

high-vowel reflexes (*a > *Ὡ): PAN *bulaN : PT *ὈlὩᴅnA, PAN *tubah : PT *C─.bὩᴅA, PAN *puja 

: PT *ὌwὩ:A. The low-vowel reflex, Tai man, is therefore unexpected. Second, there is no other 

corroborating evidence to suggest that *-R regularly became KD -n. The only other comparison 

with word-final *R is from *qaluR, where *-R became -j in KD (PT *ᾪlwajA).  

3  New comparisons 

In the following section, additional suspected cognates are presented which are the result of recent 

research into the relationship between KD and AN. The goal of listing these comparisons is to expand 

the list of KD-AN cognates, which should allow for more accurate comparisons and descriptions of 

sound correspondences. Since there are relatively few suspected cognates at the current stage of AT 

research, the most important task at this stage is to try and expand the list as much as possible while 

maintaining a strict adherence to the comparative method.  

The suspected cognates are listed in table 5 as individual AT etyma with the current PAN 

reconstructed forms and updated definitions based on both AN and KD.   After Table 5, each suspected 

AT lexeme is presented with examples from both AN and KD and further discussions and explanations 

where necessary.   

Table 5: New Austro-Tai etyma 

Gloss PAN    Gloss PAN  Gloss PAN 

afraid; timid; fear *talaw   uncertainty marker *nu    to come; arrive *datᴅǼ 

derris root; fish poison *tubah  
rattan *quay   

to fall * -tuq 

fish hook *kabit   
shadow *qaNiǼu  

to sell *saliw óto  

hold in the fist *kᴅmkᴅm   
sick *sakit   

to transplant *Canᴅm  

leech *mᴅCak  
spotted *bᴅlaǼ   

  
 

 
*talaw óafraid, timid, fearful ô 

In AN, there are two reconstructions with overlapping meaning: *takut ófearô and *talaw ótimid; fearful; 

cowardô. The first tends to refer to the feeling of fear, whereas the second is a description of a personôs 

actions or characteristics. Reflexes in KD tend to simply refer to the state of being afraid. There may 

not have been a strict distinction between óafraidô and ócowardô in AT with both being attributed to the 

word *talaw.  

 

AN examples: PAN *talaw ótimid; fearful; cowardô, Amis talaw óto be afraidô, Itbayaten taxaw 

ócowardlinessô, Cebuano talaw óto back off; be afraid to do s.t.ô, Singai tϸru óto be 

afraidô, Aoheng tao óto be afraidô. 
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KD examples: PT *ᾪlaΈwA óafraidô, Bao Yen laԒwA1 óafraidô, Qabiao laԒw24, Mak lᵨu1, S. Kam jaw13 

 

*quay órattanô 

Reflexes of *quay are restricted to Tai in KD, but this may be a product of sampling, since many 

resources do not include órattanô in basic vocabulary. 

 

AN examples: Pazeh ӛuay, Amis ӛoway, Cebuano uwáy, Singai ui, Aoheng ui 

KD examples: PT *C─.waΈjA órattanô, Siamese waԒjA1, Sapa vaԒjA1, Lungchow vaԒjA1, Yay vaԒjA1 
 

*Canᴅm óto transplant a crop; plant; burryô 

KD evidence allows for a distinction between *mula óto plantô and *Canᴅm óto transplantô. In AN, the 

additional meaning of óto buryô is applied to *Canᴅm, but this appears to be a semantic extension not 

present in KD.  

 

AN examples: Amis tadϸm ógrave; tombô, Cebuano tanúm óto plantô, Malay tanam, Chamorro tanom 

KD examples: PT *t.namA óto transplantô, Siamese damA1, Lungchaw damA1, Saek tramA1, Paha tamC1 

óto plantô, Buyang ӛdam24. 

 

*tubah óderris root; fish poison made from the derris rootô 

This comparison involves semantics which may not be obviously linked. The derris root is commonly 

ground up into a substance which is used to poison fish in a contained body of water, traditionally used 

to gather large quantities of fish with little effort. The use of the term as ófish poisonô in Tai, but as the 

name for the plant in PAN, is not unexpected. Like *quay, reflexes of *tubah are restricted to Tai. This 

is also most likely a product of sampling, since most resources do not include entries for óderris rootô 

or ófish poisonô.  

 

AN examples: Saisiyat ta-tobaӛ ófish poisonô, Pazeh ta-tuba óderris poisonô, Itbayaten tova óplant used 

for fish poisonô, Cebuano túba ókind of croton plantô, Malay tuba óderris rootô 

KD examples: PT *C─.bὩᴅA ófish poisonô, Siamese bҶϸA1, Sapa bҶA1, Lungchow bҶԒA1, Saek viϸA1 

 

*kᴅmkᴅm ófist; hold in the fistô 

AN examples: Itbayaten kϸmkϸm óhandfulô, Cebuano kumkúm óhold something in the handô, Simular 

xϸǼkϸm óa closed handfulô, Kaidipang koǼgomo óto hold in the fistô 

KD examples: PT *kamA, Siamese kamA1, Sapa kamA1, Lakkja kam51, Qubiao kam213 

 

*datᴅǼ óto arrive; reach a placeô 

AN examples: Itbayaten  ratϸǼ óarrivalô, Ilokano datϸ³Ǽ óarrivalô, Malay dataǼ óto comeô, Sasak datϸǼ 

óto come; arriveô 

KD examples:  PT *C┤.tὝǼA óarriveô, Siamese tӵҶǼA1, Sapa tӵҶǼA1, Lungchow tӵҫǼA1, Saek tӵaǼA2, POB 

*ὌᴅǼA1, Lakkja taǼ231 ócomeô, S. Kam tҘǼ55 ócomeô 

 

*qaNiǼu óshadowô 

AN examples: Kavalan niǼu, Bunun qaniǼu, Itbayaten anino, Cebuano anínu, Bimanese ninu 

KD examples: PT *ǼawA, Siamese ǼawA2, Bao Yen ǼҫwA2, Yay ǼawA2, PH aǼaԒuC, Paha Ǽau45 

 

*kabit ófishing hookô 

AN examples: Pazeh kabit, Amis, kafit, Tagalog kabit, Iban kabit 

KD examples: PT *ὈetD ófish hookô, Siamese betDS1, Cao Bang betDS1, Sapa bitDS1, Bao Yen bҫtDS1, 

Lungchow bitDS1 

 

*mᴅCaq ópaddy leechô 

AN examples: Amis ҵaҵintaq, Kanakanabu nimϸcaӛϸ, Ilokano alintá, Malay lintah, Singhi rimotah 
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KD examples: PT *daΈkD óleechô, Siamese tᾪaΈkDL2, Bao Yen taΈkDL2, Yay taΈkDL2, POB *ὌaΈkD1, PH 

*ᾐtaΈk, Paha Ǽa31taak33, Lakkja laΈkDL2 (compare *maCay Ÿ Lakkja plej) 

 

*saliw óto sellô 

AN examples: Amis caliw, Ivatan mapasaliw, Ilokano saliw, Proto-Sangiric saliu 

KD examples: PH *aRiΈuC, PK *s-Ὓwi  

 

*nu ómarker of uncertaintyô, *i-nu ówhereô, *a-nu ówhoô 

AN examples: Seediq ma-nu ówhat; whichô, Thao mi-ni ówhyô, Itbayaten di-no-h ówhereô, Kayan hi-

noӛ ówhereô 

KD examples: Paha nau ówhoô, Mulam nau2 ówhoô, N. Kam nϸu22 ówhoô / ӛo22nϸu22 ówhereô, Qabiao 

njau45 ówhoô  

 

* -tuq ófallô (a monosyllabic root) 

This is the only comparison here which includes a monosyllabic root. In AN studies, monosyllabic roots 

are typically -CVC segments that appear at the end of a word and are similar to phonaesthemes in that 

they are not lexical but seem to have recurring meanings where they occur (Brandstetter 1916; Blust 

1988). The AN examples therefore come from different lexemes which utilize this root but do not 

necessarily descend from a single PAN source. The existence of monosyllabic roots in AN with 

comparisons in KD may indicate the presence of monosyllabic words in PAT which were modified in 

AN to conform to a disyllabic requirement, creating irregularities in pre-final syllables but a common 

monosyllabic word-final root. 

 

AN examples: Bintulu gatuӛ, Malay rentoh, Kelabit tutuӛ, Berawan sito 

KD examples: PH *ᾐtuk ófallô, PK *tokD  ófallô, Buyang tukD1 ófallô, S. Kam tok55 ófallô  

 

 

*sakit ósick; to hurt; be in painô  

Both *sakit and *bᴅlaǼ are restricted to MP in AN, which poses an issue for these comparisons. 

However, unlike Proto-Atayal *surab óyawnô, *qawlid ómouseô, *ᾐabag óleafô, which compete with 

more robustly attested PAN reconstructions, *sakit ósickô does not have a PAN word with which it 

competes. This may be due to the loss of reflexes of a putative PAN *sakit in Formosan languages but 

its retention in MP and KD. *belaǼ, however, competes with PAN *paCak óspottedô and is therefore 

more problematic, although the sound correspondences between PT *ὈlaΈǼ and PMP *bᴅlaǼ are regular.  

 

AN examples: Ilokano sakít, Tagalog sakít, Malay sakit, Karo Batak sakit 

KD examples: PT *keΈtD óto hurtô, Shangsi ketDS1, Yay cetDS1, Saek keԒtDS1, Lakkja ӭeԒt24 óto hurt, 

acheô, N. Kam kit33 

 

*bᴅlaǼ óspottedô 

AN examples: Ngaju Dayak bϸlaǼ, Malay bϸlaǼ, Sasak bϸlaǼ, Makassarese bϸllaǼ 

KD examples: PT *ὈlaΈǼB óspottedô, Siamese daԒǼB1, Sapa baԒǼB1, Bao Yen bjaԒnB1, Cao Bang daԒǼB1 

 

With the additional comparisons listed above, a list of 71 comparisons may be presented in Table 

6. The list will undoubtedly change as additional comparative research is conducted on the two families. 

However, the number of apparently valid PAT lexemes with reflexes in both KD and AN continues to 

increase and the number is likely to go up, rather than down.  
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Table 6: Combined list of AT etyma from Benedict, Ostapirat, and the present research with gloss and 

PAN reconstruction 

Gloss PAN  Gloss PAN 

afraid *talaw    one *isa 

aku *aku  otter *Sanaq 

alive; raw *qudip   rain *quzan 

bear *Cumay   rattan *quay 

bird *manuk   saliva *Ǽajay 

bitter *paqiC   sesame *lᴅǼa 

black; dark *dᴅmdᴅm    seven *pitu 

boat *aluja   shadow *qaNiǼu 

chaff *qᴅpah   shoulder *qabaRa 

child *aNak   shrimp *qudaǼ  

clam; snail *kuSul   sick *sakit 

current *qaRus   six *ᴅnᴅm 

derris root *tubah   skin; scale *kuliC 

eight *walu   sour] *qalᴅsᴅm 

excrement *Caqi   spotted *bᴅlaǼ 

eye *maCa   sun; star *qajaw 

fire *Sapuy   taro *biRaq 

fish hook *kabit   ten *puluq 

five *lima   thigh *paqa 

flow *qaluR    this *i -ni 

four *Sᴅpat   three *tᴅlu 

fresh water *daNum   to come; arrive *datᴅǼ 

grandmother *aya   to cry *CaǼis 

grandparent *ᴅmpu   to die *m-aCay 

greese; fat *SimaR   to eat *kaᴅn 

hand *qalima   to fall * -tuq 

head *qulu   to fart *qᴅtut 

hold in fist *kᴅmkᴅm   to plant *mula 

leech *mᴅCak   to sell *saliw 

lend *Sᴅzam   to transplant *Canᴅm 

louse *kuCu   tongue *Sᴅma 

mist; cloud *Rabun   tooth *[Ǽ/n/l]ipᴅn 

moon *bulaN   two *duSa 

navel *puja   uncertainty marker *nu 

nine *siwa   you *kamu 

nose *[i/u]juǼ 

 

4 Notes on the vowel correspondences 
With the establishment of a discrete list of AT comparisons, the discussion may now turn to the issue 

of correspondences between AN and KD. Since Ostapirat (2005) has done much work on the 

correspondence between consonants, the following section will mostly focus on correspondences 
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between the vowels. Importantly, it is shown that there are regular reflexes of final-syllable vowels 

which appear to be conditioned by both the quality of the preceding vowel (assuming that PAT was 

disyllabic, see Ostapirat 2018), and by the coda.  

4.1 The low-vowel *a 

Although Ostapirat (2005) focused on consonant correspondences between AN and KD, he does make 

a specific statement on vowel correspondences in Ostapirat (2013). In that study, it was suggested that 

PKD distinguished between *aΈ and *ὝΈ, and that these vowels both correspond to PAN *a. Under this 

hypothesis *aΈ and *ὝΈ merged in PAN but remained distinct in KD. In Tai, however, differential reflexes 

of *a appear to be conditioned by the height of the preceding penultimate vowel. Where *a is preceded 

by a high vowel, it has a high-vowel reflex in Tai, either *Ὡ or *Ὡᴅ. Where *a is preceded by a non-

high vowel, it has a low-vowel reflex in Tai, *aΈ. Examples are organized in Tables 7 and 8. Table 7 

shows high-vowel reflexes in Tai, and Table 8 shows low-vowel reflexes.  

Table 7: High-vowel reflexes of *a in Tai 

 

moon 

derris 

root vomit boat navel bear hand 

PAN 

*bulaN *tubah *utaq 

*aluja 

(paddle) 
*puja  

*Cumay *qalima 

PT 

*ὈlὩᴅnA *C─.bὩᴅA  *rwὩᴅkD 

*C┤.rwὩᴅA 

(boat) *ὌwὩΈA  *ᾪmwὩjA  *mwὩΈA  

Siamese dὩᴅnA1 bὩᴅA1 raΈkDL2 rὩᴅA2 dὩΈA1  miΈA1  mὩΈA2  

Sapa bὩᴅnA1 bὩA1 haᾐDL2 hὩA2 dὩA1  miA1  mὩA2  

Bao Yen bὩᴅnA1 bὩᴅA1 raΈkDL2 lὩᴅA2 -i - miΈA1  mὩΈA2  

Cao Bang bὩᴅnA1 bὩᴅA1 raΈkDL2 lὩᴅA2 dὩᴅA1  miA1  mὩA2  

Lungchow bὝΈnA1 bὩΈA ὦaΈkDL2 lὩΈA2 - miΈA1  mὩΈA2  

Shangsi bunA1  - lukDL2 luA2 - mujA1  mojA2 

Yay dὩᴅnA1  - ruᴅkDL2 ruᴅA2 dὩᴅA1  mὩᴅjA1  fὩǼA2  

Saek bliᴅnA1 viᴅA1 ruᴅkDL2 ruᴅA1 duᴅA1  mὩᴅjA1  mὩΈA2  

 

Table 8: Low-vowel reflexes of *a in Tai 

 otter eye die leg afraid 

PAN *Sanaq *maCa *m-aCay *paqa *talaw 

PT *naΈkD  *p.taΈA *p.taΈjA *p.qaΈA  *ᾪlaΈwA 

Siamese naΈkDL2  taΈA1  taΈjA1 kᾪaΈA1  - 

Sapa naᾐDL2 taΈA1  taΈjA1 xaΈA1  - 

Bao Yen naΈkDL2  pᾪjaΈA1 pᾪaΈjA1 kᾪaΈA1  laΈwA1 

Cao Bang naΈkDL2 tᾪaΈA1 tᾪaΈjA1 kᾪaΈA1  laΈwA1 

Shangsi naΈkDL2  tᾪaΈA1 tᾪaΈjA1 haΈA1  - 

Yay naΈkDL2  taA1  taΈjA1 kaA1 laΈwA1 

Saek naΈkDL2  praΈA1  praΈjA1 kwaΈA1  laΈwA1 

 

It also appears that a palatal consonant in the onset of a final syllable may trigger high-vowel reflexes 

in Tai, for example, PAN *Sᴅzam [sᴅ῁ᾠam] Ÿ PT *ΆjὩΈmA óto borrowô. There is at least one exception 

to this, PAN *aNak óchildô which corresponds with PT *lὩΈk. Other than this single exception, the 

above conditions play out in numerous comparisons.   

Outside of Tai, reflexes of *a are less consistently conditioned by the preceding vowel. Some words 

which have regularly conditioned high-vowel reflexes of *a in Tai, such as reflexes of *lima ófiveô and 

*aluja ópaddle; boatô have low-vowel reflexes in Hlai, maԒ and raԒ respectively. However, *a is 

consistently reflected with a long vowel in subgroups outside of Tai, even where Tai has a high-vowel 

reflex: PAN *Sanaq : PH *ᴅnaΈk : Paha naԒk11.  
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Following Ostapirat (2018), who reconstructs fully disyllabic PKD, I view the split of *a to *aΈ 

and *ὝΈ as a change that arose in parallel developments after the breakup of PKD which occurs through 

interactions between penultimate and ultimate syllable vowels. In Tai, there was a regular raising of *a 

after a penultimate high vowel. In other subgroups, raising is less regular, but this attests to the parallel 

nature of these developments.  

Another piece of evidence that the split of *a in KD subgroups is a parallel innovation is that 

outside of Tai, it is common for the penultimate vowel features to spread to the onset of the final 

syllable, if the penultimate vowel is high (Ostapirat 2018). For example, POB *zuaǼ : PAN *qudaǼ 

óshrimpô, POB *Ὄuak : PAN *utaq óvomitô. In these two examples, the high-back vowel *u has spread 

its features onto the final-syllable vowel and later deleted. Penultimate vowel feature transfer is apparent 

in some Tai reflexes, for example, *rwὩᴅkD óto vomitô, but not others, for example, *C─.ὈὩᴅA ófish 

poisonô. High vowels therefore had an effect on final-syllable vowel reflexes, but these are not uniform 

across subgroups, suggesting parallel development.  

To summarize, the development of *a in final syllables is complex. In neutral environments where 

the penultimate vowel was non-high, *a consistently lengthens to *aΈ. Where there is a high vowel in 

the penultimate syllable, however, Tai has a regular raising of the final vowel, but other subgroups have 

a mixture of lengthening (*a > *aΈ) and raising/feature transfer (iCa > Cia/Ci and *uCa > Cua/Cu). It is 

therefore likely that PAT had a single low vowel *a, which first underwent lengthening in PKD *a > 

*aΈ and then later underwent a series of parallel splits typically conditioned by the height of preceding 

penultimate syllable vowels which co-occurred with the eventual loss of the penultimate syllable in 

most KD branches.  

4.2 Reflexes of *ϸ 

The central vowel schwa also undergoes a split, but reflexes of schwa do not show a clear condition. In 

both KD and AN, a mid/low central vowel shares irregular reflexes with the high back vowel, *u, both 

apparently from PAT *ᴅ. To begin, PAN *ᴅ typically corresponds to PT, PH, POB, Lakkja /a/ and PK 

and Kam /ᴅ/ (/ὃ/ in S. Kam, /ᴅ/ in N. Kam). These are shown in Table 9 (only reflexes of the vowels are 

listed, while the words themselves are in the Appendix).  

Table 9: Typical correspondence sets involving PAT *ϸ 

PAn PT PH POB PK Lakkja  S Kam  

ᴅ a - - ᴅ - - *tanᴅm óplantô 

ᴅ a - - - a - *kᴅmkᴅm óhold in fistô 

ᴅ a a a ᴅ a ὃ *dᴅmdᴅm óblackô 

ᴅ a a - ᴅ a ὃ *ipᴅn ótoothô 

 

It is therefore assumed PAT *ᴅ became PAN *ᴅ, PKD *ᴅ, PT *a, PH *a, POB *a, PK *ᴅ, Lakkja a, S 

Kam Ҙ. There are several examples, however, where PAN *ᴅ corresponds unexpectedly to a back or 

central vowel. The unexpected reflexes are highlighted in Table 10. 

Table 10: Irregular correspondence sets involving pat *ϸ and KD reflexes 

PAn PT PH POB PK Lakkja  S Kam  

ᴅ - u - ᴅ - - *ᴅnᴅm ósixô 

ᴅ Ὕ - - - u ὃ *qasᴅm ósourô 

ᴅ Ὕ - ᴅ u a ὃ *datᴅǼ óarriveô 

 

These irregularities cross over into AN as well, where there are several cases of PAN *u irregularly 

corresponding to what are typically reflexes of *ᴅ in KD. Two examples are organized in Table 11, and 

additional reflexes of the final vowel in *manuk óbirdô are included to demonstrate regular reflexes of 

*u in final syllables. Once again, unexpected reflexes are highlighted, assuming that these all reflect a 

PAT central vowel. 
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Table 11: Irregular correspondence sets involving PAT *ϸ and AN reflexes 

PAn PT PH POB PK Lakkja S Kam  

u a a a - u ὃ *daNum ówaterô 

u Ὡ - - - ᴅ ᴅ *Rabun ósky; cloudô 

u o - u o o o *manuk óbirdô 

 

One solution to this problem is to posit two separate phonemes: *ᴅ (= regular reflexes) and *Ὡ (= 

irregular reflexes). This solution remains problematic, however. If there really were two phonemes, *ᴅ 

and *Ὡ, and *Ὡ had a tendency to irregularly merge with *ᴅ, then it is possible that there are cases 

where *Ὡ has merged with *ᴅ in all extant languages, making accurate reconstruction impossible. 

Another possibility is that irregularities in reflexes of *ᴅ all arise from a single phoneme, which typically 

became *ᴅ but in some cases irregularly became *u. In this scenario, it is more beneficial to reconstruct 

schwa as a high-vowel like [ὢ] or [Ὡ], which may more naturally split to both *ᴅ and *u. Irregular 

developments of high central vowels are not uncommon. The same tendency for central and high-back 

vowels to irregularly interact is apparent in Land Dayak languages. Reflexes of PMP *ᴅ are 

reconstructed as a high vowel in Proto-Land Dayak, [ὢ] (Smith 2019), but reflexes are often irregular, 

resulting in reflexes of a, ϸ, u, and Ø in Land Dayak language Bistaang. Some examples from Bistaang 

are organized in example 7. 

 

7 Bistaang (Land Dayak, Rensch et al. 2012) 

 PMP   Bistaang   Change 

 *bᴅtiᴅs > *bᴅtis  > bates ócalf of the legô  *ᴅ > a 

 *zᴅlaq  >   jaraᾐ ótongueô   *ᴅ > a 

 *lᴅsuǼ  >   rsoǼ ómortarô   *ᴅ > Ï 

 *tᴅluR  >   turoh óeggô   *ᴅ > u 

 *bulu   >    bluh óbody hairô   *u > Ø 

 *silu    >    srᴅh ófinger nailô  *u > ᴅ 

 

With regard to PAT *ᴅ, because both *ᴅ and *u reflexes are found in AN, a pre-PAN stage where *ᴅ had 

not yet undergone this split is required. Merger with *u in some words may therefore arise after pre-

PAN but before PAN, since the irregularities with *ᴅ and *u are only visible in AN through comparison 

with KD. That is to say, within AN itself, there is no evidence that some instances of the vowel *u may 

ultimately be from a more ancient central vowel. A schematic is given in example 8 which shows the 

various stages of schwa development.   

 

8 PAT *ᴅ ([ὢ] or [Ὡ]) Ÿ pre-PAN *ᴅ ([ὢ ~ u]) Ÿ PAN *ᴅ / *u  

 

In KD, the same irregular changes happen, but only after PKD began to diversify, since the irregularities 

are apparent in KD-internal comparisons. The fluidity between more schwa-like realizations of *ᴅ and 

more u-like realizations persisted into PKD.   

The PAT central vowels are therefore of two types. The low vowel *a, which underwent 

lengthening in PKD and further developed splits in reflexes conditioned by penultimate vowels in many 

KD daughter languages, and the high-vowel, which is for now written as schwa *ᴅ, which stabilized in 

AN but again underwent splits in KD which are explained as arising from the instability of high-central 

vowels and their tendency to undergo unconditioned changes.  

4.3 Diphthongs 

In most KD branches, AN word-final diphthongs *aw and *ay correspond to identical diphthongs in KD 

with additional vowel lengthening, *aw : *aΈw and *ay : *aΈj, but the presence of a high-vowel in the 

penult had similar effects in diphthongs as elsewhere, resulting in regular high-vowel reflexes in Tai 

and a tendency towards high-vowel reflexes in other KD branches. In example set 9, reflexes of *talaw, 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Smith 
 

88 
 

*qajaw, and *m-aCay reflect lengthening of *a, whereas reflexes of *Cumay have high-vowel reflexes, 

or have transferred features of the penult directly onto the final syllable vowel. 

 

9 *talaw óafraidô, PT *ᾪlaΈwA, Qabiao laau24 

 *qajaw óstarô, PT *t.naΈwA, PH *araΈuA, Mak ӛdaԒu1 

 *m-aCay óto dieô, PT *p.taΈjA, POB *ὌaΈj 

 *Cumay óbearô, PT *ᾪmwὩjA, PH *muiA, S. Kam me55, Lakkja kȈԒi 

4.4 High-vowels 

In final syllables, KD high vowels often reflect a set of conditioned splits which depend on the features 

of the now-lost penultimate syllable, with an additional condition triggered by the presence or absence 

of a final consonant. In many subgroups, high vowels break into diphthongs with a lowered nucleus and 

high front or back off-glides. In Tai, for example, this development is regular. Tai maintains distinctions 

between reflexes of *aw and *u, and between *ay and *i, however, in the length of the syllable nucleus. 

For example, although *u becomes aw, it does not merge with *aw, which becomes aԒw. Reflexes of 

final high vowels in Tai are shown in Table 12. 

Table 12: Tai reflexes of high vowels in open final syllables 

 óIô ólouseô óthisô 

PAN *aku *kuCu *ni  

PT *kawA  *trawA  *najC 

Bao Yen kὝwA1 h ὝwA1  najC2 

Cao Bang kὝwA1  tᾪὝwA1  nὝjC2 

Lungchow kawA1  hawA1 najB2 

Shangsi kawA1  tᾪawA1 nojC2 

Yay kuA1  rawA1 niC2 

Saek kuΈA1 rawA1 niΈC2 

 

In Hlai and Ong Be, diphthongization is also attested, but in at least PH and PK, reconstructions 

maintain the monophthong, and diphthongization does not occur in all languages. Some examples are 

listed in 10. 

 

10 *aku óI; meô - PH *aku > Hlai hou1, Ong Be hau2, PK *ku > Paha ku322, Pubiao kauA1, S. Kam 

jau212 

 *ni óthisô - PH *ni > Hlai nei2, Ong Be nia2, PK *ni > Paha ni55, Pubiao naiC2, S. Kam nai33, 

Lakkja ni231 

 

In closed final syllables, a lowering of high vowels can also be observed in Tai (*i > e, *u > o). There 

are not as many examples of high vowels in closed final syllables as elsewhere, so these observations 

are tentative, but they do repeat themselves in a number of comparisons. All examples of high-vowel 

lowering in closed final syllables are associated with voiceless stop codas. It is not clear if these 

generalizations can be applied to words with voiced codas. Tai reflexes are organized in Table 13.  
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Table 13: Tai reflexes of high vowels in closed final syllables 

 óbirdô ópainfulô óhookô 

PAN *manuk *sakit (sick) *kabit 

PT *C┤.nokD  *keΈtD (hurt) *ὈetD 

Siamese nokDS2   - betDS1 

Bao Yen nokDS2   - bὝtDS1 

Cao Bang nokDS2   - betDS1 

Lungchow nukDS2   - bit5 

Shangsi  - ketDL1  - 

Yay rokDS2   - - 

Saek nὉkDS2  keΈtDL1 - 

 

Outside of Tai lowering in closed final syllables can be observed in some languages, especially in Kra, 

but elsewhere high-vowel lowering is generally not a regular process. Examples are listed in 11.   

 

11 * -tuq óto fallô (root) - PH *ᾐtuk, PK *tokD, S. Kam tok55 

 *qᴅtut óto fartô - PH *(ᾐ)tuΈt, POB *Ὄut,  

 *sakit ósick, in painô - Lakkja tseԒt24, S. Kam ӛit323 

 

Despite regular lowering in Tai, high vowels remain high in final syllables if conditioned by the 

presence of a high vowel in the reconstructed penult. For example, reflexes of *qudip ólife; alive; rawô, 

are high in most groups, including Tai, although Ostapirat 2000 reconstructs PK *(k)ὋepD, again, 

indicating that the affects that high-vowels in penultimate syllables had on final-syllable vowels are not 

uniform across the family. Examples are organized in 12. 

 

12 *qudip óalive; rawô - PT *C─.dipD, PH *uriΈp > Hlai riΈp, POB *zip, PK *(k)ὋepD 

 

It is important to make these correspondences between various subgroups and possible AT etyma clear, 

since the major task in AT studies is still determining the number of supported comparisons between 

the two families. A better understanding of regular sound correspondences allows those working in AT 

to rule out comparisons which may be only superficially similar, strengthening the core set of 

comparisons. Also, the more that is understood about correspondences, the better we will be able to 

spot potential comparisons that might have previously gone overlooked. The vowel correspondences 

discussed above are summarized below: 

¶ PAT *a underwent lengthening in KD, becoming *aΈ. Further, in most branches the quality of the 

penultimate vowel influences reflexes of *aΈ. In Tai, high-vowel penults result in a raising of 

reflexes of *aΈ to *Ὡ and in other subgroups the features of the penultimate vowel are often 

transferred to the final-syllable vowel.  

¶ PAT *ᴅ underwent an unconditioned split which manifests itself in a mismatch between AN and 

KD words. Typically, PAN *ᴅ corresponds to *a in most KD branches, and *ᴅ in PK. Irregular 

correspondences have PAN *ᴅ and *u corresponding to KD u, Ὡ, ᴅ, and a. It is hypothesized that 

PAT *ᴅ was a high vowel [ὢ], which then underwent a split.  

¶ Diphthongs, *aw and *ay, developed as *a. They lengthened but were also affected by the presence 

of a high vowel in the reconstructed penult.  

¶ The high vowels *i and *u did not change in final syllables between PAT, PAN, and PKD, although 

in several KD branches, word-final high vowels underwent regular diphthongization, *i > aj and 

*u > aw, and lowered in closed final syllables to mid vowels in several branches. 

5 Conclusion 
As counted in this paper, there are just over 70 reasonably well-attested and supported comparisons 

between AN and KD which may descend from a common ancestor PAT. Comparisons meet the 

conditions that (1) they are reconstructable to at least one primary branch in each family, (2) they are 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Smith 
 

90 
 

regular in regards to sound correspondences, and (3) KD monosyllables correspond to the final syllable 

in AN, assuming that KD monosyllabicity was driven primary by the reduction and eventual deletion 

of an unstressed penultimate syllable. The numbers derive largely from previous works, but with 14 

additional new comparisons.  

With an increase in comparisons between AN and KD comes an increase in our understanding of 

the sound correspondences which exist between the two families. Although irregularity certainly exists, 

there is a high amount of regularity as well. The vowel correspondences, of particular interest in the 

present research, show typical developments. There was likely a PAT low-vowel *a, which remained 

unchanged in PAN but underwent lengthening in PKD, yielding *aΈ, and was affected by the presence 

of high vowels in PAT penultimate syllables. The central vowel, PAT *ᴅ, yields unpredictable reflexes 

both in KD and AN. It is evident that PAT *ᴅ was a high-central vowel, which became either *ᴅ or *u 

in PAN, and *a in most KD branches but is also reflected by high and mid back-vowels with irregularity.   

Lengthening of *a also occurs in the diphthongs, where *aw and *ay become *aΈw and *aΈy 

respectively in KD. In many subgroups, this lengthening leads to a merger avoidance, since many 

languages have high-vowel breaking in open final syllables (Tai, for example, in which high-vowel 

breaking is regular). High vowels also undergo lowering to mid vowels where they appear in closed 

syllables in Tai, as well as some other subgroups, like Kra. This lowering, however, is interrupted by 

the presence of a high vowel in the reconstructed penult and is only attested in words that end in a 

voiceless stop. More comparisons are undoubtedly needed to make more concrete descriptions on high-

vowel development. When compared to AN, at least at the PAN and PMP levels, the vowels change 

much less frequently. Vowel breaking, high vowel lowering, and the effects of high-vowel penultimate 

syllables on reflexes of final-syllable vowels are present in AN, but not at first-order proto-languages.  

The AT Hypothesis remains a tentative hypothesis, although the evidence in its favor continues to 

grow. The evidence for a special relationship between AN and KD is both of a higher quality and 

quantity now than any time in the past, and it is hoped that more research in the area will help us 

understand the precise nature of this relationship. 
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Appendix 1: data sets from Kra -Dai with proto-Austronesian comparisons 
afraid: PAN *talaw, PT *ᾪla:wA, Bao Yen la:wA1, Cao Bang la:wA1, Lungchow la:wA1, Yay la:wA1, Saek 

la:wA1, Qabiao laau24, Buyang i11vau24, S. Kam jau13. 

arrive  PAN datᴅǼ PT *C┤.tὝǼA Siamese tᾪὩǼA1 Sapa tᾪὩǼA Bao Yen tᾪὝǼA1 Cao Bang tᾪὝǼA1 

Lungchow tᾪὝǼA1 Shangsi Yay taǼA2 Saek tᾪaǼA2 PH Hlai POB ὌᴅǼ A1 Ong Be Gelao Paha 

khauįį Pubiao Qabiao Buyang Lakkja taǼ231 (come) Mak S. Kam tὃǼ55 (come) N. Kam tᴅu25  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jackson_T.-S._Sun
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bear: PAN *Cumay, PT *ᾪmwὩjA, Siamese mi:A1, Sapa miA1, Bao Yen mi:A1, Cao Bang miA1, 

Lungchow mi:A1, Shangsi muyA1, Yay mὩᴅjA1, Saek mὩᴅjA1, PH *muiA, Paha mi³²², Pubiao 

mὠjeA2, Lakkja kuĩΈi, S. Kam me55. 

bird: PAN manuk-manuk, PT *C┤.nokD, Siamese nokDS2, Sapa nukDS2, Bao Yen nokDS2, Cao Bang 

nokDS2, Lungchow nukDS2, Yay rokDS2, Saek nὉkDS2, PH *saC, Hlai tatt7, POB nukD2 Ong Be nok8 

Gelao ma33no35, Paha nokĭĭ, Pubiao nokǼA2, Qabiao nuk45/niuk45, Buyang ma0nuk11, Lakkja 

mlok7, Mak nok8, S. Kam mok21, N. Kam noᾐ13. 

black: PAN *dᴅmdᴅm, PT *C─.damA, Siamese damA2, Sapa damA2, Bao Yen damA2, Cao Bang damA2, 

Lungchow damA2, Shangsi namA1, Saek ramA1, PH *(ᾐ)damC, Hlai dom3, POB *zamA1, Ong Be 

lam1, Paha lamįĮĮ/damįĭ, Pubiao ᾐdamA1, Qabiao dam53, Buyang ᾐdam31, Lakkja lam51, Mak nam1, 

S. Kam nὃm55, N. Kam nᴅm35.  

blow: PAN *Sᴅyup, Buyang hip54, Lakkja jᴅp24, S. Kam sᴅp21, N. Kam sᴅp11.  

boat: PAN *aluja óto paddleô, PT *C.rwὩᴅA óboatô, Siamese rὩᴅA2, Sapa hὩA2, Bao Yen lὩᴅA2 -I, Cao 

Bang lὩᴅA2, Lungchow lὩ:A2, Shangsi luA2, Yay ruᴅA2, Saek ruᴅA1, PH *uraA óboatô, Paha daįį, S. 

Kam lo55, N. Kam la35. 

chaff; bran:  PAN *qᴅpah, POB vᴅΈBC2, Gelao pauB1, Buyang faaB1, Lakkja faaB1, N. Kam pa33.  

child: PAN *aNak, PT *lὩ:kD, Siamese lu:kDL2, Sapa luᾐDL2, Bao Yen lukDL2, Cao Bang lukDL2, 

Lungchow lukDL, Shangsi lakDL1, Yay lὩkDS2, Saek lὩkDL1, PH *alὢΈk, Hlai ὦὩk7laὩ2, POB lᴅ:kD2, 

Ong Be lᴅk8, Gelao la35lie55, Pah laak¹¹, Buyang la:k11, Mak lak8, S. Kam lak31ᾐun323, N. Kam 

laᾐ31ᾐun33.  

cry: PAN *CaǼis, PT *t.hajC, Siamese ha:jC1, Bao Yen hajC1, Cao Bang hajC1, Lungchow hajC1, Shangsi 

hajC1, Yay tajC1, Hlai Ǽai3, POB *ǼajBC1, Ong Be Ǽai3, Pah itĭĭ, Buyang ietD1, Mak e3, S. Kam 

ne323, N. Kam Ǽe33.  

derris root: PAN *tubah, PT *C─.bὩᴅA, Siamese bὩᴅA1, Sapa bὩA1, Bao Yen bὩᴅA1 Cao Bang bὩᴅA1, 

Lungchow bὩ:A, Saek viᴅA1. 

die: PAN *m-aCay, PT *p.ta:jA, Siamese ta:jA1, Sapa ta:jA1, Bao Yen pᾪa:jA1, Cao Bang tᾪa:jA1, 

Lungchow ha:jA1, Shangsi tᾪa:jA1, Yay ta:jA1, Saek pra:jA1, POB *Ὄa:jA1, Ong Be dai1, Qabiao tie53, 

Buyang ma0tὑ54 ókillô, Lakkja plei51, S. Kam tὃi55, N. Kam tᴅi35.  

eat: PAN *kaᴅn, PT *kὩὬA, Siamese kinA, Sapa kinA1, Bao Yen kinA1, Cao Bang kinA1, Lungchow 

kinA1, Shangsi kὝnA1, Yay kὩnA1, Saek kinA1, POB kᴅnA1, Ong Be kὉn1, Gelao ka31, Paha kaan³²², 

Pubiao kᴅnA1, Qabiao k(Ὢ)ᴅn53, Buyang ka:n54, Lakkja tsen51, S. Kam an55.  

eight: PAN *walu, PH *aRuA, Paha mu31, Pubiao rὠὩὩA2, Qabiao mᴅ0ἳὪ33, Buyang ðuuA2.  

excrement: PAN *Caqi, PT *C┤.qὩjC, Siamese kᾪi:C1, Bao Yen kᾪi:C1, Cao Bang kᾪiC1, Lungchow kᾪi:C1, 

Shangsi kᾪoyC1, Yay hajC2, Saek ὛajC2, PH *akaΈiC, POB ka:jBC2, Paha qὑįį, S. Kam ᾐe31, N. Kam 

ᾐe31.  

eye: PAN *maCa, PT *p.ta:A, Siamese ta:A1, Sapa ta:A1, Bao Yen pᾪjaΈA1, Cao Bang tᾪaΈA1, Lungchow 

ha:A1, Shangsi tᾪaΈA1, Yay taA1, Saek pra:A1, PH *ata, Hlai tsha1, POB Ὄa:A1, Ong Be da1, Gelao 

mu33tὩ31, Paha ma daįĮĮ, Pubiao teeA1, Qabiao te53, Buyang ma0ta54, Lakkja pla51, Mak da1, S. 

Kam ta55, N. Kam ta35.  

father:  PAN *ama(x)/*aba, PT *bo:B, Siamese pᾪὉ:B, Sapa poB, Bao Yen pὉ:B2, Cao Bang b⌡ὉB2, 

Lungchow po:B2, Shangsi poC2 -t, Yay poB2, Saek pᾪὉ:B2, PH *paC, Hlai pha3, Ong Be be2lau4, 

Gelao a55ba33, Pah pa³³, Pubiao pe213, Buyang pa11, Lakkja pὑ55, Mak pᴅu4, S. Kam pu31.  

fire:  PAN Sapuy, PT *wὝjA, Siamese fajA2, Bao Yen pᾪὝjA2, Cao Bang vὝjA2, Lungchow fajA2, Shangsi 

foyA2, Yay fiA2, Saek vi:A2, PH *apiA, Hlai fei1, POB *vᴅ:jA2, Ong Be vᴅi2, Gelao pia33, Paha pwi³²² 

Pubiao peiA1, Qabiao pᴅi53, Buyang pui54, Lakkja puΈi1, Mak vᴅi1, S. Kam pui55, N. Kam wi35.  
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five: PAN *lima, PH *amaA, Hlai pa1, Gelao mlὩ31, Paha m─aįį, Pubiao mὠaaaA2, Qabiao ma33, Buyang 

ma312.  

flow; current : PAN *qaluR, PT *ᾪlwajA, Siamese lajA1, Sapa lajA1, Bao Yen lwὝjA1, Cao Bang lwὝjA1, 

Lungchow lajA1, Shangsi lajA1, Yay lajA1, POB lᴅ:jA1, Ong Be lᴅi1, Gelao hlei33, Paha qwi³²², 

Pubiao ὦeiA1, Qabiao ὦai53, Buyang luiA2, Mak lu:i1, S. Kam ᾐui35, N. Kam tui11.  

grandfather:  PMP *ᴅmpu, PT *pὩwB, Siamese pu:B1, Sapa puB1, Bao Yen pu:B1, Cao Bang puB1, PH 

*pauC. 

hand: PAN *qalima, PT *mwὩ:A, Siamese mὩ:A2, Sapa mὩA2, Bao Yen mὩ:A2, Cao Bang mὩA2, 

Lungchow mὩ:A2, Shangsi moyA2, Saek mὩ:A2, PH *mὢA, Hlai meὩ1, POB mᴅ:A2, Ong Be mὉ2, 

Gelao pa31mi31, Paha maįįqὑ įĮĮ , Pubiao hmiiB1, Qabiao qa0hmi213, Lakkja mie231, S. Kam mja212, 

N. Kam mja22.  

head: PAN *qulu, PT krawC/truᴅA, Siamese /huᴅA1, Sapa /hu1, Bao Yen huᴅA1, Cao Bang /tᾪuᴅA1, 

Lungchow /hu:A1, Shangsi lawC1/, Yay cawC1/, Saek tᾪrawC1/, PH *uRᴅuC, Hlai gwou3, POB ha:w 
BC1, Ong Be hau3, Gelao tὑ31lui35, Buyang qa0ðu11, Lakkja kjὑu51, Mak au3, S. Kam kau323, N. 

Kam kau33.  

hold in fist:  PAN *kᴅmkᴅm, PT *kamA, Siamese kamA1, Sapa kamA1, Bao Yen kamA1, Cao Bang kamA1, 

Lungchow kamA1, Shangsi kamA1, Yay kamA1, Saek kamA1, Lakkja kam5 

hook: PAN *kabit, PT *ὈetD, Siamese betDS1, Sapa bitDS1, Bao Yen bὝtDS1, Cao Bang betDS1, Lungchow 

bit5.  

I:  PAN *aku, PT *ku:A/*kawA, Siamese ku:A1, Sapa kuA1, Bao Yen /kὝwA1, Cao Bang /kὝwA1, Lungchow 

/kawA1, Shangsi /kawA1, Yay kuA1, Saek ku:A1, PH *akuA, Hlai hou1, Ong Be hau2, Paha ku³²², 

Pubiao kauA1, Qabiao kau53, Buyang ku54, Lakkja tsi51, S. Kam jau212, N. Kam jau22.  

leech: PAN *mᴅCak, PT *da:kD, Siamese tᾪa:kDL2, Sapa taᾐDL2, Bao Yen ta:kDL2, Cao Bang d⌡a:kDL2, 

Lungchow tekDL2 -v, Yay ta:kDL1, Saek tᾪa:kDL2, PH *ᾐtaΈk, POB Ὄa:kD1, Paha Ǽaįĭtaakįį.  

leg; thigh: PAN *paqa óthighô PT *p.qa:A ólegô, Siamese kᾪa:A1, Sapa xa:A1, Bao Yen kᾪa:A1, Cao Bang 

kᾪa:A1, Lungchow kᾪa:A1, Shangsi ha:A1, Yay kaA1, Saek kwa:A1, Hlai ha1, Ong Be va2, Paha ύaĭĭ, 

Buyang ᾐaaA1, S. Kam pa55, N. Kam pa35lau31. 

lend/borrow: PAN *Sᴅzam, PT *ΆjὩ:mA, Siamese jὩ:mA1, Cao Bang jὩmA1, Lungchow jimA1, Shangsi 

jomA1, Lakkja lam51, S. Kam jam55, N. Kam jam35.  

louse: PAN *kuCu(x), PT *trawA, Siamese hawA1, Sapa hawA1, Bao Yen hὝwA1, Cao Bang tᾪὝwA1, 

Lungchow hawA1, Shangsi tᾪawA1, Yay rawA1, Saek rawA1, PH *utuA, Hlai fou1, Paha ðu³³, Qabiao 

qa0tau53, Buyang qa0tu54, Lakkja taΈu, Mak tᴅ2tᴅu1, S. Kam tau55, N. Kam tau35.  

moon: PAN *bulaN, PT *ὈlὩᴅnA, Siamese dὩᴅnA1, Sapa bὩᴅnA1, Bao Yen bὩᴅnA1, Cao Bang bὩᴅnA1, 

Lungchow bὝ:nA1, Shangsi bunA1, Yay dὩᴅnA1, Saek bliᴅnA1, PH *ὬaΈnA, Hlai nyaan1, Paha 

naanįį įĮĮ , Pubiao ninA1/taanA1, Qabiao taan53, Buyang luǼ11tὑn11, Lakkja man11lieΈǼ214, Mak ni:n2, 

S. Kam kwaǼ55 an55, N. Kam mjan35. 

navel: PAN *puja, PT *ὌwὩ:A, Siamese dὩ:A1, Sapa dὩA1, Cao Bang dὩᴅA1, Shangsi boyC1 -t, Yay 

dὩᴅA1, Saek duᴅA1, PH *urὢA, POB *Ὄᴅ:A2, Buyang ᾐduᴅA1, S. Kam pjo55ljo55.   

nine PAN *Siwa, Paha dὠaįį, Pubiao ὊjaB1, Qabiao mᴅ0æia213, Buyang vaaB1. 

nose: PAN *ujuǼ/*ijuǼ, PT *ὌaǼA, Siamese ᾐdaǼC1 -t, Sapa daǼA1, Bao Yen daǼA1, Cao Bang daǼA1, 

Lungchow daǼA1, Shangsi daǼaA1, Yay daǼA1, Saek daǼA1, PH *(ᾐ)daǼA, POB zᴅǼA1, Ong Be lὉng1, 

Pubiao taǼC1, Qabiao qa33taǼ33, Buyang qa0tiǼ213, Lakkja naǼ51, S. Kam nὃǼ55, N. Kam naǼ35.  

one: PAN *isa, PH *cὢC, Hlai tsheὩ3/tsὩ2, Ong Be hᴅ3, Gelao tsi55, Pah ti , Pubiao tὊjaC1, Qabiao tæia33. 

otter:  PAN *Sanaq, PT *na:kD, Siamese na:kDL2, Sapa naᾐDL2, Bao Yen na:kDL2, Cao Bang na:kDL2, 

Shangsi na:kDL2, Yay na:kDL2, Saek na:kDL2, PH *(ᴅ)naΈk, Paha naakĭĭ.  
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rattan  PAN *quay, PT *C─.wa:jA, Siamese wa:jA1, Sapa va:jA1, Bao Yen wa:jA1, Cao Bang wa:jA1, 

Lungchow va:jA1, Shangsi wa:jA1, Yay va:jA1, Saek va:jA1.  

raw; unripe; alive:  PAN *qudip óaliveô, PT *C─.dipD óraw; uncookedô, Siamese dipDS1, Sapa dipDS1, Bao 

Yen dipDS1, Cao Bang dipDS1, Lungchow dipDS1, Shangsi dipDS1, Yay dipDS1, Saek ripDS1, PH 

*uriΈp, Hlai riΈp/viΈp, POB *zipD1, Paha Ħapįį, Pubiao ᾐdapD1, Buyang ᾐaᾐdip. 

sell: PAN *baliw/*saliw, PH *aRiΈuC,  PK *s-Ὓwi. 

seven: PAN *pitu, PH *ᾐtuA, Paha ðu³³, Pubiao tuuA1, Qabiao mᴅ0tu53, Buyang tuuA2. 

shadow: PAN *qaNiǼu, PT *ǼawA, Siamese ǼawA2, Bao Yen ǼὝwA2, Cao Bang ǼὝwA2, Lungchow 

ǼawA2, Shangsi ǼawA2, Yay ǼawA2, Saek ǼawA2, PH *aǼaΈuC, POB Ǽu:jA1.  

shoulder: PAN *qabaRa, PT *C─.ba:B, Siamese ba:B1, Sapa ba:B1, Bao Yen ba:B1, Cao Bang ba:B1, 

Lungchow ba:B1, Shangsi ba:B1, Yay baB1, Saek va:B1, PH *aᾇaB, Hlai tsὩ2va2, POB viaBC1, Ong 

Be bik7via3, Paha ka ὛὉ ma , Pubiao hmaaB1, Buyang qa0ᾐba11, Mak ha1, N. Kam pja11.  

shrimp:  PAN *qudaǼ, PH *uraΈǼA, POB *zuaǼA2, Lakkja tsoǼ24, S. Kam o33.  

sick; pain; to hurt:  PMP *sakit, PT *ke:tD óhurtô, Shangsi ketDL1, Yay cetDL1, Saek ke:tDL1, Paha ði11, 

Lakkja tsὑΈt24, S. Kam ᾐit323, N. Kam kit33. 

six: PAN *ᴅnᴅm, PH *(ᴅ)numA, Hlai tom1, Gelao namA1, Paha nam³¹, Pubiao hnamA1, Qabiao 

mᴅ0hnam53, Buyang nam24.  

sky/cloud: PAN *Rabun ócloudô, PT *ὈὩnA óskyô, Siamese bonA1, Bao Yen bonA1, Cao Bang bὝnA1, 

Shangsi bonA1, Yay bunA1, Saek bὩnA1, Buyang ᾐbun54, Lakkja bᴅn51, Mak ᾐbᴅn1, S. Kam mᴅn55, 

N. Kam mᴅn35.  

spotted: PMP *bᴅlaǼ, PT *Ὀla:ǼB, Siamese da:ǼB1, Sapa ba:ǼB1, Bao Yen bja:ǼB1, Cao Bang da:ǼB1. 

star: PAN *qajaw ódayô, PT *t.na:wA, Siamese da:wA1, Sapa da:wA1, Bao Yen da:wA1, Cao Bang da:wA1, 

Lungchow da:wA1, Shangsi da:wA1, Yay da:wA1, Saek tra:wA1, PH *araΈuA, Hlai raau1, Lakkja 

tau24, Mak ᾐda:u1ᾐdᴅi5. 

sour: PMP *qᴅsᴅm, PT *sὝmC, Siamese somC1, Bao Yen tᾪomC1, Cao Bang ὦomC1, Lungchow ὦumC1, 

Shangsi ὦomC1, Yay èamC1, Saek samC1, Lakkja khjum24, S. Kam sᴅm13, N. Kam sᴅm13.  

taro:  PAN *biRaq, PT *prὩᴅkD, Siamese pᾪὩᴅkDL1, Sapa pᾪὩᾐDL1, Bao Yen pᾪὩᴅkDL, Cao Bang 

pᾪὩᴅkDL1, Lungchow pᾪὝ:kDL1, Shangsi pᾪykDL1, Yay pὩᴅkDL1, Paha pwaak¹¹, Buyang ðaakD2, 

Lakkja jaΈk24, S. Kam jak323. 

this: PAN * -ni, PT *najC, Siamese ni:C2 -v, Sapa niC2, Bao Yen najC2, Cao Bang nὝjC2, Lungchow najB2, 

Shangsi noyC2, Yay niC2 -v, Saek ni:C2 -v, PH *niB, Hlai nei2, Ong Be nia2, Gelao nyi35, Paha ni , 

Pubiao naiC2, Qabiao nai45, Buyang ni11, Lakkja ni231, S. Kam nai33, N. Kam nai44.  

three: PAN *tᴅlu, Paha tuįĮĮ, Pubiao tauA1, Qabiao tau53, Buyang tuuA1. 

to fall:  PAN * -tuq, PH *ᾐtuk, Gelao to35, Paha tὉk , Pubiao tὉὉkD1, Buyang tukD1, S. Kam tok55, N. 

Kam toᾐ55.  

to fart:  PAN *qᴅtut, PT *k.tὝtD, Siamese totDS1, Sapa tutDS1, Bao Yen tὝtDS1, Cao Bang tὝtDS1, Shangsi 

tᾪotDS1, Yay ratDS1, Saek rὑtDS1, PH *(ᾐ)tuΈt, POB *ὌutD1, Paha Ħat , Pubiao tὄtD1, Buyang tutD1, 

Lakkja kjᴅΈt3, S. Kam tᴅt55. 

to plant:  PAN *mula, PH *uRaA/*ugaA, Hlai gwa1, S. Kam mja212,N. Kam mja22. 

to transplant:  PAN *tanᴅm, PT *t.namA, Siamese damA1, Bao Yen damA1, Cao Bang damA1, Lungchow 

damA1, Shangsi damA1, Yay damA1, Saek tramA1, PH *ᾐdap, Paha damįįwaįĮĮ. 

tongue: PAN *Sᴅma, Gelao dὩ35maὩ31, Paha maįĭ, Pubiao mὠjeA2, Qabiao mie33, Buyang meeA2, 

Lakkja waÞ, Mak ma2, S. Kam ma212, N. Kam ma22.  
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tooth: PAN *[Ǽ/n/l]ipᴅn, PT *wanA, Siamese fanA2, Bao Yen pᾪanA2, Cao Bang vanA2, Lungchow fanA2, 

Yay fanA2, PH *ipanA, Hlai fan1, Lakkja wan2, S. Kam pjὃn55, N. Kam pjᴅn35.  

two: PAN *duSa, Gelao sὩ31, Pah èa³²², Pubiao ὊeeA1, Qabiao æe53, Buyang Ὂa54, S. Kam ja212, N. Kam 

ja22.  

uncertainty marker : PAN * -nu, Ong Be lᴅu2/nᴅ2na3, Paha pa³³nau³³, Pubiao njau, Qabiao niau45, 

Buyang nὉὉA2, S. Kam nὃu212, N. Kam nᴅu22.  

vomit:  PAN *utaq, PT *rwὩᴅkD, Siamese ra:kDL2, Sapa haᾐDL2, Bao Yen ra:kDL2, Cao Bang ra:kDL2, 

Lungchow ὦa:kDL2, Shangsi lukDL2, Yay ruᴅkDL2, Saek ruᴅkDL2, PH *apaΈk, Hlai feek7, POB 

*ὌuakD2, Ong Be duak, Gelao qᴅ33ta35, Paha taak³³, Buyang ta:u312, Lakkja taΈk, Mak du:k.  

water: PAN *danum, PT *C.namC, Siamese na:mC2, Sapa namC2, Bao Yen namC2, Cao Bang namC2, 

Lungchow namC2, Shangsi namC2, Yay ramC2, Saek namC2, PH *namC, Hlai nom3, POB namBC2, 

Ong Be nam4, Lakkja num11, S. Kam nὃm31, N. Kam nᴅm31.  

you: PAN *kaSu/Simu, PT *mὩǼA/*maὪA, Siamese mὩǼA2, Sapa mὩǼA2, Bao Yen /mὝὪA2, 

Lungchow /maὪA2, Shangsi maǼA1 -t, Yay mὩǼA2, Saek mὩǼA2, PH *mὢA, Hlai meὩ1, Ong Be 

mᴅ2, Gelao mὩ31, Paha mᴅįĭ, Pubiao maaA2, Qabiao mi33, Buyang maaA2, Lakkja ma231. 
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Abstract 
This paper presents a description of the two main types of clauses observed in a language 

spoken in Northern Luzon, the Itawit language. It examines the clauses of Itawit using 

gathered spoken data, including utterances in naturally occurring conversations, spoken-

like data and narrative data. Non-verb constituent usually heads a nonverbal clause. This 

study gives attention to the five types of nonverbal clauses: nominal predicate, adjectival 

predicate, existential predicate, prepositional predicate, and locative predicate. Verbal 

clauses, on the other hand, are usually headed by verbs that occupy the initial position in 

the clause. This analysis gives affirmation to Reid and Liaoôs (2004) argument that 

Philippine languages, including Itawit now, typically follow right-branching clause 

structure. That is, heads of constructions usually appear in the initial position in the 

constructions. This paper also distinguishes intransitive constructions from transitive 

constructions. 

 

Keywords: verbal clause, non-verbal clause, transitive construction, intransitive 

construction 

ISO 639-3 codes: itv 

1 Introduction  
Itawit is one of the many ethnolinguistic groups in Cagayan, together with Agta, Paranan, Kalinga, 

Gaddang, Yogad, Bugkalot, Ilocano, Ifugao, Kalinga, Tinguian, and Ibanag. ñItawitò comes from the 

prefix i, meaning ñpeople ofò and the word tawid, or ñacross the river,ò and thus it means ñthe people 

from across the river.ò Simons and Fennig (2018) maintain that the Itawit language is given alternate 

names Itawes and Itawis. This probably explains the preponderance of the use of the term Itawes, or 

Itawis in existing literature. However, in the latest edition of Peoples of the Philippines, Zafra and 

Lucero (2017) offered an explanation by saying that their language was spelled ñItawesò since the 

Spanish colonial period, but they call themselves Itawit because they pronounce letter [s] as [t] when it 

is the last letter of the word. Aside from that, the Itawit speakers themselves insist that they and their 

language, be called Itawit; hence, this article consistently uses the term Itawit. 

Itawit belongs to the Cordilleran subgroup of Malayo-Polynesian branch of the Austronesian 

language family (Reid (1974, 2006). Cordilleran is comprised of the Central group, the Southern 

Cordilleran subgroup, and the Northern Cordilleran subgroup. Northern Cordilleran consists of at least 

the following languages: Ibanag, Gaddang, Yogad, Isneg, Malaweg, Itawis (also called Itawit), Ilokano, 

and the languages of the various Negrito groups of Cagayan, Isabela, and Aurora provinces, labeled 

variously as Agta, Atta, and Dumagat. 

Itawit is classified as a member of the Cagayan Valley sub-group of the Northern Cordilleran group 

of Northern Luzon, Philippines, as shown in Figure 1. Ibanag, Gaôdang, Northern Cagayan Agta, Attam, 

Yogad, and Isnag are also members of the Cagayan Valley sub-grouping. 
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Figure 1: The revised sub-grouping of Cordilleran languages (Reid 2006:4) 

 
 

 
 

In terms of the status of endangerment or development, Ethnologue labels Itawit as a developing 

language, following Lewis and Simons (2010) Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale or 

EGIDS, a tool that is used to measure the status of a language in terms of endangerment or development. 

Labeled as such, a developing language is a ólanguage that is in vigorous use, with literature in a 

standardized form being used by some though this is not yet widespread or sustainable.ô  

Spoken by nearly 189,000 speakers, as seen in Ethnologue, Itawit as a language, is inadequately 

described as there are very few studies on the description of the grammar of the language.  What may 

be the earliest work on Itawit is the publication of Jalojot (1937) entitled Diskripsyon ng Klos na Verbal 

ng Wikang Itawit. Next was probably Natividad and Solomonôs (1970) list of phrases and clauses in 

Itawis then an Itawit wordlist consisting of 372 lexical items as unpublished language data collected by 

SIL International in the Philippines in 1976. This was followed by Dita (2013), who wrote an Itawit-

Filipino Dictionary. A few authors have delved into comparing some linguistic features of Itawit with 

other languages. One was the work of Bollas and Hernandez (2013), which presented the phonology of 

Tagalog, Cebuano and Itawis by introducing the languagesô phonemic inventories, contrastive pairs and 

their phonotactics. In the same year, after having realized that existence of modest records on 

pluralization especially in Ayta Mag-antsi and Itawit, Bollas and Supnet (2013) delved into a 

comparative analysis of pluralization in four Philippine languages: Ayta Mag-antsi, Itawit, Bikol and 

Tagalog. The results show that Itawit and Ayta Mag-antsi have unique pluralizing morphemes, 

especially in forming proper and common nouns, as compared to Bicol and Tagalog. In 2014, Bollas 

and Hernandez focused on anaphors and anaphoric relations of these anaphors expressed in Tagalog, 

Hiligaynon and Itawit using Principle A of the Government and Binding theory. MacKenzie (n.d.) 

provided an overview of reduplication in Itawit and argued that several reduplicative templates are 

available in Itawit. His work demonstrated that reduplication in Itawit shows a resistance to destroying 

syllable contact. Another linguistic work that focused on morphological processes of Ibanag and Itawit 

was written by Elli and Isidro in 2013. Their study showed that both languages seem to be quite closely 

related because the morphological processes are almost the same. Itawis, as argued, has fewer 

morphological processes in nouns and verbs than Ibanag because it does not have full reduplication in 

nouns, stress placement and added morphemes in verbs. It was in 2016 when the Department of 

Education of Region 02, in close coordination with the Komisyon sa Wikang Filipino, drafted and 
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released an Itawit orthography, which was written by teachers who are speakers of the language and 

has been validated by a group of elders who served as consultants.  

Considering the above-mentioned works, very few linguistic features of Itawit have been studied, 

which leads us to the observation that Itawit is relatively less studied among the Philippine languages. 

Hence, this paper attempts to present a descriptive analysis of the basic clauses in Itawit. The main aim 

of this paper is to present an analytic description of the clauses in Itawit as seen in the gathered spoken 

data and as attested by the chosen language informants. 

2 Methodology 
The data samples on which the descriptions and analyses are based are composed of transcribed 

recordings of naturally occurring conversations involving twelve male speakers and eighteen female 

speakers. All conversations were recorded by the researchers from November 2019 to February 2020. 

These conversations fell in various contexts such as school grounds (teachers with students or other 

teachers), public plazas (friends and neighbors), and home (couples and children). The participants were 

selected on the following basis: (a) They are native speakers of Itawit; (b) They are knowledgeable 

about the Itawit culture; and (c) They can read and write in Itawit. Aside from the naturally occurring 

conversations, the paper also made use of colloquial-written data which came from two active Facebook 

pages that primarily encourage the speakers of Itawit to use the language in the community. Appropriate 

consent was secured from the administrators of the Facebook pages, and utterances taken from the pages 

were posts from 10 August 2019 to 4 September 2020.  

To add to the natural conversations and spoken-like data, the researchers also gathered narrative 

data from Itawit speakers using the Pear Film, a six-minute-long video which is designed to elicit 

reactions and narrations from the participants using their language. The informants for Pear stories are 

Itawit teachers and students from an Itawit-speaking barangay, which is the smallest administrative 

division in the Philippines. They were chosen based on the same criteria set previously mentioned. They 

were requested to watch the six-minute film, and after, they were asked to narrate the story using Itawit. 

They were reminded to just describe what they had viewed and that there were no right or wrong 

answers in the task. All their responses were recorded and eventually transcribed for linguistic analysis. 

A corpus of written data was also gathered, but these were used for cross-referencing purposes only as 

the objective was to reflect the features of present-day Itawit.  

It must be noted though that the clauses are taken from varied data (written, spoken and spoken-

like data and narrative data); hence, they may be compared for similarities, and in cases where there are 

discrepancies and irregularities, the researchers consulted Itawit native speakers/informants before 

making any final grammatical judgment. Hence, working closely with the language informants, the 

authors also employed some linguistic elicitation techniques. 

3 Itawit as a VSO Language 
It is generally argued that the Philippine languages are basically VSO languages. By VSO, we mean 

that sentences produced in Philippine languages follow the structure which begins with the predicate. 

Thus, such clauses are constructed with verbs occurring in the initial position, while pronominals, 

modifiers, and objects are positioned after the verb. Itawit speakers generally begin their clauses with a 

verb, especially in spoken discourse. However, some utterances may also start with a non-verb item. 

This section discusses the two types of clauses in Itawit: nonverbal clauses and verbal clauses. 

3.1 Non-Verbal Clauses 

Nonverbal clauses in Itawit are headed by a constituent which does not belong to the category of verbs. 

Five types of nonverbal clauses are presented in this subsection: nominal predicates (3.1.1), adjectival 

predicates (3.1.2), existential predicates (3.1.3), prepositional predicates (3.1.4), and locative predicates 

(3.1.5). 
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3.1.1 Nominal predicate clauses 

As the term ónominal predicate clauseô implies, the predicate is a nominal and thus takes the initial 

position and is followed by the nominative complement which can be a full NP or a pronominal. Four 

types of nominal predicate clauses are discussed here: (a) classificational, (b) identificational, (c) 

quantificational, and (d) possessive. 

 
a. Classificational nominal clause 

A classificational nominal clause is defined by Reid and Liao (2004:436) as ñthose that classify the 

entity expressed in the nominative phrase of the clauseò. The authors maintain that the predicate noun 

is typically a bare noun without a specifying determiner, and since it is a predicate, it is interpreted as 

the head of the predication. As observed, the lexical items in bold phase that begin the utterances are 

both nouns that classify the entities: Marge and atawa. 

 

(1) Empleyadu i Marge kang munsipyo. 

 employee PERS Marge OBL municipal office  

 óMarge is an employee at the municipal office.ô 

 

(2)  Seaman ya atawa na. 

 seaman  DET husband GEN  

 óHer husband is a seaman.ô 

 

Example (1) begins with the noun empleyadu, which is followed by the nominal marker i, which signals 

the nominal Marge. The nominative complement in the said clause is, therefore, a full NP: i Marge. 

The peripheral argument kang munsipyo is case-marked as OBL. Example (2) also begins with the noun 

seaman, which does not have direct counterpart in Itawit. It must be noted that the noun atawa is 

introduced by a nominal marker ya. Ya atawa na then serves as the nominative complement. Notice 

that the pronominal na is case-marked as genitive because it is used to imply an idea of possession. 

In some cases, the nominal complement may be expressed by a pronoun, either a free pronoun or 

a bound pronoun which may or may not encliticize with the nominal predicate. 

 

(3) Seaman iggina. 

 seaman ABS.3s 

 óHe/she is a seaman.ô 

 

(4) Memestra ira. 

 teachers  ABS.3p 

 óThey are teachers.ô 

 

(5) Empleyadu nak kang munisipyo. 

 employee ABS.1s OBL municipal.office 

 óI am an employee at the municipal office.ô 

 
b. Identificational nominal clause 

Reid and Liao (2004) define identificational clauses as those in which the predicate provides specific 

identification for the entity expressed in the nominative noun phrase. They further mentioned that, while 

classificational predicates are typically bare nouns, identificational predicates are either a definite 

common noun, or a personal noun, or a personal or demonstrative pronoun. 

 

(6) I  Luisa ya agatadag. 

 PERS Luisa DET standing 

 óLuisa is the one standing.ô 
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(7) I  Dr. Carreon ya wahi=k.  

 PERS Dr. Carreon DET sibling=GEN.1s 

 óDr. Carreon is my sibling.ô  

 

The examples above have specific names (6) Luisa and (7) Dr. Carreon, which are introduced the 

nominal marker i. The nominal marker primarily is used to identify the entity expressed in the 

nominative noun phrase. In other cases, an independent personal pronoun can also be a predicate in an 

identificational nominal clause as in example (8). 

 

(8)  Yakan ya nangiddan kan bahat. 

 ABS.1s DET PERF-give OBL banana 

 óI was the one who gave banana.ô 

 

c. Quantificational nominal clause 

A quantificational clause begins with a quantifier, usually a numeral which quantifies the entity 

expressed by the nominative complement, as in examples (9) and (10):  

 

(9) Lima kilo nga karne yo ginatang na kam=palengke. 

 five kilos  LIG meat DET bought ERG.1s OBL=market 

 óHe/she bought 5 kilos of meat at the market.ô 

 

(10) Tallu kansyon kiningwa=k. 

 three  song PERF-make=ERG.1s 

 óI made/wrote three songs.ô 

 

Obviously, clause (9) begins with a quantifier specifically a unit of measurement used to refer to the 

noun karne. What seems distinct in the clause (9) is the peripheral argument kampalengke, which seems 

to involve the blending of the locative term kang with the noun palengke that resulted in a one-word 

locative phrase: kampalengke. Clause (10) begins with a quantifier referring to the noun kansyon. The 

clause exhibits encliticisation of the pronominal ku to the verb kiningwa resulting to kiningwak. 

 

(11) Tanga-supot nga baggat yo iniddan=na.  

 one bag/pack LIG rice DET PERF-give=ERG.3s 

 óA bag of rice is what she/he gave.ô 

 

In example (11), the form of measurement indicated in the utterance is given in terms of supot óone 

bag/one packó, which is usually distributed as relief item. Among the Itawit speakers, the traditional 

measurement of rice comes in terms of salop and then eventually in terms of kilos. As seen in clause 

(11) Tanga-supot is a measurement expression in Itawit. 

It should also be noted that quantificational words may also include time numerals, as in examples 

(12) and (13):  

 

(12) Alas-sais  kan gabi messimu yaw nga programa. 

 6 oôclock  OBL night will.start DEM LIG program 

 óThe program will start is at 6 oôclock in the evening.ô 

 

(13) Alas-dose nak mallubet. 

 12 oôclock ABS.1s IMP-go.home 

 óI will go home at 12 oôclock.ô 
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d. Possessive nominal clause 

Possessive nominal predicates are a subclass of identificational predicates. They may contain a 

possessive pronoun, a genitive or a locatively marked noun phrase interpreted as a possessor in the 

predicate position. 

 

(14) Kwak yaw nga libro. 

 POS.1s SPA.PROX LIG book 

 óThis book is mine.ô 

 

Clause (14) involves an absolute possessive which is marked as POS first person singular in the initial 

sentence position, which makes it a possessive nominal clause. A similar case is presented in the clause 

(15) but is given a twist because the possessive word kwa is followed by the possessor Mandy signaled 

by the determiner i. The sentence also uses a demonstrative locative item marked as LOC.PROX. 

 

(15) Kwa i Mandy yaw  nga asassanat. 

 POS GEN Mandy SPA.PROX. LIG doll 

 The doll belongs to Mandy.ô 

3.1.2 Adjectival Clauses 

Dita (2007) maintains that Ibanag has a lexical category óadjectivesô which are also observed in Itawit. 

Seen as bare and derived adjectives, they head adjectival clauses. Below we take a close look at the two 

kinds of adjectival predicates: qualificational and comparative adjectivals. 

 

a. Qualificational adjectival clauses 

These items provide a description to the nominal subject. As adjectives, their main role is to qualify the 

NPs. Clauses (16) and (17) are examples of bare or unaffixed adjectival predicates, while clauses (18) 

and (19) are examples of affixed or derived adjectives. 

 

(16) Gwapa ne babay kanne kanto. 

 beautiful DET  girl OBL cornerstreet 

 óThe girl at the corner of the street is beautiful.ô 

 

(17) Dakal ya vulan sangaw. 

 big DET moon now 

 óThe moon is big now.ô 

 

(18) Nakasta ya sinnun na. 

 nice DET dress GEN 

 óHer dress is nice.ô 

 

(19) Sissingngat ya gulay. 

 very.delicious DET vegetable. 

 óThe vegetable is very delicious.ô 

 

It must be noted that the described adjectives are introduced by nominal markers as in (16) ne babay, 

(17) ya vulan, (18) ya sinnun, and (19) ya gulay. 

 

b. Comparative adjectival clauses 

When a comparative adjectival clause is used, it usually describes two or more entities. Examples (20) 

and (21) show the comparative degree and superlative degree of the adjective. 

 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Ayunon and Dita 
 

102 
 

(20) Mas narenu ya bale=m  annet cha bale=k. 

 COMP clean DET house=GEN.2s than LOC house=GEN.1s 

 óMy house is cleaner/tidier than your house.ô 

 

Clause (20) uses the comparative degree of the adjective mas narenu in the sentence-initial position. 

What is distinct in the utterance is the encliticisation of the second-person pronoun mu to the host word 

balay (balay+mo= balem) and the fi rst-person singular pronoun ku to the host word balay 

(balay+ku=balek). Both words seemed to have undergone a phonological change called 

monophtongization of the original dipthong ay; hence, they become balek and balem. Recall that in 

Ibanag, the GEN.1s is converted, which is represented only by a glottal stop, but in Itawit, it would 

seem to appear that the GEN.1s is overt, as seen in clause (20).  

 

(21) I Saling ya kapianan kan ira ngammin 

 PERS Saling  DET most.intelligent OBL PLU all 

 

 nga maggurwahi. 

 LIG siblings 

 óSaling is the most intelligent among the siblings.ô 

 

Utilizing the superlative degree of the adjective, clause (21) involves the item kapianan, which makes 

the clause a comparative adjectival clause.  

3.1.3 Existential Predicate Clause 

As the term suggests, existential clauses may express the existence of something or may express 

possession of something. These constructions also have their negative counterparts. Clauses (22), (23) 

and (24) show existence, while clauses (25), (26) and (27) show their negative counterparts. 

 

(22) Hinian dua saku nga baggat kang kusina. 

 EXI two sacks LIG rice OBL  kitchen 

 óThere are two sacks of rice in the kitchen.ô 

 

(23) Hinian  furaw nga bahuy cha lawan. 

 EXI white LIG pig LOC outside 

 óThereôs a white pig outside.ô 

 

(24) Nian relief goods/rasyon kattu kabi. 

 EXI relief goods  yesterday 

 óThere were relief goods that arrived yesterday.ô 

 

The first two examples, (22) and (23), use the existential word hinian, while the last example (24) uses 

nian, which seems to be a shortened version of the existential word hinian. Examples (25), (26), and 

(27) express a negative existential meaning. 

 

(25) Awan  tallung nu Lunit. 

 NEG.EXI  class FUT Monday 

 óThere will be no classes on Monday.ô 

 

(26) Awan  kwartu=k. 

 NEG.EXI  money=GEN.1s 

 ñI donôt have money.ô 
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(27) Awan kami  kan unag balay. 

 NEG.EXI ABS.1pe LOC inside house 

 óWe are not inside the house.ô 

3.1.4 Prepositional Clause 

Reid and Liao (2004) stated that prepositional phrases may be heads of clausal predicates, hence, the 

term prepositional predicate constructions. They maintain that prepositions are found in languages 

throughout the Philippines as prepositional heads of clausal predicates. The preposition para is used to 

signal the benefactive role, as in examples (28) and (29):  

 

(28) Para cha anak=ku  yaw nga sassanat. 

 for LOC child=GEN.1s DEM LIG doll 

 óThis doll is for my child.ô 

 

(29) Para kannikayu yaw nga kansyon. 

 for OBL.2pe  DEM LIG song 

 óThis song is for you.ô 

3.1.5 Locative clauses 

The locative phrase in the following sentences is introduced by the locative particle kang. Specifically, 

locative phrases, as Dita (2007) explains, can be a specific name of a place, or a spatial location as seen 

in examples (30), (31) and (32).  

 

(30) Kang Disneyland da nga nabbakasyon. 

 OBL Disneyland ABS.3p REL went.on.vacation 

 óThey went on a vacation to Disneyland.ô 

 

(31) Kang Linao nak mattrabahu. 

 OBL Linao ABS.1s work 

 óI work at Linao.ô 

 

(32) Kang eskwela na nga natafulan ya sakkalang=na. 

 OBL school GEN.3s LIG found DET ring=GEN.3s  

 óShe found her ring at the living room.ô 

 

These examples indicate the use of the locative phrase at the beginning of the sentences. Specifically, 

the locative phrases express a specific name of a place (Disneyland, Linao) and a spatial location 

(eskwela).  

In some cases, deictic pronouns maybe used as locatives, as in examples (33), (34) and (35).  

 

(33) Kanyaw ta massimmu. 

 here ABS.1pi will.meet 

 óWe will meet here.ô 

 

(Note: Speakers from Amulung use kanyo instead of kanyaw.) 

 

(34) Kanyo ta massimmu. 

 here ABS.1pi will.meet 

 óWe will meet here.ô 
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(35) Kannay da naggungut. 

 there ABS.3p fought 

 óThey fought there.ô 

 

It should be noted that speakers from Amulung, an Itawit-speaking municipality, may say the same 

statement this way. In clause (36), kanne is probably the shortened version of kannay, while ra is likely 

the shortened version of ira, the third-person plural absolutive. 

 

(36) Kanne ra naggungut. 

 there ABS.3p fought 

 óThey fought there.ô 

 

When locative phrases are introduced by a deictic pronoun, the locative particle may be dropped, as in 

examples (37) and (38). 

 

(37) Kanyaw balay nak nahanak. 

 here house ABS.1s gave.birth 

 óI gave birth at home.ô 

 

(38) Kanyo bale=nak  nanak. 

 here house=ABS.1s gave.birth  

 óI gave birth at home.ô 

    

Note that clause (38) is an utterance from an Amulung speaker who used kanyo as a shortened version 

of kanyaw and nanak a shortened version of nahanak. 

 

(39) Kattuna  Manila nak maggatang kang regalu=k. 

 there Manila ABS.1s will.buy  OBL gift=GEN.1s 

 óI will buy my gift there in Manila.ô 

 

The above discussion matches Reid and Liaoôs (2004) argument that Philippine languages follow right-

branching clause structure. That is, clausal constructions usually begin with the predicate, while the 

nominal complements, adjuncts and other modifiers follow after the predicate. 

3.2 Verbal Clauses 

Since Philippine languages are generally VSO languages, the normal construction in any Philippine 

language would be to typically start the sentence with a verb functioning as the predicate, followed by 

the nominal and verbal complements. These constructions are called verbal clauses, named as such 

because these clauses are usually headed by verbs that occupy the initial position in clauses. Two types 

of verbal constructions are presented here: intransitive and transitive constructions. 

Transitivity in Philippine languages is determined by the type of complements given to the verbs. 

As stressed by Reid and Liao (2004), it is the type of complements that a verb takes that determines its 

transitivity, not the number. Since this study analyzes a Philippine language spoken in northern Luzon, 

transitivity will be determined by the types of complements given to the verb. On the other hand, 

valency refers to the number of core arguments that a clause has. When a clause has one core argument, 

it is called monadic or monovalent. When it takes two core arguments, it is called dyadic or bivalent; 

when it has three core arguments, it is referred to as triadic or trivalent (Dixon and Aikhenvald 2000). 

For instance, in Itawit, a monovalent construction contains only one core argument, which may be the 

actor or experiencer in the clause. As core arguments, the pronominal or the nominal marker is encoded 

by the absolutive case. 
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3.2.1 Intransitive Construction 

Reid and Liao (2004) define an intransitive construction as having a verb with only a single nominal 

complement. This single complement is referred to as the core argument, an argument that is needed to 

complete the meaning of the sentence. Such a complement in this type of construction may carry either 

the actor or the undergoer. An intransitive construction may have one or two or several complements 

as peripheral arguments, but it only has one core argument. Additionally, there are clauses which are 

semantically intransitive. Dita (2007) termed these ambient clauses in Ibanag. This is also evident in 

Itawit utterances. 

 

a. Ambient Clauses 

Ambient clauses do not exhibit core arguments. As explained by Dita (2007), these are semantically 

intransitive constructions as they refer to temporal states and hence may not require any accompanying 

nouns. Consider clauses (40) and (41) provided by Dita (2007:49). 

 

(40) Magguran. 

 IMP-rain 

 óItôs raining.ô 

 

(41) Nabbaddyu. 

 PERF-storm 

 óIt stormed.ô 

 

Similar constructions are also observed in Itawit. See examples (41), (42) and (43). 

 

(42) Nakkillakit. 

 PERF-lightning 

 óThere was lightning.ô 

 

(43) Nallunig. 

 PERF-earthquake. 

 óThe was an earthquake.ô 

 

(44) Mapafuk. 

 CONT-drizzle 

 óItôs drizzling.ô 

 

b. Monovalent (monadic) intransitive 

Itawit utterances also exhibit monovalent construction which contains only one core argument. 

Pronouns, like NPs, can also serve as core arguments. As core arguments, pronominal or the nominal 

markers are encoded by the absolutive case. Clauses (44) and (45) exhibit the use of NPs without 

adjuncts after them. All the above clauses have only one core argument which is marked as ABS. The 

core argument in clause (45) is a genderless pronoun in Itawit, iggina, which comes after the verb in 

the past tense naddangot, while clause (46) has the third-person plural pronoun as the core argument. 

Clauses (47) and (48) have nominal core arguments introduced by the nominal marker yo. 
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(45) Naddangot iggina. 

 PERF-cry  ABS.3s 

 óS/he cried.ô 

 

(46) Nakkarela da. 

 PERF-run ABS.3pe 

 óThey ran.ô 

 

(47) Naggalak yo abbing. 

 PERF-laugh ABS child 

 óThe child laughed.ô 

 

(48) Nanadag  yo babay. 

 PERF-stand.up ABS girl 

 óThe girl stood up.ô 

 

NPs may also exhibit adjuncts of time, place and manner after them. Examples (49) and (50) have 

pronominal NPs with adjuncts after them. These include the pronominals ka and nak, which are placed 

after the verb mazzihut and mattrabahu. These pronominals serve as the core argument in these clauses, 

so they are in the absolutive case. Notice that the adjuncts of time appear after the pronominal 

complements. 

 

(49) Mazzihut  ka  akkinagalgaw. 

 take.a.bath ABS.2s  everyday. 

 ó(You) take a bath everyday.ô 

 

(50) Mattrabahu nak  sonu umma. 

 will.work  ABS.1s  FUT tomorrow. 

 óI will work tomorrow.ô 

 

Dita (2010) explains that, in Ibanag, adjuncts of time, place and manner may appear after the noun 

complement. In Itawit, as seen in clause (51), the adverb appears before the verb. The word gavvat, 

which is placed at the beginning of the sentence before the verb, functions as an adverb of time.  

 

(51) Gavvat  naddangot i Maria. 

 suddenly  cried   ABS Maria 

 óMaria suddenly cried.ô 

 

c. Bivalent/Divalent (dyadic) intransitive 

A bivalent intransitive construction has two nominal complements: actor/experiencer and 

theme/patient. The theme refers to an NP that expresses an entity which is a state or a location or which 

is undergoing a motion (Trask 1993). Such an entity is always non-human, either animate or inanimate. 

This is different from the patient, which functions the same way as the theme but is human and/or 

animate. In case-marking the argument, the actor in a bivalent intransitive construction is always 

marked as absolutive (ABS), and the theme is marked as oblique (OBL). The nominal complement in 

bivalent intransitive construction may take the form of a pronominal or a full NP. 

 

With an absolutive pronoun 

This type of construction consists of only one core argument which is encoded by the absolutive 

pronoun. The core argument in clause (52) is the pronominal in first person singular nak, while clause 

(53) has the third-person genderless pronoun iggina, both are encoded absolutive. The themes in the 
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following clauses, kurtina ócurtainsô in (52) and baggat óriceô in (53) are encoded by the oblique kang, 

which means they are not core arguments, but rather they are peripheral arguments. 

 

(52) Nabbambal nak kang kurtina kattuna kayan. 

 washed ABS.1s OBL curtain OBL river 

 óI washed curtains in the river.ô 

 

(53) Nakkokot iggina kang baggat. 

 stole  ABS.3s OBL rice 

 óShe/he stole rice.ô 

 

With an absolutive full NP 

A bivalent intransitive construction may also have a full NP instead of a pronominal as a nominal 

complement. Full NPs are typically actors in this type of clause, and they can be substituted by a 

pronominal. The themes are also encoded by the oblique marker kang. Examples (54) and (55) show a 

bivalent construction with an absolutive full NP i nanang in (54) and i wahik in (55). The absolutive 

full NP is the only core argument in the sentence. The themes, bahuy ópigô and Mondonggo (an authentic 

Itawit dish) and kusina ókitchenô are further encoded by the oblique kan.  

 

(54) Naggatang i nanang kang lima nga bahuy. 

 bought ABS mother OBL five LIG pig 

 óMother bought five pigs.ô 

 

(55) Nangan i wahi=k  kang Mondonggo kang kusina. 

 Ate  ABS sibling=GEN1.s OBL Mondonggo OBL kitchen 

 óMy sibling ate Mondonggo in the kitchen.ô 

3.2.2 Transitive Constructions 

An Itawit transitive construction, unlike an intransitive one, requires two core arguments: the agent and 

the patient. In this case, the agent is in the ergative case, and the patient, which is always a human 

complement, is labeled in the absolutive case. It may either be bivalent or trivalent. The following 

section gives a discussion of bivalent and trivalent transitive constructions. 

 

a. Bivalent / divalent (dyadic) transitive 

Bivalent transitives contain two core arguments which could be full noun phrases or plain pronominals. 

As previously mentioned, the agent is case-marked as ergative, and the patient is case-marked as 

absolutive, while the other peripheral arguments present are case-marked as oblique. 

 

With two full NPs 

In a bivalent transitive construction, the two full NPs are the agent and the patient, which are the core 

arguments; hence, they are marked as ergative and absolutive respectively. If the clause has other NPs, 

they are peripheral arguments which are case-marked as oblique. 

 

(56) Inuffunan i mestra/tru ya abbing. 

 helped ERG teacher  ABS child 

 óThe teacher helped the child.ô 

 

(57) Pinakan i tatang ne makilelimut. 

 fed  ERG father ABS beggar 

 óFather fed the beggar.ô 
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With two pronominals 

(58) Nessussuk da iggina. 

 hid   ERG.3p ABS.3s 

 óThey hid him/her.ô 

 

(59) Kinanna=na yakan. 

 hit =ERG.3s  ABS.1s 

 óHe/she hit me.ô 

 

With pronominal ergative and full-noun absolutive complements  

In this construction, the core arguments may be a combination of an ergative pronominal and an 

absolutive full NP. 

 

(60) Inallangngan=na ya anak=na  kattu kabi. 

 scolded=ERG.3s ABS child =GEN.3s OBL yesterday 

 óShe scolded her child yesterday.ô 

 

(61) Netoli  da yaw assassanat. 

 returned ERG.3pe DEM  doll 

 óThey returned this doll.ô 

 

(62) Padayawan tayu i Afu! 

 worship  ERG.1p ABS God 

 óLet us worship God.ô 

 

(63) Hinaradaral=na  ya kofunna  

 Destroyed=ERG.3s  ABS  friend=GEN.3s 

 

 kanya kiklase=na ira 

 OBL classmates=GEN.3s. PLU 

 óS/he destroyed his/her friend to his/her classmates.ô 

 

With full noun ergative and pronominal absolutive complements  

This construction has an agent which is a full NP and a patient which is pronominal. 

 

(64) Nassingan ne Pedro ira. 

 saw   ERG Pedro  ABS.3p  

 óPedro saw them.ô 

 

(65) Nessussuk ne bagitolay iggina. 

 hid  ERG young.man ABS.3s  

 óThe young man hid her/him.ô   

 

b. Trivalent (triadic) transitive 

This kind of construction has three core arguments: the agent and the benefactive which are humans 

and the theme which is non-human. Here, the agent is case-marked as ergative, the theme as absolutive, 

and the benefactive as oblique. Let us consider the following examples. 

 

With three full NPs 

There are three core arguments in clauses (66) and (67) which take the form of full NPs. 
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(66) Nepangwa i angkel Jimmy kan langkapi 

 built   ERG uncle  Jimmy ABS bed  

 

 ne anak na. 

 OBL   child GEN.3a 

 óUncle Jimmy built a bed for his child.ô 

 

(67) Nelutu ne anti Suping kan zinagan  

 cooked ERG aunt Suping ABS dinuguan  

 

 para kanne mestru=k. 

 for OBL  male.teacher=GEN.1s 

 óAunt Suping cooked dinuguan for my male teacher.ô 

 

With two pronominals and a full NP  

In clauses (68) and (69), the agent and the benefactive are pronominals, while the theme is a full NP. 

 

(68) Netturat nak kan kasyon para kan ikayu ngammin. 

 wrote ERG.1s ABS song for OBL you all 

 óI wrote a song for all of you.ô 

 

(69) Gumatang ka kan espeho para kaniggina. 

 buy  ERG.2s ABS mirror for OBL.3s 

 óBuy a mirror for her/him. 

6  Conclusion 
This paper has been concerned with describing and analyzing the types of clauses in Itawit, a language 

spoken by nearly 189,000 speakers in Northern Luzon. Nonverbal clauses in Itawit are headed by a 

constituent which does not belong to the category of verbs. Verbal clauses, on the other hand, are usually 

headed by verbs that occupy the initial position in the clause. The analysis of this Itawit data supports 

Reid and Liaoôs (2004) argument on the right-branching clause structure of Philippine languages. 

Moreover, the paper affirms the finding that transitivity in Philippine languages is determined by the 

type of complement given to the verb and valency refers to the number of core arguments that a clause 

has.  The paper has clearly distinguished intransitive construction from transitive construction. An 

intransitive construction has a verb with only a single nominal complement. It may have several 

complements as peripheral arguments, but it only has one core argument. Intransitive construction then 

may be monovalent with one core argument as the actor, and it may be bivalent with two nominal 

complements, actor/experiencer and theme/patient. An Itawit transitive construction, unlike 

intransitive, requires two core arguments: the agent and the patient.  
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Abstract 
The Idu language is spoken in the extreme northeast of Arunachal Pradesh. Its traditional 

terrain stretched between the Tibetan Plateau and the plains of the Brahmaputra. The Idu 

traditionally lived in highly dispersed settlements. As a consequence, orientation was 

determined more by up versus down as well as by the sides of the many rivers which cross 

their area. The paper describes the lexicon of Idu in describing directions. The 

morphosyntax of directionals is quite mixed; some can be identified as deictics with 

up/down semantics, while others are best described as specialized adverbs. In addition, 

there are verbs of motion which are mark directionality. All these forms incorporate the 

same semantic frame. There is probably no distinct morphosyntactic category of 

directional. The paper illustrates each term with example sentence contexts and represents 

visually directional oppositions as they appear to speakers. Historically, it seems unlikely 

that Idu recognized cardinal directions, North/South etc., but the existing lexicon has been 

interpreted in terms of modern terminology, which sometimes creates confusion for 

speakers.  

 

Keywords: Idu; directionals 

ISO 639-3 codes: clk, byw, bod, mlv, wno 

1  Introduction: directionals  
The observation that the natural environment in which people live has a strong impact on the 

grammatical and semantic systems they have evolved goes back at least to Sapir (1912). However, the 

literature on directionality or topographical deixis is quite sparse, partly because the languages where 

this has typically been studied are plains or maritime people. Such languages focus on spatial 

terminology, and there are a number of descriptions or orientation in Austronesian for example 

(Ozanne-Rivierre 1997; Bennardo 2002; Alexandre 2003 for Mwotlap [mlv]; Burung 2013 for Wano 

[wno]). Schapper (2014) deals explicitly with elevation in the Alor-Pantar languages. Although Africa 

has plenty of montane areas, few descriptions exist of topographical deixis. However, see Wolff (2006) 

which discusses some of the languages of the Mandara mountains in northeastern Nigeria. In the 

Himalayan region, few studies have described directionals, but see Bickel (1997) for Belhare [byw]; 

Caplow (2007) for Tokpe Gola Tibetan [bod]. Similarly, there have been some general considerations 

of spatial coordinate systems such as Dixon (2003) and Burenhult (2008). 

This paper concerns the directionals and other deixis of the Idu people, who live in the northeast 

of Arunachal Pradesh, itself in the extreme northeast of India. The Idu language resembles Trans-

Himalayan typologically, although any genetic relationship is yet to be demonstrated. The term 

óMishmiô, often found in the literature and still current among the Idu in some contexts, is used in the 

travel literature as far back as the early nineteenth century to refer to three distinct peoples, the Idu, 

Tawr« [=Taraon] and the Geman [=Miju]. The common name óDigaruô, the name of a major river, is 

also in use. Culturally speaking, these two languages were historically grouped with Kman, as the 

Mishmi. The Idu live principally in Dibang Valley District with some settlements in Lohit and E Siang 

in Arunachal Pradesh. The óUpperô Idu are known as óLuobaô or óKhobaô in China where there are a 

few villages. The 1971 census in India recorded around 7,700 individuals self-identifying as Idu 

Mishmi, although this is no measure of language competence. 
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Ironically, given there is only a small scattering of villages in Tibet, the technical literature is largely in 

Chinese, including at least one full-length grammar. Publications include Sun et al. (1980), Sun (1983a 

and b, 1999), Ouyang (1985) and Jiang (2005)1. An extensive dictionary and draft grammar based on 

the form of the language spoken in India can be found on the authorôs website2 while Blench (2019) 

summarizes the phonology and orthography used in this paper. 

The Idu live in vertiginous territory, extending from the plains of the Brahmaputra Valley to Tibet. 

However, prior to the earthquake of 1951, there were almost no settlements on the plain, and the general 

pattern was dispersed settlement along six main river valleys (Baruah 1988; Bhattarcharjee 1983). In 

this area of Arunachal Pradesh the inclines are particularly steep, and almost all movement would have 

been up and down the mountainside. Unlike some of the neighbors of the Idu, such as the Tani, who 

spread around the angle of the mountain range, óupô would always have been North for the Idu and 

ódownô would have been South. The river valleys which cut across Idu territory were the main axes of 

communication, and the rope-bridges which used to span the major rivers were vital to trade and social 

intercourse. As a consequence, the Idu language evolved to reflect this pattern of orientation, which is 

now somewhat discordant with their post-earthquake geography. Following the massive destruction, 

many villages and individuals moved down to the plain to live among the Assamese and Nepalis 

resident there.  

Map 1: The territory of the Idu 

 

 
1  These publications are accessible and indeed available for sale on the internet. I cannot read Chinese, but a 

combination of English glosses and example sentences means that is possible to establish general 

correspondences with data from the Indian side. The Chinese notation of tones seems to correspond broadly 

with those recorded for the present study 
2  Idu resources (rogerblench.info) 

about:blank
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Map 1 shows the approximate extent of Idu today. It has recently been reported that the few Idu villages 

in China (where they are known as Lhoba) have been forcibly removed further inland, and that attempts 

are being made to Sinicize this small outlying population.  

As a consequence of their geographical situation, Idu has developed an extensive set of 

directionals, adverb-like forms which incorporate deixis. These ótopographical deicticsô are reported for 

Tani languages (Post 2011, unpublished) and are likely to be prominent in cultures living in steep 

environments, where óupô and ódownô, ónorthô and ósouthô are more relevant than conventional cardinal 

directions. 

This paper3 describes the movement verbs marked for direction, the basic deictics of Idu and then 

goes on to exemplify the different types of directional, based on orientation towards the mountains and 

plains, the rivers, and the village. It concludes there is a strong relationship between this lexical richness 

and the physical environment of the Idu. 

2  Movement verbs marked for direction  
The natural environment the Idu people inhabit ensures that there is a semantic merger between climb 

and other more usual forms of ascension. So óclimbô and ógo upô use the same term marking elevation, 

but do not incorporate directionality,  as shown in Sentence 1. 

 

1. shû óto climb, ascend, go upô 

ǕyǕ ǭm¼ èyà shȊ.g¨ 

that man mountain climb.ing 

óThat man is climbing the mountain.ô 

 

Similarly, and more alarmingly, ófall, go down, descendô are also merged into one verb. This has 

particular resonance for Idu speakers, as falling off a mountain is a particular type of death for which a 

specific level of the underworld is reserved. As sentence 2 indicates, the verb is associated with the soul 

leaving the body. 

 

2. côpô(tó) to fall, go down, descend  

ngá àyá nǛ cǾpǾt· àbà nǛ ǭlǭngǕ ǕyǕngǕ bǕ 

I hill  from fall PERF and soul go 

ñI fell from the hill and my soul left my body.ò 

3. Deictics 
Idu conventional deictics do not form part of the directional system and correspond quite well to those 

in English, as they are not marked for direction or orientation. The following examples of spatial deictics 

and demonstratives provide a brief summary of their use. 

 

3. àlá here 

n¨bǕ àlá j².gǕy² 

Father here sit.PRES 

ñFather is sitting hereò 

 

 
3  Data for the paper was gathered in a series of field trips to Idu territory, 2015-2020. I would like to thank Mite 

Lingi and Hindu Meme both for help with working on understanding directionals and developing the 

transcription of Idu. 
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4. àhí there 

àhí mǕ ³sǛyǕ mǛ dè.gà? 

there LOC who AFF stand.ing 

ñWho is standing there?ò 

 

5. Ǜcâ this 

ǛcǕ yȊ ¨kǕ taci pùmà 

this beer be strong very really 

ñThis rice-beer is very strongò 

 

6. âyâ that 

ǕyǕ ǭm¼ hǕbrȊ mbrǕ 

that man eat too much very 

ñThat man is a gluttonò 

4  Directionals 
It is in the field of directionals that Idu is particularly rich. Directionals can be subdivided into five 

major semantic categories, summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1: Categories of Idu directionals 

Category Comment 

Verticality up/down in relation to the position of the speaker 

Cardinal directions North/South etc. (though there is evidence these are modernised 

interpretations of more traditional terms) 

Rivers upstream/downstream 

Villages towards the upper/lower part of the village 

Handedness right/left 

 

Table 2 lists the lexemes associated with Idu directional categories and these are systematically 

exemplified in the following sections. 

Table 2: Lexemes used in Idu directionals 
 

Category Idu Gloss 

Verticality  àdrí straight up (speaker is on the ground) 

 àmá straight down (e.g., speaker is in a tree) 

 àyùmà downwards 

 ¨y½m¨nyȊ towards downwards 

 ¯t¸lǾ upwards 

 ¯t¸(lǾ)nyȊ towards upwards 

   

Cardinals àló, yàló upwards, North 

 (y)àlónyú northern side 

 Ǖt¼ up there North 

 ¨t¼drǭ up there on top, high up 

 Ǖt¼yǕ there upwards there North (close) 

 àmá down South 

 ¨mǕyǕ there South, downwards (close) 

 àmányú southwards  

 àpí on the south side, down there South (remote) 

 àhí over there East or West 

 ¨h²yǕ here East or West (close to speaker) 

 ¨h²lǕ there East or West (close to speaker) 
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Category Idu Gloss 

   

Rivers ànó downstream 

 àrh  upstream 

 ¨h²nyȊ on the other side 

 (maci) hrǛgǛnyȊ on the other side esp. rivers 

 (maci) ԐↄkἼnyȊ on this side esp. rivers 

 ǛlǕnȊ on this side 

 ǛwǕnyȊ on this side Hill dialect 

 ǭlǭn(y)Ȋ on my side 

   

Villages ¨nggǾc§ towards the upper part of the village 

 ¨nggǾp¸ towards the low-lying part of the village 

   

Hand ǛcǕnyȊ right side 

 lǕkǛnyȊ left side 

 

Two aspects of Idu syntax relevant to the directionals can be noted here. Word order in Idu is fairly 

free, with prominence or focus denoted by fronting locatives and qualifiers. Idu frequently omits subject 

pronouns where these can be inferred from context, and thus directionals are often in initial position in 

a clause or sentence. Idu has a large array of locative markers, both bound and unbound, which often 

have the effect of multiplying the marking of position or orientation of subjects and speakers. 

Verticality 

The Idu environment is montane, so it is frequently necessary for a speaker to point up and down to a 

hearer to indicate the position of something. However, trees are also the dominant vegetation type, and 

must often be climbed for their fruit and other products, hence the vertical directionals exemplified 

below. Sentences 7-10 provide examples of these terms in use. 

 

7. àdrí straight up, up there (e.g., if you are on the ground) 

ǕyǕ àdrí àcápù àkhà ǕbǕ á 

that up shelf keep IMP AFF 

ñKeep that on the shelf thereò 

 

8. àmá straight down, down from (e.g., if you are in a tree) 

ǕsǭmbἎ.ànè àmá ¨ndǾnggǾ dò.àjà chǾ! 

tree.LOC there down jump.IMP HORT 

ñ [You], jump down from the tree! ñ 

 

9. ètònyû upwards (up from the ground) 

¯t¸nyȊ shȊ.h².m³.y³ 

upwards climb.can.NEG.PRS 

ñIt is hard to climb upwardsñ 

 

10. àyùmànyû downwards, down from there 

ǕyǕ mǕnǛ ¨y½m¨nyȊ ébò.àjà gò ch³.prǕ.pr¨.y³ 

there LOC downwards fall.IMP from walk.good.is.PRS 

ñIt is pleasant to walk down from [the mountain]ò 
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The mountain is not explicitly mentioned, but an Idu speaker would infer this from the context. 

Figure 1: presents the vertical directionals as a graphic 

 

Cardinal directions 

The European system of cardinal points is quite a recent adoption in Idu and has been superimposed on 

a previous system which essentially marked upwards (i.e., towards Tibet) and downwards (towards the 

Assam plains). Although speakers translate the directionals using óNorthô and óSouthô today, this is a 

modern gloss on an initially quite distinct system of orientation. Sentences 11-17 provide examples of 

these terms in use. 

 

11a. àlô North upwards [yàlô in Upper dialects] 

ngá ¨lǾ Anini nǛ jǕ 

I north ¨nǭnǭ from come down 

ñI came down from Aniniñ 

 

11b. àlô North upwards [omitting subject pronoun] 

¨lǾ mr§Ǖ nǛ jǕ? 

north hill  from come? 

ñHave you come down from the hill?ò 

 

11c. yàlô [Upper dialect] 

HȈli y¨lǾ kh¨.gǕy²  

Hunli up there lie.PRS 

ñHunli is up thereñ 

 

12. âtú up there North 

ngá ǕlǭyǕ Ǖt¼ ¨nggǾc§ j². gǕy² 

my brother up there north side live.PRS 

ñMy brother is living up there in the upper partñ 

 

EGO 

àmá 

àdrí 

¨y½m¨nyȊ 

ètò(lǾ)nyȊ 
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13. àtúdrî up there, on top 

¨t¼drǭ ǭmȊd½.mǕ prǕ l³.gǕy² 

up there sky.LOC bird fly.PRS 

ñUp in the sky, a bird is flyingò 

 

14. âtúyâ there upwards North 

Ǖt¼yǕ mòcá prà.m͔.nǛ hґ! 

there near COP.AFF.LOC EXCL 

ñIt is very near up there!ò 

 

15. ¨mǕyǕ there downwards, South 

¨mǕyǕ gϸᵴ͔ á 

there go and come LOC 

ñGo there and come backò 

 

16. àpí from the south side, down there South 

àpí ny¼.nǛ ǭtȊ á yǭ? 

south you.LOC come QM AFF 

ñHave you come from the South?ò 

 

17. yàlónyú north (downwards) 

yàlónyú nǛ l³.gǕ.¨ jǕ.y³ 

northern side from fly.PL.FOC come.PF 

ñThey flew down from the northern sideò 

 

Idu did not originally distinguish East and West, as there was only a generic term which meant 

ósidewaysô. If modern cardinal directions are required, they are expressed with borrowings from 

English. Note that degree of remoteness from the speaker is lexically specified, in contrast to the 

North/South distinctions. Sentences 18-21 provide examples of these terms in use. 

 

18a. àhí sideways, over there East or West, close to speaker 

àhí ǭm¼ khϸ͔gϸ͔ d¯.gǕy² 

there person one stand.PRS 

ñOne person is standing thereò 

 

18b. 

àhí mǕ ³sǭyǕ.m¯ dè.gà?  

there LOC who standing 

ñWho is standing there?ò 

 

19. àhínyû that side, the direction you are facing (East or West only) 

¨h²nyȊ bǕ.bǕ h³m³.yǕ 

there go.IMP be able.AFF 

ñGo over to that sideò 
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The following two terms in 20 to 21 appear to be interchangeable. 

 

20. àhílâ sideways, there East or West, remote from speaker  

¨h²lǕ ³kȊ khϸ͔gϸ͔ sí tǛn¯ khà.gà mǕ 

there dog one die CONN lie.PRT AFF 

ñThereôs a dead dog over thereò 

 

21a. àhíyâ sideways, there East or West, remote from speaker  

¨h²yǕ ǕsǭmbἎ.Ǖ prǕ.a khϸ͔gϸ͔ ndǾ.gǕy² 

there tree.LOC bird.SG one perch.PRS 

ñA bird is perching on that tree over thereò 

 

21b. 

¨h²yǕ ³sǭyǕ.gǕ Ἆ.Ἆ á? 

there whose.LOC house.LOC QM 

ñWhose house is that over there?ò 

 

Figure 2 shows the directionals exemplified above in relation to the mountains and the plains. 

 

Figure 2: Directionals in relation to mountains/ plains and cardinal points 

 

Rivers 

Idu terrain is heavily dissected by rivers, which are usually dry in the later part of the year, but flooded 

suddenly following the snowmelt on the Tibetan Plateau. Although some of these have been bridged 

recently, and risky crossings using heavy iron cables have been possible for a century or more, being 

on the right side of a river at a given time takes on great importance in Idu life. Hence, the terminology 

marked both the direction of flow from the source to the mouth, as well as the side of the where the 

speaker is. Sentences 22-29 provide examples of these terms in use. 
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22. ànó downstream (towards the mouth) 

màcì ànó d½nyȊ bǕ chǾ 

water downstream side go HORT 

ñLetôs go downstreamò 

 

23. àrhõ upstream (towards the source) 

màcì àrhἎ d½nyȊ ǭm¼ ǕgȊ.gǕ.g¨ Ǖth¼.jǭy¨? 

water upstream side people walk.ing.PRS see.QM 

ñDo you see people walking upstream?ò 

 

24. Ǜwânyû on the other side 

màcì ǛwǕnyȊ dè gϸenǛ gr§.gǕy² 

river other side stand then shout.PRS 

ñHe is standing on the other side of the river and shoutingò 

 

25. îlîn(y)û on my side (originally of a river) 

nyú ǭlǭn(y)Ȋ ngá mbrǾmr¸ jí 

you sg. this me with sit 

ñYou sit this side with meò 

 

26. èlânû on this side (originally of a river) 

nyú ¯lǕn¼ ³bǭ.lἎ 

you sg. this side come from.LOC 

ñYou come this side pleaseò 

 

These words have been extended to more general contexts in recent times. 

Figure 3: Directionals from a riverbank 
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On both sides 

The following locative expressions have been extended from terms which applied orignally only to 

rivers. 

 

27. Ǜnônyû hòyà both sides 

ǛnǾnyȊ h¸y¨ nǛ ǕgȊ.pr¨.gǕy³ mǕ 

both sides LOC walk.possible.PST AFF 

It is possible to walk from both sides 

 

28. Ǜn¹ny¾édǛgà describes something which is positioned both sides of the subject 

nyu ǛnǾnyȊ ǭm¼ dǛ.g¨ 

you side people stand.PRS 

ñThere are people standing on both sides of youò 

 

29. Ǜnônyû dùnû at both ends 

ngá.cì Ἆ ǛnǾnyȊ d½nȊ màcì khà.gà 

my house both sides water lie.PRS 

ñWater is lying on both sides of my houseò 

Villages 

It is likely that prior to the 1951 earthquake, most Idu villages were very small, consisting of only a few 

households, scattered up and down the hillside and sometimes not even in sight of one another. Hence, 

it was useful to specify the direction of the óupperô and ólowerô village. Sentences 30 and 31 provide 

examples of these terms in use. 

 

30. ànggôcá towards the upper part of the village 

ngá Ἆ hó ĈjǛngg¸ «͔tǭkǾ ¨nggǾc§ d½nyȊ kh¨.gǕy² 

I house LOC Ejengo village upper part side lie.PRS 

ñMy house is in the northern side of Ejengo villageò 

 

31. ànggôpò towards the low-lying part of the village 

Ǜc§ ¨nggǾp¸ d½nyȊ.nǛ Ǖmϸ͕ y¨.gǕ mpȊ 

here downside side.LOC wind blow.PRS AFF 

ñThe wind blows here from the downsideò 
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Figure 4: Directionals within the village 

 

Handedness 

Idu also recognises left and right in respect of an individual. Unlike the other directionals, these are 

could either be treated as nominals or advedrbials. Sentences 32 and 33 provide examples of these terms 

in use. 

 

32. Ǜcânyû right side 

Ìméhí.cì ny½kǾ ǛcǕnyȊ kh¨.gǕy² 

Imehi.POSS room right side lie.PRS 

ñImehiôs room is on the right sideò 

 

33. lâkǛnyû left side 

ǛcǕ ngá lǕkǛnyȊ dè.ga 

this my left side stand.AFF 

ñThis is on my left sideò 

5  Conclusions 
Conventional deictics in Idu are quite sparse and closely resemble those in English in terms of semantic 

structure. However, Idu has an extremely rich system of directionals, in relation to mountains and plains, 

rivers and villages, which is a reflection of the steep environments the Idu traditionally inhabited. The 

neighbouring Tani people have a system which is evidently related conceptually although there are 

apparently no common lexical items. It is likely these directional systems are more widespread in the 

region than is apparent in the descriptive literature. 
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Abstract 
This paper aims to discuss the nominal marking system of the Kinaray-a language. 

Kinaray-a is the language of the Karay-a people, who live in the provinces of Antique, 

Capiz, Guimaras, Iloilo, Palawan (KWF 2016) and some mountainous areas bordering 

Aklan and Antique in the Philippines. However, the Kinaray-a variety discussed in the 

present study is the one spoken in the southern part of Antique Province. The analysis is 

based on written and spoken corpora which include Kinaray-a online news reports, literary 

texts, utterances in naturally occurring conversations, and spoken-like narratives. The 

paper discusses a prototypical noun phrase of Kinaray-a among other Philippine languages. 

A Kinaray-a noun phrase may contain two categories of nominal markers: determiners and 

demonstratives. Furthermore, the paper supports Tanangkingsingôs (2009) description that 

noun phrases in Philippine languages may contain case markers, plural markers, 

determiners, possessive or genitive pronouns, numerals, modifiers, or ligatures, as they are 

also evident in Kinaray-a. Notes on types of Kinaray-a nouns, their morphological 

formation and linguistic elements, such as bare nouns, borrowed nouns, and affixed nouns 

are also presented in the appendix part of paper. 

 

Keywords: nominals, nominal marking system, Kinaray-a, Philippine language, language 

documentation 

ISO-39: krj 

1  Introduction  
The Ethnologue describes Kinaray-a as an Austronesian language in the West Bisayan subgroup of the 

Malayo-Polynesian branch. This is the language of the people in the Province of Antique of the 

Philippines. It is also spoken by Karay-a people who live in mountainous areas bordering Aklan and 

Antique (Abadiano 1980) and in the different provinces of Capiz, Guimaras, Iloilo, and Palawan (KWF, 

2016).  

According to Tiongson (1994), the term Kinaray-a is derived from iraya meaning óupstream,ô 

prefix ka meaning ócompanionô and an in meaning óto have undergone somethingô. Alternate names are 

Hiniray-a, Karay-a, and sometimes Hamtikanon (Delos Santos, 2010) and AntiqueŒo (KWF, 2016). 

Simons and Fennig (2018) report that there are approximately 380,000 speakers of the language and 

that it has a language status of 4 (educational). Currently, the language is recognized by Department of 

Education (DepEd) - Philippines as one of the major languages under the Mother Tongue-Based 

Multilingual Education (MTBMLE curriculum). It is also commonly used in tourism signage in the 

Province of Antique, as well as in internet news reports and Kinaray-a writersô published literary works. 

Delos Santos (2003) claimed that the actual number of speakers is undetermined as the language has 

long been incorrectly classified as Ilongo (Hiligaynon). According to him, Hiligaynon was the only 

primary language considered in Region VI before 1980s as it was the language spoken by those who 

were dominant in the local government, religion, education, and culture. Kinaray-a was only recognized 

as a language later because of the development of Kinaray-a literature in the 1980s. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Kinaray-a Language in the Philippines 

(Atlas ng mga Wika ng Filipinas, 2016:100) 

 

 

In this paper, the Kinaray-a nominals and the nominal marking system are described. It will emphasize 

the constituent order of a typical Kinaray-a noun phrase (hereafter, NP), the types of nominal markers 

used in the language, and the functions of these nominal markers. The morphological formation of 

Kinaray-a nouns will also be presented.  

The Kinaray-a variety in the southern part of Antique Province is considered in this study. Ergative 

case-marking is used in the analysis of the utterances as the language exhibits ergative constructions. 

The data are drawn from both spoken and written corpora. Spoken data include recorded conversations, 

homilies, pear stories, and narratives in cooking dishes, while online news reports and literary works 

are utilized as the written data. 

2  Nominal Markers 
A Kinaray-a NP may contain a determiner or demonstrative and a head noun or pronoun. The nominal 

markers take the initial position of NPs. The phrases below are the examples of how Kinaray-a NPs are 

constructed: 

 

Determiner 

1. ang bata 

 det child  

 óthe childô 

 

Demonstrative 

2. dya nga bata 

 dem lig child 

 óthis childô 
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The utterances 3 and 4 are examples of nominalized clauses introduced by the determiner ang. 

 

3. Ang ginhambal nanda. 

 det say-pfv   erg.3p 

 óWhat they said.ô 

 

4. Ang ginahindian na. 

 det like-neg  erg.3s 

 óWhat he/she doesnôt like.ô 

 

Also, Kinaray-a NPs require a ligature to connect the nominal marker and a modifier to the head noun, 

as in example 5. 

 

5. Ang manani  nga panahon. 

 det nice  lig weather 

 óA nice weather.ô  

 

Although it is common for Kinaray-a NP to have determiner as nominal marker, there are some cases 

in which a marker is not required. These instances are in vocatives and answers to question 

constructions, as in examples 6 and 7 respectively. 

 

Vocative  

6. Ginoo, kaloy-i kami 

 Lord mercy abs.1p 

 óLord, have mercy on usô 

 

Answer to a question 

Question: Ano ang ngaran mo Maôam? 

  q-what det name abs.2p hon 

  óWhat is your name, Maôam?ô 

 

7. Answer: Elvie 

  Elvie 

  óElvieô 

2.1. Determiners  

Like other Philippine languages, determiners in Kinaray-a encode number (singular and plural), case 

(absolutive, ergative/genitive, and oblique/locative), and they distinguish between common and 

personal nouns. Table 1 presents Kinaray-a determiners. 

Table 1. The Kinaray-a Determiners 

         Case 
           Common            Personal 

Singular Plural  Singular Plural  

Absolutive ang ang mga si sanday 

Ergative/Genitive ka(ng) ka(ng) mga ni nanday 

Oblique/Locative sa sa mga kay kanday/kananday 

 

For the determiner ang, it may precede a single word noun (8); an abstract noun (9); a relativized 

clause (10); a verb-like item (11); a preposition (12); an honorific (13); and before an NP with 

modifiers (14): 
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8. ang balay 

 det house 

 óthe houseô 

 

9. ang paglaum 

 det hope 

 óthe hopeô 

 

10. ang tawo nga tandus 

 det person lig industrious 

 óthe industrious personô  

 

11. ang gingamit  nga pangrara 

 det use-pfv  lig to.weave 

 óthe (material) used for weavingô  

 

12. ang para kana 

 det prep abs.3p 

 ófor her/himô 

 

13. ang Mayor 

 det hon 

 óthe Mayorô 

 

14. ang mga nami kag tibay nga hilo 

 det plu nice conj strong lig thread 

 óthe nice and strong threadô 

 

The markers that introduce a core argument are called core nominal markers. If the core argument is a 

full noun phrase, it is usually introduced by a determiner, as in 15. Otherwise, it may utilize an 

absolutive pronominal with the absence of a marker, as in 16. 

 

15. Nagpanaw ang bata. 

 walk-pfv  det child 

 óThe child walked away.ô 

 

16. Nagpanaw tana. 

 walk-pfv  abs.3s 

 óHe/She walked away.ô 

2.1.1. Nominal marker ósaô 

For the oblique marker sa, it usually precedes locative nouns, as in sentences 17 and 18. 

 

17. Duro gemstone ang makita sa suba. 

 more gemstone abs find-ipfv obl river 

 ó(You can) find more gemstones in the river.ô 

 

18. Lain  gid ang pangabuhi sa uma.  

 different  par abs lifestyle  obl farm 

 óThe lifestyle is really different living in the farm.ô 
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The marker sa may also signify temporal marking such as specific times or parts of the day in an oblique 

phrase, as in sentence 19. 

 

19. Sanag ang mga bituon sa kagab-ihun. 

 Sanag ang mga bituon sa kagabלihun 

 bright abs plu star obl night 

 óThe stars (shine) brightly at night.ô 

 

The nominal marker sa can also mark the oblique case in a benefactive construction. 

 

20. Nagtugro  tana ka bugas sa mga katawhan. 

 give-pfv  abs.3s det rice obl plu people 

 óHe/She gave rice to the people.ô 

2.1.2. Nominal marker ósi/sandayô 

The marker si is the counterpart of ang for personal nouns. It marks a particular absolutive personal 

argument. Sanday is the plural counterpart of si. An example of the nominal singular marker si is 

presented in sentence 21, and the plural counterpart sanday is in sentence 22. 

 

21. Nahulog  si Mark sa kahoy.  

 fall-pfv  abs Mark loc tree 

 óMark fell (from the) tree.ô  

 

22. Sanday nanay kag tatay lang ang tawo sa balay. 

 abs mother conj father par det people loc house 

 óOnly mother and father are at home.ô 

2.1.3. Nominal marker óniô. 

The nominal marker ni is the counterpart of ka(ng) for personal nouns and serves as the agent of a 

transitive verb or as the possessor in a possessive construction.  

In transitive constructions, the common determiner ka and personal determiner ni introduce the 

agent, and the determiner ang introduces the patient. Interestingly, the determiners ka and kang (23a 

and 23b) may be used interchangeably without any semantico-syntactic impact 

 

23a. Ginkaun  ka bata ang  peras. 

 eat-pfv  erg child abs pear 

 óThe child ate the pear.ô 

 

23b. Ginkaun  kang bata ang peras. 

 eat-pfv  erg child abs pear 

 óThe child ate the pear.ô 

 

24. Ginkaun ni Ruzel ang pagkaun ni Allysa. 

 eat-pfv erg Ruzel abs food gen Allysa 

 óRuzel ate the food of Allysa.ô 

 

When the pronominal counterpart is used, the agent is marked by an ergative determiner and the patient 

is marked by an absolutive determiner, as in sentence 25. 
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25. Ginturuk na ang kanding nga nagapanaw. 

 watch-pfv erg.3s abs goat lig walk-cont 

 óHe/She watched the goat walking.ô 

 

Similar to Cebuano (Tanangkingsing 2009) and Hiligaynon (Santos 2012), Kinaray-a NPs may exhibit 

any of these patterns. It is interesting to note, however, that the ligature ka is only used in numerals, as 

in sentence 29, while the sentences 27, 28, and 30 co-occur with nga. 

 

1. Determiner + mga + Noun  

26. ang mga tawo 

 det plu people 

 óthe peopleô  

 

2. Determiner + Possessor Pronoun + nga + Noun  

27. ang anda tanan nga gamit 

 abs gen.3p whole lig thing 

 ó(all) of their thingsô 

 

3. Determiner + Modifier + nga + Noun  

28. ang pwerte kalapad nga parayan 

 abs par wide lig rice.field 

óthe wide rice fieldô 

 

4. Determiner + Numeral + ka + Noun  

29. sa sara ka basket ka peras 

 obl one lig basket gen pear 

 óin one basket of pearô 

 

5. Modifierclausal + nga + Noun  

30. Bahol nga bata 

 big lig kid 

 ó(a) big kidô 

2.2. Demonstratives 

Demonstratives or deictic pronouns in Philippine languages are generally divided into three sets 

expressing nearness to the speaker, nearness to the addressee, and remoteness from either of the two 

(McFarland 2008). The same feature is also evident in Kinaray-a. Table 2 enumerates the 

demonstratives in Kinaray-a. 

Table 2. The Kinaray-a Demonstratives 

 

Case 

       Proximal 

(near the speaker) 

         Medial 

(near the listener) 

        Distal 

(far from both)  

 Kinaray-a 

 

Gloss 

 

Kinaray-a 

 

Gloss 

 

Kinaray-a 

 

Gloss 

 

Absolutive 

 

dya(ay) 

 

this 

 

ra(ay) 

ria(n) 

that 

 

to(ay) 

 

that 

 

Ergative 

 

dya(ay) 

 

this 

 

ra(ay) 

ria(n) 

that 

 

to(ay) 

 

that 

 

Oblique 

 

(ri/ru)dya 

(ri/ru)gya 

here 

 

(ri/ru)dyan 

(ri/ru)gyan 

there 

 

(rig/rug)to 

 

there 
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It is interesting to note that Kinararay-a demonstratives have two or more variants for all three spatial 

orientations. Each deictic pronoun has several forms to express different cases (McFarland 2008). In 

Kinaray-a, nouns in the absolutive case may be preceded by dya(ay) óthisô, ra(ay) óthatô, or to(ay) óthatô 

(yonder)  

In Kinaray-a, the demonstrative dya (or the variant dyaay) óthisô is used as a proximal absolutive 

deictic pronoun. But dya may be used with an additional emphatic form amo, which seems to be an all-

purpose deictic that can stand alone and expresses emphasis without spatial reference. The examples of 

how these deictic pronouns are used are presented in sentences 31a and 31b. 

 

31a. Dya  ang akun bata. 

 prox abs gen.1s child 

 óThis is my child.ô 

 

31b. Amo  dya  ang akun bata.  

 emp prox abs gen.1s child 

 óThis is my child.ô 

 

32a. Kanakun  ang balay nga dya 

 gen.1s  abs house lig prox 

 óThis house is mine.ô 

 

Based on the sentences 31a to 32a, it can be claimed that Kinaray-a demonstratives may either be 

pre-nominal or post-nominal. Two features should be noted here. First is the use of the ligature nga. If 

a noun phrase precedes the demonstrative dya, it may be preceded with a ligature nga, as shown in 32a. 

Consequently, if the noun phrase appears after dya, nga is placed after dya as illustrated in 32b. 

 

32b. Kanakun  ang dya nga balay. 

 gen.1s  abs prox lig house 

 óThis house is mine.ô 

 

A construction where a genitive appears in between the demonstrative and the nominal is also 

grammatical. 

 

32c. Dya ang akun nga balay. 

 prox abs gen.1s lig house 

 óThis is my house.ô 

 

However, constructions without nga are also considered grammatical, but the use of nga makes the 

sentence more emphatic. 

 

32d. Dya ang akun balay. 

 prox abs gen.1s house 

 óThis is my house.ô 

 

For ra(ay) óthatô in 33 to mark medial demonstratives, and to(ay) óthatô in 34 to mark distal 

demonstrative, the same grammatical features are applied with dya(ay) óthisô in the absolutive case as 

discussed above. 

 

33. Amo ra ang niyog  siguro. 

 emp med abs coconut  maybe 

 óMaybe, thatôs the coconut.ô 
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34.  Naghapus run to  ang  langka. 

 soft-pfv  par dis abs jackfruit 

 óThe jackfruit has softened already.ô 

 

It is noted that word classification in Philippine languages is based on the interrelationship among 

various affixes and their use in discourse (Santos 2012), For instance, there are noun roots or nouns 

derived from verbs, adjectives, or any grammatical category (cf. Dita 2011). There is also no clear 

lexical distinction between nouns and verbs in Philippine-type languages, which is a unique feature 

(Amerila 2018) of Philippine languages. Nolasco (2011) also asserts that grammatical categorization of 

Philippine-type languages, particularly root forms, has proven difficult, especially at their boundaries.  

 Kinaray-a nominals share these morphological properties with Philippine languages. Notes on the 

different types of Kinaray-a nouns especially on the affixation process are presented in Appendix A of 

the paper.  

3  Conclusion 
This paper describes the constituent order of a typical Kinaray-a NP. Determiners and demonstratives 

are the two types of Kinaray-a nominal markers. These markers usually introduce the head nouns in 

NPs. The Kinaray-a determiners are ang, ka(ng) and sa for common nouns, which are basically singular, 

but they can be made plural by adding the marker mga after the determiner, including ang mga, ka(ng) 

mga, and sa mga, while the personal determiners are si, ni, and kay, and their plural counterparts are 

sanday, nanday, and kanday respectively. This paper also highlights the types of deictic pronouns based 

on spatial orientation, that is, proximal, medial, and distal, which can be marked in the absolutive, 

ergative, and oblique cases. Finally, in the Appendix, notes are provided on types of nouns and 

nominalizing prefixes. 
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Appendix A - Notes on Types of Nouns in Kinaray-a  
In this section of the paper, the two classes of Kinaray-a nominals are presented: unaffixed nouns are 

depicted in sub-sections A.1 and A.2, which feature bare nouns and borrowed nouns, respectively, 

whereas section A.3 illustrates how nouns are generated by affixation. 

A.1 Bare nouns 

In this paper, we refer to nouns without affixes as bare nouns. Body part terms are an example of bare 

nouns. The Table 3 lists the following Kinaray-a body part words together with their English equivalents 

will be used as instances of bare nouns. 

Table 3. Body Part Terms in Kinaray-a 

Root Gloss Root Gloss 

talinga óearô Butkun   arm 

siko óelbowô iruk armpit 

mata óeyeô likod back 

kiray óeyebrowô lawas body 

pungyahun ófaceô tul-an bone 

kahig ófeetô suso breasts 

tudlo ófingerô buli buttocks 

buon-buonan ófontanelô bagi-ing cheek 

dahi óforeheadô dughan chest 

alima óhandô silang chin 

 

The utterances 35 and 36 below use kahig (foot) and alima (hand) respectively as examples of body 

part terms as bare nouns. They are unaffixed words and function as the heads of the phrases.  

 

35. May mga agi kang kahig nga makita  sa daray-ahan. 

 May mga agi kang kahig nga makita  sa darayᾐahan. 

 exist plu trace det foot lig  see-cont  obl seashore  

 óThere are traces of footprints which can be seen in the seashore.ô  

 

36. Kinahanglan nga limpyo ang alima bag-o magkaun. 

 stat-should lig clean abs hand before ipfv-eat 

 ó(Your) hands should be clean before eating.ô 

A.2 Borrowed nouns  

Spanish and English loanwords make up the majority of Kinaray-a borrowed nouns. This could be due 

to the cultural influence of the Spanish and American occupations in the Philippines, as well as the fact 

that Kinaray-a speakers are bilingual, with English as a second language. Table 4 shows a few examples 

of borrowed nouns. 

Table 4. Kinaray-a Borrowed Nouns 

Borrowed Nouns Origin  Gloss 

gobernadora Spanish governor 

domingo Spanish Sunday 

softcopy English softcopy 

telebisyon English television 

refrigerator English refrigerator 
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37. Ginpaathag man kang gobernadora ang sabahin 

 pfv-explain also det lady.governor det about  

 kang mga kabataan  nga nadura  sa listahan  

 det plu youth  lig misplace-pfv obl list 

 kang provincial scholars 

 det provincial scholars. 

óThe lady governor also explained about the youth whose names were misplaced in the list of 

provincial scholars.ô 

 

The Kinaray-a word gobernadora (woman governor) is used in sentence 37. It is derived from the 

Spanish word 'gobernadora,' which is the feminine equivalent to the male 'gobernador.' 

Another Kinaray-a loaned word is used in sentence 38. The word domingo (Sunday) is Spanish 

loanword to refer to a weekday. 

 

38. Kaduro ka tawo sa tinda kun domingo. 

 a.lot det people obl market during Sunday 

 óThere are a lot people in the market during Sundays.ô 

A.3 Affixed nouns 

Some nouns in Kinaray-a may be formed by affixation. These nominals are derived nouns because they 

are generated by attaching nominal affixes to roots or stems to form derived nouns. Table 5 presents 

three samples of Kinaray-a nominalizing prefixes. 

 

Table 5: Morphological Derivations of the Kinaray-a Nominals 

Affix  Root Gloss Affixed Gloss 

ka- subu  

lapad 

sad    

wide 

kasubu  

kalapad 

sadness 

wideness 

 istorya 

imaw 

to talk 

to accompany with 

kaistorya 

kaimaw 

person you are taking to 

companion 

 akay to ride kasakay person together on board 

 

paN- 

 

raha 

balay 

lagaw 

 

cook 

house 

walk 

 

pangraha 

pangbalay  

panglagaw  

 

used for cooking 

used in the house 

used for walking 

 

taga- 

 

Antique 

banwa 

butung                 

 

Antique 

town proper 

pull 

 

taga-Antique 

taga-banwa 

taga-butung 

 

from Antique 

from the town proper 

person who pulls something 

 

The prefix ka- is an abstract nominalizer or a reciprocal action when it is attached to the root word subu. 

For instance, the root subu, which means ósadô, becomes kasubu ósadnessô. Meanwhile, when the prefix 

ka- is attached to the root istorya or óto talkô, it derives the noun kaistorya óperson you are talking toô. 

 

39. Nakabatyag tana  ka  kasubo  

 pfv-feel  abs.3s det sadness 

 óHe/She felt the sadness.ô 

 

40. Si Lyjoe ang ana kaistorya  kang nagaraha sanda. 

 Det Lyjoe abs erg.3s person.taking.to when pfv-cook abs.3pl 

 óIt was Lyjoe who he/she was speaking to when they were cooking.ô 
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The prefix taga- refers to a personôs place of origin. In this case, the prefix is preceded by a particular 

name of place, as in sentence 41. 

 

41. Mga karay-a  ang taga-Antique. 

 plu karay-a  det ori-Antique  

 óThe karay-a (speakers) are from Antique.ô 

 

In a nominalized term, the prefix taga- also denotes the actionôs doer. Therefore, taga- acts as an 

initiator in this circumstance, as in sentence 42. When a prefix is added to a verbôs base form, it indicates 

that a person has been assigned or hired to carry out the action represented by the base word. The 

Tagalog equivalent is also taga-. Thus, one can use either prefix, and the meaning is the same. 

 

42. Kinahanglan ka tagabutong ka hilo  sa makina. 

 need  det ini-pull  det thread  loc machine 

 óA person is needed to pull the thread in the machine.ô  

 

Appendix B 
1 - 1st person 

2 - 2nd person 

3 - 3rd person 

abs - absolutive 

conj - conjunction   

cont - continuative   

dem - demonstrative   

det - determiner   

dis - distal    

emp - emphatic marker  

erg - ergative    

exist - existential    

gen - genitive    

hon - honorific   

ini - initiator    

ipfv - imperfective   

lig - ligature    

loc - locative    

med - medial    

neg - negative   

obl - oblique    

ori - origin    

plu - plural    

par - particle    

pfv - perfective   

plu - plural marker   

prep - preposition   

prox - proximal   

q - question word   

s - singular    

stat - stative    
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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to present the extent of nominalization and its functions in 

Liangmai. The study includes lexical or derivational nominalization and structures 

involving the nominalization of clauses. This paper briefly describes the morpho-syntax 

of nominalization and the constructions in which nominalized forms occur in Liangmai. 

The nominalizers in this language include the suffixes -bo, -bam, and -mai and the prefixes 

kϸ- and pϸ-. Lexical nominalization includes derivation of abstract nouns from stative root 

verbs, agentive nominals from both nouns and verbs, adjectivals from stative intransitive 

verbs and gerunds. The nominalizing suffix -bo is the most common and is highly 

productive. All verbal roots can be nominalized by the suffix -bo, and the resulting forms 

can be interpreted as abstract nouns, gerunds, attributive adjectives, relative clause, among 

others. In Liangmai, the suffix -bo functions variously as a nominalizer, relativizer or 

complementizer. Liangmai exhibits externally headed relative clauses in which the head 

nouns appear to the right of relative clauses. 

 

Keywords: Liangmai, Nominalization, Relativization, Complementation, Derivational, 

Clausal, Tibeto-Burman 

ISO 639-3 codes:njn 

 

1  Introduction 
Nominalization is one of the most prominent characteristics and a highly productive phenomenon of 

the Tibeto-Burman (henceforth TB) languages (Bickel 1999, Watters 2006, 2008, Genetti et al. 2008, 

2011, Noonan 1997, Delancey 2002, 2011). It refers to the process by which we derive nominals from 

a word of another class. Yap et al. observe that: 

 é.nominalization in its core sense refers to the process by which we derive nominal expressions ï 

for example, from verbs (e.g., watch > watcher) or adjectives (e.g., narrow > narrowness, narrowing). 

Clauses may also be nominalized (e.g., awaken the public conscience > awakening (of) the public 

conscience. (Yap et al. (2011:3) 

 
The study of nominalization in TB languages begins with Matisoffôs seminal paper óLahu 

nominalization, genitivization, and relativizationô (1972). He showed that the functions of 

nominalization, relativization and genitivization in Lahu are marked by the same particle ve. A similar 

complex of functions revolving around a single morpheme occurs in other TB languages (Delancey 

2002:56). This morphological convergence of syntactic functions was dubbed the óStandard Sino-

Tibetan Nominalizationô (SSTN) pattern (Bickel 1999:271) and has been reported in many studies of a 

number of TB languages. Two levels of nominalization process are observed: lexical or derivational 

and clausal. Derivational nominalization refers to the process which creates lexical nouns from words 

of other lexical categories (usually the verb root), while clausal nominalization operates in the domain 

of clause and works at syntactic level to allow a grammatical clause to be treated as a noun phrase 

within a broader syntactic context (Genetti et al. 2008). Nominalized clauses are used in a wide range 

of functions and syntactic structures in TB languages, including attributive clauses, adverbial clauses, 

nominal-complement constructions, relative clauses, free-standing independent clauses, and so on.  
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Both these nominalization processes are attested in Liangmai, a TB language spoken in Manipur 

and Nagaland. The primary purpose of this paper is to present a brief overview of nominalization in 

Liangmai. Different nominalizers found in the language are -bo, -bam, -mai, kϸ- and pϸ-. The uses and 

functions of these nominalizers in the language are discussed in the following sections. 

2  Language Classification and Typological Overview 
In the classification of Tibeto-Burman languages in the Linguistic Survey of India (LSI), Grierson 

(1903) was slightly hesitant as to whether Liangmai (called óKwoireng or Liyangô) be placed under 

Naga-Bodo or Naga-Kuki sub-group. He stated:  

Their language appears to be an intermediate one between the Naga-Bodo and the Naga-Kuki group. 

The pronouns agree best with the latter, and so I class it here, though its geographical position would 

incline one to put it with the former set of languages (Grierson 1903:462). 

 

Other than some lexicons listed under óKwoireng or Liyangô, no description of the language was 

provided in LSI. Marrison (1967), in his comprehensive survey of the languages of Northeast India, 

placed Liangmai in his posited Nruanghmei group, óType B-3ô, along with Zeme, Mzieme, Nruanghmei 

(formerly Kabui), Khoirao, Maram and Puiron. The close affinity among the Zeme, Liangmai and 

Rongmei is also reflected in Bradleyôs (1997) classification of Tibeto-Burman languages in which 

Liangmai was placed under the Zeliangrong group, which falls under the Southern Naga of the Kuki-

Chin-Naga. More recently, Burling (2003) grouped Liangmai, along with Zeme and Rongmei, under 

the Zeme group, which was again referred to as Western Naga in Post and Burling (2017).  

Two major word classes in Liangmai include nouns and verbs. Most nouns are free roots, and they 

can be monosyllabic, disyllabic or trisyllabic. Nouns with more than three syllables are mostly 

compounds. There are also bound noun roots, and these take one of the four formatives mϸ-, tϸ-, tsϸ- 

and kϸ- to become free standing forms. These formatives may or may not be retained in compound 

formation; however, it is usually dropped when a noun is used with pronominal personal pronouns. The 

semantics of these formatives is not yet fully known. All verbal roots are bound, and they can be free 

standing words only if they are minimally affixed (Daimai & Singha 2020:127). There are both 

monosyllabic and disyllabic verb roots, but trisyllabic roots are rare. Verb roots are also used to derive 

adverbs and adjectivals. A verb is inflected for tense, aspect and mood. Liangmai is a tonal language 

having at least three contrastive lexical tones, namely high, mid and low. The language is highly 

agglutinative. 

As with most TB languages, Liangmai is verb-final. The A argument of a transitive clause is 

typically marked with agentive -nǭu, though it is not obligatory, whereas the animate O argument is 

marked with a primary object marker -t½. The inanimate O remains unmarked. OAV word order is also 

permissible, and such word order is used when it involves emphasis on the O argument. Noun phrases 

are head-medial with variable ordering of modifiers. They consist of an obligatory noun head which is 

preceded and followed by optional modifiers. Adjectivals can occur in both pre- and post-head 

positions. Demonstratives occur in pre-head position, while numerals occur in post-head position. To 

signal possession, personal pronoun pro-clitics are prefixed to the root of a noun, as in ϸl½ (1-POSS 

farm) ómy farmô and nϸl½ (2-POSS farm) óyour fieldô. The possessor noun phrase can also be marked 

with the possessive enclitic -g½, suffixed to the possessor of the head noun, as in ϸ-g½ tsϸl½ (1-POSS 

farm) ómy farmô and nϸ-g½ tsϸl½ (2-POSS farm) óyour farmô. The possessive enclitic -g½ marks the 

possessor of noun phrase i óIô and naǼ óyouô, which precedes the head noun tsϸl½ ófarmô. The dependent 

clause generally precedes the matrix clause.  

3  Data and Methodology 
According to the Ethnologue (Eberhard et al., 2021), the 2011 census estimates that there are 49,800 

speakers of Liangmai. The Liangmai Naga Council, Manipur (LNC, M), an apex organization of the 

tribe, also gives a similar figure of 50,000. The majority of Liangmai speakers can be found in the 

bordering area of Tamenglong district of Manipur and Peren district of Nagaland. There are 

approximately 100 Liangmai villages, most of which are in the state of Manipur. Each Liangmai village 
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has a distinct variety, but there is intelligibility to a great extent among the speakers of different villages. 

There is not much of a media platform for Liangmai, and Liangmai literature is still in an early stage of 

development. There is a Bible and hymnals translated into Liangmai, and the language used in the Bible 

serves as the standard form when it comes to writing and literature. Nevertheless, the influence of each 

own variety can be seen in the few books written so far by Liangmai authors.  

For the current study, as a native speaker, I have collected most of the data from introspection and 

elicitation. A list of words adapted from Swadesh list, expressions used in daily life, and basic phrases 

and sentences in Liangmai elicited from my principal informant, Phenlakbou Marenmai, aged 67, of 

Tharon village, Manipur, in 2018-2019 were used for the analysis. In addition, I have also extracted 

relevant data from available written Liangmai sources, mainly the Holy Bible. I also refer to my old 

field notes for relevant data. 

4  Derivational or Lexical Nominalization in Liangmai 
Liangmai has multiple nominalizers that are involved in the derivation of nouns. A lexical noun is 

derived mainly from verbs and sometimes even from nouns. Deverbal nouns are highly productive and 

are widely attested in normal discourse and speech acts, and they can heads NPs in Liangmai. The 

nominalizing suffixes in Liangmai are -bo, -bam and -mai. The language also has a nominalizing prefix 

kϸ- and pϸ-. These nominalizers are discussed in detail in the following sections. 

4.1. Nominalizer -bo 

The nominalizing suffix -bo is multifunctional. It is used as a general nominalizer in Liangmai. It is 

highly productive and can be suffixed to all verb roots to derive deverbal nouns that can head an NP. 

When this nominalizer is attached directly to a verb, the resulting form, taken out of context, may have 

several possible interpretations and functions. It may be used to derive abstract nouns, for example, the 

verb root piǼ means óbe afraidô, whereas piǼbo means ófearô, as in (1). 

 

(1) paᶃ piǼbo ha-e 

 3S afraid-NMZ N.COP-DECL 

 óHe has no fear.ô 

 

Similarly, the following abstract nouns are derived by suffixing nominalizer -bo to stative root verbs. 

 

(2) (a) luǼsa óto loveô  > luǼsabo óloveô 

 (b) sa² óto dieô  > sa²bo ódeathô 

 (c) mϸsan óbe cleanô > mϸsanbo ócleanliness or holyô 

 (d) kim óto satisfyô > kimbo ósatisfactionô 

 (e) mϸtӵ§ óbe happyô > mϸtӵ§bo óhappinessô 

 (f) h¼ óbe braveô > h¼bo ócourageô 

 (g) tsϸliaǼ óbe proudô > tsϸliaǼbo óprideô 

 

Derived abstract nouns can function as heads of noun phrases, as given in (3). 

 

(3) éluǼsa-bo si-nǭu d²-tӵu-e 

 love-NMZ EMP-AGT big-SUP-DECL 

 óélove is the greatest.ô 
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Action nominals can be formed by suffixing -bo to action verbs. 

 

(4) (a) kap-bo ócryingô 

 (b) tiu-bo óeatingô 

 (c) pak-bo órunningô 

 (d) ken-bo óreadingô 

 (e) rao-bo ówritingô 

 (g) zi-bo ósleepingô 

 (h) mϸtӵenbo óplayingô 

 (i) mϸkӵiubo ócoughingô 

 (j) kϸriabo ósqueezingô 

 

Nominalized action verbs can function as noun modifiers, as given in (5), and can also function as heads 

of noun phrases, as in (6). 

 

(5) naǼ-nǭu rao-bo ϸriak delam bam lo 

 2P-AGT write-NMZ book where EXST IMP 

 óWhere is the book you wrote?ô 

 

(6) pak-bo-nǭu ϸliu-leǼ wi ne 

 run-NMZ-AGT 1PL-BEN good IRR 

 óRunning will be good for us.ô 

 

Attributes such as dimension, age, value and color are expressed by nominalized stative intransitive 

verbs when used as noun phrase attributes, or as verbless clause complements in ascriptive clauses. 

These are derived from stative intransitive verbs using the nominalizing suffix -bo; tӵeǼbo be.long-NMZ 

ólongô, wibo be.good-NMZ ógoodô, and others.    

 

(7) (a) siam óbe smallô > siambo ósmallô 

 (b) d² óbe bigô > d²bo óbigô 

 (c) heǼ óbe redô > heǼbo óredô 

 (d) s§n óbe newô > s§nbo ónewô 

 (e) kӵa óbe bitterô > kӵabo óbitterô 

 (f) rai óbe firstô > raibo ófirstô 

 

(8) ϸriak s§n-bo 

 book be.new-NMZ 

 óA new book.ô 

 

(9) tsϸki d²-bo 

 house be.big-NMZ 

 óA big house.ô 

 

(10) ϸpui tsϸpӵai kek-bo tsϸru²-bam-e 

 1.mother cloth tear-NMZ stitch-PROG-DECL 

 óMy mother is stitching torn cloth.ô 
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Gerunds are also formed by adding the nominalizing suffix -bo to verbs. 

 

(11) z§o sak-bo tsϸp¼m-leǼ sa-e 

 wine drink-NMZ body-BEN bad-DECL 

 óDrinking is injurious to healthô (Lit: Drinking wine is bad for body). 

 

(12) mϸtӵiu-nǭu w² pui kap-bo Ǽou-e 

 everyone-AGT DEM woman cry-NMZ see-DECL 

 óEveryone sees/saw that woman crying.ô 

 

Additionally, -bo can be used to nominalize clauses as well. Clausal nominalization is discussed in 

Section 5.  

4.2. Nominalizer -bam 

The nominalizer -bam derives a locational noun from action verbs. The derivation expresses a meaning 

of óthe place where VERBô. It is a highly productive process applying to both transitive and intransitive 

verb roots. A few examples of locational nominalized forms are given below. 

 

(13) (a) z¼Ǽ óto peeô > z¼Ǽ-bam óplace to peeô 

 (b) kϸhum óto prayô > kϸhum-bam óplace to prayô 

 (c) ϸl§Ǽ óto cookô > ϸl§Ǽ-bam óplace to cookô 

 (d) tiu óto eatô > tiu-bam óplace to eatô 

 (e) zi óto sleepô > zi-bam óplace to sleepô 

 

(14) z¼Ǽ-bam  delam lo 

 pee-NMZ  where IMP 

 óWhere is the place to pee?ô or óWhere is the peeing place?ô 

 

(15) n§mai-duǼ-tuγ kϸhum-bam-ga p²-gut tu lo 

 child-PL-DAT pray-NMZ-LOC CAUS-enter PROH IMP 

 óDo not let children enter the place of praying.ô  

4.3. Nominalizer -mai 

In Liangmai, nouns and verbs can be nominalized by the agentive nominalizer -mai to derive an agentive 

noun. This nominalizer is derived from the noun tsϸmai meaning óman or personô. Its function is similar 

with the Mongsen Ao agentive nominalizer -eӀ (Coupe 2007:263). This derivation usually denotes 

either a type of agent or a referent whose habitual activity is characterized by the meaning denoted by 

the nominal base in the case of nominalization of noun (literally: the one who has to do with noun) as 

in (16a) and (16b). In the case of nominalization of a verbal base, it denotes the meaning óthe one who 

does (verb)ô as in (16c) to (16f). This type of nominalization is restricted to nouns with human referents. 

 

(16) (a) n§m-mai 

  village-NMZ 

  óvillagerô (Lit.: the one in or from village) 

 (b) tsϸr²-mai 

  war-NMZ 

  ówarriorô 

 (c) ken-mai 

  to read-NMZ 

  óreaderô 
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(16) (d) mϸtӵen-mai 

  to play-NMZ 

  óplayerô 

 (e) kamsat-mai 

  to kill -NMZ 

  ókillerô 

 (f) ϸl§Ǽ-mai 

  to cook-NMZ 

  óchef/cookô  

 

The scope of this nominalizer includes nominalization of clauses, as given in (17) and (18). 

 

(17) ϸriak-ki tat-mai-duǼ-tuγ tϸtӵuan p² ne 

 school go-NMZ-PL-DAT prize give IRR 

 óThe ones who go to school will be given prizes.ô 

 

(18) naǼ-nǭu si-mai sou-sou  lo 

 2SG-AGT know-NMZ who-who  IMP 

 óWho are the ones you know?ô 

4.4. The nominalizing prefix kϸ- 

The nominalizing prefix kϸ- is found to be attached on a handful of verbs creating abstract nouns. 

 

(19) (a) sa² ódieô  > kϸ-sa² ódeathô 

 (b) tӵiu ópainô  > kϸ-tӵ²u óboil, furuncleô 

 (c) tat ógoô  > kϸ-t§t ójourney, missionô 

 (d) tiu óeatô  > kϸ-tiu óeatablesô 

 (e) sak ódrinkô  > kϸ-sak ódrinks (liquid food)ô 

 

Konnerth (2014) reports a nominalizer ke- (with allomorphs ki ~ ka) in Karbi. She writes, óthis 

nominalizing velar prefix has many apparent cognates across several branches of Tibeto-Burman both 

inside and outside Northeast India, which is productive in deriving nouns from verbsô (Konnerth 

2014:384). The kV- prefix in Karbi is productive in deriving nouns from verbs, but in Liangmai this 

strategy is not fully productive and cannot be used to derive nouns from all verbs. However, it is possible 

that the nominalizer kϸ- in Liangmai is cognate with the nominalizing velar prefixes found in Tibeto-

Burman languages of different branches spoken in Northeast India (Matisoff 2003; Konnerth 2012, 

2014). 

Another function of kϸ- in Liangmai is to appear with deverbal nouns when occurring as attributes 

of head nouns. This prefix functions in a way similar to the attributive derivational prefix ϸ-, which is 

used to derive adjectives from verbs in Meiteilon (Chelliah 1997:86; Singh 2000:114) and an attributive 

prefix a- which frequently appears on the head noun in adjective constructions in Karbi (Konnerth 

2011:121). For example, kϸ- is prefixed to wibo ógoodô to derived kϸwibo ógoodô as in kϸwibo tiǼmik óa 

good dayô, where tiǼmik is ódayô.  
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4.5. The nominalizing prefix pϸ- 

When used with stative verb roots, the resulting words denote abstract entities. 

 

(20) (a) tӵeǼ óbe longô > pϸ-tӵ®Ǽ ólengthô  

 (b) d² óbe bigô > pϸ-d² óbreadthô  

 (c) suk óbe deepô > pϸ-s¼k ódepthô 

 (d) k¼ óbe tallô > pϸ-k¼ óheightô 

 (e) rit  óbe heavyô > pϸ-r²t óweightô 

 

(21) pui-pi¼-gu luǼsiat pϸ-s¼k mϸdat si-lak-e 

 mother-father-GEN love NMZ-be deep measure know-NEG-DECL 

 óThe depth of parentôs love cannot be measured,ô 

 

When attached to any action-oriented roots, it indicates óthe manner ofô or óthe way ofô. Note that the 

root morphs in nominalized forms have a rising tone, as those in (22). 

 

(22) (a) tat ówalkô > pϸ-t§t óthe way of his/her walkingô 

 (b) zi ósleepô > pϸ-z² óthe way of his/her sleepingô 

 (c) tiu óeatô > pϸ-t²u óthe way of his/her eatingô 

 (d) kap ócryô > pϸ-k§p óthe way of his/her cryingô 

 (e) mϸlai ómoveô > pϸ-mϸla² óthe way of his/her movingô 

5  Clausal Nominalization 
Nominalization is a major tool for creating various types of syntactic structures, such as attributive 

phrases, nominal complement clauses and relative clauses. Each nominalized clause is discussed as 

follows. 

5.1. Attributive phrases  

Liangmai employs attributive phrases in which the root of the verb is affixed by the nominalizing suffix 

-bo, as illustrated in (23) and (24). 

 

(23) tsϸlat dinsi-bo p²u 

 language speak.know-NMZ man 

 óA good orator (Lit. the man who can speak well).ô 

 

(24) ϸna²-nǭu liu-bo tsϸki 

 1DU-AGT buy-NMZ house 

 óThe house that we (both) bought.ô 

 

The phrases with these nominalized forms modify the head noun. 

5.2. Nominal complement clauses 

Nominal complement clauses are also derived with -bo. A nominal complement clause is embedded 

directly into a noun phrase without any further alternation of its structure.  

 

(25) tsϸpuaǼ kep-bo mϸr² 

 elephant shoot-NMZ story 

 óThe story of the shooting of an elephant.ô 

 

 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Daimai 
 

141 
 

Such constructions also function as noun phrase complements of verbs as illustrated in (26). 

 

(26) p§-niu mϸniǼ-bo i si-e 

 3-AGT think-NMZ I know-DECL 

 óI know what he is thinking.ô 

5.3. Relative clauses 

Like in many other TB languages, nominalization is the main strategy to form relative clauses in 

Liangmai. The general nominalizer -bo provides the principal means of nominalizing the verb stem of 

relative clauses. Relative clauses functioning as noun phrase modifiers occur before the heads. The 

elicited (27) to (29) demonstrate the pre-head positions of relative clauses in verbless clauses and verb 

clauses respectively.  

 

(27) [ϸ-tuᶃ dap-bo] p²u si 

 1-DAT beat-NMZ man DEF 

 óThe man who beat meô 

 

(28) [za· sak-bam-bo] p²u si ϸkina-e 

 wine drink-NMZ man DEF 1.younger.sibling-DECL 

 óThe man drinking wine is my younger brother.ô 

 

(29) [danai i-nǭu liu-bo] ╘riak si ken wi-e 

 yesterday I-AGT buy-NMZ book DEF read good-DECL 

 óThe book which I bought yesterday is good (to read).ô 

 

As seen in examples (27) to 29), relative clauses in Liangmai are distinguished by the presence of a 

definite article si after the head noun, following the nominalized clause. Heads nouns in Liangmai 

relative constructions commonly appear to the right of the relative clause; however, they may also be 

clause-internal, as in (30).  

 

(30) maip²u-nǭu ϸriak mϸzenna-leǼ pi-bo  si 

 man-AGT  book orphan-BEN give-NMZ DEF 

 óThe book the man gave to the orphan.ô 

 

Left-headed and headless relatives in Liangmai are also found in data elicitation. For example, the 

construction in (31) is ambiguous, depending on whether the relative head is taken to be the overt 

nominal ϸriak óbookô, or whether the clause is interpreted as headless (óthe oneô). 

 

(31) ϸriak [liu-bo] si or [ϸriak liu-bo] Ø si 

 book buy-NMZ DEF  book buy-NMZ  DEF 

 óThe book that was boughtô or óThe one who bought the bookô 

 

Relative clause formed with agentive nominalizer -mai is also found in the language and such clauses 

are also found in the pre-head position.  

 

(32) mϸlum-mak-mai tsϸpiu kep piǼ-e 

 believe-NEG-NMZ medicine shoot scare-DECL 

 óThe one that didnôt believe is scared to take injectionô 
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5.4. Sentential Complements 

Another function of Liangmai -bo is the nominalization of sentential complements. The nominalizer -bo 

is suffixed to the predicate of the complement clauses. The same construction is employed regardless 

of whether the complement clause functions as a subject (33) or as an object (34) of the matrix clause. 

 

(33) [tsϸmi tiu kiǼ-bo] tsϸp¼m-leǼ wi-mak-e 

 meat eat a lot-NMZ body-BEN good-NEG-DECL 

 ó[Eating too much meat] is not good for body/health.ô 

 

(34) [p§-nǭu din-bo] i mϸlum-e 

 3SG-AGT say-NMZ I believe-DECL 

 óI believe [in what he said].ô 

6  Conclusion 
This paper briefly discussed different nominalizers and their functions in Liangmai. Like other Tibeto-

Burman languages of the Himalayan region, Liangmai makes use of derivational (i.e., lexical) and 

clausal nominalization at the morphological and syntactic levels of grammar. We noticed that 

prefixation is limited to the process of lexical derivation whereas suffixation is used in both processes 

of lexical and clausal nominalization. The nominalizer -bo is the most common and most productive 

nominalizer. It is used to derive abstract nouns, action nominals, adjectivals and gerunds. In clausal 

nominalization, it is employed extensively in nominalized clauses, attributive phrases, complement 

clauses and relative clauses. The nominalizers -bam and -mai are used to derive locational and agentive 

nouns respectively. Agentive nominalization is also found to derive relative clauses, though not as 

productively as the general nominalizer -bo. The nominalizing prefixes kϸ- and pϸ- are found to occur 

only in the derivational process.  

Abbreviations 
1 first person 

2 second person 

3 third person 

AGT agentive 

BEN benefactive 

CAUS causative 

DAT dative 

DECL declarative 

DEF definite 

DEM demonstrative 

DU dual 

EMP emphatic 

EXST existential 

GEN genitive 

IMP imperative 

IRR irrealis 

LOC locative 

N.COP negative copula 

NEG negative 

NMZ nominalizer 

PERF perfective 

PL plural 

POSS possessive 

PROG progressive 

PROH prohibitive 
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SG singular 

SUP superlative 
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Abstract 
In the Khomic group within Kuki-Chin, there have been conflicting representations of 

whether all morphemes bear tone, or whether tonelessness is related to syllable type (Herr 

2011; Hornéy 2012; Peterson 2019a). While verb roots in these languages can be 

monosyllabic or sesquisyllabic, they are always bound by affixes and clitics. This study 

offers a fine-grained analysis of tone variation on various syllable types and morphemes. 

I examine verbs in Kanise Khumi using archived word list data (Bryant 2020). In addition 

to pitch specification in various contexts, I focus on the durability of voice quality cues 

that are associated with Kanise tones (Ikeda 2021). Contextual variation appears to accord 

with acoustic studies of minor syllables that have shown that not all minor syllables are 

created equal (Butler 2014), and tonal specification is sensitive to whether the syllable is 

part of a compound, part of the lexical root, or a functional morpheme (West 2014). 

 

Keywords: tones, verbs, morphophonemics, phonology, phonetics, language description, 

acoustics 

ISO 639-3 codes: cek 

1  Introduction 
This paper focuses on surface tone patterns of citation verbs in Kanise Khumi. My underlying 

assumption is that tone in this language cannot be adequately analyzed without reference to the 

morphological and prosodic structure of words. However, defining these structures is itself no simple 

task (Dixon & Aikhenvald 2002). In the beginning, we can only build initial hypotheses about these 

structures and their tonal patterns based on descriptions of closely related varieties within a language 

cluster or subgroup. We then test those hypotheses with data from a specific language. 

Kanise Khumi is spoken mainly in villages near Sami town, Paletwa Township, Chin State, 

Myanmar. The number of speakers is unknown, but an internal census based on ethnicity has counted 

5,776 Kanise Khumi (Bryant, p.c.). Kanise Khumi has been previously known by the names of some 

of the larger clans, such as Nideun (Eberhard, Simons & Fennig 2020), Tahaensae (So-Hartmann 1988), 

or Uiphaw. It is associated with the ISO language code [cek], a label based on lexical similarity, not 

shared sense of identity. Petersonôs (2017; 2019a; 2012) proposed classification of Kuki-Chin is based 

on a more detailed analysis of the Khumi cluster of languages. He situates the Khumi cluster in the 

Southwestern group within a peripheral branch of Southwest Tibeto-Burman (=Kuki-Chin). Other 

languages in the cluster include those spoken in geographically adjacent areas such as Lemi Chin and 

Mro Khimi as well as those spoken further away in the Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh such as 

Bangladesh Khumi and Rengmitca. 

An analysis of tone in a Southwest Tibeto-Burman language must take into account several well-

established premises. One is that tonal variation can mark morphosyntactic relations, and even be the 

sole morphological marker (Hyman 2007; Peterson 2019a; Henderson 1967; Coupe 2007). In addition, 

the syllable is often the tone bearing unit (Lotven et al. 2020; Hyman & VanBik 2002; VanBik 2006; 

Peterson 2019a). However, not all syllables in these languages must bear tone, especially affixes and 

clitics (Hyman 2006; Hornéy 2012; Hyman & VanBik 2004). Aside from morphosyntax, tonality can 

also be dependent on syllable type (e.g., toneless minor syllables vs. tonal major syllables (Herr 2011; 

Hornéy 2012; Hyman & VanBik 2002)). Furthermore, some tones may be constrained by context, for 

example, contour tones restricted to word-final position or prohibitions against adjacent tones (Hyman 
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2006). At the same time, contextual effects can be limited to specific tones (So-Hartmann 1989; Sarmah, 

Dihingia & Lalhminghlui 2015). Finally, tone is not synonymous with pitch. In many languages in 

Southeast Asia, tone is signaled through a bundle of phonetic features, including pitch height, pitch 

shape, duration, and voice quality (Brunelle & Kirby 2016; Henderson 1965). 

Descriptions of Khomic languages differ with respect to tone on verbal affixes and clitics. Herrôs 

(2011) aim is to interpret the phonological status of minor syllables in Lemi Chin, not analyze tonal 

variation. She treats all minor syllables as phonologically toneless and all major syllables as tone 

bearing. In contrast, Horn®y (2012) does not base tonelessness on syllable structure, but rather on 

morphological structure. In her phonological analysis of Mro Khimi, she analyzes tone melodies of 

verbs. She describes verb ñprefixesò and ñsuffixesò as underlyingly toneless, regardless of whether they 

are minor or major syllables. Using a lexical phonology approach (Kiparsky 1982), she posits that the 

surface tone on the ñclause final particleò is derived through melody association and spreading from the 

verb root. The surface tone of ñprefixesò is derived through processes that include spreading, polar tone 

assignment, and lowering. Both of these studies are based primarily on word list data. In comparison, 

Petersonôs analyses of Bangladesh Khumi are constructed from a large corpus that includes long texts 

and elicited data. He has paid extensive attention to tonal variation in diverse morphosyntactic 

environments. In Peterson (2019a), syllables are specified with an underlying tone; however, the ñhalf-

syllablesò found in sesquisyllabic forms are treated as toneless.  When he makes a claim about the tone 

of a major syllable that is an affix or clitic (2013; 2019a), it appears to be based on the behavior of that 

specific marker, rather than a general property of all preverbal elements or all postverbal elements. 

Thus, it makes sense to begin analyzing tone patterns on Kanise Khumi verbs with the following 

questions in mind. Do the tones on affixes/clitics appear to be consistent or variable? Do the tones on 

Kanise Khumi affixes/clitics appear to be sensitive to the tone of the verb root? Do any Kanise Khumi 

minor syllables appear to be specified for tone? Following Peterson, this paper takes a morpheme-

specific approach. I focus on the morphemes that appear most frequently on citation verbs in Kanise 

Khumi word list recordings. First, we look at the Kanise postverbal marker -ta which behaves more like 

Lemi -te than Mro Khimi -dҢ in terms of tone patterns. The rest of the paper is devoted to prefixes. With 

the valency-affecting prefixes p-, t-, and a(Ǽ)-, syllable structure appears to differentiate tonal patterns 

as in Lemi. A similar argument could be made for the adjectivizers k- and ka(Ǽ)-. In contrast, the tone 

patterns with the highly frequent 3rd-person singular participant marker, ӛң-, resist a simple distinction 

between toneless minor syllables and tone-bearing major syllables. An argument based on polar tone 

assignment of prefixes also does not seem appropriate. As such, the tone pattern data raises questions 

about how to define or categorize minor syllables in Kanise Khumi and about morpheme productivity. 

2  The Data 
The data for this paper comes from an elicited word list that includes 2,076 items (Bryant 2020). The 

.wav files and Excel database were downloaded from Zenodo. The word list is based on the EFEO-

CNRS-SOAS Word List for Linguistic Fieldwork in Southeast Asia (Pain et al. 2019). Most of the 

recordings in the list are from one male speaker in his 50s. About 193 of the items were recorded with 

a younger male speaker. Some of these items are duplicates of those recorded by the main speaker. Both 

men are multilingual. The word list was elicited using Burmese glosses. During elicitation, Bryant 

transcribed the words phonetically and the speaker wrote the words in the current orthography. Three 

tokens were recorded for each item. The speaker was also asked to parse the response into what he 

perceived as words wherever possible. When he did so, he pronounced the entire item three times, then 

three tokens of each separate ñword.ò The main speaker generally used very slow, careful speech. 

2.1 Syllable structure 

Most Kanise Khumi syllables have CV structure. Table 1 shows attested syllable structures. 
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Table 1: Kanise Khumi syllable types 

CV ᾐԐῚ óhouseô kᴅ.̔̀dὉ═̔̀ óto boilô (intransitive) 

CVV suiῚ ógoldô tᴅ.̔̀ᾐauῚ óto yell, speak loudlyô 

CCV  amῚ.pra⌡⁷ óuncleô ᾐ«mῚ.pὸ̔̀  óto divorceô 

CCVV tᴅ.̔̀praȈῚ ócemetery, graveyardô tsaῚ.pᾪὸa῝ ta═̔̀  óto readô 

CVN.CV n n.̔̀n─Ί óthey twoô ᾐ«mῚ.ba  ̔̀ óto lie prone, on oneôs stomach 

N.CV n└῝.tsoӉ═̔̀  óskewerô m└.bᴅ⌡⁷ ja═̔̀ óto give birthô 

 

Simple onsets are shown in Table 2. Quite a few allophones occur with fricatives. The affricate /t▐s/ may 

freely be pronounced [s]. The palatal fricative is variably realized as [ᾙ ~j~ὕ]. The velar fricative /Ὓ/ also 

varies in manner of articulation, [Ὓ ~Ὢ~g]. Permissible complex onsets included /kl, kέ, kᾪέ, pᾪέ, pέ, mj/. 

The main speaker exhibits free variation between [kl] and [tl], but the younger speaker produced only 

[kl]. Coda nasals are permitted in non-final syllables. In word-final position, oral closure is rarely heard, 

and most often the corresponding vowel is nasalized. Glottalization in codas is considered a feature of 

tone. Syllabic nasals occur in non-final position only. Minor syllable onsets include /m, p, n, t, d, t▐s, s, 

k, ᾐ/ with /p, t, k, ᾐ/ occurring most frequently (Baleno 2020). 

Table 2: Kanise Khumi simple onsets 

p pᾪ b t tᾪ d  k kᾪ  ᾐ 

m m─ n n─  Ǽ Ǽ↔  

(f) v s t▐s ᾙ Ὓ h 

(w) l  ὦ έ έ─    

 t▐ὦ    

 

Kanise Khumi has nine simple vowels as shown in Table 3. All simple vowels occur with oral and nasal 

phonemes. Complex vowels include /ai, au, ui, oe/. There are no examples of nasalized /ui/ or /oe/. The 

open-mid vowels are usually realized as [ὑ ], [ὒὍ], and [Ὁ ] with a vowel height transition during the 

vowel. As with Lemi Chin (Herr 2011) and VanBikôs Khumi (2006) vowel length does not appear to 

be contrastive. Bryant often transcribed the mid-central vowel in minor syllables as [ᴅ]; however, Tan 

(2021) finds no significant difference between [ᴅ] and [ὒ]. 

Table 3: Kanise Khumi simple vowels 

i ǫ ὢ Ӊ u Ȉ 

e Ԑ  o » 

ὑ ὑӉ ὒ ὒӉ Ὁ ὉӉ  

 a «  

2.2 Phonetic tones 

Tone appears to bear a low functional load in terms of lexical distinctions. Kanise Khumi speakers 

report three phonetic tones (Bryant, p.c.). Analyzing monosyllabic nouns, Ikeda (2021) described these 

as (1) high level modal, (2) falling low breathy, and (3) short mid glottalized.  

Table 4 provides visualizations of the tone contours of the three phonetic tones in similar 

environments. In Table 4, the verb root is preceded by a complement noun (object or instrument). In 

isolation each complement noun bears Tone 1, the high-level modal tone. The vertical red lines bisect 

the verb roots. In Table 5, the root is prefixed with the adjectivizer k-. The prefix is a mid or neutral 

pitch See section 3.3. 
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Table 4: Kanise Khumi phonetic tones on verb roots preceded by a noun 

Tone 1 (H) Tone 2 (F) Tone 3 (M) 

   
[tuiῚ nԐΈῚ] ódrink waterô [pὒΈῚ ὸὢ⌡⁷] óto draw in a casting 

netô 

[ᾐԐΈῚ sa═̔̀] óto build a houseô 

 

Table 5. Kanise Khumi phonetic tones on verb roots preceded by adjectivizer k- 

Tone 1 (H) Tone 2 (F) Tone 3 (M) 

   
[kᴅ ̔̀prԐΈῚ] ódense, thick (of 

forests)ô 

[kᴅ ̔̀jὉ⌡⁷] óticklish, sensitiveô  [kᴅ ̔̀leӉ═̔̀] óbigô 

 

The six tone combinations presented in Tables 4 and 5 are the most frequent in sesquisyllabic and 

disyllabic verbs. Table 6 shows all the combinations that are found in citation verbs in the word list. 

There appears to be no rule prohibiting sequences of like tones within a compound. Second, although 

Tone 2 occurs less frequently, it can precede or follow Tone 1 within a compound. In non-final position, 

Tone 2 does not fall as steeply or as low as the Tone 2 observed in monosyllables or final syllables. 

However, the initial pitch height and the breathy voice quality are similar. Finally, the three empty cells 

in Table 6 show sequences that are not observed in citation verbs. These sequences are attested in 

trisyllables where -ta follows the verb stem and in noun compounds. 
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Table 6: Adjacent tones in Kanise Khumi 

[HH]  1 [tuiῚ nԐῚ]   

óto drink waterô 

[HF] [pὒΈῚ ὸὢ⌡⁷]  

óto draw in a casting netô 

[HM] [ᾐԐΈῚ sa═̔̀]  

óto build a houseô 

[MH] [ra═̔̀ neῚ]  

óto drink alcoholô 
[MF] 

[MM] [ma ῝ tso═̔̀]  

óto be oldô (age) 

[FH] [l ⁷ pᾪiΈῚ] óbaldô [FF] [FM] 

 

There was also a sequence with Tone 2 followed by a high glottalized final syllable in [teӉ⌡⁭ ᾐὒ═ᾐῚ ] ófalseô. 

This presents the possibility of a high glottalized tone. However, the syllable also begins with a glottal 

stop, which seems to condition glottalization of the rhyme in many other instances. At this point, it is 

unclear whether this represents a fourth phonetic tone. 

2.3 Structure of citation verbs 

In the Kanise Khumi word list, citation verbs never appear as isolated monosyllables. In fact, isolated 

monosyllables are quite rare in the word list, with only fifty-six nouns, two pronouns, and two numbers. 

The simplest forms of verbs given in the word list are isolation forms that are composed of two syllables, 

either sesquisyllabic or disyllabic. There are 283 of these forms. This number includes a few duplicates 

where (a) related semantic ideas yielded the same form or (b) the same word was elicited from both 

speakers. All duplicates were included in this paper because they provide evidence relevant to tonal 

variation. Three types of structures are observedΈ arguably dimorphemic sesquisyllables, arguably 

dimorphemic disyllables, and arguably monomorphemic disyllables. 

 

(1) Arguably dimorphemic sesquisyllables 

 a. t-rootΈ [tᴅ ̔̀ᾐauῚ] óto yell, speak loudlyô  (n=21) 

 b. p-rootΈ [pᴅ ̔̀n─Ӊ═̔̀]  óto forgetô  (n=15) 

 c. k-rootΈ [kᴅ ̔̀dὉ═̔̀] óto boilô (intransitive) (n=9) 

 d. s-rootΈ  [sᴅ ̔̀guiῚ] óto followô  (n=5) 

 

(2) Arguably dimorphemic disyllables 

 a. ᾐὒ-root [ᾐὒῚ n─oΈῚ]  óto seeô   (n=109) 

 b. a-root [ᾐaῚ bὢῚ] óto hide oneselfô (n=49) 

 c. aǼ-root [ᾐ«mῚ pὸԐῚ] óto run away, fleeô  (n=33) 

 d. ka(Ǽ)-root [ka═̔̀ ka ]̔̀  óemptyô   (n=15) 

 e. Noun ï Verb [tuiῚ nԐΈῚ]  ódrink waterô  (n=10) 

 f. Verbal Compound [k  ̔̀n─auӉ═̔̀]  óto tameô  (n=13) 

 

(3) Arguably monomorphemic disyllables    (n = 4) 

 a. [d  ̔̀tl«Ὶ]  óbland (flavor)ô 

 b. [kὉ⌡̔͂ leῚ]  óto tickleô  

 c. [t«mῚ pὉ⌡̔͂]   óthinô  

 

It is important to note that some of these forms can be combined as trisyllables. In (4), ᾐὒ- and a-precede 

all four of the arguably dimorphemic sesquisyllable types. 

 

 
1  HH = high-high, MH = mid-high, FH = falling-high, HF = high-falling, MF = mid-falling, FF = falling-falling, 

HM = high-mid, MM = mid-mid, FM = falling-mid 
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(4) Arguably trimorphemic trisyllables     

a. ᾐὒ-t-rootΈ  [ᾐὒῚ tᴅ ̔̀h ]̔̀  óto stir up (water)ô 

b. ᾐὒ-p-rootΈ  [ᾐὒῚ pᴅ═̔̀ n─Ӊ═̔̀] óto smellô  

c. ᾐὒ-k-rootΈ  [ᾐὒῚ kᴅ ̔̀tsi⌡῟] óto polishô 

d. ᾐὒ-s-rootΈ [ᾐὒῚ sᴅ─ ᾐὑῚ] óto nip, to pinch with oneôs fingersô 

e. a-t-rootΈ  [ᾐaῚ tᴅ ̔̀mὉῚ] óto dry yourself (with a towel)ô  

f. a-p-rootΈ  [ᾐaῚ pᴅ ̔̀t ]̔̀ óto teaseô    (parsed as a  p-root) 

g. a-k-rootΈ  [ᾐaῚ kᴅ ̔̀tsuῚ] óto gather, assembleô 

h. a-s-rootΈ  [ᾐaῚ sᴅ ̔̀leӉ═̔̀] óto diveô 

 

There is a postverbal morpheme, -ta that occurs frequently with citation verbs (n=90). It appears to be 

parallel to, -dҢ, the obligatory suffix described by Horn®y for Mro Khimi and -te³, the nearly obligatory 

suffix that appears in Herrôs transcriptions of Lemi Chin verbs. Unlike Mro Khimi, -ta does not occur 

in dimorphemic disyllables in the Kanise Khumi word list. Rather, -ta is appended on sesquisyllabic, 

disyllabic, and trisyllabic verbs as in (5). It is unclear why -ta is less obligatory in the Kanise Khumi 

word list data than the Lemi and Mro Khimi word list data. 

 

(5) -ta postverbal marker 

 a. ᾐ-root-ta  [ᾐᴅ ̔̀ὌԐ ̔̀ta═ᾐ]̔̀  óto mash (a tuber)ô (0353) 

 b. t-root-ta  [tᴅ ̔̀pi⌡῟ ta═ᾐ]̔̀  óto squeezeô (parsed as t-root ta) (0354) 

 c. p-root-ta  [pᴅ ̔̀jὉῚ ta═̔̀]  óto suckô 

 d. k-root-ta  [kᴅ ̔̀sὒᴅ═̔̀ ta═̔̀]   ótrembleô (parsed as k-root ta) (2209) 

 e. ᾐὒ-root-ta  [ᾐὒῚ kὒӉ═̔̀ ta═ᾐ]̔̀   óto growô  

 f. a-root-ta  [ᾐaῚ dὉӉ⌡̔͂ ta═̔̀]   óto think aboutô (2072a) 

 g. NounðVerb-ta [tsὉ⌡⁷ h  ̔̀ta═ᾐ]̔̀   óto sow riceô 

 h. NOUN-a-root-ta [tsὉ⌡⁷ ᾐaῚ ti⌡⁷ ta═ᾐ]̔̀  óto thresh rice by stampingô  

 (parsed as NOUN  a-root ta) (0290) 

 i. ᾐὒ-p-root-ta  [ᾐὒῚ pᴅ ̔̀tᾪouῚ ta═ᾐ]̔̀ óto transplant rice seedlingsô 

 (parsed as ᾐὒ-p-root ta (0280) 

3  Tone analysis 
The transcriptions in this article are phonetic. Most are from Bryantôs Excel spreadsheet database. In 

several words, I have revised the transcriptions based on auditory perception and acoustic evidence. I 

charted the tone patterns based on Bryantôs transcriptions and checked them against the sound files 

using auditory perception and Praat visualization. 

3.1 Postverbal -ta 

This marker appears to be parallel to postverbal markers found in Lemi Chin, Mro Khimi, and possibly 

Bangladesh Khumi. In Herrôs Lemi Chin word list, [-te³] is present on almost every verb. In her phonetic 

transcriptions, the form is always specified with the mid tone and often accompanied by a glottal stop. 

A similar morpheme /dὑ/ follows every verb stem in Horn®yôs Mro-Khimi word list data. While Herr 

focuses on describing minor syllables, Horn®y attempts a thorough phonological analysis of the tone 

melodies found in verbs. She considers /dὑ/ to be an obligatory clause-final particle. She proposes that 

it is underlyingly toneless, gaining its tone from the root through a process of melody association and 

rightward spreading. According to Peterson (2019a; 2018), Bangladesh Khumi has a post-verbal 

hearsay evidential clitic represented as =te. In his examples and sample text, =te  surfaces with low 

and high falling tones but not with the checked tones. It is unclear whether the Bangladesh evidential 

clitic is analogous with the postverbal morphemes in the other three languages. Yet it appears that there 

is a contrast between Lemi on the one hand, in which the tone is fixed, and Mro Khimi and Bangladesh 

Khumi on the other hand, in which the tone varies. 

Kanise Khumi seems to follow the same pattern as Lemi. The phonetic realization is consistent 

with Tone 3: mid pitch with either a level or slightly falling shape as well as glottalization. The tone of 
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-ta is not sensitive to the tone of the verb stem. An example of -ta following each tone is provided in 

(6). 

 

(6)  a. Following Tone 1 [tuiῚ ὦeΈῚ ta═ᾐ]̔̀   óto waterô 

 b. Following Tone 2 [tsὉ⌡⁷ ᾐaῚ ti⌡⁷ ta═ᾐ]̔̀  óto thresh rice by stampingô 

 c. Following Tone 3 [tsὉ⌡⁷ ὦ ̔̀ta═ᾐ]̔̀   óto sow riceô 

 

Any variation observed in the tone of -ta is consistent with general observations of Tone 3 in 

monosyllabic nouns (Ikeda 2021). In monosyllables, Tone 3 varies between level and slightly falling. 

This variation is also shown in (7) where most often the mid pitch is level (7a), but a slightly falling 

pitch is also frequent (7b). In seven words (7c), the pitch shape varies freely between the two shapes, 

indicating that the difference is not significant. Furthermore, right edge contour effects have been 

widely observed in languages related to Kanise (Evans 2009; Ikeda 2021; Herr 2011; Hornéy 2012). 

Generally, Speaker 2 tends to show the right-most edge falling contour as in (7d). In such cases, voice 

quality becomes the most reliable cue.  

 

(7) a.  -ta═̔̀    (n=50) 

 b. -ta═―    (n=26) 

 c.  -ta═̔̀ varies with -ta═―    (n =7) 

 d.  -ta═⁷    (n=7: Speaker 2; creaky voice) 

 

Moreover, it is precisely at the right edge where voice quality is most noticeable. The verb óto growô 

has Tone 3 in both the verb stem and -ta. When the speaker pronounced the entire item [ᾐὒῚ kὒӉ═̔̀ ta═ᾐ]̔̀ 

óto growô, the final syllable was more glottalized than the penultimate syllable. When he isolated the 

verb stem [ᾐὒῚ kὒӉ═̔̀ᾐ], the final syllable [kὒӉ═̔̀] was strongly glottalized. Then [ta═ᾐ]̔̀ was repeated three 

times in isolation with strong glottalization.    

In a few other cases, the speaker parsed -ta separately from the verb stem. Figure 1 shows the pitch 

curve of [tuiῚ ὦeΈῚ ta═ᾐ]̔̀ óto waterô in blue dots. The vertical red line cuts through the center of -ta. The 

pitch of -ta is mid, slightly falling. Glottalization is evident in the breakup of F0 near the end of the 

syllable.  Figure 2 presents three repetitions of -ta when the speaker parsed óto waterô into three partsΈ 

[tuiῚ] ówaterô, the verb stem [ὦeΈῚ], and [ta═ᾐ]̔̀. This suggests that the speaker treats -ta as a functional 

morpheme. 
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Figure 1: [tui֚ ҳeԒ֚ taᵳӛ]֜  óto waterô 

 
 

Figure 2: -ta repeated three times in isolation 

 

3.2 Valency affecting prefixes 

3.2.1 Valency increasing p- and t- 

What about the tones of preverbal affixes? Valency increasing prefixes have been observed across a 

variety of Chin languages and quite consistently within the Khumi cluster. The most common forms 

are bilabials m- and p-. These are attested in Lamkang, Mara, Daai, KôCho, Mro Khimi, Lemi, 

Bangladesh Khumi, and Rengmitca (So-Hartmann 2013; Peterson 2019b; Peterson 2013).  

In Lemi, causative and transitive verbs can be derived by prefixing free verb roots that denote 

intransitive states and activities. According to So-Hartmann (2013), m- and b- are in free variation, and 

t- is another form with lower productivity. She also gives examples revealing that m- and t- have been 
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lexicalized and frozen with verb roots and noun roots. These are treated as toneless minor syllables by 

Herr (2011) as in /m.n«į.teį/ óto kissô. Herr treats all Lemi minor syllables as phonologically toneless 

and states that they surface with a default mid-tone.  So-Hartmann (2013) presents similar causative-

transitive prefixes for Mro Khimi, with both m- and t-. Horn®y (2012) analyzes all Mro Khimi verb 

prefixes as toneless minor syllables that undergo vowel insertion and polar tone assignment as in /m-

søH-dὑ/ Ą [mᴅӡsßↄdὑӢ]. Rengmitca also has a causative m- prefix (Peterson 2019b).  

Bangladesh Khumi has a semi-productive causative p- prefix and a less frequent, less transparent 

causative t- prefix which may be fossilized (Peterson 2013). Peterson (2013) suggests that t- may be an 

allomorph of p- that primarily occurs before bilabial and h initials, and So-Hartmann (2013) comments 

that this may be the case in Lemi and Mro as well. Peterson represents these valency increasing prefixes 

as toneless minor syllables in Bangladesh Khumi. Similar to Lemi and Mro Khimi, they are ñmore 

transitiveò than their free verb root counterparts. Peterson gives examples such as tl¬ng /pôtlang ómeltô 

and m± /tôm± ótwistô. Peterson also provides evidence of pairs with the highly frequent middle marker 

such as ac¬Į/pôc¬² óbounceô and apewĭ/tôpewĭ óexplode. (See Section 3.2.2.)  

These same valency increasing prefixes are attested in Kanise Khumi. A similar pair was elicited 

for óto yell, speak loudlyô, a-root [ᾐaῚ ᾐauῚ] and t-root [tᴅᾐ̔̀auῚ]. In Kanise Khumi, p- never precedes a 

bilabial initial or /h/, but t- does. The pitch patterns for p- and t- are given in Table 7. Three surface 

pitch patterns are observed. The pitch of the prefix is predictably mid, regardless of the tone of the 

following syllable. There is no indication of polar tone. Unlike -ta, the valency increasing prefixes are 

never separated from the verb root. 

Table 7: Pitch patterns with prefixes p- and t- 

Pitch Pattern Examples # of items 

HM 
[pᴅ ̔̀ᾐὉῚ] óto bake clayô 

[tᴅ ̔̀m─eΈῚ] óto forgetô 

p- = 6 

t- = 3 

MF 
[pᴅ ̔̀kᾪeӉ⌡⁷] óto fetterô 

[tᴅ ̔̀Ὓe⌡⁷] óto war, to wage warô 

p- = 1 

t- = 3 

MM 
[pᴅ ̔̀n─Ӊ═̔̀] óto kissô 

[tᴅ ̔̀pᾪὸa═̔̀] óto erase, deleteô 

p- = 8 

t- = 15 

 

The prefix syllable tends to be of noticeably short duration (roughly 50-90 ms), so pitch is often 

significantly perturbed by surrounding consonants. The differences in pitch height and pitch shape 

across words are similar to the differences across tokens in the same word (See Figure 3). Therefore, it 

is difficult to say that these differences merit analysis as different tone patterns. 

Figure 3: Three tokens of [tϸӛ֜au]֚ óto yell, speak loudlyô 

 

 

Voice quality cues on the major syllable (verb root) were consistent with the bundle of features observed 

in monosyllabic nouns. The high-level pitch is correlated with modal voice (Tone 1). The pitch fall 

from mid to low is correlated with breathy voice (Tone 2). The mid tone is shorter and glottalized and 

often creaky with either level or slightly falling pitch shape (Tone 3). Speaker 2 continued to exhibit a 

right edge boundary effect on Tone 3 with voice quality the most reliable cue. Yet with the prefix 
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syllable, it is difficult to perceive voice quality cues. Perhaps this is due to the short duration. When the 

prefix precedes an initial glottal stop, it sounds quite glottalized.   

Interestingly, the speaker does not associate the vowel in the presyllable with the same 

orthographic representation as a main syllable mid-central vowel. He always writes the presyllable 

vowel as <a> whereas in final syllables, a mid-central vowel is written as <ay>. Perhaps these prefixes 

are fossilized and now form ñreducedò syllables. Although the presyllables are short and predictably 

have mid pitch, we cannot conclude that they are lexically specified with Tone 3. Like Lemi Chin, 

minor syllables may be toneless and simply realized with a ñneutralò pitch. 

3.2.2 Valency-decreasing a(Ǽ)- 

The pitch patterns associated with the full syllable prefix a(Ǽ)- are quite different in that the prefix has 

predictably high pitch, much like Tone 1.  

Peterson (2013) describes Bangladesh Khumi as having a highly frequent, toneless middle marker 

a- with reciprocal, passive, and anticausative senses. There are verb pairs where the verb prefixed with 

a- is less transitive than the verb root as in abang³/bang³ óhangô. In addition, verb pairs with a- vs. p-/t- 

can be compared in terms of valency as in ac¬Į/pôc¬² óbounceô and apewĭ/tôpewĭ óexplodeô. Finally, 

Bangladesh Khumi has optional nasals associated with a- as in a(m)l±ĭ/pôl±¹ órollô, a(ng)h¬Į/pôhaĮ 

óslideô and a(ng)h¿ngĮ/tôh¿ng³ óshakeô. While Peterson treats this marker as a full syllable, he describes 

it as atonal. 

Equivalent valency-decreasing prefixes have been observed in Lemi and Mro Khimi (So-Hartmann 

2013). Lemi intransitive, reflexive, and reciprocal verbs can be derived from transitive verbs with the 

prefix ae-. The Lemi transitive verbs can simply be verb roots as in aehi óy is spreadô/hi óx spreads yô. 

However, the transitive verbs may also have the m-/t- prefixes to which ae- is added as in aemäcaw óx 

feeds himselfô/ mäcaw óy feeds xô and aetämüng óx+y suppress each otherô/tämüng óx suppresses yô. 

With some verbs expressing body posture, the ae- intransitives are lexicalized and there is no more 

transitive counterpart.  

So-Hartmann (2013) gives examples of a valency-decreasing ka- in Mro Khimi, such as kamshie 

óx washes himselfô/mshie óy washes xô and kabraan óx+y fight with each otherô/braan óx quarrels with 

yô. However, she states that the ka- for deriving reflexives is not really productive and that reciprocal 

verb derivations are rare. 

Again, we find a dichotomy between Lemi and Mro Khimi, where Lemi full syllable prefixes seem 

to carry tone and Mro Khimi prefixes display polar tone assignment. Horn®y (2012) seems to have 

included ka- in her analysis of polar tone prefixes, for she has [kὄtᾪßdὑ] óboastô and [kasᾪide] ówearô as 

examples of pitch patterns with low and high pitch respectively. Table 8 provides a few comparisons, 

illustrating that Herr analyzed Lemiôs ae- as a full syllable, surfacing with a mid glottalized tone.  

Table 8: Comparitive data for Lemi (Herr 2011), Bangladesh Khumi (Peterson 2013) and Kanise 

Khumi 

 Lemi Bangladesh 

Khumi 

Kanise 

Khumi 

 

a. ᾐὑį.lὉį.teį a(m)l± ¹ ᾐ«nῚ l  ̔̀ órollô 

b. ᾐὑį.pὉӉ.teį apung²  ómarryô 

c. ᾐὑį.pre³.te³ a(ng)pre² ᾐ«mῚ pὸ̔̀ ódivorceô 

 

Again, Kanise Khumi aligns with Lemi Chin. In 79 out of 82 items, the prefix is pronounced with high 

pitch. Voice quality sounds modal, except when preceding a verb root that begins with a glottal plosive. 

There are three exceptions where a- appears with a mid pitch. One of those cases is the verb óto singô 

[ᾐa ̔̀ᾐoeῚ] #2150; however, when the same verb appears at another point in the word list as óto sing (of 

birds)ô [ᾐaῚ ᾐoeῚ] #784, the prefix had high pitch. The three exceptions may indicate that the pitch of 

the prefix is non-contrastive, even if tone is lexically specified. 
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Table 9:  Pitch patterns with prefixes a- and aǼ- 

Pitch Pattern Examples # of items 

HH 
[ᾐaῚ bὢῚ] óto hide (oneself)ô 

[ᾐ«mῚ pὸԐῚ] óto run away, to fleeô 

a- = 12 

aǼ- = 14 

HF 
[ᾐaῚ geӉ⌡⁷] óto waitô  

[ᾐ«mῚ pὒ⌡⁷] óto cross over, traverseô 

a- = 10 

aǼ- = 6 

HM 
[ᾐaῚ b Ӊ═̔̀] óto wear in your earsô  

[ᾐ«mῚ pὸ̔̀] óto divorceô 

a- = 25 

aǼ- = 12 

MH 

[ᾐa ̔̀ᾐoeῚ] óto singô 

[ᾐa ̔̀m«ΈῚ] óto dreamô 

[ᾐ«n ̔̀rԐῚ] órichô  

a- = 2 

aǼ- = 1 

 

The speaker seems to associate the prefix with Tone 1. Generally, the speaker parses ówordsô so that 

the prefix is bound to the verb root. However, it is possible for him to isolate the valency-decreasing 

prefix. In two items, the speaker isolated the prefix from the verb root. For example, #712 óto kick (of 

a horse)ô [ᾐa═Ὶ p ]̔̀ was repeated twice and then [ᾐa═ΈῚ] and [p ῝] were each repeated three times. When 

the prefix was pronounced in isolation, the duration was long, the pitch was high, and the voice quality 

was modal. These are the features of Tone 1. Similarly, the form of the prefix with the nasal [ᾐ«Έ] was 

repeated three times in isolation with the verb [ᾐ«ὬῚ ᾎauӉ═̔̀] óto carry together (two people carry objects 

tied to a pole that rests their shoulders)ô #2431. Again, the phonetic cues were like Tone 1, long duration, 

high pitch, and modal voice quality. Further evidence for lexical specification with Tone 1 comes from 

trisyllabic forms. Like Lemi, Kanise Khumi has forms where the valency-decreasing prefix is added to 

transitive verbs that begin with p- and t-. The speaker parsed [ᾐaῚ pᴅ ̔̀t ]̔̀ óto teaseô #2293 as [ᾐaῚ] and 

[pᴅ ̔̀t ]̔̀, with [ᾐaῚ] carrying Tone 1. 

As Peterson (2013) noted, it is difficult to explain the optional nasal. It is unclear why it appears 

on some verbs and not others. However, the phonotactic restrictions on coda consonants are consistent. 

In final position, the nasal plosive is deleted and pronounced as a nasalized vowel. In non-final position, 

the place of articulation of the nasal assimilates to the place of articulation of the following consonant. 

Before an initial glottal plosive, the nasal is velar, a pattern that has also been observed for presyllables 

in Katuic languages of the Austroasiatic phylum (Gehrmann 2017). Bangladesh Khumi, on the other 

hand, appears to have both am- and ang- forms that are not sensitive to the place of articulation of the 

following syllable.  

3.3 Adjectivizers k- and ka(Ǽ)- 

The adjectivizers k- and ka(Ǽ)- provide another comparison of tone patterns in prefixes. Synchronically, 

Kanise Khumi appears to have multiple forms with similar functions. Several adjectives are formed 

with either k- or k«(Ǽ)-. They can modify a noun as in (8). The nasal is often, but not always, homorganic 

with the onset that follows. Sometimes ka- is simply nasalized and there are even a couple of cases 

where ka- is not nasalized. 

 

(8)  a. [tuiῚ k«n ̔̀n ⁷] óturbid waterô 

 b.  [tuiῚ ka ̔̀tsaiῚ pǫΈῚ] óclear waterô       

 

In unpublished notes, entitled ñLemi Functional Prefixesò, So-Hartmann lists three prefixes as having 

adjectivizer functionsΈ kä-, kae-, kang-. The first two also derive nominals in Lemi. In addition, Mro 

has a prefix ka- that derives agentive nominals from activity verbs (So-Hartmann unpublished; So-

Hartmann 2008).  

Whether the adjectivizer is a minor syllable or a full syllable, the pitch is almost always mid as 

shown in Tables 10 and 11. There are only two exceptions. The tone of the prefix does not appear to be 

sensitive to the tone of the following syllable. 
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Table 10: Pitch patterns with k- 

Pitch Pattern Examples # of items 

MH [kᴅ ̔̀tᾪὒӉῚ] ósmallô 4 

MF [kᴅ ̔̀jὉ⌡⁷] óticklish, sensitiveô 2 

MM [kᴅ ̔̀leӉ═̔̀] óbigô 2 

HF [kᴅῚ ᾐ«⁷] óshine (the sun shines)ô 1 

 

In many ways, k- behaves phonetically like p- and t-. The prefix has very short duration and the pitch 

is almost invariably mid. Glottalization is noticeable when the following onset is a glottal plosive. There 

is no way to determine whether the prefix is toneless with neutral pitch or whether the prefix carries 

Tone 3 with the voice quality feature neutralized. On the other hand, the full syllable ka(Ǽ)- appears to 

be specified as Tone 3. In four cases, the speaker isolated the prefix and pronounced it very clearly with 

the features of Tone 3Έ short duration, mid pitch, glottalization. 

Table 10: Pitch patterns with ka̼ᵳ(Ǽ)- 

Pitch Pattern Examples # of items 

MH [kaӉ═n ̔̀sὑӉῚ] óyellowô 5 

MM [ka═̔̀ ka ]̔̀ óemptyô 4 

FH [kaӉ⌡⁷ hԐῚ] óraw (not cooked)ô 1 

MF [kaӉ═(Ǽ)῝ loӉ⌡⁷] ówhiteô 5 

3.4. 3rd-person participant marker ӛң- 

With the previous sections in mind, it would be tempting to argue that Kanise Khumi patterns like Lemi.  

In other words, minor syllables are toneless and major syllables are tone-bearing. In contrast to Mro 

Khimi, we do not find the evidence to support the hypothesis that all affixes are deriving their surface 

tone in relation to the verb root. Yet the preverbal 3rd-person participant marker ᾐὒ- creates a problem 

for an analysis based on syllable structure.  

In some Tibeto-Burman languages, verbs can be marked for pronominal agreement (Matisoff 

2003; Bauman 1974). Matisoff remarks that a language may often use a verb prefix showing agreement 

with a 3rd-person subject that corresponds with the possessive function of the same prefix on nouns. He 

gives Lai Chin as an example. Kanise Khumi has a parallel set where the 3rd-person agreement verbal 

agreement marker ӛң- (9a) resembles the minor syllable prefix ӛϸ- on nouns with inalienable possession 

(such as parts of the body, parts of a plant, bodily fluids). The relationship between the verbal marker 

ӛң- and the 3rd-person independent pronouns is highly transparent as illustrated in Table 11. 

 

(9)  a.  [ᾐὒῚ d ]̔̀ óto dieô 

 b.  [ᾐᴅ ̔̀tᾪaᾐ] ófruitô  

 

Table 11: Independent pronominal elements in Kanise Khumi 

 Singular Dual Plural  

Inclusive Exclusive Inclusive 

1st kai [kaiῚ] ai hni kai hni [kaiῚ n─ē═↑̔̀] ai ci 

2nd nang [n«Ὶ] nang hni [n«nῚ n─ē═↑̔̀] nang ci [n«nῚ tsi⌡⁷] 

3rd y ni [ᾐὒ(Ὶ/Ί) nᾐ]̔̀ (y) ni hni [nǫn n─Ί] (y) hni ci [ni῝ tsi⌡⁷] 

 

While many Chin languages have robust pronominal agreement, such agreement is weaker in Khomic 

languages. So-Hartmann wrote that there is no pre-verbal participant reference in Lemi and only object 

agreement marking in Mro. Peterson (Peterson 2002) explains that participant reference marking can 

be elicited in Bangladesh Khumi, but it is not frequent in his corpus of texts. It is likeliest to be found 
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as encoding speech act participants in reported speech in narratives, in perspective shifting, and in 

speech act participants in conversation. He specifically states that he cannot speak for varieties in 

Myanmar. In the Kanise word list elicitation, ᾐὒ- was the most frequent preverbal element by far, though 

not obligatory. 

The speaker parsed ӛң- as a separate element a few times during the word list elicitation, but rarely. 

The pitch patterns are displayed in Table 11. There was no indication of polar tone. Overwhelmingly, 

the peak of the first syllable is higher than the peak of the second syllable. There was more variation 

within the HM pattern than in any other. Voice quality of the first syllable tone sounds glottalized when 

preceding a glottal plosive onset.  

Table 11: Pitch patterns with ӛң- 

Pitch Pattern Examples # of items 

HH [ᾐὒῚ tᾪoῚ] ósourô 18 

HF [ᾐὒῚ so⌡⁷] óspicy, hot (of peppers)ô 29 

HM [[ᾐὒῚ tᾪo═̔̀] óto whittle, cut out, to shape, to sculptô 45 

varies 

HM & MM  
[ᾐὒΊ tsa ―] ócleanô 16 

MM [ᾐᴅ═― k ―] óto gnawô 1 

 

Bryant generally transcribed the marker as ӛң-, but sometimes he used ӛϸ-. Thus far, acoustic analysis 

has not indicated a distinction between the two (Wen this volume). In terms of duration and vowel 

quality, the marker appears remarkably like the minor syllables occurring with p-, t-, k-, and s-. Yet 

pitch seems to be the feature that sets ӛң- off from the others. Figure 4 illustrates this difference. The 

speaker gave two alternatives for ótrue, real, factualô: first [ᾐὒῚ teӉ⌡⁷] and then [kᴅ ̔̀teӉ⌡⁷]. It is not clear how 

these differ semantically, but the crucial point is that the figure displays the difference in pitch between 

ӛң- and k-. The first two repetitions are [ᾐὒῚ teӉ⌡⁷] and the second two are [kᴅ ̔̀teӉ⌡⁷]. 

Figure 4: Praat visualizations of [ӛң֚ te̼γᴏ] and [kϸ ֜te̼γᴏ] ótrue, real, factualô 

 
 

The tendency for ӛң- to be realized with a high pitch begs the question of whether it bears Tone 1, the 

high-level modal tone. Indeed, the phonetic cues for Tone 1 were evident when the speaker parsed ӛң- 

separately from the rest of the verb in trisyllabic verbs. In (10), the speaker first pronounced the verb 

óto chop down, to knock downô as [ᾐὒῚ pᴅ ̔̀ὦoῚ]. He then parsed the verb into two parts: [ᾐὒῚ] and [pᴅ ̔̀

ὦoῚ]. Next, he gave the verb in context with an object complement ótreeô [tᾪԐΈῚ kȈΈῚ ᾐὒῚ pᴅ ̔̀ὦoῚ]. Finally, 

he parsed the object separately from the verb: [tᾪԐΈῚ kȈΈῚ] was repeated three times and then [ᾐὒῚ pᴅ ̔̀

ὦoῚ] was repeated three times.    

 

(10)  tᾪԐΈῚ kȈΈῚ ᾐὒῚ pᴅ ̔̀ὦoῚ 

 ótreeô óchop downô 

 

In this way, the speaker made units of analysis visible. ӛң- is a unit that can be pronounced in isolation. 

When it is spoken in isolation, it carries the phonetic cues of Tone 1. The duration is consistent with 

Tone 1 monosyllables; the voice quality is modal, and the pitch is high level. Thus, ӛң- differs from the 

other non-final syllables with a short, mid-central vowel, namely p-, t-, k-, s-, in that it is separable from 

the verb stem and in that it seems to be specified for tone at some level. A psychological distinction is 
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also evident in the orthography. In word-final syllables, a mid-central vowel is represented as <ay> and 

a mid-central vowel in non-final ñminor syllablesò p-, t-, k-, s- is represented as <a>. On the other hand, 

the 3rd-person agreement verbal agreement marker is represented as <y>. 

4  Conclusion 
The analysis of tone patterns in Kanise Khumi citation verbs differ from the analysis of Mro Khimi and 

Lemi Chin. In Mro Khimi, there were varied tone melodies with each morpheme, such as postverbal -

dҢ and preverbal elements like mϸ- and kϸ-. This variation motivated Horn®yôs analysis that affixes are 

underlyingly toneless, with tone being specified through post-lexical processes like melody association 

and polar tone assignment. While there are a few exceptions in each category, the Kanise Khumi 

morphemes examined in this paper tend to surface with predictable pitch, not variable pitch. The pitch 

of an affix does not appear to be sensitive to the pitch of the verb root. Two morphemes, -ta and ӛң-, do 

involve a greater proportion of variation than the other morphemes discussed here. It is important to 

note, however, that with these two morphemes, the variation in pitch across words is matched with a 

high amount of variation across tokens of the same word. 

It is also difficult to characterize Kanise Khumi based on syllable structure. In Lemi Chin, full 

syllables bear tone, whereas minor syllables are phonologically toneless, surfacing with a neutral mid 

pitch. Minor syllables in Lemi Chin also reflect other constraints that are widespread in Southeast Asian 

languages. The duration is noticeably short in comparison to full syllables, producing an iambic rhythm. 

Onset consonants in these syllables are restricted in number and complexity of phonemic features. 

Phonetic vowel quality is loosely restricted to a range of mid-central vowel qualities. These same 

features are evident in several of the Kanise Khumi prefixes, notably the valency-increasing prefixes p- 

and t-, and the adjectivizer k-. With predictable mid pitch, these prefixes support an analysis based on 

syllable structure in which full syllables are tone-bearing and minor syllables are toneless. Prefixes a(Ǽ)- 

and ka(Ǽ) would fit with this analysis in that the vowel is not ñreducedò and they allow coda consonants. 

Furthermore, they do not share the same pitch patterns as p-, t, and k-, even though they have similar 

valency affecting and adjectivizing functions. Valency-decreasing a(Ǽ)- could be analyzed as a full 

syllable that bears Tone 1, the high-level modal tone. The adjectivizer ka(Ǽ) could be interpreted as a 

full syllable that bears Tone 2, the short mid glottalized tone. Such an analysis would be supported by 

the rare occasions when the speaker parsed a(Ǽ)- and ka(Ǽ)- separately from the verb stem. In these 

cases, a(Ǽ)- carried Tone 1 and ka(Ǽ)- carried Tone 2. 

Nevertheless, the pitch patterns involving the 3rd-person agreement marker ӛң- pose a problem for 

such an analysis based on syllable structure. This marker shares many of the same features as a minor 

syllable: (1) non-final, (2) short duration, (3) mid-central vowel quality, (4) no coda consonant. Yet, the 

pitch of ӛң- cannot be predicted in the same way that it is for the other minor syllable preverbal elements. 

The pitch of the other minor syllables p-, t-, k-, s- is usually mid. While the pitch of ӛң- is mostly 

predictable, it is generally high, not mid. Unlike the other minor syllables, ӛң- is separable from the verb 

stem. When separated, it clearly bears Tone 1, a high-level modal tone. Table 12 highlights the 

transitional status of ӛң-. In some ways, ӛң- patterns like the minor syllable prefixes p-, t-, k-, s-. In other 

ways, ӛң- patterns like the full syllables a(Ǽ)- and ka(Ǽ)-. 
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Table 12: Summary of non-final syllable features 

 p-, t- k- s- ӛң- a(Ǽ)- ka(Ǽ)- 

semantic function V V ? V V V 

iambic rhythm V V V V V V 

restricted onset /p,t,k,ᾐ,s/ V V V V V V 

coda permitted U U U U V V 

vowel quality MCV MCV MCV MCV a a 

separable U U U V V V 

orthographic vowel <a> <a> <a> <y> <a> <a> 

predictable pitch M M M H H M 

voice quality (in isolation) U U U modal 

(Tone 1) 

modal 

(Tone 1) 

glottalized 

(Tone 3) 

 (U = unattested) 

 

The strong preference for iambic rhythm in Kanise Khumi words means that non-final syllables almost 

always get ñreducedò in lexical derivation. Lower amplitude, intensity, and shorter duration is usually 

evident even with compounds in Kanise Khumi. So-Hartmann and Peterson commented on the 

productivity of the minor syllable prefixes in other Khomic languages, arguing that there was evidence 

that they may be fossilized. The ability to separate ӛң-, a(Ǽ)-, and ka(Ǽ)- from the base may be an 

indication that these are still productive morphemes in Kanise Khumi. It may also be evidence that ӛң- 

relates to the verb stem differently than p-, t-, k-, s-. This conclusion is supported by the difference in 

pitch realizations where ӛң- is generally high and the others are usually mid.  

It does not seem likely that all affixes in Kanise Khumi are toneless. Preverbal a(Ǽ)-, ka(Ǽ)-, ӛң- as 

well as postverbal -ta appear to be specified for tone, at least phonetically. Similarly, tone patterns on 

Kanise Khumi verbs cannot be explained by syllable structure alone, due to the fact that ӛң- patterns 

like a(Ǽ)- and ka(Ǽ)- rather than p-, t-, k-, s-. Instead, tone patterns on Kanise Khumi affixes need to be 

analyzed with reference to each affix. Furthermore, the morphological structure cannot be neglected. 

West (2014) proposed a typology of minor syllables based on gradient realizations of pitch: (1) non-

TBU, optionally epenthesized; (2) morpheme-internal, lexically specified TBU; (3) stem-external, 

lexically specified TBU; (4) reduced, not phonemically distinct; (5) reduced, phonemically distinct. It 

is possible that ӛң- patterns differently because it is a stem-external minor syllable, whereas p-, t-, k-, s- 

may no longer be functional morphemes. Perhaps they have become fused with verb root through a 

process of lexicalization. A great deal more data would need to be analyzed to investigate this 

hypothesis. At this point, it is enough to say that we must take each morpheme on its own terms when 

it comes to tone analysis. 
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Abstract 
This paper investigates the correlation of form and function in Burmese noun phrases. 

Burmese has several ways of combining nouns with verbal and other modifiers, which 

exhibit different degrees of syntactic boundness and semantic integration. The claim is that 

syntactic and semantic boundness are predictive in that syntactically more tightly bound 

expressions coincide with closer semantic integration. The results partly confirm this claim 

though there are other factors determining the choice of a specific construction in a given 

context in Burmese. The study, which concentrates on verbal modifiers, is based on a wide 

range of sources, including grammatical descriptions, lexica, as well as formal and 

colloquial texts. Additional examples have been constructed and checked with native 

speakers. 

 

Keywords: Burmese, Noun phrase, word order, semantics and syntax 

ISO 639-3 codes: mya 

1 Introduction  
In the present study, we investigate different types of noun-modifier collocations in Burmese. These 

constructions exhibit clearly different degrees of syntactic boundness, and they are in most cases not, 

or not completely, coextensive in their functional ranges. That is, in many cases, the speaker has to 

choose one among several available constructions, the choices often being not interchangeable. Of 

special interest are the NPs containing a noun and a verbal modifier, which exhibit the widest range of 

formal possibilities, each with its own inherent semantics. Although the expressions are not generally 

mutually exchangeable, the syntax-semantics correlation is not always obvious and requires an in-depth 

analysis. One hypothesis that is looked into in this study is the idea that formal (morphosyntactic) 

boundness iconically corresponds to functional (semantic) boundness (e.g., papers in Haiman 1985). 

There is evidence that this claim is at least partly true in Burmese, though it is not the only factor 

determining the choice of a specific construction over another one in a given context. 

The noun attributes investigated in this paper are preposed and postposed verbal and nominal 

modifiers of the types mj³һ-pӵju (mj³һ-bju)2 óhorse-be.whiteô,3 pӵju-ðҜ͔-mj³һ óbe.white-ATTR-horseô, and 

mj³һ-ӛϸpӵju óhorse-NML .be.whiteô, all translated as óa/the white horseô. These expressions are treated as 

synonyms by Pe Maung Tin (1963), and are generally not analyzed in indigenous grammars, such as 

the latest edition of the Myanmar Thadda (Myanmar Language Commission 2005). Obviously for the 

Burmese, they pose no problem and do not appear to deserve room for elaboration in prescriptive 

grammars. 

 
1  This paper was planned to be written in collaboration with Rudolf Yanson who unexpectedly passed away in 

May 2021. It is a sad honor for me to finish this piece of work on which we had been working together for 

over a year. The draft was well advanced when we last were in contact in late April, and I made every effort 

to finish it to reflect Rudolfôs perspective as much as my own. 
2  Voicing occurs in close juncture after plain and nasalized vowels. It is regular in grammatical morphemes, but 

less so in lexical items. Where voicing is consistent (and in some cases phonemic), it is indicated in this paper. 

In cases where there is variation, either individual or regional, the unvoiced form is given.  
3  In glossing Burmese verbs, we use the copula óbe.Vô for stative verbs (corresponding to adjectives in English) 

and  óto.Vô for active verbs. 
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2 Types of noun modifiers 
In Burmese, there are several types of constructions linking nouns with different types of attributes, 

some with clear morpho-syntactic structure and transparent semantic composition. Other constructions 

are more challenging, both in terms of syntax and semantics. In particular, the latter deserve a closer 

investigation. 

2.1 Nominal modifiers 

The first type is represented by constructions containing two nouns [N1N2], where N2 unambiguously 

functions as head and N1 as an attribute. This pattern is consistent with the general head-final structure 

of Burmese. Examples of this type are wŮӛ-ɗ̈ óporkô (lit. ópig-fleshô) and c -̄jouӛ óstatueô (óbrass-figureô) 

(Jenny & Hnin Tun 2016:112ff). [N1N2] constructions are different from superficially similar 

expressions where N1 is a possessive modifier. In this case, N1 is marked as possessive (or dependent) 

by the ñinduced creaky toneò (Okell 1969) where possible. This morphological distinction is neutralized 

if N1 end in a glottal stop or creaky tone. Compare lu-mj̧  óethnicityô (óman4-kindô) with l¼-bϸw§ 

óhuman lifeô (óman.DEP-lifeô). The former may be termed a NOMINAL COMPOUND, the latter a NOUN 

PHRASE. Another type of [N1N2] contains two nouns in appositional relationship. That is, they both are 

syntactically speaking heads, both referring to the same entity, one being more general, the other more 

specific. This type of construction is seen in kinship and social terms with proper names, as in sӵϸja 

w³n-ӛauһ óteacher Win Aungô. A further type of [N1N2] construction is seen in coordinate compounds, 

where none of the nouns function as modifier. An example of this type of construction is ӛϸpӵe-ӛϸme 

óparentsô (ófather-motherô). This last type is clearly beyond the scope of this paper.  

2.2 Verbal modifiers 

Verbal modifiers can be combined with nouns in four different constructions. In the following 

subsections, the four types of N-V collocations will be presented with their formal and functional 

properties. 

2.2.1 Marked attributives 

The most frequent and flexible of the modifying constructions is the one consisting of a verb attached 

to the following noun by a special syntactic marker ɗҜ͔/ðҜ͔ in formal or tɏ/dҢ͕ in colloquial language. 

These two markers will be glossed as ATTR in all examples, and the construction is given here as 

[VATTRN]. Relevant examples are c³-dҢ͕/ðҜ͔ ӛeiһ óa/the big houseô (óbe.big-ATTR houseô) and ni-dҢ͕/ðҜ͔ 

k  ̈óa/the red carô (óbe.red-ATTR carô). 

The syntactic structure of [VATTRN] is identical to more general attributive (relative) clauses 

modifying a nominal head, with the clause consisting minimally of a verbal predicate. In the same 

fashion, a more complex clause can be attached to a noun, including full arguments, TAM, polarity, 

and other categories. Attributive clauses in the pattern [CLAUSEATTRN] also allow tense modification 

of the clause, with the attributivizer appearing either as non-future tҢ͕/dҢ͕ (literary Burmese ɗҜ͔/ðҜ͔ or ɗ²/ð²) 

or future mҢ͕ (literary Burmese mj²).5 The examples above could therefore be translated as óa/the house 

that is bigô and óa/the car that is redô, respectively. In this paper, we will discuss only unmarked 

attributive verbs of this pattern, without overt arguments and TAM/polarity marking. 

2.2.2 Nominalized verb as modifier 

Another type of construction, the most challenging one in terms of form and function, consists of a noun 

and a postnominal verb in nominalized form, [VaN] (see also Nosova 1974). The verbal noun is formed 

by adding the prefix ӛц- to any verb, the most common and flexible means to form nouns from verbs. 

 
4  The gloss ómanô for lu is to be understood in the sense óhuman beingô, irrespective of gender.  
5  Speakers of Burmese employ two different styles of the language, viz. literary and colloquial, distinguished 

mainly by their grammatical forms (Okell 1994). The former is used in formal contexts, the latter in informal 

spoken settings. While literary Burmese used to be the only language of writing, colloquial Burmese appears 

increasingly in modern prose, sometimes in a mixed style. 
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This type of construction is seen in expressions like ӛeiһ ӛцc³ óa/the big houseô (óhouse-NML .be.bigô) 

and k  ̈ӛцni óa/the red carô (ócar-NML .be.redô). 

The nominalizing prefix ӛϸ- is very old in Burmese, going back to proto-Tibeto-Burman origins, 

where a nominalizing prefix *ᾐa- can be reconstructed with nominalizing and other functions (Matisoff 

2003:104ff).6  It has a general nominalizing function, with no specification as to whether the 

nominalized form is a verbal abstract, an instrument, an actor, object, or any other function with a 

logical relation to the verbal semantics. The following examples, mostly taken from Okell and Allott 

(2001), illustrate the different functions of [aV] nominalizations. 

 

Base verb Gloss Derived noun gloss 

louӛ óto doô ӛϸlouӛ óworkô 

wiһ óto enterô ӛϸwiһ óentryô 

tӵ½-sӵ̈һ óbe unusualô ӛϸtӵ½-ӛϸsӵһ̈ ósomething unusualô 

ɗ² óto knowô ӛϸɗ² óknowledge, acquaintanceô 

ɗ³ to.bear.fruit ӛϸɗ³ ófruitô 

k üһ óbe goodô ӛϸk̈uһ ógoodness, a good oneô 

sӵo óto sing, sayô ӛϸsӵo-dҜ ósingerô7 

 

The questions arising about the [NaV] constructions are both syntactic and semantic. It is not at first 

sight obvious what the syntactic make-up of [NaV] expressions is, that is, which part (if any) is to be 

seen as head, which as modifier, and how the two parts relate semantically. These points will be 

addressed in more detail in section 4. 

2.2.3 Bare verb as modifier 

While [NaV] are frequent and productive without any restrictions other than those caused by semantic 

clashes, they seem to be in competition with what looks like reduced forms [NV], that is, a noun 

modified by a bare verb without the nominalizing prefix. Typical examples of [NV] constructions 

include lexicalized expressions with specific meaning, such as ӛeiһ-bju-dҜ óthe White Houseô (óhouse-

white-HONORIFICô) and ҝaӛ-ni óRed Shirtsô, ҝaӛ-wa óYellow Shirtsô (former political movements in 

Thailand), literally óshirt-be.redô and óshirt-be.yellowô, respectively. Apart from clearly lexicalized 

expressions with partly idiosyncratic meaning not fully derivable from the parts, there are cases where 

[NV] appears interchangeably with [NaV], as in k -̈h üһ óused carô and k -̈ɗiӛ ónew carô besides k -̈

ӛϸḧuһ and k -̈ӛϸɗiӛ, with the same meanings. As with [NaV], the internal syntactic structure and 

semantic composition of these constructions is not obvious and deserves more detailed investigation. 

This should lead to a better understanding of the factors favoring one or another construction in a given 

context. 

Superficially, there are constructions containing active verbs of the [NV] type where V is not a 

modifier of N, but these [NV] expressions are (usually non-headed) lexicalized compounds, and the 

relation ónoun-modifierô is not traceable within such constructions. Relevant examples are tӵцm³һ-ҦҢӛ óa 

cookô (from tӵϸm³һ cӵҢӛ óto cook riceô), jiһ-m üһ ódriverô (from jiһ müһ óto drive a vehicleô) and zцbw -̓̀

d  ̧ówaiterô (from zϸbwҢ͔ tӵ̧ óto strike tablesô). In other, less frequent [NV] compounds, the V functions 

as a semantic head, as in lu-bjҜ͔-ɗu-bjҜ͔ óhearsay, rumorô (from lu pjҜ͔ ɗu pjҜ͔ óman to.speak person 

to.speakô) and lu-z¼ ógroup, crowdô (from lu s¼ óman to.gatherô).8 N in these examples denotes the 

patient (object) or agent (subject) of the verb, unlike the NV compounds under consideration here, 

where N is the semantic head and always denotes the subject of a stative V. One group of [NV] 

 
6  The label ñnominalizingò is not entirely adequate, as the prefix is also added to already nominal bases, as in 

kinship terms (ӛϸpӵe ófatherô, ӛϸdҜ óauntô) and classifiers (ӛϸkauһ óbody; CLF for animalsô, ӛϸpiһ ótrunk,tree; 

CLF for plants), among others. The gloss NML  for ónominalô is used here in the examples, not specifying the 

exact semantics of the nominalization. 
7  ӛϸsӵo-dҜ is lexicalized with the HONORIFIC/ROYAL suffix -tҜ/dҜ. 
8  In all these lexicalized items, the second part is always voiced; there is a distinction between voiced and non-

voiced V in all these cases, the latter being a V with O combination (phrase), the former an NP. 
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constructions that falls somewhere between the two is exemplified by expressions like je-dҢӛ órising 

tideô(from je tҢӛ ówater to.riseô) and ne-bu óheat of the sunô (from ne pu ósun be.hotô). In the latter 

expressions, N is the subject of V, which may or may not be stative, and V is not necessarily a modifier 

to N. All of these constructions are beyond the scope of this paper and will not be discussed further 

here.  

2.2.4 Reduplicated modifier 

The last type of N-V construction, consisting of a noun with an adjoined reduplicated verb, is 

semantically different from the previous ones, as it adds an emotional or subjective connotation to the 

modifier. This value can be augmentative (óvery Xô) or diminutive (órather/quite Xô). In both senses, 

the reduplicated attributive is frequently introduced by the particle kӵaӛ-. The formula used in this paper 

is [NVV], reflecting the more common order of elements. Examples are ӛeiһ c³-Ҧ³ óa rather/very big 

houseô, lit. óhouse be.big-be.bigô, and k  ̈ni-ni óa reddish car, a quite/very red carô, lit. ócar be.red-

be.redô.9  In both cases, kӵaӛ- óratherô may be added, yielding ӛeiһ kӵaӛ-c³-Ҧ³ and k  ̈ kӵaӛ-ni-ni, 

respectively. 

The order of elements is generally a noun followed by the reduplicated verbal modifier, with or 

without kӵaӛ, though Okell (1969) also gives examples with the opposite order for [NVV] and [NaV] 

constructions, as seen in the following examples.10 Okell (1969:81) states that: 

both ŁV attributes (when not tightly linked) and those derived by other formatives are sometimes found 

in the reverse order, i.e., with the attribute before the head, e.g.,  

pja-bja ӛ̄iһҦi  as well as  ӛ̄iһҦi pja-bja,  

kӵaӛ-pja-bja ӛ̄iһҦi as well as  ӛ̄iһҦi kӵaӛ-pja-bja,  

ӛϸpja ӛ̄iһҦi  as well as  ӛ̄iһҦi ӛϸpja11 

 
The reduplicated attributives, when preposed as suggested by Okell (1969), can be ambiguous as to 

their function as noun attributes or adverbs. The expression k üһ-g üһ ӛeiһ-hma nei-dҢ is most likely 

interpreted as óthey stay home wellô, rather than óthey live in a good houseô. The latter is more likely to 

be expressed as ӛeiһ küһ-g üһ-hma ne-dҢ, the former unambiguously as ӛeiһ-hma k̈uһ-g üһ ne-dҢ. 

This type of construction, which is semantically clearly different from the other three, is not further 

investigated in this paper and left here for further analysis. In this study, we will concentrate on the 

constructions of the types [VATTR N], [NAV] , and [NV] . 

3 Syntactic and semantic comparison of noun-modifier expressions 

3.1 Different form - different function? 

The four types of verbal modifiers with nouns can be summarized as follows: 

 

[VATTRN] cì-dҢ³ ӛeiһ óa/the house that is bigô 

[NaV]  ӛeiһ-ӛϸcì  óa/the big houseô 

[NV]   ӛeiһ-Ҧì  óa/the big houseô 

[NVV]   ӛeiһ-ciÌ-Ҧì óa/the rather/very big houseô 

 

As can be seen from the translations given above of the different constructions, they seem to be 

semantically identical and in relevant publications are usually treated as synonymous. Thus, Okell 

(1969:68ff) translates the expressions pu-dɏ-je [VATTRN], je-bu [NV], and je-ӛцpu [NaV] all invariably 

 
9  The voiceless initial of the first part of the reduplicated verb suggests that there is no close juncture here, unlike 

in [NV] compounds seen in 2.2.3.  
10 Expressions of the type [VVN] and [aVN] are not accepted as grammatical by all speakers and are hardly (if 

at all) found in spontaneous conversation. 
11  The transcription and glosses of examples from all sources have been unified. 
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as óhot waterô. Hopple (2011:71f) also does not differentiate between the constructions [NV] and [NaV], 

as is evident from her translation of both ӛeiһ-bju and ӛeiһ-ӛцpӵju as ówhite houseô. 

In a recently published descriptive grammar of Burmese (Jenny & Hnin Tun 2016) the three 

constructions are translated as follows: ӛeiһ-h üһ [NV] óold home, place of originô (lit. óhouse-be.oldô), 

ӛeiһ-ӛцḧuһ [NaV] óa/the old houseô, and h üһ-dҢ͕ ӛeiһ [VATTRN] óa/the old houseô (Ibid.:152). The 

difference between [NV] and [NaV] is given as ñunlike bare verbs following nouns, the nominalized 

forms are not restricted to fixed expressions and are less lexicalizedò (Jenny & Hnin Tun 2016:152). 

This suggests that [NV] expressions are only found in conventionalized or lexicalized compounds, not 

as a productive syntactic process. The data given below will show this to be too narrow an explanation, 

as there is some overlap between [NV] and [NaV], the former being formed spontaneously and 

productively. Most published grammars and descriptions of Burmese are silent on the question whether 

[NV], [NaV] or [V ATTRN] is used in which context, presenting them as homonymous without further 

explanation. The impossibility of substituting one for the other in most cases speaks differently, though. 

In a publication about NPs in Burmese, Tagunova (1971) writes with respect to the difference between 

[VATTRN] and [NV] that  

prepositional attributes (i.e., [VATTRN] constructions, R.Y.) express an individual quality related to a 

concrete surrounding and are used to underline a quality or peculiarity of the concrete person or subject. 

Postpositional attributes (i.e., [NV] constructions. R.Y.) are used to describe qualities or peculiarities 

of the whole class of the persons or subjects. They indicate a permanent quality, and are of descriptive, 

not determining nature. (Tagunova 1971:49; translation R.Y.)  

 

It is worth mentioning that the author ignores constructions of the [NaV] type all together, which, 

besides the vagueness of the definitions given above, does not contribute much to solving the problem 

of the interrelation between the three constructions under discussion here. Regarding the semantics of 

the [VATTRN] constructions, the author mainly bases her conclusion on the fact, that such attributes can 

have their own grammatical markers (see above, 2.2.1), which naturally makes them more concrete and 

contextually adaptive than the other constructions, and as such they may sometimes correspond to 

situations where an English definite article is used. 

Despite the apparent synonymity of the three constructions, they almost never allow substitution 

of one by another in a concrete speech situation. The main task of this study is to find out the semantic 

differences between the constructions and the reasons why native speakers use this or that construction 

in a given context, as well as how the syntactic and semantic differences correlate. 

There are some structural differences between the three constructions. The construction [VATTRN] 

is different from other two in that it can contain any verb, active or stative, preserving grammatical 

markers such as TAM and negation, e.g., s̄ iһ-ð -̄ATTR jwŮל (ógreen-still-ATTR leafô) óleaf which is still 

greenô. Syntactically, this construction is clearly clausal, and semantically transparent. In the 

constructions [NV] and [NaV] only stative verbs can occur, and only in isolated form without any verbal 

modifiers. They are more similar to European attributive adjective expressions, and it is their syntactic 

status and semantic range that is the topic of analysis in the following. 

We now turn to the syntactic features underlying [NV] and [NaV] constructions. 

3.2 [NV] and [NaV] - background 

As seen above in 2.1, nouns can be modified by other nouns, either in attributive/associative or 

possessive relationship. The latter is usually indicated morphologically by the creaky tone on the last 

syllable of the possessor, if the syllable is creakable, although with non-human possessors, the induced 

creaky tone is rather rare, neutralizing the formal distinction between attributive and possessive 

relations. Thus, the pattern [N1N2] can encode a nominal head with another noun as its modifier. In 

this case it is invariably N2 that functions as head of the compounds, N1 being the modifier. Other 

possibilities are appositional collocations and additive compounds. When analyzing the [VaN] 

constructions, where [aV] is taken to be a noun, these possibilities have to be taken into consideration. 

Verbs, both active and stative, can take the general nominalizing prefix ӛϸ-, resulting in any of 

several possible nominal readings. The semantics of a given [aV] as event or participant nominalization 

depends on the semantics of the verb as well as the concrete context, and in many cases different 
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meanings apply in different contexts, as illustrated above in 2.2.2. This semantic variation of [aV] 

nominalizations is an important factor to be counted in when analyzing the syntactic and semantic 

structure of [NaV] expressions. Despite the wide range of possible functions of [aV] forms, they can all 

be analyzed as underlyingly nominal, with different contextual readings, including adverbial and 

attributive. 

The third point that is relevant to the discussion is the fact that the nominalizing prefix ӛϸ- is 

dropped in certain contexts, such as compounds and NUMERAL-CLASSIFIER combinations, where the 

classifier regularly loses the prefix: ӛϸɗ³ ófruitô (from the verb ɗ³ óto bear fruitô), but ɗϸjҢӛ-ɗ³ ómangoô 

(lit. ómango-fruitô) (Okell & Allott 2001:256). Furthermore, there is the tendency in colloquial Burmese, 

both spoken and written in informal contexts such as chats on social media, to drop the nominalizing 

prefix ӛϸ-, resulting in bare verbs appearing in the place of nominalized verbs. The following examples 

are taken from personal informal chats on messengers: sҜ͔-Ҧ³ tӵ§-mҢ. óI will get up early.ô (lit. óbe.early-

be.big to.get.up-FUTô) for standard ӛϸsҜ͔-Ҧ³ tӵ§-mҢ, where sҜ͔ óbe earlyô is nominalized (lit. óbig earlinessô). 

This drop of the prefix in colloquial Burmese is especially frequent in two-part compounds of 

nominlized verbs, where the second part appears as bare stem, as in ӛϸs³-w  ̄ómeetingô (from the verb 

s³-w  ̄óto gather, meetô) for standard ӛϸs³-ӛϸw̄. A quick Google search returns 2,7 million results for 

the full form ӛϸs³-ӛϸw̄ ómeetingô, and 210,000 for the reduced form ӛϸs³-w ,̄ the former pointing to 

official announcements and state media, the latter mostly to Facebook and other informal media.  

3.3 Semantic range of [NV] and [NaV] 

The constructions of the [NV] type are peculiar in that quite often they represent lexicalized units, some 

of which are listed as distinct words with idiosyncratic meanings, e.g.: lu-bjҢӛ óclownô (lit. óman-

to.jokeô), ɗu-z̄ iһ (dϸzīһ)/lu-z̄ iһ óstrangerô (lit. óperson/man-be.green/freshô), and ɗaһ-bju ótinô (lit. 

óiron-be.whiteô). The degree of lexicalization is rather subjective and variable among speakers. Thus, 

we can assume that the compilers of Burmese dictionaries include in the dictionary those [NV] 

constructions which they think have become lexicalized, but in different dictionaries there are likely to 

be different approaches to the same constructions. For example, in the Burmese-Russian Dictionary 

(Minina & U Kyo Zaw 1976) we find such entries as: lu-b¼ ódwarfô (lit. óman-be.shortô), lu-w§ ófat 

personô (lit. óman-be.fat/fullô), both of which are absent from the Burmese-English dictionary 

(Myanmar Language Commission 1976). On the other hand, the Burmese-Russian Dictionary omits the 

following entries which are present in the Burmese-English Dictionary: lu-luל óunmarried person, 

person at largeô (lit. óman-be.freeô) and lu-ǼŮ óyouthô (lit. óman-be.young/smallô). Such examples can 

be multiplied and show the uncertain lexical status of these compounds. This suggests that [NV] is not 

restricted to fully conventionalized or lexicalized expressions, but speakers are rather free to employ 

the construction in productive ways, and we can assume that every individual speaker has his or her 

own conception as to which of the [NV] constructions got lexicalized to the extent that the parts of the 

construction lost their original meaning and therefore may not express the meaning the speaker intends 

to convey. These individual differences of how lexicalized (and semantically idiosyncratic) a given [NV] 

expression is seen may be one of the reasons why speakers choose one or another construction in a 

concrete speech context.  

4 The syntax of [NaV] and [NV] 

4.1 The syntax of [NaV] 

We now proceed to the syntax of the [NaV] construction. It is a rather infrequent in the formal language, 

used mostly in colloquial style, but is mentioned in all relevant descriptions of Burmese. The problem 

with this construction is that the component [aV], as seen above, is formally a noun and therefore 

according to basic syntactic rules should be treated as a head within the construction [N1N2]. 

Syntactically, N1 should be treated as a modifier to N2, as in other [N1N2] compounds. Still, in all 

relevant publications [aV] is treated as an attribute to preceding noun. Semantically, this treatment is 

perfectly logical. Indeed, in such constructions as ӛeiһ-ӛцpӵju óa/the white houseô (óhouse-

NMLZ.be.whiteô), m³-ӛцni óa/the red lightô (ófire-NML .be.redô) or Ǽ̈-ӛцc³ óa/the big fishô (ófish-
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NML.be.bigô) it seems natural to interpret the second component of the constructions as attribute to the 

preceding one as the translations suggest, although this interpretation contradicts basic head-final 

syntactic rule of Burmese. Contrary to this view, C. F. Lehman (p.c.) insisted that [aV] is to be treated 

as a noun in all cases, and an expression like lu-ӛϸc³ óa/the big manô must be analyzed as óa person-type 

bignessô, that is, with N modifying the [aV]-head. Although this seems semantically counterintuitive, it 

is syntactically sound.  

Adding to the difficulty is the presence of clearly attributive [aV] in prenominal position [aVN], 

as in ӛϸmjaһ-l һ̈ óexpresswayô (óNML .be.fast-roadô), ӛϸmjaһ-jϸtӵ ̈óexpress trainô (óNML .be.fast-trainô), 

and ӛϸni-jauһ óredô (óNML .be.red-colorô). In these expressions, there is no problem in identifying the 

prenominal [aV] as a modifying abstract noun, as in óspeed-road ~ road of speedô, óspeed-train ~ train 

of/with speedô, and óredness-color ~ color of rednessô, respectively. The order is fixed in these cases, 

that is, there is no *l һ̈-ӛϸmjaһ, *jϸtӵ-̈ӛϸmjaһ, or jauһ-ӛϸni, which suggests that these constructions are 

not relevant to the development of [NaV] expressions even if they are also to be analyzed as containing 

a nominalized verb modifying the noun. 

Supporting evidence of [aV] to be taken as the head of [NaV] seems to be the fact that in [NaV] 

constructions the N can be omitted in all contexts without the expression changing its meaning. If we 

accept the rule that syntactic heads are the parts of a phrase that cannot be omitted, N should be 

considered a dependent, rather than the head. If in the following example (1a) ӛeiһ óhouseô is the head, 

(1b) should be ungrammatical, though it is perfectly grammatical and idiomatic if the noun óhouseô is 

present in the speech context. Note that the English translation in this case requires the dummy head 

óoneô. 

 

1a. ɗu ӛeiһ ӛϸɗiӛ sӵauӛ-ne-dҢ. 

 3 house NML .new12 to.build-stay-NFUT 

 óHe is building a new house.ô 

 

1b. ɗu ӛϸɗiӛ sӵauӛ-ne-dҢ. 

 3 NML .new to.build-stay-NFUT 

 óHe is building a new one.ô 

 

Of course, such transformation presupposes a context, from which the óreducedô form of the utterance 

appears. But the form [aV] can occur on its own without any concrete context, as in (2). 

 

2. ɗu ӛϸɗiӛ caiӛ-tҢ. 

 3 NML .new to.like-NFUT 

 óHe likes new stuff.ô 

 

A noun may also take two or more [aV] expressions at the same time, all of them, having the same 

referent, as in example (3) taken from modern Burmese prose written in rather colloquial style.13 

3. cϸnҜ͕-go lϸpӵҢӛ-je ӛϸcӵo-jҜ͔ ӛϸpӵaһ-jҜ͔ taiӛ-tҢ. 

 1sm.DEP-OBJ tea-liquid NML .be.sweet-ENUM NML .be.acrid-ENUM give.to.drink-NFUT 

 óHe gave me tea, both sweet and strong.ô 

 

Thus, we may draw the preliminary conclusion that the unit [aV] exhibits all relevant features of a noun 

but treating it as a head of the construction [NaV], which seems natural for the nouns in this position, 

goes against semantic logic. Let us therefore further investigate the syntactic nature of [NaV] 

 
12  The lexeme ɗiӛ hardly occurs in predicative function óbe new/freshô but seems to be restricted to attributive 

function. Therefore, we prefer the gloss ónewô over óbe.newô in this case. 
13  Ludu U Hla. 2016. cϸnҜ hle ĦϸҦ³. [I am the captain]. 2nd edition. Mandalay: Lu Du, 258.  
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expressions. It is necessary to distinguish between the several types of the [NaV] constructions. One 

type is obviously with a possessive relation between N1 and N2. This type of construction does not 

pose any syntactic or semantic problems, and the interpretation is straightforward. This is not the case 

in [NaV] expressions with modifying function, which present problems in interpreting their semantics. 

As the surface structure of the different [NaV] expressions is identical, ambiguity can arise without 

context, as in the following examples (4) and (5) adapted from Okell (1969:92f). 

 

4. kӵouһ ӛϸmj²һ bҢhnϸ-pe lҢ͔. 

 bench NML .be.high how.many-foot CQ 

 óHow many feet high is the bench?ô 

 

5. kӵouһ ӛϸmj²һ tϸ-l u̧һ lo-Ҧiһ-dҢ. 

 bench NML .be.high one-CLF require-DES-NFUT 

 ó(He) wants a high bench.ô 

 

There is no problem with the first example as a possessive construction which could be overtly marked 

as such by the possessive marker jҢ͕. In the second one, [aV] obviously has attributive meaning. Let us 

consider another example (6). 

 

6. ɗu ӛeiһ ӛϸc³ sӵauӛ-ne-dҢ. 

 3 house NML .be.big to.build-stay-NFUT 

 óHe is building a big house.ô 

 

As it stands, this sentence can also be interpreted differently, taking ӛϸc³ as independent from ӛeiһ, 

having adverbial or secondary predicative (DEPICTIVE) function, óhe is building the house bigô (see 

Himmelmann & Schultze-Berndt 2005).14 The difference becomes overt if the quantifier phrase tϸ-l u̧һ 

óone-CLFô is added. The [NUM-CLF] phrase occurs directly after the noun ӛeiһ in depictive contexts, but 

after [NaV] in attributive contexts, as in (7a) and (7b). 

 

7a. ɗu ӛeiһ tϸ-l u̧һ ӛϸc³ sӵauӛ-ne-dҢ. 

 3 house one-CLF NML .be.big to.build-stay-NFUT 

 óHe is building a house, and heôs making it big.ô 

 

7b. ɗu ӛeiһ ӛϸc³ tϸ-l u̧һ sӵauӛ-ne-dҢ. 

 3 house nml.be.big one-clf to.build-stay-nfut 

 óHe is building a big house.ô 

 

Two other revealing examples are given in (8) and (9). 

 

8. kҜzҜ͔-go ӛϸɗiӛ tϸ-kӵ¼ kӵ³һ-dҢ.  

 carpet-OBJ NML .new one-CLF to.spread.out-NFUT  

 óHe changed the carpet for a new one.ô  
 

9. mjҢӛ.hna-ɗouӛ-pϸwa-go ӛϸɗiӛ tϸ-tӵҢ lҢ͔-dҢ. 

 face-to.wipe-towel-OBJ NML .new one-CLF to.exchange-NFUT 

 óHe changed the towel for a new one.ô 

 

These examples are relevant to the present discussion in two points. First, the [aV] expression 

(óNML .newô) is here separated from the noun ócarpetô by the object marker -ko/go. This leads to the 

 
14  A similar function is seen in [aV] expressions like ӛϸw§ s̈  óeat oneôs fillô (lit. óNML.be.full to.eatô), ӛϸp³ louӛ 

óto complete, finishô (lit. óNML.be.finished to.doô), and ӛϸsҜ͔ pjaһ óreturn earlyô (lit. óNML .be.early to.returnô). 
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conclusion that the sequences kҜzҜ͔ ӛцɗiל ónew carpetô and mjҢӛ.hna-ɗouӛ-pϸwa ӛϸɗiӛ ónew towelô do 

not constitute a syntactic unit (constituent) which may be called noun phrase. Second, the component 

ӛцɗiל (óNML .newô) in both cases unambiguously functions as noun since it is followed by the numeral-

classifier tϸ-kӵ¼ and tϸ-tӵҢ, respectively. Unlike ӛϸc³ óNML .be.bigô in (7) above, ӛϸɗiӛ cannot be 

interpreted here as depictive. Rather, this example shows that [aV] has some degree of syntactic 

independence of N even if it has attributive (modifying or specifying) function. This independence is 

further shown by the fact that the object marker -ko/go can appear either after the noun or after the N 

or after [aV] (with the [NUM-CLF] phrase), as seen in (10) and (11). 

 

10. kҜzҜ͔ ӛϸɗiӛ tϸ-kӵu³-go kӵiČһ-dҢ. 

 carpet NML .new one-CLF-OBJ to.spread.out-NFUT 

 óHe changed the carpet for a new one.ô 

 

11. mjҢӛ.hna-ɗouӛ-pϸwa ӛϸɗiӛ tϸ-tӵҢ-go lҢ͔-dҢ. 

 face-to.wipe-towel NML .new one-CLF-OBJ to.exchange-NFUT 

 óHe changed the towel for a new one.ô 

A further piece of evidence for the syntactic independence of [aV] in [NaV] constructions comes from 

expressions where the verb is negated. As the verbal prefix slot is occupied by the nominal prefix ӛϸ- 

in [NaV], the negator mϸ- is blocked from this position. The alternative nominalizing strategy with 

suffixed -ta/da, commonly used to nominalize clauses, occurs in this context, as seen in (12). 

 

12. je ӛϸӛ̄ tϸ-l u̧һ, mϸ-ӛ̄-da tϸ-l u̧һ p -̄ba. 

 water NML .be.cold one-CLF NEG-be.cold-NFUT.NML one-CLF to.give-IMPORT 

 óGive me one bottle of cold water, one not cold.ô 

 

The parallel occurrence of ӛϸӛ̄ ócold oneô and mϸ-ӛ̄-da ónot cold oneô, both specifying je ówaterô, show 

that they are not syntactically speaking modifiers (i.e., dependents) of the nominal head, but heads 

themselves. The clausal nominalization suffix -ta/da is a merged form of the attributive suffix -tҢ͕/dҢ͕ 

and a dummy noun ha óthingô (Yanson 2005:233f). This type of nominal expression never occurs as a 

modifier of another noun, unlike [aV], which in prenominal position is best analyzed as modifier of a 

following (but not of a preceding!) noun, as in ӛϸmjaһ-l һ̈ óexpresswayô seen above. 

This leads to the conclusion that [aV] is a syntactically free element in a clause, rather than a bound 

part of a [NaV] construction. Semantically, it may be more or less closely bound to the N, or it may 

have adverbial or depictive function in the clause. Following this argumentation, we may say that [NaV] 

constructions are not NPs in which either N or [aV] is the head, the other the dependent, but rather that 

both are independent syntactic units. This means that, unlike in Lehmanôs analysis presented above, 

[NaV] as in ӛeiһ ӛϸc³ óa/the big houseô should not be interpreted as óhouse-like bignessô, but rather as 

óhouse, a big oneô. N and [aV] are thus seen as standing in an APPOSITIONAL relation, rather than a 

MODIFIER-MODIFIED relation. This analysis is perfectly consistent with the wide range of meanings of 

[aV] derivations, as seen above in 2.2.2. It also explains the fact that the choice of classifier is triggered 

by N, rather than by an abstract [aV], as seen in examples (4) and (5) above. If ӛϸmj²һ refers to the 

height of the bench, the appropriate quantifier complement is the measure word pe ófootô, but if the 

same [aV] expression functions as modifier to óbenchô, the classifier l u̧һ (for counting round objects, 

fruit, pieces of furniture, etc.) must be used with the numeral. The analysis of [NaV] as an appositional 

expression óX, a/the Y oneô also explains the possibility to drop N and have only [aV] without change 

in meaning. Furthermore, appositional expressions may become more tightly bound in some cases, 

resulting in compounds that behave like lexicalized items. The change may be gradual and affect only 

some, usually very frequent, collocations. This process can be seen in kinship terms combined with 

proper names, which may become lexicalized into a single intonation unit, as in English ómy uncle, 

Johnô, becoming ómy Uncle Johnô. In Burmese, the appositional expression d· sӵϸja pӵe w³һ óour teacher, 

Hpe Winô, with an intonational break between sӵϸja and pӵe w³һ may be compared to the more closely 

bound sӵϸja pӵe w³һ óTeacher Hpe Winô with no intonational break. The latter is still less tightly 
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integrated phonologically than an [NV] expression like sӵϸja-Ҧ³ óheadmaster, big teacherô (óteacher -

be.bigô), as seen by the different voicing behavior. 

To sum up the syntactic structure of [NaV] expressions, we propose that [aV] is a syntactically 

independent nominal form relating semantically in different ways with N (as attributive or depictive) 

or V (as adverbial). In attributive function in [NaV] expressions, it is formally an apposition to N, with 

which it may become more closely bound in some cases. 

4.2 The syntax of [NV] 

As seen in 2.2.3 above, [NV] expressions can have several functions, some with rather idiosyncratic 

semantics. Here we only consider [NV] noun phrases where V modifies N. Unlike [NaV], [NV] 

constructions do not show any overt morphosyntactic linker between the noun and the modifying verb. 

Semantically, as in [NaV], the expression is a noun, with the postnominal verb as a modifier. Therefore, 

the question of the internal structure arises, similarly to the [NaV] constructions. Again, if N is the head 

and V the modifying dependent, the structure violates the basic head-final rule of Burmese as seen in 

[N1N2] constructions. Unlike [NaV], though, [NV] can hardly be analyzed as symmetric appositional 

construction, as the two components are not of the same category and cannot be taken as coreferential. 

The only hint of syntactic boundness in [NV] expressions is the fact that V is generally voiced in these 

constructions, showing it to be in close ñjunctureò with N (Okell 1969:12). As mentioned above, voicing 

is not always a sure diagnostic for syntactic relations, as, firstly, it is not indicated in the orthography, 

and, secondly, there is possible regional and individual variation in many cases. On the other hand, 

standard dictionaries do indicate voicing in the pronunciation (e.g., Myanmar Language Commission 

1976, San Lwin 2010), so at least for the [NV] expressions listed in the dictionaries, there is safe 

evidence for the role of voicing. The close morphosyntactic boundness indicated by voicing in [NV] 

expressions generally corresponds to their semantic closeness. 

There are two possible ways to explain the internal structure of closely bound [NV]. First, one may 

take them as derived from fuller [NaV] expressions, with the nominalizer ӛϸ- dropped. We have seen 

above that this omission of ӛϸ- occurs frequently in the informal language. The development would then 

be from appositional [N]+[aV] to attributive [NaV] and compound [NV], the latest step commonly 

occurring in expressions with conventionalized meaning. If this path of development is correct, we 

might expect several in-between cases, that is, variation of [NaV] and [NV], the latter possibly with 

varying voicing.  

The other possible explanation of [NV] attributive expressions is to take V as direct verbal modifier, 

indicating an inherent or permanent feature of N, which explains the close boundness. The position of 

adjectival modifiers with respect to their nominal head is variable in many languages across the world 

and does not necessarily correspond with the general headedness of the language, allowing for 

asymmetric orders (Dryer 2013). The different orders may have different historical reasons in different 

languages, and they may be indicative of different degrees of lexicalization.  

Both analyses are plausible and with no obvious counterevidence, it is possible that both are 

adequate for different [NV] expressions, with not a single development leading to all cases in the present 

language. The available diachronic data suggests that [NV] is the earliest pattern of modified nouns, 

with [NaV] appearing only later.15 Together with the idiosyncratic semantic development of at least 

some [NV] expressions, this makes a strong case for [NV] actually being an old pattern in the language. 

The synchronic data from colloquial Burmese on the other hand show how the pattern can arise 

spontaneously in the present-day language. We may therefore conclude that two distinct paths of 

development merge in modern Burmese [NV] expressions, one from adjectival function of V in original 

[NV] compounds, the other from shortening of [NaV] to [NV] in non-formal speech. 

The question that remains to be answered is when and why [NV] and [NaV] are chosen by a speaker. 

This will be discussed in the next section. 

 
15  The inscriptional data of Burmese must be taken with care, as only a very specific (high) genre is represented 

in writing until very recently. The absence of a construction from the data does not necessarily mean the 

construction did not exist in the language at the time. 
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5. Factors triggering the choice of [VattrN], [NV], and [NaV] 
With three noun-modifier constructions that are treated as synonyms by most grammatical descriptions, 

the factors triggering the choice of one over the others are not obvious. Taking the premise for granted 

that difference in form entails difference in meaning/function, however subtle, we should be able to 

detect the differences in the semantics of the three forms from their distributional behavior. 

The case of [VATTRN] seems to be the clearest, as this construction allows for all kinds of 

grammatical markers, making the modifying part syntactically and semantically more independent and 

transparent than in the other two types. [VATTRN] constructions are the most common and are adequate 

in situations where a specific referent is described, modified, or specified.  Verbal modifiers can be 

added only in [VATTRN] constructions, as in ӛϸlun mj²һ-ðҜ͔ taiӛ óthe/a very tall buildingô (óvery be.high-

ATTR buildingô) and s̄ iһ-ð -̄ðҜ͔ ӛϸjwҢӛ óthe/a still green leafô (óbe.green-yet-ATTR leafô). 

With the possibility of adding aspectual and other verbal modifiers, [VATTR] does not necessarily 

refer to permanent or inherent qualities of N but may rather express momentary attributes. In formal 

Burmese, [VATTRN] is the default construction, corresponding to both relative clauses and attributive 

adjectives in English. The N modified by [VATTR] may be either specific or non-specific, corresponding 

to English definite or indefinite article constructions, depending on the context. [VATTRN] may 

therefore be seen as default choice, which is theoretically always possible, but not conversationally the 

most adequate choice in some contexts. 

The construction [VATTRN] is usually used in situations where the speaker wants to point out a 

specific quality of a specific referent or group of referents, often in direct opposition to another possible 

quality, as in (13). 

 

13. c³-dҢ͕ Ǽ̈ mϸ-j üһ-b½. 

 be.big-ATTR fish NEG-to.sell-NEG 

 óI donôt sell the big fish (but I do sell the small ones).ô  

 

A customer in the market chooses fish and points on the big one, on some reason the seller does not 

want to sell this particular fish. Using the construction [NV] Ǽ̈-Ҧ³ (ófish-bigô) in this situation would 

mean that the seller does not sell big fish in general, just small ones. Less clear is the difference with 

[NaV], which might be interpreted that the seller is talking about a specific big fish or the fish he sells 

in general. 

In (14), the conventionalized expressions lu-z̧  óbad person, bandit, villainô is used with its specific 

meaning, while in the second clause the more transparent [VATTRN] k üһ-dҢ͕ lu óa/the man who is goodô 

appears instead of lu-g üһ, which is a lexicalized expression meaning a ódignified personô, rather than 

just ordinary good man. In this situation it would sound too elevated. 

 

14. lu-z̧ -dwe-nҢ͕ mϸ-sӵҢӛ.sӵaһ-nҢ͕, k üһ-dҢ͕ lu-dwe-nҢ͕-bҢ͔. 

 man-bad-PL-with NEG-to.associate-PROH be.good-ATTR man-PL-with-EXCL 

 sӵҢӛ.sӵaһ pҜ͕.   

 to.associate INSIST   

 óDonôt associate with scoundrels, associate with good people.ô 

 

Similarly, in (15), the [VATTRN] construction is appropriate in a concrete context where the mother 

warns her child not to drink water that is hot at the moment, rather than referring to hot water in general 

which the child should avoid. The latter would be expressed by [NV] as je-bu (ówater-hotô), rather than 

[VATTRN]. 

 

15.  pu-dҢ͕ je mϸ-ɗauӛ-nҢ͕. 

 be.hot-ATTR water NEG-to.drink-PROH 

 óDonôt drink (the) hot water.ô 
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Sentence (16) is appropriate in a situation where a person has a choice of cars, but the one he usually 

drives is under repair, so he decides to drive the red one instead.  

 

16. di-lo Ó Ï-ÊÉ ŁÁ ni-dᾦǲ kÛ-bᾦǮ sý-Íᾦ. 

 PROX-as to.say-if 1s be.red-ATTR car-EXCL to.ride-FUT 

 Ȭ)Î ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÔÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÄ ÃÁÒȢȭ 
 

The construction [NV] k -̈ni (ócar-be.redô) would be proper in the situation that a person is dreaming 

about a high post and the privileges that come with it, one being a óred carô as a recognized symbol of 

prosperity. Not all possible [NV] or [NaV] collocations do occur in the language which also affects the 

choice of type of the construction to be used in concrete context. For example, the following 

constructions do not exist, *lu-mjaһ (óman-quickô) or *lu-zҜ͔ (óman-earlyô) although they have typical 

[NV] structure and seem semantically possible. In both cases, only [VATTRN] is available to represent 

the meaning óthe/a fast personô and óthe/an early comerô, respectively. 

While the semantic difference between [VATTRN] and [NV] is clear in most cases, the same cannot 

be said for [VATTRN] and [NaV], nor for [NV] and [NaV]. In most examples above, [VATTRN] could 

be substituted by [NaV] without obvious change of meaning, though the former tends to sound more 

formal than the latter. Based on the distribution of [NV] and NaV] seen so far, it is possible to 

provisionally hypothesize, that the constructions of the [NaV] type are used in situations, when the 

speaker considers the construction [NV] to be lexicalized, and as such, its components have lost their 

direct meaning, which the speaker wants to express. Compare the following expressions in (17a-b) and 

(18a-b). 

 

17a. ɗu ÅÉ ӛϸc³ Ó ÁÕ-ne-ÄᾦȢ 

 3 house NML.be.big to.build-stay-NFUT 

 Ȭ(Å ÉÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á ÂÉÇ ÈÏÕÓÅȢȭ 

 

17b. ɗu ÅÉ-Ҧ³ Ó ÁÕ-ne-ÄᾦȢ 

 3 house-big to.build-stay-NFUT 

 Ȭ(Å ÉÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á ÂÉÇ ÈÏÕÓÅȢȭ 

 

18a. kÛ- ᾥÈÛÕ kÛ- ᾥʃÉ jÛÕ-×ᾦ-ý 

 car-NML.be.old car-NML.new to.sell-to.buy-NML 

 ȬÓÁÌÅ ÏÆ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÎÅ× ÃÁÒÓȭ 

 

18b. kÛ-hÛÕ kÛ-ʃÉ ᾥÊÛÕ- ᾥ×ᾦ. 

 car-be.old car-new NML.to.sell-NML.to.buy 

 ȬÓÁÌÅ ÏÆ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÎÅ× ÃÁÒÓȭ 

 

In both cases, the [NV] patterns (ӛeiһ-Ҧ³ and k -̈h üһ/k-̈ɗiӛ) are not seen by the speaker as having 

idiosyncratic (lexicalized) meaning, so they are free to choose either form.16 A different situation can 

be seen in the following examples: ɗ̈ ӛϸc³ óthe/an elder sonô (óson-NML .be.bigô), ɗцm³ ӛцǼŮ óthe/a 

younger daughterô (ódaughter-NML.be.young/smallô). The speaker uses the construction [NaV] instead 

of the seemingly natural [NV] for the obvious reason that the construction [NV] would be interpreted 

as óbig sonô and ósmall daughterô, respectively, that is with a specific kinship meaning, rather than as a 

descriptive attribute.  The latter are comparable to proper nouns, mainly used when addressing oneôs 

children. This means that [NV] is blocked where there is an [NV] expression with a conventionalized 

meaning, but it is possibly available where no lexicalized [NV] exist in the speakerôs lexical inventory. 

 
16  The choice of [NV] and [NaV] in examples 18a and 18b may be triggered by the form of the nominalizer of 

the activity verbs, avoiding non-parallel ӛϸ-nominalizations in the same expression (*k -̈ӛϸḧuһ k-̈ӛϸɗiӛ 

ϸj̈uһ-ӛϸwҢ). 
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Another relevant example is the difference between k -̈Ҧ³ and k  ̈ӛϸc³ óbig carô, as well as between 

k -̈ǼҢ and k  ̈ӛϸǼҢ ósmall carô. The forms k -̈Ҧ³ and k -̈ǼҢ are used on signboards at toll gates in Myanmar, 

referring generally to óbig carsô (i.e., ótrucks and busesô) and ósmall carsô (i.e., personal cars), 

respectively, as distinct categories of vehicles. The [NaV] constructions are used when talking about 

big and small specimens of the general category ócarô. Again, the compounds k -̈Ҧ³ and k -̈ǼҢ have 

specific meaning and can be taken as lexicalized, although they do not necessarily appear in dictionaries. 

The following pairs of expressions further illustrate the semantic difference between [NV] and 

[NaV]. 

 

[NV]  gloss [NaV] gloss Components 

lu-Ҧ³ óadultô lu ӛϸc³ óbig personô lu ómanô, c³ óbe bigô 

lu-ǼҢ óyouthô lu ӛϸǼҢ óyoung personô lu ómanô, ǼҢ óbe 

young/smallô 

mj·-h üһ óancient cityô mj· ӛϸh üһ óold city, former cityô mj· ócityô, h üһ óbe oldô 

je-nw̄  óhot green teaô je ӛϸnw̄  óhot/warm waterô je ówaterô, nw̄  óbe hot, 

warmô 

lҢӛ-¯iӛ ócopyô lҢӛ ӛϸ¯iӛ ónew handô ɗiӛ (not ®iᾐ) 

lҢӛ-h üһ óoriginalô lҢӛ ӛϸh üһ óold handô lҢӛ óhandô, h üһ óbe oldô 

h³һ-Ҧo ósoup, brothô h³һ ӛϸcӵo ómild, sweet curryô h³һ ócurryô, cӵo óbe sweetô 

 

The last example is especially telling, as it is not uncommon to hear orders in restaurants like h³һ-Ҧo 

ӛϸsaӛ óhot, spicy soupô, where there is an apparent semantic clash between the opposites cӵo óbe sweetô 

and saӛ óbe hot, spicyô. 

From the examples given above, it appears that generally [NV] are lexicalized compounds with 

specific meaning, functioning in some cases like proper nouns (ɗ̈-Ҧ³ óolder sonô), categories (k -̈Ҧ³ óbig 

vehicles, trucksô), or have idiosyncratic meaning (h³һ-Ҧo ósoup, brothô). In this, [NV] expressions are 

not fully productive, though there is individual variation in terms of what is acceptable as [NV]. [NaV] 

on the other hand is an open construction that can be used in a wide range of contexts when referring to 

a specimen with the described qualities. [NaV] is the colloquial counterpart of the formal [VATTRN] 

construction, which in colloquial style occurs mostly when the V is modified in some way. Having said 

this, we have to accept the fact that colloquially [NaV] expressions may become [NV] spontaneously 

by dropping the nominal prefix ӛϸ-, as happens frequently in informal speech and writing. This 

shortening of [NaV] to [NV] may or may not show voicing of V, depending on the speech style and 

speed, and the shortening may be blocked if there is a clearly lexicalized [NV] expression with 

conventionalized meaning and the speaker consciously wants to avoid ambiguity. 

6  Conclusion and outlook 
We can conclude that the three [NOUN-ATTRIBUTE] constructions investigated in this paper, while being 

almost synonyms, exhibit important differences in their syntax and contextual semantics. The most 

transparent type, [VATTRN], is the default construction, especially in the formal and literary language, 

to combine a noun with any kind of verbal attribute. [NV] constructions in the literary language are 

always lexicalized compounds with specific meaning. If the verbal attribute of a noun is not further 

modified or specified by aspectual or other markers, the colloquial style prefers the construction [NaV], 

where [aV] is syntactically a nominalized verb, which can have a wide range of meanings. The most 

common meaning in the constructions discussed in this paper can be labeled óthe/a X oneô, referring to 

a participant, rather than to the quality itself (as in óX-nessô), which stand in appositional relation to the 

N. In the colloquial language, [NaV] may be reduced to [NV], except in cases where there is a 

conventionalized [NV] compound.  

The fact that formal and informal styles are not always clearly separate, and the styles may be 

mixed in many contexts leads to an overlap of [VATTRN] and [NaV] without obvious semantic 

difference between the two. On the other hand, the possible shortening of [NaV] to [NV] results in the 

two forms not being clearly distinguished in the colloquial style.  
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To further substantiate the analysis given in this paper, a larger corpus-based investigation covering 

different language styles should be made in the future. The actual use and distribution of the forms 

under discussion can only be verified by in-depth research in a wide range of textual genres, including 

spontaneous speech in informal settings. 
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Abstract    
This paper describes the morphosyntactic functions of the case marker -nǭu in Liangmai, a 

Tibeto-Burman language, spoken in the Northeast India. The agentive marker -nǭu is used 

optionally with both the subjects of transitive and intransitive clauses especially when the 

subject is acting in volition. We attempt to explain the difference between when -nǭu is 

omitted and when -nǭu is present. It also serves as an update to the previous reports on 

Liangmai case marking in Charengna (2014:399), Mataina (2018:18) and Daimai (2018). 

 

Keywords: Liangmai, case, agentive, volition  

ISO 639-3 code: njn 

1  Introduction 
In this paper, we will describe the system of case marking associated with -nǭu in Liangmai and specify 

its syntactic and pragmatic functions. Many Tibeto-Burman languages have been described to have a 

system of óoptionalô or ópragmaticô case marking (Coupe 2011, DeLancey 2011, LaPolla 1995, and 

Chelliah1997). The case marker -nǭu is also used optionally in Liangmai and it is found to marked both 

A and S arguments depending on pragmatic conditions. It is typically found on A(gent) arguments of 

transitive clauses and on the A arguments of a causative clauses formed with intransitive verbs (Daimai 

& Raguibou 2020:35). However, it is also reported to be omitted from a highly agentive A arguments 

and can even be used with non-agentive A/S(ubject) arguments (Mataina 2018:19). The marker -nǭu is 

usually absent in intransitive clauses. Earlier works in Liangmai case marking system by Charengna 

(2014), Mataina (2018) and Daimai (2018) have described -nǭu as nominative, agentive and ergative 

respectively. The paper is an update to earlier reports on the Liangmai case-marking system, including 

our SEALS XXX 2021 video presentation, and an attempt to gain more understanding in the case 

marking system of Liangmai. 

1.1. The People 

Liangmai is one of the Naga tribes living in Indiaôs northeastern states of Manipur and Nagaland. In 

Manipur, they live in Tamenglong, Senapati and Kangpokpi districts, and in Nagaland, they are found 

in the Peren district. The total population of the Liangmai as per the census report of India 2011 is 

49,811. The Liangmai people were previously known by an incorrect ethnonym, and till recently, the 

term óKacha Nagaô was used to refer to Liangmai and Zeme in Manipur. This misnomer was, however, 

officially done away in Manipur with the Constitution (Scheduled Tribes) Order (Amendment) Act in 

2011. The Liangmai in Nagaland, however, are still known as the Zeliang, along with the Zeme. The 

Liangmai share ethnic, cultural and linguistic affinity with Zeme and Rongmei. These three tribes are 

commonly referred to as Zeliangrong, a term formed by putting together the first syllables of the three 

tribes. They are believed to be descendants of a common ancestor. There are numerous cognate root 

words shared among their languages as well. They live in a contiguous area spreading across Assam, 

Manipur and Nagaland. Bradley (1997) also used the term óZeliangrongô as a subgroup within the 

Southern Naga of the Kuki-Chin-Naga branch.  
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1.2. The Language 

In Griersonôs Linguistic Survey of India (1903), Liangmai, called Kwoireng or Liyang, was treated as 

belonging to the Naga-Kuki sub-group, though no description of the language was provided. More 

recently, Burling (2007) grouped Liangmai under his Zeme group along with Zeme and Rongmei. 

Map 1. North East India maps showing Liangmai inhabited area (adapted from 

https://www.mapsofindia.com/maps/northeast/sevensisters.htm ) 

 

 
 

In our data elicitation, the basic constituent order found in pragmatically neutral declarative clauses is 

SOV. We rely on elicited examples because such examples tend to have all of the participants overtly 

realized, which is frequently not the case in natural discourse. In example (1), we find an intransitive 

construction with the third-person subject preceding the verb ólaughô. In example (2), we see the first-

person agent preceding the object: the verb is in the clause-final position. When there are two objects, 

the primary object precedes the secondary object followed by the verb, and the primary object is overtly 

marked. In example (3), the agent is marked with -nǭu, and the primary object is overtly marked with 

the dative morpheme -tȊ.  

 

1. pѥ n¼i-bǕm-mei 

 1SG laugh-PROG-DECL 

 óHe is laughingô 

 

2. ǭ tsϸlѹ t ẗ-n®i 

 1SG field go-IRR 

 óI will go to the fieldô 
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3. naǼ-nǭu ϸɔ-tȊ rǕǼk§Ǽ p³-jǛi 

 2SG-AGT 1SG-DAT money give-DECL 

 óYou give the money to me.ô 

 

Liangmai has a binary mood system contrasting a zero-marked realis with an overtly-marked irrealis 

mood. The unmarked realis mood corresponds to actualized events as in (3), while the irrealis suffixes 

-n®i and -rabo is used to encode non-actualized events as in (2). The language is also marked for aspects, 

such as progressive as in (1) and perfective. As is commonly found in other Tibeto-Burman languages, 

the agentive marker -nǭu in Liangmai has the same form as the instrumental marker as illustrated in (4). 

 

4. pѥ-nѭu tϸtӵ³-t½ sѭǼ-tǕǼ-nǭu d p̈-jǛi 

 2SG-AGT dog-DAT wood-CL-INSTR beat-DECL 

 óHe beat the dog with a stickô 

1.3. Data sources 
There are dialectal differences in Liangmai but not to an extent that they cannot understand varieties of 

one another. We observed that in terms of understanding each other between the southern Liangmai 

village varieties like Thalon and Namtiram against the Northern Liangmai village varieties like Kuilong 

and Maguilong, the difference accounts to only a small amount. These differences are basically in 

accents and some lexical words. Each Liangmai village has a different accent. For instance, in the lexical 

domain, the Thalon village calls óuncooked riceô as [kᴅ∆bἌn], while the northern village variety uses the 

term [tsᴅ∆bἌn] for the same. There is no significant difference in the segmental phonology as per our 

observation. In this study, most of the sentence data were created by us as native speakers of Liangmai, 

and the spoken variety of these sentence data were based on the northern village varieties like Kuilong, 

Maguilong and Lemta and the southern varieties like Thalon. In addition, we also used sentences 

produced by Mataina (2018) and Daimai and Raguibou (2020) and cited them in the sentence examples 

wherever required.  

2  Overview of case markers in Liangmai 
We claim that there are ten case markers in Liangmai. Charengna (2014:398) reported nine case markers 

as reproduced in Table 2. Mataina (2018:18) reported ten case markers with a variation and one 

additional case marker called the terminative case from earlier reports, as listed in Table 1. The label or 

the terminology of case markers used in both the studies are partially different.  
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Table 1: Case markers in Liangmai (as reported in Mataina 2018:18) 

Case name Markers  Semantic function 

Agentive niu agent; contrast 

Accusative/Dative tu affected patient / recipient 

Genitive gu possessor  

Instrumental 
niu/ 

kӵuiluziu 
instrument 

Comitative nai accompany 

Benefactive leǼ benefit 

Locative ga location 

Ablative 
gasu 

ganiu 
source, source of action 

Allative lam movement towards a place 

Terminative kϸtaǼ 
movement towards a 

time/place 

 

Table 2: Case markers in Liangmai (as reported in Charengna 2014:398) 

Case name Markers  

Nominative niu 

Accusative tu 

Instrumental niu 

Dative leǼ 

Locative gϸ~lϸm 

Genitive gu 

Ablative gϸsu/gϸniu~lϸmsu 

Sociative   nai 

Benefactive leǼ 

3  Usages of the marker -nǭu in Liangmai 
For the purpose of this paper, before we look at the role of the marker -nǭu, it would be useful to look 

at the four patterns of core case marking as given by Dixon (1979, 1994) and cited in Coupe (2007). 

Also, in this section, we discussed the various terminologies used to label the case marker -nǭu in earlier 

reports. The four patterns of core case marking that are common to the world languages are the 

following: 
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¶ Nominative-Accusative - The A argument and S arguments are marked in similar ways but 

differently from the O argument. 

¶ Ergative-absolutive - The O argument of a transitive clause and the S argument of an intransitive 

clause have similar marking, while the A argument is marked differently. 

¶ Split-S system - S arguments of ONE SET of intransitive verbs get a morphosyntactic treatment 

similar to the A argument of a transitive verb, while the S argument of ANOTHER SET of 

intransitive verbs gets a morphosyntactic treatment similar to O arguments of transitive clauses. 

¶ Fluid-S system - Similar to split-S (i.e., having a set of intransitive verbs that marks S like A, 

and another set of intransitive verbs that marks S like O) except that in the fluid-S, the S 

argument gets case marking based on semantic factors. 

 

The position of the Liangmai agentive case marker in relation to the above four types given by Dixon 

varies. It does not completely follow any one of the above patterns strictly, but it seems to be following 

partially all the above patterns, and this can be seen from the examples discussed in the following 

sections.  

Charengna (2014) labelled -nǭu as a nominative-case marker. In Meitei, Bhat and Ningomba (1997) 

also labelled nϸ as a nominative case marker, but for the same language, Chelliah (1997) considers it to 

be an agentive marker. In Liangmai, Mataina (2018) labelled the same marker as an agentive marker, 

while Daimai (2018) labelled the same marker an ergative marker. Following LaPolla (1995), Coupe 

(2007, 2011) and Teo (2012), we use the label óagentiveô in this paper. LaPolla uses the term agentive 

to refer to a subject argument that acts willfully or is done in volition, but he uses the term ergative 

when transitive marking is done systematically based on the syntactic pattern. Also, we do not label the 

marker -nǭu here as a nominative case because, as a nominative marker, it does not mark subject 

experiencer of A or S arguments. The nominative case is therefore not morphologically marked in 

Liangmai. As stated earlier, it may be noted that the agentive morpheme -nǭu is homophonous with an 

instrumental case marker in Liangmai. 

3.1 Commendation and accountability 

The marker -nǭu in Liangmai is used to essentially recognize the ódoerô as such to give a person a credit 

or a blame. Otherwise, in a pragmatically neutral situation, the marking of -nǭu is optional (Mataina 

2018:21) and Daimai (2018), as shown in (5). 

 

5. nϸetsǭ-pǭu  ɲ  mϸɔrȊi kǕmsǕt-l½ kӵǕi bǕm-mǛi, nǕǼ rȊ-kӵǕi-lǕu  

 2SG.POSS-brother-GEN-AGT hen kill -PERF keep PROG-DECL, 2SG burn-PO-IMP  

 óYour brother had killed a chicken and kept, you burn (it). (lit. Clean it by burning to cook). 

 

However, the agentive marker is mandatory in a pragmatic situation such as in a response to a question 

óWho did it?ô. This required usage is reported in Ao (Coupe, 2007). This is the context in which the 

agentive marker is obligatory. Example (6) is an interrogative sentence and (7) is an answer to the 

question of (6). In a context other than the content question, a speaker would insert the marker -nǭu if 

he or she wants to intentionally indicate the doer (to give a credit or a blame). 

 

6. sǕu (-nǭu) mϸɔrȊi k§ms§t lau 

 who (-AGT)  chicken  kill  Q 

 óWho killed the chicken?ô 

 

7. l¼ǼtӵҜ͕nbǕu-nǭu1 mϸɔrȊi kǕmsǕt-le. 

 Lungthonbou-AGT  chicken kill -DECL  

 óLungthonbou killed the chicken (yesterday).ô 

 
1  The tone of the agentive marker is generally influenced by the tone of the noun it marks (Mataina 2018) 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Mataina and Daimai 
 

181 
 

In (6), it is normal to omit the agentive marker by the questioner. That does not necessarily but generally 

mean the questioner is not worried about who prepared the chicken for the family. However, inserting 

the agentive marker in such a context as (6) definitely implies that the questioner wants to identify who 

did the work. In a pragmatically neutral situation, the agentive is not required at all. This is demonstrated 

in a habitual statement in (8) and (9). 

 

8. i n§i mϸɔtsѥǼ kϸ͔b k̈-t½ gȊi-jǛi 

 1S day-alway pig-ACC feed-DECL 

 óI feed the pig every day.ô 

 

9. ϸɔ-kѭkӵѹn-l®Ǽ  tѭǼk¼m mϸɔtsѥǼ pastor-p²u kϸekӵ®Ǽ thǭu-jǛi 

 1S-POSS-family-BEN year always pastor-male prayer do-DECL 

 óThe pastor prays for our family every year.ô 

 

Coupe (2007:159) has shown a context of how an agentive marker was not required in Mongsen Ao, a 

Naga language, even when a questioner was inquiring what Coupe had done with the tea that had been 

made for him (as the tea was no more). Upon replying with the Ao example (10), Coupe was corrected 

by the questioner (his Ao language consultant) that it was wrong to use the agentive marker in that 

context. This is similarly true with Liangmai. However, it is also not wrong to use the agentive marker 

in such context in the case of Liangmai and can be optional, as in (11). Yet, our understanding is that 

the agentive marker -nǭu in Liangmai in particular and North East Indian languages like Mongsen Ao 

(Coupe, 2007) and Sumi (Teo, 2014) in general is used to indicate that the doer is pointed out clearly. 

 

10. n³ nϸ sϸǼa tӊϸmukȊ (Mongsen Ao) 

 n³ nᴅ sᴅǼa tώᴅmu-ukȊ 

 1SG AGT tea drink-ANT 

 óIôve drunk the tea.ô   (Coupe 2007:159) 

 

11. ǭ-(n³u) ts§ s̈ k-lu-dei 

 1SG (AGT) tea drink-PST PERF-DECL 

 óIôve drunk the tea.ô 

3.2. Volition and power 

In earlier studies on North East Indian languages, among others, Bhat and Ningomba (1997) in Meetei, 

and Teo (2014) in Sumi reported that the agentive marker is used to indicate volition. We observe that 

in Liangmai as well the agentive marker is also used to indicate volition, and in addition, an ability and 

power. However, there are some exceptions to it which we will see in a moment. For an intransitive 

clause as in (12), the agentive marker is not used, but for the same example in (13), it is used to show 

the intention of the speaker. He intentionally coughs to get an attention or to distract someone. 

 

12. i mϸkhѭu-jei 

 1SG cough-DECL  

 óI coughed. 

 

13. i-nìu mϸɔkhѭu-jei 

 1SG-AGT cough-DECL 

 óI coughed (intentionally). 

 

The agentive marker -nǭu is also used to indicate power or ability. It occurs, for instance, in a situation 

where no one is willing to perform certain tasks due to its challenging or dangerous nature, or a kind of 

work that people are too lazy to perform. Examples are shown in (14) through (18). 
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14. ᴅ∆-n -̈nǭu  sefai mǕi-t½  ᴅ∆lǕm-nǛi 

 1SG-POSS-son-AGT army man-ACC  contact-IRR 

 óMy son will contact the army.ô 

 

15. i-n³u tsϸkҜ͕Ǽ-tsϸp²aǼ kӵiu-n®i 

 1SG-AGT plate-cup  wash-IRR 

 óI will do the dishes.ô 

 

16. zǭs¼-nǭu  sѭǼtsѥi-g§ s§i-kӵ§i-jǛi 

 Jesus-AGT cross-PP  die-POL-DECL 

 óJesus died on the cross.ô  

 

17. kϸ͔kӵ³u mǕi-n³u k§m-ra-bau gȊ-jǛi 

 rich man-AGT do-PURP-NOM POSS-DECL 

 óThis is (something) supposed to be done by a wealthy person.ô  

 

18.  nϸɔ-pѥu  kϸer²Ǽ-bǕu tǭǼ-hǕi, pѥ-nǭu tsϸk¼i mǭn-lȊ-jǛi 

 2SG grandpa PRE-alive-NOM time-DEF 2SG PRE-lion catch-PST-PERF-DECL 

 óWhile your grandpa was alive, he (even) caught a lion.ô 

 

However, the claim that the marker -nǭu in Liangmai is used to indicate volition and ability is 

complicated by (19). In (19), the subject experiencer is not indicating any volition to be sweating, but 

the agentive marker -nǭu is still used. Also, in (19), the agentive marker can be optional, but it is more 

natural to mark the subject. However, this must be taken as an exception because this type of occurrence 

is very rare. Chelliah (1997:124) also pointed out that in Meetei, the agentive marker nϸ is easily found 

in other sentences that describe unintentional situations, which goes against Bhat and Ningombaôs 

(1997) claim that nϸ is used to mark a volition . 

 

19. hǕiga ǭ-n³u kϸsѱǼziu s§ira k¼m bǕm-bau-gǕ, dek§m tsϸmѭ tӵǭuziu lau? 

 hǕi-ga  ǭ-n³u kϸsѱǼ-ziu  s§i-ra  

 PROX-LOC 1SG-AGT hot-COPM die-PURP 

  

 k¼m-bǕm-bau-gǕ  dek§m tsϸ-mѭ tӵǭu-ziu lau? 

 like-PROG-NOM-CONJ why NRL-fire make-CPM-QPTCL 

 óHere, I am about to die due to heat and why are (you) making fire?ô (Mataina 2018) 

3.3. Subject experiencer 

An agentive marker cannot be present when the A occurs as a subject experiencer and has no control 

over the action (Mataina 2018:19). In examples (20) to (22), all the actions are caused by a natural 

phenomenon or by an accident. 

 

20. ϸɔ -wán  thiu-jei  

 1S-stomach pain-DECL  

 óMy stomach aches.ô 

 

21. luǼthҜ͕nbǕu tsϸɔ-khǕu-gǕ kϸɔlѹi wǕǼ-mí-dei  

 PN  NRL-cleft-LOC roll go-PERF-DECL 

 óLungthonbou has fallen on the cleft.ô (Literally- rolled and went) 
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22. tϸ-dѹi  zǕu-bǕm-mei  

 NRL-water drip-PROG-DECL 

 óWater is dripping (from the roof).ô 

 

In contrast, the agentive can be optional as well in a subject experiencer as shown in (23) in which the 

S argument is a subject experiencer. However, in this kind of construction, the speaker intends to point 

out the reason why someone is upset. Otherwise, in a normal context, the agentive -nǭu will not be 

required, as shown in (23). 

 

23. pϸɔ -nѭu nϸɔ-tȊ pϸɔ-tsȊn  sà-bǕu r ,̈  

 3S-AGT 2-ACC 3SG-heart bad-NOM DEF 

  

 nǕǼ mϸel²u m§k-bau  dǾnnǭu-jǛi 

 2S talk NEG-NOM reason-DECL 

 óThe reason heôs upset with you is because you are silent.ô 
 

24. pѥ nϸɔ-tȊ pϸɔ-tsȊn  sà bǕm-mei 

 3S-AGT 2-ACC 3SG-heart bad PROG-DECL 

 óHe is upset with you.ô 

 

There are certain types of intransitive verbs (i.e., those with S arguments-subject experiencer) that will 

not allow the agentive marker. Such verbs are kϸekӵ¼n óshiverô, nᵬɔkӵҜǼ óto fallô, k p̈ óto cryô, and n¼i óto 

laughô as shown in (25). No specific reason is known as to why these verbs do not allow the agentive 

marker. One of the reasons could be that these verbs cause the subject argument to experience the action 

of the outside agent. However, if any of the actions created by such intransitive verbs can cause 

distraction or trouble to others, the agentive marker may be inserted. In (26), the questioner was 

disturbed by the noise of a cry the previous night, so he asked someone a content question as in (26). 

Someone responded that it was  l¼ǼthҜ͕Ǽbau who cried the previous night. Here, l¼ǼthҜ͕Ǽbau, the subject 

experiencer does not have a fault of his own in disturbing someone the previous night, but in order to 

get the blame or indicate the doer, the agentive marker -nǭu is used. This is related to the discussion 

noted in Ä3.2, particularly in the response statement to a query like ówho did it?ô. 

 

25. l¼ǼthҜ͕Ǽbau k p̈-jǛi 

 Lungthonbou cry-DECL 

 óLungthonbou cries.ô 

 

26. ǭ nϸɔlѭu-t½ k p̈-tȊ-lǕu tǭu d²n-nǛi, sǕu-nǭu kϸel¼ts¼n kǕp-zǭu-lǕu 

 1S 2P-ACC cry-NEG-IMP CONJ tell-DECL who-AGT last night cry-COMP-Q 

 óI told you (all) to not cry, who cried last night? (it disturbed me).ô 

 

27. l¼ǼthҜ͕Ǽbau-nǭu k p̈-jǛi 

 PN-AGT  cry-DECL 

 óLungthonbou cried (last night).ô 

3.4 Causative construction 

Additionally, marking A arguments looks more natural in causative sentences, but they can be still 

optional as shown in (28) and (29) where (28) is more natural. More examples on causative sentences 

are given in (30) and (31).  

 

  



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Mataina and Daimai 
 

184 
 

28. ϸpe-nǭu  kϸtsa kám-thiú-e 

 grandma-AGT tea CAUS-hot-DECL 

 óGrandma made the tea hot/warmed the tea.ô (Daimai and Raguibou 2020:38)  

 

29. ϸpe-(nǭu)  kϸtsa kám-thiú-jei 

 grandma-AGT tea CAUS-hot-DECL 

 óGrandma made the tea hot/warmed the tea.ô 

 

30. i-nǭu  l¼Ǽsiliu-tuᶃ  k§m-n¼i-jei (transitive, causative clause) 

 1SG-(AGT) Lungsiliu-ACC CAUS-laugh-DECL 

 óI made Lungsiliu laugh.ô  

 

31. i-n³u luǼsiliu-tuᶃ p²-tsϸɔgѥn  laǼ-jǛi (ditransitive, causative clause) 

 1SG AGT  PN-ACC CAUS-curry cook-DECL 

 óI make Lungsiliu cook the curry.ô 

3.5 Inanimate marking 

The marker -nǭu also marks inanimate subjects. Such constructions with the agentive marker, as shown 

in (32) and (33), appear more natural against the unmarked inanimate subject. 

 

32. n ïm²k-nǭu  kϸeb¼n k§m-n¼Ǽ-m²dǛi 

 sun-AGT   ice CAUS-melt-PERF-DECL 

 óThe sun caused the ice to melt.ô 

 

33. kǕu wǕǼ-bǕu sѭǼ-bǕǼ-nǭu pϸɔ-tȊ dǕp-jǛi 

 fall come-NOM wood-CL AGT 1S-ACC hit-DECL 

 óThe fallen tree has hit himô. 

3.6 Contrast or comparison  

The marker -nǭu is also used to indicate contrast or comparison, as shown in (34) and (35). In addition, 

the usage or non-usage of the agentive marker -nǭu seems to be suggesting a state of difference as shown 

in (36) and (37). The semantic difference between the two examples (36) and (37) cannot be 

distinguished easily by a native speaker. However, it seems to be indicating a difference where, (36) is 

in general warning someone to not venture out into the bushes because a snake or possibly any insect 

may bite him, while (37) is hinting that there is no other insect to harm him except the snake.  

 

34. hài-si-nǭu r§Ǽk§Ǽ mϸd§i, wúi-si-nǭu r§Ǽk§Ǽ mϸǼ²u 

 PROX-DET-CONTR money four PROX-DET-CONTR money five 

 óThis is four rupees, that is five rupees.ô  (Literally- this costs Rs.4 and that costs Rs. 5) 
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35. luǼthonbau-nǭu pϸɔ-lѹǼ  kϸɔwǭ-pȊi  nǕ, ϸsemliu-nǭu pϸɔ-lѹǼ  

 PN-CONTR 3SG-heart good-(GEN), child PN-CONTR 3SG-heart 

 kϸesǕ-pȊi  nǕ-jei 

 bad-(GEN) child-DECL 

 óLunthonbou is the child of the compassionate mother, and Asemliu is the child of the cruel             

 mother.ô  (Mataina 2018). 

 

36.  mϸɔnѥm hǕǼ-gǕ  Ǽ½t-tȊ-lǕu, kϸɔn²u-  ɲ  mϸɔtsǕu-n® 

 bushes under-LOC enter-NEG-IMP snake-(AGT) bite-IRR 

 óDo not enter into the bushes, the snake will bite (you).ô 

 

37. mϸɔnѥm hǕǼ-gǕ  Ǽ½t-tȊ-lǕu, kϸɔn²u-nǭu  mϸɔtsǕu-n® 

 bushes under-LOC enter-NEG-IMP snake-AGT bite-IRR 

 óDo not enter into the bushes, the snake will bite (you).ô 

4  Conclusion  
In the foregoing discussion, we attempted to identify the role of the case marker -nǭu in Liangmai. The 

agentive marker in Liangmai is generally optional. It is basically used to indicate the doer. The 

mandatory marking happens only in pragmatic contexts especially a content question. This response 

statement to a content question can be either a transitive or an intransitive clause. It can be either a past 

or present or future statement. It also used to indicate a volition or a power. However, there is an 

exception to this namely, indicating volition and power as seen in (18). But this occurrence is very 

infrequent, and therefore we consider it as an exception. However, further investigation on the usage of 

the agentive marker for volition will be an important future direction.  

In addition, the agentive marker -nǭu is also used to indicate a contrast or a comparison. In regard 

to a subject experiencer (i.e., when an A argument is a subject experiencer), there are two contexts 

where agentive marking is totally absent and also where agentive marking can be optional. In a 

causativized construction, agentive marking appears more natural, but again it can be optional. The 

highly optional nature of the agentive marker or its multi-functional role makes it difficult to make its 

definite role besides what have been discussed in this paper. This paper will hopefully make some 

contribution to our endeavor to understand and study the core case marking system in the Trans-

Himalayan languages.  

Abbreviations 
COMP complimentizer  

DEF definite marker 

POL polite maker 

PURP purposive marker 
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Abstract 
In Kapampangan, there are two ways to form the perfective aspect: the infixation of <in> 

between the first consonant and first vowel (V1) of the stem (Del Corro 1980), and one 

involving changes in the V1 of stems. Previous studies described these changes as 

replacives <ὑΈ> and <iΈ>, i.e., they replace the V1 of the stem (Del Corro 1980:47-66; 

Forman 2019:65, 73). We argue that these changes echo Himesô (2012) diphthong 

reduction and Del Corroôs (1980,1988) monophthongization. Thus, instead of having three 

replacive infixes <ὑΈ>, <iΈ>, <i>, Kapampangan uses the infix <i>, which produces several 

forms based on the V1. 

 

Keywords: Kapampangan, morphophonemics, diphthong reduction, perfective, 

monophthongization 

ISO 639-3: pam 

1  Introduction 
Kapampangan (ISO 639-3 pam), a Central Luzon, Malayo-Polynesian language, forms the perfective 

aspect in several ways. One of these is using the infix <in>, as can be seen in (1). 

 

(1) ...linawҢ nakuǼ marҜk mataé 

 l<in>awὑ=na=ku=Ǽ=marὉk mata 

 PFV-look=GEN.3SG=ABS.1SG=lk=angry eyes 

 ó...he looked at me with angry eyeséô 

 

This morpheme is inserted between the first consonant and the first vowel (V1) of the stem. The use of 

<in> to mark the perfective as in Ilokano, or sometimes the inceptive aspect as in Tagalog and other 

Central Philippine languages is typical of Philippine languages. (Blust 2013:385-86) 

Besides the use of <in>, there are other ways described in previous studies to mark the perfective aspect 

in Kapampangan. Forman (2019) refers to this as vowel changes, an example of which is illustrated in 

(2). 

 

(2) Mintá ya Meníla (Forman 2019:68). 

 m-(p)(u)<i>nta=ya   Menila 

 INTR-<PFV>-to go=3SG.ABS  Manila 

 óShe went to Manila.ô 

 

(3) Mémipí ku nápun (Forman 2019:69). 

 m-(pa)<ὑ>N-(p)ipi=ku   napun 

 INTR-STEM-<PFV>-to.do.laundry=1SG.ABS yesterday 

 óI did laundry yesterday (óI did the wash yesterday.ô) 

 

The perfective aspect is formed by changing the V1 of contemplative/infinitive forms. (2) and (3) have 

infinitive forms munta and mamipi, respectively. The V1 of the verb stems are replaced by another 

vowel; that is, [u] is replaced by [i] in (2), and [a] is replaced by [ὑ] in (3) (Forman 2019:65). Other 
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studies of verb forms in Kapampangan (Bergaño 1916; Mirikitani 1971; Del Corro 1980) have similar 

positions, although they do not use the same term for the process. According to Mirikitani, the choice 

between <in> or the so-called vowel changes/difference in vowel quality depends on the phonological 

shape of the stem (1971:66), and Del Corro (1980:37-68) discussed in detail which affixes/processes 

are used in specific environments. Del Corro refers to the perfective morphemes in (2) and (3) as 

replacives. 

 

(4) [u] Ÿ [i]  

 mugse ówill throwô Ÿ migse óthrewô (Del Corro 1980:40) 

 

 [a] Ÿ [ὑ] 

 danuman ówill waterô Ÿ deԒnuman óhave wateredô (Del Corro 1980:57) 

 

(4) shows an example of the perfective replacives Del Corro mentioned. Similar to Formanôs 

description, replacives replace the V1 of the stem. For stems with [u] as its V1, the <i> perfective 

replacive is used, while <ὑ> is generally used for stems with [a] as V1. Aside from the transformations 

mentioned above, there are also instances wherein <i> replaces [a].  

 

(5) maldug óis droppingô Ÿ mildug ódroppedô (Del Corro 1980:43) 

 

Bergaño also made the same observation but without identifying which vowel is used in replacing a 

specific vowel. (6) shows some examples of the conjugation of the perfective aspect found in Bergaño 

(1916:19, 44). 

 

(6) musng̼i óto open somethingô Ÿ misng̼i óhave opened somethingô 

isalicut óto hide (something/somewhere) Ÿ selicut óhave hidden (something/somewhere)ô 

 

For stems that have [i] as V1, the infix <in> may be used (Mirikitani 1971:67). An example is given in 

(7). In some stems, [i] is simply lengthened (Mirikitani 1971:66; Del Corro 1990:51) as in (8). 

 

(7) diligan óto water somethingô Ÿ  dinilig óto water somethingô (Mirikitani 1971:67) 

(8) misakab ófall down/tripô Ÿ mísakab ófell down/trippedô (Del Corro 1980:51) 

 

To summarize, Kapampangan uses several strategies to mark the perfective aspect. This can be found 

in (9). The specific environment wherein these affixes are used can be found in Del Corro (1980:37-

66).  

 

(9) a.  infix <in> 

 b.  replacives <i, ὑ> 

 c.  lengthening of [i] 

 

The analyses discussed above seem at odds with the fact that Philippine languages usually mark the 

perfective aspect through infixation. In this paper, we will present an alternative analysis for the 

perfective aspect marking specifically in (9b) and (9c), wherein the aforementioned replacives and 

vowel lengthening are unified into a single infix <i>, taking into account known sound changes in 

Kapampangan, namely, diphthong reduction. 

2  Diphthong Reduction 
Diphthong reduction, also known as monophthongization (Del Corro 1980, 1988), is a phonological 

process wherein diphthongs in Kapampangan occurring in a closed syllable or word-final position are 

simplified (Himes 2012:499). Himes traces the changes from Proto-Malayo-Polynesian (PMP) to Proto-

Central Luzon (PLuzC) to Pre-Kapampangan (Pre-KPM). 
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(10) *aj Ÿ [ὑΈ] 

 PLuzC *ᾐeRbun Ÿ Pre-KPM *aybun Ÿ [ὑΈbun] 

 PMP *beRǼi Ÿ Pre-KPM *bayǼi Ÿ [bὑΈǼi] 

 PMP *bal§y Ÿ Pre-KPM *bal§y Ÿ [balὑ] 

 (Himes 2012:499) 

 

(11) *uj and *iwŸ [iᾐ] 

 PMP *ikuR Ÿ Pre-KPM *iΈkuy Ÿ [iΈkiᾐ] ótailô 

 PMP *qapuR Ÿ Pre-KPM *aΈpuy Ÿ [ᾐaΈpiᾐ] ólimeô 

 PMP *s§liw Ÿ Pre-KPM *saΈliw Ÿ [saΈliᾐ] óto buyô 

 (Himes 2012:500) 

 

(10) shows the change Pre-KPM *aj O  [ὑ], while (11) shows the change Pre-KPM *uj, *É× ᴼ [iᾐ]. The 

diphthongs *uj and *iw have the same pair of vowels ([u] and [i]) , albeit in different sequences. This 

may suggest that the vowel pairs and not the vowel sequences determine the resulting forms. Although 

not directly relevant to the current study, the diphthong [aw] also underwent reduction to [Ὁ] in 

Kapampangan (Himes 2012:500; Del Corro 1980:25), as shown in (12). 

 

(12) *aw Ÿ [Ὁ] 

 PMP *babaw Ÿ Pre-KPM *ba:baw Ÿ [baΈbὉ] óaboveô 

 PMP *l§ΈǼaw Ÿ Pre-KPM *laΈǼaw Ÿ [laΈǼὉ] óhouseflyô 

 (Himes 2012:500) 

 

Some of the Pre-Kapampangan forms Himes cited are actually attested in earlier documentation of 

Kapampangan such as those recorded by Bergaño (1860). (13) provides a few examples.  

 

(13) Pre-KPM *bal§y óhouseô cf. Berga¶o balay óhouseô 

 Pre-KPM *baΈbaw óaboveô cf. Berga¶o babao óaboveô 

 Pre-KPM *laΈǼaw cf. Berga¶o lang̼ao, óhouseflyô 

 

Other words bearing word-final diphthongs not mentioned by Himes (2012) and found in Bergaño are 

sablai óto hang clothesô, lacao óremove,ô and tacao ógluttonyô.  

Although non-word-final diphthongs are unattested in Kapampangan, there is reason to believe 

that diphthongs in words like *aybun, *bayǼi (Himes 2012:499) did exist at some point. As evidence, 

words like lelay óedgeô and tetay óbridgeô, which are found in Berga¶o (1860), have cognates in other 

Philippine languages that possess medial diphthongs (cf. Tagalog and Botolan Sambal laylay óhem, 

edgeô and taytay óbridgeô). This points to the possibility that diphthong reduction in Kapampangan came 

in two waves. The word-medial diphthongs were likely the first ones to undergo such change, followed 

by the second wave of diphthong reduction in word-final diphthongs. This initial wave may have been 

completed by the time Bergaño (1860) started his study of Kapampangan.  

Meanwhile, the second wave of diphthong reduction affecting word-final diphthongs was ongoing 

during Berga¶oôs study. In Berga¶o (1860), citation forms are spelled with diphthongs, and the 

pronunciation guides that follow the lemmas also mark them as such ñ(Dipt.)ò. Some of the entries also 

provide sample sentences, and they display the utterance-middle diphthong reduction. 

 

(14)  (a) BALAY (Dipt) Noun. House é pibalebalay, those that are presented in 

pamibalebalay,  every dowry, e.g., cattle ... (Bergaño 1860:38) 

     

 (b) LACAO. (Dipt.) Irregular verb. é Mamacao, mecao, macao, to go. Mi, N. Milaco ya 

 ngeni (Bergaño 1860:124) 
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 (c) TETAY (Dipt.) Noun. Bridge. é tinetayan, the bridge in which one passes, or the 

river in  which does so as well (Bergaño 1860:252) 

 

 (d) TACAO (dipt.) Noun. Inappropriate desire to eat and drink; gluttony ... 

 

The sample sentences from each entry are given in (15); (15E) however, is taken from Bergaño (1916). 

 

(15) (a) Yian pibalebale co (Bergaño 1860:38) 

  yan  pi-balay~balay=ku 

  ABS.MED PL-REDUP-house=1SG.GEN 

  óthese are my dowry/trousseauôô 

 

 (b) Milaco ya ngeni  (Bergaño 1860:124) 

  mi-lakaw=ya   Ǽeni 

  INTR-going=3SG.ABS  now 

  óhe left todayô 

 

 (c)  Mirugtungne tetay (Bergaño 1860:252) 

  mi-dugtuǼ=na=ya    tetay 

  INTR-linking=3SG.GEN=3SG.ABS bridge 

  (metaph.) óhe has comeô 

 

 (d) Mirugtungne ing tetena  (Bergaño 1860:252) 

  mi-dugtuǼ=na=ya    iǼ=tetay=na 

  INTR-linking=3SG.GEN=3SG.ABS SG.ABS=bridge=3SG.GEN 

  (metaph.) óhe has comeô 

 

 (e)  Dacpan me ing mapanacao (Bergaño 1916:52) 

  dakap-an=mu=ya    iǼ=mapanakaw 

  apprehending-TR=2SG.GEN=3SG.ABS  SG.ABS=thief 

  ócatch the thiefô 

 

The appended forms of the roots in the sentences in (15b) and (15d) are found in medial position: they 

are followed by clitic pronouns. Notice, however, that the citation forms and other derivations and 

inflections have diphthongs, as in each entry: pibalaybalay ódowry, trousseauô, panlacao ówas 

removedô, and tinetayan óbridge that was crossedô. Utterance-final diphthongs also remain as is. This 

is shown in sentences like (15c) and (15e). When they are found in the medial position, they are reduced. 

This is also discussed in Bergaño (1916).  
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ñé when they [diphthongs] come in the middle, the vowel [pairs] are not clearly pronounced; rather, 

they merge, for example pamanlacao: one does not say pamanlacao mo, but pamanlaco mo, neither 

does one say balay mo, but rather bale mo; hence, ay sounds more like e than a, like palay, pale mo, 

and ao sounds more like o, like galao, pamangalo mo.ò (Berga¶o 1916:3). Translated from original 

Spanish) 

 

The unreduced forms can still be seen in the sentence Manlacao cayo óyou all goô (1860), and Ala con 

petay a tauo óI did not kill anyoneô (1916). 

While Himes (2012) and Del Corro (1980) noted that diphthong reduction only occurs on *aj and 

*aw, evidence suggests that this simplification process can also occur in [ia] and [ua] clusters, similar 

to how *uj and *iw were both reduced to [iᾐ]. Examples (16) and (17) illustrate this. 

 

(16) paburian óto disregardô (Berga¶o 1860:φφɊ ᴼ paburҢn  

 

(17) manwas óto washô (Del Corro 1988:ρχɊ ᴼ manҜs  

 

The form manwas is seen in some varieties of Kapampangan like Calaguiman-Mabatang. This 

particular variety has retained word-final diphthongs possibly due to the communityôs relative isolation 

from other Kapampangan-speaking communities (Cruz, de la Rosa, Pelagio & Quizon 2020). 

3  Kapampangan Perfective Infix <i> 
In this section, we present an alternative to the past analyses of the seemingly complex and 

unpredictable formation of perfectives through replacives and vowel lengthening: these morphemes are 

products of phonological changes brought about by the infixation of another perfective affix <i>, which 

then underwent diphthong reduction as discussed in the previous section.  

3.1. Stems with [u] as V1 

When stems whose V1 is [u] (e.g., kutang óquestionô) is inflected with the perfective infix <i>, the 

diphthong formed is reduced to [iᾐ] and further to [i] or [iΈ]. This process is illustrated in (18). 

 

(18) [iu] Ÿ [iΈ] 

 kutaǼ Ÿ *kiutaǼ Ÿ *kiᾐtaǼ Ÿ kiԒtaǼ óasked (a question)ô 

 lukas Ÿ *liukas Ÿ *liᾐkas Ÿ liԒkas ótook off (clothes)ô 

 

Del Corro (1980:42) noted that utterance-medial [ᾐ], and in effect word-medial ones, are dropped and 

replaced instead with compensatory lengthening. (18) illustrates this point: the loss of the stop caused 

the lengthening of the preceding vowel [i]. This typically occurs in stems whose first syllable is open. 

For stems with a closed first syllable (i.e., CVC syllable structure), compensatory lengthening is 

suppressed. Examples are shown in (19). 

 

(19) [iu] Ÿ [i] 

 buklat Ÿ *biuklat Ÿ *biᾐklat Ÿ biklat óopenedô 

 kumbiran Ÿ *kiumbiran Ÿ *kiᾐmbiran Ÿ kimbiran óinvitedô 

3.2 Stems with [i] as V1 

For stems with [i] as V1, the perfective aspect is marked by the lengthening of [i] (Mirikitani 1971: 66; 

Del Corro 1990:51). This can also be explained by the infixation of <i> as is illustrated in (19). 
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(20) [ii] Ÿ [iΈ] 

 miras Ÿ *miiras Ÿ miԒras óarrivedô 

 misabi Ÿ *miisabi Ÿ miԒsabi ótalkedô 

 minum Ÿ *miinum Ÿ miԒnum ódrankô 

 mipunta Ÿ *miipunta Ÿ miԒpunta ówentô 

 

As we can see in (20), the lengthening of [i] is due to the juxtaposition of two consecutive [i] resulting 

from the infixation of <i>. The sequence of two [i] is then expressed as vowel lengthening or 

compensatory lengthening.  

However, there are instances wherein the infixation of <i> does not produce length. This usually 

occurs in closed syllables similar to instances in (19).  

 

(21) midlip Ÿ *miidlip Ÿ *miΈdlip Ÿ midlip ónappedô 

3.3 Stems with [a] as V1 

As previously illustrated in (13), the cluster [ia] produces the same change as the diphthong *aj in Himes 

(2012). The infixation of <i> triggers diphthong reduction in stems whose V1 is [a] and thus changes 

the V1 of the stem to [ὑ] in marking the perfective aspect.  

 

(22) [ia] Ÿ [ὑΈ] 

 matҢ Ÿ *miatὑ Ÿ  mҢԒtҢ ódiedô 

 paӛulyan Ÿ *piaᾐulyan Ÿ pҢԒӛulyan ósent homeô 

 manabu Ÿ  *mianabu Ÿ mҢԒnabu ófellô 

 mangan Ÿ *miangan Ÿ mҢԒngan óateô  

 

Reduction to [ὑΈ] usually occurs in stems with open first syllables. The vowel length in (22) is possibly 

caused by compensatory lengthening. However, in closed syllables, [ia] is reduced to [i], and 

compensatory lengthening is suppressed, as in (19) and (21). 

 

(23) [ia] Ÿ [i] 

 lakwan Ÿ *liakwan Ÿ *lὑΈkwan Ÿ likwan óleftô 

 damdam Ÿ *diamdam Ÿ *dὑΈmdam Ÿ dimdam óheardô 

 makmul Ÿ *miakmul Ÿ *mὑΈkmul Ÿ mikmul óswallowedô 

 ӛakit Ÿ *ᾐiakit Ÿ *ᾐὑΈkit Ÿ ikit ósawô 

 

In stems with the prefix pag-, the resultant monophthongs are either [i] or [ὑ]. In [ai] Ÿ [ὑ], notice that 

compensatory lengthening is suppressed as well. 

 

(24) [ia] Ÿ [i], [ὑ] 

 magobra (m-(p)ag-obra) Ÿ *miagobra Ÿ *mὑΈgobra Ÿ mҢgҜbra, migҜbra óworkedô 

 magkwentu (m-(p)ag-kwentu) Ÿ *miagkwὑntu Ÿ *mὑΈgkwὑntu Ÿ mҢgkwҢntu órelatedô 

 pagsikapan Ÿ *piagsikapan Ÿ *pὑΈgsikapan Ÿ pҢgsikapan óworked hard onô 

 pagmulalan Ÿ *piagmulalan Ÿ *pὑΈgmulalan Ÿ *pὑgmulalan Ÿ pigmulalan ówondered 

 aboutô 

 magaluk Ÿ *miagaluk Ÿ migaluk, meԒgaluk óoffeedrô 

 maglipat Ÿ *miaglipat Ÿ miglipat, meԒglipat ótransferredô 

 magdala Ÿ *miagdala Ÿ migdala, meԒgdala óbroughtô 

 

Alternations between [i] and [ὑ] can be observed in resulting perfective inflection from stems with /ia/. 

Forman (2019) noted this alternation between [i] and [ὑ], due to the recent changes in the language, has 

caused the semi-contrastive status of some vowel pairs. It was also observed that [i] and [ὑ] are less 
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clearly contrastive. In some words, such as ante ówhereô and anti ólikeô, they are contrastive, but in 

words like piru and pero óbutô, they are not. These recent changes are probably contact-induced. 

As Himes (2012) and Del Corro (1980) discussed, [ὑ] is the product of the reduction or 

monophthongization of the diphthong *ay. This [ὑ] can be considered phonemic as evidenced by the 

minimal pairs provided by Forman: 

 

(25) /i/, /ὑ/ 

     [dὑ] > [da] ó3PL.GENô + [ya] ó3SG.ABSô  

 [di] óplural core markerô 

 

The [ὑ] in (25a) is a product of diphthong reduction that contrasts with [i] in di showing that /ὑ/ can be 

considered a phoneme, albeit one that is formed only recently. /ὑ/ however shares the same vowel space 

with the lowered variant of /i/, which occurs in the final syllable of a word, or in the final syllable of an 

utterance with high pitch, as in questions (Del Corro 1980:8). This overlap between /i/ and /ὑ/ can be 

explained by (1) the relatively recent formation of /ὑ/ as a phoneme and (2) Kapampangan 

distinguishing vowel phonemes with tongue position rather than tongue height (Del Corro 1980:8). 

Similarly, the overlap between these front vowels may also explain why [i] occurs instead of [ὑ] in 

stems with [a] as V1 that are infixed with <i>, as can be seen in (24). This might also explain the apparent 

aberration in (23), wherein the preference to one alternant, in this case [i], has been fossilized. 

4  Conclusion 
The analysis presented above has taken into consideration the general diachronic patterns and 

morphophonemic processes present in Kapampangan and other Philippine-type languages. Since the 

infixation of the perfective affix <in> is established in Kapampangan, it follows that its counterpart <i> 

behaves similarly, meaning that the morpheme also should be an infix as well. The allomorphs when 

<i> is affixed to stems is probably due to diphthong reduction, a phonological change in Kapampangan 

that previous studies only associate with diphthongs in word-final position. This alternative is believed 

to be more satisfying than the so-called vowel change and use of replacive vowels used in previous 

analyses. 

Based on these, we summarize the morphophonemic rules of infix <i> in (26). The infix is inserted 

between the first consonant and first vowel of the stem, with the resultant form varying depending on 

its V1 and syllable structure. 

 

(26) when V1 is [a], it becomes [ὑΈ] but, 

 when V1 is [a] and the syllable has a CVC structure, it becomes [i] 

 when V1 is [u], it becomes [iΈ] but, 

 when V1 is [u] and the syllable has a CVC structure, it becomes [i] 

 when V1 is [i], it becomes [iΈ] but, 

 when V1 is [i] and the syllable has a CVC structure, it does not change 
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Abstract 
Porohanon, spoken in the Municipality of Poro, Camotes, Cebu is a member of the Central 

Bisayan branch of the Bisayan complex (Zorc 1977). Previous descriptions of this speech 

variety (Wolff 1967, Zorc 1977, Ballo 2011) have tended to classify its common noun 

markers into NOMINATIVE , GENITIVE, and OBLIQUE case forms. These forms are also 

purported to encode distinctions of DEFINITE versus INDEFINITE and SPECIFIC versus 

NONSPECIFIC, notions which fall under what Balogh, Latrouite, and Van Valin (2020) call 

ñnominal anchoringò. The current study re-evaluates the functions and present-day forms 

of these common noun markers using written and spoken data. An alternative classification 

is proposed in this paperôs conclusion. The syntactic alignment of Porohanon is also 

reassessed considering more contemporary research on ergativity in Philippine languages. 

 

Keywords: Porohanon, nominal anchoring, definiteness, specificity 

ISO 639-3 codes: prh 

Introduction  
Nominal anchoring (Balogh, Latrouite, and Van Valin 2020) is a vital component of any language. As 

a human system employed to refer to entities in the real world or to participants in a situation, various 

linguistic resources and structures are utilized to meet these needs. Notions traditionally associated with 

this such as definiteness and specificity have enjoyed wide coverage and exhaustive discussion in the 

philosophy of language and theoretical linguistics literature (cf. Balogh, Latrouite, and Van Valin 2020 

for a cursory survey).  

This paper examines the common noun markers of Porohanon spoken primarily in the Municipality 

of Poro, Camotes, Cebu, Philippines. The common noun markers are analyzed for their nominal 

anchoring functions in written and spoken data. The present study is intended to be another building 

block toward a more comprehensive grammatical description of Porohanon, which is relatively 

understudied and underdescribed compared to other varieties and Philippine languages of wider 

communication, such as Cebuano and Waray. 

Zorcôs monumental The Bisayan Dialects of the Philippines: Subgrouping and Reconstruction 

(1977) proved to be an indispensable resource for the current study. One can even say that the work has 

already laid-out the main lines of inquiry and has documented the most significant aspects of the 

grammars of Bisayan varieties. Apart from lacunae in the Porohanon data acknowledged by the author 

 
1  List of Abbreviations:  

 1 ï first person, 2 ï second person, 3 ï third person, A ï the most agentive core argument of a transitive verb; 

APPL ï applicative; ABS ï absolutive; CAUS ï causative; COMPL ï completive; CONJ ï conjunction; DEF 

ï definite; DIST ï distal; E ï extended argument; ENUM - enumerative; ERG - ergative ; EXCL ï exclusive; 

GEN ï genitive; HAPP ï happenstance; HES ï hesitation pause; INDF ï indefinite; INF ï infinitive; INTR ï 

intransitive; IPFV ï imperfective, IRR ï irrealis; LNK ï linker; LOC ï locative; NONSPEC ï nonspecific; O 

ï the most patientive core argument of a transitive verb; OBL ï oblique; PL ï plural; PFV ï perfective, POS 

ï postposed form; PRE ï preposed form; PROX ï proximal; PST - past; Q ï question word; REAL ï realis; S 

ï the single core argument of an intransitive verb; SG ï singular; SPEC ï specific; STEM ï stem-forming 

affix; STAT ï stative; TR ï transitive; = ï clitic boundary; - ï morpheme boundary 
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up-front (Zorc 1977:269, 276), another niche that the current study intends to occupy is presenting 

findings from naturalistic speech data. While traditional sentence elicitation may have already 

uncovered the basic structures at work, it is my belief that transcriptions of continuous speech 

recordings could yield valuable complementary observations. Several language-specific resources were 

also consulted and are cited throughout the rest of the paper. 

Referential expressions in Philippine languages 
McFarland (1978:151) operationalizes reference based on his definition of what a referent is, namely, 

a ñnon-linguistic entit[y] which [is] talked aboutò. Reference, therefore, is ñthe linguistic process 

whereby referents are identified.ò  

Referential expressions, or ñreference expressionsò2, in Philippine languages tend to fall into four 

(4) types: (1) common referential expression, (2) personal referential expressions, (3) personal 

pronouns, and (4) deictics (McFarland 1978:141). In McFarlandôs model of Philippine syntax, Table 1 

shows the ways these types are distinguished. This paper only focuses on the first type, including the 

common referential expressions in Porohanon.  

Table 1: McFarlandôs (1978:154) classification of referential expressions 

Categories Definitions 

Common Referential Expression ñNames of objects and places are marked, and treated 

syntactically, as common reference expressions.ò 

Personal Referential Expression ñIn Philippine languages, labels which are attached to persons 

and personified beings (personal names) are marked as personal 

referential expressions.ò 

Personal Pronouns ñPersonal pronouns distinguish referents on the basis of the 

speaker-addressee relationship.ò 

Deictics ñDeictic pronouns distinguish referents on the basis of the 

spatial relationship (nearness or remoteness) to the speaker, and 

perhaps the addresseeò 

 

On the structure of common referential expressions, McFarland (1978:141) states that ñA CRE 

[Common Referential Expression] (something like a common noun) in its most general form consists 

of a CRE article and a predicate phraseò.  

Reid and Liao (2004:464), meanwhile, describe referential expressions as ñstrongly right-

branching, with heads preceding modifiersò. This right-branching tendency dictates that ñdeterminersò 

(as per Reid and Liao, 2004:464, roughly equivalent to ñarticlesò in McFarland  1978 and Balogh, 

Latrouite, and Van Valin 2020) appear before the so-called ñhead nounò. 3 

Porohanon common noun markers 
Table 2 lists the forms of the common noun markers in Porohanon. They are categorized according to 

the core cases ABSOLUTIVE (ABS), ERGATIVE (ERG), and GENITIVE (GEN) with the OBLIQUE (OBL) marker 

in the final column. The forms in boldface have already been identified by Wolff (1967:66) and Zorc 

(1977:85) and are, for the most part, corroborated by the data I have gathered. The rest of the alternant 

forms not in boldface are discussed in the following subsections. 

 
2  A terminological (and perhaps, conceptual) note: McFarland (1978) has elaborated on his choice of using 

ñreference expressionsò or ñREsò rather than the more common (but also less theory-neutral) label ñnoun 

phraseò or ñNPò. I tend to agree with McFarlandôs choice and will be employing this label throughout the 

paper, even if more contemporary studies such as Reid and Liao (2004) still use the label ñnoun phrase/ NPò. 
3  Reid (2002) has argued elsewhere that these monosyllabic forms prevalent in Philippine languages commonly 

analyzed as ñdeterminersò or ñarticlesò are better taken to be the head nouns in these constructions, and that 

the following verb or noun serves as its complement.  
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Table 2: Porohanon common noun markers 

ABS ERG GEN OBL 

an [ an] / ang [ aǼ] san [san] / sa [sa] san [san] / sa [sa] sa [sa] 

in [ᾐin] / =y [j]  sin [sὤn] sin [sὤn]  

Ergativity in Porohanon 
Firstly, a comment on syntactic alignment. In previous studies (Santiago 2018, 2019), I have labelled 

the case forms of Porohanon referential expressions as NOMINATIVE (NOM)-GENITIVE (GEN)-OBLIQUE 

(OBL) following the categories adopted by past studies. 

This topic has been reviewed by a number of studies in the past. Wolff (1967) employs a 

NOMINATIVE -GENITIVE-LOCATIVE classification for the ñconstruction markersò of Porohanon. 

Meanwhile, Zorc (1977:69) writes, ñThe case system of Bs [Bisayan] nominals includes three 

categories: nominative, genitive, and oblique. [emphasis added]ò. He adds that NOM forms occur 

mainly as ñtopics of a clauseò, his phrasing for describing the most privileged syntactic argument. 

Meanwhile, there is considerably more nuance to the types of nominals that are cast as GEN and OBL 

according to their ñform, meaning, distribution, and useò (Zorc 1977:69). McFarland (1978:141), 

analyzing Bikol Legazpi and Tagalog, employs a similar case inventory, calling these ñbasic surface 

forms for each type of RE [reference expression]ò. Balloôs (2011) undergraduate capstone research 

project on Porohanon essentially adopts Wolffôs (1967) inventory of ñconstruction markersò. 

The classification in Reid and Liao (2004) is identical to that of Wolff (1967): ñWe choose to 

distinguish between case forms such as NOMINATIVE , GENITIVE, LOCATIVE, etc. marked either 

morphologically (i.e., by the actual form either of the nominal itself or one of its co-constituents), or 

syntactically (i.e., by word order), and case relations, namely PATIENT, AGENT, CORRESPONDENT, 

MEANS, and LOCUS.ò (Reid & Liao 2004:434) Worth noting at this juncture is that these researchers do 

analyze Philippine languages as exhibiting an ERGATIVE syntactic alignment, a claim absent in the 

studies cited previously. However, they prefer to stick to using the term NOMINATIVE over the term 

ABSOLUTIVE to refer to the ñleast indispensable complement of a basic predication.ò (Reid & Liao 

2004:435) They also describe NOMINATIVE as the ñtypologically more general termò. 

The present stage of my research on Porohanon has enabled me to put forward a more informed 

stance on the issue. The variables ñS, A, Oò 4 are used to categorize the various referential expressions 

and their relation to the predicate of a clause. Slightly modifying Dixonôs (1968, 1972) original 

formulation, the variables are defined as follows: 

 

¶ S ï the single core argument5 of an intransitive verb 

¶ A ï the most agentive core argument of a transitive verb 

¶ O ï the most patientive core argument of a transitive verb  

 

Following this set of variables, one of the parameters identified for prototypical transitive constructions 

is a distinct source of action (A) apart from the most affected entity (O) (Nolasco 2009:9). An 

intransitive construction, on the other hand, involves the convergence of the ñsource of action/ most 

agentive core argumentò and the ñmost affected entity/ most patientive core argumentò on a single 

argument of the clause, thus labelled (S). Non-core argumentsðthose least ñimmediately-involvedò 6 

arguments in a clause which cannot be considered, S, A, or Oðare encoded as obliques or OBL. 

Typically, spatial, temporal expressions are encoded as obliques. 

 
4  This system was first introduced by Dixon (1968, 1972) as a heuristic for demonstrating the different types  of 

syntactic alignment exhibited in the marking of arguments in Dyirbal in contrast to Indo-European languages. 
5  This modification of Dixonôs original formulation is done to acknowledge Mithun and Chafeôs (1999) 

reservations with the commensurability of the notion of ósubjectô for typologically diverse languages. 
6  This characterization of ñimmediacy of involvementò in the action/event expressed by the predicate follows 

Mithun (1994:255) in her description of the ABSOLUTIVE as the ñparticipant that is the most immediately or 

directly involved in an event or stateò.  
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In example (1), S in Porohanon takes the ABS common noun marker an [ᾐan]. A single core argument 

puza óchildô of an intransitive verb mobarog ówill standô is then considered an ñSò in our heuristic. In 

this situation, the child is both the source of the action of standing (mobarog) and the entity affected by 

it. 

 

(1) Mobarog  an puza 

 mo-barog  an=puza 

 IRR.IPFV.INTR -stand ABS=child 

  S 

 óThe child will stand.ô (#272, UP Dept. of Linguistics 775-sentence list) 

 

Let us look at example (2), this time with a second referential expression. Since ara [ᾐa.ὸaᾐ] óEXISTô 

predicates on the existence of only a single core argument ang daga óthe young ladyô, the second 

referential expression sa bay óin the houseô is not as immediately involved in the clause. It only serves 

to indicate the location of the young ladyôs existence. It is thus encoded as an OBL. Therefore, we can 

consider ang 7 as the marker of S.  

 

(2) Ara sa bay  ang daga. 

 Ara sa=bay  ang=daga 

 EXIST OBL=house  ABS=young.lady 

    S 

 óThe young lady is in the house.ô (#5, UP Dept. of Linguistics 775-sentence list) 

 

Example (3) shows a very prototypical transitive construction wherein the source of action (A) is fully 

differentiated from the most affected entity (O). Moreover, the action expressed by the verb itself and 

its voice morphology indicates a very effortful and intentional act on the part of the entity encoded as 

A (Nolasco 2009) . 

 

(3) Giputol  sa taw  an kahoy  gamit an sundang. 

       gi-putol  sa=taw   an=kahoy gamit an=sundang 

      REAL.PFV.TR-chop ERG=person ABS=wood STAT.use ABS=axe 

   A  O   E 

 óThe person chopped the wood using an axe.ô  

     (#347, UP Dept. of Linguistics 775-sentence list) 

 

Setting aside for now the extended argument an sundang óthe axeô, one can observe that the main clause 

shows the person taw marked with sa and the wood kahoy marked with an. The shared marking of the 

S and the O with the common noun marker an points toward an ergative syntactic alignment on the 

formal level. This alignment on the formal level is what Reid and Liao (2004) seem to acknowledge, 

yet they do not go all the way and label their cases as ERG and ABS in favor of the ñtypologically-

neutralò labels NOM and GEN. 

 
7  As one will notice in Table 2, the final nasal of the ABS common noun marker of Porohanon may be realized 

as either [n] or [Ǽ].  Wolff (1967:66) and Zorc (1977:85) both record the form with the final alveolar/dental 

nasal (ñqanò in their transcription). My language consultant also makes the noteworthy claim that an [ an] is 

the one that is ñoriginal Porohanonò. (J. Andriano, personal communication, 22 April 2018)  

  Instances of assimilation to the velar position such as the one documented in example (2) may well be just 

a synchronic phonological process. However, we cannot discount the status of this alternation as a 

sociolinguistic variable possibly pointing to Cebuanoôs pervasive and continuous influence on Porohanon 

since other Central Bisayan languages such as Waray and Masbatenyo (Rosero 2011:44) retain an to a higher 

degree. 
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Regarding the predicate giputol óchoppedô, indeed, this action of chopping a piece of wood with an 

instrument such as an axe involves much effort and intention on the part of its source, a person. Also, 

the entity being chopped, a piece of wood, undergoes a transformation in its physical state, what Nolasco 

(2009:8) in his revision of Hopper and Thompsonôs (1980) transitivity parameters categorizes as ñtotal 

affectednessò. 

Nolasco (2009:22) adds that ñmost work subscribing to the ergative analysis has tended to focus 

on the formal aspects of the phenomenon, downplaying its semantic, pragmatic and discourse 

motivationsé The meaning-based and formal evidence points to the robust manifestation of the 

ergative-absolutive relation in Philippine-type languageséò Thus, this excursus into transitivity in 

Porohanon has been essential in demonstrating its ERG-ABS syntactic alignment. 

On the distinction between the grammatical relations ERG and GEN  
Something needs to be said about distinguishing the grammatical relations ERG from GEN, even if their 

common noun marker forms are identical.8  I posit that the source of the action in a transitive 

construction, the ERG, is a grammatical relation distinct from the possessor (Kroeger 2005:104), the 

GEN. The homophony of the forms for these two grammatical relations can be observed in example (4). 

 

(4) Gisuwat   sa taw  an pangan sa daga 

 Gi-suwat  sa=taw an=pangan sa=daga 

 REAL.PFV.TR-write ERG=young.man ABS=name GEN=young.lady 

 'The young man wrote the young ladyôs name.ô 

    (#354, UP Dept. of Linguistics 775-sentence list) 

 

The ERG-marked argument taw óyoung manô is the source of the action gisuwat ówroteô which affects 

the argument pangan ónameô, marked ABS. The action of the young man gives rise to the name on the 

written page. Meanwhile, the one who possesses that name, the daga óyoung ladyô is in a different case, 

GEN.  

On the apparent homophony among the ERG/GEN and OBL  common noun markers 
Not only can the markers for ERG/GEN fall together, but also the common noun marker for OBL, as seen 

in the referential expression sa bay óthe houseô in example (2). The linguist who wishes to describe the 

common noun marker system of Porohanon must now contend with three distinct grammatical 

relationsïthe ERG, GEN, and OBLðconverging on one form: sa [sa]. 

Wolff (1967), later cited by Zorc (1977), did not record this phenomenon in Porohanon. This 

homophony was probably not yet apparent in the late 60s in the speech of John Wolffôs language 

consultants (Wolff 1967:78). Zorc, however, makes the important observation that ñthe Ceb [Cebuano] 

oblique and definite genitive markers are homophonous (sa).ò (1977:97) Ballo (2011:67) also notes that 

the marker san is already falling into disuse among speakers of Porohanon.   

Once again, like the case of the ABS common noun marker an [ an]/ ang [ aǼ] discussed in 

footnote 7, one can no longer hold  that this is simply a process of apocope, or the loss of the final 

segment of a morpheme (Crowley & Bowern 2010). Could this be another indication, a sociolinguistic 

variable, that Porohanon is becoming more and more like Cebuano?9 

 
8  McFarland (1978:140) rightly observes that ñThe various cases in Philippine languages are not so clearly or 

discretely marked as in many languages.ò 
9  Notably, I was able to interview Atty. Lourdito Borlasa, one of Wolffôs original language consultants, when 

I had conducted fieldwork in Poro, Camotes, Cebu last 2018. He is of the opinion that Porohanon is already 

a dialect of Cebuano, just as Wolff argued in his 1967 paper. My other language consultants, on the other 

hand, stress the unintelligibility of Porohanon to Cebuano speakers. They can understand and can easily 

switch to Cebuano, but Cebuano speakers from the ñmainlandò have a difficult time understanding their 

tinaga-Poro ó(lit.) from Poroô speech. (E. Marquez, personal communication, 12 December 2018). The 

following excerpt from Lobel (2006:915) suggests an extended history of contact between Porohanon and 
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Definiteness and specificity in Philippine languages 
Among the notions of nominal anchoring, definiteness seems to be the one that has received the most 

coverage in key works of Philippine morphosyntax. Despite the frequent reference to this notion, 

different scholars seem to have different versions of it and acknowledge different manifestations of it. 

Constantino, for example, considers the ñsimple, predicative, definite sentenceò (1965:108, 

1971:1) to be the kernel sentence from which other construction types are derived through 

transformations. Constantino (1971:2) later elaborated on this notion, stating that ñthey [simple, 

predicative, definite sentences] are definite in that both their subject and predicate are ómarkedô, that is, 

each is preceded or followed by an article or affix. The ñDefiniteness Hypothesisò of Constantino, then, 

seems to be hinged on the mere presence or absence of an article or affix in the subject and predicate of 

a sentence. This is so that Tagalog sentence pairs such as (5) and (6) are treated as definite and indefinite, 

respectively, based on the presence of ang in the first constituent (English glosses are Constantinoôs 

own): 

 

(5) Ang bata ang kumain  sa mangga. 

 Ang=bata ang=k<um>ain  sa=mangga 

 ABS=child ABS=<INTR.PFV>eat OBL=mango 

  óIt was the child who ate the mango.ô (Constantino 1971:66) 

 

(6) Bata  ang kumain   sa mangga.  

 Bata  ang=k<um>ain  sa=mangga 

 Child  ABS=<INTR.PFV>eat OBL=mango 

óIt was a child who ate the mango.ô (Constantino 1971:66)  

 

Cubar ([1975] 2019) wrote an extended critique of this analysis, calling him out, among other 

things, on his decision to label the second ang in sentences such as those above a ñpredicate markerò.  

ñIt is obvious that we have here a different notion of what a noun phrase is. For Constantino, ang 

tumakbo óthe one who ranô, ang kinain ng bata óthat which was eaten by the childô, ang maganda óthe 

one that is prettyô, and ang nasa kahon óthat which is in the boxô are not noun phrases because their 

heads or centers are not nouns. He would call the first two phrases verb phrases, the third adjective 

phrase, and the last particulate phrase. However, these phrases have unmistakable nominal readings. 

They are what linguistic philosophers call definite reference expressions ï expressions which are used 

for naming objects.ò (Cubar [1975] 2019:73) 

 

Cubar still anchors the notion on the presence of article/affix-marking in the sentence constituents. 

However, he offers a more detailed discussion of referential expressions based on ñdegrees of 

definitenessò. A definite common noun, according to him, ñderives its definiteness either from the 

presence of its referent in the common immediate environment of the speaker and the hearer, or from 

linguistic anaphora, including the use of definitizing attached relative clause.ò (Cubar [1975] 2019:84) 

Addressing another point of contention in Constantinoôs analysis, Cubar writes that ñA speaker uses the 

definite form of a noun phrase when he assumes that the existence of a referent has been registered in 

the consciousness of the hearer, or when he believes that the referent has been sufficiently described 

such that it has a determined identification for the hearer.ò (Cubar [1975] 2019:91) 

McFarland problematized the same issue three years later in his article Definite objects and subject 

selection in Philippine languages (1978) beginning with his conception of reference already cited 

earlier in this paper. ñDefinite referenceò, according to McFarland (1978:153), ñindicates that the 

referent is specific and known to the speaker and known to the addressee.ò ñIndefinite referenceò, on 

the other hand, ñindicates that the referent is non-specific or unknown to the speaker or unknown to the 

addressee.ò Reid and Liao (2004:469) write that ñIn all Philippine languages, Nominative phrases 

 
Cebuano: ñIt is also interesting that the dialects of the oldest settlements in Baybay, Leyte, (C. Rubino, 

personal communication), and the Camotes Islands (Wolff, 1967) show a Warayan substratum, indicating 

that Waray-Waray was much more widespread in previous centuries before the expansion of the Cebuanos 

in the mid-1800s (Larkin, 1982).ò 
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typically have a definite interpretation, that is, the speaker assumes that the addressee knows the general 

reference of the actant which is the head of the phrase.ò An ñindefinite actantò, on the other hand, ñis 

typically expressed by a phrase carrying the Correspondent case relation in an intransitive clause and is 

marked with a Locative, Genitive, or Oblique Determineréò 

Let us now turn to the notion of specificity. McFarland (1978:151) had already discussed 

specificity in relation to his notion of definiteness. According to him, ñA referent may be specific, non-

specific, or generic. In the first case, the speaker is saying something about a particular, i.e., specific 

individual.ò A speaker refers to something generic when s/he refers to ña whole class of entitiesò or 

uses a form ñintended to apply to all members of that class.ò Therefore, ñ[i]f the referent is specific, it 

has an identity. That is, it has an existence which is distinct from all other referents, even those which 

may be very similar to it.ò (McFarland 1978:152) 

McFarlandôs crucial contribution lies in his disambiguation of specificity from definiteness: ñThe 

identity of a specific referent may or may not be known to the speaker. When I say that a speaker knows 

the identity of a referent, I mean that (1) he is in possession of a file of prior knowledge about that 

referent and that (2) he is aware that the referent currently being discussed is the same as the one to 

whom this prior knowledge relates.ò (McFarland 1978:152) 

McFarlandôs keenness to the negotiatory nature of discourse is evident in the following statement: 

ñIf the identity of the referent is known to the speaker, he must make a judgment as to whether the 

addressee also knowns [sic] the identity. If he judges that the addressee already possesses a file of 

information about the referent, the speaker must choose a linguistic expression which will enable the 

addressee to locate that file and to add the new information to what is already there. If he judges that 

the addressee does not have such a file, he may choose a linguistic expression which indicates to the 

addressee that he is not expected to have a file on the particular referent, and that he may or may not 

choose to open such a file. Such information is carried by óindefinite noun phrasesô and existential 

sentences.ò (McFarland 1978:152) 

 

Reid and Liao (2004) maintain the distinction between definiteness and specificity by writing that: 

ñKnowing the general reference of an actant does not imply that the addressee knows the specific actant 

being referred to. Although Nominative phrases are typically definite, they may or may not be specific. 

The degree of specificity often depends on the presence of a demonstrative, either as the head of the 

noun phrase, or as a post-head modifier, or on the presence of some other post-head modifier such as a 

genitively marked noun phrase, or a relative clause. A number of languages mark a distinction between 

specific and non-specific phrases, with the specific phrase being invariably marked by a form which is 

either a demonstrative, or can be shown to have been a demonstrative at some earlier stage of the 

language.ò (Reid and Liao 2004:471)  

 

Table 3 summarizes the key points pertaining to definiteness and specificity across the cited literature. 
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Table 3: Summary of notions of definiteness and specificity in Constantino (1965, 1971), Cubar 

([1975] 2019), McFarland (1978), Reid and Liao (2004) 

Category A B C D E 

Notion Constantino 

1965 

Constantino 

1971 

Cubar  

[1975] 2019 

McFarland 

1978 

Reid and Liao 

2004 
Definiteness - FORMAL 

CRITERION:  

Presence of 

subject/ 

ñpredicateò 

marking thru 

article or affix 

FORMAL CRITERIA: 

Presence of 

constituent marking 

thru article or affix, 

Linguistic anaphora, 

Definitizing attached 

relative clause 

 

SEMANTICO-

PRAGMATIC CRITERIA: 

Presence of referent in 

the common 

immediate 

environment of the 

speaker and hearer, 

Registration in the 

consciousness of the 

hearer, Determined 

identification for the 

hearer 

FORMAL 

CRITERION: 

Reference 

expression 

marking 

 

SEMANTICO-

PRAGMATIC 

CRITERION: 

Specificity and 

knownness to 

the hearer and 

addressee 

FORMAL 

CRITERION: 

Case-marking 

(Nominative, 

typically for 

definite, 

Locative, 

Genitive, or 

Oblique for 

indefinite) 

 

SEMANTICO-

PRAGMATIC 

CRITERION: 

Assumption of 

the speaker that 

the addressee 

knows the 

general 

reference of the 

actant 

Specificity - - - FORMAL 

CRITERION: 

Reference 

expression 

marking 

 

SEMANTICO-

PRAGMATIC 

CRITERIA: 

Particularization 

of an individual, 

Existence which 

is distinct from 

all other 

referents 

FORMAL 

CRITERION: 

Presence of a 

demonstrative, 

Presence of 

some other 

post-head 

modifier such 

as a genitively 

marked noun 

phrase or 

relative clause 

Definiteness and specificity in Porohanon 
We return to the discussion of the common noun marker forms of Porohanon. Wolff (1967) 

distinguishes the first row of markers as ñdefiniteò from the second row which are ñindefiniteò. Much 

like Constantino, however, he takes as a given the readerôs notion of definiteness and does not elaborate 

on it anywhere else in the paper: 

Table 4: Porohanon common noun markers (revised according to the Wolff (1967) classification) 

 ABS ERG GEN OBL 

Definite an [ an]/ ang [ aǼ] san [san]/ sa [sa] san [san]/ sa [sa] sa [sa] 

Indefinite in [ᾐin] / =y [j]  sin [sὤn] sin [sὤn]  

 

Zorc (1977:84) stipulates that for the entire Bisayan complex, ñAll dialects that have two genitive 

markers can make a distinction between definite and indefinite.ò He recognizes the ñdifferences in 

formationò of these common noun markers, stating that the vowel [a] almost always occurs in ñgeneral, 
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definite, or pastò markers and the vowel [i] almost always occurs in ñindefinite or nonpastò markers. 

(Zorc 1977:86)  

How does definiteness, purported to be the feature that distinguishes the two forms in the ABS, 

operate in naturalistic speech? The following excerpt is from a Pear Film narrative (Chafe (Ed.) 1980)10 

recorded with Mr. Joseph Andriano, 33 years old (at the time of recording), from Brgy. Teguis, Poro, 

Camotes, Cebu. After watching the video and thinking of what to say for a few moments, he begins by 

introducing his narrative, as in (6). 

 

(6) Ara nakoy istorya      nimo,   Sir Vincci 

 ara=na=ko=y=istorya   (ka)nimo  Sir Vincci 

 EXIST=COMPL=1SG.GEN.POS=ABS.INDF=story 2SG.GEN.PRE Sir Vincci 

 óI already have a story for you, Sir Vincci.ô . (Joseph Andriano ï Pear Story, 0:00) 

 

Wolff (1967:66) observed that ñThe indefinite Cebuano marker y refers to an indefinite subject only in 

certain set of expressions.ò Tanangkingsing (2011:146) later wrote that ñéthe referent is indefinite and 

is marked by the neutral marker =y that phonologically attaches to the preceding unitò 

Wolff states that Porohanon makes a distinction that Cebuano does not make, in that it still has two 

unreduced forms for the ñsubject markerò an versus in. This is reflected in Table 4. It seems, though, 

that contemporary speakers of Porohanon like Sir Joseph tend to reduce this indefinite ABS marker, just 

like in Cebuano. 

The phonological change is not yet absolute, however, since there are still instances where =y 

retains its full form in [ᾐin]. See sentence (7) from the article PESO 11MANG REHESTRO from the 

Porohanon Newsletter (September-October, 2012:1). 

 

(7) Inin   pagpang rehistro nga gibuhat   sa PESO    

 inin   pag-pang-rehistro=nga=gi-buhat sa=PESO  

 ABS.DEM.PROX INF-DISTR-register=LNK=REAL.PFV.TR-do OBL=PESO   

 

 wa  ini in bazad. 

 wa ini in=bazad 

 NEG LOC.PROXABS.INDF-payment 

óThis registration to PESO, this has no payment.ô 

 

Now, let us return to Sir Josephôs Pear Story narrative to see how the supposed definite counterpart of 

the ABS common noun marker functions. Our young male protagonist has gone off after his fall from 

the bicycle he was riding.  However, Sir Joseph said that the young boy had forgotten his hat: 

 

(8) Nan sara, nalimtan na niza,     uh,   

 nan sara   n(k)a-lim(o)t-an=na=niza    uh  

 CONJ now REAL.PFV.(STEM).HAPP-forget-APPL=COMPL=3SG.GEN.POS HES  

 

 an iza kalo. 

 an=iza=kalo 

 ABS.DEF=3SG.GEN.PRE=hat 

 óAnd now, he had already forgotten his, uh, his hat.ô (Joseph Andriano ï Pear Story, 02:13.01) 

 

In this example, the common noun marker an is selected for iza kalo óhis hatô. Designating an as definite 

within the larger context of discourse would be peculiar because this is the first time this referent is 

 
10  The video is available on Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRNSTxTpG7U&t=154s. 
11  Public Employment and Service Office 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRNSTxTpG7U&t=154s
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introduced. Without the aid of the video, it is only through sentence (7) that our young male protagonist 

is specified as actually wearing a hat. If this is the very first time this referent iza kalo óhis hatô is 

ñpushed into the sceneò in this narrative, why is it being marked with a supposedly ñdefiniteò common 

noun marker when there is no prior knowledge of this referent on the addresseeôs part? 

Specificity might be the more appropriate notion to associate with this form, especially since Reid 

and Liao (2004) consider the presence of genitive marking an indicator that this referent is specific. 

Indeed, with the third-person, genitive, preposed pronoun iza, the speakerôs proposition is that the kalo 

óhatô is only the young male protagonistôs and no one elseôs.  

Let us try to examine the ERG and GEN common noun markers this time. In this part of the story, 

the three children met by the young male protagonist have returned the hat which he had dropped. In 

return, the boy who owns the hat gave them each a pear. So the children part ways and the gang of three 

who helped the boy on the bicycle go along the path toward the farmer picking the pears from a tree, as 

in (9). 

 

(9) An tulo ka puza,  padung didto sa nangipo  sin peras.  

 an=tulo ka-puza  pa-dung didto       sa=n(p)ang-ipo  sin=peras 

 ABS=three-ENUM-child CAUS-go LOC.DIST OBL=REAL.PFV.DISTR-pick  GEN.INDF?=pear 

 óThe three children went back to the one who was picking pears.ô  

      (Joseph Andriano ï Pear Story, 02:35.01) 
 

Analyzing the common noun marker sin as indefinite in the referential expression sin peras does not 

seem to work because the very beginning of the Pear Film is a shot of a middle-aged man up in a ladder 

on a tree picking pears. More importantly, it has already been established early on in Sir Josephôs 

narrative that this man in the video is, indeed, a man who picks pears. To consider sin as indefinite 

would be ignoring this knowledge of the referent by the speaker and addressee. 

Analyzing it as nonspecific, however, would yield a more accurate reading. sin could be classified 

as nonspecific since it was shown that the farmer had already picked multiple baskets of pears. What 

Sir Josephôs proposition is here is that the farmer is a person who simply picks pears, not one, 

particular, individuated pear, but rather just entities that would be considered pears. 

Can we, therefore, consider san/ sa the specific counterpart? Consider sentence (10). Sentence (10) 

comes from the shared experiences of Mr. Abel Garciano, a municipal official at the Local Government 

Unit of Poro, when Super Typhoon Yolanda hit Eastern Visayas in 2013. In sentence (9), we see the 

ERG marker sa marking the common noun bagzo óstormô. Bagzo is then being modified by a relative 

clause nga Yolanda ówhich is Yolandaô. Following McFarland (1978) and Reid and Liaoôs (2004) 

criteria, the particular, individual referent of bagzo is being specified not only through the use of the 

marker sa, but also through the relative clause nga Yolanda. 

 

(10) Diin   ang Cebu giagian    sa bagzo nga Yolanda. 

 diin ang=Cebu gi-agi-an sa=bagzo=nga=Yolanda 

 LOC.Q.PST ABS=Cebu TR.REAL.PFV-pass-APPL ERG.SPEC=storm=LNK=Yolanda 

 óWhere the storm which is Yolanda passed by Cebu.ô  

     (Abel Garciano ï Unforgettable experience, 14:24) 

Conclusion 
Evidence from recordings of continuous discourse has shown that in terms of nominal anchoring, the 

common noun markers of Porohanon seem to encode a SPECIFIC versus NONSPECIFIC reading of the 

referent, rather than a DEFINITE versus INDEFINITE distinction as earlier assumed by Wolff (1967) and 

Zorc (1977). Thus, I propose the common noun marking system for Porohanon in Table 5.  
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Table 5: Revised Porohanon common noun markers 

 ABS ERG GEN OBL 

Specific an [ an]/ ang [ aǼ] san [san]/ sa [sa] san [san]/ sa [sa] sa [sa] 

Nonspecific in [ᾐin] / =y [j]  sin [sὤn] sin [sὤn]  

 

Does this mean that definiteness as a nominal anchoring strategy is totally absent from the system of 

Porohanon? The possibility is that it may be encoded in other forms of referential expression marking 

such as in deictics, pronouns, and suffixes. 
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Abstract 
In this paper, we study a new type of pronominal item emerging on the Internet in 

Vietnamese and Chinese. First, we demonstrate that pronominal items of this new type, 

which we dub ñnoncanonicalò, are a separate category from both textbook default 

pronouns and imposters (Collins and Postal 2012). Then, we illustrate their real-life usage 

in detail. Our investigation shows that noncanonical pronouns in the two Asian languages 

are similar not only in syntactic behavior but also in lexical sources, based on which we 

propose three subtypes for them. Finally, we account for the half-grammatical-half-lexical 

status of noncanonical pronouns in the theory of generalized root syntax (Song 2019), a 

recent version of syntactic root theory. We also suggest a link between the propensity for 

noncanonical grammatical elements and high analyticity. 

 

Keywords: Vietnamese, Chinese, pronoun, Internet, root syntax, analyticity 

ISO 639-3 codes: vie, zho 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Pronominal items in previous research 

Previous research has documented two types of personal pronominal items in human language. The 

first type is the default personal pronoun (henceforth default pronoun)1ðnamely, the kind of pronoun 

typically seen in language textbooks and reference grammars, as exemplified in (1). 

 

(1) a. English: I, you, he, she, ité 

 b. German: ich, du, er, sie, esé 

 c. Vietnamese: t¹i, bͧn (lit. ófriendô), anh ta, c¹ taé 

 d. Mandarin: wϔ, nϒ, tǕ (óhe/she/itô)é 

 

Such pronouns are not necessarily the most often used, especially in languages like Vietnamese, but 

they are deemed textbook standards and are also the most widely studied type of pronominal item in 

linguistics. Textbook pronouns can be viewed as exponents of formal features, especially person, 

number, and gender (i.e., phi) features and occasionally also honorific features, as exemplified in (2).  

 

(2) a. I  am a student. (I = [1SG]) 

 b. Möchten Sie etwas zu trinken?  [German] 

  would.like.3PL you.HON something to drink 

  ñWould you like something to drink?ò (Sie = [2SG/PL, HON]) 

 

 
1  Since we are only concerned with personal pronouns in this study, for simplicityôs sake we use ñpronounò to 

mean ñpersonal pronounò throughout. By ñdefaultò we mean to contrast the kind of pronominal item in (1) 

with the imposters and especially the noncanonical pronouns to be introduced below. 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Song and Nguyen 

208 
 

In (2a), the English pronoun I is the exponent of the featural specification [1SG]. In (2b), the German 

pronoun Sie is the exponent of [2SG/PL, HON]. A hallmark of textbook pronouns is that their grammatical 

behavior can be explained solely by their formal features. 

The second type of pronominal item documented in previous research is the ñimposterò (Collins 

and Postal 2012). An imposter looks like an ordinary referring expression (R-expression) and is subject 

to third-person agreement in languages where syntactic agreement is required, but it semantically refers 

to the speaker or the addressee instead of a real third person. See (3) for an illustration. 

 

(3) a. Daddy (= I) is going to get you an ice-cream cone. 

 b. Is the general (= you) going to dine in his suite. (Collins & Postal 2012:1ï3) 

 

Imposters carry more pragmatic content than textbook pronouns. Thus, daddy in (3a) sounds more 

affectionate than I, and the general in (3b) sounds more formal than you. Descriptively we can say that 

imposters are R-expressions employed to refer to the speaker/addressee. There are many more imposters 

in English, such as yours truly (= I), this reviewer (= I), Madame (= you), sweetie (= you), etc. Imposters 

are also widely attested in other languages (see the articles in Collins 2014). In fact, they are used so 

frequently and naturally in some languages, including Vietnamese, that they may be viewed as the de 

facto default pronominal items there, taking over the role of textbook standard pronouns. Imposters 

have not taken over the role of textbook pronouns in Chinese but are also highly common. See (4) to 

(6) for a comparative illustration of Vietnamese and Chinese2 imposters, which fall in three subtypes: 

kin terms, career titles, and personal names. 

 

(4) a. Hôm-nay mΎ sΒ nghΞ làm.   [Viet.] 

  today mom.1SG FUT stop work 

  ñMom (= I) is having a day off today.ò (a mom talking to her child) 

 b. JǭntiǕn mǕma zuò yú-tǕng.    [Mandarin] 

  today mom.1SG make fish-soup 

  ñToday mom (= I) will cook fish soup.ò (a mom talking to her child) 

 

(5) a. Thͭy vΖ-h u̯ rΩi.    [Viet.] 

  teacher.1SG retire PRF 

  ñTeacher (= I) has retired.ò (a teacher talking to their student) 

 b. Lϐoshǭ yŊ bù zhǭd¨o d§ô¨n.  [Mandarin] 

  teacher.1SG also not know answer 

  ñTeacher (= I) donôt know the answer either.ò (a teacher talking to their student) 

 

(6) a. Linh  hiΘu ch̯ a?   [Viet.] 

  Linh.2SG understand IMPERF 

  ñHas Linh (= you) understood yet?ò (the addresseeôs name is Linh) 

 b. Língling bù chǭ qiϐok¯l³ ma? [Mandarin] 

  Lingling.2SG not eat chocolate Q 

  ñLingling (= you) donôt eat chocolate?ò (the addresseeôs name is Lingling) 

 

Although previous studies on Vietnamese rarely (if ever) use the term ñimposterò, that the boldfaced 

items in (4a) to (6a) qualify as imposters is clear: they are R-expressions employed to refer to the 

speaker/addressee.  

 
2 Unless otherwise specified, all our Chinese data are from Standard Mandarin. We also use the term Common 

Mandarin (i.e., the Mandarin variety commonly spoken in daily life) when discussing Internet language 

phenomena that have not yet been officially recognized as part of Standard Mandarin. 
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Overall, (4) to (6) reveal that imposters are used a lot more freely in Vietnamese3 and Chinese than 

in English and that as such they are not a crosslinguistically homogeneous phenomenon.4 A most 

noticeable point of variation concerns agreement patterns. Since Vietnamese and Chinese both lack 

formal agreement, their imposters do not manifest the kind of mismatch between grammatical and 

notional person discussed at length in Collins and Postal (2012). Note that while the English translations 

all manifest third-person agreement (e.g., is, has), there is no syntactic agreement in the Vietnamese 

sentences. The same is true for the Chinese examples in (4b) to (6b). For this reason, Wang (2014) calls 

Chinese-style imposters ñpseudo-impostersò. For expository convenience we will keep using the 

umbrella term ñimposterò when there is no risk of ambiguity (as Wang himself does). 

Quite often, the referents of imposters are contextually determined. In (4a) and (5a) the kin terms 

meaning ñmomò are glossed as 1SG because they are uttered by mothers to their children, but the same 

sentences can be uttered by children to their mothers, and in that case the same kin terms will be glossed 

as 2SG. There may be crosslinguistic variation as to how much imposter interpretation depends on 

context, but it is clear that imposters can have context-dependent person indexing (or ñfloating 

referenceò, see Alves 2007 for more on Chinese influence on Vietnamese pronouns), unlike textbook 

pronouns, whose person indices are lexically fixed (e.g., I can never mean ñyouò). 

1.2 A new type of pronominal item 

Textbook pronouns and imposters, however, are not the only types of ñpronounsò out there. Observe 

the sentences in (7). 

 

(7) a. MΠ thΖ là mΠ không soi cái bλng. [Viet.]  

  M֗.1SG swear COP M֗.1SG NEG zoom.into CLF belly 

  ñM֗ (= I) swear M֗ (= I) didnôt zoom into (your) belly.ò 

 b. MΠ không hiΘu. Các chΠ hiΘu hông? 

  Mi.1SG NEG understand PL sister understand NEG 

  ñM֗ (= I) donôt understand. Do sisters (= you) understand?ò 

 

In (7) the Vietnamese word MΠ is used in place of a first-person pronoun. MΠ is originally the name of 

a character in an old literary work (Vι chΩng A Phν óCouple A Phֳô), who suffered a lot of injustice in 

the old days but stood up for herself and fought for her own happiness. Perhaps inspired by her story, 

contemporary netizens (mainly females, but occasionally also males) sometimes use her name as a term 

of self-address with a joking tone. In (7a), for instance, the netizen says ñMΠ swear MΠ donôt feel upsetò 

instead of ñI swear I donôt feel upsetò when commenting on her growing belly size; and similarly, in 

(7b), the netizen says ñMΠ donôt understandò instead of ñI donôt understandò to deliberately sound naµve.  

There are a number of reasons why items like MΠ differ from imposters. First, although MΠ is 

originally a personal name, its pronominal usage in (7) is clearly different from that of the personal 

name Linh in (6a). Specifically, Linh can refer to either the speaker or the addressee whereas MΠ can 

only refer to the speaker. Second, when Linh is used pronominally, there is actually someone named 

Linh in the discourse, whereas MΠ could refer to any speaker, similarly to ñIò in English. MΠ thus behaves 

more like a textbook pronoun than an imposter, except that it carries idiosyncratic extragrammatical 

and pragmatic effects and is mainly restricted to online usage. 

  

 
3  As Paul Sidwell pointed out, it is important to note that much of the standard Vietnamese pronoun system    

was historically replaced by imposters.  
4 Between Vietnamese and Chinese, imposters are used even more freely in Vietnamese. 
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This phenomenon is not exclusive to Vietnamese but also observed in Chinese. See (8) for instance. 

 

(8) a. Jiù bù gŊi ǕijiǕ xǭnlϒ jiànshè  [Mandarin] 

  just not give mourner.1SG psychological construction 

  sh²jiǕn. Zhè jiù qǭn-shàng le.  Méi-rén gàosu ǕijiǕ  

  time now just kiss-up CRS no-person tell mourner.1SG 

  h§iyϔu qǭn d³ô¯r-huí a.  

  still kiss second-round EXCL 

  ñThey just donôt give mourner (= me) any time to be psychologically ready. They just 

begin to kiss right away. No one told mourner (= me) that they were going to kiss again.ò 

(Sina Weibo5) 

 b. Guϔr§n shùxué de shìjiè shì méi-yϔu s¯cϐi de.  

  as.expected math  POSS world is not-have color NMLZ 

  ǔijiǕ fá le. 

  mourner.1SG tired CRS 

  ñThe world of math is colorless just as expected. Mourner (= I) is tired.ò 

 

Here the item of interest is ǕijiǕ, an ancient term of self-address that literally means ñmournerò and was 

originally used by empress dowagers (i.e., emperorsô mothers). Contemporary netizens (mostly young 

females, occasionally also males) often use it in a jocularly arrogant tone. Thus, the two speakers in (8) 

respectively complain about an unexpected kissing scene on TV and the difficulty level of math, both 

sounding assertive and much more fun than if the default 1SG pronoun wϔ is used.6 Note that there is 

an ongoing debate as to whether empress dowagers in Chinese history had really called themselves ǕijiǕ 

or this was just a coinage of ancient playwrights, who then passed it on to modern scriptwriters (see 

Chen 2009). In spite of this, however, there is no doubt that the online term ǕijiǕ is borrowed from 

historical contexts and that it synchronically behaves like a 1SG pronoun with special pragmatic effects, 

similarly to Vietnamese MΠ. 

In sum, pronominal items like Vietnamese MΠ and Chinese ǕijiǕ, which represent a fashionable 

linguistic phenomenon in the Internet era, constitute a unique category (see more examples in §2). 

Unlike imposters, they do not have flexible, context-dependent person indexing or common R-

expression usage. Unlike textbook pronouns, they are not exponents of formal features but carry 

idiosyncratic extragrammatical effects. We dub them ñnoncanonical pronominal itemsò as a working 

term. Furthermore, noncanonical pronominal items also differ from imposters in terms of their history, 

typology, and lexical materials. We summarize these distinctions in Table 1. 

Table 1: Differences between imposters and noncanonical pronominal items 

 Imposters Noncanonical pronominal items 

Usage wide in real life limited to certain registers 

History long emerging (mainly online) 

Typology prevalent in many languages available in far fewer languages 

Reference flexible (contextual) fixed (lexical) 

R-expression usage yes no 

Lexical material nouns in contemporary use miscellaneous 

 

 
5 Sina Weibo is the Chinese counterpart of Twitter. 
6 Also notice the speakerôs choice of verb in (7b) in the vicinity of ǕijiǕ. Here, for ñtiredò, the ancient-sounding 

fá is used instead of the synchronically more common lèi. This sort of stylistic or register-based agreement is 

commonly observed in Chinese (see Feng 2010 et seq.). 
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As Table 1 shows, imposters have been in use in both Vietnamese and Chinese for a long time, whereas 

noncanonical pronominal items have only recently emerged in the Internet era. Imposters are attested 

in many languages (see Collins and Postal 2012 and Collins 2014), whereas noncanonical pronominal 

items to our knowledge are less prevalent. Finally, imposters always have contemporary nominal 

counterparts, which allows them to be used as ordinary R-expressions, whereas noncanonical 

pronominal items have miscellaneous lexical sources (e.g., MΠ recycles a fictional character name, and 

ǕijiǕ recycles an ancient term of self-address). These distinctions set noncanonical pronominal items 

apart from imposters. 

Despite their particular characteristics, however, noncanonical pronominal items have not been 

well documented. The aim of our article is thus to present a preliminary investigation of these items in 

contemporary usage and situate them in modern syntactic theory. To do so, we will first present 

noncanonical pronominal items in Vietnamese and Chinese in more detail (§2), then refine the 

crosslinguistic pronominal item taxonomy (§3), and eventually incorporate noncanonical pronominal 

items in the syntactic theory of pronouns (§4). Finally, we conclude with a few points for future research 

(§5). 

2. Subtypes of noncanonical pronominal items 
Noncanonical pronominal items in Vietnamese and Chinese fall in three subtypes based on their lexical 

sources: revived ancient terms (§2.1), dialectal terms (§2.2), and creative online coinages (§2.3).  

2.1 Subtype I: Revived ancient terms 

The first subtype of noncanonical pronominal item we have identified in both Vietnamese and Chinese 

is that of revived ancient terms. Such terms can be either literary, like Vietnamese MΠ ófemale character 

name.1SGô, or (quasi) royal, like Chinese ǕijiǕ ómourner.1SGô. Table 2 contains more examples 

belonging to this subtype. We provide literal glosses in single quotes and original/historical usage 

restrictions in parentheses. 

Table 2: Subtype-I noncanonical pronominal items in Vietnamese and Chinese 

Vietnamese 

MΠ ófemale character name.1SGô 

tr͵m óemperor.1SGô (by emperors) 

ái-phi óbeloved-concubine.2SGô (by emperors or princes to their concubines) 

Chinese 

ǕijiǕ ómourner.1SGô (by empress dowagers) 

zhèn ó1SGô (by emperors) 

guϐ-rén ólacking-person.1SGô (by pre-Qin state rulers) 

bŊn-gǾng óthis-palace.1SGô (by emperorsô sons and wives/concubines to inferiors) 

chénqiè óslave.1SGô (by emperorsô wives/concubines to superiors) 

qǭng ó2SGô (by emperors to royal officials or between husbands and wives) 

 

Vietnamese tr͵m and ái-phi have respectively been borrowed from Chinese zhèn and ài-fǛi,7 and have 

become increasing popular via hugely successful TV series such as My Fair Princess. Zhèn had 

originally been a default 1SG pronoun in Old Chinese (9a) but got reserved for emperors in Qin dynasty 

 
7 However, these cognates have clearly developed different uses in the two languages. First, Chinese zhèn has 

stayed a purely pronominal item even after being reserved for emperors, whereas Vietnamese tr͵m seems to 

be in the process of further lexicalization (hence our different glosses for them). An informal survey reveals 

that Vietnamese speakers tend to think tr͵m means ñemperorò, even though the term has no common 

R-expression usage (otherwise it would be an imposter like thͭy óteacherô). Second, while Vietnamese ái-phi 

is a noncanonical pronominal item, Chinese ài-fǛi is an imposter (hence its absence from Table 2), for it has 

common R-expression usage, as in shénmì wángye de ài-fǛi óthe beloved concubine of the mysterious princeô 

(novel title). 
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(221 B.C.E.) (9b). In the pre-Qin era, vassal state rulers humbly referred to themselves as guϐ-rén (9c), 

which literally means ña person who lacks virtueò.8 

 

(9) a. Zhèn hu§ngkϐo yuǛ b·yǾng.  [Old Chinese]9 

  1SG ancestor is.called B·yǾng 

  ñMy ancestorôs name is B·yǾng.ò (The Lament, 3rd century B.C.E.) 

 b. TiǕn-zϒ zì-chǛng yuǛ zhèn. 

  heaven-son self-refer is.called 1SG 

  ñThe Heavenôs Son calls himself zh¯n.ò (Records of the Grand Historian, 1st century 

B.C.E.) 

 c. Guϐ-rén suǭ sϒ, yì wú huϒ yǕn. 

  lacking-person.1SG even.if die also not.have regret in.it 

  ñEven if lacking-person (= I) dies, I will have no regret.ò (Commentary of Zuo, late 4th 

century B.C.E.) 

 

As we mentioned earlier, although there are debates over whether some of the ancient terms that are 

being revived online had really been used in history,10 the historical origin/usage of a revived term is 

orthogonal to its synchronic categorial identification. It thus suffices to identify a term as a Subtype-I 

noncanonical pronominal item based on just two criteria: (i) the term has been borrowed from historical 

contexts (either real-life or fictional), and (ii ) it synchronically qualifies as a noncanonical pronominal 

item. It is based on these criteria that we have identified the items in Table 2. See (10) and (11) for some 

real-life examples. Unless otherwise specified, all our Vietnamese examples are taken from Facebook 

or Twitter, and our Chinese examples, from Sina Weibo. 

 

(10) a. Hôm-nay có ai muΧn rν tr͵m Ľi uΧng                 [Viet.] 

  today have who want invite emperor.1SG go drink 
  cà-phê không? 

  coffee NEG 
  ñDoes anyone want to invite emperor (= me) out for a coffee today?ò 
 b. Tr͵m tha tίi haha. 
  emperor.1SG forgive wrongdoing haha 
  ñEmperor (= I) forgives (you) haha.ò  
 

  

 
8 It was common practice for ancient Chinese rulers to use humble terms of self-address, so in this regard zhèn 

is an exception, since it sounds authoritative and ruler-like even in archaic Chinese contexts (see, e.g., Oracle 

Bone Script Dictionary by Zhongshu Xu). The first emperor of Qin was responsible for the official royalization 

of the term according to official historical records (e.g., Records of the Grand Historian) and authoritative 

dictionaries (e.g., Kangxi Dictionary, Xinhua Dictionary, Big Dictionary of Chinese Characters). 
9 We present historical Chinese examples with Mandarin pronunciation for expository convenience. 
10 A quick search in the Chinese Text Project database (the largest online database of premodern Chinese texts) 

returns no results for ǕijiǕ (while zhèn and guϐ-rén both occur many times), and some modern dictionaries 

(e.g., Revised Mandarin Chinese Dictionary) explicitly mark ǕijiǕ as a term from traditional Chinese opera. 
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(11) a. JǭntiǕn fǕxi¨n-le yì-gǛn bái húzi, zhèn hŊn yǾushǕng. [Mandarin] 

  today discover-PRF one-CLF white beard zhen.1SG very sad 

  ñNoticed a gray one in the beard today. Zh¯n (= I) is very sad.ò 

 b. Zìcóng bèi diào-dào xǭn bùmén... zhèn jiù méi  zhϖndiϐn 

  since PASS transfer-to new department... zhèn.1SG still not.have on.time  

  xi¨bǕn-guò. 

  knock.off-EXP 

  ñEver since being put in the new department, zh¯n (= I) has never been able to knock off 

on time.ò 

 c. Suǭr§n guϐ-rén shì dǕnshǛn yìzú, dànshì gȊ   

  although lacking-person.1SG is single community but lone.1SG  

  juéde, nϜshǛng zuì xȊy¨o de shì péibàn. 

  think girl most  need NMLZ  is company 

  ñAlthough lacking-person (= I) is single by choice, lone (= I) thinks what girls desire is 

company.ò 

 d. Guϐ-rén chí-zϐo huì sϒ-zài sh¯yϔu yϔngyuϐn chϐo-bù-xϒng 

  lacking-person.1SG late-early will  die-at roommate forever wake-not-awake 

  z³jϒ de  n¨ozhǾng xià. 

  self REL alarm.clock underneath 

  ñLacking-person (= I) will sooner or later die from my roommateôs alarm clock, which can 

never wake herself up.ò 

 

In (10), the term tr͵m in both sentences is used to convey a jokingly arrogant tone. Similarly, in (11) 

zhèn and guϐ-rén sound funnily bossy and a lot less sad/mad than if the default 1SG wϔ were used. Note 

that although Vietnamese tr͵m and Chinese zhèn and guϐ-rén were all once state rulersô terms of self-

address, they have a key difference: while Vietnamese tr͵m is only used by male speakers, the two 

Chinese terms are used by both male and female speakers more or less equally frequently.11 For instance, 

the netizens in (11a, c) and (11b, d) are respectively male and female Weibo users, and they all sound 

jokingly pretentious.12 

There are also predominantly feminine terms in this subtype. See (12) for a Vietnamese example 

and (13) for two Chinese examples.  

 

(12)    a. Ái-phi hôm-nay ĽΎp quá!   [Viet.] 
  beloved-concubine today pretty INTS 
  ñBeloved-concubine (= you) look gorgeous today!ò  
 b. Chào ái-phi, nhα ái-phi quá. 
  Greet beloved-concubine miss beloved-concubine INTS  
  ñHello beloved-concubine (= you), (I) miss beloved-concubine (= you) a lot.ò 
 

  

 
11 In particular, zhèn has evidently been gender-neutral throughout history, which may have to do with its original 

status in Old Chinese as a default 1SG pronoun. Thus, the Tang-dynasty empress Wu Zetian also referred to 

herself as zhèn, as is recorded in official historical documents like New History of Tang (compiled in the 11th 

century). 
12 Interestingly, in (11c) the speaker mixes guϐ-rén and gȊ. The latter, literally ñloneò, is an alternative to guϐ-

rén and had also been frequently used by rulers in pre-Qin China. This suggests that the revival of ancient 

terms of address is a quite general trend online. 
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(13) a. Jiù-mìng! Kuài gŊi bŊn-gǾng lái yì-píng  [Mandarin] 

  save-life quickly give this-palace.1SG bring one-bottle  

  sù-xiào-jiù-xǭn-wán! 

  fast-effect-save-heart-ball 

  ñHelp! Quickly bring this-palace (= me) a bottle of instant cardio-reliever pills!ò 

 b. Dϐ-qiú dϐ-de bŊn-gǾng yí-gè gǛbo cȊ yí-gè gǛbo xì.  

  hit-ball hit-RES this-palace.1SG one-CLF arm thick one-CLF arm thin 

  ZŊnme pò? 

  how break 

  ñSince this-palace (= I) played too much badminton, one of my arms has become much 

thicker than the other. How can I get rid of this?ò 

 c. Wϔ yào bϐ t§obϐo xiè-le, kànjiàn xǭn yuèjì jiù   

  1SG will  DISP Taobao uninstall-PRF see new Chinese.rose just 

  xiϐng mϐi... chénqiè  rŊn-bú-zhù wa! 

  want buy chénqiè.1SG  endure-not-TEL EXCL 

  ñIôll uninstall Taobao, as I want to buy every new Chinese rose I seeé ch®nqi¯ (= I) canôt 

help it!ò 

 d. XiȊ-wán liϐng-tiǕn jià, yòu yào huíqù bǕn-zhuǕn le. 

  rest-finish two-day break again must return carry-brick CRS  

  Chénqiè bù xiϐng sh¨ngbǕn le. 

  chénqiè.1SG  not  want   work CRS 

  ñAfter a two-day break I must return to carry bricks (an idiom for óworkô) again. Ch®nqi¯ 

(= I) donôt want to work anymore.ò 

 

In (12), the Vietnamese term ái-phi is used in a funnily flirtatious way to refer to a female addressee. 

Like tr͵m, §i-phi synchronically retains its original gender (FEM) and is used only by male speakers to 

female addressees. This shows virtually no deviation from the termôs historical usage. The situation in 

Chinese, by contrast, is much more complex. Specifically, as (13) illustrates, there are at least two 

different feminine terms in Subtype I, bŊn-gǾng (13aïb) and chénqiè (13cïd). The pragmatic effect of 

bŊn-gǾng is similar to that of ǕijiǕ, though it sounds slightly less bossy due to the lower ranking of 

emperorsô wives/concubines than their mothers. Chénqiè, on the other hand, sounds humbler and even 

a bit miserable due to its historical status as a term of self-address used by low-status females to their 

(royal) superiors.13 Netizens are well aware of the difference between bŊn-gǾng and chénqiè, which is 

reflected in the different contexts of usage in (13aïb) and (13cïd). While bŊn-gǾng is used to jokingly 

give orders to imaginary servants (13a) or to express ñworriesò about oneôs imperfect appearance (13b) 

(as royal concubines typically did), chénqiè is used for more miserable scenarios, such as overspending 

(13c) or overworking (13d). 

Moreover, the historical usages of bŊn-gǾng and chénqiè were much broader than their revived 

usages. Historically bŊn-gǾng could be used by anyone possessing a (royal) palace, including emperorsô 

wives, high-ranking concubines, and crown princes. But its modern revival is exclusively based on the 

wife/concubine sense, probably due to the omnipresence of this usage in TV series. Similarly, chénqiè 

could be used in history by any low-status female when they spoke to royal superiors, including 

actresses, prostitutes, plebeians, emperorsô wives/concubines, and even empress dowagers when they 

needed to sound humble (Xia 2018). But its online usage is only based on the wife/concubine sense too, 

again due to its omnipresence in TV series. In addition, while these terms are predominately used by 

females, they are occasionally also used by males (mostly gay). For instance, a flamboyant gay character 

Yu Hao in a TV series Stand by Me constantly refers to himself as ǕijiǕ, and a gay vlogger and cosmetics 

expert Benny Dong on Bilibili (the Chinese YouTube) regularly calls himself bŊn-gǾng in his video 

 
13 The ultimate origin of chénqiè was an Old Chinese compound meaning ñslavesò (lit. male slave [chén] and 

female slave [qiè]). However, this original sense had long become obsolete, and chénqiè shifted to its feminine 

usage in as early as Eastern Han dynasty (25ï220 C.E.). See Xia (2018) for a detailed discussion. 
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titles. As for chénqiè, the catchphrase Chénqiè zuò-bú-dào a! óI really canôt do it!ô14 is trendy among 

netizens of all genders and sexual orientations. 

A word of caution is in order on the category of bŊn-gǾng. Although its literal meaning ñthis-palaceò 

makes it resemble English this reporter, the present author, etc., which are imposters à la Collins and 

Postal, we must note that this Chinese term has no R-expression usage or flexible reference. Thus, it 

cannot be used in third-person cases like (14a), unlike English this-terms, as in (14b). 

 

(14) a. *BŊn-gǾng bϒ bié-gǾng mŊi.  

  this-palace.3SG compared.to other-palace beautiful 

  ñIntended: This palace (= she) is more beautiful than other palaces (= other concubines).ò 

 b. This reporter3SG is nicer than that one. 

 

In other words, Chinese bŊn-gǾng is a lexically fixed, idiomatic term of self-address, which makes it 

qualify as a noncanonical pronominal item in our criteria.15 

2.2 Subtype II: Dialectal terms 

The second subtype of noncanonical pronominal item we have identified in Vietnamese and Chinese 

involves dialectal terms that have made their way into the common language via mass media (e.g., TV 

programs) or the Internet. See Table 3 for some examples. 

Table 3: Subtype-II noncanonical pronominal items in Vietnamese and Chinese 

Vietnamese 
hͽn ó3SGô (from Central and Southern dialects)16 

y ó3SGô (from Northern dialects) 

Chinese 

ϔu ó1SGô (from Min/Yue Chinese) 

é ó1SGô (from Shaanxi Mandarin Chinese) 

ϐn ó1SGô (from Northern/Central Mandarin Chinese) 

nóng ó2SGô (from Shanghai Wu Chinese) 

yǕ ó3SGô (from Beijing Mandarin Chinese) 

 

There are several distinctions between dialectal terms and revived ancient terms. First, while revived 

ancient terms are restricted to the first and the second person, dialectal terms also involve third-person 

items. For Vietnamese in particular, these terms are strictly 3SG (see Alves 2017 for more detail on the 

etymology of these). This is not surprising because dialectal terms are simply default pronouns in their 

original dialects. Second, unlike revived ancient terms, dialectal terms may not have gender restrictions 

at all, and in some cases not even preferences. Third, unlike many revived ancient terms (especially the 

royal ones), dialectal terms generally do not bear arrogant or bossy tones, so their pragmatic effects are 

of a different sort. Consider (15) for Vietnamese.  

 

  

 
14 This is a quote from the highly popular TV series Empresses in the Palace and has gone viral via memes. 
15 In this sense bŊn-gǾng patterns more like yours truly and muggins here in English, which have no R-expression 

usage or flexible reference either, even though they are classified as imposters in Collins & Postal (2012). 
16  Although hͽn has been documented in various parts of Vietnam, including the North (Cao 2014), the term was 

originally from the Southern dialect (see, e.g., Hoang 1989). It should also be noted that while hͽn is mostly 

used as a neutral 3SG in the South, it is often used with pragmatic effects in the North (addressed later in this 

section). 
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(15) a. Ði rΩi không biΔt bao-giγ hͽn mαi vΖ. [Vietnamese, Southern speaker] 

  go PRF NEG know when 3SG PRT return 

  ñ(He)ôs gone. (I) donôt know when s/he would return.ò 

 b. Không biΔt thì hΥi hͽn thσ. [Southern speaker] 

  NEG know then ask 3SG try 

  ñIf (you) donôt know then try asking him/her.ò 

 c. Chính  hͽn cλc vàng cνa tui. [Northern speaker] 

  precisely 3SG CLF gold POSS 1SG     

  ñItôs precisely him, my piece of gold.ò 

 d. Lͧi nhα hͽn à?  [Northern speaker] 

  again miss 3SG Q 

  ñAre (you) missing him again?ò 

 e. Mèo nhà tao Ľã bͽt y sáng nay rΩi. [standard variety, Internet language] 

  cat home 1SG PST catch 3SG morning DEM PRF 

  ñMy cat caught it this morning.ò 

 f. Tôi nói lγi yêu y, nh̯ng sao  y  không hiΘu? [standard variety, Internet language] 

  1SG say word love 3SG but  why 3SG  NEG understand 

  ñI said loving words to him, but why hasnôt he understood?ò 

 

First, the term hͽn is specific to Central and Southern dialects of Vietnamese, is a regional variant of 

the standard 3SG nó, and has entered the standard variety due to dialect contact. Note that although hͽn 

is a neutral term in the original dialect, as in (15aïb), it is often used to sound cute/funny by speakers 

of other varieties. In (15c), for example, the speaker of Northern Vietnamese uses hͽn as an endearing 

term to refer to her baby, who she considers ña piece of goldò in her possession.17 Similarly, another 

Northern Vietnamese speaker in (15d) uses hͽn to refer to their interlocutorôs boyfriend, who is 

presumably being missed by the interlocutor. The use of hͽn in both contexts sounds more fun and cuter 

than the standard variant nó.  

The next Vietnamese item in this subtype is y, which is originally and mainly used in Northern 

dialects to refer to a male criminal. The term is therefore formal, but due to crossdialectal contact it has 

now become more widely used online as a jokingly serious pronominal form. In (15e), for example, y 

is used to refer to a mouse (who is in this sense cast as a criminal), which makes the sentence much 

funnier. Similarly, the speaker in (15f) uses y to complain about her crush, who has not returned her 

affection. Like hͽn, the use of y in these contexts brings about some dramatic comic effects. Unlike hͽn, 

however, there is a strong preference for a masculine interpretation particularly when the referent of y 

is human. When the referent is nonhuman, y can in principle be used neutrally (e.g., in (15e), we do not 

know whether the mouse is male or female).  

The Chinese inventory for this subtype is again more diverse. Due to space limitations, we restrict 

our detailed description to only three of the Chinese terms from Table 3. All examples in (16) are from 

Common Mandarin produced by Weibo users. 

 

  

 
17 Cλc v¨ng óa piece of goldô is an idiomatic expression in Vietnamese which is most often used by parents to 

refer to their precious children. 
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(16) a. ϓu zhè-ge yϐn-zhȊ-zi hϐo-kàn.    [Mandarin] 

  1SG this-CLF eye-ball-DIM  good-look 

  ñMy eyes are good-looking.ò 

 b. Wèishénme ϔu de xǭn-dòng n§nshǛng hái bù chȊxi¨n? 

  why 1SG POSS heart-move guy still not appear 

  ñWhy hasnôt the guy I will fall in love with shown up yet?ò 

 c. É d³yǭ-cì pèngdào chϐo-wán jià jϖb¨o jiǕ gào-lϐoshǭ de. 

  1SG first-time encounter argue-finish quarrel report plus tell-teacher NMLZ 

  ñThis is the first time I have ever encountered someone who reports the other person to 

teachers after quarreling with them.ò 

 d. É di guǭm³  jìngrán bϐ é zuì-ài  de   

  1SG POSS best.female.friend go.so.far.as.to DISP 1SG most-love REL  

  xiǕngshuϒ  yòng-zuò kǾngq³-qǭngxǭn-jì!  

  perfume  use-as air-freshen-agent 

  ñMy bestie outrageously used my favorite perfume as air freshener!ò 

 e. Nϒ hé zhϖr®n shuǾ yí-jù ràng tǕ shuǕn shéng, yǕ zhǕng-kϔu  

  2SG with owner say one-CLF let      3SG tie rope 3SG.OFF open-mouth

  jiù xi¨oxǭxǭ hé nϒ shuǾ: ñwϔ jiǕ   gϔu bù yϐo r®n.ò 

  just giggle with 2SG say 1SG house dog not bite person 

  ñYou ask the dog owner to tie their dog up, and they3SG (= that asshole) just giggle and tell 

you: óMy dog does not bite.ôò 

 f. Nϒ yuè gǛn yǕ shuǾ hϐo-tǭng-de yǕ yuè          lái-jìn. 

  2SG the.more with 3SG.OFF say good-listen-NMLZ  3SG.OFF the.more  come-strength 

  Yíshànglai bϐ yǕ mà-xiaqu... hái néng yϔu diϐn yòng. 

  right.at.the.beginning DISP 3SG.OFF scold-down still can have some use 

  ñThe more kind words you say to them3SG (= that asshole), the more shameless they3SG (= 

that asshole) become. It would be more effective if you simply swear back and tell them3SG 

(= that asshole) to get out of the car right away.ò 

 

The three terms in (16) have respectively been borrowed from Min/Yue Chinese (ϔu), Shaanxi 

Mandarin Chinese (é), and Beijing Mandarin Chinese (yǕ). The first item, ϔu, is a regional variant of 

Mandarin wϔ and (re)entered Common Mandarin due to netizensô mocking of the dialectal 

pronunciation. According to Chen (2009:215), it was the most popular mutant personal pronoun online 

in the noughties. Perhaps due to its initial role as a mocking term, ϔu sounds funny and cute and is often 

used by netizens who want to appear jolly and adorable. The current usage of ϔu is no longer for 

mocking purposes. Thus, the netizen in (16a) happily posts about her satisfaction with the look of her 

eyes without the intention to mock anyone, and the netizen in (16b) laments her single status with a 

puppy-face-like tone. In both sentences, the use of ϔu instead of the default 1SG wϔ makes the speakers 

sound more likable and less boastful or whiny. 

The second item, é (sometimes rendered as è or ngè) became widely known in the noughties via 

the popular TV series My Own Swordsman, in which the leading actress spoke Shaanxi Mandarin 

throughout the eighty episodes. Due to the comedic nature of that show and the fussy personality of its 

main character, the term has subsequently gained a jokingly fussy tone in Internet language. Thus, the 

netizen in (16c) is making a fuss about the base behavior of a tattletale student, and that in (16d), about 

her best friendôs inadequate use of her perfume. No such fussy tone would be present if the default 1SG 

wϔ were used instead. In addition, in (16d) the possessive marker di is also borrowed from Shaanxi 

Mandarin, whose Standard Mandarin counterpart is de. This again reflects the stylistic agreement 

mentioned in footnote 6. 

A special note is in order concerning the Beijing Mandarin term yǕ, which is originally a highly 

vulgar expression meaning ñchild of a girl with no recognized marital statusò. It is etymologically short 

for yǕtou-yϐng-de ólow.status.girl-raise-NMLZô, but nowadays this literal meaning is obsolete, and yǕ is 
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mainly used as an offensive suffix attached to pronouns and demonstratives (e.g., nϒ-yǕ ó2SG-OFFô, nèi-

yǕ óthat.person-OFFô).18 That said, it has developed a stand-alone pronominal usage as well. Crucially, 

in this usage, it can only be interpreted as 3SG (gender neutral). Thus, the netizens in (16eïf) respectively 

complain about the bad behavior of a dog owner and that of a taxi customer. Since yǕ has no synchronic 

R-expression usage related to its pronominal usage19 and has a lexically fixed person index, we treat it 

as a noncanonical pronominal item instead of an imposter.  

2.3 Subtype III: Creative online coinages 

The third subtype of noncanonical pronominal item we have identified in Vietnamese and Chinese 

involves items that do not fall in the previous two subtypes. These are mainly creative coinages on the 

Internet and so in a sense ñnativeò to Internet language. Since such online coinages are not based on 

any particular type of source, their lexical materials are miscellaneous or even totally novel. See Table 

4 for some examples. 

Note that all three Vietnamese examples in Table 4 are second-person terms, which carry different 

pragmatic effects due to the lexical materials they recycle. See (17) for some real-life examples. 

Table 4: Subtype-III noncanonical pronominal items in Vietnamese and Chinese 

Vietnamese 

c n̯g ódear.2SGô 

con-quϋ ódevil.2SGô 

ng̯ γi-ĽΎp óbeautiful.person.2SGô 

Chinese 

qǭn ódear.2SGô 

bŊn-lȊ/bŊn-l¼/bŊn-lϖ óthis-loser.1SGô 

l¼njiǕ óothers.1SGô 

 

(17) a. C n̯g muΧn gì tρ anh nào?   [Viet.] 

  dear.2SG want what from 1SG.MASC AFFECT 

  ñWhat do you (= dear) want from me?ò 

 b. Con-quϋ Ľang làm gì Ľó? 

  devil.2SG PROG do what DM 

  ñWhat are you (= devil) doing?ò 

 c. Cͩm- ṋ ng γ̯i-ĽΎp  Ľã mε hàng.  

  thank beautiful.person.2SG PST open shop 

  ñThank you (= beautiful person) for being the first customer today!ò 

 

All three boldfaced terms in (17) are creative coinages by market sellers, which are now widely used 

thanks to online marketing. Similar to noncanonical pronominal items in the other two subtypes, those 

in Subtype III encode special pragmatic effects too. For example, the uses of c̯ng and con-quϋ as 2SG 

terms in (17aïb) sound deliberately cute and friendly (and possibly a little flirtatious), while the use of 

ng̯γi-ĽΎp in (17c) is flattery/fashionable. These terms are very creative and have no fixed lexical 

sources. Similarly, see (18) for some real-life examples of Chinese terms in this subtype. 

 

  

 
18 A de can be optionally added to these terms (e.g., nϒ-yǕ-de), which is a residue of the nominalizer in the full 

form. 
19 The character for yǕ ( ) does record other meanings too, such as ñbranch, twigò or more generally any Y-

shaped object like the front part of a foot, but those are irrelevant to the pronominal yǕ. Thus, such polysemy 

is qualitatively different from that in cases like ñteacherò as an R-expression and ñteacherò as a term of address. 
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(18) a. Qǭn kŊyϒ shǾuc§ng wϔ-men de diànpù hé li¨njiǛ... [Mandarin] 

  dear.2SG can save 1SG-PL POSS store and link   

  xȊy¨o de  shíhòu zài  liánxì ne. 

  need REL  time again contact  EMP 

  ñDear (= you) can save our store and link and contact us again when you have need.ò 

 b. Suǭr§n bŊn-lú méi qián méi míng, dàn wϔ Ǖnqu§n  

  though this-loser not.have money not.have fame but 1SG safety  

  yìshì yǭli¼. 

  awareness first-class 

  ñAlthough this loser (= I) has no money or fame, I have first-class safety awareness.ò 

 c. L¼njiǕ zhǛndesh³ huǭch§ng huǭch§ng xϒhuǕn máo búyì o. 

  others.1SG really very very like Mao Buyi EXCL   

     ñOthers (= I) really like Mao Buyi very very much!ò  

 

Qǭn originated on the shopping website Taobao as a friendly term of address between sellers and 

customers. Thus, in (18a) the Taobao seller says ñdear canéò instead of ñyou canéò to encourage the 

customer to save their online store. BŊn-lú and its tonal variants are all coined by combining the deictic 

bŊn óthisô and the first syllable of English loser. It has the pragmatic effect of self-mocking.20 Thus, in 

(18b) the netizen self-mockingly takes pride in his safety awareness despite his poor status. L¼njiǕ is a 

deliberately distorted variant of r®njiǕ óothersô and sounds cute and jocular when used as a 1SG term. 

Thus, in (18c) the netizen expresses her obsession with the pop singer Mao Buyi. Also note the form 

huǭch§ng in (18c), which is a distorted variant of the degree adverb feǭch§ng óveryô and adds to the 

cuteness of the utterance. This is another instance of the aforementioned stylistic agreement (see 

footnote 6). 

Since this is the first systematic documentation of such creative pronominal coinages to our 

knowledge, we want to give a bit more detail on the above terms to justify our identification of them as 

noncanonical pronominal items. First, we are aware that qǭn has R-expression usages, partly due to the 

versatility of its lexical root, which can mean ñparent, kin (n.)ò, ñintimate, dear (adj.)ò, ñkiss (v.)ò, etc. 

Moreover, one of its R-expression usages is closely related to its pronominal usage. Thus, one can 

friendly refer to someone (a third person) as qǭn, as in (19). 

 

(19) WǛib· hái yϔu qǭn zài ma?   [Mandarin] 

 Weibo still have dear.N be.at Q 

 ñAre there still anyonefriendly on Weibo?ò 

 

However, we do not treat qǭn as an imposter because its pronominal usage has evidently developed 

from its term-of-address usage, which is also its predominant usage on Taobao (see, e.g., Deng 2012 

and Liu 2012). In fact, previous studies rarely mention the usage exemplified in (19), which suggests 

that it might be a more recent development from either the pronominal or the term-of-address usage. In 

any event, the 2SG qǭn is not a pronominally used R-expression in nature and thus does not fit the 

canonical situation of imposters. 

Second, just like the Subtype-I term bŊn-gǾng óthis palace.1SGô, bŊn-lȊ also contains a deictic bŊn, 

but we treat it as a noncanonical pronominal item instead of an imposter because it too can only refer 

to the speaker (but not a third person) and has no R-expression usage, as exemplified for bŊn-gǾng in 

(14). 

Third, the phonological distortion that has created l¼njiǕ (r®nŸl¼n) has brought along some 

interesting change to its syntactic status. On the one hand, while both r®njiǕ and l¼njiǕ can be used as 

1SG terms, only r®njiǕ has a separate 3SG usage (i.e., ñothersò), hence the ambiguity of (20a). By 

contrast, l¼njiǕ can only refer to the speaker, hence the ungrammaticality of the 3PL reading in (20b). 

 
20 This term, especially its bŊn-lȊ variant, is mainly used by males, since the Chinese character usually adopted 

to represent lȊ ( ) also means ñ(male) masturbateò, which further adds to the self-mocking effect of the term. 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Song and Nguyen 

220 
 

 

(20) a. Bié zhuǕng le! R®njiǕ yòu bú shì shϐzi. [Mandarin] 

  donôt pretend CRS others.3PL/1SG EMP not COP idiot 

  ñStop pretending! Others (= they/I) are not idiots.ò  

 b. Bié zhuǕng le! L¼njiǕ yòu bú shì shϐzi. 

  donôt pretend CRS others.*3PL/1SG EMP not COP idiot 

  ñStop pretending! Others (= *they/I) are not idiots.ò 

 

On the other hand, while r®njiǕ has a shy or embarrassed tone when used as a term of self-address, 

l¼njiǕ furthermore sounds adorable and cartoon-like. Thus, while (20a) sounds like real blaming (with 

an embarrassed tone in the 1SG reading), (20b) sounds like the speaker is just teasing the addressee. 

2.4 Interim summary  

Based on Vietnamese and Chinese data, we have identified and exemplified a new type of pronominal 

item that is emerging in the Internet era, which we have dubbed noncanonical. As we have shown, 

noncanonical pronominal items differ from both textbook default pronouns and imposters in nontrivial 

ways. Crucially, unlike imposters, they have lexically fixed referents and no common R-expression 

usage, and unlike default pronouns they have various pragmatic effects. Overall, though, they pattern 

almost identically to default pronouns in syntax except for their extragrammatical effects. So, we 

tentatively rename noncanonical pronominal items ñnoncanonical pronounsò and give them the 

following working definition: 

(21) Noncanonical pronouns are syntactically well-behaved pronouns with extragrammatical effects. 

Moreover, the extragrammatical effects in noncanonical pronouns are not associated with conventional 

sociolinguistic factors like the relationship or relative hierarchical status between speakers and 

addressees.21 In fact, most examples we have given are not even from interpersonal communication but 

from online posts. Rather, the extragrammatical (e.g., register, tone) effects we have observed are more 

typically associated with the mind-sets and personalities of individual netizens themselves. To illustrate, 

adjectives we have used to describe the special effects of Vietnamese and Chinese noncanonical 

pronouns include the following: 

 

(22)  joking, jocularly arrogant, fun, funnily bossy, jokingly pretentious, funnily flirtatious, miserable, 

cute, jokingly serious, dramatic, jolly, adorable, puppy-face-like, jokingly fussy, offensive, 

deliberately cute, friendly, flattery, fashionable, self-mocking, cartoon-like, teasing 

 

These descriptions are highly compatible with the Internet register. For instance, while it would sound 

bizarre or even off-putting if an adult keeps talking in a dramatic, cute, or cartoon-like tone in reality, 

this is totally fine and acceptable on the Internet. In a similar vein, while gender does play a role in 

regulating the use of noncanonical pronouns, at least in Chinese, it is apparently oneôs gender identity 

(or sexual orientation) rather than their biological sex that guides their choices of noncanonical terms. 

This is another state of affairs increasingly normal in contemporary Chinese society, especially on the 

Internet. 

Perhaps due to the unique features of the Internet as a modality of communication and the 

somewhat similar technological context it has endowed netizens around the world with, we have 

observed striking similarities in Vietnamese and Chinese noncanonical pronouns not only in their usage 

but also in their lexical sources. Specifically, for both languages we have identified three major types 

of noncanonical pronouns based on their evolution pathways: revived ancient terms, dialectal terms, 

and creative online coinages. Also, for certain terms (e.g., tr͵m, ái-phi), we have even observed mass-

media-based crosslinguistic borrowing. 

 
21 So noncanonical pronouns are different from the kind of interpersonal-relationship- or social-hierarchy-based 

pronominal items typically seen in East and Southeast Asian languages like Japanese, Korean, and Thai. 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Song and Nguyen 

221 
 

On the other hand, Vietnamese and Chinese show two main differences in their noncanonical pronouns. 

First, they differ in the sizes of their respective inventories, with Chinese having more actively used 

terms in almost every subtype. Second, they differ in the person/gender/number propensities of certain 

terms or even entire subtypes. For instance, Vietnamese terms like tr͵m (male) and ái-phi (male to 

female) show rather strict gender-based usage, and both Subtype-II and Subtype-III terms in 

Vietnamese show person/number restrictions (to 3SG and 2SG respectively). Whether these restrictions 

are categorical or due to the limited size of our data set requires further investigation, but our 

observation so far suggests that while Vietnamese has a more developed and less restricted imposter 

system than Chinese (see footnote 4), Chinese has a more developed and less restricted noncanonical 

pronoun system than Vietnamese. What this contrast means is an intriguing point of future research, 

but in the rest of this article we focus on the formal-grammatical status and syntactic representation of 

noncanonical pronouns. 

3. Taxonomy 
Before presenting our formal syntactic analysis, we first make a brief remark on the taxonomy of 

pronominal items. At first sight, an intuitive way of classifying pronominal items is to build on the 

conventional textbook system. Since textbook pronouns are deemed standard or default, nontextbook 

pronominal items could be termed alternative or nondefault. Then, under the alternative class, we further 

set two subclasses: imposters and noncanonical pronouns. We illustrate this taxonomy with the diagram 

in Figure 1 and call it the usage-based taxonomy, since properties like conventional/nonconventional 

and canonical/noncanonical are from the perspective of language use. Also, to give the taxonomy a bit 

more systematicity, we recast the two binary-branching nodes in terms of two yes-no questions. 

Figure 1: A usage-based taxonomy of pronominal items 

 
 

However, from a grammatical perspective the taxonomy in Figure 1 is obviously flawed, because even 

though imposters and noncanonical pronouns are both nondefault pronominal items, grammatically 

speaking noncanonical pronouns resemble default pronouns to a much greater extent than they resemble 

imposters. So, in a grammatically more precise taxonomy default and noncanonical pronouns should 

be grouped under the same class at some level. To this end, we propose the syntactically based 

taxonomy in Figure 2, which is also accompanied by two yes-no questions defining the two binary-

branching nodes. 

Figure 2: A syntactically based taxonomy of pronominal items 

 
 

Incidentally, the syntactically based taxonomy is also more desirable from an acquisitional perspective, 

since the two questions in Figure 2 can both be easily answered based on the primary linguistic data a 

child has direct access to, whereas the first question in Figure 1 hinges on more sophisticated knowledge 

about the world, more exactly about language textbooks and reference grammars. According to the 
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principles and parameters approach to linguistic variation and diversity (Chomsky 1981), especially its 

neo-emergentist incarnation (Biberauer 2017), children acquire grammatical knowledge based on 

positive evidence in the significant acquisitional input (e.g., high-frequency recurring forms and 

collocations in everyday adult speech). So, a certain grammatical phenomenon is acquired early (or at 

least is acquirable) if it regularly and saliently exists in the primary linguistic data and therefore can be 

easily detected by the acquirer. Building on this theoretical background, a further prediction Figure 2 

makes is that in languages where imposters are a regular part of the grammar, such as Vietnamese, 

imposters are acquired earlier than default pronouns.22 We leave the verification of this claim to future 

research. 

4. A formal syntactic analysis 
After laying out the comparative data (§2) and the syntactically based taxonomy (§3), in this section we 

propose a formal syntactic analysis of noncanonical pronouns within the minimalist program (Chomsky 

1995 et seq.), more exactly within the generalized root syntax theory put forth in Song (2019). The 

purpose of this analysis is threefold: (i) to explain why noncanonical pronouns behave the way they do 

in a formally explicit way, (ii) to improve current syntactic theory of pronouns and make it empirically 

more adequate, and (iii) to tentatively explain why noncanonical pronouns have restricted 

crosslinguistic distribution. Before presenting our particular analysis (§4.2), we first introduce the 

theoretical background of pronominal syntax (§4.1). 

4.1 Pronouns in generative syntax 
As we mentioned in §1, previous syntactic studies of pronouns have mainly focused on default pronouns, 

especially those that constitute exponents of phi features. Within the Chomskyan school, since the 

proposal of the DP hypothesis (Abney 1987), default pronouns have been associated with the category 

D (or its more elaborate equivalents) in one way or another. Thus, Abney (building on Postal 1966) puts 

pronouns at the D head position and argues that they project DPs on their own (i.e., without 

specifier/complement elements). Then, with the popularization of the split-functional-projection idea, 

which was initiated by Pollockôs (1989) split-IP hypothesis and Rizziôs (1997) split-CP hypothesis in 

the verbal domain, many authors have proposed elaborate hierarchical structures for the nominal 

domain as well (e.g., Ritter 1995, Cardinaletti and Starke 1999, Neeleman and Weerman 1999, Borer 

2005, Ritter and Wiltschko 2019). In relation to pronouns, quite a few authors have put forth the idea 

that they may correspond to different parts or zones in the nominal tree.  

For instance, Ritter (1995) proposes two kinds of pronouns, which respectively occupy D and Num. 

Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002) propose three kinds of pronouns, which they name pro-DP, pro-űP, 

and pro-NP. Like Ritter, Déchaine and Wiltschko also let pronouns occupy head positions. But that is 

not the only solution. There are also researchers who propose that pronouns realize entire nominal 

tree(let)s (e.g., Weerman and Evers-Vermeul 2002, Neeleman and SzendrŖi 2007). As Neeleman and 

SzendrŖi suggest, this approach is more natural in late spell-out frameworks like distributed morphology 

(Halle and Marantz 1993 et seq.), in which syntactic computation operates on formal features, whose 

phonological realization is only dealt with at the syntax-phonology interface. Since such a computation-

before-pronunciation view is also more generally endorsed in the minimalist program, we accept it as a 

background assumption without further discussion. That is, we assume that both terminal and 

nonterminal nodes may be spelled out by phonological units. This means that what looks like a single 

word or even morpheme on the surface may be a complex hierarchical structure in the underlying syntax 

and that generative syntax can well handle this type of phenomenon (by means of nonterminal spell-

out).  

Special attention needs to be paid to two recurring issues in previous generative analyses of 

pronouns. The first issue is the division of labor in the elaborate structure of pronouns. Take Déchaine 

and Wiltschkoôs pro-DP structure for example. 

 
22 However, Figure 2 does not predict that default and noncanonical pronouns are acquired simultaneously, 

because the latter are a novel phenomenon in Internet language and not yet part of the grammatical knowledge 

relevant for first language acquisition or parameter setting. 
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(23) Pro-DP (illustrated by Halkomelem tú-tlô¸ óDET-3SGô; Déchaine and Wiltschko 2002:412) 

                DP 

              /       \ 

            D       űP 

             |       /     \ 

            tú    ű     NP 

                    |        | 

                  tlô¸     ɲ

 

In this structure, both D (for definiteness) and ű (for person/number) are overt, but NP is empty. 

Déchaine and Wiltschko hypothesize that the NP position may be either overt or null, and that when it 

its filled with lexical material we get a normal [determiner noun] phrase, such as (24). 

 

(24) Tl'ó-cha-l-su         qwemcíwe-t   [thú-tl'ó              q'ami]ARG.  [Halkomelem] 

 then-FUT-1SG-so   hug-TRANS     DET.FEM-3SG    girl 

 ñThen Iôm going to hug that girl.ò (Galloway 1993:174, via D®chaine and Wiltschko 2002:412) 

 

However, Déchaine and Wiltschko do not specify what the semantic contribution of NP is when it is 

null as in (23). A similar scenario occurs in Ritter and Wiltschko (2019), where an even more elaborate 

nominal domain is proposed, which has three zonesða lexical, a functional, and an interactional zoneð

each subsuming a number of categories. Take their analysis of German du ó2SGô in (25) for example. 

 

(25) German pronoun du ó2SGô (Ritter and Wiltschko 2019:3) 

         Speech Act Structure 

             

                                  DP 

                                /      \ 

                              D      PhiP 

                           [per]    /      \ 

                                   Phi     nP 

                                [num]  /     \ 

                                           n     NP 

                                       [gen] 

 

The authors do not discuss the spell-out procedure, but their theory is compatible with a late spell-out 

approach (Wiltschko, p.c.), so we can assume that the phonological unit du somehow realizes the whole 

tree in (25). Again, we see concrete semantic contributions of each syntactic category except NP, though 

it presumably has to be there since otherwise the tree is not lexically grounded.  

Lexical grounding is precisely the second issue in previous syntactic studies that we would like to 

invite readers to pay attention to. While both (23) and (25) have a functional-above-lexical scaffolding, 

as is standardly assumed in current generative syntax, this is not always the case in earlier studies of 

pronouns. For example, the following trees from Abney (1987) and Ritter (1995) have no lexical bases 

(i.e., NP). 
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(26) a. Abney (1987:284) b. Ritter (1995:419) c. Ritter (1995:421) 

          DP             DP                                           DP 

            |               |                                             /     \ 

           D              D                                         D     NumP 

            |                                       [person]                         [definite]       | 

          we                                     [number]                        [person]      Num 

                                                    [gender]                                           hu/hi/hem/... 

                             (1st/2nd-person pronouns in Hebrew)   (3rd-person pronouns in Hebrew) 

 

It is unclear how such trees can be generated in minimalism, in which functional categories by definition 

build on or extend lexical categories. In fact, in some minimalist theories, such as distributed 

morphology, the lexical grounding even provides the categorial feature for the entire tree (Roberts 2019 

has a similar idea). 

The reason why we want to draw readersô attention to the above two issues is because they are 

prevalent in the literature and deserve reflection if we want to guarantee the implementability of 

particular theories in the minimalist program (e.g., in the fashion of Collins and Stabler 2016). That 

said, we do not think the theories cited above are inherently problematic. Rather, they are just of a lower 

granularity level, where certain details are glossed over. As a granularity-raising move, we find an idea 

in Harbour (2016) helpful. Abstracting away from the technical details, Harbourôs core idea is that the 

individual variable (a semantic primitive), which any further nominal semantic function (be it person, 

number, or whatever else) relies on, is introduced before the further formal features are introduced. He 

lets the individual variable be introduced at the N level and the further features be introduced at the D 

(or split-D) level, as in (27). 

 

(27) Semantic division of labor in the nominal structure (adapted from Harbour 2016:77) 

                 DP 

                            /    \ 

                          D        N 

            [phi] ...ɚx... 

 

The overall effect of (27) is that the phi features in D together yield a particular set of individuals, which 

the individual variable in N ranges over.23 Eventually, some other features in the nominal structure pin 

down the referent and assign it to the individual variable x. Acquaviva (2019) independently proposes 

a similar idea in an even more fine-grained theory, where the N part is further decomposed into a 

nominalizer n and a root in the sense of distributed morphology, and it is the nominalizer that introduces 

the individual variable that serves as the semantic grounding of the whole nominal phrase. 

Assuming the above high-granularity details in the background, we can now safely take any of the 

aforementioned theories of default pronouns as a point of departure without worrying about shaky 

foundations. In fact, which specific DP structure we adopt is immaterial to our own analysis as long as 

it does not suffer from foundational problems and has the necessary components to derive a syntactically 

well-behaved default pronoun. Therefore, when the DP-internal structure is inconsequential, we simply 

use the very-low-granularity label DPpro to indicate a pronominal DP (as Aldridge 2021 does in her 

study on Old Chinese pronouns).24 

Having seen how default pronouns are typically analyzed in generative syntax, we now build our 

analysis of noncanonical pronouns on top of that, because as we mentioned in §2.4, noncanonical 

pronouns are just default pronouns equipped with idiosyncratic extragrammatical effects. Since they 

 
23  Harbourôs tree is highly abbreviatory, which cannot be taken at face value for issues like labeling (Chomsky 

2013 et seq.). We assume that the tree in (27) automatically gets the label DP once the omitted details are filled 

back. 
24  We use DP as an umbrella label for the entire (pro)nominal structure, which abbreviates not only the lexical 

and functional zones but also the Wiltschkovian interactional zone if that is present. 
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behave like default pronouns in syntax, they must involve the same sort of syntactic structure as default 

pronouns, whatever that structure is. What our analysis mainly serves to explain, therefore, is how the 

idiosyncratic effects are formally associated with that structure. 

4.2 Generalized root syntax 

To begin with, note that the special effects of noncanonical pronouns come from the particular terms 

themselves, more exactly from the idiosyncratic content associated with their lexical materials, rather 

than from the context. This is because they show the same effects in all examples. For instance, 

Vietnamese tr͵m and Chinese zhèn (both 1SG) sound jokingly arrogant wherever they appear, and they 

have this effect precisely because they were once used by emperors. Similarly, Vietnamese c n̯g and 

Chinese qǭn (both 2SG) sound deliberately friendly, either in commercial discourses or not, and this effect 

has to do with the termsô original lexical meaning ñdearò. An even more interesting case is Chinese l¼njiǕ 

óothers.1SGô, which not only takes some lexical material (r®njiǕ óothers.1SG/3SG/3PLô) but also distorts 

it (rénŸlún), and the distortion in turn serves to distinguish the new noncanonical usage from the old 

imposter usage. The key mechanism involved in all these cases of noncanonical pronouns is thus the 

recycling of existing lexical material for new grammatical purposes (i.e., a kind of grammaticalization). 

This process is evident in all three subtypes of noncanonical pronouns in §2. It is also a manifestation 

of a fundamental strategy in human language and cognition, which Biberauer (2017) terms ñmaximize 

minimal meansò (MMM). In Biberauerôs (2017:41) words, MMM is both ña generally applicable 

learning bias harnessed by the acquirer during acquisitionò and ña principle of structure buildingò that 

ñfacilitat[es] the kind of efficient computation and é the self-diversifying property that allows human 

language to be the powerful tool that it isò (see Biberauer 2011 et seq. for more background on this line 

of thought). 

Song (2019) develops a ñgeneralized root syntaxò to tackle half-grammatical-half-lexical 

vocabulary items, of which the noncanonical pronouns studied here are a specific instance. Songôs 

theory is an extension of the root theory in distributed morphology (hence its name), where content 

words like nouns and verbs are decomposed into a functional part, called the categorizer, and a purely 

lexical part (which does not have a syntactic category), called the root. Thus, the noun dog is analyzed 

as [n ãDOG], and the verb run is analyzed as [v ãRUN]. The idea is that all that participates in formal 

computation is essentially functional-categorial when the representation is fine-grained enough, while 

idiosyncratic information like lexical sound/meaning and encyclopedic knowledge is sealed in a 

syntactically inert capsule that is only opened when the syntactic representation is sent to the 

phonological/semantic interfaces for interpretation. This lexical decompositional practice pushes 

syntactic methods to the traditional morphological arena, so distributed morphology is also known as a 

ñsyntax all the way downò approach.25 

While accepting the lexical decompositional approach of distributed morphology, Song points out 

that its particular view on root categorization is flawed, for it stipulates that only traditional lexical 

categories can serve as categorizers, but that assumption leads to theory-internal contradiction under 

close scrutiny (see Song 2019:102 for details). Since from a formal perspective the categorization 

procedure just serves to equip the otherwise inert root with a syntactically active shell, logically 

speaking any functional category can do the job, and the specialness of traditional lexical categories 

(i.e., the little x categorizers in distributed morphology) merely lies in their bare-predicate-

making/typing semantics. That is, they introduce typed individual variables in the sense of Harbour 

(2016) and Acquaviva (2019): 

 

 
25 A caveat here is that distributed morphology does not predict that any root-categorizer merger can yield a 

legitimate vocabulary item (which is a common straw man in criticism of the framework). Rather, the 

interpretability of particular root-categorizer combinations is a matter of language-specific lexicalization (in a 

broad sense of the term), and root syntax merely offers a tool to structurally represent and analyze such 

lexically stored information. A biggest achievement of root syntax, in hindsight, is that it has pushed syntactic 

theory to a higher granularity level and thereby formalized a further aspect of regularity in human language 

(i.e., the very basic phenomenon of categorization). We deem this a significant step forward. 
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(28) a. N-categorizer (ñnominalizerò): introduces an entity -type individual variable 

 b. V-categorizer (ñverbalizerò): introduces an eventuality -type individual variable 

 c. X-categorizer: introduces an x-type function 

 

Thus, root categorization is more generally root support; namely, the enrichment of a functional 

category with some idiosyncratic information encapsulated in a root. For instance: 

 

(29) a. dog = [n ãDOG] = an entity -type individual that is called /dὉg/, has four legs, can bark, etc. 

 b. run = [v ãRUN] = an eventuality -type individual that is called /rᾈn/, involves leg-moving, 

etc. 

 

From the perspective of syntacticosemantic computation, only the underlined information in (29) is 

relevant, while the rest merely supports this skeletal information and makes it suitable for postsyntactic 

purposes (describing the world, communication, etc.). In other words, the extragrammatical effects of 

content words is precisely their idiosyncratic root content. Extending this mechanism to X-categorizers, 

what we obtain is a functional category equipped with idiosyncratic extragrammatical effects; namely, 

a half-grammatical-half-lexical item. Song (2019) gives miscellaneous examples from Chinese to 

illustrate this, such as those in (30). 

 

(30) a. passive auxiliaries: bèi ólit. cover, suffer (neutral)ô, gŊi ólit. give (colloquial, negative)ô 

 b. classifiers: jiàn ólit. item (for clothes, etc.)ô, duϔ ólit. flower (for flowers, clouds, etc.)ô 

 c. conjunctions: hé ólit. union (general purpose)ô, yϖ ólit. accompany (formal, literary)ô 

 

These items can all be analyzed as a functional category supported by a root (e.g., [VoicePASS ãBÈI]). 

The categorial part determines their syntactic functionality, while the root part determines their 

extragrammatical effects and thereby conditions their real-life usage (e.g., the ñandò in Harry Potter 

and ... is yϖ instead of hé). 

Returning to noncanonical pronouns, the same analysis applies. Since we have established that the 

syntactic behavior of noncanonical pronouns is the same as that of default pronouns, we treat them as 

root-supported Dpro items. However, given the elaborate DP structures in §4.1, we next clarify three 

technical details to show how our analysis fits into the big picture of pronominal syntax. 

4.3 Deriving noncanonical pronouns 

First, following Nunes and Uriagereka (2000), Johnson (2003), and especially Zwart (2007 et seq.), we 

assume syntactic derivation to be multilayered. That is, derivational products of an earlier 

cycle/workspace can be used in a subsequent cycle, probably in an ñatomizedò fashion (Fowlie 2013). 

This is an inevitable state of affairs if we look closely at the assembling of syntactic trees. At each step 

of Merge, the object that is newly selected from the lexical (sub)array into a workspace by definition 

has not undergone any Merge step in that workspace (so it is a ñminimalò category in a relative sense). 

While this is natural in the merger of a primitive category with an existing phrase, a question arises in 

the merger of a specifier or adjunct with a phrase: Where has the specifier/adjunct (which is also phrasal 

by definition) been derived? The only logical possibility is that it has been derived in another workspace 

before being selected and merged in the current workspace. The upshot is that ñlayered derivationò 

(Zwartôs term) must be a standard mechanism in minimalist syntax. We contend that this is also what 

happens in the derivation of noncanonical pronouns. 
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(31) a. Workspace I       b. Workspace II   c. Workspace III 

         DPpro                             DPpro                             VoiceP 

                 /   \                                 /     \                                                /       \ 

               D   NumP                      DPpro ã                             DPpro-ã   VoiceP 

                     /      \                                                                                 /       \ 

                 Num   NP                              Voice   VP 

          (atomize DPpro)        (support DPpro with a root)          (merge the root-supported DPpro as a specifier) 

                                (atomize the root-supported DPpro)  

 

The above derivation involves three consecutive layers, each defined by a workspace. In (31a), a default 

pronominal phrase is built up in Workspace I. We use the DP-NumP-NP structure as an example, but 

as mentioned in §4.1, any workable DP structure is fine for current purposes. In (31b), the assembled 

and atomized pronominal DP is selected into Workspace II and merged with a root. This is the 

categorization step. As a result, the root is assigned the category D and the D category is associated 

with the idiosyncratic content in the root. Finally, in (31c) the root-supported pronominal DP is selected 

into Workspace III and merged as a specifier. The particular scenario here is Spec-VoiceP; namely, the 

subject of a transitive verb. 

Second, the derivation in (31) does not hinge on the concrete content in the supporting root, since 

that is syntactically inert anyway. This means that miscellaneous lexical materials can be (re)used at the 

root slot, as long as it is properly lexicalized, with its original formal features (if any) reanalyzed as 

lexical features. As such, not only simple roots like ãZHÈN but also derived roots like ãǔI-JIǔ can be 

used to support DPpro. The key prediction here is that this recategorized ǕijiǕ can only be used as a 

pronoun but not as a common R-expression anymore, even though its original meaning clearly is R-

expressional (i.e., ñmournerò). As we observed in §2, this is generally true for noncanonical pronouns. 

Third, the tree in (31a) is just that of a default pronoun, which in principle can have its own overt form. 

For instance, if the pronoun is 1SG, then it in principle can be spelled out as the default wϔ in Chinese. 

Yet this never happens with noncanonical pronouns. That is, noncanonical pronouns do not allow 

appositive default pronouns, which sharply contrasts them with imposters, as in (32).26 

 

(32) a. Lϐoshǭ (wϔ) kuài yào shǭq½ wϔ de nàixìng le. [Mandarin, imposter] 

  teacher.1SG 1SG quick going.to lose 1SG POSS patience CRS 

  ñTeacher1SG (I) is going to lose my patience.ò (adapted from Want 2014:185) 

 

 b. Zhèn (*wϔ) kuài yào shǭq½ wϔ de nàixìng le. [noncanonical pronoun] 

  zhèn.1SG 1SG quick going.to lose 1SG POSS patience CRS 

  ñZh¯n1SG (*I) is going to lose my patience.ò 

 

Intuitively, zhèn is just wϔ with an alternative pronunciation and some idiosyncratic effects, so saying 

zhèn wϔ is like saying ñI Iò in English, which is clearly ungrammatical. How can the syntactic derivation 

in (31) bear this out, though? The observation, in conditional terms, is the following: 
 

(33) i. If a functional category is root-supported, it assumes the rootôs exponent (possibly distorted). 
 ii. If a functional category is non-root-supported, it assumes its default exponent (if any). 
 

There are two ways to explain (33). One way is to view it as a concomitant of the categorization 

procedure. Recall that the classic case of categorization in distributed morphology is that of content 

words. In this case the uncategorized root has no fixed pronunciation and only gets one when it is 

assigned a category. For instance, the English root ãPERMIT may be pronounced as /pὐ῁mēt/ or /῁pὐῄmēt/ 

depending on its category. This is even more evident in languages like Hebrew, where uncategorized 

roots cannot be vocalized at all (e.g., ãK-T-B órelated to writingô, ãL-M-D órelated to learningô). The 

 
26 While imposters may co-occur with appositive default pronouns in Chinese, this is impossible in Vietnamese. 
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theory for this in distributed morphology is that each step of categorization in syntax corresponds to a 

step of retrieving stored phonological/semantic information at the interfaces. And crucially, it is the 

[categorizer root] unit as a whole, not its subparts, that gets assigned that information. As such, it is 

plausible that each noncanonical pronoun has its own lexical entry, and when a root-supported DPpro 

like (31b) is interpreted, it is assigned the stored pronunciation, which in most cases is the same as that 

of the recycled lexical material (again a manifestation of MMM) but may also involve certain distortion 

as in l¼njiǕ. 
Another way to explain (33) is to invoke Kiparskyôs (1973) elsewhere principle, which basically 

says that when a more general and a more specific rule are adjacent, the more specific rule applies. For 

instance, the past tense form of go is went instead of *goed because the irregular rule is more specific. 

Neeleman and SzendrŖi (2007) use the elsewhere principle to explain radical pro drop. We leave out 

the details of their application for space limitations but merely cite a well-known implication of the 

principle that they list: 
 

(34) All else being equal, the phonological realization of syntactic structures favors spell-out of a 

category C over spell-out of the categories contained in C. (Neeleman and SzendrŖi 2007:685) 
 

This immediately explains why a root-supported functional category gets pronounced differently from 

a non-root-supported oneðbecause in a tree like (31b) the spell-out rule that targets [DPpro ã] as a whole 

blocks the rule that targets DPpro itself. We can reformulate (33) as follows to better reflect the elsewhere 

principle. 
 

(35) i. If a functional category is root-supported, it assumes the rootôs exponent (possibly distorted). 
 ii. Elsewhere it assumes its default exponent (if any). 
 

In any event, the different pronunciations of default pronouns and noncanonical pronouns, in spite of 

their partially identical underlying structures, well conform to independently motivated rules in 

generative syntax. 

4.4 Crosslinguistic availability 
We mentioned in §1 that noncanonical pronouns have a much more limited crosslinguistic distribution 

than imposters. Our foregoing analysis may explain why this should be the case. Song (2019:136ï137) 

points out that root-supported heads are ñanalytic headsò because they have a very low 

category/morpheme-per-word ratio (respectively 1:1 and 2:1), where a word is understood as a 

morphophonologically freestanding unit. And Chinese-style semifunctional items (like those in (30)) 

are furthermore ñanalytic heads par excellenceò because their category-per-word ratio and morpheme-

per-word ratio are both 1:1, where a morpheme is understood in the traditional sense as a minimal 

sound-meaning pair. As such, by analyzing noncanonical pronouns in generalized root syntax, we 

automatically get the following prediction: 
 

(36) Noncanonical pronouns are more common in highly analytic languages. 

 

This may explain why we can easily find noncanonical pronouns in Vietnamese and Chinese but not in 

familiar European languagesðboth Vietnamese and Chinese are highly analytic languages, which have 

the right grammatical setting for root-supported heads to stably exist. Note that we are not claiming that 

high analyticity is solely defined by root support. In fact, if there is a high analyticity parameter at all, 

that is very likely to be codefined by a cluster of smaller parameters or grammatical settings (see Huang 

2015 for a discussion). Here we are merely stating that a highly analytic language has a root-support-

friendly setting. For instance, among others it may have scarce head movement, which means it has 

more standalone words than affixes, and root support just provides a convenient way to create 

standalone grammatical words. Of course, we need to check more highly analytic languages to verify 

(36), which we leave to future research. 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Song and Nguyen 

229 
 

5 Conclusion 
In this paper, we studied a new type of pronominal item emerging on the Internet in Vietnamese and 

Chinese. First, we demonstrated that pronominal items of this new type, which we call noncanonical 

pronouns, are a separate category from both textbook default pronouns and imposters (§1). Then, we 

illustrated their real-life usage in detail (§2). Our investigation showed that noncanonical pronouns in 

the two Asian languages are similar not only in syntactic behavior but also in lexical sources and 

evolution pathways. Syntactically, both Vietnamese and Chinese noncanonical pronouns behave like 

default pronouns except that they have various extragrammatical effects, mostly reflecting the speakerôs 

mind-set or personality. Lexically, both languages subsume three subtypes of noncanonical pronouns 

based on their evolution pathways: revived ancient terms, dialectal terms, and creative online coinages. 

After presenting the empirical facts, we briefly discussed the taxonomy of pronominal items and 

specified why we prefer a syntactically based taxonomy (§3). 

In the theoretical part of the paper, we analyzed noncanonical pronouns in the theory of generalized 

root syntax (§4), which is an extension of the root theory in distributed morphology (a branch of the 

minimalist program). Specifically, we analyzed noncanonical pronouns in the schema [DPpro ã], where 

DPpro is a separately derived and atomized default pronoun structure and ã is a purely lexical root 

supporting that structure. The root part may be constituted by terms (re)lexicalized from the three 

sources above. After the (re)categorization, the root-supported structure DPpro-ã is selected into the main 

workspace and merged onto the main tree, where it behaves like a default pronoun in syntax but triggers 

idiosyncratic phonological and semantic properties at the interfaces, just as we have observed in 

Vietnamese and Chinese. Alongside our analysis, we clarified a number of theoretical and technical 

issues, such as how to use previous theories of pronominal syntax in a well-founded way, why cross-

workspace or layered derivation must be allowed in generative syntax, and why default and 

noncanonical pronouns with the same pronominal structure can have totally different overt forms. 

Finally, we also tentatively explained why noncanonical pronouns have limited crosslinguistic 

availability in terms of the correlation between root support and high analyticity. 

Due to limited scope, we have had to leave some interesting questions to future research, including 

but not limited to the acquisitional order predicted by our taxonomy in §3 and the availability of 

noncanonical pronouns in other highly analytic languages as predicted in §4. We also observed a quasi-

complementary contrast between Vietnamese and Chinese in §2 concerning the distribution of 

noncanonical pronouns and imposters. So, as a future plan we would also like to further compare 

Vietnamese and Chinese imposters and look into questions such as why imposters are used more freely 

in Vietnamese (footnote 4), why they may co-occur with appositive default pronouns in Chinese but 

not in Vietnamese (footnote 26), and so on. 

Abbreviations 
1/2/3 = first/second/third-person 

AFFECT = affectionate 

ARG = argument 

CLF = classifier 

COP = copula 

CRS = currently relevant state 

DEM = demonstrative 

DET = determiner 

DIM  = diminutive 

DISP = disposal 

DM = discourse marker 

EMP = emphatic 

EXCL = exclamative 

EXP = experiential 

FEM = feminine 

FUT = future 

HON = honorific 
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IMPERF = imperfective 

INTS = intensifier 

MASC = masculine 

N = noun 

NEG = negation 

NMLZ  = nominalizer 

Num = number 

OFF = offensive 

PL = plural 

POSS = possessive 

PRF = perfective 

PROG = progressive 

PRT = particle 

Q = question marker 

REL = relative clause marker 

RES = resultative 

SG = singular 

TEL = telic marker 

TRANS = transitive 
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Abstract 
In this study, I address the grammatical nature of Sino-Vietnamese words borrowed from 

Chinese verb-object compounds (or líhécí in Chinese). In Chinese, this type of compound 

has several idiosyncratic characteristics, and previous studies of Chinese grammar suggest 

that they have dual status as words and phrases. In Vietnamese, similar to other lexical 

items, a number of verb-object compounds have been borrowed from Chinese. I conducted 

two experiments to investigate whether the Sino-Vietnamese ñverb-object compoundsò 

retain separability and object restriction. The results show that unlike the original forms, 

they cannot be separated by other morphemes, and they sometimes became transitive verbs 

during or after the borrowing, which are different from the original intransitive forms in 

Chinese. These findings clearly indicate that the Sino-Vietnamese ñverb-object 

compoundsò have almost completely lost their phrasal status attested to in their original 

forms and only retain the word status. 

 

Keywords: Vietnamese, Chinese, verb-object compounds, grammatical borrowing 

ISO 639-3 codes: vie, cmn, yue, jpn 

1  Introduction 
It is well known that Vietnamese, belonging to the Vietic branch of the Austroasiatic family, has largely 

been influenced by Chinese through long-term contact between the two languages. Previous studies 

such as Alves (2017) and Shimizu (2017) demonstrate that the impact of Chinese is remarkable at the 

phonological and lexical levels of Vietnamese, and many studies on Sino-Vietnamese words (i.e., 

loanwords from Chinese) have paid attention to their phonological and/or lexicosemantic characteristics 

for decades. In contrast, a smaller number of studies have focused on the grammatical (i.e., morpho-

syntactic) nature of Sino-Vietnamese words because it is believed that the grammatical influence of 

Chinese is more subtle than its phonological and lexicosemantic effects. In exploring lexical borrowing 

from Chinese to Vietnamese in the early and pre-modern eras (i.e., spoken borrowing during the first 

millennium CE and borrowing through Chinese writing after the Tang dynasty), Alves (2007a:343) 

argued that many of the grammatical characteristics typical of varieties of Chinese are not part of 

Vietnamese grammar, and that the grammatical influence of Chinese is primarily lexical rather than 

structural. In contrast, Alves (2007b) suggested that a number of Sino-Vietnamese words acquired new 

grammatical meaning or functions after borrowing, which means that internal grammaticalization of 

them occurred in Vietnamese. Along these lines of research, Washizawa (2019) investigated the internal 

grammaticalization processes of some Sino-Vietnamese words from the 16th to the 19th centuries. 

As for the grammatical borrowing from Chinese into Vietnamese, I have noticed that few studies 

have examined the synchronic nature of Sino-Vietnamese words and compared it with that of the 

original forms in Chinese. Therefore, for this study, I focused on the grammatical characteristics of 

Sino-Vietnamese ñverb-object compoundsò (VO compounds) which belong to óSino-neologismsô 

largely borrowed at the beginning of the 20th century for translating modern Western concepts (Vinh 

1993, Alves 2007a, 2017). According to reference grammars of Chinese (Chao 1968, and Li and 

 
1  I would like to express my great appreciation to Mark Alves and Sho Yamaoka for their helpful comments 

and suggestions on earlier drafts of this article. Any remaining errors are my own. This research was supported 

by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 21K00501. 
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Thompson 1981, etc.), the original VO compounds have several idiosyncratic features; thus, they are 

suitable for considering the issues related to the nature of grammatical borrowing from Chinese into 

Vietnamese. 

2  VO compounds in Chinese 
In Chinese, there is a special lexical compound class called ñVO compoundsò (or líhécí ). Li 

and Thompson (1981:73) suggested that they consist of two constituents having the syntactic relation 

of a verb and its direct object, but which are different from verb-object phrases in the following aspects. 

First, VO compounds consist of one or two bound morphemes. For example, the second morphemes of 

shàng-shì ҉  (ascend-city) ócome to marketô and lϒ-fà  (arrange-hair) óhave a haircutô are bound 

forms because they are not normally used alone in modern Chinese and must be combined with another 

morph, such as chéng-shì ◕ (city-city) ócityô and t·u-fa  (head-hair) óhairô. These facts signal 

that these VO expressions are not verb phrases, but compounds.  

Second, these Chinese-style VO compounds have the idiomaticity of the meaning of the entire unit 

(Li and Thompson 1981:73). In other words, their entire meaning is not derived from that of the 

constituents. For example, shàng-shì҉  can be used to suggest that some fruits or vegetables are 

sold in the market because they are in season, which is not predictable from shàng óascendô and shì 

ócityô. Similarly, lϒ-fà refers to cutting oneôs hair, which is slightly different from the combined 

meaning of the morphemes lϒ óarrangeô and fà óhairô. 

Third, and most significant to this study, even though they have a compound-like nature, as stated 

above, the vast majority of VO compounds allow their constituents to be separated by other morphemes 

(Li and Thompson 1981:73). In shàng-shì ҉  and lϒ-fà  examples, they can be separated by 

various morphemes, such as the perfective marker le ԅ and the experiential marker guo ,  as depicted 

in (1a) and (1b), respectively. 

 

(1)  Separation of VO compounds in Chinese 

a. Separation by the perfect aspect marker le ԅ (Packard 2016:76) 

 ҉ ԅ     

 sh¨ng le sh³    

 ascend PERF city    

 ócame to marketô 

       

b. Separation by the experiential aspect marker guo  (Li and Thompson 1981:75) 

      ז/ 

 TǕ h§i m®i lϒ guo f̈ 

 3SG still not arrange EXP hair 

 óS/He still hasnôt ever had a haircutô 

 

Previous studies of Chinese grammar have paid much attention to this nature and discussed the 

grammatical status of VO compounds for decades (Lu 1957, Chao 1968, Lü 1979, Packard 2016, etc.). 

Packard (2016:76) summarized the current consensus very nicely: ñLi2he2ci2 are best viewed as a kind 

of word (  ci2ð i.e., a morphologically complex verb) with one or two bound constituents, but a word 

whose constituents are subject to syntactic reanalysis as free elements in certain limited contextsò. This 

clearly shows that VO compounds have dual status as words and phrases according to the situations in 

which they occur. 

Li and Thompson (1981:76) pointed out another important feature of VO compounds in Chinese: 

the vast majority of VO compounds do not take a direct object after these VO lexical compounds. For 

example, in (2), fǛn-lèi óclassifyô (2a) cannot be followed by a direct object like dòngwù óanimalsô (2b), 

the latter of which has to appear as an object of the preceding prepositional phrase headed by gŊi 

ótoô, as portrayed in (2c). 
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(2)  Object restriction in the VO compound fǛn-lèi№  
a. №    

 fǛn-l¯i   

 divide-class   

 óclassifyô   

    
b. *№  ꜚ   

 *fǛn-l¯i d¸ngw½  

 divide-class animal  

 óclassify animalsô 

  

c.  ꜚ  №  
 gŊi d¸ngw½ fǛn-l¯i 
 to animal classify 

 óclassify animalsô 

 

Some previous studies have found that not all Chinese VO compounds are subject to this constraint. 

For example, Maruo and Han (2018) demonstrated that some words, such as liú-xué  óstudy abroadô 

and chȊ-xí ₮  óparticipate in,ô are allowed to take an object after them. 

VO compounds are found not only in Mandarin, but also in other Chinese dialects as well. For 

example, Cheung (1972/2007) and Matthews and Yip (1994/2011) described VO compounds in 

Cantonese, which have grammatical features similar to those of Mandarin. In (3a), a VO compound 

duhk-syȊ ӥ ¢studyô can be separated by the progressive aspectual marker gán . In (3b), an object-

like word ngóh  ófirst person singular pronounô cannot occur after the VO compounds bǾng-mòhng 

 óhelpô; instead, the pronoun must be used as the possessor of the second morpheme mòhng óbusyô. 

 

(3)  VO compounds in Cantonese (Cheung 2007:91; Matthews and Yip 2011:58-59)  
a.  ӥ    ӥ  
 duhk-syȊ  duhk g§n syȊ  

 study-book  study PROG book  

 óstudyô  ó(be) studyingô 

       

b.        
 bǾng-m¸hng  bǾng ng·h ge m¸hng 

 help-busy  help 1SG LP busy 

 óhelpô  óhelp meô 

3  Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò  
In additional to many other lexical items, a large number of VO compounds have been borrowed from 

Chinese to Vietnamese. Although the grammatical nature of Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò has 

not been well studied, several studies in Chinese as Second Language (CSL) partially refer to this issue. 

For example, Ngô (2007) showed that Vietnamese-translated words from Chinese VO compounds 

cannot be separated by other morphemes in general, and that their transitivity is not identical to that of 

VO compounds in Chinese. Nguy֑ n (2019) also investigated the transitivity of Vietnamese verbs having 

the same meaning as Chinese VO compounds, and suggested that some of them are transitive verbs, 

which leads to grammatical errors when Vietnamese learners use VO compounds in Chinese. These 

CSL studies provide important insights into the grammatical nature of Sino-Vietnamese ñVO 

compoundsò. However, we cannot identify the systematic characteristics of the compounds since both 

Ngô (2007) and Nguy֑ n (2019) analyzed mixed data, including both Sino-Vietnamese and Vietic words. 

It is necessary to focus only on Sino-Vietnamese words to grasp the nature of grammatical borrowing 

from Chinese to Vietnamese. Therefore, in this study, I only deal with Sino-Vietnamese ñVO 

compoundsò, which were largely borrowed in the early 20th century, and compare their grammatical 

aspects to those of the original forms in Chinese. 
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4  Methods and results 
I conducted two types of experiments: separation and object tests. The former explores whether the 

constituents of Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò can be separated by other function words and the 

latter investigates whether they can take an object word behind them.  

4.1. The separation test: Can Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò be separated by other elements? 

Before conducting the experiments, I selected the target words in the following manner. First, I collected 

268 VO compounds in Chinese from a líhécí dictionary by Zhou (2011) and determined that 91 

compounds were listed as Sino-Vietnamese words in Kawamoto (2011), which is the largest 

Vietnamese-Japanese dictionary with Chinese characters. I then showed these 91 words to a female 

native speaker of Vietnamese (hereafter, S1) and asked her to comment on her familiarity with each 

word. She regarded 47 words as ñfamiliar and commonly usedò for her; thus, I selected them as the 

targets of the experiments, which are shown in Appendix 1. 

The female speaker S1 participated in the separation and object tests. She was born in 1985 and 

had lived in Hanoi since childhood except for six years in Japan. I conducted the experiments in Hanoi 

in August of 2019. 

The separation test allowed us to determine whether the constituents of the target words could be 

separated by three function words: Ľι̯c ófortunately, successfully, with a good resultô, l iͧ órepeating, 

doing overô, and hΔt óbe completely finished, all used up, all gone, etc.ô, which can be inserted between 

a verb and an object in verb phrases (Thompson 1965), as displayed in (4), 

 

(4) Insertion of function words Ľι̯c, l iͧ, and hΔt between a verb and an object (Thompson 1965:268, 

345, 347) 

a. Ľι̯c fortunately, successfully, with a good result 

 Ďng yͫ mua Ľι̯c mίt ng¹i nh¨ to.     

 he buy GR one CL house big     

 óHe purchased a large villa.ô 

 

b. lͧirepeating, doing over 

 L¼c bͧn t¹i ra H¨ Nίi, t¹i ε lͧi S¨i G¸n l¨m viΜc. 

 when friend I go Hanoi I in (verb) again Saigon do thing 

 óAt the time my friend went to Hanoi, I remained in Saigon working.ô 

 

c. hΔtbe completely finished, all used up, all gone; no longer; completely, to the very end 

 Anh Ӹy ti°u hΔt cӶ tiԚn r֟i.      

 he consume finish all money PERF      

 óHe has spent all the money alreadyô 

 

I asked S1 whether it was possible to insert the three function words between the first and second 

constituents of each target word. The results indicated that no target words could be separated by them, 

with one exception: phát Ľι̯c ĽiΜn óto be able to generate electricityô from phát ĽiΜn (generate-

electricity) óto generate electricityô. S1 created an example sentence, as in (5).  

 

(5) C§i m§y n¨y ph§t Ľ̯ιc ĽiΜn. 

 CL machine this generate GR electricity 

 óThis machine can generate electricity.ô 

 

It is noted that, in Vietnamese, the constituents phát and ĽiΜn are full words rather than bound 

morphemes, as suggested to me by Mark Alves (p.c.) and Sho Yamaoka (p.c.). However, S1 said other 

two function words l iͧ and hΔt were not allowed to be inserted in the same position.  
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4.2. The object test: Can Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò take an object? 

After the insertion test, I conducted an object test with S1 simultaneously. In this experiment, I asked 

her whether each target word could take an object behind it. To test this sense of grammaticality, I often 

formed example phrases or sentences in which target words were followed by related object words, and 

S1 judged their grammaticality. If the expressions were grammatical to her, I asked her to create another 

example phrase or sentence with an object. After the experiment, I found that S1ôs answers were 

sometimes inconsistent and seemed to differ slightly from the predictions inferred from reference 

grammars and dictionaries of Vietnamese. For this reason, I thought it necessary to collect additional 

data from another native Vietnamese speaker to reach a valid conclusion. However, I could not conduct 

the full experiments due to the Covid-19 pandemic as of early 2020; thus, I only performed a partial 

test with the second native speaker of Vietnamese (hereafter, S2) in January of 2021 via Zoom. The 

second speaker, S2, was born in 1993 and lived in Vung Tau in Southern Vietnam for 18 years, and 

then studied at a university in Ho Chi Minh City for four years. After graduating from the university, 

she stayed in Japan as a graduate student; at the time of the experiment, she was still studying at a 

graduate school in Japan. 

Before conducting the second experiment with S2, I presented her with 47 original target words 

(see Appendix 1) and asked her to comment on her familiarity with each word. She regarded 32 words 

as ñfamiliar and commonly usedò for her; therefore, I selected them as the new target words for the 

object test. In the experiment, S2 judged whether each target word could take an object in the same 

manner as in the experiment with S1. 

The combined results collected from S1 and S2 can be classified into five groups. First, S1 and S2 

agreed that seven words could take an object, as seen in Table 1. 

Table 1: Group 1 (target words for which the speakers accepted object noun phrases) 

Word Meaning Example 

(Words in bold are object words) 

bͩo mͻt keep-secret 

ókeep a secretô 

Bͩo mͻt th¹ng tin  

ókeep informationô 

chi°u sinh invite-student 

órecruit studentsô 

Chi°u sinh c§c lαp hΣc  

órecruit students for each classô 

gia c¹ng add-work 

óprocessô (verb) 

Gia c¹ng m§y m·c 

óprocess a machineô 

ph§t bΜnh generate-disease 

óbecome illô 

Ph§t bΜnh tim 

óget heart diseaseô 

ph©n c¹ng divide-work 

ódivide the workô 

Ph©n c¹ng c¹ng viΜc n¨y  

ódivide this taskô 

ph©n loͧi divide-kind 

óclassifyô 

Ph©n loͧi Ľίng vͻt 

óclassify animalsô 

tΧt nghiΜp2 finish-job 

ógraduateô 

TΧt nghiΜp tr̯γng Ľͧi hΣc 

ógraduate from universityô 

 

According to Zhou (2011:107), in Chinese, only jia-gong ⱴ  (add-work) óto processô corresponding 

with the Sino-Vietnamese gia công can take an object, while the remaining six VO compounds cannot. 

These results imply that some Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò changed their transitivity during or 

after the borrowing. 

The second group included seven words where both native speakers made different judgments: S1 

argued that all of them could take an object, while S2 believed that none of them could. I searched for 

additional information about the words from Vietnamese dictionaries and the SEAlang Library 

Vietnamese Text Corpus, and found that at least four of them (i.e., ĽiΘm danh ócall the rollô, nhͻp hΣc 

 
2  TΧt nghiΜp is a common Sino-Vietnamese word borrowed from zú-yè ҙ (finish-job) óto graduateô. This 

word is not included in Zhou (2011); instead, bì-yè  (finish-job) óto graduateô is listed there. However, in 

this study, we adopted tΧt nghiΜp as a target word because zú  and bì  have the same meaning óto finishô. 
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óenter a schoolô, thi công óbuildô, and tρ chοc óresignô) have examples with an object, as presented in 

Table 2. 

Table 2: Group 2 (target words for which the speakers had different judgements; SEA: SEAlang 

Library Vietnamese Text Corpus) 

Word Meaning Example from dictionaries and a corpus 

(Words in bold are object words) 

b§o danh report-name 

óenrollô 

 

bΔ mΊc close-curtain 

óclose (a ceremony, 

etc.)ô 

 

ĽiΘm danh call-name 

ócall the rollô 

ņiԜm danh h֙c sinh (Chu et al. 2015) 

ócall the studentsô 

khai mΊc open-curtain 

óopen (a ceremony, 

etc.)ô 

 

nhͻp hΣc enter-study 

óenter a schoolô 

khi t¹i nhԀp h֙c ĽӴi h֙c é (SEA) 

óWhen I entered university...ô 

thi c¹ng carry out-work 

óbuildô 

Thi c¹ng khu nh¨ ֫ cao tӺng (Nguy֑n and Ph¼ 2013) 

óbuild a high-rise housing areaô 

tρ chοc resign-job 

óresignô 

Tַ chֵc hi֓u trҼ֫ng (Nguy֑n and Ph¼ 2013) 

óresign as principalô 

 

The third group includes two words that can be followed by a verb phrase, rather than an object noun 

phrase. The two native speakers agreed that phͧ m tίi can be followed by a verb phrase involving a 

criminal behavior such as buôn bán ma tuý óto sell drugsô, and tuyên thΜ can take a verb phrase 

representing a detailed content of the declaration. In the examples in Table 3, the verb phrases seem to 

be complementary clauses, rather than a part of serial verb constructions.  

Table 3: Group 3 (target words for which the speakers accepted verb phrase adjuncts) 

Word Meaning Example 

(Words in bold represent verb phrases) 

phͧm tίi violate-crime 

ócommit a crimeô 

Phͧm tίi bu¹n b§n ma tuĨ. 

ócommit drug salesô 

tuy°n thΜ declare-notify 

ódeclareô 

Tuy°n thΜ sΒ l¨m g³ Ľ·. 

ódeclare that (I/you/he/she) will do somethingô 

 

The fourth group included five words that could be followed by a prepositional phrase. In Table 4, 

prepositions vΖ óabout, onô, ĽΔn óabout, on, overô, and vαi óto, together with, againstô (Nguyn֑ 1997: 

162) are used between the target verbs and their related nouns. This group has shared grammatical 

characteristics with the corresponding VO compounds in Chinese: As noted in (2), VO compounds in 

Chinese generally use a prepositional phrase in place of an object noun phrase. 
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Table 4: Group 4 (target words for which the speakers accepted prepositional phrase adjuncts) 

Word Meaning Example 

(Words in bold represent prepositional phrases) 

an t©m be satisfied-heart 

óbe relievedô 

an t©m vΖ t̯̭ng lai 

óbe relieved about the futureô 

ḧ nh qu©n go-army 

ó(troops) marchô 

h¨nh qu©n ĽΔn [t°n ĽΠa diΘm] 

 ómarch to [a place name]ô 

kΔt h¹n connect-marriage 

ómarryô 

kΔt h¹n vαi anh ͫy 

ómarry himô 

ly h¹n leave-marriage 

ódivorceô 

ly h¹n vαi Nam 

ódivorce Namô 

nhͻp cͩnh enter-border 

óenter into a countryô 

nhͻp cͩnh v¨o ViΜt Nam 

óenter into Vietnamô 

 

Finally, the research showed that 11 words that cannot be followed by any related elements, such as 

object nouns, verb phrases, or prepositional phrases. The intransitive nature of these 11 words is 

consistent with the corresponding VO compounds in Chinese.  

Table 5: Group 5 (target words for which the speakers accepted no adjuncts) 

Word Meaning Word Meaning 

b«i c¹ng cease-work 

ógo on strikeô 

sinh bΜnh get-disease 

óget illô 

biΔn chͫt change-quality 

ógo badô 

thͫt hΣc lose-study 

óbe deprived of 

educationô 

nhͻp viΜn3 enter-hospital 

óbe in the hospitalô 

thͫt nghiΜp lose-job 

óbe unemployedô 

ph§ sͩn break-property 

ógo bankruptô 

trχc ban be on duty-shift 

óbe on dutyô 

phͧm ph§p violate-law 

óbreak the lawô 

xuͫt cͩnh go out-border 

óleave the countryô 

ph§t ĽiΜn generate-electricity 

ógenerate electricityô 
 

 

Table 6 portrays the overall results of the object test: the members of Group 2 are excluded because we 

need to further investigate their transitivity. In Table 6, although a majority of the target words remain 

intransitive, at least eight Sino-Vietnamese words (i.e., six words in Group 1, except for gia công óto 

processô, and two words in Group 2) are different from their original Chinese forms in transitivity.  

Table 6: Summary of the object test 

May take object noun 

phrases 

May take verb phrase 

adjuncts 

May take prepositional 

phrase adjuncts 

May not take any 

adjuncts 

7  2 5 11 

Different from Chinese 

(except for gia công óto processô) 

In common with Chinese 

5  Discussion and conclusion 
In this study, I conducted two experiments to investigate the separability and transitivity of Sino-

Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò. In this section, I discuss their grammatical features and compare them 

with those of the original VO compounds in Chinese, 

 
3   In the experiments, I adopted nhͻp viΜn borrowed from rù-yuàn  (enter-hospital) as a target word, instead 

of zhù-yuàn ᵟ  (live-hospital) listed in Zhou (2011), because nhͻp viΜn is a common word in Vietnamese. 
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In the separation test, almost none of the target words could be separated by functional morphemes, 

which clearly shows that they have almost all lost their phrasal status attested to in the VO compounds 

in Chinese. As observed in Section 2, the dual status of Chinese VO compounds is one of the 

idiosyncratic characteristics in the grammatical system of the language. However, their borrowed forms 

in Vietnamese only have status as compound-like words.  

Meanwhile, in the object test, a number of target words have different transitivity from their 

original forms in Chinese. As demonstrated by Li and Thompson (1981), in Chinese, the majority of 

VO compounds behave like intransitive verbs and cannot take an object. In contrast, a number of target 

Sino-Vietnamese words behave like transitive verbs, which means they changed their transitivity in the 

process or following being borrowed. Although it is not clear what factors determine the transitivity of 

each Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundò, it may be the case that some cross-linguistic semantic factors 

play an important role because, as shown in (6), the transitivity of Sino-Vietnamese ñVO compoundsò 

is basically the same as that of Sino-Japanese ones. In (6a), the Sino-Japanese bunrui, borrowed from 

fǛn-lèi №  óclassifyô, can take an object noun phrase (i.e., noun + the accusative particle o) and, in 

(6b), hasan, borrowed from pò-chϐn ֟ ¢bankruptô, is only available as intransitive. These Sino-

Japanese words are entirely consistent with the corresponding Sino-Vietnamese words phân lo iͧ 

óclassifyô and phá sͩ n óbankruptô in transitivity. We will evaluate the importance of this semantic factor 

in the future. 

 
(6) The transitivity of Sino-Japanese ñVO compoundsò bunrui and hasan 

 a. dǾbutsu -o bunrui -suru   

  animal ACC classify do   

  óclassify animalsô 

        

 b. kono- kaisha -wa hasan -shita  

  this company TOP bankrupt did  

  óThis company went bankrupt.ô 

 

Finally, let us consider the historical process of borrowing VO compounds. It is worth noting that the 

majority of target words in my experiments belong to óSino-neologismsô borrowed into Vietnamese at 

the beginning of the 20th century. Referring to Vinh (1993), Alves (2007a, 2017) pointed out that the 

borrowed items in this period contained a mixture from both Japan and China because the Japanese had 

been translating Western concepts by utilizing Chinese lexical material in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 

In this study, it is necessary to confirm whether the target words were borrowed from China or Japan 

since several target words have the same characteristics as the corresponding Sino-Japanese ñVO 

compoundsò in separability and transitivity. According to the word list 

 (Luo 2018), including disyllabic Sino-Vietnamese words originating from countries other than China, 

only thi công óbuildô was created outside of China (i.e., from Japan) in my target words. Chen (2019) 

showed that in his databaseðwhich includes 1,028 common verbs in Chineseðonly 47 (4.57%) were 

borrowed from Japanese, and that the borrowing rate of verbs was much lower than that of nouns 

(11.39%) and adjectives (7.7%). Based on the findings of the previous studies, it may be the case that 

verbs created in the Japanese language were not the main resources of Sino-neologisms, and that the 

Vietnamese borrowed very few verbs directly from Japanese at the beginning of the 20th century. We 

still have to investigate the borrowing route of Sino-neologisms in more detail; however, at this point, 

there is no clear evidence of influence from Japanese, at least in the target words of my experiments. 
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Appendix 1: Target words of the separation test 
Word in 

Quc֝ ngֻ 

Meaning of  Meaning of 

the entire word 

Chinese 

characters 1st morpheme 2nd morpheme 

an t©m  be satisfied heart óbe relievedô  

b«i c¹ng cease work ógo on strikeô  

b§o danh report name óenrollô  

bͩo mͻt  keep secret ókeep a secretô Ḡ  

bΔ mͧc close curtain óclose (a ceremony, etc.)ô  

biΔn chͫt change quality ógo badô  

biΔn h³nh change shape óbe out of shapeô  

c§o trͧng tell complaint ócharge, indictmentô (noun)  

chi°u sinh  invite student órecruit studentsô  

dλng c¹ng use work ótry hardô ⱳ 

ĽiΘm danh call name ócall the rollô  

Ľ²nh h¹n agree on marriage óbe engaged toô  

gia c¹ng add work óprocessô (verb) ⱴ  

h¨nh qu©n go army ó(troops) marchô ´ 

kΔt h¹n connect marriage ómarryô  

khai khͯu open mouth óopen oneôs mouth and say 

somethingô 
 

khai mͧc open curtain óopen (a ceremony, etc.)ô  

lί diΜn show face óshow upô  

luyΜn binh practice solder ótrain troopsô ῑ 

l̯u t©m keep heart ótake careô  

l̯u Ĩ keep intention ópay attention toô  

ly h¹n leave marriage ódivorceô  

mΜnh danh order name óname (a baby etc.)ô  

nhͻp cͩnh enter border óenter into a countryô ῀  

nhͻp hΣc enter study óenter a schoolô ῀  

nhͻp viΜn enter hospital óbe in the hospitalô ῀  

nhι̯ng bί give way step ómake concessionsô  

ph§ sͩn break property ógo bankruptô ֟ 

phͧm ph§p violate law óbreak the lawô  

phͧm tίi violate crime ócommit a crimeô  

ph§t bΜnh generate disease óbecome illô  

ph§t ĽiΜn generate electricity ógenerate electricityô  

ph§t hoͩ generate fire ócatch fire; be angryô  

ph§t t¨i generate wealth óget richô  

ph©n c¹ng divide work ódivide the workô №  

ph©n loͧi divide kind óclassifyô №  

sinh bΜnh get disease óget illô  
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tͧo phͩn make rebellion órebelô  

thͫt hΣc lose study óbe deprived of educationô  

thͫt nghiΜp lose job óbe unemployedô ҙ 

thi c¹ng carry out work óbuildô  

th̯̭ng t©m hurt heart óbe sorrowfulô ᴴ  

tΧt nghiΜp finish job ógraduateô ҙ 

trχc ban be on duty shift óbe on dutyô ṿ  

tuy°n thΜ declare notify ódeclareô  

tρ chοc resign job óresignô  

xuͫt cnͩh go out border óleave the countryô ₮  

Abbreviations 
ACC = accusative 

CL = classifier 

EXP = experiential 

GR = good result 

LP = linking particle 

PERF = perfective 

PROG = progressive 

SG = singular 

TOP = topic 

1, 3 = first, third person 
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Abstract 
This paper provides a phonological description of Bagobo-Klata, a Southern Philippine 

language spoken in the eastern slopes of Mt. Apo, Davao City, the Philippines. Based on 

a 1,026-word list, the description is mostly concerned with the synchronic phonology of 

Bagobo-Klata but notes selected diachronic sound changes. The synchronic part discusses 

its phonemic inventory, syllable structure, segmental stress, phonotactics, and 

phonological processes, while the diachronic part lists and explains salient Bagobo-Klata 

reflexes of Proto-Malayo-Polynesian (hereafter, PMP) phonemes. Among the salient 

phonological features of Bagobo-Klata are its five-vowel system /a, ὑ, Ὁ, i, u/, consonant 

clusters, geminates, several phonological processes triggered by affixation, and the 

historically deleted word-final *n (e.g., PMP *bulan > bula ómoon, monthô, PMP *dahun 

> daלu leaf, PMP *ipen > לippҜ tooth, PMP *quzan > לula órainô, and PMP *zalan > dala 

óabdomen, pathô. 

 

Keywords: Bagobo-Klata, Philippine languages, phonology 

ISO 639-3 codes: bgi 

1  Introduction 
This paper provides an account of the phonology of Bagobo-Klata, a Southern Philippine language 

largely spoken in the eastern slopes of Mt. Apo, Davao City, Davao del Sur, the Philippines, or in 

approximately thirty-six barangaysðincluding Barangay Don Panaca in Magpet, Cotabatoðscattered 

in Baguio, Calinan, and Tugbok districts. The speakers of this language call themselves Bagobo-Klata, 

the endonym, or just Klata, but they seem to be more commonly known as Giangan. This is quite evident 

in the literature of Philippine linguistics but has been rectified in the 24th edition of the Ethnologue, in 

which Bagobo-Klata replaced Giangan as the language name in its language profile (Blust 1991 & 2019; 

Eberhard, Simons & Fennig 2021; McFarland 1994; Walton 1979; Zorc 1986). Bagobo-Klata speakers 

can be generally referred to as Bagobo, the collective term for the three ethnolinguistic groups (i.e., Obo 

Monuvu and (Bagobo-)Tagabawa) living in Mount Apo. 

1.1 Previous Research 

There are two phonological accounts on Bagobo-Klata: Cagas (1991) and Evans (2017), both of which 

describe the basic features of its phonological system, namely, the sound inventory, syllable structure, 

gemination, consonant clusters, and segmental stress. Between the two accounts, Evans (2017) is more 

thorough, specifically in terms of the treatment of allophony, gemination, and consonant clusters but 

has plenty of generalizations that are unsupported by examples and must be re-examined because of 

their implications for the overall phonological analysis of Bagobo-Klata.  

First, the voiced alveodental tap /ὸ/ is treated as phonemic, despite researchersô not providing a 

minimal pair. The only supporting claim is that /ὸ/ is in unconditioned free variation with /d/ in some 

roots such as /hὉὸὉᾐ/ óto stopô, but [hὉdὉᾐ] is not recorded. On the contrary, Cagas (1991) states that /ὸ/ 

is a variant of /d/ in intervocalic positions. Second, how the allophones of Bagobo-Klata consonants 

and vowels are analyzed is problematic: the environments that condition these allophones are not 

specified. For instance, gemination is claimed to be both phonemic and phonetic without evidence. In 

addition to that, vowel length is also shown to be phonetic without the conditioning environment. Third, 

the glottal stop occurring as an onset is claimed to be epenthetic, implying that V is the basic syllable 

structure in Bagobo-Klata. To support such a claim, acoustic data could have been provided.  
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While there exist general descriptions of Bagobo-Klata phonology, a new one that re-examines such 

generalizations in these studies and provides a fresh analysis of Bagobo-Klata phonology is warranted. 

1.2 Data 

The data used in this paper were gathered during the linguistic fieldwork embarked on by the author in 

Barangay Sirib, Calinan District, Davao City from the 10th to the 27th of November 2019 and during a 

series of virtual informant works from March to June 2021. Both data-gathering activities were done 

with permission from National Commission of Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) in Davao Region. Moreover, 

the data include a 1,026-word list recorded by the datu or chieftain of Barangay Sirib on the 27th of 

November 2019 and fully transcribed in January 2020; and a separate list of nominal and verbal 

derivations was elicited from two female language consultants via Facebook Messenger from March to 

June 2021.  

2  Consonants 
Bagobo-Klata has sixteen consonants, as shown in Table 1. These consonants contrast in places and 

manners of articulation and voicing. It must be noted that in this paper, [ὸ] is treated as allophonic, even 

though there are instances in which [ὸ] occurs in Bagobo-Klata roots such as /ki.῁ὸὉp/ óto blink oneôs 

eyeô and /hὉ.῁ὸὉᾐ/ óto stopô. 

Table 1: Bagobo-Klata consonants 

 Bilabial  Alveodental Palatal Velar Glottal  

Stop 

Nasal 

Fricative 

Tap 

Lateral  

Approximant  

p b 

m 

t d 

n 

s 

  [ὸ] 

l 

 

 

 

 

 

j 

k g 

Ǽ 

 

 

 

w 

 

 

h 

 

Shown in Table 2 are the minimal pairs of the fifteen contrastive consonants in Bagobo-Klata. 

Table 2: Bagobo-Klata segments exemplified in context 

 Word-Initial  Word-Medial Word-Final 

/p/ 

 

 

/b/ 

 

 

/t/ 

 

 

/d/ 

 

 

/k/ 

 

 

/g/ 

 

 

/ᾐ/ 

 

 

[pὑ.῁ta] ówetô 

[῁ ὑΈ.ta] óthighô 

 

[῁baΈ.tuk] ócoughô 

[῁paΈ.tuk] óduckô 

 

[tὉ.῁li] óstringô 

[ Ὁ.῁li] óto chooseô 

 

[῁daΈ. u] óleafô 

[῁baΈ. u] ósmell, generalô 

 

[῁kὑΈ.wὉ] óstoutô 

[῁lὑΈ.wὉ] ónarrowô 

 

[gὉl.῁lὉt] ómiddle fingerô 

[ Ὁl.῁lὉt] óbetweenô 

 

[ ul.῁lu] óheadô 

[hul.῁lu] óto commandô 

 

[῁ iΈ.pit] óto sleepô 

[῁ iΈ.nit] óhotô 

 

[ Ὁ.῁bὉw] ómouse, ratô 

[ Ὁ.῁lὉw] ófenceô 

 

[῁ ὑΈ.ta] ócalf (oneôs leg)ô 

[῁ ὑΈ.ma] óarmpitô 

 

[῁tuΈ.duk] óoarô 

[῁tuΈ.kuk] ólazyô 

 

[῁luΈ.ka] óbowlô 

[῁luΈ.wa] óladleô 

 

[῁ ὑΈ.gὉǼ] ófecesô 

[῁ ὑΈ.kὉǼ] ótailô 

 

[tὉ.῁ i] óto accompanyô 

[tὉ.῁li] óstringô 

 

[῁ iΈ.hip] óto whisperô 

[῁ iΈ.hi] óto whet a bladeô 

 

[ Ὁl.῁lὉb] óspringô 

[ Ὁl.῁lὉt] óbetweenô 

 

[kὉk.῁kὉt] óto buryô 

[kὉk.῁kὉp] óto embraceô 

 

[῁ aΈ.tad] óraftô 

[῁ aΈ.ta] órice huskô 

 

[ Ὁ.῁lὉk] óto kissô 

[ Ὁ.῁lὉw] ófenceô 

 

[ a.῁ Ὁg] óto take a bathô 

[ a.῁ Ὁw] óto enterô 

 

[ Ὁ.῁tὉ] ónicknameô 

[ Ὁ.῁tὉp] óroofô 
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 Word-Initial  Word-Medial Word-Final 

/m/ 

 

 

/n/ 

 

 

/Ǽ/ 

 

 

/s/ 

 

 

/h/ 

 

 

/l/ 

 

 

/j/  

 

 

/w/ 

[῁maΈ.li] ógoodô 

[pa.῁li] ówoundô 

 

[nὑ.῁pὑs] óthin (object)ô 

[lὑ.῁pὑs] óknifeô 

 

[Ǽil.῁lὉ] óearô 

[til.῁lὉ] óflee (of a dog)ô 

 

[῁sὉΈ. a] óankleô 

[῁hὉΈ. a] óthornô 

 

[hὉ.῁bὉw] ómilkô 

[ Ὁ.῁bὉw] ómouseô 

 

[lὉs.῁suǼ] ómortarô 

[pὉs.῁suǼ] ówater jarô 

 

[῁juΈ.pa] ócentipedeô 

[῁kuΈ.pa] óthickô  

 

[wὉd.῁dὉw] óafternoonô 

[kὉd.῁dὉw] ónoonô 

[῁hiΈ.mat] óneedleô 

[hi.῁kat] ófastô 

 

[ i.῁nὉ] ómotherô 

[῁ iΈ.wὉ] ósalivaô 

 

[ aǼ.῁Ǽa] óchildô 

[ aǼ.῁ga] ónicknameô 

 

 

 

 

[῁puΈ.huǼ] óheartô 

[pu.῁ uǼ] óto wrapô 

 

[῁buΈ.la] ómoonô 

[bu.῁na] óto hitô 

 

[ha.῁jup] ófalseô 

[῁haΈ.Ǽup] ówatermelonô 

 

[῁bὉΈ.wὉ] óto pourô 

[bὉ.῁jὉ] ófaceô 

[lag.῁gam] óbirdô 

[lag.῁gas] óto wash handsô 

 

 

 

 

[lud.῁duǼ] ófishô 

[lud.῁dus] óto be lostô 

 

[kὉl.῁lὉs] óstrongô 

[kὉl.῁lὉt] ócurly (of hair)ô 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[ Ὁ.῁tὉj] óliverô 

[ Ὁ .῁tὉp] óroofô 

 

[ Ὁt.῁tὉw] ópersonô 

[ Ὁt.῁tὉk] óbrainô 

 

Shown in Table 3 is the distribution of Bagobo-Klata consonants in all word positions. Notes are in 

order. First, all consonants (except the allophonic [ὸ]) occur word-initially. Second, word-initial 

consonants can be singletons, geminates (segmental or derived), and a member of word-medial clusters. 

The examples shown below are singletons only. Third, only twelve consonants (except /h, n, l/ and [ὸ]) 

can occur word-finally. As will be explained later, PMP *h, *n, and *l are phonemically lost in the 

word-final position, although in some words, word-final /n/ is not deleted, as in (1). 

 

(1) pa.ka.ԋwan ócupô 

 sa.ԋbҜn ósoapô 

 ma.ԋjaԒ.man órichô 

 tu.ԋrҢל.kan óI do not knowô 

 

Table 3: Bagobo-Klata consonants in word-initial, -medial, and -final Positions 

 #_ V_V _# 

 

/p/ 

 

 

 

/b/ 

 

 

 

/k/ 

 

 

 

[pud.῁du] ógall, bileô 

[pit.῁tu] ósevenô 

[pὉ.῁lὉs] ómanyô 

 

[῁buΈ.lu] óto cut, as oneôs hairô 

[bul.῁las óto change clothesô 

[bὉl.῁l] ópoisonô 

 

[kal.῁laǼ] óscabô 

[kὉ.῁lat óthin (of a person)ô 

[kὉm.῁mi] óbeardô 

 

[῁guΈ.hiǼ] ówater jarô 

[῁ ὉΈ.puj] ófireô 

[῁taΈ.pi] ówallô 

[῁lὑΈ.pὉs] ósiblingô 

 

[῁ ὑΈ.baǼ] óleftô 

[῁gὉΈ.bὉ] óto deceiveô 

[῁ uΈ.bi] óto requestô 

 

[῁ ὑΈ.kὉǼ] ótailô 

[῁kuΈ.kaǼ] ócockroachô 

[῁luΈ.ka] óbowlô 

 

[῁laΈ.gat] óseaô 

[῁ iΈ.hip] óto whisperô 

[ Ὁ.῁kap] óbark (of a tree)ô 

[ a.῁kap] ómonkeyô 

 

[῁laΈ.Ǽub] ócaveô 

[῁ǼuΈ. Ὁb] ófingernailô 

[his.῁sib] ófat, greaseô 

 

[lὉp.῁puk] óconsumedô  

[῁tuΈ.kuk] ólazyô 

[pal.῁lὉk] ósandô 

 

[῁laΈ.lig] óhappyô 
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 #_ V_V _# 

/g/ 

 

 

 

/t/ 

 

 

 

/d/ 

 

 

 

/ / 

 

 

 

/m/ 

 

 

 

/n/ 

 

 

 

/Ǽ/ 

 

 

 

/s/ 

 

 

 

/h/ 

 

 

 

/j/  

 

 

 

 

/w/ 

 

 

 

/l/ 

[gi.῁ὸa] ólastô 

[gὉ.῁tὉǼ] óeggplantô 

 

[tu.῁ ud] ódeerô 

[tὉb.῁biǼ] óbuttockô 

[῁tiΈ. i] ópinky fingerô 

 

[da.῁luǼ] óbelow, underneathô 

[da.῁gὉw] óshort (of time)ô 

[dun.῁nuk] ófloodô 

 

[ ὑ.῁nὉ] murky 

[ Ὁn.῁nὉp] mist 

[῁ iΈ.hiǼ] ring (for oneôs finger) 

 

[῁maΈ.mὑ] ólegô 

[mὉ.῁jὉ] óyoung womanô 

[mὉ.῁ Ὁ] óbetel, areca nutô 

 

[na.῁nam] ótasteô 

[nὑ.῁pὑs] óthin (of an object)ô 

[nὉ.῁ Ὁs] ósound, noiseô 

 

[ǼὉ.῁nuk] óto huntô 

[Ǽil.῁lὉ] óearô 

[Ǽit.῁tὉǼ] ódarkô 

 

[sὉs.῁sὉp] óto suckô 

[sa.lup.῁paǼ] óloinclothô 

[saj.῁jὉw] óto danceô 

 

[῁hὉΈ.lὉ] egg 

[his.῁sip] louse (of a chicken) 

[hug.῁gu] to push 

 

[jab.ba .῁naΈ.pu] ónightmareô 

[jὉj.῁jὉ] óshameô 

[pa.῁ja] óbigô 

 

 

[wi.῁ti] óhungryô 

[wὉd.῁dὉw] óafternoonô 

[῁wὉΈ. Ὁ] óabaca fibers, hempô 

 

[῁liΈ.tu] to óburnô 

[lab.῁bus] ópoorô 

[lal.῁lὉm] ódeepô 

[῁mὉΈ.gat] ómoteô 

[῁ i.gὉ] óbetel leafô 

 

[῁ ὑΈ.ta] óthighô 

[῁tiΈ.tὉj] óbridgeô 

[῁puΈ.tὉw] óironô 

 

[῁lὑΈ.dὉk] ówaterfallô 

[῁taΈ.dὉ] óto dripô 

[῁tὉΈ.dὉ] óto follow (as a trail)ô 

 

[῁tiΈ. Ὁw] óclear (as water)ô 

῁ ὑΈ. ὑ óyesô 

[῁tuΈ. uw] to string togetherô 

 

[῁ǼuΈ.ma] óstoryô 

[῁luΈ.mut] ómossô 

[῁lὉΈ.ma] óknife (of a datu)ô 

 

[῁laΈ.nu] ósadô 

[῁nὉΈ.nὉ] óprawnô 

[῁pὉΈ.na] óbaitô 

 

[῁luΈ.Ǽa] óshadeô 

[῁mὑΈ.Ǽa] óstoveô 

[῁luΈ.Ǽu] ócoffinô 

 

[῁maΈ.si] ósaltyô 

[῁baΈ.sa] óto readô 

[ku.῁liΈ.sap] ódandruffô 

 

[῁bὉΈ.hὉw] óarrowô 

[῁tὉΈ.hu] ócucumberô 

[῁baΈ.hὉw] óthirstyô 

 

[῁maΈ.jὉw] óraincloudô 

[῁luΈ.jὉ] ógingerô 

[῁ iΈ.jup] to óblow (using oneôs 

mouth)ô 

 

[῁tuΈ.wὉ] óold personô 

[῁ aΈ.wa] órainbowô 

[῁baΈ.wὑ] ómedicineô 

 

[῁waΈ.lὉj] ótiredô 

[῁daΈ.la ]ótrailô 

[῁bὉΈ.la] óbubblesô 

[pὉ.kὉ.῁lὉg] óhowô 

[῁kaΈ.bὉg] fruit óbatô 

 

[῁kuΈ.lit] óskinô 

[lὉ.῁mὑt] óweakô 

[῁kὉΈ.hὑt] ócave batô 

 

[tὑ.῁kὉd] óheelô 

[tul.῁lid] óstraight (as a stick)ô 

[῁buΈ.lud] ómountainô 

 

[lὉm.῁mὉ] ómorningô 

[῁ ὑΈ.ma] óarmpitô 

[ba.῁ju] ócheekô 

 

[῁ ὑΈ.lam] ówaspô 

[῁ ὉΈ.jam] óyawnô 

[ ik.῁kam] ómat, for sleepingô 

 

 

ø 

 

 

[῁tuΈ.baǼ] óin front ofô 

[῁ ὑΈ.gὉǼ] ófecesô 

[mὑs.῁sὑǼ] óindustriousô 

 

[῁maΈ.las] óspicyô 

[nuw.῁was] óaccustomedô 

[῁ uΈ.pus] ócatô 

 

 

ø 

 

 

[ al.῁lὉj] óchinô 

[lus.῁suj] ógumsô 

[῁ǼuΈ. uj] ówhistleô 

 

 

[ u.῁pὉw] óbaldô 

[pὑ.῁ Ὁw] ólame, crippledô 

[῁gaΈ.hὉw] ant 

 

[pak.῁sul] óhole in the groundô 

[baǼ.῁kil] ócanine toothô 

3  Geminates 
A geminate refers to a sequence of two identical adjacent consonants in a single morpheme (Crystal 

2008:206); a single consonant is called a singleton. In terms of word position, Bagobo-Klata geminates 

are strictly word-medial. Moreover, they can be segmental (i.e., occurring in roots) or derived (i.e., 

triggered by affixes). 
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Table 4: Bagobo-Klata geminates 

Geminate Examples 

 

pp 

 

 

 

bb 

 

 

 

tt  

 

 

 

dd 

 

 

 

kk  

 

 

 

gg 

 

 

 

ss 

 

 

 

mm 

 

 

 

nn 

 

 

 

ǼǼ 

 

 

 

ll  

 

 

 

ww 

 

 

 

jj  

[dip.῁pὉ] óarmspanô 

[ ip.῁pus] ógasp, pantô 

[lὉp.῁puk] óall gone, consumedô 

 

[bab.῁ba] óbroken in piecesô 

[tab.῁baǼ] óblandô 

[mὉb.῁but] óanimalô 

 

[klat.῁taǼ] ósteps in a ladderô 

[ Ὁt.῁tὉw] ópersonô 

[Ǽit.῁tὉǼ] ódarkô 

 

[tud.῁du ] ónapeô 

[ id.῁du] ópityô 

[lὉd.῁dὉg] órottenô 

 

[bik.῁kὉ] ónecklaceô 

[ ik.῁kam] ómat, for sleepingô 

[lak.῁ka ] ójackfruitô 

 

[tug.῁gὉ] ópost, house poleô 

[ Ὁg.῁gi ] ócogon grassô 

[lag.῁gu] ówhileô 

 

[dis.῁sὉ ] ósty, in oneôs eyeô 

[mὑs.῁sὑǼ] óindustriousô 

[lis.῁sὉ] óseed, of fruitô 

 

[dum.῁mὉ] óotherô 

[ am.῁mu ] óbreastô 

[lam.῁mi] ónewô 

 

[tὉn.῁nὉb] óhoneyô 

[ Ὁn.῁nὉp] ófog, mistô 

[lan.῁na] ópusô 

 

[pὉǼ.῁ǼuΈ. Ὁ] óchieftainô 

[daǼ.῁Ǽa] óbeforeô 

[hὉǼ.῁ǼὉw] ósteam, vaporô 

 

[pul.῁lu ] ótenô 

[bal.῁las] órice (uncooked)ô 

[lal.῁lὉm] ódeepô 

 

[buw.῁wa] óhammockô 

[ uw.῁wὉ] ótwoô 

[luw.῁wu] ówinnowing basketô 

 

[baj.῁jὉ] ócrocodileô 

[gaj.῁jὉ] ósouth windô 

[jὉj.῁jὉ] óshameô 
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Shown in Table 4 are segmental geminates. Only thirteen consonants (except the glottals / , h/ and the 

allophonic tap [ὸ]) can become geminates, but a few affixes can trigger the glottals to become geminates. 

As shown in (2) and (3), /h/, at least word-initially, becomes [ss] with distributive numeral affix tҜ- and 

the realis patient-voice (PV) bҜ-. 

 

(2) tҜ-  + hҜ.ԋtu  Ÿ tҜs.ԋsҜԒ.tu 

 DN   one   one each 

 

(3) bҜ-  + hal.ԋla  Ÿ bҜs.sal.ԋla  

 RLS.PV   to fry rice  RLS.PFV-fry rice 

 

On the other hand, the glottal stop /ᾐ/, specifically in the word-initial position, becomes a geminate and 

has several allophones [gg, tt, ll, jj, ww], as shown in (4), (5), (6), (7), and (8). What is certain, thus far, 

is that the derived geminate forms of /ᾐ/ is due to fortition. 

 

(4) bҜ-   + ԋӛҢԒ.pҜk  Ÿ bҜj.ԋjҢԒ.pҜk 

 RLS.POT   to cut   RLS.POT-cut 

 

(5) bҜ-   + ԋӛҢԒ.pҜk  Ÿ bҜg.ԋgҢԒ.pҜk 

 RLS.PV    to cut   RLS.PV-cut 

 

(6) pҜ-   + ӛaǼ.ԋǼaӛ Ÿ pҜl.laǼ.ԋǼaӛ 

 CAUS.RLS.PV   child   CAUS.RLS.PV-give birth 

 

(7) tҜ-   + ӛuw. ԋwҜ Ÿ tҜl.lu.ԋwҜ 

 DN    two   DN-two (two each) 

 

(8) tҜ-   + ӛҜt.ԋtҜw  Ÿ tҜt.tҜt.ԋtҜw 

 NOM    person   NOM-person (self) 

 

Like consonants and vowels, segmental geminates are also contrastive, as shown in Table 5. 

Table 5. Contrastive geminates in Bagobo-Klata 

Geminate Singleton 

[pὉt.῁tὉj] ófireflyô 

[bὉl.῁lὉj] óto giveô 

[tap.p̈͂ὑ] óold (object)ô 

[tὉǼ.Ǽ̈͂Ὁ] óhalfô 

[kap.p̈͂ὑǼ] óto split into halvesô 

[hud.d̈͂u] óladô 

[lim.m̈͂Ὁ] óhandô 

[ in.n̈͂Ὁ] óto lookô 

[ iw.ẅ͂Ὁ] óenvyô 

[pὉ.῁tὉj] óto die, to kill someoneô 

[bὉ.῁lὉj] óhouseô 

[ta.῁pὑ] ótwinô 

[῁tὉΈ.ǼὉ] ónipple, teatô 

[ka.῁pὑǼ] ówood stickô 

[῁huΈ.du] óto carry on oneôs headô 

[li.῁mὉ] ófiveô 

[ i.῁nὉ] ómotherô 

[῁ iΈ.wὉ] ósalivaô  
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4  Vowels 
Bagobo-Klata has five vowels that contrast in vowel quality, tongue position, and the degree of lip 

rounding. As shown in Table 12, only /u/ and /Ὁ/ are roundedðfull and half, respectively. 

Table 6: Bagobo-Klata vowels 

 Front Central Back 

Close 

Mid  

Open 

i 

ὑ 

 

 

a 

u 

Ὁ 

 

Shown in Table 13 are the minimal pairs of Bagobo-Klata vowels in all syllable positions. 

Table 7: Minimal pairs of Bagobo-Klata vowels 

 Penultima Ultima Both Pen/Ultima 

/i/ 

 

 

/u/ 

 

 

/ὑ/ 

 

 

/Ὁ/ 

 

 

/a/ 

[kid.῁dut] óastonishmentô 

[kὉd.῁dut] óto pinchô 

 

[kul.῁li] óa long time agoô 

[kil.῁li] óeelô 

 

[῁ὑΈ.ta] ócalf (of oneôs leg)ô 

[῁ὉΈ.ta] óto vomitô 

 

[bὉl.῁li] óto buyô 

[bul.῁li] óevening/nightô 

 

[ ap.῁pat] ófourô 

[ up.῁pat] óto jumpô 

[tὉb.῁bi] óto sewô 

[tὉb.῁bu] ósugarcaneô 

 

[῁tuΈ.wu] óto growô 

[῁tuΈ.wὉ] óoldô 

 

[῁lὉΈ.lὑ] óvalleyô 

[῁lὉΈ.la] ónestô 

 

[ ul.῁lὉd] ólarvaô 

[ ul.῁lud] ófloorô 

 

[ aǼ.῁Ǽat] óto waitô 

[ aǼ.῁Ǽὑt] óto biteô 

[῁tiΈ. i] ópinky fingerô 

[῁tὑΈ. ὑ] óhardô 

 

[klut.῁tuǼ] óforeheadô 

[klat.῁taǼ] óladder stepsô 

 

[῁hὑΈ.lὑ] óto leanô 

[῁bὑΈ.lὑ] óto stayô 

 

[bὉb῁bὉ] ówindowô 

[bub῁bu] ófeatherô 

 

[hal.῁la] óto fry riceô 

[hul.῁lu] óto commandô 

 

Moreover, all five Bagobo-Klata vowels can occur in all syllable positions, as exemplified in Table 8. 

Table 8: Bagobo-Klata Vowels in Antepenultima, Penultima, and Ultima 

 Antepenultima Penultima Ultima 

/i/ 

 

 

/u/ 

 

 

/ὑ/ 

 

 

/Ὁ/ 

 

 

/a/ 

[ma.li.gὉn.῁nὉj] óbeautifulô 

[pi.jas.῁su] óspearô 

 

[pu.῁waΈ.las] óforest, woodsô 

 

 

[tὑ.nὑ.'pὉg] ómensô pantsô 

 

 

[hὉ.mὉ.bὉ.῁jὉ] óuglyô 

[bὉl.῁liΈ.jὉj] ódrunkô 

 

[ a.῁riΈ.jus] óearringsô 

[tam.῁baΈ.ga] ócopperô 

[῁tiΈ.Ǽut] ógreedy, selfishô 

[῁li.tuΈ] ómole, birthmarkô 

 

[῁kuΈ.lit] óskinô 

[lul.῁lut] óa Bagobo-Klata dishô 

 

[tὑ.῁kὉd] óheelô 

[lὑt.῁ta] ósap, resinô 

 

[kὉ.῁lat] óthin (of a person)ô 

[ Ὁl.῁lὉǼ] óneckô 

 

[῁ aΈ.wak] ówaistô 

[daǼ.῁ǼὉw] óhandspanô 

[lit.῁ti] óthunderô 

[῁tuΈ.li] óearwaxô 

 

[῁daΈ.mu] ódewô 

[῁giΈ.bud] ófontanelleô 

 

[la.῁wὑ] ótall (of a person)ô 

[ Ὁg.῁gὑt] óclothingô 

 

[kὉp.῁pὉ] óchestô 

[kὉm.῁mὉǼ] ófistô 

 

[bὉn.῁na] ótrueô 

[ka.῁jang] óbright, as lightô 

5  Syllable Structure 
In Bagobo-Klata, the basic syllable structure is (C1)C2V(C3): the obligatory syllable elements are the 

onset and the nucleus, while the coda and the extra onset, which forms a cluster with the obligatory 

onset, are optional. Shown in Table 9 are the four permissible syllable structures in Bagobo-Klata, along 

with examples. 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Estrera 

 

251 
 

Table 9: Syllable patterns in Bagobo-Klata 

Syllable Structure Examples 

 

 

CV 

 

 

 

 

 

CVC 

 

 

 

 

 

CCV 

 

 

 

 

 

CCVC 

[bὉ.῁jὉ] ófaceô 

[hi.῁ju] óelbowô 

[῁paΈ. Ὁ] ófootô 

[mὉ.῁tὉ] óeyeô 

[῁giΈ.bud] óhair whorlô 

 

[klut.῁tuǼ] óforeheadô 

[Ǽil.῁lὉ] óearô 

[ Ὁb.῁buk] óhair, of oneôs headô 

[ il.῁lὉ] ómole, birthmarkô 

[bok.῁kὉǼ] óshin, of oneôs legô 

 

[῁gkaΈ.waǼ] óhipô 

[῁mlὑΈ.dὑ] óyellowô 

[῁kluΈ.gὉ] ówartô 

[῁gnaΈ.lὉ] óthroatô 

[῁klὑΈ.wὑǼ] óeyebrowô 

 

[klam.῁mag] óstarô 

[῁mlὑΈ. aǼ] óroughô 

[bluǼ.῁Ǽus] ómouthô 

[mlun.῁nὉw] ógreenô 

[kjuw.῁wa] óbeeô 

 

Moreover, Bagobo-Klata has consonant clusters or a sequence of two consonants. In terms of word 

positions, they can be complex onsets (i.e., two onsets occurring word-initially) or word-medial clusters 

(i.e., a coda plus an onset occurring word-medially). On the one hand, complex onsets can be segmental 

or derived. Shown in (9), (10), (11), (12), and (13) are the permissible combinations of C1 and C2 in 

Bagobo-Klata. 

 

(9) a stop  + a lateral 

  pl   ԋplҢԒ.tҢk ówingô 

  bl   ԋbliԒ.bud ówhirlpoolô 

  kl   ԋkliԒ.tut óanusô 

  gl   ԋglҜԒ.puj óbeeô 

 

(10) a stop  + a stop 

  gk   ԋgkaԒ.waǼ óhipô 

   

(11) a stop  + an approximant 

  bj   bja.ԋלҜw ódrizzleô 

  kj   ԋkjҜԒ.hҜǼ ócockroachô 

  gj   ԋgjaԒ.wat ópimpleô 

  kw   kwa.ԋlҜ óworm, earthwormô 

  gw   gwa.ԋli óacross, opposite sideô 

 

(12) a nasal  + lateral 

  ml   ԋmlҜԒ.לҜs ósmoothô 

 

(13) a stop  + a nasal 

  gn   ԋgnaԒ.lҜ óthroatô 
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On the other hand, Bagobo-Klata has word-medial clusters, which can be homorganic (i.e., a word-

medial consonant sequence of a nasal consonant and another consonant with an identical feature) or 

heterorganic (i.e., a sequence of two consonants with non-identical features). However, it must be noted 

that these clusters are rare because as will be seen in 8.6, historical clusters of PMP forms became 

geminates in Bagobo-Klata. 

Table 10: Word-medial clusters 

Homorganic Heterorganic 

[pan.῁tug] óbladderô 

[ban.῁tuΈ.gan] ófamousô 

[baǼ.k̈͂il ] ócanine tooth, fangô 

[kas.p̈͂a] ódandruff 

[pak.s̈͂ul] óhole (in the ground)ô 

[lug.ẅ͂a] óoutsideô 

 

Like phonemes and geminates, segmental complex onsets in Bagobo-Klata are also contrastive, as 

shown in (14). 

 

(14) klҜm.ԋmҜל ótomorrowô 

 lҜm.ԋmҜל ómorningô 

 

Finally, the number of syllables in Bagobo-Klata words depends on whether the words in question are 

unaffixed or derived. In roots, monosyllabic or disyllabic words are more common than trisyllabic ones, 

while in derived words, disyllabic words are as common as trisyllabic ones. 

6  Segmental Stress 
In this study, segmental stress is defined as the prominence (i.e., loudness) of a specific syllable in a 

given word (Crystal 2008). First, in Bagobo-Klata, segmental stress is contrastive, as shown in Table 

11. 

Table 11: Contrastive stress in Bagobo-Klata 

Penultima Ultima 

[῁ uΈ.la] ósnakeô 

[῁pὉΈ.tὉj] to óquarrelô 

[῁baΈ.sa] to óreadô 

[῁ ὉΈ.lat] óscarô 

[῁kuΈ.luǼ] to ósnoreô 

[῁ aΈ.tiǼ] ósweatô 

[῁laΈ.wu] ócloudô 

[ u.῁la] órainô 

[pὉ.῁tὉj] óto killô 

[ba.῁sa] ósquashô 

[ Ὁ.῁lat] óveinô 

[ku.῁luǼ] óbackô 

[ a.῁tiǼ] óifô 

[la.῁wu] to ófallô 

 

Second, stress is also predictable because of vowel length. Table 12 shows that stress falls on the ultima 

(i.e., light (CV) or heavy (CVC)) if there is no vowel length. 
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Table 12: Stress in ultima 

CV CVC 

[tὉ.῁ i] óto accompanyô 

[ Ὁ.̈͂ka] ówhat-you-call-itô 

[da.̈͂ jὉ] ówestô 

[mὉ.̈͂lὉ] ólight, in weightô 

[lὉ.῁wa] ówideô 

[la.̈͂ wὑ] ótall, of a personô 

[pa.̈͂ ja] óbigô 

[ba.̈͂ sa] ópumpkin, squashô 

[mὉ.̈͂ Ὁ] óbetel, areca nutô 

[ka.̈͂ a] óto eatô 

[hi.῁jὉw] ónineô 

[ u.̈͂lὉb] ókneeô 

[lὉ.῁tus] óhundredô 

[gὉ.̈͂tὉǼ] óeggplantô 

[dὉ.̈͂lid] órootô 

[ta.̈͂ lum] ópapayaô 

[ u.̈͂wὉj] órattanô 

[pa.̈͂ ὑt] óbitterô 

[ Ὁ.̈͂lὉk] óto kissô 

[lὉ.῁Ǽuj] óto swimô 

 

On the other hand, Table 13 shows that if a word has vowel length, stress falls on the penultima. 

Table 13: Stress in penultima 

CV CCV 

[῁duΈ.lu] óbloodô 

[῁puΈ.huǼ] óheartô 

[῁bὉΈ.gὉk] ódiseaseô 

[῁kaΈ.gὉw] ómicrobeô 

[῁maΈ.li] ógoodô 

[῁huΈ.kὉ] óangerô 

[῁kaΈ.pὉ] ócold, of weatherô 

[῁baΈ.lu] óprovision, as for a journeyô 

[῁maΈ. a] ósheath, as of a bolo/knifeô 

[῁laΈ. i] óman, maleô 

[῁glaΈ. u] óthroatô 

[῁kliΈ.tut] óanusô 

[῁gjaΈ.wat] ópimpleô 

[῁mlὑΈ.dὑ] óyellowô 

[῁gnuΈ.wὉ] óearthô 

[῁bjὉΈ. Ὁ] óyearô 

[῁blὑΈ. ὑ] ógeckoô 

[῁kliΈ.gi] óhawkô 

[῁blὉΈ.wa] óspiderô 

[῁gkaΈ.waǼ] óhipô 

7  Morphophonological Processes 
This section discusses several morphophonological processes in Bagobo-Klata. In this study, they are 

called as such because they (except reduplication and cliticization) are mostly triggered by affixation. 

As will be seen in the following subsections, one affix, usually verbal, can trigger up to seven processes. 

7.1 Syllable Deletion 

In Bagobo-Klata, syllable deletion is a morphophonological process that deletes the least prominent 

syllable (or the antepenultima) in an affixed word. There are three identified affixes in Bagobo-Klata 

that trigger syllable deletion, namely, the irrealis patient-voice (PV) -Ҝ, the irrealis benefactive/locative-

voice (B/LV) -a, and the nominalizing -a. 

There are only a few verbs to which the PV and LV verbal affixes -Ҝ and -a can be attached. Once 

attached to verbs, these affixes trigger syllable deletion. In (15) to (17), the verb roots are all disyllabic 

and, after affixation, become trisyllabic, but -Ҝ deletes the antepenultimas (i.e., the ones in bold), while 

the stress shifts to the penultima. 

 

(15) ԋלҢԒ.jap + -Ҝ Ÿ ԋלҢԒ.ja.pҜ Ÿ ԋjaԒ.pҜ 

 to count   count-IRR.PV  count-IRR.PV 

 

(16) ha.ԋwҢt + -Ҝ Ÿ ha.ԋwҢԒ.tҜ Ÿ ԋwҢԒ.tҜ 

 to hook   hook-IRR.PV  hook-IRR.PV 

 

(17) pҢp.ԋpҢל + -Ҝ Ÿ pҢp.ԋpҢԒ.לҜ Ÿ ԋpҢԒ.לҜ 

 to wash   wash-IRR.PV  wash-IRR.PV 
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Shown below are Bagobo-Klata verbs affixed with -a, which deletes all the antepenultimas. 

 

(18) ԋtaԒ.waǼ + -a Ÿ ԋtaԒ.wa.Ǽa Ÿ ԋkwaԒ.Ǽa 

  to help   help-IRR.BV  help-IRR.BV 

 

(19) ԋkaԒ.pҢל + -a Ÿ ԋkaԒ.pҢ.לa Ÿ ԋpҢԒ.לa 

  to hold   hold-IRR.BV  hold-IRR.BV 

 

(20) ԋhaԒ.kҜj + -a Ÿ ԋhaԒ.kҜ.ja Ÿ ԋkҜԒ.ja 

  to ride   ride-IRR.LV  ride-IRR.LV 

 

Moreover, it will be seen in the subsequent processes (e.g., assimilation, gemination, epenthesis, 

fortition, and lenition) that syllable deletion interacts with them and is required to take place before or 

after them. 

7.2 Vowel Harmony 

Vowel harmony is a morphophonological process in which two adjacent vowels become similar 

(Crowley & Bowern 2010). The affixes that trigger this process are the verbal affixes -Ҝ and -a. Derived 

words such as kҜnҜ and Ǽaja will be used to explain this process. 

In deriving the patient-voice affixed verb kҜnҜ, there are four morphophonological processes at 

play, which will be explained chronologically. First, after -Ҝ is affixed to ka.ԋלa to eat, the historically 

deleted word-final *n is reinstated. 

 

(21) Epenthesis 

  ka.ԋלa + -Ҝ Ÿ ka.ԋלa:.no 

  to eat     IRR.PV eat-IRR.PV 

 

After (21), the onset / / in the penultima becomes [k], because of adjacent assimilation to the onset /k/ 

of the antepenultima. 

 

(22) Adjacent Assimilation 

  ka.ԋלa:.no Ÿ ka.ԋka:.nҜ 

  eat-IRR.PV  eat-IRR.PV 

 

Third, the antepenultima [ka] is deleted, because of -Ὁ. 

 

(23) Syllable Deletion 

  ka.ԋka:.nҜ Ÿ ԋkaԒ.nҜ 

  eat-IRR.PV  eat-IRR.PV 

 

Fourth, in the disyllabic form, /a/ in the penultima becomes [Ὁ] because -Ҝ triggers vowel harmony. 

 

(24) Vowel Harmony 

  ԋkaԒ.nҜ  Ÿ ԋkҜԒ.nҜ 

  eat-IRR.PV  eat-IRR.PV 

 

The chronology discussed seems surprisingly incredible because it would be more convenient for 

Bagobo-Klata speakers to delete the penultima of [ka.῁ a:.nὉ], instead of the antepenultima. However, 

it can be seen in previous examples in 7.1 that the syllables -Ҝ or -a prefer to delete in affixed verbs is 

the antepenultima. Thus, in (23), before the antepenultima [ka] is deleted, the onset of the penultima 

assimilates to that of the antepenultima. Now, regarding the vowel harmony of [a] in the penultima 

[῁ka:] to [Ὁ], it can be a case of reinstatement of a Bagobo-Klata vowel that historically shifted. As will 

be explained in 8.5., /Ὁ/ and /a/ are reflexes of PMP *e and *a, respectively. Both proto-phonemes 
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sporadically assimilated to each other in some proto-forms. In the case of /ka.῁ a/ as the reflex of PMP 

*kaen, *e is argued to have assimilated to *a, hence becoming /a/, but its historically unassimilated 

form *Ὁ is reinstated through vowel harmony. 

 

(25) Affixation 

 aǼ.ԋǼҜ.jaל aǼ.ԋǼҜj  + -a Ÿל  

  to take      IRR.AV    

 

(26) Syllable Deletion 

 aǼ.ԋǼҜ.ja Ÿ ԋǼҜԒ.jaל  

 

(27) Vowel Harmony 

  ԋǼҜԒ.ja  Ÿ ԋǼaԒ.ja 

     take-IRR.PV 

 

In the case of לaǼ.ԋǼҜj óto takeô, there are only two processes involved: syllable deletion and vowel 

harmony. Perhaps, what can be deduced here is that vowel harmony requires syllable deletion to take 

place first, at least, in Bagobo-Klata verbs affixed with -Ҝ and -a. 

7.3 Gemination  

Gemination is also a morphophonological process in which a singleton becomes a geminate (Campbell, 

2013). As previously discussed, geminates are not only segmental but also derived through affixes such 

as the irrealis PV -Ҝ, the realis PV and B/LV bҜ-C~(é-a), the realis instrumental voice (IV) pҜ-C~, and 

the realis abilitative/potentive kҜ-C~. 

 First, -Ὁ does not apply to all verbs. It appears to require a verb that has a heavy ultima with /Ὁ/ 

as its nucleus, although it can also be /ὑ/ or /a/. Like vowel harmony, syllable deletion precedes 

gemination, so there are three processes involved after the -Ҝ affixation in (28). 

 

(28) Affixation 

 Ҝp.ԋpҜ.sҜל Ҝp.ԋpҜs + -Ҝ  Ÿל  

  to borrow-IRR.PV  borrow-IRR.PV 

 Ҝm.ԋmҜ.tҜל Ҝm.ԋmҜt  Ÿל  

  to catch    catch-IRR.PV  

  kҜk.ԋkҜt   Ÿ kҜk.ԋkҜ.tҜ 

  to dig    dig-IRR.PV 

  ԋnҜ.tҜ   Ÿ nҜt.ԋtҜ 

  to ask a question  ask a question-IRR.PV 

 

At least, in (28), it can be noticed that after affixation, syllable deletion and degemination takes place 

simultaneously. 

 

(29) Syllable Deletion 

 Ҝp.ԋpҜ.sҜ Ÿ ԋpҜ.sҜל  

  borrow-IRR.PV  borrow-IRR.PV 

 Ҝm.ԋmҜԒ.tҜ Ÿ ԋmҜ.tҜל  

  catch-IRR.PV  catch-IRR.PV 

  kҜk.ԋkҜԒ.tҜ Ÿ ԋkҜ.tҜ 

  dig-IRR.PV  dig-IRR.PV 

  ԋnҜԒ.tҜ Ÿ ԋnҜ.tҜ 

  ask a question-IRR.PV  ask a question-IRR.PV 
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(30) Gemination 

  ԋpҜ.sҜ   Ÿ pҜs.ԋsҜ 

  borrow-IRR.PV    borrow-IRR.PV 

  ԋmҜ.tҜ   Ÿ mҜt.ԋtҜ 

  catch-IRR.PV    catch-IRR.PV 

  ԋkҜ.tҜ   Ÿ kҜt.ԋtҜ 

  dig-IRR.PV    dig-IRR.PV 

  ԋnҜ.tҜ   Ÿ nҜt.ԋtҜ 

  ask a question-IRR.PV  ask a question-IRR.PV 

 

Second, in (31-34), it is shown that Bagobo-Klata allows two geminates in one word through bὉ-C~, 

bὉ-C~é-a, pὉ-C~, and kὉ-C~. 

 

(31) bҜ-  + kҜk.ԋkҜt Ÿ bҜb.bҜl.li 

 RLS.PV   to dig  RLS.PV-dig 

    hap.ԋpҜj Ÿ bҜs.sap.ԋpҜj 

    to hang  RLS.PV-hang 

    tat.ԋtad Ÿ bҜt.tat.ԋtad 

    to mince RLS.PV-mince 

          

(32) bҜ-é-a + bul.ԋlas Ÿ bҜl.las.ԋsa 

 RLS.BV  to change  RLS-change-BV 

   kaԋלa Ÿ bҜk.kan.ԋna 

   to eat  RLS-eat-LV 

 

(33) pҜ- + tҜk.ԋkub  Ÿ pҜtҜkkub 

 RLS.IV  to cover   RLS.IV-cover 

    lag.ԋgas  Ÿ pҜl.lag.ԋgas 

    to wash   RLS.IV-wash 

    

(34) kҜ- + lҜǼ.ԋǼaל  Ÿ kҜl.lҜǼ.ԋǼaל 

 RLS.ABI  to flee   RLS.ABIL-flee 

    lut.ԋtu  Ÿ kҜl.lut.ԋtu 

    to cook   RLS.ABIL-cook 

7.4 Epenthesis 

Epenthesis is defined as the insertion of a speech sound, typically a consonant, in a given word due to 

affixation. This happens if a suffix is attached to a word with a light ultima, and because vowel 

sequences are impermissible in Bagobo-Klata, there must be an obligatory onset to intervene that takes 

the form of an epenthetic consonant. 

Epenthetic forms [n] and [l] as in (35) have traceable origins. As previously stated, word-final *n 

and *l are historically deleted sounds in Bagobo-Klata, but they are reinstated through affixation, 

specifically epenthesis. In the examples below, word-final [n] and [l] serve as the respective onset of 

each ultima. 

 

(35) Epenthesis 

 u.ԋla.naל u.ԋla  + -a  Ÿל  

  rain   IRR.LV   rain-IRR.LV 

  bu.ԋna  + -Ҝ  Ÿ bu.ԋna.lҜӛ 

  to hit   IRR.PV   to hit-IRR.PV 

 

As seen in (35), epenthesis precedes syllable deletion, and the same can be said for affixed verbs such 

as kolana óto rainô and nalo óto hitô. 



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Estrera 

 

257 
 

 

(36) Syllable Deletion 

 u.ԋla.na Ÿ ԋla:.naל  

  rain-IRR.LV  rain-IRR.LV 

  bu.ԋna.lҜӛ Ÿ ԋna.lҜӛ 

  hit-IRR.PV  hit-IRR.PV 

 

(37) Affixation    

  kҜ- + ԋla:.na  Ÿ kҜ.ԋla:.na 

  POT  rain-IRR.LV  POT.IRR-rain-LV 

 

However, there are epenthetic forms with obscure origins such as in (38). 

 

(38) Epenthesis 

  ԋhҢԒ.lҢ   + -Ҝ  Ÿ ԋhҢԒ.lҢ.lҜ 

  to lean    IRR.PV 

  tҜ.ԋӛi   + -a  Ÿ tҜ.ԋӛi.na 

  to accompany   IRR.BV 

 

In /tὉ.῁ᾐi/, /ᾐ/ assimilates to /t/, becoming [t] after epenthesis. 

 

(39) Syllable Deletion 

  ԋhҢԒ.lҢ.lҜ Ÿ lҢԒ.lҜ 

  lean-IRR.PV  lean-IRR.PV 

  tҜ.ԋti.na Ÿ ԋtiԒ.na 

  accompany-IRR.BV  accompany-IRR.BV 

 

Then, in more examples below, it is seen that syllable deletion precedes epenthesis and that these 

epenthetic forms [k, g], which act as the C1 in complex onsets, have even more obscure origins. 

 

(40) Affixation 

  ԋtaԒ.waǼ  + -a  Ÿ ԋtaԒ.wa.Ǽa 

  to help   IRR.BV  help-IRR.BV 

  ԋbҢԒ.nҢל  + -a  Ÿ bҢԒ.nҢ.לa 

  to cry   IRR.BV  help-IRR.BV 

  ԋdҜԒ.lҜǼ  + -Ҝ  Ÿ ԋdҜԒ.lҜ.ǼҜ  

  to honor  IRR.PV   honor-IRR.PV 

 

(41) Syllable Deletion 

  ԋtaԒ.wa.Ǽa Ÿ waԒ.Ǽa 

  help-IRR.BV  help-IRR.BV 

  bҢԒ.nҢ.לa Ÿ nҢԒ.לa 

  help-IRR.BV  help-IRR.BV 

  ԋdҜԒ.lҜ.ǼҜ Ÿ lҜԒ.ǼҜ 

  honor-IRR.PV  honor-IRR.PV 

 

(42) Epenthesis 

  waԒ.Ǽa  Ÿ ԋkwaԒ.Ǽa 

     help-IRR.BV 

  nҢԒ.לa  Ÿ ԋgnҢԒ.לa 

     cry-IRR.BV  

  lҜǼ.ԋǼҜ   Ÿ glҜǼ.ԋǼҜ 

     honor-IRR.PV 
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7.5 Fortition 

Fortition refers to the morphophonological process in which a speech sound becomes more sonorous or 

acoustically louder. In general, sonority or acoustic loudness of speech sounds can be gauged through 

a hierarchy. As shown in Figure 1, the sounds to the left are more sonorous, while the ones to the right 

are less sonorous (Hayes 2009:75). 

Figure 1: The Sonority Hierarchy 

 

       greater sonority        lesser sonority 

 

       vowels  glides  liquids  nasals      obstruents 

 
As mentioned in 2.2., the word-initial / / becomes [gg, tt, ll, jj, ww] because of certain affixes that 

trigger gemination. To explain this, it will be argued in this study that in Bagobo-Klata, gemination 

requires more sonorous consonants, so / / must undergo fortition to be eligible for gemination. To 

illustrate this argument clearly, derived forms such as jҜda óchairô and wҜga óbathroomô will be used. 

Note that these forms are verbal and nominal respectively. 

 

(43) Affixation 

  ԋלҢԒ.לҜd +  -a  Ÿ ԋלҢԒ.לҜ.da 

  to sit   IRR.LV   sit-IRR.LV    

 Ҝ.gaלa.ԋל Ҝg   -a  Ÿלa.ԋל  

  to bathe   NOM   bathe-NOM 

 

(44) Syllable Deletion 

  ԋלҢԒ.לҜ.da Ÿ ԋלҜԒ.da 

  sit-IRR.LV  sit-IRR.LV 

 ҜԒ.gaלҜ.ga Ÿ ԋלa.ԋל  

  bathe-NOM  bathe-NOM 

 

(45) Fortition 

  ԋלҜԒ.da  Ÿ ԋjҜԒ.da 

  sit-IRR.LV  sit-IRR.LV 

  ԋלҜԒ.ga  Ÿ ԋwҜԒ.ga 

  bathe-NOM  bathe-NOM 

 

Since bҜ- is established to trigger gemination, it would make sense for the word-initial glottal in <oda> 

to undergo fortition, hence <yoda>. Thus far, what is certain is that [g] expresses patient voice, while 

[j], potentive. (5) and (6) in 4. are repeated here as (46) and (47). 

 

(46) bҜ-  + ԋӛҢԒ.pҜk  Ÿ bҜg.ԋgҢԒ.pҜk 

 RLS.PV   to cut   RLS.PV-cut 

 

(47) bҜ-  + ԋӛҢԒ.pҜk  Ÿ bҜj.ԋjҢԒ.pҜk 

 RLS.POT  to cut   RLS.POT-cut 

7.6 Lenition 

Lenition is the opposite process of fortition, that is, more sonorous to less sonorous. In Bagobo-Klata, 

-a triggers word-final /s/ in the examples below to lenite.  
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(48) Affixation 

  lag.ԋgas + -a Ÿ lag.ԋga.sa  

  to wash  NOM  wash-NOM    

  kik.ԋkis   Ÿ kik.ԋki.sa 

  to scrape   scrape-NOM 

  lag.ԋgas  -Ҝ Ÿ lag.ԋga.sҜ  

  to wash  IRR.PV  wash-IRR.PV 

 

As seen in (48), there are two processes involved: after affixation, the antepenultimas in (49) are deleted. 

Then, in (50), the singleton /s/ lenites to /h/.  

 

(49) Syllable Deletion 

  lag.ԋga.sa Ÿ ԋgaԒ.sa 

  wash-NOM  wash-NOM 

  kik.ԋki.sa Ÿ ԋkiԒ.sa 

  scrape-NOM  scrape-NOM 

  lag.ԋga.sҜ Ÿ ԋga.sҜ 

  wash-IRR.PV  wash-IRR.PV 

 

 

(50) Lenition 

  ԋgaԒ.sa  Ÿ ԋgaԒ.ha 

     wash-NOM (sink) 

  ԋkiԒ.sa  Ÿ ԋkiԒ.ha 

     scrape-NOM (coconut scraper) 

  ԋga.sҜ  Ÿ ԋgaԒ.hҜ 

     wash-IRR.PV 

 

Perhaps, the lenition of /s/ in the examples above is a case of reinstatement of the historically deleted 

word-final *h. Through lenition, word-final /s/ synchronically reverts to [h]. 

7.7 Syncope 

Syncope is a morphophonological process in which a medial segment, typically a vowel, is deleted 

(Crowley & Bowern, 2010). In Bagobo-Klata, the unstressed nucleus in penultima of disyllabic words 

such as /bὉl.῁lὉj/ and /bὉl.῁li/ is deleted when these words are affixed with -Ὁ. 

 

(51) Affixation 

  bҜl.ԋlҜj  + -a Ÿ bҜl.ԋlҜ.ja 

  to give     IRR.BV give-IRR.BV 

 

  bҜl.ԋli  + -a Ÿ bҜl.ԋli.ja 

  to buy     IRR.BV buy-IRR.BV 

 

  bҜl.ԋli   + -Ҝ Ÿ bҜl.ԋli.jҜ 

  to buy     IRR.PV  buy-IRR.PV 

 

(52) Degemination 

  bҜl.ԋlҜ.ja Ÿ bҜ.ԋlҜ.ja 

  give-IRR.BV  give-IRR.BV 

  bҜl.ԋli.ja Ÿ bҜ.ԋli.ja 

  buy-IRR.BV  buy-IRR.BV 

  bҜl.ԋli.jҜ Ÿ bҜ.ԋli.jҜ 

  buy-IRR.PV  buy-IRR.PV 
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As can be noticed in (53), syncopated nuclei in the antepenultima derive complex onsets. 

 

(53) Vowel Syncope 

  bҜ.ԋlҜ.ja Ÿ blҜ.ԋja 

  give-IRR.BV  give-IRR.BV 

  

  bҜ.ԋli.ja  Ÿ bli.ԋja 

  buy-IRR.BV  buy-IRR.BV 

 

  bҜl.ԋli.jҜ Ÿ bli.ԋjҜ 

  buy-IRR.PV  buy-IRR.PV 

7.8 Degemination 

Degemination is a process in which a geminate becomes a singleton. In the data set, the distributive 

numeral affix /tὉ-/ and the irrealis benefactive/locative -a are known to reduce the geminate in a root to 

a singleton. 

 

 

(54) tҜ- + לuw.ԋwҜ  Ÿ tҜl.ԋluԒ.wҜ 

 DN  two    two each 

 

    tҜl.ԋlu   Ÿ tҜt.ԋtҜԒ.lu 

    three    three each 

 

 ap.ԋpat  Ÿ tҜl.ԋlaԒ.patל    

    four    four each 

7.9 Nasal Substitution 

In Austronesian languages, nasal substitution is a very common morphophonological process (Blust, 

2004). In Bagobo-Klata, this process triggers the following affixes to replace word-initial sounds 

(except /n, Ǽ, j, w/) of roots: irrealis actor-voice (AV) m- and its realis counterpart (bҜn)n-, irrealis PV 

mὑm-/mὉm-, ir/realis B/LV tam/m-, and instrument nominalizer tam-. 

 

(55) m- +  bҜl.ԋlҜj  Ÿ mҜl.ԋlҜj 

 IRR.AV  to give   IRR.AV-give 

 

    pan.ԋnҢk Ÿ man.ԋnҢk 

    to climb  IRR.AV-climb 

     

    dҜd.ԋdҜǼ Ÿ mҜd.ԋdҜǼ 

    to approach  IRR.AV-approach 

 

    ԋhaԒ.kҜj  Ÿ maԒ.kҜj 

    to ride   IRR.AV-ride 

 

    tid.ԋduל  Ÿ mid.ԋduל 

    to stand   IRR.AV-stand 
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(56) (bҜn)n- + m-(ל)up.ԋpat Ÿ  nup.ԋpat 

 RLS  IRR.AV-jump  RLS.AV-jump 

    

    [m-(l)Ҝ.ԋלҜw Ÿ nҜ.ԋלҜw 

    IRR.AV-walk  RLS.AV-walk 

    

    m-(s)Ҝs.ԋsҜp Ÿ nҜssҜp 

    IRR.AV-sip  RLS.AV-sip 

    

    m-(k)Ҝm.ԋmҜs Ÿ nҜmmҜs 

    IRR.AV-squeeze RLS.AV-squeeze 

 

    m-(g)aǼ.ԋǼҢt Ÿ naǼ.ԋǼҢt 

    IRR.AV-bite  RLS.AV-bite  

 

In (55) and (56), it is shown that eleven (11) Bagobo-Klata consonants can be replaced through nasal 

substitution and that homorgany is not required. 

7.10 Reduplication 

Reduplication in Bagobo-Klata occurs only when adjectives undergo intensification. Specifically, the 

penultima or antepenultima reduplicates, and regardless of the syllable structure, the reduplicated 

syllable is always open. 

 

(57) lҜ.ԋwa  Ÿ lҜ~lҜ.ԋwa 

 wide   very~wide 

 

(58) pa.ԋja  Ÿ pa~pa.ԋja 

 big   very~big 

 

(59) tҜ.ԋwҜל  Ÿ tҜ~tҜ.ԋwҜל 

 fat   very~fat 

 

(60) ma.li.gҜn.ԋnҜj Ÿ ma~ma.li.gҜn.ԋnҜj 

 beautiful   very~beautiful 

7.11 Cliticization 

Function words, especially those behaving like clitics, tend to attach or to cliticize to a word called a 

host. In Bagobo-Klata, words that often cliticize are non-personal nominal markers such as /kὑǼ/ and 

/nὑǼ/ and, of course, the relativizer /ǼὉ/. The plural marker /bὑ/ is also known to cliticize but only to 

/ᾐaǼǼaᾐ/. 

 

(61) hҜ.ԋmҜל kҢǼ=bҜ.ԋjҜל=ni.ԋja  Ÿ hҜ.ԋmҜk bҜ.ԋjҜל ni.ԋja 

 bad ABS=face=3SG.GEN 

 ñHis/her face is ugly.ò 

 

In (61), when /kὑǼ/ cliticizes to the word it follows, it becomes [k]. 

 

(62) m-(k)a.ԋלa=לu  nҢǼ=pi.ԋhit Ÿ ma.ԋלa לuǼ pi.ԋhit 

 INTR.IRR-eat=1SG.ABS GEN=shrimp 

 ñI will eat shrimp.ò 

 

  



 Papers from SEALS 30 ï Estrera 

 

262 
 

(63) ԋmaԒ.liל=ǼҜ=lҜm.ԋmҜל   Ÿ ԋmaԒ.liǼ lҜm.ԋmҜל 

 good=LKR=morning  

 ñGood morningò 

 

In (62) and (63), when cliticized, both /nὑǼ/ and /ǼὉ/ become [Ǽ]. 

 

(64) bҢ=לaǼ.ԋǼaל    Ÿ bjaǼ.ԋǼaל 

 PL=child 

 ñChildrenò 

   

In (64), when the plural marker /bὑ/ cliticizes to the word it precedes, what is retained of it is only the 

word-initial sound /b/. Then, the word-initial glottal stop in / aǼ.῁Ǽa / becomes a palatal sound, while 

/ὑ/ is deleted. However, it must be noted that /bὑ/ cliticizes to / aǼ.῁Ǽa / only. 

8  Historical Phonology 
This section discusses how the phonological system of Bagobo-Klata developed from PMP. Only the 

salient reflexes of PMP phonemes in Bagobo-Klata are explained. The proto-forms are based on Blust 

and Trussel (Ongoing). 

8.1 The Reflex of PMP *n 

PMP *n was retained as /n/ in Bagobo-Klata word-initially and -medially but was lost word-finally, as 

in (65). 

 

(65) PMP *bulan > bula ómoon, monthô 

 PMP *bulaw-an > blawa ógoldô 

 PMP *dahun > daלu óleafô 

 PMP *duRi-an > duliya ódurian fruitô 

 PMP *haRezan > לadda óladderô 

 PMP *ipen > לippҜ ótoothô 

 PMP *qutin > לuti ópenisô 

 PMP *quzan > לula órainô 

 PMP *tian > tiya óbellyô 

 PSP *libun > libu ówomanô 

8.2 The Reflex of PMP *R and *l 

PMP *R and *l merged as /l/ in word-initial and word-medial positions. 

 

(66) PAN *kaRi > kҜli ólanguage, word, to sayô 

 PMP *beRay > bҜllҜj óto giveô 

 PMP *kulit > kulit óskinô 

 PMP *laki > laלi óman, maleô 

 PMP *lesuǼ > lҜssuǼ órice mortarô 

 PMP *Ratus > lҜtus óhundredô 

 PMP *Rabun > lawu ódrizzling rain, mist; fogô 

 PMP *tuli > tuliל óearwaxô 

 PMP *uRat > לҜlat óveinô 

 PMP *zuRuq > duluל óbloodô 

 PWMP *Runaw > lunҜw ólandslideô 
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However, in the word-final position, both *R and *l were phonemically lost: 

 

(67) PAN *qebel > לҜbbҜ ósmokeô 

 PMP *bitil > witi óhungryô 

 PMP *hulaR > לula ósnakeô 

 PMP *gatel > gattҜ óitchyô 

 PMP *suqaR > hҜלa óthornô 

 

However, when *R is metathesized, it is preserved as, in (68). 

 

(68) PMP *keseR > kҜllҜs óstrength, force, vigorô 

 

8.3 The Reflexes of PMP *b 

PMP * b has two reflexes in Bagobo-Klata: /b/ and /w/. Shown in (69) are examples of the retention of 

PMP *b. 

 

(69) *b > b 

 PMP *batuk > batuk ócoughô 

 PMP *baRah > ballҜ óembers, glowing coalsô 

 PMP *tekub > tҜkkub óto coverô 

 

Like in the Tëduray and Danaw languages, in Bagobo-Klata, PMP *-b- became /w/ intervocalically. 

 

(70) *b > w 

 PMP *besuR > wҜssu ósatiatedô 

 PMP *belay > walҜj ótired, wearyô 

 PMP *qabaRa > wallҜ óshoulderô 

 PMP *qubi > לuwwi óyamô 

 PMP *tubuq > tuwuל óto growô 

 PMP *tabaǼ > tawaǼ óhelpô 

 PMP *tabeq > tҜwҜל ófat; greaseô 

 PMP *ibeR > לiwwҜ óenvyô 

 PPh *abaka > wҜלҜ óManila hempô 

8.4 The Reflexes of PMP *s 

PMP *s split into /h/ and /s/ only in word-initial and word-medial positions.  

 

(71) PAN *sikux > hiju óelbowô 

 PMP *pusuǼ > puhuǼ óheartô 

 PMP *Rusuk > luhuk óribcageô 

 PMP *saqebit > hawҢt óto hook on to somethingô 

 PMP *sakay > hakҜy óto ride on somethingô 

 PMP *suat > huwat óto comb one's hairô 

 

In word-final position, it was retained as /s/, which sporadically lenited to [h] through nominal or verbal 

affixation, as in seen 7.6. 

 

(72) PMP *hapejes > pҜddҜs ópainfulô 

 PMP *kemes > kҜmmҜs óto squeezeô 

 PMP *tebus > tҜbbus óto redeemô 
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8.5 The Reflexes of PMP *e and *a 

PMP *a and *e merged and became /a/ and /Ὁ/ in Bagobo-Klata. This can be seen in both penultima and 

ultima. 

 

(73) PMP *batu > bҜtu óstone, testicleô 

 PMP *ina > לinҜ ómotherô 

 PMP *manuk > mҜnuk óchickenô 

 PMP *mata > mҜtҜ óeyeô 

 PMP *qatay > לҜtҜy óliverô 

 PSP *iga  óbetel leafô לigҜל < 

 PSP *sama  > hҜmҜל óbadô  

  

(74) PMP *beli > bolli óto buy somethingô 

 PMP *enem > לonnom ósixô 

 PMP *lebeǼ > lobboǼ óto buryô 

 PMP *sejem > sҜlҜm ósugar antsô 

 PMP *telu > tollu óthreeô 

 PMP *tebuh > tobbu ósugarcaneô 

 

There are instances in which PMP *e sporadically assimilated to PMP *a, as in (75). 

 

(75) *e > *Ὁ > a 

 PAN *kaen > kaלa óto eatô 

 PMP *beRas > ballas óuncooked riceô 

 PMP *epat > לappat ófourô 

 PSP *eǼa  óchildô לaǼǼaל < 

 

Then, PMP *a sporadically assimilated PMP *e, as in (76). 

 

(76) *a > Ὁ 

  PMP *hajek > לҜlҜk óto kissô 

  PMP *qatep > לҜtҜp óroofô 

  PMP *tazem > tҜlҜm ósharp and pointedô 

 

Finally, shown in (77) are retentions of PMP *a. 

 

(77) PMP *qatiǼ > לatiǼ ósweat, perspirationô 

 PMP *palaj > palad ópalm (of a hand, foot)ô 

 PWMP *bala(n)tik > blatik óa spring-set spear trapô 

 PWMP *balun > balu óprovisions for a journeyô 

 PPh *bakbak > pabbak ófrogô 

 PSP *aǼat > לaǼǼat óto waitô  

8.6 Historical Gemination 

In Austronesian languages, consonant gemination has three well-established sources (Blust 1995:125-

127): elimination of an articulatory gesture, syncope of an unstressed vowel, and consonant lengthening 

after schwa. All these three sources can account for the historical development of gemination in 

Bagobo-Klata. 

First, shown in (78) are Bagobo-Klata geminates that developed through the elimination of an 

articulatory gesture (i.e., manner, place, or both) or the assimilation of homorganic or heterorganic 

consonants. In (78), the homorganic consonants *mp, *nd, and *Ǽd respectively became /pp/ and /dd/ 

through regressive assimilation. 
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(78) PMP *ampu > לappuל ógrandparentô 

 PMP *empu > לҜppu ógrandchildô 

 PMP *daǼdaǼ > dҜddҜǼ ónearô 

 PMP *sampay > happҜj óto hang clothesô 

 PMP *tindes > tiddҜs óto crush lice with the fingernailsô 

 

Then, in (79), the heterorganic consonants *pk, *sk, and *dk all became /kk/, while *ps and **kt, /ss/ 

and /tt/ respectively. 

 

(80) PAN *sepsep > sҜssҜp óto sipô 

 PAN *tektek > tҜttҜk óhouse lizardô 

 PMP *kaskas > kakkas óto scratchô 

 PMP *kepkep > kҜkkҜp óto embraceô 

 PMP *panahik > pannҢk óto climbô 

 PPh *kadkad > kҜkkҜt óto digô 

 

Second, Bagobo-Klata geminates also developed from clusters of non/identical consonants through 

vowel syncope followed by regressive or progressive assimilation, as in (81).  

 

(81) PMP *qalejaw > לҜddҜw óday, sun (*lj > dd)ô 

 PMP *qahelu > לҜllu ópestle (*hl > ll)ô 

 PMP * bageqaǼ > baggaǼ ómolar tooth (*gq > gg)ô 

 PMP *saǼelaR > óhalla to fry rice (*Ǽl > ll)ô 

 PMP *tuqelan > tulla óbone (*ql > ll)ô 

 PMP *tuq(e)lid > tullid óstraight (*ql > ll)ô 

 PWMP *benehiq > binniל seedling (*nh > nn) 

 PWMP *seǼ(e)qaw > hҜǼǼҜw ósteam, vapor (*Ǽq > ǼǼ)ô 

 PWMP *taq(e)baǼ > tabbaǼ tasteless, bland (*qb > bb)ô 

 PPh *bulbul > bubbu óhair (of oneôs body) (*lb > bb)ô 

 PPh *luh(e)naw > lunnҜw ógreen, as vegetation (*hn > nn)ô 

 

Third, as seen in 8.5, PMP singletons became geminates usually after PMP *e and sometimes before 

and between PMP *e 

 

(82) *e_ 

  PAN *lemek > lҜmmҜk ósoftô 

  PMP *bener > bҜnna ótrueô 

  PMP *betem > bҜttҜm milletô 

  PMP *qelet > ҜllҜt óbetweenô 

  PMP *tebuh > tҜbbu sugarcaneô 

  PMP *teǼaq > tҜǼǼҜ óhalfô 

  PPh *Rebaq > lҜbbҜ óto collapseô 

  PPh *tebaR > tҜppҜ óto answer (*R > ø)ô 

 

(83) _*e 

  PMP *dalem > dallҜm óinsideô 

  PMP *liteq > lҢttaל ósap (of a tree)ô 

  PMP *qulej > לullҜd ólarvaô 

  PMP *piqek > piyyak óbaby chickô 

  PWMP *qali-matek > mattҜk óleechô 

  PSP *parek > pallҜk ósandô 
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It must be noted that not all PMP singletons before, after, and between PMP *e became geminates in 

Bagobo-Klata, as shown in (84). 

 

(84) PMP *beǼel > bҜǼҜ ódeafô 

 PMP *etaq > לataל órice branô 

 PMP *heyup > לijup óto blow, using oneôs mouthô 

 PMP *lisehaq > lihҜל ónit, egg of a hair louseô 

 PMP *peǼa > pҜǼҜל óbranch (of a tree)ô 

 

Finally, there are quite a few Bagobo-Klata words with geminates, which cannot be accounted for by 

these sources, as shown in (85), although the singletons in *aNay, *duma, *kita, *talaw, *qalima, *baba, 

*hikam, *iak, and *laña probably geminated because of the merger of PMP *e and *a. Another curious 

case here is that of PMP *b and PPh *b, both of which became /pp/, as in bappa < PMP *baba and 

ᾐapput < PPh *qabut. 

 

(85) PAN *aNay > לannҜj ótermiteô 

 PAN *duma > dummҜ óotherô 

 PAN *kita > kittҜ óto see, to showô 

 PAN *pitu > pittu ósevenô 

 PAN *qalima > limmҜ óhand (c.f., PAN *lima > limὉ five)ô 

 PAN *talaw > tallҜw ófearô 

 PMP *baba > bappa óto piggyback somebodyô 

 PMP *buni > óbunni to hide somethingô 

 PMP *iak > לiyyak óto cry out ó 

 PMP *hikam > לikkam ómat (for sleeping)ô 

 PMP *kutu > kuttu ólouse (of one's head)ô 

 PMP *laña > lannҜ ócooking oilô 

 PMP *qulu > לullu óheadô 

 PMP *qupa > לuppҜ óhenô 

 PMP *puluq > pulluל ótenô 

 PMP *putiq > puttiל ówhiteô 

 PMP *suRuq > hullu óto command, to send on an errandô 

 PPh *piqpiq > pҢppҢל óto wash clothesô 

 PPh *qabut > לapput óto reach somethingô 

 PSP *bunal > buna óto beat somebody upô 

 PSP *daǼaw > daǼǼҜw óhandspanô 

9  Conclusion 
Synchronically, Bagobo-Klata has 20 phonemic speech soundsð15 consonants and five vowels. 

Besides speech sounds, geminates, consonant clusters, and segmental stress are shown to be contrastive. 

Moreover, geminates and consonant clusters both occur in roots and are derived through 

morphophonological processes. These are crucial in understanding the internal structure of Bagobo-

Klata words. Further data will help unravel and elucidate the complicated nature of the fortified forms 

of the glottal stop as well as the epenthetic forms triggered by the affixes -a and -Ὁ. Finally, by tracing 

the historical development of Bagobo-Klata phonemes from Proto-Malayo-Polynesian, the synchronic 

aspect of this phonological description has been calibrated to shed light on some of synchronic facts 

that can be sufficiently explained by historical facts. 
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Appendix A: Bagobo-Klata 1,026-Word List  
 

 Bagobo-Klata English 

/p/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

῁paΈ.tuk 

pa.ka.῁wan 

pa.῁ ὑt 

῁paΈ. Ὁ 

῁paΈ.na 

pa.ha.gi.ra.paw.῁wὉ 

pa.῁lad lim.῁mὉ 

pa.῁lad ῁paΈ. Ὁ 

pa.῁li 

pa.῁ja 

῁paΈ.juǼ 

pὑ.῁ta 

῁peΈ.kὉ  ῁paΈ. Ὁ 

pὑ.῁ ὑd 

pὑ.῁ Ὁw 

pi.῁lὉ 

pi.jas.῁su 

pὉ 

ᾳpὉΈ.tὉj 

pὉ.῁tὉj 

pὉ.kὉ.῁lὉg 

῁pὉΈ. ὑs 

pὉΈ.na 

pὉ.῁ǼὉ 

pὉ.῁lὉs 

῁puΈ.tὉw 

duck 

cup 

bitter 

foot 

bow 

youngest child in a family 

palm (of oneôs hand) 

sole (of oneôs foot) 

wound, injury 

big 

umbrella 

wet 

back of knee 

to carry, bring, take with oneself 

lame, crippled 

how many, how much 

spear 

still, yet 

quarrel; to fight someone 

to die; to kill someone 

how 

to open something 

bait 

branch 

many 

iron (of metal) 

https://www.trussel2.com/ACD/
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 Bagobo-Klata English 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/b/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

pi.῁hit 

῁piΈ.hi 

pu.῁ uǼ 

῁puΈ.hu 

῁puΈ.hu nὑǼ ῁buΈ.lig 

῁puΈ.huǼ 

῁puΈ.lut 

pu.῁waΈ.las 

pak.῁sul 

pan.῁tug 

pab.῁bak 

pat.῁tig 

pad.῁dὑ 

pad.῁dὉ 

pan.῁nὑk 

paǼ.῁Ǽa 

pal.῁lὉk 

pas.῁sik 

pὑp.῁pὑ 

pip.῁pis 

pit.῁tu 

pis.῁sὉ 

pij.῁jak 

pὉt.῁tὉj 

pὉd.῁dὉs 

pὉn.῁nὉ 

pὉn.῁nu 

pὉǼ.῁ǼὉ 

pὉǼ.῁ǼuΈ. Ὁ 

pὉl.laǼ.῁Ǽa 

pὉl.῁lὉd 

pud.῁du 

pul.῁lu 

pul.῁lu  hὉ.῁tu 

pul.῁lu  uw.῁wὉ 

pul.῁lu  tὉl.῁lu 

pul.῁lu  ap.῁pat 

pul.῁lu  lim.῁mὉ 

pus.῁sὉd 

put.῁ti 

put.῁tiǼ Ὁb.῁buk 

῁plaΈ.ta 

῁plὑΈ.tὑk 

῁pliΈ.ma 

῁pwiΈ.di 

 

ba.῁pu 

῁baΈ.bὉǼ 

῁baΈ.tuk 

῁baΈ.di 

῁baΈ.ga 

῁baΈ.guǼ 

῁baΈ. u 

shrimp 

to pinch 

to wrap something up 

coconut heart 

banana heart 

heart 

to pick something up 

forest, woods 

a hole in the ground 

bladder 

frog 

to fracture, as a twig or oneôs arm 

stinging pain 

price, debt 

to climb, as a mountain 

to miss someone 

sand 

also, too 

to wash clothes 

small (object) 

seven 

boil, abscess; to press or crush something 

chick, baby fowl 

firefly  

painful, sick 

full, to the brim 

turtle 

to finish; after 

chieftain 

born 

acrid, tart, sharp flavor 

gall bladder 

ten 

eleven 

twelve 

thirteen 

fourteen 

fifteen 

navel 

white 

gray hair 

silver 

wings 

phlegm 

can, could (ability) 

 

boat, larger than a canoe 

to shut, as a door 

cough 

bolo 

lungs 

to throw, toss, as a stone 

smell (general) 
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 Bagobo-Klata English 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

῁baΈ. u ῁ ὑΈ.ma 

ba.῁ Ὁw 

῁baΈ.hὉw 

ba.῁liΈ.ti 

ba.῁liΈ.juǼ 

῁baΈ.sa 

ba.῁sa 

ba.῁raΈ.tu 

ba.῁raΈ.su 

῁baΈ.lu 

῁baΈ.jad 

῁baΈ.jaw 

ba.῁ju 

῁baΈ.wὑ 

bὑ ῁laΈ.gat 

bὑ pat.῁tad 

῁bὑΈ.kὉǼ 

bὑ.῁kὉs 

῁bὑΈ.nὑ 

῁bὑΈ.lὑ 

bὑ.῁lὑd 

῁biΈ.ta 

῁bὉΈ.tu 

῁bὉΈ.Ǽi 

bὉ.῁ǼὉ 

bὉ.῁ǼὉt 

bὉ.῁ǼuΈ.lὉ 

῁bὉΈ.hὉw 

῁bὉΈ.la 

῁bὉΈ.lὉg 

bὉ.῁lὉj 

bὉ.῁jὉ 

bὉ.sὉ.῁mὉ 

῁bὉΈ.wὉ 

bu.῁tuǼ 

bu.῁na 

bu.῁nut 

῁buΈ.ǼὉ 

῁buΈ.la 

῁buΈ.lak 

῁buΈ.lig 

bu.῁liΈ.jὉj 

῁buΈ.lu 

῁buΈ.lud 

bu.ᾳsὉw 

 

bu.῁wa 

ban.῁tuΈ.gan 

ban.῁ta 

baǼ.῁ka 

baǼ.῁kil 

bab.῁ba 

bap.῁pa 

smell (as of underarm, body odor) 

north 

thirsty 

banyan tree 

axe 

to read 

pumpkin, squash 

cheap, inexpensive 

upper arm 

provisions (as for a journey) 

to pay 

brother-in-law 

cheeks 

medicine 

ocean 

plain 

coconut shell 

to shoot, as an arrow from a bow 

to cry 

to stay, remain 

river 

tadpole 

testicles 

rice, burnt lower crust 

deaf 

pubic hair 

insane, mentally ill 

arrow 

bubbles, foam 

blind 

house 

face 

broken, not working or out of order 

to pour, as liquid 

coconut palm 

to hit someone with something 

coconut husk 

to cook something covered in ash 

moon 

flower 

banana 

drunk, intoxicated 

to cut something (e.g., hair) with scissors 

mountain 

stout mythical creatures that are believed to 

take children 

lanzones fruit 

famous 

threat 

canoe 

canine tooth 

broken in pieces 

to carry someone on oneôs back 
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/t/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

bag.῁gaǼ 

bal.῁las 

bal.῁lὑǼ 

bal.῁lὉ 

bal.῁lu 

baj.῁jὉ 

baw.῁wὉw 

bik.῁kὉ 

bin.῁ni 

bil.῁lὉd 

bὉb.῁bὉ 

bὉt.ti.῁ja 

bὉt.῁tὉm 

bὉk.ka.῁lὑs 

bὉk.῁kὉ 

bok.῁kὉǼ 

bὉk.῁kὉs 

bὉg.gὉt.῁tὉw 

bὉl.῁li 

bὉl.῁lὉ 

bὉl.῁lὉj 

bὉn.῁na 

bὉn.nὉ.῁ Ὁs 

bὉs.῁sak 

bὉl.῁laΈ.lu 

bub.῁bu 

bun.῁ni 

buǼ.῁ǼὉ 

bul.῁las 

bul.῁li 

buw.῁wa 

῁blaΈ.wa 

῁blὑΈ. ὑ 

῁bliΈ.bud 

῁bliΈ.la 

῁blὉΈ.wa 

῁bluΈ.buk 

bja.῁ Ὁw 

῁bjὉΈ. Ὁ 

blab.῁ba 

bluǼ.῁Ǽus 

 

ta 

ta.῁pὑ 

῁taΈ.pi 

῁taΈ.dὉ 

ta.gis.῁kwiΈ.la 

ta.la.tu.῁lu 

ta.῁lum 

ta.ma.῁wὑt 

ta.῁mὑΈ.Ǽa 

ta.῁miΈ.tὉj 

ta.῁miΈ.hiǼ 

jaw, molar tooth 

rice (uncooked) 

to return home 

embers, glowing coals 

widow 

crocodile 

high (object) 

necklace 

rice seed 

semen 

hole 

pregnant 

(foxtail) millet 

wound (scratch) 

not (constituent negation) 

shin (of oneôs leg) 

fruit bunch (in a basket) 

adopted (child) 

to buy something 

poison 

to give something to someone 

true; to believe in someone 

loud, noisy 

earth, soil 

earthquake 

body hair; feather 

to hide 

fruit 

to change something 

night, evening 

hammock 

gold 

gecko 

whirlpool 

rafter 

spider 

dust 

drizzle, light rain 

year 

rice beer 

mouth 

 

in, on, at (oblique nominal marker) 

twin 

wall 

to drip, as from a faucet 

school 

teacher 

papaya 

hook, from which to hang something 

stove 

small bridge 

ring finger 
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ta.῁miΈ.luǼ 

῁taΈ.lu 

ta.῁ὸὉj 

῁taΈ.waǼ 

῁taΈ.wis 

tak.pul.῁lu 

tak.pul.῁lu  uw.῁wὉ 

tak.tὉl.῁lu 

tak.hi.῁jὉw 

tak.lap.῁pat 

tak.li.῁mὉ 

tak.lὉn.῁nὉm 

tak.luw.῁wὉ 

tak.wὉ.῁lu 

tὑ.῁kὉd 

῁tὑΈ. ὑ 

῁tὑΈ. Ὁ 

῁tiΈ.tὉj 

῁tiΈ.tu 

῁tiΈ.Ǽut 

῁tiΈ. i 

῁tiΈ. Ὁw 

ti.῁ja 

tὉ.῁pὉ 

tὉ.pὉd.῁dὉǼ 

tὉ.bu.῁lug 

῁tὉΈ.dὉ 

tὉ.῁ i 

tὉ.῁muk 

῁tὉΈ.ǼὉ 

῁tὉΈ.hu 

tὉ.῁li 

tὉ.῁lὉm 

tὉ.῁wὉ 

῁tὉΈ.wu 

῁tuΈ.baǼ 

῁tuΈ.big 

῁tuΈ.di 

῁tuΈ.duk 

῁tuΈ.kuk 

tu.῁ ud 

῁tuΈ. uw 

tu.῁laΈ.gὉǼ 

῁tuΈ.li 

tu.῁lu 

tu.῁rὑ .kan 

῁tuΈ.wὉ 

῁tuΈ.wu 

tab.῁la 

tam.῁baΈ.ga 

tim.῁pu mu.῁la 

tug.῁sip 

tap.῁pὑ 

shelter 

to defecate 

to hang up, as on a hook 

to help 

trousers (female) 

tenth 

twelfth 

third 

ninth 

fourth 

fifth 

sixth 

second 

eighth 

heel 

hard 

Jobôs tears 

bridge 

puppy 

greedy 

little finger 

clear (as water) 

abdomen, belly 

to broil 

quiet, silent 

round 

to follow, as a trail 

to accompany 

mosquito 

nipple 

cucumber 

string 

sharp 

fat 

smart, intelligent 

in front 

water 

vagina 

oar 

lazy 

deer 

to string something together 

spine, backbone 

earwax 

to teach 

X do not know 

old (person) 

to grow 

board, wood plank 

copper 

rainy season 

bedbug 

old (object) 
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tab.῁baǼ 

tak.῁ka 

tak.῁kὑ 

tag.῁gὑ 

tan.῁nὉ 

taǼ.῁Ǽa 

tal.῁lὉw 

tὑp.῁pὉ 

tὑd.῁dὉ 

tib.ba.pul.῁lu 

tib.ba.tὉl.῁lu 

tib.ba. ap.῁pat 

tib.ba. uw.῁wὉ 

tib.ba.ho.῁tu 

tib.ba.li.῁mὉ 

tid.῁dὉ 

tid.῁dὉs 

tik.῁ka 

tig.῁gaǼ 

tig.῁gu 

tim.῁mὉs 

tὉp.῁pὉ 

tὉp.῁pὉΈ.kaǼ nὑǼ ul.῁lu 

tὉb.῁bi 

tὉb.῁biǼ 

tὉb.῁bὉk 

tὉb.῁bὉ 

tὉb.῁bu 

tὉb.῁bus 

tὉt.tὉt.῁tὉw 

tὉt.῁tὉk 

tὉt.῁tὉΈ.lu 

tὉk.῁kὉΈ.li 

tὉk.῁kub 

tὉg.gaǼ.῁ga 

tὉd.῁dὉj 

tὉd.῁duΈ.wa 

tὉm.ma.῁na 

tὉn.῁nὉb 

tὉǼ.῁ǼὉ 

tὉǼ.῁ǼὉǼ bul.῁li 

tὉs.῁sὉΈ.tu 

tὉl.῁lu 

tὉl.῁lu pul.῁lu 

tὉl.῁luΈ.wὉ 

tuk.῁kὉd 

tud.῁du 

tug.῁gὉ 

tug.῁guǼ 

tul.῁la 

tul.῁lid 

tuw.῁waǼ 

 

bland 

to arrive 

to laugh 

urine 

snot, nasal mucus 

home 

to fear 

to spill, throw 

index finger; to point at someone 

only ten 

only three 

only four 

only two 

only one 

only five 

to stand 

to crush lice with oneôs fingernail 

dry; to dry in the sun 

to cook rice 

to hit the mark 

to clean something 

to answer, reply 

headhunting 

to sew 

buttocks 

to stab 

coconut fruit (young) 

sugarcane 

to redeem 

self 

house lizard 

three each 

language 

to cover, put a cover on something 

parent 

fruit bunch (still on a tree) 

ancestors 

want (modal) 

honey 

half 

midnight 

one each 

three 

thirty 

two each 

cane, walking stick 

nape 

post, house pole 

to increase 

bone 

straight 

to drop, fall down 
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/d/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/k/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

da.῁gὉw 

῁daΈ. it 

῁daΈ. u 

῁daΈ.mu 

῁daΈ.la 

da.῁luǼ 

dajt 

da.῁jὉ 

῁dὑΈ.la 

῁dὑΈ.ja 

῁diΈ.pa ῁laΈ.gat 

῁diΈ.ta 

῁dὉΈ. Ὁs 

῁dὉΈ.mὉ 

῁dὉΈ.nὉw 

dὉ.῁lid 

du.῁liΈ.ja 

῁dὉΈ.lὉǼ 

῁duΈ.pu 

῁duΈ.lu 

dat.῁tὉj 

daǼ.῁ǼὉw 

dip.῁pὉ 

dit.῁tu 

dik.῁kὉt 

dim.῁mὉt 

dis.῁sὉ 

dὉd.῁dὉǼ 

dὉn.῁nak 

dal.῁lὉm 

dὉl.῁lὉm 

dug.῁gὉj 

dum.῁mὉ 

dun.῁nuk 

 

῁kaΈ.pὑǼ 

῁kaΈ.pὑ 

῁kaΈ.pὉ 

῁kaΈ.bὉg 

῁kaΈ.tig 

῁kaΈ.da 

ka.῁ a 

ka. i.῁laΈ.Ǽa 

ka.῁ Ὁb 

ka.῁siΈ.du 

ka.hi.῁raΈ.pa 

ka.῁la 

ka.li.baǼ.῁baǼ 

ka.῁ja 

ka.῁jang 

῁kaΈ.wad 

῁kὑΈ.lὑd 

῁kὑΈ.wὉ 

short (of time) 

name 

leaf 

dew 

path, trail 

low 

what 

west 

tongue 

to turn, as around a corner 

island 

name 

lime for betel nut chewing 

to remember 

to wake someone up 

root 

durian (Durio zibethinus) 

to honor, praise 

to chase away 

blood 

to carry on oneôs shoulder 

handspan 

armspan 

to come near the speaker 

to stick, adhere to 

rice bran 

sty (in oneôs eye) 

near; to approach someone 

broom 

inside; content 

heavy 

long time; slow 

other 

flood 

 

split bamboo 

to hold, grasp 

cold season, weather 

fruit bat 

outrigger 

each 

to eat 

need, must 

to lie face down 

knife (for all genders) 

difficult  

frying pan 

butterfly 

to lie on oneôs back 

bright 

barb (as a fish hook) 

to lie on side 

short (of a person) 
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῁kiΈ.bὉt 

ki.῁tik 

῁kiΈ.lat 

ki.῁lid bὑ.῁lὑd 

ki.῁lid ῁laΈ.gat 

ki.῁rὉp 

kὉ.tὉ.῁lὑΈ.bὑs 

kὉ.῁mὉt 

῁kὉΈ.nὉ 

῁kὉΈ.hὑt 

kὉ.῁lat 

῁kὉΈ.lὑs 

kὉ.luk.῁ku 

῁kὉΈ.li 

῁kὉΈ.wὉj 

῁kuΈ.pa 

῁kuΈ.da 

῁kuΈ.kaǼ 

ku.῁liΈ.sap 

῁kuΈ.lat 

῁kuΈ.lit 

῁kuΈlit ῁huΈ. uǼ 

῁kuΈ.luǼ 

ku.῁luǼ 

kam.῁biǼ 

kas.῁pa 

kum.῁biǼ 

kap.῁pὑǼ 

kap.῁pi 

kad.῁diΈ.ru 

kak.῁kas 

kal.῁laǼ 

kaj.῁ju 

kὑk.῁kὑs 

kὑj.῁jὑ 

kit.῁tὉ 

kid.῁dut 

kik.῁kis 

kin.῁na 

kin.῁na ῁bὉΈ.gὉk 

kil.῁li 

kὉp.῁pὉ 

kὉt.tol.῁lu 

kὉt.῁tu 

kὉd.῁daΈ.la 

kὉd.῁dut 

kὉk.῁kὉp 

kὉk.῁kὉt 

kὉl.῁laΈ.pat 

kὉl.῁liΈ.mὉ 

kὉl.῁lὉt 

kὉl.῁lὉs 

kὉl.῁luΈ.wὉ 

civet 

small (as a young person) 

lightning 

riverbank 

seashore 

to blink oneôs eyes 

diarrhea 

blanket 

rice (cooked) 

cave bat 

thin (of a person) 

to write 

dirty 

to say 

snail 

thick 

horse 

cockroach 

food particles stuck between teeth 

mushroom 

skin 

lip 

to snore 

back 

goat 

dandruff 

Jewôs harp 

to split into halves 

Philippine eagle 

cauldron 

to scratch up the soil, as a chicken 

scab 

tree 

to scrub the floor 

absolutive medial demonstrative (free) 

to see; to show 

astonishment 

to scrape, as a coconut 

have (existential verb) 

sick 

eel 

chest 

three times 

absolutive distal demonstrative (free) 

knowledge 

to pinch someone 

to embrace 

to dig 

four times 

five times 

curly (hair) 

strong 

twice 
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/g/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

kὉm.῁mi 

kὉm.῁mὉǼ 

kὉm.῁mὉs 

kὉn.῁ni 

kὉn.῁nὉ 

kὉn.nὉd.῁dὉ  ǼὉ ῁laΈ. i 

kὉn.nὉd.῁dὉ ǼὉ ῁liΈ.bu 

kὉǼ.῁ǼὉ 

kὉ.ǼὉd.῁dὉw 

kὉs.῁sὉ 

kuk.῁kus 

kut.῁tu 

kul.῁lὉ 

kla.῁mat mὉ.῁tὉ 

῁klὑΈ.wὑǼ 

῁kliΈ.tut 

῁kliΈ.gi 

klὉ.῁ni 

῁kluΈ.gὉ 

῁kjὉΈ.hὉǼ 

kwa.῁lὉ 

῁kwaΈ.ja 

klak.῁kam 

klat.῁taǼ 

klut.῁tuǼ 

klam.῁mag 

klὉb.῁bὉw 

klὉm.῁mὉ 

kjuw.῁wa 

 

ga.῁bas 

ga.῁ta 

῁gaΈ.hὉw 

ga.῁hu 

῁gaΈ.li 

῁gaΈ.nas 

῁gὑΈ.nὉt 

῁gὑΈ.hὉt 

gὑ.῁lὑ 

῁gὑΈ.lὉk 

῁giΈ.bὉ 

῁giΈ.bud 

gi.bul.῁li 

gi.῁ra 

gi.ra.paw.῁wὉ 

gi.῁ra nὑǼ baǼ.ᾳkaᾐ 

῁gὉΈ.bὉ 

gὉ.῁tὉǼ 

῁gὉΈ.la 

῁guΈ.hiǼ 

gat.῁tὉ 

gak.῁ka 

gaj.῁jὉ ǼὉ Ὁn.῁nus 

beard 

fist 

to wring 

absolutive proximal demonstrative (free) 

dream 

son-in-law 

daughter-in-law 

later, in a while 

yesterday 

once 

to scrub oneôs body 

head louse 

pot for cooking 

eyelashes 

eyebrows 

anus 

hawk 

now 

wart 

crab 

earthworm 

bamboo 

ringworm, scabies 

a step in a ladder 

forehead 

star 

water buffalo 

tomorrow 

bee 

 

saw (tool) 

coconut milk 

ant 

easy 

to do, make 

door 

slow 

domestic pig 

correct 

tickle 

south 

fontanelle, hair whorl 

last night 

last 

younger sibling 

stern, back of boat 

to lie 

eggplant 

to sell 

water jar 

itch(y) 

to deceive someone 

wind from the south 
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/ / 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

gam.῁mi 

gὑn.῁nὉ 

gὉg.῁gὉt 

gὉl.῁lὉt 

῁gkaΈ.waǼ 

῁gnaΈ.lὉ 

῁glaΈ. u 

gla.̈͂ ud 

῁glὉΈ.puj 

῁gjaΈ.wat 

gwal.῁li 

 

῁ aΈ.paǼ 

a.pi.῁liΈ.du 

῁ aΈ.tad 

῁ aΈ.ta 

῁ aΈ.tiǼ 

a.῁tiǼ 

῁ aΈ.tu 

a.῁kap 

a.῁gad kὑ.῁la ma 

῁ aΈ.hὉs 

a.῁ Ὁg 

a.῁ Ὁw 

a.῁riΈ.jus 

aw.῁wὉΈ 

῁ aΈ.wa 

῁ aΈ.wak 

ᾳ ὑΈ.pa 

῁ ὑΈ.pὉk 

῁ ὑΈ.baǼ 

῁ ὑΈ.ta 

ὑ.῁tὉd 

῁ ὑΈ.kὉǼ 

῁ ὑΈ.gὉǼ 

῁ ὑΈ. ὑ 

῁ ὑΈ. Ὁd 

῁ ὑΈ.ma 

ὑ.῁nὉ 

῁ ὑΈ.lam 

῁ ὑΈ.jap 

ᾐi.ᾳpat 

῁ iΈ.pag 

῁ᾐiΈ.pit 

῁ iΈ.gὉ 

῁ᾐiΈ.nit 

i.῁nὉ 

i.῁nὉ gwal.῁li 

i.῁num 

῁ iΈ.Ǽa 

῁ iΈ.hi 

῁ iΈ.hip 

῁ iΈ.hiǼ 

to start 

earlier, recently 

a sharp weapon 

middle finger 

hip 

throat 

Adamôs apple 

east 

bee 

pimple 

across, opposite 

 

locust 

surname 

raft 

rice husk 

sweat 

if (conditional) 

to revenge 

monkey 

never 

garlic 

to take a bath 

to enter 

earring 

to weave 

rainbow 

waist 

to cross a river, road, etc. 

to cut off, sever, as a piece of rope 

left 

calf, of oneôs leg 

to escort, bring someone somewhere 

tail 

feces 

yes 

to sit 

armpit 

turbid, murky; mud 

wasp 

to count 

to take care of someone/something 

sister-in-law 

to sleep 

betel leaf 

hot (as weather) 

mother 

aunt 

to drink 

envious 

to whet a blade 

to whisper 

ring 
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i.῁la 

i.῁las 

iΈ.῁lis 

i.῁lus 

i.῁ja 

῁ iΈ.jup 

i.῁jug 

῁ iΈ.wὉ 

Ὁ 

῁ ὉΈ.puj 

Ὁ.῁bὉw 

῁ ὉΈ.ta 

Ὁ.῁tὉp 

Ὁ.῁tὉj 

Ὁ.῁ka 

Ὁ.῁kap 

῁ ὉΈ.mὑǼ 

Ὁ.῁mὉ 

Ὁ.῁mὉ gwal.῁li 

῁ ὉΈ.hap 

Ὁ.῁hi 

῁ ὉΈ.hὉt 

῁ ὉΈ.lat 

Ὁ.῁lat 

Ὁ.῁lὑ 

Ὁ.ᾳli 

Ὁ.῁lὉk 

Ὁ.῁lὉw 

Ὁ.῁luǼ 

῁ ὉΈ.jam 

Ὁ.῁wak 

Ὁ.ᾳwu 

u.῁pὉw 

῁ uΈ.pus 

῁ uΈ.bi 

῁ uΈ.ti 

῁ uΈ.gaǼ 

῁ uΈ.gaǼ ῁laΈ. i 

῁ uΈ.gaǼ ῁liΈ.bu 

῁ uΈ.hὉ 

῁ uΈ.la 

u.῁la 

u.῁lὉb 

῁ uΈ.lit 

῁ uΈ.liǼ 

῁ uΈ.Ǽa 

u.῁wὉj 

an.῁tap 

an.῁da 

an.῁da  nὉn.῁nὉǼ 

im.῁pὉ 

in.῁di 

in.῁di tὉ.῁lὉm 

to lie down 

to slice (e.g., meat) 

to move to another location 

to massage 

do not (negative imperative) 

to blow, using oneôs mouth 

coconut fruit (mature) 

saliva 

or 

flame 

mouse, rat 

to vomit 

roof, thatch 

liver 

what-you-may-call-it 

tree bark 

to cook 

father 

uncle 

to chew (sugarcane), bite off 

salt 

rice straw 

scar 

vein, root 

and 

to choose, select 

to kiss 

fence 

to speak to someone 

yawn; to yawn 

crow 

ash 

bald 

cat 

to ask for, request 

penis 

co-parent 

father-in-law 

mother-in-law 

wild boar 

snake 

rain 

knee; to kneel 

to repeat; to do something again 

charcoal 

to call 

rattan 

to think 

not have (negative existential) 

stupid 

thing 

not (standard negation) 

dull, blunt 
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in.῁di  ku.῁waǼ 

Ὁm.῁bὉ 

ap.῁pat 

ap.῁put 

ap.῁pu  u.῁lὉb 

ap.῁pu  ῁laΈ. i 

ap.῁pu  ῁liΈ.bu 

as.῁su 

at.῁tap 

ad.῁da 

ᾐak.ᾳkat 

ak.῁kaǼ 

al.῁lὉj 

am.῁mi 

am.῁mu 

an.῁nὉj 

aǼ.῁Ǽat 

aǼ.῁Ǽa 

aǼ.῁Ǽa  gwal.῁li 

aǼ.῁Ǽὑt 

aǼ.῁ǼὉj 

al.῁lὉs 

as.῁sὉ 

ὑl.῁lὉs 

ὑj.῁jὑ 

ip.pὉ 

ip.῁pὉd 

ip.῁pὉd ǼὉ ῁laΈ. i 

ip.῁pus 

it.῁tὉm 

ik.῁kam 

ik.῁kὉt 

id.῁di 

id.῁duǼ 

iǼ.῁ǼὉ 

il.῁lὉ 

ij.῁jak 

Ὁp.῁pὉ 

Ὁp.῁pὉs 

Ὁp.῁pu 

Ὁp.῁puǼ 

Ὁp.῁pu u.῁lὉb 

Ὁb.῁bid 

Ὁb.῁bὉ 

Ὁb.῁buk 

Ὁt.῁tad 

Ὁt.῁tὉk 

Ὁt.῁tὉw 

Ὁt.῁tu 

Ὁt.῁tut 

Ὁt.῁tu 

Ὁd.῁dὑ 

Ὁd.῁dὉk 

hoarse (of oneôs voice) 

do not like (negative desiderative) 

four 

to reach something 

great-grandparent 

grandfather 

grandmother 

dog 

winnow, sift rice 

ladder 

to climb, as a tree 

owl 

chin 

right 

breast; to suck, breastfeed 

termite 

to wait for somebody 

baby 

nephew, niece 

to bite 

to get something 

to flow 

fish poison 

to masturbate 

absolutive medial demonstrative (bound) 

tooth 

spouse 

husband 

gasp, paint 

black 

mat, for sleeping 

rope; to tether an animal 

to boil, as water 

nose 

deaf 

mole, birthmark 

to shout loudly 

grasshopper 

to borrow 

thumb; grandchild 

to smell something 

great-grandchild 

roe, fish eggs 

smoke, as from fire 

hair 

to separate 

brain 

person 

to harvest 

flatulence 

absolutive distal demonstrative (bound) 

unripe (of a fruit) 

to pound, as rice 
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/m/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ὁd.῁dὉw 

Ὁg.῁gὑt 

Ὁg.῁gi 

Ὁm.῁mὉt 

Ὁm.῁mὉj 

Ὁn.῁nὉm 

Ὁn.῁nὉm pul.῁lu 

Ὁl.῁lik 

Ὁl.῁lὉb 

Ὁl.῁lὉt 

Ὁl.῁lὉǼ 

Ὁl.῁lu 

Ὁn.῁ni 

Ὁn.῁nὉp 

Ὁn.῁nus 

Ὁn.῁nus gid.῁du ta ῁laΈ.gat 

up.῁pat 

up.῁pὉ 

ub.῁bi 

uk.῁kat 

un.ᾳnὉ 

un.nὉ.paw.῁w≤Ὁ 

Ὁs.῁sὉm 

ul.῁lὉd 

ul.῁lu 

ul.῁lud 

us.῁sa 

us.῁siǼ 

uw.῁wi 

uw.῁wὉ 

uw.῁wὉ pul.῁lu 

uw.῁wὉ ul.῁li klὉ.῁ni 

uw.῁wὉ lὉ.῁tus 

 

῁maΈ. a 

ma.῁ha 

῁maΈ.mὑ 

῁maΈ.si 

῁maΈ.las 

῁maΈ.li 

ma.li.῁baΈ. u 

ma.li.gὉn.῁nὉj 

ma.li.na.῁nam 

ma.῁liΈ.nis 

ma.῁ni 

῁maΈ.ὸaǼ 

῁maΈ.jὉw 

῁mὑΈ.Ǽa 

῁mὉΈ.gat 

mὉ.῁pὉw 

mὉ.῁tὉ 

mὉ.῁haǼ 

mὉ.῁ Ὁ 

day, sun 

clothes 

cogon grass 

to catch 

rice plant, unhusked rice 

six 

sixty 

to thresh 

spring (of water) 

between 

neck 

pestle 

absolutive proximal demonstrative (bound) 

fog, mist 

wind 

monsoon wind 

to jump over, leap 

hen 

spiderweb, cobweb 

to strike with intention to hurt 

first 

older sibling 

sour; pomelo fruit 

larva 

head 

floor 

to put, place 

soot 

(purple) yam 

two 

twenty 

day after tomorrow 

two hundred 

 

sheath 

expensive 

leg 

salty 

spicy 

good 

fragrant 

beautiful, pretty, attractive 

beautiful 

clean 

peanut 

marang fruit 

raincloud 

fireplace 

mote, dirt in oneôs eye 

shallow 

eye 

betel chew, quid 

betel, areca nut 
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/n/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/Ǽ/ 

 

mὉ.῁nuk 

mὉ.῁lὉ 

mὉ.῁jὉ 

mu.῁ ud 

mu.῁ ud nὑǼ nὉ.῁tὉj 

῁muΈ.wu kὑǼ ῁laΈ.gat 

maǼ.῁ga 

map.῁pὉǼ Ὁd.῁dὉw 

mab.῁bag 

mat.῁tὉk 

mὑs.῁sὑǼ 

mὉb.῁but 

mὉm.῁mis 

mὉn.῁ni 

mὉs.῁sὉd 

mὉs.῁sὉk Ὁd.῁dὉw 

mὉl.῁lὉǼ 

mud.῁du nὑǼ ῁paΈ. Ὁ 

mum.῁mὉ 

mul.῁lὉ 

῁mlὑΈ. aǼ 

mlὉ.῁tus 

῁mlὉΈ. Ὁs 

 

῁naΈ.ta 

῁naΈ.dὉ 

na.῁gὉ 

῁naΈ. ὑ 

῁naΈ. Ὁw 

῁naΈ. u 

῁naΈ.na 

na.῁nap 

na.῁nam 

nὑ.῁pὑs 

῁niΈ.pa 

niΈ.dὉm 

nὉ.῁tὉj 

nὉ.῁ Ὁs 

῁nὉΈ.nὉ 

῁nuΈ.du 

nu.῁ma 

nu.῁lit ǼὉ Ὁd.῁dὉw 

nu.῁wὉ 

naw.῁wὉ 

nὑj.῁jὑ 

nὉb.῁bὉ 

nὉd.῁dὉ 

nὉm.῁mὉ 

nuw.῁was 

 

῁ǼuΈ. Ὁb 

῁ǼuΈ. uj 

῁ǼuΈ.ma 

chicken 

light (in weight) 

young woman, lass 

spirit, soul 

spirit, of dead person 

high tide 

mango 

sunrise 

swollen, swelling 

leech 

industrious, hardworking 

animal 

sweet 

smell (as of fish) 

smell (as of urine) 

sunset 

dry season 

toe finger 

crumbs (i.e., rice or food) 

to plant 

rough, coarse 

one hundred 

smooth 

 

vegetable 

naked, bare 

mine 

intestine 

to steal 

to descend a hill 

to leave behind, abandon 

to crawl 

taste 

thin (of an object) 

nipa palm 

to think about something carefully 

corpse 

noise 

lobster, prawn 

why 

why 

day before yesterday 

to hear, listen 

to love someone; to breathe 

genitive distal demonstrative 

field 

to live at, reside at 

to search for 

accustomed 

 

fingernail 

whistle 

story 
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/s/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/h/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ǽit.῁tὉǼ 

Ǽil.῁lὉ 

 

sa.lu.῁wa 

si.῁la 

si.῁la  kaj.῁ju 

῁sὉΈ. a 

sa.lup.῁paǼ 

saj.῁jὉw 

sὉs.῁sὉp 

 

῁haΈ.pu 

ha.῁but 

῁haΈ.kὉj 

ha.῁gὉ 

῁haΈ.lud 

ha.῁jup 

ha.῁wὑt 

῁hὑΈ.lὑ 

῁hiΈ.pa 

hi.῁kat 

hi.῁tὉ 

hi.῁la 

῁hiΈ.mat 

hi.῁ja 

hi.῁jὉw 

hi.῁ju 

hὉ 

hὉ.῁pὉΈ.tὉj 

hὉ.῁bὉw 

hὉ.tὉ.῁ i 

hὉ.῁tu 

hὉ.῁tuǼ ῁mlaΈ.la 

῁hὉΈ. a 

hὉ.mὉ .῁baΈ. u 

hὉ.mὉ.bὉ.῁jὉ 

hὉ.῁mὉ 

hὉ.῁mu 

῁hὉΈ.lὉ 

hὉ.῁ὸὉᾐ 

῁huΈ.ki 

῁huΈ.kὉ 

῁huΈ.du 

῁huΈ.ǼὉj 

῁huΈ.lat 

῁huΈ.lud 

hu.῁wat 

hu.῁wiǼ 

hap.῁pὉj 

had.῁dὉ 

ham.῁mὉ 

hid.῁du 

hik.῁kὉ 

dark 

ear 

 

trousers (male) 

sweet potato 

cassava 

ankle 

loincloth, g-string 

to dance 

to suck, sip 

 

meat 

sieve, strainer 

to ride 

I 

to catch water with a pail 

wrong, incorrect 

to hang something up, not on a hook 

to lean 

to kick 

fast, quick 

we (inclusive) 

they; absolutive plural nominal marker 

needle 

s/he 

nine 

elbow 

absolutive singular nominal marker 

enemy 

(breast)milk 

companion 

one 

one thousand 

thorn 

bad smell, stink 

ugly 

bad, evil 

you (plural) 

egg 

to stop 

bamboo water container 

anger, angry 

to carry on oneôs head 

horn (of an animal) 

to write something 

to comb for lice with a fine tooth comb 

to comb oneôs hair 

beak 

to hang clothes on a clothesline 

to know 

we (exclusive) 

to spit 

you (singular) 
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/l/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hiǼ.῁ǼὉ 

his.῁sip 

his.῁sib 

hὉb.῁bὑ 

hὉb.῁bὉt 

hὉǼ.῁Ǽi 

hὉǼ.῁ǼὉw 

hud.῁du 

hud.du.῁ a 

hup.῁pu nὑǼ ῁buΈ.lud 

hal.῁la 

hug.῁gu 

hul.῁lu 

 

῁laΈ.ba 

῁laΈ.bid 

῁laΈ.ta 

la.῁ti 

῁laΈ.gat 

῁laΈ. i 

la.῁ Ὁt 

῁laΈ. u 

῁laΈ.nu 

῁laΈ.Ǽit 

῁laΈ.Ǽub 

la.῁hat 

῁laΈ.lak 

la.῁lὑ 

῁laΈ.lig 

῁laΈ.jaǼ 

῁laΈ.was 

῁laΈ.was nὑǼ kaj.ᾳju 

la.῁wὑ 

῁laΈ.wu 

la.῁wu 

lὑ.῁pὑs 

῁lὑΈ.pὉs 

῁lὑΈ.pὉs gwal.῁li 

῁lὑΈ.dὑ 

῁lὑΈ.dὉk 

῁lὑΈ.ha 

῁lὑΈ.wὉ 

῁liΈ.bu 

῁liΈ.tu 

῁liΈ.hὉ 

῁liΈ.liǼ 

li.῁mὉ 

li.῁mὉ pul.῁lu 

῁liΈ.mut 

῁liΈ.nὉw 

῁liΈ.juǼ 

lὉ.῁tus 

lὉΈ.kat 

to blow oneôs nose 

louse (of a chicken) 

fat, grease 

dry stream 

grass 

knife (for all purposes) 

steam, vapor 

young man, lad 

hiccough 

summit 

to fry rice 

to push 

to command, send on an errand 

 

brave, fearless 

ringworm 

taro 

swamp, wetland 

sea 

man, male 

to carry with both hands, as a heavy load 

to bail water, as from a canoe 

sad, unhappy 

sky 

cave 

all 

friend 

to run 

happy, joyful 

to fly 

body 

tree trunk 

high (of a person) 

cloud 

to fall (from a higher place) 

knife (for women) 

sibling 

cousin 

yellow 

waterfall 

torch 

narrow 

woman, female 

fire, to burn 

louse egg 

to look back 

five 

fifty  

to forget 

lake 

to turn around 

hundred 

to open up oneôs eyes 
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῁lὉΈ.ku 

lὉ.῁ Ὁw 

῁lὉΈ.ma 

lὉ.῁mὑt 

῁lὉΈ.nὉd 

lὉ.῁Ǽuj 

῁lὉΈ.la 

῁lὉΈ.jὉb 

῁lὉΈ.jὉd 

lὉ.῁wa 

lu.῁tὉw 

῁luΈ.tu 

῁luΈ.ka 

lu.῁ga 

῁luΈ.huk 

῁luΈ.mut 

῁luΈ.na 

῁luΈ.Ǽa 

lu.῁lu 

῁luΈ.jὉ 

῁luΈ.wa 

῁luΈ.Ǽu 

lug.῁wa 

lab.῁bus 

lak.῁ka 

lag.῁gam 

lag.῁gas 

lam.῁ma 

lam.῁mas 

lam.῁mi 

lan.῁na 

lan.῁nὉ 

laǼ.῁ǼὉw 

lal.῁lad 

lal.῁lὉm 

laj.῁ju 

law.῁wὉw 

lὑt.῁ta 

lὑs.῁sὑt 

lὑs.῁sὑt kὑǼ ῁huΈ. uǼ 

lὑs.῁sὑǼ 

lip.῁pὉ 

lid.῁dὉ 

lik.῁kut 

lit.῁ti 

lig.῁ga 

lim.῁mὉ 

liǼ.῁Ǽu 

lis.῁sὉ 

lὉp.῁puk 

lὉb.῁bὉ 

lὉb.῁bὉǼ 

lὉt.῁tu kὉd.῁dὉw 

shirt 

to walk 

knife (of a datu) 

to burp, belch 

to come back 

to swim 

nest 

weak 

to pull, drag 

wide 

to float 

ripe 

bowl 

place 

ribs 

moss, algae 

placenta (afterbirth), pillow 

shade 

to broil something over coals 

ginger 

ladle, as of coconut shell 

coffin 

to go out, exit 

poor 

jackfruit 

bird 

to wash oneôs face or hands or dishes 

fever 

to sow seeds 

new 

pus 

cooking oil 

housefly 

to move (be in motion, not be still) 

deep 

far 

tear(drop)s 

sap, resin 

to tear, rip 

harelip 

to annoy someone 

mold, mildew 

slippery 

tight 

thunder 

red 

hand 

shadow 

sesame 

all gone, consumed 

to collapse, cave-in 

to bury, inter 

noon, midday 
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/j/  

 

 

 

/w/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

lὉd.῁dὉg 

lὉk.῁kὉ 

lὉk.῁kὉd 

.lὉm.῁mὉd 

lὉm.῁mὉ 

lὉn.῁nὉt 

lὉǼ.῁Ǽa 

los.῁suǼ 

lud.῁dὉ 

lud.῁duǼ 

lud.῁dus 

lun.῁nὉd 

lun.῁nὉw 

lul.῁lut 

lus.῁suk 

lus.῁suj 

luw.῁wu 

lug.῁wa 

 

῁juΈ.pa 

jab.ba .῁naΈ.pu 

jὉj.῁jὉ 

 

῁waΈ.lὉj 

wi.῁ti 

῁wὉΈ. Ὁ 

wὉ.῁lu 

wal.῁lὉ 

wὉd.῁dὉw 

wὉs.῁su 

rotten 

granary 

to blame; to regret, be sorry 

to swallow down 

morning 

mortar, for pounding grain 

to flee, run away 

to ask a question 

cotton 

to lose oneôs way 

fish 

to drown 

green 

to cook something in bamboo 

bead (as for jewelry) 

green 

winnowing basket 

outside 

 

centipede 

nightmare 

shame 

 

tired, weary 

satiated 

abaca fibers, hemp 

eight 

shoulder 

afternoon 

hungry 
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Abstract 
Register is a suprasegmental contrast cued by a combination of voice quality, vowel quality 

and pitch found in many languages of Southeast Asia. Conventionally, registers develop 

from the transphonologization of historical onset voicing contrast; however, there are 

several Austroasiatic languages which have developed apparent register contrasts that 

correspond to historical vowel quality contrasts. The term pseudoregister is introduced 

here to refer to such contrasts. A general model for the formation and evolution of 

pseudoregister is proposed and, as quantitative phonetic analysis of pseudoregister 

languages is sorely lacking, the results of a preliminary study on the acoustic correlates of 

pseudoregister in Pacoh (< Katuic) are presented. F1 is shown to be the only acoustic 

correlate which reliably covaries with pseudoregister in Pacoh, while subtle differences in 

F0 and spectral tilt (H1*-H2*) are also detectable. 

 

Keywords: historical phonology, phonetics, register, Austroasiatic, Katuic 

ISO 639-3 codes: pac, tto, tth, irr, oog, sed, cog 

1  Introduction  
The Pacoh language of Vietnam and Laos has been described as a register language (Watson 1964, 

1966, 1996; Watson et al. 1979, 2013; Diffloth 1982; Sidwell 2005; Alves 2006; Gehrmann 2015). 

Register is a binary suprasegmental contrast, upheld by a combination of voice quality, vowel quality 

and pitch cues. Register, in its conventional form, develops under conditioning from the historical 

voicing specification of onset consonants and emerges in conjunction with the loss of said voicing 

contrasts (i.e., registrogenesis) (Huffman 1976). However, the distribution of register in Pacoh is 

unrelated to historical onset voicing, corresponding instead with historical vowel quality contrasts 

(Diffloth 1982, Sidwell 2005, Gehrmann 2015). As such, Pacoh, a language from the Katuic branch of 

Austroasiatic, is part of a small class of languages which I propose be called pseudoregister languages. 

Other documented pseudoregister languages include languages of the Bahnaric and Pearic branches of 

Austroasiatic and one sister language of Pacoh in the Katuic branch: Taôoi (Sidwell 2015, 2019; 

Gehrmann 2015, 2019). 

Unfortunately, apart from the well-documented Chong language (< Pearic) (L-Thongkum 1991, 

Edmondson 1996, DiCanio 2009), acoustic phonetic descriptions of pseudoregister are sorely lacking. 

Pacoh phonology has been described qualitatively by Watson (1996), but there has been no acoustic 

phonetic investigation of the phenomenon in this language. In this paper, I will demonstrate using a 

small set of archived Pacoh word list recordings that differences of vowel height (F1) are by far the 

most reliable acoustic correlates of the Pacoh pseudoregister contrast. Nevertheless, in addition to F1, 

there are secondary correlates, including a relatively lower fundamental frequency (F0) and spectral tilt 

(H1*-H2*) in the high pseudoregister. 

This investigation into the acoustic correlates of the pseudoregister contrast in Pacoh begins the 

process of establishing a quantitative baseline description of the Pacoh pseudoregister phenomenon. 

Furthermore, the results of this preliminary study have important implications for a general model of 

pseudoregister formation. Two primary typologies of pseudoregister are apparent in the pseudoregister 

languages described thus far, but Pacoh pseudoregister does not match either of these prototypes. A 
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general model of pseudoregister formation is proposed here, based on the patterns of pseudoregister 

emergence and evolution among all of the pseudoregister languages documented thus far. 

2  Pacoh 
Pacoh is spoken primarily in the Thַa Thi°n HuԒ province of Vietnam and adjacent areas of Salavan 

province, Laos. Speakers of Pacoh are included under the officially recognized Tà Ôi ethnic group in 

Vietnam and, indeed, some speakers of Pacoh refer to their language as Taôoi.1 The language is not 

particularly well documented apart from the dialect which is the focus of this study, High Pacoh 

(hereafter, simply Pacoh). Phonological descriptions (Watson 1964, 1966, 1996), grammatical 

descriptions (Alves 2006, 2007, 2015; Watson 1977, 2011; S. Watson 1964, 1966, 1976; Watson et al. 

2013) and a sizable dictionary (Watson et al. 2013) are available for the High Pacoh dialect. The 

phonology of the Cado dialect has been described (Gehrmann 2015, Vitrano-Wilson et al. 2018) and 

brief descriptions of two varieties referred to as Pak¹h and Ta¹ih are also available (Nguyen et al. 1986). 

Another variety, Bahi, is mentioned in passing by Watson (1996). 

Watsonôs characterization of pseudoregister in Pacoh evolves over three decades from the 1960s 

to the 1990s until, in a final paper on the topic, Watson (1996) presents his conclusions on the matter. 

Having been influenced by Gregersonôs (1976, 1984) hypothesis that differential tongue root position 

underlies phonological register in Southeast Asia and by his own experience working with African ATR 

harmony languages, Watson settled on a bifurcation of Pacoh vocalism into two registers: a tongue root 

retracted (+RTR) register and a tongue root advanced (-RTR) register. The +RTR register is reportedly 

the more marked of the two and is described as tense or pharyngealized. Watson draws parallels 

between Pacoh register and register in Sedang, both of which are described as having the ñéócreaky, 

raspyô vowels of a retracted tongue root articulation.ò (Watson 1996, 200). Hereafter, we will refer to 

the tenser, +RTR register as high pseudoregister and the laxer, -RTR register as low pseudoregister. 

Watsonôs ultimate interpretation of Pacoh vocalism divided the languageôs 30 vowel phonemes 

into fifteen vowel qualities doubled for register contrast. This inventory is presented in Table 1, with 

slight alterations in the spelling of phonemes compared to Watsonôs (1996) inventory. 

Table 1: Pacoh vocalism 

/ ia  iᴅ ὢa ὢᴅ ua  uᴅ         

 iΈ iΈ ὢΈ ὢΈ uΈ uΈ  i  i  ὢ ὢ u  u   

 eΈ eΈ aΈ aΈ oΈ oΈ  e  e  a a  o  o  / 

               

[ ia iᴅ ὢa ὢᴅ ua uᴅ         

 eΈ iΈ ᴅΈ ὢΈ ὉΈ uΈ  e i ᴅ ὢ Ὁ u  

 ÞΈ ὑΈ aΈ ὒΈ ὅΈ oΈ  æ ὑ a ὒ ὅ o ] 

3  Experiment 
The phonetic correlates of the proposed Pacoh pseudoregister contrast are currently unknown, apart 

from Watsonôs qualitative description. Here, I present an introductory acoustic study on Pacoh 

pseudoregister, the goal of which is to confirm on empirical grounds, if possible, the pseudoregistral 

interpretation of Pacoh vocalism. The data was segmented and annotated in Praat (Boersma & Weenink 

2020) and acoustic measures were extracted using the PraatSauce script (Kirby 2020). The resulting 

data was analyzed in python and graphical representations of the data were produced using the plotnine 

package (Kibirige et al. 2021).2 Unfortunately, only a small amount of data was available for this study, 

which amounts to 303 words spoken one time each in isolation by a single male speaker. The recordings 

were made on tape by Watson, working with a native speaker in 1972.3 Not every vowel in the Pacoh 

 
1  Not to be confused with the Taôoi language [tto, tth, irr, oog] spoken in Laos, which is a separate Katuic 

language (Watson 1996). 
2  Plotnine is based on the ggplot2 package for R (Wickham 2016). 
3  I wish to express my gratitude to Dick Watson for sharing these audio files with me for this project. 
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vocalic inventory is represented in this data set and the general paucity of data precludes the possibility 

of addressing this issue definitively here and now.  

3.1 Vowel Quality 
Watson (1996:200) explains that that high pseudoregister vowels are phonetically more open than 

corresponding low pseudoregister vowels, and that the degree of vowel height difference ñincreases 

from front to backò. The close back high pseudoregister vowel /u(Έ)/ is so much more open than its 

low pseudoregister counterpart, in fact, that it is found at a more open vowel height position [Ὁ(Έ)] than 

the low register non-close vowel /o(Έ)/ [o(Έ)]. This is asymmetrical with respect to the corresponding 

non-back vowels (cf. Error! Reference source not found.), but the explanation for this lies in the 

relatively recent retraction of a historical mid vowel, *ᴅ(Έ), which has disrupted the vowel height ï 

pseudoregister relationship in the Pacoh back vowel inventory (Gehrmann 2015, 2019). 

Figure 1 presents a graphical representation of mean F1 values for each token across the middle 

50% of vowel duration (i.e., 0.25 < t < 0.75 with respect to regularized time). Low pseudoregister 

vowels are indeed consistently closer in vowel quality than their high pseudoregister counterparts and 

Watsonôs observation that /u(Έ)/ is unexpectedly more open in vowel quality than /o(Έ) / is confirmed. 

This suggests that all of the pseudoregister vowel pairs would be differentiable one from the other based 

solely on vowel quality measures, even in the absence of additional, co-varying register cues (see F1-

F2 charts in Figure 2). 

Figure 1: F1 measurements for vowels 
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Figure 2: F1-F2 charts 

 

3.2 Pitch and Voice Quality 

Fundamental frequency (F0) and spectral tilt (H1*-H2*), one of the frequent acoustic correlates of voice 

quality differences, do co-vary with pseudoregister here, though the effect is rather weak. Low 

pseudoregister is marked by higher F0 and H1*-H2* measures on average and high pseudoregister is 

accompanied by lower F0 and H1*-H2* measures on average. Figure 3 demonstrates this. The falling 

H1*-H2* contour indicates an increase in laryngeal tension toward the end of the vowel duration. This 

coincides with a decrease in F0, which indicates that glottal pulses are becoming elongated and more 

irregular. We would expect to see this if laryngealization were increasing towards the end of the rime, 

as is often the case in high pseudoregister words (more on this below), however the degree of 

laryngealization indicated here does not approach the strong creak achieved toward the right edge of 

high pseudoregister words in Taôoi and Sedang, for example (Gehrmann 2019, Smith & Sidwell 2015). 

Note also that the H1*-H2* measures in Figure 3 are all negative in value. Consequently, breathy voice 

quality is not indicated in this data and we are only dealing with degrees of modal to tenser-than-modal 

voice quality here. 
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Figure 3: F0 and H1*-H2* over regularized time for all vowels by vowel length 

 

  
The trend evident in Figure 3 is not equally evident in all phonetic environments. While some factors, 

such as onset voicing, vowel height or vowel backness were not found to have a significant effect on 

this trend, coda manner of articulation does have a small effect. Figure 4 shows how the spectral tilt 

difference between the two pseudoregisters weakens or disappears in words with oral stop or voiceless 

fricative codas. Otherwise, in the high pseudoregister, spectral tilt measures are relatively low towards 

the right edge of words. 

Figure 4: F0 and H1*-H2* over regularized time by vowel length and terminance type 

 
 

 

Because the difference in F0 between the two pseudoregisters is small, one might suspect that intrinsic 

F0 is to blame for the higher F0 measurements in the low pseudoregister. All things being equal, it is 

expected that close vowels will have higher F0 than non-close vowels and, suspiciously, all phonetically 

close vowels in this language are in the low pseudoregister. Nevertheless, the same difference in F0 

between the two pseudoregisters is apparent for all monophthongs in Pacoh, as demonstrated in Figure 

5. This indicates that the intrinsic F0 effect is being overridden here, in service of the phonological 

pseudoregister distinction, to which F0 is a phonologized, extrinsic cue. 
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Figure 5: F0 over regularized time by vowel length and vowel height 

 
To summarize, it is clear that vowel quality differences are the primary and most reliable phonetic cue 

to the pseudoregister contrast, but there is also support for differences of pitch and voice quality playing 

a secondary role as redundant cues, especially in words ending with a sonorant or glottal(ized) coda. 

The low pseudoregister may be described as involving relatively close vowel quality and, optionally, 

relatively high, level pitch and relatively lax voice quality. The high pseudoregister, by contrast, is 

characterized by relatively open vowel quality and may optionally demonstrate relatively low-falling 

pitch coinciding with an increase in laryngeal tension towards the end of the vowel.  

4  Register and Pseudoregister 
The term register is used to describe various natural phenomena in linguistics, speech pathology and 

vocal pedagogy, but in Southeast Asia, the term is used to refer to a particular type of suprasegmental 

contrast. Even within the specific sub-domain of Southeast Asian phonology, however, register is not a 

well-defined concept. There is no established definition of the term, and different researchers have used 

the term differently. For some, phonological register may be used to refer to any suprasegmental 

contrast for which differential voice quality is considered the primary phonetic cue. Others are less 

inclusive, constraining register to only those voice quality-based contrasts which are cognate with the 

historical voicing of onset consonants. Some use the term register to refer to any tonal system in which 

differences of pitch and of voice quality work in tandem to mark tonal contrasts (i.e., a register-tone 

system) while others use register to refer to sets of tonemes which result from a phonemic tone split 

conditioned by historical onset voicing differences. 

In order to properly differentiate register from pseudoregister then, a working definition of register 

is needed first. I propose the following definition: 

Register: a binary, suprasegmental contrast upheld by a certain suite of naturally co-varying phonetic 

cues (or a subset thereof), which frequently arises to enhance and ultimately replace historical onset 

voicing contrast. 

 

This ñsuite of naturally co-varying cuesò may be referred to collectively as the register bundle of cues. 

These include, most notably, voice quality, vowel quality and pitch, as summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2: The primary phonetic cues associated with register 

 High Register Low Register 

Voice Quality Modal Breathy 

Vowel Quality More Open Closer 

Pitch Higher Lower 

 

I define register with overt reference to the historical conditioning environment in which it develops. 

Typologically similar contrasts which resemble register in terms of their phonetics and/or phonology 
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are thus excluded if they do not arise under conditioning from differences of historical onset phonation. 

In addition to having a different point of origin, these other, register-like contrasts exhibit certain 

evolutionary potentialities which, based on the language evidence available, do not appear to be 

available for conventional register contrasts. These crucial differences in point of origin and ultimate 

evolution are why I propose the term pseudoregister, as a means of differentiating this phenomenon 

from register proper. 

5  Pseudoregister formation and evolution 
What, then, is the origin of pseudoregister if historical onset voicing is not involved? In all of the 

pseudoregister languages described thus far, pseudoregister evolved out of historical vowel quality 

differences, with phonetically close vowels conditioning low pseudoregister and phonetically open 

vowels conditioning high pseudoregister.4 This pattern is concordant with the well known patterns of 

vowel height-register interaction found in conventional register languages, whereby close vowels are 

stable in the low register and open vowels are stable in the high register, but high register close vowels 

and low register open vowels are unstable and typically become restructured over time in terms of vowel 

quality (Huffman 1985, Gehrmann 2015). This leaves all phonetically close vowels as low register 

vowels and all phonetically open vowels as high register vowels. The fundamental association of close 

vowel height with low (pseudo)register and open vowel height with high (pseudo)register is clear, even 

if it less clear why this should be so.   

A promising potential explanation casts tongue roots position and larynx height as the articulatory 

gestures which underlie both register and pseudoregister. This would explain some of the intriguing 

parallels between binary register contrasts in Southeast Asia and binary tongue root harmony contrasts 

found elsewhere in the world. We may well hypothesize that tongue-root harmony languages and 

register languages are both drawing on the same suite of naturally co-varying phonetic cues associated 

with the expansion or reduction of supraglottal cavity volume, as Gregerson (1976, 1984) suggests. 

Table 3: Examples of Pseudoregister formation in Rengao 

Bahnar Rengao Bahnar Rengao 

PB *ὑΈ    PB *iΈ    

babὑΈ goat babiΈ goat briΈ woods briΈ wild (forest) 

r─ὑΈ rattan riΈ rattan ὕriΈ banyan tree ὕriΈ banyan tree 

kanὑΈ rat kaniΈ rat siΈ louse ciΈ louse 

ᾐakὑΈ horn kiΈ antlers tiΈ hand tiΈ hand 

PB *ὉΈ    PB *uΈ    

ᾐὉΈǼ bee ᾐoΈǼ wasp tuΈǼ carry toΈǼ carry  

ΆlὉΈǼ tree loΈǼ wood kuΈǼ ladder goΈǼ stairs 

bὉΈǼ casket boΈǼ coffin suΈǼ axe coΈǼ axe 

gὉΈǼ beat gong goΈǼ gong ΆjuΈǼ stand up joΈǼ   sit up 

PB *a    PB *ᴅ    

nam go nam go kaΆnᴅm under kaΆnam under 

paὌam five padam five hatᴅp dig hole  tanap bury 

ᾐakan woman kan female bᴅt make a dam bat dam 

mat eye mat eye ᾐᴅt hold breath ᾐat stop breathing 

ὕraǼ house post ὕraǼ post glᴅk drown glak drown 

maǼ night maǼ night katᴅǼ hear taǼ hear 

 

By way of example, Table 3 demonstrates the formation of pseudoregister contrast out of historical 

vowel height contrasts in Rengao, a North Bahnaric language, with reference to the more conservative 

 
4  See examples from the Bahnaric (Smith 1972, Sidwell 2015), Katuic (Diffloth 1982; Sidwell 2005; Gehrmann 

2015, 2019) and Pearic (Sidwell 2019) branches of Austroasiatic. 
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Bahnar language (< Central Bahnaric), which retains the Proto-Bahnaric vowel contrasts in these 

examples.5 

A survey of the pseudoregister languages described thus far reveals two basic typologies: 

lax-marked pseudoregister and tense-marked pseudoregister (Gehrmann 2015). In lax-marked 

pseudoregister languages, the low pseudoregister is the more marked of the two in terms of voice 

quality, being realized with breathy voice. In tense-marked pseudoregister languages, it is the high 

pseudoregister that is more marked, being characterized by creaky voice / laryngealization. The North 

Bahnaric languages testify to the fact that historically cognate pseudoregister contrasts may be realized 

synchronically as either lax-marked or tense-marked. The Sedang language has a tense-marked 

pseudoregister contrast but cognate contrasts in other North Bahnaric languages such as the previously 

mentioned Rengao are lax-marked. This suggests that unlike conventional register, the phonetic voice 

quality cues associated with pseudoregister exist along a continuum of laryngeal tension, as illustrated 

in Figure 8. 

Figure 6: Lax-marked vs. tense-marked pseudoregister on a continuum of laryngeal tension 

 
 

That is not to say that pseudoregister languages move back and forth along this laryngeal tension 

continuum at random, however. On the contrary, a historical progression from more conservative 

lax-marked pseudoregister typology to a more innovative tense-marked typology is evident. Firstly, 

lax-marked pseudoregister languages retain conservative differences in vowel height between 

pseudoregister vowel pairs as a phonetic cue to the pseudoregister contrast, even as new cues of pitch 

and/or voice quality come in to enhance the original vowel quality contrast. This is not true of 

documented tense-marked pseudoregister languages, in which historical vowel quality differences have 

been erased by full phonetic merger of vowel quality while the job of cueing the pseudoregiser contrast 

has been assumed by differential pitch and/or voice quality. Secondly, all documented tense-marked 

pseudoregister languages have in common the loss of historical onset voicing contrasts, while onset 

voicing contrasts have been retained in all documented lax-marked pseudoregister languages. This is 

highly suggestive that tense-marked pseudoregister languages are formerly lax-marked pseudoregister 

languages that have undergone a general tensing of the pseudoregister contrast in conjunction with the 

devoicing of onsets. 

The catalyst for the general tensing of pseudoregister then is actually registrogenesis. 

Consequently, register and pseudoregister may in fact occur together in a language, intertwining into a 

complex, tone-like, register-pseudoregister hybrid as has been well documented in Chong (Ferlus 1979, 

2011; Headley 1985; Sidwell 2019). The possibility of such interactions between register and 

pseudoregister is another argument for disambiguating the two phenomena terminologically, as I 

propose here. 

When a pseudoregister language undergoes registrogenesis, the devoicing of voiced stop onsets 

begins to impart low register cues. As a result, four combinations of register and pseudoregister are 

produced as illustrated in Table 4. Focusing now on voice quality, a problem arises when the two ñlowò 

categories combine. Low pseudoregister has no room to become laxer, as it is already associated with 

breathy voice quality on the lax end of the laryngeal tension continuum (see Figure 8). However, high 

 
5  Bahnar data from Banker et al. (1979), Rengao data from Gregerson & Gregerson (1977), pBahnaric 

reconstructions from Sidwell (2011). 
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pseudoregister, being associated with modal phonation, does have room to become tenser and move 

into the creaky/laryngealized end of the spectrum. This is exactly what we find in Chong and other 

tense-marked register languages, where the historical high pseudoregister shifts tenser to 

creaky/laryngealized and the historical low pseudoregister shifts tenser to modal voice. As a result, 

breathy voice is removed as a cue to the low pseudoregister category and becomes associated instead 

with the nascent low register category. 

Table 4: General tensing and the register-pseudoregister interaction 

  Register 

  High Low 

Pseudoregister 

High [creaky] [breathy-creaky] 

Low [modal] [breathy] 

 

The pattern in Table 4 describes exactly the pattern of development seen in the Chong register-

pseudoregister complex. However, in the other documented tense-marked pseudoregister languages, we 

find a simplification of this scheme. In Taôoiq and Sedang, the pseudoregister contrast remains intact 

and has undergone the same general tensing seen in Chong, but there is no modern reflex of 

conventional register. Historically voiced stop onsets have been devoiced and fully merged into the 

historically voiceless stops, but, there is no register contrast crosscutting and splitting the pseudoregister 

contrast in these languages. Register must have at least begun to develop in these languages in the past 

in order to catalyze the general tensing of pseudoregister, but register either failed to trigger a phonemic 

split in pseudoregister in these languages as it did in Chong or, if it did do so in the past, the expected 

4-way contrast has since simplified to a 2-way contrast. Table 5 illustrates this state of affairs in Taôoiq 

and Sedang. 

Table 5: General tensing without phonemic register (as in Taôoiq and Sedang) 

  Register 

  Neutralized 

Pseudoregister 

High [creaky] 

Low [modal] 

 

6  What Kind of Pseudoregister Language is Pacoh? 
Pacoh pseudoregister is unique. It does not fit comfortably in either the lax-marked or the tense-marked 

pseudoregister typology. Like tense-marked pseudoregister, Pacoh has undergone onset stop devoicing 

and a general tensing of the pseudoregister contrast; however, unlike tense-marked pseudoregister, 

vowel height remains a reliable phonetic cue for the pseudoregister vowel pairs in Pacoh. The phonetic 

merger of vowel quality among pseudoregister pairs, which is characteristic of other documented tense-

marked pseudoregister languages, has not occurred in Pacoh. In fact, vowel quality differences are 

unexpectedly the most reliable cue to the pseudoregister contrast here, while the obvious difference of 

voice quality between high and low pseudoregisters which is documented in Taôoiq, Sedang and Chong 

(i.e., laryngealization or lack thereof, respectively) is not found in Pacoh. The voice quality difference 

between the two Pacoh pseudoregisters is detectable, as demonstrated in Section 3, but much more 

subtle. Pitch differences are likewise subtle. 
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Based on the above discussion, the expected pattern of pseudoregister formation and evolution may be 

summarized as shown in Table 6.  

Table 6: A model of pseudoregister formation and evolution 

Stage *D- Voice Quality Vowel Height Examples 

1: Lax-Marked Voiced Modal : Breathy More Open : Closer N. Bahnaric6 

2: Transitional Devoiced (Tense) : Modal More Open : Closer Pacoh 

3: Tense-Marked Devoiced Creaky : Modal Phonetically Merged Ta'oiq, Sedang, Chong 

 

Pacoh would appear to offer us a rare glimpse at a language intermediate between the lax-marked and 

tense-marked stages of pseudoregister development. However, based on the results of this admittedly 

preliminary acoustic study of Pacoh, it seems unlikely that this language is actually evolving in the 

direction of a tense-marked pseudoregister language. Historical *D onsets have clearly devoiced, and 

the voice quality cues to the pseudoregister contrast have clearly shifted for the tenser when compared 

with the lax-marked pseudoregister languages of North Bahnaric. However, while this shift has moved 

the historical low pseudoregister away from breathy voicing, the historical high pseudoregister has not 

yet become associated with creaky voice as we would expect based on the known tense-marked 

pseudoregister languages. Rather than a stronger emphasis on voice quality and pitch cues and a 

diminished role for vowel quality, we find instead the marginalization of voice quality and pitch cues 

and a doubling down on vowel height as the primary and only reliable cue to Pacoh pseudoregister. 

This hints at the possibility that pseudoregister is, in fact, fading away in Pacoh as a contrastive property 

of the languageôs phonology, with a reversion to contrasts of vowel quality. In other words, at an earlier 

phase, Pacoh entered into the pseudoregister formation process and saw historical vowel height 

contrasts re-interpreted as pseudoregister contrasts marked by a complex of cues from the register 

bundle which came in alongside differences of vowel height (i.e., Stage 1). However, the pseudoregister 

vowel pairs subsequently failed to coalesce in terms of vowel quality and remained quite strongly 

differentiated in terms of vowel quality, even as the language began the transitional phase with onset 

devoicing, registrogenesis and general tensing (i.e., Stage 2). As a result, the language is exiting the 

pseudoregister life cycle out of a side door, so to speak, abandoning pseudoregister and returning instead 

to purely segmental contrasts of vowel quality. Strengthening the argument that pseudoregister loss is 

in fact in progress in the High Pacoh dialect under discussion here is the fact that two other dialects of 

Pacoh, Cado (Gehrmann 2015, 2019) and Bahi (Watson 1996), have already experienced pseudoregister 

loss.7 

7  Summary and Outlook 
In this paper, it has been demonstrated that the pseudoregister contrast of Pacoh splits Pacoh vocalism 

into a high pseudoregister cued by more open vowel quality, slightly lower pitch and slightly tenser 

voice quality and a low pseudoregister cued by closer vowel quality, slightly higher pitch and slightly 

laxer voice quality. After establishing a typological profile for pseudoregister languages based on 

documented instances of the phenomenon, it was shown that Pacoh does not fit neatly into either the 

more conservative lax-marked pseudoregister typology or the more innovative tense-marked typology. 

Instead, Pacoh appears to be an abortive pseudoregister language, which is abandoning the contrast and 

reverting to a language without register or pseudoregister, as the connection between pseudoregister 

vowel pairs breaks down and contrasts of vowel quality take their place. 

 
6  Including Rengao, Hre, Kayong, Jeh & Halang (cf. Smith 1972, Sidwell 2015) 
7  It remains possible that Cado and Bahi never underwent pseudoregister formation in the first place. However, 

the devoicing of *voiced stops without register reflexes and certain developments in their vowel inventories 

suggest that pseudoregister formation was common to an earlier phase of Pacoh. 
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This has been a mere introduction to the study of Pacoh pseudoregister, based on the speech of one 

speaker recorded half a century ago. Further documentation of the Pacoh language is a research priority, 

as there may be more conservative dialects which preserve more faithfully the old Pacoh pseudoregister 

contrast or, perhaps, a different iteration on it with a separate evolutionary history. This would inform 

the model of pseudoregister evolution put forward here.  

More generally, further documentation of the pseudoregister phenomenon is sorely needed, 

especially when it comes to early-stage, lax-marked pseudoregister. Researchers who have the 

opportunity to gather data on the few remaining pre-registral / pre-tonal Austroasiatic languages should 

prioritize quantitative investigations into differences of voice quality and pitch among vowels of 

different vowel height series in these languages, in addition to looking for differences in cues from the 

register bundle after onsets of different laryngeal settings. Acoustic and perceptual studies on such 

languages will be necessary to make progress in understanding how vowel height contrasts may be 

transformed into pseudoregister contrasts. 
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Abstract 
In this article, we detail the prosodic typology of disyllables in Santali spoken in Sonitpur 

district, Assam, India. Previous investigations present a chaotic picture of contradictory 

analyses. For Santali, Ghosh (2008:30) states ñ(s)tress is always on the second syllable of 

the word regardless of whether it is an open or a closed syllableò. Neukom (2001:8), on 

the other hand, claims that in disyllabic stems, ñ(s)tress falls on the first syllable; however, 

if the first syllable is light and the second heavy (iambic structure), stress falls on the 

second syllableò, i.e., a Quantity Sensitive system. Bodding (1922) detailed a partly 

morpholexical system of prominence assignment. To test this, we recorded data from male 

and female speakers of various ages in a noise-free environment in the field. Forms were 

recorded in isolation, in a quasi-focal frame ñI ____ saidò, and in an out of focus frame ñI 

____ LOUDLY said, not SOFTLYò to control for focal intonation effects and those of 

phrasal or utterance intonation. Based on subsequent instrumental analysis, we suggest that 

Assam Santali always shows prominence on the second syllable of disyllables, cued by 

intensity, f0 and durationïa pattern like that attested in Assam and Odisha lects of Sora 

(Horo and Sarmah 2015, Horo 2017, Horo et al. 2020), contra Donegan and Stampe 

(2004)ïan iambic pattern and not quantity sensitive, at least in disyllables.  
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1  Introduction 
In this article, we detail a preliminary study on the prosodic typology of the Kherwarian Munda 

languages, a group of Austroasiatic languages spoken in eastern and northeastern India, focusing here 

on one lect of Santali spoken in Sonitpur district, Assam, India. This variety has not been described 

previously, nor have any Kherwarian lects been studied experimentally using instrumental phonetic 

methods before. 

The major group of Santali speakers resides to the southwest of this region in West Bengal, 

Jharkhand, and Northern Odisha. Some of these varieties of the language have been subjected to 

previous analysis in some domains, but not to date in terms of instrumental phonetic analysis. Thus, 

only impressionistic statements have been made to date in the literature about the prosodic or 

intonational system of Santali. Indeed, the previous investigations present a chaotic picture of 

contradictory analyses. 

For Santali, Ghosh (2008:30) states Santali has fixed second position stress while Neukom 

(2001:8) claims a Quantity Sensitive system where a heavy syllable following a light one takes stress. 

Otherwise, it is the initial syllable. Bodding (1922) for his part detailed a partly morpholexical system 

of prominence assignment. Thus, subjecting this analysis to the rigors of instrumental verification is an 

ongoing process. In this preliminary study, we limit ourselves to uninflected lexical items that are in 

their underlying structure disyllabic, with a few that surface as trisyllabic with a weak medial syllable 

resolving a word medial onset cluster. Moreover, forms were recorded in isolation, in a quasi-focal 

frame ñI ____ saidò, and in an out of focus frame ñI ____ LOUDLY said, not SOFTLYò to control for 
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focal intonation effects and those of phrasal or utterance intonation. Based on the data acquired in the 

above formats and subsequent phonetic analysis, prominence in Santali disyllables is explored and the 

findings, supported by acoustic evidence, are reported in this paper. 

2 Santali of Assam 
According to the Census of India (Registrar General of India 2011) there are 7,368,192 Santali speakers 

in India, of which 213,139 speakers are reported in Assam. The Santali variety of Assam has not been 

analyzed previously. The current study presents a preliminary finding that is based on speech data 

recorded from Santali speakers living in two villages of Assamôs Sonitpur district, namely, Erasuti and 

Borbil (see Figure 1). There are approximately eight hundred Santali individuals in Erasuti and one 

hundred and fifty Santali individuals in Borbil, and both villages have a major concentration of Santali 

speakers in Sonitpur District of Assam. Also, the inhabitants claim to have lived in those villages for at 

least four generations until now. Moreover, unlike most ethnic Munda inhabitants of Assam, who are 

reported to have migrated to Assam as indentured tea laborers from parts of Eastern India in the 

nineteenth century (Tea Districts Labour Association-India 1924), the Santali community recorded in 

this work claim that they are native inhabitants of the land, not migrant laborers. 

Figure 1: Map of Assam highlighting locations of Santali speech data collection 

 

 

For the purposes of this study, a total of six native Santali speakers (three male and three female) living 

in the two villages were interviewed and recorded to acquire the data. The average age of the 

participants is thirty-one years with a standard deviation of eleven years. Each participant is a 

multilingual speaker, and besides Santali they also speak Sadri, Assamese, and Hindi as their second, 

third and fourth languages. Among the six participants, only one male and one female have completed 

their high school education, whereas the others dropped out of their formal education either during high 

school or even earlier. 

2.1 Data collection 

To collect Santali speech samples, a dataset was created from a list of basic Santali vocabulary 

wherefrom, the text data, including fifty-one Santali disyllabic words having (C)V(C).(C)CV(C)1 

syllable structures, were generated. All words in the dataset are non-derived nouns, including words for 

 
1  Four targeted disyllabic words that have onset clusters in the second syllable, [tӊepӄe], [sikӄi], [kӵapӄi] and 

[pandәra], were interchangeably produced as trisyllabic words with the insertion of an epenthetic vowel [ᴅ] 

breaking the obstruent and rhotic consonant clusters present in the words. Such variants are not included in 

the analysis. 
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body parts, animal names and words for natural objects. Table 1 presents a subset of the text data used 

in this study to generate the speech data. 

Table 1: Subset of Santali disyllabic data used in the study 

 Santali English Syllable Structure 

1. aҞo 'urine' V.CV 

2. ipil  'star' V.CVC 

3. supu 'arm' CV.CV 

4. lutur 'ear' CV.CVC 

5. ҹinda 'night' CVC.CV 

6. kaӏkom 'crab' CVC.CVC 

 

Subsequently, the speech data is derived from eliciting and recording the text data once in isolation and 

once in each of the two sentence frames shown in (1) and (2). 

 

(1) iǼ ____  men-kediǼ 

 1SG ____ say-PST.TR/ACT.1SUBJ 

 óI said  ____ô 

 

(2) iǼ ____ Ҩula=te  men-kediǼ  lahe=te=do  baǼ 

 1SG ____ loud=ADV say-PST.TR/ACT.1SUBJ soft=ADV=CONJ NEG 

 óI said  ____ loudly not softlyô 

 

In both (1) and (2), the blank space is replaced by a target word from the text data. The phrasal position 

in (1) is intended to capture phrasal prominence in the target words and control for any speech 

perturbation that may be caused during the production of words in isolation, and the target position in 

(2) is intended to record the words in an out of focus or an unaccented intonational context to control 

for possible information structure effects. The fifty-one unique lexical items recorded thrice from six 

individuals produced a total sample size of 918 Santali disyllables, of which 46.13% have the CV.CV 

syllable structure with the vowels [a, i, e, o, u]2 as the syllable nucleus of both the first and second 

syllables. The data were recorded in a noise-free environment in the field using a head-worn 

unidirectional Shure mic connected by XLR cable to a Tascam linear PCM recorder, and the digital 

data are stored at a sampling frequency of 44.1 kHz and a bit depth of 32 bits in .WAV format.   

2.2 Data analysis  

The Santali speech data collected from the field were subjected to phonetic analysis by means of 

acoustic phonetic methods, for which purpose the data were manually annotated for word boundary and 

phoneme boundary in Praat (Boersma and Weenink 2020) using the spectral and temporal cues of 

speech sounds. Thereby, vowel sounds are annotated between the beginning and end of glottalic pulses, 

and sonorant sounds are annotated in low amplitude regions. In the case of the obstruents, they are 

annotated between the release of the oral closure and the beginning of the glottalic pulses in onset 

position and between the end of glottalic pulses and the point of oral closure in coda position (see Figure 

2). 

 
2  The data set also includes three nasal vowels [«, ǫ, Ԑ] with [«] appearing in the first syllable, [ǫ] appearing in 

the second syllable and [Ԑ] appearing in both first and second syllables; a diphthong [ai] appearing in the 

second syllable and a lax front vowel [ὑ] appearing in the second syllable; they are for now not treated as 

unique syllable nuclei in the general analysis. However, for examining the interaction between syllable 

prominence and vowel types, the nasal vowels, the diphthong(s) and the lax front vowel are not included. Also, 

Ghosh (2008) includes schwa in his Santali vowel phoneme inventory, but Bodding (1922) considers it to be 

an allophone of [a] in words with high vowels. Until we have done instrumental analysis on the vowel system 

of various Santali lects, we reserve judgment on this issue too. 
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Figure 2: Spectrographic illustration3 of phonetic annotation of a Santali disyllable as produced by a 

male Santali speaker living in Sonitpur district of Assam 

 

2.2.1 Analyzing prominence in Santali disyllables 

The analysis of prominence in Santali disyllables is based on three acoustic cues, namely, vowel 

duration, vowel intensity and fundamental frequency (Fry 1955; 1958). While vowel duration is 

calculated from the absolute length of the vowel nuclei in first and second syllables, vowel intensity is 

measured from the mean amplitude of the entire length of the vowel nuclei. Likewise, fundamental 

frequency is estimated from the mean of the entire vowel segment. Additionally, all values for the three 

acoustic parameters are normalized for speaker variability using the z-score normalization method (z=x-

ɛ/ů)4. The normalized data is then analyzed and visually represented in R Version 3.5.3 (R Core Team, 

2019) using the ggplot2 package (Wickham et al. 2016) through its built-in functions of geom_boxplot 

and geom_density where the normalized values of vowel duration, vowel intensity and average 

fundamental frequency are treated as dynamic variables. Syllable positions and the contexts of the 

utterance (isolation, phrasal frame, unaccented frame) are treated as factor variables. Further, the same 

normalized data is tested with a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) using the aov function in R 

Version 3.5.3 (R Core Team 2019). For this purpose, normalized values of vowel duration, vowel 

intensity and average fundamental frequency are treated as dependent variables and syllable position 

(first versus second) and context of utterance (isolation, phrasal and unaccented) are treated as 

independent variables.  

2.2.2 Analyzing segmental effect on prominence in Santali disyllables 

This study also includes an investigation of segmental effects on syllable prominence in Santali 

disyllables. First, to examine the interaction between syllable prominence and vowel types, a subset of 

data, having only the five frequently occurring vowels [a, i, e, o, u] in first and second syllables of 

Santali disyllables, is used. In this analysis, vowel duration, vowel intensity and average fundamental 

frequency of the five vowels are measured separately in the two syllable positions. The same data is 

then visually represented using the built-in functions of geom_boxplot and facet_grid in the ggplot2 

package (Wickham et al. 2016) of R Version 3.5.3 (R Core Team, 2019), in which the normalized values 

 
3  This sound file can be heard and accessed in the Santali Living Dictionary at 

https://livingdictionaries.app/santali/entries/f0nG6dDN9GlqY0WPs6jC . 
4  z = Normalized value; x = Individually extracted values; ɛ = Mean of x; ů = Standard Deviation of x. 

https://livingdictionaries.app/santali/entries/f0nG6dDN9GlqY0WPs6jC
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of vowel duration, vowel intensity and average fundamental frequency are treated as dynamic variables 

and syllable positions, vowel types and contexts of utterances are treated as factor variables. 

Second, the effect of different consonantal environments on syllable prominence was examined. 

To do the analysis, a subset of data, including only the frequently occurring CV.CV syllable structure, 

that have onset consonants [h, k, m, r, tώ] in both syllables, was used. Thereby, vowel duration, vowel 

intensity and average fundamental frequency in first and second syllables that have the five onset 

consonants were examined and compared with each other. This analysis is also represented using the 

same visualization method described above for examining the interaction between syllable prominence 

and vowel types except that the vowel type factor is changed to onset consonant type factor for this 

analysis. 

3  Findings: Prominence in Santali disyllables 

3.1 Vowel duration 

Vowel duration is a common acoustic cue to determine prominence in languages whereby longer vowel 

duration is considered a robust indicator of prominence in languages of the world (Gordon and Roettger 

2017). In the case of Santali (Ghosh 2008:23), vowel length is not reported to be phonemically distinct, 

and the data presented here exhibits only the phonetic length of vowel segments as produced in syllable 

nuclei of disyllabic words. By examining the speech data as produced by the Santali speakers recorded 

in this study, it was observed that vowel duration is generally longer in the second syllable as compared 

to vowel duration in the first syllable in Santali disyllables. Figure 3 demonstrates the vowel duration 

distinction in first and second syllables in the targeted disyllables as recorded in the three utterance 

contexts. 

From Figure 3, it is evident that in Santali disyllables, average vowel duration in the second syllable 

is always longer than in the first syllable. Additionally, in Figure 4, the density plots reveal that the 

distribution of vowel duration in first and second syllables is distinct in all three utterance contexts. 

Also, a distinct skewing was observed in the data, indicating that longer vowel durations occur in second 

syllables, whereas shorter vowel durations occur in first syllables. 

Figure 3: Average Vowel Duration in First (1) and Second (2) syllables in Santali Disyllables. 
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Figure 4: Density distribution of vowel duration differences in first (1) and second (2) syllables in 

Santali disyllables. 

 
 

In this regard, it is notable that the distinction in vowel duration is greater when the disyllabic words 

are produced in isolation than when they are produced in the phrasal and in the unaccented intonational 

contexts.5 Moreover, the difference in vowel duration in first and second syllables of Santali disyllables 

is found to be statistically significant in isolation [F(1,642) = 796.4, p < 0.001], in phrasal contexts  

[F(1,629) = 101.3, p < 0.001], and in unaccented intonational contexts  [F(1,622) = 248.9, p < 0.001]. 

3.2 Vowel intensity 

Vowel intensity refers to the acoustic energy in a vowel segment which is normally greater in prominent 

syllables than in non-prominent syllables. Unlike vowel duration, vowel intensity is a less robust cue 

for diagnosing prominence in languages, yet there is evidence that prominent syllables are distinct from 

non-prominent syllables with respect to their mean intensities (Gordon and Roettger 2017). 

Accordingly, in the present data, it is observed that both the averages as well as the overall distribution 

of average vowel intensity in first and second syllables of Santali disyllables are distinct from each other 

(see Figure 5 and 6). 

From Figure 5, it is revealed that in Santali disyllables the average vowel intensity in second 

syllables is greater than the average vowel intensity in first syllables. Also, this is found to be true for 

Santali disyllables produced in all three utterance contexts. Likewise, the density plots in Figure 6 reveal 

that the distribution of average vowel intensity in first and second syllables is distinct wherein a skewing 

towards higher vowel intensity is observed in second syllables but a skewing towards lower vowel 

intensity is observed in first syllables. Also, the average vowel intensity difference in each of the three 

utterance contexts, namely, isolation [F(1,642) = 30.62, p < 0.001]; phrasal [F(1,629) = 74.8, p < 0.001] 

and unaccented intonational contexts [F(1,622) = 33.72, p < 0.001] are found to be statistically 

significant. 

 
5  This may indicate that vowel duration plays a role in demarcating the end of utterances, but this remains to be 

examined more systematically.  
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Figure 5: Average vowel intensity in first (1) and second (2) syllables in Santali disyllables 

 
 

Figure 6: Density distribution of vowel intensity differences in first (1) and second (2) syllables in 

Santali disyllables 

 

3.3 Fundamental frequency 

Fundamental frequency represents pitch variation in speech sounds, and a systematic variation in pitch 

across syllables is known to be an indicator of syllable prominence in various languages (Gordon and 

Roettger 2017). Generally, prominence is associated with higher pitch which is expressed by greater 

fundamental frequency in the prominent syllable as opposed to lower fundamental frequency realized 

in the non-prominent syllable.  The Santali data examined in this work reveals a similar pattern, but an 

exception is also observed in the analysis. Figure 7 shows the average fundamental frequency 

differences in first and second syllables of Santali disyllables. 

Figure 7: Average fundamental frequency in first (1) and second (2) syllables in Santali disyllables 
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Figure 8: Density distribution of Fundamental Frequency in First (1) and Second (2) syllables in 

Santali Disyllables 

 
 

Figure 7 reveals that, in Santali disyllables, while the average fundamental frequency is higher in the 

second syllable than in the first syllable in the phrasal and unaccented intonational contexts, variation 

is absent when the disyllabic words are uttered in isolation. The same pattern is observed in the density 

plots presented in Figure 8, which shows that the distribution of average fundamental frequency in first 

and second syllables is not distinct in words that are spoken in isolation, whereas the same distributions 

appear to be distinct in words that are spoken in both the phrasal and unaccented intonational contexts. 

In this regard, the findings are also confirmed through statistical analysis whereby the average 

fundamental frequency difference in first and second syllables of Santali disyllables is found to be 

distinct with statistical significance when spoken in phrasal [F(1,629) = 229.8, p < 0.001] and 

unaccented [F(1,622) = 183.1, p < 0.001] intonational contexts but not when spoken in the isolation 

[F(1,642) = 1.354, p = 0.245] context. Thus, the analysis here suggests that although prominence, 

realized by higher pitch, in second syllable is present in Santali disyllables, the distinction is likely to 

be neutralized in words that are produced in isolation. However, this observation requires further 




























































