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Agreement Morphology:
The Case of Rgyalrongic and Kiranti’
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The question of whether verbal agreement should be reconstructed to proto-
Sino-Tibetan is a very controversial issue. The bewildering diversity of this family
and our poor knowledge of sound laws make comparisons across sub-branches
difficult.

This paper focuses on only two subgroups of the Sino-Tibetan family:
Rgyalrongic and Kiranti. These two groups. although they have never been in
contact, present striking similarities in their verbal morphology. The aim of this
paper to is determine how much of this common morphology cannot be explained
away as chance or parallel development, and must be reconstructed to their common
ancestor.
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1. Introduction

The question of the antiquity of the agreement markers in Sino-Tibetan is a very con-
troversial issue. Some scholars such as Bauman (1975), van Driem (1993b), or DeLancey
(2010a) argue that such a system must be reconstructed for proto-Sino-Tibetan, while
others like LaPolla (2003) propose that the agreement systems found in various Sino-
Tibetan languages are independent innovations.

This issue is difficult to settle until Sino-Tibetan languages are better described,
and until their intricate historical phonology has been clarified. While some agreement
systems in Sino-Tibetan could be old and go back to proto-Sino-Tibetan, it is obvious
that many languages have recently innovated their agreement systems.

Nevertheless, it is possible to make meaningful comparisons between individual
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branches whose historical phonology is at least partly known. Limiting one’s investigation
to a few groups reduces the risk of making errors in comparisons by wrongly analyzing
the data.

In this paper, I shall concentrate mainly on two language groups, Rgyalrongic'
and Kiranti,” and try to determine how much of their verbal agreement morphology can
be traced back to their common ancestor. The status of their common ancestor (whether
it is proto-Sino-Tibetan or only a sub-branch of it) will only briefly be discussed in the
conclusion.

The choice of Rgyalrongic is dictated by the fact that this group of languages is
very conservative from the point of view of phonology and derivational morphology.
Besides, the author has greater familiarity with the Rgyalrong languages than with any
other branch of Sino-Tibetan. Kiranti was chosen to be compared to Rgyalrongic
because its historical phonology is now well known thanks to the work of Michailovsky
(1994, unpublished manuscript a), and because the structure of the verbal agreement
systems in Kiranti languages present more similarities with Rgyalrongic than with any
other branch of the Sino-Tibetan family, although these two branches of Sino-Tibetan
have never been in direct contact.’

The verbal agreement systems of Rgyalrong and Kiranti present at least four
common typological characteristics that are not shared with their respective neighbors.

First, they present a very strong distinction between transitive and intransitive
verbal morphology. Unlike languages such as Tangut, Qiang or Tibetan, there are several
unambiguous transitive markers in Rgyalrongic and Kiranti languages. We find a minority
of ambitransitive verbs, which can be conjugated either as transitive or intransitive verbs.
In Rgyalrong, they present an accusative alignment: used intransitively, the only argument
of the verb corresponds to the agent of the transitive form (Jacques to appear). These
verbs are limited to a restricted class, but it is significant that one of them in both
Rgyalrong and Kiranti is the verb ‘to steal’:

1 A formal proof for the Rgyalrongic subgroup is given in Sun (2000). This group includes
Horpa (at least three languages), Lavrung (maybe three distinct languages), and core Rgyalrong
(Japhug. Tshobdun, Zbu, and Situ). All of these languages are spoken in the Tibetan areas of
Sichuan, PRC.

Kiranti is a group including about thirty-two languages spoken in Eastern Nepal, including
Hayu, Bahing, Sunwar, Wambule, Jero, Chilling, Sampang, Thulung, Kulung, Koyi, Bantawa,
Puma, Chamling, Dumi, Khaling, Lohorung, Chintang, Athpare, Belhare, Yakkha, Yamphu,
Limbu, and a dozen other languages on which we have barely any data. This group may be
paraphyletic, since no common innovations in the vocabulary have been detected. A possible
common Kiranti morphological innovation is the #-n'V portmanteau 1>2 suffix (see Table 1).
The similarities between Rgyalrong and Kiranti have been discussed before by many authors,
including Bauman (1975), DeLancey (1981), van Driem (1993b), Ebert (1990).
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(1) a. oy-muwrkuw-a
AOR-steal-1sG
‘I stole something.’ (intransitive use)
b. ty-muwrku-t-a
AOR-steal-PST.TR-1SG
‘I stole it.” (transitive use, with the -fpast transitive 1SG or 2SG suffix)

Limbu ke “to steal’ (proto-Kiranti *kutt-), the cognate of Japhug muirkur (proto-
Japhug *marku). is also ambitransitive (van Driem 1991:527): both the intransitive form
khutte “he stole something, it was stolen” and the transitive one k/urru “he stole it* are
attested. Limbu only differs from Rgyalrong in that the intransitive use of this verb can
be either patient- or agent-oriented.

Second, verbal agreement of transitive verbs is based on a person hierarchy, and is
neither purely ergative nor accusative. In SAP <= SAP forms, the suffixes are coreferent
with the patient, which suggest an ergative alignment in this subset of the system (this
feature is shared with Tangut).

Third, the reflexive forms are treated as intransitives, and one cannot use the
reflexive fo express a form like 1>12, 2>12 (I/you did something to both of us), 12>1 or
12>2 (both of us did something to me/you) where one entity is both agent and patient,
but another entity is only patient or agent. For instance, in Japhug, the only way to say
“I saw both of us in the mirror™ is (2a):

(2) a. yevlzgon w-ygw ky-ntehyr-tei nwra pw-mto-t-a
mirror 3sG-inside  AOR-appear-1DU  DEM:PL AOR-see-PST-1SG
Lit.: “I saw that both of us appeared in the mirror.” (recorded from Chen
Zhen in 2010)
b. *yexlzgon w-ygw teizo pu-zyy-mto-a
mirror 3SG-inside we.ftwo AOR-REFL-see-1SG

Intended meaning: ‘I saw both of us in the mirror.’, but unintelligible to
native speakers.

Using a verb with the reflexive prefix zy» (Jacques 2010a) as in (2b) would be
ungrammatical. In Limbu we find a similar structure (van Driem 1990:277):

(3) khene? anchi aina-o a-dha:p-si-ba ke-ni

2sG 1DI mirror-LOC  1INCL-be.visible-DU-NMLZ ~ 2-see
“You(sG) saw both of us in the mirror.’
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Fourth, some Kiranti languages have prefixed nominalized forms (&2- in Athpare,
ke- in Limbu) which can themselves be prefixed by a possessive prefix coreferent with
the patient (never the agent) when the verbs are transitive (Ebert 2003a:514):

(4) akapik
1sG-NMLZ: A-speak
“The one who speaks to me.’ (Athpare)

In the Rgyalrong languages, the same structure is observed:

(5) a-kw-fsttun
1SG-NMLZ:A-serve
“The one who serves me.’ (Japhug)

Aside from these four non-trivial typological similarities, the following agreement affixes
present resemblances (for want of space, we only indicate one language in each case):*

Table 1: Potential cognate affixes between Rgyalrong and Kiranti

Rgyalrong Kiranti
1sG -1 (Situ) -Na < *pa, -1) (Limbu)
258G -n (Sifu) -ne 1>2 (Limbu)
Ipu -tei (Japhug) -si (Limbu)
2/3pU -ndzi (Japhug)
2/3PL -nw (Japhug) -ni (Koyi)
1PL -i (Japhug) -i IpL.NCL (Camling)
ond person tw- (Japhug) ti- (Bantawa)
30 -w (Situ) -u (Limbu)
Inverse wa- (Situ) i- (Bantawa)

The dual suffixes -7/ and -ndzi are perhaps further analyzable as compounds of *C+ei
(where *C represents a stop assimilating in place of articulation) and *nV+¢i, where *-¢i
would be the dual marker corresponding to Limbu -si The nasal element *-nV- is
potentially relatable to the -z morpheme (2/3pL) found in Koyi, and more speculatively
the postulated stop *C- could be compared to the -k¥ first person exclusive suffix found

* Most of these comparisons have been proposed by Bauman (1975) on the basis of a more
limited set of data. Bantawa data are from Doornenbal (2009), Limbu from van Driem (1987),
Camling from Ebert (2003b), and Koyi from Lahaussois (2009:11).
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in several Kiranti languages (Bantawa -&a),” supposing a fusion *kV-¢i > *-kei > *t¢i.®

All the personal affixes in the Rgyalrong languages have at least a potential
equivalent in Kiranti languages. However, despite the fact that Rgyalrongic and Kiranti
languages have surface similarities, we cannot conclude that all these similarities are
necessarily inherited from their common ancestor.

The main problem with the theory that the system of verbal agreement is ancient in
the Rgyalrong languages. the agreement suffixes are almost identical to the pronouns
and the possessive prefixes in this group. The following data from Japhug illustrate this
phenomenon:

Table 2: Person markers in Japhug

Person Verbal affixes Possessive prefix Pronoun
1sG z-a a- azo
1pu 2-tei tei- teizo
IrL Zi ji- jizo
285G -z ny- nYzo
2DU tw-X-ndzi ndzi- ndzizo
2PL w-Z-nu nui- Nwzo
3sG b w- wzo
3pu Y>-ndzi ndzi- Zyni
3PL Z-nu nui- zara

If the affixes had truly been inherited from proto-Sino-Tibetan without renewal and
analogy, we would expect an important quantity of irregular forms; however, not a single
irregular alternation linked to the personal suffixes is found in the Rgyalrong languages.
If for instance a 1sG suffix *-1 had existed, we would expect verbs with an -a stem to
have -oin the 1sG in Japhug, as *-ay regularly becomes -o.

The regularity of the suffixes can be explained in two ways: either these are
recently innovated affixes derived from the pronouns, or analogy has erased all traces of
alternation. Since both interpretations are possible from a Japhug-internal perspective, it
is necessary to adduce data from other languages.

The reconstruction of the dual suffixes in Rgyalrongic languages presents an unsolved problem:
some languages like Japhug and Situ have alveolo-palatal affricates, while others like Tshobdun
have dental affricates -s2 and -ndza (See Sun & Shi 2002, Sun 2003). The fact that these suffixes
do not follow normal correspondences requires explanation in any future reconstruction of
proto-Rgyalrongic.

These comparisons are only possibilities to be further explored when the historical phonology
of Rgyalrongic and Kiranti are better known.
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Pronoun

na

pgani

gayji / gl
né/nd

zani

Natit / nagji
ccd /atd / St

o straightforward way to predict the
‘e-versa.
: pronouns and possessive prefixes

he nasal consonant with the corresponding
place of articulation. For -& and -7 final stems, such as fpak “thirsty” or ¢f*zt ‘tired’, we have the
first person singular [pag and ¢/*zn.























































































