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Background

The sub-classification of the Tibeto-Burman languages
has been a subject fraught with considerable mystery. Among
all the central and eastern Tibeto-Burman languages, there
appear to be only four clear sub-groupings: 1. The Bodo
languages of Assam, 2. Manipuri-Mizo-Kuki-Chin, 3. Lolo-
Burmese, and 4. Karen.? Other subgroup names have been
used from time to time, such as "Naga," "Naga-Bodo," "North
Assam,” and even "Kachin” but these seem to label little
more than geographically contiquous groups for which no
genuine linguistic reality has been demonstrated. Jinghpaw,
Nung, Mikir, and all of the vast numbers of languages found
in the arc to the north and east of the Brahmaputra river,
from the north of Assam around to the Naga Hills, fall into
an uncertain limbo--surely Tibeto-Burman, but not clearly or

closely affiliated with any other particular Tibeto-Burman
languages.

We have, of course, heard a good many suggestions, from
time to time, about the linquistic sub-grouping of these
languages, including an old suggestion that the Bodo lan-
guages of Assam show a special relationship both with
Jinghpav and with certain languages of the northeastern Naga
Hills region. So far as I am aware, this was first sug-
gested by Robert Shafer (1953:162) but Paul Benedict also
pointed to the similarities among these languages in the
Sino-Tibetan Conspectus (1972:6-7, hereafter referred as .
¥STC"), and a number of others have followed suit. A number
of years ago 1 was sufficiently impressed with the
similarities betveen Jinghpaw and Garo (the representative
of the Bodo group with which I have worked most closely), to
undertake a fairly elaborate comparison between certain
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aspects of the two languages. I tried to show that, in
spite of what appeared to me to be massive mutual borrowing
between Jinghpaw and such "Kachin" languages as Maru and
Atsi, evidence can still be found for an underlying special
relationship between Garo and Jinghpaw (Burling, 1971). In
particular, I arqued that even though the phonological sys-
tem and the kinship system of Jinghpaw and Maru could be
regarded as almost identical, their lexicons show striking
differences. In some ways, indeed Jinghpaw appears to be
lexically more like Garo than it is like Maru.

In my earlier paper I used no data from any of the
"Naga" languages, and comparisons with these languages have
always been difficult because of the paucity of evidence
from the Naga Hills and adjacent regions. Information has
been limited to rather fragmentary vocabulary lists, such as
those in Grierson (1903), and while these have offered tan-
talizing hints, their evidence could never be definitive.

In recent years, however, a number of dictionaries of Naga
languages have become available, and while these are still
far from the sophisticated linguistic treatments that we
would like to have, they do provide enough new data to make
a reassessment of ‘the relationship among these languages
worth while. There is also one bulky attempt at a compara-
tive treatment of the "Naga" languages, G.E. Marrison's SOAS
dissertation (Marrison, 1967), which can be used to supply
some otherwise missing pieces. In this paper, I survey some
of the available data on the Bodo, northeastern Naga, and
Jinghpaw lanquages, and I try to reach a judgement on the
likelihood of a special relationship among them.

The final judgement about sub-grouping should rest upon
a close understanding of all types of shared innovations of
the sub-group and upon a detailed understanding of the
phonological correspondences among the languages. In our
present state of knowledge about Tibeto-Burman languages,
however, we must usually be content with an examination of
simpler lexical similarities. We are reduced to the follow-
ing fairly obvious and simple presumptions: if a group of
languages 1) share lexical items that other languages fail
to share, 2) show no sign that these shared terms are due
either to mutual borrowing or to the residue of a still ear-
lier stage of the language, and 3) have similarities that go
beyond those expectable by simple chance, then it is
plausible to conclude that these languages shared a period
of common innovation and thus form a sub-group within the
larger family.

The languages that I cons.der in this paper, for 1n-
stance, have words such as sal, san, jan, all meaning 'sun,’
and the phonological uorrespondences that relate the sounds
of these words are paralleled in other sets of words.
Similarities of this sort can hardly be dismissed as mere
chance. Whether they might be due to borrowing or to a com-



mon historical residue that happens to have been lost from
other languages is more difficult to decide, but if enough
lexical items pattern in the same way as the words for 'sun'
it becomes increasingly difficult to attribute the
similarity to anything except common innovation at an ear-
lier common stage of the language. It is upon the basis of
a few lexical similarities of this sort, similar words that
are found in Bodo, eastern Naga and Jinghpaw, but not, ap-
parently, in other Tibeto-Burman languages, that earlier
suggestions about their special relationship rested. Since
the distinctive word for 'sun’' has been cited particularly
widely as offering evidence for the special relationships
among these languages, and since the word can be plausibly
reconstructed as sal, I will refer to the group as the sal
languages, This paper is a survey of the lexical
similarities among the languages of this group.

Sources and Affiliation

There can be little doubt that the Bodo languages form
a relatively unified sub-group of Tibeto-Burman, considerab-
ly more closely related to one another than to other Tibeto-
Burman lanquages. These Bodo languages include Boro, spoken
in the lower Assam valley and recently described both by
Bhat (1968) and by Bhattacharya (1977). The language that,
in an earlier paper (1959), I called "Kachari" is, apparent-
ly, essentially the same as Boro, and I will supplement my
own data with examples drawn from Bhat (indicated with
"DNSB" in the tables) and from Bhattacharya ("PCB"). I will
assume that these all come from the same language, but I
have not tried to reconcile the somewhat divergent
transcriptions used in the various sources. I also cite a
few words from the closely related Dimasa language that I
have taken from Marrison (1967). Dimasa is a dialect
reasonably closely related to Boro, but it is difficult to
be confidant of just how similar or different they are.

Garo, spoken in the Garo Hills in the bend of the Brah-
maputra river, resembles Bodo in many ways, but the two lan-
guages are by no means mutually intelligible. Boro and Garo
are the best described of the Bodo languages. On Garo, 1I
rely upon Mason, 1954, Negminza, 1972, Holbrook, n.éd., as
well as upon my own knowledge of the language.’ The
transcription that I use for Garo is explained in Burling
(1981). It is close, but not identical, to the transcrip-
tions used in Garo dictionaries.

1 also use materials that I collected from Atong and
Wanang, two languages that are fairly closely related to

°>1 did ethnographic and linguistic field work in the
Garo Hills from 1954 to 1956 with the help of a generous



each other within the "Koch" group that is, in turn, coor-
dinate with Boro-Garo. I included these data from Atong and
Wanang in my comparative study of Bodo phonology (1959).

I also cite a few examples from Chutia (taken from
Brown, 1895) another Bodo language spoken further to the
east in the Assam valley. Examples from Chutia are listed
in the tables, in the "Wanang” column, but identified as
coming from Chutia. The approximate location of these lan-
guages can be seen on the map (last page). The Bodo group
also includes Rabha, spoken to the north of the Garo Hills,
Lalung, spoken in the middle Assam valley, and the language
of Tripura which lies just north of the Chittagong Hill
tracts, but I include no data from any of these languages.

The relevant eastern "Naga" languages are less well
known than the Bodo lanqguages and they have been referred to
under a bewildering variety of names. Present terminology
seems to have settled on six language names. Ranging from
southwest to northeast these are: Chang, Phom, Konyak,
Wancho, Nocte, and Tangsa (see map). Earlier names, used in
Grierson or in other early sources, and copied in more
recent comparative literature, include (with equivalent
modern terms in parentheses): Mojung (Chang); Tamlu,
Chingmengnu, and Assiringia (Pom); Tableng and Angwanku
(Konyak); Banpara and Mutonia (Wancho); Namsangia and Mohon-
gia (Nocte); Moshang and Shange (Tangsa). The best known
(or at least most often cited) of these languages has been
Konyak, and the term "Konyak Languages" has sometimes been
used as a general term for this group.

It seems fairly clear that these six languages show
more similarities to one another than to the other "Naga"
lanquages or to the languages of bordering regions, though
even this modest claim should not be taken as fully proven.
In spite of having been used as a general name for the
group, for instance, Konyak appears to diverge in a number
of respects from its neighbors (see conclusions, below). I
know of no evidence at all, however, that would suggest that
these lanquages are more closely related to other "Naga”
languages than to Tibeto-Burman generally. The term "Naga"”
appears to be a purely geographical term that lacks linguis-
tic significance. This "eastern Naga" group, in fact,
straddles the modern border between Nagaland and Arunachal
Pradesh (formerly North East Frontier Agency, or "NEFA"),
with Chang, Phom, and Konyak lying primarily in Nagaland,
ané Wancho, Nocte, and Tangsa primarily in Arunachal
Pradesn. For want of a better term, however, 1 will con-
tinue to refer to these languages as the "eastern Naga"
group.

I offer data in this paper from three of these eastern
Naga lanquages, each described in a recent publication:
Konyak, (Kumar, 1973), Nocte (Das Gupta, 1971), and Tangsa



(Ngemu, 1977). Each of these small books offers a brief
grammatical description and a tri-lingual word list or dic-
tionary (with Hindi glosses, as well as English). Unfor-
tunately, the transcriptions in these dictionaries are not
everything that a linguist might ask. A number of apparent
inconsistencies crop up, and it is not always clear just how
letters are being used. Under the circumstances it seems
best to retain the original orthographies of the sources,
with all their inconsistencies, rather than make the attempt
to reqularize them, and this is what I have done in the
tables. One must be cautious, however, about inferring too
much from the precise spelling. Marrison's long tables
(Marrison, 1967) include data from these eastern Naga lan-
guages along with many other "Naga" languages, and I supple-
ment the data of the three dictionaries with items taken
from Marrison's table. As in other columns, items taken
from Marrison are labeled with "M". When not marked with
"M", the items in these three "Naga" columns come from the
dictionaries already cited.

Of all of the languages that I consider in this paper,
Jinghpaw has been the most widely cited in the comparative
literature. This is due, in part, to the activities of
linguist-native speaker, La Raw Maran, but much of the
evidence actually cited in the literature is drawn from much
older sources, particularly Hanson (1917). These sources,
like so much of the older Tibeto-Burman literature, suffer
from a failure to indicate either glottal stops or tones,
and comparative studies such. as STC that rely upon these
older sources cannot fill in the gaps. STC and similar
works do, however, ad]ust Hanson's transcriptions in some
other ways (hp becomes ph, ng becomes n, i becomes 3,
etc.). The majority of the examples that I cite from
Jinghpaw I recorded myself, and these examples are shown
with glottal stops and tone marks (7 high, = mid, >, low),
but in other respects I try to follow the transcription con-
ventions used in STC, for these will probably seem most
familiar to linguists. Where I have taken examples from
Hanson, I show this with an "(H)". These examples lack tone
marks. The final column in the tables shows the TB
reconstructions that are given in the Sino-Tibetan Conspec-
tus (Benedict, 1972).

Phonological Correspondences

It is not possible, in the present state of knowledge,
to offer a detailed or definitive account of the phonologi-

‘l worked with La Raw Maran in the summers of 1968 and
1969. 1 extend my personal thanks to him for his high-
spirited help, and my institutional thanks to the Center for
South and Southeast Asian studies at the University of
Mirhinan whirh halned o eunnnart onr wnrk tocether



cal correspondences among these languages, but certa;n broad
patterns can be sketched and these should make the sig-
nificance of the lexical examples somewhat easier to judge.
In the next section, as I consider particular examples, I
will offer a few more detailed observations on some special
problems. Here, I will point out only the broadest pat-
terns. As in Tibeto-Burman languages generally, it is most
convenient to give separate consideration to syllable ini-
tial consonants, vowels, and syllable final consonants. It
would be pleasant to know more about the tones of these lan-
guages so that we could offer tonal comparisons as well, but
this is not yet possible.

Initials Initial m- and n- are well attested in all of
the languages. Initial™ n- exists in Jinghpaw and, presumab-
ly, in eastern Naga, but in the Bodo 1anguages initial n has
either been replaced by n- (e.g. 'fish’') or attached to a
preceding vowel to become a syllable final instead of a syl-
lable initial ('1I', 'five').

There are several examples of voiceless aspirated
stops, usually written p- and k- in the Bodo languages, but
ph- and kh- in the eastern Naga languages and in Jinghpaw.
These correspond to #- and h- in Wanang. 1Initial t- (th )
is less well represented There is, however, a confusxng
group of words in which some languages have t- while others
have c-, s-, etc. (see Table 2b.) I will consider these
later.

Correspondences for voiced and nonaspirated voiceless
stops are less clear than for aspirated stops, and g- is
particularly poorly attested. There appear to be a number
of cases where b- and d- in the Bodo languages (except
Wanang where these have become p- and t- ) correspond to
words transcrlbed in the Naga dictionaries with p- and

t- ¢ today ‘snake', 'wind', 'bat' 'flower', 'fruit,
Tthree', ‘ash’, 'next', 'straight', 'live'). There are,

however, a number of difficult and contradictory cases where

voicing seems rather random ('Grandfather', 'tree', 'fence'

‘five') and the Jinghpaw correspondences here are obscure,
in spite of the fact that many apicals and bilabials do, at
least, appear as apicals and bilabials in Jinghpaw as well.

Two words ('earth' and 'mother's brother') have initial
h- throughout the eastern Naga languages and Bodo, except in
Garo, where the initial is lost. This h- may cor respond to
initial g- in Jinghpaw. The word for 'dog' also suggests
that initial h- in eastern Naga may correspond to an initial
velar in Jingnpaw, but the evidence is by no means decisive.

Initial c- (a voiceless affricate) in Garo, Atong, and
Wanang quite reqularly appears as z- in Boro ('dig’,
'‘eight', 'far', 'hundred', 'long', 'mortar’', ‘'stand’',
'thick') but the eastern Naga and Jinghpaw correspondences



are unclear due to few and contradictory examples. Both
ts- and th- appear in Jinghpaw. 'Pierce', 'salt, 'sun’

Tthorn', and ‘urinate’' have s- in most languages, but most
often have j- in Jinghpaw and h-in Konyak.

Numerous examples are found that have initial r- in all
languages except Konyak, where w- (sometimes v-) appears in-
stead (e.g. 'dry’', 'horn', 'sky’). Others have l- in all
languages except Garo and Atong which have r-, and Bodo
which sometimes has initial r- but uhere the 1n1t1al is
sometimes lost entxrely e.g. 'drink’', road' 'stone’ )
Another group ('bamboo', 'father’ 'fxre monkey 'pig’)
has initial w- throughout except xn Boro where the 1n1t1a1
is lost. The Konyak and Nocte dictionaries sometimes show
v- rather than w- in these words but it seems doubtful to me
that this represents a real difference, and I suspect that
the choice between v- and w- in these dictionaries is more
or less random.

Vowels. The clearest vowel correspondences are for i,
a, and u, and many unambiguous examples will be found in the
tables where most or all languages share these vowels. All
the languages appear to have vowels in the e and o posxtxons
as vell, and a few correspondences relate them, but in a
number of cases these mid vowels seem to be related to
various sorts of diphthongs in some of the languages. The
precise relationship among these will have to await better
data and fuller -study.

Final Consonants. These languages appear generally to
have final -p, -t, -k, -m, -n, -n, and -2, and usually -1
and/or -r. For the most part the correspondences among
these are straightforward. However, where other languages
have -k, Jinghpaw regularly has a glottal stop (not indi-
cated By Hanson or in STC), and where the Bodo languages
have glottals, Jinghpaw frequently has nothing at all.
These finals are regular enough so that when a putative cog-
nate set turns up with inconsistent finals (such as an -n in
one language that seems to correspond to an -4 in another
language), one should be skeptical of the cognate
relationship. Several of the Bodo languages allow final
nasals and final -1 or -r to be glottalized. Jinghpaw does
not, and it is impossible to know whether such sounds occur
in the eastern Naga languages because glottal stops are not
shown in the available transcriptions.

There is one other difficult but important set of cor-
respondences among the final consonants. 1In a considerable
group of words, Nocte and Jinghpaw have -n and Tangsa has
-1l. Some Konyak. examples have -n, but the Konyak examples
are too fragmentary to give confidence. In these words,
Boro, Garo, Atong, and Wanang sometimes have, respectively,
-t, -1, -r, -r, and sometimes -n, -1, -n, -n. The cor-



Jinghpaw are, unfortunately, few, but other examples of both
types of correspondences occur within the Bodo languages
(cited in Burling, 1959) and both correspondences seem
thoroughly sound.

This account of correspondences amounts only to the
most superficial sketch, but it may help the reader to judge
the cognate status of the examples given in the next sec-
tion. A few more detailed comments about apparent cor-
respondences will be given as examples arise.

Lexical Examples

In this section I discuss, with reference to the
tables, the lexical sets that offer evidence for the
relationship among these languages. The tables display ex-
amples of several sorts. Tables ta, 1b, and 1c list ex-
amples which suggest Sal languages innovations away from
general Tibeto-Burman. They constitute evidence, therefore,
for a period of common innovation within a common ancestor
of the modern Sal languages. Inevitably, the examples vary
greatly in their reliability and this serves as the basis
for assigning particular examples to particular tables.
Table 1a lists those examples that seem most convincing,
table 1'b lists less convincing but still plausible examples,
and table 1c offers a number of more problematic or ques-
tionable examples.

Tables 2a, 2b, and 2c list the representatives from the
Sal languages that appear more widely in Tibeto-Burman lan-
guages. Since these words appear outside the Sal languages,
as well as within it, they demonstrate little about any spe-
cial relationship within this group, although in a few cases
the Sal forms of do appear to be more like one another than
like the forms that the words assume in other TB languages.
The main purpose of listing these general TB words here is
to give evidence for the sound correspondences within the
Sal group, for these correspondences can help us to judge
the cognate status of the words that are unique to the Sal
languages. As in the case of Tables la, 1b, and ic, those
numbered 2a, 2b, and 2c, differ in the how convincing the
examples are.

In addition to these general lists, I give two tables
of terms belonging to particular semantic sets. Table 3
gives numbers, and Table 4 gives kinship terms. Discussion
of a number of particular examples that occur in the tables
follows.

la. Most Convincing. Table l1a iists the cognate sets
that strike me as offering the strongest evidence for common
lexical innovation within this group of lanquages. These
words appear to be excellent cognates within Sal group, but
examples of plausible cognates are rare or non-existent




elsevhere., Some of these sets may turn out to have cognates
in other languages and such examples will then turn out not
to provide evidence for the special relationship of the Sal
languages, but collectively the evidence strikes me as im-
pressive. Most of the examples in this set require some
comment :

*Ash’. STC gives tg%g 'ashes’' (137) and stap (18)
usually meaning 'fireplace’ but most, though not all, ex-
amples come from Sal lanquages. The combination of the two
syllables seems to be unique to the Sal group, and even ex-

amples of the individual syllables are not plentiful else-
where.

'Burn'. STC 330 is tggg and words offered as related
to it have such meanlngs as "hot' or 'roast.' Words such as
kam with the meaning 'burn,' appear to be unigque to the Sal
Tanguages.

'Cook'. The Konyak term may be unrelated, but the
remaining terms seem to be excellent candidates for cognate
status.

'Cooking pot'. The final Jinghpaw glottal is expec-
table from final -k elsewhere. The initial correspondence
looks convincing, and few, if any, plausible cognates of
this word crop up in lanquages outside of the Sal group.

'Crow'., STC, pg. 99 cites a number of Sal languages in
support of its reconstructlon, *ka, but outside of the Sal
group offers only Tibetan kha-tha and Rawang tha-kha.

Rawang kha, however, is elsewhere glossed as "domestic
fowl,' (Barnard, 1934, pg. 68) which makes it unlikely to be
the part of tha-kha with the meaning 'crow.' This leaves
Tibetan as the only non-Sal language example in which kha
can be plausibly taken to mean 'crow’ In all Sal lan-
guages, moreover, bird names are commonly constructed from a
syllable with the general meaning 'bird' followed by a
second syllable denoting the particular species, and this
pattern does not appear in the other examples offered by
STC. (I am quite mystified by the fact that several bird
species have more convincing cognates in TB languages than
do the mammals that one would suppose must play a good deal
more salient role in the lives of the people.)

‘Drink'. The lack of -1 makes the Jinghpaw term a
very doubtful cognate. The Konvak y is unexplained and may
well eliminate that word too. Still, the Tangsa term seems
unarguably related to the general Bodo term.

‘Par'. STC offers a TB reconstruction for this term,
but the only example outside of the Sal group which it of-
fers as a putative cognate is Lushai fa'l which strikes me
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'Father'. Terms for 'father' beginning with w are rare
enough in the world's languages to invite notice. Within
Tibeto-Burman, these seem to be unique. A more extensive
list of kinship terms is given in Table 4.

‘Fire'. Except for the word for °'sun' this has probab-
ly been the second most widely cited example of a uniqgue Sal
language innovation. Plausible cognates turn up in a few
other languages with the meaning 'burn' but only in the Sal
languages is it the ordinary word for 'fire.’

'Insect/worm'. This word, along with leg/foot (just
below), 'hand/arm' (table 2a), and 'moon' (table 1b) form a
special set, with a very peculiar pattern of initial cor-
respondences: Garo j-, Atong, Wanang c-, Konyak y-, Nocte 4,
and Tangsa j-. A single word with this correspondence
would hardly be taken seriously, but the four together can-
not be easily dismissed. Of the various Sal languages, only
the Jinghpaw examples for these four words seem doubtful.
One's initial reaction might be that the anghpav corre-
spondence for this initial would be 1-, as it appears to be
in some more distantly related TB languages, but it seems
more lxkely to be t-. (See 'leg' below, 'hand/arm’' table
2a, 'moon' table 1b.) Possible cognates of 'moon,' and
likely cognates of 'hand/arm,' are found in a few TB lan-
guages outside of the Sal group, sometimes with initial 1-,
but the four words occur with particular regularity within
the Sal group. The word for insect/worm appears to be dis-
tinctively Sal although the Jinghpaw word is questionable.

‘Leg/Foot'. This is another member of the insect-arm-
foot-moon group. Throughout the Bodo and eastern Naga lan-
guages, the word for 'foot' differs from that for 'hand’
(table 2a) only in terminating with a glottal stop rather
than with -k. An inspection of Grierson's word lists shows
these two words cropping up with a bewildering range of ini-
tials, but in any single language their initials are usually
alike. A few languages outside the Sal group also show pos-
sible hand/foot pairs of this sort, although the word for
‘hand' seems more widespread, than the word for °'foot,"’
which seems more narrowly limited to the Sal languages.
Outside of the Sal group the pairs are rarely as regular or
as similar to each other as they are within the Sal group.
If the corresponding Jinghpaw initial is t-, the Jinghpaw
word for leg/foot cannot be counted as a cognate.

'Live/Green’. The glosses for this word are a bit
variable and may merit some skepticism. ‘'hlive' and 'green’
(in the sense of 'unripe') seam plausibly similar glosses,
but while the Nocte word is glossed as 'live,’' the examples
suggest the meaning 'dwell' and this may eliminate the Nocte
example from this set. The gloss for the Tangsa word
lungtong is 'live' while the gloss for tong-nga is
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'‘live'(v). I know of no similar words in non-Sal TB lan-
guages.

‘Long’'. The only non-Sal language cognate offered by
STC for this word is Burmese lu, glossed as 'dispropor-
tionately tall. Throughout the Sal languages it is glossed
simply as 'long.’

‘Mother’ Terms for 'mother' with initial n-, invite
notice, just as do terms for father with initial™ w-. Cer-
tainly most TB lanquages have 'mother' terms that “begin with
the familiar m-.

'Salt.' The scattering of examples offered by STC from
outside of the Sal languages seem less similar than the Sal
language examples are to each other.

'Sky'. The syllable {39 crops up in most of these lan-
guages as the first syllable of compounds that refer to
celestial phenomena such as 'sun' and ‘'rain'. When rap oc-
curs by itself, it seems always to have the meaning 'sky.’

'‘Sun’ As pointed out above, the words for 'sun' in
these lanquages--san, sal or jan, sometimes preceded by the
syllable for 'sky’--have been widely cited as offering the
clearest evidence for the special status of the group. The
correspondences that relate the various words for 'sun,' are
reassuringly regular, except that the h1 of the Konyak term
is not an ideal cognate for the words in the other languages
and is probably unrelated. STC offers a reconstruction for
this set of words but, with the exception of a doubtful term
from Bahing, tsyar, that is glossed as 'shine', all the STC
examples come from the Sal languages. Totally different
words for 'sun' are found in other Tibeto-Burman languages
and, with the possible exception of Konyak, this word seems
to set this group of languages decisively off from others.

1b. Suagestive Sets. The sets listed in Table 1b are
suggestive of relationships among the Sal languages, but
they are less convincing than those listed in Table 1a,
either because they are found in fewer language of the
group, because they have possible cognates in other Tibeto-
Burman languages, or because their sound correspondences
seem less regular. Still, taken collectively, they do seem
to add some support to the feeling of special similarity
among the languages of this group.

'Basket’'. This set appears to be sound throughout
Bodo, and it is reasonable in eastern Naga. The final gloc-
tal of Jinghpaw is the reqular correspondent of final -k
elsewvhere, but the more usual initial correspondence in
Jinghpaw would have been kh-, so the k makes the Jinghpaw
word )ust a bxt suspect. STC offers a number of possible

. _ A o 2 o —a-a b - 1
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these tend, in various ways, to be a bit divergent, the word
may not be unique to the Sal languages.

‘Bone'. The STC reconstruction for 'bone' does not
give Sal language examples, and it looks like a different
word. The initial g- or k- found in the Bodo languages can
plausibly be regarded as a prefix.

‘Deer'. Mikir has a possible cognate, thidzok, and a
few other languages have conceivable cognates, though they
look less like the Sal language examples than the latter
look like each other.

‘Falcon-kite'. Burmese has words for 'vulture,'
'eagle,'etc. that look like cognates, but such words seem to
be much more widely distributed in the Sal languages than
elsewhere in TB.

'Moon.' This is a member of the insect-arm-leg-moon
group with its odd pattern of initial correspondences. A
number of TB languages have words for ‘'moon’ with initial
1- that are likely to be related to the Sal term, but the
vwords seem particularly close among the Sal group.

‘Navel.' The only putative cognate outside of the Sal
languages offered by STC is Tibetan lte-ba, which seems to
stretch the imagination a bit.

'Pus.' STC gives only the Jinghpaw word and Burmese
tshwe 'decayed, crumbling, rotten' as examples. Even if the
Burmese word really is a cognate, its meaning is notably
different from the meaning of the Sal language examples.

'Stand.' STC gives a long list of TB langquages with
words meaning 'stand’ that end in % but affricate ini-
tials are largely confined to the Sal languages. The Sal
languages also show more consistency in the vowel, although
they are not the only languages with a.

'Tree.' Tables lb and 1c each contain a word that is
most often glossed as 'tree,' although plausible cognates
are glossed as 'trunk' or 'firewood' in some languages. The
Jinghpaw example is a conceivable, though less than ideal,
cognate to either set and I list it with both.

1c. Tantalizing Possibilities. I do not consider the
sets listed 1n Table Ic to be more than suggestively tan-
talizing. Some have plausible cognates in other TB languages
and some have been given reconstructions in STC. Some of
these sets are represented by only two or three examples,
however, and in others the correspondences seem less than
fully convincing. I would certainly not want to risk exag-
gerated claims for those listed here. Collectively they do
suggest the kinds of data to which we are driven when we try




13

‘to sort out the relationships among these languages. Only a
few of these examples require special comment.

‘Bark.' It is just barely possible that the Garo word
meaning 'dog' is related to the Nocte word meaning a dog's
'bark.’

'Cut.' STC cites a few plausible cognates in other TB
lanquages.

‘Dung.' Here, again, a few possible cognates appear
here and there in non-Sal languages, but they are not so
frequent or regular that this word deserves to be entered
into Table 2a or 2c.

‘Mat.' The words for 'mat' seem more tempting as cog-
nates than many of the sets listed in this table, but the
initials are so strange as to make one cautious.

'Red.’ The non-Sal examples offered by STC have mean-
ings such as 'gold' which separate them from the Sal words
vhich are glossed simply as 'red.' However, the correspon-
dences among the Sal words are by no means certain.

‘'Sleep.' STC offers a number of words from various
languages that may be related to the Sal words shown in the
table, but some mean 'hide' or 'cover' instead of 'sleep,'
most have no initial consonant, and most have the vowel i,
all of which makes the Sal words seem distinctive.

2a. Most Widespread Cognates, The sets listed in Tables
2a, 2b, and 2c have more reasonable looking cognates in TB
languages outside of the Sal group than do those listed in
Tables 1a, 'b, and 1c. This means that they do not
demonstrate any special relationship among the Szl languages
except in the degree to which the Sal examples may be more
like each other in form or meaning than thev are like the
examples from other languages. The words listed in Table 2a
are the Sal language representatives of some of the most
widespread cognates of Tibeto-Burman. Even though these can
tell us little about any special relationship among the Sal
languages, they do demonstrate the patterns of phonological
correspondence that we should expect within the Sal group.
Most of these sets should be self explanatory and they re-
quire little discussion. I will leave it for the reader to
judge the degree to which these words seem to show specially
close resemblances to one another within the Sal grouc.

2b. "Water" Group. The sets listed in Table 2b pose
numerous problems. These words crop up variously with ini-
tial apical stops, affricates, and fricatives, and although
my instincts are to want them to be cognates the patterns
are so complex that we have to be skeptical about some of
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dences within this set of words, I have been more tolerant
of diversity in this table than elsewhere, and I have in-
cluded a good many words of doubtful cognates status (e.g.
the words for water in the eastern Naga languages).

A few of these sets appear to be related to one
another, but it is not entirely clear just what these
relationships are. The words for 'egg,' in some of the Sal
languages, for instance, appear to mean 'bird-water' as it
does in some other TB languages. The cognate set for 'eqg,’
however, actually seems to be more complete than that for
'water,' since the eastern Naga words for 'water' do not ap-
pear to be related to the others. In Garo, the word for
'blood' also appears to be analyzable as having the meaning
'body-water,’ though in most other languages the words for
‘blood' and 'water' are different. 'Die' and 'kill' also
appear to have some sort of relationship to one another.

The examples of the Bodo languages seem to exhibit an
unusual number of diphthongs, and it seems probable that
diphthongs had a tendency, in these languages, to turn )
preceding stops into affricates (Burling, 1959) but we still
have a long way to go before sorting out all the
relationships among these initials. All of these sets have
plausible cognates in other TB languages than the Sal group
alone, and STC offers reconstructions for most of them. The
initials of these words demonstrate considerable confusion
in languages outside the Sal group as well as within it, and
about all I can do is wave readers in the direction of the
table and invite them to contemplate the complexities.

2c. Less Widespread Cognate Sets. Table 1c lists a
number of cognate sets that have representatives outside the
Sal languages but that are represented in a rather scattered
fashion within this group. These are considerably less
widespread than the sets listed in Table 1la.

3. Numbers. Finally, I offer two tables, each with a
group of semantically related terms, one for numbers and one
for kinship terms. There can be no doubt that most numbers
fall into cognate sets, but numbers change in erratic ways
in the TB languages and this makes them difficult to use as
a basis for judgements about sub-grouping. Adjacent num-
bers, for instance, seem to influence each other. 'One,’
'twvo,' and 'three' have picked up the prefix -go in Atong,
but in Garo the related prefix is found only in 'two' and
‘three.' Nocte has a different prefix in the same three
words. It is tempting to note that the words for 'four' and
‘five' in many of these languages have acquired a prefix
that beqins with b, or to note that the words for 'one' of-
ten begin with an s or with a plausibly related sound, and
to conclude that the numbers give evidence for a special
relat . .ship among these languages, but it is very difficult
to pin these similarities down. All, or virtually a.i, of
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these terms are surely cognates and most surely have cog-
nates in other TB languages, but it is difficult to find ob-
jective criteria that can help us to decide whether these
words are more similar to each other than to the words in
other languages. How similar is "more similar" anyway? I
will leave it to the readers to make their own judgement
about the degree of similarity among the numbers.

4. Kinship terms. Kinship terms raise other difficult
problems. The kinship systems of the people who speak these
languages are quite varied. The Garo and Atong are
matrilineal, most of the others patrilineal. The Bodo lan-
guages other than Garo and Atong probably show considerable
influence from the kinship system of the Indic speaking As-
samese with whom the speakers are in close contact. The
Jinghpaw have a very special kind of kinship system that, so
far as we know, differentiates them sharply from any of the
other groups considered here. Under such circumstances, one
would hardly expect kinship terms to retain the same meaning
from one language to another, even if the terms themselves,
survive., Still, terms with related though not identical
meanings may well be cognates. Many of these languages have
cross-cousin marriage, for instance, and this makes it
reasonable for the father-in-law to be called by the same
term as the mother's brother. Thus it is worth looking at
‘uncle’ terms to see whether they might be possible cognates
for 'father-in-law' terms in other languages.

When one takes an appropriately tolerant attitude
toward the glosses for the kinship terms, there turn out to
be a very considerable number of plausible cognates. In
fact, the great majority of Jinghpaw kinship terms have
plausible cognates in one or another of the Sal languages.
By contrast, Jinghpaw and Maru share only one lonely kinship
term, and this in spite of the fact that the Maru and
Jinghpaw people have considerable intermarriage, and in
spite of the fact that their kinship terminological systems
are virtually identical (Burling 1971). Cognates to the
kinship terms shown in Table 8 are, to be sure, sometimes
found in languages outside of the Sal group, but the density
of apparent cognates seems notably high among this group.

Conclusions

1 have no doubt that a fair number of the cognates sets
that I offer, even those that now seem most solid, will
firnally turn out to have cognates outside the Sal group, but
the collective weight of the examples I have collected seems
to me to demand an explanation. I doubt if this many ap-
parent cognates could be marshalled to demonstrate
similarities for most sets of TB languages. This looks like
a group of languages with some sort of historical
relationship. rather than like a random collection. Chance



16

alone does not seem to me to be a sufficient explanation for
the number of similar words that unite these languages.

Nor do the similarities seem to be explainable on the
basis of mutual borrowing. The languages are spread over a
considerable area and, in the course of their history, they
have been subjected to quite varied influences. Many Bodo
languages show massive borrowing from the Indic languages,
while Jinghpaw has unquestionably been strongly influenced
by Burmese and by the so-called "Kachin" languages that are
closely related to Burmese. The similarities among the Sal
languages seem deeper, less easily attributed to borrowing,
for they show up in spite of the more recent overlays of
borrowing to which some languages have been subjected.

One guestion that inevitably arises in the course of
looking at a group of languages such as these concerns their
internal relationships. There can, I think, be no doubt
that the Bodo languages are more closely related to each
other than they are to the other languages. Nor, I think,
can doubt be much greater about the special relationship
among the eastern Naga languages. Numerous cognates can be
found that are unigue to one or the other of these groups.
I have not included them in the tables, however, because
they show nothing about the wider relations among the Sal
languages.

Relative relationship among these two groups and
Jinghpaw is more difficult to judge. As I was working on
this paper, I had the feeling that Jinghpaw was often more
distant from the Bodo and eastern Naga languages than the
latter were from each other, but I also wondered if this
might have been due to the fact that several languages are
available within the other two branches, so that where one
language lacks a term there is still a chance that another
might supply it. If Jinghpaw lacks a term, there is no
close relative to fill the gap, so it is easy to get the im-
pression that it is harder to find cognates among Jinghpaw.

In the end it turns out that Jinghpaw offers just as
many potential cognates as the other languages. For what
the figures are worth, the tables contain the following num-
ber of entries for each of the eight languages (excluding
the numbers, Table 3, which are virtually complete for all
languages except Wanang): Bodo-113, Garo-135, Atong-66,
Wanang-64, Konyak-85, Nocte-112, Tangsa-118, and
Jinghpaw-138.

Of course these figures are, in large part, a function
of the availability of data, but Jinghpaw appears to be at
least as well represented as the other languages. I may,
however, have been a bit more tolerant of questionable
Jinghpaw examples, precisely because it was alone in its
sub-group. The high figure for Garo is certainly an ar-
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tifact my own familiarity with the language and the
availability of dictionaries. Data from Atong and Wanang
are limited to my very limited notes, while the Boro figure
is higher because I could suppiement my notes with a number
of examples drawn from the Boro dictionaries.

The most curious figures are for the eastern Naga lan-
guages where Nocte and Tangsa have well over 100 entries,
while Konyak has only 85. One might suppose that these
figures simply reflect the quality of the data of each of
these languages, but, in fact, the Konyak dictionary is con-
siderably fuller than the dictionaries of Nocte and Tangsa.
The Konyak dictionary has between 3,000 and 4,00C entries,
vhile the other two have only about 1,000 entries each. 1If
the three languages are equally closely related to Bodo and
Jinghpaw, one would expect the fuller Konyak data to yield
more apparent cognates, but the reverse turns out to be the
case. ‘

These crude figures confirm impressions I formed while
working with these eastern Naga dictionaries. I began with
Konyak and I was surprised at how different it seemed from
the Bodo languages with which I had worked previously. When
I turned to Nocte and to Tangsa, however, I was surprised,
in turn, to find so much that seemed familiar. I noted many
special similarities between Konyak, on the one hand, and
Nocte Tangsa on the other, so I would not want to abandon
the presumption that Konyak, Nocte, and Tangsa form, along
with the other eastern Naga languages, a well defined sub-
group, but it may seem odd that cognates seem so much easier
to find in the other languages than than in Konyak. I also
find it paradoxical that Konyak is the language that has
been most often cited as representative of the sub-group.
The languages have even been referred to quite often as the
"Konyak"” group. The similarities of the eastern Naga lan-
guages with the Bodo languages might have been more obvious
had comparisons been made with Nocte or Tangsa instead.

One possible explanation for the greater ease of find-
ing cognates in Nocte and Tangsa than in Konyak is that the
former two lanquages lie further to the northeast and,
therefore closer to the Singpho country that lies just
beyond--Singpho being the Assamese variant of "Jinghpaw."
Here is one place where mutual borrowing among the different
languages of the Sal group would have been quite possible
and it could have led to an artificial boost in the number
of aprarent cognates in Nocte and Tangsa. An inspection of
the tables does not, however, give me the impression of any
particularly close or obvious layer of borrowing that gives
special similarities among these lanquages. 1In the end, I
have found little reason to conclude that any two of the
three sub-groups of the Sal languages are more closely re-
lated to each other than to the third.
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Of course we have to recognize that there are real
dangers in the methods I have used in this paper. 1 have
worked extensively with Garo and to a more limited extent
with several other Bodo languages and Jinghpaw. One always
finds similarities among the languages one knows best, even
if they as remote as English and Chinese. Thus I have spent
more time looking for similarities between Garo and Jinghpaw
than between, let us say, Jinghpaw and Tibetan. Someone
else with more knowledge of Tibetan and less knowledge of
Garo might find similarities that point in a different
direction. In the end, I can only challenge others to offer
competing evidence that points to other relationships.

In the mean time, the number of similarities among
these languages and, in particular, the number of common in-
novations that they seem to show strike me as sufficiently
impressive to suggest that they have a relationship that
goes comfortably beyond the minimum that we expect of all
Tibeto-Burman languages. The set of languages for which I
propose the name "Sal" seems to me to be plausibly regarded
as one major sub-group of the Tibeto-Burman languages.

Notes to the Tables

When not otherwise noted, entries in the tables are
taken from the following sources: Boro, Atong, Wanang, and
Jinghpaw from my own work. Garo examples are from my
knowledge of the language supplemented by Holbrook (n.d.),
Mason (1954), and Negminza (1972). Konyak examples come
from Kumar (1973), Nocte examples from Gupta (1973), and
Tangsa examples from Ngemu (1977). 1 supplement these main
sources from a number of others. Supplementary examples in
the Boro column are taken from Bhat (1968) and labeled
"DNSB", or from Bhattacharya and labeled "PCB". Examples in
the Boro column from the Dimasa dialect are taken from Mar-
rison. The examples from the Chutia language that are
tucked into the Wanang column derive from Brown (1895).
Items labeled "H" in the Jinghpaw column are taken from Han-
son's dictionary of Jinghpaw (1917). I supplement my pri-
mary sources on Jinghpaw and the eastern Naga languages with
a few items from Marrison (1967) that are labeled "M".
Reconstructions in the STC column, of course, are from
Benedict (1967).
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