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INTRODUCTION

The obscure Tani (Mirish, Mishingish) languages of southern Tibet and
Arunachal Pradesh have only recently begun to receive the attention they
deserve (Chhangte 1990, 1992; Sun 1993, 1994). The aim of this paper, which
is part of an ongoing project to study the phonological and lexical diachrony of
these languages, is to contribute toward clarifying the linguistic position of Tani
languages in the Tibeto-Burman family from the vantage-point of reconstructed
Proto-Tani (hereafter PT).1

Section 1 surveys and contrasts exisiting views on the affiliations of Tani
in Tibeto-Burman. Section 2 inspects in detail a number of Tibeto-Burman
languages which have been nominated in the literature as possible close
relatives of Tani. After screening out a few unlikely contestants, a pilot lexical
study is conducted in section 3 to weigh the degrees of lexical affinity between
Tani and the remaining candidates as compared with three control languages,
Written Tibetan, Written Burmese, and Garo. The implications of the output of
this study on the phylogenetic position of Tani are then discussed. In the
concluding section, we consider the nature of the relationship between Tani
and Digarish (consisting of two known languages: Taraon and Idu), the
language group which turns out to be most akin to Tani in basic vocabulary.

1. EXISTING VIEWS ON THE PLACE OF TANI IN TIBETO-BURMAN
The genetic affiliations of Tani with Tibeto-Burman have seldom been
called into question,2 and should now be considered proven beyond reasonable

Earlier versions of this paper, condensed and revised from Chapter V of my UC Berkeley
dissertation (Sun 1993), were presented at the 26th International Conference on Sino-Tibetan
Languages and Linguistics, Osaka, September 13-17, 1993, and at an institutional colloquium
of the Institute of History and Philology. Academia Sinica on November 22 of the same year.
Thanks are due to many scholars for providing helpful discussions and constructive comments,
especially Randy J. LaPolla, Yoshio Nishi, James A. Matisoff, Paul K. Benedict, Sun Hongkal,
Seren Egerod, Paul Renkui Li, Boyd Michatlovsky, and Dibbon Wu,

A preliminary phonological reconstruction of Proto-Tani is proposed in Chapter II of Sun
1993, from which the reconstructed PT roots cited herein are taken. The Proto-Tibeto-Burman
&hemaﬁcr PTB) reconstructions are based mainly on Benedict 1972 (hereafter STC).

The great lexical differences between Tani and other Tibeto-Burman languages (only 12.5%
agreement of basic vocabulary with Tibetan and Burmese according to his calculation) has led
Marrison to doubt not only the genetic affiliations of Tani with Tibeto-Burman, but also “the
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doubt in view of the accountability of much of the PT phonological
developments in terms of PTB (Sun 1993, chapter IV).3 However, there is no
consensus yet as to how Tani interrelates with other Tibeto-Burman languages.
In fact, as shown in the following survey of the subgrouping literature, opinions
diverge sharply from each other with regard to both lower-level and higher-level
affiliations of Tani in Tibeto-Burman.

1.1. Konow: ‘North Assam'’

In the colossal Linguistic Survey of India, Tani languages, along with
other little-known Tibeto-Burman languages of Arunachal Pradesh, were
brought together in the so-called ‘North Assam’ group. This was clearly meant
to be an expedient, geographical grouping, as shown in the following quote
from Sten Konow, the linguist originating this term (Konow 1909:568, 569,
emphasis ours):

The North Assam group is not a well-defined philological group with salient
grammatical features distinguishing it from other Tibeto-Burman forms of
speech...In many important points, however, Mishmi4 differs from Abor-Miri,
and the points of correspondence just referred to are not of an importance
sufficient to prove a close connexion between the two forms of speech.

As for higher-level connections, Konow made only a vague suggestion
(Konow op. cit.:572):

The North Assam forms of speech can be described as links which connect the
Tibetan and Himalaya dialects with the languages of the Bodo, Naga, Kuki-Chin
and Kachin groups.

reality of the Tibeto-Burman language family as generally accepted...The Tibeto-Burman family
is an unsatisfactory construct, and this whole field of investigation should be reopened”
(Marrison 1988:216). My own lexical study, however, has turned up much higher cognate
figures between Tani and both Tibetan and Burmese (see 5.3. below). Even if Marrison was
right about the cognacy rates, his radical view on the status of Tibeto-Burman, we believe,
would be hard to accept for most Sino-Tibetanists.

For instance, the regular sound correspondence between PTB *-9y and PT *-1 is backed
up by as many as eleven cognate sets, all belonging to basic vocabulary (Sun 1993: 4.3.1.2.).

As shown by ensuing research, the Mishmi languages do not form a coherent linguistic unit
either. Rather, there is a fundamental cleavage between Digaro-Chulikata-Midu (Taraon-ldu)
and Miju (Kaman). Thurgood 1985:81 claims that the Mishmi languages belong with Nungish
under a supergroup ‘Kaman-Nung' with ‘fully substantiated lower-level genetic relationships’.
We believe that this claim, which remains totally unproven, underestimates the great
differences between the two Mishmi groups (for a more conservative view, cf. Sun et al.
1980:299-315).
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1.2. Shafer: Mishingish (Bodic/Burmic)

The distinctness of the ‘North Assam’ languages is further underscored in
Shafer 1955:102, where no less than four separate groups are recognized:
Mishingish (= Tani), Digarish (= Taraon-Idu), MidZuish (= Kaman-Mey¢l), and
Hrusish (= Hruso = Aka). Shafer did not attempt a further classification but
suggested that all of them are ‘possibly sections of Bodic, possibly of Burmic,
certainly not of Baric' (Shafer op. cit.:102).

1.3. Benedict: Mirish (Major Tibeto-Burman Nucleus)

While positing Abor-Miri-Dafla (i.e. Mirish in the narrow sense = Tani) as
one of the major nuclei of the Tibeto-Burman family, Benedict (1972:5)
suggests that to this division perhaps also belong not only the three Arunachal
neighbors of Tani: Taraon, Kaman, and Hruso, but also the geographically
more distant Dhimal group of Sikkim and Nepal. This claim, in effect,
upgrades for the first time Konow's ‘North Assam' from an areal to a genetic
grouping. He further speculates that this group (Mirish in the extended sense)
could ultimately be linked with Kachin (Jingpo), Baric (Bodo-Garo and Konyak),
Nungish, and Lolo-Burmese under the supergroup ‘Burmic’ (op. cit.:11). This
view was soon given up. In Benedict 1976:178; fn. 14, he proposes instead
that, as far as core vocabulary is concerned, Tibetan, Chepang, Tamang (i.e.
Bodic), Burmese-Lolo-Nungish, Lushai (Kuki-Chin-Naga), and Miri (Tani) form
one supergroup as against Kachin, Garo, Konyak languages, and Chairel (or
Chakpa, a Luish language according to Bradley 1993:7).5

Benedict's revised view on the linguistic position of Abor-Miri-Dafla (AMD
= Tani) can thus be interpreted as follows: At a lower-level, AMD is most closely
related to Hruso, Taraon, Kaman, and Dhimal; these languages are allied
further with Lolo-Burmese, Bodic, and Kuki-Chin-Naga, as against Kachin and
Baric. It is important to note that while Benedict ventures explicit claims
about possible lower-level close relatives of Tani, he agrees with Shafer that
Tani is not akin to Baric.

1.4. Other Ideas
Egerod 1974 also contains a classification of Tibeto-Burman, founded
largely on Shafer and Benedict's frameworks. According to Egerod, Mirish (=

5 Incidentally, Benedict's revised view on the special relationship between Jingpo, Bodo-Garo,
and Northern Naga seems to be receiving growing endorsement (Burling 1971, 1983; French
1983). The most drastic move in this direction is taken by Weidert 1987: fn.22, where Jingpo
is put directly under one of the three branches of Barish: Western Barish (= Bodo-Garo, or
Burling's Garo branch); Eastern Barish-1 or Arunachal Barish (= Tangsa, Nocte, Wancho); and
East Barish-Il (= Konyak, Phom, Chang, Khiamngan, and Jingpo). An alternative view groups
Jingpo rather with Lolo-Burmese, forming a ‘Jiburish® subgroup on the strength of hundreds of
cognates between Jingpo and Lolo-Burmese and some parallel phonological developments
(Matisoff 1974). In Matisoff 1991:481, however, Jingpo (Kachinic) and Lolo-Burmese are
treated as separate major Tibeto-Burman subgroups.
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Tani) is one of the major branches of Tibetic (= Shafer's Bodic); further, all of
the other sections (Dhimalish, Digarish, Midzuish, Hrusish, Newarish, and
Dzorgaish) left unclassified between Bodic and Burmic by Shafer are directly
assigned to ‘Other Tibetic’. Although further genetic subrelations among these
Tibeto-Burman groups are not explored by Egerod, it is clear that, like Shafer
and Benedict, he does not consider Mirish to be closely affiliated with Baric.

Matisoff 1991, DeLancey 1991 and Bradley 1993 are among the most
recent statements on the genetic relationships among the Tibeto-Burman
subgroups.® Incorporating information on the newly described Tibeto-Burman
languages as well as some recent low-level subgrouping proposals, they all
depart in significant ways from their predecessors. In DeLancey 1991, an
expanded notion of Baric is suggested, subsuming not only Bodo-Garo and
Konyak-Naga (= French's Northern Naga), but also Kuki-Naga, Kachinic
(Jingpo), and Mirish. What is more, in this classification ‘Mirish' includes the
three Mishmi languages in addition to Tani proper, but not Dhimal (assigned to
Bodic) or Hruso (not mentioned in his framework). This extended conception of
Baric may be inspired by the geographically-based Kamarupan (i.e. Assamese
Tibeto-Burman) group first proposed in Matisoff 1985b: fn. 8, where, however,
the term is explicitly stated to be ‘a neutral overall designation for the TB
languages of NE India and adjacent areas’. Matisoff 1991:480-1 proposes a
simplified heuristic subclassification model of Tibeto-Burman with seven major
Tibeto-Burman subgroups including Kamarupan (again with the disclaimer
that this is a ‘purely geographic rubric’), under which we find Kuki-Chin-Naga,
Mikir, Meithei, Mru, Bodo-Garo, as well as Abor-Miri-Dafla. Unlike DeLancey's
Baric, however, Kamarupan does not include Jingpo, which is assigned to form
a subgroup (Kachinic) by itself. Bradley 1993 contains a wealth of valuable
new demographic and sociolinguistic information, especially concerning the
Tibeto-Burman languages of India and Burma, but is unconventional in many
ways. Adopting purely geographic labels, Bradley classifies Tibeto-Burman into
four major groups: Western (Bodic), Northeastern India (= Burling's Sal group
plus Kuki-Chin-Naga and Luish), Southeastern (Burmese-Lolo and Karenic),
and Northeastern, a tentative medley group containing not only languages
which Benedict 1972 puts under Mirish (i.e. Tani, Hrusish, Dhimalish, and the
Mishmi languages), but also Nungish, Qiangic.? and some widely divergent
minor languages such as Sulung and Bugun.

6 Dai 1989 and Sun 1988 are not considered here because they deal only with the Tibeto-
Burman languages of China.

Surprisingly. Bradley's Qiangic also includes such languages as Tujia, Baima, and even
Bai. Chinese scholars now tend to regard Baima as a divergent dialect of Tibetan (Zhang
Jichuan and Huang Bufan, p.c.)
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It is evident that there is hardly any agreement among Tibeto-
Burmanists today concerning the precise linguistic affiliations of Tani in Tibeto-
Burman. While this indeterminacy reflects the immature state of higher-level
Tibeto-Burman subclassification in general (Thurgood 1985, Sun 1988, Dai
1989, DeLancey 1991, Matisoff 1991),8 the uncertainty surrounding the
linguistic position of Tani and related languages in particular can be directly
attributed to the shortage of comparative data essential for recovering the
linguistic histories of these languages, which in turn makes definitive
subclassification well-nigh impossible.

Yet, what is relatively uncontroversial is that languages of the Tani group
(i.e. Shafer's Mishingish, Benedict's Mirish in the narrower sense) do form a
compact unit, more closely related to each other than to any other Tibeto-
Burman language. We think it is important for the clarification of this issue to
assert with certainty that no other Tibeto-Burman language known to us
deserves a place on the same taxonomic level as the two major Tani subgroups
(Eastern and Western Tanl). Hence, earlier proposals which subsume
languages like Midu (Thurgood 1986:93),2 Aka (Nishida 1979:77), or Sulung
and Bangru (Sun 1983:267)10 directly under Tani proper are untenable. This
is not to deny, of course, that Tani may not be grouped further with other
Tibeto-Burman languages in a co-ordinate relation under some higher Tibeto-
Burman division, the topic of the next section.

2. POSSIBLE CLOSE RELATIVES OF TANI

What, then, are the collateral relatives of Tani proper in the Tibeto-
Burman family? A number of languages have been mentioned in the literature
as showing particular affinity with Tani, including Lepcha (Bodman 1988);
rGyarong (Nagano 1984); Dhimal (Benedict 1972, Bradley 1993); Hruso
(Benedict 1972; Nishida 1979, 1984; Bradley 1993), and the Mishmi languages
(Benedict 1972; DeLancey 1991:431; Bradley 1993). These proposals will be
considered below in light of our improved understanding of the Tani evidence.

8 One important reason for the lack of agreement in Tibeto-Burman subgrouping may be the
different criteria (often implicit) used in the various subgrouping proposals. Thus, Thurgood
puts Nung in his ‘Rung’ supergroup apparently on morpho-syntactic evidence only (Thurgood
1985). What is not explained is the considerable amount of shared basic vocabulary between
Nung and Lolo-Burmese (STC:8; Benedict 1976: fn 14).

Thurgood claims that ‘Even from the limited LSI sample of data, it is clear that the
Chulikata Mishmi [=Midu]...must be subgrouped with these Adi languages rather than with the
Miju language’ (Thurgood 1986:93). Actually, Midu should be equated with Idu (autonyms:
ldu Midu, Dudu), which Thurgood in the same paper correctly assigns to the Taraon group.

0 Sun Hongkat's tentative inclusion of Sulung and Bangru under the Nishi-Bangni subgroup
of Tant (Sun 1983:267) was done apparently at a time when linguistic data on these languages
was not yet available to him. His more recent view is that Sulung and Bokar (other Tani
languages are not mentioned) are distinct languages belonging to the ‘Jingpo’ supergroup,
which also contains Jingpo, Nungish, and the Mishmi languages (Sun 1988:69).
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2.1. Lepcha

The phylogenetic position of Lepcha, a Tibeto-Burman language of
Sikkim, has also been highly controversial. Earlier analyses have aligned
Lepcha with Naga (specifically, the ‘Northern Naga' branch of Shafer
1955:106),11 Tibetan-Kanauri and Kiranti (Benedict 1972:7-8), and Mikir
(Bauman 1976). In a valuable recent revisit to the issue, Bodman (1988)
compares Lepcha with a number of Tibeto-Burman languages which are
lexically most similar to Lepcha, including an unidentified variety of Adi
extremely similar (if not identical) to Padam. The substantial evidence of the
lexical affinity between Lepcha and Adi comprises a list of 130 cognate pairs,
based on which some important Lepcha-Adi consonantal correspondences are
worked out.

On close inspection, however, many such sets appear to be common
retentions from the original Tibeto-Burman lexical stock, and do not
demonstrate by themselves any special lexical relationship between Lepcha and
Adi. They include the following: blood, blow, bow (weapon), carry on back, crab,
cry (weep), dig, dream, drink, eat, eye, fire, fish, five, flat, four, give, horn, male
of animals, leech, otter, ripe, road, seed, shade, smell v., snake, son-in-law, star,
stone, three, tongue, two, and wood.

Furthermore, the cognacy of the following items seems doubtful:

* ‘sew’ Lepcha hrap, Adi om-kap: The true Tani root for ‘sew’ is the first
element om- (< PT *fiom); the second element -kap,!2 on which the
comparison is based, is a verbal particle signifying ‘closure’. Thus, the precise
meaning of Adi om-kap is ‘sew up’. This makes Adi ~kap semantically less
compatible with the Lepcha form.

e 'spirit’ Lepcha a-pil, Adi a-bur a-jo (listed as a-bun a-jo in Lorrain
1907:361; a typo?). The Adi form a-bur a-jo can indeed mean ‘spirit’, but
the phonology does not match (Like Lepcha, Padam preserves -1, but the form
in question ends in -r).

e ‘crumb’ Lepcha p’yol, Adi pim-pil: The Lepcha form, which does not
mean ‘crumb’ at all, is an adverbial which occurs in reduplicated form p’yol
p’yol (e.g. p’yol p’yol glo ndp ‘to fall into pieces’). The Adi word is a
compound composed of the ‘grain’ root PT *pim plus an element pil (< PT

11 This is not the same as the ‘Northern Naga' (or Konyak) languages of French 1983, Rather,
it refers to the group of Naga proper which Weidert terms Naga-il, comprising Ao, Lhota,
Sangtam, Yimchunger, and Northern Rengma (Weidert 1981: fn. 3).

2 From PT *kap ‘cover’. Cf. rGyarong pkap: Jingpo m&3kap 3! Dulong taS5k3pS5S;
Kaman pkhapS3; WT ’kheb~’gebs ‘cover’.
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*pjwul) which refers to small rounded objects in general and appears also in
such compound words as ‘grain’, ‘coin’, ‘uvula’, ‘clitoris’, and ‘kidney’.

¢ ‘dig up’ Lepcha bo1; byol, byul; Adi du-bur. The Adi compound, which
has a more specific meaning of ‘dig up (earth) and make it powdery’, contains
the morpheme du-, the real root for ‘dig’ (< PT *du); the ~bur element,
semantically incompatible with the Lepcha forms, is a (resultative) verbal
particle meaning ‘so as to be powdery’'.

* ‘beetle’ Lepcha blit, Adi je-puwt. The Lepcha word is glossed ‘insect that
eats and causes destruction’ in Mainwaring-Grinwedel 1979:258, and seems
to be derived from the verb blit meaning ‘pulverize, decay (of tooth)'. The Adi
form, on the other hand, refers to ‘scarab, dung beetle’ and is transparently
composed of je ‘excrement/ dung’ plus put ‘burrow/bore v.".

« ‘steep’ Lepcha dép, Adi tap-. The Adi form seems to be a resultative verbal
particle which means rather ‘down, become horizontal (of something upright,
e.g. a tree)'.

« ‘stick, adhere’ Lepcha krap, Adi gap. The Adi morpheme, which appears in
the compound gen-gap ‘adhere/stick to’, actually means ‘grasp/hold’ and is
here used as a resultative verbal particle after gen-, the true root for ‘adhere,
stick, heal'.

* ‘close (v.i.)' Lepcha zap; Adi a-dap. The central meaning of the Lepcha root
zap is ‘place compactly’; zap seems to take on the meaning ‘close together’
only in an adverbial phrase sd~-zl~-sd-zap.

The following pairs seem to involve convincing cognates; however, further
comments can be added to them:

o ‘divide, distribute’ Lepcha 6r, Adi or. The two words involve different
(nevertheless related) meanings in the respective languages. The Lepcha form
means ‘separate (people or things) that which are close together', whereas the
Adi form (< PT *hor) means rather ‘distribute’.

e Lepcha riim ‘god’, Adi u-rom ‘ghost: Lepcha riim seems to refer more
generally to ‘benevolent spirits’ and is thus semantically closer to the Adi word,
which is from PT *rom ‘ghost (ancestral)’ (contrast PT *ju ‘evil spirits’).

* ‘pubic hair' Lepcha m&t, Adi a-muwt. Actually, the semantics of the given
roots in both languages goes beyond ‘pubic hair’. The Adi form goes back to PT
*mut, a general ‘hair’ root (for both body hair and hair of head). The Lepcha
root m&t also appears in the compound bon-mét ‘beard (mouth-hair)’. Also
to be noted is the shared -t final, rarely found in Tibeto-Burman words for
‘hair’. The cognacy of these forms to PTB *mul is dubious, as there is
otherwise little evidence for the *-1 > -t shift in either language. In fact, PTB
*mul is directly attested in the Lepcha doublet a-myal ‘body hair, feathers,
armor’, as well as in the Mising L forms nam-mur; sonp-mur <*nap-mul;
*&ok-mul ‘beard' (PT *&ok ‘chin/jaw’).

« ‘taboo, omen’ Lepcha nyo, Adi io. The Padam Adi form is a verb which
means ‘be tabooed or quarantined for religious reasons’; the Lepcha form is
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glossed as ‘be ominous, have a bad effect’. The really remarkable fact, not
mentioned by Bodman, is that both of these forms show the same variant form
with -t (suffix?): Lepcha nyot; Padam-Mising L fiot!

What is surprising about Bodman's comparative list is that many cases
of plausible lexical comparability between Lepcha and Padam Adi (Eastern
Tani) coincide with the east-west lexical split among Tani languages, and the
forms more common in Western Tani do not resemble the Lepcha forms at all.
Consider the following examples:

* ‘breeze’ Lepcha fdr, Adi a-sar. This is an Eastern Tani word; cf. Western
Tani: *rji (< PTB *g-1lay).

* ‘swell' Lepcha brém; Adi pom (< PTB *(s-)bwam). This form appears to
occur in Padam only; other Tani < PT *brup (< PTB *blin~plip ‘full).
 ‘fear’ Lepcha ro(-m), Adi 1e-ro. Milang T a~-re-ma; Padam-Mising L 1e-
ro; an le-1lo (ap =heart); other Tani < PT *pV-so ~ bV-so.

* ‘'sky, heaven' Lepcha t&-1yan, Adi ta-ley ~ ta-jen. This is mainly an
Eastern Tani form (see section 3.2.2).

* ‘return, (give) back' Lepcha 16t, Adi -1at. This form, another verbal
particle, is used only in Eastern Tani; contrast Western Tani -kur,

¢ ‘girdle’ Lepcha a-rek, Adi mag-rek. This form is found in Padam only.
We can also contribute a few more items to the list of Lepcha-Tani
comparabilia:

* Lepcha pén ‘be forgetful, absent-minded’, PT *mit-pan ‘forget’ (PT *mit- =
‘extinguished’). 13

* Lepcha pdn 'break off v.i.’ vs. Lepcha £dn (< *ph-?) ‘break off v.t."; Padam-
Mising L ben~bet ‘break off v.i.";, Padam-Mising L pen~pet ‘break off v.t."
This is one of the rare instances where Tani preserves the familiar Tibeto-
Burman transitivity-based voicing alternation {cf. Xiandao Achang bio ‘(of
thread) be broken v.i.' vs. phio ‘break (thread), v.t."; Taraon bawun53 ‘(of
ropes) be broken’ vs. phawun53 ‘break (ropes)’ (Sun et al. 1980:205). 14

* ‘nest’ Lepcha a-$ap; PT *sup.

* ‘revolve in mind; reason’ Lepcha my én; PT *muy ‘think'.

* ‘take’ Lepcha 18n; PT *lan.

« ‘bowels' Lepcha t&-k11; PT *kri. Matisoff 1978a:214-5 suggests that
these forms may originate from PTB *k 18y ‘excrement’. The root also occurs
in compound words for ‘belly’ and ‘navel’ in Tani, but not in Lepcha.

 Lepcha mlo ‘world, universe’; PT *mr oy ‘world/land/earth’.

13 ¢f, Damu OY mit-pan to-mit ‘forget’. Prof. Matisoff suggests that the *mit- element
may reflect PTB *m~yit ‘mind’. This is possible, but the normal PT ‘mind/think’ root is *mu).
14 Causativity in modern Tani is normally expressed by means of affixation (usually involving
the morpheme ‘do/make’ mo:) rather than by stem-modification.
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We have shown that although Bodman's original list of Lepcha-Adi
comparisons needs revision, the rather remarkable lexical tie between these
languages cannot be overlooked. In addition to a few new items added to the
list (further search will doubtlessly uncover more), we have also made the
discovery that despite the geographical location of the present Lepcha-speakers
to the west of the Tani language area, it is in Eastern Tani (particularly Padam
Adi), that the more striking similarities are found. Does this mean that Lepcha
and Tani are close kin on the Tibeto-Burman genealogical tree? We will defer
judgement until this issue is further explored below.

2.2. rGyarong

We now turn to rGyarong, another language supposedly showing special
affinity to Tani according to Nagano 1984. One of the most noteworthy claims
in this work is that rGyarong in its deepest lexical stratum is more intimately
related to AMD (i.e. Abor-Miri-Dafla) than to either Tibetan (the traditional view)
or Qiangic (a view espoused by leading Qiangic specialists of China; see for
instance Sun 1982 and Huang 1991).!5 In order to demonstrate this new
linguistic alignment, Nagano presents a comparative list of about a hundred
core vocabulary items (mostly verbs) with which to establish sound
correspondences between the GC (i.e. ICog-rtse) dialect of rGyarong and AMD.
The AMD data is taken from Yano B unless otherwise stated (actually, forms
are often cited from the distinct Tagen B variety instead), interspersed with
Abor-Miri forms (hereafter AM) taken from Lorrain 1907. To one's puzzlement,
Ao Naga and Mikir forms are included under the AMD heading, though these
languages had never been considered to belong to the AMD group. What is
also peculiar is Nagano's decision to use modern ICog-rtse forms instead of
reconstructed Proto-rGyarong roots in his rGyarong-AMD comparison.!6
Rather than presenting a thorough review of the rGyarong-Tani lexical
connections suggested by Nagano, the following sample set of comparisons
supposedly representing rGyarong-Tani dental-stop correspondences (Nagano
1984:142), will be examined; the highlighted segments in the GC and AMD
forms therein being the proposed equations:
¢'dig": GC tuvw, Yano B du-to. The Yano B form goes back to PT *du which,
like the rGyarong form, is a reflex of the prevalent PTB etymon *du~tu (STC
#258). This is a common TB root attested in various TB branches and cannot
be regarded as evidence of a special lexical link between rGyarong and Tani.
* ‘hit: GC tom, AM dem. This rGyarong form is derived from PTB *dup~dip;
*tup~tip ‘beat’ (STC #399). The nasal-final form tom ‘I shall hit’ is clearly

15 wolfenden 1936:168 also suggested that rGyarong may be a moderately close surviving
relative of Xixia (Tangut), which is now generally considered to be another Qiangic language
(Sun 1988:67, Matisofl 1991: 482).

16 This is perplexing given the general principle that if two languages bear a true genetic
relation, then the further back one traces their histories, the more similar they should be.
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secondary (< top + p), cf. the infinitive form ka-top from the same 1Cog-
rtse dialect cited in Anonymous 1991 (hereafter ZMYYC):1081 and Qu 1984:
79. Padam-Mising L dem has a more specific meaning ‘beat (with a stick, etc.)’
and is clearly a separate root. The true cognate with rGyarong -top ‘hit' is
rather PT *tup ‘strike’, both being reflexes of PTB *tup.

*‘big: GC kte; Yano kte. No such Yano B form exists. The real Yano B root
should be just -t &, a bound morpheme occurring with classifiers. Again, both
forms may reflect a common PTB root *tay (STC #298).

¢ 'see”: GCmto; Yano kd-to. This is a misinterpretation. Instead of the real
root k& (< PT *kan) 'look/see’ which is mistaken for a ‘prefix’ (op. cit.:90), the
Yano morpheme selected for comparison, -t o, is an imperative marker which
appears on all citation-form verbs in Bor's Yano-Tagen wordlist.

¢ ‘straight: GC sto; AM adong. This Padam L form actually means ‘long’ (cf.
PTB *dup, STC p.19) rather than ‘line’, contra op. cit.:143.

*‘cold: GC sytak (i.e. [ftak]); Yano po-teng-pa. This Yano B form
actually means ‘dry (of clothes)’ (cf. Bengni S pu-twup). We fail to see any
possible connection, formal or semantic, between these GC and Yano words.

e '‘go GC thal; AM to. The AM form is unknown. As far as we know, no
Tani language has this form with the given meaning.

¢ ‘put: GC tha; AM tak. The rGyarong form exemplifies a well-attested
Tibeto-Burman root PTB *ta (STC #19), with an open rhyme. The AM form,
occurring in a compound tak-po ‘put (cover) on’, is semantically compatible
but the fact that tak- is a checked syllable makes the connection dubious.

e ‘ask (enquire): GC tho: Yano B tao-to. Tani languages, like some other
Sino-Tibetan languages, use the same verb root for both ‘listen/hear’ and ‘ask
(i.e. cause to listen)’.17 We believe that the variant forms Padam-Mising L tau,
Yano B and Tagen B tao for the meaning ‘ask’ may reflect the same PT root
*tas. The association of the Tani and rGyarong forms, though superficially
plausible, is weakened by the fact that rGyarong (ICog-rtse dialect) uses a
completely separate root for the meaning ‘hear/listen’ ka-regp-na (ZMYYC).

¢ ‘give" GC dit;Yano Ji. The palatal initial in the Yano B form is secondary.
The real PT root should be *bi (< PTB *bay, STC #427), which is cognate
rather with the regular GC word for ‘to give' ¥@ (< Proto-rGyarong *bi?, cf.
Dashuigou rGyarong bi-).18

17 Cf, the Chinese parallelism: wén B ‘hear vs. wén M ask’.

18 Medial -w~- in ICog-rtse rGyarong often comes from earlier (phonetically prenasalized)
voiced stops (cf. 1Cog-rtse ta-wo: Dashuigou rGyarong ta-mbo ‘deaf n.'; cf. Jingpo
na3iphaySS; Mawo Qlang bu; Queyu rniSSpaid; Muya na33aba24; Nusu boySS; WB
néd-péng: Garo bey-a: Tangsa 3bay: < PTB *bay: ICog-rtse ta-Wro; Dashuigou
rGyarong t9-ygro ‘sinew; tendon’; cf. Mawo Qiang go4; Xide Nosu gu55tse33; wBa’-
Xrd: Nusu g2uSS; Dulong dw?ig 2uS3; WT rgyus. Dashuigou XKi# (previously known
as Benzhen &), like the better-known ICog-rtse and Suomo varieties, belongs to the Eastern
dialect of rGyarong. The Dashuigou data cited herein were collected by the author in two
recent field trips to western Sichuan.
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* ‘arrive: GC Ndu; AM tok. The AM form tok actually means ‘descend’.
The real Padam-Mising word for ‘arrive’ should be pup (< PT *pup, attested
mainly in Eastern Tani languages, cf. also Bokar OY pup).

¢ ‘meet: GC rdo; Yano che-tok. The ‘Yano' form is actually a word from
Mikir, which is not even a Tani language. The real Yano B word for ‘meet’ is
que-ter-ra (i.e. go + ? + verbal particle of reciprocality, cf. Bokar gu-tum-
raz).

In short, eight (‘hit’, ‘see’, ‘straight’, ‘cold’, ‘go’, ‘give’, ‘arrive’, ‘meet’), or
two thirds, of the twelve proposed cognate sets above are probably
misidentified, while the sets for ‘dig’, ‘give’, and ‘big’, although legitimate for
setting up rGyarong-Tani consonantal correspondences, are of limited value for
proving the proposed lexical affiliation since common TB roots are involved.
Therefore, although Nagano starts with the sensible idea of probing deep lexical
relations by focusing on a selected area of core vocabulary, namely basic
verbs,!9 the forms randomly picked from modern Tani languages,
unfortunately, failed to provide him with a reliable basis for comparison.

Nagano's alignment of rGyarong with Tani may strike those who have
examined the structures of both language groups as quite surprising, for the
two groups diverge from each other in almost every linguistic subcomponent.
Phonologically, rGyarong has a much richer system of segmental contrasts. In
contradistinction to the situation in Tani, aspiration is phonemic in rGyarong
stops/affricates. Moreover, while Tani has only one (palatal) series of affricates,
rGyarong distinguishes as many as four (dental, retroflexed, alveopalatal, and
palatal). Although consonant clusters are not unknown in Tani (especially
Western Tani), they cannot begin to compare in number and variety with the
impressive array of consonant clusters found in rGyarong. The differences in
morphosyntax are even more fundamental. Although both languages utilize
considerable affixation, rGyarong is predominantly prefixing while the Tani
languages are mainly suffixing. In terms of function, rGyarong boasts highly
complex derivational as well as inflectional morphology, in contrast to Tani
where morphological processes are much less abundant. Furthermore,
rGyarong is an ergative language20 with many head-marking features (Nichols
1986), including a system of verb agreement which indexes not only person
and number, but also direction (or person hierarchy, i.e. direct vs. inverse) of
the discourse participants. All Tani languages, on the other hand, display the
so-called ‘anti-ergative’ pattern (LaPolla 1992), where agents are generally not

19 cf, Matisoff 1976 in which body-part terminology is chosen as the target semantic area in
an exploration of shared contact vocabulary between Sino-Tibetan and Austro-Tai.

20 patients carry no case-marking in rGyarong. In this regard rGyarong differs from
languages of the ‘Qiangic’ group (to which rGyarong has been assigned by some Chinese
scholars).




154

case-marked while a single ‘object’ case marks a number of semantic roles,
including patients, recipients, beneficiaries, and even temporals.2! The two
languages also employ distinct verb-phrase structures. In Tani, various
complements and modifiers of the verb, along with such other categories as
tense, aspect, polarity, and modality, are generally expressed by a large set of
postposed ‘verbal particles’. This characteristic is so important in Tani that it
may not be too wide of the mark to say that the study of the Tani verb phrase is
largely the analysis of such verb particles. No comparable phenomenon
obtains in rGyarong, where many of these categories are conveyed by verbal
prefixes instead. This, in short, leaves the lexicon as the only likely linguistic
sub-system in which possible close genetic ties between rGyarong and Tani can
be sought.

In order to assess the assertion that rGyarong is closely affiliated with
Tani in its deepest lexical core, I have examined a total of 383 basic adjectives
(stative verbs) and verbs listed in ZMYYC, yielding the following comparable
pairs between rGyarong (i.e. Proto-rGyarong as proposed in Nagano 1984)22
and Proto-Tani in these two basic semantic areas (states and actions):

21 For more discussion, see J. T.-S. Sun 1994:4.2,

Unfortunately, only a limited number of Proto-rGyarong roots are proposed in Nagano
1984:133-9. Where Proto-rGyarong reconstructions are unavailable, modern (1Cog-rtse) {forms
(unasterisked), are cited from ZMYYC.
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Gloss Proto-Tani rGyarong

‘big’ *to~*ta *k-Te

‘come’ *pun (‘arrive’) *bo

‘cover’ *kap *p-Kap

‘die’ *si *syi

‘dig’ *du *duw

‘dream’ *nman ¥y -mo

‘eat’ *do *za

‘exist'23 *dun ndo

‘heavy’ *yi *1i

‘itch'24 *fak *ya

‘lean (against)’ *gramn ke-na-ngra

‘melt, thaw' *jit ko-ndzi

‘ripe, cooked'25 *min *s-min

‘run’ *duk~juk ke-r3j9k26

‘smell’ *nam *nam27

‘stand’ *yop28 xyo29

‘sweet’ *ti: *ci

‘thin (of people)’ (Bokar 0Y gi) ko-na-khi

‘vomit’ *b(r)as ke-me-mphet

‘wait’ *jan ka-na-jo

‘weep’ *krep ka-na-Xkru
Table 1.

Comparison of Selected Basic Verbs in Tani and rGyarong

That is, out of the 383 sets compared, only twenty-one pairs (or about 5%)
show enough resemblance to be considered probable cognates. Furthermore,
rather than revealing uniquely shared rGyarong-Tani lexical relations, the

23 The PT root also means ‘sit/stay/dwell’. rGyarong uses a completely different form ka -fii
for 'sit/dwell’.
24 Nagano posits an open-syllable proto-form *ya; however, a 1Cog-rtse form -jak, with a
checked syllable, appears in ZMYYC.
25 This PT root means only ‘ripe’.
26 cf. WT rgyug.
27 Nagano 1984 provides the ICog-rtse form nam-nam. Compare the different form ke-ne
nse nsat in ZMYYC.

8 The ‘stand’ meaning of PT *rop is preserved in Bokar OY. Reflexes of this root occur
elsewhere mainly as an adverbial verbal particle meaning ‘upwards’.
29 1t 1s not clear why Nagano chose to reconstruct this root as an open syllable despite the
1Cog-rtse form ka-rjap (ZMYYC).
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majority of such pairs (e.g. ‘die’, ‘dig’, ‘eat’, ‘heavy’, ‘smell’, ‘ripe’, ‘stand’, ‘vomit’,
‘weep') involve roots widely attested in the Tibeto-Burman family.

To assess further the lexical relations between rGyarong and Tani vis-a-
vis other Tibeto-Burman members, 1 conducted another sample comparison
including Tibetan and Burmese, two other languages showing considerable
affinity to rGyarong. The items utilized for ths pilot study are narrowed down
to the seventeen verbs from the Swadesh 100 core vocabulary list:30

GLOSS Proto-Tani rGyarong Written Written
Tibetan Burmese

‘drink’ *tun *mot *thung sok

‘eat’ *d o *za za sé

‘bite’ *g(j)am kha ntfik|sobrgyab kuik

khe-let

‘see’ *kapn-pan mto nthong nrang

‘hear'31 xtas-pap *r-na thos; rna-ba |krd; na
‘ear’

‘know'32 *ken *3ye shes; mkhyen |[si’
[hon.]

‘sleep'33 *jup *r-ma nyal; gnyid |ip

‘die’ *si *syi si; ’chi se

‘kill’ *man *sat gsod phyak; sat

‘swim'’ *bjan *pjaw rkyal; ’phyo |po

fly v.' *bjar *N-pjam ’phur pyan

‘walk’ *in ptse ’gro hlyok; hrok

‘come’34 *(R)ap *bo yong~’ong; |la;wap
’byon

30 The main roots are italicized; cognates with PT roots are boldfaced.
31 The rGyarong root is cognate with WT rna-ba ‘ear’ and WB né ‘ear’, na ‘listen’.
32 The predominant rGyarong words for this gloss are cognate with WT shes and WB si’ <
PTB ey (STC #182); cf. 1Cog-rste ka-fa (ZMYYC), Tsanlaka-nga~-syis, Khamto ka-syr,
Suomo ka-na-msyi, Chos-kia ko-syu (Nagano op. cit.:109). Nagano also gives the
alternative PG root *gye-3s which he links with PTB *m~-kyen (and which is thus supposedly
cognate with PT *ken), but it is not clear what data support this reconstruction.
Nagano associates this rGyarong root with WT rmi < PTB *r-nway ‘sleep’. The equation

rGyarong -a <-> PTB *-3Yy, however, seems restricted to this single example.

4 wB wan means ‘enter’. WT ’byung ‘emerge, come, go' is listed in the cognate set for PG
*bo in Nagano op. cit.:84; however, if this rGyarong root came from PTB *byon (STC #179) as
Nagano suggests, then the true WT cognate should rather be ’byon ‘go, arrive, appear’.
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GLOSS Proto-Tani rGyarong Written Written
Tibetan Burmese
‘sit’ *dun ni3s ’dug; snye(s) | thuin
‘recline,lean
against’ (?)
‘stand’ *dak; *rop *ro lang; ’'greng |rap
‘give’ *bi dit; ve sprad; sbyin|pé
‘say’ *1u; *ban ka-rjo bshad; smra prd
Table 2.
Comparison of Selected Tani Verb Roots With rGyarong, Tibetan, and
Burmese

Table 2 yields the following pairwise cognate numbers: Tani-rGyarong
4/17, Tani-Tibetan 8/17, Tani-Burmese 7/17; rGyarong-Tibetan 8/17-
10/17;36 and rGyarong-Burmese 8/17.37 It is important to note that rGyarong
has twice as many cognates with Tibetan and Burmese than with Tani, and
that the rGyarong-Tani pair shows the lowest cognate count among all five
pairs. To the extent that cognate counts derived from such a limited sample
can be suggestive of the relative strength of lexical ties among the languages
compared, rGyarong appears to be much more closely related in basic
vocabulary to Tibetan and Burmese38 than to Tani. This fact, coupled with the
striking structural differences between the two Tibeto-Burman groups, makes
their intimate genetic connection highly improbable.

2.3. Dhimalish

Dhimal (in Darjeeling and the Jalpaiguri area of Sikkim and eastern
Terai, Nepal), and the closely related Toto (south of the borderline between
Bhutan and West Bengal) are two small languages comprising the obscure
Dhimalish section of Shafer 1955:102. The only documentation on these
languages available to us are Hodgson 1847 for Dhimal and Sanyal 1955 for
Toto. The association of this group to Tani is vaguely suggested by Benedict in
STC, and we quote: “Abor-Miri and Dafla make up the nucleus of the ‘North-

35 This rGyarong root is linked with WT snye(s) ‘lean against, lie down’; again, the equation
between rGyarong -1 and WT -e(s) is limited to this pair.

6 The following glosses are considered to involve rGyarong-WT cognates: ‘eat’, ‘see’, ‘hear/ear’,
‘know’, ‘die’, ‘kill’, ‘swim’, ‘come’. The cognacy of the pairs PG *r-ma, WT r-mi ‘sleep’, and PG
*nyi ‘sit’, WT snye(s) ‘lic down' is possible but uncertain. Thus, the number of rGyarong-WT
cggnatcs in this sample ranges from eight to ten.

37 The following items are judged to involve rGyarong-WB cognates: ‘eat’, ‘fly v.", ‘hear’, ‘know’,
‘die’, 'kill', ‘stand’, and ‘swim’.
38 The strong rGyarong-Lolo-Burmese lexical ties. suspected by Benedict (p.c.), is an area
awaiting further investigation.
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Assam’ group of Konow and the Linguistic Survey of India. Aka (or Hruso) has
the most points of contact with this nucleus, and Dhimal (in Sikkim) the fewest”
(p. 6). From this statement alone it is not certain whether Benedict refers to a
contact or genetic relationship. However, on the previous page (p. 7), he does
consider Dhimal to be a likely addition to the Abor-Miri-Dafla (Mirish) nucleus.

A revisit to the Dhimalish sources, however, has failed to reveal too many
significant points of agreement between Tani and Dhimalish. The following test
comparisons, utilizing again the seventeen basic verbs from the Swadesh 100-
word list, should be suggestive of the genetic distance between the two
groups:39

GLOSS Proto-Tani Dhimal Toto
‘drink’ *tun én ang

‘eat’ *do cha ce

‘bite’ *g(j)am -—- ca-pir
‘see’ xkap-pan do; khang k&ng; ting
‘hear’ *tas-pan hén hing
‘know’ *ken ge ge

‘sleep’ *jup jinm jing-ju; jin
‘die’ *si si shi-pu
‘kdll’ *man shé pai

‘swim’ *bjan nod-i -—-

‘fly v.'40 *bjar bhir bi -u
‘walk’ *in hi-gil te

‘come’ *(fi)an 1lé le

‘sit’ *dun yong i-ung
‘stand’ *dak; ¥rop jap 18-0; lo -
‘give’ *bi pi pi

‘say’ *1u; *ban dép jang

Table 3.

Comparison of Selected Basic Verbs in Tani and Dhimalish

The Dhimal and Toto words for ‘eat’, ‘die’, ‘give’ and ‘look’ are
undoubtedly cognate with the PT roots. The cognacy of the Toto form for
‘stand’, and the Dhimalish words for ‘fly v.’ and 'sit’ (italicized in the table) to
the corresponding PT roots are uncertain. Everything considered, we get at

39 pata transcription follows the original sources. Probable cognates with the PT roots are
boldfaced: suspicious look-alikes are boldfaced and italicized.

40 pr *bjer reflects PTB *byer. The Dhimalish forms may come rather from PTB
*pur~pir, now considered a separate root (STC fn. 249).
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most 7 cognates out of 16 pairs compared, which is equivalent to the cognate
figure between Tani and Burmese obtained by using the same test sample. The
set for ‘look/see’ (PT *kap, Dhimal khang, Toto kang) may appear to be a
striking parallel between the two groups; yet, this root occurs also in many
Kiranti languages, e.g. Bahing kop ‘look, watch'; Chamling, Bantawa khap
‘look, see’, Newari khan- ‘see’. On the other hand, Dhimalish seems to exhibit
many more lexical links with Kuki-Chin, and especially with Tibetan, as
pointed out in Shafer 1950:207.

At any rate, the similarities between Tani and Dhimalish are far from
numerous,4! otherwise they would not have escaped the attention of both
Konow and Shafer. It seems, therefore, futile to search for deep connections
between Tani and Dhimalish, although more extensive inquiry (and with much
better Dhimalish data) needs to be done to properly assess the ‘points of
contact’ between the two groups which prompted Benedict to place them in the
same subgroup.

2.4. Hrusish

The obscure Hrusish branch is named after its best-known
representative, the Hruso (paleo-exonym Aka) language of West Kameng,
Arunachal Pradesh. The remarkable linguistic divergence of Hruso from
neighboring Tibeto-Burman languages was already noted by Konow (1909b).
Shafer 1947 compares various early wordlists of ‘Aka’ and concludes that
actually two very distinct ‘dialects’ of Hruso can be established: Dialect A and
Dialect B. To Dialect B, or Hruso proper, belong most early records of ‘Aka’.
Shafer's Dialect A of Aka is actually a distinct language, represented only by
Campbell's (1874) variety of '‘Aka’. We have recently made the discovery that
Shafer’s ‘Dialect A of Hruso' is none other than the language of the Dhammai
(exonym: Miji) tribe distributed to the north of the Hruso country. For this
important language, which is more conservative than Hruso proper, we are now
able to consult Simon 1979, a far more ample source than any available to
Shafer. There is at least one more Hrusish language in Arunachal Pradesh,
namely the language of the Bangru tribe of North-western Upper Subansiri
district.42 Publications on the Bangru language are completely non-existent.
Our limited fieldwork data on Bangru43 reveals such striking resemblances

41 This is also the impression of Dr. Sueyoshi Toba (p.c. 1993), who has been working on this
Tibeto-Burman group in Nepal.

2 The Bangru (autonym Levai /1931v&SS/) tribe consists of about a thousand souls whose
villages are distributed in the Lagong area along the Tibetan-Indian border (Anonymous
1989:248). Note the similarity between the name Levai and the Miji autonym Dhammai (/Sun-
mai/). Itis possible that the Levai represents a northeastern subbranch of the Mijis of Eastern
Kameng. The name Banéru (/bun-ru/) is a Bengni exonym; cf. also the Sulung exonym of
Levai: Buzwa (/bud3zwa$3/),

43 | recorded about a thousand Bangru words from my Sulung consultant, who has a
speaking knowledge of this language, during field work in Tibet in the summer of 1992,
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between Bangru and Dhammai that they may even tum out to be dialects of
the same language.

The lexical similarities between the Hrusish languages and Tani
(especially Western Tani) are indeed notable and deserve to be carefully
investigated.

2.5. Languages of the ‘Mishmi’ Tribes

Comparable to Hrusish languages of the west, the languages spoken by
the Mishmi tribes are the most important linguistic neighbors of Tani in the
east. Unlike Tani or Hrusish, however, these languages by no means form a
coherent unit. Instead. they fall into two distinct groups, Taraon-ldu (Shafer's
Digarish) and Kaman (Shafer’'s MidZuish). Sun et al. 1980: 299-315, to date the
only comparative study of the Mishmi languages based on accurate first-hand
data, turns up remarkable differences. Of the 2477 native lexical items
compared, 2089 or 84.4% are non-cognate, including quite a few core Tibeto-
Burman items such as ‘man (homo)', ‘snake’, ‘sit’, ‘hand’, ‘hair’, ‘weep’, ‘know’,
‘buy’, ‘tooth’, *hear’, ‘rain’, and ‘house’. The morpho-syntactic disparity between
the two groups is also considerable. For example, Kaman has pronominal verb
agreement while Taraon and Idu do not; moreover, Kaman sometimes uses
prefixes (e.g. tan55- ‘nominalizer’, mai55-/mu31- ‘negator’, ai53-
‘prohibitive marker’) while Taraon and Idu, like Tani, always use suffixes (e.g.
Taraon -ja31 ‘nominalizer’, -~jim55 ‘negator’, - ja53 ‘prohibitive marker’).
These languages, therefore, do not appear to be as intimately related to each
other, contrary to what Thurgood 1985 suggests. Thus, before we even begin
to compare them further with Tani (or with any other language), we must bear
in mind that the alleged unity of the Mishmi languages is still an unproven
hypothesis.

As stated above, most Tibeto-Burman classifications place the Mishmi
languages close to the Tani nucleus. Indeed, even a cursory glance at the data
shows considerable parallels between Tani and these languages (in particular
Taraon and Idu), calling for more detailed exploration.

In summary, after inspecting a few alleged close relatives of Tani, we
have decided to screen out rGyarong and Dhimal as improbable candidates. In
the following section, the remaining languages will be further assessed by
means of a more detailed lexical test.

3. TANI'S NEXT OF KIN: A FURTHER SEARCH

3.1. Methodological Perspectives

Much doubt has been cast on the validity of lexicostatistics in historical
linguistic research; Matisoff 1978a:1.14 outlines the hazards of a particular
application of this method, namely the use of cognate counts in setting up
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subgroups among related languages.44 However, the following statement
seems quite reasonable (Thomas and Headley 1970:411, emphasis ours):

Lexicostatistics is not a precision tool. Careful phonological reconstruction is
necessary if one desires detailed information about language relationships.
Lexicostatistics is useful, however, for giving a quick general picture of language
groupings.

In fact, the authors of the preceding quote claimed that the results of
their lexicostatistic analysis of Mon-Khmer internal relations can be ‘presented
with the confidence that the general outlines will still be standing after detailed
phonological reconstruction has been done’ (Thomas and Headley op. cit.). The
ensuing two decades have seen considerable advances in comparative Mon-
Khmer and phonological reconstruction of many Mon-Khmer subgroups
(Monic, Waic, Aslian, etc.); indeed, the Thomas-Headley subgrouping
framework turns out to have stood the test of time, judging by a recent
authoritative statement on Mon-Khmer subclassification (Diffloth and Zide
1991).45 Consider also the small-scale lexicostatistic study presented in
Benedict 1976, where Tibetan, Burmese, Kachin, Garo, Lushai, and Pwo Karen
were compared with Mandarin Chinese in terms of the Swadesh 100-word list,
with the primary purpose of testing the solidarity of the Tibeto-Burman
grouping vis-a-vis Chinese and Karen. It is on the basis of this analysis that
Benedict proposes the ‘basic cleavage line' in Tibeto-Burman between the
Baric-Jingpo supergroup and practically all other TB groups. This hypothesis
has been corroborated by a follow-up comparative study of Northern Naga (i.e.
Benedict's Konyak group), leading the author to conclude with confidence that
the validity of the Bodo-Garo-Northern Naga-Jingpo supergroup ‘should no
longer be in doubt’ (French 1983:727). A key factor behind these two useful (in
the sense of producing new and viable ideas, inspiring further research, and
contributing eventually to growing consensus) applications of lexicostatistics is
that the investigators are all specialists in the respective language families,
which means that the risk of cognate misidentification was minimized, and
sensible adjustments in the Swadesh wordlist could be made to fit the

44 The two most serious problems pointed out by Professor Matisoff being (a) How can one
ensure that one's cognate identification is reliable, when detailed knowledge about the sound
laws in the languages compared may be lacking? (b) How can an all-or-none (i.e. cognate vs.
non-cognate) scoring method reflect the gradient nature of phonological-semantic relationships
in the lexical data?

45 Both scholars are among the world's leading Austro-Asiaticists. They have demoted
Thomas and Headley's ‘Malacca’ (i.c. Aslian) and Nicobarese from coordinate families of Mon-
Khmer to branches within Mon-Khmer, added a few minor new discoveries like Mang and Palyu
(Lai), and proposed some possible higher-level divisions (Northern, Eastern, Southern, Vietic),
but the basic Mon-Khmer branches remain identical to Thomas and Headley's original
proposal: Viet-Muong, Khasi, Palaungic, Monic, Khmuic, Katuic, Bahnaric, Khmer, and Pearic.
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particular target language families. Therefore, lexicostatistical methods, if
applied with due caution and without extravagant claims,46 may still serve as
subsidiary tools for detecting probable subgrouping patterns.

Although the non-existence of genetic relations between languages is
unverifiable in principle, it is possible to ascertain whether any two given
members in a group of related languages share a particularly close relationship.
However, this cannot be done simply by listing random similarities, because
alternative explanations (borrowing, areal features, shared substratum,
common retention, etc.) are not ruled out. Even if regular sound
correspondences in the basic vocabulary are demonstrated, the special relation
between the two languages remains unproven, for such equations can, by
definition, be established between any two genetically related languages
anyway.47 What we need to do, obviously, is to single out uniguely shared
linguistic features which set these languages apart from all others, enough to
‘tip the scale against any contrary hygathesis which sets the relationshin

merely at the level of the underlying proto-language’ (Bauman 1976:26).
However, sorting out the linguistic relations between Tani and its possible next
of kin {n Tfbeto-Burman poses a currently insurmountable probfem: the study
of the Tibeto-Burman languages of Arunachal Pradesh and the {mmedlate
environs, among which the close relatives of Tani are most likely to be found, is
still in its infancy, and we simply do not have the amount of linguistic
information required for such detailed comparative analysis. What we can do
at the present stage is no more than offer a process of elimination, which
narrows down potentially promising avenues for further research.

3.2. A Lerxicostatistic Test

A lexicostatistic study has been conducted (see the comparative table in
the Appendix below) with the aim of assessing degrees of lexical affinities
between Tani and four possible close relatives surviving the preliminary
screening of the previous section: Taraon, Kaman,48 Lepcha,t® and

46 guch as the controversial application of lexicostatistics to dating proto-languages
&g,lottochronology).

Thus, the sound correspondences between such language pairs as rGyarong-AMD (Nagano
1984), Lepcha-Adi, and Lepcha-Nung (Bodman 1988) alone do not constitute sufficient proof
that these languages are more closely related.

8 The Taraon and Kaman data are cited mostly from Sun et al. 1980 and from ZMYYC.
Forms missing from these sources are supplemented from Chakravarty et al. 1963 for Taraon
and Boro 1979 for Kaman,

9 Lepcha forms are taken from Mainwaring-Grinwedel 1979. Root forms (enclosed in square
brackets as in the original source) are cited where available; e.g. the root [kri], rather than the
suffixed adjectival form a~krim, is given for the gloss ‘bitter’. Loanwords (chiefly from Tibetan)
are marked with an asterisk in the dictionary: such forms are avoided herein except in the rare
cases where the asterisked forms turn out to be the only ones listed for the given meaning.
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Dhammai.50 Written Tibetan, Written Burmese, and Garo, which have never
been suspected of being intimately related to Tani, are added as control
languages. The modest objective of this pilot study is to eliminate dubious
candidates according to a simple and, we trust, reasonable principle: if a
language is a true next of kin of Tani, then there should at the very least be a
significantly higher percentage of shared core vocabulary between this language
and Tani than that between Tani and languages from separate major divisions
of Tibeto-Burman, in this case Written Tibetan (Bodish), Written Burmese
(Lolo-Burmese), and Garo (Bodo-Garo). The test wordlist used in this study is
based on the CALMSEA 200-word list5! proposed in Matisoff 1978a: 284-96.
For some CALMSEA glosses, however, no PT reconstructions are presently
obtainable; either because extreme internal variation precludes positing
uniform PT roots (e.g. ‘descend’, '‘bamboo’, ‘sweat’), or Indic loanwords are
suspected (e.g. ‘needle’, ‘silver’), or simply because the gloss is not realized by
distinct roots in most Tani languages (e.g. ‘twenty’). In such cases (thirty-seven
in total), CALMSEA glosses are replaced with the following items, mostly body
part terms and common verbs: ‘angry’, ‘borrow’, ‘call/cry’, ‘come’, ‘dead body’,
‘count’, ‘do’, ‘door’, ‘dry/wither’, ‘duck’, ‘exit’, ‘face’, ‘fireplace’, ‘float’, ‘flow’, ‘fly
(insect)’, ‘gall’, ‘grandfather’, ‘grandmother’, ‘hungry', ‘kidney’, ‘knee’, ‘language’,
‘melt’, ‘nest’, ‘placenta’, ‘rot’, ‘seed’, ‘shoulder’, ‘soul’, ‘suck’, ‘swallow (v.)', ‘take’,
‘think’, ‘tired’, ‘tiger’, and ‘wet’. The resultant compromise list, we hope,
contains few glosses that are arguably not part of the lexical core of the target

50 phammai forms are based on Simon 1979. The sound system of Dhammai is retranscribed
as follows (phonetic symbols used in the original are enclosed within parentheses):

1. Vowels:a, e, w (i), i,0,u
2. Consonants:

) t ts ¢ (c) k ?
ph th tsh ¢hi(ch) kh
b d dz  J (3) g
f ) s 3 (sh) h
v [ z Z (zh)
n n f n (ng)
1
3
r
v iy

Remarks: (1) Dhammai may have contrastive vowel length and phonemic tone; neither gets
marked in the main body of this source. (2) The glottal stop is a phonemic syllable coda,
represented in the source by ~h. (3) Dhammai has a peculiar lateral consonant symbolized by
Simon as Il, which he describes as being ‘articulated with the tongue rolled’. This is probably
the retroflexed lateral .

51 Abbreviated from Culturally Appropriate Lexicostatistical Model for South-East Asia, this
list represents Prof. Matisofl's revision of the Swadesh basic vocabulary list to make it
culturally more appropriate for Southeast Asian languages.
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languages. Our cognacy judgement52 with respect to WT, WB, and Lepcha
should be relatively uncontroversial, for much is known about the historical
phonology of these languages, and expert guidance is readily available from
STC and various other works on Sino-Tibetan reconstruction. The same can be
said of Garo, the best known of all Baric languages, not only because it was
one of the principal languages on which the PTB reconstructions in STC were
based, but also thanks to a series of treatises on Baric contributed by Robbins
Burling (especially 1959, 1983, and 1992).53 Cognate detection involving the
other target languages is much more difficult. In the case of Taraon and
Kaman, although we are lucky to have access to mutually complementary
Indian and Chinese sources (the accuracy of the latter is quite impeccable), the
phonological developments of these languages, especially the less conservative
Taraon language, are not yet well-known.54 Dhammai is even more
troublesome in terms of data reliability and cognate identification.
Furthermore, thirty-three test items are missing from the word list in Simon
1979 (the only available substantial source on this important language),
although it is not clear to what extent the incomplete data may cause the
averaged cognate percentage to be skewed.

3.3. Results and Discussion

Each of the languages compared contains a number of forms of
indeterminate cognacy with the corresponding PT roots. Such is the case, for
instance, between PT *ku ‘dove/pigeon’ and WT *ang-gu ‘pigeon’.55 A more
conservative estimate may discount these doubtful cases, a bolder count would

52 Cognate identification in Tibeto-Burman is an extremely risky undertaking. Our general
attitude is to be more willing to err on the conservative side, for our knowledge of the various
languages involved (except perhaps Tibetan) is not sufficient to allow bold speculation. In this
study, forms are treated as cognate only if they are considered to descend from one and the
same proto-allofam (i.e. variants of the same proto-word-family, Matisoff 1978a:17). Thus, WB
klok~kyok and PT *1luny ‘stone’ are not directly cognate even though they may come from
related proto-allofams. By the same token, Taraon piaS5%k 1au®S and Kaman ti5%h1unSs
(< PTB *(m-)kraw ‘dove’, STC #118) are not cognate with PT *kw ‘dove/pigeon’ (< PTB
*(m~-)k 9w ‘pigeon’ STC #495; note that PT normally kept the PTB *kr -~ cluster), for they are
derived from related but distinct PTB etyma. Of course, such subtle distinctions are not always
gosslble with languages the sound laws of which are not yet well-known.

3 The Garo data are taken mainly from Burling 1983. Supplementary forms, marked by #-,
are added from Momin: no date. Transcription of Garo is based on the ‘combining’ (i.e. non-
final) form, which is etymologically more basic (Burling 1983:69-70). Garo-Tani cognate
determination 1is greatly facilitated by the etymological tables in Burling 1983, where the PTB
c?'ma of many Garo roots are provided.

54 Initial efforts have been made to inspect the sound laws of Taraon, but a full-scale
comparative study of Taraon and its close kin ldu has not been attempted.

5 wr ’ang-gy is more common in Central Tibetan. In Khams Tibetan, mug-gu is used
instead. The normal Classical Tibetan word is phug-ron. While PT *Ku is clearly a reflex of
PTB (*m-)kaw ‘pigeon’ (STC #495), WT ’ang-gu shows an unexpected voiced initial g-
(although WT -u regularly reflects PTB *-aw).
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include them all, while the cognate figure closest to reality may lie somewhere
in between. These two different figures, then, represent the range of possible
cognation between the given language and PT. Since, for example, WT shows
two doubtful cognates (the other being PT *be, WT spre ‘monkey’) and fifty-
six sound ones, the cognate ratio between PT and WT ranges from 56/200 (or
28%, conservative estimate) to 58/200 (or 29%, less conservative estimate).
The much larger percentage of such uncertainty for Taraon is a function of the
phonological deviancy of the language. The output of this study can be
summarized in the following table:

wT Garo |WB Taraon | Kaman | Dham- |Lepcha
mai

available 200 194 200 200 200 167 200
forms

cognate 56-58 |46-50 |54-57 |59-76 |43-50 |43-49 |47-49
count
percentages |28-29 ]24-26 |27- 29.5- |21.5- |[26-29 |23.5-
28.5 38 25 24.5
average 28.5 25 28 33.75 |23.3 27.5 24
percentage
Table 4.

Cognate Figures Between Tani and Seven Tibeto-Burman Languages

The output obtained from this pilot study has a number of noteworthy
implications for the phylogenetic position of Tani.

First, this lexicostatistic test has indeed accomplished its unpretentious
mission of separating off problematic candidates from among the possible close
relatives of Tani. The cognate figures of PT with both Lepcha and Kaman are
lower than those between PT and the three control languages. In particular,
the PT-Kaman cognate percentage is the lowest of all figures obtained. If core
vocabulary is reliable at all as an index of relative genetic distance, then these
facts should constitute strong disproof of any intimate relation between either
of these languages and Tani. As for the lexical similarities between Lepcha and
Tani observed by Bodman 1988, alternative explanations must be sought, such
as shared substratum,56 or early contact (in southern Tibet?) of the two
language groups before their migration to the present locations. In short, our
findings support Bodman's conclusion that although Adi may be among the TB

56 Consider for example PT *1uk, Lepcha 1ygk, cf. PTB *1lay ‘exchange’ (STC #283). The PT
and Lepcha forms may be related rather to Mon-Khmer, cf. Proto-Wa-Lawa *?1oh (Diffloth
1980). Kammu (Yuan dialect) 1eek ‘exchange’ (Lindell 1974:200). The PT and Lepcha words
for ‘excrement’ may also be of Mon-Khmer origin (Forrest 1962). The considerable Mon-Khmer
contact vocabulary in Tani languages will be explored in a separate paper.
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languages which are more similar in lexicon to Lepcha,57 the relationship
between them is not very close (Bodman op. cit.:4).

Compared with Lepcha and Kaman, Dhammai shares a higher cognate
percentage with PT, yet, this figure is still lower than that between PT and WT.
Although we are not well-informed enough about the linguistic structures of
the Hrusish languages to say anything definite about the relation between
Hrusish and Tani, we do suspect that the similarities between them58 may be
the consequence of prolonged contact rather than exclusively shared linguistic
history, and that the true roots of Hrusish may lie somewhere else in Tibeto-
Burman.

Cognate percentages between PT and the three control languages run
between 24 and 29. The close clustering of these figures indicates that Tani
indeed forms a distinct division in Tibeto-Burman, coordinate with other major
nuclei in the family. The lower Tani-Garo figure suggests that Tani is more
akin to WB (Lolo-Burmese) and WT (Bodic) than to Garo (Baric), corroborating
Benedict's inclusion of Miri on the non-Baric side of the ‘basic cleavage line’ in
Tibeto-Burman. This also shows that subgrouping Tani under Baric (e.g.
DeLancey 1991a) may not be advisable. Furthermore, Tani shares almost as
many cognates with WB as with WT, a finding which is all the more remarkable
since Lolo-Burmese and Tani (or for that matter any Arunachal Tibeto-Burman
groups except perhaps Singpo) have never been known to be in close areal
contact. This calls into question Egerod's decision to classify Tani directly
under Tibetic (Egerod 1974).

The language that stands out with the highest cognate figure with Tani is
Taraon (29.5%-37.5%, average 33.78%). This figure, interestingly, is higher
even than that of the Taraon-Kaman pair {30%-33%, average 31.5%).5% The
large gap between the more conservative (29.5%) vs. the bolder cognate
estimate (37.5%), nevertheless, reflects our current inability to distinguish
between true cognates, allofams, and chance look-alikes. However, as stated,
we have made an attempt to uncover the elusive sound laws of this language,

57 Unfortunately, the Kuki-Chin-Naga and Kiranti-Tibetan-Kanauri links are not considered in
Bodman 1988. Lepcha certainly seems to have as many good lexical comparisons with Mikir
and Ao Naga as with Tani, on Bauman 1976’s evidence.

8 There are two major subgroups within Tani: Western and Eastern (Sun 1993: chapter lm
As may be expected, more parallels exist between Hrusish and Western Tani. For example, the
Western Tani root *nam ‘house’ (as against Eastern Tani *kjum) is obviously related to
Hrusish, cf. Dhammai nen, Bangru ne:55, Hruso fie ‘house’.

The Taraon and Kaman forms for the followlng items are judged to be cognate: ‘bear n.’,
‘bird’, ‘blood’, ‘brain’ (?), ‘borrow’, ‘burn’ (?), ‘child/son’, ‘cloud’, ‘day’, ‘die’, ‘dog’, ‘dove’ (?),
‘dream’, ‘eat’, ‘eight’, ‘extinguished’, ‘fat/stout’, ‘fat n.’, ‘excrement’, ‘fire’, ‘fireplace’, ‘fish’, ‘float’
(?), ‘lower (?), ‘four’, ‘full’, ‘gall’, ‘guts’, ‘head’, ‘horse’, ‘kidney’, 'kill’, ‘knife’, ‘leech’, ‘lick’,
‘listen/hear’, ‘melt’, ‘moon’, ‘mortar’, ‘name’, ‘neck’, ‘otter’, ‘pents’ (?), ‘pig’, ‘poison’, ‘ripe’, ‘river’,
‘road’, ‘round’, ‘seed’, ‘sharp-edged’, ‘smoke n.’, ‘stone’, ‘tail’, ‘thick’, ‘thin’, ‘thou’, ‘three’, ‘tiger’,
‘tongue’, ‘village’, ‘vomit', ‘water’, ‘weave’, ‘wet’, ‘wing’, and ‘wood'.
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and our cognacy judgments, we contend, are at worst educated guesses rather
than wild speculations.

4. MORE THOUGHTS ON THE TANI-DIGARISH RELATIONSHIP

A major outcome of this study is that Digarish (Taraon and Idu) may be
the Tibeto-Burman group most similar in lexicon to Tani. However, before
jumping to the conclusion that Digarish and Tani are collateral relatives in
Tibeto-Burman, we should be reminded that the fundamental research
necessary to prove such an intimate connection has not been done, and
alternative accounts of such lexical parallels cannot yet be ruled out. Since to
adequately pursue this line of research would involve at least another
dissertation-length study, we will have to content ourselves with suggesting a
few interesting Tani-Taraon parallels in other linguistic subcomponents.

With regard to shared peculiar phonological innovations, the development
of PTB *d2z- to PT *d~ is paralleled by Taraon th-; e.g. PTB *dza, PT *do,
Taraon tha53 ‘eat’. Elsewhere in Tibeto-Burman, PTB *dz- usually either
survives as affricates (e.g. Mawo Qiang dZa: WB C & ‘eat) or spirantized (e.g.
WT Zza: Jingpo [a55 ‘eat).60 Another possible example of common
phonological aberrancy is the irregular palatalized initial in the following roots:
PT *rjam, Taraon 1iup53-gie3! < PTB *la(:)m ‘fathom’; PT *rjum
‘dusk/evening’, Taraon 1iwun53 'night’, < PTB *rum ~ *rim ‘dusk’ (STC
#401); PT *fia-; Taraon xa31niaS3pum55 < PTB *s-na ‘nose’ (STC #101).

The remarkable lexical affinities between Taraon and Tani are not
restricted to content words. Some grammatical morphemes may also be
cognate:

* ‘comparative auxiliary’ PT *jan; Taraon jop53 61

60 The development to stops is not uniquely shared by Tant and Digarish, however. Matisoff
1978b:11 reports, for instance, that PTB *ts- and *dz- went respectively to th- and t- in
Mpi, a southern Loloish language of Thailand. Cf. also the Queyu (Qiangic) word for ‘eat’
k935tw 53 (zMYYC).

61 For usage, consider the illustrative sentences below:

Bokar OY (Ouyang 1985: 71)
3i: lemto a:to-jop-da
this road [far-more-declarative
‘This road is farther.’
Taraon (Sun et al. 1980:219)
tge55 xapdS-dondigod! lauSSdzonSS pi1aSS-jop3Is

s/he I-than learn good-more
‘S/he leamns better than | do.’
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¢ ‘imperative suffix’' PT *to; Taraon tio53
* ‘prohibitive suffix’ PT *jo; Taraon ja53 62
* ‘experiential aspect marker’ PT *kw; Taraon ko35

The morphosyntactic structures of the two groups have not been
carefully explored, but some prima facie resemblances exist here as well. In
both groups, pronominal verb agreement is lacking. Further, the predominant
verbal morphology in both cases is suffixal. Digarish languages, like languages
of the Tani group, also seem to exemplify the ‘anti-ergative’ case-marking type,
where patient and recipient nominals receive identical marking while agents are
seldom case-marked.

On the other hand, the differences between the two groups seem to
overshadow their similarities. Apart from their overall lexical differences, many
of the characteristic Tani lexical items and phonological developments (such as
PTB *-a > PT *~-o0, and the shift of all PTB diphthongs into PT monophthongs)
find no counterparts in Digarish. The overwhelming majority of grammatical
morphemes in Tani and Digarish are also unrelated. From the few available
syntactic descriptions, the two groups also show important disparities in
morphosyntax. For instance, Digarish languages use separate existential verbs
depending on the animacy of the subject, a distinction unattested in any
known Tani languages. As stated, although some Tani languages do contrast
different existential verbs, the relevant distinctions are usually polarity (e.g.
Bengni S do: ‘exist/have’; kai-ma: ‘not exist/have’) or even posture (Apatani
A da ‘exist (referent standing)’; du ‘exist (referent sitting)’; do ‘exist (referent
lying)’) of the predicated nominal (Abraham 1985:70-3). Moreover, relative
clauses in Taraon are formed simply by gapping, without first nominalizing the
embedded clause as is usually the case in the Tani languages.63

In summary, even though Digarish and Tani bear some striking
resemblances, their equally impressive differences make it doubtful that this
relationship could be an intimate one, even if future studies could establish an
exclusively shared genetic relationship between them.

62 There is an interesting look-alike in Tai: Proto-Tai *?jaa Al ‘prohibitive; negative impera-
tive' (F.K. Li 1977:181). [Ed.]
63 Observe the example below, taken from Sastry 1984:189 (tone marks omitted):

ha [hiban bo-ya 3jyinan]reL @-d% kitab hap-de
1 forest go-impf cousin @-obj book  give-impf
'l give the book to (my) cousin who goes to the forest.’
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