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Collected Papers on Sino-Tibetan Linguistics

A Comparative Study of the Chinese, Tibetan, and.;
Burmese Vowel Systems

O

1. Introduction

The Sino-Tibetan family comprises hundreds of languages ana aiaiccts. Among
them, the most important languages having long histories in written form are Chinese,
Tibetan, and Burmese. Chinese preserves literature of the first millennium B.C., and of
the language in that time we already possess considerable reliable knowledge. For
Tibetan there is an inscription of A.D. 821-822, which was studied by Fang-kuei Li
(1956). The earliest document for Burmese is the Myazedi inscription of A.D. 1112,
studied by Nishida (1955, 1956). The purpose of this paper is to compare the vowel
systems of these three literary languages and to reconstruct the vowels of their parent
language.

The development of comparative Sino-Tibetan linguistics is closely connected with
progress made in the field of Chinese historical linguistics. When Conrady published his
Eine Indochinesische Causativ-Denominativ-Bildung und ihr Zusammenhang mit den
Tonaccenten in 1896, the reconstruction of Middle Chinese had not yet begun;
consequently, he had to base his comparison on modemn Chinese dialects. In 1916 Laufer
listed 96 Chinese-Tibetan cognates in the Appendix to his article, “The Si-hia Language”.
In his comparison he marked most of the Chinese forms with asterisks; however, his
reconstruction was made more on ad hoc basis than on any clearcut principle.

The first systematic reconstruction of Middle Chinese (called Ancient Chinese at
first) was made by Karlgren in 1919 in his “Etudes Historiques.” His work provided
solid ground for comparative study, and his 4nalytic Dictionary of Chinese and Sino-
Japanese, published in 1923, became an indispensable reference book for all students in
the field. The road to an extensive comparative study was thus opened.

Simon’s “Tibetisch-Chinesische Wortgleichungen: Ein Versuch” (1929) was the
first attempt at a systematic comparative study. He gave 338 Chinese and Tibetan likely

* This paper was presented at the 11th International Conference on Sino-Tibetan Languages and
Linguistics at University of Arizona, October 20-22, 1978. I wish to thank Professors Fang-
kuei Li, Fa-kao Chou, Paul K. Benedict, Pang-hsin Ting, Paul Jen-kuei Li and Tsu-lin Mei for
their comments on the manuscript and Professor Lynn Struve for her editorial assistance.
However, I have not followed all their advice and I am alone responsible for the errors in the
article.
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cognates, with Chinese represented by Middle Chinese forms as reconstructed by
Karlgren, and compared them by their final consonants, initials, and vowels. However,
as Karlgren (1931:30) pointed out in his review of Simon’s work, “Every Chinese
vowel seems to correspond to a whole row of different Tibetan vowels, and each of
these Tibetan vowels in its turn corresponds to a long series of Chinese vowels”. From
such correspondences it would be difficult to reconstruct. the vowels of the parent
language.

However, failure in establishing sound correspondences was largely due to the
circumstance that the historical study of Chinese and Tibetan had not yet been finished.
Karlgren first published some research on Archaic Chinese (called Old Chinese in this
paper) as early as 1923 in his Analytic Dictionary; and the research was later joined by
Simon and Fang-kuei Li. But achievements in this field were not applied in comparative
study until after 1940 when Karlgren published “Grammata Serica”. During this time
there was very little progress in the study of Tibetan historical phonology, one of the
few thoroughly modem linguistic approaches to the internal reconstruction of Tibetan
being made by Li in 1933.

“Grammata Serica” replaced Analytic Dictionary and became the pivot in the
comparative study. Most authors turned then to Archaic Chinese for comparison, with
the exception of R. Shafer, who remained with Ancient Chinese.

Karlgren’s Archaic Chinese system later was partially revised by subsequent study.
Tung (1945) recombined the two parts respectively, of the rhyme categories yii £ and
hou {5, which had been split by Karlgren, and reconstructed a final consonant *-g for
all the members of these two classes. Tddd (1957) reconstructed a final consonant *-r
for the ko X rhyme category. Archaic Chinese thus appeared to be a language without
open syllables, as Simon argued long ago. But on the other hand, Wang Li (1957)
reconstructed a whole series of open syllables for the yin-sheng }&% part of the yii £,
hou {3, chih 2, chih 3%, yu W, and hsiao & rhyme categories. Opinions were
divided so far as the final consonants were concerned.

In 1971 Fang-kuei Li published his “Studies on Archaic Chinese Phonology.” This
article, written tersely in 61 pages, integrates new developments in this field during the
previous decades and contains many new solutions of his own to various problems in
this reconstruction. Chinese has been regarded as a language with a complicated vowel
system. In comparative Sino-Tibetan research, this has been a great obstacle. Li, starting
from his basic hypothesis of “the same rhyme category, the same vowel”, revising the
theory of Yakhontov (1963) and Pulleyblank (1962-63) concerning the -1- medial for
words of the second division, and explaining the double rhymes in the second division
with *ia, arrived at a reconstruction which is in accordance with his basic hypothesis.
The vowel in the chih B, chen B, chia {£, and keng #f categories was
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reconstructed as *e by Karlgren. This reconstruction has been generally accepted since
then and it seems that no one has ever wondered why there was *u and no
corresponding *i. An Archaic Chinese rhyme category generally contains words of all
divisions, but it happens that the four rhyme categories mentioned above lack words of
the first division. Li changed *e into *i and solved all these problems in one stroke. At
the same time, the reconstruction *i solves a puzzle in our comparative study.

It is on this reconstruction that I base my study. I have examined many proposed
cognate words and selected those which seem certain to ‘me, added some of my own
findings, and tried to fix the rules governing these cognate words. I do not mean to deny
other kinds of correspondences, but I think a substantial number of examples should be
required to establish them.

In the following examples, Chinese tones “level”, “rising”, and “departing” are
designated by A, B, and C in order to facilitate comparison with the Burmese tone
system.

2. The vowel systems of Old Chinese, Written Tibetan, and Written
Burmese

According to Li (1971:24) there are four vowels: *i, *u, *3, *a, and three vocalic
clusters: *i9, *ia, *ua in Old Chinese. v

Vowels i u Vocalic clusters: 19, ia, ua

In Written Tibetan there are five vowels: i, u, e, 0, a.

The vowel system of Written Burmese needs some explanation before it can be
applied in comparative study. For convenience of discussion, I cite the following list of
finals given in Pulleyblank (1963:216):
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Level Creaky  Heavy Final Stop
(@ a a ah [a]
ap an. aph  [ig] ak  [e?]
ani ari. ah (ip,i,e] ac [i?]
an an. anh [ap] at [a?]
am am. amh  [ap] ap [a?]
@ 1 i Th (1]
in in. inh [ein] it [ei?]
im im. imh [ein] ip [ei?]
w U u ah [u]
un un. unh [oun] ut [ou?]
um um. umh  [oun] up [ou?]
(e) e e. eh [e]
(ai) ay ai. ai [€]
(o) o o. o )
on o1. onh [aug] ok  [au?]
(ui) ui ul. uih [o] ’
uiy uin). uvigh  [aip] uik  [ai?]

“Leyel”, “Creaky”, and “Heavy” represent three different tones. In the present
study they will be designated as A, B, and C, respectively. As the vowel length is
correlated with the tones and has no phonemic significance, it will be omitted in my
transcription. The above list shows that Written Burmese, like Written Tibetan, has five
vowels. Irregularity in the distribution, however, suggests that this is not original. As we
can see from the table, only a, i, and u can combine with final consonants -m/-p and -n/-t,
whereas e and o cannot. The vowel e always occurs alone, whereas o occurs only in front

. of velar finals -1y/-k. Shafer (1941:22) posits the following shifts:

*.ing > -oing > -ai
*jk > -oik > -aé

Parallel to this are the shifts:

*ung > -oung > -aung (transcribed as -ong)
*uk > -auk > -auk (transcribed as -ok) > -au?

By means of this postulation, the parallelism in distribution of a, i, and u is restored.
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-ang(k) *-ing(k) > ani(¢) *.ung(k) > -ong(k)
-an(t) -in(t) -un(t)
-am(p) -im(p) -um(p)

However, the counterpart of o[5] is not e[e], but aie], as can be seen from their
sound values given in square brackets. From the way they are written in the Burmese
writing system and from their modern pronunciation,, it.can be easily inferred that *au
and *ai have undergone the following shifts:

*au > [o] (transcribed as -0)
*.al > [e] (transcribed as -ai)

It seems that what we usually transcribe as o has in fact two sources: *-u- (in *-ung
and *-uk) and *-au. The former must have already broken into -au- and coalesced with
original *-au at the time the Burmese writing system came into being. The later
divergent development is conditioned by the presence or absence of the final
consonants -ng and -k. '

**au > *au > [o] (transcribed as -0)
*.ung > *-aung > [aung] (transcribed as -ong)
*.pk > *-auk > [au?] (transcribed as -ok)

The counterpart of e[e] is ui[o], as their modern pronunciation indicates. In the
Myazedi inscription, e is written iy, while ui is written with the sign for u below and the
sign for i above the consonant. Blagden (1914) transcribed the sound as ui, and since
then this transcription has been generally followed. As for its sound value, opinion
differs. Wolfenden (1929:197) supposes it was pronounced like the Dutch colloquial
“wi” in Auis, buis. Nishida (1955:21-22) takes it to be [wr]; and sincé there are in the
inscription words of other origin written -uy (which is later written -we in Written
Burmese), he writes it 6 in order to avoid confusion. The same sound is transcribed as bl
in Miller (1957:42), and Pulleyblank interprets it as /iw/ in the article quoted above. In a
comparative study, Benedict (1972) posits -ui<*-uw in the main text, but in a new
footnote (No.188, p.57) declares *-aw to be preferable to *-uw.

In my opinion, a new proposal must take the following facts into consideration: -
(1) It corresponds to OC *-ug and WT -u; (2) it is written with the signs for u and i in
the Myazedi orthography; and (3) the later development shows parallelism with -1y
> -e. In order to account for all these, 1 posit the following sound shifts:
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ST *wug > Myazedi-ui > *uw. > -0
ST *id > Myazedi-iy > -y > -e

At the time of the Myaz/edi inscription, the second element of ui (our ui) must have
sound close to i, for'it was written with that sign. A sound which goes back to *g and is
similar to i might have retained the features of both. It seems therefore reasonable to
assume that the sound was back (like g), high and unrounded (like.1). (I write [i], which
is equal to [w] of the International Phonetic Alphabet), The shift -ui>*-uw can be
easily explained by assimilation,

As far as -uing and -uik are concerned, Pulleyblank quotes Shorto to the effect that
words with these finals may not be native Burmese. If we exclude them from the list,
we get the following system:

1. Closed Syllables

(a) ang ak
an at
am ap
® ing>an ik>ac
in it
im ip
() ung > aung (ong) uk >au? (=ok)
un ut
um up

2. Open Syllables

(a) a ay (=ai) aw (=0)
@ 4 iy (>e) -
() u uy (>we)  ui>*uw (=ui)

According to this analysis, the vowel system of Written Burmese goes back to an
earlier three-vowel system.

i u
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3. Vowel correspondences and their reconstruction

A. ST (Sino-Tibetan) *a
OC (Old Chinese) *a : WT (Written Tibetan) a : WB (Written Burmese) a

Involved in this kind of correspondence are Chinese words in the yii &, yang B3,
ko %, chi &%, yuan JT, yeh ZE, and t'an 2% categories. Difficulties arise when one
bases such a comparison on the reconstruction of Karlgren, who splits the yi £
category in two parts, one having open syllables with final -0 and another having closed
syllables with final -ag. The diacritical marks employed to distinguish words of
different divisions complicate the matter further and lead to wrong conclusions. The use
of Middle Chinese in comparative study and the choice of incorrect cognates also
increases confusion. As a matter of fact, the correspondence of ST *a is the clearest one.
The problem of medials and final consonants exceeds the scope of the present study and
will not be discussed here.

(The number in parentheses refers to the phonetic series in “Grammata Serica

Recensa”.)

five (58, a)

1. OC *ngag B T
WT Inga five
WB nga C five
2. 0OC *ngag A & we, my, our (58, f)
WT nga I, we
WB nga A I
3. 0OC *ngjag B,C EE speak (58, t)
WT ngag, dngag speech, talk, word
4. 0OC *ngjag A & fish (79, a)
WT nya fish
WB nga C fish
5. 0OC *khag B & -bitter, suffer (49, u)
WT kha bitter
WB kha C bitter
6. OC *khag C # difficulty, hardship (KYSH 93)
WT khag-po difficult, hard
dka-ba difficult, hardship
WB khak difficult, hard
7. OC *pliag A & skin (69, g)
WT pags, Ipags

skin, hide



