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Case Postpositions
in Tibeto-Burman Languages

Introduction

One of the most remarkable things in Sino-Tibetan linguis-
tics is that in spite of the existence of shared basic vocabulary
among the languages of this family, there are wide discrepancies
in syntactic structures between Chinese on the one hand and
Tibeto-Burman languages on the other. The differences in the
word order (the order SVO in Chinese versus the order SOV in
the majority of Tibeto-Burman languages) and in the position
of case particles in sentences (prepositions in Chinese versus
postpositions in Tibeto-Burman languages) are among the most
striking of these discrepancies. '

The correlation between these two syntactic features is
best formulated by Greenberg (1966:79) in terms of universals

of grammar as follows:



"With overwhelmingly greater than chance frequency, lan-
guages with normal SOV order are postpositional”.

The comparative study of Sino-Tibetan (ST) languages with
its history of more than a hundred years concentrated on the
discovery of cognates and the study of phonological corresponde-
nces, has hardly touched on the problem of syntactic change.
It is to be hoped that a study of the origins and development
of postpositional case particles in Tibeto-Burman (TB) languages
may eventually throw some light on the cause of syntactic change
in this family.

Case particles exist widely in different branches of TB
languages. Since there are wide discrepancies in their phonolo-
gical forms, very few of them can be considered as inherited
from Proto-Tibeto-Burman (PTB). Thus Benedict (1972:95-6) recons-
tructed only the genitive *-ki or *-gi for PTB, suggesting that
in the parent language case postpositions were lacking. Delancey
(1984) addressed himself to the problem of TB case particles
and reconstructed two locatives: a *nV and a *e and/or *a for
PTB.

The purpose of this paper is to review the proposed recon-
structions, to suggest a few other case particles, and to try

to trace their origins.

TB case postpositions

Genitive ?1

In written Tibetan (WT) genitive suffixes have five altern-
ative forms: -kyi, -gyi, -gi, -i, and -yi. -Kyi occurs after
final d, b, s; -gyi after n, m, r, 1; -gi after g and ng; -i
and -yi after vowels. Scholars' opinions are divided as to which
of them should be regarded as primary. Simon (1942:966) suggested
that the original form was*-'yi (i.e., -yi preceded by the glot-
tal stop9dY). Benedict (1972:96) held the velar element to be
archaic. Citing the modern Meithei-Anal form {(-ki), he reconstruc-
ted TB *-ki or *-gi. In reference to Simon's article, DeLancey

(1984:71) said, "In the absence of more convincing supporting
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evidence than is provided in that article, the alternative in-
terpretation — that kxyi is original, and the 'i which occurs
after final vowels is a result of intervocalic weakening of the
velar initial — is more plausible".

In my study of the classical Tibetan y (Gong 1977:210-212),
I presented morphological evidence in support of Simon's view.
Nine examples of causeative formation were given to demonstrate
that when a word with initial y- was prefixed with a causative
morpheme s-, a secondary -k- developed (e.g., yom-pa < *?yom-
pa, to swing, totter, tremble, to be unsteady : skyom-pa < *s-
?yom-pa, to shake, agitate, stir up). These examples suggest
that kyi occurring after s has developed out of the original¥*zyi.

Another piece of evidence comes from a comparison with Ar-
chaic Chinese (AC) as reconstructed by Li (1971:38, 43):

eight WT brgyad AC “*priat PST “*prriat

hundred WT brgya AC “*prak PST “*prziak

The Proto-Sino-Tibetan (PST) forms proposed here show how
WP -g- came into existence. These examples suggest that the geni-
tive gyi occurring after final -r could have developed out of
the original*-?yi.

Modern west Tibetan dialects, which are generally regarded
as retaining more archaic features, can be cited in support of
reconstructing an original*?yi. In Balti, Purik, and Ladakhi,
the genitive form is all -i; -kyi and -gyi forms do not occur
at 211 in these dialects.

The last piece of evidence comes from Tangut, a dead TB
language of the 12th century. The Tangut form of genitive suffix
is reconstructed as *?yeh by Nishida (1966:361) and as ?in by
Sofronov (1968: II, 393). Both reconstructions differ as to the
vowel and the consonant. I have argued elsewhere (Gong 1981:721-
2) that the nasal -n reconstructed by Sofronov is unwarranted,
and reconstructed (in Gong 1985:26) -ij for the Tangut Rime 37
(1.36-2.33), to which this Tangut genitive marker belongs. My
arguments were based on Chinese transcriptions, loan words (1981)
and phonological alternations (1985). According to these studies,
the Tangut genitive should be reconstructed as ?ij, instead of
Nishida's ?yeh and Sofronov's ?in.

If we now compare Proto Tibetan ?yi, Written Burmese (WB)
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?i and Tangut ?ij, the PTB should be reconstructed as ?7i, and
not *ki or *gi as reconstructed by Benedict.

Dative-Locative *a

DeLancey (1984) reconstructed a locative-allative-dative
*a, based soly on modern TB languages. It must be noted that
the dative 8 1is also attested in Ancient Burmese in the Myazedi
inscript of 1112 A.D. (Nishida 1955: 24):

t'iw mang k& kyan sum -rwah teh
that king nominative- slaves three villages accusative-
suffix suffix
pay maya a piy e'
beloved queen dative- gave sentence-
suffix particle

"The king gave slaves of three villages to the beloved queen.”
In the Tangut lanquage the locative a is attested in the
inscription on the Kan-ying Tower of 1094 A.D. (Nishida 1964:
163):

%% 4% #L 2 2

Nieh pd 7rah khi roh "enter into Nirvana"
Nirvana locative- verbal- enter
suffix prefix

In the Tanqut-Chinese glossary Fan-han ho-shih c¢hang-chung
chu (The Timely Pearl in the Palm) of 1190 A.D. The locative

a appears in the following expression {(Nishida 1964:218):

A e #E %

ni Hhah 7 ah 7 ohi "the blame lies in me"
blame me locative- 1lie
suffix

The Tangut dative-locative suffix reconstructed as 7rah by
Nishida (as cited above) is reconstructed as ?a by Sofronov (1968:
II, 317 No. 1763). The difference between the glottal stop and
the velar fricative (?a and ra) is non-phonemic.

In WI we do not find any cognate of the dative-locative
-a, but in archaic west Tibetan dialects we do find a dative-

accusative -a in Purik (Bailey 1915:13), and a dative -a in La-



dakhi (Francke 1901: 10,13). In Reb-kong, an Amdo dialect, we
also find a dative-locative suffix -a (Roerich 1958:32). These
are the facts not mentioned by DeLancey and I am just referring
to them in support of his reconstruction.

Locative *du

In WI there are terminative suffixes -su, -ru, -du, and
—tu: -ru occurs after vowels; -tu after final g and b; -su after
s; —-du after n, r, 1 and the other final consonants (Jaschke
1929:22). The attempt to reduce them to a single underlying form
meets with serious difficulties, for in any case we have to set
up phonological rules which seem to be quite ad hoc. In reference
to the early Tibetan Grammatical Treatise Lun-ston-pa rtsa-ba
sum-cu-pa, Miller (1963:496) said, "it makes no mention of tu,
while Thomas' materials abound in examples where du, the only
form that the SCP knows is used for what the later orthographic
practice would have as tu". In Tangut of the 12th century only
the form %Zt, do is attested. This suffix is reconstructed as
ndo by Sofronov (1968: II, 324 No. 2114). I have argqued (Gong
1981) that Tangut voiced stops were not prenasalized and recons-

tructed do instead of ndo.
The Origins of Tibeto-Burman Case Postpositions

Considering the case suffixes reconstructed for PTB, one
can not but be impressed by their striking similarities with

the case suffixes in the Altaic languages.
PTB Genitive * i

In the Manchu-Tungus group of the Altaic family, genitive
suffixes take the following forms:
Jurchen -i, -ni; Manchu -i, -ni; Evenki -ngi;
Lamut -ngi ; Ude ~ngi (Menges 1968, Sinor 1968)
Sibo -i, -j (Li Shu-lan et al 1986:42)
Jurchen 1is an extinct language that was spoken in the 12th

century. The reconstruction is based on the material called Hua-



i i-yti compiled in the 16th century. This is the oldest written
language of this group. Manchu is the literary language of the
17th century. The others (Evenki, Lamut and Ude) are all modern
dialects (Poppe 1965:28). In Manchu -ni occurs only after -ng
of the Chinese loanwords, so that in most cases -i is used (Men-
ges 1975:114). )
Genitive -i occurs also in the languages of the Mongolian
group. Aside from modern dialects such as Mogol and Dagur, where
we have genitive-accusative -ii (Y# 1983:58), in Altan Tobci
of the 17th century and Mukaddimat al-Adab of the 13-14th century,
-i is used not only as accusative suffix, but also as genitive
suffix (Doerfer 1964:37). The situation here is exactly the same
as in Tangut of the TB alnguages, where -?i is used not only

as genitive, but also as accusative marker.

r 0 £

e.g. nga mbju .an(=?ij) tsiwa "the faults of the general”
general' s fault

G I b 4R

lion xi  ljwu ko .1n (=?ij) & kéi

personal personal accusative resist want

name name marker

"Lion-xi wanted to resist Liwu—ko“ (Keping 1979:260)

The case particle *-i is recostructed for ?roto-Altaic (Lee

1983:32) not as genitive, but as accusative suffix.
Dative-Locative ¥ -a

The TB *-a/-e can be compared with the dative-suffix *-a/-e
of the Proto-Altaic. This suffix appears in Turkic and Mongolian
as dative and locative (Lee 1977:21; 1983:32; Poppe 1955;198).
The forms and functions are exactly the same in both language

families.
Dative-Locative * ~du

TB locative *-du can be compared with Proto-Altaic *-du/-



*dii. Jurchen has dative-locative -do/-du (Menges 1975:114), which
looks exactly like Tangut -do and Tibetan -du.

Other Comparisons Between TB and Altaic Families

Tibetan has a dative-locative suffix -ru {also called texrmi-
native}) which has been regarded as a variant of -du. But the
similarities in form and function of this suffix with the recon-
structed Altaic directional suffix *-ru/-rii cannot be overlooked.
No satisfactory explanation has been offered for alternation
between -du and -ru. Most probably they had different origins.
Tibetan has also a dative-locative suffix -la, which can be
compared with Jurchen allativ-locative -la/-le (Menges 1968:252),
Lamut locative -la (op. cit. p.103), Ude locative -la (op.

cit. p.141) and Nanaj locative-allative -la.

Concluding Remarks

We have made a comparision of case particles across two
linguistic families. The similarities of their forms and func-
tions cannot be simply dismissed as coincidence. Since case
postpositions are only found in TB languages and not in Archaic
Chinese, it must be either that AC has lost them or that TB lan-
guages have innovated them. Judging from the time span of the
documents (Chinese documents go back to 1000 B.C. while the
oldest documents of Tibetan are not earlier than the 8th century
A.D.), the chance is that TB langquages have innovated and borrow-

ed them from the Altaic family.
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