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Preface

The 40th International Conference on Sino — Tibetan Languages and Linguistics (ICSTLL) took place at Hei-
longjiang University, Harbin, China, from September 26th to 29th, 2007. Additional support was provided by the
Institute of Ethnology of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, and the Central University for Nationalities.

This was the fifth time that the ICSTLL was held in China. @ The principal organizer was Professor DAI Zhaom-
ing (#Mi4%) of Heilongjiang University, under the directorship of Professor Lii Jiping ( B ¥ ¥ ), and with the
advice of the other members of the organizing committee, including Professors SUN Hongkai ( #) 7% JF) and
HUANG Xing ( #47F) of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Professor DAI Qingxia (#{K/H) of the Central
University for Nationalities, and myself. '

The number of participants was quite large. The Contact List contains a total of 155 scholars, of whom 131

(approximately 85% ) were Chinese. The exact breakdown by country was as follows:

China 101 Nepal 2
China ( Taiwan) 27 Sweden 2
China ( Hong Kong) 3 France 1
Japan 11 India 1
USA 3 Thailand 1
Australia 2 United Kingdom 1

The working languages of the conference were Chinese and English, although most of the presentations were in
Chinese.

The conference began on the morning of Thursday, September 27th, with the Opening Ceremony, including
addresses by Professor Dai Zhaoming and by Professor Zhang Zhengwen ( FRB{3C), Vice President of Heilongjiang
University, followed by plenary talks by Professors James A. Matisoff, Sun Hongkai, Laurent Sagart, and Lu Jian-
ming ( ffi{%HA). Thereafter, the large number of participants made it necessary to divide most of the papers into
five simultaneous groups, called “branches” in the English program. Fortunately each of these branches was well
structured around a particular topical area, so that people could easily choose to attend the group of papers that best
corresponded to their own interests. For example, the presentations during the afternoon of September 27th were di-
vided as follows: (I) Tibeto - Burman; (II) Modern Chinese Grammar; (III) Ancient Chinese Phonology; (IV)
Chinese dialects; and (V) Kam — Tai.

On the momning of Friday, September 28th, the simultaneous groups of papers included: (1) [ Session 1]
Historical Sino — Tibetan Comparison, [ Session 2] History of Tibeto — Burman Languages; (1) [ Sessions 1 and
2] Modern Chinese Grammar; (III) [ Session 1] Tibeto — Burman, [ Session 2] Ancient Chinese Lexicon; (IV)
[ Sessions 1 and 2] Min Dialects; and (V) [ Session 1] Tujia, Bai, She, [ Session 2] Tibetan.

The presentations on the moming of Saturday, September 29th, were structured as follows: (1) | Session 1 ]

Tibeto — Burman, [ Session 2] Linguistic Relationships, Comparison, and Typology; (II) [ Session 1] Modern

@ For a complete list of the dates, sponsoring institutions, and chief organizers of the whole series of ICSTLL’s, see J. A. Mati-
soff, “Forty years of Sino — Tibetan studies: 1968 —2007".



Chinese Lexicon, [ Session 2] Modern Chinese Grammar; (III) [ Session 1] Ancient Chinese Grammar; [ Session
2] Ancient Chinese Phonology; (IV) [ Session 1] Miao — Yao Languages, [ Session 2] Modern Chinese; and (V)
Hakka Dialect. |

This is not the place to attempt to summarize the contents of all these papers, especially since the conference
organizers kindly provided a 228 - page booklet of Abstracts to all participants. Although it was not possible for any
individual participant to hear more than a small fraction of the presentations, by all accounts the general quality of
the papers was excellent.

This ICSTLL was distinguished not only by the academic level of the papers presented, but also by the interest-
ing and unusual program of entertainment and sightseeing that the organizers provided. There was a splendid welco-
ming banquet after the meetings on Thursday afternoon. The afterncon of Friday, September 28th, was completely
devoted to entertainment and sightseeing, featuring an excursion to the famous tourist destination known as Sun Is-
land( & PHE) ) , where we first visited a Russian Garden, and then enjoyed a Russian — style banquet, during which
we were treated to performances of Russian folksongs and exotic dancing.

For us foreign participants the beautiful city of Harbin itself was a major focus of interest. The Russian influ-
ence, dating from the period of the Bolshevik Revolution in the early 20th century when many Russian refugees set-
tled in the Harbin area, is still quite strong. Russian foods and handicrafts are widely available in the shops, and
the city still has a large number of Russian residents. Of particular interest to me personally was the discovery that
the city of Harbin was once home to the largest Jewish community in East Asia, at its peak numbering about 20,000
people, and that Jews played a key role in the life of the city until they were evacuated to Shanghai during the Sec-
ond World War. @ ‘

The closing ceremony on Saturday afternoon brought this fruitful and enjoyable conference to a fitting conclu-
sion. On behalf of all the foreign participants I would like to extend my sincere thanks to Professor Dai Zhaoming

and his staff for all the hard work they put in to make this conference such a resounding success.

James A. Matisoff
University of California, Berkeley

@ The fascinating story of the Jews of Harbin is told in words and pictures in the book The Jews in Harbin ( ¥ & A 7E % /R ®),
edited by Qu Wei ( ##) and Li Shuxiao (#38 % ). Professor Dai kindly arranged for a group of us to visit several sites of Jewish in-
terest on the afternoon of the 27th.
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Forty Years of Sino-Tibetan Comparative
Linguistics: 1968 — 2007

James A. Matisoff

University of California, Berkeley

The field of comparative/ historical Sino-Tibetan linguistics is relatively new. Already in the mid-19th century
some pioneering scholars had posited the existence of a “Tibeto-Burman” family of languages, which they discov-
ered by comparing resemblant forms in Written Tibetan and Written Burmese. Western missionaries and explorers
began the study of the lesser-known minority languages of the TB family, producing dictionaries and grammars ,
many of which have lasting value. On the Chinese side, Karlgren’s brilliant researches, based on the previous work
of Qing scholars, ushered in the modern period of historical Chinese linguistics.

But through the first half of the 20th century, very few scholars had ventured to relate Chinese to the Tibeto-
Burman family as a whole. At the most, scholars like the German Walter Simon would compare Chinese forms with
those of Written Tibetan. ( See his pioneering article “ Tibetisch-chinesische Wortgleichungen: ein Versuch”
1929. ) No systematic attempt was made to reconstruct the parent language, Proto-Sino-Tibetan, until two American
amateur linguists, Robert Shafer (originally a journalist) and Paul K. Benedict, with a recent Ph. D. in anthropol-
ogy from Harvard, met in Berkeley in 1938. There, under the sponsorship of the great anthropologist A. L. Kroe-
ber, they carried out a project called Sino-Tibetan Linguistics, which undertook to assemble all the data on TB lan-
guages that was to be found in the sources then available. @ Shafer published his own results from this research in
his multi-volume Introduction to Sino-Tibetan®@. In this massive and hard-to-use work he included the Tai family
within Sino-Tibetan. For his part Benedict produced in 1941 a much more concise manuscript called Sino-Tibetan ;
a Conspectus, which he soon forgot all about and stuck into a drawer. This was no doubt partly because the U. S.
had just entered World War II, but mostly because nobody else seemed to be interested in comparative TB/ST at
the time. So Benedict abandoned anthropology and linguistics, and decided he would go to medical school and be-
come a psychiatrist.

There things stood until the 1960’s. Now if you’ll permit some personal reminiscences, this is where I come in-
to the picture. In the summer of 1963, when I was a graduate student in linguistics at Berkeley, I had the chance

to work intensively with a Jingpho speaker, LaRaw Maran ( who later became a professor of linguistics at Indiana U-

@ An entertaining account of this project, carried on during the Great Depression with a largely untrained staff, see Benedict’s
article “Where it all began; memories of Robert Shafer and the Sino-Tibetan Linguistics project, Berkeley 1939 —40” , LTBA 2. 1.
81 -92.

@ Five vols. ,1966 -73. Otto Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden.



niversity ). © By chance, during the following year, 1963 — 64, the language chosen for the Berkeley Field Methods
course was Burmese. 1 was thrilled to notice the forms which looked similar between Jingpho and Burmese - cog-
nates! For my dissertation research I received a fellowship to continue my Jingpho studies in Burma - but that was
the year (1964) when all foreigners were expelled from Burma. On the advice of my advisor, I went to Thailand
instead, to work on Lahu. Although I realized that most Lahu speakers lived in China, those were the days of the
Cultural Revolution, and it was out of the question for an American to do fieldwork in China at the time.

Towards the end of my time in Thailand, I was offered a job at Columbia University in New York, where [
taught from 1966 —70. Meanwhile, the well-known anthropological linguist Robbins Burling had published an im-
portant monograph called Proto-Lolo-Burmese (1968 ), which stimulated me to write a sort of reply which I entitled
“Lahu and Proto-Lolo-Burmese” , and sent out to various friends. One of these friends sent a copy of this article to
Benedict, who was then living in New York state, not far from Columbia. Benedict wrote me a long letter, saying
that he and Shafer “had been over the same ground years ago. ” We set up a meeting and became friends. We star-
ted the custom of meeting every Wednesday for lunch in a little restaurant near the Columbia campus. He was then
working on his revolutionary book , Austro-Tai Language and Culture, although his first love was still the TB family.
One day he invited me to his home, and gave me a copy of the manuscript of Sino-Tibetan: a Conspectus, which
had been sitting in a drawer for almost 30 years. I was amazed, and encouraged Benedict to have it published.

At that time, during the late 1960’s, three universities in the New York area were becoming centers of research
into the languages of East and Southeast Asia. At Princeton University (New Jersey) , a five — year grant from the
Ford Foundation had sponsored the Chinese Linguistics Project including such young scholars as Jerry Norman, Mei
Tsu-lin, Mantaro Hashimoto, and William L. Ballard. The Advisory Board of this project included some of the
most eminent Sinologists of the older generation, including Zhao Yuanren, Li Fanggui, and Nicholas C. Bodman.
Meanwhile at Yale University ( Hartford, CT), the Sinologist Hugh Stimson and the Japanese specialists Samuel
Martin and Roy Andrew Miller, were carrying out important work. At Columbia the famous Danish linguist, Séren
Egerod, had joined the linguistics department as my senior colleague.

As a result of all this activity, it was decided to organize a “Conference on Sino - Tibetan Reconstruction” at
Yale University in the fall of 1968. There were only 8 participants in this meeting: the three organizers from Yale
(Stimson, Martin, and Miller) , Ballard from the Princeton project, Paul K. Benedict, and three of us from Co-
lumbia (Egerod, Robert Austerlitz, and myself). The following year (1969) , the 2nd Conference was held at Co-
lumbia, organized by Austerlitz and me; the third one (1970) was hosted by Bodman at Cornell, etc. @ From the
beginning there was no central committee to organize the conferences—each year someone else would volunteer to
do the time-consuming work of raising funds, arranging accommodations, soliciting contributions, and so on. ®

As time went on, the scope of the Conferences gradually broadened to include not only comparative/historical
reconstruction, but also synchronic studies, and grammar as well as phonology. Besides papers on Chinese and Ti-
beto-Burman, we soon began to accept contributions dealing with the other great language families of East and
Southeast Asia which have been in close contact with Sino-Tibetan for millennia: Tai-Kadai, Mon-Khmer, and Mi-
ao-Yao ( Hmong - Mien).

The first eight conferences were all held in the U. S. Then, starting with the 9th ICSTLL in Copenhagen
(1976) , a new policy was instituted to hold every third conference outside the U.S. The 12th conference was in
Paris (1979) ; and this was the first year that scholars from the PRC participated. This delegation from China in-

@ He was also the organizer of the 4th ST Conference at Indiana in 1971.

@ For a more detailed account of these early Conferences, see Matisoff (1973) “The annual Sino — Tibetan conferences: the
first five years” , Journal of Chinese Linguistics 1.1:152 —62.

® For a complete list of the locations and organizers of all the Conferences to date, please see the Handout, pp. 3 -5. A Bibli-
ography of all the papers presented at the first 25 conferences was published as STEDT Monograph #1 A in 1994. We are now preparing
at STEDT a new edition of this monograph, covering all 40 conferences to date.
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cluded eight eminent linguists;: Fu Maoji (who gave his talk in French!), Hu Tan, Li Rong, Ma Xueliang, Wang
Fushi, Wang Huan, Wang Li, and Zhu Dexi.

The first conference to be held in China was #15 (1982). I unfortunately could not attend due to illness in my
family, but all the participants pronounced it to be a great success. The 18th Conference was held in Bangkok
(1985). But from then on the policy of “every third conference outside the U.S.” broke down, and the ICSTLL
was held each year wherever a volunteer could be found to organize it1®

The ICSTLL’s have continued to expand, and it is safe to say that they have become the most important focus
of activity in our field. Several new generations of scholars and students have participated, and the papers presented
have continued to grow in sophistication and diversity. I am delighted to say that the future of Sino — Tibetan studies

is very bright! May these conferences continue forever!

(@ Please see the last page of the handout for a list of the number of conferences held in each country.
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