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Abstract

Project Code: RSA/3/2542

Project Titde: Grammar of Southern Kham Tibetan

Principle Investigator: Assistant Professor Dr. Krisadawan Hongladarom (Chulalongkorn
University)

E-mail Address: Krisadawan. H@Chula.ac.th

Project Duration: 3 years

This project is aimed to analyze grammatical characteristics of two southern
dialects of Kham Tibetan, namely the Rgyalthang dialect spoken in Digin Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province, and the Bathang dialect spoken in Ganzi
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province. Specifically, it investigates grammatical
categories pertaining to the verb phrase and those to the noun phrase, particularly
grammatical relations and case-marking patterns. As a follow-up to the previous project
on Rgyalthang grammar, the project additionally examines Rgyalthang discourse in order
to find out more about certain grammatical attributes. The general questions posed in
this research are: whether Rgyalthang grammar is similar to or different from the
grammar of the Bathang dialect, and how these similarities or differences lead to the
conclusion about grammar of southern Kham Tibetan.

The methodology used in this study include (1) document research on linguistic
situation in East Tibet, Tibetan grammar, Tibetan dialects, and typological patterns in
other languages, and (2) fieldwork at Rgyalthang (Zhongdian), Bathang, and other towns
where Khampa Tibetans reside. Among the various fieldwork methods used are
eficitation of data from informants and language consultants, recordings and
transcriptions of folktales and narratives, the analysis of grammatical characteristics from
these texts, interviewing, participant-observation, and the survey of other dialects of
Kham Tibetan in order to find out about general linguistic and cultural situation of this
region and make a conclusion z2bout grammar of southern Kham Tibetan.

[t is found that Rgyalthang grammar is both similar to and different from Bathang
grammar. Ergative marking in Rgyalthang has a distinctive pattern, which is not found in
Bathang and other Kham dialects such as Dege (northern Kham). Topic marking in
Rgyalthang is similar to that in Bathang and shows close interaction with ergative
marking. Like Central Tibetan, auxiliaries in Rgyalthang and Bathang are grammaticalized

from copula verbs and motion verbs. These verbs mark novel features (i.e. aspect,
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participant perspective, mirativity and evidentiality) which constitute grammar of Modern
Spoken Tibetan. Such attricutes as the use of double possessives, the development of
secondary verbs to indicate aspect and modality, the existence of complex pronominal
paradigms, and the lack of verbal inflections to indiate tense and mood, can be claimed
to be characteristic of southern Kham Tibetan as a whole, though there are differences

- among Kham varieties.

This research contributes to linguistic research in East Tibet and leads to more
investigation of such important issues as the description of non-Tibetan languages
spoken in the same area, language contact among these languages, development of
linguae francae. It also poses questions on issues related to ethnohistory and culture
such as memory of local history, ethnic identity, impacts of globalization and economic
development in China on traditional way of life, and interactions among the Tibetans
and other ethnic minorities.

Keywords: Tibetan Grammar, Morpho-syntax, Tibeto-Burman Language Family, Kham
Tibetan, East Tibet (Kham)
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Preface

Before undertaking my first linguistic training in 1985, I was acquainted with the
late Buddhist schelar John Blofeld, who had been residing in Thailand for about twenty
years. 1 also had a good opportunity to meet two Tibetan monks from India. I did not
know that the brief meetings with these people would become a turning point in my life
which led to a shift of interest from western languages to Tibetan and other Asian
languages. The interest came to materialize when [ went to Indiana University and sat in
Chris Beckwith's Elementary Tibetan. From that day till now, I have been fascinated with
Tibet and have made several sojourns to Tibetan communities in Nepal, India, and China.

I chose to study Kham Tibetan, because Kham is one of the largest and most
linguistically complex areas of Tibet. Yet, little document on this linguistic area is
available. Several books talk about the warrior nature of the Khampas, their blunt and
unsophisticated behaviors, and their colorful festivals. But few pay attention to their
language and ways of speaking. This book is thus aimed to fill this gap. Our knowledge
of Modern Spoken Tibetan is based mainly on Lhasa Tibetan or what has been called
Standard Spoken Tibetan. The focus on Kham Tibetan, in my opinion, is imperative and
timely. The rich data from Rgyalthang, a southern Kham variety, will be beneficial to
linguists and Tibetan scholars who seek a full understanding of the diversity and
complexity of the languages spoken in Tibet.

I went to Rgyalthang (Ch. Zhongdian/Shangri-la) for the first time in October
1995 and found myself returning there every semester break until the summer of 2001. I
witnessed significant changes in this county - from a little quiet town, almost totally
unknown to the outside world, to a bustling center of tourism with a reputation of being
the long-lost Shangri-la, or the newly coined word in Tibetan sems kyi nyi zla "the sun
and the moon of the heart". Rgyalthang has drawn attentions from a lot of tourists each
surnmer, and hotels have sprung up here and there like mustake, local mushroom. There
are more jobs for those who can converse in Chinese or English and less for those who
speak only Rgyalthang. A great number of Han, Hui and other minority groups from
various provinces came to settle down there. A number of Rgyalthang speakers in the

near future is certain to decline. This book is thus an effort to document and preserve this
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little-known dialect spoken in a Tibetan enclave of Yunnan.

Although the book focuses on grammar, it also deals with historical and
sociolinguistic issues. Grammar for me is a product of history; it is not a magical system
operating in the brain of an individual speaker. It is not autonomous but a result of social
interactions. Based on the functional approach, the book pays attention to basic meanings
and functions of linguistic forms at both sentential and discursive levels. It is hoped that
by reading this book, the reader will not only understand a linguistic system of Tibetan
ut will also get acquaiinted with the ways of speaking of 2 semi-nomadic people who

live their lives tending yaks on alpine grassland and growing potato and barley in valley
plains.

The book is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 situates Rgyalthang in a linguistic
context and gives an overview of the languages of Tibet, with a special emphasis on
Kham dialects. Chapter 2 describes Rgyalthang phonology and offers a glimpse of
historical phonology by means of an analysis of the correspondences between the
Rgyalthang dialect and Written Tibetan. Chapters 3 and 4 center on nominal and verbal
forms and categories. Adopting Masica's (1991) terminology, I employ the term "forms
and categories”, rathan than the traditional term "morphology". Rgyalthang, like the
majority of modern spoken Tibetan dialects, shows the close interaction between
morphology and syntax. It makes use of analytical morphemes (i.e. auxiliaries, secondary
verbs), rather than verbal inflections, to convey semantic categories like tense/aspect.
Ergativity and other case marking patterns, pronominal paradigms and nominal
characteristics are presented in Chapter 3. Verbal categories comprising participant
perspective, tense/aspect, evidential and mirative distinctions, as well as volitionality and
control are discussed in Chapter 4. This chapter also pays attention to the development of
grammatical functions associated with secondary verbs. Mood and modality constitutes
the main focus of Chapter 5. The last chapter discusses various kinds of clause types and
discursive linking strategies. Appendices consist of basic glossary and selected narratives
to facilitate the task of comparing and contrasting Tibetan dialects and introduce the

reader to the texture of the Rgyalthang speech.

Krisadawan Hongladarom
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Abbreviations
Gloss Selected Forms Selected Forms Description
(Written Tibetan) (Rgyalthang Tibetan)

Is & na First person singular

1sp SO Ly ni, pike, nani First person singular,
possessive

1p R g M3y panakoin First person plural

Ipc SETLRLL pinata First person plural,
collective

1pe &R natshe First person plural,
exclusive

1pi afrr &y Yakutshe First person plural,
inclusive

2s B tehy Second person singular

2sp B59%, B9 tehini, tehiniko Second person singular,
possessive

2p B &3 tehdnakain Second person plural

2pc B5 g asq techanata Second person plural,
collective

2p By &5 tehatshe Second person plural

3s f khio Third person singular

3sp 95, &5 khiiani, khiioka Third person singular,



3p

3pc

AUX

CLF

CON

COP

DAT

DM

DL

EM

ERG
EVID (DIR)
EVID (HS)
EXIST
GEN

HON
IDEN

IMP

EECE LY

m
81
A

et

RECERGY

g g
)

%535, 85, 5
&, 3, %8

¥,

EXENEY 25

khuanakein
khiotshe

khuonita

¢an, thi

ngus

thuinren, thuin, na
ny, ré, zin

tsa, ko, la
tsukuthuinren

néi

ko, ji
thi

tea

j¥, ndo
ka, ji
tho
zan

tel

possessive

Third person plural
Third person plural

Third person plural,

collective

Auxiliary verb
Classifier
Connective particles
Copula

Dative

Discourse markers
Dual

Emphasis
Ergative

Direct evidential
Hearsay evidential
Existential
Genitive
Honorific
Identification

Imperative



IMPF 82N, 25 de, ra Imperfective
INS SRR ji, g2 Instrumental
LOC &, M ns, la Locative
MIR ES narn Mirative
MOD & mino Modal

NEG & & ma, ni, ma Negative
NOM g, &, = ba, ji, ra Nominalizer
PF @ tei Perfective
PN Qm Hay tasd Proper name
POSS PR ni Possessive
PUR the Purposive
QT AT 59 Quotative

Q & ta interrogative
TOP ) ta Topic marker
TQ wWE WA Tene, Pena, famene Taq question
UFP & t0 Utterance final particle
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Transliteration and Transcription

I have chosen to represent Rgyalthang words, sentences, and texts with broad
phonetic transcription. For simplicity's sake, I chose not to represent all the phonetic
changes in a word such as vowel harmony or tonal changes.

The transcriptions are accompanied in most cases by Written Tibetan
correspondences. The first line of each example is the representation based on Standard
Written Tibetan; the second line is the approximate representation of the vernacular using
Tibetan script. The reason why both systems are needed, given their apparent
redundancy, is because the former is aimed to facilitate comprehension. Rgyalthang
Tibetan possesses a large number of special idioms and grammatical expressions and thus
is not readily intelligible among Tibetan speakers of other areas, even in Kham itself. The
latter system is aimed to facilitate dialectal comparison. It will also be helpful to
Rgyalthang speakers and students of this dialect who are not familiar with the use of
linguistic symbols. In this way, they can learn to write their Janguage if they master some
command of Written Tibetan.

The transliteration is based on the convention proposed by Beckwith (1987). This
18 a revision of the Wylie system. It is motivated by the wish to "transcribe Tibetan as a
language rather than as an unconnected string of alien syllables haunted by strange
practices such as capitalization in the middle of words" {(Beckwith 1987: xiii).

For proper names which have well-established English spellings (such as "Kham"
corresponding to the written word khams), I retain the popular way of writing them. An
exception is the name of the language under study, which is written Rgyalthang
(following the way it is spelled), instead of Gyalthang, so as to conform to my previous
published works. The latter word is a contemporary designation of this name in modern
writings in English. The other English reference of this place/language name is Gyethang
{(Aris 1992; Corlin 1978; Gyurme Dorje 1996). In my previous writings, 1 have
transcribed this name as Rgyalthang with the capitalization of the unpronounced prefixed
consonant 'r', instead of the capitalization of the second consonant, so-called root letter 'g'
(hence rGyal-thang/rGyalthang), if one strictly follows traditional practice in Tibetology.

Place names in Kham are written according to Tibetan pronunciation with Chinese-pinyin
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in parenthesis.

Tibetan letters are transliterated as follows: k, kh, g, ng, c, ch, j, ny, t, th, d, n, p,
ph, b, m, ts, tsh, dz, w, zh, z, *, y, r, 1, sh, s, h. For technical reasons, ng is used in place of
1, ny for 1, zh for Z, and sh for §. The apostrophe corresponds to what native

grammarians call "achung" and is equivalent to the symbol v in modern linguistic
writings in China. Following the Beckwith convention mentioned above, the last letter of

the Tibetan alphabet (the glottal stop) is left unmarked except for cases of ambiguity.



Xiv
Tibetan Consonants with Transliteration and Pronunciations

The following chart lists 30 Tibetan letters categorized into four groups according
to their traditional grouping based on some common phonetic properties. The members of
Group I are mostly voiceless, unaspirated obstruents. Those of Group II are aspirated
counterparts. Most members of Group III are voiced consonants and those of group IV
are nasals and glides. Romanized transliteration symbols are in parentheses, followed by

the phonetic transcriptions based on the Lhasa dialect and the Rgyalthang dialect

respectively.
Group I Group II Group III Group IV
T (ka)ka, ka [© (kha) kha, kha | (ga) kha, ka =" (nga) na, na

¥ (ca)tea, tsa & (cha) tcha, tsha | &' (ja)teha,dza | %" (nya) pa, pa

% (ta)ta, ta % (tha) tha, tha 5 (da) tha, ta %" (na) na, na
< (pa) pa, pa “ (pha) pha, pha |9 (ba) pha, pa &' (ma) ma, ma
3 (tsa) tsa, tsd & (tsha) tsha, tsha | € (dza) tsha, dza | ¥ (wa)wa, wa
8 (zha) ¢a, za 3 (za) sa, sa R (‘'a) ha, 7a N (va) ja, ja
A (ra)ra, ra A (la) la, la ' (sha) ¢a, ga N (sa) sd, 5@

9" (ha) ha, ha W (a)?a, 72




1
Rgyalthang Tibetan

This chapter situates Rgyalthang Tibetan in the linguistic context. It gives a brief
introduction to the languages of Tibet with a special attention to the eastern dialects so-
called Kham Tibetan. Other topics discussed include the ethnohistory of Kham,
linguistic and cultural practices of the Rgyalthangwas (Rgyalthang people), objectives
and significance of this grammar and theoretical approaches on which this book is

based.

1.1 Linguistic Situation

Spoken in the once forbidden "Land of Snows,” Tibetan has been an important
language of Asia. Its literary tradition traces back to the 7th century A.D. when King
Srong-btsan sgam-po, the first dharmaraja of Tibet, sent his minister to India to study
the Indian script. From that time until now Written Tibetan, with little modification, has
been the medium linking Tibetans from various regions together. It has also been
adopted as a religious language by ethnic groups in the Himalayas who are adherents of
Tibetan Buddhism and share several aspects of Tibetan culture.

Presently, Tibetan is spoken by approximately 4.8 millions of speakers who
live in China with an official designation zangzi 'Tibetan nationality'.! They are
concentrated in three traditional provinces of Tibet, namely U—Tsang (Central Tibet),
Khidm (Southeastern Tibet) and Amdo (Northeastern Tibet). These provinces in
present-day administrative discourse correspond to a number of autonomous
prefectures in Tibet Autonomous Region and China's four western provinces, namely
Sichuan, Yunnan, Qinghai and Gansu.

The linguistic area, which is the focus of this book, is to the southernmost tip of

the Tibetan Plateau in northwestern Yunnan, generally known as southern Kham or



more specifically as the Dechen (Diqin) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture. This is where
approximately 100,000 Tibetans live and interact with the Han and other ethnic groups
suchl as the Naxi (Nakfr), Bai, Y1, Pumi, and Lisu. The Upper Yangtze (Tib. g & 1shi

tehu 'female yak river'; Ch. jinsha jiang 'Golden Sand River') makes its last presence

" 1n s pretecrure pelore iU oends eastwards and NIows 1w Uha Propet . Tne préetunt
is divided into three counties: Rgyalthang, Dechen (Degen), and the Weixi Lisu

autonomous county. Rgyalthang, with an estimated population of 60,000, is the

prefecture’s seat and is my primary arca of investigation.

Linguistically speaking, Tibetan belongs to the Bodish branch of the Bodic
group in the Tibeto-Burman stock of the Sino-Tibetan language family. It is closely
related to Newar (Nepal Bahasa) and Tamangic, indigenous languages of Nepal but is
distantly related to other Tibeto-Burman languages, especially those described as
pronominalized languages such as Gurung and Kiranti.

Given the political fate of Tibet during the past three decades and the spread of
globalization, Tibetan languages have come into contact with many non-Tibeto-Burman
languages such as Chinese, Nepali, Hindi, English, and German. This inevitably
renders a high degree of loanwords in the lexicon of Modern Spoken Tibetan. For
example, Rgyalthang Tibetan borrows terms indicating days and weeks, kinship terms,
and words for various kinds of food from Chinese. Tibetan speakers in India often
codeswitch among Central Tibetan (U-Tsang koiné), Hindi and English, undoubtedl.y
borrowing words from these sources.

Because of geographical distance and remoteness obstructing intergroup
communication and educational opportunities, Tibetan develops into several dialects and
sub-dialects as well as spoken and written varieties—all are quite different from one
another. The most prestigious spoken variety is Lhasa Tibetan, which, contrary to
popular belief, is not a common language among Tibetans of all regions. In fact, no
single lingua franca is used in the whole Tibet. The common language for Central Tibet
is U-Tsang koiné or what Tournadre (2001:39) calls "Standard Spoken Tibetan". This

lingua franca is based on the Lhasa dialect and is used mainly among Central Tibetan



speakers and those in exile communities. It is not usually intelligible in other regions of
Tibet which have their own linguae francae. For example, a koiné based on the Derge
variety of Kham and Written Tibetan has been generally considered a common language
of that region. Similarly, the Labrang nomad dialect is considered a common language
for the whole Amdo region (Makley et al 1999; Kalsang Norbu et al 2000). In addition,
Mandarin and regional dialects of Chinese (i.e. Sichuan Chinese and Qinghai Chinese)
have been used by the Tibetan speakers of Tibet Autonomous Region and East Tibet
respectively.

The situation relating to written varieties is no less complex. Denwood

nwon

(1999:39) points out the problem with terminology: the terms "written," "classical" and
"literary" are used with different senses by diffefent authors. Some Tibetologists
distinguish the following written varieties: Old Tibetan/Pre-classical Tibetan (7th-9th
centuries A.D.), Classical Tibetan (13th-18th centuries A.D.), and Modern Literary
Tibetan (from 19th centuries A.D. till present). On the other hand, Beyer (1992:36-37)
defines Classical Tibetan as the language of Written Tibetan texts, with the exception of
the canonical translations, primarily from Sanskrit, and the language of modemn
newspapers and similar printed material. For him, all the above-mentioned varieties,
with the exception of Modern Literary Tibetan, are subsumed under the broad term
Classical Tibetan.

Tibetan dialects are generally classified into four groups: Central Tibetan (U-
tsang, including Lhasa, Shigatse and Gyangtse), Western Tibetan (e.g. Ladakhi and
Batti), Northeastern Tibetan or Amdo Tibetan (e.g. Labrang, Ndzorge and other
nomadic dialects), and Southeastern Tibetan or Kham Tibetan {e.g. Derge, Kandze,
Lithang, Bathang and Rgyalthang). The number of dialects is, however, controversial.?
According to Zhang (1996), Chinese scholars have different opinions on dialect
classification. A general view is that there are three dialectal groups: U-Tsang, Kham,
and Amdo, corresponding to three traditional regions of Tibet. Western dialects are not

treated as a separate group but classified under U-Tsang. This is because most of

western varleties are not spoken in China.



Hu Tan (1988), however, suggests that only two groups should be
distinguished: (1) Kham-Tsang (with tonal distinction) and (2) Amdo (without tonal
distinction). In this regard, Kham Tibetan and Central Tibetan are lumped together in
one single group.

In this book, I take the general view that there are four major groups of Tibetan
dialects. I do not agree with Hu Tan in classifying Tibetan dialects into two groups and
in lumping Kham Tibetan with Central Tibetan. As will be demonstrated in the
subsequent chapters, the Rgyalthang dialect, which is chosen to represent Kham
Tibetan, and the Lhasa dialect, which is chosen to represent Central Tibetan, are
considerably different from each other in terms of phonological and morpho-syntactic

systems.

1.2 Kham Tibetan

1.2.1 Classification

The term PN Kham refers to a vast forested area intertwined by rivers and

mountains in East Tibet and is one of the most linguistically complex areas of Tibet.

This term does not refer only to a specific language, but a conglomerate of dialects.

These dialects are roughly divided into two groups: S Ly roykeé 'valley/agricultural

dialects' and *FY%5 dzoké 'nomadic dialects'. The former group consists of a number

of sub-dialects which are mutually unintelligible.® The latter pose fewer internal
differences and are reported to be similar to the nomadic dialects spoken in Amdo.
These Kham dialects are spoken by approximately 1 million speakers in Sichuan,
Yunnan, and Qinghai Provinces, as well as in the eastern counties of Tibet Autonomous
Region.

Geographically speaking, Kham Tibetan can be classified into four dialectal

groups as follows:



1. Sichuan Kham Dialects

spoken in 18 counties of Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan
Province. These counties can be grouped into northern and sounthern counties.
Dartsedo (Kangding), the prefecture's seat, D_rango (Luho), Kandze (Ganzi), Derge
(Dege), Dzachukha (Serqu), Seda, and Baiyu belong to the northern counties.
Nyachukha (Yajiang), Lithang (Litang), Daocheng, Derong, Bathang (Batang) and

Chagtreng (Xiangcheng) belong to the southern counties.

2. Yunnan Kham Dialects
spoken in 3 counties, namely Rgyalthang, Dechen and Weixi in Dechen Tibetan
Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province. The Rgyalthang dialect, known among

Chinese linguists as Zhongdian Tibetan, belongs to this group.

3. Qinghai Kham Dialects
spoken in 6 counties of the Jyekundo (Yushu) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture,

Qinghai Province. Important dialects include Jyekundo Tibetan and Nangchen Tibetan.

4. TAR Kham Dialects
spoken in 7 counties in Nakchu district, 11 counties in Chamdo district and 3
counties in Nyangtri district in Tibet Autonomous Region. The most important dialect

for this group is Chamdo Tibetan.

Kham dialects spoken from Dartsedo in Sichuan up to Jyekundo in Qinghai are
often referred to as northern Kham Tibetan, whereas those spoken from Dartsedo to
Rgyalthang in Yunnan are called southern Kham Tibetan.

Other than geographical area, Kham dialects can be divided according to
linguistic characteristics. Following Denwood (1999), three groups can be established

on the basis of the presence or absence of initial consonant clusters.



