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3.  A Test Case for Qiangic:  

→ The Qiangic languages of Muli 
4.  Methodological implications 



 
What is Qiangic? 

review of the term 



Subgrouping Hypothesis 
•  Hypothesis of a common origin of thirteen, geographically adjacent 

and little-studied Sino-Tibetan languages of South-West China  

•  Ubiquitous in all classifications: Bradley (1997), Ting & Sun  
(2000, 2001), Matisoff (2003), Thurgood & LaPolla (2003) 



Distribution 

Tibetan 

Sinitic 

Lolo-Burmese 
Na Yi / Northern Yi / Nosu 



History of the Hypothesis 
•  Sun Hongkai (1962:561; 1982)  

§  Qiangic: an umbrella term for Qiang, Pumi, and rGyalrong  
§  Compared to Tibetan and Yi  
§  Lexicon, phonology, sound correspondences, morphosyntax 

•  Sun Hongkai (1983, 1990, 2001) 
§  Qiangic expanded to include languages discovered in Western Sichuan 

in the 1970s 
§  More closely related to Qiang, Pumi and rGyalrong than to either 

Tibetan and Yi 
§  “Grammatical compatibility, phonological resemblances and lexical 

cognacy rates” 
§  1.500-word core vocabulary: 17%-31% among Qiangic languages; 15% 

between Qiangic and Yi, 13% between Tibetan and Qiangic 
§  Uniquely shared features: “salient traits absent in Tibetan [Lhasa, 

Written Tibetan] and Yi [Nosu]” 
•  Sun Hongkai (1991)  

§  Tangut 



Defining Features 
1. Directional prefixes 

“exists in all of the languages in the area except Chinese, Tibetan, 
and the Loloish languages” (Sun 1990: 23) 

2. Large number of consonant clusters 
3. Uvular phonemes 
4. Rudimentary tone systems 
5. Person and number agreement in verbs (northern branch) 
6. Numeral classifiers 
7. Diminutive formation with a suffix derived from the morpheme for 
‘child’ or ‘son’ 
8. Rich inventories of case markers  
9. Differentiation of existential (locative) verbs 
10. Shared vocabulary: ‘water’, ‘(this) year’, ‘fish’, ‘flea’, ‘tree’, ‘hair’, 
‘kidney’, ‘urine’, ‘pus’, ‘to sit’, ‘to cry’, ‘to whet (a knife)’, ‘to forget’, ‘to 
borrow’, ‘small’ (e.g. Huang 1991, Sun 1991, 1999) 
 



Problems and challenges 

1.  The restricted nature of the available supporting evidence 
•  typologically common features 
•  lack of cognacy among the shared systems 

 
2.  The historical, ethnic and linguistic complexity 

of the geographical area occupied by Qiangic languages 
•  Historical multi-ethnicity, multi-lingualism 
•  Political fragmentation 

Contact-based change 
 



 
A Test Case for Qiangic: 
The Qiangic languages of Muli 



Qiangic languages of Muli 
 
•  “What defines Qiang-ness? Towards a phylogenetic  
assessment of the Southern Qiangic languages of Muli”  
(ANR-07-JCJC-0063) 

§  four little-studied Qiangic languages  
(Lizu, Namuyi, Pumi, Shixing) 

§  Muli Tibetan Autonomous County 
§  context: little-studied local varieties of Tibetan and Na 

•  Goals 
§  in-depth documentation 
§  examination of the empirical validity of Qiangic as a  
phylogenetic unit and as a monophyletic unit 



Muli	  



Kami Tibetan 

Pumi 

Shixing Lizu and  
Namuyi 

Laze Naxi  and Moso 



Muli Project 
•  We initially operated under the assumption of the Qiangic Hypothesis 
•  We observed diversity as a salient feature of the Qiangic languages 

§  Genetic relationship can be discovered as long as systematic 
correspondences can be found in all grammatical subsystems 

§  Overall similarity and recency of ancestry are usually correlated 
 
Goals of this section: 
1.  estimating the degree of synchronic similarity between the four 

languages 
2.  evaluating the essential (morphosyntactic) criteria of the Qiangic 

hypothesis 
3.  testing the exclusivity of the attested Qiangic features to the local 

Qiangic languages as compared to the local non-Qiangic languages 



Features Qiangic feature 
Pronunciation of the vowel /u/ (in Pumi ǝ) as a syllabic 
bilabial trill after bilabial and apical stops 

- 

Uvular phonemes  + 
Tone systems characterized by culminativity + 
Identical principles of word-formation:  
(a)  extensive use of reduplication  
(b)  compounding  
(c)  affixation (diminutive, gender) 

+ 
 
 
+ 

Directional prefixes + 
Case marking governed by empathy hierarchy  + 
Numeral classifiers  + 
Past/non-past distinction (suppletive forms) in some high 
frequency verbs 

- 

Multiple existential verbs  + 

Similarities 



Examples	  
•  Diminutive suffix derived from the morpheme for ‘child’ or ‘son’ 

•  Directional Prefixes 

 



Differences 
1.  Overall dissimilarities (non-overlapping systems) 

Order of noun and demonstrative: 

§  Dem-N (Pumi,  Lizu): Pumi u11ti55 m̥ə51 ‘that woman’, Lizu 
ku55-the33# jæ33-qɑ53 ‘this child’ 

§  N-Dem (Namuzi), e.g. ju31 tæ55=ly55 ‘this house’  
§  Dem-N-Dem (Shixing), e.g. ha55 tõ55-pi55 ha55 ‘this story’ 

o N-Dem, as in pu55-mi33 ha33 ‘this frog’ 
 

2.  Dissimilarities among overlapping systems (unrelated markers) 



Summary 
•  The observed degree of variation is unusual for a low level 

subgroup, which Qiangic is purported to be, given the contiguity of 
the geographical area occupied by the languages 
 

•  Areal influence contributes to retaining ancestral characteristics 
 

•  The striking diversity of the four Qiangic languages of Muli is in 
need of explanation when generating hypotheses concerning the 
relationship between these languages and their linguistic history 



1.  Similarities between the four Qiangic languages of Muli in a broader 
areal context (Tibetan, Yi, Na) 

2.  Similarities between the four Qiangic languages of Muli in the context 
of the local non-Qiangic Muli languages 

a.  Kami Tibetan 
b.  Laze (Na) 

An Areal Context 



Features Qiangic feature Shared with 

Identical principles of word-formation:  
(a)  extensive use of reduplication  
(b)  compounding  
(c)  affixation (diminutive, gender) 

+ 
 
 
+ 

Yi, Na,  
SW Mandarin 

Numeral classifiers  + Yi, Na,  
SW Mandarin 

Uvular phonemes  + Yi, Na, Tibetan 

Pronunciation of the vowel /u/ (in Pumi ǝ) as a 
syllabic bilabial trill after bilabial and apical 
stops 

- Yi, Na 

Multiple existential verbs  + Yi, Na 

Case marking + Tibetan, Na 

Past/non-past distinction (suppletive forms) in 
some high frequency verbs 

- Tibetan, Na 

Tone systems characterized by culminativity + 

Directional prefixes + 



Features Qiangic feature Shared with Muli l-ges 
Pronunciation of the vowel /u/ (Pumi ǝ) 
as a syllabic bilabial trill after bilabial 
and apical stops 

- Yi, Na 

Uvular phonemes  + Yi, Na, Tibetan Kami, Laze 
Tone systems characterized by 
culminativity 

+ Kami, Laze 

Identical principles of word-formation:  
(a)  extensive use of reduplication  
(b)  compounding  
(c)  affixation (diminutive, gender) 

+ 
 
 
 
+ 

Yi, Na,  
SW Mandarin 

Kami, Laze 

Case marking + Na Kami, Laze 
Numeral classifiers  + Yi, Na,  

SW Mandarin 
Kami, Laze 

Directional prefixes + Kami, Laze 
Past/non-past distinction (suppletive 
forms) in some high frequency verbs 
and nominalization markers 

- Tibetan, Na Kami, Laze 

Multiple existential verbs  + Yi, Na Kami, Laze 



Preliminary conclusions 
Seen from the Qiangic languages of Muli: 

1.  Probative Qiangic features are areal features 

2.  Qiangic is an active convergence area, that includes languages that 
are genetically unrelated, but share a number of distinctive traits 

3.  Convergence cannot be excluded as a (non-genetic) factor which 
has contributed to the formation of the little-known languages 
currently labeled Qiangic 

4.  In view of the salient dissimilarities in all linguistic subsystems and 
the demonstrable similarities with genetically unrelated local 
languages, it appears prudent to err on the side of caution and to 
consider the four Qiangic languages of Muli as not closely 
genetically related 



 
Some Implications 



Features and Languages 

•  Geographical dialect continuum with different features (isoglosses) 
extending over different areas 
§  define characteristic local features 
§  describe their geographical distribution and local configurations 
§  adduce reasons for this distribution: arriving at an understanding 
of the (socio)linguistic mechanisms that lie behind the diffusion 
of linguistic innovations 
o  Increase the number of languages and features 

•  Inventory and scalability of features are symptomatic of a transition 
between distinct typological types 



Typological Transition 

Tibetan 

Yi and Na 

1.  agglutinative with complex suffixal 
morphology (relatively stable 
paradigmatic case marking)  

2.  template word-tone systems 
3.  no numeral classifiers 
4.  no multiple existential verbs 

1.  predominantly isolating (word order) 
2.  omnisyllabic tonal systems 
3.  well-developed systems of   

numeral classifiers 
4.  well-developed systems of existential 

verbs 

1.  case marking (semantic/pragmatic 
constraints) 

2.  tonal systems with culminativity 
3.  numeral classifier systems  
4.  multiple existential verbs 

Kami Tibetan Laze 



Qiangic Languages 
1.  Related to the neighboring genetic subgroups and considerably 

restructured through contact in the area 
2.  Unrelated to the neighboring genetic subgroups and, possibly, also 

to each other, and considerably restructured through contact to 
make them more similar to their non-genetic areal neighbors 

•  Alternative hypotheses 
§  Shixing related to Na languages (e.g. Guo and He 1994:8-9) 
§  Lizu related to Namuzi 

o Lizu related Yi languages (Huang 1997:13-15) 
§  Pumi related to the “core Qiangic”, that is Qiang and rGyalrong 
(e.g. Sun 1982)  



Conclusions 

•  Qiangic as defined presently is a linguistic area 

•  Subgrouping in the complex Qiangic area is far from resolved 

•  The problem of subgrouping in relation to Qiangic is emblematic for 
Sino-Tibetan at large 

•  An interdisciplinary approach, combining studies on language 
typology, language contact, and comparative-historical linguistics 



Thank you for 
your attention! 


