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This article discusses certain characteristics of language use among the
Jingpo (Kachin) nationality, with a view towards exploring how social factors
have influenced language use and development in an ethnic group that uses
several languages.

1. THE SUBGROUPS OF THE JINGPO NATIONALITY AND
THEIR LANGUAGES

The people of the Jingpo nationality resident in China live mainly in Luxi
(¥ 78), Ruili (3% E), Longchuan (B )11), and Yinjiang (Z7T) counties of the
Dehong (& Z=) Dai and Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture in Yunnan Province.
They number about 100,000. The Jingpo nationality can be divided into five
subgroups: the Jingpo (3 ¥H), the Zaiwa (& F.), the Leqi () ), the Lang’e
(#& If), and the Bola (3 $i). The following is a chart summarizing the names
by which each group addresses itself and the other group:

Jingpo Zaiwa Leqi Lang’e Bola
Jingpo tfin® pho®! a¥ tsiss 13 fi’s ma® zu’! po’! lo*
Zaiwa s> tun*® tsai’! vas! 133 tfhi* 1% lap® pa® lo*
Legqi phukss vus! tsai3! vu 5! 133 tfhi%t lap® vus! padt 1o%
Lang’e  phauk®s vo* tsa’ vo¥ 1a* tfhik%s 13% vo! pa’ I
Bola phauk?! va®! ti3! vad! 183! tfhi* 193! va! pd*! 1a%

* The materials used in this paper were kindly provided by Duoshe Yongtang (to?; [i*! jon’
than*%), Kong Zaoruo (tf3* khug® tsau® 30%*), Kong Zhi’en (t[&*' kh3*), and Zha Duo (tfa*
top*"). I would like express my gratitude to them, as well as to two of my graduate students,
Liu Juhuang and Fu Ailan, who went with me to do the fieldwork for this paper and assisted
in some of the work.
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The Jingpo people have a strong sense of nanonal 1dentity. TNo\t only are ah
members of the nationality aware of the particular subgroup to which they
belong, but they are also clear about the subgroup affiliation of everyone they
know. To outsiders they refer to themselves as the Jingpo, but among
themselves they like to use their subgroup names, considering themselves
members of distinct ethnic groups. This division into branches is one of the
important characteristics of the Jingpo, and it has played a key role in the
history of the nationality.

The members of the various branches live in geographically overlapping
regions. The Jingpo and Zaiwa, the most populous subgroups, occupy large
areas. The Xishan (7§ |11) district in Luxi county, the Zhanxi (& 78) district in
Yinjiang county, and the Dengjia (% X)) area in Ruili county are inhabited by
the Jingpo. The Leqi, Lang’e and Bola subgroups have smaller populations,
and their communities are generally limited to the size of single villages. Most
areas have mixed populations; only a few villages are inhabited entirely by
people of a single subgroup. In a multi-subgroup village, usually one subgroup
is recognized as the main subgroup. Yingian (5| /X) township in the
Santaishan (= & (L) district of Luxi county is a typical multi-subgroup
township. Every village in this township is inhabited by people from several
different subgroups, but within each village one subgroup predominates. For
example, the Zaiwa are considered the main group in Bangwa (33 F.) village,
the Lang’e predominate in Yingian village, the Leqi predominate in Guanglin
(& #K) village, and the Bola outnumber the others in Kongjia (FL %) village.
There are also a few villages containing different groups in relatively equal
proportions. In villages inhabited by people from different clans, a single
family often includes people of different clans.

The various subgroups within the Jingpo nationality have similar economic
systems and modes of production, similar marriage and funeral customs,
similar styles of dress, and similar religions. Although the Jingpo subgroups
may have developed out of different proto-groups historically, they gradually
came to resemble one another through a long period of contact, and developed
into a single nationality. The differences among the subgroups are mainly
manifested in their languages; each subgroup has its own distinct tongue, and
the same line that separates the subgroups separates the languages.

As to the classification of the five languages, it is my opinion that they
belong to two different branches within Tibeto-Burman. The Jingpo language
belongs to the Jingpo branch, while the Zaiwa, Leqi, Lang’e, and Bola
languages belong to the Burmish branch. Jingpo is unlike the other four, in that
it has many characteristics different from those of the Burmish languages. For
example, Jingpo bilabial and velar consonants not only have palatalized forms,
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but retroflex forms as well; the majority of simple words are disyllabic and have
a reduced first syllable;! there are few classifiers, and even these are not
required when nouns are counted as individual units; causatives are marked by
adding a prefix to the simplex form; there are numerous particles in the verb
phrase that express the inflectional categories of mood, person, number, and
direction. Morphologically the language is rich, exhibiting morphophonemic
alternation, reduplication, and affixation. Even more important, many words in
Jingpo are not cognate with words in the other four languages. Also the rules
of sound correspondence between cognates in Jingpo and the other languages
are quite irregular, and there are only a few examples of each sound
correspondence. The following are examples of some non-cognate lexical
items:

gloss Jingpo Zaiwa Legi Lang’e Bola
man mi® [a¥! pjus! pju®! pju’! pju’s
nose 1355 6! no’! ng® ng* nass
tongue  [in* let®! Jo*! ju® [ fa%
bee 143! kat?! pjo* jan®! pju® pj5» 3 pja*!
eagle  ki*la® tsun®! tson®! tsum®! tson®
bear tsap* vam®! wom?! vEd! VESS
monkey wQi* mju??! mjuk3! mjauk?! mjau??!
tree phun>’ sik% 5ok sak>s sak%s
house 0’ ta™ jum! jom® jam®! jam’s
needle  si% mjit® ap> nap*® ne?*s ngss
one 1555 naisl 3a31 ta}l m]l ta3l
old tin*! 1a* map?! ma:n* m5% m3*
deep sup’! nik3t nak3! noP! na?®!
new n*!' nan® a’! sik* a’! sok* sak>s sak>s
many  107% mjo*! mjo* mjo’* mja’!
high tsg mjap* mjan® mj3" mj3%s
ascend lup® to?*! o o3t ta?*!
cry kh3ap?! nau’! pan?! nuk3! pau’s
wear phun®s vut?! vut? vePss vePs
sell tut3! un3! vop™s aup® aup®s

Zaiwa, Leqi, Langsu, and Bola are close to Burmese and Achang, all
belonging to the Burmish branch of TB, and all sharing characteristics not
found in Jingpo. These languages share many cognates, but monolingual
speakers of different languages have difficulty communicating with each other.

1 Ie., ‘sesquisyllabic’. [Ed.]
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The main differences involve sound correspondences and the use of different
lexical items; there are few grammatical differences. Whether these should be
considered “language” or “dialect” differences is not yet clear. As for the
relationships between the various languages of the Burmish branch, Zaiwa is
closer to Leqi, while Lang’e is closer to Bola, and Zaiwa and Leqi are closer to
Achang, while Lang’e and Bola are closer to Burmese. The following table
illustrates the genetic relationships of the languages of the Jingpo people:

Languages of the Jingpo people

Jingpo Zaiwa Leqi Lang'e Bola
(Jingpo
branch)

" (Burmish branch)

2. CHARACTERISTICS OF LANGUAGE USE WITHIN THE
JINGPO NATIONALITY

Two noteworthy aspects of language use by the Jingpo nationality are its
stability and its concurrence. Stability here refers to the fact that people of
different subgroups prefer to use their own languages. As a result, a rich body
of linguistic materials and literature, such as poems, stories, proverbs, and
maxims, have developed separately in each language. Concurrence refers to the
fact that besides the language of their own subgroup, many members of the
Jingpo nationality can use the languages of two or three other subgroups with
facility and without confusing them with their own language. Naturally, the
people in mixed communities show higher concurrent language use than those
in areas where only one subgroup is represented.

The choice of which language to use when members of two different Jingpo
subgroups meet is not arbitrary. Rules involving social setting, generation,
age, sex, and occupation govern the choice of language. In the following
section, we analyse some important social settings and study the use of various
subgroup languages by members of the Jingpo nationality.

In the family:

Many Jingpo families include people from different subgroups. In such
families, the language used by each member is stipulated by tradition. The
children belong to their father’s subgroup, and they use the language of that
subgroup. If a father and mother are from different subgroups, the father and
children use one language and the mother uses the other. Although husband



