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Two recent issues of LTBA (20.2 and 21.1) contain studies which discuss
the segmental properties of stem2 verb forms in Hakha Lai, a Tibeto-Burman
language of the Kuki-Chin subgroup spoken in Chin State, Burma, and parts of
Mizoram State, India (see especially Melnik 1997, Patent 1997 and Peterson
1998). As in other Kuki-Chin languages, verbs have two forms in Hakha Lai
which appear in different morphological and syntactic environments. The
examples in Peterson (1998), for example, show that stem2 is required when
verbs are transitivized by causative, applicative, comitative and other
extensions. When transitivity is not an issue, the choice of steml vs. stem2 is
determined by a complex interplay of mood, polarity, and clause type (e.g. main
vs. subordinate). In this case, as shown by Kathol and VanBik (2001), the stem
form will be determined by the relevant factor which has widest scope. Thus, as
seen in (1), the negative conditions a stem1 form, e.g. tlad ‘fall;’:

(1) 7?a tlad law ‘he didn’t fall’
3s fally NEG

In (2), however, subordinate clauses such as those introduced by /tik-?4%
‘when’, require stem2, e.g. tlaak ‘fall,’:

(2) ?a taak law  tk-7a? ‘when he didn’t fall’
3s fallp NEG when

Due to its wider scope, the stem2 requirement of the subordinate clause
overrides the stem1 requirement of the negative.

Whereas past studies have focused on the segmental phonology,
morphology, and syntax of the steml/stem2 opposition, the purpose of this
short note is to complement these studies by demonstrating the important role of
tone in stem2 formation. By taking tone into consideration, we can demonstrate
the following:
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* All but a small (predictable) class of stem2 forms have a rising (R) tone.
» The tonal and segmental properties of stem2 are largely predictable from the
tone and syllable structure of the stem1 form.
e Over 80% of Hakha Lai verbs (at present 754 out of a lexicon of 910 verbs)
have a distinct stem2 form (sometimes marked only by tone), while the
remaining verbs, ending in a glottal stop or glottalized sonorant (which appear
to have been historically conditioned by a transitivization process), are
“invariant”.

To see this, we begin in (3) with an indication of the different syllable
structures found on stem1 verb forms:

(3) Steml Verb Shapes

a. CVV tii ‘melt’, hmui ‘see’, pee ‘give’

CVD nam ‘stink’, thlan ‘sweat’, tser ‘shine’

CVVD : nool ‘apologize’,boém ‘help’, tsheer ‘be steep’
b. CVT : rop ‘decay’, zit ‘leak’, ték ‘run’
c. CVVT: doop ‘suck’, luut ‘enter’, faak ‘ache’

In the above schemata, D = one of the seven sonorant codas /m, n, 1,1, 1, y,
w/, while T = one of the three stop codas /p, t, k/. (As we shall see, T may also
stand for a glottal stop or a glottalized sonorant in stem2 foris, which, like /p,
t, k/, are obstruents in Hakha Lai.) Vowels are long in < «cn syllables, while
length is contrastive in closed syllables.

As indicated by the accent marks over the last vowel of each verb, the
“smooth” syllable types in (3a) show a three-way tonal opposition: F(alling),
marked by a grave accent, R(ising), marked by an acute accent, and a low level
tone (L), which is unmarked. Although there is no underlying tonal opposition
on stopped syllables, Hyman and VanBik (2002) show the CVT syllables in
(3b) have an underlying R tone, while the CVVT syllables in (3c) have an
underlying L tone. Both F and R tones are subject to tonal alternations whose
interesting complications are discussed in Hyman and VanBik (2002).

With this background, we are now ready to show how stem2 forms ar
predictable on the basis of the stem1 inputs.

First, although we can treat all of the “smooth” syllables of (3a) as a class,
we shall begin with stem1 verbs which end in a nasal. As seen in the following
examples, the verbs in (4a) changc their tone to R in stem?2, while those in (4b)
both change their tone to R and acquire glottalization.
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(4) Stem2 formation: Stem1 has shape CVN or CVVN

steml stem2
a. dam dam ‘be healthy’
tlum tlaim ‘erode’
sén sén ‘be red’
min mfn ‘slide (land)’
hlep hlén ‘deceive’
pin pin ‘be tight’
laam laam ‘dance’
hruum hrudm ‘growl (tiger)’
fuuin fuin ‘pack’
soon soén ‘be leaning’
hreéy hreén ‘tie’
tlaan tlaan ‘be parallel’
b. lam lam? ‘stumble’
hlén hlén? ‘throw’
phéyg phon? ‘loosen’
bodém bém? ‘help’
phain phan? ‘arrive’
todyg tog? ‘touch’

The two stem2 formations are clearly conditioned by tone: In (4a), steml
verbs with F or L tone change their tone to R, and /iy becomes [n] (which
various scholars take as evidence of an historical alveolar suffix). In (4b), stem2
verbs which already have R tone, glottalize the final nasal. (A long vowel is not
permitted before a glottalized sonorant—or glottal stop—and is therefore
shortened.) The table in (5) shows the number of verbs we have found with
each of the above syllable- and tone-patterns. As seen, there are no exceptions
to the above generalizations.
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)
stemlT m/m n/n /n m/m? n/n? o/
F 251 33| 14| 11| 39| 46| O 0 0 0 0 0
L 11| 7 2 6 11121 0 Q 0 Q Q 0
R 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 | 21 5116 14| 7

Table 1.  Steml verb ends in a nasal (first column under each pairing
refers to stem1 CVN, second to stem1 CVVN)

Verbs ending in liquids show the same pattern, as seen in (6).

(6) Stem?2 formation: St-:: ! has shape CVL or CVVL

a. hal hal ‘ask’
tshol tshél ‘bounce’
har har ‘be difficult’
tser tsér ‘shine’
haal haal ‘be thirsty’
pool poél ‘be gray’
khaar khaar ‘close’
laar laar ‘be popular’
b. tal tal? ‘kill’
mér mér? ‘turn, twisi
veél vél? ‘beat up’
sudr sar? ‘squint (eyes)’

Again, F and L steml verbs change their tone to R, while R steml verbs
acquire glottalization. As shown in (7), there are only two exceptions to this
generalization (zuul/zdl? ‘follow ', phur/phir? ‘carry on back’):

@)
steml T 1] r/r m rinf
F 10 18 18 | 34 0 1 1 0
L 9 9 10| 2 0 0 0 0
R 0 0 0 0 8 7 1 5

Table 2.  Steml verb ends in a liquid (first column under each pairing
refers to steml CVL, second to steml CVVL)
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The last group of CVD/CVVD verbs consist of those which end in a glide
ly, w/. The examples in (8) show that the generalization mostly holds:

(8) Stem2 formation: Stem1 has shape CVG or CVVG

a. phuy phuay ‘spit out’
bay bay ‘limp’
saw saw ‘boil (water)’
pew péw ‘jump, hop’
kaay kaay ‘climb’
fooy foody ‘be easy’
haaw haaw ‘cut down’
reew reéw ‘dry out’

b. thdy thay? ‘hear’
law law? ‘disappear’
tlady tlay? ‘catch’
tsheéw tshéw? ‘split up, share’

However, this time there are 10 exceptions.

)
steml T yly wiw yiy? w/w?
F 11 ] 20 8 15 0 3 6 1
L 7 7 5 8 0 0 1 0
R 0 0 0 0 3 5 2 6

Table 3.  Steml verb ends in a glide (first column under each pairing
refers to stem1 CVG, second to stem1 CVVG)

As seen in (9), four F steml verbs of the shape CVVy inexplicably undergo
glottalization in stem2 formation: naay/nay? ‘listen to, yearn for’, saay/say?
‘carve’, tshaay/tshdy? ‘shoot with sling shot’. In addition, there are six F
stem] verbs of the shape CVw which have a stem2 of the shape CV2: law/162
‘be similar’, law/162 ‘pick fruit’, thaw/thé? ‘rise’, thlaw/thé? ‘weed’,
tsaw/ts6? ‘dig’, traw/tré? ‘pick (flowers)’. A seventh verb, naaw/naw? ‘be
bald’, is also exceptional.
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Turning to CVV verbs, Table 4 summarizes stem2 formation:

(10
szeml T Cvvt CVVk Cvt CVk CcVv?
F 20 0 5 0 2
L 17 15 0 0 2
R 12 7 1 4 1

Table 4. Stem! verb has the shape CVV (stem2 shown in bold above)

First, 59 CVV verbs of all three tone classes form their stem?2 by adding -t, as
illustrated in (11a).

(11) Stem?2 formation: Stem1 has shape CVV

a. tee teet ‘be small’
hnii hniit ‘blow (nose)’
phoo phoot ‘distribute’

b. tlaa tlaak ‘fall’
pee peek ‘give’

In addition, as seen in (11b), 22 L and R tone CVV stem! verbs form their
stem2 by adding -k. (No I tone CVV stem1 verbs have been found to take -k.)
As seen, the tone of CVVtand CVVk verbs is L, in accordai. ¢ with the general
observation that all underlying CVVT words have L tone in Hakha Lai (cf.
steml CVVT verbs below). We consider the rem.:: =z 15 verbs to be
exceptional. Five F CV\ verbs take -t, but shorten u:oir vowel in stem?2:
baa/bat ‘owe’, puu/pit ‘carry’, raa/rat ‘come’, sad/sat ‘be hot’,
thruv/thrit ‘sit down’. Four R CVV verbs take -k with vowel shortening:
tud/tik ‘strike’, sad/sdk ‘build’, suid/sdk ‘pound’, tsud/tsik ‘bite
(snake)’. Finally, five verbs of all tone classes exhibit a short vowel plus glottal
stop in stem2: trii/tri? ‘be afraid’, thii/thi? ‘die’, nii/ni? ‘laugh, smile’,
tshia/tshia? ‘put (place)’, hmud/hmu? ‘see’. In all of these « ' ceptional cases,
the stem2 tone is R, the only lexical tone permitted on CVT - les.

Finally, consider Table 5 which indicates how C* VVT verbs form
their stem2:
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(12)
steml -C  CVT/CV? CVT/CVT CVVT/CV?  CVVT/CVVT
-p 12 4 5 4
t 24 4 18 13
-k 32 6 24 9

Table 5. Stem1 verb has the shape CVT or CVVT

As indicated, 68 CVT verbs form their stem2 by replacing T by glottal stop.
This is illustrated in (13a).

(13) Stem?2 formation: Stem! has shape CVT

a. roép ré? ‘be small’
that tha? ‘kill’
fék fé? ‘be sturdy’
b. tshap tshap ‘add’
Iwat Iwat ‘be free’
ik ik ‘dominate, rule’

Another 14 CVT verbs, however, do not change in stem2, illustrated in (13b).
The same CV? stem2 form is preferred in the majority of cases (47) where
steml has the shape CVVT, as seen in (14a). A large minority of these (26),
however, preserve the oral stop in stem2.

(14) Stem2 formation: Stem1 has shape CVVT

a. kaap ka? ‘shoot’
hruut hra? ‘be crazy’
beek bé? ‘lean against’

b. doop doép ‘suck’
hraat hraat ‘be rough’
phuuk phuik ‘uproot’

In all cases, the stem2 tone is R. This is not surprising when the syllable
structure is CVT (which only allows R tone), but it is surprising when the
syllable structure is CVVT —which otherwise only allows L tone (Hyman &
VanBik 2002).
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This last observation points to a general “conspiracy” concerning tone and
stem2 formation in Hakha Lai: stem2 should be distinct from steml. We saw
this earlier in the case of stem1 CVD and CVVD: Those which have F or L tone
change their tone to R in stem2 (in addition, final /1)/ becomes [n]). Those which
are already R in stem1, keep this R, but add glottalization, without which the
stem1/stem2 forms would be identical. The same point can be made concerning
the stem1 CVVT verbs in (14b). For some reason they do not take glottal stop,
but rather keep their T (and vowel length) in stem?2. If these latter forms had
remained L tone, there would have been no difference between their steml and
stem2 forms. Thus, the one place where CVVT can take other than L tone,
namely the R tone in (14b), is driven by the pressure to overtly mark stem?2,
thereby keeping it distinct from the corresponding steml form. The only
exception in all of the above data concerns the 14 CVT/CVT verbs, which are
identical in both forms.

As seen in the above demonstration, tone is exuemely important in
predicting stem2 forms in Hakha Lai. All stem2 verbs are R tone, and only 14
verbs have stem2 forms that are not distinct from the ccv+ .onding steml. In
addition to these, however i are 139 verbs whi«! ne shape CV? or
CVD? in all environments, ¢.g. di: finish’, khiiud “put intw’, hrén? ‘lock’,
kal? ‘surround’, kar? ‘increase’, féy? ‘trap’, kaw? ‘bite’. (Curiously, we have
no example of an invariant verb of the shape CVi.) Many of these invariant
stemns are (di-)transitive, suggesting an earlier transitivization process marked by
/-2/. (cf. Peterson 1998, VanBik 2001, who show that verb stems followed by a
valence increasing extension must be in stem2 form). Most of the verbs that
have “intransitive meanings” actually must occur in the reflexive, suggesting
transitivity, e.g. d6? ‘be beautiful’, hgil? ‘be asleep’, pan? ‘be cheerful’, nén?
‘be slow’. But some invariant vcibs are clearly intransitive and non-reflexive,
e.g. hér? ‘be necessary’, téy? ‘be sharp’, tsha? ‘be thick’, rél? ‘be ready’. The
historical implications of all of these findings must be considered in a wider
comparative context, the subject of the second author’s forthcoming
dissertation.
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