Linguistics of the Tibeto-Burman Area 219
Volume 2, Number 2

Subject and Object Agreement in the Tangut Verb
by

Ksenia Borisovna Kepping
Soviet Academy of Sciences, Leningrad
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FOREWORD

In a letter to the translator (January 15, 1976), Dr. Kepping
explains how her article fits into the context of the present state
of Tangut studies (which have so far reached their highest level of
development in the Soviet Union, Japan, and Scandinavia), and how
it relates to important current issues in Tibeto-Burman linguistics
in general. She makes the following points:

(a) The distinguished studies of Tangut grammar by Sofronov and
Nishida [see References] were based on Buddhist texts and transla-
tions of Chinese classics, where the grammar shows considerable
Chinese influence. Kepping's work is based on secular texts like
the Grove of Classifications [see Note 2, and Kepping 1974], a col-
lection of short stories of diverse content, arranged according to
theme, where the grammar is less Sinicized and presumably more
"Tibeto-Burman."

(b) Sofronov and Nishida found no traces of pronominal verb morph-
ology in their texts. However, Kepping has uncovered strong evi-
dence for pronominal agreement markers in the Tangut verb for the
first person, and probably for the second person as well (though not
for the third person). Tangut must therefore be admitted into the
ranks of the "pronominalized" TB languages. [See the recent studies
of pronominalization in TB by Bauman (1974, 1975) and Watters (1975).]

(¢) The behavior of the lst person pronominal auxiliary in the

Tangut VP (nga) -- which can be used to mark either the subject of
an intransitive verb or the object of a transitive verb -- seems to

show that Tangut once had an ergative-type case system, and not a
“nominative-type" system, as previously supposed.

* *
*

Tangut (or Hsi-hsia) is a long-extinct Tibeto-Burman language,
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once spoken by a powerful empire t-it bordered northwest China,

yongolia, and Tibet. In the eleve: .. century a complex ideograph-
ic writing system . 35 invented for inhe language, which has only
been deciphered 1: :* = last 70 years. Nishida (1976) has present-

ed persuasive eviczicc that Tangut belonged to the Lolo-Burmese
subgroup of TB. It thus constitutes our most ancient corpus of
data on that key branch of the family.

The transcription of Tangut that Dr. Kepping uses is based on
the reconstruction system of Sofronov. The tones of Tangut syll-
ables have been reconstructed, though Dr. Kepping does not indic-
ate them in this paper, since her concerns are grammatical, not
historico-phonological. 2=

Tis - JAM

I. The Tangut (Hsi-hsia) language has been regarded as one of
those isolating Tibeto-Burman languages in which the verb phrase
contains no indication of the person (lst, 2nd, or 3rd) of the
subject of the action.1

However, in Tangut texts that we nave examined,2 the first-
person pronoun‘@ﬁtgga 'I/me' sometimes occupies an unusual posi-
tion: it may stand after the verb,3 in order to show that the
subject or the object of the verbal action involves a first-
person singular, e.g.:

(1) sk 4% @ he m
ndjio

nga ldis nga

'I have wealth' (lit. "I wealth have-I").

(2) %= % / /8 %y 1,3 =/ - a3 -
PO 4B 43 lRy 4k A A 32 i
nga mblu kew nlI 1ldle nga na mi .6n  mi
R Y /- 2./ 2
o o R e s A P o
ndgi .wei na thln .ei .I :

' [Chang Feisiﬁ‘g] sa-=. “[I], a general,4 have come
here. Why then dost tnou neither surrender nor join
battle?"!

@ )ik Mk % BR % gk G sie B
1dIs tsIwe ndzIwo ndZ&i vie ma sa nga .I

<
'[Ts'ao Ts'aog f}:] said, "I fear that the people
surrounding [me] will kill me."'
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(4) 2 /=2 >3 . > -
T R Ay @l
T e uD MR % W

f;. "H’ [cc]

% i
'[Su wuy ] said, "Why does the little state
oppress me?"'

By definition [see note 3] we consider post-verbal nga ’;lﬁE_
to be an auxiliary morpheme (homophonous with the pronoun /"’)E nga

w

'I'), which serves to put the verb into personal concord with the
subject or object of the action. Whether the verb agrees with
the subject or the object depends on the particular verb [Section
II, below].

The auxiliary words [{\, na and S‘é:_ ni have been defined in
the scholarly literature on Tangut as suffixes indicating the
appellative mood [vocative suffixes].s However, in our view,
these auxiliary words originated as the second-person pronouns
ﬁ/}t&g 'thou' and fﬁﬁ& ‘you (pl.)', with which they are homo-
phonous. (In the dictionary The Sea of Characters );E Zi-the aux-
iliary #t. ni appears under No. 3405, while the personal pronoun
’fﬂk ni is under No. 3406, 6 similarly, the pronoun n’}tt na appears
under No. 3625, while the auxiliary m na is under No. 3626. )

Apparently, the auxiliary words)'l,hg na and ,}b ni fulfilled
functions in the sentence analogous to those performed by the
auxiliary word ?aé nga, inasmuch as: (a) the auxiliariesﬂy na
and 3\2, ni are often used in complex sentences in a way parallel
to ’%‘b nga, and (b) in verb concatenations %6 nga, ﬂy na, and
i ni occupy exactly the same position. Let us cite some ex-
amples of the parallel use of %E_g__, ];ly na, and &c ni in com-
plex sentences:

© 3% ik MR M 4 L % 3 48

tha mbu ldie .a ngle ngsawL

J 14 "” I'y) .
l@x{‘on alf. &a) "'9. xkrlg éﬁn% focd

' [Tung Fang Shuo i m ] said, “That is why [I]

know that [you] want to give me 49 jujubes."
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© W gk Rk B 16 R B

e Hig
na_ §ie qu_ ndu 1lhwi $iei na ta
R 33 M a3 3% e W
thI vis vie ¢ vie nga I [ec)

'[Kuo P'o E‘Pﬂ] said, "You took a brush [from me]
before. Return [it] to me at once."!'

m

B OB MR

.In ldle 1
"

He I (e

41k

nga .In u ta .we vis a n}‘:wo
- ) 2

ni

E-3

R

[
=]
E
[
H

'[Wu Tzl Hsii 43 %‘%] said, "Hang ye up my head on
the eastern gates of the city. When “2e army of
Yieh comes to crush [the kingdom of ] “u, may [I]
see it:!"' _— -

© A e 3 A e e %%
:In nIn nga ? nIn_'ndo . téhjei Zle n}ex"
e BROOA% B RR IR o R RiC

na ndzéi vie ndu vie vis ndzfe

"

T ohe s A W L e ® WA

.1 ga ku nln ndle a .In .0° via
- " )

37 3@ 4% e Fr o (e

nle ndzéi na .1

'[Wu Tzu Hsi 4&—}*] said, "Now the Ruler (%) is
catching me. When you carry (me] off to the Ruler,
I shall say that you took the pearl and ate it.
And the Ruler will certainly cut open your stomach
and will extract the pearl [from] you."'

y@etween the verb and the auxiliury words %E nga,mb na,
and 3¢, ni, there may occur the marker of the causative construc-

tion ﬁ\ﬁb phi and/or a modal verb. The order is as follows:
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v +fiitens + mobaL vErs + 4]k nga//e na/ §E ni .

After the auxiliaries fﬂE nga, lw na, or;é, ni may stand the
auxiliary i.n-}t .In 'to intend, have the intention of,' which in
certain cases gives the verb the meaning of future time; and the
interrogative particle zmﬁl mo ‘really?; is it the case that?'.
The word-order is as follows:

v - 4fensa/fly na/ g ni ¢+ fpfean - G

Thus there is‘ every reason to suppose that the auxiliary
words mg, na and }L ni were originally the second-person pronouns
ﬁ'fl/_. na 'thou' and ﬂ'ﬁk_rg ‘you, ' whose attachment to the verb
signalled that the subject (and object?) of the verbal action was
second-person (singular or plural, respectively). However, in
the language of the texts studied, the attachment of the auxiliary
words [4» na and ;'; ni to the verb already distinguishes singular
vs. plural number of the subject of the action.9 For example:

VMR R 4 4L T K Re e IR

ni pha ng:. ndu Siei nga

||_7$‘ 4t ;cb %}' [ec]

vie mi ngle .

'[The wife of Ch'iu Hu # sﬁ] said, "Take thou another
wife, I do not want to be [thyl] wife. "

s~ b
(1) MR G fA fic UR A i} 4% Fic
siwa mbi swé ndzwa Q‘._g';_
Z*T Haz fec)
vio na

‘Write a poem in the time it takes you to make seven
(n) steps!'

=a,_/ Yz 2124 Y 1, it
fiad et LA - S

% 2 Zm 3‘ nﬁfw T#s E’u g:g_— (s3]

nws nda
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'[Sun Tzid %%—] asked, "Do you all know how to examine

your heart, left and right hands, and back?" The women
replied, "We know."'

Thus the supposition that the category of person received
no formal expression in the Tangut verb is not corroborated by
the texts we have studied. 1In the course of the language's his-
tory, in order to indicate the person of the subject or object of
the action, there came to be affixed to the verb auxiliary words
that were homophonous to the first and second person pronouns.
(It is worth mentioning that the addition of these auxiliaries
did not depend on the tense or aspect of the verb.) It is poss-
ible that the third person did not receive any special marking on
the verb. 1In the language of the texts under study, person-marking
in the verb-phrase for the first person was maintained only in the
singular.

II. According to their orientation to the subject and object,
Tangut verbs may be divided into two groups: (a) verbs which show
agreement with the subject of the action (henceforth "Verbs A");
and (b) verbs which show agreement with the object ("addressee")
or with a possessive attribute of the object of the action (hence-
forth "Verbs B"). These groups which may be set up on formal
grounds are each internally diverse, in that each of them compris-
es verbs of various semantic types. Let us present some lists of
verbs from both groups.

Group A Verbs [with subject-concord]

(1) verbs of thinking, feeling, utterance

?:HE_ 4§ siws nga 'I think' /91#5 4§t nle nownga 'I rejoice'

'Iﬁt— @ﬁt nwa nga 'I know' ,;“%t /4?‘& mIo nga 'I listen'
?a lfﬁﬁ ndwu nga 'I know' {fﬂ- /9?\& 1In nga 'I see'

fﬁ_'s "‘ﬁt kIwa nga 'I weep' % /4.?,&, .I nga 'I say'

e / 3 [ ' )';’ 42 '

’t?‘ ;&nE mbe nga I laugh }Ly) 4»2, the nga ricgﬁit’(?)'



(2) modal verbs

3

/f‘z;, lfaﬁ kai nga 'I want'
35 1.4

’}'fb f‘n% nlwi nga 'I can'
P

% Y4E ngle nga 'I want'

ﬁ% ?ﬁ %EmI viei nga 'I cannot'
?/% ?‘a‘; %E,ml kie nga 'I dare not'
(3) verbs of motion
;IA_ ?L?\E. $je nga
9‘3{? 'ﬁ;‘#ﬁnl ldle nga 'I arrive!
'Iﬁ'?‘ %}E 1a1e nga
"ﬁ’ ??]E la nga
(4) stative verbs
‘?ﬁ; %]E sI nga 'I die'
’Mk lf-ﬁt si nga ‘I die'
2 Y3 nie nga I sieep’
/}‘&. 'fﬁE ndzie nga 'I am (in a
7;:3: %3k, we nga

‘I go away'

'I come'

'I come'

missive'

certain place)'
‘I resign my-
self; I am sub-
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(5) verbs of possession

% @ah ndfjo nga 'I have'1°

7}%— /?ﬁé .0 nga 'I have'
491% gﬁ't we nga 'I have'
/flﬁ 4‘?}% mIn ngall l'lxiv:? not
(6) copular verbs

?,4'9 @ﬁ& ngu nga 'I appear'
/;g' /4?]2 we nga ' become'

(7) other verbs

ﬁ‘ﬁ- %E‘ nd¢jo nga 'I eat'
PE %k thi nga I drink’
?ﬂb %E riuo nga 'I receive'
3‘; /#ﬁE' lhis nga 'I take'
/ﬂ% ?ﬁe vio nga 'I do'

%74 ’9?}&, khIe nga 'I give'

’F’;M /}ﬁa thu phln nga 'I place,

Group B Verbs [with object-concord]

(1) verbs with a "bad" connotation

?;i %E‘ sa nga 'kill me'
34',1, @ﬁt thI nga
ﬂ ‘Iﬁ\'}( mI kew vie nga
1 4ik.
?]"9 ﬁ‘w, ziew ni nga

4e

'scorn me'

‘drive me away'

'‘be disres-
pectful to me'

set down'
4 .
'ﬁ;— /y.ﬁa ldio nga ‘'bury me'
?\/5‘4 %E_ phow nga 'attack me'

# it mes vie ngy R
’3‘? lf‘?'E. ? nga

‘seize my
~ [profit]"
ﬂ*. #?]E zZwon nga

‘grab my
[(hand]"
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(2) verbs with two complements (3) causative verbs

Fﬂ’} 24?]% khjon nga ‘'give [it] to me’ ﬁa ﬁﬁlt/ﬁ’i%thi phi nga 'give

"?ﬂ"‘;‘ /fﬁe 1dIe nga ‘'bring [it] to me' . . me to drink'
A .

fn';, /’Lﬁe ? nga ‘'return [it] to me' é_}ﬁh’)t ﬁ\Endzu Phi nga 'seat

o 2 me; cCause me to

F7-8 %7€ tsha nga 'return [it] to me! sit'

2,}"& %E, nai nga 'show [it] to me' /}‘;)&ﬁ’nt%Endt%e phi nga

'lodge me; al-
(4) other verbs low me to’dwell'

ﬁﬁé %E ndzle nga ‘eat me up' [but ﬁﬁ ’ﬁindzio nga 'I eat']lz

In order for the auxiliary ’qﬁe nga to refer to the subject
of the action after verbs of Group B, the auxiliary word A"f(‘ Si
is placed after ’I}ﬁt nga in the ver:b—phra.se.13 Thus:

/4,3 . ;
RBGroup B * ;‘"t nga : a::'tlon performed on me
ﬁ élit. sa nga 'kills me'
\
[Chinese i’i % ]

/ ) .
VERBGroup a * 522.92 : :;tllon performed by me
A {lﬁE éie nga 'I go'

[Chinese %% % ]

VERBG oup B %E‘éfbm 8i : action performed by me
;i /}ﬁb)ﬁ\"b sa nga si 'I kill®
[Chinese 2% 3%

III. In the language of the texts we have studied, objéctive re-
lationships are regularly expressed via an object-complement that
stands before the verb. However, the use of the auxiliary word
@ae nga shows that historically in the Tangut language there ap-
parently existed other ways of expressing objective relationships.
Let us examine constructions with verbs of Group B.

The subject of a predicate expressed by a Group B verb may
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be followed by a special marker ?R%% ndzéi v1e meaning liter-
ally "do action." For example:

S R W N

thIn sIwo lhie tsai ndzéi vie zxeu;

e Pr (e )

nga .I

@
' [Su Wui*ﬁ\{ ] said, "Wny does the little state
oppress me?"'

However, the subject may also not have any marker following
it, e.g.:

(12) =
% 8 e A 4k ’%— s1
tIn  viei 2Ie ma phoa; nga .

'[He] said, "I fear that the enemy will fall upon
me suddenly."'

N A B
= N t;?r e v

tsI via
L)

'If indeed thou drivest me out, then I shall drive
her out also.'

In the last sentence, besides the auxiliary word @ﬁ@;ggg
after the verb, indicating the object of the action, there is
an object-complement expressed by the combination of the first-
person pronoun lfﬁbx_zgg_ 'I' and the postposition %* -In; that
is, in this sentence there is a redundant double indication of
the object.

The following sentence is imperative, without a sﬁbject.
There is also no object-complement. However, the object is ex-
pressed by placing the auxiliary word /;(aE,r_xgg after the verb:

GO e M WE B RY 4% ) 3k
nga fI nfwo rje tha tsha ni .a

’g‘i’t "a"l% #iE [Gc]

a 1ds nga

'‘After I die, bury me at the gates of the house
of T'ao Ch'ien Fg cRL].
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When it appears after verbs which may take two objeci-
comple. ats (e.g. 'give'), ’f‘?‘b_xlgg agrees with the indir:- =
object " .ative] which refers to the person affected, but .=
with thc direct object [accusative] referring to the thing af-
fected. For example:

-

©) *}t 5‘"5 /mf j%’ Te Fue A% %5 R ?‘f‘ﬁg
na s:Le 2 ndu lhwi é:.e:. na
R 4 i ‘3‘.‘» 15 Yk A e
hI via v1a . vze nga .

'[Kuo P'o ‘;? fg said, "You took a brush [from me]
before. Return [1t] t:o me at once."'

as) 4t R OC B ¥ R B2 4e

nga .In sa men kwie ndu khion
14
]

g

'Give me a sha-men fruit.
In the last sentence there is a redundancy: the goal of
the action is expressed by an object-complement consisting of
the pronoun %Eggg_ plus the postposition ﬂ\ ~-In, and is also
signalled by the auxiliary word glﬁE‘ggg after the verb.
The auxiliary /#‘,"E,gg_a_ after the verb may also indicate a
possessive attribute of the object, e.g.:

e ik 7*’;‘ u’ %’9 SR I o S
ni we  lhwi _\%5 nga
'You have illegally seized my cities.'

DAL 4 O AR T 6‘n€ (ec]

ndzIwo ngl nga .In lda kI Zwon

'Someone has grabbed my hand.'

)
In the last senten. 2, before the word };( lda 'hand'l5

there is a possessive attribute, expressed by the combination
of the pronoun #ﬁE nga 'I' and the postposn:ionﬁ .In, while
after the verb stands the auxiliary word E, nga. That is, here
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too there is a redundant indication of the possessive relationship.

IV. Up to now the Tangut language had been considered to belong
to the class of languages with a "nominative-type" case-system.
However, the similar grammatical treatment of the subject of

Group A verbs (intransitives) and .the object of Group B verbs
(transitives) allows us to conjecture that historically the Tangut
lénguage was not of the nominative, but rather of the ergative
type. This whole question requires a special study.

In our opinion, the language of the texts we have studied is
from a transitional period, when the language was passing from the
ergative to the nominative type, although the older ways of ex-
pressing objective relationships had still not completely died
out. This probably explains the redundancy of certain sentences
(Exs. 13, 15, 17) in which the objective relationships are expressed
both "in the old way" -- in the verb -- and "“in the new way" --
in the object-complement.

Notes

1. Thus, M. V. Sofronov writes, "The person of the verb is defined
only by the meaningful morphemes which make up the linguistic con-~
text, so that the person of the verb does not constitute a formal
category." Cf. Sofronov 1968, Vol. I, p. 186.

2. I have in mind certain translations into the Tangut language
of Chinese works, now preserved in the Institute of Oriental Stud-
ies (Institut Vostokovedenija) of the Soviet Academy of Sciences
(Leningrad). Examples are taken from the following sources:

(a] The Grove of Classifications #%§ 4k, abbreviated “"GC."
TTranslator's note: In Russian this work is called Les
Kategorij, and is abbreviated "LK" by the author.]

[b] Sun Tzd i"Descendants"] . & , abbreviated "s."

[c] The dictionary of N. A. Nevsky (1960), abbreviated "N."

3. The word-order in the Tangut sentence is SOV. After the predi-
cate-verb only auxiliary words relating to the verb may occur.

4. The character ,*/;‘ nga2 (j'_f ) is an element in the compound
% /9‘% nga-mbju ‘general!’ (i 4& ), and is not to be confused with
43€ nga'l (F ) '1.¢

5. Sofronov 1968, Vol. I, pp. 217-218.
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6. Kepping et al, 1969, Vol. II, p. 39.
7. 1Ibid., p. 57.

8. [Translator's note] Kepping's phrase glagol'naja tsepochka,
literally "verbal chain," is quite similar to the term "verb con-
catenation" that has recently been used in the descriptions of
modern TB (and other Southeast Asian) languages. See, e.g.
Matisoff 1969, 1974; Trin Trong HAi 1976.

2=
9. Probably for this reason the second person pronouns n?[.gg
and fnTin came to be written in post-verbal position with differ-

4
ent characters: /3, na and 3¢ ni.

10. [Translator's note] This verb [see Sentence (1), third char-
acter] ndZjo looks as if it might be cognate to Lahu cJ 'have, be
there' < PLB *N-dzan. The verb .o (next example) might be cognate
to Chinese % *gitig/jigu.

11. [Translator's note] The modern Sherpa word for 'do not have'
is also min, derivable from ma 'not’ + in 'possessive copula.'
Whether this is a cognate of the Tangut form or merely a "look-
alike" must await detailed comparative work to determine. But see
also the graph 14& .In, which sometimes seems to have possessive
function (Sentence 17, below).

12. [Translator's note] Perhaps 'eat me up' could be included in
Class (1) above, "Verbs with a 'bad' connotation."

>
13. The functions of the auxiliary word XI¥ si have still not been
fully discovered. Thus, e.g., Sofronov calls it a "word-forming
suffix" (1968, Vol. I, p. 155).

14. Chinese iﬁ' P‘]%sha-men-kuo “sand-gate fruit."

[Translator's note] The characters sha-men were used in Chinese to
transliterate the Sanskrit word $ramana 'Buddhist priest.'

15. [Translator's note] This Tangut form is very similar to Jing-
hpaw 1atd” 'hand', which is the only other TB language so far dis-
covered to have a dental stop after the lateral in whis word, per-
?aps <]§TB *g-lak (cf. Benedict 1972, notes 102 [p. 32] and 109

p. 34]).

* *
*
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