










logical pr iority of cause over effect . But the non-Yi languages place the 
causative morpheme second, which reflects its origin as a higher verb governing 
an embedded structure, i .e . , using Engl ish glosses, HE ( l OlL SPILL)OBJ MAKE .  

I f  no adjuncts come between them, agents and ( transitive )  patients in  Yi  
usually appear together to the left  of  the same verb, as they do in non-Yi 
languages: 

27 . YI ( l 7 )  �a� � mu3 3  t� ' i 5 5  s i 5 5  ��� �  
my brother goat kill want 
My brother wants to kill the goat . 

The order patient before agent is rare in the texts and usually requires post­
positional marking on the agent: 

2 8 .  YI ( 17 )  di 3 3 do 3 3  u3 3  �i 2 1 3 d¥ � �  t ' E � � _a3 1  t ' w3 1  �i� � 
monk those seven CLF them-by scald die 
The seven monks were scalded to death by them . 

3 . 3 . 2  lIdjuncts. Whether they are introduced by their own verbs or not, adjuncts 
in Yi,  l ike core constituents , tend to fol low a f ixed relat ive order . The 
following sentence, with order agent , locative, range, and patient , is typical : 

29 . Y I (  31 ) a 3 1 vi 5 5  a 3 1  kw� � ts '1 3,J ta 3 1 �., U t ' i 3 1  tE 5 S 
s ister house in be-at one blow him hit 
[ His ] sister struck him at the house . 

Outer locatives are introduced by the verb ts 'j.  32 ' be at , '  as we see from 
this last example . 

3 . 3 . 2 . 1 Instrumental s .  One semant ic role that has not been mentioned yet is 
instrumental .  In Yi, this role is introduced by a verb meaning ' to carry , 
take . ' In Hani , its counterpart is signalled by the ' oomitative ' particle -ne. 
But with instrumentals, Lahu and Lisu are more like Yi than Hani,  requiring a 
multiple clause, consecutive construction. Examples #30-33 illustrate : 

30 . YI ( 9 3 )  

31 . 1,1 ( 154 ) 

32 . LH( 16 0 )  

�a3 l vi 5 5  t� 't U VE U va 5 5  XU3 3  t� 't � 
my s ist er scales take pig flesh weigh 
My sister weighed the pork with the scales . 

nu 3 niE 3 si l do�3i� lo� fw5 thi 5 phE 6 z e 5  s i l 
you TOP bowl leak NZR one CLF use and 
You use the leaky bowl to drink [ it ]  . 

I , a-th� yu IE to? 
knife take-ing cut 
Can [you] cut [it]  

che? phE:? � la 
sever able PT ? 
through with a knife? 
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33 . HA( 142 ) da 5 5t
'
sh 1 5 5  ne 3 3  t9hi 3 1 laU di 3 1 

stick with one blow hit 
Give [ it ]  a blow with a stick . 

Although funct ionally , the Lahu and Lisu constructions are like the Yi , 
they retain the overt conjunctions, -l� in Lahu, -si in Lisu ( cf .  p.  405 above) 
and are, therefore, structurally like the sentences # 1 a-c above . 

3 . 4  VERBS OR COVERBS? 

I t  is well  attested , by languages in different parts of the world, that 
verbs which occur frequently in serial constructions tend to become 
convent ionalized as case-marking morphemes, giving up some of their lexical 
content and syntactic flexibility in the process. 'lllis " categorial sh ift" of 
verb to " co-verb" or ad-position has been inferred for Chinese ( cf .  Chao 
1 970 : 335 and § 8 . 2 ,  Li and Thompson 1 974a , b , c ) and for various Niger-Congo 
languages (Givon 1 975 §4 . 2 ) , and it is likely that the same process is underway 
in Yi .  In fact , the loss of lex ical content of one -- or possibly both - ­
verbs is implied by our perception that, in sentences such as those illustrated 
in §3 . 3 ,  we are dealing with "single-clause semantics . "  In (Gao ' s )  Yi,  the most 
l ikely candidates for co-verb status are the three verbs -- I will continue to 
call them verbs for now -- that occur frequently as first members of 
serializations , ts 'l� 'be at ' ve32 ' take, ' and tsi33 'make(? )  , and the three 
that occur as second , ts ' 1� ' be  at , ' dr-!.44 'give , ' and tE'e 2 b ' arrive. ' The 
f irst three are associated with the semantic roles of locat ive ( #29 ) , 
instrumental ( #2 1 , # 30 ) , and causee ( #24a) , the second three , with inner 
locat ive ( #7b,  1 3 ) ,  dative or benefactive , ( #6b) , and destination ( #8b) . There 
is no particular verb associated with transitive patients ( cf .  #27 ) , though in  
sentences such as # 1 5 ,  v�32 , normally the signal of instrumental , could easily 
be interpreted as a patient marker , as could its cognate in the following 
sentence from Ma ' s  dialect : 

I)�3 1 L" la.." Z VL" fJa3� to" 
you AGENT tea take me make-drink 
You offerred me tea to drink . 

In  Chen et aI ' s  Yi  ( =Liangshan dialect ) , the verb ' take ' may be deleted in 
contexts where it seems to function most l ike a patient marker: 

3 5 .  YIC ( 42l ) ve 5 5ga 3 3  ( �u3 3 ) ko 3 3  b1 4 4 
clothes taka him give 
Give the clothes to him .  

And this appears to be true of  Gao 's  dialect as well ;  cf . # 15  with: 

3 6 . YI ( 48 )  a3 1 vi 5 5  t� , £ 3 1 t , £ 2 4 t ' a3 1 �t 3 3  fJu3 1 d�£ 4 4 
sister rice one scoop me give 
[My] s ister gave me a scoop of rice . 

Of the six verbs mentioned above, only three are actually attested as head 
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verbs: ts ''l�, ve.�, and diot.44 . 

37 . Y I ( 16 ) 

38 . YI ( 4 2 )  

39 . YI( 2 5 )  

H 3 3 br U a3 1 kW" " ts 'l U 
g ' daughter home in be-at 
Granddaughter is at home . 

t ' i 3 1 a3 1 pr � ma3 1 ve L?  
he lunchbox not take 
[ if] he doesn ' t take a lunchbox 

I)u 3 1 na 3 1 dge 4 " 
I you give 
I gave [ it ]  to you . 

But even the existence of a ful ly lex ical prototype does not mean these 
morphemes function as full verbs wherever they appear. GivOn ( ibid . ) has noted 
several ways in which the grcmnaticalization of verbs is made manifest.  One is 
intolerance for aspectual marking. In Yi , as in most TB languages , aspectual 
notions are conveyed by grammaticalized verbs or by verb suffixes. As it turns 
out, aspectual or modal modificat ion of any kind is rare in our texts , and 
where it does appear , as in sentence #40 , the aspectual morpheme can be 
interpreted as being in constituengy with the rest of the sentence rather than 
with just the preceding morpheme: 1 9  

40 . YI ( 10 5 )  t ' i 3 1 la 5 5p ' a 3 1 t� ' e � t9 ' i S 5 � " "pu 3 1 tsr " "  
h e  hand extend sheep mouth be-at 
He put h is hand into the mouth of the sheep . 

xa' L? 
ASP 

Giv6n ' s  semantic cr iterion is more revealing. Grammaticalized verbs , he 
notes , often cannot be given their l iteral meanings .  Of the fol lowing 
examples, only the first allows �44 its literal meaning of 'give ' : 

41 . YI ( 100 ) t� ' e 3 1 t ' u2 " t ' a 3 1 �t 3 3  d�� 2 1 3 t ' i 3 1 d�e " 4 
rice one catty measure her give 
[ She] measured out a catty of grain for her. 

42 . YI ( 41 )  t ' ia3 1 t ' a3 1 t� ' u 5 5  te S S va5 5�r 3 1 dge .. ..  

43 . YI( 104 ) 

he-by one shot (n . ) shoot boar give 
The boar was shot by him. 

ni" " sa3 3  xa2 " uo2 1 3 t i 3 1 dge " 4 
two three nights stay-up him give 
[He] kept him awake for several nights . 

1 9  The morpheme x,J� is glossed with Chinese -zhe, often termed a "progressive" 
marker,  but xi31 also occurs after nouns ( cf .  Gao p. 57 ) and it may turn out to 
be a genitive/naminalizing particle like Lahu vee 
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So for df£44 , in these contexts, the evidence is good that we are dealing with 
a co-verb rather than a verb. '!be term co-verb is appropriate : unlike post­
positions, these IlOrphemes permit the anaphoric deletion of their objects ( cf .  
# 1 2 , 1 3 ) , but cannot themselves be deleted i n  the way that post-posit ions 
generally can be in TB languages. For the other verbs, our information is not 
conclusive , but their high textual frequency and their consistent association 
with a particular semantic role makes it l ikely they too have become 
institutionalized as case-marking IlOrphemes. 

'!bere may also be cases in which the process of convent ional ization has 
affected both members of a verbal series equally so that they should now be 
regarded as a disjunct verbal canpound. 20 One of the characteristics of the 
"isolating" languages of mainland Southeast Asia is that they lack the formal 
d ist inctions between morphology and syntax that , in other languages, often 
suggest a clear boundary between these t\\O extremes. n 'Morphological corrpounds '  
and ' syntactic construct ions ' are situated along an axis of productivity-of­
combination , which is more l ike a cont inuum than a series of d iscrete 
compartments , "  as Matisoff wr ites ( GL :  5 3 ) . In Lahu , for example , the 
express ion ga?mi ' chase + catch ' is phrase-like in that the negative morpheme 
mS- appears after the first morpheme, rather than before the two, but is word­
l ike in that the subordinating conjunct ion -1£ could not comfortably be 
i nserted into the expression ( GL §4 . 3 1 5 ( b� In Y i ,  some degree of 
lexicalization is l ikely to have taken place in "equ i�l lent" verbal series 
such as de.44 • • •  mu33 , tell + teach = e�lain" pi£4 • • •  t '�5 ' ch�e • • •  
become = change into, ' and YIM �33 • • •  no..4 ' tell + hear = tell '  and de 4 • • •  
Q33 ' ascend + sit = ride on. ' 

4 .  'mE COLIAPSE OF SERIALIZATlOO IN YI 

If ,  indeed, the "verbs" discussed in the previous section have undergone a 
categorial shift to become co-verbs, or post-positions, then verb serialization 
in  such sentences is , of course, no IlOre. Instead, we have "ordinary" clause 
patterns containing a single verb and an obligatory case marker . Where it is 
the f irst member of a verbal series that has lost its verbal status , a verb­
final order has been restored. But where it is the second member of a series , 
a novel \\Ord order has been introduced : the erstwhile object of the second verb 
has become an adjunct of the first verb. Since these grammaticalized second 
verbs introduce goals ,  the order of constituents in such sentences will be 
SOV�. 

The process of introducing verb-medial patterns into an otherwise verb­
final language is the reverse of the Chinese case discussed by Li and Thompson 
( 1 974a, b ) . Chinese developments involve the collapse of VO serialization 
rather than OV; the grammat icalizat ion of first members of a verbal series 
i ntroduces verb-final patterns into the language. For example, the change of 
the verb ba ' grasp, hold ' into a preposit ion associated with def inite 
"patients" introduced pre-verbal objects in the prototypes of sentences such as 
the following (cf .  4 1 5 ) : 21  

20 For s imilar cases of "COITp.)unds" that permit intervening material , cf . Chao 
1 968 §6 . 5 . 8 ,  " Ionization of pseudo-V[erb] -0 [bject] compounds. "  Chao cites the 
phrase h,h you-Ie ta y{-ro, shul5 "and hu-ed him a IlOr, saying = and made a 
joke with him, saying, "  in which the canpound you-�fran the English word 
humor) has been spl it into two parts. 

2 1  w8 g�i ta shu, without b� and with both "objects" after the verb , is 
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44 . Chinese ta b� shu g�i w� 
he ( grasp ) book give me 
He gave me the book . 

Comparable developments are attested , in  a different part of the world , by 
languages of the Niger-Congo family ( Given OPe cit . ) .  The process can be 
represented formulaically as : S V Opat V 0goal > S COV-Opat V 0goal . 
Developments like those observed in Y i ,  lnvolving the introduction of verb­
medial patterns into OV serializ ing syntax , are not as well documented, but 
Hyman (op cit : 1 24 )  doeS-forsee the possibility of this development in Ijo, the 
one Niger-Congo language that is both serializing and verb-final . 

4 .  1 'mE SPREAD OF VERB-MEDIAL PATl'ERNS IN YI . 

The appearance of post-verbal constituents in Yi does not necessarily mean 
that the verb will eventually assume a medial position in all clauses .  The 
rarity of languages with an SOV-GOAL order of core constituents suggests that 
such languages tend to move towards a more consistent pos it ioning of nominal 
complements , but this could be ach ieved in more than one way (Hyman: ibid ) .  
Goals might be restored to a position to the left of the verb on the pattern 
of patients and other pre-verbal constituents ; such a shift might be encouraged 
by the anaphoric delet ion of goals ,  which places verbs in " fortuitous" 
concatenations at the foot of the sentence ( cf .  pp . 409- 1 0 above ) • 
Alternat ively , pat ients and other constituents might be drawn to the right of 
the verb by analogy with goals. The fact that goals -- the const ituents that 
created the init ial breach in the barrier of the final verb -- are relatively 
frequent in texts increases the l ikelihood that the new order will be prominent 
enough to stimulate the process of analogy. 

The factor that ultimately determines which direction the Yi dialects take 
-- if any -- is likely to be contact with Chinese, which despite the exceptions 
recounted by Li and Thcmpson ( 1 974a,b) continues to place the verb medial ly in  
many , if not most, clause patterns .22 Chinese influence on Yi is reflected by 
the large number of Chinese loanwords . 23 Further incursion of verb-medial 
clause patterns into Yi need not be the result of direct structural borrowing 
from Chinese . Some anomalous sentences that appear in the Yi texts suggest 
another, less obtrusive avenue . In  Y i ,  " causative" verbs , such as ' cause ' 
i tself ,  ' tell , ' ' persuade , '  and ' lead , ' generally treat the causee as an 
object , placing it directly to the left, as in sentences #24a, 25a, 26 above, 
or in the following sentence: 

4 5 .  YI ( 22 ) a 3 1 vi 5 5  no3 1 g ' u 3 1 p ' u� �  k ' u3 3 no 3 1 g ' u3 1 
s ister doctor call illness treat 
[My] s i ster asked the doctor to treat the illness . 

But there are also a few examples of the causee following the causative verb. 

also possible, but the rneaning is ' I  gave him a book . "  
2 2  For refutation of Li and Thanpson' s  position that the "basic" �rd order of 

Mandarin Chinese is OV, cf. Light 1 979. 
23 The appendix to Gao ( 1 958 ) lists about 240 Chinese loan�rds ,  but most of these 

are crlditions to the native Yi vocabulary. I know of no core vocabulary that 
has been replaced in Gao' s dialect . 
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One of these involves the verb �44 ' give , ' which we have already seen in 
f inal posit ion associated with dat ive or benefact ive phrases . The same 
TOC>rpheme also occurs in first position as a causative verb: 

t ' i 3 1 dge 4 4  t ' a2 1 3 p ' i 3 3  gw3 3  le 2 4 
he ( give ) his g ' mother enter come 
He let his grandmother in . 

A parallel example contains the verb x�44 ' lead ' : 

47 . YI ( 3l )  X� 4 4  t9 ' i 3 3  d��4 4  t ' a 5 5  go t? le 2 4 
lead dog place on play come 
Take the dog outside to play . 

Both #46  and #47 have the word order of the so called "pivotal 
construct ion" of Ch inese (Chao .9E. cit .  : §2 . 1 3 )  and could be considered direct 
calques the on Chinese construction; cf. :  

4 B .  Chinese v .  / ' _ v v gel rang ta zumu 
he (give) / let his g ' mother 
He let his grandmother in . 

j tnlai 
enter come 

But why should causat ive construct ions be the f irst to adopt the Chinese 
pattern? The answer may lie  in the CITlbiguous role of the causee as roth the 
object of the higher verb and the subject of the lower -- it is this role as 
"pivot" that g ives the name to the Ch inese construction. As object of the 
higher verb, the causee would precede; but as subject of the lower,  it would 
fol low .  The post-verbal position of the causee in Chinese can be ac<X>lTlTOdated 
to Yi syntax if it is regarded as a lower subject. However ,  once established 
in th is position , the lack of e ither case marking or an expl icit clause 
boundary would allow it to be reinterpreted as a post-verbal object. In such a 
way,  Objects might begin to leak to the right of the verb, where their presence 
would add to the analogical pressures in favor of the ver�ial pattern. 

5 .  'lliE DEVEIDfMENT OF VERB SERIALIZATICN IN YI . 

The grammat ical ization of one member of a verbal series may play an 
important role in the development of ver�ial sentence structure, but no 
TOC>re so than the development of verb serialization in the first place . It is , 
after all , the iconic arrangement inherent in the serializing process that 
ensures that goals will be separated from other core constituents, setting the 
stage for their eventual appearance to the right of the verb should the second 
verb in a series come to function as a oo-verb or post-posit ion . How, then , 
could this radical re-shaping of Yi sentence structure have come aOOut? 

The question just posed really has two parts : what is the source of the 
serial pattern , and what caused the language to take that course -- how and 
why, in other words. The first is easier to answer than the second . Given the 
geographical position of Yi at the eastern readles of the TB family, we might 
expect the source of such dramatic structural innovation to be one of the 
contiguous languages, many of which are or have been serializing . But whatever 
the role played by contact,  it could not have been a direct one . All of the 
languages in the region that could be considered serializing -- those in the 
Ch inese,  Tai ,  Mon-Khmer, and Miao-Yao families -- are verb-medial rather than 
verb-final ; nominal complements follow the governing verb rather than precede 
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( cf .  #44  and 4 8 ) . So the source of verb serialization in Yi lies within the 
language, and it must be , as we have suggested already, complex sentences 
involving temporal or logical succession. It is this source that ensures the 
iconic arrangement of core constituents that is so sal ient a feature of Yi  
sentence structure . Such complex sentences would be available for explicit 
paraphrase at all stages of the language , but for reasons to be cons idered 
below ,  the complex structure gained favor over the single-clause option and 
eventual ly, the latter ceased to be used . The development of paratactic  
conf igurat ions -- the one feature that can be attributed to contact -- would 
have made it easier to accommodate the serial construct ion to " single-clause 
semant ics" by el iminating expl icit clause boundaries , and once established in 
this function, the pattern could have spread by internal borrowing , without 
the necessity of going through a oomplex-sentence stage . 

Why the complex sentence took over the function of the s ingle clause 
patterns rather than continuing as a funct ional ly d ist inct option is more 
difficult to understand, but the extent of the restructur ing that has taken 
place in Yi suggests that the answer may lie in the perceptual simplicity of 
the serial configuration. Not only is it often more expl icit , requiring two 
verbs where the non-Yi languages have only one, but it allows the l istener to 
i nfer the semantic relationships between nominals and verbs one at a time. By 
contrast, verb concatenation, with nouns and verbs piled up at opposite ends of 
the clause, has the perceptual properties of center-embedded structures -- it  
i s ,  in fact , an extens ion of  the center-embedding pattern inherent in  
consistent OV syntax . '!he complexity of semantic patterns that underl ie the 
uniform syntax of verb concatenation can be gauged from Matisoff ' s  exhaustive 
study of the Lahu verb phrase ( 1 969 ) . Now obviously, speakers of Lahu , Lisu 
and the other non-Yi languages do not find the concatenat ing pattern 
troublesome ; presumably it represents a balance of the confl icting needs of 
clarity and conciseness. But if concatenation is , as we conjecture, relatively 
closer to the l imits of our processing abilities, then "strain" on the system 
may cause those l imits to be exceeded and lead to the replacement of 
concatenation by the semantically more transparent configuration . What might 
that strain have been? 

One possibi lity is that perceptual diff icult ies were caused by 
developments within the language. Giv6n ' s  explanation for the r ise of verb 
serial izat ion in Niger-Congo languages takes th is pos ition . Adapting an 
argument used by Vennemann ( 1 973 ) and others , he suggests that verb 
serialization -- va , or in the case of I jo ,  OV -- arose as a functional 
response to the phonetic attrition of nominal case-marking morphology. There 
has, indeed, been plenty of phonetic attrition in Loloish languages, as can be 
seen by comparing the following Loloish forms with the conservat ive forms of 
Written Burmese (WB) : 

WB Yi YiM LH 

mushroan mimi m44 ... 
mu 

to blow rout m� m44 m$'? 
high mran" m1t2 1 3  m44 mu . 

Ma ' s  Yi  [ =  Sani ] , with nothing more than a sonorous hum in all  three 
morphemes ,  represents an extreme , but in general , Yi dialects are not much 
different from non-Yi in this respect; none of them has much meat even on its 
lexical morphemes . In  any case , phonetic attrition of case-marking post­
positions is unlikely to have provided the impetus for Yi  developments ; in 
Loloish languages , phonetic material is, generally,  restored by the doubling up 
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of grammat ical morphemes . Lahu ve , can be enlarged , with neglig ible 
semant ic consequences,  by the addition of the "topicalizing" particles, 3 ( as 
in  example # 1 b ) or � ( cf .  GL S5 . 42 1 ) .  "Pleonasm" is a widely used process for 
adding to the phonetic bulk of lex ical as well as grammatical words in the 
"monosyllabic" languages of mainland Southeast Asia. 

An alternate possibil ity is that the replacement of the concatenating 
pattern by the semantically more transparent serializing pattern was a response 
not to developments within the language ( nor to contact with other languages ) 
but to a change in the social context of the language. Mlat makes th is l ikely 
is the distinctive social history of the Yi compared to that of Loloish peoples 
farther to the south and west .  For at least f ive hundred years , Han and 
other peoples were captured by the Yi and used as slave labor, with their 
descendents becoming Yi . Winnington (!?E. cit. : 32) claims that about 47% of 
the "Norsu" ( i .e .  Nasu) living in tl1e Liangshan region were slaves at the time 
slavery was abolished in 1 957 , and that most of these were orig inal ly other 
nat ional ities . We can only speculate on what the linguistic consequences of 
such social patterns might have been. If the Yi slaves were of mixed orig ins , 
with no one language predominating, conditions would be right for the rise of 
pidgins and, eventually, creoles. At the very least ,  there would have been 
widespread bil ingualism .  Such condit ions might well  put a premium on 
semantically transparent structures employing serial verbs . Without more 
detai led understanding of the sociolinguistics of traditional Yi society, this 
explanation is only conjecture . But , i f  correct , it would resolve the 
otherwise paradoxical fact that the Loloish languages that have undergone the 
most extens ive structural changes are found on the boundary between the 
verb-final and the verb-rnedial linguistic areas, yet they do not seem to have 
borrowed the new patterns from surrounding languages . Apparently, contact did 
not result in the Yi languages be ing overwhelmed , but did have sufficient 
social consequences to set in motion the change from concatenating to 
serializing syntax. 
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