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A first look at Kami, the Tibetan dialect of Mùlǐ* 
 
Abstract: This article provides a sychronic and diachronic description of the 
phonological system of Kami Tibetan, a Khams Tibetan dialect spoken in Mùlǐ 
Tibetan Autonomous County (Sìchuān Province). It focuses on characteristic features 
of Kami that set this variety apart from the best-recorded Khams dialects (Bātáng and 
Dégé) and from the dialects of Díqìng Prefecture (Zhōngdiàn and Dōngwāng), with 
which Kami is grouped in one cluster in Qú and Jīn’s (1981) classification. Based on 
presented Kami data and viewed in relation to corresponding phenomena in the 
neighboring Qiangic languages, the article critically evaluates (1) the current 
subgrouping scheme whereby Kami is grouped together with the dialects of Díqìng 
Prefecture, and (2) the phylogenetic Qiangic subgrouping hypothesis. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Kami Tibetan (hereafter Kami) is a variety of Tibetan spoken in Mùlǐ Tibetan 
Autonomous County 木里藏族自治縣, Written Tibetan (WT) <mu li rang skyong 
rdzong>. This county is part of Liángshān Yí Autonomous Prefecture 涼山彜族自治

州 in Sìchuān Province in the People’s Republic of China (PRC).  
 
1.1. Mùlǐ and its languages 
 
Established in 1953, Mùlǐ Tibetan Autonomous County is a successor to the semi-
independent theocratic kingdom of Mùlǐ (variously, rmi li or rmu le), ruled by 
hereditary lama kings of the Tibetan-Buddhist dGe lugs pa tradition.1  
 Mùlǐ is one of the religious, cultural, and geopolitical border areas of the 
Tibetan realm. It is culturally Tibetan, but ethnically and linguistically much less so. 
                                                            
*  My fieldwork on Kami in 2006 was sponsored by the Royal Netherlands Academy of Sciences and 
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in the framework of the Sino-Dutch 2005-2008 research 
programme “Trans-Himalayan database development: China and the Subcontinent”. Fieldwork on 
Kami in 2008 and 2009 was supported by the Agence Nationale de la Recherche (France) as part of the 
research project “What defines Qiang-ness? Towards a phylogenetic assessment of the Southern 
Qiangic languages of Mùlǐ” (acronym PASQi) (ANR-07-JCJC-0063). I owe a debt of gratitude to my 
Kami language consultants: Mr. Yáng Lǔróng Duōdīng 楊魯絨多丁 /Ltɕhi-Hra Hja-Llɔ ̃Hlu-Hzũ Lthu-Hdĩ/ 
<blo bzang stobs ldan>, Mr. Āgāo Lǔróng 阿高魯絨 /La-Hŋɔ Hlu-Hzũ/ <blo bzang>, Mr. Lǔróng Cì’er 
魯絨次爾  /Hlu-Hzũ Htshə-Hrẽ/ <blo bzang tshe ring>, and Mrs. Qǐ Zhēn 啓珍 /La-Hlu Htɕhi-Htʂẽ/ <chos 
sgron>, for the linguistic data, their kind patience, and their enjoyable company. (Names that are not 
reflected in the Tibetan orthography are house names, see §4.1.1 for discussion.) I am also indebted to 
the Mùlǐ liason of the PASQi project, Mr. Lǔróng Duōdīng 魯絨多丁 /Ldʑi-Hʂɛ̃ Hlu-Hzũ Hto-Hdɪ̃/ for his 
efficient and enthusiastic help in facilitating and assisting this study, and for providing background 
information on Kami. Thanks are also due to Sūn Hóngkāi 孫宏開 and Huáng Xíng 黄行 of the 
Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and to the local 
authorities of Mùlǐ Tibetan Autonomous County for their support in helping me to prepare and execute 
my fieldwork. I am also grateful to my colleagues in the PASQi project: Alexis Michaud for helpful 
discussions on fine phonemic distinctions in Kami and related issues of phonetic/phonemic notation, 
and Guillaume Jacques for his enthusiastic participation in fieldwork, useful discussions, painstaking 
examination of the appended word list, and insightful suggestions concerning the etymologies of some 
Kami words. Last but not least, I thank Paul van Els for his help in preparing the word list and map for 
this article and in carefully proofreading the manuscript. 
1 On the history of Mùlǐ, see Kessler (1986), Mùlǐ Gazetteers (1995), van Spengen (2002), and Wellens 
(2006). 
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Notable ethnic groups residing in Mùlǐ include (linguistic affiliation of the languages 
they speak is mentioned in brackets): 
 

• Púmǐ 普米 (Qiangic), the ethnic majority and, historically, the ruling elite 
• Tibetans (Tibetan) 
• Xùmǐ, 旭米, or Sùmǔ, 粟母, [ʂu55-hĩ55] (a.k.a. Shǐxīng 史興, Qiangic) 
• Lizu 里汝 [li55-zu55] (a.k.a. Ěrsū 爾蘇, Qiangic) 
• Nàmùzī拉木兹 or 納木玆 [næ55-mu33-zɿ31] (Qiangic)2 
• Na, or Moso (unclassified) 
• Nosu (Northern Yí or Ngwi, Ngwi-Burmese)  
• Chinese (Sinitic), presently the lingua franca 

 
Of all linguistic groups above, Qiangic is the least studied and the most controversial. 
The controversy is due to (1) the essentially typological nature of the characteristics 
underlying the group (e.g. directional prefixes, measure words, diminutive formation 
with the root for ‘child’, multiple existential verbs; cf. Sūn 1983, 2001); and (2) the 
rudimentary state of our knowledge of most languages making up the group, 
especially in its southern end (including Mùlǐ).  
 The Qiangic languages of Mùlǐ display typical Qiangic features: (1) The 
languages are highly dissimilar and cannot be straightforwardly integrated into any of 
the neighboring, more coherent subgroups (Tibetic, Ngwi, Na languages). (2) The 
languages, despite their dissimilarity, share a set of (essentially typological) features 
(such as directional prefixes) that set them apart from the neighboring subgroups. (3) 
The languages are spoken in an area of long-standing, mostly symmetrical, 
multilingualism.  
 The received Qiangic phylogenetic hypothesis can only account for the second 
of these features, for it explains the similarities between Qiangic languages as the 
result of a common ancestry. I therefore propose an areal hypothesis: Qiangic as a 
Sprachbund. This alternative explanation can account for all three features, namely by 
seeing (1) and (2) as the result of (3). To test this alternative explanation, we need to 
move beyond the usual practice of restricting the scope of tested languages to those 
labelled as “Qiangic”. This is because, among the similarities shared by Qiangic 
languages, we do not have reliable means to distinguish between those resulting from 
inheritance and those induced by contact. A possible solution would be to seek an 
independent indication of possible areal phenomena induced by language contact to 
be taken into account while assessing the nature of the similarities between the 
obscure languages currently grouped under the label “Qiangic”. A language of a 
phylogenetically better understood subgroup, which has been in the “Qiangic” area 
long enough to be exposed to the same areal influences as Qiangic languages, can 
serve as such an indication. 
 In connection with the investigated area, Mùlǐ, the local Tibetan dialect suits 
this purpose perfectly. It has a particular status among Mùlǐ languages for political, 
religious, and cultural reasons, and it has been in the area for at least 800 years (see 
the next section). In contrast to its more obscure linguistic neighbors, it is an offshoot 
of a relatively well studied written language. It is also a language whose kin 
synchronic varieties have been relatively extensively documented. If a comparison of 
the Tibetan dialect of Mùlǐ with its linguistic ancestor and its synchronic kin (Old 
                                                            
2 Shǐxīng, Lizu and Nàmùzī data throughout the text are from personal research. 
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Tibetan and the neighboring Tibetan dialects) yields features that are atypical, these 
features may be suggestive of the major areal mechanisms of contact-induced change. 
If these features are futhermore shared with neighboring Qiangic languages, their 
presence in the local Tibetan dialect would corroborate the assumption that the 
features which are currently held as characteristic of the phylogenetic Qiangic 
subgroup rather delineate a geographical area that includes genetically unrelated 
languages. The present study explores this conjecture. 
 
1.2. Kami: Name and location 
 
The Kami people call themselves /Lpe/ <bod>.3 “Kami” is a common appellation of 
the dialect in Mùlǐ, where the official Chinese name of the group is 呷咪 Gāmǐ (Mùlǐ 
Gazetteers 1995: 833).4 This name stems from Púmǐ /ka55-mə55/, which is reportedly 
an abbreviation of a longer expression for ‘helpers’, consisting of the verb /kA55ku35/ 
‘help’ and the noun /mə53/ ‘person’.5 Fearless skillful warriors, the Kami formerly 
served the ruling Púmǐ elite of Mùlǐ.  
 

PLACE MAP 1 ABOUT HERE 
Map 1: Location of Kami townships in Mùlǐ 

 
 Kami is spoken by approximately 20,000 people who reside in six townships 
in the northern part of Mùlǐ. From West to East, these townships are: 
 
 Shuǐluò 水洛 /Lɕo-Hlo/ 
 Màirì 麥日 
 Dōngláng 東朗 
 Tángyāng 唐央 
 Bówō 博窩 /Lba-Hwu/ 
 Maìdìlóng 麥地龍 
 
The division into townships dates from 1953. As my consultants, all from Shuǐluò, 
customary refer to these townships by their Chinese names, only two non-Chinese 
names could be elicited (see above).6  
                                                            
3 I present Kami data in broad phonetic transcriptions in order to include the uvular allophones of velar 
phonemes as well as some common allophones that result from irregular phonological processes. 
Square brackets are used for narrow phonetic transcriptions (surface phonological representations) and 
slashes for broad phonetic transcriptions (the product of my analysis). Kami register tones are here 
marked by superscript letters (L for ‘low’ and H for ‘high’) (see §2.4 for discussion). WT forms (in 
Wylie’s 1959 standard transcription) are provided in angle brackets alongside the corresponding 
spoken forms. A complete list of conventions and abbreviations is provided at the end of the article. 
4 Alternatively, in the linguistic literature, this Tibetan dialect has been introduced under the name of 
“嘎米” Gāmǐ, Huáng (1994: 145-148). 
5 Púmǐ data from Lù (2001), from Guillaume Jacques (p.c.), and from personal research. 
6  Here are some explanations for the names of the townships, as gathered from my language 
consultants, from Kessler (1986), and from Mùlǐ Gazetteers (1997). The name for Shuǐluò, /Lɕo-Hlo/ 
<sho log>, is a Tibetan rendering of the original Xùmǐ toponym, the Xùmǐ people being the ethnic 
majority in this township. The first syllable stems from the autonym of the group /Hʂu-Hhĩ/, literally ‘the 
Shu people’, whereas the second syllable means ‘valley’, i.e. ‘valleys of the Shu people’ (Mùlǐ 
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 In Shuǐluò, the Kami reside in the north of the township, with the Xùmǐ people 
as their southern neighbors. The townships of Màirì and Dōngláng are Kami-
monolingual. The township of Màidìlóng is Kami and Chinese mixed. And the 
townships of Tángyāng and Bówō are mixed Kami, Nosu, and Chinese. To their north, 
the Kami border on the Tibetan-speaking counties of the Gānzī 甘孜 <dkar mdzes> 
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (see Map 1). The Kami variety of Shuǐluò is 
reportedly mutually intelligible with the Tibetan dialect of Dàochéng 稻城 <'dab pa>.  
 Almost all Kami speakers are trilingual in Kami, Púmǐ, and Chinese. Púmǐ is 
the historical lingua franca of the area; Chinese adopted that role in recent times. In 
my observation, older people use Púmǐ to speak with others whose mother tongue is 
different, whereas younger speakers use Chinese for this purpose. In addition, many 
Kami also speak the languages of the ethnic groups on which they border, i.e. the 
Shǐxīng language in Shuǐluò, and the Nosu language in Tángyāng and Bówō.  
 Speakers of Kami recognize two sub-dialects of their language: that of Shuǐluò, 
Màirì, and Dōngláng, on the one hand, and that of Tángyāng, Bówō, and Maìdìlóng, 
on the other hand. While the precise nature of differences between the two sub-
dialects remains to be investigated, it is conceivable that these differences are mainly 
due to the influence of the languages of the respective ethnic groups on which these 
sub-varieties of Kami border, that is, Shǐxīng and Nosu. 
 The present work is limited to the sub-dialect of Shuǐluò, Màirì, and Dōngláng, 
as represented by the speech of Shuǐluò. Overall, Kami is inhomogeneous. This is to 
say that every single Kami-speaking village has its own variety with distinctive 
phonological, morphological, and lexical features. My work with four language 
consultants, all from different villages, reveals a wide array of inter-village variation, 
ranging from different segmental inventories, different tonal patterns in polysyllabic 
words, to words traceable to different WT etymons (see §2.2 and further).7 
 
1.3. Previous studies, linguistic position 
 
Kami was included in the major linguistic survey of China in the 1950s, and it is 
listed in some comprehensive classifications of the Tibetan dialects of the PRC.8 
However, to my knowledge, no linguistic data or analysis of Kami has ever been 
released.  
 In Gésāng (1964), Kami belongs to the southern cluster of Khams dialects. 
Besides Kami, this cluster comprises a large number of dialects, including the dialects 
of Gānzī Prefecture, the dialects of Díqìng 迪慶 <bde chen> Tibetan Autonomous 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Gazetteers 1995: 133). The name for Màirì derives from the Tibetan word for ‘sulfer’, <mu zi>, which 
used to be produced in the area (Mùlǐ Gazetteers 1995: 154). According to Mùlǐ Gazetteers (1995: 153), 
“Dōngláng” stands for ‘spirit of the tiger’. However, given the Chinese transliteration of the name, it 
appears to rather derive from <dom bla ma?> ‘spirit of the bear’. “Tángyāng” comes from an ealier “同
窩 ” tóngwō, meaning ‘plain, flatlands’, WT <thang pa> (Mùlǐ Gazetteers 1995: 155). “Bówō” 
allegedly comes from the word for ‘wine jug’, given the elongated shape of this township (Mùlǐ 
Gazetteers 1995: 156). The Tibetan etymology of this word is unclear to me. Finally, “Màidìlóng” 
means ‘valley of Muti Konka’, <mu ti(g) rong> (Mùlǐ Gazetteers 1995: 157). Muti Konka (麥地貢嘎, 
<mu ti(g) gangs dkar>) is a mountain at the border of Mùlǐ and Jiǔlóng counties.  
7 An example of a word that is traceable to different WT etymons in different villages is ‘rust’: /Htsɔ/ 
<gtsa'> for my main consultant vs. /Hzɔ/ <g.ya> for my other consultants. 
8 These comprehensive classifications include Gésāng (1964), and Qú and Jīn (1981). Curiously, Kami 
is no longer included in the later revised edition of Gésāng (1964), e.g. Gésāng and Gésāng (2002). 
Neither is it incorporated in the detailed classification in Zhāng (1993).  
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Prefecture in Yúnnán Province, and some dialects of Chāngdū 昌都 <chab mdo> 
Prefecture in Tibet. Bātáng 巴塘 Tibetan <'ba' thang> is held to be representative of 
this cluster. Hence, references to this dialect, both in terms of data and analysis 
thereof (Gésāng 1989, Dài and Huáng 1991) will be made throughout the present 
article. 
 The southern Khams cluster in Gésāng (1964) corresponds to two distinct 
clusters in the classification of Qú and Jīn (1981). These clusters are (1) Eastern 
(including the dialects of Gānzī Region and those of Chāngdū Prefecture), and (2) 
Southern (including Kami and the dialects of Díqìng Prefecture). The criteria 
underlying this classification are supposedly more fine-grained than those in Gésāng 
(1964), hence yielding a more detailed classification scheme. Unfortunately, as far as 
I am aware, the precise combination of features underlying either of these two clusters 
has never been made explicit.  
 Overall, Kami fits well into the “Khams-profile” in that it combines a number 
of features that are held to be distinctive of this group, as outlined in Hú (1991: 191-
198), Zhāng (1993), and Gésāng and Gésāng (2002: 72-91).9 The ensuing description 
and discussion are built against the background of the best-recorded Khams dialects 
Bātáng and Dégé 德格 <sde dge>, and the documented dialects of Díqìng Prefecture: 
Zhōngdiàn 中甸  <rgyal thang> (Lù 1990, Wáng 1996, Hongladarom 1996) and 
Dōngwāng 東旺  <gtor ba rong> or <rter ma rung> (Bartee, this volume). This 
procedure, I argue, enables us (1) to situate Kami in a broader regional context, (2) to 
test the assumption that Kami forms one cluster with dialects of Díqìng Prefecture, 
and finally, and (3) to detect possible non-Tibetan, idiosynchronic features of Kami to 
be potentially interpreted as indicative of contact-induced areal phenomena.  
 I am aware of only two mentions of Kami and Kami data in the linguistic 
literature. The first is Xiè Jiànyóu’s (1992) article “Mùlǐ duōyǔ shèqū” [On the multi-
lingual community of Mùlǐ]. Xiè evokes Kami in a sociolinguistic context, with 
respect to its distribution in relation to other languages of the county. Xiè (1992: 48) 
also indicates the time of the movement of the Kami into Mùlǐ (approximately 800 
years ago), but does not mention the sources on which he bases this information.10 
The second is Huáng Bùfán’s (1994) article “Zàng-Miányǔ dòngcí de qūxiàng 
fànchóu” [The category of directionality in Tibeto-Burman verbs]. Huáng (1994: 145-
148) quotes Kami in connection to its strikingly non-Tibetan feature, the use of 
directional prefixes (discussed in §4.2). Aside from these two mentions, Kami has not 
been previously described and is virtually unknown.  
 
1.4. Data sources and structure of the article 
 
I base my phonological and lexical study of Kami on materials collected during 
several field trips. I started working on Kami in 2006, in connection to my ongoing 

                                                            
9 This said, however, I keep in mind that many a characteristic Khams feature is too general and non-
committal to make Khams (which is a rather heterogeneous collection of dialects) a coherent group, see 
Denwood (1999: 31-32) and Sun (2003: 794-796) for discussion. Nonetheless, in the absence of a more 
rigorous classification, I will use the proposed characteristic features as indications of most salient 
regional tendencies, whether retentions (e.g. simplified consonant clusters, voiced obstruent initials) or 
convergent developments (e.g. syllable canon reduction and tones).  
10 According to Kessler (1986: 20, 46), Mùlǐ has been settled by Tibetans since ca. 680 AD, i.e. after the 
unification of the Tibetans with the Hsi-fan nomadic tribes, who settled in the areas to the East of Tibet 
between 618 and 906 AD. However, it was only after 1253 that Mùlǐ formed the southeastern corner of 
the at that time still existing Tibetan empire. It is the latter date that Xiè probably had in mind.  
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work on the Shǐxīng language, with which Kami is in close contact. As my original 
motivation was essentially to gather supporting data for my study of Shǐxīng, I limited 
myself to the Kami variety of Shuǐluò. I continued working on Kami in 2008 and 
2009 and have so far worked with four speakers: three male, all in their 50s, and one 
female, in her 40s. The present study is essentially based on my work in 2009 with the 
language consultant with whom I had the opportunity to work the longest of all 
consultants, and whose speech, accidentally, maintains more segmental phonemic 
distinctions than any of the three other consultants: Mr. Yáng Lǔróng Duōdīng 楊魯

絨多丁 /Ltɕhi-Hra# Hja-Llɔ#̃ Hlu-Hzũ# Lthu-Hdĩ/ <blo bzang stobs ldan> from the Qílā 
village (hereafter, the main consultant). Essential phonological differences between 
consultants are commented upon throughout the text.  
 The article is organized as follows. Section 1 is this introduction. Section 2 
outlines synchronic Kami phonology. Section 3 traces the origins and developments 
of this phonological system from Old Tibetan (OT). The sound system of OT 
essentially refers to the phonological system underlying traditional Tibetan 
orthography, which for the most part can be recovered through a comparison of the 
modern dialectal reflexes of the orthographic forms. Section 4 comments on the 
idiosyncratic (as seen from Tibetan dialects) lexical and structural features of Kami. 
Section 5 provides a summary discussion. I conclude this article with an English-
Kami word list of circa 1,500 common words (from my main consultant). 
 
2. Synchronic phonology 
 
2.1. Syllable structure and word structure 
 
The canonical Kami syllable minimally consists of an obligatory vowel and a tone. It 
may also contain up to three optional elements, in the following linear structure: 
(C)(C)V(V), where C stands for consonant, V stands for vowel, the two vowel-
symbol-notation stands for diphthong, and brackets indicate optional constituents. The 
only possible initial consonant clusters are prenasalized voiced stops and affricates 
and the cluster /ɦj/. Vowel-initial words are usually preceded by a non-phonemic 
glottal stop.  
 

V /Lɔ/̃ ‘to come’ 
VV /Lue/ ‘light, rays’ 
CV /Ldu/ ‘stone’ 
CVV /Hphɔ-Hdui/ ‘blister’ 
CCV /Lndə/ ‘to exist; to reside; to sit’, /Hɦjɔ/ ‘god, Buddha’ 
CCVV /Hnduẽ/ ‘to recite, to chant’ 

Table 1. Kami syllable structure 
 
Similar to its linguistic neighbors, Kami is phonologically monosyllabic with a strong 
tendency towards disyllabicity in its lexicon. In the surveyed sample of approximately 
2,000 lexical items, 27 percent of words are monosyllabic, over 65 percent are 
disyllabic, and the remainder are trisyllabic and quadrisyllabic. Trisyllabic and 
quadrisyllabic words tend to be made up of compounds, e.g. /Lɲɔ ̃ Lgo-Hwã/ ‘roe of 
fish’ (< /Lɲɔ̃/ ‘fish’, /Lgo-Hwã/ ‘egg’), /Hhẽ# Lnda-Hwɔ# Htɕi/ ‘last month’ (< /Hhẽ/ 
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(bound root) ‘last, previous?’, /Lnda-Hwɔ/ ‘month’, /Htɕi/ ‘one’). A handful of 
trisyllabic words are also monomorphemic, e.g. /Hlɔ̃-Hnbu-Htɕhi/ ‘elephant’, /Hʃa-Hbu-
Hlo/ ‘beige, light blue-grey’.  
 Disyllabic word is a domain of operation of a number of irregular 
phonological processes, including spirantization, voicing (which is at times 
accompanied by spirantization), and resyllabification (see §3.4 for discussion and 
exemplification). They target the initial of a second syllable, resulting in slightly 
different segmental inventories in the first and the second syllable of the word.  
 
2.2. Initials 
 
Kami Tibetan has an elaborate onset system, which comprises forty-seven simple 
initial consonants and seven complex initials. 
 
2.2.1 Simple initials 
 
Consonant phonemes in Kami represent seven distinct places of articulation and six 
distinctive manners of articulation. The consonant phonemes are listed in Table 2 
according to place and manner of articulation (h following a consonant phoneme 
indicates aspiration, whereas h preceding a consonant phoneme indicates its 
voiceleness; /r/ is phonetically [ɹ] or [ʐ], in free variation).  
 

Bilabial Dental Retroflex Palato-alveolar Alveo-palatal Velar Glottal 
p, ph, b t, th, d    k, kh, g  

 ts, tsh, dz tʂ, tʂh, dʐ tʃ, tʃh, dʒ tɕ, tɕh, dʑ   

 s, sh, z  ʃ, ʃh, ʒ ɕ, ɕh, ʑ x~χ, ɣ~ʁ h 

m, hm n, hn   ɲ, hɲ ŋ, hŋ  

 l, hl      

w r, hr   j   

Table 2. Kami consonant phonemes (Main consultant) 
 
All phonemes may appear both in the word-initial and in the second-syllable-initial 
position, with the exception of /hr/, which is restricted to the second-syllable-initial 
position. This phoneme tentatively results from word-internal mutation, involving 
rhotacism (see §3.4). The remainder of this section discusses Kami consonant 
phonemes by place of articulation. 
 
(1) Stops 
 
Kami stops are pronounced at three different places of articulation: bilabial, dental, 
and velar. Kami stops contrast in voicing; voiceless stops are further distinguished by 
aspiration, e.g.:  
 
/b/ /Hbɔ/ ‘to bury’, /Ltʂi-Hbə/ ‘bell’, /Lbu/ ‘breath’ 
/p/ /Lpɔ/ ‘cow’, /Hpə/ ‘(animal) hair, fur; son’, /Hpu/ ‘to move’ 
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/ph/ /Hphɔ/ ‘father’, /Hphə/ ‘malt dregs after brewing beer’, /Hphu/ ‘to punch’ 
/d/ /Lda/ ‘to lick’, /Ldɯ/ ‘to poke, to stab’, /Ldu/ ‘stone’ 
/t/ /Hta/ ‘tiger’, /Htɤ/ ‘to scatter, to cast’, /Htu/ ‘to pluck, to pick (flowers)’ 
/th/ /Htha/ ‘texture, web’, /Hthɤ/ ‘fireplace, stove, hearth’, /Hthu/ ‘grain, crops’ 
/g/ /Hgɔ/ ‘saddle’, /Lgɯ/ ‘to wait’, /Hgu/ ‘door; to divide, to share’ 
/k/ /Hkɔ/ ‘gutter; pillar’, /Hkɤ/ ‘to cover’, /Hku/ ‘to carve, to engrave’ 
/kh/ /Hkhɔ/ ‘mouth’, /Hkhɤ/ ‘needle’, /Hkhu-Hnbɔ/ ‘house’ 
 
(2) Affricates 
 
Kami affricates include more contrasts of place of articulation than stops, namely four: 
dental, retroflex, palato-alveolar, alveo-palatal. Words with palato-alveolar affricates 
are infrequent in the surveyed sample. Similar to stops, Kami affricates contrast in 
voicing; voiceless unaspirated affricates further contrast with their voiceless aspirated 
counterparts: 
 
/dz/ /Hti-Hdza/ ‘saber, small sword’, /Hdzɔ/̃ ‘county’, /Ldzui/ ‘to pasture, to herd’ 
/ts/ /Htsa/ ‘to sieve, to sift’, /Htsɔ/ ‘root’, /Htsu-Hwɔ/ ‘grass’ 
/tsh/ /Htsha/ ‘to marry a woman’, /Htshɔ/ ‘salt’, /Htshu/ ‘lake; to be busy’ 
/dʐ/ /Hdʐɔ/ ‘enemy’, /Hdʐɔ/̃ ‘honey; sugar’ 
/tʂ/ /Htʂa/ ‘to fear, to be afraid of’, /Htʂɔ/ ‘(human) hair’, /Htʂɔ/̃ ‘to swell’ 
/tʂh/ /Htʂha/ ‘blood’, /Htʂhɔ/ ‘thin’, /Htʂhɔ/̃ ‘beads, rosary’ 
/dʒ/ /Hdʒɔ/ ‘Chinese; hundred’, /Ldʒɔ̃/ ‘intestines, bowels’ 
/tʃ/ /Htʃa/ ‘to weigh’, /Ltʃɔ/̃ ‘wall’, /Ltʃuẽ/ ‘to put on, to wear’ 
/tʃh/ /Htʃhə/ ‘dog’, /Htʃhue/ ‘thou, second person singular pronoun’ 
/dʑ/ /Hdʑi/ ‘heavy’, /Ldʑa-Hmu/ ‘heavy’ 
/tɕ/ /Htɕa/ ‘iron’, /Ltɕɔ/ ‘tea’, /Lshu-Htɕo/ ‘hoof, cloot’  
/tɕh/ /Htɕha Ltɕi/ ‘one pair’, /Htɕhə/ ‘water’, /Htɕho/ ‘to be enough’ 
 
Kami exhibits a typologically unusual opposition between the palato-alveolar and the 
alveo-palatal places of articulation for affricates and fricatives. This opposition has 
been argued to be not optimal in terms of maitaining sufficient perceptual contrast and 
therefore, if not altogether impossible, than in the least, highly marked (Hall 1997: 66-
70).11  
 This opposition in Kami is mostly constrained to the environment before non-
high non-front vowels, whereas the two series are not distinguished between high 
front vowels. In addition, before the schwa, the contrast between two series may 
                                                            
11 Among Tibetan dialects, the same opposition is also attested in Báimǎ (Zhāng 1994a, 1994b, 1997, 
Huáng and Zhāng 1995). The respective OT origins of palato-alveolar and alveo-palatal phonemes in 
Kami and Báimǎ are, however, distinct. The OT origins of these phonemes in Kami are discussed in §3. 
Báimǎ palato-alveolar affricates mostly developed from the original OT palato-alveolar affricates, 
whereas Báimǎ alveo-palatal affricates mostly developed from OT Ky- and Kr- clusters. (Capital K- 
and P- stand for velar and labial stop consonants, respectively.) 
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variously be present (for the initials /tʃh/ and /tɕh/) or neutralized (for the initials /tʃ/ 
and /tɕ/). Consider some examples (also as contrasted with retroflex affricates): 
 
/Htʃa/ ‘to weigh’ /Htɕa/ ‘iron’   /Htʂa/ ‘to fear, to be afraid of’ 
/Htʃhə/ ‘dog’ /Htɕhə/ ‘water’   /Htʂhə/ ‘bed’ 
/Htʃhue/ ‘thou’ /Htɕhue Ltʂa/ ‘to be tired’  /Htʂhue/ ‘to meet, to come across’ 
/Lndʒu/ ‘quick’ /Lndʑu-Hwã/ ‘tail’   /Lndʐu/ ‘to walk’ 
 
/Htɕi/ ‘one’ (no contrast with /Htʃi/)   /Htʂi/ ‘monkey; to ask; to wrap 
around’ 
/Htɕə/ ‘ten; to scoop’ (no contrast with /Htʃə/) /Htʂə/ ‘knife; to wash; to write’ 
/Ltʃɔ̃/ ‘wall’ (no contrast with /Ltɕɔ/̃)   /Ltʂɔ/̃ ‘cold’ 
/Ldʒɔ̃/ (no contrast with /Ldʑɔ/̃)12 ‘bowels’  /Ldʐɔ/̃ ‘village’ 
 
(3) Fricatives 
 
Kami fricatives are pronounced at five different places of articulation: dental, palato-
alveolar, alveo-palatal, velar(-uvular), glottal. Dental, palato-alveolar, alveo-palatal, 
and velar fricatives contrast in voicing (viz. /s/ vs. /z/, /ʃ/ vs. /ʒ/, /ɕ/ vs. /ʑ/, /x/ vs. /ɣ/). 
The voiceless glottal fricative /h/ does not have a voiced counterpart. Consider some 
examples of the former three voiceless-voiced pairs:  
 
/Lsa/ ‘to shed (tears)’   /Lza/ ‘yak’13 
/Lʃɔ/ ‘bird; chicken’   /Lʒɔ/ ‘spouse’ 
/Hɕĩ/ ‘wood’    /Hʑĩ/ ‘later, hereafter’ 
 
I analyze the velar fricatives as having two allophonic realizations, viz. [x] and [χ], 
and [ɣ] and [ʁ]. The uvular pronunciation is common in the word-initial position 
before back vowels, whereas the velar pronunciation is common in the word-initial 
position with the front vowel /ɛ/, and in the second-syllable-initial position with all 
vowels.14 In the word-initial position, my main consultant accepts [x] and [χ] to be 
exchanged without a change or loss of meaning, e.g. [Hxu]~[Hχu] ‘food, cooked rice’. 
He also accepts [ɣ] and [ʁ] to be interchanged before /ɛ/ without a change or loss of 

                                                            
12 There is, however, a prenasalized cluster with this phoneme, i.e. /Hndʑɔ̃/ ‘Moso, Na people’. 
13 Some words with the initial /z/ in the speech of my main consultant are pronounced with the initial 
/dz/ by my other consultants. For example: ‘shoes, boots’: main consultant /Lza-Hku/, other consultants: 
/Ldza-Hku/. 
14 In fact, in the latter position, velar fricatives are the lenited allophones of the velar stops, e.g. /Hsho-
Hxɔ̃/ ‘thatched house’ (< /Hkhɔ̃/ ‘house’), /Ldu-Hɣɛ/ ‘white stone’ (< /Ldu/ ‘stone’, /Lka-Hkɛ/ ‘white’), see 
§3.4.1-2 for discussion. 
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meaning, e.g. [Lɣɛ]~[Lʁɛ] ‘to shave’. In other instances (when followed by non-high 
non-front vowels), the word-initial voiced fricative is distinctly uvular, [ʁ], e.g. [Hʁɔ] 
‘rainbow’. In the absence of minimal pairs in my corpus, velar and uvular fricatives 
can in principle be treated as allophone phonemes. Nonetheless, I argue that uvular 
allophones deserve a special note, given that (1) uvular phonemes are infrequent in 
Tibean dialects, (2) uvular phonemes are considered one of the characteristic features 
of Qiangic languages, and their presence in Kami is therefore of interest for the areal 
hypothesis pursued in this article, and (3) in Kami, the OT origins of uvular phonemes 
are distinct from those of velar phonemes. For this reason, I keep velar and uvular 
allophones distinct in transcriptions, transcribing them as perceived. For example:  
 
/La-Hxə/ ‘uncle’   /Lra-Hɣə/ ‘sheepfold, pen; downstairs’ 
/Hχɔ/ ‘to slaughter’   /Hʁɔ/ ‘rainbow’ 
 
The glottal voiceless fricative is infrequent and occurs for the most part in the second-
syllable-initial position, where, in some instances, it appears to derive from the 
lenition of /ph/ (see §3.4.1 for further discussion). For example: 
 
/Hhɔ-Lku/ ‘to understand’ 
/Hhu-Htha/ ‘diligent, conscientious’ 
/Lphu-Hha/ ‘boar, male pig’ (</phu-/ (bound root) ‘male’, /Hpha/ ‘pig’) 
 
The dental, the palato-alveolar and the alveo-palatal voiceless fricatives are further 
distinguished by aspiration, viz. /s/ vs. /sh/, /ʃ/ vs. /ʃh/ and /ɕ/ vs. /ɕh/. For example: 
 

/Lsa-Hmɔ̃/ ‘edibles’   /Lsha-Hmɔ̃/ ‘nail, fingernail’ 
/Lʃa-Hmɔ/̃ ‘hen’   /Lʃha-Hmɔ/̃ ‘broom’  
/Hɕi/ ‘louse’    /Hɕhi/ ‘to know (to do smth), to be able’  
 
Similar to affricates, Kami fricatives exhibit a typologically unusual contrast between 
the palato-alveolar and the alveo-palatal places of articulation. Also similar to 
affricates, this contrast is essentially maintained before non-high non-front vowels 
(and also before the schwa in the case of /ʑ/ and /ʒ/), whereas it is neutralized before 
the high front vowel /i/. For example:  
 
/Lɕa-Hpə/ ‘thing, goods’ /Lʃa-Hpə/ ‘feather, plumage’ 
/Lʑa-Hnbɔ/ ‘raw’  /Lʒa-Hwɔ/ ‘poplar’ 
/Hʑə/ ‘four’   /Hʒə/ ‘turquoise’ 
 
/Lɕi/ ‘little bird; sparrow’, /Hkɔ̃-Hʑi/ ‘footprint’ 
 
The typologically infrequent opposition between palato-alveolar and alveo-palatal 
affricates and fricatives has been attested only in the speech of my main consultant. In 
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the speech of the remaining three consultants, words with palato-alveolar affricates in 
the speech of my main consultant are pronounced with alveo-palatal affricates; 
whereas words with palato-alveolar fricatives in the speech of my main consultant are 
rendered as dental fricatives in the speech of my other consultants. For example: 
 
 ‘dog’:  main consultant: /Htʃhə/,  other consultants: /Htɕhə/ 
 ‘bird, chicken’:  main consultant: /Lʃɔ/,  other consultants: /Lsɔ/ 
 
Two exceptions to this generalization can be noted: ‘sour’ and ‘wolf’. In the speech of 
my main consultant, these words are pronounced with a palato-alveolar voiceless 
fricative initial: /Hʃu-Hkua/ and /Hʃɔ̃/, respectively. Instead of having an otherwise 
regular correspondence with the voiceless dental fricative, these words in the speech 
of my other consultants feature a distinct initial phoneme, /ʂ/, i.e. /Hʂu-Hkua/ ‘sour’ 
and /Hʂɔ/̃ ‘wolf’. The elimination of the palato-alveolar series in the speech of other 
consultants and the inclusion of a new retroflex phoneme brings the inventory of 
consonantal phonemes in their speech to a total of 42, as summarized in Table 3: 
 

Bilabial Dental Retroflex Alveo-palatal Velar Glottal 
p, ph, b t, th, d   k, kh, g  

 ts, tsh, dz tʂ, tʂh, dʐ tɕ, tɕh, dʑ   

 s, sh, z ʂ ɕ, ɕh, ʑ x~χ, ɣ~ʁ h 

m, hm n, hn  ɲ, hɲ ŋ, hŋ  

 l, hl     

w r, hr  j   

Table 3. Kami consonant phonemes (Other consultants) 
 
(4) Nasals 
 
Kami nasals are pronounced at the bilabial, dental, alveo-palatal, and velar places of 
articulations.  
 All Kami nasals show the correlation voiced-voiceless, as the (near) minimal 
pairs below show. The voiceless nasals, /hm, hn, hɲ, hŋ/ normally have homorganic 
voiced nasal onsets but voiceless, slightly aspirated release, i.e. respectively, [mm̥ʰ], 
[nn̥ʰ], [ɲɲ̊h ], [ŋŋ̊ʰ].15  
 
/Hmã-Hngi/ ‘chin, jaw’ /Lhmã-Hχu/ ‘dinner’ 
/Hnã/ ‘sky, heaven’ /Hhnã/ ‘snivel, snot’ 
/Hɲi/ ‘eye’ /Hhɲi/ ‘to ripen’ 
/Hŋuẽ/ ‘to hunt’ /Hhŋuẽ/ ‘front’ 
 
(5) Kami liquids and approximants 

                                                            
15 Voiceless nasals in Shǐxīng (Chirkova 2009) and in Dōngwāng (Bartee, this volume) appear to have 
similar phonetic values.  
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There are four central approximants and two lateral approximants in Kami: /w/, /j/, /r/, 
/hr/, /l/, /hl/. The approximants /l/ and /r/ demonstrate a two-way contrast in voicing. 
/hr/ is restricted to the second-syllable-initial position. Consider these examples: 
 
/w/ /Lwɔ/ ‘fox’, /Hwu-Hli/ ‘cat’ 
/j/ /Ljɔ/ ‘hand’, /Lju/ ‘year’ 
/l/ /Hlɔ/ ‘moon; musk deer’, /Hlu/ ‘bellyband, saddle girth’ 
/hl/ /Hhlɔ/ ‘water or mountain spirit’, /Hhlu/ ‘to deceive, to cheat’ 
/r/ /La-Hra/ ‘arak, strong liquor, alcoholic drink’, /Lgu-Hre/ ‘old’ 
/hr/ /Lpe-Hhra/ ‘Tibetan liquor’, /Lgu-Hhrẽ/ ‘doorsill, threshold’ 
 
2.2.2. Complex initials 
 
Kami complex initials are prenasalized consonants and the cluster /ɦj/. Only voiced 
stops and affricates may be prenasalized.16  
 The prenasalized initials are seven voiced compound initials beginning with a 
homorganic nasal (here notated as n):  
 

nb nd ndz ndʐ ndʒ ndʑ ng 
 
Prenasalization is contrastive, as evidenced by the (near) minimal pairs below: 
 
/Hbɔ/̃ ‘thick, rough, coarse’    /Hnbɔ/̃ ‘large bamboo basket’ 
/Hdɛ/ ‘to brush; to whet (a knife)’   /Hndɛ/ ‘to shiver, to tremble’ 
/Ldzui/ ‘to herd, to drive (animals)’   /Lndzui/ ‘finger’ 
/Ldʐɔ/̃ ‘village’      /Lndʐɔ/̃ ‘to have one’s fill’ 
/Ldʒɔ̃/ ‘intestines, bowels’    /Lndʒu/ ‘quick’ 
/Hdʑi/ ‘heavy’      /Lndʑi/ ‘penis’ 
/Hgu/ ‘door’      /Hngu/ ‘head’ 
 
 The cluster /ɦj/ occurs infrequently, e.g. /Hɦjɔ/ ‘god, Buddha’, /Hɦjã/ ‘shoe’, 
/Lja-Hɦjɔ/ ‘tool, instrument’, /Hma-Lɦjũ/ ‘to drop, to fall’. 
 Seen in the context of Khams dialects (Zhāng 1993; Hú 1991: 191-198; 
Gésāng and Gésāng 2002: 73-82), Kami consonant phonemes for the most part 
confirm to the characteristic tendencies displayed by the group, namely: (1) stops, 
affricates, fricatives, and nasals all contrast in voicing; (2) voiceless stops, affricates 
and fricatives also contrast in aspiration (with the exception of /x~χ/); (3) consonant 

                                                            
16 I note, however, one exception with a prenasalized voiceless aspirated stop: /Hta-Hnthui/ [Hta-Hn̥thui] 
‘reins’. 
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clusters are by and large restricted to prenasalized clusters (in Kami, with an 
additional cluster /ɦj/).  
 On a more erratic side, Kami (1) has a large number of consonantal phonemes, 
(2) exhibits the typologically unusual opposition between the palato-alveolar and the 
alveo-palatal places of articulation, and (3) has rather unusual uvular allophones of 
velar fricatives.  
 
2.3. Rhymes 
 
Kami has ten oral vowel phonemes, six nasal vowel phonemes, and five diphthongs 
(including one nasal diphthong, viz. /uẽ/), in all 21 finals. The vowel phonemes are 
charted in Table 4.  
 

oral i e ɛ a ə ɯ u ɤ o ɔ 
nasal ĩ ẽ  ã  ɯ̃ ũ   ɔ ̃
diphthong ei, ui ue  ua       
nasal 
diphthong 

 uẽ         

Table 4. Kami rhymes (Main consultant) 
 
After palatal initials, phonemes /u/, /ũ/, /ui/, /ue/, and /uẽ/ are phonetically [y], [ỹ], [yi], 
[ye], and [yẽ], respectively. For example, /Lju/ [Ljy] ‘year’, /Lhɲỹ-Hwã/ [Lhɲỹ-Hwã] 
‘bamboo’, /Lɲue~Hɲue/ [Lɲye~Hɲye] ‘two’. 
 Of the above phonemes, /a/, /i/, /u/, /ɔ̃/ and /ue/ have been attested in the word-
initial position. Oral, nasal and diphthong phonemes in Kami are discussed presently: 
 
(1) Oral vowels 
 
The phoneme /ɔ/ has two allophonic realizations in free variation /ɔ/ and /ɑɔ/, 
respectively. /o/ is phonetically [ou], /ɯ/ is phonetically [ɯˠ], and /ɤ/ is phonetically 
[ɤʷ]. 
 Close and close-mid back vowels contrast in rounding, i.e. /u/ vs. /ɯ/, and /o/ 
vs. /ɤ/. For example: 
 
/u/: /Htu/ ‘to cut off’, /Ldu/ ‘stone’, /Hku/ ‘to carve, to engrave’, /Hsu/ ‘tooth’ 
/ɯ/: /Ltɯ/ ‘poison’, /Ldɯ/ ‘to poke, to stab’, /Lngu Hkɯ/ ‘to nod’, /Lsɯ/ ‘to bark’ 
/o/: /Hto/ ‘to be hungry’, /Ltha-Hko/ ‘vertical’, /Hso/ ‘fate’ 
/ɤ/: /Hthɤ/ ‘fireplace, stove, hearth’, /Hkɤ/ ‘to cover’, /Hsɤ/ ‘shallow’ 
 
The mid vowels contrast two degrees of vowel height: /e/ vs /ɛ/ and /o/ vs /ɔ/, as in 
the following examples: 
 
/e/: /Lte/ ‘to drive away, to chase’, /Hde/ ‘plate’, /Hke/ ‘voice’, /Hse/ ‘to kill’ 
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/ɛ/: /Ltɛ/ ‘flag; to win’, /Hdɛ/ ‘to rub, to smear’, /Hkɛ/ ‘fat (meat)’, /Hsɛ-Hwɔ/ ‘new’ 
/o/: /Hto/ ‘to be hungry’, /Ltha-Hko/ ‘vertical’, /Hso/ ‘fate’ 
/ɔ/: /Htɔ/ ‘horse’, /Lndɔ/ ‘arrow’, /Hkɔ/ ‘gutter; pillar’, /Lʒɯ-Hsɔ/ ‘widow’ 
 
Here are examples of the remaining oral vowel phonemes:  
 
/i/: /Ltɕi/ ‘steelyard’, /Hdi/ ‘cooking pot’, /Hki/ ‘thread’, /Hsi/ ‘bright’ 
/ə/: /Lpə-Htə/ ‘calf’, /Lndə/ ‘to be; to sit; to dwell’, /Lɕi-Lkə-Hrə/ ‘fine’, /Lsə-Hpɔ/ ‘belly’  
/a/: /Hta/ ‘tiger; mark’, /Lda/ ‘to lick’, /Hka (Htɕi)/ ‘(one) cent’, /Hsa/ ‘to burn; hot’  
 
(2) Nasal vowels 
 
The phoneme /ũ/ is unfrequent. /ã/ is phonetically [ɑ]̃. Consider the following 
examples of nasal vowels: 
 
/ĩ/: /Htĩ/ ‘above’, /Hdĩ/ ‘to fly’, /Hɕĩ/ ‘wood’ 
/ẽ/: /Htẽ/ ‘cover, quilt’, /Hdẽ/ ‘seven’, /Hkẽ/ ‘to chase after’, /Hsẽ/ ‘to breast-feed’ 
/ã/: /Ltã/ ‘tense’, /Hdã/ ‘to tie up, to bind up’, /Ljei-Hkã/ ‘difficult, hard’, /Hsã/ ‘otter’ 
/ɯ̃/: /Hthɯ̃/ ‘to drink’, /Ldɯ̃/ ‘to hit’, /Hkɯ̃/ ‘to hide something’, /La-Hsɯ̃/ ‘aunt’ 
/ũ/: /Hdũ/ ‘weed, grass’, /Hsũ/ ‘three’ 
/ɔ/̃: /Ltɔ/̃ ‘bear’, /Hdɔ̃/ ‘face’, /Hkɔ̃/ ‘foot’, /Hsɔ/̃ ‘hemp’ 
 
(3) Diphthongs 
 
In terms of relative sonority of the two sounds involved, Kami diphthongs distinguish 
between (1) two falling (or descending) diphthongs, namely /ei/ (/ej/) and /ui/ (/uj/), 
and (2) three rising (or ascending) diphthongs, namely /ue/ (/we/), /uẽ/ (/wẽ/), /ua/ 
(/wa/).  
 The diphthong /ua/ co-occurs only with velar stops, e.g. /Lgua-Hʃu/ ‘yak’, 
/Lkhua-Hla/ ‘(wooden) basin’, the suffix /kua/ in some adjectives, e.g. /Lsa-Hkua/ ‘hard’. 
Marginally, there is also the diphthong [ie] ([je]), attested in a handful of words, e.g. 
[Hkie] ‘ladder’, [Lphie] ‘back, behind, outside’. 
 Consider examples of the remaining diphthongs: 
 
/ei/: /Ltei/ ‘that, there’, /Lkei/ ‘clothes’, /Hɕei/ ‘plow’ 
/ui/: /Lmo-Hthui/ ‘matches’, /Hphɔ-Hdui/ ‘blister’, /Lsui/ ‘side’  
/ue/: /Hpha-Htue/ ‘to disappear’, /Lja-Hkue/ ‘bracelet’, /Hʃue/ ‘to use’ 
/uẽ/: /Hnduẽ/ ‘to read out loud’, /Hkuẽ/ ‘to wear’, /Hsuẽ-Hlu/ ‘pea’ 
 
The inventory of vowel phonemes in the speech of my main consultant is again the 
most elaborated among all surveyed consultants. In the speech of my other 
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consultants, /ei/ merges with /e/, and /ũ/ merges with /ɔ/̃. This yields the inventory of 
19 phonemes, as charted in Table 5. 
 

oral i e ɛ a ə u ɯ ɤ o ɔ 
nasal ĩ ẽ  ã   ɯ̃   ɔ ̃
diphthong ui ue  ua       
nasal 
diphthong 

 uẽ         

Table 5. Kami rhymes (Other consultants) 
 
One final point concerning vowel phonemes is that in the majority of cases, vowel 
phonemes remain unchanged whether in monosyllabic words or, in the same root, in 
the first syllable of a disyllabic word. One notable exception is /ɔ/, which, in the latter 
position, frequently changes to /a/. For example, /Lʃɔ/ ‘bird’ vs. /Lʃa-Hpə/ ‘feather, 
plumage’.  
 Seen against the background of the best-documented Khams dialects (Gésāng 
1989; Hú 1991: 192; Qú 1991: 7, 16, 88-89; Zhāng 1993: 303-304; Gésāng and 
Gésāng 2002: 76-79), Kami vowel inventory again confirms most features that are 
held as characteristic of the Khams group. In its more extended system (that of my 
main consultant), Kami has five vowels (a, i, u, e, o). It also has many innovative 
vowels (e.g. /ɛ/ and /ə/) and many diphthongs. Vowel length is not contrastive in this 
dialect.  
 On a more erratic side, Kami does not make the distinction between the front 
and the back a: /a/ vs. /ɑ/, maintained by many Khams dialects (e.g. Gésāng and 
Gésāng 2002: 77). Furthermore, Kami has an unusually large inventory of vowel 
phonemenes. In addition, a striking feature of this dialect is that it does not have the 
phonemic glottal stop in the coda position. 
 
2.4. Tone and prosodic organization 
 
Kami is a tonal language with the phonological word as the domain for the contrastive 
tones. Kami has a simple tonal system, contrasting two tones in monosyllabic words: 
High vs. Low.17 This robust opposition is confirmed in the speech of all my language 
consultants. The precise phonetic values of the tones, on the other hand, vary among 
the consultants. The opposition is (1) that between a low rising (13) and a high level 
tone (55) in the speech of my main consultant, (2) that between a low rising (13) and a 
high falling (53) tone in the speech of two other consultant, and (3) that between a 
mid-level (33) and a high falling (53) tone in the speech of the remaining consultant. 
The binary contrast is here treated as the register opposition, notationally, /L/ vs. 
/H/.18 Consider these examples:  
                                                            
17 In addition a small number of monosyllabic roots with voiced initials have unstable tones, e.g. /Lɲ
ue~Hɲue/ ‘two’, /Ldẽ~Hdẽ/ ‘seven’ (to be further discussed in §3.3). 
18 In many Tibetan dialects, when uttered in isolation, low-register syllables are characteristized by a 
rise in pitch, whereas high-register syllables are characterized by a fall in pitch (Sun 1997: 491, 499). 
Low register roots and words in Kami are here analyzed as combining a lexical low tone and a 
boundary H tone, which is added to the (phonological) word post-lexically. The addition of post-lexical 
H tone stems from the prohibition of all L-words in this language. On monosyllabic phonological 
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/Lgu/ ‘to kneel’  /Hgu/ ‘to divide, to split’ 
/Ltɯ/ ‘poison’   /Htɯ/ ‘to spurt, to spray’ 
/Ltʂa/ ‘precipile, cliff’  /Htʂa/ ‘to fear, to be afraid of’ 
/Lɕĩ/ ‘field, land’  /Hɕĩ/ ‘wood, tree’ 
/Lɲi/ ‘fire’   /Hɲi/ ‘eye’ 
 
Phonological words of more than one syllable in length contrast three tonal patterns, 
which are realized as sequences of level tones, one on each syllable, namely: 
 
(1) /H-H/, e.g. /Hpha Hχɔ/ ‘to slaughter a pig’, /Hti-Hdʐi/ ‘wine pot’ 
(2) /L-H/, e.g. /Lpha-Hχɔ/ ‘pork’, /Lpha-Hgue/ ‘wild pig’, /Lti-Hdʐi/ ‘cigarette’ 
(3) /H-L/, e.g. /Hpha-Lχɔ/ ‘to slaughter’, /Hpha-Lgue/ ‘to turn one’s head, to turn round’ 
 
Sequences of more than two syllables fall into the following two kinds of situations: 
 
(1) Lexical words of over two syllables may have one of these three tone patterns on 
disyllabic words extended over the entire word:  
 
 /H…H/, e.g. /Hʃa-Hbu-Hlo/ ‘beige, light blue-grey’ 
 /L…H/, e.g. /Ltɛ-Lse-Hɕĩ/ ‘mulberry tree’ 
 /H…L/, e.g. /Hkhɔ Lma-Ltsɔ/̃ ‘to shut the mouth’, /Hpi Ltɔ-̃Lso/ ‘log raft’  
 
(2) On the other hand, more frequently, compounds of over two syllables have one of 
the three tonal patters on the leftmost two syllables. The remaining syllables lose their 
tones and are treated here as extrametrical syllables. Phonetically, these syllables are 
realized on a low pitch. They are here analyzed as supplied with a phonological L 
tone before the phonetics. For example, /Lnbu-Hru Ltɕɔ/ ‘scented tea’ (< /Lnbu-Hru/ 
‘flower’, /Ltɕɔ/ ‘tea’); /Ldʒa-Hɣɛ Lxu-Lwɔ/ ‘traditional Tibetan hat’ (> /Ldʒa-Hɣɛ/ ‘India’, 
/Lxu-Hwɔ/ ‘hat’).  
 In addition, even polysyllabic prosodic domains can be divided into sequences 
of two syllables, each with its own tonal pattern, e.g. /Hwu-Hli# Lndʑu-Hwã/ ‘reed, 
cattail’ (> /Hwu-Hli/ ‘cat’, /Lndʑu-Hwã/ ‘tail’), /Hku-Hwɔ# Lza-Hku/ ‘leather shoes’ (> 
/Hku-Hwɔ/ ‘leather’, /Lza-Hku/ ‘shoes, boots’). This suggests that Kami has a strong 
preference towards disyllabicity in its prosodic organization, with the disyllabic foot 
being the building block for the prosodic structure of Kami.  
 Altogether, lexical words are characterized by stable tone patterns, which are 
lexically encoded, whereas the tone pattern of a compound or a group of words 
making up one prosodic domain is characterized by a certain degree of variability. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
words with /L/ tone, both the lexical L tone and the boundary H tone crowd on the only syllable there is, 
e.g. /Lɲi/ ‘fire’. On phonological words of two syllables or more, the boundary tone is assigned to the 
final syllable of the word, e.g. /Lɲi Hnbɛ/ ‘to catch fire, to be on fire’ (< /Lɲi/ ‘fire’, /Lnbɛ/ ‘to catch’). 
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This variability is one of the sources for the dissimilarity in tonal patterns between the 
consultants. For example, the word ‘dragonfly’ was recorded as /Ltɕhə-Lnbə Lgu-Hdɯ̃/ 
for my main consultant, and as /Htɕhə-Hnbə Lgu-Ldɯ̃/ for another consultant.  
 Overall in Tibetan, as argued by Sun (1997: 489), the primary register contrast 
is borne by the word-initial syllable, whereas tone is neutralized on all remaining 
syllables. Kami appears to confirm, in part, to this generalization. The tonal pattern of 
at least some polysyllabic words can be analyzed as conditioned by the lexical tone of 
the first syllable. If the tone of the first syllable is /H/, the tone of all following 
syllables will also be H. If the tone of the first syllable is /L/, the tone of all following 
syllables will also be L. In addition, in the latter case, the final syllable of the 
polysyllabic domain will carry the post-lexical H tone (see footnote 18).19 Here are 
some examples:  
 
/Hkɔ/̃ ‘foot’ + /Hʑi/ ‘trace’ > /Hkɔ̃-Hʑi/ ‘footprint’ 
/Hkɔ/̃ ‘foot’ + /Lndzui/ ‘finger’ > /Hkɔ̃-Hndzui/ ‘toe’ 
/Ljɔ/ ‘hand’ + /Hʑi/ ‘trace’ > /Lja-Hʑi/ ‘hand print, finger print’  
/Lʒa/ ‘yak’ + /Hχɔ/ ‘meat’ > /Lʒa-Hχɔ/ ‘yak meat’ 
 
Notably, this analysis has many counterexamples, chiefly resulting from a clear 
preference of my main consultant for the /L-H/ tonal pattern on disyllabic nouns, 
regardless of the tone of the word-initial syllable. For example:  
 
/Hpha/ ‘pig’ + /Hχɔ/ ‘meat’ > /Lpha-Hχɔ/ ‘pork’ (expected /Hpha-Hχɔ/) 
/Htɔ/ ‘horse’ + /Lrɔ/ ‘pen, ring’ > /Ltɔ-Hrɔ/ ‘horse corral, stable’ (expected, /Htɔ-Hrɔ/) 
 
Furthermore, the analysis of the tonal pattern in polysyllabic domains as conditioned 
by the tone of the word-initial syllable falls short of explaining the origin of the third 
tonal pattern, viz. /H-L/. This tonal pattern by and large occurs on disyllabic verbs 
(formed with a directional prefix) and verb-object compounds. If the contrastive tonal 
patterns on polysyllabic domains were directly related to the two lexical tones, 
disyllabic verbs formed with directional prefixes would exhibit two distinct tonal 
patterns, correlated with the two contrastive lexical tones of the verb roots, with the 
surface tones of toneless verbal prefixes conditioned by the lexical tone of the verb 
root. (Kami verbal prefixes are here analyzed as lexically unspecified for tone, as 
elsewhere in Tibetan.) This is, however, not the case, as the tonal pattern of disyllabic 
verbs in the speech of my main consultant is in most instances /H-L/, irrespective of 
the lexical tone of the root.20 For example:  

                                                            
19 Formally, this process (also shared with the neighboring Shǐxīng language, Chirkova and Michaud 
2009) can be accounted for as left-to-right tone spreading. In this analysis, tonal patterns in 
polysyllabic domains are phonetic implementation of the lexical H and L tones on monosyllables. In 
other words, the /H-H/ and the /L-H/ tonal patterns are the extension of the lexical tones /H/ and /L/, 
respectively. The mode of association of tones to syllables as one-to-one mapping of tones to available 
syllables, followed by the spreading of the last tone and the addition of a boundary H tone, which 
cannot spread and which is added to the final syllable of the domain post-lexically.  
20 In careful speech, the verb root may be pronounced with the etymological tone on the verbal root and 
the high tone on the prefix, e.g. [pha55-thẽ55], /Hpha-Hthẽ/, ‘to pull up’, [pha55-ʁa13], /Hpha-Lʁa/, ‘put 
down’.  
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/Hthẽ/ ‘to pull’ /Lʁa/ ‘to put, to place’ 
/Hja-Lthẽ/ ‘to pull up’ /Hja-Lʁa/ ‘to put upward’ 
/Hma-Lthẽ/ ‘to pull down’ /Hma-Lʁa/ ‘to put down’ 
/Htsha-Lthẽ/ ‘to pull towards oneself’ /Htsha-Lʁa/ ‘to put near oneself’ 
/Hpha-Lthẽ/ ‘to pull away from oneself’ /Hpha-Lʁa/ ‘to put away from oneself’ 
 
In some cases, the tonal pattern of a dissylabic verb appears to be lexically marked, 
and again unrelated to the lexical tone of the verbal root. For example: 
 
/Hma-Lɲi/ ‘to fall asleep’ (> /Lɲi/ ‘to sleep’) vs. /Lma-Hɲi/ ‘to swallow (down)’ (> /Lɲi/ 
‘to swallow’) 
 
Altogether, I note that in verbs formed through prefixation, the syllables carrying /L/ 
tone differ from those carrying /H/ tone in prominence (duration and intensity). In 
other words, the syllable carrying /H/ tone is longer and louder than the syllable with 
/L/ tone in the same word. The distinction in prominence is here taken as indication of 
the stressed status of the syllable carrying the H tone and the unstressed status of the 
toneless prefixes carrying the phonological L tone.21 
 To account for these observations, I propose to analyse the prosodic 
organization of Kami as combining (1) a word-tone system, whereby the primary 
register contrast is conditioned by the tone of the word-initial syllable, as widespread 
in Tibetan dialects, with (2) a system of stress accent, iambic, or right-prominent on 
nominal constructions, and trochaic, or left prominent on verbal constructions, with 
some instances of lexically marked stress placement. This combination of these two 
competing strategies in the speech of my consultant is another source for 
dissimilarities in tonal patterns between my consultants. For example, the word 
‘summer’ is /Lʒɛ-Hkhɔ/ for my main consultant (i.e. with an iambic nominal stress 
pattern) and /Hzɛ-Hkhɔ/ for my other consultants (the tone pattern of this word is 
conditioned by the lexical tone of the first syllable, see §3.3).22  
 Seen in an areal context, the prosodic system of Kami is similar to those of 
neighboring Qiangic languages, all of which, to a different extent, combine a tone 
system with a stress system. The prosodic system of Kami is particularly close to that 
of its immediate geographic neighbor Shǐxīng (Chirkova and Michaud 2009). The 
important dissimilarity between the two languages is the location of stress, which is 
domain-initial in Shǐxīng and variable in Kami, depending on the syntactic 
organization of the expression.  

                                                            
21  The stressed-unstressed distinction, with the respective H-L tonal correlation, was frequently 
observed in word elicitation. This concerns instances in which one monosyllabic (lexical) word is 
contrasted with the remaining words in one polysyllabic tonal domain, as in the following example: 
/Hsũ# Ltɕi Lɲue Hsũ/ ‘three, as in one, two, three’ (< /Htɕi/ ‘one’, /Lɲue~Hɲue/ ‘two’, /Hsũ/ ‘three’). 
 One additional observation is that an unstressed free root is longer in duration than an 
unstressed bound root. For example, the pair /Lpha-Hri/ ‘to tear up’ (< /pha-/ (bound root) directional 
prefix, /Hri/ ‘to tear up’) vs. /Lpha-Hri/ ‘flour for feeding pigs’ (< /Hpha/ ‘pig’, /Hri/ ‘flour’) is not 
homophonous. 
22 A system of stress accent has been described for some Amdo dialects, and Zhongu, Sun (2003: 778).  
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 Seen against the background of Kham dialects, Kami has a rather 
impoverished tonal system. For example, Bātáng has been described as having four 
tones on monosyllables, namely (1) high even (high long, 55), (2) high falling (high 
short, 53), (3) low rising (low long, 13), (4) low rising-falling (low short, 23), and (5) 
an additional light tone (11) on extrametrical syllables (Gésāng 1989: 350-351). 23 
 A similar tonal system with four contrastive tones on monosyllables, 
contrasting two level and two contour tones, has also been proposed by Gésāng and 
Gésāng (2002: 107-110) for Dégé. However, Häsler (1999: 29) reports that in her 
acoustic study of the tones in the Dégé dialect, she was unable to identify contour 
differences between the four tones as suggested in the Chinese literature. She 
furthermore suggests that the distinctive features of the prosodic organization of Dégé 
are rather syllable length and two register tones, High and Low. The same analysis in 
terms of syllable length and register distinction is also likely to be applicable to the 
prosodic organization of Bātáng. In this context, the two conspicuous features of the 
prosodic organization of Kami are (1) the absence of contrastive length, and (2) the 
presence of a stress-based system.  
 
3. Phonological history 
 
This section presents a phonological history of Kami recovered through a comparison 
with the phonological structure of OT.  
 Similar to other Khams dialects, the extremely complicated syllable structure 
of OT, viz. (b)(Cp)C(M)V(C)(s/d), was depleted to evolve in Kami into a simpler 
syllable structure of the (C)(C)V(V) type.24 The major developments include gradual 
disappearance of both prefixal consonants and consonantal codas (conceivably, 
through the processes of weakening and assimilation, that are likely to have proceded 
through the consecutive stages of devoicing, spirantization, loss of obstruency, and 
attrition). The elision of prefixal consonants led to the development of high tone, 
whereas the disappearance of consonantal codas led to the development of innovative 
vowels and diphthongs. 
 One inevitable consequence of the drastic simplification of the OT syllable 
canon is extensive homophony in Kami monosyllabic words. For example, the words 
/Htsɯ/ and /Htʂi/ have three distinct meaning each. /Htsɯ/ (1) ‘top of the head’, 
<gtsug>; (2) ‘to stick, to set a plant in the ground; to stab’, <btsugs>; (3) ‘to squat’, 
<tsog?>. /Htʂi/ (1) ‘monkey’, <spre’u>, (2) ‘to ask’, <'dri>, (3) ‘to wrap around’, 
<dkri>.  
 
                                                            
23 For example: [ka55] <ka ba> ‘pillar’, [kaʔ53] <bkag> ‘to hinder’, [ka13] <gar> ‘where’, <gag> [kaʔ23] 
‘to obstract, to hinder’ (Gésāng 1989: 350-352, 354-356). 
24  Within the OT syllable canon, (b)(Cp)C(M)V(C)(s/d), according to convention, I distinguish 
between the following phonological slots: Cp: prefixal consonants, g-, d-, b-, r-, l-, s-, n- (WT a-chung), 
of which r-, l- and s- can further be combined with the pre-prefixal consonant b-; C: root initial, which 
can be filled by any WT consonant; M: medials -w-, -y- and -r-; V: nucleus vowel, which may be filled 
by any WT vowel; C: consonantal codas, -b, -d, -g, -m, -n, -ŋ, -r, -l, -s; of which grave consonants may 
further combine with -s, and coronal consonants may further combine with -d. Overall, the 
development of OT consonantal clusters in the prefixal position (i.e. bCp-) and in the coda position (i.e. 
-Cs/d) in Kami is that of a simple consonantal prefix and a simple consonantal coda, respectively. For 
example, <brgya> ‘hundred’ /Hdʒɔ/ vs. <rgya> /Hdʒɔ/; <bzang> /Hzɔ̃/ ‘good’ vs. <zangs> /Lsɔ̃/ ‘copper’. 
For this reason, OT consonantal clusters in the prefixal position and in the coda position need not 
concern us. 
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3.1. History of Kami onsets 
 
The main developments of OT onsets were conditioned by the presence or absence of 
OT prefixes. Unprefixed voiceless stops and affricates remained unchanged and high-
toned, whereas unprefixed voiceless fricatives became high toned and aspirated. 
Unprefixed voiced obstruents became devoiced and low-toned. 
 The major trend for root initials with oral prefixal consonants (g-, d-, b-, r-, l-, 
s-) consisted for these prefixal consonants to disappear, irrespective of their voicing or 
of that of the root initial. In addition, the dental spirant prefix s- conditioned the 
development of voiceless reflexes of nasal initials. Before being elided, the prefixes 
had acted as a buffer against devoicing of the following root initials, yielding modern 
voiced obstruents and sonorants. Nasal prefixal consonants (m- and n-), on the other 
hand, mostly gave rise to modern prenasalized clusters. Altogether, these are common 
Khams developments, e.g. Hú (1991: 191-198), Zhāng (1993), and Gésāng and 
Gésāng (2002: 72-91). (A summary table of Kami initial consonants and their OT 
origins is provided in Appendix 1.) 
 
3.1.1. OT simple initials 
 
3.1.1.1. OT obstruents 
 
OT obstruents include bilabial, dental, velar, and glottal stops; dental and palato-
alveolar affricates, and dental, palato-alveolar, and glottal fricatives.  
 OT syllables with a glottal stop onset (corresponding to syllables with the a-
chen as their base in WT, e.g. Beyer 1992: 57, footnote 3) are realized as vowel-initial 
syllables in Kami, preceded by a non-phonemic glottal stop, unmarked in the 
transcriptions. For example:  
 
<a ma> /Ha-Hmɔ/̃ ‘mother’ 
<o ma> /Lu-Hɔ̃/ ‘milk’ 
 
(1) Stops and affricates 
 
OT stops and affricates remain unchanged in Kami. Consider some examples: 
 
<ba> /Lpɔ/ ‘cow’ 
<pi wang> /Hpi-Hwõ/ ‘guitar, lute, violin’ 
<spu> /Hpə/ ‘(animal) hair, fur’ 
<phag> /Hpha/ ‘pig’ 
 
<dar> /Ltɛ/ ‘flag’  
<rdo> /Ldu/ ‘stone’ 
<rta> /Htɔ/ ‘horse’ 
<stag> /Hta/ ‘tiger’ 
<thab> /Hthɤ/ ‘fireplace, stove, hearth’ 
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<ga> /Lka~Lkɛ/ ‘where’ 
<sga> /Hgɔ/ ‘saddle’  
<ka> ‘pillar’,<rka> ‘gulley, gutter’, both /Hkɔ/ 
<kha> /Hkhɔ/ ‘mouth’ 
 
<rdzong> /Hdzɔ/̃ ‘county’ 
<tshang> /Htshɔ/̃ ‘household, family; nest’  
<rtsa> /Htsɔ/ ‘root’ 
 
In addition, the OT initial dz- at times develops into /z-/ in Kami, e.g. <rdza ma> /Lza-
Hɔ̃/ ‘clay baking pot’, <rdzi ma> /Lzə-Hɔ̃/ ‘eyebrow; eyelash’.25 
 
<ja> /Ltɕɔ/ ‘tea’ 
<ljid> /Hdʑi/ ‘heavy’  
<lcags> /Htɕa/ ‘iron’ 
<bcu> /Htɕə/ ‘to scoop up, to ladle out’ 
<cha> /Htɕhɔ/ ‘pair’ 
 
(2) Fricatives 
 
OT unprefixed voiceless dental fricative became aspirated in Kami, whereas its 
voiced counterpart, z-, became devoiced. Prefixed dental fricatives preserved the 
original quality of the root initial (in terms of voicing and aspiration) and became 
high-toned. Consider some relevant Kami examples:  
 
<zag> /Lsa/ ‘to shed (tears)’  
<bzi> /Lzə/ ‘to be drunk’  
<sa> /Hshɔ/ ‘earth, land’ 
<bsad> /Hse/ ‘to kill’ 
 
Some exceptions to this altogether pervasive change include <so> /Hsu/ ‘tooth’ and 
<so ma> /Hsɔ/̃ ‘hemp’. 
 The development of OT palato-alveolar fricatives is extremely variegated 
among Khams dialects, with at least two distinct paths of development (in all cases, 
prefixed OT fricatives preserve the original voicing and aspiration quality of the 
initial):  
 
(1) velar fricatives, as in Dégé (Häsler 1999: 33, 38) and Bātáng (Gésāng 1989: 339)  

                                                            
25 It is conceivable that some words of unclear Tibetan etymology that exhibit the speaker-dependent 
dz~z variation, as in /Ldza-Hku/~/Lza-Hku/ ‘shoes, boots’, may ultimately derive from etymons with the 
OT initial dz-.  
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(2) retroflex fricatives, as in dialects of Díqìng Prefecture, represented here by 
Zhōngdiàn (Lù 1990, Wáng 1996, Hongladarom 1996), and Dōngwāng (Bartee, this 
volume) 
 
In both cases, the development may be complicated by the process of palatalization of 
the initial before the original OT high front vowels or before modern high front 
vowels. This process may be phonologically conditioned, as is the case in some Dégé 
dialects that have fronted and palatalized allophone phonemes before high vowels, 
and velarized allophone phonemes before back vowels (Häsler 1999: 15-16; Gésāng 
and Gésāng 2002: 97). Alternatively, such a split may be phonemicized, as in Zhongu 
Tibetan 熱務溝  <zho ngu> (Sun 2003: 782). In this dialect, OT palato-alveolar 
spirants turned into retroflexes in most phonological environments, except before 
modern high front vowels, where they remained palato-alveolar.  
 The developments of OT palato-alveolar fricatives in Kami are characterized 
by a similar phonemic split, which turned the original OT palato-alveolar fricatives 
into alveo-palatal fricatives before the original OT high front vowels and into uvular 
fricatives elsewhere. Notably, in the latter environment, viz. before non-high non-
front vowels, Kami reflexes of OT voiceless aspirated palato-alveolar fricatives are 
identical to those of OT voiceless plain palato-alveolar fricatives.26 For example:  
 
<zhim> /Lɕẽ/ ‘tasty, delicious’ 
<bzhi> /Hʑə/ ‘four’ 
<shi> /Hɕhə/ ‘to die’27 
 
<zho> /Lxu/, [Lxu]~[Lχu] ‘yoghurt’ 
<gzhu> /Hʁə/, [Hʁə] ‘bow’ 
<sha> /Hχɔ/, [Hχɔ] ‘meat’ 
<bsha'> /Hχɔ/, [Hχɔ] ‘to slaughter’ 
 
The retroflex reflexes of OT palato-alveolar fricatives in the dialects of Díqìng 
Prefecture, together with some sporadic instances of affrication of uvular initials in 
Kami, e.g. /Lχa/ [Lχʁa] <zhag> ‘night’, suggest that there was some rhotic quality 
present in the original OT sound.28 A Qiangic neighbour of Kami, Lizu, evidences a 
parallel development, whereby uvular phonemes in the Mùlǐ dialect of Lizu 
correspond to retroflex phonemes in another dialect of this language (spoken in the 
county of Gānluò) (Chirkova 2008). A similar (conceivably, areal) motivation 
underlying the development of uvular rather than retroflex reflexes in Kami and Lizu 
may be called for.  

                                                            
26 In addition, the ongoing process of palatalization before modern high front vowels continues to 
transform some words with uvular initials into those with alveo-palatal or velar initials. For example: 
<bshad> /Hɕe/ ‘to speak’, <shad> /Hɕe/ ‘to comb’, <bzhar> /Lɣɛ/, [Lɣɛ]~[Lʁɛ] ‘to shave’. 
27 Some exceptions include <shig> /Hɕi/ ‘louse’, <shing> /Hɕĩ/ ‘wood’, <phyi> /Hʃə/ ‘to be late’, in that 
these words lack aspiration. 
28 For instance, these development of OT palato-alveolar fricatives in Kami may tentatively be taken as 
evidence of the postinitial -r- occurring after palato-alveolar fricatives in Proto-Tibetan (Beyer 1992: 
86).  
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 Uvulars have been attested in many peripheral Khams dialects spoken in the 
multi-lingual historical border areas between Tibet and China, that are currently 
known as the “ethnic corridor” of Sìchuān and Yúnnán provinces. For example, 
Yǎjiāng 雅江 <nyag chu kha>, Acuo (2008); Shíbàzi 石壩子 <kun sngon> (Sōngpān 
松 潘 ), Huá and Gǎzàngtā (1997); Zhongu (Sōngpān), Sun (2003: 782-783). 
Consequently, as argued by Jackson Sun (2003: 782), it remains a possibility, that 
some instances of these uvulars represent retention of ancient consonantal contrasts 
which predate standard Written Tibetan. In his discussion of Zhongu uvular phonemes, 
Sun (2003: 783-783) proposes three test words that often contain uvular onsets in the 
Tibetan dialects that have phonemic uvulars, namely: ‘snow’, ‘bitter’, and 
‘understand’. Notably, the three words do not have uvular reflexes in Kami, viz. 
/Lkha-Hwɔ/ ‘snow’, /Lkha-Htɯ/ ‘bitter’, and /Hhɔ-Lku/ ‘to understand’. Neither do the 
same test words have uvular reflexes in the Qiangic languages of Mùlǐ: Shǐxīng, Púmǐ, 
Lizu, and Nàmùzī, with the only exception of ‘bitter’, Shǐxīng /Hqhɑo-Lsɔ/̃, Nàmùzī 
/luo31-qha31/. At the same time, what appears to be a common areal feature underlying 
the velar-uvular distinction in Kami and in the Qiangic languages of Mùlǐ is a 
pronounced tendency to uvularize velars before low vowels, possibly in connection 
with some rhotic quality of the original rhyme, cf. Púmǐ (Lù 2000: 43-44), Lizu (Sūn 
1982: 243). This feature may have been phonemicized in some varieties, giving rise to 
a full-fledged uvular series, e.g. Shǐxīng (Huáng and Rénzēng 1991).  
 Finally, OT glottal fricative (WT h-) remains unchanged in Kami. For example: 
 
<ha ko> /Hhɔ-Lku/ ‘to understand’ 
<hur thag> /Hhu-Ltha/ ‘diligent, conscientious’ 
<ham> /Hpha-Hhã/ ‘to become meldewed’ (with the directional prefix /pha/ ‘outward’) 
 
3.1.1.2. OT sonorants 
 
OT sonorants include four nasals (m, n, ɲ, and ŋ), two liquids (r, l), and two glides (w, 
j).  
 
(1) OT nasals 
 
OT simplex nasals were generally kept as such in Kami, unless preceded by the 
prefixed s-, which transformed them into voiceless nasals. This appears to be a 
common development in Khams dialects, all of which have symmetrical pairs of 
voiced and voiceless nasals at four places of articulation (e.g. Bātáng, Gésāng 1989: 
339; Dégé, Häsler 1999: 44; Dōngwāng, Bartee, this volume). This feature is 
therefore promited to one of the characteristic traits of the entire group (e.g. Gésāng 
and Gésāng 2002: 74). For example:  
 
<ma mgal> /Hmã-Hngi/ ‘chin, jaw’ <smag? bshos?> /Lhmã-Hχu/ ‘dinner’ 
<gnam> /Hnã/ ‘sky, heaven’ <snabs> /Hhnã/ ‘snivel, snot’ 
<mig> /Hɲi/ ‘eye’ <smin> /Hhɲi/ ‘to ripen’ 
<rngon> /Hŋuẽ/ ‘to hunt’ <sngon> /Hhŋuẽ/ ‘front’ 
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(2) OT liquids 
 
The development of OT l- was conditioned by the presence or absence of a prefixal 
consonant. Unprefixed l- has undergone a relatively unusual development, whereby it 
changed to Kami /j/, e.g.:  
 
<lag> /Ljɔ/ ‘hand’ 
<lo> /Lju/ ‘year’ 
 
On the other hand, when preceded by an OT consonantal prefix, the root initial l- was 
transferred into Kami /l/. For example:29  
 
<gla> /Hlɔ/ ‘musk deer’  
<glo> /Hlu/ ‘bellyband, saddle girth’  
 
While until recently held as infrequent and unusual, the change from OT l- to j- in 
unprefixed syllables is being discovered in a growing number of dialects, centering 
around the historical frontier areas between Tibet and China, which is also the area of 
distribution of Qiangic languages. Tibetan dialects, in which this change has been 
documented include Báimǎ (Zhāng 1994a: 13, 1997; Huáng and Zhāng 1995: 91), 
Dōngwāng (Bartee, this volume), and many dialects of Díqìng Prefecture and of 
Déróng 得榮  <sde rong>, Xiāngchéng 鄉城  <phyag phreng>, and Dàochéng <'dab 
pa> Counties, as reported by Suzuki (2008). 
 OT r- remains unchanged in Kami, e.g.: 
 
<ra> /Lrɔ/ ‘sheep; garden’  
<bu ram> /Lpə-Hrã/ ‘brown sugar’ 
 
(3) OT approximants 
 
The OT glide w- remained unchanged in Kami. The glide y-, on the other hand, 
underwent a rather unusual development, whereby it changed to spirant /ʒ/ (/z/ in the 
speech of my other consultants). (A similar development has also been reported in 
Zhongu, Sun 2003: 797, and Dōngwāng, Bartee, this volume.) Consider some Kami 
examples:  
 
<wa> /Lwɔ/ ‘fox’  
<yob> /Lʒu/ (/Lzu/) ‘stirrup, steps’  
 
OT syllables with no consonantal initial (WT a-chung) mostly correspond to syllables 
beginning with a vowel in Kami. One exception is the root <'og> ‘low, below, 
underneath’, Kami /Lxɤ/. For example:  
 
                                                            
29 The WT sr- and sl- clusters are traditionally analyzed as the root initial s- followed by medials -r- 
and -l-. They are therefore discussed in the section on consonant clusters (§3.1.3).  
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<'od> /Lue/ ‘light, rays’ 
<'ug pa> /Hu-Hhu/ ‘owl’ 
<'og lpags?> /Lxɤ-Hpa/ ‘under lip’ 
 
3.1.2. OT cluster initials 
 
3.1.2.1. OT clusters with prefixal m- and n- 
 
OT nasal prefixes m- and n- merged before obstruent root initials, resulting in Kami 
prenasalized consonants. 30  The nasal prefix m- elided before another nasal. For 
example: 
 
<mgo> /Hngu/ ‘head’ 
<mdzod> /Hndzue/ ‘room, chamber’ 
 
<mna'> /Hnɔ/̃ ‘oath’ 
<mnar> /Hnɛ/ ‘to press’  
 
<'dar> /Hndɛ/ ‘to shiver, to tremble’ 
<'bri> /Hndʐə/ ‘female yak’ 
 
Some additional observations concerning the developments of OT clusters with nasal 
prefixes in Kami can be made:  
 
(1) When prefixed to a voiceless aspirated stop (and in some instance, also to a voiced 
stop), m- and n- often elide without any obstensible trace. Consequently, modern 
Kami reflexes of such initial clusters exhibit developments of a simple root initial, as 
if a nasal prefix were not there in the first place.31 For example:  
 
<'khrud> /Htʂə/ ‘to wash’ 
<'thong> /Hthɯ̃/ ‘to drink’ 
<'phug> /Hphu/ ‘to punch a hole’ 
<'bri> /Htʂə/ ‘to write’ 
 
<mchin pa> /Htɕhi-Hnbɔ/ ‘liver’ 
<mthong> /Hthɔ/̃ ‘to see’ 
<mtsho> /Htshu/ ‘lake’ 
<mkhris pa> /Ltʂhi-Hpɔ/ ‘gall bladder’ 
 

                                                            
30 One exception is the word /Hta-Hnthui/ [Hta-Hn̥thui] ‘reins’, <rta mthur>. 
31 A similar development has also been reported for Dégé (Häsler 1999: 34), Zhōngdiàn (Wáng 1996: 
62), and Dōngwāng (Batree, this volume). 
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(2) m- and n- prefixed to a voiced root initial, in many instances fail to condition the 
development of high tone, as in the following words (to be further discussed in §3.3): 
 
<'grang> /Lndʐɔ/̃ ‘to have one’s fill’ 
<'bu> /Lnbə/ ‘insect, bug’ 
<mje> /Lndʑi/ ‘penis’ 
<mdzub> /Lndzui/ ‘finger’ 
 
(3) Some words related to Tibetan etymons with a prenasalized cluster initial with the 
prefixed n-, may have a plain nasal initial reflex in Kami, which is furthermore mostly 
in free variation with a prenasalized cluster reflex, and which is homorganic with the 
initial of the corresponding nasal cluster. For example, <'di> /Hnde~Hne/ ‘this’, <'bag> 
/Lnba~Lma/ ‘mask’, <sbrang> /Lnbɔ̃~Lmɔ/̃ ‘bee; wasp’ (the change from sbr- to /nb~m/ 
is discussed in §3.1.3). 
 
(4) Finally, some WT words with a plain initial or those with an initial preceeded by 
an oral prefixed consonant have Kami equivalents with a prenasalized initial cluster. 
For example, <zam pa> /Lndza-Hnbɔ/, <me tog> /Lnbu-Hru/ ‘flower’, <thang rag> 
/Lndu-Hra/ ‘silver fir’, <dgun ka> /Lnga-Hngɔ/ ‘winter’, <pus mo> /Hpa-Hnbu/ ‘knee’, 
<phu thung> or <phu dung> /Lphə-Hndũ/ ‘sleeve’. 
 
3.1.2.2. OT cluster initials with medials (-w-, -r-, -y-) 
 
(1) medial -w- (wa zur) 
 
WT wa zur, whose precise OT phonetic value remains uncertain, and which at least in 
some instances appears to be a purely graphic convention to distinguish certain 
homophones, has zero reflex in Kami, as in most Tibetan dialects. For example: 
 
<dang po> /Ltɔ-̃Hnbu/ ‘first’ 
<dwangs mo> /Ltɔ̃-Hmɔ/ ‘clear’ 
 
<sha> ‘meat’ /Hχɔ/ 
<shwa ba> ‘deer’ /Lχɔ/ 
 
(2) medial -r- (Kr-, dr-, Pr-) 
 
OT Pr-, Tr- and Kr- clusters all merged as retroflexes in Kami (the developments of 
the OT spirant-based clusters sr- and hr- are considered in §3.1.3). For example: 
 
<skra> /Htʂɔ/ ‘(human) hair’ 
<khrag> /Htʂha/ ‘blood’ 
<gro> /Ltʂu/ ‘wheat’ 
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<drug> /Ltʂɯ/ ‘six’ 
<'phrad> /Htʂhue/ ‘to meet’ 
<brag> /Ltʂa/ ‘rock, cliff’ 
<sbrang> /Hdʐɔ/̃ ‘honey; sugar’ 
 
(3) medial -y- (Py-, Ky-, my-) 
 
The palatal medial -y- could combine with bilabial and velar stops, as well as with the 
bilabial nasal m-. The bilabial nasal m-, followed by the medial -y-, went to Kami /ɲ/, 
as in /Hhɲĩ-Hnbɔ/ <smyon pa> ‘madman, lunatic’. 
 OT velar stops taking the -y- medial were transformed into palato-alveolar 
affricates in the speech of my main consultant and into alveo-palatal affricates in the 
speech of my other consultants. For example: 
 
<gyang> /Ltʃɔ/̃ (/Ltɕɔ/̃) ‘wall’  
<rgya> ‘Chinese’, <brgya> ‘hundred’: /Hdʒɔ/ (/Hdʑɔ/) 
<bkyags> /Lja-Htʃa/ ‘to lift, to raise’ 
<khyod> /Htʃhue/ (/Ltɕhe/, note the irregular tone of this form) ‘thou, second person 
singular pronoun’  
 
OT bilabial stops, on the other hand, were transformed into palato-alveolar fricatives 
in the speech of my main consultant and into dental fricatives in the speech of my 
other consultants. For example:32  
 
<bya> /Lʃɔ/ (/Lsɔ/) ‘bird; chicken’ 
<dbyar ka> /Lʒɛ-Hkhɔ/ (/Hzɛ-Hkhɔ/) ‘summer’ 
<dpyang> /Hma-Lʃɔ̃/ (/Lja-Hsɔ/̃) ‘to hang’ 
<phyags> /Hʃha/ (/Hsha/) ‘to sweep’ 
<'phyen> /Hʃhẽ/ (/Hshẽ/) ‘fart’ 
 
Before the original OT front vowels i and e, modern reflexes of OT Ky- and Py- 
clusters merged with those of OT palato-alveolars. For example: 
 
<byi'u> or <bye> /Lɕi/ (/Lɕi-Hka/ or /Hɕi-Hka/) ‘little bird; sparrow’ 
<phye> /Hɕi/ (/Lja-Hsi/) ‘to close’ (note the irregular lack of aspiration in this word) 
<shig> /Hɕi/ (also /Hɕi/ for my other consultants) ‘louse’  
 
In addition, the ongoing process of palatalization before modern high front vowels 
continues to transform some (mostly high frequency) words with palato-alveolar 

                                                            
32 One exception can be noted, namely <phyi> ‘outside, back’ /Lphie/. The WT root <phyi> has two 
reflexes in Kami: (1) /Lphie/ in the meaning ‘outside, back’, and (2) /Hʃə/ in the meaning ‘to be late’. 
Note that the latter reflex is irregular in that it lacks aspiration. 
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initials into those with alveo-palatal initials. For example: <brgyad> /Hdʑe/ ‘eight’, 
<rgyan bzhag> /Htɕẽ Lʁa/ ‘to place a bet’. 
 Altogether, it is conceivable that the complex developments attested in the 
speech of my main consultant reflect a stage predating those in the speech of my other 
consultants. This would entail that Kami reflexes of OT Ky- and Py- clusters (i.e. 
palato-alveolar affricates and fricatives) were originally distinct from those of OT 
palato-alveolar affricates and fricatives (i.e. alveo-palatal affricates and fricatives and 
uvular fricatives in Kami). Subsequently, a sound change may have occurred to avoid 
the typologically highly marked opposition between palato-alveolars and alveo-
palatals, a change that converted palato-alveolar affricates into alveo-palatal affricates, 
and palato-alveolar fricatives into dental fricatives. Tentatively, it is further possible 
that the latter change (i.e. from palato-alveolar fricatives to dental fricatives) was 
motivated by the stability of the latter series (i.e. dental fricatives) in terms of the 
overall number of words with dental fricative initials (so that the motivation was to 
join the existing series, rather than creating a new series).  
 
3.1.3. Miscellaneous changes of OT initial clusters 
 
This subsection is dedicated to the development in Kami of OT initials and clusters 
that are known for the heterogeneity of their modern reflexes (Zhāng 1996, Sun 2003: 
787-790). It includes the WT letter m-, the clusters lh-, sl-, sr-, hr-, zl-, the prefixed 
Ky- and Py- clusters and the cluster sbr-. The emphasis is on comparing Kami 
reflexes of these clusters with those in Zhōngdiàn and Dōngwāng, as potentially 
diagnostic of the purported close relationship between these dialects.  
 
(1) m- 
 
WT m- stands in part for an earlier OT cluster my-, as reflected in Old Tibetan texts 
and modern Tibetan dialects. WT m- before the original front vowels is realized in 
Kami as /ɲ/, merging with the reflexes of WT my- clusters. Before the original non-
front vowels, on the other hand, WT m- is realized as Kami /m/.33 For example:  
 
<ming> /Lɲɯ̃/ ‘name’ 
<me> /Lɲi/ ‘fire’ 
<mar> /Lmɛ/ ‘butter’ 
<mo khyi> /Lmu-Htʃhə/ ‘bitch, female dog’ 
 
(2) lh- 
 
On the basis of dialectal data, the WT script sequence lh- has been argued to have 
once represented a proto-sonorant cluster (Beyer 1992: 46, footnote 9; Zhāng 1996: 
23; Sun 2003: 787-788). Kami offers additional evidence to this claim. In this dialect, 
WT lh- has two reflexes: (1) one as a cluster, /ɦj/, and (2) another as a voiceless lateral 

                                                            
33 This is a common development in many Khams dialects, e.g. Dégé (Häsler 1999: 43), Zhōngdiàn 
(Wáng 1996: 57). 
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fricative, /hl/.34 Both changes can be observed in the modern Kami reflexes of the WT 
etymon lha ‘god, deity’, representing two distinct lexical layers: (1) one presumably 
more archaic, <lha> /Hɦjɔ/ ‘god, Buddha’, and (2) another, more recent, /Hhlɔ/. The 
latter word, /Hhlɔ/, refers to ‘lesser’ gods, mountain and water spirits.  
 Overall, /ɦj/, is attested only in a handful of words, e.g. <lham> /Hɦjã/ ‘shoes, 
boots’; whereas /hl/, is more frequent. For example: 
 
<lhan> /Hhlẽ/ ‘to paste, to stick, to glue’ 
<lhud?> /Hhli/ ‘to take off’35 
<lho> /Hhlu/ ‘south’ 
 
(3) sl- 
 
Most Khams dialects have two reflexes of the OT cluster sl-, i.e. ts- and hl-. Kami, 
however, has only one reflex of this OT cluster, /hl/, hence merging with modern 
reflexes of the WT lh- cluster.36 Consider the following Kami examples: 
 
<sleb> /Hhle/ ‘to arrive’  
<bslab> /Hhlɤ/ ‘to teach’  
 
(4) hr- 
 
The only example in my data that potentially reflects the OT cluster hr-, ‘to tear up, to 
rip’, WT <hral> or <ral>, yields the initial /r/ in Kami, /Lpha-Hri/.37  
 
(5) sr- 
 
The OT cluster sr- was transferred into Kami /s/, hence developing a reflex identical 
to that of the OT simple initial z-, albeit with a different tone.38 Words related to WT 
etymons with the sr- cluster are high-toned in Kami, whereas words related to WT 
etymons with the initial z- are low toned. For example: 

                                                            
34 This is identical to Dōngwāng (Bartee, this volume), whereas in Zhōngdiàn, WT lh- was transferred 
into /ɬ/ and /t/ (Wáng 1996: 62). 
35 Compare: Bātáng [hlyʔ53], tentatively from <lhud?>, Gésāng (1989: 345). 
36 One more source of Kami /hl/ is the OT rl- cluster (conceivably, through the intermediate change 

from OT rl- to sl-). For example, <rlag> /Hhla/ ‘to take apart, to dismantle’, <rba rlabs> /Hpa-Hhlɤ/ 
‘wave’. 
 The development of the OT cluster sl- in Kami is identical to the development of this cluster 
in Bātáng (Gésāng 1989: 339), Dégé (Häsler 1999: 46), and Zhōngdiàn (Wáng 1996: 59). In 
Dōngwāng, on the other hand, sl- developed into /ɮ/ and /ɦ/ (Bartee, this volume). 
37 To compare, OT hr- becomes /ʂ/ in Zhōngdiàn (Wáng 1996: 62), and /hr/ in Dōngwāng (Bartee, this 
volume). 
38  This development is identical to that in Zhōngdiàn (Wáng 1996: 61), Dōngwāng (Bartee, this 
volume), Bātáng (Gésāng 1989: 339) and Dégé (Häsler 1999: 33). 
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<srab> /Hsɤ/ ‘shallow’   <zab mo> /Lsɤ-Hmu/ ‘deep’ 
<srog> /Hso/ ‘life, destiny’   <zug> /Lsɯ/ ‘to bark’ 
 
(6) zl- 
 
Similar to the OT cluster lh-, the OT cluster zl- has two reflexes in Kami: (1) /l/, as in 
the word for ‘moon’, <zla> /Hlɔ/; and (2) the cluster /nd/ for the word ‘month’, <zla 
ba> /Lnda-Hwɔ/. The latter change is a regular development in most varieties of Khams 
Tibetan. The former change is less frequent. Notably, it is shared by Kami with 
Dōngwāng (Bartee, this volume), which also has two reflexes of zl-, which are 
furthermore identical to those in Kami. 
 
(7) Prefixed Ky- and Py- clusters 
 
OT complex initial Ky- and Py- clusters with oral prefixes by and large merged in 
Kami with the reflexes of OT unprefixed Ky- and Py- clusters. This is to say that they 
became palato-alveolar fricatives in the speech of my main consultant and dental 
stops in the speech of my other consultants. For example:  
 
<skyi> /Hʃə/ (/Hsə/) ‘to borrow (money)’  
<skyid po> /Hɕi-Hpu/ (/Hsi-Hpu/) ‘comfortable’  
 
<dpyi> /Hʃə/ (/Hsə/) ‘hip’ 
<dbyar kha> /Lʒɛ-Hkhɔ/ (/Hzɛ-Hkhɔ/) ‘summer’ 
 
At the same time, some of the OT Ky- and Py- clusters with the OT prefix s- show an 
irregular development in the speech of my other consultants, whereby they were 
transferred into /ʂ/ instead of the otherwise expected /s/. Compare:  
 
<bya> /Lʃɔ/ ‘bird’ vs. <spyang> /Hʃɔ̃/ ‘wolf’ (my main consultant) 
<bya> /Lsɔ/ ‘bird’ vs. <spyang> /Hʂɔ/̃ ‘wolf’ (my other consultants) 
 
<skyur> /Hʃu-Hkua/ ‘sour’ vs. <skyugs> /Hʃɯ/ ‘to vomit’ (my main consultant) 
<skyur> /Hʂu-Hkua/ ‘sour’ vs. <skyugs> /Hsɯ/ ‘to vomit’ (my other consultants) 
 
The development of OT unprefixed Ky- and Py- clusters in Kami are identical to that 
in Zhōngdiàn (Wáng 1990: 62). Unfortunately, Wáng (1990) does not mention the 
fate of the OT sky- and spy- clusters in this dialect. Dōngwāng (Bartee, this volume), 
on the hand, exhibits distinct developments, whereby (1) OT unprefixed Ky- clusters 
were transferred into alveo-palatal fricatives, (2) unprefixed Py- clusters were 
transferred into dental fricatives, and (3) prefixed Ky- and Py- clusters merged into /s/.  
 
(8) sbr- 
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The development of the OT cluster sbr- is complex in Kami, with two different types 
of reflexes. On the one hand, it exhibits the regular development of OT Pr- clusters 
into a retroflex. For example:  
 
<sbrul> ‘snake’ /Hdʐu-Hlẽ/ 
 
On the other hand, in one word, <sbrang ma> ‘bee; wasp’, sbr- developed into Kami 
/nb~m/, viz. /Lnbɔ̃~Lmɔ̃/. A similar development of the sbr- cluster in this word has 
been attested in a number of peripheral Tibetan dialects, e.g. /nbuma/ in Dárì 達日 
<dar lag> (Gogog <mgo log>, Qīnghǎi Province), /nba4se3/ in Déqīn <bde chen> 
(Díqìng) (Zhāng 1996: 24), or /bing35ma55~bing55ma53/ in Ménbā 門巴 <mon pa> 
(Tibet) (Lù 2002: 356). This is, for this reason, an example of retention by periphery.  
 Similar to the WT words <lha> and <zla>, WT <sbrang> has two reflexes in 
Kami: /Lnbɔ̃~Lmɔ/̃ for ‘bee; wasp’, and /Hdʐɔ/̃ for ‘honey; sugar’.39 
 No characteristic changes of the clusters considered in this section appear to be 
shared exclusively by Kami, Zhōngdiàn, Dōngwāng, and not by other dialects. Hence, 
if the three dialects can be grouped into one cluster, as proposed by Qú and Jīn (1981), 
the considered changes bear no witness to it. 
 
3.2. History of Kami rhymes 
 
In conformity with general Khams developments, the original complex WT rhyme 
structure, yielding over 70 distinct rhymes, has been drastically simplified in Kami. 
All original consonantal codas were lost, transforming all closed syllables into open 
syllables. All OT simple rhymes developed shifted vowel qualities, whereas various 
OT closed rhymes containing old codas were transformed to replenish the vacated 
vowel space and to generate innovative vowels or diphthongs. The observed 
correspondences between OT and modern Kami rhymes in monosyllabic words are 
summarized in Table 6. The diphthong /ua/ has been attested only in roots of 
uncertain etymology. For this reason, this diphthong is not included in the table below. 
 

Kami OT 
i al, ib(s), id, ig(s), il, ir, is, e, el, es, ud, ul, ol 

e ad, eb(s), ed, er, ul, od  

ɛ ar 

a ag(s), eg(s) 

ə i, u, us 

ɯ ug(s), ig(s), ul 

u o, ub(s), ug(s), ob(s) 

ɤ ab(s), og(s), od 

o og(s), ob(s) 

                                                            
39 To compare, in the neighbouring Zhōngdiàn (Wáng 1996: 62) and Dōngwāng (Bartee, this volume), 
sbr- was uniformly transferred into a voiced retroflex fricative. 
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ɔ a, a'40 

ĩ ing, eng 

ẽ an, en, em(s), in, ing, im(s), un, on 

ã am(s), root vowel+-ma 

ɯ̃ ung 

ũ um(s) 

ɔ̃ ang(s), om(s), ong, root vowel+-ma/-mo  

ei as, el, ul, ol, os 

ui ub(s), ur 

ue is, od, or 

uẽ on 

Table 6. Kami rhymes and their OT origins 
 
In disyllabic words, sound changes in the first syllable of the word may be distinct 
from those summarized in Table 6. One reason for this dissimilarity is the process of 
resyllabification, as discussed in §3.4.3. For example, <skam po> /Hka-Hnbu/ ‘dry’ or 
<'khor lo> /Hkhu-Hlu/ ‘wheel’. In addition, a recurrent yet marginal change observed in 
the first syllable of disyllabic words is that of the original OT rhyme in the first 
syllable into Kami /a/. For example, <sen mo> /Lsha-Hmõ/ ‘nail, fingernail’, <pus 
mo> /Hpa-Hnbu/ ‘knee’, <thod pa> /Ltha-Hpɔ/ ‘forehead’. 
 
(1) OT simplex vowels 
 
All five OT simple rhymes a, i, e, u and o developed shifted vowel qualities in Kami. 
OT -a developed into Kami /ɔ/, -i to /ə/, -e to /i/, -u to /ə/ and -o to /u/.41 Conforming 
to the important areal pattern in the Amdo and Khams regions, Kami merged the OT 
high vowels i and u into schwa (cf. a similar development in Zhongu, Sun 2003: 791). 
For example:  
 
<ba> /Lpɔ/ ‘cow’   <ra> /Lrɔ/ ‘sheep; garden’ 
<byi'u> or <bye> /Lɕi/ ‘sparrow’ <spre’u> /Htʂi/ ‘monkey’ 
<'bri> /Hndʐə/ ‘female yak’  <ri> /Lrə/ ‘mountain’ 
<bu> /Hpə/ ‘son’   <lu> /Ljə/ ‘to cough’ 
<'bo> /Lpu/ ‘to overflow, to spill’ <ro> /Lru/ ‘corpse’ 
 
(2) OT syllables with consonantal codas 
 
As in other Khams dialects (Gésāng 1989: 349-350; Gésāng and Gésāng 2002: 78), 
the depletion of OT consonantal codas in Kami resulted in the development of (i) 

                                                            
40 WT a-chung, used to write the absence of a consonant in the syllable-initial, word-medial or coda 
position, is known to have no attestable influence on the development of the rhyme, which is that of a 
simple nucleus vowel (e.g. Dégé, Häsler 1999: 55; Yùshù <yul shul>, Huáng et al. 1994: 121). 
41 One exception to the a to /ɔ/ change is <ga~gar> ‘where’, Kami /Lka~Lkɛ/. 
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innovative vowels, e.g. OT -ar > Kami /ɛ/, e.g. <dar> /Ltɛ/, and -ang > /ɔ̃/, e.g. 
<tshang> /Htshɔ/̃ ‘family, house; nest’, and (ii) diphthongs. The developments of OT 
closed rhymes containing consonantal codas are summarized in Table 7. (Table 7 lists 
modern Kami reflexes supported by the majority of examples. Sporadic sound 
changes are listed in footnotes.) The variation between the modern reflexes of the OT 
rhymes -od, -or and -on (a simple vowel, /e/ and /ẽ/, vs. a diphthong, /ue/ vs. /uẽ/, 
respectively) appears to be phonologically conditioned by the modern initial of the 
word. Namely, words with bilabial initials cannot combine with the rising diphthong. 
For example, <bod> /Lpe/ ‘Tibet, Tibetan’ vs. <mdzod> /Hndzue/ ‘room, chamber’, 
<bor> /Lpe/ ‘to throw, to toss, to discard’ vs. <lag kor> /Lja-Hkue/ ‘bracelet’, <dpon> 
/Hpẽ/ ‘official’ vs. <rngon> /Hŋuẽ/ ‘to hunt’.  
 

 b(s) d g(s) l r s n ng(s) m(s) 

a ɤ e a i42 ɛ ei43 ẽ ɔ̃ ã 

i i i i44 i i i45 ẽ ĩ46 ẽ 

e e e a47 ei or i48 e i ẽ ĩ ẽ 

u ui or u49 i ɯ50 ei/e/i/ɯ51 ui i or ə52 ẽ ɯ̃ ũ 

o u or o53 e or ue54 o55 ei or i56 e or ue ei ẽ or uẽ ɔ̃ ɔ̃ 

                                                            
42 Some sporadic examples of the change from OT -al to Kami /e/ have also been attested. For example, 
/Lkhe-Hlə/ <mkhal ?> ‘kidney’, /Hbu-Htɕhe/ <sbub chal> ‘cymbals’. 
43 An exception to this change is the word ‘ladder’, <skas>, Kami /Hke/ [Hkie]. 
44 An alternative development of this OT rhyme in Kami, as attested in one single word, is /ɯ/, <kha 
tig> /Lkha-Htɯ/ ‘bitter’. 
45 A different development of this OT rhyme in Kami, attested in one single word, is /ue/, i.e. <gnyis> 
/Lɲue~Hɲue/ ‘two’. 
46 An alternative development of this rhyme in some Kami words is /ẽ/, e.g. <ring> /Lrẽ/ ‘long’. 
47 For example, <sreg> /Hsa/ ‘to burn; hot (as of weather); spicy (as of food)’, <'dzeg> /Lndza/ ‘to 
climb’, <'dreg> or <'breg> /Ldʐa/ ‘to cut one’s hair’. 
48 For example, <shel> /Hɕhei/ ‘glass’, <khrel> /Htʂhi/ ‘shy, bashful’. 
49 For example, <mdzub> /Lndzui/ ‘finger’, <gtub> /Htu/ ‘to cut off, to severe; to cut up, to slice’. 
50 Some sporadic exceptions to this sound change include <'dug> /Lndə/ ‘to be; to sit; to dwell’, and 
<dbugs> /Lbu/ ‘breath’. 
51 For example, <shul> /Hɕhei/ ‘mark, trace’, <dngul> /Hŋe/ ‘silver; money’, <'gul> /Hngi/ ‘to push’, 
<brtul> /Ltə-Htɯ/ ‘blunt’. 
52 For example, <lus po> /Lli-Hpu/ ‘body’, <rus pa> /Lrə-Hpɔ/ ‘bone’. 
53 There are only two examples of this rhyme in the sample, <yob> /Lʒu/ ‘stirrup, steps’ and <spobs> 
/Hpo/ ‘to dare, to have courage’. 
54 A different development of this rhyme is attested in the word /Hhlɤ/ <lhod> ‘relaxed, loose’. 
55 For example, <srog> /Hso/ ‘life, fate, destiny’. In a small number of words, this regular reflex of the 
OT rhyme -og, viz. /o/, appears to have followed an additional change, viz. from /o/ to /u/, as in <me 
tog> /Lnbu-Hru/ ‘flower’, <thog> /Hthu/ ‘grain, crops’. Finally, some words with this OT rhyme resulted 
in Kami /ɤ/, e.g. <'og> /Lxɤ/ ‘below’.  
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Table 7. OT rhymes with consonantal codas and their Kami reflexes 
 
The marginally attested diphthong [ie] is likely to result from the ongoing process of 
palatalization conditioned by modern Kami high front vowels. Hence, <skas> /Hke/ 
[Hkie] ‘ladder’ is likely to have developed through the following stages: <skas> > 
/kej/ > /ke/ > [kje]. 
 Overall, the drastic rhyme attrition is considered as one of the characteristic 
features of Khams dialects (e.g. Gésāng and Gésāng 2002: 78). While the precise 
developments of OT closed syllables containing codas are extremely variegated in 
Khams, the major trends, as characteristic for such well documented Khams dialects, 
as Bātáng (Gésāng 1989: 348) and Dégé (Häsler 1999: 51-75), can be summarized as 
follows (Hú 1991: 192):  
 
OT -b/-d/-g > Vʔ (short checked syllables) 
OT -m/-n/-ŋ > Ṽ (long nasalized syllables) 
OT -r/-l/-s > Ø (long open syllables) 
 
In addition, a number of OT closed syllables containing codas have developed into 
modern diphthong finals, e.g. Bātáng [eĩ] derives from OT -en and -an; [eiʔ] from -ed, 
and [auʔ] from -ab and -ob (Gésāng 1989: 349).  
 The number of diphthongs deriving from original OT closed syllables with 
codas varies considerably among Khams dialects and can thus be of interest for 
subgrouping purposes. It appears that dialects with large inventories of diphthongs are 
centered around Gānnán 甘南 <kan lho> Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in Gānsù 
Province (represented by such dialects as Zhuóní 卓尼 <co ne> and Zhōuqǔ 舟曲 
<'brug chu>) and around Díqìng Prefecture, with the dialects of which Kami is 
grouped in one sub-cluster (Qú 1991: 25-26). For example, Zhōngdiàn, one of the 
best-recorded Díqìng dialects has, in different analyses, as many of 23 diphthongs (Lù 
1990: 150), or 11 or 9 diphthongs (Wáng 1996: 63-64; Hongladarom 1996: 76, 
respectively). The major source for diphthongs in these dialects is OT rhymes with the 
codas -s, -l, -n, and -d. Consider some examples from Qú (1991: 45-47): 
 
OT -Vb > -Vu, e.g. Zhōngdiàn <thab> [thou53] ‘solution, means, method’ 
OT -Vl > -Vi, e.g. Zhōngdiàn <skol> [kui55] ‘boil’, <drel> [tʂui13] ‘donkey’  
OT -Vd > -Ve, e.g. Zhōuqǔ <bdud> [tye22] ‘demon’  
OT -Vn > -Ve, e.g. Zhōuqǔ <gon> [kye44] ‘put on, wear’, <dran> [tʂie44] ‘think’  
OT -os > -ue/-ui, e.g. <dgos> ‘to want’: Zhōngdiàn [gue55], Dōngwāng [gui53] 
 
The developments of OT rhymes with consonantal codas in Kami are similar to those 
described in Qú (1991: 25-26). One way to account for these developments in Kami is 
to hypothesize that all OT closed syllables with consonantal codas developed through 

                                                                                                                                                                          
56 For example, <gshol> /Hɕei/ ‘plow’, <sol ba> /Lshi-Hwɔ/ ‘charcoal’, <skol> /Hki/ ‘to boil, to stew’. 
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a stage of diphthong reflexes of the original OT rhymes.57 In this analysis, the original 
OT rhymes developed into diphthongs, in which the first target reflected the original 
OT nucleus vowel, and the second target reflected the original OT coda. In addition, 
OT rhymes with back rounded vowels u and o developed into rising diphthongs, e.g. 
<me thur> /Lmo-Hthui/ ‘matches’, <rna kor> /Hna-Hgue/ ‘round earrings’. OT nasal 
codas contributed to the nasalization of the second target, e.g. <'don> /Hnduẽ/ ‘to read 
out loud, to learn’. Notably, when the trajectory between the two targets in a 
diphthong was large, the two targets coalesced into one target, resulting in many cases 
into an innovative vowel, e.g. OT -ab > Kami /ɤ/, OT -ar > Kami /ɛ/. When, on the 
other hand, the trajectory between the two targets was short, Kami retained a 
diphthong, e.g. OT -el > Kami /ej/.  
 Based on the developments as summarized in Table 7, the development of OT 
consonantal codas in Kami can be schematically presented as follows: 
 
(a) -l, -r, -s coalesced in /i/, e.g. <rul> /Lpha-Hri/ ‘to rot’ (with the directional prefix 
/pha-/ ‘outward’), <zur> /Lsui/ ‘corner’, <? lus> /Hwu-Hli/ ‘cat’ 
(b) -d developed into /e/, e.g. <red> /Lre/ ‘copula verb’, whereas -n developed into /ẽ/, 
e.g. <'dren> /Hndʐẽ/ ‘to thread (a needle)’ 
(c) grave codas (-b, -m, -g, -ng) developed into /u/ (with a further distinction in the 
degree of rounding in the reflexes of bilabial and velar codas), e.g. <gtub> /Htu/ ‘to cut 
off, to severe; to cut up, to slice’, <mig btsum> /Hɲi-Htsũ/ ‘to blink, to wink’, <gtsug> 
/Htsɯ/ ‘calvaria, top of the head’, <dung> /Ltɯ̃/ ‘conch shell’  
 
The diphthong /ua/ occurs only in words of unclear etymology. For example, /Lgua-
Hʃu/ ‘yak’ and /Lkhua-Hla/ ‘basin’, cf. Shǐxīng /Lqhua-Hla/, Púmǐ /khuA35lA35/, Lizu 
/Lqhua-Hla/. 
 The development of OT closed syllables with codas in Kami with no modern 
glottal stop codas and no feature of length is quite unique both as compared to the 
best-documented Khams dialects and to the neighbouring dialects of Díqìng 
Prefecture. The development of OT rhymes with consonantal codas in Kami is closely 
related to the development of tones in this dialect, as discussed in the following 
section.  
 
3.3. Development of tones 
 
Kami tones fall under two registers (High and Low). Their development is 
conditioned by two factors: (1) desonorization of initial consonants, and (2) the loss of 
preradicals. Both are among the major trends in the development of tonal registers in 
Tibetan dialects (cf. Huáng 1995: 50; e.g. Dégé, Häsler 1999: 75). 
 The main trends in the development of tonal registers in Kami, as elsewhere in 
Khams, are for OT syllables with obstruent onsets to induce low register when the 
                                                            
57 These developments are also seen in other dialects with many diphthong reflexes of OT rhymes with 
codas (Qú 1991). In Kami, they additionally include (i) many innovative vowels (of which some are 
phonetically diphthongized), (ii) many diphthongs, (iii) absence of glottal stop codas. 
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latter were voiced, and high register otherwise. In addition, OT syllables with 
sonorant onsets developed low register if prefixal consonants were absent, and high 
register otherwise. For example:  
 
<nga> /Lŋɔ/̃ ‘I’   <lnga> /Hŋɔ/̃ ‘five’ 
<zhing> /Lɕĩ/ ‘land’   <shing> /Hɕĩ/ ‘wood, tree’ 
<nyan> /Lŋe/ ‘to listen’  <dngul> /Hŋe/ ‘silver; money’ 
 
Some of Kami tones appear irregular from the point of view of standard written 
Tibetan orthography. These irregular cases further fall into three categories:  
 
(1) high tone in words related to WT words with voiced initial in the absence of a 
prefix, e.g. <mig> /Hɲi/ ‘eye’, <bu> /Hpə/ ‘son’  
 
(2) low tone in words with a voiceless initial related to WT unprefixed words with a 
voiceless initial or to WT words with a voiceless prefix, e.g. <char pa> /Ltɕhɔ/ ‘rain’, 
<shwa ba> ‘deer’ /Lχɔ/, <sna> /Lhnã/ ‘nose’  
 
(3) low tone (or variable tone) in words related to WT words with a voiced prefixal 
consonant and a voiced initial, e.g. <dbugs> /Lbu/ ‘breath’, <dbun> /Ldẽ~Hdẽ/ ‘seven’, 
<'grang> /Lndʐɔ/̃ ‘to have one’s fill’, <mdzub> /Lndzui/ ‘finger’, <dgon> /Lguẽ/ 
‘abbey’ 
 
These three categories are considered in turn below. 
 
(1) The first category covers those etymons that had a prefix in OT, whereas this 
prefix is no longer reflected in WT. One of the most frequently quoted examples of 
such etymons is WT mig ‘eye’. The reflexes of this word in many dialects point to the 
OT form *C-myig. This word is also attested as dmyig or gmyig in Dūnhuáng 
manuscripts (Huáng et al. 1994: 121). In Khams dialects, this word often carries a 
high tone reflex in Khams dialects, as it does in Kami, hence equally pointing to an 
earlier prefix. 
 The same explanation may be in order in the case of the word for ‘son’, /Hpə/, 
WT <bu>, or in the case of the word for ‘body’, WT <lus po>, variously /Lli-Hpu/, for 
my main consultant, or /Hli-Hpu/ for my other consultants. The latter word is irregular 
both in terms of its initial (for the OT unprefixed root initial l- normally becomes /j/ in 
Kami) and in terms of its high tone (the /L-H/ tone patter for the main consultant may 
be due to the right-prominent stress pattern). An elided prefixal consonant potentially 
offers an explanation for both the unchanged initial and the high tone. 
 
(2) The second category groups together cases, in which low tone is conditioned by 
one of the morphologically opaque OT nominal suffixes -ba, -bo, -bu, -pa, -po, -ma, -
mo, ‘i, and ‘u. Two additional points are in order. First, the initial of all suffixes may 
lenite to -w- (in the case of -pa, -po through the intermediate stage of voicing, and in 
the case of -ma, -mo with an accompanying nasalization). For example:  
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(i) -b- > -w-, e.g. <kha ba> /Lkha-Hwɔ/ ‘snow’  
(ii) -p- > -b- > -w-, e.g. <sgog pa> > *sgog ba > /Lgu-Hwɔ/ ‘garlic’, <thag pa> > *thag 
ba > /Ltha-Hwɔ/ ‘rope’ 
(iii) -m- > -w- (+ nasalization), e.g. <tsher ma> /Ltshə-Hwã/ ‘thorn’, <ba mo> /Lpã/ 
‘frost’, <so ma> /Hsɔ/̃ ‘hemp’ 
 Second, the outcome of the changes above, i.e. the intervocalic -w-, may be 
further lenited to zero, leading to the coalescence of open root syllable with the prefix 
into a diphthong, e.g. [ɑɔ] as in /Lthɔ/ [thɑɔ13] ‘rope’, or the simple vowel [ɔ], without 
a trace of lengthening.58 For example: <shwa ba> /Lχɔ/ ‘deer’, <char pa> > *char ba > 
/Ltɕhɔ/ ‘rain’, <sna ba> or <sna ma> /Lhnã/ ‘nose’.59 
 Coalescence of open root syllables with the OT nominal suffixes is the 
predominant source of modern long tones in Tibetan dialects, analyzed as low register 
induced by rhyme length (Huáng 1995: 57; Sun 2001: 40). In view of Kami disyllabic 
examples such as /Lkha-Hwɔ/ ‘snow’ and /Ltha-Hwɔ/ ‘rope’, in which low register 
appears to have developed before coalescence, somewhat surprisingly suggests that 
low register may be induced by a suffix with a voiced initial, with syllable 
coalescence and length being secondary results in this process.60 Alternatively, such 
words may be examples of a contracted syllable expanded again at a later stage (see 
§3.4.3).  
 
(3) The third category groups together words related to WT etymons with a voiced 
initial and a voiced prefixal consonant. It can be further distinguished into: 
 
(i) words with variable tones, e.g.: 
 
<gnyis> /Lɲue~Hɲue/ ‘two’ 
<dbun> /Ldẽ~Hdẽ/ ‘seven’ 
 
(ii) words with a modern voiced initial and a low tone, e.g.:  
 
<dbugs> /Lbu/ ‘breath’ (this word is irregular in terms of the development of the OT 
rhyme) 
<'bu> /Lnbə/ ‘insect, bug’ 

                                                            
58 /Lthɔ/ [thɑɔ13] is a variant reading of /Ltha-Hwɔ/ ‘rope’. 
59 The nasalization of the rhyme triggered by the nasal onset, as possibly exemplified by <sna> /Lhnã/ 
‘nose’, is another idiosynchratic feature of Kami. This development is attested in a considerable 
number of basic vocabulary words, e.g. <nya> /Lɲɔ̃/ ‘fish’, <ngu> /Lŋɯ̃/ ‘to cry’, <nga> /Lŋɔ/̃ ‘I’, 
<lnga> /Hŋɔ̃/ ‘five’, <ma> ‘mother’, <rma> ‘wound, injury’, both /Lmɔ/̃.  
60 For some consultants, the process of syllable coalescence does lead to a long vowel, i.e. [khɔ:11] 
‘snow’. As length is not contrastive in this dialect and the number of words undergoing syllables 
coalescence is restricted (hence precluding such syllables as a source for the rise of contrastive length), 
it is conceivable that such words with non-phonemic long vowels will lose the feature length to 
develop into an open syllable with a low tone, similar to the examples above, i.e. /Lkhɔ/. 
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(iii) words with a modern voiceless initial and a low tone, e.g.:  
 
<'bo> /Lpu/ ‘to overflow, to spill’ 
<'bud> /Lpi/ ‘to go out’ 
 
The development of OT clusters consisting of voiced initials and voiced prefixes is 
known for its heterogeneity in Tibetan dialects. This development, conditioned by the 
gradual process of devoicing of OT voiced obstruents, in which process prefixed 
obstruents are affected later than simplex obstruents (Sun 2001: 39), may variously 
lead to unstable tones, as in Dégé (Gésāng and Gésāng 2002: 109) and Kami, or to a 
distinct mid register, as in Záduō (Sun 2001: 38), and, possibly, Dōngwāng (Bartee, 
this volume).61  
 The situation in Kami is characterized by the pronounced tendency to correlate 
the endpoint of the process of devoicing with a stable low tone (cf. Häsler 1999: 88, 
footnote 13), as in the word <'bo> /Lpu/ ‘to overflow, to spill’. Before the process of 
devoicing is completed, syllables with variable tones in Kami may tentatively be 
considered as atonal at this point of their development.  
 
3.4. Word-internal phonological processes 
 
Comparison with WT etymons reveals in Kami a number of phonological processes 
that target intervocalic consonants in the second-syllable-initial position. These 
processes include spirantization, voicing, which, in turn, may be accompanied by 
spirantization, and resyllabification. In terms of frequency in the corpus, 
spirantization, and voicing affecting velar stop initials, on the one hand, and 
resyllabification involving WT nominal suffixes, on the other hand, are most common. 
Altogether, these processes are not regular in Kami, and for some initials, even 
marginal and sporadic. All these processes in Kami have close parallels both in the 
best-recorded Khams dialects (Bātáng, Gésāng 1989: 340-342; Dégé, Häsler 1999: 
13-16, Gésāng and Gésāng 2002: 99-102) and in the dialects of Díqìng Prefecture 
(Zhōngdiàn, Lù 1990: 156-158; Dōngwāng, Bartee, this volume). 
 
3.4.1. Spirantization 
 
The process of spirantization primarily targets the voiceless aspirated velar stop /kh/, 
which, in the second-syllable-initial position, is often produced as a velar fricative, 
e.g.: 
 
<sog khang> /Hsho-Hxɔ̃/ ‘thatched house’ 
<pho khebs> /Hphu-Hxe/ ‘quilt, blanket’ 
<a khu> /La-Hxə/ ‘uncle’ 
<du khug> /Lti-Hxɯ/ ‘pipe’ 
 

                                                            
61 Záduō 雜多 Tibetan <rdza rdo> is spoken in Yùshù, Qīnghǎi Province. 
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Compared to, for instance, Dégé, where aspirated velar stops in the second-syllable-
initial position are exceedingly rare and possibly limited to careful speech (Häsler 
1999: 14), this process is irregular in Kami, where aspirated velar stops in the second-
syllable position are common. For example:  
 
<sman khang> /Hhmẽ-Hkhɔ̃/ ‘hospital’ 
<gru khug> /Ltʂə-Hkhɯ/ ‘elbow’ 
<a ? rang> /La-Lkhə-Hrã/ ‘we, first person plural inclusive pronoun’ 
 
The remaining examples of spirantization are sporadic. They include:  
 
(1) the change of /ph/ to /h/, e.g.:  
 
<pho phag> /Lphu-Hha/ ‘boar, hog, male pig’ 
<mo phag> /Lmu-Hha/ ‘sow, swine’ 
<dpal? phor> /Lpi-Hhue/ ‘incense burner, perfuming pan’ 
 
(2) /tɕh/ to /ɦj/ or /j/, e.g.: 
<lag cha> /Lja-Hɦjɔ/ ‘tool, instrument’ 
<mig chu> /Hɲi-Hɦjə/ ~ /Hɲi-Htɕhə/ ‘tears’ 
<rdza chu> /Ldza-Hjə/ ~ /Ldza-Htɕhə/ ‘Mekong’ 
<kha chu> /Hkha-Hjə/ ‘saliva’ 
 
(3) /n/ or /ɲ/ to /j/ 
<gnang nyin> /Hnɔ-̃Hjĩ/ ‘the day after tomorrow’ 
<na ning> /Lna-Hjĩ/ ‘last year’ 
 
3.4.2. Voicing and spirantization 
 
The sporadic process of word-internal voicing changes voiceless unaspirated stops 
and fricatives into their voiced counterparts, e.g.: 
 
<rna kor> /Hna-Hgue/ ‘round earrings’ 
<ka to ra> /Hka-Hdə-Hrɔ/ ‘metal dish, round copper basin’ 
<chu bya> /Htɕhə-Hʒɔ/ ‘water bird, crane, swan, goose’ 
 
Voiced and, at times, also voiceless unaspirated stops became voiced. The process of 
voicing can be accompanied by that of spirantization. For example:  
 
<rdo dkar> /Ldu-Hkɛ~Ldu-Hɣɛ/ ‘white stone’62 

                                                            
62  The same development involving the word for ‘white’ <dkar> has been described for Bātáng 
(Gésāng 1989: 341), Zhōngdiàn (Lù 1990: 156), and Zhongu, (Sun 2003: 793). 
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<rgya gar> /Ldʒa-Hɣɛ/ ‘India’ 
<dkyil kung?> or <dkyil gung?> /Htɕi-Hɣɯ̃/ ‘center, middle part’ 
 
To this category also belongs the word ‘rabbit’. Despite its WT spelling as <ri bong>, 
dialectal reflexes of this word suggest rather a voiceless velar stop initial in the second 
syllable. For example, in Lhasa Tibetan /ri13koŋ55/ (Zhāng 1996: 24), Ménbā 
/re35koŋ55~ri35koŋ55/ (Lù 2002: 354), Bātáng /ʐɪ55-ɣũ55/, Kami /Lrə-Hɣɯ̃/. 
 Also to this category belong cases of intervocalic voicing involving OT 
suffixes, i.e. of -p- to -b-, with a subsequent spirantization of -b- to -w-, as discussed 
above. 
 The process of the intervocalic voicing of /t/ to /d/ is further followed in a 
number of words by the rhotacism of /d/ to /r/. Some relevant examples include 
<mchu to> /Htɕhə-Hru/ ‘lips’, <me tog> /Lnbu-Hru/ ‘flower’, <sgo them> /Lgu-Hhrẽ/ 
‘doorsill, threshold’, <go thal> ‘ashes/cinders in a hearth’ > Kami /Lku-Hhre/ ‘hearth’, 
<dus deng?> /Lta-Hhrẽ/ ‘then, today’. 
 
3.4.3 Resyllabification 
 
The process of resyllabification applies with great frequency in Kami disyllabic words. 
It can be further distinguished into, on the one hand, compressions of earlier 
disyllabic collocations or expansions of an earlier monosyllabic form, and, on the 
other hand, syllable boundary re-adjustment, making the original coda part of the 
following onset syllable. Resyllabification is very common in OT as in modern 
Tibetan dialects (e.g. OT, Beyer 1992: 96; Bātáng, Gésāng 1989: 340; Zhōngdiàn, Lù 
1990: 156).  
 
(1) Compressions and expansions  
 
Kami provides additional evidence on the so-called “syllabism cycle” in Tibetan, 
whereby words alternately compressed and expanded into monosyllabic and 
disyllabic forms (Beyer 1992: 96). Syllable coalescence involving the open root 
coalescence with nominal suffixes has been discussed and exemplified in §3.3. An 
example of coalescence of two distinct nominal roots into one monosyllable is <spu 
rug> /Htʂhɯ/ ‘Tibetan woolen cloth’. 
 The process of expansion of earlier monosyllabic forms into disyllabic forms 
in the surveyed sample has been essentially noted in connection with the consonant 
codas -r and -b. For example:  
 
<phor> > *pho ri > /Lpha-Hrə/ ‘bowl’ 
<'dar> > *'da ri > /Lnda-Hrə/ ‘malaria’ 
<srab leb> > *sra bi leb > /Hsə-Hbə-Hle/ ‘flat’ 
 
(2) Syllable boundary re-adjustment 
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The process of syllable boundary re-adjustment, whereby the original coda makes part 
of the following onset, creates consonant clusters in the second-syllable initial 
position. These newly formed initial clusters further follow the regular development 
of such clusters in non-resyllabified words. A nasal vowel or a nasal coda in the first 
syllable leads to the formation of prenasalized clusters in the second-syllable-initial 
position. For example:  
 
<bum pa> > *bu mba > /Lpa-Hnbɔ/ ‘vase’ 
<rngon khyi> > *rngo ngyi > /Hŋue-Hndʒə/ ‘hunting dog’ 
<nyin gung> > *nyi ngung > /Lɲi-Hngɯ̃/ ‘noon, midday, afternoon’ 
 
An oral coda in combination with the initial l- preserves the initial quality of this 
initial, e.g. <'khor lo> > *kho rlo /Hkhu-Hlu/ ‘wheel’. 
 An oral coda in combination with a voiceless fricative initial acts as a buffer 
against aspiration of this initial, e.g. <yug sa> > *yu gsa /Lʒɯ-Hsɔ/ ‘widow’. 
 An oral coda in combination with the initial r- in some cases develops into a 
retroflex initial, e.g. <phug ron> > *phu gron > /Lphu-Hdʐuẽ/ ‘pigeon’. 
 Finally, the coda -d in combination with the initial r- has been attested in one 
case to develop into Kami /hr/, i.e. <bod rag> /Lpe-Hhra/ ‘Tibetan liquor’, cf. <a rag> 
/Ha-Hra/ ‘arak, strong liquor, alcoholic drink’.  
 
3.5. Irregularities, dialect mixture 
 
Most Kami words are readily identifiable with known Tibetan roots with the 
knowledge of (regular and more sporadic) sound correspondences and phonological 
processes in disyllabic words as outlined above. The percentage of Kami words of 
unclear origin is relatively low and makes up approximately 15% in the surveyed 
sample of ca. 2,000 words. Compared to other peripheral dialects, such as Bāsōng 
<brag gsum> (Qú et al. 1989), Yùshù (Huáng et al. 1994), Báimǎ (Zhāng 1994, 1997; 
Huáng and Zhāng 1995), or Zhongu (Sun 2003: 792), this percentage is relatively 
insignificant.  
 Kami by and large evidences regular changes with the phonological system of 
OT. The major source of irregularities and multiple sound correspondences is dialect 
interference, leading to the stratification of Kami lexicon into at least two basic layers: 
(1) one indigenous and altogether relatively archaic (and exhibiting such changes as 
OT lh- to Kami /ɦj/, zl- to /l/, sbr- to /nb~m/), and (2) one of mostly culturally-bound 
inter-dialectal loans.63 The latter layer is further stratifiable into a number of sub-
layers as per different sound change, suggesting different donor dialects. Consider 
some examples:  
 

                                                            
63 The stratification of Kami lexicon is an issue of considerable complexity, given the sheer number of 
sound changes discussed above. The challenging task of grouping various changes per layer merits a 
separate study.  
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<rma bya> /Hma-Hjɔ/ ‘peacock’ (OT by- > /j/,64 Kami by- > /ʃ/) 
<bya ba?> /Lɕa-Hpə/ ‘thing (to do), activity, task’ (OT by- > /ɕ/, Kami by- > /ʃ/) 
<sbrang yab> /Ldʐã-Hjɤ/ ‘mosquito net’ (OT y- > /j/, Kami y- > /z/) 
<g.yung drung> /Hjɯ̃-Hdʐɯ̃/ ‘swastika’ (OT g.y > /j/, Kami g.y > /z/) 
<tshe ring zhwa mo> /Htshə-Hrẽ Lɕa-Hmu/ ‘traditional Tibetan hat’ (OT zh(w)- > /ɕ/, 
Kami zh(w) > /x/) 
 
Kami words with unclear etymology, on the other hand, are dispersed all over the 
lexicon, including: 
 
(1) a small number of basic vocabulary items, e.g. /Ha-Hmi/ ‘breast’ (by extension, also 
‘milk’), cf. WT <snying ga> or <nu ma>; /La-Hɲu/ ‘good’, cf. WT <bzang po> or <yag 
po>; /La-Hbɛ/ ‘bad’, cf. WT <ngan> or <sdug po>  
 
(2) some cultural vocabulary, e.g. /Hpi/ ‘boat’, cf. WT <gru>65  
 
(3) a number of kinship terms, e.g. /Ha-Hnbu/ ‘maternal uncle’, cf. WT <zhang> (see 
§4.1)  
 
(4) as common in peripheral dialects, some animal and plant names, e.g. /Lphə-Lwu-
Lma-Hki/ ‘bat’, cf. WT <lpags bye'u> or <rga wang krad kyi>, /Lku-Hdu/ ‘walnut’, cf. 
WT <star kha>. 
 The following observations about the Kami words of obscure origin can be 
made.  
 
(1) Some words of unclear origin (including those that belong to basic lexicon) are 
shared with the neighbouring dialects of Díqìng Prefecture. Consider some examples 
from Kami and Dōngwāng:  
 
‘breast’: Kami /Ha-Hmi/, Dōngwāng /miʔ53/  
‘good’: Kami /La-Hɲu/, Dōngwāng /a13ɲõ55/ 
‘bad’: Kami /La-Hbɛ/, Dōngwāng /a55bæʔ55/ 
‘maternal uncle’: Kami /Ha-Hnbu/, Dōngwāng /a55mbə55/66 
 

                                                            
64 The change from WT b to /j/ is attested in a restricted number of Kami basic vocabulary words, e.g. 
<mtsher pa> /Ltsha-Hjɔ/ ‘spleen’, or ‘frog’, <sbal pa> /Lbi-Hjɔ/, where the intervocal -p-, conceivably, 
first changed to -b-, and then to /j/. 
65 Based on the entry for ‘boat’ in Dài and Huáng (1992: 201), that lists this word in 50 Sino-Tibetan 
languages, the word for ‘boat’ in Kami bears a surface resemblance with the root ‘boat’ in some little-
researched languages of the border areas between China and India, e.g. Taraon [peŋ35], Idu [peŋ35]. 
66 Tentatively, this may be an irregular development of WT <zhang bu>, cf. Bātáng [xɑ̃13mbʊ53]. 
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(2) Perhaps, somewhat surprisingly, most of remaining words of unclear origin are not 
shared with the neighboring Qiangic languages. For example, ‘walnut’, Kami /Lku-
Hdu/, Shǐxīng /Lqha-Hra/, Lizu /Hkha-Lrə/, Púmǐ /Lkha-Hra/.  
 Furthermore, local Qiangic languages appear, at times, to have donors for their 
Tibetan loanwords other than Kami. This is evidenced by the dissimilarity of the loan 
and the corresponding Kami word, and by sound correspondences of the loan with OT, 
which are distinct from those in Kami. For example, the word for ‘the universe, the 
external world’ is /Hdʑi-Htɛ̃-Hkhɔ/̃ in Shǐxīng, WT <'jig rten khams>, and /Lndzã-Hlĩ/ in 
Kami, WT <'dzam gling>. The word for ‘flower’ is /Lnbu-Hru/ in Kami, and /Lme-
Htɕuo/ or /Lme-Htuo/ in Lizu, and /mi55-tɕo11/ in Nàmùzī, WT <me tog>. 
 
4. Areal lexical and structural features 
 
This section focuses on those salient lexical and structural features in Kami, noted in 
the surveyed sample, that may result from language contact in the area. It essentially 
focuses on kinship terminology, areal calques, and directional prefixes.67 
 
4.1. Lexical features 
 
4.1.1. Kinship terminology 
 
A comprehensive account (functional and historical) of the Kami kinship system and 
associated terminology is beyond the scope of this article, since collecting and 
interpretating sufficient genealogical data was impossible in the course of my 
linguistically-oriented fieldwork. Nonetheless, some mention of Kami kinship terms, 
be it even preliminary, is warranted in the context of the present discussion, given the 
exceptional status of Kami kinship terminology in the Tibetan context and its clear 
links to the kinship systems in neighboring languages.  
 Compared to kinship terminology, as reflected in Written Tibetan, Kami 
kinships terms are idiosynchratic. While some of them are traceable to WT, e.g. /Ha-
Hɲi/, <a mes> ‘forefather’; /La-Hxə/, <a khu> ‘paternal uncle’; some appear unrelatable 
to any Tibetan etymon, e.g. /La-Hju/ ‘elder brother’, cf. WT <jo jo>, /La-Hʑi/ ‘elder 
sister’, cf. WT <gcen mo> or <a cag >.68 
 Altogether, as far as the written language is concerned, WT kinship terms have 
been analyzed as reflecting a partilineal exogamous social structure with a clear 
distinction between father’s side and mother’s side, and an emphasis on a continuous 
vertical line from grandfather to the father’s sons (e.g. Nagano 1994: 105).  
 At odds with this conclusion, studies on peripheral Tibetan societies in central 
and southern Tibet (along with Tibetan communities in Nepal and India), reveal rather 
bilateral kinship systems (e.g. Aziz 1978, Goldstein 1971 and Levine 1988). In these 

                                                            
67 I use the term ‘calque’ to refer to compounds and phrases shared by a number of Mùlǐ languages that 
consist of language specific words in conformity with some shared model. For the moment, I leave 
aside the issue of the source of this model. 
68 The words for ‘older brother’ and ‘older sister’ are shared by Kami with Dōngwāng, /a13jy55/ and 
/a13ʐi55/, respectively (Bartee, this volume), and also by Kami with Shǐxīng, /La-Hju/ and /Ha-Hʑi/, 
respectively. 
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systems, descent reckoning is highly limited in its application, it is not simply 
patrilineal, and it operates chiefly at the periphery of society, among the nobles and 
outcasts. It is therefore not surprising that it is the marginal pattern of the society’s 
elite, related to hierarchy, rank and lineage, that is reflected in the written language.  
 While our knowledge of Kham and Amdo societies remains sketchy, on-going 
anthropological and ethnographic work on non-Tibetan societies of South-West China 
(the Moso, the Yí, the Púmǐ), including those of Mùlǐ, suggests a high degree of 
uniformity underlying areal kinship practices (Hsu 1998, McKhann 1998, Lu 2000, 
Wellens 2006). The following characteristics of these societies are most notable: 
 
(1) a substantial degree of bilateral kinship reckoning underlying all local social 
systems (McKhann 1998: 41) 
 
(2) regional preference for cross-cousin marriage, together with high incidence of 
polygamous marriage: mainly fraternal or adelphic polyandry (in which two or more 
brothers take one wife), and to a lesser extent sororal polygyny (where sisters marry 
one husband) (Wellens 2003: 125) 
 
(3) residentially based principles of social organization, or ‘houses’, which are both 
residential and kinship groups 
 
(4) interplay of two kinship ideologies: the one bilateral and related to the ‘house’, 
and the other unilateral (matrilineal or patrilineal depending on the group) and 
concerned with hierarchy and rank (Hsu 1998: 90) 
 
The social organization of the Kami conforms to this profile. The importance of 
‘house’, the residential and kinship group, can be glimpsed through the fact that every 
house in the Kami area is assigned a name, /Lɲi-Htshɔ ̃ Lɲɯ̃/ <mi tshong ming> ‘house 
name’. The name of the house, together with the village name, is ascribed to all its 
occupants. It is the name of the house by which one is known in one’s own locality 
and in the wider community. In Shuǐluò, this practice is shared at least by the Kami, 
the Shǐxīng, and the Púmǐ. Take as an example the full name of my main language 
consultant, Mr. Yáng Lǔróng Duōdīng /Ltɕhi-Hra# Hja-Llɔ̃# Hlu-Hzũ# Lthu-Hdĩ/. His two 
Tibetan names, /Hlu-Hzũ Lthu-Hdĩ/ <blo bzang stobs ldan>, are preceded by his native 
village name, /Ltɕhi-Hra/ Qílā, and his house name in the village, /Hja-Llɔ̃/. (In addition, 
having worked many years in the local administration, my main consultant also has a 
Chinese family name, Yáng 楊.) 
 The regional preference for cross-cousin marriage is also reflected in Kami 
kinship terminology.  
 The kinship system of the Kami is an ego-focused bilateral kindred simple 
system with distinctions according to the sex of the kin, according to the relative 
generation, and according to the age of the kin in relation to ego. Among siblings, the 
distinction according to the sex of the kin applies only to older siblings, whereas 
younger siblings are uniformly referred to as /Lnɯ̃/ ‘younger brother or sister’. (The 
same distinction is also characteristic, among others, for the Shǐxīng, /Hgɔ̃/ ‘younger 
brother or sister’.)  
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 Father’s brothers are called /La-Hxə/, <a khu> regardless of their respective age. 
The mother’s brothers, again regardless of their respective age, are called /La-Hnbu/, 
<zhang bu>?, which is also the term for father’s sister’s husband. Father’s sister is 
called /Ha-Hrẽ/, which is also the term for mother’s brother’s wife.69 Finally, mother’s 
sister is called /La-Hsɯ̃/, <a sru mo>, which is also the term for father’s brother’s wife. 
In sum, in this classification, ego’s mother’s sister’s husband is his father’s brother 
and his father’s brother’s wife is his mother’s sister. If taken to reflect the ideal norm, 
as kinship terminology normally does, the ideal norm for the Kami is cross-cousin 
marriage, consisting of sister’s exchange. In practice, however, it is polygamous 
marriage that appears most widespread among the Kami. 
 At odds with the kinship terminology as reflected in WT with its emphasis on 
a continuous vertical line from grandfather to the father’s sons, the emphasis in the 
Kami system is rather on the mother’s line, with the term /Ha-Hmɔ/̃ standing for the 
continuous vertical line from ‘grandmother’ to ‘sister’: ‘grandmother’, ‘father’s elder 
brother’s wife’ (who at the same time is called /Ha-Hrẽ/) and ‘ego’s second sister’. /La-
Hsɯ̃/ is at the same time ‘maternal aunt’ and ‘(male) ego’s younger sister’. 
 In sum, Kami kinship terminology reveals a (etymologically) hybrid system, 
reflecting the areal pattern of social organization shared by all local Mùlǐ groups.  
 
4.1.2. Areal calques 
 
A characteristic areal lexical feature is the high incidence of common patterns in word 
formation, common semantic distinctions and extensions, and calques. A further 
distinction may be drawn between those distinctions which are shared by Kami with 
all Qiangic languages, and those distinctions that are shared by Kami with some 
neighboring Qiangic languages and not with some other Qiangic languages of Mùlǐ.  
 
(1) Word-formation: Diminutives 
 
A pervasive areal pattern is to form diminutives with the diminutive suffix, derived 
from the word for ‘child’.  
 In Kami, the word for ‘child’ is /La-Hka/. The Tibetan etymology of this word 
is not clear.70 The root /ka/ of this word is used as a diminutive suffix. For example, 
/Ltʃhə-Hka/ ‘puppy’, <khyi ?>; ‘kitten’ /Lwu-Hka/, <?>. To compare, in Shǐxīng, the 
word for ‘(male) child, man’ is /Lzɔ̃/. This root is used as a diminutive suffix in a 
fashion similar to Kami, /Hkhuɜ-Lzɔ/̃ ‘puppy’ (< /HLkhuɜ/ ‘dog’), /Lma-Lzɿ-Hzɔ/̃ ‘kitten’ 
(< /Lma-Hzɿ/ ‘cat’).  

                                                            
69 As suggested to me by Guillaume Jacques, the word /Ha-Hrẽ/ may be related to WT <sring> ‘sister’, 
which, in turn, stems from an earlier form <*ring>. 
70 This word is shared by Kami with Dōngwāng, /a13ka53/. However, the root /ka/ does not appear to be 
used in the formation of diminutives in this dialect. Dōngwāng uses the WT root <phrug> instead. 
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 Both the WT diminutive root <phrug>, e.g. /Lwu-Htʂhə/ ‘kitten’, and the WT 
word for ‘child’ <a wo>, Kami /Ha-Hwɔ/, are also attested in the recorded sample. 
However, they are far less frequent than /La-Hka/ and /ka/.  
 
(2) Common semantic distinctions and extensions 
 
Here is an incomplete list of characteristic examples of common semantic distinctions 
and extensions: 
 The verb ‘to float’ is a semantic extension of the verb ‘to fly’ (this homophony 
is already characteristic of WT). Both verbs are /Hdĩ/, WT <lding> in Kami. The same 
applies to Lizu: /Hbʑe/ ‘to fly’ vs. /Hde-Lbʑe-Lbʑe/ ‘to float’ (< /de-/ is a directional 
prefix, meaning ‘upward’). The two verbs are, however, distinct in Shǐxīng: /Hdʑɛ/̃ ‘to 
fly’ and /Hpu/ ‘to float’. 
 The noun ‘mute’ (by extension, also ‘dumb person, idiot’) distinguishes 
between a male mute and a female mute, respectively, Kami: /Lpə-Hkɯ/ <bu skugs> 
and /Lmə-Hkɯ/ <mu skugs>, Shǐxīng: /Lzõ-̃Htɕɜ/ and /Hmi-Ltɕɜ/; or Púmǐ: /dzu33ɣiã55/ 
and /hmɛ55ɣiã55/. Conversely, this distinction is not made in Lizu, /Lzə-Hkæ/ ‘mute’, or 
in Nàmùzī, /La-Hqɑ/ ‘mute’. 
 
(3) Calques 
 
The verb ‘to flow’ is a nominal predicate expression consisting of the noun ‘water’ 
and the verb ‘to go’, e.g. in Kami /Htɕhə Lndʐu/ <chu 'gro>, in Shǐxīng /Hdʑɜ Hbi=Hji/ 
(< /Hdʑɜ/ ‘water’, /Lbi/ ‘walk’, /ji/ is the progressive marker), or in Nàmùzī 
[ndʐɿ55=qhæ11 bje55] (< [ndʐɿ55] ‘water’, /qhæ/, (bound root) measure word for 
elongated objects; [bje55] ‘walk, go’). 
 The verb ‘to give birth’ in Kami literally means ‘to see (the child’s) face’, /Hdɔ̃ 
Lthɔ/̃ (< /Ldɔ̃-Hku/ <gdong ?> ‘face’, /Hthɔ/̃ <mthong> ‘to see’). This formation has an 
exact parallel in Shǐxīng: /Lza-Lmi Lphã-Hdɔ̃/ (< /Lza-Hmi/ ‘child’, /Hphã/ ‘face’, /Ldɔ/̃ 
‘see’). On the other hand, this calque is not shared by Lizu, which has a monosyllabic 
root, /Hdzɿ/, to express the meaning ‘to give birth’. 
 
The few examples mentioned in this section suggest that it is a promising direction to 
consider Kami lexicon in its areal context in a more systematic fashion. 
 One more salient areal pattern adapted in the form of morphemic substitution 
in Kami is the use of verbal directional prefixes, as discussed in the following section.  
 
4.2. Directional prefixes and miscellaneous morphosyntactic innovations 
 
The use of directional prefixes is one of the quintessential Qiangic features. In Huáng 
Bùfán’s (1994) analysis, the fact that this areally dominant yet strikingly non-Tibetan 
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feature is also shared by Kami, suggests that its presence in Kami is due to language 
contact.71  
 The following additional observations concerning the use of directional 
prefixes in Kami can be made. 
 
(1) The use of directional prefixes is characterized by a certain degree of geographical, 
temporal and/or individual variation. This is evidenced by dissimilarities between my 
own recent fieldwork and Huáng’s (1994) Kami data based on her fieldwork in the 
late 1980s. (Unfortunately, Huáng does not specify which sub-dialect of Kami she 
worked on.) Notably, of the five Kami directional prefixes quoted by Huáng, only 
four are shared with my data, namely, (i) /phæ-/ <phar> ‘towards oneself’, (ii) /tshæ-/ 
<tshar> ‘away from oneself’, (iii) /jæ-/ <jar> ‘upward’, and (iv) /mæ-/ <mar> 
‘downward’. The fifth prefix quoted by Huáng, /tæ13-/ ‘to the place of origin’, which 
she analyzes as derived from the verb <bsdad> ‘to dwell, to sit’ and which is said to 
co-occur with verbs of posture, has not been attested in the speech of my language 
consultants. At the same time, my consultants marginally use one directional prefix 
that is not attested by Huáng: /nɔ̃-/ ‘inward’, <nang>, as in /Hnɔ̃-Lthẽ/ ‘to look inside’.  
 
(2) Dissimilarity of sound changes in Kami basic lexicon and directional prefixes, i.e. 
/ja-/ ‘upward’, from <yar> ‘upwards, above, up’ vs. <g.yar> /Lʒɛ/ (/Lzɛ/) ‘to borrow 
(objects)’. 
 
(3) Restricted scope of use and lower degree of grammaticalization, as compared to 
directional prefixes in the neighboring languages.  
 In Kami, most verbs do not require to be accompanied by a directional prefix 
when quoted in isolation, e.g. /Hjɔ/̃ <long> ‘to take, to hold’, /Htʂhi/ <khrid> ‘to lead’, 
/Lgu/ ‘to kneel’ (the Tibetan etymology of this root is unclear). The use of directional 
prefixes on verbs serves either (i) to distinguish various meanings correlated with one 
stem, e.g. <'jus> /Hndʑə/ ‘to grab, to seize, to grasp’ vs. /Lja-Hndʑə/ ‘to pick up’ vs. 
/Ltsha-Hndʑə/ ‘to hold’ or (ii) to denote telicity and perfectivity, as in the example 
below, or to form imperative, as in /Hma-Lndə/, <mar 'dug>, ‘sit down!’:  
 
(1) Hphu# Lki-Hsɛ# Lma-Hɔ̃#, Lbi-Hjɔ# Lpa-Hku# Lʒu# Lma=Hre#, Lkhə=Hi# Lmə-Hjɔ̃=Lʁə# 

Lɲi=Hnɔ#̃ Lpha-Hsa. 
 Hphu Lki-Hsɛ Lma-Hɔ̃ Lbi-Hjɔ Lpa-Hku 
 ? ge sar mar 'ong sbal pa lpags ko 
 personal.name personal.name downward-come frog skin 
 
 Lʒu Lma=Hre Lkhə=Hi Lmə-Hjɔ=̃Lʁə Lɲi=Hnɔ ̃ Lpha-Hsa 

                                                            
71 The presence of directional prefixes in Kami is not altogether unparalled in other Tibetan dialects. A 
relatively well known case is Báimǎ (Huáng and Zhāng 1995: 112-113), which has as many as 13 
directional prefixes. Zhongu, on the other hand, exhibits a development of imperative markers from 
WT directional terms (Sun 2003: 797, footnote 51).  
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 yod ma=red kho='i mo-?=? me=nang phar sreg 
 have NEG.PST=COP 3SG=GEN woman-?=ERG fire=inside outward-burn 
  

‘When King Gesar returned home, the frog skin was already gone, it was burned 
by his wife.’ 

 
To compare, Shǐxīng has a more grammaticalized system of directional prefixes: (i) 
Shǐxīng has a larger number of directional prefixes (six in total), most of which (five) 
are used with high frequency, both on verbs in isolation and in connected speech; (ii) 
Shǐxīng’s directional prefixes are associated with a larger range of contexts; (iii) They 
are more clearly associated with the grammatical meaning (with one prefix, /lɜ-/, 
denoting the perfective meaning exclusively); (iv) The use of directional prefixes in 
Shǐxīng is more more obligatory than optional (see Chirkova 2009 for an overview). 
 In sum, directional prefixes in Kami are characterized by geographical, 
temporal and/or individual variation, relatively low degree of grammaticalization and 
sound correspondences distinct from those in the basic lexicon. Hence, directional 
prefixes in Kami are altogether a relatively marginal and possibly recent feature. 
 Some additional distinct morphosyntactic innovations of Kami, as compared 
to its kin Tibetan dialects, are:  
 
(1) the inclusive-exclusive distinction in the first person plural pronoun, viz. the 
exclusive form /Lŋa-Hrã/ <nga rang>, and the inclusive form /La-Lkhə-Hrã/ <? rang> (of 
unclear Tibetan origin);  
(ii) the marginal use of measure words, /Lɲə-Hngu Ltɕi/ ‘one person’ <mi mgo gcig>, 
where /Hngu/, WT <mgo>, is used as a measure word to count people;  
(iii) the unusual types of adjective formation; these include (a) extensive use of 
reduplication (expressing intensification), e.g. /Lhŋũ-Hhŋũ/ <sngon sngon> ‘green, 
blue’, /Lʒɔ̃-Hʒɔ/̃ <yang yang> ‘light’; (b) adjective formation with the prefix a-, e.g. 
/La-Hɲu/ ‘good’, /La-Hbɛ/ ‘bad’; (c) formation of adjectives of dimensional extent (i.e. 
those that form a semantic field of opposites, e.g. deep-shallow, long-short), whereby 
the negative extensives are partly or completely replaced by forms derived from the 
positive ones, e.g. /Htsɔ/̃ <gtsang> ‘clean’, /Lma-Htsɔ/̃ <mi gtsang> ‘dirty’.72 Taken in 
the areal context, all three types are characteristic for Nosu (Bradley 1995) as well as 
the neighboring Qiangic languages.  
(iv) Finally, one more morphosyntactic innovation of Kami is an elaborate system of 
existential verbs, reflecting evidentiality distinctions (old knowledge vs. new 
knowledge). More precisely, Kami has a set of neutral existential verbs (for old 
knowledge) and a corresponding set of etymologically related verbs (tentatively, with 
an evidential morpheme coalesced with the verb root) for new knowledge, e.g. /Lʒu/ 

                                                            
72 The majority of such adjectives are formed with the past (and imperative) negative marker /ma/, as in 
this example. A handful of adjectives are also formed with the non-past negative marker /mu/, e.g. 
/Lmu-Hgɔ/ ‘disagreable, disgusting’ (from <mi>, negator, and <dga'> ‘to like’). 
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<yod> ‘to have, to possess (by the speaker)’ vs. /Lʒã/ <yod.?> ‘to exist out there, 
beyond the speaker’s control’.73 
 To sum up, Kami has a number of features that are not widely shared by 
Tibetan dialects, whether at large or in the Kami neighborhood (e.g. Dōngwāng and 
Zhōngdiàn), but they are shared between Kami and neighbouring Qiangic languages 
of Mùlǐ.74 The shared features are arguably areal ‘models’, filled by language-specific 
non-cognate forms and differing by specific semantic contexts and the degree of 
grammaticalization per language. Notably, not all such features are shared by all 
Qiangic languages and Kami, which potentially enables us to determine the degree of 
contact between Kami and individual Qiangic languages.  
 
5. Summary and discussion 
 
Characteristics features of Kami as dissimilar from general Khams tendencies (such 
as the development of OT cluster with the preradical s- and a nasal root initial into 
voiceless nasals) can be summarized as follows:  
 
(1) Conditioned split of OT palato-alveolars, leading to the development of distinct 
uvular reflexes before OT non-high non-front vowels 
 
(2) OT Ky- and Py- clusters became palato-alveolar affricates and fricatives, 
respectively, for some speakers, and alveo-palatal affricates and dental fricatives, 
respectively, for some other speakers. For the latter category of speakers, in some 
words, OT sky- became /ʂ/ 
 
(3) OT y- became /ʒ/ for some speakers and /z/ for some other speakers 
 
(4) The unprefixed OT root initial l- became /j/ 
 
(5) OT lh- became /ɦj/ and /hl/. In the latter case, some reflexes of OT lh- merged with 
the reflexes of the OT cluster sl- 
 
(6) OT zl- became /l/ and /nd/ 
 
(7) OT sbr- became /nb~m/ and /dʐ/  
 
(8) OT closed syllables with consonantal codas developed into innovative vowels and 
diphthongs, without glottal stop codas or contrastive vowel length 
 
(9) The development in (8) conditioned a simple tone system with the basic register 
distinction, High vs. Low (and a number of atonal roots from OT prefixed clusters 
with a voiced initial, undergoing the process of devoicing) 
 

                                                            
73 The peculiar forms and functions of existential verbs appear to be a widespread feature of many 
Khams dialects (Hongladarom 2007: 123).  
74 The issue of whether or not these features are also shared by the local Na and Nosu varieties requires 
further investigation. 
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(10) A register tone system is combined in Kami with a system of metrical stress 
(with a iambic pattern for nominal constructions and a trochaic pattern for verbal 
constructions)  
 
(11) Presence in Kami of directional prefixes, marginally, also measure words, non-
Tibetan types of adjective formation, an elaborate system of existential verbs 
reflecting evidentiality distinctions (old knowledge vs. new knowledge).  
 
These characteristic features can be further divided into retentions, such as (5)-(7), 
and innovations. Innovations can be further divided into those specific to Kami, such 
as (1) and (8)-(10), and those that are attested in other peripheral Tibetan dialects, 
such as (3) and (4).  
 In terms of its connection to the dialects of Díqìng Prefecture, of which only 
Zhōngdiàn and Dōngwāng have been documented to date, and with which Kami has 
been argued to constitute one sub-cluster, the following conclusions can be made. In 
view of its characteristic developments as summarized above, Kami is highly distinct 
from Zhōngdiàn. At the same time, Kami is closer Dōngwāng, with which dialect it 
shares some retentions, i.e. (5) and (6), some innovations, i.e. (3) and (4), and some 
words of unclear Tibetan etymology. Conversely, the innovative developments, as 
well as also some words of unclear Tibetan etymology, shared by Kami and 
Dōngwāng, are not restricted to these two dialects, and have been attested in other 
Tibetan dialects spoken in the historical frontier areas between Tibet and China. For 
instance, the change from OT y- to z- is also attested in Zhongu, whereas the change 
from OT l- to j- is also known for Báimǎ. All in all, based on my preliminary findings, 
classification of Zhōngdiàn, Dōngwāng, and Kami into one sub-cluster of Khams 
dialects on linguistic grounds (e.g. phonological and lexical isoglosses), as opposed to, 
for instance, their geographic proximity, does not appear warranted. Instead, the 
possibility of the Tibetan dialects of the “ethnic corridor” forming one group defined 
by a number of characteristic traits appears more promising.75 
 Finally, those (mostly morphosyntactic) innovations that do not appear to be 
shared by Kami with other documented Tibetan dialects, such as (8), (10) and (11), 
can be by and large transparently attributed to areal diffusion. Spoken in the 
geographical zone occupied by Qiangic languages, Kami appears to possess almost an 
entire set of features which are held as characteristic of the Qiangic subgroup, as 
outlined in Sūn (1983, 2001), namely: (1) large consonant and vowel inventories; (2) 
uvular phonemes; (3) a distinction between prenasalized and plain consonants; (4) 
tones (or, rather, stress-based prosodic systems); (5) diminutives formed with the root 
for ‘child’; (5) extensive use of reduplication in word formation; (7) measure words; 
(8) case forms of personal pronouns (which feature is, in fact, common in many 
Khams dialects, as shown by Gésāng and Gésāng (2002: 83), and has therefore not 
been included in the above overview); (9) directional prefixes; (10) multiple 
existential (locative) verbs.  

                                                            
75 In addition to some phonological isoglosses delimiting this area (e.g. uvular phonemes, changes from 
OT l- to j-, OT y- to z-, OT Py- to s-), I tentatively propose some lexical similarities, as exemplified by 
Kami and Zhongu, two dialects situated in the southern and northern extremities of the area. For 
example, both dialects share the word for ‘bad’ of uncertain Tibetan etymology, Kami /La-Hbɛ/, Zhongu 
/a-bɐ/. In the disyllabic form for ‘kidney’, WT <mkhal ma>, the second syllable is /lə/ in both dialects, 
Kami /Lkhe-Hlə/, Zhongu /ntʃhi-lə/ (Sun 2003: 816, 834), whereas other Tibetan dialects show -ma suffix. 
Kami and Zhongu share the unusual suffix /kwa/, Kami /-kua/, Zhongu /-qo/ (Sun 2003: 782).  
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 That a Tibetan dialect shares this set of features with non-Tibetic languages 
warrants examining in greater detail the hypothesis that these features delineate an 
areal group, rather a phylogenetic group. This further entails that, if taken to be an 
areal group, the scope of Qiangic is not restricted to the little-known obscure 
languages spoken in the multi-lingual historical frontier areas between Tibet and 
China, and needs to be enlarged to include the local varieties of better known 
languages, such as Kami (Tibetan) or the local varieties of Na and Ngwi. The number 
of characteristic features of the area should also be reconsidered in order to, on the 
one hand, single out non-trivial characteristic features (i.e. those that are typologically 
unusual and therefore unlikely to be due to chance, such as stress-based prosodic 
systems), and, on the other hand, take into account those features which may be 
present in some, but absent in some other languages (as I observed in the discussion 
on calques, above). This will potentially fragment the area into those languages that, 
in terms of the overall number of features, are more central to the area, and those that 
are more marginal.  
 While necessary work to uncover these sets of non-trivial features is yet to be 
undertaken, I would like to tentatively suggest possible directions for further research. 
As observed in the case of Kami, the areal Qiangic features that it possesses (such as 
directional prefixes), appear to vary with respect to the degree of their 
grammaticalization. This enables a diachronic interpretation of the process of 
grammaticalization as it is spread in physical space as the path in grammatical space 
along which the grammaticalization process has proceeded (cf. Dahl 2001). This may 
furthermore shed some light on the intriguing issue of the source of the areal features 
and patterns. At the same time, given that Sprachbünde are rarely if ever a uniform 
phenomenon linguistically, socially, or historically, and that the history of area-wide 
and local contact situations in Mùlǐ (as in Qiangic at large) were particularly complex 
over time, it is most likely that multiple causation and multiple motivations for the 
attested patterns need to be argued for. This is to say that different features are likely 
to have arisen in different places at different times and then spread differentially 
within the Qiangic Sprachbund (cf. Thomason 2000 for Balkan languages).  
 Future studies may reveal the exact scenario(s) of language contact and the 
precise genetic affiliation(s) of the obscure languages currently grouped under the 
label “Qiangic”. In this article, I merely tried to show that further progress in our 
understanding of the history and affiliation(s) of these languages and the complex 
multilingual area in which they are spoken, is contingent upon in-depth work on all of 
its languages, approached holistically and as fundamentally relational to each other. In 
this process, languages of better understood affiliation, such as Kami Tibetan, will 
continue to play an important role as a litmus test for contact-induced change. 
 
Abbreviations 
> changes into 
< develops from 
- indicates that the syllables that a dash connects constitute one single word 
~ indicates free variation between two forms 
, separates different forms of one word 
; separates different words 
? indicates a morpheme whose meaning is unclear or, if attached to a word, 

signals that the meaning or the etymon that this word represents is tentative 
* unattested form which has been historically reconstructed or, in the word list, a 

combination of two etymons that is not attested in WT (as based on the 
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Rangjung Yeshe Tibetan-English dictionary, www.nitartha.org/dictionary.html) 
# indicates a juncture between two tonal domains 
= separates an enclitic from its host word 
3 third person singular pronoun 
C consonant 
COP copula 
ERG ergative 
GEN genitive 
IMP imperative 
INTR intransitive 
K velar  
M medial 
MC Middle Chinese, in Baxter (1992) notation 
N noun 
NEG negation 
OT Old Tibetan 
P labial 
PST past 
SWM South-West Mandarin, represented by the dialect of Mùlǐ, recorded by Lǐ Lán 

李藍 (p.c.) 
TR transitive 
V vowel (in the main part of the article) or verb (in the English-Kami word list) 
WT Written Tibetan 
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