ERGATIVITY IN SPOKEN TIBETAN

Betty Shefts Chang and Kun Chang

I. INTRODUCTION

It has frequently been said that literary Tibetan is an ergative language.
That is, it has just one case form, the absolutive, for the object of a transitive
verb and the subject of an intransitive verb; another case form, the ergative, is
used for the subject of a tramsitive verb. This differentiates Tibetan from those
languages which have one case form, the nominative, for the subject of either a
transitive or an intransitive verb and another, the accusative, for the object of a
transitive verb. We propose to consider here to what extent ergativity prevails

in modern, colloquial Tibetan, which differs markedly from the literary language.t

II. TRANSITIVE VERBS

The transitive verbs of spoken Tibetan are those which may be preceded by
a sequence of substantives (nouns or pronouns), one of which is in the ergative
case, designating the subject. (The ergative, the case of the agent, is formally,
though not functionally, identical with the instrument of means. The ergative
and the instrumental of means may be viewed either as variant functions of one
case or as homonymous cases.) Positioned between this ergative form and the

verb there may be other substantives, as for example, (1) a substantive in the

1. A briefer version of this paper was presented orally on September 22, 1979, at the Csoma de
Koros Symposium, Csopak-Balatonfiired, Hungary.
Our spoken Tibetan material derives from our work with Mr. Nawang Nornang and
Mrs. Lhadon Karsip (now Zongtse). While collaborating on the writing of 4 manual of
spoken Tibetan (Chang and Chang 1964), we made a number of tape recordings of conversations
between these two and of stories or monologues narrated by one or the other. Examples in
this paper marked [volumes] I-IV are from the transcriptions of these recordings, which are
being published as Spoken Tibetan texts. Of the four volumes, two have appeared at this
time (Chang and Chang 1978).
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absolutive, designating the direct object (qhd6 na s5opa re¢ ‘he fed [or raised]
me’, ghds ghgd caipa red ‘he reduced the price’, qhdd yiqi supa reé ‘he erased
the letter [purposely]’), (2) a substantive in the dative, designating the indirect
object (qhd6 naa teipa red ‘he looked at me’), (3) a sequence of dative and
absolutive, indicating indirect and direct objects (qh8d paa thep teepa re¢ ‘he
gave me a book’ qh8d npaa géca thiipa res ‘he asked me a question’). All tran-
sitive verbs may, when they have a first-person subject, occur in construction with
an affixed base followed by yii, which also functions as the first-person copula
(net gho s66pa yii ‘I fed him’, ped qhdd caapa yii ‘I reduced the price’, net yiqi
supA yii ‘I erased the letter [purposely]’, pet ghds t&tpa yii ‘I looked at him’,
net¢ qhdo thep teepa yii ‘I gave him a book’, pet qhds geca thiipa yii ‘I asked

him a question’).
III. CONTROLLABLE INTRANSITIVE VERBS

All intransitive verbs lack objects, direct or indirect, and all intransitive verbs
may occur preceded by a substantive in the absolutive, designating the subject.
There are, however, several subclasses among the verbs which satisfy these con-
ditions. There is, for example, a dichotomy determined by whether or not a verb
with a first-person subject can occur in construction with an affixed base followed
by yii. Verbs which can belong to a subclass whose members we shall call con-
trollable; these include te: ‘to stay’, thf)ji ‘to come out’, 1&& ‘to come, arrive’,
y85 ‘to come’, and chii, to ‘to go’. An important characteristic of these verbs
is the ability of their subjects to appear in either the ergative or the absolutive.
(To the extent that subjects of intransitive verbs appear in the ergative—and to
the extent that subjects of transitive verbs appear in the absolutive—spoken Tibetan
is, of course, not an ergative language.) We find, for example, both pa thépa yii
‘I came out’, with an absolutive subject, and net thopa yii, with an ergative
subject.

The fluctuation between ergative and absolutive among subjects of intransitive
verbs has been called “fluid S marking” (Dixon 1979, pp. 80 ff.). The degree of

fluidity varies in Tibetan depending, we posit, on the meaning of the verb base.
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Some controllable intransitive verbs occur more commonly with an ergative sub-
ject, others with an absolutive. (The case is also determined, in part, by verbal
affixes.) Dixon sees the basis for “fluid” marking in the subject’s control or lack
of control over the activity expressed by the intransitive verb. He cites nineteenth-
century usage in Bats, a northeast Caucasian language, where verbs such as ‘fall’,
‘get drunk’, ‘fear’, and ‘lie down’ were treated in this way, while ‘go’ appeared
only in the ergative case. In Eastern Pomo, an American Indian language, fluidity
is characteristic of ‘slide/slip’, as opposed to the always controlled ‘sit/go’ verbs
and the never-controlled verbs such as ‘fall’. In Crow, another American Indian
language, ‘run’ is always controlled, ‘fall over’ is never controlled, and ‘go’ is
fluid. (Whether a verb is viewed as controllable varies somewhat from language
to language.) But is control the criterion which determines the usage of the
ergative for the subject of a spoken Tibetan intransitive verb? If so, it is—at
least for the first person—redundant: subject control is the semantic feature
common to those verbs which enter into construction with yii (that is, transitive
verbs and controllable intransitive verbs), and with the first-person subject yii
itself signifies the excrcise of control. Even a verb which is defined as control-
lable within Tibetan may occur with reé rather than yii when the first-person
subject is not in full control. So we find ne¢ lheesaa chipa yii ‘I went to Lhasa’
but also pa lheesaa chipa re¢ ‘I went to Lhasa (for example, when I was small;
i.e. I was taken there)’. (lhggsaa is the dative of lhegsa. The dative occurs
frequently in construction with the controllable intransitive verbs, as do the dative and
ablative particles 1a ‘to’ and nee ‘from’.) Though chii ‘to go’ shows by its occurrence
in construction with a first-person subject and -pa yii that it belongs to the class of
controllable intransitive verbs, in the sentence na lhgesaa chipa reé it functions
like a member of the subclass of noncontrollable intransitive verds, of waich na
‘to be sick’ is typical. Such verbs have subjects in the absolutive, and the base
with -pa is followed by red regardless of person: qhd napa re¢ ‘he was sick’,
pa napa re¢ ‘I was sick’. We define a class of verbs by what makes it unique.
It may, however, have some feature in common with another class of verbs. We
then have the choice of regarding the two classes as overlapping or of charac-
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terizing a given verb as belonging to two classes.

Where re¢ replaces yii with transitive verbs (that is, with first-person sub jects),
we see the emergence of a passive construction.

For example:

1. a. pet puqn ti s66pa yii ‘I raised this child’

b. pet lo cig tsa chi s56pa res (IL 115) It [this mule] was fed by me [i.e.
under my care and at my expense] for about a year’. Here a horse trader
is attempting to justify a higher price for his horse; he has, however,
not himself been in immediate charge of the care and feeding of the
animal.

2. a. pet qghdd caipa yii ‘I lowered the price’

b. ped caipa reé: pet sapts caapa re¢ (IL 117) ‘It [the price] has been
decreased by me: it’s been decreased two sag by me’. Here a vegetable
vender is protesting against making a further decrease in the price he is
asking; he implies that he has not been in complete control of his actions,
but has been acting under pressure from the buyer.

With the replacement of yii by re¢ in examples such as these there is a severing
of the connection between the agent and the action. The instrumental case of
examples 1.a. and 2.a. is the ergative; that of 1.b. and 2.b., though formally
the same case, has rather the function of an animate instrument or means. When
there is agreement in person between subject and verb, as there is in ned sd6pa
yii ‘I raised him’, ghd6 s66pa re¢ ‘he raised him’ and et caipa yii ‘I lowered
it’, ghd6 caapa re¢ ‘he lowered it’, the appearance of pet with re¢, as in 1.b.
and 2.b., means that ge¢ is not the subject.

Historically, many transitive bases have been formed in Tibetan through the
affixation of a causative prefix to an intransitive base. This prefix has left its
mark in spoken Tibetan in, for example, unaspirated initials where the intransitive
has aspiration. caa ‘to lower, bring down (a price)’ is this sort of transitive,
based on an intransitive chaa ‘to come down (by itself), as in tinéé laqaa, ghaa
filipn ti, s66 tshaa ni, tzatsa chaapa re¢ (III) ‘when they finished making these
two different roads, it [the price of barley] came down a little’. In neg sagto
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caapa ree ‘it has been decreased two say by me’ and pet SOOPA re¢ ‘it was fed
by me’, the direct object of an active transitive verb has, through a passive trans-
formation, become the subject of a passive, intransitive verb. (The subject may
be implied, if it has just been mentioned.)

The long-standing debate on whether or not the ergative itself is a passive
construction has apparently not yet been resolved to everyone’s satisfaction (cf.
Dixon 1979, p. 99). Regamey (1954, p. 367) makes the point that Tibetan and
European grammarians alike labored under the handicap of grammatical frame-
works which had both active and passive voices; forced to choose between the
two the Tibetan grammarians selected the active, Europeans the passive. But, as
Regamey says, active and passive are two terms of an opposition which have
meaning only in relation to one another; without an active there can be no
passive. Transformational grammarians are still attempting to interpret the erga-
tive as passive; at another extreme, McLendon (1978, p. 1) holds that one part
of the “classic definition of an ergative language” is its lack of passives. And
yet Eskimo, an ergative language, is said to have both passives (Perlmutter and
Postal 1977, pp. 397-8) and antipassives (Dixon 1979, p. 119). (In the antipassive,
the deep-structure subject of a transitive verb becomes the surface-structure sub-
ject of an intransitive verb [Dixon 1979, p. 119].) We suggest that, though
restricted to the first person and relatively rare in occurrence, examples such as
pet caapa re¢ and pee s&60pA red are genuine passives. If they are, the spoken
Tibetan ergative construction can then be identified as active.

Two constructions in which ergative subjects of controllable verbs, both
transitive and intransitive, regularly appear suggest that the function of the erga-
tive is, at least in part, goal-directed activity. In one, the verb base is followed
by the particle go (which has the variants gho, qu, ghu); the meaning of this
construction is ‘I will perform the action defined by the verb for you’. If a verb
has both perfect and nonperfect bases, it is the perfect base which is used here.

Examples with transitive verbs:

1. et che: go (IL 23) Tl do it for yow (Perfect base: chet; nonperfect base:
che)
—_19 —
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2. et tEdtsa fi65 ghu (I. 11) “I'll buy a little from you [that is, as a favor to
you]’ (Perfect base: fi56; nonperfect base: iio)
3. net 156 qo (IL 86) I'll take it out for youw’
Examples with intransitive verbs:
I. thari net raa ghi tshdd téé taezE, Det maa ydo qo (IV) ‘Today, for your sake,
Tll certainly come down’
2. pet taqaa ted qo (IV) ‘Il sit right here [as you suggest, for you]’
Ergative subjects also occur in a construction where the verb is preceded by
a subordinate clause of purpose containing a verb base with the affix -qaa. The
meaning of this clause is ‘in order to perform the action defined by the verb’.
Generally, ergative subjects occur in this construction with intransitive verbs when
the base is followed by -pa, not -qi.
Examples with -pa:
1. ghdd tuqaa naa téé,q hapqaa chipa reé (IV) ‘He went inside the assembly hall
to hide’
2. AnI fiecds sagpds, keepdd qitid 1a sédcd kaagaa chipa re¢ (IV) ‘And then
fiec5o sagpd went into the King’s presence to pour tea’
Examples with -qi:
1. pa yicil micii thom la, mii tagaa tuqi yii (IV) 1 certainly want to go to
the marketplace to take a look’
2. 12 qdpaa yaa, madca phiiiqaa tugi yii (IV) ‘I'm going to offer butter and tea
to the nunnery’
Though it is the nonperfect base to which -qi is affixed, the nonperfect base in
itself does not have this inhibiting effect on the occurrence of ergative subjects.
With a subordinate clause of purpose and -tiii ‘at the time of?, the subject does
appear in the ergative if the meaning of the construction as a whole is perfect.
Examples: Ani phoms tii phaa taqaa tutiiii (IV)... ‘And then, when this girl
went over there to look...’; tinéé moo qee paqa légaa tutiii (IV)... Then,
when the old woman went to get the child...".
When the base is followed by -qi, however, the use of the ergative with

intransitive verbs is rare in any construction. Most often we find examples such
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as Ani pa tuqi yii (IV) ‘And then, Tl go’ and simfieé st tuqi reg? (1) *Who are
the ones who go and catch them?’. This suggests that the ergative with intransi-
tive verbs is correlated with accomplished fact. Though we translate the const-
ruction of verb base with pet and qo as ‘I will do this for youw’, the use of the
perfect base there may be interpreted as a guarantee that the action will be
nerformed.
With transitive verbs, on the other hand, we frequently find an ergative sub-
ject in conjunction with a verb to which -qgi is affixed.
Examples:
1. ti patsdd tééqi yii (IV) *We’ll give you this’
2. tiiiimiiii saqi re¢ (IV) ‘The witch will eat me’
3. siiii tamqi rez? (III) *Who selects them?’
4, ro siiii kééqi re2? (III) ‘Who takes away the corpse?
Absolutive subjects, however, also occur in this environment:
1. phoms na tuqi yii (IV) Tl give the gitl’
2. tha na khdra sééqi yii (IV) ‘Now, I'm going to kill you’
3. yaas33...qhadil tha keepd rapa chiqi re¢ (III) ‘The yaas3s...those two,
now, do elaborate sorts of things’

4. tii chotsd makAp paféd qo6 ghafga mil t&d tiiigi red, phatsa tinéé (III)
‘Until it pecks, all the vultures keep on watching, a little distance away’
The occurrence of an ergative subject with any instance of -qi means, of course,

that the ergative is not restricted to the perfect in spoken Tibetan.?
Let us tentatively assume that with intransitive verbs the ergative is used to

signify either the achievement or the guarantee of an act directed toward a goal.

2. Dixon (1979, p. 95) to the contrary, the ergative does not appear to be limited to the past
tense in literary Tibetan, either. Dixon cites Regamey (1954) here, but though Regamey
happens to give an example of a Tibetan ergative in the past tense, Matthews (1953), whose
paper Regamey discusses, and without argument on this point, says (p. 401) that the Tibetan
ergative “is not confined to a restricted area of the verb”. In its use of the ergative, he
points out, it offers a parallel to Nepali and Gurkhali, which are “in variance with common
Indo-Aryan practice” (p. 399). (Matthews does not say whether or not he believes that in this
Nepali and Gurkhali show Tibetan influence).
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(This, of course, presupposes an act which an agent can control.) In support of

this assumption we find examples such as the following:
tet ‘to stay’

After the death of his father, an older son prospers but in his prosperity
ignores his father's second wife and his young half-brother. The young boy has
to go off to sell clay pots. Losing his way, he comes to a monastery the monks
are abandoning in fear of thieves. His need to rest is stronger than his fear of
thieves and so he stays; in telling his mother about this he says ani peg téé
tegpa yii (IV) ‘And then I stayed there’. That is, he stayed purposely, not out
of inertia, and so he uses the ergative net with the intransitive verb teg. Through
a series of propitious and supernatural events, the boy acquires a magic stick
which enables him to give a magnificent party. The older brother comes, and
‘when the other people went back in the evening, he acted as if he were an
intimate, and he stayed on for a little while’: qgstaa mi $ipa 166 tod qhutii,
njatsad rapa ched cee, ghdo Sulitsa la tegpa ree. The purpose in his staying was
to show that he was one of the family, to ingratiate himself with his brother.

When the verb tet is used to describe a state not initiated with a purpose
in mind—but perhaps also not conceived of as controlled—the absolutive is used:
ghufiii kip§ad ched teipa re¢ (1V) ‘Thoce two lived most happily’. A pair of
examples in our material which does, however, seem to illustrate the purpose
versus inertia contrast is qho naa 1a tegpa re¢ ‘he stayed at home’, qhdo pee naa
1o tetpa re¢ ‘he stayed in my home’. To stay in another person’s home indicates

purpose; staying in one’s own home may require less purpose but still be a

controlled action.
théd ‘to come out’

At one extreme, th35 ‘to come out, emerge, escape’ is used with inanimate
subjects (such as steam coming from water) where there is no question of the
subject’s having a purpose or exercising control. Such subjects are in the absolu-

tive. At the other extreme, the subject has a purpose in coming out and is in
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control of the action; this sort of subject is in the ergative: (1) Asked when
nomads come out to non-nomadic areas in order to engage in trade, the reply is
qhBtsdd phinéé tshim gfigh thdd yiigi red (I. 32) ‘They come out here from over
there in the winter’. (2) A rabbit, in order to make his escape, comes out of
the basket in which an old man has put him: poo qalét gha ni, neesd kapée
qhai laa, reqsd tii th3; ... (IV) ‘The old man grew tired and, while he was
resting, this rabbit got out (made his escape)...’.

Between these two extremes, there is the situation in which the subject
exercises control over the action but the impetus to the action is external.
Here the subject is in the absolutive. The context may be marked by a
preceding tsai ‘since’, as in (I) qam Qo cha tsas, tii nad nee ani, phu thi
thdd yoopa res (IV) ‘Since she had opened the door of the box, this boy came
out, then, from inside this’, (2) le€q3d thi ndd tsad, leeqdd til nid nee, ani,
ciq thopa res (IV) ‘Since he was rummaging around in the basket, a nun emerged
from the basket’, and (3) nees6 kap ni, poo fill ghan tsad, reqdd gho thgd; ... (AV)
Since the old man had fallen asleep resting, that rabbit got out...” Again, a
girl knocks at a door; in response, a woman comes out: ti_néé maa kimg chi

thdd yaopa reé (IV).
1éé ‘to come, arrive’

A merchant, searching for special flowers his daughter has requested, is carried
away by a great wind. In the wasteland where the wind deposits him he finds
the flowers but is threatened by a disembodied spirit. Explaining his predicament
he says: tinéé lhagped khil cee, Ani, ya téé [eepa rez (IV) ‘Then a wind carried
me off and, then, I arrived here’. That is, he did not intend to go to that place
__he did not even know of its existence—(na, not yet), and his arrival there was
beyond his control (re¢, not yii).

When purpose is expressed, we find the ergative. In one story, for example,
a boy discovers that a Minister has killed his father. The Minister learns of this
and orders his gardener to kill the boy. Pleading for his life, the boy tells the

gardener how he can be of use to him if his life is spared and assures him that
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he will come when he is needed: ned 166 y&5 (IV).  Certainly purpose, not just
control, is conveyed here. In another story, a princess wishes to build a new
palace where she can live in undisturbed privacy with her new husband. Her
parents grant permission with the promise yafiil qhi kiinéé 133 meyds (IV) *We

two will never come’,
y(:)(:) ‘to come’

When purpose is shown, as for example by q(h)o or -qaa (the latter mot in
the same sentence with tsaa ‘since’), the subject of y85 appears in the ergative
case. For example:

With gho:

pet maa yd3 gho (L 151) ‘Tl come down to you (for your sake)’

With -qaa; without tsaa:

1. pet ta tsheeqad ygopee qhutiiii kalif tAatdd red (IV) ‘When I came to look
for the horse, it was the time when they were playing the Chinese flutes’

2. naa fiiqad thi $00qéd qhds qhalil Ia tagaa y3opa re¢ (IV) ‘On the morning
of the following day he slowly went to look’

With -qad and with tsaa:

1. chet tsag, pa tshid thiliqad yaopa yii (IV) ‘Therefore I came to meet you’
2. chet tsas, pa, kharaa qhi ts@a 1a $6sa chi 16qaa ydopa yii (IV) ‘Therefore I
came to your place to beg for some §5sa’
3. mamo pa fiitaa taqaa ys5 tsad...(IL 291) ‘Actually, since I've come every
day to look at it...°’

A simple narrative statement normally has the subject in the absolutive case:
1. pa qhéé fiigaa qham nee yoopa yii (L 237) I came from Kham the day

before yesterday’

2. pa qbpa nee tshid y{)épA yii (I. 199) ‘I came here from the monastery’

3. Ani tinéé qhdtss mi tigéé qhaiga ydopa ree (IV) ‘And then all those people
came’

4. qet téqéé t33 ni, qhdtss tshia y<_38pA re¢ (IV) “He sent someone to summon
them, and they came’
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When we do find a subject in the ergative case, then, it seems reasonable
to infer an added element of volition or purpose. After ﬁgcéé sagpd maneuvered
the King of #i5t55 to his death, he went down to fi5t35 to become the new king.
In ghd6 maa yc}é cee ni...(IV) ‘He came down...’, the subject is ergative; this

was, after all, no aimless wandering.
chii *to go’

The case treatment of subjects with chii ‘to go’ is the reverse of that with
y§8 ‘to come’. It is not only where purpose is explicitly marked that we find
the ergative with chii; in ordinary narrative, the subject is most commonly in
this case. It is, then, the appearance of the absolutive which requires explanation.
Sometimes the absolutive is used for semantic reasons. The base chii is closely
associated with accomplished fact. It never occurs, for example, before the affix
-qi, which is used in nonperfect formations. When the act of going is not an
accomplished fact, however, we find the absolutive:

1. khéra chiini ni...chipa red. mhiciina ni, khéra fiimi, sum nee 8iqi red
(IV) °If you go...you go. If you don’t go, you’ll die after three days’

2. Ani pa ciqdd mhacipa chet, nama thiinA ni yad é sé& niqi re¢ (IV) ‘And

then, if don’t go alone, if I take my bride, she [the goddess] will kill me, too’

The absolutive may also be used for stylistic reasons, as when the subject
has already been given in the ergative in the immediately preceding sentence:

1. gh83 safili ti, tshdd kaaqaa chipa reé. gho tshdd kaaqaa chii...tshaapa taa
...(IV) ‘The next day he went off to engage in trade. As soon as...he
had gone off to engage in trade...’

2. sABT ti papa tii, tshdd kaagaa chipa red. papa ti tshdo kaagaa chii ni...
(IV) ‘The next day this father went off to engage in trade. This father went

off to engage in trade, and...’

Such avoidance of redundancy is, of course, not limited to chii; compare ghdd
maa 166 yoopA reé. gho maa 166 y§c"§psa qhgtii-ii. .. (IV) *He returned back down
from there. When he was returning back dowh from there...’. On the other
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hand, redundancy is not always avoided. Sometimes the emphasis achieved through

repetition is stylistically desirable.
to ‘to go’

chii and to stand, almost completely, in suppletive relationship to one another.
chii occurs before certain affixes and in certain constructions where to does not,
e. g. before -pa yii and -pa ree, before -na ‘if’, and before ghu (e.g. ned 33
tséqaa chii ghu [IV] ‘T1l go sell wood for yow’). to, on the other hand, occurs
for the most part where chii does not, e. g. before -qo (na qhxtéés fogo reg?
‘How should I go?’), -qaa, and -tiiii (phoms tii phaa taqaa tutiii [IV]... when
this girl went over there to look...?).

Though to does not occur in the perfect construction of -pa yii, pa re, it
is used in construction with the auxiliary fitili, where the meaning is past. Here,
as with the base chii ‘to go’, a simple statement of past experience may have an
ergative subject:

1. Q: toqpée luppaa thée ﬁl_llj]—éé? ‘Havé you ever gone to the nomads’ area?

A: ped tam pAtdd to fii ‘I've gone as far as tam’ (L 14)

2. raamo chg 1, peemaa pet topaa to find (I 259) T've gone to the raamo chs
area before’

Generally, with the affix -qi the subject is in the absolutive case whether the
meaning is future or habitual past:

1. aléé pafili taqaa tuqi yii (IV) ‘First we two will go to check’

2. npa ghdtss fiamtdd tuqi yii (IV) ‘I want to go with them’

3. qhdtss stpi tiqéé figétaa phacut tshogad tuqi yod reé (IV) ‘Every day those
three went to tend the cows’

4. gho kaqaa 1a tshod kaagaa yapse tuqi yod re¢ (IV) ‘He often went to India
to engage in trade’

There are, though rarely, exceptions to this rule:

1. tha net, Aléé $igca tiqéé thi phaqéé, qhotsds paaqaa tuqi yii, qhdtsas (IL 281)

‘I’ll go over there to give them the orders concerning those wooden materials,

that is, those ones [i.e. those carpenters]’
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chza 1a tsha 18qad taqpaa tuqi repéd? ‘Do they always go north to get

S
2

salt?
A: lotaa re §i togo re¢ ‘Yes, they have to go every year’

yiilipéé tuqi marepsd? ‘Don’t non-nomads go [to get salt]?’

e

A: yiilipéé tuqi margé ‘No, non-nomads don’t go [to get salt]’ (I. 18)
IV. NONCONTROLLABLE INTRANSITIVE VERBS

The structural definition of a noncontrollable intransitive verb is its inability
to appear in the construction of a first-person subject with an affixed base
followed by yii. In pa napa reé ‘I was sick’ and qho napa re¢ ‘he was sick’,
for example, only the subjects differ. na ‘to be sick’ belongs to the stative sub-
class of intransitive verbs. These verbs, which include, for example, Sar in mii §ar
‘to go blind’ and thaa in natsa thaa ‘to recover from an illness’, and whose common
semantic denominator may be stated as ‘to come into, be in, or go out of a state
or condition’, always have absolutive subjects. Positioned between the absolutive
subject and the verb there may be another absolutive which refines the scope of
the verb base. These two absolutives may be regarded as a sequence of subjects.
In qhd qo napa re¢ ’he had a headache’, gho ‘he’ would then be the outer sub-
ject, qo ‘head’ the inner subject. Between the outer and inner subjects there
may be a substantive in the dative: na 15 tshipa reg ‘I was satisfied’, na qhao 16
tshipa res ‘I was satisfied with him’. Controllable intransitive verbs, when they
are not controlled, also enter into the construction of the never-controllable verbs
(e.g. ma téé léépa re¢ [IV] T arrived here’, na Iheesaa chipa re¢ ‘I went to
Lhasa [if, for example, I was taken there as a child]’).

Noncontrollable intransitive verbs are not devoid of personal reference. There
is an auxiliary of first-person focus, chu, which when it follows the perfect base
of these verbs is in agreement with the subject. For example: pa na chu ‘I
was sick’ (ga tawa gAArii chi na chu ‘I have been sick for a whole month’), qhd
na su ‘he was sick’.

chu also occurs with verbs which do occur in construction with -pA yii.
With such verbs, however, the first person on which chu focusses is anything but
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the subject: chu is a patient, not an agent auxiliary. The origin of chu, as an
unstressed variant of the verb chiiii (negative: m/_xcﬁ), sheds light on the use of
chu as opposed to yii ‘I am’. chiii is ‘to get, receive’, as in naa nii t&xtsa chiifi
‘I got a little money’, naa puqi chiid (or chaiipa re¢) ‘I had a child’. yii, unlike
chu, identifies the subject as a controlling, volitional agent.

chu has a broad focus, which excludes only the subject of a transitive verb
or a controlled intransitive verb. The first-person reference may be in any case.
For example:

1. Transitive verbs.

a. Absolutive (direct object): ghd5 pa s85 chu ‘he fed me’

b. Dative (indirect object): m&3 paa tét chu ‘she looked at me’

¢. Genitive (within a noun phrase): qhd5 nee ta S§aa chu ‘he shaved my hair’

2. Intransitive verbs.

a. Absolutive (subject): pa saa chu ‘I fell’

b. Dative (indirect object): naa phu ciq k&é chu ‘a boy was born to me’

c. Genitive (within a noun phrase): nee qagpa tdd chu ‘my legs got swollen’

In fact, there need be no explicit first-person reference in the sentence in
which chu occurs; an understanding derived from the context is enough. For
example, in one of the stories we recorded, a boy is recounting to his mother
the things which happened to him when he was staying in an abandoned monas-
tery. pa, tuls chii ni, qopaa 1&& chu (IV) he says: ‘Going like this, I came to
(arrived at) a mdnastery’. He continues his narrative: when he arrived at the
monastery, the monks were leaving. Since he was tired, he prevailed on them to
allow him to stay, even though they had warned him that thieves were coming.
And then, he says, qumaa 18¢ chu ‘the thieves arrived [where I was]’.

In another subclass of intransitive verbs, the subject—which is in the absolu-
tive—is preceded by a substantive in the instrumental case. This use of the
instrumental is nos that of the ergative, which denotes a volitional agent. Among
the relatively few verbs which belong to this subclass are thos ‘to see’ and gho
‘to hear’. (With ha, gho has the meaning ‘to know, to understand’.) Though the

actions of looking and listening may be controlled, when seeing and hearing one
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is the passive recipient of sense impressions. These intransitive verb bases may

be followed by the auxiliary chu, focussing on the first-person non-agent instru-

mental; with affixes, they may be followed by re¢ (or its negative, marze), but

not by yil. For example:

1. net ghd thdd chu ‘I saw him’, qhd6 na thdd su ‘he saw me’ (cf. net ghdd
téépa yii ‘I looked at him’, ghd6 pa tsépa reé ‘he looked at me’)

2. pe& mo gho chu ‘I heard her’ (cf. net moo figpa yii ‘I listened to her’)

3. net ti ghopa re¢ I heard this’

4. tsii thi laand, Ani, ha qhuqi marge (II. 5) ‘if you lose this receipt, then, I
don’t know’

It is Dixon’s contention (1979, p. 103) that, despite the semantic differences
that divide ‘see’ and ‘hear’ from such transitive verbs as ‘cut’ and ‘give’, almost
all languages treat the subjects of both types of verbs in the same way; that is,
they treat the subjects of ‘see’ and ‘hear’ like subjects of transitive verbs. From
this he concludes that “the syntactic-semantic functions A [subject of a transitive
verb] and O [object of a transitive verb] are universal linguistic primitives”.
He cites two exceptions to this generalization on how languages treat ‘see’ and
thear’: Avar, a northeast Caucasian language, in which the one who sees is in
the locative case, and the related Lesghian, where the one who sees is in the
dative case. We hold that spoken Tibetan treats ‘see’ and ‘hear’ as intransitive
verbs and in thus another exception. Our reasoning is as follows:

1. ‘See’ and ‘hear’ occur in spoken Tibetan in characteristically intransitive
constructions. It is the first-person subject of a mnon-controllable intransitive
verb which occurs in construction with chu, but not with yii; we find pa na
chu ‘I was sick’, not *pa napa yii, ne¢ gho chu, ‘I heardit’, not *pet qhopa yii.
If a verb occurs only in intransitive constructions, it is ipso facto intransitive.
And if it is not transitive it cannot have a direct object. The substantive in the
absolutive case which precedes such a verb is then the subject, not the direct object.
In, for example, net mo gho chu ‘she was heard by me, i.e. I heard her’, the
patient mo is the subject. And if mo is the subject, pet cannot be.

2. The instrumental of the one who sees and the one who hears is not that
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of the ergative subject. A case may have more than one function. The function
may vary depending on whether the verb of the sentence in which it occurs is
transitive or intransitive. With a transitive verb, the substantive in the absolutive
may be either a subject or a direct object; with an intransitive verb, it can be a
subject, but not a direct object. The substantive in the instrumental may be a
subject with the meaning of a volitional agent, that is, with ergative function; it
may, alternatively, indicate means or an instrument. In pet phaciiu tifili thagpét
teepa yii ‘I connected these two cows with a rope’, net is the former kind of
instrumental, thagpet (instrumental to thaqpa ‘rope’) the latter. Between these
two types of instrumental, there is another type which shares with the ergative
the feature of being animate, with the instrumental of means the absence of
volition. It is this intermediate type we find in the second of the following pair
of examples:

a. pet yiql siopa yii ’I erased the letter (on purpose)’ (siip ‘to cause to cover,

erase’)
b. pet yiqi supa re¢ ‘The letter was erased by me, i.e. I erased the letter
by accident’ (sup ‘to get covered, erased [involuntarily, by accident])

In a, the verb sip is the causative (hence transitive) counterpart to the noncausa-
tive (intransitive) sup of b. In a, net is the ergative, the instrumental which denotes a
volitional agent, and yiqi is the direct object. In b, however, the absolutive yiqi,
occurring with an intransitive verb, is the subject. npet is here what we shall
tentatively call the instrumental of animate means. It is our contention that the
function of the instrumental with verbs of the ‘see’ and ‘hear’ class is that of
example b. Perhaps ‘to see’ and ‘to hear’ are misleading translations for the
bases thdo and gho and should be replaced in dictionary entries by ‘to be seen’
and ‘to be heard’. Note that we have the same use of the instrumental of ani-
mate means with the passive as with sup and gho:
1. net sapto caapa reé ‘It’s been decreased two say by me’
2. pet yiqi supa re¢ ‘The letter was erased by me’
3. pet mo qhopa re¢ ‘She was heard by me, i.e. I heard her’

If, in 3, pet is not even the subject, the one who hears is obviously not treated
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in the same way as the subject of a transitive verb.

In another case, that of smell, the recipient of sense impressions appears in
the dative, and ‘smell’ is explicit in the absolutive subject. In paa num ghi
thima gha chu ‘I smelled oil’, thima ‘smell’ appears in a noun phrase; in paa
qdqti gha chu °I smelled garlic’, -ti ‘smell’ is part of a compound, qoqti ‘the
smell of garlic’. Translated into English, some sentences with verbs of this in-
transitive subclass may sound transitive, but a moment’s reflection reveals that it
is a recipient which is defined by the dative case, not an agent. For example:
naa tsh36 q66 chu ‘Some paint got on me’
naa chipa qé6 chu ‘I caught a cold’

naa tshigdd rg& chu ‘The ring fit me’

& B b

paa thep fiii chu ‘I found a book’
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