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Sino-Tibetan family:  
•  Sinitic 

–  a.k.a. ‘Chinese dialects’ 

•  Bodish 
–  e.g. Tibetan languages 

•  Lolo-Burmese 
–  e.g. Burmese 

• many others... 

(‘Tibeto-Burman’: languages other than Sinitic) 
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Sini>c	  languages	  

(Ten main ‘dialect groups’ in the  
Language Atlas of China; 
Würm and Lǐ et. al 1988) 

Würm,	  S.A.	  et	  al	  (eds.).	  1988.	  Language	  Atlas	  of	  
China.	  Hong	  Kong,	  Longman	  	   3	  Far-‐Southern	  Sini>c	  
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Mainland	  Southeast	  Asia	  (MSEA):	  
(e.g.	  Enfield	  2005,	  Comrie	  2008)	  

• 	  LiVle	  affixa>on	  
• 	  Words	  tend	  to	  be	  short,	  oYen	  
monosyllabic/	  sesquisyllabic	  
• 	  Tonal	  and/or	  phona>onal	  contrasts	  
• 	  Restricted	  inventory	  of	  coda	  

• 	  SVO	  and	  strongly	  leY-‐headed	  
• 	  [...]	  	  



Vietnamese 

1. tôi thăm  nhà   bạn 

   I   visit house friend 

   ‘I visit friend’s house’ 

Thai 

2. รถ     ญี่ปุ่น        กิน    น้ำมัน           ไม่    
มาก 

   rót Yîipùn kin námman   mâi mâak 

   car Japan  eat gasoline NEG much 

   ‘Japanese cars do not consume a 
 lot of gasoline’ 
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Sini7c	  languages:	  

• 	  LiVle	  affixa>on	  
• 	  Words	  tend	  to	  be	  short,	  oYen	  
monosyllabic	  
• 	  Tonal	  contrasts	  
• 	  Restricted	  inventory	  of	  coda	  

• 	  SVO	  and	  strongly	  right-‐headed	  
• 	  [...]	  	  
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3.

4.

5.

6.

Wéi, Jǐngyún 韦景云 and Xiǎoháng Qín 覃晓航. 2006. Zhuángyǔ Tōnglùn 壮语通论 [Common Theories on the Zhuàng 
Language]. Běijīng: The Central University of Nationalities Press.  
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Feature	  97A:	  Rela>onship	  between	  the	  Order	  of	  Object	  and	  Verb	  and	  the	  Order	  of	  
Adjec>ve	  and	  Noun	  
by	  MaVhew	  S.	  Dryer	  	  
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Feature	  84A:	  Order	  of	  Object,	  Oblique,	  and	  Verb	  
by	  MaVhew	  S.	  Dryer	  (with	  Orin	  D.	  Gensler	  )	  	  
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Feature	  97A:	  Rela>onship	  between	  the	  Order	  of	  Object	  and	  Verb	  and	  the	  Order	  of	  
Adjec>ve	  and	  Noun	  	  	  	  	  	  by	  MaVhew	  S.	  Dryer	  	  
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Sini7c	  languages:	  

• 	  LiVle	  affixa>on	  
• 	  Words	  tend	  to	  be	  short,	  oYen	  
monosyllabic	  
• 	  Tonal	  contrasts	  
• 	  Restricted	  inventory	  of	  coda	  

• 	  SVO	  and	  strongly	  right-‐headed	  
(very	  rare	  traits:)	  
• 	  VO	  and	  Rel	  N	  
• 	  XVO	  

• 	  [...]	  	  



How the Far-Southern Sinitic languages is 
typologically closer to the core of MSEA    

•  Influence from Southern non-Sinitic languages: 
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Genetics 
•  Gan, Pan et al. 2008 dendogram clustering of Han Chinese 

branches and other East Asian phyla: 
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Han-‐Wu	  
Han-‐Hui	  
Han-‐Gan	  
Han-‐Jin	  
Tibeto-‐Burman	  
Han-‐Mandarin	  
Han-‐Min	  
Han-‐Yue	  
Han-‐Xiang	  
Han-‐Hakka	  
Hmong-‐Mien	  
Austro-‐Asia>c	  
Han-‐Pinghua	  
Daic	  
Austronesian	  
Altaic	  

A	  Dendogram	  of	  Y	  chromosome	  haplogroups	   B	  Dendogram	  of	  mtDNA	  haplogroups	  
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How the Far-Southern Sinitic languages is 
typologically closer to the core of MSEA    

•  Influence from Southern non-Sinitic languages, c.f. Tai-
substratum in Cantonese (e.g. Bauer 1996) 

–  vowel length distinction, which influenced the development of 
tones; 

–  10% of basic vocabulary from Tai; 
–  similar grammaticalisation pathways, e.g. ‘give’ for passive, 

permissive causative, benefactive. 
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Nanning Pinghua ‘give’ 

hɐi25 (usually written as 系) 
(in other accents of Nanning Pinghua: 

e.g. həɯ25, hɐi55)

Zhuang loan, or at least Zhuang-influenced:
Northern Zhuang hawj /haɯ55/ ‘give’

(Proto-Tai haɰC ‘give’)
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Nanning Pinghua Benefactive/ 
Malefactive Constructions	  
VERB ___ [BEN/MALGIVE ___ ]    

Benefective:  
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Nanning Pinghua Benefactive/ 
Malefactive Constructions	  
VERB ___ [BEN/MALGIVE ___ ]   

Malefective: 
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8.



VERB ___ [BEN/MALGIVE ___ ]   
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9.

10.



How the Far-Southern Sinitic languages is 
typologically closer to the core of MSEA    

•  Influence from Southern non-Sinitic languages, c.f. Tai-
substratum in Cantonese (e.g. Bauer 1996) 

–  vowel length distinction, which influenced the development of 
tones; 

–  10% of basic vocabulary from Tai; 
–  similar grammaticalisation pathways, e.g. ‘give’ for passive, 

permissive causative, benefactive; 
–  some left-headed structures： 

•  some noun compounds: 魚生 jyu4 saang1 (fish raw) ‘raw fish dish’, 菜乾 coi3 
gon1 (vegetable dry) ‘dried vegetable’; 

•  some adverbs:    
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11.

12.

13.

Standard Cantonese
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14.

15.



How the Far-Southern Sinitic languages is 
typologically closer to the core of MSEA    

•  Influence from Southern non-Sinitic languages, c.f. Tai-
substratum in Cantonese (e.g. Bauer 1996) 

–  vowel length distinction, which influenced the development of 
tones; 

–  10% of basic vocabulary from Tai; 
–  similar grammaticalisation pathways, e.g. ‘give’ for passive, 

permissive causative, benefactive; 
–  some left-headed structures. 

•  Not/ Less participated in innovations that occurred in 
other Sinitic languages. 
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Word order of obliques 
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16.

17.
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Sini9c	  languages	  became	  less	  tolerant	  of	  	  
having	  post-‐verbal	  cons9tuents.	  

18.

19.

20.
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(nearly	  the	  same	  as	  the	  four	  zones	  in	  Chappell	  2012)	  



26	  

21.

22.
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23.

24.

25.



Object marking construction 
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26.

27.
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28.

29.

30.
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31.

32.

33.
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based	  on	  Chappell	  (in	  press)	  



Conclusion 
•  Sinitic languages are relatives of Tibeto-Burman 

languages. However, typologically, the Sinitic 
languages are more like a mix of MSEA 
languages (SVO) and North Asian languages 
(strong right-headedness); 

•  The Far-Southern Sinitic languages are 
typologically relatively close to the core of 
MSEA: 
– stronger areal influence from non-Sinitic languages; 
–  they have participated less in many ‘strange’ 

innovations that happened in other Sinitic languages. 
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