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Locational Morphemes in Tangut

(abstract)

Lin Ying-chin

The Russian scholar Kepping (1979) placed the following Tangut words under the cate-

gory of substantative nouns:

S1454 1§ inside; S0074 A tshjaw' above.
$2821 #L  khju! below; $5232 # ngu’ inthe middle.
S 1894 M 74 -we? rie? ahead; S1427 ¢ nyuo’ behind.

$0065 4%  ndp? from outside;

Kepping referred to these morphemes as “locational morphemes”. She felt that they were a
small category that had some special characteristics.

However, she also mentioned that Tangut had spatial postpositions, including: S2114

%l ndo! to, toward; S1763 #¢ -a? in, into; S1783. #} khal inside. The difference be-
tween the locational morphemes and the spatial postpositions was that the locational
morphemes also had adverbial functions. They attached a semantic component of location or
direction onto nouns. In Kepping (1985), she still held on to her original theory with only mi-
nor adjustments concerning the categorization of words.

A language that has such a complex system of locational morphemes in worth investigating
for its own sake. Specifically, we can ask the following three questions: 1) what differences exist
between the two categories? 2) What are the semantic and etymological differences between the
two categories? 3) Is there a simpler method of classifying these locational morphemes? More-
over, since Tangut texts are among the oldest written records in the Tibeto-Burman language,
dating all the way back to the eleventh century, any findings concerning its grammatical struc-
ture will have important ramifications for the reconstruction for the Proto-Tibeto- Burman
grammatical system. Thus, it is important to examine this system carefully and see how the re-
sults compare with Kepping’s findings.

My results can be summarized as follows:

Because Tangut uses a character script, it is impossible to tell from its orthography which
characters are empty or full words. Each character must be examined as a minimal morpheme,
and then from the vernacular texts available to us at this point, we must strive to examine each
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minimal morpheme’s grammatical function based on its features of syntactic construction.
Following the above line of reasoning, I have found that in Tangut the locational mor-
pheme can be divided into full words (in this case position words) and empty words (in this case
postpositions) as shown below.
1) A position word is a substantative (full word) which expresses the relative positions of
things. They form a listable and very versatile subclass of place words, which share the same
general properties of substantatives in occurring as subjects, or as objects (the directional
complement in front of the verb). When the relative position is a bound form, it is very often
modified by other substantatives, such that we have the construction “Determiner ~Noun”
Compounds. Moreover, sometimes the compound occurs in combination with the position word
as the head of the construction, which is the chief reason that they are regarded as full words. In
general, the position words are as follows:

east Al vie? west )’f?ﬁ lie

north zf’/& lra! south ))i 2jo!

front, ahead é’ﬁ ~/i\1;2, 73 r;e,2 behind, after nquo!, # kul
left B¢  1djo! right 4% tsjwe!

above /it phu? in the middle /ﬁ/ﬁT ngu?, % ka!
below, under j## mpe? S khju® fiL t$je'  inside 5 khu?

inside, within (§ - outside #  ndp’

side, beside %[3 phal, 3k mbju? between 4% yya!

within the boundary #f -won! here, there f twul, #  trei2
direction, side {Jf{( r,i\t;2 ------

Position words may also be compounded together and combined with other full or empty
morphemes to form lexically compounded position words.
2) In addition, there are four spatial postpositions, each with its own syntactic meaning. They
serve only to mark the grammatical functions that make a noun or a noun phrase, the place
where an event or state occurs, as defined below:

a) Z ndo! is used to label something as a definite location. It is often used when answering
the question 7} 454 ldfon? rje? “where”.

b) {Zt téhiam1 is used to express the goal of an action, which symbolizes the direction of the
action in progress. Simultaneously, it may be a broad indication of the place above some-
thing, or on the surface of something.

c) it a2 is used to signal the place from which something comes or ends. If there is both a
source and a goal in the same sentence, either Z&t ndo! or ﬁ[ téhgaml will occur toge-
ther with 4 -a2.

d) %ﬁfﬁ kha! is used to express the inner side of some district or category, which is partial to
the abstract area of cognition.
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It is easy to see that these postpositions, namely, #t ndo! and 4 tshiaw! , which indicate
spatial direction, have retained their substantative meaning. Moreover, I have found that some
of these substantatives, namely ;& (below), f{ﬁ (inside, within), and ﬂ%’((direction, side), have
undergone the process of grammaticalization. If we put these two facts together, we can surmise
that postpositions were derived from substantative position words through the process of
grammaticalization. This is why Kepping (1985) had such a difficult time explaining the
meanings of these characters.

Grammaticalization may occur as an internal change in a language, but may also occur
when languages come in contact with one another. Professor Gong, Hwang-cherng (1989b) has
proposed that the postposition case particles in Tibeto- Burman are a result of the influence of
Altaic languages. Thus, I propose that the postpositions are a grammaticalization, of the (full)
position words, with their construction pattern borrowed from the Altaic languages.
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