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Abstract

This paper proposes the use of network techniques in the exploration of Old Chinese phonology as reflected in the
phonophoric determinatives of xiéshéng 3% characters. We use the approach to examine five specific proposals
in Chinese historical phonology, and whether the distinctions suggested by these proposals can be said to be recov-
erable on the basis of phonophoric choice. The major finding is that the type A versus type B distinction is in some
cases encoded in the choice of phonophoric determinative, while other distinctions are only spuriously if at all
reflected in the phonophoric subseries.

Keywords

network approaches — Historical Chinese Phonology — Chinese character formation — reconstruction of
Old Chinese phonology

1 Introduction

In contrast to many writing systems (Tangut, 'Phagspa, Hangul, Cherokee), Chinese characters were not
created as a one-off, but instead developed over millennia. As a result, the formation of Chinese charac-
ters (zaozifd #5777, Qi ([1988] 2007)) is best viewed as a derivational process with striking similarities
to processes of word formation (Kunze 1937, List 2008, 41-44). This derivational process applies specifi-
cally to the phonetic characteristics of the writing system, as reflected in the category of xiéshéng 58 &
characters, which consist of one element that hints at the pronunciation of the word encoded by the
character (the phonophoric determinative), and one element that hints at the word’s meaning (the
semantic determinative) (see Boltz 1994, 71-72). For example, the character %, which writes the word
bjeX ‘cover oneself with’ is composed of the phonophoric determinative F7, which as a character itself

represents the word bje ‘skin’, and the semantic determinative % , a contracted version of 7% Jij 'clothes..
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The prefix g- and -o- ablaut in Tibetan present verb stems

Nathan W, Hill
School of Oriental African Sciences, University of London
nhz6@soas.ac.uk

Abstract

The prevailing internal reconstruction of the Classical Tibetan verbal system accounts for all ablaut phenomena as
innovations triggered by erstwhile segmental affixes. The traditional account cannot be correct, because the
paradigms of nine verbs show -o0- in the present stem without g- and a further three verbs show g- in the present
without -0-!
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1 The present stem ‘o’ ablaut and the g- prefix

Li Fang-Kuei founded the scientific study of the Tibetan verbal system with his important 1933 paper on
internal reconstruction, with the major reigning theory of Tibetan verbal history established in a follow
up paper by his student W. S. Coblin (1976). As discussed below, in one of his last publications, Li sowed
the seeds for the undoing of this theory (Li & Coblin 1987: 161 n. g). Thus, Li Fang-Kuei is both the alpha
and the omega of the standard theory of the history of the Tibetan verbal system and it is a just tribute to
his lasting impact on our field to sketch out in more detail the ramifications of his 1987 observation.
With slight disagreements in detail Shafer (1950-1951: 1024), Nishida (1958: 39), Coblin (1976: 55) and
Jacques (2012: 219) propose that a prefix *go- or *g- induces the ‘a’ to ‘o’ ablaut in the present stem of
Tibetan verbs. For example, Jacques compares the purported *g(o)- in Tibetan with the present prefix
ku- < *ko- of Japhug Rgyalrong (2012: 221-222). An association between g- and ‘0’ in the present stem is
apparent in many verbs (e.g. pres. gsod, past bsad, fut. gsad, imp. sod ‘kill'). These scholars explain the
absence of a g- prefix in the present of other verbs (e.g. skon, bskans, bskan, skons ‘fulfill’) with the recon-
struction of a prefix *g, subsequently lost through regular sound change. The change in question, ‘Coblin’s
law’ (Hill 2011: 446) specifies that a consonant (here g-) is lost in a complex cluster that is phonotactically

1 I'would like to acknowledge the generous support of the European Research Council for supporting this research under the
auspices of ‘Beyond Boundaries: Religion, Region, Language and the State’ (ERC Synergy Project 609823 As1a). I would also
like to thank Abel Zadoks, who first convinced me of the inadequacy of the traditional account of ablaut in the Tibetan
verbal system, including the main proposal of this paper, namely that g- does not induce -o- ablaut. In particular, Abel drew
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