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1 .  INTRODUCTION 

Okell ( 1969:43-44) divides verbs in Bunnese into two types: functive and stative. He 

explains the difference between the two types on the basis of meaning; that is ,  those in the 

former denote actions or functions (e.g. �: 19wal! 'go ' ,  C\Y.) /lal 'come' ,  G4' Inel 'live ' ,  

d?8 Ithainl 'sit ' ,  0':): IsM 'eat ' ,  GYYx-!S 19au'l 'drink') ,  whilst those in  the latter denote 

qualities or states (e.g. G(\): /lei 'be heavy' ,  GoJ Ip61 'be light' ,  §� Imyan/ 'be fast' , G1': 
Ihnel 'be slow'). Although, however, the criterion for the initial classification is made on the 

basis of meaning, the differences between the two types, which he does not specify either as 

structural differences or meaning differences, are explained in a somewhat circular approach, 

a mixture of meaning explained in terms of structure and function, and structure and function 

explained in terms of meaning. This is illustrated in points ( 1 )  to (5) below. 

( 1 )  According to Okell one of the most important differences between the two types of verbs 

is the way they are attributed to nouns. Functive verbs simply precede the noun. For 

example: 

Functive V N 
C' C' G:D'Jm + G9. G:D'JmG9. 

19au'l Iyel 19au' -yel 

drink water drinking water 

Stative verbs usually follow the noun. For example: 

N Stative V 

+ 

water 

lei = 

be cold 

GqG3d: 
Iye-el 

cold water (p.43) 

For describing Bunnese words. the broad transcription outlined in the introduction has been used in this 

paper. and is applied to the paraphrased or quoted material from Okell ( 1969) in ( 1 )  to (5) below. 
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The way verbs are used attributively with nouns is explained in terms of structure, the word 

order they conform to - that is, the difference in function is explained on the basis of 

structure. 

(2) Okell sees other differences between the two types of verb as following naturally from 

their meaning. "For example, functive verbs do not normalli occur with the formative 

prefIx Q0 /kha' / 'rather, fairly, -ish' ; and stative verbs do not normally occur with imperative 

markers, or with such auxiliary verbs as q /y€J 'dare to' ,  3dJ: fa; 'free to' ,  �&; /phyi' / 

'manage to' etc." (pp.43-44). Thus a structural difference is explained in terms of meaning. 

(3) " . . .  with other verbs - particularly those which are not found as attributes in compound 

nouns - the classifIcation is necessarily subjective and there are therefore many borderline 

cases and exceptions. Examples of diffIcult cases are: 
0 /JU be, exist, there is � 
�&; /phyi'/ happen, come about, be 

C' 
/hou'/ be true, be so l.Y(oo 

0 leil know" (p.44) :x> 

The "diffIcult borderline cases" are explained on the basis that they are not attributes in 

compound nouns - an explanation which is half meaning-based and half functionlstructure

based. 

(4) "Some verbs are used with both functive and stative meaning; e.g. 
C' Iya'i stop, bring to a halt; stop, cease, come to an end, be still qo 
C' Iyi'/ turn, cause to revolve; revolve qlD 

C' Ika'i place close to, put near; be close, near mo 
C' JJlnl clear up, make clear, explain; be clear, obvious �c: 

o C'  Iwhln/ form a circle, surround; be surrounded ?c: 
o C'  Ishhln/ postpone, delay; be postponed, delayed �: 

C' Ishe'l join together; be joined together" (p.44) oom 

These, Okell says, are the verbs which can belong to two types, having two types of 

meaning - which is a meaning-based explanation. 

(5) "In other cases, verbs that are usually stative are sometimes used transitively, like 

functive verbs; e.g. 
C' ooc: 

o 
or: 

Itln/ 

Itou! 

be tight, tense - make tight, tense 

be quiet - make quiet, turn down volume 

The italics in points (2) to (5) are mine. 
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Icel 

IcW 

Itou! 

be loud - make loud, turn up volume 

be narrow - make narrow 

be short - make short" (p .44) 
"These are examples of verbs which are basically stative verbs and can sometimes function 

as functive verbs " - here, exceptions of shift from one type to the other are explained on the 

basis of transitivity, a grammatical term of meaning and structure. 

Okell ' s  grammar is universally acclaimed among Tibeto-Burmese linguists as a superb 

grammar. For the task of analysing Burmese grammar, especially for the use of non-native 

speakers, it seems impossible to take any approach other than his. The purpose of this paper 

is neither to contradict Okell's remarks on verbs nor to criticise his methodological approach, 

but rather to examine the meaning components in Burmese verb types, which are determinants 

of the classification of verbs as well as their morphological (structural) make-up when they 

are attributed to nouns. In this paper, I will attempt first to present the view that meaning is 

the only criterion for explaining both the initial classification of verb types and their 

morphological make-up. Such an approach, I believe, will help the grammarian abstain from 

using exceptions such as those indicated by italic type in the paragraphs above, so that more 

universal grammatical statements can be made. Secondly, I will attempt to establish the view 

that classifying all 'verbals' in Burmese simply as verbs is merely a subjective treatment. 3 

As mentioned previously, Okell 's grammar is a reference grammar, and cannot be expected 

to contain a detailed analysis of the meanings of verbs. The ultimate objective of this paper is 

merely to complement Okell's  remarks on verbs. 

2. MONOSYLLABIC VERBS 

Although verbs in Burmese can be either monosyllabic, disyllabic or polysyllabic, 

monosyllabic verbs are the cores of all other verbs, because disyllabic and polysyllabic verbs 

(with the exception of 'tied noun + verb' compound verbs such as 'il�oo0S Ihnou' ShE'1 

'greet') are merely combinations of monosyllabic verbs. Verbs at the monosyllabic level will 

therefore be dealt with first. 

2. 1 ANALYSIS OF MEANING 

Okell ( 1969:43) explains that it is useful for some purposes to divide verbs into two types: 

those which denote voluntar/ actions or functions, and those which denote qualities or 

The term 'verbal' here refers to a word class including verbs and adjectives in the tradition of transformational 

generative grammar. 
This term is my own. 
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states. The second difference in meaning between the two types (which is not explicit in 

Okell) is the agentive nature of the former and non-agentive nature of the latter. Functive 

verbs are highly agentive in the sense that they strongly assume an actual agent, a performer, 

whereas stative verbs are non-agentive in the sense that they do not assume an actual agent or 

performer, although both types need the formal subject in the sentence construction. The 

subjects associated with functive verbs play an active (agentive) role, whereas the subjects 

associated with stative verbs play an inactive (non-agentive) role. 

This agentive versus non-agentive component of meaning is not the same as the presence 

or absence of action. And it is important to establish this component of meaning as one 

independent characteristic distinguishing the two types because there are verbs which are 

stative - they still denote actions and the actions denoted by them can be seen. The action 

takes place by itself and hence the associated (nominal) subject has no role in it. For example: 

@� Ipya'i break off (on one's own accord) The actions 

C'iJ lea! fall down can be 
0 /chi! limp seen, but otJ 

.... 
Inw€J be tender and gracious (as a feminine feature) these are intransitive �. 

G§ Icol be gracefully pleasant stative verbs. 

(The fIrst two verbs are more action-orientated than the remaining three, although they are all 

stative verbs.) The action denoted by these verbs is understood to happen or take place with 

no effort on the part of the subject associated with them. The subjects associated with stative 

verbs are more akin to a topic in a topic-comment construction with a verb 'to be' (e.g. 'we 

are carpenters' )  and hence they can be regarded as nominal or topical non-agentive subjects. 

For functive verbs, however, voluntary action is the most prominent. For example: 

� : lawai go These are functive 

C\Y) /la/ come intransitive verbs and 

Get> Ine! stay their actions 
o C'  

Ithainl sit can be seen. O?C 
Since these verbs in the two sets of examples above are all intransitive, the transitive!intransitive 

criterion cannot distinguish these two sets and the agentive element is therefore required as a 

separate component of meaning to distinguish the two types. 

The third componential difference in meaning between the two types is that there is 

transitivity andlor intransitivity andlor causativity in the functive verbs whereas there is only 

intransitivity in the stative verbs. For example: 



�: 
C\Y) 

Gcf 

0 C' 
\to) 

C' 
::A) 0') 

C' mcf 

§� 
, 
§ 
GcrJ 

C' 
Goy:)C 

C' ::A)\D 
, 

06 
Got] 

C' 
cfo 
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lewa/ go Intransitive and 

/lal come functive 

Inel live, stay verbs 

Iyai' / hit Transitive and 

lea'/ kill functive 

/kan/ kick verbs 

Iphya'l cut Causative ('h') 

/khw€J break and functive 

Iche/ crush verbs 

/h�mnl be old All intransitive. 

lei'l be new Only 

1kw€J broken (by one's own accord) intransitive 

Ice! crumble (by one's own accord) in stative 

Ina'l be tender from cooking verbs 

This aspect is not explicit in Okell although he mentions that all 'h' verbs (causative and 

transitive verbs) belong to the functive type. (Since action-orientated non-agentive intransitive 

verbs can be changed to (transitive) causative verbs by placing an 'h' (aspiration) after their 

initial consonant, causative verbs can be mentioned as 'h' verbs.) 

The fourth difference in meaning (which is fairly explicit in Okell) is the tendency for 

application of imperative mood. The tendency to imperative mood is so strong in functive 

verbs and so weak in stative verbs that the former can function as imperatives when they 

occur on their own whereas the latter cannot. For example: 

lewa/ 

Inal 

can mean 'go' in imperative mood on its own 

does not mean 'be painful' in imperative mood on its own. 

The fourth difference is in fact a spin-off from the second componential difference in meaning 

(in the sense that there will be no imperative mood if there is no agent), but it deserves an 

independent status since it will become relevant to some of the aspects to be explained later. 

The components of meaning which serve as bases for classifying the two verb types discussed 

above can be summarised in the following manner in the order of their importance: 
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Plane of meaning 

Type one (active verbs) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

functive 

agentive 

combined or separate 

transitivity 
intransitivity 
causativity 

strong imperative mood 

Type two (inactive verbs) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

stative 

non-agentive 

intransitivity 

weak imperative mood 

The terms under type one and type two can be regarded as end points (not necessarily 

opposite extremes) on the same plane of meaning. For instance 'active verb' is not necessarily 

the opposite of 'inactive verb'. The difference between the two is relative. Intransitivity is not 

necessarily the opposite of the combined status of 'transitivity', 'intransitivity' and 'causativity'. 

The same principle of contrast applies to the 'agentive'I'non-agentive' pair and the 'strong 

imperative'l'weak imperative' pair as well. 

2.2 MEANING AS A BASIC CRITERION 

In this section, I will argue that meaning is the only reliable criterion on the basis of which 

verbs in Burmese should be classified and their structural forms and functions explained. In 

my attempt to achieve the objective of this section, I will relate my arguments as far as 

possible to the discussion of Okell' s classification as outlined in § 1 (1 )-( 5) above. 

2.2. 1 DIFFICULT BORDERLINE CASES 

The verbs in § 1 (3) above which Okell describes as "difficult cases" can be resolved on 

the basis of their meaning. Of the four verbs given, � lJi/ and §� Iphyi'l are truly stative 

verbs. Their stative meaning can be specified in terms of the four components: they are 

inactive, non-agentive, intransitive and the force of imperative mood in them is nil; that is, 

they cannot function as imperative verbs on their own. The term 'imperative' can share both 

the meaning aspect and the structural aspect, but, as explained earlier, it is used here as a 

spin-off from the non-agentive component of meaning in which the action takes place virtually 

of its own accord. This kind of initial classification on the basis of meaning also agrees with 

the structural formula stated by Okell that stative verbs are attributed in the form of nouns 

derived with the prefix particle l'dl and follow the noun. For example: 
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N 

3dGp + 
Igya/ 

status 

N (V) 

C 0 roO') + 3dfj[ 
/le'l IgJiI 

hand 

G.§. + 3d§oS 
IJwel Igphyi'l 

gold 

o 
fj[ 
IJff 

be, there is, 
exist 

o 
fj[ 
IJff 

be, there is, 
exist 

§oS :::} 

Iphyi'l 

happen, 
come about 

o 3dGp� 
Igya Jil 

the status which exists there, official, 
person with a status 

c o  rom� 
/le' Jil 

the hand which exists there, incumbent, 
what is left in the hand 

G.§.§oS 
IJwe phyi'l 

the gold which comes about, gold made 
by alchemy, the art of turning things into 
gold 

In these cases verb is subordinated or attributed to the noun. These constructions should not 

be confused with nominalised verbs formed by nominalisers such as y Ipoun/, �: Iyoul, 

Gro. /lei, co Itha!, 02 Isinl, a?: Ithoun/ as in 

§ oS Y Iphyi' poun/ the manner of happening, event 

§oS�: Iphyi' you! the custom of happening 

§oSGCY Iphyi' lel the custom of happening 

and so on where the second syllables are not ordinary nouns as are G.§. I Jwel 'gold' and 

ro dJ /le'l 'hand' , but special nominalisers. 

The meaning of the verb OS leff is pervasive in the sense that it shares both the end points 

on each of the four planes of meaning (the same as Okell's verbs mentioned in § 1 (4), such 

as qoS Iyi'l and m0 /ka'I. 1t can therefore be structured as both a functive and a stative verb 

when attributed to a noun. For example: 

V N 
0 0 C 0 0  C 

:::D + 000 :::D0OO 

lei! Isei'l lei sei'l 

know mind knowing mind, conscious mind 
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N N (V) 
0 0 0 C'i( + 3d:::D :::D C'i(:::D 

/lui I� ev lev /lu eff 

person know person who is known 

/lu ev in the above example has the same meaning function as C'i( S0: /lu seinl 'fresh person, 

green person, unknown person, stranger' and C'i(OiJch /lu CE'I 'known person' .  This kind 

of N + V construction should not be fully equated with similar structures where the verbal 

noun is not attributed to the noun and the meaning is derivative. For example: 

+ 

V 
o :::D 

Ida'i leff 

true nature know 

(but not *Gl ch3dJ3 Ida' �ev 'well acquainted person')  

The verb O(� /hou'l is the most interesting of all the four because it  is  a perfect example 

of meaning as the determinant of structure. Being restricted by its own meaning, it belongs 

neither to the functive type nor to the stative type. It rests exactly halfway between the two 

end points on each of the four planes of meaning. It cannot function either as a functive verb 

or a stative verb to attribute nouns and it is thus a dead verb. Its meaning is more akin to the 

affirmative and negative interjection like 'yes' and 'no' in English (0(�a)(0 /hou' t£l and 

�O(ch�: Im�hou' phil) with very little or no grammatical connection. The morphological or 

structural make-up used with the verb /hou' I is only for affirmative and negative expressions. 

For example: 
co co O«()')()')W /hou' t£l 

co 
�O«()')�: Im�hou' phUl 

O(�� /hou' pi! 
co co O«()')�w /hou' m£l 

yes 

no 

(emphatic) yes, very good, fine 

probably yes, may be true (not 'will be true')  

This view is reinforced when O(� /hou'l is compared with other verbs whose meaning is  

similar but not identical to Ihou'l, that is ,  'i� Ihman/ 'be correct, true' and (l)� Isi'l 'be 

genuine, be pure ' .  Unlike O(� /hou' l, the meaning of 'i� Ihmanl and Q)� Isi'l are on the 

type-2 ends of the four planes of meaning and thus they function freely and naturally as 

stative verbs. For example: 



N 

G.§. + 

IJwel 

gold 

<:: (\)8: + 

/lan! 
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N (V) 
<:: 

3d 0) 0) 

l'dsi'l 

<:: 
0) 0)  

Isi'l 

be pure, be genuine 

<:: ¥t 
/hrnan/ 

<:: 
G.§.O) 0) 

IJwe si'l 

pure gold 

<:: <:: (\)8:¥t 
road, way, street true, correct 

/lan bman/ 

right way 

(Y) �: + 

/t'dy2J 

doctrine 

<:: ¥t 
/hrnan/ 
true, correct 

<:: => (Y) �:'ft 
/t'dya bman/ 

correct doctrine, truth 

Moreover, all the verb endings that can go with all stative verbs can go with ¥� /hman/ and 
O)� Isi'l. In short, as the meaning of 0(05 /hou'l is so limited and static, resting exactly at 
the very centre of the four planes, it is neither a functive nor a stative verb and is structurally 
dead or non-productive - incapable of forming the N + N(V) construction type. 

2.2.2 PERVASIVE VERBS - BOTH FUNCTIVE AND STATIVE VERBS 

As with J3 l eff there are verbs whose meaning is pervasive along the four planes and 
hence their structural make-up attributing nouns can assume both functive and stative forms. 
Of these pervasive verbs some possess more functive and less stative meaning and vice 
versa, and some are truly pervasive verbs. In order to demonstrate this sub-classification, I 

will analyse the verbs in § 1 (4), which Okell describes as verbs with both functive and 
stative meaning. 

(a) ox?8: Ishainl, � a3  Ish£'/ and q� Iyi'l. 

These verbs are more functive and less stative. They can naturally assume the V + N 
functive attributive structure - they are more active, more agentive, and have stronger transitivity, 
intransitivity and causativity force, and more imperative force. For example: 

v 
0 <:: OX( c: + 

Ishainl 

postpone 

N 

/khaJ 

fee 

0 <:: OX( C:Ol 
Ishain khaJ 

postponement fee 
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o c  �c: + 

Ishain! 

postpone 

c �m + 

Ishe'l 

join up, connect 

c �m + 

Ishe'l 

join up, connect 

c 6).0 + 

Iyi'l 

rotate 

G§: 
Icel 

fee 

0> 

Ikhal 
fee 

G§: 
lcel 

fee 

c 0m 
Ise'l 

machine 

d22:G6: 
Ishain eel 

postponement fee 

Ishe' khal 
connection fee 

=> ��G6: 
Ishe' eel 

connection fee 

c c 
=> 6).000) 

Iyi' se'l 

rotating machine 

Nonetheless, these verbs cannot assume the N + N (V) stative attributive structure. If it is 

however possible under certain circumstances to construct N + N (V) structures with them, it 
is not the verb being attributed to the noun; it is the noun attributed to the verb functioning as 
a noun. For example: 

N 
c 6).m + 

Iye'l 

day 

c �0  + 

Ihni'l 

year 

0 �l: + 

Imyol 

relation, ancestry 

G� + 

Ishwel 

friend, friendship 

N (V) 
o c  �c: 

Ishainl 

postpone 

o c  �c: 
Ishain! 

postpone 

c �m 
Ishe'l 

connect 

c �m 
Ishe'l 

connect 

C 0 C => 6).O)�c: 
lye' shain! 

postponement by day 

C 0 C �0�C: 
Ihni' shain! 

postponement by year 

o C => �l:�O) 
Imyo she'l 

connection by ancestry 

C G�;;:Oo) 
Ishwe she'l 

connection by friendship 



c �m 
/s£'/ 

machine 
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c q� 
/yi'/ 

rotate 

=> c c �mq� 
/s£' yi'/ 

rotation by machine 

(b) q0 /ya'/, m0 /ka'/, ��: /Jlnl and ��: /wainl. 

These are truly pervasive verbs and hence they can assume two kinds of construction when 
attributed to nouns. For example: 

Functive Stative 

V N N N (V) 
c c c c qo + 0> => qoo> GOY) + qo => GOY)qo 

/ya'/ /kha! /ya' kha! /to! /ya'/ Ito ya'/ 

stop fee fee for stopping jungle be settled, jungle which is a 
stop stop, jungle which 

is a settlement 

c a c  c a e  qo + �1. => qO�1. 
/ya'/ /meinl /ya' meinl 

stop order stopping order, order to stop 

c Gol � c � c a c c a c c mo + => mOGO m 3d 0') + mo => 3dO')mo 
/ka'/ /pau'/ /ka' pau'/ /ei'/ /ka'/ lei' ka'/ 

place near, opening, chance to be pocket be near, be stuck pocket, 
stick, outlet recalcitrant, recalcitrant pocket stuck on 
to be reason for being a garment 
recalcitrant recalcitrant 

c c mo + 0> => moo> 
/ka'/ /kha! /ka' kha! 

place near fee fee for placing near 

c c 
�c: + 0> => � c:o> 
/JlnI /kha! /Jln-kha! 

clear up fee, payment for clearing (something) 
payment 
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o C'  C(C: + 01 
Iwain! /khal 
surround payment 

o C'  =::} C(C:OI 
Iwain khal 
payment for 
surrounding 
(something) 

Is1l 

scratch 
-mark, 
line 

B·  L ·  

!col 

rope 

+ 

C' o C'  0�:C(C: 
Iwainl lSI wain! 

be surrounded, scratch-mark in 
form a circle a circle, line in 

circle 

o C'  B o C'  C(c: =::} 0l.:C(c: 
IwainJ Ico wain! 

be surrounded ring rope, 
rope in a circle 

The same method of initial meaning analysis followed by structural types can be applied to 
those verbs which Okell treats as basically stative (and intransitive) verbs mentioned in 
example five. Of these verbs, 002: lun! is the only functive verb and the remaining verbs are 
pervasive. 002: lun! therefore is the only verb in the example which cannot assume the N + 
N (V) 5 attributive construction. They also classically represent that there is a combined 
meaning component of 'transitivity, intransitivity and causativity' in functive verbs whilst 
there is only the element of intransitivity in stative verbs. For example: 

Functive Stative 

V N N N (V) 
C' C' ooc: + 3d0: =::} ooC:3d0: 

ItlnJ Ia; Itln a; 

tighten strength strength to tighten 

0 0 0 0 
0(: + :::D =::} O(::::D :::D + 0(: =::} :::DO(: 
Itol lean! Ito ean! lean! Itol lean tal 

make quiet sound sound that is made sound be quiet quiet sound 
quiet 

C' C' C' C' 
otI<..D + :::D =::} otI<..D:::D :::D + �<..D =::} :::DotI<..D 
IcEl lean! ICE ean! lean! /eEl lean cEl 

make loud sound sound that is made sound be loud loud sound 
loud 

In words such as 'It :  006: /mu-tin/ and .. a5006: /ma' tln/, the element /tin/ 'less' has the meaning 

opposite to 'tightening' . 
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Functive Stative 

V N N N (V) 
C' C' 3d.) + <Y.{JOJ � 3d.)<Y.{JOJ 

Ia! icE! la cE! 

mouth be loud loud mouth 

C' C' §� C' § C' C' 
<I1J2 : + 3d.) � <I1J2:3d.) <I1J2 : � �<DCY.?J2 : 
Iclnl Ia; Icrn a; Imyi'l lein! Imyi' clnl 

make strength ability to river be narrow narrow river 
narrow decrease/narrow 

0 0 0 0 
07 + Gao: � OfGao: CC + 07 � CCO? 
Itol Ishel Ito shel /bounl Itol /boun tol 

make medicine medicine for making drum be short short drum 
short something short6 

0 0 
0':(: + 07 � 07:0':( 
Itounl Itol Itoun-tol 

log be short short log 

C' 0 C' 0 (\)8: + 07 � CD8:0':( 
/lan! Itol /lan-tol 
road be short short road 

2.2.3 SUMMARY OF THE MEANING-BASED ARGUMENT FOR MONOSYLLABIC NOUNS 

In the examples described above, I have argued for the approach of first classifying 

monosyllabic nouns in Burmese on the criterion of meaning, and then explaining the differences 

of their structural functions or structural forms on the basis of meaning. Such an approach 

can enable the grammarian always to resort to the lexical meaning of the verb and explain the 

exceptions which s/he may encounter when analysing its structural forms. Although this 

approach does need a crosscheck from differences in structural forms, the central theme of 

the approach is that meaning is the final arbiter. This meaning-based approach is applicable to 

disyllabic and polysyllabic (compound) verbs as well, as can be seen in the following 

sections. 

As in /�YE' Sau' ta �SE' to she be 
alcohol drink nominaliser life short medicine emphatic particle 

Drinking alcohol is medicine for making life short indeed. 
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3 .  THE ROLE OF MEANING IN DISYLLABIC AND POLYSYLLABIC 
COMPOUND VERBS 

Since the V + N and N + N(V) constructions are in fact compound nouns where monosyllabic 

verbs are attributed to nouns, the role of verbs in these construction types is no longer 

relevant to disyllabic and polysyllabic compound verbs (because for compound verbs, verb 

structure is the target but not noun structure). Nevertheless, the concept of four planes of 

meaning is applicable to the classification of syntactic forms of disyllabic and polysyllabic 

verbs as well. In §2, the issue at point is how to explain the role of monosyllabic verb types 

in the construction V + N and N + N(V) noun types. But the formation of compound nouns 

with disyllabic and polysyllabic verbs (e.g. 0)�:�q8::D'J Ite kho yei' thai 'rest house' and 

QYJ:G::D'Ja5�8 Isa 8au' shain! 'restaurant' ) is very rare. The construction type that remains 

to be discussed for disyllabic and polysyllabic compound verbs on a meaning-based criterion 

therefore falls within the domain of verb construction alone. 

3 . 1  COLLECTIVE MEANING AND SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES 

The formation of compound verbs and a meaning-based explanation of the way in which 

they assume their structural forms (i.e. the way in which they take different verb endings) is 

fairly straightforward. Okell ( 1969:25-39) has analysed the formation of compound verbs 

under eight main categories:7 ordinary compound, doubled verb, artificial compound, pre-verb 

compound, compound with bound member, frequentative compound, tied noun compound 

and multiple compound. On the basis of the collective meaning given , all these eight types of 

compound verbs mentioned in Okell can be classified under the 'functive versus stative' 

criterion. Once the verbs are compounded, their meaning becomes specific and hence it 

seems that there are no pervasive compound verbs. 

Functive compound verbs can take the three auxiliary verbs q Iyel 'dare to', 3d'J: Ia; 'be 

free to', and �� Iphyi'l 'manage to' as Okell ( 1969:43-44) remarks; whereas stative compound 

verbs cannot take any of these. In the sections that follow I will attempt to demonstrate that 

all the eight major compound verbs described in Okell can be classified either as functive or 

stative on the basis of their collective meaning. In these sections it will be clarified that 

compound verbs with functive collective meaning can take the three auxiliary verbs whereas 

those with stative collective meaning cannot. In other words, those compound verbs which 

can take the three auxiliary verbs (q �� 3d'J: ) are functive verbs and those which cannot 

are stative. 

Okell also mentions a number of relevant constructions such as pre-verb members, auxiliary members, 
ambivalent compounds and so on, but these are not discussed here because they cannot be treated as 
compound verbs in a strict sense. 
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3 . 1 . 1  ORDINARY COMPOUND VERBS 

The only stative verbs in this group are: 

Ice na'i 

Ipau' kwE/ 

Ito t£'1 

Icl cd 

be satisfied 

explode 

make progress 

be grand 

The rest of the group are functive verbs. For example: 
C' C' eo(Y):J.6().) 

C' C' ::D� �c: 
C' C' GGpc:o().) 

�:(\)') 

Ish£' fJwd 

IfJan JlnI 

Iyaun wd 

IfJwa lal 

3. 1 .2 DOUBLED COMPOUND VERBS 

The only stative verbs in this group are: 
C' co G(y'y')c:�cf 

C' co mc:�c: 
G 0 C' eoQX:(c 

/kaun munl 

Ikln Jln! 

Ishi shain! 

clean up, be clean 

clean up, be clean 

trade 

travel about 

be good 

be free from 

be relevant 

The rest of the group are functive verbs. For example: 

G�:J? Ipyo shol speak 

§�\l lci JUI look 

Iw£ yu/ 

Ichf-' pyou'l 

lye fJat 

3. 1 .3 ARTIFICIAL COMPOUND VERBS 

Functive verbs in this group are: 

G�T GoT /khQ wal 

�OY) lhiia tal 
C' C' 

/ka' fJa'l moJ..)O) 
(l)') cf0 Isa nal 

G06 : ro:n Itwe tal 
0 110 lat '\'C\Y.): 

buy 

cook 

write 

call, name 

be considerate 

be recalcitrant 

be compassionate (by comparing 
oneself with others) 

think 
favour, be favourably disposed to 
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o C' 0 C' 'ilC:il( C: 
G 

� �  
Iyhln saini 

1m oaf 
be uncouth 

be even, be united 

The rest of the group are stative verbs. For example: 

3. 1 .4 PRE-VERB COMPOUNDS 

lew£' 1£'1 

Imyain shain! 

Imyan shan! 

be fluent, alert, active 

be harmonious (as a crowd) 

be quick 

All the pre-verb compounds given in Okell are functive verbs. For example: 

G §:>6 G§:> Ipyaun pybl say in jest 
O C'  r, CD8Gtp llein pybl 

/khu sa; 

3 . 1 .5 COMPOUNDS WITH BOUND MEMBERS 

The only stative verbs in this group are: 
C' G  Ipy£' sl/ qjm0: 

� : ol : L Isho wa; 
C' 

/lw£ kui �U) � 

lie 

pluck and eat 

be destroyed 

be bad 

be easy 

The rest of the group are functive verbs. For example: 
o C' C' 

ltain pin! consult O( c oc 
o 0 C' Iso yein! il(:6"t8 worry 
0 Iyo eel be respectful 'ilG ::D 
. 

/khan sa; enjoy, suffer 0l 1D'J :  

3 . 1 .6 FREQUENTATIVE COMPOUND VERBS 

The only stative verb in this group is: 

Iyo yo ewa; become slacker and slacker 

The rest of the group are functive verbs. For example: 
C' C' G 

000000 00 :  Itha' tha' tl/ play again and again 

���. 
o606G§:> 
C\YJC\YJG8 : 

Ico co pol 

Iwin win pybl 

/la la mel 

keep sending in advance 

keep corning in and speaking 

keep corning and asking 
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3 . 1 .7 COMPOUND VERBS WITH TIED NOUNS 

The only stative verbs in this group are: 

Isei ' tol 

lu fwinl 

la na! 

le'J bb k�lUnI 

to be short tempered 

be joyful 

be embarrassed 

be good-natured 

The rest of the group are functive verbs. For example: 
<: <: <jO')oo(Y) 

<: 
10:Gcx:ne 

<: G CDU® 

lhnou' sh£'1 

Ina thaunl 

/le pyi'l 

3 . 1 .8 MULTIPLE COMPOUND VERBS 

The only stative verbs in this group are: 

C)J U 0') � 0') 05 Ihhi pa tin tel 
<: 0  0 <:  0 <: �O')O(CX(e:�e: Isu' so thain hmainl 

greet 

listen 

chat 

look lovely 

be damp and dull 

The rest of the group are functive verbs. For example: 
o EUG:::DGCD:<lD: Iyo ee Ie sal 

<: � <: <: ooe �e®2:<lD: Ishin chin sin sal 
<: 0 <: :::Du)�C(.GQ00e 18£ yu po shaunl 

respect and revere 

think seriously 

transport 

4. ARE STATIVE VERBS SOMETIMES ADJECTIVES? 

Mainly because all stative verbs in Burmese can take all verb endings except ul Ipa!, the 
politeness marker, Burmese has been treated as a language with no adjectives (Okell 1 969, 

Cornyn and Roop 1 968). I have argued in the previous sections that structure (syntactic 
features) alone is not a sound basis for classifying words. Even if one can accept stative 
verbs under the general classification of 'verb',  the fact that stative verbs can function as 
adjectives has to be recognised. In highly inflectional languages, such as Sanskrit and Pali, 
and partially inflectional languages such as English, the way in which a word undergoes 
changes in structural or grammatical function and meaning is very obvious because these 
changes usually take place with the help of suffixes or internal changes. For example: 

grind (verb), 
grinder (-er noun), 
grinding (present participle which can function as an adjective) 
ground (past participle). 
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In most tonal languages which are not inflectional, such as Burmese where the inflectional 

suffIxes serving as grammatical mechanisms (especially for participles) are almost non-existent, 

similar grammatical functions are accomplished firstly by the original lexical meaning and 

secondly by the position in the morphological make-up. The adjectival nature and functions 

of stative verbs in Burmese are therefore subtle, but their existence is fairly obvious. In the 

sections that follow, I will attempt to establish the following views: 

( 1 )  Although one type of words can be assigned to one major class in Burmese, their 

grammatical function can shift depending on the original lexical meaning and the position in 

the morphological make-up; 

(2) The words which are basically classifIed as 'verbs (stative)' in Burmese are endowed 

with a number of features which are regarded as adjectival features in other languages. 

4. 1 CHANGE OF GRAMMATICAL FUNCTION DUE TO MEANING AND POSITION IN THE 
MORPHOLOGICAL MAKE-UP 

It has been proposed that functive verbs can be attributed to a noun in the V + N 
compound noun structure as in 18au' yel 'drinking water' (in §l). It may be within reason to 

treat these as functive verbs and the label for them in this environment may simply be a 

matter of terminology. In the formation of nouns in the N + V (functive) structure, however 

(which (Okell 1969: 90-92) places under "fIxed headless NV attributes"), they do not appear 

to function as verbs. It is more plausible to treat the functive verb in this construction as a 

head noun, though they are verbs in their original classifIcation. In these N + V constructions 

such as set out below, it is not the verb which is attributed to the noun, but the noun which is 

attributed to the verb functioning as a head noun: 
.... D C'  

IpE kain/ helmsman YO(c 

@�OY.): Imyo sa! town administrator 

G�.9 Ife nel lawyer 
C' C' 

Itha min chE' I cook (X)�c:'tIm 
C' Q 

Ipa' m�tl/ drummer OOJ�OJ: 
0 

Isa pol letter sender, postman OY.)<?, 
For instance in �.Gcf IJe nel 'lawyer' , it is not Gcf Inel 'stay' qualifying or attributing G�. 
IJel 'in front' , but the reverse ( 'stayer in front, legal representative, advocate, lawyer') ,  and 

the same applies to the other examples_ The functive verbs in this construction are the 

counterparts of English -er nouns such as grinder from grind, taker from take and so on. 

These examples demonstrate the fact that words in Burmese can change their classification 
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and grammatical function depending on their original lexical meaning and the environment in 

which they occur. 

4.2 ADJECTIVAL QUALITIES rN STATIVE VERBS 

There are a number of qualities in stative verbs, which cannot be treated as those of any 

other word class, but only as those of adjectives. Firstly, in the same way as adverbs can be 

formed from adjectives in English with the use of the suffix -ly, adverbs in Burmese can be 

formed from stative verbs (not from functive verbs) by reduplication. For example: 

����C\Y) /myan my an lal come quickly 

G1':G1' : � : ihne hne 8wa/ go slowly 
o 0 (' 

/yo yo lou'/ behave honestly W �: CI( o  (' (' 
Ikou' kou' ne/ live humbly O(oO(O G<f 

Secondly, in the same way as English adjectives can inflect in degrees such as positive, 

comparative and superlative, these reduplicated stative verbs in Burmese can be ranked as 

adjectives in degree by more than the three levels that exist in English. For example: 

Word Degree Structure 

)? /pu/ 1 G6[)? lye pu/ hot water 

2 G6[)?)? lye pu pu/ somewhat hot water 

3 
(' 

lye kha' pu pu/ considerably hot water G6[QO)?)? 
4 

0 ('  
lye thei' pu pu/ very hot water G6[8J o)i)i 

The construction type with stative verb, which Okell ( 1 969: 79) describes as "derived av 
noun attributes" such as Gi.GtJYJ8 : /myo baunl 'old city' , �'J:@IL /nwa phyu/ 'white 

bull ' ,  and 8'(6p:qja3 /ph::>ya PYE' / 'ruined pagoda' , can be arranged in this order of 

adjectives in degree. For example: 

Word Degree Structure 
(' 

ihaunl 1 � GtJYJ8: GlJYJC: l· 

2 
� (' (' 
8 GtJYJC:GlJYJC: l· 

3 
� (' (' (' 
8 QOGtJYJC:GlJYJC: l· 

4 
� 0 ('  (' (' 8 8J O G tJYJC:GtJYJC: l· 

/myo haunl old city 

/myo baun haunl somewhat old city 

/myo kha' haun haunl considerably old 
city 

/myo 8ei' haun haunl very old city 

And finally, it is obvious that the greater the number of syllables in multiple compound 

nouns with stative verbs, the stronger the attributive/adjectival element of the stative verbs. 
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For example: 
C' C' J? �:qJmcf0 � 

fphaya pye:' hnashul 

two ruined pagodas (the meaning of fpye:' I 'ruined' becomes more adjectival.) 

r,: C' 0 C' C' C' 
G(;X) : lS C : ro 00)00(0 
Ihse pyln lei' t;}thou'l 

a packet of strong cigars (the meaning of Ipylnl 'strong' becomes more adjectival. )  

00G0Y5 :n c:h E3: 
fsa to pha' cll 

big royal reader (the meaning of Icll 'big' becomes more adjectival.) 

003f00)(@3: 
fsa ou' thu cll 

big thick book (the meaning of Ithu! 'thick' and !ell 'big' become more adjectival and so on.) 

5. CONCLUSION 

In order to analyse the structure of verbs in Burmese for practical purposes of teaching the 
language to non-native speakers, there seems to be no better approach than that followed in 
Okell ( 1969). This approach should not however be stretched to the extent of treating 
Burmese as a language with no adjectives and adjectival structures. 

Dixon ( 1991 )  has demonstrated that the grammar of English can be explained satisfactorily 
and systematically on the basis of meaning alone, without the need to resort to the model of 
generative grammar. An analysis of the verb types in Burmese has shown that such a 
meaning-based approach is the only satisfactory method one can rely upon for explaining 

finer details of verbs in Burmese. 
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