
STRUCTURE AND RULES IN AKHA MORPHOLOGY 

D . W. DELLINGER 

Morphology in the languages of Southeast Asia is not nearly s o  ex­

tens ively dealt with as are prob lems of phono logy and syntax . This  is 

largely at tribut ab lp. to the propensity for monosyllabism of these lan­

guage s ,  which consequent ly dimini shes the probab i lities of morphological 

development . Signifi cant also i s  the lack of infle ctional systems in 

these s ame language s .  There are s ome s cholars who would even sugge s t  

that morphology as such is  n o t  ext ant , reducing al l s t ructural principles 

t o  the level of syntactic rules . While in a generat ive sense this may 

be the way all morphologies will  pass , in a structural sense there is  

probab ly a morphological leve l in most of  the language s of  the area - at 

least in the Tibet o-Burman ones - a d i s t inguishab le leve l between that 

of individual morphemes and syntactic const ructions . 

Init i ally , we mi�ht des ignate as morpho logy all  constructions con­

t aining one or more hound morphemes . Thi s  wi ll exc lude noun and verb 

compounding and wi-_l also insure that we are at least discuss ing con­

s t ructi ons of s ome nature . But this is overly broad b e c ause there are 

syntacti c , b ound morphemes - part i c les  - which function only in syntactic 

rule s . Part i c le s  are non-derivat i onal for several reasons : 1) they are 

opt ional in any cons t ruc t i on in whi ch they oc cur ; 2 )  their oc currence 

never changes the basic  meaning of the expre s s ions in which they oc cur ; 

3 )  the semantic contribution they make t o  any construct ion is cons i s t ent 

and always predi c t able ; 4) they function as const ituent s only at the 

leve l of  noun and verb phras es , and whole sentence s . 

The area of c onsideration can be narrowed by de fining as a word in 

Akha all free Plorphemes and comb inations of a free morpheme p lus one or 

more bound , non-parti c le morpheme s . The obligat ory pre sence of the bound 

morpheme in a part i c ul ar word is shown by the fact that t o  omit them 

would change the b a s i c  s ignificance of the word . The se bound morphemes 

1 

Dellinger, D.W. "Structure and Rules in Akha Morphology". In Dellinger, D., Hope, E., Katsura, M. and Nishida, T. editors, Papers in Southeast Asian Linguistics No. 3. 
A-30:1-18. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1973.   DOI:10.15144/PL-A30.1 
©1973 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



2 

are further distingui shab le from part i c les  in that they are not cons t i ­

tuent s in phrases as the latter are . F o r  instance , a noun phrase might 

cons i s t  of a noun such as /ny�/ ' house ' p lus a modifier like /yomf/ 
' good ': /ny� yomf/ 'good house ' .  Noun phrases might have noun p art ic l e s , 

e . g .  /nym yomf t�?�/ ' o n ly a good hous e '. But morphologi cal construc-t 
t ion such as /fb�/ 'water oontainer ' (/f-/ 'water ' + /-b�/ ' oontainer ' )  

c annot be synt ac t i c ally expanded in a comparab le fashion , i . e .  the /f-/ 
b eing a b ound derivational morpheme cannot be modified as in */f yomf 
bn/ ' oontainer for good water ' .  L 

There are two kinds o f  morphological proces s e s , whi ch I will c a l l  re-

dup l ic at i on and derivat ion . Redup l icat ion i s  the repetition of a syl­

l ab le , or part of a s y llab le , t o  create a different word , usually 

s emant i c a l ly re lated t o  the original one but belonging to a different 

grammat ical category . Derivation is the addit ion of semant i c al ly and 

phonologi cally unre lated morpheme s for the same purpose of word forma­

t ion . Almos t  one hundred per cent of all  derivat ion oc curs in noun forma­

t ion , whi le the preponderance of redup l i cation resul t s  in verb construc­

t ions . 

The mos t  ub iquitous derivat ional morpheme is /a/ whi ch occurs re­

peatedly as the init ial s y l lable of words . 

1 ) /achc5/ bre a s t ,  mi l k  

2)  /aj�/ what 

3) ;akh�/ leg 

4) /akhf/ dog 

5) /abye?/ spro u t  

6) /fJca?/ rope 

7) /fJnf?/ 8eed 

8) /fJbo?bo?/ to embroider 

This s ound has i t s  c ounterpart in the atonic initial /a/ in Burme s e ; /a/ 
and /0/ in Lahu ; et c .  I f  it i s  ever the case that /a/ can b e  ident i fied 

as a morpheme in Akha , then it i s  probab ly identi fiab le as several , but 

it i s  very difficult in any case t o  p in-point a function or meaning for 

i t . The most sugge s t ive case is in the int e rrogatives: 

9) /aj�/ what 

1 0) /agfJ/ where 
1 1 )  /as6ya/ who 
1 2) /fJmy?;/ when 
1 3) /ajo?/ how 
14 ) /fJmya?/ how muoh 

The /a/ might be consi dered to b e  the interrogative morpheme ( note the 

t one change ) . 
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There are numerous compounds formed by c omb inat ion of full morphemes 

with some tonal variat ion on the theme of lal, such as the following: 

1 5) l!Jea?1 
16) laeh<31 
17) l!Jn+?1 

rope 

brea8t 

8eed 

For compounds of this s ort , their c las s ifier for count·ing purposes  is 

usually the last syllab le , e . g .  l!Jea? thl ea?1 ' one (rope of) rop e ' .  

To this extent , all the s y l lab les of such compounds can be considered as 

free morphemes ; but to the ext ent that the s e c ond s y l lab les ( the full 

morphemes )  are restricted to this one usage , they actually are bound in 

s ome real sense . leh§1 oc curs nowhere e l s e  in the dat a ;  by contrast , 

lea?1 and In+?1 both occur extens ive ly as c l as s i fiers , lea?1 for rope­

like obj e c t s  - rope s , chains ; and In+?1 for seed-like obj e cts  - seeds , 

eye s , etc . But this c la s s i fier funct ion appears t o  b e  the totality of 

their existence out s ide of morpho logi cal construct ions , s ave in only a 

few inst anc e s . For morpheme s like leh3/, then , the rules for c las s i fiers 

would have t o  ac count for them as s ome kind of redup l ication or recopy­

ing of final s y l lables . With the s e  fac t s  in mind , it is  hard t o  de­

termine the pre c i se relat ion or relations of  lal to the s e  other s y l­

lab les . For s ome it seems t o  convert a c l as s i fier to a noun ; for others 

like laeh<3l, there is  no synchronic interpretat ion availab le . One might 

suspect l-eh61 is the reflex of some earlier free morpheme . 

One can surmi se lal was once a structurally act ive element ( perhaps 

s t i l l  i s )  and part of a widespread morphological proce s s ; it is ex­

treme ly frequent among the nouns , quite rare in the verb s . 

There are quite a numb er of other bound morpheme s that are i s olable. 

I would like to provide s ome dat a ,  first , on j ust  a few of them and then 

s ome dis c u s s ion re levant to the dat a . For example : 

a) I-bil 
1 8  ) Irbil 
19) Id?bd.1 L 
20) Ikh.(.bd.1 L 

b) Iph�-I 
2 1  ) Iph<6x(ti 
2 2) Iph�th6.1 L 
23) Iph�yal 

c )  I -xd.! L 
24) Idooxd.1 L 
2 5) Imrxd.! L 

aon tainer 

aZo t h  

area 

water aontainer (Ir-I water) 

ri ae 8 teamer (lsa?1 to s t e am )  

woman ' 8  legging (Ikh.(.-I leg)  

shirt  (Ixil ahe 8 t )  

shou lder bag (Ith6.1 ? )  L 
gunny saak (Iyal ?) 

aourting area in vi l lage (Idool 8exu a l )  

aountry (Imr-I ground) 



4 

d) I-mal 

e )  

26) Igamal 
27) IIa7mai 
28) lya7mal 

If-I 
29) 
3 0) 
31  ) 

Ifcu71 
Ifphul 
Ifdldll 

f) I-mal 

g) 

32) Iy�mal 
3 3) Itsh.emal 

I-mal 
34) 
3 5) 

Imah�1 
13mal 

36) lamal 
37) Iyac i 7mal 

h )  Imf-I 
38) Imfkhal 
3 9) Imftshal 
40) Imfx�1 

;) Ikh.f-I 
41 ) lakh.fl 
42) Ikh.fb�1 
43) Ikh.fdul 
44) Ikh.fphul 
45) Ikh.fnBI 
46) Ikh.fgtLgtLl 

j) l-ts+71 
47) Ikhhs+71 
48) Ila7ts+71 
49) Ikh�ts+71 
50) lats+71 

k) l-nBI 
51) IIa7nBI 
52) Ikh.fnBI 
5 3) IChanBI 

1) I-chat 
54) Ichachal 

�arge, important 

path (Igal p � ace ) 

thumb (1Ia7-1 arm part ) 

f�oor j o i s t  (lya71 p o � e )  

water 

water (lcu7-1 ?) 
water gourd (I-phul ?) 
to swim (Idll to s tri k e )  

instrument 

s aw (Iy.el to saw) 

hoe (Itsh.el to hoe ) 

fema�e 

�and 

�eg 

firs t wife (Ihfl big)  

granddaughter (131 s e cond de scending 

genera tion)  

mother 

hen (lyacl71 chi cke n )  

boundary (Ikhal to separa t e )  

ground (I-tshal ?) 
country (lx�1 are a )  

�eg 

�egging (l-b�1 containe r )  

�ower �eg (I-dul ?) 
foo t  (I-phul ?) 
toe (l-nBI toe,  finger )  

t o  s i t  crosB- legged (l-gtLl ?) 

joint 

ank �e  (Ikh.f-I �eg)  

e �bow (11a7-1 upper extremi ty ) 

A dam 'e app �e (lkh�1 neck)  

bamboo joint  

finger, toe 

finge r  (1Ia7-1 upper extremi t y )  

t o e  (Ikh.f-I lower extrem i t y )  

ring finger (Icha-I ?)  

l i t t le 

l i t t �e finger (Icha-I ?) 



5 5) /kh.fch�/ 

m) /-bffJ?/ 
56) /kh.fdubffJ?/ 
57} /��phy�bffJ?/ 

n) /bu-/ 
58) /bujo/ 
5 9) /bude/ 
60 ) /buthe/ 

0) /kh�/ 
61 ) /Iokh�/ 
62) /�kh�phf/ 
63) /yokh�/ 
64) /mfkh�/ 
65) /y�kh�/ 

p )  /-thiB/ 
66) /pya?thiB/ 
67} /miBthiB/ 
68) /thiB/ 

? 

worm 

l i t t le  toe (/kh.f-/ leg)  

aalf (/khfdu/ lower part  of leg)  

thigh (/��phy�-/ ? )  

e art hworm (/jo/ t o  araw l )  

i n t e s t i n a l  para s i t e  (/-de/ ? )  

mo squi to (/-the/ ? )  

far� t o  separate 

interior partition (/10/ room )  

t o  s eparate (/-phf/ t o  aarry ) 

far 

border of a aountry (/mf-/ land) 

fi e ld boundary (/y�/ fi e ld) 

to a lose  

trap (/pya?/ to aome apart )  

twe e z e rs (/miB-/ flat  surfaae ) 

to aut with  s a i ss ors 

5 

In s ome cas es , the other morphemes that the s e  bound morphemes c om­

b ine with can be ident ified , too , as can be seen above . In other cas es , 

the other forms are obs cure , as in 22) , 23) , 29) , 30) , 39) , 43) , et c .  

Many t ime s these morpheme s without ident ity apparent ly have a s o le 

environment , such as /-cu?/ in /fcu?/ 'water ' ;  /-phu/ in /fphu/ 'water 

gourd ' ;  I-del in /bude/ ' intes tina l paras i te ' ;  Ich�-/ in /ch�ch�1 
' li t t le fi nger ' .  In such cases , synchronically they seem t o  say nothing 

more than ' t h i s  kind of x� not the o t her ' ,  e . g. a /budel is thi s kind of 

Ibu-/, not a /buthel or a Ibujol. In other instances ,  they re cur , per­

hap s  two , three or more t ime s in the language , but s t i l l  not with e as i ly 

ident ifiable propert i e s . l-bffJ?1 might be ass igned such semantic fe ature s 

a s  ' rounded, mus au lar are a s  of the lower extremi t i e s ' in 56) and 5 7) , 
but l-bffJ?1 apparent ly o c c urs nowhere else in the language and i t s  pre c i s e  

semant i c  c ont ent remains quite ab stract. 

As  would be expe cted in a language with a large percentage of mono­

syl lab i c  morphemes ,  homonomy is extens ive , cf . 1 )  I-mal ' i ns trument ';  
I-mal ' fema le ' ;  I-mal ' large� important ' ;  2 )  /mr-I ' land ' ;  Imf-I ' fire ' 
( not given in the data). And between this one extreme , homonomy , of the 
semant i c  cont inuum , and the other end , ident ity of morpheme s ,  there �re 
numerous examples of phonologi cally identical , or virtually ident i c al , 
sy llab les with from c losely to distantly related semantic relat ionships , 
e . g .  l-kh�1 in lyokh�1 ' far ' and ly�kh�1 'fi e l d  boundary ' ;  l-thiBl in 
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Im�th�1 ' twee zers ' and Ith�1 ' cu t  wi th s c i s s ors ' ;  or , at more of an ex­

t reme , I-phul in Ifphul 'water gourd ' and Ikh�phul 'foo t ' .  

A s t udy of the underlying relat ions of  morphological construct i ons 

c an begin by not ing brie fly s ome of the relat ions and structural patt erns 

exhibited in the dat a ab ove . The most prevalent structural pat t ern i s  

modifier-head , b ut this patt ern h a s  three variat ions . The first varia­

t ion , modi fier verb-noun head , can be exempl ified by the following words : 

69) Isa?1 + l-bU/ � 
+ Isa?b�./ 

to s team container ( ri ce ) s teamer 

70) ly�1 + I-mal + Iy�mal 
to s aw ins trument saw 

The relat ions expre s sed in these constructions are s omething on the 

order of purpose , c f .  69) container for s teaming; 70) instrument for 

s awing . 

A s e cond variat ion i s  modifier noun-head noun , as in : 

71 ) Ila?-1 
upper 

extremity 

72) Ikh�-I 
Zower 

extremi ty 

73) I�-I 
des cending 

generation 

+ l-ts+?1 + Ila?ts+?1 
joint eZbow 

, 
Ikh�n<51 + I-nol + 

toe,  finger toe  

+ I-mal + I�mal 
femaZe granddaug hter 

The examp l e s  here seem t o  all e xpre s s  a re lat ionship of sub s e t  member­

ship , e . g .  71) a joint of the upper extremi ty; 72) an appendage of the 

Zowe r extremi ty; 73) a femaZe of a de s cending generation from ego . 

The third variat ion i s  lal + head noun . For ins t ance : 

74) lal + l-ts+?1 + lats-l-?I 
joint bamboo joint 

75)  lal + Ikh�-I + lakh�1 
Zeg Zeg 

76) lal + I-mal + lamal 
femaZe mother 

True t o  the normal p at tern of the derivat ional proce s s , the end product 

is unpredictable from the input morphemes . In 76) , we might have pre­

dicted ' woman ' ;  instead , the product was 'mother ' .  In 74) , any general 

kind of j o int or hinge might have been the expected product , b ut the 

result was a very specific 'bamboo joint ' .  The other patterns show the 
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s ame derivational syndrome , c f .  73) where any number of specific  kin­

ship re lat ionships could have been denoted ; the spec ific denot at ion was 

'granddaughter ' .  

The reverse constructional pattern , head-modifie r ,  also oc curs on a 

widespread basis , again with several variat i ons . The least common i s  

noun-noun , which i s  e xhib ited by 21) and 3 7) above . Numb er 21) s e ems t o  

be purpos ive i n  intent , i . e .  a cLot h  for t h e  ches t ;  37) expre s s e s  sub set 

membership - a chicken female , rather than a cow ,  mare , et c .  The other 

variat ions are of noun-verb patt erns , b ut at least three di fferent sort s 

of relationships are exhib ited . In d )  above , and in 3 4) ,  there is an 

at tribut ive re lation , for example : 28) Large poLe; 3 4) important femaLe . 

In 58) and 67) there appears t o  be a sub t le expre s s ion of a SUb j e c t-pre­

d i c ate relationship , viz . 58) a worm which crawLs; 67) fLat surfaces 

that cLo s e .  And in 61) , 64) and 65) ,  the relat ionship that sugge s t s  i t ­

s e l f  i s  verb-obj ect , e. g .  61) separate t h e  room; 64) s eparate countri e s; 

65) s eparate fi eLds . 

All of the foregoing dis cus s ion re lat e s  t o  patt erns of noun deriva­

tion . But there is  als o a very small amount of verb derivation , c f .  

31) , 46) , 62) . Number 31) i s  expre s s i ve o f  a verb-obj e c t  relationship , 

' to s tri ke the water ' .  Nos . 46) and 62) are especially intere s t ing , be­

c ause the morpheme s Ig�1 and Iphrl in those two words respe c t i ve ly are 

bound and restricted to the s e  exact occurrenc es . Hist orically , Igal � 
might re late t o  I¥�I ' b e n t ' ,  gi ving ' b e n t  Legs ' ;  Iphrl perhaps is a 

historical re lat ive of Iphil ' t o  carry ' ,  which would sugge st an earlier 

interpre t at ion of ' to carry apart ' .  

Having provided this discuss ion of the derivational proce s s e s  exem­

pli fied within the data of this art i c le , I am moved to protest it 

might i ly . It i s  quite di fficult t o  j us t i fy , I think , ab s t ract ing from a 

word like Imahfl ' first  (major) wife ' an underlying meaning ' important 

femaLe ' .  The ab s t ract ion i s  b ased , of  course , on the genera l i s at ion 

from all  the occurrenc e s  of I-mal a uni fy ing semant i c  cont ent of female; 

and for Ih�/, s omething like ' important ' .  But how to arrive from ' im­

portant femaLe ' t o  'major wife '? 

Or again , with Irdidi/, how does one make the semant ic leap from ' to 

s trike the  water ' t o  ' to swim '? And yet a struc tural analys i s  of mor­

pho logy , with i t s  attendant lab e ling of modifier-head and head-modi fier 

patterns , depends on a t acit  as sumpt ion that such relat ionships e x i s t . 

And in s ome sense I b e l ieve that they do exist . What one must als o a s ­

sume is  that there are rules in language , hopefully highly regulari sed , 

that provide the bridge from one level to the other . 

As in noun morphology , verb morphology seems a l s o  t o  have found s ome 

use for la/, though it i s  not certain that this is so . Consider these 
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two examp les: 

77) /�bo?bo?/ ' to embroider ' 

78) /�chacha/ ' to snee z e ' 

/�bo?/ means ' embroidery ' ,  s o  /a/ probab ly i s  a constituent of /�bo?/, 
not of the verb . But there i s  no */�cha/ in the dat a ,  i . e .  no noun , 

such as /�bO?/, t o  be redup l icated t o  form a verb ( s ee 79) be low and 

d i s cu s s i on ) . Either the hi storical form of */�cha/ has been los t , or 

e l s e  /a/ must also operate ( or ,  have operated ) in verb morphology per s e . 

The�e are several verb s  s imilar t o  /�chacha/ in having /a/ which , also 

like /�chacha/, appear t o  be onomatopoet ic , e . g .  /�a/ ' to beLch ' ;  

/�haha/ ' to y awn ' ,  and for which we cannot posit a basic  noun form . 

The last structural patt ern of verb morphology I will  discus s is re­

dup l i c at ion . Typi cally in language s of the area , redup li c ation is used 

for such things as intensifi cation and emphas i s . In verb morphology , it 

apparently operate s  somet imes pure ly t o  create verb s . At other time s , 

no part i cular extra semant i c  e ffe ct i s  apparent , in my dat a . 

Sometime s  redup li c at ion creates a verb from a noun ; t o  reduplicate 

means t o  do a ( very specifi c )  thing c oncerning what i s  redup l i c ated . 

79) /�bo?bo?/ 
to embroider 

< /�bo?l 
embro idery 

+ redup . 

( There is a verb /bo?/ ' to embroider ' .  Whether the verb was ab s tracted 

later from t he verbalised , redup licated noun , or the verb was nominali sed 

by /a/ t o  create the noun i s  not c lear , but the evidence sugge s t s  the 

forme r .  ) 

80) /botsha.tsha./ � � 
to hunt 

81) /cheche/ 
to defecate 

< 

< /botshu/ + redup . � 
jungLe 

/che/ + redup . 

faeces 

82) /amf bya?bya?/ 
performance of a 

certain ceremony 

< /amf/ + /bya?/ 
cat s triped 

+ redup . 

Or , emphasis may b e  implied in s ome redupli cat i on . 

83) /ca?thmthm/ < /-ca?/ + /thm/ I I I 
to tie a knot rope to tie  up ( apparentLy , 

onLy in compo unds ) 

84) ;rdldl/ < ;r -/ + /dl/ + redup . 
to swim wa ter  to strike  

+ redup . 

Then there are the many intere s t ing redup l i cations , where the exact 

underlying s ource i s  not clear . 
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85) /�chacha/ < ? + redup. 

to sneeze  

86) /y�tshetshe/ < /y�/ + /tshe/ + redup . 

to be genuine ,nine
.., 

ten, 
ninety 

87) If susu/ < /f-/ + /su/ + redup. 

to urinate water ? 

It would be good at this point t o  b e  ab le t o  t alk about compounding. 

There is a great deal of simi larity b etween the nouns created by com­

pounding in Akha and those in English . And though the underlying sen­

tence constructions from whi ch Akha nouns derive are quite different from 

t hose of Engl i sh , the re lat i onships expres sed are s imi lar . There are 

verbal compounds in Akha whose c losest  c ount erp art s in English would have 

to be idioms . The numb er of these verb al compounds that occur in the 

language sugge s t s  they have a very interes t ing place of their own in the 

grammar . Unfortunately , the information I have is  very tentative , and I 

would like t o  offer the following discuss i on as sugge s tive rather than 

definit ive . 

In noun compounding , the first s t ructural patt ern t o  b e  discussed w i l l  

be that of  modifying-noun + noun head , which i s  by far t h e  mos t  common . 

Within this  patt ern there are several types of relat ionships . 

1) Time �elatio nchip 

87) /ymy�/ ' rainy season ' < /y�/ ' rain ' + /y�/ ' s e ason ' 

The comparab le e xpanded construct ion from which we might derive such 

compounds i s: 

88) /uy�y� a/ + /y�/ � season when ( t hat) i t  rains 

It is raining . season 

Thi s  const ruct ion repre sent s the usual mode of emb edding a c lause ( "It 

i s  raining . ") as modifier of a noun head. Since the me anings of the com­

pound and the phrase have an obvious semantic re lat ionship , and the 

forms of the two are so close , it  is  reasonab le t o  suggest the compound 

is a trans form ( in R . B. Lee s ' sense ) of the embedded phrase . 

2) Pocceccive 

89) /c\kh� ph.eyc\/ ' s o"Le ' < /c\kh�/ '"Leg ' + /ph.eyc\/ ' footprint ' 

The common p o s s e s s ive construct ional patt ern i s : 

90) /c\kh� a/ + /ph.eyc\/ 
"Leg ' s  foo tprint 

� "Leg ' s  foo tprint 
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Such p o s s e s s ive construct ions commonly delete the p o s s e s s ive lal, which 

would yield a form ident i cal with our compound . Though the lal de let ion 

in the p o s s e s s ive , and the compounding proce s s , probably must b e  rele­

gated t o  di fferent trans format ions , the derivat ions are s o  simi lar the 

former strongly sugge s t s  the latter . 

There i s  a very s imi lar compound which expre s ses  what I have called 

above ' sub set membership ' .  

dog meat dog ' s  meat 

The dist inct ion between this  c ompound and the preceding one can·b e ex­

pressed in Engli sh as the difference be tween "meat from a dog" and "meat 

b elonging t o  the dog" , respect ively . The two expres s ions given in 91) 
are perfect paraphrases of each other , as given in my data . How the di f­

ference s  between c ompounds of p o s s e s s ive and sub s e t  relations be come 

i nterpreted by the language I c an ' t  s ay at the moment . 

I n  the compound IAch� 511 ' nipp le ' ,  there seems t o  b e  two p o s s ib i l­

i t ie s . One would b e  t o  e st ablish a new category of re lat i onship: 
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92) IAch� 511 'nipp l e ' < IAch�1 ' breas t ' + 151/ ' sma l l ,  round obj e c t  . 
(or s e ed) , 

If this  i s  the relation implied here , then it i s  again p o s s ib le t o  turn 

to an emb e dded c lause as a p o s s ib le s ource for the locat ive e xpre s s ion . 

+ 151/ + s e ed that i s  on the breas t (a  
s e e d  on the  breas t )  

I t  i s  on the breas t .  seed 

A trans formati on de letes the locat ive p art i c le I�I and t h e  verb phras e 
L 

IJ� al ' to be there ' .  The other pos s ib i lit y  would be t o  use a p o s s e s -

sive explanat ion , as in 89) -90) . 

94) IAch� al + 151/ + breast ' s  s e ed 

breas t ' s  seed 

A s e cond s t ructural pattern for consi derat ion is  identi fied s t ruc­

t urally as noun head + modifying-noun . Again , there are several d i f­

ferent relat ionships expre s sed i n  noun compounds of this  pattern . 

11 "having" ( ac. companimen�1 

95) Ich� khml ' unhus ked rice ' 
I < Ich�1 ' rice ' + Ikhml 

I , e n c losure 
( s uch as a 
fen c e )  , 

I t  is p o s s ible t o  hypothe s i s e  as underlying this an embedding of t he 
following s ort . 



96) Ich� khm j a? al I 

The rice has an encz.osure . 

+ Ich�1 + rice that has an en­
cz'os ure 

rice 

11 

The modifying-noun is  derived from an embedded re lat ive c l ause . The 

transformat ion that derive s the compound would delete Ija? al ' have ' and 

shift IkhTI ' encz'os ure ' to a post -nominal posit ion . 

Another relat ionship found in this pattern is : 

2) Pu�po4e ( g oal: u4 e )  

97) Igi ch�1 ' dibbZ.e s ti ck ' (rice spear) < Igil ' spear ' + Ich�1 
'rice ' 

The apparent meaning of the compound is ' spear for (pZ.anting) rice ' .  

The purpos ive cons truct ion in Akha is  like: 

98) Ich�1 Ikhal Inil ' for pZ.an ting ri ce ' 

rice to  pz.ant for 

I f  such a construction ( the typical purpos ive type construct ion in Akha ) 
is relatable t o  this compound , then the trans format ion must operate on a 

fuller construction such as : 

99) Ich� kha nil 

for pZ.anting rice 

+ I j 0 al + Ig�1 

It i s  spear 
(exi s ts) 

+ spear that i s  fo r 
pZ.an ting rice 

The phrase i s  composed of an embedded sentence ( It exi s t s  for pZ.an ting 

rice . ) modi fying ' spear ' .  The trans format ion here de let e s  the verb Ikhal 
' to pz.an t ', In!1 ' for ', and Ijo al ' i t  i s ',  and shift s  the noun t o  a 

position aft e r  the head noun. 

A t hird pattern is composed of a verb + noun head . Among the gram­

mat ical re lat ions e xpres sed by such patterns the predominant one is : 

J) Pu�po4e 

100) Ih� T sa?bil ' ri ce s te amer ' < Ih� TI ' to fix rice ' + Isa?b�/ 
' s t e amer ' 

I f  the phrase Ih� TI were derived from an embedded clause , i. e. 

Ih� T a sa?b�/, one would expect an interpretat ion like ' s teamer that 

fixes rice ' - which i s  p o s s ible . But I would sugge st as the probab le 

s ource : 

101 ) Ih� T n! jO al 

It exi s t s  for fixing rice 

+ Isa?bd.1 L 

s te amer 

+ s t eamer that i s  for 
fixing rice 

The appropriate nominali s ing trans format ion would delete Ini jo al. 



A s light variat ion of this patt ern i s  reflected in : 

1 02) Iy�?ya �?ta?1 < ly�?I 
sl,e eping pl,atform to l,ie down 

+ Iyal 
to stay 

+ lu?ta?l 
fl,oor 

Rather than a single modi fyi ng-verb , we have a concatenat ion of two . 

The proposed underlying s ource i s  the s ame as in 101 ) ,  a Inil trans forma­

ti on of: 

1 03) /y�?ya nl j:S al 

It exi s ts for l,ying down on 

+ 1 �?ta?1 + fl,oor to l,ie down on 
and re s t  

fl,oor 

There is  also a pattern of noun compounds of the t ype noun + verb . 

1 04) Ih� ea?1 ' boi l,ed rice ' < Ih�1 ' rice ' + lea?1 ' to boil, , 

1 05) Ih� chul 'package of ri ce ' < Ih�1 ' ri ce ' + Ichul ' to wrap ' 

1 06) Ih� thd.1 ' a  rice del,i cacy of < Ih�1 ' ri ce ' + Ithd.1 ' to pound ' 
L s t eamed. pounde d  L 

rice ' 

Note that in each c ase the b e s t  c ircumlocut ion in English depends on a 

pass ive c l ause , Le . ' ri ce that has been boil,ed ' ;  ' rice that has been 

wrappe d ' ;  ' rice that has  been pounde d ' .  The c losest  approximation t o  a 

p a s s ive in Akha is a sentence of the form: 

1 07) Ih�1 + I�a nrel + Ica? al + The rice i s  (has b e e n )  boil,ed by 
me . 

rice me by to boil, 

For an underly ing form for these compounds , there might b e  posited:' 

1 08) Ih�1 (SOMEONE Inrel) lea? al 'The rice has been b oil,ed by 
SOMEONE . ' 

A trans format ion dele t e s  the pass ive agent and lal. For the example 

above : 

A 

1 09) Ih�1 (SOMEONE I nre I ) lea? al + Ih� ea?1 
Rice has been boil,ed (by rice that 

someone ) . 

most unusual pattern ( only one e xamp le , t o  date ) 
1 1 0) leheche d�1 < leheehel + Id�1 

to dig outhouse to  defecate 

has been boil,ed 

is  verb + verb . 

I c an only gue s s  at t he pos s ib i l it y  of there be ing s omething like : 

1 1 1 )  Icheehe nil 
in order to defe cate 

+ Idul 
to dig 

+ Dig in order to  defecate . 

The import of Icheehe d�/, then , would be something l ike ' s ome t hing that  

has been  dug i n  order to  defeca t e '.  I think t h i s  word is  a modern 
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acquisition ; I am not aware 

dig holes for their toi let . 

perhap s a loan-b lend ( /ch e l  
I k h  ii ' faeces' ) . 

of a long-standing prac t i c e  of the Akha t o  

Thus , it  may be a loan-t rans lat i on , o r  

'faeces ' alternat e s  with I k h e / ; c f .  Thai e 

There is another patt ern of a very anomalous nature - noun + verb + 
verb . I have one example , and i t s  very meaning will sugge st s ome of the 

reas ons behind its anomalousnes s . 

112) I h�b f da ya? 1 < I h �b f l  + Ida l + lya?1  
he Z i copter airp lane to as cend to revo lve 

Thi s , I think , i s  a clas s i c  e xample of a hybrid compound . I h�b f l  i s  
from Thai LfQO� I ryabi n l  ' ai rp lane ',  after the Shan diale ct i n  which 

Thai Irl is I h / . Added t o  this fact that part of the word is a loan , 

I h ub f  da ya?1  i s  obvious ly a modern word , so it might be expe cted the 

language would evolve a new construc tion to e xpres s  a di fficult dist inc­

t ion ( b etween helicopters and regular airplane s ) . As to a s ource , it 

doe sn ' t  seem reasonab le t o  posit an underly ing sentence such as : 

113) Ida va? a/ 

to asoend ( by ? )  
re volving 

+ I h�b f !  

airp l ane 

+ airp lane that as cends (by)  re ­
vo lving 

t he typical embedded s ource I ' ve sugge sted e lsewhere , s ince obviously 

the p lane does not revolve . lya?1  does not characterise the plane , but 

a part of the plane . But I am not aware of a sat i s factory source that 

will explain the re lat i on between I h �b f l  and Ida ya? l . 

By far the large st c l a s s  of c ompounds has the s tructural pattern 

noun head + stat ive verb . In almost every c ase the stat ive verb i s  a 

charact erisat ion of the noun head . 

114 ) l abye ? ch�1 < l abye ? 1  + /chiJl 
a p i c k l e d  oondiment sprout to be  p i c k l e d  

11 5) Icha! p h y�1 < Ich�1 + I p hy�1 
hus ked rice rice to be  white 

116 ) 115dcr bya l  < 1 1 5dcrl + Ibyal 
woman ' s  (flat)  neck lace neck lace to be flat 

These are t aken as compounds , rather than full sentence s  of the s ort 

"The rice is white ", be cause of the form of the stative verb . A s t at ive 

verb can funct ion as either a predicate or a noun modifier . The form 

of the verb s here is that of predicat e s ; but as a predicate , a construc­

t ion s imilar t o  115) would make the noun the subj ect and the verb would 

probab ly have a fol l owing verb parti c le , for e xample : 
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117) Ich� p h y 6  al or Ich� p h y 6  � a l  

whi ch is  t o  b e  t rans lated , "The rice i s  white " .  I n  this example , not e 

the tone change in Ich�1 ' rice ' to Ichml in the compound . Such a con­

s t ruct ion also const itut e s  a full sentence , not a nominal construct ion 

such as we have in 115) . Neither are the se constructions noun phrases 

composed of a noun head + modi fying stat ive verb. In such phrase s ,  the 

s tat ive verb is marked by I y o - I, e.g. Ich� y o p h y 6 1  'white rice ' .  Note , 

too , the shift in meaning for s ome of t he compounds ,  e . g .  115) ; in a 

nominal phrase the meanings would b e , respectively , 'white rice ' ,  and 

' red meta Z ' .  

In thi s class of compounds ,  noun + s t at ive verb , there i s  an anomalous 

e xamp le. 

118) I fc�? f t sm?1 < I fc � ? 1  + I f -I + I t sm?/ 
coo Z water water water to be coo Z  

Thi s patt ern o f  redup l icat ion of part o f  the word a s  above ( I f - I )  oc curs 

elsewhere as wil l be seen be low , but this part i cular patt ern - noun + 
noun ( bound ) + stat ive verb - i s  unique to this word. I don ' t  know of 

any syntac t i c  pattern in Akha that would be a satisfactory e xplanat ion 

for thi s redup l i c at ive pattern. 

This redupl i c at ing phenomenon is i l lustrated also in I j fbAj fch 6 1  
' rice whiskey sti Z Z ', with a structural patt ern of noun + noun ( bound ) 
+ noun ( bound? ) . 

119) I j fbAj fch 6 1  < I j f bAI 
rice whis key sti Z Z  rice whis key 

+ / j f - I 
rice whiskey 

+ l -ch 6 1  
container 

Thi s  pattern , t oo ,  is  an enigma ; I cannot sugge st a pos sible deep s truc­

t ure that might underlie this word. 

From noun compounding I turn t o  verb compounding. Some of the morpho­

logi cal principles of the verb s duplicate , structurally , those of the 

nouns ; some are unique to the verb s. The first structural patt ern to 

cons ider i s  noun + stative verb. The relat ionship that seems t o  b e  e x­

pre s sed here i s  that of instrument of the verb. 

< I j f bAI + l ym? 1 1 20 ) I j f b A ym? / 
to be drunk ri ce whiskey to be  satiated 

There i s  an instrumental construct ion in Akha , e.g. : 

121) IAj m ymnml + I n �  p a ? 1  

b y  what to step on 
and cut 

+ (By ) what did you step on and get 
cut ?  

Paralle l with t h i s  there can be postulated an underlying sentence for 
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120) such as : 

122) / Q a /  + / j r b a  n�/ + / y�? a /  -+ I a m  drun k .  

I by whis key to be  s atiated 

The intransit ive character of /y�?/  would require a verbal trans forma­

t ion to delete / n�/ . The j us t i fi cation for this approach lies in the 

fact that in a sentence with the verbal compound / j fba yffi? / , e . g .  

/ Q a  j fba y�? a/ ' I  am drunk ', / j rba/  appears in the posit ion for a 

dire ct obj ect , yet the sense of /y�?/ i s  not transit ive ; it i s  not pos­

sible , in other words , to interpret / j f b a /  as a separate constituent of 

the predicate ( at this synt ac t i c  leve l ) . I t  seems more likely that on 

the syntact i c  level / j fba yffi? / toge ther form the verb of the predicat e . 

There is , however ,  a verb s t ructure of noun + verb which defini tely 

refle c t s  an obj ect  + verb relationship . And yet the meaning of the struc­

t ure i s  not really direc t  obj e ct + verb . And because it is  not , I con­

t end such structure s are compounds ,  understood as a whole and not within 

the cont ext of individual const ituent s of a predi c ate . The di fference 

is reflected merely in the understood relat ionships of the part s . For 

instance : 

123) /ch� d l /  < /ch�/ + /d t / 
to thre s h  rice rice to stri ke 

I t  would be nice to see in this pattern a trans format ion of some under­

lying sentence , but there are no overt markers of such a trans format ion -

no deletions of morpheme s ,  no insertions ; no change s in order . So ac­

tually my notion is based on two argument s .  

1)  There i s  a di fference of sense between 'to thre s h  rice ' and ' to 

stri ke rice ', as in 123) . One could suppose the Akha are capab le of 

talking about both ideas , and i f  /ch� d l /  is the proper e xpre s s ion for 

both , t hen the explanat ion for 123) may be idiomat ic . Of course , trans la­

t ion equivalence is not the best grounds for argument , but there is an 

obvious semanti c  re lat ion between 'thre s h ' and ' stri ke ' whi ch seems to 

also come out in Akha , and which it would be nice to retain i f  something 

like a t rans format ional exp lanat ion could b e  found . A parallel s i t ua-

t ion is  seen in : 

1 24 ) /ch� t h�/ < /chM + / t h�/ 
to mil. Z. (dehuskJ rice rice to beat, stri ke 

125 ) /ch� y�/ < /ch�/ + / y�/ 
to harve st rice to cut 

126) / ay� ch a /  < / a y�/ + /ch a /  
t o  s i ng music to utter, voice 
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2 )  There is a parallel with cert ain verb s of seemingly simi lar 

structure where one morpheme is bound , so that it can ' t  be analy sed as 

dire ct obj e ct + verb at the synt ac t i c  ( surface ) leve l ,  e . g . : 

127) /fdldl/ < /f-/ + /dtdt/ 
to swim water (bound) to stri ke 

It would be hard to analyse /f-/ as an immediate const ituent of a pre­

dicate . Only at the leve l of morphology is  it an immediate constituent . 

By extension from /fdldl/, then , we could propose a transformational 

source for 123) -126) . 

The s ame structural patt ern of noun + verb is used to expre s s  a 

vari ety of relat ionships .  Three more are given below . 

1 ) 128) /bym dza; I 
< /bym/ I 

+ /dzV 
to divide pi Le to meas ure 

The underlying s ense here seems to be 'to me a8ure INTO. OR BY. p i l e s ' .  

The compound i s  derived by a trans formation from an underlying instru­

mental expre s s ion . 

+ /dza/ + /bYT dzll/ 129) /bYT noo/ 
with p i L e s  t o  measure to divide (by using p i Z e s )  

The trans formation deletes /n�/ 'with . by ' .  

2) 130) /bYT thll/ < /bYT/ + /thi/ 
to pi le up pi le to keep.  maintain 

Here , the underlying s t ructure would appear to trans late as 'to keep AS. 

OR IN. p i l e s ' .  For a trans format ional basis , we can look to an ex­

pre s sion with the very general locat ive part i c le /�/ ' at. in ' .  One can 

s ay : 
131 ) /bym n/ + /Jo a/ + They are in pi les . I � 

in pi Z e s  they are 

The s ame kind of re lat ionship would be expre ssed in : 

132) /bym �/ 
in p i l e s  

+ /thll a/ 
he keeps 

+ He keeps them in p i l e s . 

By t rans format ion of 132) the compound /bym thll/ i s  derived . 

3) 13 3 )  /fc�? jf?/ < /fc�?/ + /J+?/ 
to bathe water to was h .  bathe 

and here , the sense seems to be 'to was h WITH water ', a trans form of an 

instrument al construct ion with /noo/ ( as in 121»). 

There i s  one more relation expre ssed by noun + verb , but I am quite 

uncert ain about it in several way s ; it was e l i c ited via port raying the 

act ion . 



134) Ic i ?de? 1 
to s trike a match 

< l -c i ? 1  
match (bound 

form ) 
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+ Ide? 1 
to burn (intran s i tive ) 

It could be my "striking" act ion was ignored , and I was given an ex­

pre s s ion for t he end product - a burning match . As suming not , though , 

then it is neces sary to explain the pe culiar grammat i c al re lat ionship 

b etween l -c i ? 1 and Ide? l . A big ques t ion is , can this compound t ake 

another noun as sub j e ct , as the one who strikes. If  it c an t ake an­

other subj ect , then does l - c l ? 1  expre s s  a kind of burning? 

As mentioned above , the discuss ion of compounding is all very t en­

t at ive . Suffi ce it (I hope ) to s ay , further dat a should provide some 

very interest ing insight s . 
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