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condition follow it, e.g. ‘ask’ in Table 1. Hence, a synchronic description should
note which verb roots display the alternation of initial consonant.

Table 3 lists examples of monosyllabic verbs where there is morphophonolog-
ical alternation of the initial consonant of the verb root with all three prefixes.

Table 3. Monosyllabic verbs with a morphophonological alternation by any of the
prefixes

root LT etymon /�i-/ preÿx /ma-/ preÿx /ka-/ preÿx

know ˊkwə go ˊ�i-gwə ˊma-gwə ˊka-gwə

Only one verb root /ˊkwə/ shows this type, which indicates that /ka-/ is a verb
prefix.

Table 4 shows examples of disyllabic verbs and collocations which originally
consist of a noun and a verb.

Table 4. Polysyllabic forms

root LT etymon /�i-/ preÿx /ma-/ preÿx /ka-/ preÿx

bow down `ɕʰɑʔ ˊm̥phi: phyag ’phel `ɕʰɑʔ ˊ�i-m̥phi: `ɕʰɑʔ ˊma-m̥phi: `ɕʰɑʔ ˊka-m̥phi:

understand ˉha ˊkwə ha go ˉha ˊ�i-gwə ˉha ˊma-gwə ˉha ˊka-gwə

take a rest ˉɦ�iʔ `ʰswə gnyid gso ˉɦ�iʔ ˊ�i-ʰswə ˉɦ�iʔ ˊma-ʰswə ˉɦ�iʔ ˊka-ʰswə

As displayed in Table 4, all negative prefixes are attached to the last syllable of
the verb, and morphemes of other categories do not often appear in this position.
This feature is common to other Tibetic languages. Based on these observations,
we can claim that the morphological process by /ka-/ is quite similar to the verb
prefixes.

Additionally, /ka-/ cannot precede two negative verbs /ˊmĩ/ ‘negative copu-
lative egophoric verb (cpv.e.neg)’ and /ˊ�ɛʔ/ ‘negative existential egophoric verb
(exv.e.neg)’. Because only a single prefix is supposed to appear in a verb predicate
in Choswateng Tibetan, this fact also suggests that /ka-/ functions as a negative
prefix.

In sum, /ka-/ may, on the basis of the morphological irregularity displayed in
Table 2, be regarded as a transitional form undergoing grammaticalization from a
separate lexical word to a prefix in the strict sense. Nevertheless, for the most part
it behaves in the same way as the other prefixes, and hence we consider it to be a
prefix in this article.
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3. Description of the usage of /ka-/

The difference between the two negative prefixes with nasal initials in Choswa-
teng Tibetan is described as a tense-aspectual distinction although this under-
standing is not always common to Tibetic languages as Zeisler (2004: 297–299,
344–346) discusses. The form corresponding to LT myi denotes a negation of
the nonperfect and nonaccomplished (1a), whereas that corresponding to LT ma
denotes a negation of perfect and accomplished (1b) as well as imperative mode,
i.e. prohibitive (1c). In negation, an evidential marking is often omitted.

(1) a. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˊsɛ̃
zan
food

ˊ�i-ɳ̊ʈʂha
myi ’cha’
neg-eat

‘I won’t eat food.’
b. ˊŋa

nga
1sg

ˊsɛ̃
zan
food

ˉɳ̊ʈʂha ^ma-thʉ̃
’cha’ ma thon
eat neg-acp

‘I didn’t eat food.’
c. ˊsɛ̃

zan
food

ˊma-ɳ̊ʈʂha
ma ’cha’
neg-eat

‘Don’t eat!’

The question is how the /ka-/ prefix functions in the given variety possessing a
quite similar system of negation. In this section, since every example is given an
LT form for each component, the LT etymon for /ka-/ is provisionally identified
as gar. See § 4 for this description.

This section describes the usage of the /ka-/ negative prefix in comparison
with the other two negative prefixes, where available. Since /ka-/ is never used
as a prohibitive, we do not deal with imperative forms. The section is divided
into three parts concerning copulative verbs, existential verbs, and lexical verbs,
followed by a summary. Most Tibetic languages have a complicated evidential-
epistemic marking system grammaticalized as a type of access to information
(Tournadre & LaPolla 2014:242–243; see also Tournadre 2008, 2017; Vokurková
2008; Gawne 2017; Oisel 2017; Suzuki & Sonam Wangmo 2018). Hence, the
description here also refers to this system. We display the evidential system of cop-
ulative and existential verbs of Choswateng Tibetan in Tables 5 and 6 below, based
on the framework of Suzuki & Sonam Wangmo (2018), who follow the definition
of evidentiality advanced by Tournadre & LaPolla (2014).

As far as the present authors know, there is no clear intergenerational dif-
ference in the use of negative prefixes. The /ka-/ negative prefix tends to appear
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/ka-/ is used for the negation of non-accomplished and habitual action as well as
for negation of present status expressed by stative and endopathic (non-action)
verbs; however, a different modal sense is also conveyed, which will be described
below.

Verbs are classified here as action verbs, non-action verbs, and auxiliaries
attached to lexical verbs.

3.3.1 Action verbs
The negative prefixes which can precede the root of action verbs are /�i-/ and
/ka-/ in general; /ma-/ is used for prohibitive as cited in (1c); hence, it is not dis-
played below.

Action verb: utterance that describes the self:

(10) a. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

^ʔa rɑʔ
a rag
alcohol

ˊn̥thɔ̃
’thung
drink

‘I drink alcohol.’
Situation: I state I have a habit of drinking alcohol.

b. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

^ʔa rɑʔ
a rag
alcohol

ˊ�i-n̥thɔ̃
myi ’thung
neg-drink

‘I don’t drink alcohol.’
Situation A: At the moment, I do not drink alcohol.
Situation B: I have no habit of drinking alcohol.

c. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

^ʔa rɑʔ
a rag
alcohol

ˊka-n̥thɔ̃
gar ’thung
neg-drink

‘I definitely don’t drink alcohol.’
Situation: I must drive a car soon, so I cannot drink any alcohol now.

In utterances that describe others, only /ka-/ appears before a verb root, which
always expresses a speaker’s assumption of the negation of non-accomplished
action or status, especially a negation of a habitual or repetitive action.

Action verb: utterance that describes others:

(11) ˉkhwə
kho
3sg

^ʔa rɑʔ
a rag
alcohol

ˊka-n̥thɔ̃
gar ’thung
neg-drink

‘I assume that he doesn’t drink alcohol.’
Situation: I know that he drives soon, so I assume that he cannot drink any
alcohol now.

/ka-/ negative prefix of Choswateng Tibetan of Khams (Shangri-La, Yunnan) 607



(12) ˉkhwə
kho
3sg

ˊjə ɟə
yi ge
letter

ˊka-çə
gar bri
neg-write

‘I assume that he doesn’t write a letter.’
Situation: I know that he is not a person who likes writing a letter, but he
could perhaps write one.

(13) ˉkhwə
kho
3sg

ˊrə ŋgwə
ri ’go
mountain

ˊka-ŋgwə
gar ’gro
neg-go

‘I assume that he doesn’t go up to the mountain.’
Situation: I know that he is not a person who likes climbing a mountain, but
he could perhaps climb.

(14) ˉkhwə
kho
3sg

ˊta:
da
now

ˉʔa tjə
a de
here

ˊka-ɦõ
gar ’ong
neg-come

‘I assume that he doesn’t come here now.’
Situation: I know that he has another matter to do now.

To summarize the usage of /ka-/, we can note that it is employed for a negation
of action under the speaker’s assumption based on his/her sensory accessed (wit-
nessed) knowledge. /�i-/ and /ka-/ represents a negation of an aspectual feature,
i.e. non-accomplished, and modal, respectively for both utterances for the self and
others.

3.3.2 Non-action verbs
Non-action verbs include monovalent stative verbs as well as emotion and endo-
pathic verbs. The negative prefixes which can precede the root of non-action verbs
are generally /ma-/ and /ka-/. Below we look at egophoric utterances (15)–(16).
(15) is an endopathic access to information, and it is marked with nonvisual sen-
sory evidential.

(15) a. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

`htuʔ-cɑʔ
ltogs grag
be hungry-nvsen

‘I am hungry.’
Situation: I just reply to your question regarding whether or not I am hun-
gry.
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While /ka-/ infrequently occurs with emotional verbs in egophoric utterance, it
is also acceptable. At least, we have not obtained any examples in which /ka-/ is
unacceptable in any contexts. (20a) is considered as just a variant of (20b). Fur-
ther research is necessary.

(20) a. ?ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˉkhwə
kho
3sg

ˊka-ɦgʉ:
gar dgos
neg-love

b. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˉkhwə
kho
3sg

ˊ�i-ɦgʉ:
myi dgos
neg-love

‘I don’t love him.’

To summarize the usage of /ka-/, we can note that it is employed for a negation
of action under the speaker’s assumption based on his/her sensory accessed (wit-
nessed) knowledge. /ma-/ and /ka-/ represents a negation of status and modal,
respectively, for both utterances for the self and others. However, emotional verbs
(19–20) and some other verbs (17) can take /�i-/, which means subjectivity of
negation without any objective evidence.

3.3.3 Auxiliaries
All the negative prefixes can precede the auxiliaries:

Action verb:

(21) a. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˊsɛ̃
zan
food

ˉɳ̊ʈʂha-thʉ̃
’cha’ thon
eat-acp

‘I finished eating food.’
Situation: I want to tell you that I have already eaten food.

b. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˊsɛ̃
zan
food

ˉɳ̊ʈʂha
’cha’
eat

ˊ�i-thʉ̃
myi thon
neg-acp

‘I do not eat up food.’
Situation: I have no intention to eat up food. (negation of achievement of
an action)
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/�i-/ and /ma-/ prefixes are used to express subjective and objective negation
respectively, whereas /ka-/ prefix is used to express a negation related to a speech
environment, especially in the case that a speaker and an addressee share back-
ground information.

The next examples illustrate the negation of a secondary verb:

(23) a. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

^ŋgwə-�ɔ̃
’gro myong
go-experience

‘I have been (there before).’
Situation: I simply tell my experience that I have been to a given place
before.

b. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˊŋgwə
’gro
go

ˊma-�ɔ̃
ma myong
neg-experience

‘I have not been (there).’
Situation: I simply tell my experience that I have not been to a given place.

c. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˊŋgwə
’gro
go

ˊka-�ɔ̃
gar myong
neg-experience

‘I have definitely not been (there).’
Situation: As you can easily imagine, I have not had such an experience to
visit a given place.

In (23bc) as well, the /ma-/ prefix is used to express objective negation, whereas
the /ka-/ prefix is used to express negation related to a situation where the speaker
and addressee share background information. Another set of examples is:

(24) a. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˉtjɛ̃ sɿ

TV

ˉhta-�ɛ̃
lta nyan
watch-be good

‘I can watch TV.’
Situation: I simply tell that I can watch TV at present.

b. ˊŋa
nga
1sg

ˉtjɛ̃ sɿ

TV

ˉhta
lta
watch

ˊ�i-�ɛ̃
myi nyan
neg-be good

‘I cannot watch TV.’
Situation: I control myself not to watch TV at present.
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is (it)?’) instead of mei you or bu you in Yunnanese. In some cases,
one can hear even a phrase nage xiaode ‘who knows?’ to express ‘I do
not know’. Such sentences still to some extent maintain nuance of rhetorical ques-
tions, and there are also restrictions of combination with verbs.

However, it is nearly impossible to consider an influence of Chinese as a factor
of the emergence of the /ka-/ prefix in Choswateng Tibetan. The /ka-/ prefix is
widely used by speakers of all generations, including elders who do not speak Chi-
nese. On the contrary, children attending elementary school, most of whom speak
Chinese, frequently use this prefix incorrectly, and their elders criticize and cor-
rect the use. Following this observation, we cannot claim Chinese plays an impor-
tant role to innovate a new negative prefix in Choswateng Tibetan.

Next, we seek internal factors which induced the emergence of the /ka-/ pre-
fix. The morphological feature of the other two negative prefixes is monosyllabic
and directly attached to a verb root. Noteworthy features of the interrogative word
for ‘place’ corresponding to LT gar in Choswateng Tibetan compared with other
Tibetic languages are:

(A) the interrogative word is monosyllabic; and
(B) an interrogative word which does not have grammatical case marking pre-

cedes a verb root.

Regarding (A), many Tibetic languages have disyllabic forms for this word, e.g.
gang na, ga na, and gang la, when they are written in LT. Choswateng Tibetan,
as well as many dialects of Khams Tibetan spoken in Yunnan, is peculiar on this
point. On the other hand, the feature of (B) is pervasive within Tibetic languages.
Therefore, one should claim that the feature characterising Choswateng Tibetan is
merely (A). However, a complex condition, monosyllabic form located just before
a verb root, is crucial for the phenomenon of the present article. As mentioned
in § 3, it is because the /ka-/ marker can form a single tone bearing unit together
with a verb root that we call it preÿx. To become a prefix, it must be monosyllabic
judging from the examples of other prefixes such as a yes-no question marker
(/ʔa-/), directional markers (/ma-/, /ja-/, /tshə-/, /phə-/, etc.) as well as negative
markers.

To distinguish a negative prefix from an interrogative word /ˊka:/, we must
notice the different formation of tone bearing units. In the former case, as
described in the article, a negative prefix forms a single tone bearing unit together
with a verb root, whereas in the latter case, both an interrogative word and a
verb root have an independent tone. In addition to this, the interrogative word is
always pronounced with a long vowel, and thus its phonemic status should have a
long vowel: /ˊka:/ ‘where’. For example:
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According to the interviewee, speakers do not use /ˊmeʔ/, a general egophoric
form corresponding to LT med, in this case. If one uses /ˊmeʔ/ here, the utterance
probably denotes that the speaker simply wants to indicate the absence of a given
word form. Moreover, this interviewee grew up in a monolingual native-language
environment with the least contact with Chinese. The use of this /ka-/ negation
cannot be related to external linguistic factors.

Contrarily, the dialects belonging to the Melung group of Khams Tibetan in
Yunnan do not have the /ka-/ negative prefix even though they are diachroni-
cally close to Choswateng Tibetan. Speakers of the Melung dialects speak Chinese
more usually than those of the rGyalthang dialects (Suzuki 2017a). Nevertheless,
the /ka-/ prefix does not appear; following the discussion above, it is because
interrogative words for ‘where’ or ‘how’ in dialects of the Melung group are not
monosyllabic: /ˊkɜ lɛj/ ‘where’ and /ˊkɜ dɛ/ ‘how’ (Suzuki 2011a: 20).

To sum up, the examples of the lCanggrong and Melung are so suggestive that
the most crucial factor for the emergence of the /ka-/ negative prefix is the num-
ber of syllables of interrogative words which can directly influence the structure
of TBU with a verb stem. We cannot exclude the influence of Chinese which has a
parallel construction of negation; however, it is just a secondary factor.

Interestingly, based on recent research, we have noticed a similar negative
construction by using an interrogative word in Amdo Tibetan (a nomadic vari-
ety); see Tsering Samdrup & Suzuki (2019). For instance, /tɕhe-jən/ (neg-cpv.e)
‘(That) is definitely not true’ is used in the case that one utters gar zin in Choswa-
teng Tibetan. The first syllable is analyzed as LT chis (‘what.erg’), and the num-
ber of syllables of the new negative marker is also monosyllabic. Therefore, there
is a possibility to find more cases of a similar structure in Tibetic languages.

However, there is also a counter-example. Based on the data of Ladaks lan-
guage provided by an anonymous reviewer, a disyllabic interrogative word /ka̱ne/
‘whence’ behaves similarly to gar in Choswateng Tibetan. It can also be used in
the sense of ‘how’ as a rhetorical question, implying absolute impossibility, in
which case it appears just before a verb stem and cannot co-occur with negated
verbs. This case further means that we cannot merely generalize the condition
that only monosyllabic interrogative words may become negation particles. How-
ever, from the geographic and genetic perspective of Khams Tibetan, monosyllab-
icity is key to forming a verb prefix.

As a summary of this section, we claim that there are multiple coincidental
factors in the background of the process from an interrogative word to a negative
prefix. Firstly, in Choswateng Tibetan, the negation is expressed by adding a neg-
ative prefix before a verb root or an auxiliary. Secondly, unlike other Tibetic lan-
guages, the interrogative word /ˊka:/ ‘where’ is a monosyllabic word, which is the
same as existent negative prefixes. Note that this interrogative word is not a ques-
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tion for complements playing a grammatical role but a question for a local com-
plement in a syntactic paradigm, hence it often appears just before a verb. Thirdly,
the negative prefix /ka-/ is exceptionally able to be pronounced in a long vowel as
[ka:] in spite of its prefixal status although other two negative prefixes have weak-
ened forms with a schwa vowel as [�ə] and [mə]. This fact also implies that /ka-/
is a transitional form from the interrogative word to a prefix. This process is a
development from a lexical form to a grammatical form; therefore, we can call it
grammaticalization. To sum, the interrogative word gar which appears just before
a verb root changed into a verb prefix through a process from a rhetorical question
to negation, which is, in fact, still undergoing. In this case, we can explain much
easily that the principal meaning of negation with the /ka-/ prefix is oriented to a
modal meaning ‘definitely not (for a statement for the self )’ and ‘possibly not (for
a statement for others)’ if the expression originates a rhetorical question.

5. Conclusion

This article described the usage of /ka-/ negative prefix in Choswateng Tibetan
compared with /�i-/ and /ma-/ negative prefixes. We recapitulate the features clar-
ified by the article.

First, the evidence that shows that /ka-/ can be considered as a negative prefix
is the following:

1. /ka-/ occupies the same slot as the other negative prefixes;
2. /ka-/ is always in a rising tone which spreads to a following verb root, and

forms a single tone bearing unit;
3. /ka-/, even partially, triggers a morphophonological alternation (voicing

change) of a single non-aspirated initial with a low (rising) tone;
4. /ka-/ cannot co-occur with other interrogative or directional prefixes; and
5. /ka-/ cannot precede the negation copulative and existential verbs /ˊmĩ/ and

/ˊ�ɛʔ/ like the other negative prefixes.

Second, the principal observations regarding the use of /ka-/ are summarized as
below:

1. The negation with /ka-/ has two different modal meanings in terms of objec-
tives to be described: for statements for the self, it implies ‘definitely not,’ while
for statements for others, it implies ‘possibly not, judging from the speaker’s
observation and the situation’;

2. /ka-/ thus occurs with egophoric and sensory evidentials;
3. /ka-/ is generally not used for a negation of perfect and accomplished; and
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4. /ka-/ does not deprive the other negative prefixes of their use being common
to many Tibetic languages.

We also provided a brief thought on the etymology of /ka-/ prefix, and provision-
ally analyzed it as a LT form gar, which developed as through a grammaticaliza-
tion process from a lexical interrogative word denoting ‘where’ to a negative prefix
via a rhetorical question construction. This hypothetical result should be exam-
ined from a wider perspective of linguistic typology.
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