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Subgrouping on the basis of shared phonological innovations: 
a Lolo-Burmese case study. 

Graham Thurgood 
CSU Fresno 

0. Introduction. Through the imaginative and creative work of a small
number of scholars! the last two decades have seen enormous progress in 
the reconstruction of Lolo-Burmese. Although little has been done on some 
languages, for others the basic sound correspondences have already been 
outlined, and for still others detailed work has already been done. 
However, despite the advances obvious elsewhere, subgrouping remains more 
'suggestive' than 'definitive', the subgrouping work of Shafer (1938, 1955, 
1966-7, 1974), Benedict (1972), Matisoff (1972a), Nishi (1975ab), 
Bradley (1979ab), and others notwithstanding. Thus, it is not the absence 
of work that leaves us without a definitive subgrouping; instead, this 
lack of a consensus is a direct consequence of different ideas about what 
constitutes evidence. What this paper argues, illustrating with examples 
from the Loloish component of Lolo-Burmese, is that the most useful and 
the most valid basis for subgrouping is the presence of shared phonological 
innovations. Other approaches based on other types of evidence are not 
only of dubious validity but unnecessary; by itself, the evidence provided 
by shared innovations constitutes a sufficient basis for a principled 
preliminary subgrouping of Loloish. 

1.0 Lexical approaches. The variable nature of the data sources 
condemns lexical approaches to failure. Thus, for Akha we have several 
sources including Paul Lewis' valuable Akha-English Dictionary; on the 
other hand, for LU-ch'Uan we have only Ma HsUeh-liang's excellent but 
obviously lexically restricted annotated translation of the Lolo sacred 
book Performing Rites, Offering Medicines, and Sacrificing Beasts. Similarly, 
for Lahu we have through Matisoff's works thousands of forms; however, 
for Jino we have only the 150 or so words of a recent Chung-ko YU-wen 
article. Under these conditions, it makes little sense to talk of 
subgrouping on basis of lexical criteria such as percentages of shared 
vocabulary, etc. 

2.0 Shared retentions. In the literature, one finds cited as potential 
subgrouping evidence such shared retentions as *b-> b-, *-a> -a, and 
*-m ')> -m. However, this use of retentions is simply falacious; retentions 
provide no evidence of a period of common development unique to the 
languages involved. Here, the burden of proof to the contrary lies with 
those that suggest the use of retentions as subgrouping evidence. 

3.0 Shared innovations. In contrast to shared retentions, shared 
innovations are potential evidence of periods of common development and 
thus valuable for subgrouping. Of course, the more common the phonological 
change, the more likely that shared innovations are due to parallel but 
independent development, and, the less likely the change, the less likely 
that the change occurred more than once. A change such as *-a > -o or 
*-ak '7 -a?, for example, is common enough that parallel independent 
occurrences are not unexpected; however, changes such as *pl-> t4- or 
*mp- ,,. b ' - a re far less likely to have occurred independently more than
once.






















