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Naxi, Na and Laze
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Centre de Recherches Linguistiques sur l’Asie Orientale / Langues et 
civilisations à tradition orale-Centre national de la recherche scientifique

Appendix 1. Background data about the Naish languages

This Appendix provides (i) information on the geographic coordinates of Naxi, 
Na and Laze, and a brief review of the literature; (ii) phylogenetic reflections on 
the Naish group and its position within Sino-Tibetan; and (iii) reasons why no 
comparison with languages closely related to the Naish languages was attempted 
in the present research.

Geographic coordinates and a brief review of the literature

Naxi is the best-documented of the three languages studied in the present article. 
This is due in part to the scholarly attention devoted to the Naxi scripts (picto-
graphic and syllabic), which indirectly stimulated linguistic work (Fang Guoyu & 
He Zhiwu 1995, Li Lincan, Zhang Kun et al. 1953, Rock 1963–1972). Annotated 
editions of Naxi ritual texts also constitute important resources for linguists (see in 
particular Fu Maoji 1981–1984 and the 100-volume Annotated collection of Naxi 
Dongba manuscripts, 1999–2000). Specialised linguistic work includes reflections 
on the position of Naxi respective to the Yi (a.k.a. Ngwi, Lolo) subgroup of Tibe-
to-Burman (Okrand 1974, Bradley 1975); preliminary field notes by Hashimoto 
Mantaro (Hashimoto 1988); and a book-length glossary (Pinson 1998) which pro-
vides data on several dialects (see Pinson 1996). Finally, the rudimentary word 
lists collected at the turn of the 20th century provide a few useful hints: on this 
topic, see Michaud & Jacques 2010.

The specific language varieties studied here are indicated on the map (Fig-
ure 1):
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i. Naxi (autonym: /nɑ˩hi˧/), as spoken in the hamlet of A-sher (/ɑ˧ʂɚ˩/); Chinese 
coordinates: Wenhua township, Lijiang Municipality, Yunnan, China.

ii. Yongning Na (autonym: /nɑ˩˧/), as spoken in Yongning township, Lijiang mu-
nicipality, Yunnan, China.1 A neighbouring dialect is described by Lidz (2006, 
2007, forthcoming).

iii. Laze (autonym: /lɑ˧ze˧/; referred to in China as Muli Shuitian 木里水田 or 
Lare 拉热), as spoken in Xiangjiao township, Muli prefecture, Sichuan, China. 
(See Huang Bufan 2009 for a general overview of a neighbou-ring dialect.)

The present research essentially relies on first-hand data collected by Alexis Mi-
chaud from 2002 to 2009. With apologies for self-references, here is a list of pub-
lished results: analyses of the phonemic system of Naxi (Michailovsky & Michaud 
2006, Michaud 2006a) and of its tone system (Michaud 2006b, Michaud & He 
Xueguang 2007); a phonemic and tonal analysis of Yongning Na (Michaud 2008); 
and a tonal analysis of Laze (Michaud 2009).

The Naish group and its position within Sino-Tibetan

Although language classification is not the main focus of the present paper, it is 
essential to provide evidence of the close phylogenetic relatedness of Na, Laze and 
Naxi in order to legitimate the attempt made in the present article: to contribute to 
the reconstruction of their common ancestor, ‘Proto-Naish’, and to document the 
evolution from this common ancestor to Naxi, Na and Laze, which are referred to 
as ‘Naish languages’.

It is widely accepted in Chinese scholarship that Naxi and Na are closely re-
lated. He Jiren & Jiang Zhuyi (1985: 107) consider them as dialects of the same 
language, which they call “Naxi”, even though speakers of Na do not call their own 
language ‘Naxi’. The boundaries of ‘Naxi’ as defined by He & Jiang are so broad 
that they actually coincide with what we call Naish languages. ‘Naxi’ in the sense 
used in the present article (i.e. restricting its extent to the area where speakers use 
the name ‘Naxi’ for their own language) coincides with what He & Jiang refer to as 
‘Western Naxi’ (纳西语西部方言), whereas they consider Na as part of a looser 
set of dialects to which they refer as ‘Eastern Naxi’ (纳西语东部方言). Laze is not 
mentioned in He & Jiang (ibid.); the question of its inclusion within Naish (‘Naxi’ 
as defined by He & Jiang) has been the object of some controversy in Chinese 
scholarship. With fewer than 300 proficient speakers, Laze is less well documented 
than the other two varieties. In their History of the Naxi People, Guo Dalie and He 

1. This language is also known as ‘Mosuo’; for a discussion of this exonym, see Yang Fuquan 
2006.
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Zhiwu, adopting the same broad understanding of the term ‘Naxi’ as He & Jiang, 
classify the Laze as one out of eight subgroups within the Naxi ethnic group on the 
basis of cultural and linguistic similarities with another proposed Naxi subgroup, 
the Nari 纳日 (Guo Dalie & He Zhiwu 1994 [2nd ed. 1999]: 6–7). Huang Bufan 
(2009: 55) expresses reservations on this topic, concluding that “…the relationship 
[of Laze] with Naxi, and its position within Tibeto-Burman, call for more in-depth 
investigation”. Our own research results point to a degree of closeness between 
Naxi, Na and Laze which is clearly greater than with other languages of the area. 
In addition to a fair amount of basic vocabulary, they share some lexical innova-
tions. A short list of such probable innovations is provided in Table 18, including 
two disyllables: “medicine” and “noble”. Not all the words in the list belong to the 
basic vocabulary, witness the word for the Bai ethnic group. On the other hand, 
their correspondences for initials and rhymes all coincide with one of the regular 
phonetic correspondences brought out in this article, suggesting that they may all 
be actual cognates.

Table 18. A short list of probable Naish lexical innovations.[2]

meaning Naxi Na Laze Proto-Naish

to stumble pe˧ kʰɯ.piM *(S)pa

cloud2 ki˩ tɕi˧ tɕi˩sɯ˥ *ki

village hi˧mbe˧ fv̩.biL ɖɯ˧bie˧ *mba

Bai (ethnic group) le˧bv̩˧ ɬi.bvM̩ *Sla

noble sɯ.pʰiM sɯ˩pʰie˩ *si pʰa

medicine (2nd syllable) ʈʂʰɚ˧ɯ˧ ʈʂʰæ.ɯ#H tsʰɯ˧fi˧ *rtsʰi Swri

Moreover, Laze, Na and Naxi share structural properties of numeral-plus-classifier 
determiners which are not found in other languages of the area (Michaud forth-
coming)

The boundaries of the Naish branch remain to be worked out in detail; the 
list of «subfamilies» (支系) of the “Naxi nationality” (纳西族) provided by Guo & 
He (1999: 5–9) can serve as a starting-point, keeping in mind that this list was es-
sentially based on anthropological criteria, and that the inclusion of a language in 
the Naish branch requires a systematic comparative study such as the present one.

2. Lookalikes to this etymon are found in Lizu: /tɕe35/, Shangyou Shixing: /tɕi55rõ21/, and Xiay-
ou Shixing: /ti55rõ21/, as pointed out by Katia Chirkova (p.c.). The Shixing form, however, is 
more profitably compared instead to Proto-Lolo-Burmese *C-dim¹ and Rgyalrong /zdɯm/. As 
for Lizu /tɕe35/, more research is needed to determine whether or not this could be an external 
cognate.
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As for the position of the Naish languages within the Sino-Tibetan family, it 
remains controversial. Naxi was initially classified within the Loloish branch of 
Tibeto-Burman (Shafer 1955); however, Bradley (1975: 6) shows that it does not 
share the innovations that characterise this group and concludes that Naxi is “cer-
tainly not a Loloish language, and probably not a Burmish language either”. Thur-
good (2003: 19) lists Naxi among the unsubgrouped languages of the Sino-Tibetan 
family. This issue links up with more general uncertainties about subgroupings 
within a relatively large portion of the family, which encompasses Lolo-Burmese 
and Qiangic. The Naish languages appear closely related to the Shixing language, 
spoken in Muli county, Sichuan, and which was initially classified by Sun Hon-
gkai 2001 within a ‘Southern Qiangic’ branch on purely typological grounds. A 
relatively close relationship with other languages likewise classified as ‘Southern 
Qiangic’, such as Namuyi (a.k.a. Namuzi, Namʑi) and Ersu, Tosu and Lizu, is also 
plausible; specific investigations are required to ascertain the degree of closeness 
between these languages. Bradley (2008) proposes the following set of hypotheses: 
Naxi and Na are closest to Namuyi, the second closest is Shixing, and the third 
closest is Ersu. In the family tree proposed in Figure 2, the name “Naic” is pro-
posed for a node grouping Naish with Shixing and Namuyi.

Some of the groupings in Figure 2 are by now well-established, in particular 
the Rgyalrongic group (Sun 2000a). Higher-level groupings are more controversial. 
Under the present proposal, the Qiangic group only includes Rgyalrongic, Tangut, 
Pumi (a.k.a. Prinmi), Muya and Qiang, i.e. languages that can be shown to have an 
extensive amount of uniquely shared vocabulary (there remain doubts concerning 
Zhaba). Ersu, Tosu and Lizu are generally considered to be Qiangic languages, fol-
lowing Sun Hongkai’s 1983 classification (see e.g., Yu 2009), but evidence for their 
inclusion in this subbranch is weak; our hypothesis is that these languages may in 
fact belong to the Burmo-Qiangic group but not to Qiangic proper; more research 
is needed before any conclusion can be reached on this issue.3

The family tree outlined in Figure 2 reflects the hypothesis that Naish is close-
ly related to Lolo-Burmese and Qiangic, and that it belongs in an independent 
branch of a larger Burmo-Qiangic group. This Burmo-Qiangic group is close to 
‘Eastern Tibeto-Burman’ as proposed by Bradley 1997. This hypothesis will be 
briefly defended here on the basis of lexical evidence, since Lolo-Burmese and 
Naic languages have not preserved much morphology.

3. Fieldwork on these languages is underway, so that the necessary basis for comparative stud-
ies should become available in the near future: see in particular Chirkova 2008, 2009. Further 
research will also be necessary to clarify the relationship of Guiqiong and Tujia to the Burmo-
Qiangic group as defined here.
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One such piece of evidence is the suppletion found for the noun “year”, with 
a labial-initial root (Proto-Tangut *C-pja) in “this year, next year, last year” and a 
different root (Proto-Tangut *kjuk) with numerals: see Table 19. Rgyalrong has 
generalized the labial form (“next year” is innovative) and the velar root was lost. 
In Lolo-Burmese languages, only the root related to Tangut *kjuk is found.

Figure 2. A tentative family tree showing the position of Naxi, Na and Laze within a 
Burmo-Qiangic branch of Sino-Tibetan.
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Table 19. Suppletion for the noun “year” in several Burmo-Qiangic languages. About the 
Proto-Naish forms, see Appendix 2, items a7.20 and u3.14

meaning Tangut Rgyalrong Shuiluo Pumi Muya Proto-Naish

last year .jɨ².wji¹ japa ʑɛ́pə jø³³zɑ²⁴ …*C-ba

this year pjɨ¹.wji¹ ɣɯjpa pəpə́ pə³³βə⁵³ …*C-ba

next year sjij¹.wji¹ fsɤqʰe <
*psaŋ-qʰo-j

ʑɛkʰiú sæ³³βə⁵³ …*C-ba

one year .a-kjiw¹ tɯ-xpa tɜ́-kó tɐ⁵⁵-kui⁵³ …*kʰu

two years njɨɨ¹-kjiw¹ ʁnɯ-xpa ɲí-kó …*kʰu

Table 20 presents a preliminary list of common etyma between Qiangic, Naish and 
LB not found elsewhere in ST (to the best of our knowledge). It should be kept in 
mind that finding uniquely shared lexical innovations is a difficult task. This short 
list will require revision in future; if the hypothesis is correct, it is expected that an 
increasing number of cognates and uniquely shared lexical innovations will come 
to light.

Table 20. Correspondences for lexical items that may constitute Burmese-Qiangic in-
novations. The Naish forms are Na, apart from those marked as NX, which are from Naxi. 
Achang belongs to Burmish, and Hani to Loloish.

meaning Rgyalrong
(S=Situ)

Tangut Naish
(NX=Naxi)

Proto-
Naish

Burmese Achang Hani

copula ŋu ŋwu² ŋi˩˧ ? ŋɯ³¹

star ʑŋgri gjịj¹ kɯ˥ *kri kray² kʰʐə⁵⁵ a³¹ gɯ⁵⁵

forget jmɯt mjɨ̣² mv̩.pʰæ L+MH# *mi me¹ ɲi³⁵ ɲi⁵⁵

be ill ngo < 
*ngaŋ

ŋo² gu˩ *go

flint ʁdɯrtsa tse.miH# *tsa

to hide nɤtsɯ tsɯ˥ NX *tsu

to swallow mqlaʁ ʁv̩˥ *NqU <
*Nqak

dry spɯ pv̩˧ *Spu

thick jaʁ laa¹ lo˧˥ *laC2

jump mtsaʁ tsʰo˧ *tsʰaC2

winter qartsɯ tsur¹ tsʰi˥ *tsʰu cʰoŋ³ tɕʰɔŋ³¹ tsʰɔ³1 ga̱³³

knee tə-mŋɑ S ŋwer² ŋwɤ.ko H# *ŋwa

sun ʁmbɣi be² bi˧ NX *bi
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Note that the inclusion of Rgyalrongic within Qiangic contradicts LaPolla’s hy-
pothesis of a Rung group, distinct from Qiangic, that would include Rgyalrongic 
as well as Kiranti and Dulong/Rawang. LaPolla’s proposed grouping is based on 
the hypothesis that the morphology found across these languages is a common 
innovation (LaPolla 2003: 30 and references therein). However, the comparison of 
Rgyalrong to Kiranti reveals very little common vocabulary: a careful examination 
of Boyd Michailovsky’s unpublished Kiranti etymological dictionary brought out 
less than 150 potential cognates, which are too widespread within the Sino-Tibet-
an family to be convincing instances of shared innovation. If Rgyalrong and Ki-
ranti were closely related in the Sino-Tibetan family tree, one would expect more 
cognate vocabulary, including some lexical innovations.

The view of the Sino-Tibetan family presented in Figure 2 has the important 
implication that any morphology that is found in both Rgyalrong and Kiranti, or 
Rgyalrong and Tibetan, must be of great antiquity (predating the split between 
Proto-Burmo-Qiangic and other branches), and that it was lost almost without 
traces in Lolo-Burmese and Naish. In this light, vestigial phenomena such as the 
traces of vowel alternation found in the Naic language Shixing (Chirkova 2009) 
deserve special attention: they may point to an earlier verb conjugation system.

Why no comparison with languages closely related to the Naish languages was 
attempted in the present research

The phylogenetic distance between Naish, Rgyalrong and Burmese is relatively 
great — although we believe that they belong together with the Naish languages 
in a Burmo-Qiangic branch of Sino-Tibetan, as explained above. The distance be-
tween Naish and Tibetan is even greater. Some justifications must be provided 
for referring to these distant languages in the reconstruction of Proto-Naish, in-
stead of relying on data from Shixing, Namuyi and Ersu/Tosu/Lizu, which, while 
they do not belong to the Naish branch by our criteria, appear to be its closest 
relatives and could belong in a Naic group (see Figure 2). There are in fact three 
pressing reasons not to attempt to incorporate data from these languages at the 
present stage. (i) Available phonemic analyses for these languages are not fully 
satisfactory. A thorough synchronic description, including a complete inventory 
of syllables, is required before these languages can be put to use in historical com-
parison. In the case of the Naish languages, a preliminary to the present research 
consisted in elaborating a comprehensive synchronic phonological analysis. By 
‘comprehensive’, we mean an analysis which, in addition to the inventory of vowel 
and consonant phonemes in the language, comprises a list of all attested syllables. 
As the Naish languages tend to present many phonological contrasts in restricted 
contexts, the inventory of syllables is necessary to study the full extent of gaps 
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in the combinations of onsets and rhymes. For Shixing, Namuyi and Ersu, such 
inventories are not yet available. (ii) In addition to this practical reason, there is 
a methodological reason for postponing comparison with these languages: they 
are almost as eroded as the Naish languages, and therefore extremely difficult to 
use for comparative purposes. Naish, Shixing, Namuyi and Ersu have undergone 
an enormous amount of phonological changes independently from one another, 
and do not share most of their phonological innovations. Comparing them di-
rectly to one another only yields a lengthy list of opaque correspondences, offering 
precious few insights as to how these correspondences should be sorted out and 
reconstructed. Since these languages are mostly isolating and have almost no in-
flections (except in their tonology), we cannot rely on the reconstruction of vowel 
alternations to solve these issues. (iii) Last but not least, areal diffusion has had a 
conspicuous influence on Shixing and Namuyi, whose speakers are currently mul-
tilingual, raising with extreme acuteness the classical issue of inheritance versus 
borrowing (about which see Aikhenvald & Dixon 2001, among others).

Appendix 2. Examples of five rhymes of Proto-Naish (*a, *i, *o, *u and 
*aC1/*aC2) with comparanda in the conservative languages and proposed 
reconstructions.

The question mark after a reconstructed form indicates that this form has other 
possible origins, and that the form indicated is a rule-of-thumb hypothesis. The 
“Ref[erence]” consists of (i) the proto-vowel, (ii) the number assigned to the vowel 
correspondence among the three Naish languages under study, and (iii) the num-
ber assigned to the cognate set. In the “HTB” column, we indicate the page num-
ber corresponding to the etymon in Matisoff ’s handbook (2003). The words pro-
vided in the “Rgyalrong” column are Japhug Rgyalrong forms, except those with 
the mention “(Situ)”, which are Situ Rgyalrong forms from Huang Liangrong & 
Sun Hongkai 2002. The notation of the tones for Na disyllables follows the conven-
tions set out in Michaud (2008). Finally, it must be emphasised that the data in the 
“other languages” column are not part of the comparative study carried out here: 
these potential cognates are provided solely as stepping-stones for future com-
parative work with these languages (Tangut, Pumi and Lisu). For Pumi, SL refers 
to the Shuiluo dialect (unpublished fieldwork data), and LP to the Lanping dialect 
(Lu Shaozun 2001). Personal communications from James Matisoff are labelled 
“(JAM)”.
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 b
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 b
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e c
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 m
ay

 co
ns

id
er

 th
at

 th
e c
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 c
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