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What do we mean by ‘reconstructibility’

▶ Domestication
▶ Familiarity with a wild variety, with later parallel

semantic change
▶ Diffusion of the term before characteristic sound changes



4/14

‘Horse’ in Indo-European

*eḱʷos: shared by Tocharian, Italic, Indo-Iranian etc. However,
modern horses originates almost exclusively from a lineage
(DOM2) which expanded from the Western Eurasian steppes
from as late as 2200 BCE (Librado, 2021)
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‘Horse’ in Sino-Tibetan

Chinese馬 mæX *mˁraʔ, Sal (Jinghpo kum³¹ ʒa³¹), Nungish
(Rawang gø̀mràng, borrowed from Jinghpo), Kuki-Chin (Hakha
Lai ràŋ), Taraon mɑ³¹ɹoŋ⁵⁵, Yidu mɑ⁵⁵ɹoŋ⁵³ , West Himalayish
(Bunan ʂaŋs, Darma r̥aŋ)
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‘Horse’ in Sino-Tibetan

Subgroup Language horse be high, be tall Source
Burmish Burmese mraŋ3 mraŋ1

Achang mʐaŋ³¹ mʐaŋ⁵⁵  (Huang, 1992)
Langsu mjɔ³̃⁵  mjɔ³̃¹   (Huang, 1992)

Loloish Lahu i³⁵ mv⁵³  mv³³  (Huang, 1992)
Lisu ɑ⁵⁵ mo³¹  mo̱³³  (Huang, 1992)

East Japhug mbro mbro (Jacques, 2021)
Rgyalrongic Situ (Bragbar) mbró mbrô (Zhang, 2020)

Zbu ⁿbrɑ́ ⁿbrɑʔ́ (Gong, 2018)
Tshobdun ⁿbri ⁿbriʔ (Sun and Blogros, 2019)

West Khroskyabs (Thugschen) bré brê (Lai, 2017)
Rgyalrongic Khroskyabs (Wobzi) bró brê (Lai, 2017)

Geshiza rji bji (Honkasalo, 2019)
Bawang rji bji (Yang, 2021)
Tangut 𘆝0764 rjijr1.74 𗹭1890 bjij2.33

Qiangic Pumi (Lanping) zgyɛ¹̃³  zgyɛ¹̃³  (Huang, 1992)
Ersuic Ersu nbo³³ jɑ³³nbo⁵⁵ (Yu, 2012)

Lizu (Mianning) ‘mbʐo mbʐɨmbʐo (Yu, 2012)
Proto-Ersuic *m(b)ro² *mbro (Yu, 2012)

Naic Xumi LHrõ Lma-Hrõ (Chirkova, 2009)
Yongning Na ʐwæ˥ ʂwæ˧ (Michaud, 2018)
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Which criteria?

▶ Irregular morphological alternations
▶ Verbs and other vocabulary related to the animal/plants
▶ Distinct reconstructible terms for hybrids, male and female
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Shared irregular morphological alternations
Declension

*gʷṓw- Bos taurus and Stang’s law
Nom Acc

Greek βοῦς βῶν
Sanskrit gaus gām
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Shared irregular morphological alternations
Suppletion between possessed and non-possessed forms

Dog/horse in proto-Algonquian
Proto-Algonquian Ojibwe Arapaho

Possessed *(net)-ay-a inday nótoníhi’
Unpossessed *aθemw-a anim(osh) heθ
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Shared irregular morphological alternations
Bound forms

Medial stems in proto-Algonquian, with Ojibwe reflexes
(Bloomfield, 1946; Hewson, 1974)

Free Bound
dog/horse *aθemw-a *-aʔθemw-

anim(osh) (nandaw)-asimw-(e)
duck *ši·ʔši·p-a *-eʔšip-

zhiishiib (nandaw)-ishib-(e)
bear *maθkw-a *-θkw-

makwa (naabe)-k
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Verbs related to the use of domesticated animals in IE

In relation to domesticated mammals in IE: *weǵʰ- ‘drive’,
h2melǵ- ‘milk’, *demh2 ‘tame’ (but not ‘ride’ !)
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Distinct terms for hybrids and male/female

Bovid terms in Rgyalrongic languages and Tibetan (Jacques
et al., 2021): evidence for the domestication of the yak, and
the existence of taurine cattle-yak hybrids before the split of
proto-Rgyalrongic (3221 BP [2169-4319], Sagart et al. 2019)

Cattle Yak Yak-Cattle hybrid
Male Female Male Female Male Female

Japhug mbala nɯŋa qambrɯ qra jla ftsoʁ
Zbu ⁿboléʔ ŋwéʔ qɐⁿbrúʔ qʰríʔ lɟéʔ ftsʰóʁʔ
Tshobdun ⁿboléʔ ŋê qɐⁿbrúʔ qrê jlê ftsɔ̂
Situ baliɛ ̂ nəŋiɛ ̂ kəmbrû karâ təjliɛ ̂
Khroskyabs bəlé ŋî ʁbrô qʰríʔ vzəɣ́
Stau qrə zʚ
Tibetan ང་ glaŋ བ་ ba གཡག་ gjag འ ི་ ⁿbri མཛ་ mdzo མཛ་མོ་ mdzo.mo
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Conclusion

▶ Sound correspondences: a necessary, but insufficient
condition for reconstructibility.

▶ Assessing the domestication status of an animal in the
proto-language, as opposed to familiarity with a similar
wild animal requires a specific argumentation.

▶ The reconstructibility of the semantic network around a
particular term is preferable to support linguistic
palaeontology hypotheses.
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