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Recent work (e.g. Noonan 2005) has explored the relation between nominalization and 
relativization in Tibeto-Burman languages.  This paper will examine the development of new 
finite clause structures from nominalized constructions of the form [S ]+NOMZ ± COPULA.  
This phenomenon is ubiquitous throughout the language. Often the origin of the finite clause 
construction is quite transparent; for example, the perfective verb endings in Lhasa Tibetan 
consist of the nominalizer pa plus the copula red or yin: 
 
(1)  kho(s)  phyin-pa red ‘He went’ 
  he(ERG) went 
 
Other times the nominal origin can be inferred; in many Kuki-Chin languages the agreement 
prefixes are possessive proclitics, and the finite sentence obligatorily ends with a final particle 
which is demonstrably an old copula (Sizang Chin, Stern 1984): 
 
(2)  k-ong  thûk kí:k lâ-lê:u        hî: 
  1st-CIS reply again once more FIN 
  ‘I in turn reply to you.' 
 
This grammaticalization pathway itself is hardly a new discovery (see e.g. Givón 2001, 2006, 
Anderson 2006); what is of interest in Tibeto-Burman is its ubiquity throughout the family.  
This paper will illustrate, with examples from across T-B, that the construction is the source 
of the largest part of the synchronic grammar of the verb and simple clause throughout the 
family (the other major source being verb serialization constructions). 
 The process involves more than one semantic pathway. In its original function in 
Classical Tibetan, the -pa nominalizer of ex. (1) formed both actor and action 
nominalizations, so that (2) could be reconstructed either as *He is the doer or *by-him was 
the doing. In fact both pathways are attested in contemporary developments in Central 
Tibetan, where two new future constructions are developing:  
 
(3) a.  de byed=mkhan red  ‘[He] will do it.’ 
 b. de byed=yag red 
  that do=NOM  
 
mkhan in (3a) is the actor nominalizer, so that (3a) is literally ‘[he] is the doer’; yag in (3b) is 
an action nominalizer, so (3b) is ‘it is [he] doing’. 
 It may be possible to think of this “cycle” as resulting from the ready availability of 
NOM+COP as a marked sentence type (which seems to be in particular a propensity of SOV 
languages), so that there will always be alternative old finite and nominalized constructions 
available, with markedness shifting over time in familiar pragmatic patterns (Bickel 1999, 
Noonan 2005, Givón 2006). In Tiddim Chin the alternation appears to have been stylistic 
(Henderson 1965), with the erstwhile nominalized construction used in formal and “literary” 
contexts. Elsewhere we see the nominalized construction arising with evidential (DeLancey 
1992), interrogative (Bickel 1999) or other pragmatic or syntactic functions, often quite subtle 
(see e.g. Hargreaves 1986).  In any case, over time it loses its marked status, as the originally 
unmarked finite construction drops out of use. 
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