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Once again on the history and validity 
of the Sino-Tibetan bifurcate model 

Sino-Tibetan is the hypothesis that postulates a bifurcate genetic relationship between Sinitic 
and Tibeto-Burman. The history of the subgrouping of its components as well as its overall 
membership are briefly though exhaustively summarized. Special attention is given to the 
methodological shortcomings of a recent Bayesian approach that further professes to sub-
stantiate this bifurcate Sino-Tibetan model. Future directions and broader affinities of Trans-
Himalayan are also discussed. 

 
Keywords: Trans-Himalayan family; Sino-Tibetan family; Bayesian inference; language sub-
grouping. 

1. Introduction 

The Trans-Himalayan family (also referred to as Sino-Tibetan or Tibeto-Burman) is a very 
large linguistic family, comprising around 600 languages (Turin 2007, Owen-Smith and Hill 
2014) spoken across a wide geographic area. It is the second populous linguistic family of the 
world, with nearly 1.4 billion speakers (second only to Indo-European), and one of the most 
diversified families, encompassing languages with very different morphological systems, from 
isolating languages such as Chinese and Burmese, to polysynthetic languages such as rGyal-
rongic or Kiranti. ‘Sino-Tibetan’ is the hypothetical linguistic family postulating a bifurcate 
genetic relationship between Sinitic and all other Trans-Himalayan languages, which are thus 
grouped under a “Tibeto-Burman” rubric.   

Today the existence of a Sino-Tibetan / Trans-Himalayan family, whatever be the sub-
grouping of its components, is widely accepted among linguists (Greenberg 1996: 134; LaPolla 
2001: 225). Since the beginning of the 21st century, a number of publications, including scien-
tific articles, books and monographs have been dedicated to the subject, e.g. Ting and Sūn 
(2000, 2001), van Driem (2001), Beckwith (2002),1 Gong (2002), Matisoff (2003), Thurgood and 
LaPolla (2003), Saxena (2004), Sagart et al. (2005), Owen-Smith and Hill (2014), Hill (2019), and 
so on, and the field is becoming more well-covered. Nevertheless, disagreement still persists 
on some crucial aspects of Sino-Tibetan / Trans-Himalayan, especially for what regards its 
overall membership, as well as the subgrouping of its components. While some scholars ac-
cept a bifurcate Sino-Tibetan family (Bradley 1997; LaPolla 2002; Thurgood and LaPolla 2003; 
Matisoff 2003), others contend that no serious linguistic evidence which may warrant the sepa-
ration of Sinitic from the rest of the family has been shown (van Driem 2001, 2005, 2007, 2011; 
DeLancey 2014). Thus, they have suggested renaming the family with the more agnostic term 
‘Trans-Himalayan’ (van Driem 2014; Owen-Smith and Hill 2014). The present survey article 
provides an overview of both historical and recent works in Sino-Tibetan / Trans-Himalayan 
linguistics, with an eye toward a few issues which may be of particular interest to both special-
ists and non-specialists of this branch of linguistics. But before discussing in more detail these 
                                                   

1 This author, however, contends that Sinitic and Tibeto-Burman are not related. For ST discussions, see in 
particular Bradley (2002: 73–112) and Beckwith (2002: 113–157). 
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aspects, a remark seems to be necessary. The existence of Sino-Tibetan / Trans-Himalayan has 
not yet been proven (Handel 2008: 423), because it cannot, and, by the same token, it cannot be 
disproved. Just like any other early linguistic relationship, including those which are univer-
sally or almost-universally accepted such as Indo-European, Uralic and Semitic, Sino-Tibetan / 
Trans-Himalayan, too, necessarily remains confined into the realm of non-demonstrable hy-
potheses. Some of these hypothetical, now-lost Ursprachen are, indeed, well-documented, 
whereas others are, instead, less-thoroughly explored. The question, nonetheless, is not 
whether they may or may not be definitely proven (cf. Handel 2008: 423)—because they can-
not—but instead how convincing is the evidence that may be brought in support of these spe-
cific hypotheses. Although this statement may sound trivial, as it should be well-known to any 
serious worker in the field of historical linguistics, there are specialists who, occasionally, seem 
to be unaware of this fact. 

2. The historical classification of Sino-Tibetan 

The history of the Sino-Tibetan hypothesis has been illustrated in a number of publications by 
George van Driem (1997 et seq.), which are perhaps the most informative sources on the ar-
gument. This section, however, does not constitute a recapitulation of van Driem’s detailed 
history of the Western linguistic development of the hypothesis of a Sino-Tibetan language 
family. While a section of this length is necessarily incomplete, the present paragraph demon-
strates that the history of Sino-Tibetan is more controversial, debated and complex than usu-
ally assumed. According to van Driem, workers in Sino-Tibetan divide in two types: those 
who work in the received tradition of John Leyden’s Indo-Chinese paradigm, which he be-
lieves to be what most specialists now refer to as Sino-Tibetan, and those who operate within 
the framework of Julius Klaproth’s Tibeto-Burman. Van Driem reckons Sinitic as one of the 
many branches of Tibeto-Burman and therefore he still refers to the family as a whole as Ti-
beto-Burman (or Trans-Himalayan) instead of Sino-Tibetan. Van Driem’s arguments in favour 
of a Tibeto-Burman/Trans-Himalayan family chiefly rely on three points: (i) Chinese and 
Limbu, a Kiranti language spoken in Nepal, exhibit certain vestiges of early morphological 
connections (van Driem 1997: 463–471). He also adduced lexical evidence which further pur-
ports to prove the existence of this early, now-lost “Sino-Bodic” connection (van Driem 1997: 
471–484); (ii) from a historical point of view, the alleged bifurcation of Sino-Tibetan was noth-
ing else than a mere scholastic artefact. Chinese appeared to be sensibly different from other 
Tibeto-Burman languages only because early reconstructions of Chinese, especially those 
championed by the great Swedish Sinologist Bernhard Karlgren (1889–1978) were methodol-
ogically flawed and thus unable to reveal many of its morphophonemic characteristics (see be-
low for a more detailed discussion); (iii) extra-linguistic evidence, such as archaeology and the 
history of migrations, seems to support his subgrouping (van Driem 2001, 2007; cf. Handel 
2008: 429). Other scholars have dismissed van Driem’s subgrouping of Sino-Tibetan as an ex-
ample of ‘neosubgroupitis’ (cf. Matisoff 2000); still others have rejected the arguments in fa-
vour of both Sino-Bodic and Trans-Himalayan because they find them “less than convincing, 
due to problems of fact and argumentation” (LaPolla 2016). Although certain problems are 
recognized,2 it is not necessarily mistaken to agree with van Driem on two fundamental 
                                                   

2 The present writer chiefly disagrees on the following points: (i) no matter what is our opinion of Heinrich 
Julius von Klaproth (1783–1835), Klaproth’s work is merely of literary interest, and does not indicate an extraordi-
nary foresight. Klaproth worked mainly in the received strand of nineteenth century linguistics, with its particular 
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points: (i) the bifurcate Sino-Tibetan model was never anything more than a mere impression-
istic label; (ii) had more refined reconstructions of the sound system of Old Chinese been 
available to Benedict and other pioneers, they probably would not have outlined a bifurcate 
Sino-Tibetan phylum.  

We start from the second point. For more than forty years, Karlgren’s reconstructions 
have been almost the sole reference available in Europe, as well as in East Asia and the United 
States. However, Karlgren’s works were more historical than comparative. In fact, like any 
other before (and perhaps even after) him, Karlgren made use of the “comparative method,” a 
method which he openly distrusted (Karlgren 1915–1926: 45), only when the identification of 
the phonetic value of a certain sound class was not otherwise knowable. Furthermore, being a 
severe opponent of phonemics, he apparently lost himself into the triviality of reconstructing 
as many phonetic contrasts as the number of sound classes of medieval Chinese rime tables 
required. This led him to reconstruct a system which was studded with contrasts that were 
hardly describable with the acoustic-articulatory attributes known from other living languages, 
including other Sino-Tibetan / Trans-Himalayan tongues. But, more relevant to our case is the 
fact that Karlgren (1931) embarked in an open polemic with Walter Simon (1893–1981), when 
he tried to compare Chinese with Written Tibetan in the attempt at finding the solution to cer-
tain problems pertaining the reconstruction of final consonants in Old Chinese. Karlgren did 
not deny that Chinese was a branch of Sino-Tibetan (which he called Indo-Chinese). Rather, he 
thought that the radical phono-semantic changes that had occurred in Chinese lexicon, as well 
as the huge time-depth that existed between Sinitic and its sister languages, rendered infeasi-
ble one-to-one comparisons between Chinese and Tibetan in Indo-European fashion, let alone 
the identification of regular sound laws. Hence, Karlgren urged to build a stronger knowledge 
for Chinese lexicon. This was the idea which lied behind Karlgren’s emphasis on word fami-
lies (cízú 詞族). Unfortunately, the complexity of Karlgren’s approach to word families was 
such that later scholars, such as Robert Shafer (1967: 9), completely misunderstood Karlgren’s 
real intentions, as it is clearly illustrated by Shafer’s critique to Karlgren’s alleged advocacy for 
a “relaxation” of Lautgesetze.  

When Paul Benedict moved to Berkeley in 1938 to join Kroeber’s Sino-Tibetan Philology 
project, Karlgren (1915–1926) was the only complete system of reconstructions available to 
him, and his reconstructed Old Chinese was visibly different from Tibeto-Burman. In fact, 
only several years after Karlgren’s death, the structure of Old Chinese morphemes and roots 
began to be better understood, especially after Sagart (1993: 238, 255–257) criticized the ab-
sence of a framework to handle affixation processes in Baxter’s system (1992). We cannot 
know whether Benedict and other pioneers would have accepted a bifurcate Sino-Tibetan fam-
ily, had more refined reconstructions of Old Chinese been available to them, but there are 
good reasons to believe that they probably would not have outlined such a bifurcate scheme, if 
Karlgren’s system, as many other systems reconstructed after him, had contained an *s- causa-
tive and denominative prefix (Mei 1985: 334–343, 1989; Baxter and Sagart 1998: 53; Schuessler 
2007: 52–54) which could also form iteratives and intensives (Schuessler 2007: 53), an *m- pre-
fix for the direction / causativity dichotomy (Takashima 1996; J. Sun 1993), a *-t suffix for transi-
tivization (Benedict 1972: 98–102; Michailovsky 1985; van Driem 1988), and a nominalizing *-n 
suffix (LaPolla 1994; Jīn 1998; Sagart 1999 [but abandoned in later publications]; Schuessler 2007).  
                                                                                                                                                                         
emphasis for the typological classification of languages. Although Klaproth’s work may be regarded as better than 
the work of other scholars of his time, his classifications too were based on criteria that can no longer satisfy con-
temporary scientific requirements; (ii) the “fallen leaves” model of the family appears to imply the existence of 
a Stammbaum of which, however, we have no trace (cf. LaPolla 2016: 291).  
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The other point discussed by van Driem is that the establishment of a bifurcate Sino-
Tibetan phylum has never been verified in accordance with serious linguistic methods, using 
accepted protocols of evaluation of results. Although we may agree on the fact that Sino-
Tibetan linguistics is relatively young (cf. Matisoff 1991: 469), and that only Benedict and few 
other scholars may be credited for pioneering Sino-Tibetan linguistics, we must remark, how-
ever, that certain embryonic forms of Sino-Tibetan or Trans-Himalayan subgrouping can be 
traced to earlier times. As argued in this section, van Driem claims that workers in Sino-
Tibetan linguistics divide in two groups: those who followed the Indo-Chinese tradition 
started by John Leyden (1775–1811), and those who instead still adhere to Julius von Kla-
proth’s Tibeto-Burman model, which was allegedly “accepted by British scholars such as 
Forbes, Houghton and Cust” (van Driem 2007: 215). However, this dichotomy is not necessar-
ily correct. Surely, the name ‘Tibeto-Burman’ was soon popularized by British scholars, such 
as Capt. Charles James Forbes (?–1879) and Robert Needham Cust (1821–1909), but Chinese 
was never explicitly included within this phylum. For instance, Robert Cust (1881), in an arti-
cle presented at the Fourth International Congress of Orientalists in Florence (1878), grouped 
together some non-Aryan languages of ‘East India.’ He distinguished six language families: 
Dravidian, Kolarian, Tibeto-Burman, Khasian (now also part of Austroasiatic), Tai and Mon-
Anam (both being Austroasiatic). He never mentioned Chinese, therefore we do not know 
whether in his opinion Chinese was part of that Tibeto-Burman family, or whether it was 
reckoned as a linguistic isolate. For what regards Forbes’s ‘Tibeto-Burman,’ as explained by he 
himself, the term was nothing else but the convenient designation of a very wide family of 
languages which corresponded more or less to Max Müller’s Gangetic and Lohitic ‘classes’ 
(Forbes, 1878:210). He mainly revised the previous Tibeto-Burman scheme outlined by the 
American missionary Francis Mason (1799–1874), who included, in this family, the dialects 
spoken by eleven different Burmese tribes, such as “Burmese, Arracanese, Mugs, Kanyans, 
Toungooers, Tavoyers, Yos, Yebains, Pyus, Kados and Danus” (Forbes 1878: 211). Forbes left 
only six of Mason’s original eleventh tribes under his Burman sub-phylum, to which he added 
also Naga, Singpho and Karen. As we can see, Julius von Klaproth could not exercise a deci-
sive influence over these two British scholars. Rather, it seems that Max Müller (1823–1900) 
and his Turanian family exerted a much wider influence.3 Müller is credited with being the 
first to have outlined the existence of a Tibeto-Burman phylum (Grierson and Konow 1909: 13; 
Campbell and Poser 2008: 113). In fact, Müller’s Bothiya class of languages includes many 
Trans-Himalayan idioms. Most of these languages had been extensively studied by Brian 
Houghton Hodgson (1801–1894), who also championed the Turanian hypothesis, and had 
pointed out similarities in the use of personal pronouns between languages of the Circassian 
area and rGyalrongic. Müller divided Bothiya into two groups, Lohitic and Sub-Himalayan (or 
Gangetic). They included languages such as Burmese, Tibetan, Garo, Naga, Bodo, Kachin, 
Kuki-Chin, Singpho, Mising and many other dialects of North Assam (Müller 1854: 97–126).  

What most scholars have overlooked, however, is the fact that a Trans-Himalayan phy-
lum had been described long ago by a member of the Indian Civil Service, Joseph Edward 
Lyall Brandreth (1823–1907). Writing in the Journal of Royal Asiatic Society (1878), Brandreth 
outlined the richest and most exhaustive classification of Trans-Himalayan languages. Bran-
dreth consulted the many communications that Robert Cust had made to the Philological So-
ciety, as well as other works and reports written by Sir George Campbell (1824–1892) and Sir 
William Wilson Hunter (1840–1900). Brandreth’s classification of Trans-Himalayan languages 
was also grounded on Müller’s Turanian, and his very aim was to correct some deficiencies 
                                                   

3 For more information about ‘Turanian’, see Orlandi (2020).  
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that the Turanian class contained (Brandreth 1878: 2). Brandreth divided the non-Indo-
European (non-Aryan in his words) languages of India into six groups, viz. Dravidian, Ko-
larian, Tibeto-Burman, Khasi, Tai, and Mon-Anam. For what regards Brandreth’s classification 
of Tibeto-Burman languages, he further divided this huge family into nineteen different 
classes on the basis of mutual intelligibility and other grammatical features. That this was a 
Trans-Himalayan classification, rather than a Tibeto-Burman one, is highlighted by the fact 
that although the family was referred to as ‘Tibeto-Burman,’ Brandreth collocated Tibetan, to-
gether with Sherpa and other dialects spoken across Sikkim and Nepal, under the second 
class, whereas Burmese stood as an isolate in his sixteenth class. Although Brandreth recog-
nized certain phonetic parallelisms between the two languages, he kept them separated be-
cause “Burmese has not the determinative syllables or letters of the Tibetan, for which the 
tones are the substitutes,” and also because “[t]he Burmese verb has no person endings, but it 
has a plural suffix kra” (Brandreth 1878: 22). Verbal aspects, plus other features related to word 
order were reckoned by Brandreth as diagnostic for the sub-classification of Tibeto-Burman 
(i.e. Trans-Himalayan) languages.  

As we can see, there was no pure dichotomy between Indo-Chinese and Tibeto-Burman 
(perhaps the only dichotomy was between monophyletic vs polyphyletic origin of Asian lan-
guages). These terminologies were often imprecise and covered different types of linguistic 
families. Furthermore, claiming that a dichotomy was likewise existing between followers of 
Leyden’s Indo-Chinese and Klaproth’s Tibeto-Burman would require us to ignore both Bran-
dreth’s Trans-Himalayan (clearly a different type of hypothesis) and Müller’s Bothiya. It is 
also unlikely that the racist views of Indo-Chinese workers were mostly concerned with typo-
logical classification and had little to do with genetic subgrouping, as claimed by van Driem 
(2004, 2007, 2014). It is true that, e.g., monosyllabism was often associated with backwardness, 
yet many influential scholars such as Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat (1788–1832) and Charles-
Joseph de Harlez de Deulin (1832–1899) were unconvinced of this erroneous causality.4 Ger-
man scholars had rejected the monosyllabic view at least since Theophilus (Gottlieb) Siegfried 
Bayer (1703: 106), and, most importantly, Georg von der Gabelentz (1840–1893), in his article 
presented at the Fourth International Congress of Orientalists (1878), ventured into a genealogi-
cal classification of Indo-Chinese languages, i.e. not based on typological criteria. Gabelentz 
started his investigation from morphology. After having identified a resemblance in the mor-
phology of Indo-Chinese languages, he sought to establish the Lautverschiebungsgesetze (pho-
netic displacement) between these tongues. In the attempt to obtain as reliable data on lesser 
known Indo-Chinese languages as possible, Gabelentz mainly worked on second-hand mate-
rials, especially on those studies which had been published some years earlier in the Journal of 
the Indian Archipelago. An intellectual step forward is remarked by the fact that he did not 
compare lexical items in their modern forms. For instance, when he compared the word for 
‘ear’ in Chinese, Karen and Tibetan, he did not take the character 耳 in its Mandarin clothing 
but in its medieval Chinese reading *ni (Gabelentz 1881: 289, 292). Moreover, although 
Gabelentz observed a phonetic correspondence between Thai liquid consonant l and Canton-
ese h (Mandarin f), he also cautioned about some alleged cases of cognancy between Chinese, 
Thai and Hmong. Gabelentz also remarked that monosyllabism proved nothing, and was not 
a diagnostic feature for typological, let alone genealogical classification. To sum up, 
Gabelentz’s Indochinesisch encompassed Chinese, Siamese (Thai), Shan, Kiranti, Lao, Miao 
(Hmong), Tibetan and Burmese. Some years later, Conrady (1896, 1915), like Trombetti (1905) 
and other proponents of the Indo-Chinese theory, grouped Tibeto-Burman from one side 
                                                   

4 See, respectively, Abel-Rémusat (1825: 47, 60) and Harlez (1878: 67–88) 
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(whose subgroup also included a nepalische und assamesische Gruppe) and Sino-Siamese from 
the other. He studied extensively the grammar of these languages, especially of Chinese, and 
also recognized some important connections between certain types of tones and voiced initials.  

However, van Driem (2007: 221–226, 2011) is probably correct when he concludes that the 
Indo-Chinese legacy still defines current Sino-Tibetan phylogeny, not because Sino-Tibetanists 
still accept the typological classification and/or the racial prejudices which were the run of the 
mill until the first half of nineteenth century, but because the Sino-Tibetan hypothesis still de-
fines a Tibeto-Burman taxon which encompasses all non-Sinitic languages after the removal of 
Daic (wrongly reckoned as being a branch of Sino-Tibetan by Whitney (1867: 336), Kuhn 
(1889), Trombetti (1905), Finck (1909), and others). Van Driem’s other critics argue that those 
who subscribe to the standard bifurcate Sino-Tibetan phylogeny certainly do not do so be-
cause of influence from nineteenth century typologists, but mainly because of Li Fang-kuei’s 
analysis of the languages of China and also later comparative works by Benedict (1972, 1976) 
and Matisoff (1973, 1991, 2003) (LaPolla 2016: 288). However, Li Fang-kuei’s Sino-Tibetan 
(1937) is a “macro Sino-Tibetan” taxon, encompassing also Kra-Dai (ZhuàngDòngyǔ 壯侗語) 
and Hmong-Mien (MiáoYáoyǔ 苗瑤語), in Gabelentz and Conrady fashion.5 Lamenting that 
Western scholars had scarce familiarity with ‘tones,’ which he regarded as important as vowels 
and consonants, Li sought to explain the striking similarities between certain Kra-Dai, Hmong-
Mien and Sinitic languages, by assuming that they were inherited from a common ancestor, 
and not by assuming that they reflect areal linguistics or other types of linguistic contacts.6  

Furthermore, Robert Shafer (1955: 98–99, 1965: 445–446), whom Benedict (1975) saw as the 
first Sino-Tibetanist, also described the Sino-Tibetan family as encompassing Daic, albeit he re-
jected Konow’s opinion (1909: 1) according to which Sino-Tibetan was divided into an eastern 
“Chinese-Siamese” sub-family and a western “Tibeto-Burman” one (Shafer 1955: 94).7  

Another early work on Sino-Tibetan was written between 1964 and 1965 by Charles Fre-
derick Voegelin (1906–1986) and Florence Marie Voegelin (1927–1989). This lengthy work, which 
was divided into five fascicles published in Anthropological Linguistics, also presents a Sino-
Tibetan phylum which encompasses Sinitic, Hmong-Mien, Kra-Dai (called Kam-Tai and in-
cluding a south-western group [Tai-Shan languages], a central group [Nung-Tho languages], and 
a northern group [Kam-Sui languages]), Naga-Kuki-Chin, Karen, Lolo-Burmese, Tibetan and 
‘Gyarung-Mishmi.’ The Sino-Tibetan family, as presented by Voegelin and Voegelin (1964–
1965), is visibly very similar to the Indochinesisch family described by Gabelentz and Conrady.  

Benedict (1972) is of particular interest. Although he proposed a bifurcate Sino-Tibetan 
model, he was inclined to question the adaptability of traditional tree models for Tibeto-
Burman. In fact, he regarded Kachin (i.e. Jingpho) as being central to the family, both geo-
graphically and typologically (Handel 2008: 427). Hence, the sub-grouping of Tibeto-Burman 
languages is not represented in a family tree, but radiates out from Kachin. To put it in Matisoff’s 
words (1978: 2), it represents “an interlocking network of fuzzy-edged clots of languages, emit-
                                                   

5 This is the view which most Chinese scholars (e.g. Xíng Gōngwǎn 1991, Sūn Hóngkāi 1991, Pān Wùyún 
2003, Zhèngzhāng Shàngfāng 2003, Ting and Sūn 2006) still hold today. The approach toward the issue occasion-
ally remains politically motivated, and national and political preferences also figure, though not consistently. On 
the other side, scholars from Peking University implicitly contend that Chinese and Tibeto-Burman are not related 
(e.g. Guō Xīliáng 2002, 2003), mainly because of the time gap which occurs between the writing systems of the two 
main branches of Sino-Tibetan (Chinese and Tibeto-Burman). It is not very clear, however, whether these scholars 
do not differentiate between language and writing (also a possibility), or whether they claim that the time gap in 
the emergence of written documentation renders infeasible the correct application of the comparative method.  

6 This claim has been comprehensively disproved. See DeLancey (1990).  
7 Daic was removed from Sino-Tibetan by Benedict. See Benedict (1942). 
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ting waves of mutual influence from their various nuclear ganglia.” Matisoff (1978) also agreed 
on the fact that evidence from Tibeto-Burman languages does not support the integrity of a 
Stammbaum.8 What is most striking, however, is the fact that at the end of his laborious scien-
tific work on Sino-Tibetan (1972), Benedict seemed to favour the idea that the connections between 
Sinitic and Tibeto-Karen might be of a substratum and superstratum kind (Künstler 2019: 19):  

 
It might be argued that the ST elements constitute only a superstratum in Chinese, and that the 

substratum is of distinct origin. In historical terms, the Chou people might be regarded as bearers of 
a ST language, which became fused with, or perhaps immersed in, a non-ST language spoken by 
the Shang people.9 
 
Although at a first glance one may get the impression that Benedict supported the integ-

rity of a bifurcate Sino-Tibetan family, as the title of his book suggests, at the end of his epoch-
making study, Benedict (1972: 195–196) exposes four major arguments against the alleged kin-
ship between Sinitic and Tibeto-Karen: (i) lack, from the Sinitic side, of the fairly elaborate Ti-
beto-Karen morphological system; (ii) presence of a restricted number of common roots; (iii) 
differences in the phonological system of the two branches which hardly become reconcilable 
at some points; (iv) non-correlation between the tonal systems of the two stocks.  

When Benedict worked on his project in 1942, Karlgren’s system of Old Chinese recon-
structions was the only system available to him. Although Karlgren opposed to the idea that 
Sinitic lacked morphology, he tried to show that proto-Chinese possessed a perspicuous sys-
tem of inflection in Indo-European fashion. This type of flectional morphology, of course, was 
very different from the derivational morphology exhibited by many Trans-Himalayan dialects, 
and Benedict could not relate it to any language of his Tibeto-Karen stock. Because those lan-
guages grouped together under the Sino-Tibetan phylum lacked exactly those morphological 
anomalies which facilitated the studies of the pioneer Indo-Europeanists,10 workers in Sino-
Tibetan had to plunge into comparative philology, trying to identify cognate roots mainly on 
the basis of overall phonetic similarities plus semantic congruity. This was exactly what 
Karlgren sought to avoid when he proposed his approach toward word-families, and it is 
probably this fact that led many linguists (perhaps including Benedict) to think that the ge-
netic relationship between Sinitic and Tibeto-Burman relied only on a number of common 
lexical roots, from which only tentative phonological generalizations could be deduced (Kün-
stler, 2019: 18–25). 

Benedict (1976), nonetheless, devoted another influential work on Sino-Tibetan after his 
Conspectus was edited and published in 1972 by Matisoff. The main findings of this aggiorna-
mento are that Sino-Tibetan is a well-established family, that Daic and Hmong-Mien should 
remain confined outside the Sino-Tibetan family, and that lexical analysis supported the taxo-
nomic arrangement of the Conspectus, which setted Sinitic apart from Tibeto-Burman, albeit 
the position of Karen remained indeterminate.11 It is important to remark, however, that 
                                                   

8 Various Sinologists such as Edwin Pulleyblank (1991: 442) have also argued that the Stammbaum model is 
inappropriate for Sinitic languages. Many dialectologists, especially from China (e.g. Zhang et al. 2018), agree on 
this point. Nevertheless, others have pointed out that many arguments which seek to reject the traditional tree 
model are grounded on a series of misconceptions towards the nature and the scopes of the Stammbaum model 
(Orlandi 2019a: 132–134). For what regards how the tree model should be utilized in historical linguistics, see 
Jacques and List (2019). See also Kalyan and François (2019) for a competing hypothesis.  

9 Benedict (1972: 197).  
10 Indo-European shows a wide range of “aberrant features,” such as thematic and athematic conjugations 

not reducible to the form of active plus affixes. Sino-Tibetan, for typological causes, cannot show this wide range 
of morphological markers into a string, nor can show a lucid system of apophony (so called Ablaut). 

11 However, few scholars have exposed or at least recognized the limitations of the Tibeto-Burman com-
paranda contained in Benedict’s Conspectus. In fact, Benedict’s reconstruction of Tibeto-Burman roots resembles 



Georg Orlandi 

270 

Benedict’s view on the classification of Sino-Tibetan language was haphazard and at times 
self-contradictory. As he favoured the idea that proto-Sino-Tibetan was an SOV language, he 
was tempted to consider the SVO word-order in Sinitic and Karen a sufficient reason for treat-
ing Sino-Karen as the outgroup of the family.  

In the meanwhile, contributions to the field of historical Chinese phonology had been done, 
most notably by Li Fang-kuei (1971) and Nicholas Bodman (1973). Benedict (1976: 172) was 
struck by “the numerous special lexical links between Chinese and Tibetan” which were cited 
by Bodman (1973), who suggested that Chinese stands in a special relationship to Tibetan. 
Notwithstanding Bodman’s efforts to clarify the position of Sinitic within the Sino-Tibetan 
family, Benedict’s previous Sino-Tibetan scheme practically remained unaltered. However, we 
must remember that the morphology of Old Chinese was still poorly explored, let alone un-
derstood, and that Benedict’s argument for a bifurcation of the family was based on a tally of 
core vocabulary cognates (Swadesh 100-word list), which is not the most recommended prac-
tice in historical linguistics. Later discoveries of Old Chinese morphological mechanisms, in 
fact, have dramatically sharpened the burden between Sinitic and Tibeto-Burman languages.12 

To conclude this lengthy paragraph, (i) although the alleged intellectual dichotomy between 
Leyden’s Indo-Chinese and Klaproth’s Tibeto-Burman is problematic and does not faithfully 
portrays the vibrant academic endeavours of nineteenth century linguistics, it is probably ac-
curate to assert that the Sino-Tibetan phylum as understood by Chinese scholars (including Li 
Fang-kuei, pace LaPolla) and pioneers such as Shafer and Voegelin and Voegelin is a repack-
age of the late Indo-Chinese orthodoxy; (ii) the various taxonomic proposals presented in this 
paragraph, to which one could also include the two challenging models of Starostin (Sino-
Kiranti) in 1994 and Bodman (Sino-Himalayan) in 1980 which sought to defy the traditional 
Sino-Tibetan scheme, are a clear indicator of the debated status of the Stammbaum of the fam-
ily; (iii) the bifurcation of Sinitic vs non-Sinitic varieties of Trans-Himalayan was probably due 
to the inadequateness of reconstructions of Old Chinese; (iv) bifurcate Sino-Tibetan is just one 
among many other models that have been proposed from nineteenth century onward. 

3. Common Innovations of non-Sinitic Languages 

While it is not possible to assess all the attempts to justify the bifurcated Sino-Tibetan model, 
some of the proposed common innovations of the non-Sinitic languages may equally deserve a 
brief discussion.  

Schuessler (2007: 30–31) already observed that some Chinese words seem to correspond to 
“Tibeto-Burman” final *-Ɂ, whereas other words seem to correspond to TB final *-k. Baxter 
                                                                                                                                                                         
more a teleological “reconstructive exercises,” where proto-forms are often postulated through an imaginative 
process of syllable canon, than a reconstruction arrived by means of the orthodox comparative method. Beckwith 
(2002: xiii–xiv) is one of the few scholars to have exposed this problem: “[T]he only premodern Tibeto-Burman 
languages cited (unsystematically) in the book are what Benedict calls ‘Written Tibetan’ and ‘Written Burmese’. 
These terms are in fact equatable with whatever is contained in, respectively, Jàschke’s Tibetan-English dictionary 
and Judson’s two Burmese dictionaries, both of which, though excellent, contain many modernisms alongside 
numerous archaisms.” 

12 Regarding Benedict and Matisoff’s reconstructions, there has been a heated debate in Cahier de Linguistique 
Asie Orientale on word-families and reconstructions between Fellner and Hill (2019ab) and Handel (2019), Thur-
good (2019) and Schuessler (2019). While the present writer does not agree with every objection raised by Fellner 
and Hill (2019), it is felt that their advocacy for a stricter adherence to the traditional comparative method is essen-
tially correct.  
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(1992: 182) speculated about the existence of a *-kɁ final cluster. Baxter and Sagart (2014) ad-
duced good evidence in favour of the existence of a contrast between *-k and *-Ɂ codas in Old 
Chinese. Sagart (2017) suggested that for the correspondence between Old Chinese *-k and Ti-
beto-Burman (i.e., non-Sinitic) *-k it would be natural to postulate a proto-Sino-Tibetan coda 
*-k, whereas for the correspondence between Old Chinese *-Ɂ and Tibeto-Burman *-k, a com-
pelling hypothesis would be to reconstruct proto-Sino-Tibetan *-q. Under this scenario, which 
Sagart referred to as scenario A, the merger of proto-Sino-Tibetan *-k and *-q codas would 
constitute a shared innovation uniquely observed among non-Sinitic languages. The other 
scenario (scenario B), however, would imply to treat the final glottal stop as a secondary de-
velopment, perhaps through dialect stratification. This explanation would definitely rule out 
the alleged merger, provided that some doublets with an alternation between *-k and *-Ɂ are 
attested in Old Chinese. Evidence for the existence of this type of doublets was adduced by 
Baxter (1992: 205), as Sagart himself (2017: 106) acknowledged in his study.13 Nevertheless, 
Sagart writes that  

 
Explanation B is simpler and we could prefer it on that ground. However evidence external to 

Sino-Tibetan argues that explanation A is correct. An argument that the ST and Austronesian lan-
guage families are genetically related was made in Sagart (2005), supported by sound correspon-
dences, morphological parallels and arguments from cultural history, in particular relating to agri-
culture. 
 
Unfortunately, Sino-Tibeto-Austronesian (STAN) remains unproven (cf. Blust 1995; Li 

1995), and I have already shown in my rebuttal of STAN (2018: 6–7) that Old Chinese *-Ɂ actu-
ally corresponds to multiple proto-Austronesian (PAN) final consonants without explained 
conditions, and in some cases it is even unmatched. Furthermore, it is true that certain affixes 
may fossilize in one language while remaining productive in another, however, under normal 
circumstances, external evidence should not take the place of internal evidence, all the more 
since Austronesian and Trans-Himalayan are not demonstrably related. In other words, I would 
rather be inclined to agree with Sagart that scenario B is simpler (Occam’s razor) and, as such, 
preferable to scenario A. Note also that it has been demonstrated that uvulars are cross-
linguistically disfavoured in a phonemic system without glottals also co-occurring (Sylak-
Glassman 2014: 39).  

For what regards other non-Sinitic innovations, it is often mentioned the merger of *a and 
*ə, proposed by Handel (2008) and discussed by Hill (2019: 29–31), in languages other than 
Chinese. It is true that the merger likely occurred in both Tibetan and Burmese, but it still 
needs to be demonstrated that it also occurred in all the non-Sinitic tongues of the Trans-
Himalayan family. Also, sound changes involving vowels are quite frequent, and without fur-
ther corroborative evidence from other domains (e.g., morphology, syntax) it would be prema-
ture to assume a bifurcation between Sinitic and non-Sinitic languages. Also, it would be help-
ful to explain why phonemic evidence should be more important than other types of evidence. 
For instance, DeLancey (2010, 2015, 2017) has written some articles on the study of verb 
agreement and verbal person marking, which is a near-neglected system in Trans-Himalayan. 
He spoke convincingly in favour of the existence of a central branch within Trans-Himalayan 
on the basis of morphological considerations. He showed that there is strong morphological 
                                                   

13 Old Chinese reconstructions are in Baxter’s system (1992): 採 *sri(k)ʔ > ‘gather’ 嗇 *srjɨk ‘reap’; 采 *sri(k)ʔ 
‘colourful’ 色 *srjɨk ‘colour’. However, an anonymous reviewer has rightly pointed out to me that, in this specific 
case, Baxter (1992) postulated an odd reconstruction which violates its own reconstruction system, since OC *sr- 
does not yield MC *ṣ-, as it normally should. The semantic correlation between such pairs does not appear to be 
sufficiently strong.   
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evidence connecting Jinghpaw with both Northern Naga and Kuki-Chin (as in the classifica-
tion of Voegelin and Voegelin 1965). Furthermore, according to DeLancey (2017), verbal per-
son marking systems are lacking in Tibetic, Tani, Lolo-Burmese (and also Sinitic), but are 
widely diffused among other clades of the Trans-Himalayan family, most conspicuously in 
rGyalrongic, Qiang, Naga, Kuki-Chin, Kiranti and West Himalayan. 

In a more recent study, Jacques (2019) has proposed that, contrary to common assump-
tions, the labial causative prefixes found in various Trans-Himalayan languages of North-
eastern India are not innovations, but related to labial causative prefixes found in rGyalrongic 
and, possibly, also in other branches of Trans-Himalayan, including perhaps Sinitic. If this is 
correct, it may have further implications for what concerns the subgrouping of Trans-
Himalayan languages.  

Morphology plays a central role in historical linguistics, especially when attention is on 
homologous and not analogous features.14 However, it is also true that structural features may 
be less informative than other types of evidence, such as lexicon, for reconstructing linguistic 
phylogenies, all the more since a huge typological gaps exists between morphologically rich 
rGyalrongic and Kiranti languages on the one hand, and Lolo-Burmese and Chinese on the 
other hand (Arcodia and Basciano 2020), as in the case of Trans-Himalayan. Since morphology 
can also be dramatically lost, some authors feel that comparing morphology would be espe-
cially tricky, as it will only be informative for the morphologically rich clades of the family. 
Indeed, the affixes which are not attested in Chinese may either never have existed, or have 
been lost without leaving traces (cf. DeLancey 2014; Gong 2017; Zhang, Lai and Jacques 2019).  

From the phonological side, potential cases of common innovations between Lolo-
Burmese and rGyalrongic (and even Chinese) have been adduced in recent publications, such 
as Jacques and Michaud (2011).15 In their work on proto-Naish (Na, Naxi and Laze), Jacques 
and Michaud (2011: 491) have demonstrated that a merger between *n ̥- and *l ̥- (> *l ̥-) is likely 
to have occurred in that proto-language. Something similar was described in a well-known 
source such as Baxter (1992: 194) is thought to have happened in Old Chinese as well, as 
clearly pointed out also by the authors of that study (2011: 492): e.g., Old Chinese *hn- and 
*hl- > medieval Chinese *tʰ- or *ɕ-, depending on the type of syllable.  

Even if lexicon is given a special status, the subgrouping of Trans-Himalayan is not likely 
to bifurcate between Sinitic and non-Sinitic. Zhang, Jacques and Lai (2019) have arranged a 
substantial list of lexical cognates between Old Chinese and rGyalrongic, including some body 
parts. While it is not thought that everything is correct (e.g., rime *-eŋ, p. 84, should be 
dropped), some of the lexical comparanda adduced in this study, indeed, are fairly robust. 
Other promising cases of lexical innovations which point toward a closer relationship between 
Burmic and rGyalrongic are, instead, listed in Sagart et al. (2019b). Although not all the cases 
adduced by Sagart et al. (2019b: 26) have convinced the present writer, we may list at least 
four of the most convincing ones, viz. Japhug tɯ-rtsʰɤz ‘lung’ and Old Burmese ʔachut ‘lung’; 
Japhug ɯ-ʁɤri ‘the front side’ and Old Burmese rheʔ ‘the front side’; Japhug zdɯm ‘cloud’ and 
Old Burmese tim ‘cloud’; Japhug nɯqambɯmbjom, Wobzi Khroskyabs jmbjəm̂ ‘to fly’ and Old 
Burmese pjaṃ ‘to fly’. While the Japhug form is much longer than the Burmese one, the au-
                                                   

14 See, for instance, the role that morphology plays in the validation of Kiranti (Jacques 2017, but Gerber and 
Grollman (2018) for a contrasting view) or in the definition of rGyalrongic (J. Sun 2000).  

15 The following examples, however, do not necessarily reflect the opinion of the present writer. For I do not 
think that the pieces of evidence mentioned below are robust enough to imply a closer relationship between the 
languages in question, and, in any case, the authors of such proposals never claimed so. Nevertheless, these ex-
amples may indicate where further work might prove rewarding.  
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thors have argued that it is due to the presence of a reduplication as well as of additional pre-
fixes. Another good piece of evidence (which, incidentally, contradicts also a cognate found in 
the STEDT) in favour of a Tibeto-Derung connection, adduced in the supplementary material 
in Sagart (2019b), is the parallel between Derung tɯ³¹ wɑn⁵³ and Japhug tɤjpa. In particular, 
they argue that the comparison with Tibetan, Chepang and Kaman adduced in the STEDT 
(#471) is probably mistaken, because the Tibetan forms wal (Amdo) and kha⁵⁵ wa⁵³ (Derge) in-
cluded do not have final *-l (Sagart et al. 2019b: 25).  

Also, although phylogenetic studies do not support the integrity of Sino-Bodic, potential 
cases of morphological and lexical connections between Chinese and Kiranti languages such 
as Limbu and Dumi were presented by van Driem (1997). More specifically, van Driem (1997: 
466) has shown that the morphological alternations in the stem finals of the type */-k ~ -ŋ/, */-t 
~ -n/ and */-p ~ -m/ exhibited by medieval Chinese verbs, preserved in the form of polyphonic 
readings of Chinese characters, “are precisely the type of regular morphophonological alterna-
tions manifested by the various classes of verb stem in Kiranti languages such as Limbu and 
Dumi”. Lexical isoglosses are also included in van Driem’s detailed study on Sino-Bodic, albeit 
they are less palatable for a number of motives.16 However, two interesting parallels (cf. van 
Driem 1997), namely Old Chinese *hjuʔ 手 ‘hand’ vs Limbu huk ‘arm, hand’, and Chinese *waŋ 
王 ‘king’ vs Limbu haŋ ‘king’, may also be discussed here. The Old Chinese initial of the for-
mer is uncertain (Schuessler, 2009:178). Some authors such as Baxter (1992, 1995) and 
Schuessler (2009) reconstruct an initial *h- phoneme, whereas Unger (1995: 133–135) recon-
structed an Old Chinese nasal initial *n- mainly on the basis of textual glosses and graphic al-
ternations. Unger (1995) points out that the Shìmíng 釋名 (200 CE), a gloss dictionary of Hàn 
dynasty (202 BC–220 AD), glosses this word with the character xū 須, which possibly had a 
cluster initial composed of a sibilant prefix plus a nasal phoneme, e.g. *sn-.17 In addition, the 
Guǎngyùn 廣韻 uses the graph chǒu 杽 for Qièyùn 切韻 niǔ 杻 (also written as 狃), as indicated 
by Wáng Lì (1982: 231). Unger, thus, suggested that the word for ‘hand’ may be related to that 
for ‘finger’, viz. niǔ 狃 (or 丑). Alternatively, if the Old Chinese initial really was *n-, 
Schuessler (2007: 469) proposes that the word shǒu 手 ‘hand’ perhaps may be derived from 
shōu 收 *nhiu ‘to gather up, to collect, harvest.’ In this case the rising tone would be the en-
doactive morpheme: ‘hand’ < lit. ‘the thing which is doing the act of collecting.’ If this is not 
correct, and the original initial consonant was *h-, then Limbu huk may eventually be a work-
ing hypothesis. Note, however, that in Limbu h- has several origins (Jacques 2017: 193–194), 
and that Kiranti languages have very different words for ‘arm, hand’. For what regards the 
word for ‘king,’ the etymology is uncertain and a number of explanations have been proposed. 
Difficulties in the phonology of the sister languages (e.g. Written Burmese dbaŋ ‘power’ vs Old 
Chinese *waŋ 王) seem to exclude the Trans-Himalayan origin of this word. Alternatively, 
Schuessler (2007: 507–508) has indicated that it may be associated with an Austroasiatic 
homophone: Old Khmer vaṅ ~ vāṅ(n) ‘royal palace’ (also Tai waŋ ‘palace’), which in turn is 
cognate to luəŋ ‘king’ (Tai luaŋ ‘royal’). Note that Shaughnessy (1991: 197) has pointed out an 
example in bronze inscriptions where *waŋ 王 refers to a royal place and not to the king. Other 
                                                   

16 While certain cognate sets present regular correspondences with proto-Kiranti, other cognate sets agree 
more closely with the initial of the modern Limbu form (van Driem 1997: 480). To give but one example, in van 
Driem (1997), Old Chinese *prôŋ 邦 ‘country’ is compared with Limbu paːŋpheː ‘village.’ The final syllable -pheː is 
unmatched. In addition, the word for ‘country’ is possibly the same etymon as *poŋ 封 (Wáng Lì 1982: 388). 
Schuessler (2009: 169) has also shown that this lexeme may form an area etymon together with Lushai puŋH and 
Written Burmese phuŋ-po, further complicating van Driem’s purported cognancy. 

17 The reader should be alerted, however, on the fact that sources based on late-Han era phonology cannot be 
taken at face value. Indeed, it is well-known that major changes had already occurred, especially in Type B syllables.  
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less parsimonious theories have indicated a poorly plausible connections between *waŋ and 
*gwaŋ 狂, because of certain theories which link archaic Chinese kingship to shamanism 
(Keightley et al. 1995: 132). In this case, the Sino-Bodic comparison may enter this controversy 
as a valid alternative to all other explanations. Corroborative evidence in favour of Sino-Bodic 
has been adduced in Hill (2011: 715). In the explicit attempt to reconcile Matisoff and Gong’s 
presentations of the origins of Written Tibetan o, he pointed out that both Sinitic and Tibetan 
merged proto-Trans-Himalayan *o and *ow as o (although he concludes that Written Tibetan 
has three additional origins for o, viz. *wa, *wə, *aw).18  

To sum up, the subgrouping of Trans-Himalayan languages still remains unclear and de-
bated. However, with the fine tuning provided by recent scholarship, it is becoming more evi-
dent that the bifurcation between Sinitic and non-Sinitic languages is scarcely supported by 
linguistic facts.  

4. Recent Bayesian Models in Trans-Himalayan Linguistics  
and the Validity of Bifurcate Sino-Tibetan  

As argued in sections 1 and 2, although the kinship of Trans-Himalayan languages is not dis-
puted,19 the subgrouping of its components still remains debated. Recently, two important 
studies that employ computational approaches have been dedicated to the ‘origin and spread’ 
of Sino-Tibetan, one by Zhang et al. (2019) in Nature, and one by Sagart et al. (2019) in PNAS. 
In the present section special attention is given mostly (but not exclusively) to the former. In 
fact, although Sagart et al. (2019) call their tree Sino-Tibetan (perhaps as a face-saving prac-
tice), their study apparently comes up with a Trans-Himalayan tree, where the first split is be-
tween Sino-Sal (or Sino-Brahmaputran) and the rest of the family.  

Zhang et al. (2019) applied “a particular model of probability testing known as Bayesian 
phylogenetic modelling” (LaPolla 2019: 1). While Bayesian modelling, a character-based 
method, also frequently makes use of the Swadesh 100-word list and partly resembles distant-
based methods in that they are a measure of lexical agreement, this approach is different from 
lexicostatistics, because it does not claim that lexicon is replaced at a constant rate. Yet, it is 
necessary to distinguish between tools and methods. Bayesian phylogenetic models are a 
mathematical tool, and Bayes’ rule is a “vote counting” procedure (Jones and Love 2011; 
Anderson 2011: 189, see below for more details). Now, there are two procedures which one 
may follow in order to evaluate a proposed method: one is testing its practicability (perhaps 
re-reproducing the experiment); the other is assessing the validity of the basic assumptions 
which the method requires. The second procedure is followed here.  

The first objection is addressed to Zhang et al.’s (2019: 112) basic assumption, according to 
which, as a consequence of the fact that “language carries cultural information,” “the evolu-
tion of language provides insight into prehistoric human culture (emphasis added).” It may be 
true that in a homogeneous cultural area, especially if it is characterized by the lack of histori-
cal discontinuity (is this the case?), the relationship between cultural and linguistic similarities 
may, as Sapir (1921: 234) said, “move along parallel lines.” However, this writer is afraid that 
the authors of this study were driven rightly into the cul-de-sac which Sapir (1921: 234) warned 
about, in his famous though misconceived passage: 
                                                   

18 But see Matisoff (2015) for a rebuttal.  
19 Among the methodologies that have been employed to “prove” the existence of Sino-Tibetan / Trans-

Himalayan, we may list core vocabulary cognate counts (Benedict 1976), lexical analysis (Baxter 1995), morpho-
syntactic relations (van Driem 1997), and shared innovations (Burling 1983; Thurgood 2003).  
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It goes without saying that the mere content of language is intimately related to culture. A soci-
ety that has no knowledge of theosophy need have no name for it; aborigines that had never seen or 
heard of a horse were compelled to invent or borrow a word for the animal when they made his ac-
quaintance. In the sense that the vocabulary of a language more or less faithfully reflects the culture 
whose purposes it serves it is perfectly true that the history of language and the history of culture 
move along parallel lines. But this superficial and extraneous kind of parallelism is of no real inter-
est to the linguist except in so far as the growth or borrowing of new words incidentally throws 
light on the formal trends of the language. The linguistic student should never make the mistake of 
identifying a language with its dictionary. 
 
Second, the entire enterprise is flawed by the contradictio in adjecto inherent in their ap-

proach. As Zhang et al. (2019: 115) themselves explain, in order to understand the prehistory 
of human populations as well as their culture, they collated 949 lexical root-meanings across 
109 Sino-Tibetan languages from the STEDT database, “[a]ccording to the items in the 
Swadesh 100-word list,” which, unfortunately, seeks to develop a ‘culturally independent’ test 
list of universally used meanings.20  

Third, it seems that Zhang et al.’s (2019: 114) understanding of some historical linguistic 
concepts such as ‘comparative method,’ ‘glottochronology’ and ‘language classification’ is im-
precise: 

 
In historical linguistics, the comparative method—using abundant contemporary materials and 

historical documents—is an approach that has widely been used to establish language relation-
ships. Glottochronology, which is an extension of the comparative method, uses lexical data to es-
timate absolute divergence times. However, glottochronology has considerable limitations (such as 
assuming a constant rate of language evolution) and does not account for different evolutionary 
rates of languages owing to contact, environmental change or varied rates of substitution among 
different categories of words. 
 
First, the comparative method is not used to establish linguistic kinship (Hoenigswald 

1960: 119; Newman 1970: 39; Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 201–202). The comparative 
method is a multi-task enterprise. On the one hand, it aims at producing as output a phonemic 
inventory, which is supposed to be a more or less close approximation of the phonological sys-
tem of a language X, by taking as input phonemically transcribed lexical items from related 
languages (Hoenigswald 1960: 64); on the other, it is the method by which the hypothesis of an 
                                                   

20 To put in the words of Bergsland and Vogt (1962: 151, also quoted in Teeter 1963: 645), “It is difficult to see 
... how the various social, cultural, and linguistically patterned factors of lexical change could be determined from 
short word lists designed ... to eliminate those very factors.” Another internal contradiction can also be observed 
in the lexicostatistical approach developed by Morris Swadesh. For instance, given that lexicostatistics per se relies 
on a list of culturally independent lexical items, it is of crucial importance that this list be universally valid. Hence, 
practitioners and supporters of lexicostatistics have been very active in revising and gradually shortening this list, 
at the expense of respect for the principles of statistical sampling, which by definition would imply that more trust 
should be placed in longer lists of lexical items, not shorter ones. The reality is that these aims are opposed in prac-
tice. As Teeter (1963: 642) has rightly pointed out, “the closer we get to universal validity, the fewer the items 
we have.” Consider, for example, the Yakhontov list, which represents a mere 35-word subset of the Swadesh list. 
Although I do not contest the choice of specific lexical items, it is undeniable that this list may not consist of 
enough items to handle statistically. It is not a case that, as Holman et al. (2008) have shown, in identifying the 
kinship between the various Sinitic languages, the Yakhontov-35 list produces less accurate results than the origi-
nal Swadesh-100 list. As an anonymous reviewer has pointed out to the present writer, however, it should be clari-
fied that the various lexicostatistical tests of varying length may be more or less useful depending on the chrono-
logical distance that is measured by the tests. The fact that the Yakhontov-35 list is less useful for measuring dia-
lectal differentiation within the framework of Sinitic is due to the fact that the so-called “stable items” items on 
them would show few—if any—variation, in the same way longer lists would produce scarce results for measur-
ing the distance between the most distant branches of Trans-Himalayan, since the less-stable items would likely 
end up being replaced.  
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already presumed genetic relationship is demonstrated. While its ancillary procedure (i.e. ‘inter-
nal reconstruction’) in the broader sense might refer to any reconstructive technique that is not 
comparative,21 the comparative method is the “procedure whereby morphs of two or more 
sister (i.e. genetically related) languages are matched in order to reconstruct the ancestor lan-
guage” (Hoenigswald 1960: 119). In their supplementary material, they claim that “[t]here are 
challenges for the application of the historical linguistic comparative methods to systemati-
cally investigating the ST languages,” because “the time depth of the ST language is far be-
yond all the historical accounts and linguistic documentation.” This, however, holds true for 
many other linguistic families, some of which do not even possess a written documentation. 
This fact, however, is not known to have impeded the application of the comparative method 
(Campbell 1994, Orlandi 2019b).  

Second, why glottochronology is supposed to be an extension of the comparative method 
we do not learn. Glottochronology, a method which Broca developed out of Dumont 
d’Urville’s “lexicostatistics,” is a method for estimating the time length since two or more lan-
guages diverged from a common ancestor tongue. The employment of the comparative 
method, on the other hand, involves (i) the establishment of systematic phonological corre-
spondences in words of same or related meaning; (ii) the reconstruction of phonemic systems; 
(iii) the establishment of grammatical (especially morphological) correspondences; (iv) the re-
construction of grammatical systems (Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 202). Since glottochro-
nology provides no way of going beyond lexical analysis, it is hard to believe that it is an ex-
tension of the comparative method.  

Furthermore, one may also point out certain grave mistakes, such as putting the location 
of Tibetan in Lhasa rather than in the Yarlung / Chongye valley (Hill 2019: 3; Takeuchi 2012: 4; 
Stein 1972). However, what is most striking is that they did not publish their underlying data, 
but just relied on one scholar’s cognate judgments who strongly believed the theory Zhang et 
al. (2019) claim to confirm. All we are presented with is a table with ST reconstructions (mostly 
PTB) marked for presence / absence of reflexes in daughter languages in their supplementary 
materials. The list does not include a number of well-known languages such as Meitei, Newar, 
or Lepcha. Furthermore, it would be useful to point out that not including Sinitic languages 
besides modern Mandarin and so called “Old Chinese” (not properly a language itself, but a 
set of hypothetical and reconstructed sound classes) could potentially represent a methodo-
logical shortcoming. For instance, Sagart et al. (2019a) also include other Sinitic languages, 
such as Guǎngzhōuhuà, Cháozhōuhuà, Xìngnínghuà, Lónggǎnghuà, etc. Sinitic is a much 
more diversified sub-family than they assume, but just how short is the list of languages in-
cluded within their Sinitic group is particularly stunning.  

 
In addition, because not every reader may have familiarity with Bayesian phylogenetic 

modelling, it is necessary to briefly introduce this method. Bayesian inference is a method of 
statistical inference where Bayes’ theorem [P(H|E) = P(H) × P(E|H)/P(E)] is used to update the 
probability for a hypothesis as more evidence becomes available.22 Bayes’ theorem describes 
                                                   

21 In a stricter sense, by ‘internal reconstruction’ is intended the comparison of allomorphs in order to arrive 
at a reconstructed invariant form of a morpheme. The reconstruction entails sound change and may also say some-
thing about allophonic relationships, though not necessarily. 

22 H is the hypothesis under investigation and E is the new evidence. The symbol “|” means “given”, so that 
P(H|E) represent the probability that the hypothesis is true given the new evidence, i.e. ‘posterior probability’, 
whereas P(H) is the prior probability (i.e. the probability that the hypothesis is true based on prior evidence). 
P(E|H) represents the so called ‘likelihood function’. P(E) is the dominator and represents the probability of the 
new evidence. 
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the probability of an event based on prior knowledge of related conditions, and in so doing it 
seeks to specify the optimal way to combine old evidence with new information. Bayesian 
phylogeny in linguistics is a character-based method which typically involves three proce-
dures: encoding, representation and interpretation (Heggarty 2006: 184; Campbell 2013: 474). 
With the exception of few applications (e.g, Eska and Ringe 2004), in most Bayesian phyloge-
netic approaches, lexical items are the only characters coded.  

More specifically, Bayesian phylogenetic applications involve the following procedures: 
(i) compiling a list of basic vocabulary items (normally the Swadesh 100-word list); (ii) finding 
their equivalents in the languages investigated; (iii) searching for or relying on cognates al-
ready identified by linguists; (iv) convert them into binary or multi-state representations; 
(v) using a computer software to construct a phylogenetic tree (Campbell 2013: 476–477). Of 
course the software produces a myriad of trees, which need to be further assessed. Bayesian 
methods have experienced a tremendous progress in recent years, following the fine-tuning of 
estimation and probability theories (Chater et al. 2006), which prompted many scholars to 
adopt Bayesian approaches in several areas of science. Because Bayesian inference is thought 
be able to explain all the data without invoking arbitrary explanations, and to allow uncertain-
ties to be estimated in a natural way, Bayesian approaches are not only at the forefront of phy-
logenetic development, but are also enjoying a position of prominence in historical linguistics, 
with authors who have gone as far as claiming that they constitute the future of historical lin-
guistics (cf. Verkerk 2017).23  

Proponents of Bayesian phylogenies have been active in reassuring that these quantitative 
approaches should not be regarded as substitute for linguistic innovations, and that statistical 
models will not replace the role of historical linguists. Many historical linguists (cf. Holm 2007, 
Campbell 2013: 482–490) argue that, although Bayesian models are certainly more sophisti-
cated than distance-based models such as glottochronology and lexicostatistics, they are 
equally subject to the limitations resulting from their near-exclusive reliance on lexical items, 
which nonetheless are widely regarded as being incapable of revealing a sufficient range of 
linguistic change.24 Greenhill et al. (2017) have demonstrated that, however, structural fea-
tures are generally less informative and more prone to change than basic lexicon for recon-
structing linguistic phylogenies.  

As argued above, Bayesian phylogenetic modelling, like any regression model, attempts 
to infer a tree-generating model that is consistent with the priors in the given data. This does 
not imply that Bayesian inference can validate a given linguistic genealogy, nor does it mean 
that it can measure the probability that the studied hypothesis is true. While it is not denied 
that they might be useful to historical linguistics, these methods, more often than not, can at 
best yield results that are very close to those hypothesized by historical linguists. In fact, it is 
not very clear how they might advance our knowledge of the linguistic families they are ap-
plied to. For successful attempts in utilizing Bayesian models simply led to a recapitulation of 
existing theories, whereas other less successful attempts (e.g., Foster and Toth 2003; Serva and 
Petroni 2008) led to results that are too absurd to be taken seriously (such as, e.g., placing Al-
                                                   

23 Other specialists, instead, disagree. See Eska and Ringe (2004), Donohue, Denham and Oppenheimer 
(2012), Pereltsvaig and Lewis (2015).  

24 Lexicon had a central role in the first applications of “lexicostatistics” by Dumont d’Urville (1790–1842) not 
because lexicon was reckoned as the most stable part of a language, but because vocabulary was all the evidence 
available to him. Also, the alleged scarce “borrowability” among the items of the famous Swadesh 100-word list 
has been criticized (Haspelmath and Tadmor 2009). However, supporters of Bayesian inference (e.g., Greenhill 
and Gray 2012; Scarborough 2019) in linguistics claim that ‘borrowings’ are not a major issue in Bayesian ap-
proaches.  
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banian together with Romance languages as one branch of Indo-European, cf. Serva and 
Petroni 2008). For this reason, many historical linguists are left with the impression that these 
Bayesian models are “reinventing the wheel” (Campbell 2013: 485). For instance, Gray et al. 
(2000, 2009) argue that their classification of Austronesian languages matches the comparative 
method well (but curiously enough, one of the most eminent experts of Austronesian linguis-
tics, Robert Blust, who incidentally has supplied the cognancy judgments which their Bayesian 
experiment relied upon, has not abandoned the conventional scheme of Austronesian lan-
guages in favour of the “new” Bayesian phylogeny), but it offers few, if any, original insights 
which we did not already know. Even within the framework of Sino-Tibetan, the classification 
of languages whose placement within the family is controversial or not sufficiently under-
stood is not clarified.25 The phylogenetic study by Zhang et al. (2019) would have been much 
more useful, had they clarified, e.g., the subgrouping of languages such as Lepcha and Newar 
that are difficult to classify. As such, despite its prestige and growing diffusion, this Bayesian 
study has yet to deliver on its promise to advance the empirical study of ST/Trans-Himalayan 
historical linguistics. 

 With Zhang et al.’s (2019) understanding of the ‘comparative method’ as a tool which 
merely explores the lexicon of two or more languages, and their identification of language 
with vocabulary, it is not surprising that they chose to put emphasis only on lexical data. 
However, it is well known since the times of Lorenzo Hervás y Panduro (1735–1809) and 
James Burnett, Lord Monboddo (1714–1799) that genetic relationship must be proven by 
grammatical evidence (as Meillet and Sapir believed), especially paradigmatic morphology 
(i.e. the combination of morphological markers into a string). To put in Nichols’s (1996: 64) 
words: 

 
The diagnostic evidence is grammatical, and it combines structural paradigmaticity (usually mul-

tiple paradigmaticity) and syntagmaticity with concrete morphological forms. The Indo-
Europeanists’ intuitive feel for what was diagnostic evidence of relatedness corresponds to a com-
putable threshold of probability of occurrence, and the main purpose of this chapter has been to 
give a simple rule of thumb for judging evidence of relatedness. A grouping can be regarded as es-
tablished by the comparative method if and only if it rests on individual-identifying evidence.  
 
Nevertheless, certain aspects outlined in Zhang et al. (2019) may, indeed, deserve more at-

tention. For instance, the close relationship outlined in Zhang et al. (2019) between Tani and 
Digarish or Naga and Kuki Chin (but already acknowledged by DeLancey 2012 et seq.) is 
probably correct. On the other hand, Sagart et al. (2019a) placed Tibetan together with Derung, 
and Sinitic with Sal.26 Potential cases of common lexical innovations are offered in the sup-
plementary material (Sagart et al. 2019b: 24–25), and this might be a good way to encourage 
further works to follow this direction.  
                                                   

25 Actually it was not even discussed. 
26 DeLancey (2015) reckons the Sal languages as being a sub-branch of the wider Central Tibeto-Burman 

group. The Sal sub-family is generally represented with three branches, consisting of Bodo-Garo, Konyak and Ka-
chinic or Jingpho-Luish languages (Burling 2003: 175; Thurgood 2003: 11). Divergent opinions are also encoun-
tered. Shafer originally put Konyak and Bodo-Garo under his ‘Baric’ rubric. Bradley (1997: 20) also combines them 
into a single sub-branch. Matisoff (2013: 20, 2012) divides Sal languages into two main branches, Bodo-Garo and 
Jingpho-Konyak. This division was foreshadowed by Benedict (1972:7), who noted that Bodo-Garo, Konyak and 
Kachin languages shared, together with the extinct Chairel language (a Luish language), distinctive roots for ‘sun’ 
and ‘fire.’ Van Driem (2001: 397–398, 403) originally included Bodo-Garo, Konyak, Dhimalish and Kachin-Luic in 
his Brahmaputran branch. However, in his most recent publications, he presents this family as encompassing only 
Bodo-Garo and Konyak. See also Coupe (2012). 
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Nevertheless, it should also be remembered that the consensus trees provided in both 
studies are not “just so” stories, but only partial representations of the Trans-Himalayan 
Stammbaum. For instance, Zhang et al. (2019) obtained a posterior probability of 0.6 for the 
non-Sinitic group, which means that this group is only “weakly supported”.27 In Sagart et al.’s 
(2019) consensus tree, the Sino-Sal branch has a low posterior probability (0.33, cf. Sagart et al. 
2019b), albeit it remains the highest candidate. This means that either Sinitic is the outgroup or 
that it sides with Sal, though they are not necessarily the outgroup.  

4. Future directions: the reconstruction of the parent language  
and the broader affinities of Trans-Himalayan 

As argued in sections 1 and 3, the Stammbaum of Trans-Himalayan is still debated. Regarding 
language subgrouping, the identification of shared innovations is the most recommended 
practice of historical linguistics. However, as LaPolla (2001: 245) rightly pointed out, very few 
of the proposed subgrouping schemes for ST give reasons for their outlines. A number of re-
cent publications such as Honda (2014), Hyslop (2014) and Čašule (2014), all in the volume ed-
ited by Thomas Owen-Smith and Nathan W. Hill, nonetheless tried to sharpen the demarca-
tion line between innovations, inheritances and borrowings. What emerges from these new 
endeavours, however, is that our knowledge of Trans-Himalayan historical phonology is still 
limited (Owen-Smith and Hill 2014: 6). In order to distinguish innovations from borrowings, 
the reconstruction of proto-Trans-Himalayan (or of its branches) seems to be indispensable (cf. 
Hyslop 2014). Previous attempts at reconstructing the ancestor language of Trans-Himalayan 
(though called Sino-Tibetan) include Coblin (1986), Gong (1995) and Peiros and Starostin 
(1996). Reconstructions of proto-Tibeto-Burman are found in Benedict (1972) and Matisoff 
(2003). Coblin’s work (1986), one of the first attempts at incorporating more refined OC recon-
structions, unfortunately suffers from some shortcomings. First, his handlist shows a “non-
historical” treatment of linguistic material (Künstler 2019: 63). In fact, we find the proto-words 
for ‘iron’ or ‘metal’ (Coblin 1986: 98–99), although we have no evidence that the material cul-
tures which are often associated to Tibeto-Burman populations effectively possessed iron 
and/or metal in general. If they had no knowledge of iron, it is hardly credible that they had a 
word for it. Second, this putative handlist of Sino-Tibetan words presents methodological pe-
culiarities. For far too many of his reconstructed linguistic units, typically consisting of long 
strings of reconstructed phonemes, are tolerated to merge with zero in several attested Sino-
Tibetan languages without explained conditions. 

Gong (1995) has worked extensively on the most well-documented languages of the fam-
ily, viz. Written Tibetan, Written Burmese, and Old Chinese (mainly as reconstructed by Li 
Fang-kuei, albeit with some minor revisions). The present article shall not treat in detail 
Gong’s reconstructions, in accordance with its aim of discussing principle and not practice. 
It suffices to point out that, perhaps, reconstructing a wide family, comprising around 600 lan-
guages, just from the surface of three of them will produce, in all probability, a proto-language 
plagued by the Berkson’s fallacy, no matter how rigorous is the reconstruction attempted. In 
fact, if we reconstruct the ancestor language of a very wide and still insufficiently explored 
family merely on the basis of Written Tibetan, Written Burmese and Old Chinese, we inevita-
bly introduce a bias towards what is regular and frequent in the morphemic system of these 
three languages, which would further tempt us to exclude all deviant features a priori. Future 
                                                   

27 I wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for his/her thoughtful comment on this aspect.  



Georg Orlandi 

280 

reconstructions of the proto-language will have to take into account also other languages in 
addition to Tibetic, Burmic and Sinitic.  

Uncertainties and difficulties with the reconstruction of proto-Trans-Himalayan are testi-
fied by a significant divergence in the typology of the proto-languages. While some scholars, 
most notably LaPolla (1989, 1992, 1994), have argued that verbal agreement systems are inde-
pendent innovations in various “Tibeto-Burman” branches of the family, others such as van 
Driem (1993), DeLancey (1989, 2010) and Jacques (2012) hold the view that the proto-language 
was a highly synthetic tongue whose subgroups later experienced varying degrees of phono-
logical erosion (cf. Owen-Smith and Hill 2014). While none of these typological proposals has 
weathered the years free of difficulties, this writer’s predilection is for the reconstruction of a 
synthetic proto-language. DeLancey (2014) argues that a process of creolization, following 
their emergence as linguae francae, was the cause of the simpler typology of the analytic lan-
guages of Trans-Himalayan. This makes perfectly sense also in view of the process of urbani-
zation and state centralization which is frequently associated with languages such as Chinese. 
In addition, McWhorter (1998: 798, 2001) lists three typological features which distinguish cre-
oles from other languages, viz. (i) little or no inflectional affixation; (ii) little or no use of tone to 
lexically contrast monosyllables or encode syntax; (iii) semantically regular derivational affixa-
tion. However, others (cf. Ansaldo and Matthews 2001: 315–317) have rightly pointed out that 
this is of little help in East and South Asian context. Other features of creole languages have 
been listed by Aronoff et al. (2005: 302–312, 326). Some of these include (i) little inflection, or 
very little derivation, largely consisting of affixation with no simultaneous morphology; 
(ii) absence of polymorphemic classifier constructions. Most importantly, they have pointed 
out that the sociolinguistic conditions of usage in a given community may vary, and these 
variances may give rise to a difference in the grammatical properties of the creole (Aronoff et 
al. 2005: 304). For instance, certain sociolinguistic factors may favour a creole continuum with 
mesolectal varieties that are grammatically more similar to the dominant, lexifier language 
(Holm 1988). Although these ideas are far from being presentable at the moment, this is some-
thing future works will inevitably have to take into account.  

We can now turn to the broader affiliation of Trans-Himalayan. Since a discussion about 
all these proposed distant classifications of Sino-Tibetan goes far beyond the scope of the pre-
sent article, only some lesser-known attempts at linking Trans-Himalayan with other families 
are surveyed here. These proposals are not discussed in the specific. Overall, Sino-Tibetan has 
been linked with Na-Dene (Sapir 1920; Bengtson 1994) and Athabaskan (Shafer 1952, 1957, 
1969; Swadesh 1952, 1965), Yeniseian and Caucasian (Starostin 1982, 1984, 1989, 1991; Starostin 
and Ruhlen 1994; Nikolaev 1991), Austroasiatic and Hmong-Mien (Starosta 2005), Indo-
European (Chang 1988; Pulleyblank 1983, 1995, 1996), Austronesian (Sagart 1994, 2005, 2011, 
2016, 2017), Hmong-Mien, Kradai, Austroasiatic and Austronesian (Pān 2003; Zhèngzhāng 
2003). This last one, known as Sino-Austric (Huá’Ào 華澳) or Yangtzean, is a megalomaniac 
and very speculative distant relationship. Although it has been only poorly and vaguely de-
scribed, one hesitates to cite specific examples from this putative though unclear list of genetic 
factors which are supposed to purport the integrity of this megalophylum only because one is 
not willing to give further currency to these pseudo-linguistic speculations. However, one 
comes up with the impression that mere geographical proximity, together with certain politi-
cal adumbrations, are at the basis of this megalophylum. Sino-Caucasian has been surveyed 
elsewhere (van Driem, 2005b), therefore is not discussed here. Sagart’s Sino-Tibeto-
Austronesian (STAN) is perhaps the most promising among these proposals of distant genetic 
relationship. It is grounded on both linguistic and archaeological (especially for what regards 
the domestication of two types of cereals) arguments. Linguistically, it was rejected by Blust 
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(1995, 2014) with two devastating critiques. More recently, the theory has been re-examined by 
Orlandi (2018), who appears to be more open-minded to it, although he also concludes that the 
evidence in favour of STAN is still insufficient for proving this distant relationship, given the 
non-obvious relationship of the languages involved. Sino-Dene is much less popular, and has 
not gained much support besides that of its original proponents. Although the theory goes 
back to Sapir, connections between Trans-Himalayan and the languages of the Americans 
were already noted by the English engineer and philologist Henry Harcourt Hyde Clarke 
(1815–1895).28 He also argued that Lepcha, a Trans-Himalayan language spoken by Lepcha 
people in Sikkim and parts of West Bengal, Nepal and Bhutan, was genetically related to 
Chadic (Houssa in Clarke’s terminology). Of course, the history of Sino-Dene is unrelated to 
these absurd speculations. In brief, in 1920, Sapir noted that Na-Dene was fundamentally dif-
ferent from the other languages spoken in North America. He wrote a series of letters to Al-
fred Kroeber where he enthusiastically spoke of a connection between Na-Dene and “Indo-
Chinese.” In 1925, a supporting article summarizing his thoughts, albeit not written by him (cf. 
Bengtson 1994: 208), entitled “The Similarities of Chinese and Indian Languages,” was pub-
lished in Science Supplements. Sapir mainly compared Na-Dene classifiers with a similar verb 
prefix s- found in Tibetan. The Sino-Dene hypothesis never gained foothold in the United 
States, besides Sapir’s circle, though it was later revitalized by Shafer (1952, 1957, 1969) and 
Swadesh (1952, 1965). Nevertheless, their Sino-Tibetan-Athabaskan connections were assailed 
by other scholars (e.g. Matisoff, note 13 of Benedict’s Conspectus 1972: 3; Campbell 1988: 593). 
Today very few scholars have expressed their predilection for Sino-Dene. A notable supporter 
is Bengtson, who also holds the view that Sino-Dene and STAN could be reconciled at suffi-
cient time depths (pc, 2018).  

5. Remarks on the Trans-Himalayan Urheimat 

The present article intentionally overlooked the ongoing debate on the purported Trans-
Himalayan Urheimat. Some remarks, however, are also recommendable. Some scholars favour 
autochthony and argue for a Trans-Himalayan/Sino-Tibetan Urheimat in present-day northern 
China; others favour language diversification and argue for an Urheimat in northern India and 
Nepal.29 Trans-Himalayan, however, is not the sole linguistic family where we do have two 
conflicting theories about the placing of a homeland. Even the hypothetical homeland of a 
well-explored family such as Indo-European is still controversial. One theory purports that 
                                                   

28 See Clarke (1881: 118). However, Clarke misinterpreted the kinship of his Kolarian family, which was sup-
posed to include Sino-Tibetan languages (Kuki-Chin-Naga, Bodo), Dravidic (Konda) and Austroasiatic (Sora) lan-
guages. Clarke believed that other Himalayish languages, generally put under the Indo-Chinese phylum, were in-
stead related to Ugric tongues. In Clarke’s view, Ugric languages encompassed Samoyedic, Hungarian (Magyar), 
Khanty (Ostyak), Mordvinic, Mari (Cheremis), Udmurt (Votyak) and Lapp. Clarke saw lexical evidence for a ge-
nealogical relationship between Ugric and the Himalayan languages of East Nepal, such as Bantawa (Rungcheng-
bung), Bahing and other languages which today are classified as Kiranti. In addition, there were other languages 
which show a genetic relationship with Ugric, albeit they were reckoned as being more distantly related: Takpa 
(Tshangla) and the Qiangic language Manyak (Muya). Kiranti languages of west Nepal were also considered ge-
netically related, though not as close as the Kiranti tongues of east Nepal. Sunwar, Gurung, Magar, Newar and 
Tamang (Moormi). Clarke further included Vayu, Abhor-Minyong (Abor group) and Orunodoi (Sivasagar, previ-
ously Sibsagar), but left out the so-called ‘prehistoric languages of north-east Nepal,’ such as Bodo, Kachari (both 
being Bodo-Garo languages) and Dhimal (Clarke 1878: 47). 

29 See, for instance, Blench and Post (2014). 
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Indo-European originated somewhere within the Steppes near the Caspian Sea around 
5,000~7,000 years ago. While there is no direct archaeological evidence for their dispersal north 
to Scandinavia, south to the Mediterranean, west to Europe and east to India, many linguists 
accept this provisional Urheimat because, based on what is known about rates of language 
changes, Indo-European could not have existed prior to 7,000~8,000 years ago. Nevertheless, 
the British archaeologist and palaeolinguist Colin Renfrew (1990) has pointed out that evi-
dence from climatic changes and technological developments would suggest that Indo-
Europeans originated as early as 9,000 years ago in Anatolia (cf. Bouckaert et al. 2012).  

The typological classification of languages is generally inaccurate and can tell us few 
about the genetic relationship of languages.30 The identification of the Urheimat, nonetheless, 
is a typological-cultural enterprise, as we are supposed to identify the typology of the speakers 
of a reconstructed language with the typology of early cultures, as reconstructed by means of 
archaeological data (Kitson 1997: 184). In fact, the association of a hypothetical group of proto-
speakers with their possible homeland is an intuitive assessment of the time covered by the in-
ternal changes reconstructible for the Ursprache and by those socio-archaeological cultures 
which they are associated with (Kitson 1997: 183–184). Many of the homeland theories related 
to Trans-Himalayan are strictly connected to the assumption according to which “language 
families arise through demographic processes driven by favourable changes in food procure-
ment” (Sagart et al. 2019a: 10320; cf. Diamond and Bellwood 2003). This ‘language dispersal’ 
model is not new, as it has been emphasized by Renfrew (1973 et seq.) and Bellwood (1991 et 
seq.), and was pioneered a long time ago by von Heine-Geldern (1914). Renfrew associated the 
spread of Indo-European languages in Europe with the spread of agriculture in the Old Conti-
nent, which he interpreted by the ‘wave of advance’ model of Ammermann and Cavalli-Sforza 
(1973, 1979, 1984; cf. Campbell and Poser 2008: 337). A wealth of publications have demon-
strated that language and agriculture may follow separate vectors, and at least for what re-
gards many other linguistic families, the model is simply untenable (Kaufman 1976; Vansina 
1995; Gardner 2000; cf. Campbell and Poser 2008: 344–346). It would be also a good practice to 
illustrate why the language/agriculture spread model is better than the generally accepted 
‘centre of gravity’ model, based on the principle of minimum moves and maximum diversifi-
                                                   

30 Some authors, however, claim otherwise. See, for instance, Greenhill et al. (2010), Wichmann and Saunders 
(2007), Dediu (2011), Wichmann (2013). Some of these studies are indeed very insightful and informative about 
how to use typological features. However, they do not invalidate the statements that typological classification can-
not tell us much about the genealogical classification of languages: Hopi is very different typologically from Aztec, 
Chamic from Rukai, and Manchu from any other Tungusic language. Within the framework of Trans-Himalayan, 
we have SVO languages such as Chinese and Kiranti, and SOV languages, highly synthetic languages such as 
rGyalrongic and isolating languages such as Burmese. Yet Chamic and Rukai are Austronesian, and Manchu is a 
Tungusic language. Japanese and Korean are typologically close to the point that, in most cases, one can literally 
translate morpheme by morpheme from one language to the other, and yet they are unrelated. It is clear that ty-
pology is not a reliable criterion for language classification, albeit one may effectively look at typology in a differ-
ent way. However, even some of these typological studies had to conclude that the degree of confidence toward 
the acceptance of hypotheses concerning genetic relationships generated by algorithms on the basis of typological 
data is still unknown to us. Indeed, the present writer suspects that this task is at odds with the genealogical classi-
fication of languages. Postulating a genetic relationship is a very different type of ability from the fast processing 
toward a specific end that the new quantitative approaches seek to pursue. It is well-known that the genetic rela-
tionship among languages is heuristic in principle, and relies upon some key human abilities such as intuition and 
common sense. It is very difficult to devise an algorithm for these key abilities, since all that an algorithm can do is 
to behave in a logical way (which is quite different from ‘reasoning’). In fact, there is a neat difference between the 
type of fluid intelligence demanded by historical linguistics and the type of ‘crystallized’ intelligence that comes 
from prior learning and/or past experience which is proper to quantitative approaches, including Bayesian inference. 
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cation, which is widely used for assigning linguistic homelands to accepted linguistic families 
(Campbell and Poser 2008), or why it is preferred over other approaches which go beyond the 
traditional comparative method, such as the ‘punctuated equilibrium’ model (Dixon 2002), or 
the ‘spread zone’ approach (Nichols 1992, 1997).  

Genetic studies, sometimes, seem to support these cultural and typological identifications. 
However, language diversity cannot be explained by genetic factors, albeit the relationship be-
tween the two is often stimulating. For example, it is well-known that, as a result of what evo-
lutionary biologists call the ‘founder effect,’ genetic diversity is higher in Africa and dimin-
ishes with increasing distance from it. Curiously, languages in Africa exhibit the highest num-
ber of phonemes, including a peculiar type of plosive consonants produced with a velaric in-
gressive (velaric suction in the Ladefoged and Williamson feature system) airstream, and the 
farther away phonemic inventories are from Africa, the simpler they become, touching their 
lowest levels in the languages of the Pacific. Yet this may be only a coincidence, as several ex-
ceptions are found in a number of languages of the north-west coast of the Americas. While it 
is not denied the usefulness of linguistic palaeontology, a term coined by Adolphe Pictet 
(1859–1863) in a romantic attempt to reconstruct the world of the proto-Indo-Europeans, it 
should be remembered that the primary scope of language reconstruction is to test and vali-
date an assumed genetic relationship between languages, and not to give indications about the 
culture or the homeland of their alleged speakers.  

6. Conclusions 

The detailed history of the Western linguistic development of the hypothesis of the Sino-
Tibetan family presented in this article has demonstrated that the hypothesis of a Sino-Tibetan 
phylum bifurcated into Sinitic and non-Sinitic (i.e. Tibeto-Burman) has never been really sub-
stantiated, and as such many scholars may not necessarily be mistaken in claiming that it re-
flects an obsolete view (cf. McColl et al. 2018: 362). The more agnostic term Trans-Himalayan 
is the most neutral and accurate name for the family (Simon and Hill 2015: 381). Given that the 
recent Bayesian study by Sagart et al. (2019) has produced a Trans-Himalayan tree and that 
the one by Zhang et al. (2019), which purports to substantiate the bifurcate Sino-Tibetan 
model, contains many methodological peculiarities, it is concluded that, for the present at 
least, the bifurcate Sino-Tibetan model is weakened rather than enhanced by these statistical 
approaches. Hugely important is the fact that, even though one is persuaded of similar Bayes-
ian approaches, the two most recent works of this kind have come up with two divergent sce-
narios, one of which produced a Trans-Himalayan tree.  
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Георг Орланди. Еще раз к вопросу об истории и степени обоснованности бинарной мо-
дели классификации сино-тибетских языков 

  
В рамках сино-тибетской гипотезы, как правило, постулируется бинарное разделение 
всех языков семьи на китайскую (синитическую) и тибето-бирманскую ветви. В данной 
статье кратко, но исчерпывающе излагается общая история гипотезы, за которой сле-



Georg Orlandi 

дует критическое обсуждение методологических недостатков недавно предложенной 
байесовской классификации, якобы подтверждающей достоверность такого бинарного 
разделения. В завершение статьи обсуждаются возможные пути дальнейшего развития 
сравнительного изучения трансгималайских языков.  

 
Ключевые слова: трансгималайские языки; сино-тибетские языки; байесовские класси-
фикации; филогенетическая классификация языков. 
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