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0 Introduction

When attempting to reconstruct proto-level forms of nouns
in Munda, there is often a clear root-element which is generally
monosyllabic and necessarily monomorphemic in form.1 The free-
standing forms of the nouns in the modern (South) Munda
languages, on the other hand, are frequently longer. A confounding
array of different means of deriving the free forms of nouns from the
noun roots are found in the individual Munda languages, often
making reconstruction of specific proto-Munda forms impossible.
One possible solution is the following: A minimally bimoraic shape
appears to have been obligatory for free-forms of nouns in Proto-
Munda and many of its daughter languages, which necessitated (and
in Gta÷ continues to necessitate) the combining of the root element
with some derivational process (in particular, prefixation, infixation,
reduplication, compounding, or suffixation). This proposed Proto-
Munda “Bimoraic Constraint on Free Forms of Nouns” [henceforth
BC] can be roughly schematized as in (1).

(1) Noun

 µ     µ
where a mora µ is linked both to any vocalic nucleus, a consonant in
word initial position before another consonant, and, in some
languages, a post-vocalic [÷] in final position (or a post-vocalic
laryngeal), as in (2)

 (2) µ µ (µ)

      w [C-C..] V ÷]w
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1 Problems in the reconstruction of the Proto-Munda noun

The elements used to fulfill the Bimoraic Constraint [BC]
were varied in Proto-Munda. Prefixes were most commonly found,
infixes less frequently, reduplication not uncommonly, and root-
compounding on occasion, while suffixes were used in a very few
restricted instances, particularly in North Munda languages, where
the BC was less strong. Functionally the elements may have in
certain instances been markers of noun-class (e.g. *k(V)- ‘animate’),
or have no apparent semantic content at all, i.e.  as far as we can tell,
they were motivated at various stages purely by the need to fulfill the
bimoraic constraint on free forms of nouns.

The BC is more active (or highly ranked in Optimality
Theory terms) in some Munda languages than in others. For
example, there are no underived, monosyllabic free forms of nouns
at all in Gta÷ in the South Munda periphery, while in the Kherwarian
North Munda language Santali,  many monosyllabic, seemingly
monomoraic nominal free forms are attested. Other Kherwarian
languages show a greater degree of bimoraic or disyllabic noun
forms.

While the range of formatives found with a given noun stem
may vary greatly among the modern Munda languages, there are
certain trends of derivation that can be observed. For example, a
given Munda language may assign a particular noun-formative
element as the default in the derivation of free forms of nouns; for
example, the default derivational element in Gta÷ appears to be
prefixed syllabic nasal.

In other languages, particular formatives are favored within
definable, restricted sets of nouns. For example, nouns referring to
animals tend to take the *kV- prefix in the South Munda language
Gutob. This patterning is non-random, has parallels throughout the
AA family (Smith 1975), and may reflect some kind of archaic
animal or animate classifier prefix. Another example is the favoring
of a glottal stop infix in the derivation of body part terms in Sora-
Gorum. Further research is required in order to determine whether
this pattern is significant. Also, there is the potentially non-random
patterning in Kharia of the prefix kon- in words referring to small
animals or words roughly falling into a category of 'diminutive' or
'affectionate'; note in this regard the possible connection of this
element to the word meaning 'child' as well as to the common
classifier in Vietnamese con. 2

However, in other instances, certain noun roots appear to
favor a particular derivational element or process to create the free-
standing form, for example the reduplication found in the word for
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'turmeric' (albeit CVC- reduplication in South Munda and CV-
reduplication in North Munda). Some correspondence sets seem to
have very infrequent or isolated derivational elements in Munda, e.g.
the sV- in 'stomach' (and possibly 'sambar deer' as well) or the pV- in
the word for 'little bird'. Note that  in North Munda there is a  general
tendency to eliminate prefixed elements and make more extensive
use of suffixes or compounding. See examples in (3) below.

(3) Selected Nouns in Munda languages (Zide 1999)

Gutob Remo Gta÷ Kharia Juang gloss
titi titi tti ti÷ iti ‘hand’

susuÑ tiksuÑ nco -- ijiñ/Ñ ‘foot’
-- gisiÑra÷e gcæÑ jiÑray jiÑlÚae ‘porcupine’
oÑgèr Ñgèr Ñgir kòÑghèr kòÑgèr ‘yng man’
mòd/÷ mòd m-mwa÷ modÚ òmòr/d ‘eye’
gikil, kilò kilò Ñku kirÚo(g) kirÚòg ‘tiger’
ò÷òn ò÷òn V~-hV~ kònòn kònòn ‘child’
gusò÷ gusòd gsu÷ solo÷ sèlag ‘dog’
dÚa÷ dÚa÷ ndÚia÷ dÚa÷ dÚag ‘water’
sulòb sulòb sla÷ (uslo÷

'earth')?
-- ‘tree’

sulòj sulòi slwè÷ laej -- ‘stomach’
sasaÑ saÑsaÑ ssia saÑsaÑ sa(rÚa)Ñ

saÑ
‘turmeric’

gidÚèb gidÚèdÚ grÚi÷ ? -- ‘frog’
gisiÑ gsæÑ siÑkoe/i,

=siÑ [CF]
seÑkoe ‘fowl’

suram siram sra -- serÚam ‘sambar
deer’

gikiÑ Ñkui~ Ñkwi~/Ñ -- kuiÑkar ‘f-i-l, w.e.b.’’
gubòn gibè gbè bane/, -ai banae ‘bear’
so÷l su÷u ncu jol òjòn ‘oil’
uròi/urei urai n(d)rwe kondroy -- ‘fly’
pirÚig pirÚi÷ plæg konthed kontedÚ small bird

Sora Gorum Kherw Korku gloss
s÷i si÷i ti ~ tii ti ‘hand’
j÷eÑ ji÷iÑ jaÑga naÑgà ‘foot’
kënjiÑ uba÷jiÑ j·i~k

jiki (H)
 jikrÚa ‘porcupine’

oÑger-sij iÑ-ger -- -- ‘yng man’
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m÷òd,
amad

mad mèt/dÚ,
(-e-, -è~)

mèd ‘eye’

kìna kul(a) kul, kula (M) kula ‘tiger’
o÷on aÑon h ò n  ( o ) ,

hòpòn
kòn ‘child’

kënsod kusòd seta sita ‘dog’
d(a)÷a da÷a dak/g/÷/Ø dÚa÷/’g ‘water’
ën÷eb -- -- -- ‘tree’
-- -- lac, lai(÷) laj ‘stomach’
saÑsaÑ saÑsaÑ sasaÑ sasaÑ (c-) ‘turmeric’
kindud -- -- ded-dà÷ ‘frog’
kënsim3 (aÑ=oi) sim sim ‘fowl’
kunsar ki~sar saram (H) -- ‘sambar

deer’
kuñar kiñar hòñhar 4 kuñkar ‘f-i-l, w.e.b.’’
këmbud kibud bana bana ‘bear’
miñol/=ñol -- -- -- ‘oil’
ëroy aroy rò, roko ruku ‘fly’
ontid porÚid titid/r= tit·id small bird

(4) Select Munda Correspondences

Gutob Remo Gta÷ Kharia Juang Sora Gorum Kherw Korku

Rdpl Rdpl Rdpl -÷ *N- -÷- -÷- Ø5 Ø

Rdpl X-Y *N- -- *N- -÷- -÷- -a -a

-- *kV-X-Y k-X X-Y X-Y kën-X Y2-X Ø/ -i X-Y

oÑ- (<
*N-)

*N- *N- kòn- kòn- *N/*kòn
??

*N- -- --

Ø Ø *N- Ø *N- -÷-, a -
/*N-

Ø Ø Ø

*kV-, -ò -ò *N- -òg -òg -a -a/Ø *-a -a

-÷-/*N- -÷-/*N- *N- -n- -n- -÷- Y-X, *N Ø, -p- Ø

*kV- *kV- *kV- -l- -l- kën- ku-/*•ën -a -a

Ø Ø *N- Ø Ø -a -a Ø Ø

sV=-Ø- sV=-Ø- sV=-Ø- ??*sV- -- *sV=-÷- -- -- --

sV- sV- sV- Ø -- -- -- Ø Ø

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CVC-

Rdpl
CV-

Rdpl
CV-

*kV- *kV- *kV- -- -- kin- -- -- X-Y

*kV- *kV- *kV- X-Y X-Y kën- Ø Ø

X-Y X-Y X-Y -- X-Y *kën- *kën- X-Y --

*kV- *N- *N- -- X-Y X-Y X-Y X-Y X-Y

*kV- *kV- *kV- X-Y X-Y *kën- *kën- -a -a
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-÷- -÷- *N- Ø *N- Y-X -- -- --

*V-/N- *V-/N- *N- kòn- Ø ë-/*N- a-/*N- Ø, -X-
PL

X-PL

*pV- *pV- *pV- kòn- kòn- *(k)òn- *pV- Rdpl (-
Y)

Rdpl

[Sources: Ramamurti 1931; N. Zide field notes; A. Zide n.d.; Malhotra 1982;
Biligiri 1965; Kullu 1981;  Bhattacharya 1968; Pinnow 1960-ms.; Osada 1992;
Deeney 1975; Campbell/Macphail 1954]

Key: X = CVC-root, Y = element used to form the free-standing compound,
Y2 = second element used in this construction, PL = plural

Note that certain subsets of semantically related nominal free forms
seem to pattern together in individual Munda languages, for
example, the words meaning ‘hand’ and ‘foot’ have the same pattern
in, e.g., Gutob (with reduplication in both), Juang (with an
etymological syllabic nasal prefix), and [Proto-]Sora-Gorum (with
infixed glottal stop), with a different derivational element in each
language/sub-group.

2 Evidence for the BC in other Austroasiatic languages

As the Munda languages do not form an isolated family, but
rather constitute the westernmost branch of the large Austroasiatic
[AA] family, in order to shed light on some of issues relating to the
apparent BC active in Proto-Munda, we naturally turned to the
broader comparative picture. As it turns out, problems similar to
those facing the researcher of comparative Munda arise in the
reconstruction of many other sub-families within Austroasiatic. This
suggests that the Bimoraic Constraint may have been operative to
derive free forms of nouns all the way back to Proto-Austroasiatic,
which, as in Munda, has either been lost or preserved in an irregular
manner in numerous daughter languages, both attested and
reconstructed.

2.1 Problems in Katuic noun-form correspondences

Within the Katuic branch of AA (5) , there are nearly 20
different patterns of correspondences seen listed in (6). These clearly
do not reconstruct back to twenty different initial sequences, but
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rather, such variation suggests that the BC was operative in deriving
free forms of nouns in the history of Katuic, as in Munda, with
different languages selecting different elements in the derivation of
particular lexical items from an underlying root.

(5) Katuic Noun correspondences (Peiros 1996)

Bru Kui Pakoh Katu gloss
nci:÷ këci:k ‘comb’
phërcè:l ÷ëcial jëju…/ìl ‘heart’
cè:m cè:m ÷ëcim ‘bird’
këcah këcah-cah kucah këcah ‘charcoal’
ncäj ncè: nce:T ncaj ‘body lice’
÷ëcá: cá:-÷acá: ÷ëcò: ÷ëcò ‘dog’
këhial khi:l kijial ‘bee, hornet’
këhi…p khëhè:p-hè:p këhe:pT këhip ‘centipede’
÷ëha:m Ñha:m ÷ëha:m ÷ëha:m ‘blood’
kla:Ñ kla:Ñ-kla:Ñ kla:Ñ kla:Ñ ‘hawk, kite, eagle’
nluaÑB kluaÑ cëluÑ ‘calf, leg’

mè÷-÷a:mè÷ ÷ëme:÷ ‘mother’
ká:n ká:n ?kërnianT ÷ëka:n-kien ‘child’
ruajB ruajB-÷a:ruajB rirò:j rërò:j (AD) ‘fly’
÷ëtäj te:-÷a:te… ÷ëti: täj ‘hand’

nta:÷ nta:÷ nta:k ‘tongue’
këta:m-ta:m ÷ëta:m ÷ëta:m ‘crab’ (VN dam)

ntre:l nthrè:l t(i)rialT krial ‘egg’
Ñha:Ñ Ñha:Ñ Ñha:Ñ Ñha:Ñ ‘bone’
÷ëjë:Ñ dΩì:Ñ ÷jì:Ñ juÑ ‘foot, leg’
Ñkìm nkìm ‘thumb’

tëkòm-kòm tëkë:m ‘finger, toe’
÷ëka: ka:-÷a:ka: ÷ëka: ‘fish’
ko:ñ ko…ñ ÷ëkòñ ‘father’

wua÷-÷a:wua÷ wò:k (AD) ‘monkey’
÷bò:k

të÷u:r Ñ÷o:r ÷iÑo:r ‘hornet, bee’
ÑÑo:rB-Ño:rB < *Ñ(ë)÷o:r

unmarked = ‘normal/clear/lax’ voice B =breathy T = tense

Note also Bru sëruaj ‘horsefly’; Note Bru kò:ñ (‘of animal’)
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 (6) Select Katuic Correspondences

Bru Kuy Pakoh Katu Bru Kuy Pakoh Katu
n- -- k- -- p·ër- -- ÷ë- CV-
Ø Ø -- ÷ë- k- k- k- k-
n- n- n- n- ÷ë- X=÷ë-X ÷ë- ÷ë-
÷ë- Ñ- ÷ë- ÷ë- n- -- k- cë-
-- X=÷ë-X -- ÷ë- Ø Ø -- ÷ë-Redpl
Ø X=÷a-X CV- CV- ÷ë- X=÷a-X ÷ë- Ø
-- kë-X-X ÷ë- ÷ë- Ø Ø Ø Ø
n- n- Ø k- Ñ- Ñ- Ñ- Ñ-
÷ë- Ø ÷- Ø -- X=÷a-X -- Ø(/÷-)
të- Ñ- *Ñ- --

2.2 Bahnaric Correspondences

Katuic is far from alone among eastern Austroasiatic languages
in showing a range of nominal free forms analogous to the
diversity seen in Munda.  Many other branches exhibit a
noteworthy degree of variability. For example, irregular
correspondences can be found among various members of the
Bahnaric family, see (7) and (8).

(7)
Bahnar Jölöng gloss
anah tönah 'wood, tree'
köyaa röyaa 'ginger'
röngaa röngaa 'sesame'
tömoo tömoo 'stone'
(Léger 1974: 124-5)

(8)
Bahnar Cua Chrau Stieng gloss
patuol ntu˙l ttul 'anthill'

÷do˙k talôk 'monkey'
muh muh mu˙h tromu˙h ‘nose’

(Gregerson, Smith, Thomas 1976: 393-7)

2.3 Palaung-Wa noun correspondences



8

When comparing languages of the Plang subgroup of
Palaung-Wa (Paulsen 1992 : 210-3), a similarly confounding
range of variation is found among the correspondence sets. See
(9) and (10). As with Munda and Katuic, such a wide degree of
variability is suggestive of the operation of the BC, allowing for
the varied and individual selection of derivational formatives to
derive the free forms of the nouns. As in Munda, a given
language appears to prefer particular formative elements in order
to fulfill the BC, e.g. ka÷4 in Shinman.

 (9)
Kontoi Shinman Samtao gloss
amhaÚc1 ka÷4 müik1 möc1 ‘ant’
ak·rak1 qhak1 krak1 ‘buffalo’
amòy2 ka÷4 moi2 moi2 ‘cow’
këtam1 ka÷4 tam1 tam1 ‘crab’
kònel1 èh1 kònia2 ‘chicken’
atep1 tiap1 tip1 ‘flea’
fa÷1 --- kònfa÷1 ‘gibbon’
ape÷2 pe÷4 pe÷1 ‘goat’
a÷uÑ1 òÑ1 òÑ1 ‘hornet’
apleÚÑ1 kliÑ1 piñ1 ‘land leech’
kònliÚk1 lik2 kònleÚc2 ‘pig’
kònkaÑ2 kaÑ3 kònkaÑ2 ‘rat’
kònvay2 ka÷4 vai3 avai2 ‘tiger’
na÷ük1 na÷ök1 ‘chest’
rë÷uh1 la÷4 uL1 aluah1 ‘fat’
këtiÑtoÚl1 ka÷4 tiÑ2 tö÷ateñ ‘navel’
këvaÑ2 ka÷4 vaÑ1 avaÑ2 ‘thigh’
n⁄tak1 ka÷4 tak1 n⁄tak1 ‘tongue’
avòy1 oi1 o1 ‘fem. in-law’
akaÚñ1 küiÑ1 köñ1 ‘father’
ata÷1 ta÷1 ata÷1 ‘g.f.’
këmi÷2 ka÷4 me÷2 ame÷1 ‘husband’
m⁄mi÷2 ka÷4 me÷2 konme÷1 ‘man’
ama÷2 ma÷2 ma÷2 ‘mother’
kònk·reÚh1 -- pëkrih1 ‘single female’
maÚñ2 ka÷4 muiÑ3 amöñ2 ‘wife’
m⁄pün1 ka÷4 pön1 kònpun ‘woman’
m⁄paÚk1 ka÷4 pük2 apök1 ‘bridge’
aÚ = subscript +
(10)
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Kontoi Shinman Samtao Kontoi Shinman Samtao
a- ka÷= Ø a- Ø Ø/--
kë- ka÷= Ø kòn- Ø kòn-
Ø -- kòn- a(÷)- Ø Ø
a- k- Ø -÷- -- -÷-
kòn- ka÷= a- kë-...-tol ka÷= tö-÷-a-
-÷- la÷= a- a- Ø a-
n⁄- ka÷= n⁄- m⁄- ka÷= kòn-
kë- ka÷= a- m⁄- ka÷= a-
kòn- -- pë-

2.4 Nicobarese Correspondences

To be sure, most, if not all, subgroups of Austroasiatic show
disturbing inconsistencies in correspondences among free forms of
nouns, despite the presence of a cognate root element across the
languages of the subgroup. Compare in this regard, the forms of
‘hand’ found in the various languages of the Nicobarese subgroup in
(11).

 (11)
Central Car Shom Pen Teressa gloss
kane-tai el-ti: noai-ti: mòh-ti: ‘hand’

(Man 1975 [1888-9])

2.5 Aslian Correspondences

Members of the Aslian branch of Austroasiatic also show a
certain degree of variation with regards to the elements used in
deriving free forms of nouns (Benjamin 1976: 102ff.). Many Aslian
languages seem to have lost the BC altogether, but others seem to
have preserved it. A few examples from Aslian languages are offered
in (12).

 (12)
Sn, Sa6 LJ, LY TM    SM.I/II  MM, SB, Sl, Tq     gloss
ko:n këwòn këwòt  kënò:n     kënòn    ‘child’

Ks, KB, Je, BN, CW  Mr JH      gloss
 wòÑ     këwèl  ÷ewa÷   ‘child’

Sn Sa    LY      Tm     Sm.i Sm.ii JH MM SB,Sl Tq   gloss
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÷acèh co:÷   ÷acè÷   cëwò÷   cò:÷ co÷ cuwo:÷ caw cò:h   còw     ‘dog’

Sn Sa JH gloss
÷ëñkoñ ÷ëñkoñ kërakòñ 'male'

CW Sn, Tm, Sm.i, Sm.ii    Sa, LY, JH MM SB, Sl Tq     gloss
be÷ ba:÷      ba÷ be÷ baba:h babah 'rice'

2.6 Pearic Correspondences

Pearic languages (Headley 1978: 86) also show a limited
degree of variation in free forms of nouns. Compare in this regard
the words for ‘shrimp’ seen in (13) in various members of the Pearic
sub-group.

(13)
Sòmray Sòmree. Chong hëëp Chong lòò gloss
mpí:h këpìh këpì:h këpì:t ‘shrimp’

As in Munda, Katuic, and Palaung-Wa, individual Pearic
languages appear to have generalized a particular formant to fulfill
the BC on nominal free forms. Compare in this regard the Chong-
Song correspondences in (14), where Chong seems to have
generalized the *k(V)- prefix, corresponding to at least three
different prefix elements in Song (Diffloth 1989: 149).

(14)
Chong Song gloss
këla÷ khla’a ‘leaf’
këla¨÷ sëlaÓ: ‘thorn’
këpha: lëpha: ‘tortoise’

Note also Chong kakhoo vs. Samre rëkhàw 'husked rice' (Pou and Martin
1981: 43)

(cf. Talan [Katuic] tapa:, Vietnamese ba-ba)

2.7 Monic Correspondences

Monic languages are similarly not exempt from the effects
of the purported BC under investigation (Huffman 1990: 58-83). For
example, most of the Monic forms meaning ‘eel’ or a particular
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species of ‘eel’ suggest a *kVn- prefix, but the Central Nyah Kur
dialects show a reduplicated form (Diffloth 1984: 69-97). Another
good example of the variable means of deriving free forms of nouns
in Monic languages is seen in the word for ‘kite’; see (16).

 (15)
 Burmese Mon Thai Mon Nyah Kur gloss
kon kon-Ñac kuan-kuan ‘child’

(16)

 Mon(Ro) Mon (Rao) Mon(Thai) gloss
hëcem hëcem hëcèem ‘bird’
÷ëneiaÑ k/÷ënèaÑ ÷/këniëÑ,

hëne¨iaÑ
‘kite’

÷ëyao÷ k/÷ëyao÷ k/÷ëyao÷ ‘worm,
maggot’

÷ëchao k/÷ëchao (÷ë)chao ‘red ant’

hëlë¨Ñ hëlë¨öÑ ‘eel’

NyahKur(N)NK(C) NyK(S) gloss

ñciam ñciam këñciam ‘bird’

(÷o)Ñli¨aÑ lëÑliˆaÑ liÑliˆaÑ ‘kite’

ñc(h)u¨u÷ ñchu¨u÷ kënsu¨u÷ ~
këñchu¨u÷

‘worm,
maggot’

chaw chaw saw ~chaw ‘red ant’

nto¨oÑ thu¨ÑthooÑ këntho¨oÑ ‘eel’

2.8 Khmeric Correspondences

The Khmeric branch of Austroasiatic also shows irregular
correspondences, for example between Old Khmer and modern
Khmer (Pou & Martin 1981: 16, 18, 28). See a brief set of examples
in (17).

 (17)
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Old Khmer Modern Khmer gloss
cincaañ añcaañ 'gmelina asiatica'
daÑdraaÑ ~ di- kand(r)aamÚn(o) [hae] 'polygonum barbatum'
kañchet kañchaet 'neptunia oleracea'

There are also numerous irregular correspondences between Khmer
and other Austroasiatic languages with respect to the element used to
fulfill the BC, e.g. Old Khmer phcik vs. Bahnar këcik 'shorea obtusa'
(Pou & Martin 1981: 40).

2.9 Viet-Muong Correspondences

Even Viet-Muong languages show variation that is
suggestive of a formerly active BC in their history. For example,
there are a number of words that appear in a reduplicated form in
Muong that correspond to simplex forms or compound forms of
some type in Vietnamese (18).

(18) (Nguyen Van Khon 1987; Sokolovskaja/Nguyen 1987)

Muong Vietnamese gloss
daÚÑ3 daÚÑ3 dáÑ d˘i ‘bat’
dañ3 tlañ3 trán ‘forehead’
ka1 tlôl2 môÚt giô‰Ñ gà ruÁÑ ‘grouse, blackcock’

Irregular correspondences of Thavung and Ruc to other
Viet-Muong languages are also suggestive of the operation of the BC
in the history of this branch of Austroasiatic.

(19) (Hayes 1992: 222)
Vietnamese Muong RuÚc Thavung gloss
tóc1 tha˙c1 u˙súk1 sòk1 ‘hair’
-- trô‰c1 ku˙luòk1 ÷òòk1 ‘head’
r¢˙Ñ1 tha˙Ñ1 kàsȧÑ1 ksaÑ1 ‘tooth’
ru˘·oi 1 ruôÁi1 mu˙ròy1 mòyh2 ‘fly’

(20) (Ferlus 1974: 73)
ThavUng Kha bô A-rem Vietnamese gloss
atak atak atek ∞≥t ‘land’
akòl klò t’lo ‘star’
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2.10 Khasic Correspondences

Among the languages of the Khasic branch of Austroasiatic,
there are also instances of irregular, varied correspondences. The BC
seems to be very strong in Khasi, where numerous free forms of
nouns include some additional element. Quite common in Khasi
proper as well as in Synteng, is the velar prefix. This is found on a
wide range of animal names, kin terms, and body parts. However, in
other languages of the branch, these elements occur less frequently,
either replaced by a different element, or lacking altogether.
Compare the forms listed in (21) in this regard (Fournier 1974: 86-
92).

 (21)
Khasi Lyngngam Synteng Amwi gloss
ksew ksu:/’su: ksaw

~kswa
ksiá ‘dog’

sim sim sim ‘bird’
khmat kh’mat khmat ma:t ‘eye’

khmut leo-‘mut khmut mur-koÑ ‘nose’

Lakadong Mynnar War gloss
ksaw ksow ksià ‘dog’

ksem ksem ‘bird’
ma:t ma:t ‘eye’
mur-koÑ myrkoÑ ‘nose’

3 Evidence from Alternations: Derived Bimoraic Free Forms
and Monosyllabic Combining Forms

Further evidence that is suggestive of the operation of the
BC in the history of Munda and Austroasiatic comes from variation
seen in nominal and verbal compounds generally consisting of two
elements. One of these is a shorter, combining form of a noun which
has a corresponding longer free form that fulfills the BC.
Alternations of this type are common in Khasi, various South Munda
languages (and Proto-South Munda), and Nicobarese.
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3.1 Khasi

In Khasi, the free form of the word for ‘hand’ is kti, but this
appears as simply ti when used as a combining form; for examples of
this and other alternations, see (22-3).

(22) Khasi alternations between derived free form and unprefixed
combining form

kti but tiipdeÑ ‘middle finger’ (Rabel 1961: 44)

khmat but matli÷ ‘white of eye’
also ÷iimat ‘eye’ < see-eye/face (Rabel 1961: 149)

khnaay ‘mouse. rat’ but naaysaaw ‘small red hill mouse’

(23)

kpa, kmi(e) ‘father, mother’ (non-vocative) vs.

÷ii paa  ÷ii mey address term used by children to parents
‘daddy/mommy’ (Rabel 1961: 49)

3.2 Munda

In various South Munda languages, nominal compounds and
verbs with noun-incorporation use a set of short combining forms
which generally correspond to a bimoraic free form of the noun
(Mahapatra and Zide 1972). This is most highly developed in the SM
language Sora as in (24), but is characteristic of all the South Munda
languages to some degree.

(24) Sora Full Forms and Combining Forms (Starosta 1992: 85-86;
Ramamurti 1931: 69ff.)

Full Form Combining Form Gloss
ësu =su ‘illness’
aÑgaj =gaj ‘moon’
da÷a =da ‘water’
ji÷i =ji ‘tooth’
usal =sal ‘skin’
kumbul =bul 'rat'
kinsod =sod 'dog'
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saÑsaÑ =saÑ 'turmeric'
jëno =jo 'broom'
kënuÑ =kuÑ 'razor'
si÷i =si ‘hand’

lam-si-t-am [bow-hand-NONPAST-2] ‘I bow to your hand(s)’
(Ramamurti 1931: 43).

3.3 Nicobarese

Similar alternations between longer, derived free forms, and
shorter, seemingly underived combining forms are found in
Nancowry Nicobarese as well; see (25). As in South Munda, the
short forms also appear in both nominal compounds and
incorporated into verbs.

 (25) Nancowry full and combining forms (Radhakrishnan 1981)

÷u(ál )mát   ‘eye’ vs. kap-mat ‘imagine’, halepimatri ‘examine
something.’

4 Conclusions

In Proto-Munda, and many of its daughter languages, a
Bimoriac Constraint on free-forms of nouns appears to have been (or
to continue to be) active, requiring the predominantly monosyllabic
noun roots to undergo some elaboration process, either prefixation,
infixation, compounding, suffixation, or reduplication. A similar
problem arises in the reconstruction of numerous Austroasiatic
subgroups.7 This suggests the Proto-Munda feature may be an old
one in the Austroasiatic language family as a whole. The Bimoraic
Constraint on nominal free-forms may be preserved or lost in an
irregular manner in individual Austroasiatic languages, both attested
and reconstructed. In the case of (partial) preservation, a given
language may have generalized a particular derivational element in
this to fulfill the constraint e.g. ka÷4 in Shinman (Palaung-Wa),
*k(V)- in Chong (Pearic), or *N- in Gta÷ (South Munda).
Furthermore, the Khasi-Munda-Nicobarese parallels addressed in 3
above strongly suggest that alternations between longer free forms of
nouns fulfilling the Bimoraic Constraint and shorter combining
forms of nouns used in compounding and incorporation also may be
quite old in the family, perhaps even being characteristic of the
Proto-Austroasiatic ancestor language itself. Resolving this issue,
however, must await further research in comparative Munda and
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comparative Austroasiatic verbal and nominal morphology and
phonology.

                                                  
Notes

1 There are a few roots in Munda that appear to be disyllabic in form. Some
of these have laryngeal elements originally, e.g. the word for 'thigh'. Note
that in Sora, some disyllabic forms, including certain loans, have no
corresponding monosyllabic combining form and consequently cannot be
incorporated or compounded. As these forms always fulfill the BC, but
show no significant alternations, they are not exceptions to our claim that
Proto-Munda noun roots were minimally bimoraic, but rather seem to
constitute a minor form class of the language.
2 Additionally, there may have been a historical conflation/contamination of
two originally distinct morphemic sequences in a given Munda language,
e.g. a prefix *kon- <coming originally from 'child'> and *kV-n-, an *n-
infixed form attached to the previously mentioned *kV-prefixed form or a
*kV- prefix attached to form already bearing a syllabic nasal prefix *N-.
3 Note also Sora kënreÑim, morphemically kën-reÑ-im the last syllable
perhaps coming from *sim with s-loss.
4 Note also Ho honyar, Mundari honyar ~ hoñear.
5 'hand' has a long vowel in Asuri and Ho. These forms therefore satisfy the
BC.
6 List of Aslian language Abbreviations

KS Kensiu KB Kentaqbong Je Jehai
Mt Mintil BN Bateq Nong CW Che’ Wong
BD Bateg Deq Sa Sabum LJ Lanoh Jengjeng
Tm Temiar Sm.i/ii Semai I, II JH Jah Hut
SB Semaq Beri Sl Semelai Tq Temoq
Mr Mendriq Sn Semnam LY Lanoh Yir
MM Mah Meri

7 As was pointed out in the discussion following this paper (Madison, WI
May, 2000), a similar constraint appears to be characteristic of various
stages or subgroups of Hmong-Mien languages as well (M. Ratliff, p.c.).
The BC is also apparently at the heart of the Minimal Word theory (M.
Macken, p.c.).
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